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L * l 
ENGLISH FO R EMPLOYMEN T 

I hope thu s fa r t o hav e mad e a  fe w convincin g proposal s abou t th e 
relation o f contemporar y literatur e t o department s o f English , an d 

about th e importanc e o f maintainin g ethica l workin g condition s fo r 
graduate student s an d facult y i n th e humanities . I  a m no t claimin g tha t 
these tw o topic s ar e intimatel y related ; o n th e contrary , I  admi t tha t 
ethical workin g condition s fo r facult y an d graduat e student s nee d no t 
facilitate th e teachin g o f literatur e an y mor e tha n th e teachin g o f litera -
ture guarantee s ethica l workin g condition s fo r teachers . An d ye t ther e 
may wel l b e a  nontrivia l connectio n betwee n th e relativ e autonom y o f 
the "aesthetic " and th e relativ e autonomy necessar y to th e functionin g o f 
any critica l institutio n i n civi l society , includin g universities . I n thi s 
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chapter I  want t o explor e thi s connection , bu t I  do no t wan t t o d o s o i n 
a mechanica l way : I  will  no t argue , for  instance , tha t academi c freedo m 
depends o n th e ide a o f disinterestedness , whethe r tha t ide a i s tie d t o 
aesthetics (a s "purposive purposelessness" ) o r t o politic s (a s "neutrality") . 
And I  will  definitel y no t argu e tha t th e academi c freedo m o f facult y 
should depen d o n whethe r w e rea d literatur e "a s literature " rathe r tha n 
as evidenc e abou t th e broade r cultur e tha t produce s an d consume s (oh , 
all right , writes  and reads)  literary works . Ye t I  d o wan t t o sugges t tha t 
there i s somethin g necessaril y indeterminat e abou t th e wor k w e d o i n 
English, an d tha t thi s indeterminac y ma y b e no t onl y usefu l t o th e 
discipline (i n a  social-pragmati c sense ) bu t als o constitutiv e o f th e ver y 
means b y whic h w e addres s ou r subjec t matter , regardles s o f whethe r 
that subjec t matte r i s Shakespeare o r The  Simpsons. 

At the same time, I  do no t want t o make a  fetish o f indeterminacy. As 
a write r o n th e independen t Left , I  canno t not  b e intereste d i n th e 
question o f whether th e knowledge s produce d i n m y discipline migh t b e 
of an y us e a t al l i n fosterin g a  critica l cultur e i n whic h progressiv e 
political chang e i s thinkabl e (an d therefor e possible) . I  argue d i n Public 
Access that th e institution o f academic literary criticism i s constitutionall y 
engaged i n th e projec t o f enhancing wha t I  cal l "advance d literacy, " tha t 
is, th e trainin g o f students i n th e possibilitie s an d varietie s o f interpreta -
tion; th e questio n continuall y befor e us , then , i s whether trainin g i n th e 
subtleties o f interpretation ca n serv e the purposes o f democratic renewal . 
Is advanced literacy as necessary to a  democratic polity as is basic literacy, 
and doe s advance d literac y hav e anythin g t o d o wit h th e caus e o f socia l 
justice? 

The disciplin e o f Englis h i s perhap s on e o f th e mos t vexin g an d 
problematic place s fro m whic h t o as k thi s question . I n hi s forewor d t o 
Jerry Herron' s strangel y neglecte d bu t ver y engagin g book , Universities 
and the  Myth of  Cultural  Decline,  Gerald Graf f summarize s on e o f Her -
ron's centra l argument s b y writing, 

It i s interestin g t o loo k a t th e wa y th e officia l publicit y o f 
humanities departments tends to hedge on this question. English 
departments, fo r example , characteristicall y tel l student s tha t i f 
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they majo r i n Englis h they  wil l lear n t o becom e independen t 
thinkers wh o wil l fearlessl y questio n th e establishe d belief s an d 
institutions o f thei r society—bu t that , additionally , they  wil l 
acquire th e skill s tha t wil l qualif y the m fo r th e professions . I f 
you stud y English , yo u wil l lear n ho w t o se e through corporat e 
capitalism while qualifying fo r a  job a t IBM! (5) 

Here Graf f capture s nicel y wha t I  cal l th e "reversibility " o f th e knowl -
edges w e circulat e i n th e humanities , a  reversibilit y tha t no t onl y serve s 
us wel l whe n i t come s t o trainin g student s (whereb y w e tr y t o com e t o 
terms wit h th e fac t tha t advance d literac y ca n b e use d fo r progressiv e o r 
reactionary ends) , bu t als o seem s someho w boun d u p wit h th e specifi c 
material o f ou r field,  sinc e fo r th e pas t fe w centuries , "literature " an d 
"the aesthetic " have bee n understoo d t o excee d an y determinate politica l 
use. I n othe r words , jus t a s a  majo r i n Englis h ca n teac h yo u t o se e 
through corporat e capitalis m whil e workin g fo r IBM , s o too , somehow , 
can th e stud y o f Shakespear e serv e revolutionar y an d conservativ e socia l 
forces a t the sam e time . 

I do no t se e any way of making Shakespeare—o r literar y study—int o 
a unidirectiona l vehicl e fo r politica l change ; I  d o se e numerou s way s 
textual study can mak e student s mor e critica l (an d self-critical ) reader s o f 
the text s tha t compos e thei r world . I  sai d somethin g t o thi s effec t a t th e 
close of Public Access, anticipating , a t the time , that m y conclusion woul d 
sound to o wishy-wash y an d defeatis t fo r thos e o f m y colleague s o n th e 
Left who speak as if they had th e formula fo r ensurin g tha t thei r student s 
would neve r agai n rea d o r ac t i n a  reactionary way . Curiously , however , 
the closing pages of Public Access were promptly fileted  no t b y the Maois t 
Literary Group Standin g Committe e o n Counterrevolutionar y Criticism , 
but b y th e nimbles t sush i che f i n th e business , Stanle y Fish—who , i n 
his mos t recen t book , Professional  Correctness: Literary  Studies  and  Politi-
cal Change,  too k issu e wit h m y wor k no t fo r it s modest y bu t fo r it s 
"hubris" (125) . Apparently , wha t make s m e s o invitin g a  targe t i s m y 
belief tha t interpretation s ca n matte r t o th e world , a  belie f tha t run s 
afoul o f Fish's claim (an d we shall see whether i t i s anything more tha n a 
claim) tha t criticis m an d theory , lik e poetry , mak e nothin g happen . 
"What Berub e neve r seem s t o realize, " writes Fish , "i s tha t although , a s 
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he put s it , 'th e "textual " o r th e "discursive " i s . . . a  crucia l sit e o f socia l 
contestation' (264) , the peopl e who study  that sit e are no t crucia l player s 
in th e contest " (124) . 

It i s hard t o see how Fis h ca n maintai n thi s position , sinc e among th e 
people wh o "study " th e sit e o f th e discursiv e ar e peopl e wit h th e powe r 
to write laws , allocate resources , and distribut e socia l and materia l goods ; 
indeed, Fis h himsel f woul d no t b e abl e t o trave l s o freel y betwee n th e 
realms o f la w an d literatur e i f ther e wer e no t interpretiv e protocol s 
common t o both . Interestingly , Fis h proceed s fro m thi s poin t t o credi t 
me wit h recognizin g m y ow n "immodest " tendenc y t o overreach—add -
ing quickly , however , tha t m y momen t o f self-recognitio n i s a s evanes -
cent a s a blush: 

For a  moment , i n th e closin g page s o f hi s book , Berub e seem s 
close t o seein g thi s [i.e. , hi s poin t abou t peopl e wh o stud y th e 
site o f th e discursive ] a s h e retreat s fro m hi s large r claim s an d 
imagines a  relativel y humbl e rol e fo r academi c literar y work . 
"The work of literary critics," he acknowledges, "jus t i s the work 
of interpretation, an d th e teaching and training of literary critics 
is th e teachin g o f an d trainin g i n varietie s an d possibilitie s o f 
interpretation" (263) . Thi s i s s o reasonabl e an d mil d tha t w e 
might thin k we were hearing th e voice of Frank Kermode whe n 
he describe s ou r tas k a s creating reader s "wh o wil l want t o joi n 
us a s peopl e wh o spea k wit h th e pas t an d kno w somethin g o f 
reading a s an ar t t o b e mastered" an d reject s a s "immodest" th e 
notion tha t b y teaching such persons t o read "w e are improvin g 
them, ethicall y o r civilly " (An  Appetite  for Poetry y Cambridge, 
Mass., 1989 , 58—56) . But immodesty , alon g with th e hop e an d 
the claim , immediatel y return s whe n Berub e list s th e reward s 
awaiting those who enrol l i n hi s classes : "We mak e th e promis e 
that i f you do these things, i f you practice the fine arts of textual 
interpretation, you will 'get more out of you r readings , in terms 
of you r ow n symboli c economy : yo u wil l lear n th e proces s o f 
constructing analogies , drawin g inferences , makin g finer  an d 
firmer intertextual connection s amon g the texts you've read, an d 
the texts that compose your world" (263) . 

I ha d no t actuall y writte n tha t passag e a s a n advertisemen t fo r m y ow n 
courses, but no w that I  think of it, perhaps I  should; certainly the passage 
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is to o lon g t o fit  o n a  T-shir t o r a  bumpe r sticker , an d eve n quotin g 
Fish's citatio n o f i t ha s take n u p a n ungainl y amoun t o f spac e i n thi s 
book. Bu t a s a  matte r o f fact , I  don' t actuall y us e suc h languag e i n 
advertising m y courses—no t becaus e I  a m modest , bu t becaus e I  thin k 
this languag e i s so generic , so thoroughly par t o f the "commo n sense " of 
the discipline , tha t i t would no t distinguis h th e goal s of my courses fro m 
the goal s o f anyon e else's , wit h th e possibl e exceptio n o f Stanle y Fish . 
The "we " in th e passage , after all , does no t denot e "m e and m y ideologi -
cal compatriots" ; i t was , o r a t leas t I  hope d i t woul d be , capaciou s 
enough t o includ e anyon e who think s tha t literar y study migh t serv e an y 
purpose othe r tha n th e enhancemen t o f literary study . 

What Fis h take s exceptio n t o i n thi s passag e i s no t m y clai m tha t 
literary study helps you "ge t more ou t of " you r reading ; he seems instea d 
to assum e tha t I  hav e propose d interpretiv e theor y a s a  mean s t o self -
improvement. Bu t i n fac t th e onl y wa y i n whic h I  sugges t tha t literar y 
study "improves " anyon e i s tha t i t make s peopl e int o mor e carefu l 
readers, an d I  dre w o n thi s languag e o f "gettin g mor e ou t of " readin g 
precisely because thi s i s how literar y study i s commonly spoke n o f in th e 
culture Fis h an d I  inhabit (and , followin g Wittgenstein , I  think ordinar y 
language i s th e "site " a t whic h peopl e describ e thei r lives) . Ho w often , 
dear reade r an d colleagu e (i f colleague you be) , has a  nonacademic frien d 
said to you, " I really enjoyed [boo k X] o r [fil m Y] , but you probabl y 'go t 
more ou t o f it ' tha n I  did" ? Amon g peopl e wh o kno w bette r tha n t o 
think tha t Englis h professor s scou r othe r people' s utterance s fo r gram -
matical missteps , this is the most widely understood functio n o f interpre-
tive study: i t helps you notic e textua l detail , rea d fo r subplots , place text s 
in generi c o r historica l contexts , o r mak e somethin g coheren t ou t o f 
seemingly rando m feature s o f a  text . I t lead s you , i n a  phrase , t o get 
more ou t o f what yo u read ; an d i n recen t decades , a s th e procedure s o f 
literary criticis m hav e bee n applie d increasingl y t o ostensibl y "nonliter -
ary" phenomena , jus t a s theorist s hav e denie d tha t ther e i s i n principl e 
any differenc e betwee n th e interpretatio n o f sign s insid e an d outsid e 
literary texts , th e disciplin e o f Englis h ha s begu n t o mak e th e promise , 
implicitly an d explicitly , tha t i f you ca n lear n t o "ge t mor e ou t of " you r 
reading o f Jan e Austen , yo u will  als o lear n t o ge t mor e ou t o f you r 
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reading of other texts , discourses, and rhetorics , be they magazine articles , 
conversations, Suprem e Cour t decisions , rhetoric s o f empire , o r book s 
by Stanley Fish . 

And ther e i s every reason fo r peopl e to become bette r reader s of books 
by Stanle y Fish ; Fis h i s a n entertainin g write r wh o manages , a t th e 
conclusion o f hi s treatmen t o f Public  Access,  to nai l m e dow n almos t 
perfectly. Afte r citin g th e passag e i n whic h I  write o f "makin g finer  an d 
firmer intertextua l connection s amon g th e text s you'v e read , an d th e 
texts tha t compos e your world," Fis h summarize s m y position a s fairly a s 
anyone ha s done t o date : 

Up unti l tha t las t claus e this i s a thoroughly conventional , eve n 
Keatsian-Arnoldian, celebratio n o f th e aestheti c sensibilit y an d 
its pleasures ; bu t wit h "an d th e text s tha t compos e you r world " 
another "promise " i s made , a t leas t implicitly : th e promis e tha t 
if yo u lear n t o rea d i n th e appropriat e manne r an d teac h tha t 
way of reading t o others , you an d they  will rea d th e tex t o f th e 
world differentl y an d thereb y produc e a  different , an d better , 
world. (124 ) 

The composite picture Fish draws of me here is that of a  kin d of Keatsian-
Arnoldian Fran k Kermod e o n steroids— a picture , I  think , tha t woul d 
positively identif y m e i n an y polic e precinc t i n th e profession . Fo r I  do 
believe tha t ther e ar e texts tha t compos e ou r world (eve n i f I don' t thin k 
that al l th e world' s a  text) , an d I  d o thin k tha t i f you lear n a  few thing s 
about how texts work, you will  be able to apply your knowledge no t onl y 
to manifestos bu t to minstrel shows, not only to Lycidasbut  t o law.1 In th e 
passage o f Public  Access under scrutin y here , I  di d ten d t o emphasiz e th e 
interpretation o f written texts : "Historicizing a  text, speakin g it s silences, 
making manifes t it s 'latencies, ' readin g it s rhetorics , interrogatin g it s im -
plicit assumptions o r explici t propositions abou t rac e or gender o r natio n 
or sexualit y o r 'culture'—thi s i s what w e d o an d wha t w e tr y t o interes t 
our students in doing" (263). But I never claimed that the kinds of reading 
performed an d taught in literary study were so specific to literary study that 
they could no t b e learned elsewhere ; in fact , i f I  had  made such a  claim, I 
would hav e wound u p i n the same dilemma Stanle y Fish finds  himsel f i n 
(a dilemma I  will explore shortly)—unable t o account for , an d thus com -
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pelled to deny or minimize, the influence o f interpretive theory on extralit -
erary phenomena. Rather , my claim was tha t 

in theory , yo u ca n d o thi s [i.e. , lear n t o rea d th e text s o f th e 
world] i n nearly any field of human endeavor , fro m astrophysic s 
to sport s commentary , bu t you ca n probably d o i t bes t i n thos e 
fields tha t giv e th e wides t possibl e latitud e t o understandin g 
the formativ e an d "productive " aspect s o f language , wher e th e 
interpretation o f discourse s an d rhetoric s necessaril y involve s 
interpretation o f th e discursiv e an d nondiscursiv e wor k tha t 
"discourses and rhetorics" have done in the world. (263 ) 

My claim , i n othe r words , i s not tha t m y course s will  mak e you a  bette r 
person, bu t tha t literar y study , lik e man y othe r fields  o f endeavor , will 
make you a  better interprete r o f the world—and tha t unlike  man y fields 
of endeavor , i t wil l attemp t t o d o s o b y wa y o f understandin g th e 
discursive an d nondiscursiv e wor k tha t discourse s an d rhetoric s hav e 
done i n th e world . 

Fish's argumen t agains t m y position , lik e Professional  Correctness i n 
general, depend s o n a  network o f ancillar y argument s abou t disciplinar -
ity, public justification, antifoundationalism , an d th e function o f "critica l 
thinking" (which , a s we shall see , has for Fis h no functio n a t all , since h e 
does no t believ e i n it s existence) . And becaus e I  largel y agre e wit h Fis h 
with respec t t o disciplinarity , publi c justification , an d antifoundation -
alism, I  thin k i t i s al l th e mor e urgen t fo r m e t o tak e u p hi s challeng e 
and find  som e worthy worldly work fo r "critica l thinking " t o do . 

I will not purchas e m y argument o n th e cheap : to wit, I  will no t argu e 
that becaus e Fish himsel f i s a  quasi-public figure  outsid e th e academy , o r 
that because my own mos t recen t book , Life  As We  Know It,  spok e to nu -
merous audiences outside my field, Fish and I between us have demolished 
his argument tha t literary critics cannot trave l outside the discipline with -
out ceasin g to b e literary critics . But I  will say that when i t comes t o dis -
cussing what kin d o f people and what kin d o f knowledges can  travel out -
side the disciplin e (perhap s t o hav e some effec t o n th e world , o r perhap s 
just t o g o sightseeing) , Fish' s argumen t i s characteristicall y sinuou s an d 
elusive. If  yo u ca n imagin e a  sush i che f applyin g hi s manua l talent s t o 
three-card monte , you'll have a fair idea of what I'm grapplin g with. 
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In hi s critiqu e o f Public  Access,  Fish's positio n o n cultura l studie s 
rested largel y o n th e propositio n tha t th e academy' s object s o f study , 
even whe n the y includ e "th e wor k tha t rhetoric s an d discourse s hav e 
done i n the world," have no nee d fo r th e academy itself . Even i f it i s true 
that nonacademi c constituencie s ar e relevant t o the disciplines o f cultura l 
studies, write s Fish , "an d tha t i t i s s o is , afte r all , th e thesis  of cultura l 
studies, the n i t follow s tha t thes e constituencie s don' t nee d ou r help ; 
and, mor e importantly , ther e i s n o reaso n fo r the m t o hel p us  eve n 
though w e ma y b e th e theorist s o f thei r activity " (122-23) . Fis h her e 
insists tha t th e object s o f cultura l studie s ar e i n fac t blithel y ignoran t o f 
cultural studies : "afte r all , they don' t d o wha t the y d o becaus e the y rea d 
Stuart Hal l o r Judith Butle r o r Dic k Hebdige " (123) . Thi s ma y b e tru e 
for man y "subcultural " groups , bu t the n again , i t i s hardly tru e o f the m 
all: Judit h Butler' s wor k ha s i n fac t bee n influentia l fo r "queer " politica l 
activists; Stuart Hall' s work has intersected tim e and agai n with th e films 
of Isaa c Julien ; an d Dic k Hebdige' s influenc e o n Britis h subcultur e 
should b y no w b e a s wel l documente d a s hi s scholarl y wor k o n Britis h 
subculture (althoug h perhap s that' s mor e obviou s t o someon e o f m y 
generation an d tastes , someon e wh o stil l listen s t o th e Gan g o f Four , 
than t o someon e lik e Fish) . And althoug h i t i s insufferabl y immodest , I 
myself hop e (i f fo r nothin g els e i n th e world ) eventuall y t o hav e som e 
impact o n th e socia l meaning o f Down syndrome , no t merel y by being a 
parent o f a child with Dow n syndrom e bu t b y having written abou t i t i n 
a wa y tha t bring s th e concern s o f literar y theor y t o bea r o n th e under -
standing o f human disability . I f Fish argue s tha t academic s ar e structur -
ally an d substantivel y irrelevan t t o th e extra-academi c phenomen a the y 
study, I  believ e tha t th e burde n o f proo f i s on him , an d tha t h e ha s no t 
met it . 

Fish's position , however , i s no t s o simpl e a s this . A t on e poin t i n 
Professional Correctness, Fis h cite s a n exampl e o f a  work o f literar y criti -
cism tha t trie d t o have a  material effec t o n th e world, an d th e exampl e i s 
G. Wilso n Knight' s The  Chariot  of Wrath:  The  Message offohn Milton  to 
Democracy at War  (1942). Knight' s book , i t would seem , was a  work no t 
of criticis m bu t o f wartime exhortation ; accordin g t o Fish , "th e subtitl e 
telegraphs Knight' s intention : h e i s goin g t o searc h Milton' s poetr y fo r 
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passages and image s tha t will  provide comfor t an d inspiratio n t o a  nation 
beleaguered b y evi l forces ; h e i s not  going t o clai m tha t th e meaning s h e 
finds ar e meanings Milto n intended : onl y tha t th e meaning s h e finds  ar e 
helpful t o th e Britis h peopl e i n a  momen t o f presen t crisis " (66) . This , 
then, argue s Fish , i s no t literar y criticis m a t al l "an d ha s ha d n o lastin g 
effect o n Milto n criticism " (67) . Fai r enough ; I  woul d no t wan t t o 
counterclaim tha t Laure n Berlant' s readin g o f Hawthorne' s "Th e Cus -
tom-House" i n The  Anatomy of  National Fantasy  was or coul d hav e bee n 
the crucia l tex t tha t le d t o th e passag e o f NAFT A i n 1993 . Bu t tha t 
wasn't th e issu e o n th e table . Th e questio n befor e u s wa s no t "ca n 
books abou t literatur e hav e a n impac t o n nationa l policy? " bu t "ca n th e 
knowledges circulate d an d produce d i n Englis h hav e a n impac t o n na -
tional policy? " To tha t question , Fis h ha s a  slightly differen t answer , on e 
that doe s no t depen d o n th e wartime aspiration s o f G. Wilson Knight : 

I a m no t sayin g tha t specificall y literar y skill s cannot b e applie d 
to extra-literar y contexts , jus t tha t thos e context s wil l b e unaf -
fected b y th e application . Th e rhetorica l analysi s o f diplomati c 
communiques, political statements, legal documents, presidentia l 
addresses, advertising , popula r culture , televisio n news , bill -
boards, restaurant menus , movie marquees, and almos t anythin g 
else one ca n thin k o f has bee n a n industr y fo r a  long time , bu t 
in almost no case have State Department official s o r the members 
of th e judiciar y o r eve n th e publisher s o f Harlequi n romance s 
changed thei r way of doing things a s a result o f having read—i f 
any of them eve r did read—a brilliantl y intricate deconstructio n 
of their practices . Think abou t it . You ar e about t o ope n a  new 
business or introduce a  bill in Congress or initiate an advertisin g 
campaign, bu t yo u paus e t o as k yourself , "Wha t woul d th e 
readers of Diacritics say?" (90-91 ) 

This i s rather witty—but di d you watch th e red card ? Look again : it' s 
one thin g t o sa y "i n almos t n o cas e hav e Stat e Departmen t official s .  . . 
changed thei r wa y o f doin g things " becaus e o f (i n thi s case ) deconstruc -
tion. That kin d o f claim, like Fish's claims about Stuar t Hal l e t al. , seems 
contestable o n it s face , thank s t o th e adven t o f critica l lega l studies , 
which i s influenced b y deconstruction an d which doe s seek to change th e 
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way la w i s taugh t an d practice d (a s Fis h himsel f wel l knows) . Bu t it' s 
quite anothe r thin g t o suppos e tha t deconstructio n ca n chang e thing s 
only i f policy makers an d a d execs read it s former hous e journal, Diacrit-
ics. I f w e ar e tempte d her e t o prov e Fis h wron g b y sendin g fre e tria l 
copies o f Diacritics  to th e Stat e Departmen t o r th e advertisin g office s o f 
J. Walte r Thompson , I  hav e t o thin k Fis h will  hav e le d u s dow n th e 
garden path . 

So far, thi s i s the terrai n accordin g to Professional  Correctness: books o f 
literary criticis m d o no t chang e th e world , an d eve n i f w e appl y th e 
techniques o f literary criticism t o cultura l phenomena , thos e phenomen a 
will turn ou t no t t o have any need o f our criticism. Similarly , Fis h admit s 
that "specificall y literar y skills" can  be "applied t o extra-literary contexts, " 
but insist s nonetheless , an d a  priori , tha t "thos e context s will  remai n 
unaffected b y the application " (m y emphasis) . I t woul d seem , then , tha t 
the interpretatio n o f literature i s no t relevan t t o anythin g bu t literature . 
From here , Fis h need s t o dispos e o f th e nex t obviou s objection : doesn' t 
it sometime s happe n tha t idea s tak e hol d o n influentia l people , an d tha t 
those wh o profes s thos e idea s ca n therefor e b e sai d t o hav e ha d som e 
impact o n th e world ? I f academi c humanist s themselve s ar e no t th e 
unacknowledged legislator s o f th e world , migh t the y no t stil l hav e som e 
effect o n actua l legislators ? Fish' s respons e t o thi s possibilit y bear s clos e 
attention. Citin g "th e exception tha t prove s the rule, " he writes, 

In th e years of the Reaga n Administration a  number o f govern-
ment officials ha d links to a network of Straussians, students an d 
followers o f th e lat e Le o Strauss , a  politica l philosophe r wh o 
strongly attacke d wha t h e sa w a s th e corrosiv e relativis m o f 
modern though t an d urge d a  return t o th e normativ e thinkin g 
of the ancients. Strauss's views or versions of them were alive and 
well in th e persons o f William Bennett , Lynn e Cheney , Cheste r 
Finn, Dian e Ravitch , and Quayle' s Chie f of Staff, William Kris -
tol, an d i t i s a t leas t arguabl e tha t thes e an d other s clos e t o th e 
administration wer e a t leas t abl e t o influenc e it s policie s espe -
cially in matter s o f education, th e arts , and civi l rights . I t would 
seem, then, tha t thi s was an instance in which intellectual s had a 
direct impact on the political life of the nation. (96-97 ) 
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For a  moment , i t look s a s i f Fis h ha s mad e a  seriou s misstep : havin g 
started fro m th e premis e tha t literar y studie s canno t contribut e t o politi -
cal change , h e no w seem s t o b e arguin g tha t i t i s rare fo r intellectual s i n 
any disciplin e t o hav e a n impac t o n th e politica l lif e o f th e nation . 
Unfortunately, th e Ne w Righ t know s better , whic h i s wh y i t ha s spen t 
the pas t generatio n creatin g thin k tanks , foundations , institutes , an d 
sinecures fo r reactionar y intellectual s t o produc e stud y afte r stud y alleg -
ing tha t welfar e cause s a  "cultur e o f dependency" ; an d t o it s credit , th e 
New Righ t ha s bee n righ t t o believ e tha t intellectual s ca n matte r t o th e 
world, insofa r a s they ca n eventuall y lea d a  nominally Democrati c presi -
dent t o eviscerat e socia l service s fo r th e poor , th e elderly , an d th e dis -
abled.2 

But Fish' s clai m here i s of a piece with hi s argument s elsewher e i n th e 
book: yes , ideas do travel , he occasionall y admits , bu t i f they d o i t i s no t 
because o f th e idea s themselves . A s fo r th e Reagan-er a Straussians , Fis h 
writes, 

If thes e me n an d wome n wer e influentia l i t wa s no t becaus e o f 
their teaching s an d writing s bu t becaus e the y manage d throug h 
non-academic connection s t o secur e position s tha t gav e thei r 
teachings an d writing s a  force they  would no t hav e ha d i f the y 
had remained in the academy where they would have had to wait 
for som e accidenta l meetin g betwee n thei r "grea t thoughts " an d 
the powers tha t be . Absent suc h a n acciden t o r a n appointmen t 
to public office onl y contingently related to those thoughts (gov -
ernment official s don' t say , "H e wrot e a  grea t boo k o n th e 
English novel ; let's make him Secretary of Education"), there are 
no regular routes by which the accomplishments o f academics in 
general an d literar y academic s i n particula r ca n b e transforme d 
into the currency of politics. (97) 

For thos e o f yo u wh o hav e no t playe d three-car d monte , thi s mus t b e 
somewhat dizzying . A t first  th e argumen t ha d t o d o wit h th e stud y o f 
literature, an d th e reductio  was G . Wilso n Knight ; the n th e argumen t 
was abou t th e influenc e o f theory , an d th e reductio  was th e ide a o f Stat e 
Department official s readin g Diacritics;  here th e argumen t i s abou t th e 
political influenc e o f intellectuals , an d th e reductio  i s th e hypothetica l 
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appointment o f Michae l McKeo n o r D . A . Mille r a s secretary o f educa -
tion. Wher e Fis h ha d claime d earlie r tha t "i n almos t n o case " ha s 
academic wor k ha d an y influenc e o n th e polity , no w h e i s claimin g 
merely tha t "ther e ar e n o regula r routes " b y whic h thi s influenc e ca n 
travel.3 

And jus t a s I  canno t testif y t o th e influenc e o f deconstructio n b y 
pointing t o electe d officials ' citatio n o f Diacritics,  so too ca n I  no t rebu t 
Fish b y pointin g t o th e regular , well-travele d route s b y which idea s tak e 
on materia l force . Bu t wh y shoul d tha t b e necessary ? Wh y d o "irregula r 
routes" no t suffice ? Fish' s positio n woul d see m t o entai l tw o rathe r 
different answers : (1 ) suc h irregula r route s d o no t exist ; an d (2 ) eve n i f 
they d o exist , the y (a ) d o no t affec t th e extraliterar y context s t o whic h 
they lead , (b ) depen d o n "accidenta l meetings " betwee n thinker s an d 
powers tha t be , o r (c ) irrevocabl y chang e th e good s tha t trave l o n them . 
For a  succinc t formulatio n o f alternativ e (c) , w e nee d loo k onl y a t th e 
opening paragrap h o f Fish' s book , whic h lay s ou t thi s branc h o f th e 
thesis. Asking whether literar y criticism ca n address "issue s of oppression , 
racism, terrorism , violenc e agains t wome n an d homosexuals , cultura l 
imperialism, an d s o on, " Fis h insist s tha t i t ca n d o s o onl y i f i t change s 
so that i t i s no longe r literar y criticism : 

It i s not s o much tha t literar y critic s hav e nothin g t o sa y abou t 
these issues , bu t tha t s o long a s they  sa y i t as  literary critic s n o 
one bu t a  few o f thei r friend s wil l b e listening, and , conversely , 
if they  sa y i t i n way s unrelate d t o th e practice s o f literary criti -
cism, and thereby manage to give it a political effectiveness , they 
will n o longe r b e literar y critics , althoug h they  wil l stil l b e 
something an d w e ma y regar d th e somethin g the y wil l the n b e 
as more valuable. (1) 

The circularit y i s inescapable : literar y criticis m i s tha t whic h pertain s 
only t o literar y critic s an d thei r friends . I f literar y critic s acquir e an y 
political effectiveness , the y ca n d o s o onl y "i n way s unrelate d t o th e 
practices o f literar y criticism, " an d therefor e will  n o longe r b e literar y 
critics, becaus e literar y criticis m i s tha t whic h pertain s onl y t o literar y 
critics an d thei r friends . Th e crucia l phrase , however , i s "unrelate d to" : 
how d o w e kno w whe n literar y critic s ar e gainin g influenc e i n way s 
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unrelated t o (o r insufficientl y relate d to ) th e practice s o f literar y criti -
cism? I  would hav e thought , fo r instance , tha t m y treatment o f "delayed " 
language acquisitio n i n Life  As  We  Know  It  owe d somethin g t o m y 
training i n literar y theor y (particularl y m y readin g o f Wittgenstein), jus t 
as m y concer n wit h th e representatio n o f peopl e wit h Dow n syndrom e 
owed somethin g t o m y readin g i n cultura l criticism . Bu t i f my work ha s 
any impact o n peopl e othe r tha n m y academic friends, accordin g to Fish , 
it will be only to the exten t tha t I  have written abou t suc h thing s i n ways 
"unrelated" t o th e practices o f literary criticism . 

I trus t I  hav e manage d t o mak e th e cas e tha t ther e ar e uneas y moment s 
and craft y maneuver s i n Fish' s argument—or , a t th e very least , s o man y 
competing argument s withi n tha t argumen t tha t i t i s difficul t t o kno w 
what will  coun t a s a "rebuttal" o f it . Bu t I  do no t presum e t o hav e mad e 
the cas e tha t Fish' s argumen t i s incoherent. Fa r fro m it ; th e argumen t i s 
internally consistent a t all points, for al l of its points depend o n a n axio m 
that i s central t o Fish' s work: there i s no such thin g as "critical thinking. " 
The reaso n th e skill s w e teac h i n literar y criticis m canno t hav e an y 
impact o n th e worl d a t larg e i s onl y tangentiall y relate d t o th e questio n 
of whethe r literar y criticis m ca n b e unliterar y o r whethe r i t ca n trave l 
"regular routes " t o stat e power ; th e rea l reaso n tha t ou r skill s hav e n o 
purchase o n th e worl d i s tha t ther e i s n o possibilit y o f enhancin g any -
one's capacit y fo r reflectio n an d self-critica l analysis . 

The ide a tha t th e stud y o f textualit y migh t perhap s lea d peopl e t o 
envision th e worl d differently , then , i s i n principl e deluded , becaus e 
the protocol s o f interpretatio n (an d wha t Fis h call s "reflectio n i n gen -
eral") d o no t admi t suc h effects . Henc e Fish' s especia l skepticis m wit h 
respect t o cultura l studies , sinc e cultura l studie s promise s precisel y t o 
bring skeptica l self-scrutin y t o bea r o n academi c protocol s o f interpreta -
tion: 

What i s tru e o f cultura l studie s i s tru e o f reflectio n i n general , 
that mod e of mental activity of which cultura l studie s is suppos-
edly th e institutiona l form . I t i s no t tha t reflectio n i s impossi -
ble—most o f us engage in i t every day; it is just tha t rather tha n 
floating abov e th e practice s tha t ar e it s objec t an d providin g a 
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vantage-point fro m whic h thos e practice s ca n b e assesse d an d 
reformed, reflectio n i s either (a ) an activity within  a  practice an d 
therefore finally  no t distance d fro m tha t practice' s normativ e 
assumptions o r (b ) a n activit y grounde d i n it s ow n normativ e 
assumptions and therefore on e whose operations will reveal more 
about itsel f tha n abou t an y practic e viewe d throug h it s lens . 
(106) 

There's a n exclude d middl e i n thi s formulation , an d it' s burie d s o dee p 
that onl y critica l thinkin g ca n exhum e it : eithe r we'r e "floatin g above " 
our practice s (a n utte r impossibility) , o r we'r e resolutel y embedde d i n 
them, "finall y no t distance d fro m tha t practice' s normativ e assumptions. " 
Like th e clai m tha t literar y criticis m ca n hav e extraliterar y effect s onl y i f 
it i s "unrelate d to " literar y criticism , Fish' s characterizatio n o f critica l 
thinking depend s o n a  deliberatel y fuzz y ide a o f "distance. " Wherea s 
earlier, th e questio n was , "ho w unrelate d d o yo u hav e t o b e t o b e 
unrelated t o literar y criticism? " no w th e questio n is , "ho w undistance d 
do you hav e to be to b e undistanced fro m you r normativ e practices? " 

There ar e tw o way s o f gettin g a t thi s problem . Th e first  i s t o sugges t 
that ther e are some normative practices , literary criticism an d interpretiv e 
theory amon g them , tha t entail  scrutin y o f one' s normativ e practices . 
The secon d i s to suggest , les s recursively, tha t th e exclude d middl e i s th e 
realm i n whic h w e human s actuall y liv e wheneve r we'r e unsur e abou t 
what w e fee l o r think . Fo r Fish , you'r e eithe r i n a  practic e o r ou t o f it ; 
and sinc e you canno t scrutiniz e you r practic e fro m outside , you mus t b e 
doing i t fro m inside , Q.E.D . Bu t perhap s there' s a  goo d reaso n Jame s 
Joyce, i n tryin g t o reviv e th e etymologica l sens e o f doublenes s i n th e 
word "doubt, " coine d th e ter m "o f twosom e twiminds " i n Finnegans 
Wake. I f w e ar e eve r t o chang e ou r mind s (o r ou r practices ) i n an y 
substantial sens e whatsoever , ther e mus t b e som e mechanis m b y whic h 
we examin e ou r practices—perhap s eve n a  mechanism b y which w e tr y 
to take the parallax view of seeing the world through tw o sets of practices, 
in doub t a s t o whic h i s th e mor e compelling , o f twosom e twimind s 
about wha t t o thin k o r t o do. 4 And perhaps , just perhaps , training in th e 
varieties an d possibilitie s o f interpretatio n ca n enhanc e one' s abilit y t o 
think o f th e worl d throug h twosom e twiminds , t o inhabi t o r a t leas t 
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entertain th e possibility o f inhabiting more tha n on e practice a t a  time — 
and perhaps , i f thi s trainin g travel s som e irregula r route s ou t o f th e 
academy, i t migh t mak e it s wa y t o someplac e wher e i t migh t d o som e 
good. O r evil . 

This muc h seem s hardl y debatabl e t o m e (immerse d uncritically , a s I 
am, i n m y Keatsian-Arnoldian practices) , bu t befor e I  move o n I  have t o 
point ou t tha t there' s somethin g strangel y metaphysica l abou t Fish' s 
polemic agains t critica l thinking , somethin g deepl y antipragmatist . I  cal l 
it "th e metaphysic s o f stasis, " an d I  tak e i t a s a  canny—bu t finally 
unsatisfying—theoretical attemp t t o distinguis h betwee n mer e appear -
ance (wher e i t looks a s if critical thinkin g i s possible) an d bedroc k realit y 
(where we ca n se e once an d fo r al l tha t al l thinkin g i s an activit y within 
and no t detache d fro m a  practice) . I t i s becaus e Fis h i s s o uncriticall y 
embedded i n thi s metaphysics o f stasis (indeed , i t would see m impossibl e 
to b e self-critica l o f i t an d ye t practic e it , s o Fish' s accoun t o f thinking , 
again, ha s th e virtu e o f bein g internall y consistent ) that , a s we shal l se e 
in chapte r 8 , hi s descriptio n o f "change " i s s o unconvincing ; i t i s also , 
incidentally, wh y hi s career  i s distinguishe d b y (amon g othe r mor e 
notable things ) th e repeate d insistenc e tha t h e ha s no t substantiall y 
changed hi s mind—as whe n h e direct s th e reade r o f Professional  Correct-
ness not t o rea d th e boo k "a s evidenc e tha t I  hav e change d m y min d o r 
my politics" (x) . 

I d o no t wan t t o as k metaphysica l question s o f Fish' s metaphysic s o f 
stasis i n return ; I  d o no t wan t t o repl y t o hi s accoun t o f thinking , "i s i t 
true?" Instead, I  want t o ask the appropriately pragmati c questions , "doe s 
it work? " an d "i s i t usefu l fo r u s t o believe? " An d t o thos e questions , 
there i s a  wealt h o f evidenc e tha t th e prope r pragmatis t answe r i s no . 
The answe r is no, I  propose, for tw o reasons—retrospective an d prospec -
tive. Th e retrospectiv e reaso n appeal s merel y t o th e historica l record , t o 
the fact tha t ther e i s a vast weight o f human testimon y to the propositio n 
that transformativ e reflectio n is  possible, tha t normativ e assumption s ca n 
be change d eve n b y interna l normativ e procedure s o f scrutiny , tha t 
interpretation ca n modify it s object . Th e prospectiv e reaso n suggest s tha t 
if w e hav e an y investmen t whatsoeve r i n th e possibilit y o f progressiv e 
political change, it would probably be best for u s to believe (and therefor e 
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"true" i n a  pragmatis t sense ) tha t huma n practice s ca n b e altere d b y 
critical reflection . I n thi s case , then , th e mer e appearanc e tha t peopl e 
change thei r minds , tha t idea s spar k revolutions , o r tha t reflectio n ca n 
have materia l forc e i s sufficien t i n itself , eve n i f i t i s "really " onl y a n 
appearance, t o allo w u s t o imagin e tha t ther e i s som e potentia l purpos e 
to th e interpretiv e work we do i n th e humanities . 

What make s m y positio n s o reasonable , sane , an d ultimatel y right,  I 
think ("right " i n a  pragmatis t sense , o f course) , i s that , unlik e man y o f 
the academi c leftist s Fis h brilliantl y skewer s i n Professional  Correctness, I 
do no t maintai n tha t critica l work i n th e humanitie s necessarily  enhances 
the materia l o r intellectua l condition s fo r a  more jus t society . Bu t wher e 
Fish catche s an y numbe r o f hi s colleague s sayin g preposterou s thing s 
about ho w thei r reading s o f Shakespear e wil l b e th e en d o f globa l 
capitalism, Fis h himsel f produce s a  mirror imag e o f thei r politica l deter -
minism: wher e the y insis t tha t th e applicatio n o f literary-critica l skill s t o 
extraliterary context s will  have politica l force , Fis h insist s simpl y tha t (t o 
quote th e passag e again ) "thos e context s will  remai n unaffecte d b y th e 
application." B y contrast , I  conten d merel y tha t ou r skill s may  hav e 
political force , an d tha t w e shoul d procee d (i f "we " ar e progressive-lef t 
educators) a s i f the y will . Critica l thinking , lik e th e domai n o f th e 
aesthetic, i s "reversible, " i n Jerr y Herron' s terms ; i t ca n b e deploye d b y 
William Kristo l i n th e service of a deeper, mor e searchin g reading o f von 
Hayek jus t a s i t ca n b e deploye d b y Richar d Rort y i n a  profoun d 
reading o f John Dewey . As John Guillor y writes , with a  keen ey e on th e 
ambiguousness o f the institutio n (an d practice ) h e inhabits , 

If progressive teachers have a considerable stake in disseminatin g 
the kind o f knowledge (th e study of cultural works a s a practice 
of readin g an d writing ) tha t i s the vehicl e fo r critica l thinking , 
this knowledg e i s nevertheles s onl y th e vehicl e fo r critica l 
thought, no t it s realization . A s cultural  capita l i t i s alway s als o 
the object o f appropriation b y the dominant classes . (54-55 ) 

Or, i n othe r words , t o retur n ye t onc e mor e t o th e issu e of employment , 
if yo u stud y English , yo u wil l lear n ho w t o se e throug h corporat e 
capitalism whil e qualifying fo r a  job a t IBM . 
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There i s one final  poin t o n whic h I  find  Professional  Correctness to b e 
an engaging but self-contradictor y text , and i t has to do with th e rhetori c 
of publi c justification . O n on e hand , havin g studie d an d writte n abou t 
the histor y o f professionalism , I  agre e entirel y wit h Fish' s clai m tha t "i t 
is a  requiremen t fo r th e respectabilit y o f a n enterpris e tha t i t be , o r a t 
least b e abl e t o presen t itsel f as , distinctive'  (17) . Literar y criticism , i n 
other words , mus t hav e a n identit y distinc t fro m history , sociology , 
cultural studies , anthropology , communications , law , an d s o forth , not 
because literar y criticis m i s intrinsicall y unrelate d t o thos e fields,  bu t 
because a s a  matte r o f bureaucrati c an d professiona l procedure , literar y 
criticism mus t demarcat e som e spher e o f attention—eve n unde r s o 
broad a  headin g a s "textuality"—i f i t i s t o surviv e a s a n academi c 
discipline. (Thi s wa s perhap s th e signa l professiona l achievemen t o f th e 
generation o f critic s runnin g fro m Joh n Crow e Ranso m an d "Criticism , 
Inc." to Northrop Fry e and The  Anatomy of  Criticism: they had a  definit e 
and convincin g accoun t o f wha t mad e literar y stud y distinctiv e an d 
therefore justifiabl e a s an institutiona l enterprise. ) Ther e ar e any numbe r 
of peopl e wh o believ e tha t th e stud y o f literatur e shoul d no t b e a n 
academic disciplin e a t all , but , o f course , i t i s not fo r thos e peopl e tha t I 
write; I  writ e instea d fo r anyon e wh o think s tha t literar y stud y migh t 
have a  purpos e fo r whic h i t coul d profitabl y (cough ) b e "institutional -
ized" i n school s an d universities . Institutionalize d literar y study , a s a n 
academic subjec t an d a s a  profession , simpl y will  no t exis t ver y muc h 
longer i f i t doe s no t demarcate , fo r it s potentia l clients , it s domai n an d 
procedures, howeve r loosel y thes e migh t b e defined . Th e alternativ e i s 
the option I  sketched ou t i n chapte r 1 , namely, th e future i n which cost -
cutting administrator s wak e u p t o find  tha t eigh t differen t department s 
are claimin g t o stud y "culture, " an d tha t therefor e si x o f the m ca n b e 
eliminated an d th e othe r tw o amalgamated . 

It i s a  rea l surprise , then , tha t Fish , who i s so savvy when i t come s t o 
the protocol s o f professionalism , woul d clos e hi s discussio n o f "publi c 
justification" b y declaring , i n effect , tha t literar y criticis m ha s n o basis — 
and perhap s n o need—fo r publi c justification : 

Literary interpretation , lik e virtue , i s it s ow n reward . I  d o i t 
because I  lik e th e wa y I  fee l whe n I' m doin g it . I  lik e bein g 
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brought u p shor t b y an effec t I  have experienced bu t d o no t ye t 
understand analytically . I  like trying t o describ e i n flatly prosaic 
words th e achievemen t o f words tha t ar e anythin g bu t flat  an d 
prosaic. I  lik e savourin g th e physica l "taste " o f languag e a t th e 
same tim e tha t I  work t o la y bare it s physics . I  lik e uncoverin g 
the incredibl y dens e pyrotechnic s o f a  master artificer , no t leas t 
because i n praisin g th e artific e I  ca n clai m a  shar e i n it . An d 
when thos e pleasure s hav e bee n (temporarily ) exhausted , I  lik e 
linking on e momen t i n a  poem t o other s an d the n t o moment s 
in othe r works, works by the same author o r by his predecessor s 
or contemporarie s o r successors . I t doesn' t finally matter which , 
so lon g a s I  ca n keep  going, reaping th e cognitiv e an d tactil e 
harvest o f an activity as self-reflexive a s I become when I  engage 
ink. (110 ) 

I coul d criticiz e thi s passag e pragmaticall y o n it s face , b y notin g tha t i t 
will probabl y avai l Englis h department s ver y littl e t o compos e officia l 
publicity document s tha t advertis e literar y stud y a s a  discipline tha t will 
allow Stanle y Fis h th e opportunit y t o continu e feelin g good . Bu t I' d 
rather as k abou t th e functio n o f "self-reflexivity " i n Fish' s descriptio n o f 
criticism. I f indee d literatur e i s a  self-reflexiv e activit y tha t lead s it s 
devotees, theorists, and explicator s to become self-reflexive i n turn , migh t 
not thi s self-reflexivit y serv e som e socia l purpos e wit h regar d t o th e 
composition o f civil society? 

We wil l recal l fro m chapte r 4  tha t Georg e Levin e ha s mad e a  stron g 
case for "th e aesthetic " a s that which mus t provid e u s with ou r necessar y 
legitimation "i f English , a s a  professio n sustaine d b y publicl y an d pri -
vately endowed institutions , i s to survive " (43-44) . The aesthetic , i n thi s 
sense, i s tha t nebulou s thin g o n whic h w e bas e ou r distinctivenes s a s a 
profession, ou r necessar y differenc e an d distanc e fro m communications , 
history, advertising , an d s o forth . Bu t i n hi s introductio n t o Aesthetics 
and Ideology,  which I  examined i n chapte r 1 , there i s yet anothe r defens e 
of "th e aesthetic " tha t relie s no t o n th e discipline' s professiona l nee d t o 
declare th e forma l use s o f language a s its domain , bu t o n th e possibility , 
as I  phrase d i t a t th e outse t o f thi s chapter , tha t ther e i s a  nontrivia l 
connection betwee n th e relativ e autonom y o f "th e aesthetic " an d th e 
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relative autonom y necessar y t o th e functionin g o f an y critica l institutio n 

in civi l society , includin g universities . Levin e writes , 

[Edward] Sai d clearl y believes—despit e hi s heavil y politica l ori -
entation—in a  kin d o f intellectua l fre e spac e tha t migh t b e 
associated wit h th e real m o f th e aesthetic . H e speaks , a t th e star t 
of Culture  and  Imperialism,  o f how, i n writin g th e book , " I hav e 
availed mysel f o f th e Utopia n spac e stil l provide d b y th e univer -
sity, whic h I  believ e mus t remai n a  plac e wher e suc h vita l issue s 
are investigated , discussed , reflecte d on . Fo r i t t o becom e a  sit e 
where socia l an d politica l issue s ar e actuall y eithe r impose d o r 
resolved woul d b e t o remov e th e university' s functio n an d mak e 
it int o a n adjunc t t o whateve r politica l part y i s i n power " (xxvi) . 
. .  .  Th e aestheti c offers , distinctly , somethin g lik e th e spac e o f 
the universit y implie d b y Said . .  .  .  The aestheti c remain s a  rar e 
if no t uniqu e plac e fo r almos t fre e play , a  plac e wher e th e ver y 
real connection s wit h th e politica l an d th e ideologica l ar e a t leas t 
partly shor t circuited . (15 , 16 , 17 ) 

This i s an altogethe r differen t se t o f claims fro m th e pragmati c Levine / 

Fish insistenc e tha t "th e aesthetic " migh t legitimat e th e professio n o f 

literary study ; i n thi s par t o f hi s introduction , Levin e argue s tha t th e 

aesthetic i s a n agen t o f self-reflexivit y bot h fo r individual s an d fo r whol e 

societies. I t ma y be , moreover , tha t ther e ar e intimat e historica l linkage s 

between th e categor y o f civi l societ y an d th e categor y o f th e aestheti c a s 

it ha s bee n understoo d sinc e Kant . Levin e seems , a t least , t o b e gesturin g 

toward th e possibilit y tha t th e socia l force s o f th e eighteent h century , 

which bequeathe d u s variou s form s o f nonauthoritaria n governmen t an d 

plural publi c spheres , als o create d th e condition s fo r a  noninstrumenta l 

understanding o f ar t a s tha t whic h serve s neithe r churc h no r state . Are , 

then, th e autonomie s o f th e aestheti c an d o f civi l societ y mutuall y 

defining an d interdependent ? Thi s woul d see m t o b e th e directio n i n 

which Levine' s argumen t want s t o lea d us , bu t n o soone r doe s Levin e 

speak o f "th e aesthetic " i n term s o f relativel y autonomous , Utopia n spac e 

than h e refigure s tha t spac e a s a  large-scale politica l salv e fo r interpersona l 

wounds: "A s th e aestheti c provide s a  space wher e th e immediat e pressure s 

of ethica l an d politica l decision s ar e deferred , s o i t allow s sympath y 
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for, an d potentia l understandin g o f people , events , thing s otherwis e 
threatening" (17) . 

The aesthetic , then , i s no t a  spac e wher e sociopolitica l concern s ar e 
bracketed bu t a  place where sociopolitica l hinge s ar e forged : 

I value literature , a s whole culture s ofte n do , because—i n spit e 
of its endless diversity and refusals t o make things comfortable — 
it i s on e mean s t o som e large r sens e o f community , t o a n 
awareness o f th e necessit y o f persona l compromis e an d socia l 
accommodation, civilizatio n entailing always its discontents. Part 
of the value o f th e aestheti c i s in th e way i t ca n provid e space s 
and strategie s fo r explorin g th e possibilit y o f conciliation s be -
tween the idiosyncratic and the communal. (19-20 ) 

This woul d b e a  remarkably wishfu l passag e i n an y context , an d thoug h 
I am drawn t o it s Utopian vision o f a link between aesthetics , intersubjec -
tivity, and collectivit y (that' s peace, love, and understandin g fo r you Elvi s 
Costello/Nick Low e fans) , I  als o kno w tha t i t ha s bee n som e decade s 
now since George Steine r an d Thomas Pyncho n reflected , i n thei r differ -
ent ways , o n th e phenomeno n o f Naz i officer s wit h a  fine  appreciatio n 
of aesthetic excellence . Wishful o r not , however , suc h a  passage i s simply 
unfathomable i n a n essa y that question s th e legitimac y o f drawing broa d 
cultural conclusion s fro m literar y text s and  tha t ask s whether it' s wort h 
reading literatur e i f we're readin g i t fo r knowledg e tha t "ca n b e discov -
ered throug h othe r materials. " Why , indeed , i f w e wan t t o foste r har -
mony, charity , an d compromise , shoul d w e tur n t o aestheti c rathe r tha n 
didactic use s of language? And why should we ask the aestheti c to d o th e 
work o f leadin g u s t o som e large r sens e o f community , i f indee d w e 
should b e asking the aestheti c to d o cultura l work o f any kind? 

The simpl e ugl y fac t i s tha t i f "th e aesthetic " i s trul y (relatively ) 
autonomous fro m instrumenta l use s o f language , an d i f the universit y i s 
truly (relatively ) autonomou s fro m stat e power , the n w e canno t predic t 
whether th e knowledge s produce d i n thes e precinct s will  b e pu t t o 
laudatory o r regrettabl e ends . They—th e knowledge s an d thei r uses — 
will b e constitutionall y reversible , capabl e o f contributing t o th e makin g 
of better manager s and  better anticapitalis t critic s o f IBM . 
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It i s possible to rea d the reversibilit y o f the aestheti c in a  more cynical , 
suspicious fashion . Ton y Bennet t an d Ia n Hunter , fo r example , hav e 
turned quit e volubly agains t th e aestheti c a s a realm o f human endeavor , 
on th e ground s tha t th e nebulousnes s o f th e aestheti c ha s historicall y 
made i t a n idea l vehicl e fo r th e inculcatio n o f rulin g clas s beliefs . Fo r 
Bennett an d Hunter , i n othe r words , th e ver y indeterminac y o f th e 
aesthetic make s i t somethin g tha t ca n alway s b e redefine d t o mee t th e 
interests o f school examiners (o r pedagogical authoritie s elsewher e in civi l 
society), an d thu s a n instrumen t o f mystification—perhap s th e ver y 
means of mystification . A s Hunte r write s i n "Settin g Limit s t o Culture, " 
Romantic aesthetic s sinc e Schille r hav e provide d "a n aesthetico-ethical 
enterprise,' whic h w e shoul d understan d i n term s o f "th e loci  o f a n 
instituted practic e aime d a t producin g a  perso n possessin g a  certai n 
aesthetico-ethical capacit y an d standin g o n which , i t i s alleged , knowl -
edge depends " (109) . Fo r Hunter , accordingly , th e projec t o f cultura l 
studies shoul d b e "t o restrict  this concep t o f cultur e t o th e specialize d 
practice o f aesthetico-ethica l self-shapin g i n whic h i t ha s pertinenc e an d 
to begi n t o char t th e limite d degree  of generalit y i t ha s achieve d a s a 
technique o f person-formatio n i n th e educationa l apparatus " (115 ; se e 
also Hunter , Culture  and  Government;  Bennett , Outside  Literature).  A s a 
critique o f Schillerian-Leavisit e aestheti c education , perhaps , thi s i s a 
plausible (i f somewha t steril e an d technocratic ) descriptio n o f ho w aes -
thetics cam e t o b e mad e int o a  disciplin e an d a  mean s o f discipline ; 
it certainl y suffice s t o explai n th e pedagogical-professiona l narrativ e o f 
Educating Rita  (1983) , i n which Michae l Cain e tell s his femal e working -
class student , Rit a (wh o ha s just hande d i n he r first  paper—o n Forster' s 
Howards End, o f all things, since Rita is in some ways an echo of Leonard 
Bast), "i f you're goin g t o lear n criticism , yo u hav e t o begi n t o disciplin e 
that min d o f yours." Literar y criticis m i n thi s film  i s not jus t a  regime o f 
technical trainin g but als o a question o f personal perfectability : wha t Rit a 
enters int o i s very precisel y a  discipline o f perso n formation , an d it' s b y 
no mean s irrelevan t tha t Rita' s cours e o f stud y eventuall y earn s he r 
fulfilling employment , independenc e (fro m a  loutis h husband) , an d a 
better lif e wit h som e promis e o f clas s mobilit y (an d "bette r song s t o 
sing"). An d ye t t o rea d "th e aesthetic " a s i f i t ha s always  been coercive , 
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or alway s i n th e busines s o f makin g bette r people , i s t o misconstru e it s 
reversibility, it s elasticity—jus t as , i n emphasizin g th e F . R . Leavi s 
tradition o f Englis h letter s (o r th e pedagogica l scenari o o f Educating 
Rita), i t i s possible t o overloo k Fran k Kermode' s comparativel y mil d an d 
reasonable counterclai m tha t i t i s immodest t o believe or propose tha t b y 
training student s i n literatur e an d criticis m w e ar e "improvin g them , 
ethically o r civilly. " 

All thi s reversibilit y i s wel l an d good , yo u say , an d perhap s th e 
aesthetic ca n b e pu t t o liberator y an d oppressiv e end s simultaneously , 
but—to retur n t o the question with which we started—is i t employable ? 
The knowledges , thei r uses , thei r users—d o the y trave l i n th e econom y 
as eve n Stanle y Fis h admit s the y trave l (b y irregula r routes ) int o th e 
general culture ? What , a s so man y o f m y undergraduate s hav e asked  m e 
over the pas t decade , can I  do with a  degree in English ? 

In chapte r 1  I  hinte d a t on e answer , whe n I  pointe d ou t tha t th e 
liberal art s ma y wel l b e invoke d a s th e bes t groun d fo r trainin g peopl e 
who will  hav e t o chang e job s an d career s repeatedl y throughou t thei r 
lives i n a  post-Fordis t economy . A s Josep h Urgo , amon g others , ha s 
pointed out , tha t rational e fo r th e libera l art s i s quickly becoming par t o f 
the ne w commo n sens e o f American business . Noting tha t th e America n 
Assembly of Collegiate School s o f Business (AACSB ) ha s enunciated ne w 
accreditation standard s tha t mandat e "fewe r credi t hour s i n busines s an d 
more credi t hours i n the liberal arts" (135) , Urgo writes that th e fungibil -
ity o f a  libera l art s educatio n i s what make s i t s o availabl e fo r thi s kin d 
of long-term support—o r thi s kind o f long-term exploitation : 

AACSB requirements tha t increas e the liberal art s component a t 
business colleges are responding to developments i n the busines s 
world, t o wha t migh t b e called a  postjob environment . A s Wil-
liam Bridge s argue s i n Jobshift:  How to  Prosper in  a  Workplace 
Without Jobs, the er a o f lifetime employmen t i s passing rapidly . 
In a  postjob world , worker s prepar e themselve s fo r a  succession 
of task-oriente d ter m assignment s withi n multipl e caree r paths . 
The assumptio n behin d th e lates t AACS B educationa l require -
ments is that, while a business education will ensure competenc y 
in th e presen t environment , a n engagemen t with th e libera l art s 

E N G L I S H FO R E M P L O Y M E N T 
164 

This content downloaded from 
�������������203.99.157.59 on Mon, 25 Oct 2021 00:33:58 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



will prepar e student s fo r th e obscur e destinie s o f a  jobless world . 
(137) 

Unfortunately, Urg o i s no t quit e a s skeptica l o f thi s developmen t a s h e 

might be : i t take s littl e imagination , i n thi s "postjo b world, " t o imagin e 

that th e libera l art s ar e bein g propose d her e a s th e bes t colleg e trainin g 

regime fo r a  ne w workforc e tha t wil l hav e t o j um p fro m tas k t o tas k o r 

from layof f t o layoff , withou t th e hop e o f lifetim e employmen t o r 

employment benefit s lik e healt h insuranc e an d retiremen t pensions . I n 

this dystopia n scenario , th e libera l art s becom e th e socia l glu e tha t 

accommodates futur e worker s t o a  post-Fordis t econom y i n whic h corpo -

rate capitalis m n o longe r provide s eve n minima l guarantee s o f jo b secu -

rity o r a  livin g wage . This , I  hav e t o admit , i s no t precisel y th e kin d o f 

"reversibility" I  hav e i n min d whe n I  spea k o f possibl e rhetoric s o f publi c 

justification fo r literar y study . 

In th e 199 3 conferenc e tha t wa s th e basi s fo r Higher  Education  under 

Fire, Gregor y Ja y aske d educatio n analys t Michae l Appl e a  lon g questio n 

that, t o m y mind , go t t o th e hear t o f on e o f th e definitiv e ambivalence s 

not onl y o f tha t conferenc e an d book , bu t als o o f th e academi c Lef t i n 

general: th e ambivalenc e ove r th e ide a o f Engl i sh—o r educat ion—fo r 

employment. Addressin g himsel f t o a  numbe r o f critique s o f th e purpos e 

of highe r education , Ja y aske d Appl e th e followin g question : 

On th e on e hand , w e ge t a  critiqu e tha t say s tha t what' s wron g 
today i s tha t mor e an d mor e student s ar e no t bein g give n acces s 
to highe r education , an d tha t thi s i s a  class-base d an d race-base d 
exclusion, whic h wil l kee p the m i n povert y an d preven t the m 
from attainin g th e economi c mobilit y an d th e economi c devel -
opment the y hav e a  righ t to . O n th e othe r hand , yo u provid e a 
critique o f vocationalism tha t argue s agains t seein g th e universit y 
as a  plac e primaril y devote d t o trainin g workers . . . . I f we'r e 
going t o negotiat e i n publi c wit h th e power s tha t be , wit h stat e 
legislators, with parents , an d wit h students , w e certainl y can' t d o 
it o n th e basi s o f a  positio n .  .  .  tha t seem s t o rejec t ou t o f 
hand th e relationshi p betwee n work , education , an d economi c 
advancement. S o ho w d o w e negotiat e betwee n thes e tw o posi -
tions o f trainin g fo r citizenshi p an d trainin g fo r work , withou t 
selling ourselve s ou t i n on e wa y o r another ? (165-66 ) 
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Apple's answe r start s of f winningly—"it' s a n eas y question, " h e bluff s 
(166)—but goe s o n t o addres s th e functio n o f th e universit y i n th e 
context o f commodity exchang e tha t place s a  premium o n specifi c kind s 
of knowledge tha t ca n be sold; the class composition o f his own students ; 
and th e meanin g o f what w e refe r t o a s "work." It' s a n interestin g reply , 
but I' m no t reproducin g i t her e becaus e i t doesn't , finally,  answe r th e 
question. An d th e reaso n i t doesn' t addres s th e questio n i s tha t Ja y ha d 
put hi s finger  o n th e majo r structura l contradictio n tha t haunt s al l 
academic progressives , bu t especiall y thos e who wor k i n th e humanities : 
when i t come s t o thinkin g abou t underprivilege d studen t populations , 
we want th e universit y t o behav e a s a  social forc e fo r equa l opportunity , 
a democrati c correctiv e t o th e inequalitie s o f capitalism ; w e wan t man y 
things fo r suc h students , n o doubt , bu t amon g th e thing s w e wan t ar e 
good jobs . Bu t whe n i t come s t o thinkin g abou t trainin g th e profes -
sional-managerial clas s (PMC ) an d th e elite , we would rathe r emphasiz e 
our capacit y fo r helpin g peopl e deconstruc t corporat e capitalis m tha n 
stress ou r utilit y fo r helpin g ou r future-PM C student s find  som e well -
paying jobs a t IBM . 

I hav e n o ready-to-han d resolutio n t o thi s dilemma . I f Gregor y Ja y 
were t o as k m e i n 199 7 th e questio n h e aske d Michae l Appl e i n 199 3 I 
would probably have no direct answer either, even after havin g witnessed, 
edited, an d rerea d th e exchang e man y times . Bu t I  ca n mak e on e mor e 
modest proposal , th e counterpar t t o th e publi c legitimatio n proposa l I 
made a t th e en d o f chapte r 1  with regar d t o th e competin g imperative s 
of "literature" an d "culture" : among th e kind s o f employment w e shoul d 
keep foremos t i n min d fo r ou r students , an d amon g the institutions wit h 
which w e shoul d b e mos t concerne d a s progressiv e intellectuals , hig h 
schools—our publi c an d privat e system s o f secondary education—see m 
to m e t o b e th e salien t missin g ter m i n th e discussio n a s i t ha s bee n 
conducted thu s far . 

In saying  thi s I  d o no t mea n t o neglec t othe r career s tha t hav e lon g 
been considere d appropriat e t o th e skill s o f Englis h majors . Whe n I 
speak t o undergraduate s o n thi s topi c (a s I  d o a t ever y opportunity) , I 
usually emphasize th e fields in which I  myself have worked—journalism , 
law, advertising, and publishing. One o f the reasons I  take such exceptio n 
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to Fish' s argumen t i s simply tha t I  believe tha t literar y study ca n prepar e 
a studen t fo r a  caree r anywher e i n media—an d fo r a  wide r variet y o f 
media (particularl y prin t media ) tha n major s lik e communications . Bu t 
I stres s secondar y educatio n fo r institutiona l reasons . I n chapte r 3  I 
foregrounded hig h schoo l teachin g a s a career pat h fo r graduat e student s 
partly because th e topi c i s usually so off limits . Here , b y contrast , I  wan t 
to address secondary education a s a career path no t fo r M.A. s an d Ph.D. s 
so much a s for ou r undergraduat e student s who ma y take othe r route s t o 
teacher certificatio n afte r thei r B.A . Full y one-quarter o f the undergradu -
ates I  teac h a t Illinoi s ar e futur e hig h schoo l teachers , an d I  hav e bee n 
teaching undergraduat e survey s an d writing-intensiv e literatur e course s 
for mos t o f m y career . Som e o f thos e student s ar e English majors ; som e 
major i n rhetori c or English education . Almost al l are residents o f Illinoi s 
who pla n t o g o o n t o career s i n Illinoi s hig h schools . Teachin g thos e 
students th e skill s o f interpretation—an d offerin g the m a  multicultura l 
curriculum tha t may , pace Guillory and Bourdieu , affec t th e constitutio n 
of cultura l capita l i n th e K-1 2 schools—seem s t o m e on e o f th e mor e 
important function s I  have a s a professional criti c an d a s an employe e o f 
the Stat e o f Illinois . I t wa s n o surprise , i n fac t (thoug h i t was  something 
of a  coincidence) , tha t eve n a s I  wa s completin g wor k o n thi s chapter , 
my offic e phon e ran g an d I  wound u p i n a  pleasant half-hou r conversa -
tion wit h on e o f m y mos t talente d forme r undergraduates , wh o wa s 
calling me fro m Chicag o t o as k whether I  would writ e he r a  recommen -
dation fo r he r applicatio n t o teac h i n Chicago-are a hig h schools . 

There ar e man y reason s w e theorist s i n universitie s undervalu e th e 
cultural wor k o f literary stud y i n secondar y schools , an d I  wil l no t dwel l 
on the m here ; fo r now , I  a m les s intereste d i n th e reason s fo r th e 
undervaluation tha n i n proposals an d practice s tha t ca n redres s this long -
standing neglec t o f our employmen t relation s t o th e K-1 2 system . (Thi s 
is one o f the key reasons tha t I  have become, alon g with m y like-minde d 
colleagues, activ e i n th e Nationa l Counci l o f Teacher s o f English. ) I t i s 
true tha t secondar y educatio n i s no t considere d on e o f th e profession' s 
more glamorou s constituencies ; bu t the n i t i s also true tha t ther e ar e fe w 
constituencies mor e importan t t o th e long-term healt h o f the humanitie s 
in th e Unite d States . An d i t i s true , a s I  hav e stresse d throughou t thi s 
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book, tha t college s ar e par t o f th e credentializin g apparatu s fo r th e 
professional-managerial class ; bu t i t i s als o tru e tha t w e ar e par t o f a 
larger educationa l apparatu s t o which al l social classes have varying level s 
of access . And , last , i t i s true , a s Andre w Ros s ha s recentl y sai d wit h 
regard t o maintainin g o r expandin g studen t enrollment s i n graduat e 
programs i n th e humanities , tha t i f w e ar e progressiv e educator s w e 
should see k "to seed all kinds of institutions" with "progressiv e intellectu -
als" (82) ; but the n i t i s also tru e tha t amon g th e institution s wit h whic h 
we should b e mos t concerne d i s the vas t educationa l enterpris e i n whic h 
"English" an d th e "languag e arts " ar e stil l widely—and , bot h fo r bette r 
and fo r wors e socia l purposes—gainfull y employed . (Fo r tha t matter , i t 
is not clea r why, i f Ross i s concerned wit h th e productio n o f progressiv e 
intellectuals, h e shoul d b e s o narrowl y focuse d o n doctora l program s t o 
the exclusio n o f th e res t o f th e educationa l apparatus. ) Ther e ar e man y 
places "literar y skills " can travel , by regular an d irregula r routes . Publish -
ing, journalism, law , an d medi a ar e amon g thos e places—an d s o i s th e 
secondary schoo l system  which , accordin g t o NCT E estimates , currentl y 
employs approximatel y tw o hundred thousan d Englis h teachers . 

NOTES 
1. I n keepin g with my  traditionalis t tendencies , le t m e cit e as a rigorous 

analysis o f interpretatio n i n law , classica l theory , an d hermeneutic s 
Kathy Eden' s recen t study , Hermeneutics  and the  Rhetorical Tradition. 
For clos e critica l reading s o f manifesto s an d minstre l shows , see , 
respectively, Jane t Lyon , "Transformin g Manifestoes" ; an d Eri c Lott , 
Love and Theft.  For an interesting reading of Lycidas, see , among other 
things, Stanley Fish, Professional  Correctness. 

2. Thi s i s no t gestural . A s I  writ e thes e words , th e New  York  Times 
reports tha t ne w federal regulation s will prevent lega l immigrants with 
disabilities fro m becomin g naturalize d citizen s i f they  ar e deeme d 
too mentall y incompeten t t o understan d th e oat h o f citizenshi p (se e 
Dugger). Thi s measur e too k effect , o f course , after  legal immigrant s 
with disabilitie s wer e denie d federa l ai d b y th e Clinto n welfar e "re -
form" bil l i n 1996 . I n respons e t o tha t bill , man y lega l immigrant s 
with disabilitie s (o r thei r guardians ) considere d becomin g U.S . citi -
zens; admirably , however , th e Unite d State s will hav e non e o f it—a t 
least no t fo r thos e especially vulnerable people with disabilitie s (sever e 
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mental retardation, Alzheimer's, and the like) who may not understan d 
all the obligation s o f citizenship. As Representative E . Clay Shaw (R. -
Florida), sponso r o f th e measure , said , "proposal s t o restor e benefit s 
[to lega l immigrant s wit h disabilities ] ar e simpl y to o costly " (A12) . 
Shaw proposes instea d a  two- to three-yea r "bloc k grant" program fo r 
the states , afte r whic h mentall y impaire d lega l immigrant s wil l b e cu t 
from th e rolls . Fortunately , accordin g t o Shaw , thi s punitiv e measur e 
will no t hav e long-ter m negativ e effect s o n peopl e wit h disabilities , 
because "th e deat h rat e wil l se e that tha t populatio n shrink s i n thos e 
two t o thre e years " (A12) . At last , someon e wh o know s exactl y wh o 
Scrooge's "surplus population" is , and when—and why—the y shoul d 
die. 

3. Elsewhere , Fis h admit s tha t ther e ar e plent y o f regula r route s b y 
which intellectual s ca n hav e influence o n policy ; see , for instance , hi s 
treatment o f libertarian law professor Richar d Epstein fo r a  counterex-
ample. Oddly, however , Fis h maintains tha t Epstein ha s been influen -
tial o n th e Righ t no t "becaus e Epstein' s argument s ca n b e mappe d 
directly ont o question s o f public policy " (thi s i s exactly what I  would 
say, and I  will expand on thi s premise in chapter 10) . The reason Fish 
does no t wan t t o ti e Epstein' s influenc e t o hi s work' s potentia l fo r 
policy making i s that doin g s o would ope n precisel y th e doo r Fis h i s 
trying t o close : for i n thi s respec t wha t i s true o f Epstein's argument s 
"is ofte n tru e to o o f literar y arguments , especiall y o f th e kin d ne w 
historicists lik e t o make " (52-53) . "Rather, " Fis h writes , Epstein' s 
importance i s du e t o th e fac t tha t "i n variou s corner s o f ou r societ y 
individuals an d group s ar e searchin g fo r way s t o pursu e certai n end s 
and Epstei n belong s t o a  clas s o f people , la w professors , t o whic h 
anyone interested in effecting immediat e change is likely to turn" (53) . 
It seems not t o occur to Fish , for th e moment, tha t people might tur n 
to academic s i n orde r t o "pursu e certai n ends " precisel y becaus e th e 
academics' argument s ca n b e mappe d directl y ont o publi c polic y (i n 
this case, right-wing efforts t o eviscerate environmental protection laws 
and employment discriminatio n laws ; Epstein is , for example , cited by 
Dinesh D'Souz a i n the course of his proposal t o repea l the 196 4 Civi l 
Rights Act—for whic h see chapter 9) . 

4. Fo r a brilliant discussion of how Fish (and other neo-pragmatists) elid e 
the questio n o f ho w t o accoun t fo r doubt , se e Jule s Davi d Law , 
"Uncertain Grounds. " 
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