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Why Theory? 
Gerald Graff 

Gerald Graff tries to situate theory in a political context by placing it 
squarely in the center of a debate about university curriculum. That de-
bate arises from the interventions of Allan Bloom, William Bennett, and 
other conservatives who maintain the sanctity of teaching the greatness 
of Western civilization. Graff begins with a practical notion of theory as 
"what breaks out when the rationale for the community's practices is 
no longer taken for granted." This notion of theory as tied to community, 
communication, and consensus strikes an activist note. Graff then goes 
on to show how resistance to theory is really a derriere-garde move to 
uphold a false consensus of community values and norms. The stress 
on diversity in the university curriculum then becomes a kind of "vapid 
pluralism" that mimics the liberal model of "diversity." This pluralism 
holds universities and departments together with a false bond that works 
because of the enforced absence of debate. The ultimate goal is the trans-
mission of a hoped-for unified culture, which in reality is becoming less 
and less tenable. 

Let's start with a typical case. A colleague says that a certain poem 
is better than some other poem. You disagree, and the two of you 
start to debate the matter. Once the debate reaches a certain point, 
you will find that in order to make headway on the question of which 
is the better poem, you have to get into a dispute about another kind 
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of question; what concepts of poetry the two of you are working with 
and whether you mean the same thing by "good"—the chances being 
fairly strong that you do not. The more the two of you pursue your 
debate the more you are likely to find your attention diverted from 
the poems themselves to the question of what you mean by "poetry" 
and poetic value. 

More than likely, too, in pursuing your disagreement over the value 
of the poems you will find yourselves disagreeing about what they 
mean. Just as you were diverted from the poems themselves to the 
concepts of poetry and poetic value, discussing the poems' meanings 
will force you to discuss what you mean by poetic meaning and how 
interpreters can determine it. Again, you will have been diverted from 
the poems and their meanings to questions about how poems mean 
and about how we talk about how poems mean, and perhaps even-
tually to questions about how we talk about how we talk about how 
poems mean, and so on. 

Finally, let us suppose that your dispute carries over into such 
questions as the respective qualifications of the two poems to be in-
cluded in the literary canon and taught in high schools and colleges. 
Should either poem be taught, and if so how should it be taught, 
emphasizing what aspects and why? What are the poems' relations 
to literary history? How are they related to past or present culture? 
What, if anything, do they "mean to us today"? Clearly such ques-
tions will have taken you even further from the poems themselves 
and into issues of educational, cultural, and social theory, into history 
and sociology and philosophy. 

There are numerous ways to describe what has happened here, but 
one way would be to say that "theory" has broken out. Starting out 
wishing to debate the value of two particular poems, you found your-
selves uncertain about what premises you shared, and your uncer-
tainty about common premises caused you to shift your attention from 
the poems themselves to the theory of poetry and to theories of value, 
interpretation, education, canonicity, and culture. The fact that you 
could not take for granted any consensus on first principles made it 
impossible to discuss particular literary works without being drawn 
into matters of theory. Does this, then, mean that discussion of the 
poems themselves is forever put on hold? No, but it means that the 
terms of that discussion will reflect the disputed nature of the con-
versation about poetry in our time. 

I have constructed this hypothetical anecdote in order to illustrate 
what seems to me to have been happening lately in the criticism and 
teaching of literature. A state of affairs arose in which those who think 
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of themselves as members of a literary culture found that they dis-
agreed radically on first principles. This climate of disagreement gen-
erated a theoretical metadiscourse that has shifted attention from 
works of literature themselves to questions about the nature of lit-
erature and its conditions of creation, reception, and cultural dissem-
ination, or that has made it more necessary, when speaking of works 
of literature themselves, to take into account the cultural and phil-
osophical conditions of the discussion. As this theoretical metadis-
course has developed, it has generated its own internal disputes, which 
have come to seem increasingly more "meta." Not surprisingly, this 
trend provokes the complaint that there is too much talk about the-
ory and not enough about literature. 

The complaint is understandable, yet notice what tends to result 
from it. Does it return us to the poems themselves? On the contrary, 
the outcry against theory only adds to the theoretical controversy. 
For the outcry against theory is itself a kind of theory, and only adds 
to the sort of metadiscourse about assumptions, values, and princi-
ples that it wants to avoid. All of which gives confirmation to one of 
the central contentions of recent theorists, that as teachers, critics, 
and readers we are always theorists, whether we acknowledge it or 
not, for we cannot talk about literature or culture (or anything) with-
out making theoretical choices. As Fredric Jameson puts it, "every 
form of practice, including the literary-critical kind, implies and pre-
supposes a form of theory; that empiricism, the mirage of an utterly 
nontheoretical practice, is a contradiction in terms; that even the most 
formalizing kinds of literary or textual analysis carry a theoretical 
charge whose denial unmasks it as ideological. Unfortunately, such 
a position . . . must always be reargued and refought."1 In other 
words, opposition to theory, whether in the name of tradition or of 
the concreteness of literature itself, is one theoretical choice among 
others. The belief that theory is optional, that you can decide either 
to take it or leave it alone, is just a way of refusing accountability to 
theoretical disagreement. 

I am using the word theory here to denote any discourse about the 
presuppositions and principles that underlie our practices. For ex-
ample, if one says, "Please pass the salt," one is not in most circum-
stances talking theoretical discourse, as one normally is if one asks, 
"What kind of speech act is 'Please pass the salt'?" or "What are the 
conditions that enable 'Please pass the salt' to have meaning?" (I say 
"in most circumstances" and "normally," because whether any state-
ment is classed as theoretical or nontheoretical depends not on the 
properties of the statement itself, but on how it functions in a context, 
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whether reflexively or nonreflexively. One could imagine contexts in 
which an utterance like "Please pass the salt" functioned to "defam-
iliarize" the discussion in which it appeared; for example, imagine a 
Beckett or Pinter character saying it with deflating or ironizing effect 
in the middle of a windy philosophical dialogue. Nor are such con-
textual determinations—does this count as "theory" or doesn't it—
clear-cut or undebatable, but I pass over this problem here.) 

By this definition, whereby "theory" denotes any examination of 
the assumptions underlying practice, theory encompasses Aristotle, 
Sidney, Johnson, Arnold, Trilling, Wilson, and Leavis as much as 
Umberto Eco, Julia Kristeva, and Jacques Derrida. In other words, 
we have always had theory, and with it a certain jargon that sets 
itself at a reflexive distance from common-sense practice. Those who 
attack current theory for its jargon never bother to ask whether 
Aristotle's Poetics is freer of jargon and more intelligible to lay read-
ers than Of Grammatology. This is not to say that there is no funda-
mental difference between the theoretical climate of Aristotle and of 
the present, only that we do not want so to reify this difference that 
traditionalists remain permitted to think that traditionalism is not 
itself a theory. 

Such a definition of theory, as a discourse that formulates and de-
bates the assumptions underlying practices, is itself controversial to 
an extent that I can't take into account here, except to make two points. 
First, it goes against an established, but I think currently fading, ten-
dency to think of "theory" as a foundational discourse that produces 
the necessary and sufficient rules on which practices are grounded. 
In this definition, in other words, which is the one assumed by many 
of those who currently attack theory, the word theory means some-
thing like system. It is understood as a set of a priori principles that 
formulate the essential nature of "art," "literature," "interpretation," 
"language," and other practices. In this uppercase conception of the-
ory, as we might call it, Theory is seen as a medium not just for de-
scribing and mediating what is at stake in disputes, but for defini-
tively settling them. It is not just a way of posing questions; it is also 
a set of answers to them. 

It was this "foundationalist" view of theory that dominated the 
Anglo-American New Criticism, Russian Formalism, and early struc-
turalism, and that has unevenly persisted into the present period. This 
helps explain why this foundationalist view of theory is the target of 
current critics of theory, whether they be traditionalists like Fred-
erick Crews, pragmatists like Walter Benn Michaels and Steven Knapp, 
or deconstructionists like Paul de Man' But this foundationalist con-
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cept of theory has increasingly given way to a less prescriptive, low-
ercase concept in which "theory" denotes any second-order reflection 
on practices, without foundationalist claims. 

Secondly, even to speak of theory in a "lowercase" sense as I do 
here ignores the enormously heterogeneous activity that currently goes 
under the name "theory" as well as the internal antagonisms among 
current schools of theory, antagonisms that are often every bit as in-
tense as those between theorists and antitheorists. In fact, it is pos-
sible that it is only the external hostility to theory from the Right, 
and the consequent need to close ranks against a common enemy, 
that has given theorists the feeling of belonging to a "movement." If 
this hostility were to cease, the world of theory would probably splin-
ter into the myriad warring factions which, on another level, it al-
ready has. 

I am bypassing these complications that are internal to the world 
of theory because they do not seem to me to discredit the larger point 
I am trying to make in this essay, which is that the current eruption 
of theory is an understandable outcome of a climate of radical dis-
agreement. If this is correct, that the recent eruption of theory grows 
out of structural features of the dissensual culture we inhabit, then 
that trend is not likely to be a passing fad, as so many of the critics 
of theory think or hope. 

To put it another way, "theory" is what breaks out when the ra-
tionale for the community's practices is no longer taken for granted, 
so that what could formerly "go without saying" becomes an object 
of dispute, a dispute, moreover, that may lead to no final resolution. 
Once consensus breaks down, assumptions that could previously be 
taken for granted become one set of theories among others, ideas that 
you have to argue for rather than presuppose as given. 

If what I have been saying is correct, then it is useless and coun-
terproductive to complain about the displacement of literature by lit-
erary theory. For such a complaint is finally a complaint about the 
existence of disagreement. And nothing is more useless than com-
plaining about the existence of disagreement—unless it is invidiously 
characterizing that disagreement as a symptom of nihilism, relativ-
ism, and the collapse of cultural standards. These complaints today 
represent a refusal to recognize that the consensus to which literary 
and intellectual culture could once appeal has been irreparably lost. 

Take the current conflict between those who argue that reading 
and teaching literature should remain a primarily literary activity 
and those who argue that the very category of the "literary" is al-
ready necessarily political, that the very distinction between litera-
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ture and ideology is itself deeply ideological, functioning as it has to 
the advantage and disadvantage of particular social groups. It is this 
conflict that underlies the controversy over the canon and the great 
books, where what is at stake is not simply which books students 
should read, but how they should read them. Here is but one instance 
of the deep division that has destroyed the once tacit agreement about 
what the study and teaching of literature is all about. What educa-
tional institutions should do about such a division is a problem, but 
merely condemning it as symptom of nihilism, relativism, or disin-
tegrating standards is not a useful response to the situation. 

This is not to deny that there are powerfully relativistic and nihil-
istic currents in recent literary and cultural theory. I believe that the 
relativism of much current advanced thought is a serious problem—
it is a serious problem even though Allan Bloom says that it is a 
serious problem.3 But is not necessarily relativism to recognize the 

.1.k existence of disagreements. A more familiar, less invidious word for 
this recognition is democracy. Presumably, a democratic culture is 
one in which questions about how we should think about major is-
sues are always potentially up for grabs, negotiable among compet-
ing groups and viewpoints and not foreclosed by authority. Implicit 
in the idea of a democratic culture, in other words, is that thought is 
an inherently political and contested activity. This does not do away 
with the authority of professional expertise, but it means that the 
terms of expert authority are always open to challenge. This I take 
to be the message of current theory at its most democratic—that cul-
ture and the forms of argument and interpretation that take place 
about and in culture are inherently contested domains. 

It is here that we touch on the sense in which the current situation 
is unprecedented, and in which it is finally misleading to say that 
earlier periods had their forms of "theory" just like ours, as if Aristotle, 
Johnson, and Leavis were continuous with Derrida and Jameson. To 
leave matters at that would fail to acknowledge what is unprece-
dented about the present moment, which I take it is not the emer-
gence of theories, however, but the more deeply conflictual relation 
between theories, the lesser degree of unspoken common ground be-
tween them, and the "radical" force these theories attempt to have 
in relation to the assumed common sense of the general community. 

Much of the current hostility toward theory—and the attendant 
outrage at revisions in the canon and new methods of interpreta-
tion—seems to me to express a refusal to accept this democratized 
situation, in which procedures, definitions, and categories that used 
to be the unquestioned province of those of a certain background have 
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suddenly become open to negotiation and debate. Here, I am afraid, 
is what is making so many commentators angry about the changes 
that have been taking place in humanistic education: whereas these 
critics could formerly assume that their ideas about the study of lit-
erature would be the official ideas, they suddenly find themselves in 
a situation in which they have to fight for their ideas just like every-
body else. The determination of what books are to be taught, and 
how, has ceased to belong by default to a relatively homogenous group 
and has been opened to a diversity of voices approximating the di-
versity of American culture. 

This unprecedented situation can be traced to two concurrent de-
velopments since World War II: first, there has been a widely noted 
explosion of new forms of knowledge, which has so diversified the 
ways of thinking about intellectual inquiry that once agreed upon 
definitions of the academic and intellectual fields have been called 
into question. Second, education has undergone profound demo-
graphic changes since the aftermath of the war, as the democrati-
zation of American universities has reached truly mass proportions 
for the first time. Groups that before the war had been excluded or 
only marginally represented—women, Jews, blacks, and various im-
migrant subcultures—were then absorbed into the university in large 
numbers. (It is a fair guess that without this development at least 
three-fourths of those reading this essay—and certainly the writer of 
it—would not have attended a university, much less taught in it.) Of 
course it was not just a matter of raw demographics: it took the 1960s 
to provoke ethnic, racial, and sexual minorities to begin seeing their 
experience in specifically political terms. 

The collapse of consensus on the ends and methods of the human-
ities (including the question of whether "the humanities" should be 
a privileged term), and the consequent theory explosion, have coin-
cided exactly with these postwar changes. Consensus has collapsed 
and theory has emerged as the shape of the disciplines has been opened 
to dispute, and as previously marginal groups have reached the point 
where they could expect to have a say in how terms like "literature," 
"culture," and "cultural heritage" would be defined. Despite the many 
new dilemmas that have resulted, the collapse of the old consensus 
has been all to the good, for it was never more than a pseudo-con-
sensus at best. The sooner our educators and public officials recog-
nize that this condition is here to stay and stop wishing that theory 
and its explicit politicization of the humanities would just go away, 
the sooner we will be in a position to act productively. 
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But how? How should universities react to the openly conflictual 
social and political situation of literary studies? So far, they have 
reacted both admirably and ineptly at the same time. Universities 
have reacted admirably (with some disturbing exceptions) in defend-
ing the principle of ideological inclusiveness-often against severe 
counterpressures—and extending that principle to heretofore unre-
presented groups, methodologies, and viewpoints. But universities have 
acted ineptly in failing to take advantage of the unprecedented state 
of increased dissonance that has resulted from this increased diver-
sity. As both the Right and the Left complain, the university's only 
response to its conflicts tends to be a vapid pluralism which satisfies 
nobody very much. 

Much of the problem lies in the university's traditions, which not 
only ill prepare it to deal with ideological conflict, but encourage it 
to view such conflict as an embarrassment instead of an opportunity. 
Traditionally, the university has thought of itself as the transmitter 
of a unified culture. Inherited wisdom says that the university must 
either stand for a consensus on what is most worth knowing and 
teaching or else it is intellectually bankrupt. For presumably it is only 
if the university represents a consensus that it can hope to transmit 
culture effectively. If educators cannot agree among themselves on 
the primary values and objectives of education, or so the traditional 
logic runs, how can they hope to represent themselves effectively to 
their already skeptical constituents? The more vulnerable the edu-
cators feel in the face of the public, the more inclined they are to 
think that their welfare depends on presenting a united front to the 
world. This reasoning may be understandable, but it becomes disas-
trous when the "united front" is unachievable except in undemo-
cratic terms. 

When the modern, professional university first emerged in the late 
nineteenth century, it was faced with a conflict between old human-
istic traditions and new professional expertise. I have shown else-
where (in Professing Literature: An Institutional History) that the mod-
ern academic humanities were founded on a marriage between 
traditionalism and professionalism, between the literary humanism 
of Matthew Arnold and John Ruskin and German philological sci-
ence.' But this marriage was strained from the outset, a fact that can 
be seen in the antagonism that erupted right away between special-
ized research and humane appreciation—and thus between research 
and teaching—and that would later be repeated in the antagonisms 
between "scholars" and "critics" in the 1940s and theorists and hu-
manists today. But this strained marriage could be held together as 
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long as the social bonds between those who taught (and studied) lit-
erature were stronger than their disparities of taste and methodology. 

The genteel man of letters (he was usually male) and the positivist 
research scholar may have disliked one another's ways of dealing with 
literature, but the two shared an unspoken sense of common loyalties 
that made them view each other as much the same kind of person. 
As much as each disliked the other's way of treating literature, early 
academic men of letters and early research professionals saw one an-
other as civilized gentlemen, each fighting in his own way to uphold 
common spiritual values against a vulgar materialist society. The more 
the two recognized their common ends against the dominant Amer-
ican philistinism, the less it mattered that they differed about the 
ways in which these ends should be accomplished. 

It is just this common background of unspoken goals and assump-
tions that no longer exists today, or is often on the defensive where 
it does exist. To take just one example, consider that most radical 
feminist critics differentiate themselves from traditional humanists 
not just in their methods of approaching literature, but in their whole 
conception of their social and institutional role. When it is suggested 
to such feminists that they share a common culture with their tra-
ditionalist colleagues, they point out, accurately enough, that "com-
mon culture" has usually meant a culture defined in male terms. The 
tacit social and cultural bonds that formerly prevented professional 
conflicts from assuming a radical character can no longer be ap-
pealed to in good conscience. (Which is why the genial nudge in the 
ribs, as if to say, "Come on, now, we're all in this together," no longer 
goes over.) 

Here, then, is the impasse. The university has been increasingly 
forced to confront the fact that the unified, consensual culture it sup-
posed it existed to transmit is no longer unified and consensual, and 
never really was. What does the university do? Unfortunately, the only 
response it is able to imagine is to hope that a new consensus can 
somehow be created. It is this hope that leads to the proliferation of 
official humanities committees and blue-ribbon panels, which are 
commissioned in order to redefine the knowledge most worth know-
ing and teaching. But here a familiar cycle of frustration sets in. If 
the panel is representative of the full range of ideological factions in 
the humanities, its conclusions only end up dramatizing all the more 
poignantly the divisions that the panel was formed to reconcile. Either 
it reaches no agreement on the ends of the humanities, or it reaches 
an agreement whose terms are so platitudinous ("excellence," etc.) as 
to be intellectually worthless, although not ideologically ineffective. 
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If, on the other hand, the panel is not representative of existing fac-
tions, whatever agreement it arrives at is instantly discounted by the 
excluded parties as the ideology of a particular faction. The more in-
tense the search for consensus becomes, the more clearly it illustrates 
its futility. 

Finding it impossible to resolve the university's conflicts, admin-
istrators instinctively feel that they have no choice but to try to neu-
tralize conflicting factions by keeping them from coming into contact 
with each other. Hence the great appeal of a privatized pluralism (often 
as much to the Left as to the Right), which avoids confronting hard 
choices by the simple device of appeasing conflicting parties and en-
couraging them each to go seperate ways. The assumed goal of 
"administration" comes to be that of keeping faculty members iso-
lated from one another lest an argument break out—this being some-
thing that nobody has ever figured out how to deal with. And one can 
hardly blame such thinking as long as the university has no bureau-
cratic means of making productive use of its conflicts. 

I have discussed elsewhere how the need to avoid conflict at all 
costs is systematized in the "field coverage" model by which aca-
demic departments are organized.' In fact, the organization of uni-
versities and departments into "fields" was a crucial step in making 
possible the shotgun wedding of traditionalism and professionalism 
just described. By satisfying their conflicting demands, the field cov-
erage mode of organization permitted those otherwise incompatible 
partners to share the same household. It satisfied the research profes-
sional, since it organized the department in accordance with the most 
up-to-date and efficient division of labor. But it also satisfied the hu-
manist, who, although he still might gripe about overspecialization, 
could feel that the sum total of a department's array of fields rep-
resented the cultural tradition. 

The conflict of traditionalists and professionals was only one of 
numerous conflicts of ideology and method that departments and 
universities did not have to confront. As long as the business of a 
department was to cover a series of fields by its research and teach-
ing, the faculty was relieved of the need to air its methodological and 
ideological differences, or even to be very much aware that the dif-
ferences existed. By a mechanism strikingly reminiscent of the pro-
verbial invisible hand of laissez-faire economy, whatever was at stake 
in the clash of approaches, values, and ideologies could be left to take 
care of itself. In this respect—although the point cannot be pursued 
here—the organization of the university only mirrored the larger 
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structures of conflict avoidance in American culture, where we still 
tend to think of "ideology" as a foreign word. 

But the crucial feature of the field coverage model was the way it 
enabled new and even radically subversive fields to be added to the 
university without the need for the established fields to alter their 
outlook and behavior. Gary Waller has called it the "park-bench prin-
ciple of curriculum change: when a powerful newcomer shows up, 
everyone on the bench shuffles over just a little to make room for the 
latest arrival. Occasionally, if things get a little crowded, the one at 
the end falls off—Anglo-Saxon, perhaps, or philology."' The beauty 
of the principle was that it enabled the department to be progres-
sively "innovative" without changing its overall shape. New critical 
approaches—and new literatures for study—could be overlaid on the 
traditional approaches and literatures without the need to confront 
the resulting contradictions of ideology, much less make them an is-
sue for students and other outsiders to be aware of. 

In consequence literature departments became free to be as ag-
gressively trendy as they pleased without jeopardizing their reputa-
tion as guardians of tradition! Deep polarizations formed, but since 
there was no structural necessity to confront them these polarizations 
never had to be noticed—except when hiring and tenure decisions 
rudely forced them into view. At that point, long repressed conflicts 
tended to erupt in open rage and antagonism, with their aftermath 
of backbiting and gossip. This failure to debate conflicts productively 
was then attributed to innate features of the professorial tempera-
ment rather than to institutional arrangements that might be changed. 
What would be the point of proposing structural changes, it was felt, 
when everyone knows that professors could never interact differently 
than they always have? 

It should now be possible to see what all of this has to do with 
theory. Under the field coverage model questions of theory, which, as 
I suggested earlier, are forced into being by disagreement, have not 
had to be confronted and negotiated out in the open where students 
might find out about them. The avoidance of conflict has kept ques-
tions of theory from emerging into view, or has channeled those ques-
tions into the specialized theory courses which have now been estab-
lished in order to cover the new field. 

The conflict avoidance pattern that structures the relations of the 
faculty is reproduced in the curriculum and passed on to the stu-
dents, who cover a sampling of research fields without being expected 
to be aware of the struggles that created those field divisions to begin 
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with. The official fiction prevails that exposure to a representative 
number of fields adds up in the students' mind to humanism, or an 
appreciation of the cultural tradition. Nobody really believes that that 
happens in more than a minority of cases, but the fiction supports 
the pretense that a unified humanistic tradition is still intact. And 
reinforcing this pretense is the unspoken assumption that students 
should be exposed only to the results of the faculty's conflicts, not to 
the conflicts themselves. In effect, students are treated as children 
who must be protected from seeing their parents quarreling. 

This is why, even today, when the conflicts of the humanities have 
reached a point of unprecedented polarization, it is only a small mi-
nority of students (mostly graduates) who are aware of their exis-
tence, and an even smaller minority who could give an account of 
what is at issue in them. Students encounter representatives of the 
conflicting positions all the time, but since they encounter them only 
separately they are prevented from recognizing that there is a con-
flict. 

These practices can be defended on the ground that most students 
would only be bored by exposure to faculty conflicts, which are sup-
posedly merely esoteric, technical, and professional. But this argu-
ment underrates the potential of students to be interested in aca-
demic intellectual culture, were they ever to experience it as a coherent 
text rather than the largely unreadable one that is now presented to 
them. For one might argue that in keeping its central conflicts from 
view, the university makes intellectual culture both less interesting 
and more confusing to students than it might otherwise be. The justly 
deplored incoherence of the humanities curriculum is usually blamed 
on the absence of consensus, but it would be more properly and use-
fully blamed on the absence of visible debate, which obscures the re-
lations and differences among fields, positions, and methods and thus 
renders academic culture incomprehensible to outsiders. 

The courses being taught at any given moment in a university form 
a potentially interesting and instructive conversation, but one that is 
never actualized in front of the students. This is because it is assumed 
that the left hand in a university faculty will naturally have no way 
of knowing what the right hand is doing, and is probably better off 
not knowing, lest differences emerge out in the open that no one party 
will be able to control. So the opportunity is missed to make con-
structive use of faculty differences—as opposed to merely laying them 
out as a series of discrete options for students to sample. 

As an example, consider a recent article that reviews the past and 
present state of Columbia's Humanities A or "Lit Hum" course, one 
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of the prototype courses in American General Education since its cre-
ation just after World War I, and a model for subsequent general ed-
ucation courses everywhere. Predictably enough, as the article brings 
out, questions have recently arisen about how the great books tra-
dition of the course should be reconciled with the new ideas about 
the canon favored by the younger teaching staff. 

Here, as reported in the article, was the outcome of the staff's de-
bates: 

Some [faculty] maintained that everything depended on how the 
works were taught, not on which books were chosen for the syl-
labus, and enlightened teaching, however desirable, could never 
be legislated as long as the autonomy of the individual teacher 
and the sanctity of his or her classroom are assumed. Others 
insisted that only works written by women would satisfy the 
need that had been identified. Still others argued that the cri-
terion ought to be not the sex of the author but the value and 
teachability of the work itself. . . . In a real sense, the some-
what revisionary syllabus for 1986-87, which is now being given 
a two-year trial, is a compromise solution that reflects the var-
ious pedagogical, political, and ideological concerns generated 
by the staff's internal and beneficial critique of the books we 
teach.' 

No doubt the "compromise solution" described here has been suc-
cessful at a certain level. But what if the "Lit Hum" staff had tried 
a different tack: what if, instead of seeking a compromise between its 
competing "pedagogical, political, and ideological concerns," the staff 
had looked for ways to put these very differences at the center of what 
the course is about? 

In other words, instead of assuming that it had to submerge its 
ideological differences—as if they were obstructions to be got out of 
the way in order to teach the books, the Lit Hum staff might have 
viewed those ideological differences as a means of making the books 
more interesting and intelligible to students. No doubt individual 
members of the staff already do just this in their own sections of the 
course. But few teachers can fully represent ideological conflicts to 
their students by themselves alone. If ideological positions are formed 
in a larger conversation, then they depend on the presence of the 
countervoices to make themselves intelligible. 

It is not mentioned in the article, but it would not be surprising 
if one of the questions of concern to the junior faculty of Lit Hum 
were what should be made of the fact that this prototype for all sub-
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sequent Western Culture courses was originally invented as a propa-
ganda device for the American war effort in World War I. Specifi-
cally, it started out in the late years of the war as a course entitled 
"War Issues," whose explicit purpose, as Carol S. Gruber and Cyrus 
Veeser have pointed out, was to "inoculate young people against 
Bolshevism and other subversive doctrines," to quiet what one 
Columbia dean called "the destructive element in our society" and 
produce students "who shall be safe for democracy."' When Secre-
tary Bennett and others today defend the basic Western Civilization 
course as an expression of universal values transcending politics, they 
conveniently forget (or perhaps do not know) that this course owes 
its origin to a wartime crusade, and that its originators never pre-
tended that it should have nothing to do with politics. 

Does this mean, then, that present-day Western Civilization courses 
like Lit Hum cannot help perpetuating nationalist and imperialist 
ideology? This is precisely the sort of question that is at issue in con-
troversies over the canon such as those at Stanford (and presumably 
in the Columbia Lit Hum staff meeting described in the article). 
Whatever response one makes to this issue, my point is that it is the 
kind of issue that ought to be put in the forefront of courses like Lit 
Hum rather than buried in staff discussions out of student view. The 
controversy over the extent to which Western culture is a universal 
inheritance or the extent to which its universalist claims have masked 
class, race, and gender oppression is one of the central issues today 
in American culture, not to mention academic culture. Why shouldn't 
this controversy be used to give coherence to literary study? 

Here would be a practical solution to the "great books debate" 
now raging across the land: teach the debate. The solution to the 
problem is to teach the problem.' The point would be to go beyontl 
merely exposing students to a variety of different theories and inter-
pretations, by initiating them into the ways in which an intellectual 
culture negotiates, transacts, and fights out such differences—which 
would sometimes but not always be antagonistic. One could imagine 
drawing students into the current canon debate, for example, by seeing 
it played out by different instructors, not as a discussion set apart 
from their reading of canonical and noncanonical texts, but as a con-
text in which they would read both kinds of texts. 

The aim would be to give coherence to the curriculum not by con-
forming it to a preestablished grand synthesis, but by drawing on the 
coherence already latent at a given moment in the unfolding profes-
sional and cultural conversation. Coherence would be created by co-
ordinating and clarifying what faculties already do rather than by 
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superimposing a model from the top and desperately hoping that 
everyone will conform to it. 

Several departments have already begun to put these principles 
into practice, although their efforts are still in the planning and ex-
perimental stage, and the outcome remains to be seen. At Carnegie 
Mellon University, where both the English major and Ph.D. programs 
are oriented toward "Literature and Cultural Studies" (with strong 
ties to rhetoric), the starting point, according to chairman Gary Waller, 
is the recognition that in standard programs, despite the presence of 
"dedicated teachers, demanding courses, and thorough examina-
tions," what students are not given "is the possibility of systemati-
cally problematizing their studies. . . . [They are given] little or no 
acknowledgement that the contents and structures of the discipline 
were not given categories but culturally produced, always under de-
bate, always sites of complex struggle." The goal at Carnegie Mellon 
is "to bring into debate a host of epistemologies, distinctive meth-
odologies, issues, problems, and challenges." Instead of "a polite 
pluralism" the department aims at "an acknowledged clash of 
paradigms, frameworks, languages, and methodologies, with an 
understanding that . . . some will not survive the battle or that we 
will find ourselves led into conversations we didn't expect."' 

At Syracuse University, where the literature curriculum is in the 
process of being restructured around the rubrics of Composition and 
Cultural Rhetoric, Creative Writing, and English and Textual Stud-
ies, the department, according to a joint statement, starts from the 
recognition that in standard programs "faculty may disagree pro-
foundly," but 

even though students may find out about those disagreements 
by chance as they move from course to course, the curricular 
structure implies that it is more important to master certain 
predesignated works organized by genres, periods, and authors, 
than to inquire into the grounds of such categories or into the 
ends and means of reading. Ideally a new curriculum would shift 
this emphasis without simply reifying a fashionable methodol-
ogy or settling for a vapid pluralism as a way of defusing dis-
agreements. At Syracuse, we have tried to construct such a cur-
riculum, one that foregrounds differences among modes of critical 
practice, acknowledges its own provisionality, and looks to its 
own future transformation. 

Given the diverse orientations within the department—humanist, 
Marxist, feminist, new historicist, semiotic, rhetorical, psychoanaly-



34 Gerald Graff 

tic, deconstructive—the Syracuse department sees it as its task "to 
place these various stances in some productive relation to one an-
other without simply writing off traditional positions, and to accom-
plish this in a situation in which even key terms like `contestation' 
were subject to radically different understandings."" 

Two things should be obvious from these descriptions. First, to move 
in this new direction means frankly accepting the inevitability of a 
"politicized" university, but in the sense not of a university that is 
an instrument of a single political faction, but of a university that 
recognizes that it is inevitably a site of ideological conflict and that, 
instead of shrinking from this fact, uses it as a structuring principle. 
Second, although the new direction takes much of its inspiration from 
the 1960s, its spirit is fundamentally different from the touchy-feely 
permissiveness that trivialized the educational thinking of that de-
cade. The point is not to relax rigor and standards but to make ed-
ucation more rigorous, by asking students to take an active part in 
an intellectual conversation that we do not really expect them to par-
ticipate in now. 

In all of this I have so far merely assumed that the university could 
be changed without a concurrent change in the society that it reflects. 
But one might ask whether it is realistic to think that we could change 
the structures of conflict avoidance in the university while more per-
vasive structures of conflict avoidance in American culture at large 
remain intact. My only response is that it is easier to imagine chang-
ing the structure of the university than to imagine changing the struc-
ture of American culture, although changes in the university along 
the lines proposed here would figure to have an impact on American 
society as a whole. If we have to wait for a social revolution in order 
to improve the quality of higher education, we are likely to be in for 
a long wait. 

Unlike many of the proposals being heard on the current scene, 
mine doesn't figure to make any one faction completely happy. But 
it does suggest some terms under which we could begin to fight out 
in a more educationally productive way the very different and con-
tradictory interpretations of who is making us unhappy. Literature 
teachers might end up educating a few people in the process, includ-
ing themselves. 
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