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AbstrAct: A long-time subscriber to The Nation, I have always felt inspired by the jour-
nal’s slogan, consistently repeated over the years in every issue: nobody owns the nation. 
The title of my paper could just as well have been Nobody Owns American Studies. I 
VWDUW�RXW�E\�UHPLQGLQJ�XV�DOO�RI�IRXU�ROG�HVVD\V�ZKLFK�EUDYHO\�DWWHPSWHG�WR�GHÀQH�WKH�
QHZ�ÀHOG��WKH�GLVFLSOLQH��RU��QRQ�GLVFLSOLQH��WKDW�ZH�VWLOO�FDOO�American studies, in spite 
of many misgivings and several recent attempts to change this nomenclature. From 
each one of these four essays of the 1950s and 1960s, I retain the idea, to which I come 
EDFN�LQ�P\�FRQFOXVLRQ��WKDW�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�LQ�LWV�ÀUVW�IHZ�GHFDGHV�RI�
existence, during the Cold War, was to investigate and understand American society 
and culture as a whole. I then linger a little on the polemic concerning the so-called new 
$PHULFDQLVWV��WR�FRQFOXGH�ZLWK�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�ZRUN�E\�D�IHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV��IURP�
ERWK�VLGHV�RI�WKH�$WODQWLF��ZKR��ZKHWKHU�H[SOLFLWO\�RU�LPSOLFLWO\��TXHVWLRQ�WKH�ZKROH-
ness of Americanness, even as they bring along stimulating ways of understanding 
the United States. 

1 This is an enlarged, revised version of a keynote address to the 32nd Conference of the Portuguese 
$VVRFLDWLRQ�RI�$QJOR�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV��&RLPEUD��������0D\��������´&XUUHQW�'HEDWHV�LQ�(QJOLVK�
DQG�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ��
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A long-time subscriber to The Nation, I have always felt inspired by the jour-
nal’s slogan, consistently repeated over the years in every issue: nobody owns 
the nation. First of all, of course, the slogan is meant to highlight the much 
desired independence of the 150 year-old journal – The Nation. But the phrase, 
stating that nobody owns the nation, also inevitably refers to a multiverse 
QDWLRQ�� WKH� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV� RI�$PHULFD�� ZKLFK� FDQQRW� DW� DOO� EH� ´RZQHGµ� E\�
DQ\�VLQJOH�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�JURXS�RI�SHRSOH��ZKHWKHU�LQ�WKH�VHQVH�RI�WUDQTXLOO\�
EHORQJLQJ�WR�LW�RU�LQ�WKH�VHQVH�RI�HORTXHQWO\�VSHDNLQJ�RI�DQG�IRU�LW��:KDW�,�DP�
VXJJHVWLQJ�LV�WKDW�:KLWPDQ·V�´,�KHDU�$PHULFD�VLQJLQJµ�LV�D�JHVWXUH�RI�SRHWLF�
arrogance which, however timely and inspiring, needs to be corrected at least 
E\� D� SRLQWHG� TXHVWLRQ�� ´ZKR� VLQJV� WKH� QDWLRQ� VWDWH"µ� )URP� WKH� FHQWHQDU\�
journal, The Nation, to Judith Butler’s and Gayatry Spivak’s recent exchange 
on political power, language, and citizenship in Who Sings the Nation-State? 
��������WKLV�SUHDPEOH�ZLVKHV�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKDW�P\�WLWOH�FRXOG�MXVW�DV�ZHOO�KDYH�
been, nobody owns American Studies.2

,� VWDUW�RXW�E\�HYRNLQJ�IRXU�ROG�HVVD\V��SXEOLVKHG�PRUH� WKDQ�ÀIW\�\HDUV�
ago in the United States. The authors of these four essays were all struggling 
IRU�D�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WKHQ�EXGGLQJ�ÀHOG�RI�ZKDW�ZH�VWLOO�FDOO�American Studies, 
in spite of many misgivings and several successive attempts to change this 
nomenclature.3 The most recent such attempt has evolved, from Janice Rad-
ZD\·V������SUHVLGHQWLDO�DGGUHVV��HQWLWOHG�´:KDW�,V�LQ�D�1DPH"�µ�LQWR�ZKDW�KDV�
EHHQ�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�´SRVWQDWLRQDO�VWXGLHVµ�DQG�HYHQ�´SRVWDPHULFDQ�VWXG-
LHV�µ�,�SURSRVH��WKHUHIRUH��WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�WKLV�QRQGLVFLSOLQH�XS�
WR�RXU�SUHVHQW� WLPH��7KH�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�ROG��ZHOO�NQRZQ�HVVD\V�DUH��´&DQ�
¶$PHULFDQ� 6WXGLHV·� 'HYHORS� D�0HWKRG"µ� E\�+HQU\�1DVK� 6PLWK�� ÀUVW� SXE-
OLVKHG� LQ� ������ ´$PHULFDQ� 6WXGLHV� DV� D�'LVFLSOLQHµ� E\�5R\�+DUYH\�3HDUFH��
DOVR�ÀUVW�SXEOLVKHG� LQ� ������ ´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV��'HIHQVH�RI� DQ�8QVFLHQWLÀF�
0HWKRGµ�E\�/HR�0DU[��ÀUVW�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������DQG�´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�DW�WKH�
8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0LQQHVRWWDµ�E\�0DU\�&��7XUSLH��SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������)URP�7XUSLH��
,�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�UHWDLQ�WKH�LGHD��ERUURZHG�IURP�KHU�PHQWRU�7UHPDLQ�0F'RZHOO��
WKDW� WKH�GHVLJQDWLRQ�´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ�VKRXOG�EH�HPEUDFHG�EHFDXVH�QRQ-
FRPPLWWDO��XQOLNH��IRU�H[DPSOH��$PHULFDQ�&LYLOL]DWLRQ��WKH�DUJXPHQW�ZHQW���
DQG�WKDW�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKH�IDVW�HYROYLQJ�ÀHOG�ZDV�´D�full understanding of a 
FXOWXUHµ��,�XQGHUOLQH�full understanding���)URP�0DU[��,�ZLVK�WR�NHHS�WKH�LQVLV-

2 My title resonates as well with Who Owns America?, the collection of essays on anti-monopoly 
FDSLWDOLVP��HGLWHG�E\�+HUEHUW�$JDU�DQG�$OOHQ�7DWH�LQ������DV�D�NLQG�RI�VHTXHO�WR�WKH�6RXWKHUQ��
conservative manifesto, I’ll Take my Stand� ��������Who Owns America? was reprinted in 2000 to 
VRPH�DFFODLP��VLQFH�VRPH�DVSHFWV�RI�LWV�VFDWKLQJ�FULWLTXH�RI�FRUSRUDWH�FDSLWDOLVP�DQG�WKH�HURVLRQ�
of freedom and democracy are even more pertinent today.
3 (XURSHDQ�$PHULFDQLVWV� VHHP� WR�KDYH� IHZHU�TXDOPV�DERXW� WKH� WHUP��´American Studies”. See 
3DXO�*LOHV·V�UHVSRQVH�WR�.DSODQ·V������3UHVLGHQWLDO�$GGUHVV��American Quarterly 56 [March 2004]: 
�������DQG�/LDP�.HQQHG\·V�´6SHFWUHV�RI�&RPSDULVRQµ� �Comparative American Studies 4.2 [June 
����@������������
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WHQFH�RQ�DQ�´XQVFLHQWLÀF�PHWKRG�µ�,Q�6PLWK��,�XQGHUVFRUH�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�DQ�
´XQSULQFLSOHG�RSSRUWXQLVPµ�DQG�WKH�EHOLHI�LQ�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�LQYHVWLJDWLQJ�
´$PHULFDQ�FXOWXUH��SDVW�DQG�SUHVHQW��as a wholeµ��DQG�,�GR�VWUHVV�as a whole���
)URP�3HDUFH�� ,�NHHS�KLV�RZQ�FRPPHQW�RQ�KLV� WLWOH� �´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�DV�D�
'LVFLSOLQHµ��DV�EHLQJ�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��´,V�$PHULFDQ�
6WXGLHV�D�'LVFLSOLQH"µ��ZLWK�LWV�IDFHWLRXVO\�QHJDWLYH�UHSO\��´QR��QRW�UHDOO\��QRW�
QRZ��QRW�\HW�µ�$V�ZH�VKDOO�VHH��JLYHQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�ÀHOG��3HDUFH·V�
´QRW�\HWµ�LV�VWLOO�ULQJLQJ�

%HIRUH�WKH�����V�ZHUH�RYHU��WKHUH�ZDV�D�PRYHPHQW�LQ�$PHULFDQ�DFDGHPH�
towards referring to American Studies as, precisely, a movement��,Q�������WKH�
American Quarterly��������SXEOLVKHG�DQ�H[FHOOHQW�´UHWURVSHFWLYH�RI�WKH�$PHUL-
can Studies movement” in a special section of the journal, prepared by Gene 
:LVH��ZKR�DOVR�FRQWULEXWHG�DQ�LQÁXHQWLDO�HVVD\��LQVSLUHG�E\�7KRPDV�.XKQ·V�
7KH�6WUXFWXUH�RI�6FLHQWLÀF�5HYROXWLRQV���������DQG�HQWLWOHG�´¶3DUDGLJP�'UDPDV·�
LQ�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV��$�&XOWXUDO�DQG�,QVWLWXWLRQDO�+LVWRU\�RI�WKH�0RYHPHQW�µ�
The long-lasting impact of this justly celebrated essay may be measured by 
WKH�XVH�WR�ZKLFK�'RQDOG�3HDVH�DQG�5RE\Q�:LHJPDQ�SXW�LW�PRUH�WKDQ�WZHQW\�
years later in the introduction to their co-edited The Futures of American Stud-
ies���������RI�ZKLFK�PRUH�EHORZ��*HQH�:LVH·V�LQFLVLYH�FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�P\WK�DQG�
symbol scholars as trying to make credible the American nation as a seamless 
whole is a true precursor of the concerns of Americanists in the 1980s and 
1990s. Throughout the 1980s, many committed Americanists suggested, in the 
HQG�ZLWK�QR�FRQVHTXHQFH�DW�DOO��WKDW�´7KH�6WXG\�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6DWHVµ�ZRXOG�
GHVFULEH�WKH�ÀHOG�ZLWK�PRUH�DFFXUDF\�WKDQ�́ $PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�µ�1RW�ORQJ�DIWHU�
that, members of the American Studies Association started presenting them-
selves at the annual convention with tags indicating not only their name and 
academic institution but also their area of specialization. The gesture amounts 
to recognizing that American studies is not a proper discipline, let alone a 
proper area of specialization aiming to grasp a whole.4 Thus, underneath their 
SHUVRQDO�QDPH�DQG�WKH�QDPH�RI� WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�RI� WKHLU�DIÀOLDWLRQ��D�VSHFLÀF�
GLVFLSOLQH�ZRXOG� EH�PHQWLRQHG�� (QJOLVK��+LVWRU\�� 6RFLRORJ\��$QWKURSRORJ\��
Geography, Political Science, Cinema, Music or Performing Arts, as well as 
VHYHUDO�RWKHU�DUHDV�RI�NQRZOHGJH�HYHQ�SRWHQWLDOO\�EURDGHU� LQ� IRFXV� �KHQFH��
QRQ�GLVFLSOLQHV� WKHPVHOYHV�� WKDQ�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV��VXFK�DV�(WKQLF�6WXGLHV��
Women’s Studies, Cultural Studies, Religious Studies, Popular Culture, or 
Material Culture. Incidentally, some university publishers, like California, 
+DUYDUG�RU�<DOH��GR�QRW�KDYH�DQ� LQGHSHQGHQW�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV� VHFWLRQ�RU�
VHULHV��:KLFK�LV�QRW�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH�ÀHOG��RU�´PRYHPHQWµ��KDV�QRW�EHHQ�WKULY-
LQJ�DOO�DORQJ��)RU�WKH�YLWDOLW\�RI�SUHVHQW�GD\�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV��,�PHDQ�URXJKO\�

4 )RU�DQ�HORTXHQW�GHIHQVH�RI�GLVFLSOLQHV��WKHLU�LPSRUWDQFH�DQG�OLPLWDWLRQV��VHH�6DFYDQ�%HUFRYLWFK��
´7KH�/LWHUDU\�LQ�D�7LPH�RI�&XOWXUDO�6WXGLHV�µ�Culture” and the Problem of the Disciplines��(G��-RKQ�
&DUORV�5RZH��1HZ�<RUN��&ROXPELD�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������������
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IURP�WKH�����V�WR��������,�UHVRUW�WR�D�YDULHW\�RI�$PHULFDQLVWV��IURP�ERWK�VLGHV�
RI�WKH�$WODQWLF��ZKR��ZKHWKHU�H[SOLFLWO\�RU�LPSOLFLWO\��TXHVWLRQ�WKH�ZKROHQHVV�
of Americanness, that is to say, the exceptionalist ideology of the liberal con-
VHQVXV�ZKLFK��LW�FDQ�EH�DUJXHG��HYHQ�6DFYDQ�%HUFRYLWFK·V�´GLVVHQVXV�µ�XQGHU-
VWRRG� DV� ´ULWXDOV� RI� DVVHQW�µ� KDV� FRQWULEXWHG� WR� UHLQIRUFH�5 I shall conclude 
with some examples of relevant studies about the United States today which, 
while indeed contributing to our understanding of the American nation in the 
ZRUOG��JR�RQ�SXWWLQJ�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQQHVV�DV�D�JUDVSDEOH��
understandable wholeness. Fragmentariness, they implicitly argue, may well be 
a better concept than wholeness to begin to understand America.

6D\LQJ� WKLV�� ,�DP�DOUHDG\�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�VR�FDOOHG�´QHZ�$PHULFDQ-
LVWV�µ�7KLV�DSSHOODWLRQ��WKH�´QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV�µ�ZDV�VRPHZKDW�GHURJDWRULO\�
LQYHQWHG�E\�)UHGHULFN�&UHZV�LQ������LQ�D�PXFK�TXRWHG�DUWLFOH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�
The New York Review of Books�XQGHU�WKH�SURYRFDWLYH�WLWOH�RI�´:KRVH�$PHUL-
FDQ�5HQDLVVDQFH"µ�+DYLQJ�)�2��0DWWKLHVVHQ·V�American Renaissance: Art and 
Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman��������DV�KLV�DEVROXWH�SDUDGLJP��
so to speak, Crews’s article was a lengthy review of seven books dealing with 
American studies and published during the second half of the 1980s: The Amer-
ican Renaissance Reconsidered: Selected Papers from the English Institute, 1982-83, 
edited by :DOWHU�%HQQ�0LFKDHOV�DQG�'RQDOG�(��3HDVH���������Hard Facts: Set-
ting and Form in the American Novel��E\�3KLOLS�)LVKHU���������The Unusable Past: 
Theory and the Study of American Literature , by 5XVVHOO�-��5HLVLQJ���������Ideology 
and Classic American Literature, edited by Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen 
��������Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860, 
E\�-DQH�7RPSNLQV���������Visionary Compacts: American Renaissance Writings in 
Cultural Context��E\�'RQDOG�(��3HDVH���������DQG�Beneath the American Renais-
sance: The Subversive Imagination in the Age of Emerson and Melville��E\�'DYLG�6��
5H\QROGV���������

Crews attacked these books vehemently, accusing them of undermining 
WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�)�2��0DWWKLHVVHQ��ZKRVH�American Renaissance, according to 
WKH�FULWLF��KDG�GHÀQLWHO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKH�FDQRQ�RI�FODVVLFDO�$PHULFDQ�OLWHUDWXUH�
and the right approach to it. In retrospect, it does not seem to me that the 
authors lambasted by Crews actually discarded Matthiessen’s path-breaking 
UHDGLQJ�RI�´DUW�DQG�H[SUHVVLRQ�LQ�WKH�DJH�RI�(PHUVRQ�DQG�:KLWPDQ�µ�7KH\�

5 The argument might be better understood if we consider Bercovitch’s own recent comment: 
´¶$PHULFD�·�DV�,�XQGHUVWDQG�LW��LV�D�SRZHUIXOO\�FRPSRVLWH��H[WUDRUGLQDU\�ÁH[LEOH�FXOWXUDO�V\VWHP�
VXVWDLQHG�WR�D�UHPDUNDEOH�GHJUHH�E\�WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�GLVVHQW��2WKHU�FXOWXUHV�KDYH�UHOLHG�SULQFLSDOO\�
RQ� DJHQFLHV� RI� DIÀUPDWLRQ�� DSSHDOV� WR� RUGHU� DQG� VWDELOLW\�� 7KH� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV� KDV� LQVLVWHG� RQ�
UHQHZDO�DQG�FKDQJH�²�RU�PRUH�SUHFLVHO\��DV�%DUDN�2EDPD·V������FDPSDLJQ�VORJDQ�SXW�LW��HFKRLQJ�D�
WUDGLWLRQDO�-XO\�)RXUWK�WKHPH���¶FKDQJH�ZH�FDQ�EHOLHYH�LQ·��IRUPV�RI�UHQHZDO�WKDW�FRQÀUP�WKH�EDVLF�
WHQHWV�RI�WKH�V\VWHP�µ��IURP�WKH�3UHIDFH�WR�WKH�VHFRQG�HGLWLRQ�RI�The American Jeremiad. Madison, 
:,��7KH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�:LVFRQVLQ�3UHVV��������[[LY���%HUFRYLWFK�GRHV�FRQWHQG�WKDW�WKH�FULWLFV�RI�WKH�
´LGHRORJ\�RI�H[FHSWLRQDOLVPµ�DUH�WUDSSHG�LQ�WKH�YHU\�V\VWHP�IURP�ZKLFK�WKH\�FODLP�WR�GLVVHQW�
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respected it, as is clearly shown by the very attention paid to it in a collo-
TXLXP��DV�ZHOO�DV�E\�HYHU\�DUWLFOH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�The American Renaissance Recon-
sidered��WKH�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�HVVD\V�EDVHG�RQ�VDLG�FROORTXLXP��%XW�WKH\�GLG�WKLQN��
forty years later, that it needed some reconsideration, as Michaels and Pease 
SURPSWO\�FODLPHG��NQRZOHGJH�GRHV�QRW�NHHS�DQ\�EHWWHU�WKDQ�ÀVK�«���$V�'RQDOG�
Pease lucidly puts it in the Introduction, Matthiessen’s American Renaissance 
HPHUJHV� ´DV� D� WXWHODU\� SUHVHQFHµ� LQ� WKH� DUWLFOHV� LQFOXGHG� LQ� The American 
Renaissance Reconsidered� �������� LWV� ´SRZHUVµ� EHLQJ� HYRNHG�� ´LPSOLFLWO\� DQG�
RQ� RFFDVLRQ� H[SOLFLWO\�µ� WR� DFFRXQW� IRU� ´WKH� H[FOXVLRQ� RI� FHUWDLQ�ZRUNV� DQG�
FHUWDLQ�WKHPHV�IURP�WKH�$PHULFDQ�FDQRQµ��[���$�VLPLODU�VWDQFH�SUHVLGHV�RYHU�
Ideology and Classic American Literature��������ZKLFK�DFWXDOO\�LQFOXGHV�ZKDW�ZH�
PLJKW�FDOO�´UHFRQVLGHUHGµ�HVVD\V�E\�+HQU\�1DVK�6PLWK��/HR�0DU[��DQG�$ODQ�
7UDFKWHQEHUJ�6 in the Introduction, Myra Jehlen states explicitly that Matthies-
sen’s American Renaissance�´YLUWXDOO\�XVKHUHG�LQ�D�FULWLFDO�UHQDLVVDQFHµ������LQ�
his essay, Trachtenberg calls Matthiessen’s American Renaissance� ´WKH� HVWDE-
OLVKLQJ�WH[W�RI�DFDGHPLF�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ��������

Crews understood it correctly when he suggested that, in the minds of 
the younger Americanists under his scrutiny, Matthiessen’s conception of 
American literature and his vision of American democracy in 1941 were omis-
sive, discriminatory, out of historical context, and biased. They did not merely 
SRLQW�RXW�0DWWKLHVVHQ·V�H[FOXVLRQ�RI�3RH�DQG�'LFNLQVRQ��IRU�ZKLFK�0DWWKLHV-
VHQ�GRHV�JLYH�D� UDWKHU� ODPH�H[SODQDWLRQ��� WKH\�UHVHQWHG�KLV� WDFLW�DGPLVVLRQ�
of the ideology of the liberal consensus which encouraged him to silence 
WKH� FRQÁLFWV��YLROHQFH�DQG�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�RI� WKH� WLPH�RI�KLV� DXWKRUV� DQG�RI�
KLV�RZQ�WLPH��DQG�WR�GLVUHJDUG�WKH�´VXEYHUVLRQµ�WKDW�ZDV�JRLQJ�RQ��WR�SXW�
LW�LQ�'DYLG�5H\QROGV·V�ZRUGV��´EHQHDWK�WKH�$PHULFDQ�UHQDLVVDQFH�µ�&UHZV·V�
charge was that the new Americanists put literature at the service of their 
leftist ideological interests, making their readings of the canon suspend the 
YDOXHV� RI� $PHULFDQQHVV� �IUHHGRP�� GHPRFUDF\�� LQGLYLGXDOLVP�� VHOI�UHOLDQFH��
IUHH�HQWHUSULVH��DQG�KLJKOLJKW�WR�H[FHVV�WKH�DGPLWWHGO\�GLUH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�
American imperialism and imperialistic wars. Furthermore, Crews accused 
WKH�QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV��ZKR�ZHUH�LQ�IDFW�DFXWHO\�DZDUH�RI�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQFH�DQG�
FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�GXULQJ�WKH�&ROG�:DU�

6 ,Q�KLV�´6\PERO�DQG�,GHD�LQ�Virgin Landµ����������DQ�HVVD\�VROLFLWHG�E\�WKH�HGLWRUV��6PLWK�WDNHV�XS�
WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�LGHRORJ\�DQG�GLVFXVVHV�WKH�FKDUJHV�RI�´FRQVHQVXV�KLVWRU\µ�DGGUHVVHG�WR�KLV�Virgin 
Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth� �������� LQ�´3DVWRUDOLVP�LQ�$PHULFDµ����������0DU[�
ZRQGHUV�LI�QRW�KDYLQJ�HQJDJHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�LGHRORJ\�PD\�DFFRXQW�IRU�WKH�´VKRUWFRPLQJVµ�
RI�KLV�´HDUOLHU�WUHDWPHQW�RI�SDVWRUDOLVPµ�LQ�The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral 
Ideal in America���������&XULRXVO\��HQRXJK��7UDFKWHQEHUJ��DFFODLPHG�DXWKRU�RI�Brooklyn Bridge: Fact 
and Symbol���������LQ�KLV�´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�DV�D�&XOWXUDO�3URJUDPµ������������VWLOO�VSHDNV�RI�´WKH�
exceptional character of America,” even if to expose its cultural and political ambiguities.
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DQG�GXULQJ�0F&DUWK\LVP�� of letting ideology and politics interfere not only 
with their readings of American literature and the values which, to his mind, 
WKH�$PHULFD�QDWLRQ�KDV�DOZD\V�VWRRG�IRU��´WUDGLWLRQ�µ�´DHVWKHWLF�VWDQGDUGV�µ�
´JUHDW�WKRXJKWVµ���EXW�DOVR�ZLWK�WKHLU�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�ZKDW�PXVW�RU�PXVW�QRW�EH�
included in the literary canon. In this particular regard, Crews is really aiming 
at Sacvan Bercovitch’s acknowledgment of ideology in literary and cultural 
studies in his Afterword to Ideology and Classic American Literature� ����������
Bercovitch’s choice of collaborators for the Cambridge History of American Lit-
erature, then about to be initiated under Bercovitch’s general editorship, is 
DOVR�LQ�&UHZV·V�DLP��\RXWK��UDGLFDOLVP��DQG�´LGHRORJL]HGµ�VFKRODUVKLS��&UHZV�
denounces, rather than ideology-free and solid knowledge, prevail in the 
*HQHUDO�(GLWRU·V�VHOHFWLRQ��

In a likewise long and pointed response to Crews’s article, published in 
Boundary 2�D�FRXSOH�RI�\HDUV�ODWHU��'RQDOG�3HDVH�LJQRUHG�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�LQVXOW�LQ�
the critic’s appellation and boldly claimed it for himself and his like-minded 
FROOHDJXHV��$V� WKH� VFKRODUV� RI� 1HZ�+LVWRULFLVP�� 3HDVH� DUJXHG� WKURXJKRXW�
his essay, the new Americanists knew only too well that politics and ideol-
ogy do interfere with creativity and epistemology, have always done so, and 
WKH�FDQRQLFDO�PDVWHUSLHFHV�DUH�QR�H[FHSWLRQ��&UHZV·V�SUREOHP�ZLWK�WKH�1HZ�
$PHULFDQLVWV��3HDVH�JRHV�RQ�WR�VD\��LV�WKH�ODWWHU·V�´KDYLQJ�TXHVWLRQHG�WKH�PRVW�
VHOI�HYLGHQW��KHQFH�OHDVW�DYDLODEOH�WR�FULWLFDO�VFUXWLQ\��RI�EHOLHIV�$PHULFDQLVWV�
hold – that American literary imagination transcends the realm of political 
LGHRORJ\µ��3HDVH���������� ,W�GRHV�QRW��DQG�WKDW� LV�ZK\�OLWHUDU\�PDVWHUSLHFHV�
must be carefully put in context in light of different kinds of interests and 
alongside whatever occurs in their time. As students of the American nation 
in the world, I would add, Americanists must decide at all times which side 
they are on.

What is interesting to me twenty years later is that the argument about 
old and new Americanists, about who is entitled to own American studies, as 
it were, seems to concern the literary canon, and nothing else. We remember, 
RI�FRXUVH��WKDW�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�����V�IURP�WKH�ÀHOGV�RI�(QJ-
OLVK�DQG�+LVWRU\��7KH�ÀUVW�PDMRU�ZRUNV�UHFRJQL]HG�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�ZHUH�SHQQHG�
HLWKHU�E\�KLVWRULDQV�RU�(QJOLVK�SURIHVVRUV��IRU�H[DPSOH��SLRQHHU��SUH�$PHULFDQ�
VWXGLHV�9HUQRQ�3DUULQJWRQ��DQG�3HUU\�0LOOHU�DQG�)�2��0DWWKLHVVHQ�KLPVHOI���
7KH�V\PERO�DQG�P\WK�VFKRRO�RI�WKH�����V�DQG�����V�ZDV�FRPSRVHG�RI�(QJ-
lish professors and historians, even if by then conceptions of literature among 
WKH�OLNHV�RI�/HR�0DU[�RU�$ODQ�7UDFKWHQEHUJ�ZHUH�DOUHDG\�FKDQJLQJ��pace the 
QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV���:KDW�LV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�IRU�P\�SXUSRVH�KHUH�LV�WKDW�DV�HDUO\�DV�

�� 3DUWLFXODUO\�UHOHYDQW�LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG�LV�3HDVH·V�´Moby Dick�DQG�WKH�&ROG�:DUµ������������6HH�DOVR�
3HDVH·V�´0HOYLOOH�DQG�&XOWXUDO�3HUVXDVLRQ�µ�D�UHYLVHG�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�SUHYLRXV�HVVD\�DQG�DUJXDEO\�
one of the most insightful appreciations of the accomplishments and limitations of Matthiessen’s 
ERRN��Ideology and Classic American Literature�����������
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1963, on the pages of the American Quarterly����������WKH�RIÀFLDO�MRXUQDO�RI�WKH�
$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�$VVRFLDWLRQ����������5LFKDUG�6\NHV��D�VFKRODU�DOVR�LQ�VHDUFK�
RI�D�WKHRU\�DQG�PHWKRG�IRU�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��VDZ�WKH�´QHZ�GLVFLSOLQHµ�EHWWHU�
situated in cultural anthropology, which, he regretted, would never do jus-
WLFH�WR�´KLJKµ�OLWHUDWXUH��,Q�WKH�HDUO\�����V��VXFK�LQÁXHQWLDO�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�
scholars as Robert Sklar and Stuart Levine, though fully aware that literature 
�SHUKDSV�HYHQ�SRHWU\��VKRXOG�QRW�EH�H[FOXGHG�IURP�WKH�VWXG\�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�
States, were far more concerned with offering anthropological and sociologi-
FDO�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�WKH�´UHOHYDQWµ�´UHDOLWLHVµ�RI�$PHULFDQ�FXOWXUH��WKDW�LV�WR�VD\��
ZKDW�,�OLNH�WR�FDOO�WKH�¶KDUG�FRUH·�YHUVLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV���7KLV�YHUVLRQ�
has prevailed, no doubt for very good reasons, whether scholarly or other. 
Just leaf through the programs of ASA conventions from the 1980s onwards. 
,Q�������LQ�6DQ�'LHJR��,�JDYH�D�UDWKHU�ORQHO\�SDSHU�RQ�´3RHWU\�DQG�$PHULFDQ�
Studies,” in which I was exactly trying to make the point that American stud-
LHV�FDQQRW�GR�ZLWKRXW�ZKDW�,�OLNH�WR�FDOO�́ VRIW�FRUHµ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��WKDW�LV�WR�
say, you cannot do American studies without dealing with American poetry 
as well. But I suspect that the paper got accepted because I slyly subtitled it, 
GUDZLQJ�KHDYLO\�RQ�6DFYDQ�%HUFRYLWFK��´7KH�0\WK�RI�$PHULFD�LQ�$PHULFDQ�
3RHWU\�µ�$JDLQ��LQ������DQG�������,�JRW�SDSHUV�RQ�FRPSDUDWLYH�SRHWLFV�DFFHSWHG�
for the ASA conventions. Those presentations involved mainly the poetry of 
Whitman, Crane, and the Portuguese modernist poet Fernando Pessoa, but 
WKH\�DOVR�KDG� VXJJHVWLYH�$6�W\SH� WLWOHV�� OLNH�� ´$Q� ,PSHULDOLVP�RI�3RHWVµ�RU�
´$WODQWLF�3RHWV�µ�+RZHYHU��QRW�HYHQ�ZLWK�VXFK�VSOHQGLGO\�$6�VRXQGLQJ�WLWOHV�
DV�´/\ULF�0HWDKLVWRU\�LQ�$PHULFD��+DUW�&UDQH·V�The Bridge and próspero saíz’s 
´&KDQWV�RI�1H]DKXDOFR\RWOµ�RU�´+DUW·V�0DWUL[��(PSLUH�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�%RG\�
in American Poetry” did I manage to get poetry proposals accepted for the 
�����DQG������FRQYHQWLRQV��,Q�������WKH�FHQWHQDU\�RI�+DUW�&UDQH·V�ELUWK��,�GLG�
succeed in getting a whole panel on Crane accepted. But, then, I was on the 
Program Committee, and Alan Trachtenberg agreed to be chair. Trachtenberg 
did let us down at the last minute, but a no less distinguished Americanist, 
*HUPDQ�SURIHVVRU�+HLQ]�,FNVWDGW��JUDFLRXVO\�VWHSSHG�LQ�IRU�KLP��7KLV�LV�QRW�WR�
VD\�WKDW�,�GR�QRW�WDNH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�SOHDVXUH�LQ�´KDUG�FRUHµ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��DV�
witness my having engaged regularly on such consensually ERQD�ÀGH Ameri-
can studies topics as American exceptionalism, feminist scholarship, and the 
internationalization of American studies.

Looking back, we might say, as Crews himself suggested, that the new 
$PHULFDQLVWV�ZHUH�QRW�VR�QHZ��DIWHU�DOO��:KDW�WKH\�XQTXHVWLRQDEO\�GLG�ZDV�
provide a theoretical grounding for the enlargement of the canon of American 
studies. I do not mean the literary canon alone, though that seemed to be what 
PRVW�LUULWDWHG�WKHLU�FULWLFV��,�PHDQ�WKH�SURSHU�VXEMHFW�RI�WKH�ÀHOG��EH\RQG�(QJ-
OLVK�DQG�+LVWRU\��<RX�RQO\�KDYH�WR�DWWHQG�D�FRQYHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�$6$�WKHVH�GD\V�
to acknowledge the fact that literature continues to play a relatively modest 
role, and usually explicitly relating to race, gender, ethnicity and the so-called 
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minorities, and very seldom engaging in poetry or poetics. There is usually 
D�ZHOO�DWWHQGHG�SDQHO�RQ�´WKHRU\µ�EULQJLQJ� WRJHWKHU�(XURSHDQ�DQG�$PHUL-
FDQ�VFKRODUV�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�ÀHOG·V�JURXQGLQJ��EXW��LQ�JHQHUDO��UHJXODU�WRSLFV�
LQFOXGH�SROLWLFV�DQG�FLWL]HQVKLS��PHGLD�� HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�SULVRQV��SKLORVRSK\��
JHRJUDSK\��DQWKURSRORJ\�DQG�WKH�VFLHQFHV��$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ��QDWLYH�$PHUL-
FDQ��/DWLQR�/DWLQD��PLJUDQW�DQG�KHPLVSKHULF�VWXGLHV��ZRPHQ��ZRUNLQJ�FODVV��
VH[XDOLW\�� GLVDELOLW\�� JHQGHU�� TXHHU� DQG� VH[XDOLW\�� SRSXODU� FXOWXUH��PDWHULDO�
FXOWXUH��ÀOP��DUW�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFH��IRRG��DQG�K\SKHQDWLRQ��WUDQVQDWLRQDOLVP��
LPSHULDOLVP��$WODQWLFLVP�DQG�WKH�3DFLÀF�5LP��JOREDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�$PHULFDQL]D-
WLRQ��$PHULFD�KHUH��WKHUH��DQG�HYHU\ZKHUH��$V�DQ�DPXVLQJ�DVLGH��OHW�PH�DGG�
that a few years ago I received a call for papers from the Modernist Studies 
Association, with a view to preparing a selection of American studies essays 
GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�²�GLUW��1R�SLHFH�OHIW�EHKLQG��ZH�PLJKW�VD\��:KHWKHU�DOO�WKH�SLHFHV�
make up a whole with a proper name remains to be seen. When asked in 1984 to 
JLYH�D�WDON�DERXW�´'HFRQVWUXFWLRQ�LQ�$PHULFD�µ�'HUULGD�ZDV�WHPSWHG�WR�VXU-
PLVH��́ /·$PpULTXH��PDLV�c’est�OD�GpFRQVWUXFWLRQ���'HUULGD�������������������������
+H�VRRQ�DEDQGRQHG�KLV�́ hypothèseµ��KLV�LWDOLFV��ERWK�EHFDXVH�GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�LV�
not a proper name and because America is not the proper name of deconstruc-
WLRQ��+H�FKRVH�WR�VSHDN��UDWKHU��DERXW�PHPRU\�DQG�PRXUQLQJ�DQG�KLV�UHFHQWO\�
deceased friend Paul de Man – Paul-de Man-as-deconstruction-in-America. 

Crews was being prophetic when, at the end of his assessment of the 
new Americanists in 1988, he anticipated their rise to the top of the profession 
and their power as legitimate masters to establish what is or is not canoni-
FDO�LQ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��+HUH�LV�WKH�+XPSW\�'XPSW\�OLNH��WRQJXH�LQ�FKHHN��
FRQFOXVLRQ�RI�&UHZV·V�UHYLHZ�DUWLFOH��´7KH�WUXWK�LV� WKDW�IRU�DQ\�ZRUNV�ZULW-
WHQ�EHIRUH�WKH�ODVW�VHYHQW\�\HDUV�RU�VR��WKH�PRVW�LQÁXHQWLDO�DFDGHPLFV�JHW�WR�
GHFLGH�ZKR·V�LQ�DQG�ZKR·V�RXW��$QG�WKH�1HZ�$PHULFDQLVWV�WKHPVHOYHV�VHHP�
GHVWLQHG�WR�EHFRPH�WKH�QH[W�HVWDEOLVKPHQW� LQ� WKHLU�ÀHOG��7KH\�ZLOO�EH�ULJKW�
about the most important books and the most fruitful ways of studying them 
because, as they always knew in their leaner days, those who hold power are 
ULJKW�E\�GHÀQLWLRQ�µ� ,QGHHG�� WKH�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�� WUDQVQDWLRQDO��SRVW�QDWLRQDO��
DQWL�LPSHULDOLVW�� SRVW�FRORQLDO�� DQWL�GLVFULPLQDWRU\�� FRPSDUDWLYH�� DQG� GHÀ-
QLWHO\�VHFXODU�DJHQGD�RI�WKH�QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV�TXLFNO\�EHFDPH�KHJHPRQLF�LQ�
WKH�ÀHOG��7KH�ULJRURXV�TXHVWLRQLQJ�RI�WKH�WUDGLWLRQ�DQG�RWKHU�JLYHQV�SURSRVHG�
E\�'HUULGD·V�GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\��FULWLFDO�UHVHDUFK�
GHULYHG�IURP�WKH�)UDQNIXUW�6FKRRO�KDYH�EHHQ�PDMRU�LQÁXHQFHV��$�QHZ�VHULHV�
of the University of Minnesota Press, directed by George Lipsitz, calls itself 
Critical American Studies.

At the end of the century, another polemic exploded, this time involving, 
to put it in the simplistic terms of a more recent critic of the new Americanists, 
Americanists who seem to love America and Americanists who seem to hate 
$PHULFD��,�DP�UHIHUULQJ�WR�$ODQ�:ROIH·V�DUWLFOH�´Anti-American Studies: the 
'LIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�&ULWLFLVP�DQG�+DWUHG�µ�ZKLFK�FDPH�RXW�LQ�The New Repub-
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lic on 10 February 2003. Wolfe’s very engaging, though certainly extremely 
prejudiced, article could be invoked to justify once again my use of White-
head’s epigraph: NQRZOHGJH�GRHV�QRW�NHHS�DQ\�EHWWHU�WKDQ�ÀVK. It was prompted 
by the publication of two books in 2002: the anthology already mentioned, 
entitled The Futures of American Studies� DQG� HGLWHG� E\� 'RQDOG� 3HDVH� DQG�
5RE\Q�:LHJPDQ��DQG�'DYLG�1REOH·V�The Death of a Nation: American Culture 
and the End of Exceptionalism��%RWK�1REOH�DQG�3HDVH�DQG�:LHJPDQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�
all twenty-three contributors to The Futures of American Studies, are assailed by 
Wolfe for showing no real appreciation for their own country in their research 
in American studies. Wolfe’s thread of argument leaves no doubt that loving 
the country is hardly distinguishable from giving an idealized view of the 
$PHULFDQ�SDVW��DQG�SUHVHQW��8

7KH�PDMRU�SRLQW�RI�:ROIH·V�FULWLTXH�LV�WKDW�ZKHUHDV�WKH�ROG�$PHULFDQLVWV�
�´/HR�0DU[·V�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI� VFKRODUV�µ� DV�KH�SXWV� LW�� EHOLHYHG� LQ� DQ�´H[FHS-
WLRQDOµ�VSDWLDO�DQG�WHPSRUDO�´HQWLW\�FDOOHG�$PHULFD��that is, an actual society 
with borders to which one either did or did not belong,” a society  moreover 
conceived of as constant progress and having an assured future, therefore 
in no need of radical reform, the new Americanists called for no less than 
D� UHYROXWLRQ� WR�DFFRXQW� IRU�DQG�UHGUHVV�ZKDW� WKH\� LGHQWLÀHG�DV� WKH�HYLOV�RI�
$PHULFDQ�LPSHULDO�KHJHPRQ\�DW�KRPH�DQG�DEURDG��'XULQJ�WKH�&ROG�:DU��WKH�
QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV�DUJXHG��VFKRODUV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�SURGXFHG�DQ�LPDJH�RI�PRQR-
culture in which gender, class, race, and ethnic differences were downgraded. 
In spite of his prejudice against Marxist approaches and in spite of his overall 
FRQVHUYDWLYH� VWDQFH��:ROIH� LV� HORTXHQW� DQG� VKDUS� LQ�GHP\VWLI\LQJ� WKH� FOXW-
tered jargon of some of the authors included in Pease and Wiegman’s anthol-
RJ\�DV�H[HPSODUV�RI�QHZ�$PHULFDQLVP��+H�GRHV�JUDQW��KRZHYHU��WKDW�1REOH·V�
ERRN�´EOHVVHGO\� ODFNV� WKH�KHDY\�KDQGHG� MDUJRQ�ZLWK�ZKLFK�\RXQJHU� VFKRO-
DUV�KDYH�DIÁLFWHG� WKH�ÀHOG�� DOWKRXJK� LW� VKDUHV�ZLWK� WKHP� WKHLU� LQDQH� IRUPV�
of leftist politics.” But Wolfe  does fail, to my mind, to do justice to the real 
novelty of the new, post-Vietnam and post-9/11, American studies, such as 
LV�WR�EH�IRXQG�H�J��LQ�1REOH·V�ERRN��1REOH·V�OHIWLVW�LQDQLW\��LW�VHHPV��LV�QR�OHVV�
than his timely obituary of the consensual logic prevailing in the years after 
WW II and throughout the Cold War which constructed the United States as 
DQ�H[FHSWLRQDO�QDWLRQ�LQ�ZRUOG�KLVWRU\��%\�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�
FHQWXU\��1REOH�DUJXHV��that homogeneous nation and its exceptionalism were 
dead. As we shall see, the consensual nation may be dead, but not American 
exceptionalism.

8 For a more balanced review of the Futures of American Studies, reminding readers of the origins 
RI� WKH� YROXPH� LQ� ´WKH� SUHVWLJLRXV� 'DUWPRXWK� ,QVWLWXWHV� RQ� $PHULFDQ� 6WXGLHV�µ� VHH� +DUWZLJ�
,VHUKDJHQ��ZKR�QRQHWKHOHVV� UHJUHWV�´D�VHQVH�RI�FODXVWURSKRELDµ� LQ� WKH�FROOHFWLRQ�DQG�ZRQGHUV�
DERXW�WKH�´UHDO�LQQRYDWLRQµ�HPDQDWLQJ�IURP�WKH�VHYHUDO�HVVD\V�
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For reasons that will be soon clear, let me single out Woolf’s scanty refer-
HQFH� WR�$P\�.DSODQ·V� ´0DQLIHVW�'RPHVWLFLW\�µ� )LUVW�SXEOLVKHG� LQ�American 
Literature� LQ�������.DSODQ·V�EULOOLDQW�HVVD\��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�ÀFWLRQ�E\�QLQHWHHQWK�
century women writers, juxtaposes the ideology of separate spheres in ante-
EHOOXP�$PHULFD�DQG� WKH�GLVFRXUVH�RI�0DQLIHVW�'HVWLQ\�� LQ�RUGHU� WR�GHPRQ-
strate that imagining the nation as a bounded home at a time of boundless 
expansionism actually enlarged gendered domesticity to include racialized 
notions of the foreign. The rigor and insightfulness of her analysis of the nov-
els, combined with her original articulation of the cult of domesticity with the 
notion of imperial civilizing, earned her the Forster prize for the best article in 
the journal that year. Clearly, Wolfe was unwilling, or unable, to capture the 
relevance of Kaplan’s problematization of the stable, consensual, canonical 
image of the integral nation so highly prized by himself. 

+H�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�HYHQ�OHVV�LPSUHVVHG�E\�WKH�DGGUHVV�.DSODQ�GHOLY-
HUHG�DV�3UHVLGHQW�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�$VVRFLDWLRQ�RQ����2FWREHU�������D�
VSHHFK�VKH�HQWLWOHG�´9LROHQW�%HORQJLQJV�DQG�WKH�4XHVWLRQ�RI�(PSLUH�7RGD\µ�
�.DSODQ� ������ .DSODQ·V� SUHVLGHQWLDO� DGGUHVV� KDG� YHU\� PL[HG� UHFHSWLRQ� DW�
the time, even among progressive US Americanists. 9/11 was still too close 
and Americans were feeling the need to hold together as a whole-ness, even if 
beyond George W. Bush’s strident rhetoric of national security. But many in 
WKH�DXGLHQFH�DSSODXGHG�.DSODQ·V�FRXUDJH�LQ�ÀUPO\�GHQRXQFLQJ�WKH�GHVWUXF-
WLYH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�$PHULFDQ�LPSHULDOLVP��SDUWLFXODUO\�DW�VXFK�D�WLPH�RI�IUD-
JLOLW\�DQG�YXOQHUDELOLW\��6RPH�ZHUH�UHPLQGHG�RI�SDFLÀVW�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�.LQJ·V�
frustrated acknowledgement, during the Vietnam War, that his own country 
was the greatest purveyor of violence in the world. Kaplan’s point, repeated 
LQ�KHU�PRUH�UHFHQW�UHÁHFWLRQV�RQ�KRPHODQG�VHFXULW\�DQG�*XDQWiQDPR��´WKDW�
JXODJ�IRU�RXU�WLPHV�µ�VKH�ZULWHV�LQ�D�ODWHU�HVVD\��UKHWRULFDOO\�HQWLWOHG�´:KHUH�
LV�*XDQWiQDPR"µ�>.DSODQ�����@��� LV�WKDW�WKH�LPSHULDO�YLROHQFH�WKDW�JURXQGV�
WKH�$PHULFDQ�QDWLRQ�²�IURP�FRQTXHVW�DQG�H[SDQVLRQ��ODQG�DSSURSULDWLRQ�DQG�
Indian removal, slavery, racism and exploitation – prevails in the world to this 
day. The old, self-appointed and self-serving mission of the United States of 
$PHULFD�²�´WR�VDYH�WKH�ZRUOG�IRU�GHPRFUDF\µ�>WKDW�´XVHIXO�ÀFWLRQ�µ�LQ�&KULV�
+HGJHV·V�DSW� VD\LQJ@�²� FRQWLQXHV� LQ� WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW� �DQG�HOVHZKHUH���ZLWK�
WKH�VDPH�ROG��WUDJLF�FRQVHTXHQFHV��3UHVLGHQW�%DUDFN�2EDPD·V�RSWLPLVWLF������
6WDWH�RI� WKH�8QLRQ�DGGUHVV�QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ��(FKRLQJ��SHUKDSV�XQZLWWLQJO\��
:KLWPDQ·V�´JUDQG�,GHDµ�LQ�WKH������3UHIDFH��UHYLVHG�DV�´WUHPHQGRXV�,'($µ�
in Democratic Vistas���2EDPD� UHDVVXUHG�KLV� IHOORZ�$PHULFDQV�� ´7KH� LGHD�RI�
America endures.” Which idea of which America, we might ask, hearkening 
EDFN�WR�5DGZD\·V�TXHVWLRQ����\HDUV�DJR��´ZKDW�LV�LQ�D�QDPHµ"�1RW�WKH�$PHU-
ica, one hopes, that was once proclaimed, believingly, in the voice of one of 
KHU�VHQDWRUV��´:H�DUH�WKH�UXOLQJ�UDFH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��>���@�:H�ZLOO�QRW�UHQRXQFH�
our part in the mission of our race, trustee, under God, of the civilization of 
WKH�ZRUOG��>���@�*RG�KDV�PDUNHG�XV�DV�KLV�FKRVHQ�SHRSOH��>���@�+H�KDV�PDGH�XV�
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adepts in government that we may administer government among savage and 
VHQLOH�SHRSOHVµ��6HQDWRU�$OEHUW�-��%HYHULGJH���������,V�LW�WRR�IDUIHWFKHG�WR�WKLQN�
KHUH�RI�WKH�GRPLQLRQLVWV�RI�RXU�RZQ�WLPH"�,Q�DQ\�FDVH��ZH�VKRXOG�EH�KHDUW-
ened by the thought that American studies, particularly the new American 
studies, have been making sure that this�´$PHULFDµ�LV�QRW�whole, after all. By 
TXHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�QDPH�´$PHULFDQµ��LQ�WKH�´$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�$VVRFLDWLRQµ���
5DGZD\�FDOOHG�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�SOXUDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�IUDJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ÀHOG��
SXWWLQJ�LQWR�VHYHUH�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�H[FHSWLRQDOLVW�FRQVHQVXV��7KH�´ZHµ�EHFDPH��
LQ�'RQDOG�3HDVH·V�ZRUGV��´DQ�LPSRVVLELOLW\�µ�,�DP�DOOXGLQJ�WR�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�LQ�
the Minnesotta Review������E��LQ�ZKLFK�3HDVH�FRQWHVWV�*HRUJH�:��%XVK·V�XVH�
RI�WKH�SOXUDO�´ZHµ�LQ�WKH�SUHVLGHQW·V�SUR�ZDU�VSHHFKHV�RQ�WKH�´ZDU�RQ�WHUURUµ�
E\�FU\LQJ�RXW��´QRW�LQ�our name” can you make these wars. The resistance to 
the war, Pease explains elsewhere, at a time when not supporting the war was 
FRQVLGHUHG�XQ�$PHULFDQ��LV�D�JRRG�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�1HZ�$PHULFDQLVWV�

7KLV�EULQJV�PH�EH�EDFN�WR�$ODQ�:ROIH·V�´Anti-American Studies.” I sus-
pect that the impact of Wolfe’s article would have been negligible among the 
new, and newly preeminent, Americanists were it not for the attention paid 
WR�LW�E\�WKH�´ROG�$PHULFDQLVWµ�PRVW�TXRWHG��DSSURYLQJO\��E\�WKH�FULWLFV�RI�WKH�
new Americanists, and much respected by the new Americanists as well: Leo 
0DU[�� WKH� DXWKRU� RI� WKH�PDJLVWHULDO�� GHÀQLWHO\� QRQGLVFDUGDEOH�The Machine 
in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America��ÀUVW�SXEOLVKHG� LQ�
������8QOLNH�URWWHQ�ÀVK��NQRZOHGJH��KRZHYHU�GDWHG���LV�QRW�WR�EH�HDVLO\�UDVKO\�
discarded.

In 2002, Leo Marx was invited by the German professor Winfried Fluck to 
DGGUHVV�DQ�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&RQIHUHQFH�RQ�́ 7KHRULHV�RI�$PHULFDQ�&XOWXUHµ�DW�WKH�
JFK Institute in Berlin. Three years later, the journal American Literary History 
published Marx’s talk, together with responses from Amy Kaplan and George 
/LSVLW]��7KH�WLWOH�RI�0DU[·V�SLHFH�LV�WHOOLQJ��´2Q�5HFRYHULQJ�WKH�¶8U·�7KHRU\�
RI�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ��0DU[·V�DSRORJLD� IRU� WKH�ÀUVW�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQ�
VWXGLHV� VFKRODUV� �WKH� ¶XU·� RI�KLV� WLWOH�� DQG� WKHLU� IDVFLQDWLRQ�ZLWK� WKH� LGHD�RI�
America and the nation’s culture as a whole� �KLV� HPSKDVLV�� LV� HORTXHQW�DQG�
LQVSLULQJ�XS�XQWLO�WKH�PRPHQW�KH�TXRWHV�$ODQ�:ROIH·V�´$QWL�$PHULFDQ�6WXG-
LHVµ�WR�LGHQWLI\�ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�WKH�´*UHDW�'LYLGHµ�LQ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��KH�ZLOO�
JR�RQ�WR�VSHDN�LQ�WHUPV�RI�%'�>EHIRUH�WKH�GLYLGH@�DQG�$'�>DIWHU�WKH�GLYLGH@���,I�
earlier in the essay Marx elaborates coherently on interdisciplinarity, unprin-
cipled opportunism, and belief in America’s universalist ideas and values as 
JURXQGLQJ� WKH� ´8U� WKHRU\�RI�$PHULFDQ� VWXGLHV�µ�$ODQ�:ROIH·V� YLWXSHUDWLYH�
FULWLTXH�VXJJHVWV� WR�KLP�WKDW� WKH�QHZ�$PHULFDQLVWV·�GLVEHOLHI� LQ�America-as-
a-whole��D�GLVEHOLHI�SHUKDSV�SURPSWHG��KH�VXUPLVHV��E\�GLVLOOXVLRQPHQW�ZLWK�
WKHLU�FRXQWU\�LQ�WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�9LHWQDP�ZDU��VPDFNV�WRR�PXFK�RI�KDWUHG�
RU�DQWL�$PHULFDQLVP��+RZHYHU��DV�EHFRPHV�FOHDU�IURP�WKH�HORTXHQW�UHVSRQVHV�
E\�*HRUJH�/LSVLW]��LQ�D�FRJHQW�SLHFH�WLWOHG�´2XU�$PHULFDµ��DQG�$P\�.DSODQ�
�LQ�KHU�FRQFLOLDWRU\�́ $�&DOO�IRU�D�7UXFHµ���QHLWKHU�KDWUHG�QRU�DQWL�$PHULFDQLVP�



12 Irene Ramalho Santos

are fair concepts to bring into the discussion of real, well-founded differences 
LQ�WKH�HYROYLQJ�ÀHOG��/LSVLW]�VKRZV�WKDW�GLIIHUHQFHV�GR�QRW�SUHFOXGH�D�´FRP-
PRQ�JURXQGµ�DQG�.DSODQ�REVHUYHV�DV�ZHOO�WKDW�0DU[�´LJQRUHV�LPSRUWDQW�FRQ-
tinuities.” I cannot help but being reminded of a crucial line by Socrates in 
Plato’s Phaedrus��´:H�DUH�LQ�DFFRUG�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU�DERXW�VRPH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�
ZH�GLVFRXUVH�DERXW�DQG�LQ�GLVFRUG�DERXW�RWKHUVµ�����$���7KH�GLYLGH�EHWZHHQ�
´ROGµ�DQG�´QHZµ�$PHULFDQLVWV��KRZHYHU��GRHV� FRQFHUQ�DQ� LPSRUWDQW� LVVXH��
whether the status of the subject of American studies is a whole or a frag-
PHQWHG�HQWLW\��6D\V�0DU[��´:KHUHDV�WKH�%'�$PHULFDQLVWV�OLNHG�WR�WKLQN�RI�WKH�
VRFLHW\�DQG�FXOWXUH�RI�WKH�86�DV�D�VHDPOHVV�ZKROH��WKHLU�$'�VXFFHVVRUV�DUJXHG�
that the nation already had reached a late stage in an inexorable process of 
cultural fragmentation.” Clearly, both for Lipsitz and Kaplan there are not 
just two Americas, as Marx and Wolfe before him imply, but many. Kaplan 
JRHV�VR�IDU�DV�SURSRVLQJ�WR�UHSODFH�WKH�HDUOLHU�´VHQVH�RI�WKH�ZKROHµ�ZLWK�´WKH�
FRQFHSW� RI� LQWHUFRQQHFWHGQHVV�µ� 6RFUDWHV� DJDLQ�� QRZ� SDUDSKUDVLQJ�+RPHU��
´,I� ,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�VRPHRQH�HOVH� LV�FDSDEOH�RI�GLVFHUQLQJ�D�single thing that is 
also by nature capable of encompassing many, I follow straight behind, as if 
KH�ZHUH�D�JRGµ�����%��P\�HPSKDVLV���From my vantage point in 2011, as an 
Americanist, a comparativist, a student of American studies scholarship, and 
relatively external to these polemics, I clearly read Leo Marx, George Lipsitz, 
and Amy Kaplan, though in different ways and with different emphases, as 
EHLQJ�HTXDOO\� FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK� WKH� LGHD�RI� DQ�$PHULFDQ�H[FHSWLRQDOLVP� WKDW�
keeps justifying imperialism, violence, and injustice in the world.

$PHULFDQ�H[FHSWLRQDOLVP�LV�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�RQH�RI�VRPH�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQ-
WXU\� UHOHYDQW�$PHULFDQ� VWXGLHV� ERRNV� ,�ZLOO� EH� OLQJHULQJ� RQ� EULHÁ\� LQ�P\�
FRQFOXVLRQ�� ,�DP�UHIHUULQJ�WR�'RQDOG�3HDVH·V�PRVW�UHFHQW�ERRN��HQWLWOHG�The 
New American Exceptionalism���������$PHULFDQ�H[FHSWLRQDOLVP�KDV�EHHQ�DPSO\�
studied from different points of view and with different emphases, ever since 
$OH[LV�GH�7RFTXHYLOOH�ÀUVW�LGHQWLÀHG�WKH�VXSSRVHGO\�VLQJXODU�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�
RI�WKH�QHZ�QDWLRQ��,�P\VHOI�GHDOW�ZLWK�WKH�WRSLF�D�IHZ�\HDUV�DJR�LQ�´$PHULFDQ�
([FHSWLRQDOLVP�DQG�WKH�1DWXUDOL]DWLRQ�RI�¶$PHULFD·�µ�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�Prospects 
LQ�������'UDZLQJ�PDLQO\�RQ�WKH�ZRUN�E\�6H\PRXU�/LSVHW�DQG�%\URQ�6KDIHU��,�
ZDV�WKHQ�SDUWLFXODUO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�SROLWLFDO�VFLHQWLVW�*HRUJH�.DWHE·V�(PHUVR-
QLDQ�:KLWPDQLDQ�D�VRFLDO�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�$PHULFD�DV�´QDWXUH·V�QDWLRQ�µ�DQG�
LWV�XQGHUO\LQJ�QRWLRQ� WKDW� ´WKH� ODZV�RI�QDWXUH�QHYHU� DSRORJL]H�µ�$PHULFDQ�
exceptionalism, I understood then, meant illusory exemption from the laws 
RI�FLYLF�H[LVWLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��,Q�OLJKW�RI�'RQDOG�3HDVH·V�ODWHVW�ERRN��,�XQGHU-
VWDQG�LW�QRZ�DV�D�´VWDWH�IDQWDV\µ��������passim���3HDVH·V�´QHZµ�H[FHSWLRQDOLVP�
is a timely updating of the concept as prompted by Bush’s war on terror and 
the Patriot Act. At a time when Bercovitch would like to see the United States 
RI�$PHULFD�ÀQDOO\�HPHUJH�DV�D�PXQGDQH�QDWLRQ�DPRQJ�QDWLRQV��´$PHULFDµ�
DSSHDUV�RQFH�DJDLQ�DV�D�QDWLRQ�ZLWK�XQLTXH��FRQQDWH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�WKDW�VLQJOH�
KHU�RXW�DPRQJ�WKH�RWKHU�QDWLRQV�WR�MXVWLI\�KHU�VXSHULRU�LQÁXHQFH�DQG�ULJKW�WR�



Irene Ramalho Santos 13

LQWHUYHQH�LQ�ZRUOG�DIIDLUV�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�KHU�RZQ�LQWHUHVWV��2Q����0DUFK�������
Mitt Romney, then a mere former candidate to the presidency of the United 
States but no doubt already thinking of another opportunity, accused Presi-
GHQW�%DUDFN�2EDPD�RI�´IXQGDPHQWDO�GLVEHOLHI�LQ�$PHULFDQ�H[FHSWLRQDOLVP�µ�
$FWXDOO\��LQ�KLV�UXQ�IRU�WKH�SUHVLGHQF\��2EDPD�UHOLHG�KHDYLO\�RQ�WKH�DSSHDO�RI�
such exceptionalist fantasies as the promised land, the American dream, and the 
indivisible nation under God. More recently, while delivering the news of the 
H[HFXWLRQ�RI�2VDPD�ELQ�/DGHQ��2EDPD�VWURQJO\�UHDVVHUWHG�KLV�IDLWK��´WRQLJKW�
[he said], we are once again reminded that America can do whatever we set 
RXU�KHDUWV� WR�µ�2QH� FDQQRW�KHOS�EXW� DVN��ZKLFK�America, whose hearts, and 
what whatever"� 3HDVH·V� EULOOLDQW� DQDO\VLV� VKXQV� DOO� LGHDOL]DWLRQ�� LV� VRXQGO\�
documented and extremely critical of all forms of American self-appointed, 
H[FHSWLRQDOLVW�KHJHPRQ\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��ROG�DQG�QHZ��+RZHYHU��LW�UHPDLQV�WR�EH�
VHHQ�LI�KLV�FULWLTXH�RI�$PHULFD�as an exceptionalist whole is convincing enough 
seriously to upset deep-seated American belief in America’s moral superior-
LW\�DQG�RYHUWXUQ�WKH�LQJUDLQHG�´IDQWDV\µ�DERXW�WKH�QDWLRQ·V�VSHFLDO�UROH�LQ�UXO-
ing world affairs. At least, the distinction that Pease has since made between 
good and bad American exceptionalism needs to be carefully scrutinized.9

$V�LQ�3HDVH��LQ�WKH�ÀYH�YHU\�UHFHQW�ZRUNV�RI�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�VFKRODU-
VKLS�ZLWK�ZKLFK�,�FRQFOXGH��WKHUH�LV�QR�LGHDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�SDVW��2U�
SUHVHQW��1RQH�RI�WKHP�FODLPV�WR�RZQ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV��7KHLU�DXWKRUV�NQRZ��
whether making it explicit or not, that they grasp only a very small part of 
just an aspect of American history, society, culture, art, literature. Focusing 
on prisons, ethnic cleansing, transatlanticism and photography, food banks, 
or women’s poetry, they make no pretense of providing an integral, homoge-
neous view of the wholeness of America. These themes can no doubt be ampli-
ÀHG�DQG�LQWHUFRQQHFWHG��EXW�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�JURXQG�WKHP�DUH�QRW�VXVFHS-
tible, in themselves alone, of allowing for a credible explanation of America as 
a whole. As would be the case with any other scholarly enterprise concerning 
any modern nation, we need to consider them all to get at merely a fraction of 
what the complexity of America as a subject of analysis really means. 

Driven Out. The Forgotten War against Chinese Americans, by Jeanne Pfa-
HO]HU���������GHDOV�ZLWK�HWKQLF�FOHDQVLQJ�LQ�&DOLIRUQLD�DQG�WKH�3DFLÀF�1RUWK-
west. From the mid nineteenth century to well into the twentieth, bigoted citi-
zens, assisted by racist and corrupt politicians, tried to get the country rid of 
WKH�ÀUVW�&KLQHVH�$PHULFDQV�E\�HYHU\�ODZOHVV�DQG�UXWKOHVV�PHDQV�WKH\�FRXOG�
think of. Constantly threatened, expelled from place to place, very often mas-
sacred, and for very long denied citizenship, the Chinese immigrants fought 
back under extreme duress but bravely refused to leave. Pfaelzer’s book is 
both a solid piece of archival scholarship on Chinese American history and 

9 6HH�'RQDOG�Pease��´5H�WKLQNLQJ�¶$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�DIWHU�86�([FHSWLRQDOLVP·�µ�American Literary 
History�������6SULQJ��������������
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an engrossing narrative of violent nation building and troubling and moving 
individual stories. 

Another story of California, which is also a partial, paradigmatic history 
of the United States of America, is Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s Golden Gulag: Pris-
ons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California� ��������*LOPRUH·V�
well-documented and insightful study of California prisons and racism is 
D�YHU\�ÀQH� DQDO\VLV� RI� WKH�SROLWLFDO� HFRQRP\�RI� OLEHUDO� LQFDUFHUDWLRQ�ZKLFK�
clearly exposes the modern prison system as a dehumanizing symptom of the 
GHFOLQH�RI�ZHVWHUQ�FLYLOL]DWLRQ��:KHWKHU�WKH�´QLJKWPDUHµ�KHU�ERRN�GHVFULEHV�
is just a California, or a world, nightmare, remains for her readers to decide. 
0RUH� UHFHQWO\�� E\� HORTXHQWO\� SDLULQJ� WRJHWKHU� VXFK� FDWHJRULHV� DV� FULPLQDO�
DOLHQ��FLWL]HQ�LQQRFHQW��LPPLJUDQW�JXLOW\��*LOPRUH�FRQWLQXHV�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�
$PHULFDQ�SDUDGR[�RI�KDYLQJ�´RQH�%ODFN�PDQ�LQ�WKH�:KLWH�+RXVH�DQG�DERXW�
����������%ODFN�PHQ�LQ�WKH�%LJ�+RXVH�µ�

My third example of recent American studies scholarship not aiming at an 
idealized whole of America�LV�'RULV�)ULHGHQVRKQ·V�Cooking for Change. Tales from a 
Food Service Training Academy ��������Cooking for Change is a radical departure 
from Friedensohn’s previous book, an engaging, cosmopolitan collection of 
VWRULHV�DERXW�HDWLQJ�LQ�$PHULFD�DQG�DEURDG���������,Q�������WKH�DXWKRU�VWDUWHG�
GRLQJ�SDUWLFLSDQW�REVHUYDWLRQ�DW�WKH�&RPPXQLW\�)RRG%DQN�RI�1HZ�-HUVH\�WR�
JDWKHU�ÀUVWKDQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�PDQ\�GHFDGHV�DJR�0LFKDHO�+DUULQJWRQ�
FDOOHG�´WKH�RWKHU�$PHULFD�µ�7KH�)RRG%DQN�SURYLGHV�PHDOV�IRU�SRRU�IDPLOLHV�
while training low income students as cooks. Though a varied lot, the stu-
dents of the Food Service and Training Academy are predominantly African 
American and Latinos who were never graced with any fabled promise of 
American life. Many of them are ex-convicts living in half way houses, some 
are former drug dealers, others are unemployed and homeless, most of them 
look earnestly upon job training as a second chance for a decent life. In a 
series of memorable sketches about the people who give body and life to the 
$FDGHP\�DQG� LWV� FRPPHQGDEOH�ZRUN��)ULHGHQVRKQ� VKRZV� �UHOXFWDQWO\��RQH�
JXHVVHV��KRZ�FRUSRUDWH�FDSLWDO�SHUSHWXDWHV�SRYHUW\�E\�FRQWUROOLQJ�LW�

My fourth example comes from the other side of the Atlantic. Photo-
graphic Memories. Private Pictures, Public Images, and American History���������
E\�WKH�'XWFK�VFKRODU�5RE�.URHV��FRPELQHV�SKRWRJUDSK\�DQG�KLVWRU\��SHUVRQDO�
and public memories, to discuss the trans-cultural implications of immigra-
tion, war, the Cold War, trans-Atlantic relations, the impact of American mass 
FXOWXUH�LQ�(XURSH��DQG�������7KH�ZRUN�RI�.URHV·V�ODWHVW�ERRN�LV�SHUKDSV�EHVW�
understood in the light of the author’s more recent revisitation of Atlanti-
FLVP�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�ERWK�FXOWXUDO�DIÀQLWLHV�DQG�GLVWDQFH�EHWZHHQ�7KH�8QLWHG�
6WDWHV�DQG�(XURSH��,Q�D�ZD\��Photographic Memories is closest to presenting an 
LGHDOL]HG�YLVLRQ�RI�$PHULFD��DQ�LGHDO�GHÀQLWHO\�VKDWWHUHG�E\������DQG�DIWHU��
WR�(XURSHDQV�KDQNHULQJ�DIWHU�D�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�WKUHDWHQHG�E\�
EDQNUXSWF\�DQG�FRQÁLFWV�RI�DOO�NLQGV��
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0\�ÀIWK�DQG�ODVW�H[DPSOH�LV�D�ERRN�E\�DQ�(QJOLVK�SURIHVVRU�ZKR�ZRXOG�
perhaps be surprised to be found in such company. Lynn Keller’s Thinking 
Poetry. Readings in Contemporary Women’s Exploratory Poetics �������GLVFXVVHV�
seven contemporary American women poets whose complex thinking and 
sophisticated compositional strategies bend language and the poetic tradition 
to render problematical the proverbial American preference for simplicity: 
simple ideas of good and evil, simple belief in simple solutions, simple horror 
of unpredictability, and simple faith in the nation’s rightness. As one of the 
poets studied by Keller puts it, in their many different ways of exploring the 
ODQJXDJH�RI�SRHWU\��DOO�WKHVH�ZRPHQ�SRHWV�HORTXHQWO\�´VWUHWFK�WKH�>$PHULFDQ@�
ERXQGDULHV�RI�WKH�VD\DEOHµ��&ROH�6ZHQVHQ�����

6

,�FRQFOXGH�WKLV�SDSHU�RQ�´KDUG�FRUHµ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�E\�VSHDNLQJ�DERXW�
SRHWU\��WKH�TXLQWHVVHQWLDOO\�´VRIW�µ�,Q�KHU�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�SDOLPSVHVWV�DQG�SDOLPS-
WH[WV��0LFKDHO�'DYLGVRQ��RI�-RDQ�5HWDOODFN�DQG�5RVPDULH�:DOGURS��.HOOHU�GRHV�
not comment on Waldrop’s striking A Key into the Language of America��������
�EH\RQG�D�VKRUW�IRRWQRWH�RQ�S��������:DOGURS·V�FRQFHSW�RI�SDOLPSVHVW��ZKLFK�
WKH�SRHW�DVVRFLDWHV�ZLWK�5REHUW�'XQFDQ·V�QRWLRQ�RI�WKH�´JUDQG�FROODJH�µ�ZRUNV�
actually as a good replacement in this American studies paper for my White-
KHDG�NQRZOHGJH�DV�ÀVK�HSLJUDSK��NQRZOHGJH�GRHV�QRW�NHHS�DQ\�EHWWHU�WKDQ�ÀVK���
Waldrop borrows her title – A Key into the Language of America – from the title of 
5RJHU�:LOOLDPV·V�IDPRXV�JXLGH�WR�WKH�$OJRQTXLDQ�ODQJXDJH�RI�WKH�1DUUDJDQ-
VHWW��SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������1RW�RQO\�WKDW��$V�VKH�H[SODLQV�ULJKW�DW�WKH�YHU\�EHJLQ-
ning of her introduction, her 1994 Key into the Language of America� ´WDNHV� LWV�
WLWOH��FKDSWHU�VHTXHQFH��DQG�PDQ\�TXRWDWLRQV� IURP�5RJHU�:LOOLDPV·V�ERRN�RI�
�����ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�WLWOHµ��[LLL���:LOOLDPV·V�Key�LV�QRW�D�PHUH�JXLGH�WR�D�1DWLYH�
American language or a factual handbook offering practical tools for successful 
colonization. Rather than just that, it is a sympathetic and imaginative anthro-
SRORJLFDO�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�OLIH��EHOLHIV��ULWXDOV��DQG�PRUDOV��(DFK�
FKDSWHU��PDGH�XS�RI� ´REVHUYDWLRQV�µ� FORVHV�ZLWK�D�´PRUH�SDUWLFXODUµ�SRHP�
observation which often elaborates on some of the chapter’s ironical comments 
RQ�WKH�VXSSRVHGO\�VXSHULRULW\�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQV��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�ÀUVW�FKDSWHU��
´2I�6DOXWDWLRQ�µ�DIWHU�JRLQJ�RYHU�WKH�PDQ\�IRUPV�RI�QDWLYH�FRXUWHV\��FORVHV�ZLWK�
a poem contrasting the humane Pagan with the humanity-lacking Christian 
����>FKDSWHU�,@���/RQJ�EHIRUH�A Key�ZDV�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�(QJODQG�LQ�������:LOOLDPV�
had become persona non grata in the Massachusetts Bay Colony by advocating 
WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�VWDWH�DQG�FKXUFK�DQG�E\�FRQWHVWLQJ�WKH�´VLQIXO�RSLQLRQ�DPRQJ�
many that Christians have right to Heathens�/DQGVµ� ����� >FKDSWHU�;9,@���1R�
wonder he was banished from the Colony in 1635. Williams was soon to found 
3URYLGHQFH��5KRGH� ,VODQG�DQG�SOD\� LPSRUWDQW�GLSORPDWLF� UROHV� LQ�1HZ�(QJ-
ODQG��EXW�WKH�RUGHU�IRU�KLV�EDQLVKPHQW�ZDV�QRW�RIÀFLDOO\�UHSHDOHG�XQWLO������
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%RWK�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�FRORQL]DWLRQ�RI�1HZ�(QJODQG�DQG�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�
WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�(XURSH�KDXQW�:DOGURS·V� LPDJLQDWLRQ�DV�VKH�FRQFHLYHV�RI�
KHU�ERRN��6KH�ZDV�ERUQ�LQ�1D]L�*HUPDQ\�LQ�����������KXQGUHG�\HDUV�DIWHU�WKH�
heretic Roger Williams was condemned to what ended up being 300 years of 
EDQLVKPHQW��$IWHU�WKH�GHIHDW�RI�WKH�1D]LV��:DOGURS��ZKR�LV�QRW�-HZLVK��LPPL-
grated to the United States, the country of the winners, where she could count 
KHUVHOI�´DPRQJ�WKH�SULYLOHJHG��WKH�FRQTXHURUVµ��[L[���%XW�LW�LV�QRW�WKDW�VLPSOH��
5RVPDULH�:DOGURS��VDPH�LQLWLDOV�DV�5RJHU�:LOOLDPV��OLYHV�LQ�5RJHU�:LOOLDPV�
country and re-enacts his ambivalence. She is white and educated, but she 
is also a poet and a woman. Together, poet and woman bespeak marginality 
and irrelevance in the culture, which really amounts to a kind of permanent 
banishment. Structuring her Key chapter by chapter after Williams’s Key, with 
exactly the same chapter titles, Waldrop offers, like him, though in a much 
leaner version, word lists and observations and a closing poem, the latter 
being preceded by an italicized text in a young woman’s voice. If read as a 
poem, as I insist it must be, each brief chapter mirrors the clash of cultures and 
GHQRXQFHV�WKH�GHVWUXFWLRQ�RI�RQH�RI�WKHP�LQ�WKH�$OJRQTXLDQ�ZRUGV�ERUURZHG�
from Williams and scattered in bold in Waldrop’s introductory prose and con-
FOXGLQJ�SRHP��7KH�ZRPDQ·V�YRLFH��RI�FRXUVH��QRW�LQ�:LOOLDPV��IXQFWLRQV�DV�WKH�
critical witness to a destruction that has no end.

,�FRQFOXGH�E\�TXRWLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�FKDSWHU�LQ�IXOO��VKRZLQJ�KRZ�LQ�A Key into 
the Language of America, Rosmarie Waldrop re-enacts the complexity of Roger 
:LOOLDPV·V� IDWH� LQ� DQ�$PHULFD� RI� VXSHULRU� EHLQJV� �WKLQN� FRQTXHURUV�� WKLQN�
PDOH��DQG�LQIHULRU�EHLQJV��WKLQN�FRQTXHUHG��WKLQN�IHPDOH��

6$/87$7,216

Are of two sorts and come immediately before the body. The Pronuncia-
tion varies according to the point where the tongue makes contact with pum-
LFH�IRXQG�LQ�JUHDW�TXDQWLW\��7KLV�OHQGV�FUHGHQFH��EXW�QR�KDQG��1RW�VR�HQWLUHO\�
1DUUDJDQVHWW��WKH�URRI�RI�WKH�PRXWK��3RVLWLRQ�RI�KDQG�RU�ZHDSRQ�FRQYHQWLRQDO�
or volcanic formation.

Asco wequassunnúmmis. Good morrow.

 Sing
 Salubrious
 Imitation
 Intimate

I was born in a town on the other side which didn’t want me in so many. All 
streets were long and led. In the center, a single person had no house or friends to 
allay excessive sorrowe��,��OLNH�RWKHU�JLUOV��IRUJRW�P\�QDPH�LQ�WKH�QRLVH�RI�WUDIÀF��
opening my arms more to measure their extension than to offer embrace.
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 the Courteous Pagan
 barefoot and yes
 his name laid down
 as dead
 one openness
 one woman door
 so slow in otherwise
 so close
 
The poetic work of Waldrop’s Key upon Williams’s Key enhances the lat-

ter’s poeticity even as Williams’s work casts a political purpose over Wal-
drop’s Key. And thus we cannot but place American poetry right at the center 
RI�´KDUG�FRUH�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�µ
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