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“I heard ten thousand talkers whose tongues were all broken”—Bob Dylan

     “It seems that the idea of a canon is really out of favor right now. . . . The academy politicians probably have a love of something, but it’s not reading itself; it may be a love of justice or truth or multivocality or whatever, but they lack that thing that makes reading a value in its own terms.  It’s sort of doubtful if anybody past or present can really understand good writing without that kind of innocent love of the text itself.” –Robert Cover (New York magazine, August 15, 1994, 41)

“Why sholde I sowen draf out of my fest,

  Whan I may sowen whete, if that me lest?”


—Chaucer, “Prologue to the Pardoner’s Tale”


Let us begin with exhibit A, a more or less randomly chosen thematic reader published by St. Martin’s Press, edited by one David Cavitich of Tufts University, and titled Life Studies.  It is the fourth edition of Life Studies we are considering, published in 1992 at $22.95 (paperback), now in its second printing. 


The fourth edition of Life Studies contains 59 essays on various subjects by a few old warhorses like James Thurber, George Orwell, and Margaret Mead, plus all the hot authors of 1992, with a generous smattering of Afro-Americans, gays, lesbians, hearing-impaired, and culturally disadvantaged writers . . . none of whom appeared in Life Studies, first edition: Nora Ephron, Joan Didion, Raymond Carver, Adrienne Rich, Jamaica Kincaid, Susan Allen Toth, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Maxine Hong Kingston, David Mamet, Harry Crews, Ellen Goodman, Richard Rodriguez, and even Andrea Dworkin.  Life Studies, fourth edition, is gender balanced (probably overbalanced), multi-cultural, and sensitive to alternative sexual lifestyles.   


It is also dead as a gravestone.  Its present value on the used book market, $2, is a certain indication of oversupply and low demand.  In January, St. Martin’s will publish Life Studies, the fifth edition, which will drop this edition out of print and render used copies valueless.  The fifth edition, featuring a cover mosaic of four vaguely erotic and highly androgynous faces, is even more politically correct than LSIV.  Among the new writers: the ubiquitious and culturally diverse Amy Tan, Linda Hogan, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Joy Harjo, Trish Hampl and Louise Erdrich (no sign here of the incorrigibly politically incorrect Camille Paglia or Robert Bly) and Steven Dixon (on harassment), Bernard Cooper (gay), Andrew Hacker (black), Lucy Honig (immigrant), Hanif Kureishi (“an English writer”), Oscar Hijeulos, and David Gelman preaching against TV and movie violence.  From LSIV, Nora Ephron, Joan Didion, Susan Allen Toth, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Richard Rodriguez, and even Andrea Dworkin made the cut, and of course Jamaica Kincaid.  James Thurber, John Updike, James Baldwin, Adrienne Rich, and Ellen Goodman did not.  Sic transit Gloria whatever her name was. Life Studies IV lasted approximately three years and sold, maybe, fifteen thousand copies.  


This is as it should be.  Life Studies, like most composition readers, was intended to flower briefly, make a few bucks by riding a trend, and die easily, making room for another reader—possibly by the same editor, possibly bearing the same title . . . but possibly not—which will make a few more quick bucks by mixing this year’s top-40 writers with Orwell and Mead, before dropping into an unmarked grave just about the time used book companies acquire stocks sufficient to supply copies at, say, $12 instead of the $23 charged by St. Martin’s Press.  In fact, Life Studies is quite open about pandering to student enthusiasms: pages 551-53 of LSIV contain a kind of ballot, which students are invited to fill out and return to the publisher, listing each of the book’s 59 selections and four blanks: “Liked a lot,” “Okay,” “Didn’t like,” “Didn’t read.”    


Life Studies is what I call a junk bond book, part of what I call junk bond publishing, and any American academic could provide dozens of readers, textbooks, and fliers advertising materials similar to Life Studies.  Junk bond publishing works like this: the stock of certain writers is bid—for a great variety of reasons, one of which might be quality—up the literary stock exchange, so that their work becomes hot, and books containing the work of this “next Virginia Wolfe” or “new Mark Twain” have heightened value.  Those books—and writers—are hyped as long as their value increases, which is approximately until the market is saturated, or until the public tires of their subject or cause . . . or perceives that there is less here than meets the eye.   Then the stock collapses, and they are replaced in anthologies by new hot authors writing new hot books about new hot topics, with new rave blurbs and new lyric advertising copy.  Like junk bonds, the books—and many of the authors they contain—lack value beyond reputations inflated by marketplace hype and social or literary enthusiasms.  The trick for publisher, distributor, bookstore, teacher and writer is not to get caught holding, or being, the worthless paper.


For a variety of reasons, junkbond publishing is essential to any publisher expecting to survive in contemporary America, for reasons detailed in Thomas Whiteside’s classic study of American book publishing, The Blockbuster Complex (Wesleyan University Press, 1981).  Part of the problem is U.S. tax law, which mandates immediate sales and quick turnover by treating unsold books as a non-depreciable asset.  What this means, simply, is that if a publisher prints 20,000 copies of a book at, for the sake of argument, $20,000—or $1 a copy—and sells, in a given tax year only 2,000 books at $10 each, the publisher has not broken even, $20,000 in expenses against $20,000 in sales.  Tax law values the 18,000 remaining books at $1 each, treats them as a credit, and figures the publisher has $18,000 in assets, took in $20,000 in sales for a total of $38,000 . . . against $20,000 in expenses, net profit, $18,000, pay a tax of about $6,000 please.   Given those ground rules, no publisher can let a book grow by word of mouth or intrinsic literary value into its appropriate audience.  The book must be hyped quickly, sold even more quickly.  Unsold copies must be purged from the warehouse before the end of the tax year—most American academics I know now buy their books remaindered for $2 or $4 in the Daedalus catalog—even if purging this year means reprinting next.  But why reprint an old title when for a few bucks more you can go with a new title, a new author, an absolutely untouched market, this book, perhaps, a block-buster?


Another part of the problem is American bookstores, half of them chain stores in suburban malls where the rent is very high and turnover of books on the shelf must, therefore, be very quick (in 1982 the average shelf life of a chain store book was ten days, according to Celeste West in Anvil #38, p. 32).  These stores also cannot afford to “let a book find its audience”; they cannot wait for one person to buy and read a book, recommend it to a friend, who then might buy it and read it and recommend it to a friend.  They need titles—and authors—for whom buyers are queued even before a book hits the store . . . or books hyped by television talk shows, guest appearances, autographings, hired rave reviews, movies, television series, radio or print advertisement . . . all the machinery of junk bond promotion.  Most American bookstores today sell what Ted Solotaroff, I think, has called “the quick and the dead”: the quick turnovers and marked-down remainders.  


Another part of the problem is American culture itself, which has always been enamored of novelty and easily gulled by ballyhoo . . . and Americans themselves, who are not shy about promoting themselves.  Poe, Whitman, Twain . . . they set us dangerous examples of relentless self-promotion, an art taken to new heights by, e.g., black novelist Terry McMillan, who, upon publishing her first novel, sat herself down and wrote, by her own admission “2,000 letters to everybody I could think of” inviting herself to readings and promotional events, thereby hyping herself onto the best sellers lists and into a position as (I am quoting Ebony magazine now) “Black America’s Hottest Novelist” . . . of 1992.   Behind Whitman’s aggressive self-promotion lay substance, but who can say about McMillan, or in the case of, e.g., Mark Richard’s Fishboy, a post-modernist first novel panned by reviewers as a failure which “floated around in a fog” but buoyed into “cult status” by an aggressive Doubleday promotional campaign documented in The New York Times Book Review (January 30, 1994).  In this day of twenty, thirty, a hundred television channels, of 40,000 books published each year, of distraction from distraction by distraction, how can we tell the dancer from the dance?


A less virulent strain of what I have chosen to call junk bond publishing has always infected the publishing industry, and always will.  Publishers exist to make money, and making money by definition means meeting a demand.  Pluralism in publishing is one sign of healthy, expanding, democratic, scrabbling, literary culture, and junkbond books are, in one sense, the barometers of culture committed to genuine pluralism, and a sign that a new generation, with its own tastes and prejudices, is shouldering its way to the bar rail beside the old patrons.  


An extreme form of such pluralism has marked American letters for approximately the past two decades under the educational rubric “cultural diversity” and the legal rubric “civil rights, subcategory gender, ethnic and age discrimination.”   It has been institutionalized on campus in several socio-literary programs of self-advocacy and entitlement: Black Studies, Women’s Studies, Native American Studies, Gay Studies, Latino Studies, even, at our institution, Lakota Studies.  Collectively attitudes sympathetic to this program have come to be called “Politically Correct,” largely by those hostile to, or harboring reservations about the “politically correct” agenda.  On this issue passions run high, and careers are terminated.  


It is not my purpose here to rehearse the whole political correctness debate, or to examine the cases for or against Women’s Studies, Black Studies, Gay Studies or Native American Studies, or even to explore in detail the ramifications of cultural diversity.  I wish to focus my attention on the way Political Correctness-driven Cultural Diversity-driven junkbond publishing has effected not the peripheral, always ephemeral world of readers and introduction-to-literature textbooks, but the Canon of American Literature.  The Norton Anthology of American Literature is quite another matter from books like Life Studies.   And, let me be more or less up front about my argument, I believe that junkbond publishing has indeed infected (affected) textbooks in which is contained the great canon of American Literature, not only in the area of contemporary authors (which was always unstable), but at its core.  I wish further to argue that the great anthologies went PC not out of any philosophical commitment to cultural diversity, but out of economic opportunism, as brash new publishers carved for themselves large shares of a closed market, assisted by brash new associate and full professors employed by brash new universities (many of them converted teaching, or normal schools), few of whom have any sense of, background in, or affection for the traditional canon they have deconstructed.  If pressed, I could draw a marvelous analogy between the reconstruction of the literary canon in new textbook anthologies and the reconstruction of the NFL and American and National Baseball Leagues with an eye not to the game, but to the dollar. But let that pass. 


Let me introduce at this point exhibit two, which arrived in my mailbox exactly two weeks before I left Minnesota for Poland.  It is a flier from one egregiously self-promotional Coffee House Press (formerly Toothpaste Press), run by one egregiously self-promotional Alan Kornblum and his wife Cinda.  Coffee House began in Iowa City the 1960s publishing poems by Kornblum’s pals at the Iowa Writers Workshop.  In the early 1970s Coffee House moved to Minnesota, where the financial grass is infinitely greener, and began, in the late 1970s and early 1980s (supported by Jim Sitter’s mega-funded Minnesota Center for the Book Arts) to publish letterpress editions of hotshot creative writing professors with a variety of MFAs.  Then, with Minnesota State Arts Board and National Endowment for the Arts funding, Coffee House flirted briefly in the late 1980s with children’s books.  Funded more now than ever before by foundations and arts agencies, Coffee House Press has taken a new direction: multicultural literature.  “Books for the New Canon,” this flier announces; “Look inside for new titles by writers of color.”  A blurb on the front of the flier reads, “Readers can look to Coffee House Press for tomorrow’s literary classics.”  “We publish fiction and poetry by exciting, vital and enduring authors of our time,” Kornblum explains inside the flier.  In short, Coffee House Press claims to publish canonical authors, a proposition which would have been preposterous two decades ago, but, given today’s junk bond canon, is entirely feasible.


When I grew up—and I admit to being a prisoner of that moment, which is only a moment, but it was a good moment—the university classroom functioned as a kind of bulwark against literary enthusiasms, and the great anthologies of American and British literature enshrined a canon of sacred literary texts.   Because these books could be reprinted without additional editorial costs or permissions fees, both paperback and cloth editions of the standard anthologies were relatively cheap.  Because they were cheap as new books, used texts lacked market value.  For those two reasons, and because their contents constituted—or were thought to constitute—a kind of literary Bible, students kept their anthologies as life-time friends. The books were leaner than today’s anthologies, and most teachers, like mine, supplemented anthology material with assigned readings and hand-outs reproduced on a mimeograph machine. Some of us kept the mimeos as well. The anthology defined a core; the supplementary materials reflected instructors’ idiosyncrasies.  Few instructors, I suspect, confused the two, even in their own minds.


Among these anthologies, the 3500-page, two-volume Norton Anthology of American Literature—edited by Scully Bradley (University of Pennsylvania), Richard Croom Beaty (Vanderbilt) and E. Hudson Long (Baylor)—was a standard.  (A new Norton Anthology of American Literature, with new editors headed by Hershel Parker began in 1979, when the old anthology was moved first to Grosset and Dunlap and later to McGraw-Hill).  The Norton first appeared in 1956.  By the time I attended college, Norton was synonymous with American Literature textbook: although other textbooks existed, it was sui generis.  (It was the Norton version of the Canon that Paul Lauter specifically attacked his introduction to Reconstructing American Literature [1983, p. xv] and repeatedly in the essays of Canons and Contexts [1991].)  In 1974 the Parker-edited anthology assumed the Norton aura and something of the Norton view of an admittedly fluid canon:  “While we have made literary merit our final criterion for selection, we have attempted in our critical apparatus to emphasize the relations between the literary work and the general movements in American civilization and intellectual history,” wrote its editors.  Please save for later reference that assertion of literary merit as a final criterion for selection.




Norton was unusually aggressive in its marketing strategy and unique, I believe, among publishers at the time in promoting its books not through sales representatives but by free examination copies, shipped unsolicited and in great quantities to college professors all across America.  I remember mornings when the Bradley Polytech mailroom was so filled with cardboard boxes containing two, four, six $8.95 books that you could not crawl across the heap to your mailbox.  Most of these books were sold, unexamined, to reps from used book stores; the middle seventies and early eighties were really the period when large stocks of nominally used instructors books necessitated the early obsolescence created by new editions, which of course enhanced publishing and marketing costs, which raised prices, which increased the value of new examination copies on the used book market, which created the kind of junk bond market I’m describing.  


The canon presented in early anthologies was not absolutely fixed: even in 1974 Bradley-Beatty-Long Norton dropped The Scarlet Letter and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to make room for, inter alia, Phillis Wheatley, Charles Brockden Brown, a selection of folksongs, and “a gathering of Indian tales, speeches, and poems.”  “A major effort has been directed toward making the selections from the twentieth century more broadly representative,” noted new editor George Perkins.  However, like the first edition of the Columbia Literary History of the United States, the Norton  spoke out of a well defined vision of what it took to be the varieties of American Literature.  That vision, and the canon it represented, was always being modified, cautiously, one edition to the next, one anthology to the next.  Even Brooks, Lewis and Warren’s magnificently written American Literature: The Makers and the Making, (St. Martin’s Press) was slightly quirky in indulging the editors’ enthusiasms for Southern writers and American folksongs. Despite the quirks, readers, like the book’s editors, recognized on its pages The Canon of [Good] American Literature.  


Real junkbonding of the Canon began in the middle seventies, when a series of developments in the American academy and the American book-publishing industry finally caught up with the Canon.  The first of these, I believe, was a great broadening of acceptable topics and methodologies for Ph. D. study and dissertations.  The theoretical reason this broadening was necessary was best articulated by Arnold Kraput in his 1989 book The Voice in the Margin (University of California Press):


To understand their content [the content of canonical texts] is largely to accept the world view of the socially dominant class. . . .  Sympathetic contact with these texts tends mostly—although not always or exclusively—to contribute to that ideological conditioning, the production of that consciousness, necessary to conform one willingly to one’s—usually subordinate—class position in society (22-23).

In practical fact this broadening was necessary because, as Peter Shaw noted in The Chronicle of Higher Education (28 November 1990), just about every reasonable interpretation, and many eminently unreasonable interpretations, had already been claimed for virtually all the great texts and most of the marginal texts.  Note Arnold Kraput is a non-marginalized male voice, as are most of the names central to the revisionist movement: Wayne Franklin, William Sprengemann, David Beers Quinn, Samuel Eliot Morrison, Michael Colacurcio, Philip Gura, Carl Kropt and Paul Lauter (this list comes from “The New Canaan, the Old Canon, and the New World in American Literature Anthologies,” by another male, Rasmond F. Dolle, College Literature, 17 number 2-3 [1990], 196).     


Marxist and deconstructist theories were a godsend to emerging Ph.D.s looking to carve a niche for themselves . . . as was the notion one could write about “marginalized writers” or a living author.    I remember the gasps which, in 1967, greeted the decision of a friend of mine to write his dissertation on a contemporary author—Norman Mailer.  I remember also the trouble he had getting his subject accepted by the graduate faculty, and especially I remember that his dissertation was published as soon as he wrote it, bringing its author not only a Ph.D. but an actual cash advance against royalties.  I remember that in 1970, when I arrived at Bradley Polytechnical Institute, “modern American poetry” meant Robert Frost and maybe e. e. cummings.  American literature itself was suspect in many minds: was there really anything to these “colonial” writers?  I remember a pitched battle fought in the English Department to win approval for one course—one survey course—in Afro-American Literature.  “Might not taking this course deprive students of a ‘richer’ experience in Shakespeare?” one of the Older Ones wanted to know.  So a good deal of work was done, in curriculum and in graduate studies, to open the curriculum just a crack, but then a widening crack, and finally all the way.  


(At this juncture I offer a point which has been lost, I believe, on both graduate and undergraduate students of the past two decades: those of us—and I feel justified in using the word “us—who cracked the door came to contemporary literature, American writers, minority writers, working-class, gay, lesbian, Latino, whatever writers we invited into our classrooms from the perspective of the Canon, and with a strong background in the Canon.  We had a good New Critical sense of quality, and we understood who among the new writers measured up and who probably did not, but what the hell, why not indulge an enthusiasm?  My suspicion is . . . no, I know for a fact that graduating Ph.D.’s are increasingly steeped in theory and in the work of one or another small special interest group laying claim to part of the New Canon, but they simply haven’t read the basic texts and know neither the old Canon nor the quality (qualities) which it represented . . . or claimed to represent.  In short, they don’t know what they were deconstructing.  They do understand that the key to advancement in the small colleges and converted normal schools where they have taken refuge from a tight market—institutions not, let it me noted, without their own pretensions and aspirations to becoming “the Downstate Northwestern” or “Harvard on the Hocking”—is winning acceptance for their own little corner of American literature: in MLA panels, in critical books and videotaped teaching aids, in the curriculum, and in special programs or institutes within or outside of the department.    And in the anthologies.  My grad school colleague who wrote and published on a contemporary American writer had first filled his brain not with a few cute phrases from some third-rate French theorist, but with the seven classes of Anglo-Saxon strong verbs . . . in a required graduate class taught, incidentally, by Mary Images of Women in Literature Ferguson.)


The second development of the 1970s was that publishers quickly came to understand that the market for a new book on or by a hot new author or theory has a larger market than a reprint of a classic text or work or one more book of arcane criticism on one of the greats: that there was money in riding trends, and thus in enhancing the importance of trends, and thus, just possibly, in creating trends.  If the editors of earlier anthologies have done their work, what work remains for the editors of the sixth edition except adjust a screw here, tighten a bolt there? No glory this, and no promotion.  If the editors of the Columbia Literary History of the United States did their job in 1948, what remains, except for the writing of a brief coda on recent developments, for Emory Elliott’s staff forty years later?   Thanks, however, to “a series of major theoretical challenges to the established methods of [historicism and New Criticism]” and “some theorists [who] argue that all histories, texts, and readings of them are ‘interested’ in the sense that ideological and cultural beliefs control them” (I am quoting here from the introduction to the new Columbia Literary History, pages ii and iii), all literary history needs rewriting, and the whole Canon needs revision.  Here is work.  Here is market.  Here are jobs and money and papers and promotions.   


So doctrines of deconstruction, Marxism, cultural diversity, gender-race-sexual-preference-equity (read preference) found a ready audience among both publishers and American academics . . . who, let us be fair to them, were being pressured by their employers for publications early in their careers, when they probably had nothing much to say of significance about any author of significance or any work of significance.  “Cheap money drives out dear money,” Gresham had warned.  “More losers than winners,” observed Rusty in Norman Mailer’s Why Are We in Vietnam?  


The major work of American criticism in the late 1970s and the 19780s was debunking the Old Ones (certain women among them were excepted, but others—Willa Cather, it has always seemed to me—were fried along with the males) and nominating a rash of New Ones.  But alas, Alice Walker does prove to brew a thinner soup than William Shakespeare, despite a very politically correct advertisement for Barnes and Noble bookstores which feature The Bard of Stratford on Avon, Alice Walker and . . . think about this—who’s missing from this grouping?  That’s right, a gay or lesbian.  If you guessed Oscar Wilde you’re right.  The P.T. Barnum & Noble PC Triumvirate of Literary Giants: Shakespeare, Wilde, and Walker.  There you have junkbonding on in a nutshell. 


In terms of presenting the ultra-expanded canon in major textbook anthologies, The Heath Anthology of American Literature (1991) was a monument.  “A truly Expanded American Literature Canon,” reads the promotional blurb, “possibly the most important American literature anthology ever.”  Dr. Cathy Davidson, one of the Duke leftists and editor of the journal American Literature, called the book “the most important contribution to American literary scholarship since World War II.” (Chronicle, 16 Jan. 1991, A21).  The New Criterion proclaimed it “The Heath Travesty of American Literature.”  “My criticism,” Hershel Parker (a Norton Anthology editor) told The Chronicle of Higher Education, “is that they went hunting for minority writers and didn’t set out to find what really good writing has been neglected” (16 January, 1991, A22).  


Paul Lauter, the anthology’s general editor and probably the king of the junkbond curriculum, would probably agree with that charge, which he would consider not a charge at all.  Lauter is the author, editor, or co-editor of The Conspiracy of the Young, The Politics of Literature and Canon’s and Contexts, a collection of 1980s essays which Oxford University Press published the year after The Heath Anthology appeared.  In Canons and Contexts Lauter described what he saw as a systematic exclusion of books by women and minorities from the canon by white male critics who held sway in the academy during the years of its formation, viewing the process as a social rather than a literary phenomenon.  In other essays Lauter reiterates the standard defenses against most of the criticisms I will enumerate shortly.  Lauter was also the founder, through The Feminist Press, of a project called “Reconstructing American Literature,” out of which came a book by the same title and a summer institute at Yale and the arguments for Canons and Contexts and the idea for the Heath Anthology.  In his general introduction to the Heath Anthology Lauter speaks of “a cultural heritage” rather than a literary canon, and admits, “our selections reflect an effort, which we believe appropriate and important, to reconnect literature and its study with the society and culture of which it is fundamentally a part.” “Aesthetic criteria are deeply affected by the way in which we are placed in the world,” he told The Chronicle of Higher Education (16 January, 1991, A22); “That is politics.  That’s not to say politics equals aesthetics.  But no set of aesthetic criteria is transcendent of political concerns.”


So what did the Heath anthology do?  Lillian S. Robinson, in reviewing the book for The Nation, described it best as “a collection that recognized gender, race and ethnicity as literary categories” (July 2, 1990, 22).  Beside selections from Whitman, Hawthorne, Melville and James it printed, for example, William Apes; an American Indian writer of the 19th century, Elizabeth Madox Roberts, an early twentieth-century novelist; and one Garrett Hongo, a contemporary Asian-American poet.  The book began not with white folk but with Native American songs and myths.  Then it moved to selections from Christopher Columbus’ journal, a Spanish “History of the Miraculous Apparition of the Virgin of Guada in 1851,” and the journal of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca (1490?-1556?).  Not until page 146 did the book read “The Literature of European Settlement,” wherein it reprinted material from John Smith, Edward Maria Wingfield, Richard Frethorne, Thomas Morton, John Winthrop, William Bradford, Roger Williams, Anne Bradstreet, Michael Wigglesworth and The Bay Psalm Book.  Into eighteenth- and nineteenth-century century American literature it introduced—or reintroduced—several dozen Native America, Black, female, and minority writers most of them strangers to most teachers of American literature: Julia A. Foote, Harriet Prescott Spofford, Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins, John Milton Okison, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Standing Bear, Marietta Holley, Bridget Richardson Fletcher, Lucy Terry, Jupiter Hammon, Samson Occom, Francisco Paulo . . . an extended list becomes an exercise in pedantry.  In selecting contemporary writers, especially poets, the Heath editors went culturally diverse overboard: not a single white male Anglo poet born after 1930 appears in The Heath Anthology of American Literature.  A list of included writers becomes another exercise in pedantry, although it’s worth noting that one included writer, Native American Roberta Hill Whiteman, is the author of a single book of poems, Star Quilt, published in 1984 by Holy Cow! Press (yes given Heath’s parameters, Coffee House Press could publish canonical writers).  Star Quilt was awarded the Wisconsin Writers Award in poetry for 1984 by judge Dave Etter, a white Anglo-Saxon male poet who does not appear in the Heath anthology despite the fact he has authored a dozen and a half books of poetry, had his work reprinted in eighty anthologies, and won half a dozen literary prizes, large and small.  Ms. Whiteman’s major accomplishment since 1984 has been enrolling at the University of Minnesota for an M.A... 


Partisans of the Heath anthology point out that it does contain most of the names (usually of dead, white males) traditionally included in American literature anthologies, while opening a whole galaxy of worlds previously missing from the Canon.  


Critics point first to the missing  major authors, most notably Jack Kerouac, James Thurber, Ken Kesey, and John Cheever, but also Robert Bly, Tim O’Brien, Walker Percy, Wendell Berry, Ed Abbey, Wallace Stegner, and, if you want women, how about Annie Dillard, Sue Hubbell, Linda Hasselstrom and Carolyn Chute?  Thurber, Cheever, and many other significant writers of their ilk were excluded because, the editors felt, there was room in their 5500 pages for only one writer from the Sophisticated, Witty, Urban Male Writer School, and Updike was going to be that writer.  Critics are quick to point out that the quality of work included for PC reasons is almost invariably lower than that of those excluded for PC reasons.  “Judged poetically,” wrote Mark Edmundson, the first (translated, Winnebago Indian) selection in the Heath anthology, “is a rather flat performance; its final line in particular would be difficult to forgive in a lyric poem written in English” (Dangers of Democracy,” The Times Literary Supplement, 19 October 1990, 1133).  The culturally diverse contemporary poets are capable but little more: “they suffer by comparison with major poets included in the Heath . . . [and] by comparison with those poets—less politically correct, but more artistically accomplished—whom they have for all purposes [sic] displaced.”   Edmundson concludes, “As many of the authors this anthology reprints illustrate, being politically progressive has no necessary relationship to writing well.”  Nick, one of my younger 1990 British colleages in Lodz, made precisely that point after a reading by some PC CD American poet sponsored by the U.S. Cultural Attache in Warsaw: “She’s had an interesting life,” he remarked over beers and pizza at the Polonia Hotel, “but a life is not a talent.” 


Second, critics point to proportion: inevitably representation of canonized writers—usually white Anglo-Saxon males—has shrunk to accommodate the culturally diverse.  Fitzgerald is represented only by “Babylon Revisited,” Hamlin Garland only by “Up the Coulee [sic],” Cather only by “Old Mrs. Harris,” Anderson only by “Death in the Woods,” Dreiser only by “Typhoon,” and  Hemingway  only by “Hills Like White Elephants” . . . this in an anthology whose general editor points out proudly in his preface that “We include several works by authors like Charles Chestnutt, Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, and Edith Wharton, who have often been represented by a single well-worn piece.”  Freeman, incidentally, gets 37 pages to William Dean Howells’ 38 and Stephen Crane’s 36.  If Heath added any more Dickinson selections, it would qualify as a Selected Poems.  


A third criticism is the absence of white Anglo-Saxon myth-makers of admittedly shaky literary skills, but historically enormous popularity.  Horatio Alger comes immediately to mind, with Andrew (“The Gospel of Wealth”) Carnegie not far behind.  Have not their mythologies influenced a substantially larger number of Americans—of all ethnicities and genders—than, e.g., the Native American creation myths which fill the pages this book devoted to the American cultural heritage?


A fourth criticism is that the anthology has not become diverse enough.  Where are the writers of science fiction, mystery, horror, adventure, pornography, sports, ecology and (demands one critic) the Harlequin romances?  The writing of Jewish-Americans is probably significantly under-represented.  Poles do not exist.  The Norwegian-American world of Ole Rolvaag, Irish-American world of James T. Farrell, the Armenian-American world of Bill Saroyan, the simple small-town WASP world of Dave Etter, the Greek-American world of Harry Petrakis, the Bohemian-American world of Norb Blei—this list could go on for some while—do not appear in this version of the canon.  And if the orally transmitted texts of Native Americans and Blacks are to be part of a new canon, why not the orally transmitted writings of Garrison Keillor or other prominent radio and television commentators?  Why not film scripts?  Why not the songs of Bob Dylan, Paul Simon, Jim Morrison, Billy Joel, The Legendary Woody, or, carry the argument to its logical conclusion, Jerry Lieber and Mike Stroller, whose “Yakety Yak” is more familiar to more Americans than any single work by any single writer in the entire Heath Anthology?  “Cultural Diversity”—like “Affirmative Action”—has always been selectively cultural in the classes it protects and promotes.


A fifth criticism of both the Heath anthology and the crew it represents is, oddly, co-option and exploitation: speaking for a number of minorities, Elizabeth Cool-Lynn, a Sioux writer,  asked, “Why should the university systems of this country and Indian studies units and publishing houses define who an Indian is?” (Daniel Littlefield, Jr., “American Indians, American Scholars and the American Literary Canon,” American Studies , 33, no. 2, 95-96).  James Clifton has argued, “There is really no such thing as an Indian any more, and anyone who claims to be one has a political agenda or is looking for a way to feed at the public trough” (Littlefield, 97).  Native American materials in anthologies like the Heath are always translations, written sometimes by “translators” who have no knowledge of the Indian tongue they’re “translating”.  Not a single Native American scholar is represented in Brian Swann’s collection of essays on On the Translation of Native American Literatures (Washington, D.C., 1992).  That fact “has probably caused no surprise in American Indian circles,” notes Littlefield (103).  Littlefield (himself one of the Heath editors, and feeling perhaps slightly co-opted himself,” remembered, “At  a 1988 MLA session on our responsibilities as scholars in dealing with sacred matters (whatever that means), I listened to a speaker for twenty minutes and heard no mention of a literary text, oral or written.  If she had a prepared paper, she got sidetracked in a digression on  her study of sand paintings and the weird experiences she began to have.  I have to admit that I did not hear the end of the presentation, for I left when she got to the point where lightning struck her car” (103).  


Again, however, my purpose here is to examine not so much the philosophy behind The Heath Anthology of American Literature as to discuss the forces which produced and popularized the book.  To repeat, I believe those forces to be more economic opportunism than idealism.  


First, this anthology gives its editors a major publication, and reason for promotion and tenure, placing them on a plane with the Norton and Macmillan editors.  Interestingly, the Heath editors are not as a class from first rate English universities . . . I mean really first rate institutions.  Lauter is now a full professor at Trinity; when he published Reconstructing American Literature in 1983, he was at SUNY-The College of Old Westbury.  The fourteen general editors come from places like Cal-Irvine, Maryland, Towson State, Arkansas-Little Rock, Claremont Graduate School, Queens College, CCNY, Penn State, U.C.L.A., U.N.C., and New Mexico State.  These are no sluff schools, but they are not quite Illinois, Iowa, U.S.C., Johns Hopkins, Rutgers, Sarah Lawrence, Smith, Delaware, Amherst, and Vassar, where the Norton editors come from.  The 171 “contributing editors” are even more, how shall we say, “institutionally challenged.”  Heath editors are the new kids on the block, the canon-maker wanna-bes, and if they can’t make The Canon, then they’ll set up a canon of their own, with its own writers of dishwater prose and its own hymns of dishwater praise . . .and by using it themselves, they’ll create A Canon to rival The Canon. 


Heath users tend to be of the same class.  Lillian Robinson, for example, begins her Nation review with a confession: “A few years ago, I received a panicky telephone call from the humanities department at my hometown university: A computer error had left them without an instructor for Values in American Life [note this is not Survey of American Literature I]. . . . And, uh, the term started in a week.  Could I possibly . . . ?  Having just exhausted unemployment benefits from my last visiting professorship, I sure could” (22).  (Ms. Robinson is now “the Citizens’ Professor of English at the University of Hawaii.”)    Blurbs on the brochure advertising the second edition of The Heath Anthology—carefully selected for cultural diversity—come from professors at Bergen Community College, Union College, The American University, John Carroll, SUNY-Fredonia, Central Methodist College, Cal State-San Bernardino, Evergreen Valley College, Jackson Community College, SUNY-New Palz, Taylor University, Georgian Court College, Portland Community College, Goshen College, and SUNY-Potsdam.  I confess to being as unfamiliar with most of these institutions as I am with most of the authors in the book. 


The anthology of American literature was a major marketing project for D.C. Heath and its parent company Raytheon.  It  was “launched” (I am quoting directly from a headline in The Heath Anthology of American Literature Newsletter) at a special session on “American Literary Scholarship and Criticism since World War II” at the 1989 MLA Convention, accurately described by Rebecca Mead (New York magazine, 15 August 1994, p. 42) as “a kind of p. c. Tailhook.”  After two males discussed significant recent criticism and textual and biographical advances in American Literature, the strategically placed (and previously mentioned) Cathy Davidson began her presentation by describing what she called “the large question,” where to find state-of-the-arts textbooks to match state-of-the-arts criticism. “The answer,” she announced, pulling the prearranged rabbit out of her metaphorical hat, “is the Heath Anthology,” advance copies of which had been dramatically Fed-Exed to Washington the very night previous.   In essence, the whole session was a promotional set-up engineered by Heath editors and sympathizers.  By the following year’s MLA (Chicago), Heath editor Lauter was joining Norton editor Parker and Harper editor Banta as a co-equal in a session on “The Making of Anthologies.”  


And Heath Anthology was the subject of a celebrated semi-promotional article in The Chronicle of Higher Education.   


To the promotional department at Heath, the MLA sessions (reported in the Heath Newsletter, described below), and the article in The Chronicle were probably the least significant elements of promotional tools.  The most important marketing tool was, of course, the 171 contributing editors invited to “sponsor” writers in the anthology itself, professors recruited less in an attempt to democratize the editing process of a democratized canon than on the oft-proven axiom that professors credited in a book’s acknowledgments adopt it for use in their classes.  In another brilliant marketing strategy, professors were offered a newsletter in which to share course syllabi and experiences using the Heath anthology.   Publications in the Heath Newsletter constitute significant publications on the vita of hundreds of assistant professors applying for promotion to associate professor.  (“The Course Syllabus as Significant Publication . . . and Life’s Work” might make an interesting MLA paper.)  


Another successful Heath marketing tool is an annual contest for student essays based on the anthology . . . so students are brought into the fold too.  There was, and continue to be, inclusion/deletion ballots similar to the one used in Life Studies IV.  


Perhaps the most cynical marketing tool was “A Hopefully ‘Winning’ Note from the Publisher,” authored by sponsoring editor Paul Smith, which began like this:


“Why are publishers so conservative?” we are constantly asked.  Gamely, we respond that we are only as conservative, as guarded, as slow to act as our customers.  When D.C. Heath publishes The Heath Anthology of American Literature, edited by Paul Lauter, et al., in December, 1989, we will be taking a huge financial risk in order to provide the profession with a new and significantly different text. . . . True, our thorough market research, our innumerable conversations at conventions and on campuses, and our in-depth reading in the journals indicate that the American literature survey course needs to include more writing by women and people of color.  Still, until the profession makes uniform decisions on curriculum, approach, and canon, we will not be sure what our manufacturing, marketing, and permissions costs will be absorbed in the sale of new copies.  This is where you come in.

In short, a genial invitation concealing a challenge concealing a threat: “Use it or lose it.  Pretty please.”


Hidden not very far below the surface of the Heath are two messages.  One is precisely what Lillian S. Robinson noted: gender, race and ethnicity have replaced quality as the major literary categories.  The second message is that membership in the canon is up for a vote . . . or, more precisely, a lobby.  Lobbyists will be those professors who use the anthology and write articles for the newsletter.  
The Heath Anthology was enough of a commercial success, to generate a second edition (forthcoming next year) and, more significantly, to push other anthologies further in the direction of “cultural diversity,” and to propel the canon headlong in the direction of junk-bond publication.  Forces I mentioned earlier (namely the unconscionably high prices of 6,000-page anthologies, which encourage  students to sell rather than keep used textbooks, thereby creating both the demand and supply ends of the used book market) insure a new edition of every American Literature anthology about every four or five years.  Further, Heath demonstrated growth opportunities in the anthology market, opening the door to more junk-bonded books.  In 1991, both Prentice Hall and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich brought out new anthologies (which had, admittedly, been in the planning stages before Heath’s actual publication date).


A look at new editions of old anthologies like Norton (the second edition of HarperCollins appeared in 1993, and the fourth edition of Norton appeared in 1994) clearly indicate that Heath, or the forces it represents, or the opportunities it represents, have for the moment (the moment being planning stages in the early 1990s) pushed all anthologies in the direction taken by Lauter and company.  Editor-in-Chief of the Norton anthology candidly admitted, “What I learned from Lauter and his crew and their associates was directly reflected in authors I began adding to my section of the second edition of NAAL and the changes I made in the selections for writers already included” (College Literature, 18, number 3, 16).  


It is well beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all the changes in all the anthologies, but the new Norton and the new HarperCollins have both gone moderately PC-CD, with whole sections devoted to Native American writers and a gaggle of contemporary culturally diverse poets nobody has ever heard of.  In the process of producing five editions in 1974, 1980, 1985, 1989 and 1993 even the conservative Macmillan anthology has more or less come on over: bigger, beefier, more expensive than ever, works selected “for their literary significance” (term undefined), and yes, there they are, most of them anyway, check them off, Sonia Sanchez, Maxine Hong Kingston, Toni Cade Bambara, Alice Walker, Joyce Carol Oates, Leslie Marmon Silko.  Prentice-Hall opens its volume I with a (Cherokee) creation myth; the seventh edition of Bradley-Beaty-Long-and-Perkins (McGraw-Hill) contains a nice selection on “The Native American Heritage.” 


While I cannot track here every anthology through every edition, a sense of who is out of and who is into the fourth, as opposed to the third edition of Norton, and the second, as opposed to the first edition of the Heath might suggest the degree of junk-bonding actually going on?     


Although Norton III (1989) anticipated Heath to a certain extent, its editors having had some idea of what was going on up there in Lexington, Heath I appears to have exerted a considerable influence on the fourth edition of Norton, which adds to volume 1 sections of explorer narratives and Native American creation myths, and to volume II another section of Native American narratives, songs and dances.  Also, in common with Heath I, Norton IV adds William Apes (19th century Native American), Mary Austin, John Oskison Amy Lowell, Anzen Yezierska, Mary Austin, and Muriel Rukeyser.  Doing a little cultural diversification of its own, Norton IV added Angelina Weld Grimke, Genevieve Taggard, Sterling Brown and N. Scott Momaday (picked up later by Heath, second edition).  Norton IV added also the not-especially-politically-correct white boy playwright from Chicago, David Mamet.


To make room for the new, Norton IV dropped only, according to my calculations, Alan Tate and Eleanor Wylie (really politically incorrect whites like Vachel Lindsay had been purged back in the early seventies).  


The new Heath will be out in January, 1995, but already promotional materials have begun flooding the mailboxes of American academics.  Its editors have apparently taken to heart at least some of the criticisms of the first edition, for contents of volume I show a strengthening of some White Patriarchs (Bradford, Taylor, Byrd, Franklin), and volume II  adds Jim Wright, Barth, and Malcolm X. Generally, however, the second edition shows no retreat from PC-CD, not even in the case of more marginal contemporary ethnic poets like Roberta Whiteman.  She’s still in, joined by, of course, Amy Tan and Rita Dove, plus Baharati Mukherjee (whom the editors borrowed from Harper’s 1993 anthology), Sandra Cisneros, Helena Maria Viramontes, Gish Jen, and David Henry Hwang.  Three old white guys and one rural female have dropped out of the book to make room for the new-comers: E.L. Doctorow, John Berryman, James Dickey and Bobbie Ann Mason.  The Heath promotional brochure also announces “additional Native American oral narratives” in volume I, “many more poems” in the “New Negro Renaissance” section of volume II, and a fistful of new women and writers of color.    


The HarperCollins anthology walks a middle road, something between the (relative) conservatism of Norton and the radical P.C. C.D. of Heath; its second edition maintains this middle way, mixing Mamet, Ray Carver, Walker Percey, and Tim O’Brien with Garrett Hongo, Li-Young Lee, Elizabeth Alexander, Jorie Graham, Jerry Vizenor, Leslie Silko, Louise Erdrich, Joy Harjo, Jamaica Kincaid Alberto Rios.  All publishers have been very guarded on sales statistics and market shares (guarded hell . . . they’ve declined to provide them).  Conversations with less guarded sales reps and with used book buyers indicate that Heath, Norton, and HarperCollins are “doing well,” as the saying goes . . . although I have no sense of how much of this “well” applies, in which cases, to American Literature surveys, and how much comes from adoptions for other (American Studies, writing, period, specialty) courses.   


The bottom line, as you can probably tell from the names I’ve been tossing about . . . the general direction of all major anthologies has been in the direction of politically correct cultural diversity.  Ethnicity, gender, and class are now indeed literary categories. 


Apparently.


“Thaes overeode, thises swae may,” opined the Anglo-Saxon poet Deor a thousand years ago.  Perhaps junk-bonding itself is a passing fad that might itself be junked.  Market and demographic forces—not to mention Top 40 radio programming, Best Sellers lists, and the Nielsen (SP? ratings—all suggest such will probably not be the case.  A canon in constant flux, requiring an endless sequence of new editions, is, as I have suggested, in publishers’ best interests; a steady flow of new authors and new “areas of discourse,” all requiring immediate and thorough scholarly attention, is in the best interest of young Ph. D. candidates and assistant professors looking for promotion.  My own suspicion is that the present ultra-tight job market in American colleges and universities will continue to put college teachers in an economically marginal position, enhancing academics’ affinity with marginal (culturally diverse) figures and attracting to the discipline persons of marginal talents unable to identify Quality if it hit them in the face.  Camille Paglia has noted both that “education has become a prisoner of contemporaneity” and that “the most interesting and daring minds of my generation did not, as a rule, go on to graduate school or succeed in the academic system” (Sex, Art and American Culture, viii).  A colleague (who will remain unnamed) remarked not long ago that American academia is rapidly becoming a half-way house for the intellectually and emotionally crippled.  A Polish colleague now studying at University of Illinois-Chicago remarked recently, “There are three women in this program who are very quietly but very clearly going insane . . . and they’re all poststructuralists.  Does that indicate anything?”


So I’m not sanguine about rescuing the Canon from the chaos of deconstruction-driven PC CD.  On the other hand, it seems inevitable to me that some publisher (perhaps a smaller publisher) will conceive of the obvious solution: a lean, mean, and cheap textbook-anthology of core texts, light on theory and long on classics, which individual instructors can supplement to their heart’s content with their peculiar hobbyhorse writers, and with whatever or whoever is hot at a given moment.  I also really anticipate is custom publishing of texts to the specification of individual instructors, either by Kinko’s Photocopy Service (which is already in the business of securing permissions for texts to be included in large-print., three-ring-bound collections for classroom use), or by custom-publishing imprints of major publishing houses (several already exist; their run is usually between 200 and 2,000 copies of a text).


Assuming, however that major anthologies continue to exist, I do see signs of movement in the direction of centrality, away from a junkbond curriculum and from cultural diversity in general.


The first is a contingent of scholars—a remnant minority? a silent majority?—which, from the earliest PC-CD days, opposed a wide-open canon.  This group’s position was early on presented by Yale University’s Allan Bloom in his 1988 best-seller The Closing of the American Mind, by John Elliss’ Against Deconstruction (Princeton University Press, 1989) and by Peter Shaw’s The War Against the Intellect: Episodes in the Decline of Discourse (University of Iowa Press, 1989).  The group contains, apparently, Amy Tan herself, who spent an hour on Public Radio in late September, 1994, explaining why she is not a “culturally diverse” writer.  It also contains “scholars of color,” including, apparently, some early proponents of feminist, race, and class criticism.  The 1990 meeting of the American Studies Association saw a heated discussion  reported in The Chronicle of Higher Education under the headline “Opponents of ‘Multicultural’ Humanities Research Call for a Critical Look at Its Achievements” (28 November, 1990, p. A5).  Concerns included “a ‘politics of style’ that has substituted oversimplified rhetoric and literary theory for an analysis of society” and “a ‘political correctness’ that has avoided self-criticism.”  Among those quoted was even Duke’s Henry Louis Gates, Jr., who admitted, “Today, routinized righteous indignation has been substituted for rigorous criticism.”  Princeton’s Cornel West described “a vast balkanization and fragmentation” of scholarship. M.I.T.’s Leo Marx denounced “signs of stultification in the use of jargon, and the knee-jerk incantation of race, class, and gender—as if that were all you had to say.”  It may be significant that associate professor  at Indiana State University Raymond Dolle’s hymn to junkbond anthologies (“The New Canaan, the Old Canon . . .” mentioned earlier) appeared in a journal, begun in the late seventies,  published out of West Chester State University.     


 The same issue of The Chronicle which covered the 1990 meeting of the American Studies Association contained an essay by Peter Shaw headlined “Devastating Developments Are Hastening the Demise of Deconstruction in Academe.”  In it the author measured the impact revelations concerning the Nazi backgrounds of deconstructionists Paul de Man’s and Martin Heidegger—and the constructionist reactions to those revelations by other deconstructionists like Jacques Derrida—on the movement and this on its influence over academic thought.  Deconstructionists, however, remain in powerful university positions, Shaw noted, and “The intellectual disarray left in deconstructionists’ wake is not so easily put back together as in a cartoon.  For during the deconstructionist episode, respectable professors had rushed to join in a wholesale repudiation of academe’s very raison d’etre: its guardianship of objectivity and reason. The de Man affair may now have made it advisable for them to return to these principles.  But those who collaborated with deconstruction, it must be said, now lack both the credentials and the moral standing to participate in any restoration of traditional values.”   Among those responding to Shaw’s essay in letters to The Chronicle were, as you might suspect, Paul Lauter.  


In another significant essay of this period (the 1991—volume 18, number 3—issue of College Literature) Hershel Parker (the Norton editor mentioned earlier) published his talk from the 1990 Chicago MLA session on anthologizing American literature under the title “The Price of Diversity: An Ambivalent Minority Report on the American Literary Canon.”  Remembering his examination of Lauter’s Reconstructing American Literature, Parker recalls,


I thought some of the syllabi were sexist—biased against men (the delightful Caroline Kirkland could be rediscovered but not the marvelous Joseph Kirkland).  I thought the syllabi were biased against regions of the country, particularly the South, but also the West and the Midwest, including Chicago (Joseph Kirkland had two strikes against him).  I thought they were biased against even women regional writers unless they happened to be from New England, biased against stories about fundamentalist Protestantism, and biased against any writer who did not have leftist leanings, or leanings that could be construed as leftist.  I felt condescended to by some of the contributors, who, I thought, were assuaging their cultural guilt by teaching what purported to be American Indian literature but what is fact was textually suspect and anyhow anomalous, since it was in translation. . . . Now it seems to me that many of the weaknesses I pointed to in Reconstructing American Literature recur in the Heath Anthology of American Literature. 
I had missed in the syllabi in Reconstructing any evidence that the contributors had embarked on a grand promiscuous reading of all the American literature they could lay hands on, open to finding merit anywhere, the way David S. Shields in the early 1980s was reading every colonial poem he could find (without first subjecting it to tests for political correctness).  Many of the contributors to the Heath anthology seem to have gone hunting not to discover what good literature had been written in the United States but only to locate minority (including women) writers who had been absent from or poorly represented in previous anthologies.

Published in the same year that Oxford University published Paul Lauter’s PC-CD Canons and Contexts ($38 for less than 300 pages) and the MLA released Redefining American Literary History, a $45, 400-page collection of essays and bibliographies designed to be “part of the on-going reconsideration of the existing canon” (American Literature, vol. 63 #4 [Dec. 1991], 736), Parker’s paper was not exactly consensus for the times, but he might have pointed a direction for the future.    


And now comes Harold Bloom’s The Western Canon (not yet available, but pre-publication reviews have begun to appear), which will probably be, as Rebecca Mead predicted in New York (August 15, 1994), “The Next Big Lit-Crit Snit.”  The book, a defense of the idea of a canon and a declaration of (continued) war on “The School of Resentment: the feminists, Marxists, Lacanians, New Historicists, deconstructionists, and semioticians—in short, virtually all stylish p.c. academics” whom Bloom accuses of dismantling the great works.  Bloom offers, at the suggestion of his agent and editor, a list of 850 canonical “Western” writers and works, a list which does not include Alan Ginsberg, Sylvia Plath, Alice Walker or Adrienne Rich.  “Well, what can I do?” he demanded of Ms. Mead; “They are not good writers, they are ideologues. . . . Miss Plath is not an ideologue, she was merely a hysteric—forgive me—but Miss Rich is certainly an ideologue, and Alice Walker is certainly an ideologue.  I have read Meridian twice in shock, unable to believe that anything could be so badly written and attract so many readers” (40). 
Some other reviewers seem to be taking a harder line on cultural diversity books and criticism of American, British, and world literature.  In the New York Review of Books (22 September, 1994) Keith Thomas voiced reservations over excesses in Jonathan Goldberg’s two collections of essays, Queering the Renaissance and Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Modern Sexualities.  On a less sexual note, there is Jane Resh Thomas’ review of the PC-CD anthology Celebrating America (Minneapolis Star Tribune, 11 September 1994, 13Fx) “: “if poetry is, as Emily Dickinson said, verse that takes the top of one’s head off, [anthologist Laura] Whipple has devoted more attention to unfamiliarity and racial balance than quality.  When I tried two days after reading this book to remember its contents, only a handful of selections had stuck: a jump-rope rhyme about the Brooklyn Bridge by William Jay Smith; ‘The Flower-Fed Buffaloes,’ a lament about the decimated herds by Vachel Lindsay; ‘Shirt,’ an odd brag by Carl Sandburg; ‘Walt Whitman’s ‘Song of the Broad Ax, 3’; and ‘Both My Grandmothers,’ by Henry Field, which is about the poor women who came to a foreign place and ‘lived here uprooted the rest of their lives.’  Most of the others I would not read again.”    


One interesting piece of evidence is the reception given American notions of deconstruction, leftist theory, and general P.C. C.D. in Poland and Russia.  In those nations, which lived too long in the reality of what American leftist theorists seem to wish to create, reports in the Heath Newsletter indicate academic interested primarily in quality-based criticisms like New Criticism, and skepticism about radical feminism, neo-Marxism, deconstruction, homophilia, and cultural diversity . . . the whole program of the New Americanists.  Heath Newsletter number VIII contained a piece by Andy Lakritz, who used the Heath at the University of Silesia; Andy reported Polish students were, to their credit, “intensely resistant to theoretical discussions of feminism, but fascinated by questions of power and class and race.” They considered, again probably correctly, Americans to be obsessed with questions of sexuality and gender and power situations. 


One small scrap of evidence is provided by a buyer for a used-book company, who reported in a conversation that college professors seem to be interested in purchasing older editions of the Norton Anthology, editions two and even one . . . editions junked long ago as valueless by both Norton and the company.  One cannot help remembering Jack Kerouac’s (and others’) affection for the old eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, after which everything, he believed, was a falling off.  


The most significant scrap of evidence, and the most telling, may be a recently reported Times Mirror Center for the People and the Press poll reported on September 21 that found the opinions of Americans to be hardening on race, poverty, immigrants, welfare, P.C. C.D. in general.  For the first time in seven years of survey, a majority of whites say they agree that equal rights have been pushed too far.  That percentage has risen from 42 percent to 51 percent since 1992.  On October 7, 1990 the Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs opened a week-long forum on the general theme “The American Community: Melting Point or Boiling Point?”  The conference’s general theme was that relativism borne of cultural diversity may have gone a few steps too far.


That is my major point relative to the theme of this conference: the junkbond Canon is but a literary reflection of a junkbond culture, which has too quickly become a junk canon and a junk culture, full of victims lamenting their abused pasts and asserting their entitlement to compensation.  Increasingly their victimhood is marginal, borrowed, or “recovered” in conversations with theorists or psychologists.  Supporting their addictions has become expensive and, finally, unhealthy, and increasing numbers of Americans, weary of their whining (and of government and educational institutions gone to hell due to preferential treatment for less than competent members of protected classes), have begun to reassert the standard of quality.  Quality, it seems to me, disappeared somewhere in the seventies, when reformists introduced a subtle but significant change in their program. Instead of asserting the rights of qualified individuals who had been excluded from The Game because of race, class, gender or age, they sought immediate inclusion of all members of all races, classes, genders and ages.  This was the point at which race, class and gender became, in and of themselves, literary criteria . . . and criteria for all other social and economic games.


Such a definition of Affirmative Action junks the culture, the country, the Canon, and ultimately it will not work.    Any team is, on the one hand, weakened when it says, for example, “No Blacks will be allowed to play for our team.  No Czechs will play for our team.  No physically handicapped individuals will play for our team.”  Under those rules, my Minnesota Twins lose Kirby Puckett and Kent Hrbek and the World Championship . . .which is why the team does not play by those rules.  On the other hand, the team does not say, “Look, we need a good starting pitcher and the club is underrepresented in the area of Native Americans, so we’re going to make sure that the next pitcher we sign comes from that class so as to insure fair representation and provide strong role models to the state’s young Native Americans.  Nor does the team assume that anyone who wishes to play for the Minnesota Twins has a right to a contract, regardless of race, creed, age, gender, or physical disability.  The team gets the best pitcher it can find.  If he is Native American, fine.  If’s he’s forty-two, hearing impaired, Latino, or Buddhist, that’s okay too.  I really doubt a professional team would turn down a woman, just because she is a woman . . . if she could win 20 games or hit 40 home runs a year.  You hire the best to become the best . . . and you get hired by being the best.  Jim Abbott gets the job done with one arm . . . and he pitches in Yankee Stadium.  That is the position to which I believe Americans are coming . . . a reinvention of democracy’s standards, if you will, a neo-elitism of quality.               


Publishers are not speaking of the receptions accorded the new Norton and Harper, and of course the new Heath hasn’t happened yet.  But perhaps the pendulum of public and scholarly is beginning to swing, and perhaps the new best selling anthology will be the lean, clean, cheap, conservative canon.  Or perhaps teachers, like my colleague Bill Holm, will simply order a handful of classics from Dover’s growing list of $1 texts, skipping the anthologies, filling in when and where he pleases  with photocopies of people like Lindsay and Masters and Garland, the old ones now out of print.


American literature today is a Balkan States of competing interest groups, each isolated from the other, each promoting its own little program at the expense of the other (although there are deals and  alliances), united in only one aim: the deconstruction of a central authority. The consensus I see emerging is that we have sacrificed too much of the center, that we have reached the point at which democracy becomes chaotic and incoherent, that we are beginning to seek a certain surrender of private programs for the comfort of coherence and center.  In other words, I think, although I’m not sure, that we have seen the excesses of absolute literary democracy in the American Canon, and we are looking for some stability.    

