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Introduction
Tu connais Tolstoï ? Oui, j’ai pris un cours de
français.
Kennst du Tolstoi? Ja, ich habe einen Deutschkurs
genommen.
Conosci Tolstoj? Sì, ho preso un corso d’Italiano.
Ulisoma Tolstoy? Ndiyo, nilijifunza Kiswahili.
What are these sentences attempting to do? Something
impossible. They are attempting to transculturate the
following dialogue I recently heard while passing by
two American undergraduates:
▸▸
▸▸

Y’know, like, Tolstoy?
Yeah, I took English.

Why is this utterance intelligible and transparent in
English but absurd in other languages? Had I interrupted
and said, “Excuse me, but that was not an English course;
it was a literature course,” my words would have elicited
utter befuddlement. The United States is, to the best of
my knowledge, the only nation that uses the name of its
majority language as a trope for world literature; other
nations do not use the name of the national language in
this context. In Italy, for instance, italiano does not evoke
world literature and the entire apparatus of textual interpretation. “English” has colonized the space of literary
studies, and faculty who teach in departments of allophone
(non-English) literatures and cultures continually have to
educate the public, and other academics as well, that the
viii
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degrees they grant are not “in a language,” but in the literature, culture,
and linguistics mediated through language (just as is the English degree),
and that the major is not simply a vehicle for developing language skills.
The operative American formulae are: English = literature; French,
German, Italian, Spanish, Russian, etc. = languages. This hegemony of
English is, however, no natural given; it is contingent and can be historicized. It is a product of twentieth-century American ideologies.
From its beginnings in 1883 up to World War I, the Modern Language
Association of America (MLA) represented the modern languages
and their literatures in relative parity. The MLA did not configure one
national tradition in an exceptional manner; it did not present one
tradition as “literature” and the others as “(foreign) languages.” English
did not indicate literature any more than did French, German, Italian,
Russian, Spanish, Latin, or Greek. In the booksellers’ advertisements in
the Publications of the Modern Language Association of America (PMLA),
there were very few advertisements for literature in translation before
1925, and it was self-evident that, for instance, Molière was read in French
just as Shakespeare was read in English.
The use of the term “literature” to indicate aesthetic writings was
unknown until the nineteenth century; literature was simply a synonym
for literacy, knowledge gained through reading. Thus one does not find
universities listing majors in literature until the end of the nineteenth
century. In the United States, literature moved from indicating lexical
learning in general to indicating aesthetic writings published in the
English language, regardless of their national origin. This operated as
a double metonymy; first, the aesthetic moved from a permutation of
literature to occupy the space of literature itself, and then the subset of
literature called “English” rose to colonize the entire semantic field. Also,
the elliptical use of the term English to indicate English literature was
not present in the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). It
arose in the early twentieth century.
Beginning in the renaissance, aesthetic writings were first subsumed
under the category of grammar (grammatica) and then under philology,
terms that were not separated from knowledge itself. Their cognitive
medium was language, a term that, along with grammar and philology,
has undergone radical semantic reduction and degradation in the United
States. The renaissance study of grammar was “the formation of a truly
human consciousness, open in all directions, across the historico-critical
comprehension of the cultural tradition” (Garin 1975). And philology
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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existed at the center of the nineteenth-century Humboldtian university;
for Humboldt, language was epistemology itself. Philology included subjects “from the philosophy of language, hermeneutics, and criticism to
geography, history, chronology, numismatics, and archaeology” (Rüegg
1992).
In American higher education at the turn of the twentieth century,
one sees an operationally multilingual population of faculty and students, with Latin and Greek yielding space to the modern languages.
Literature courses in translation, hitherto unknown, begin slowly
to emerge. English studies were generally late to enter the academy;
English courses consisted mainly in language instruction, and there
were commonly more courses offered in allophone literatures than
in English. The resistance to the acceptance of English as a bona fide
subject was due to the skepticism surrounding studies in the student’s
first language; it was believed that the relation was too subjective and
familiar to elicit balanced reflection. Literature signified supranationally at that time, generally not requiring the qualifier “comparative.”
Thus literature departments and English departments were then often
separate.
Very powerful antilabor, anti-immigration, xenophobic, mercantile,
militarist, and technocratic ideologies arose in the United States in the
first half of the twentieth century. This was the larger historical environment that would come to envelop the scholarship and pedagogy of
language and literature in that period. There arose an environment of
opposition to foreign languages and cultures and a radical movement to
replace them with the language and culture of American English. This
was the first “English only” movement that configured the foreigner as
a threat to American language and the stability of American capitalism.
This was a major climate change, a new ecosystem, in which language
and literature would develop separately.
The histories of the MLA and PMLA reveal a choreographic coordination with these ideologies. The organization was not at all exempt
from the influences of US foreign policy, the enormous effects of the
world wars, the xenophobic and antilabor movements, the increasingly
technocratic orientation of the country, and the waxing anglocentrism
in American culture. While there was certainly no outright xenophobia
in the MLA, the movements of the organization came to synchronize
with the massive influence of the cultural milieu surrounding it. The
ideologies slowly informed the taxonomies of literature and language in
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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American colleges and universities. A unique coincidence of contingencies acted to stage that configuration and performance.
During World War II and the subsequent cold war era, both Harvard
University and the MLA itself issued highly influential documents configuring English study as an exercise in civic democracy and “foreign
languages” as tools that “have chiefly to do with a student’s growth in
his own speech, not in the foreign speech” (President and Fellows of
Harvard College 1950). This was further articulated at government
levels. The National Defense Education Act of 1958 insisted on training
in “modern foreign languages,” which were also configured as skills in
the service of English. This was, however, infused with anxieties about
becoming operational in a language other than English: one could
become immersed in the other culture and transformed by it. The
engagement had to remain prophylactic. One used the other language
as a tool for penetration and withdrawal, a collecting of information
that maintains the values of the viewer. The United States emerged from
WWII dominant in technology and the natural sciences and became
the source of a monopolistic world language. The country became
“devoutly monolingual” (Sterniak 2008), articulating the hegemony of
an imperial lingua franca.
The first bookseller’s advertisement in the PMLA to separate the modern languages into the distinct fields of “foreign” and “English” appeared
in 1941; the first advertisement to use the category “modern language” to
the exclusion of English appeared in 1948, the same year that witnessed
the first use of “English” as a trope for world literature. The word “foreign”
first appeared in a PMLA article title in 1949. Common and transparent
locutions such as “foreign language majors,” “language PhDs,” and so
on, did not appear in the PMLA until after WWII. For the first ninety
years of its existence, the PMLA regularly published articles written in
English, French, German, Italian, and Spanish, at times combining four
languages in one volume. This stopped in 1974, when the journal printed
its last articles in a “foreign language.”
Excepting the present study, there has been no book-length analysis
of the history of literary studies in the United States cognizant of the
ideological forces that marginalized “the languages” and presented
“English” as the forum for the study of literature. The histories of the
study of literature in the United States have, in the main, performed the
ideological separation without reflection. Even the publications advocating the value of allophone literary studies perform the discourse and use
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544

xii

Introduction

the terms that continue the inequality, empower English studies, and
disempower “the languages.”
A particularly myopic retrospective is offered by Gerald Graff,
Professing Literature: An Institutional History (1987), and Graff and Warner,
The Origins of Literary Studies in America (1989). Also, The PMLA’s own
retrospectives of 1983 and 2000 reveal optical habits that color the
historical periods under investigation and backread contemporary
narratives into the past. The gravity of the recent culture wars over, for
instance, poststructuralism, canonization, and postcolonialism caused
these retrospectives to invent turning points obscuring the real forces
that anglicized literature and segregated language from literary studies.
This inquiry demonstrates that the academy has never been immune
to the comfortable, confident, and often ingenuous monolingualism of
American culture. While the discourse of literary studies in the United
States now resounds with proclamations of the transnational and transcultural in a heightened global awareness, the continual hegemony of
English is itself a symptom of the very global blindness and imperial
arrogance that the transnational turn in literary studies claims to want to
challenge. The solution is to return literary studies to its roots in philology and the fascination of linguistic, cognitive, and cultural difference.
Literature needs to resonate again comparatively and multilingually,
and perhaps comparative literature as a discipline should be the emissary of this transformation and lead the national literatures far beyond
the reactive binary of “English and the languages.” Reinfused with the
multilingual, it should help us reimagine literary studies and hence the
humanities for the present age by returning them, paradoxically, to their
roots in language. Comp lit is not English.
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Part I

English and the Languages
Abstract: The transparent discursive habits that invest
English with the sign of literature and divest departments of
allophone literatures and cultures of literary and aesthetic
content are illuminated here. English has colonized the space
of “lit,” and allophone studies are perceived as granting degrees
“in languages.” These ideologies have caused the vocabulary
used to discuss the modern languages and their literatures to
undergo processes of semantic elevation and degradation that
continually perform hegemonic strategies of empowerment and
disempowerment.
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Can Spanish Count As
an English Course?
Abstract: Discourse analysis can effect a raising of
consciousness and a clearing of perception. It can reveal the
covert prejudices in our vernacular, of which we are largely
unaware. The current discourses employed to discuss the study
of the modern languages and their literatures in the United
States are replete with inegalitarian gestures of privileging and
deprivileging. The quotidian terms that we take for granted
have separated “English from the languages.” This chapter
illuminates the prejudices and often amusing lapses of logic
in those discourses.
Bonfiglio, Thomas Paul. Why Is English Literature?
Language and Letters for the Twenty-First Century.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.
doi: 10.1057/9781137375544
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Those who teach in literature departments other than English all have
plenty of anecdotes attesting to the misunderstanding of our discipline.
Here are some examples:
▸▸
▸▸

I have a PhD in Russian literature.
Oh? Do you have to know Russian for that?

In an undergraduate advising meeting, the advisee, seeking to fulfill the
general education requirement in literary studies, asks, “So Religion
251: ‘The Bible as Literature’ counts as an English course?” The advisor
responds, “No it counts as a literature course,” and the response is met
with complete incomprehension.
At the University of Richmond, where I teach, our English department
recently had an excellent specialist in twentieth-century drama who was
from Germany, but who completed the PhD in English studies in the
United States. A first-year student at Richmond met with his advisor and
expressed an interest in studying both German and drama. One would
assume that the advisor would have sent the student to the German
Studies program. Instead, the advisor informed the student that there was
a German woman in the English department who specializes in drama
and promptly sent the student over to see her. Now this is a very logical
conclusion based on the formula: English = literature. Literature is English;
therefore German literature would be taught by a German in the English
department. This could serve as an algorithm for numerous permutations:
Italian literature would be taught by an Italian in the English department,
Russian literature by a Russian in the English department, etc.
Discretion recommends that anonymity be observed in the retelling
of certain significant anecdotes. At one university, there is an interdisciplinary school separate from the arts and sciences that sought to hire a
specialist in world literature. The school in question did seek consultation
in arts and sciences, but limited inquiry to the English department. The
position was advertised in the English division of the Modern Language
Association (MLA) job list. A classicist was among the finalists invited to
campus, but the classics department was never informed.
Another university conducted a search for the position of director of
the Spanish language program, and the department in question sought
administrative approval for its job announcement. The announcement
included the specializations commonly found in such a search, such
as L2 (second language) pedagogy, L2 acquisition, applied linguistics,
etc. One administrator had a question concerning candidates with such
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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specializations and asked, “But how will we know that they can teach
Spanish?” This ingenuousness reflects more than just the usual misconception that the PhD is granted in “a language” and not in literature
and culture. Here, the misprision deprives the subject of all theoretical
content. Spanish becomes a practical autotelic skill, an end in itself. This
misprision reveals the perceptual categories and habits of the viewer
that confine the subject to a radically restricted space, perhaps the most
radically restricted space in the arts and sciences curriculum.
An English department chair recently received the following email
(the name has been changed):
Dear Dr. Smith,
I will be travelling to Chile in the fall and was wondering if I could receive
my English general education credit for one of the courses I am taking. It’s
in Spanish, but it is reading intensive.

A German professor attended a philosophy lecture on Nietzsche. A
graduate student asked the professor what he was doing there. Does he
translate Nietzsche?
A Slavic studies professor organized a summer course on Czech
literature conducted in Prague in summer 2010. A student emailed the
professor his first paper on a Czech novel written by a Czech author. The
file containing the paper was labeled “prague_English_1.”
A classicist reports the following conversation with a colleague in
another department:
What are you teaching this semester?
A seminar on Sophocles. It’s great, I got nine students!
▸▸ Only nine? Is the dean letting that go?
▸▸ That’s good for a lit course in Greek.
▸▸ How’s that?
▸▸ It’s in Greek.
▸▸ You mean, like, in the Greek language?
▸▸ Yeah, you gotta know Greek to take the class.
▸▸ Can you do that?
▸▸
▸▸

The University of Richmond has renamed the department that grants
degrees in modern allophone literatures. This happened in three stages:
Original name: The Department of Modern Foreign Languages
First change: The Department of Modern Foreign Languages and
Literatures
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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Second change: The Department of Modern Languages and Literatures
Third change: Departmental split into the Department of Modern
Literatures and Cultures (MLC) and the Department of Latin
American and Iberian Studies (LAIS)
For the first change, which occurred in the 1990s, the university administration made us ask the permission of the English department to add
the term “literatures” to our title, as if English had copyrighted the term
and could license others to use it. The department actually voted on
this, narrowly in our favor. We had complete autonomy for the subsequent changes, which met with no objections from other departments.
This surprised us, until we learned that these changes had largely gone
unnoticed. Our department is commonly called “modern languages and
cultures.” The misperception that “cultures” replaced “literatures” lends
itself well to psychoanalysis as a lapsus. Similarly, LAIS is habitually
referred to as “the Spanish department,” or simply “Spanish.” MLC is the
only department with “literature” in its title. English is the only department with the name of a language in its title. Nonetheless, English is lit
and we are language.
We only too often hear the phrases “a student in languages” and “a professor in languages.” Are there faculty who do not use language? All academic
fields educate students in the discourse of their respective disciplines, in
their languages, and they evaluate students in terms of their fluency in
those discourses. We have no fields of study that do not teach language.
Biology students are not born with a precognitive intuition of the phrase
“deoxyribonucleic acid is a macromolecule of two nucleotide strands.”
The original unamended constitution of the MLA from 1883 states:
“The object of this Association shall be the advancement of the study of
the Modern Languages and their Literatures” (MLA 1885: xix). The string
“the modern languages and their literatures” remains in the constitution
today. It is well known that our discipline began in contrast to classical
philology, in an effort to justify the study of the ideas expressed in the
vernacular national languages. The discourse of the early MLA reflects
the agonistic struggle against the hegemony of the study of ancient
Greek and Latin language and literature, which dominated humanistic
inquiry at our universities until the early twentieth century. Now it is
important to reflect upon what it did not mean to study the classical
languages—it did not mean the study of those languages separate from
the ideas conveyed by them; one learned Latin and Greek along with
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the study of the literature, philosophy, history, religion, etc. written in
those languages. This was understood in the word philology itself, which
unified language and ideas and did not separate them into skills on the
one hand and knowledge on the other.
The beginnings of modern philology placed the study of the major
western modern languages and their literatures all on an equal footing:
English language and literature, French language and literature, German
language and literature, Italian language and literature, Spanish language
and literature, etc. The following locution would have been very difficult to contextualize at the turn of the twentieth century: “The study of
French language and English literature.” Although intelligible, it would
not have corresponded to any common academic situation. The current
pleonasm “I’m a French language major” is not really a redundancy. The
insertion of “language” acts as a strengthener that firmly locks French in
the sign of language. The former president of Old Dominion University,
Roseann Runte, was twice described in a recent newspaper article as
a specialist in “French language and comparative literature” (Geroux
2008: B5). The habits of thought and discourse needed to interrupt the
perilous string “French and comparative literature,” which would have
associated French with literature; the two spaces became safely separated
by the sign of language. Such was not our discourse at the beginnings of
the MLA.
It would be productive to reflect upon the phrase “the modern languages and their literatures” from the original MLA constitution. The
phrase quickly became reduced to “modern languages and literatures.”
Here, the conjunction “and” is of crucial importance. It can indicate a
connective of juncture or disjuncture. The following is an example of a
connective of juncture: the Department of Mathematics and Computer
Science. One would correctly assume here that the two fields have a lot
in common. The conjunction “and” properly conveys the situation of
affinity. The following is an example of a connective of disjuncture: the
College of Arts and Sciences. One would assume here that the two areas
are comfortably separate. Here, the conjunction “and” properly indicates
a disjuncture.
The meaning of the phrase “modern languages and literatures” easily slides into the frame of juncture or disjuncture depending on the
orientation of the viewer/listener. This is similar to the figure-ground
phenomenon in perceptual psychology, a common example of which is
the familiar diagram that inscribes either a vase or two silhouettes facing
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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each other. Whether one perceives a vase or faces depends on the habits
of the viewer. In the string “languages and literatures,” the word “and” is
a very pregnant sliding signifier. Initially intended to designate a continuity, it has come to designate a separation into language on the one
hand and literature on the other, and transparently so, a separation that
we perform every time we utter the locution. This separation has generated the illogical utterance “English and the languages.” The logical flaw
here involves a violation of set theory, which forbids that x be a set and a
member of set x at the same time. The error in logic would be evident in
the utterances: “coke and beverages,” “broccoli and vegetables,” “women
and human beings,” “Newfoundlanders and Canadians,” etc. The string
in question is not “English and the other languages,” which would be
irreproachable, but “English and the languages.”
Why does it seem counterintuitive in the United States that an
American could learn a second language well enough to perform in that
language as she or he performs in English? Why is this idea met with
skepticism, denial, and disbelief in the United States? The familiar explanations refer to American monolingualism, American isolation(ism),
the globalization of English, etc. These are not really explanations, but
descriptions, even tautologies, that do not account for the phenomenon
of resistance, which can be explained only by reference to ideology, to
American ethnocentrism. The idea of effective bilingualism is resisted
because it threatens the hegemony of English. We need to remind ourselves that we live in the culture that generated the curious declaration,
attributed to the Texas Legislature, that “English was good enough for
Jesus” (Pratt 2012).
The phrase “the modern languages and their literatures,” coined by the
MLA, determined the titles of the first departments in our discipline.
One still finds the string “language and literature” preserved in English
department titles at certain circumspect colleges and universities. The
“Department of English Language and Literature” is found at Yale,
Michigan, South Carolina, Chicago, Northern Iowa, Smith, Catholic
University, New Mexico, Carleton, Toledo, Fordham, Missouri, Cornell,
Wright State, Whittier, Maryland, and others. The phrasing is still quite
common at British universities, such as, for instance, Oxford, University
College London, King’s College London, Reading, and Newcastle.
The original sequence places language before literature and indicates
the more expansive meaning of the first term in comparison with its
current severely restricted cognate. There seem to be no examples of
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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a Department of English Literature and Language in the US, but an
interesting lapsus is found on the website of the Department of English
Language and Literature at the University of New Mexico, which, in the
departmental description, reversed the order and referred back to the
department as the Department of English Literature and Language. This,
too, is a very readable lapsus. English claims literature and distances
language.
A few universities have undone the separation into literature and
language and established inclusive departments or schools. Northern
Iowa boasts the newly formed Department of Languages and Literatures,
which represents the merger of the Department of Modern Languages
and the Department of English Language and Literature. California at
San Diego also has the all-inclusive Department of Literature. There
are similar umbrella departments at Santa Cruz, UNC Asheville, Texas
A&M, Illinois, and Chicago Circle.
Kudos are certainly to be given to Arizona State University, which
recently transformed its Department of Languages and Literatures
into the School of International Letters and Cultures, thus removing
the misleading references to language(s). Connecticut College is also
to be praised for renaming the English department the Department of
Literatures in English. These renamings are intentionally didactic and
should move the listener to reflect upon the power and prejudice of the
habitual terms of reference. At Arizona State, as at Richmond, discursive
habits often generate the utterance “languages and cultures,” a clozing of
the text and a closing of discourse.
At the beginnings of our discipline, literature departments and English
departments were often separate. While this is much less common today,
one still finds a few examples of such a separation. Duke University’s
program in literature is separate from the English department. Yale
also has a comparative literature program, in which the undergraduate
major is listed as simply the major in literature. But the nominalization
errs much more in the opposite direction, and many universities have
English departments that colonize all literature and make it their own,
comfortably appropriating the title for themselves. For example, Farleigh
Dickinson University refers to its English major as the “Literature Major.”
It is found in the Department of Literature, Language, Writing, and
Philosophy, which offers “BA programs in literature, modern languages,
creative writing, philosophy, and humanities,” thus clearly separating
literature from “the languages.”
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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Perhaps the most egregious example of the privileging of English over
allophone literary studies may be found at the American University,
which calls its English department “The Literature Department,” despite
the fact that the domain of that faculty is the study of literature originally
written in English. The study of allophone literatures is found in the
Department of Language and Foreign Studies. These nominalizations
are quite readable and revelatory of the anterior hegemonic ideology.
Within this ideology, English is the literature. Other literary traditions
are not seen as such; they are represented as skills that are alien to the
default unmarked norm. They are both language and foreign. And this
norm is indeed unmarked. English is not named; it is the presumed
dominion of literary study. “English” is not even found in the list of
majors at American University. The listing is “literature,” and it requires
no courses in any of the literary traditions studied in the the Department
of Language and Foreign Studies. The Literature Department also offers
courses studying texts that were not originally written in English, but
it does so with no comment. For example, the course “Third World
Literature,” which seems to imply that there is such a viable category, is
explained as “An introduction to literature written by writers from the
Third World: Africa, Asia, and Latin America.” It is also uncanny but
true that these uniquely American classificatory modes should be found
at The American University in the nation’s capital.
These habits have been set in concrete, and often literally so. Despite
Duke University’s inclusive use of the term literature, there is a building
on campus that is still officially called the “Languages Building.” (One
assumes that language is present in other buildings.) “The Modern
Languages Building” at Ann Arbor, referred to as “the MLB,” does not
house the English department. At Texas Tech University, there is a
building officially called “The Foreign Languages Building,” as there is at
Champaign-Urbana, as well.
The prejudices in question are readily visible in an examination of the
currency of our idioms. The following are data from a Google search
done in March 2013. They include the string entered literally, followed by
the number of hits:
English and the modern languages:
11,300,000
English and the modern literatures: 0
		
Foreign language majors: 282,000
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544
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Foreign literature majors: 9,500		
Foreign lit majors: 0			
French majors: 22,600			
French language majors: 110,000
French literature majors: 44,000
French lit majors: 15,500		
Italian majors: 7,060			
Italian language majors: 41,900		
Italian literature majors: 9		
Italian lit majors: 1			

Modern literature majors: 4
Modern lit majors: 4
Spanish majors: 29,000
Spanish language majors: 143,000
Spanish literature majors: 51,800
Spanish lit majors: 104
German majors: 12,700
German language majors: 92,400
German literature majors: 29,200
German lit majors: 141

The first entry on the top left is a colossal attestation of the perceived
ownership of literature in the US. The addition of “literature” and the
clipped form “lit” to “foreign,” “modern,” and individual allophone
language names yields progressively fewer hits. The most radical difference is found between “foreign language” and “foreign lit.” The addition
of “language” to the allophone entries yields a marked increase in hits.
English is an interesting case, in that the addition of “literature” yields
fewer hits, but “lit” yields more. This indicates that “English literature” is
seen as somewhat redundant. The clipped form “lit,” however, fits tidily
into the sign of English, while its inclusion into the allophone language
names reveals radical dissonance and anomaly, especially as concerns
Italian.
The search entry “English language majors” yields 294,000 hits and
offers the only accurate correspondence between string and yield. The
data largely indicate programs, mostly abroad, that offer degrees in
English language proficiency. All the other data yield metonymic correspondences, wherein the part colonizes the whole, for example, Spanish
becomes language more than lit; English becomes lit only.
A Google search for “best foreign language film” yields 2,000,000
results; truncating the string to “best language film” yields 57,200
results. It is indeed perplexing that “best language film” should yield
anything at all. What would be a “language film?” Would it be a film
about language? Or a film in a language, as opposed to a film in no
language at all? Is the “best language film” a film in the best language?
For example, French but not Russian? English as the default medium
of communication is not a language. It occupies the Archimedean point
above all relativization. This is the nature of unmarked hegemony; to
mark the hegemon would be to objectify it. The hegemon is the objectifier and never the objectified.
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In 2004, Tom Perrotta published the novel Little Children. He also
wrote the screenplay for the film of the same title (2006). The work deals
with themes of adultery, and part two of the novel is entitled “Madame
Bovary.” In both the novel and the film, the protagonist Sarah says that
she read Madame Bovary for her MA degree in English. In the discussion
of the novel, there are 58 occurrences of the name Flaubert, but the word
“French” is not used once. Madame Bovary is English.
What one understands now as “English” in the United States is not,
however, limited to (world) literature but evokes, as well, the entire critical apparatus (imported from anthropology, history, philosophy, psychoanalysis, etc.) used to study texts as discursive products. Thus the already
egregious generalization of English to include all literature becomes
extended even further. In the article “The Incongruity of ‘English,’ ”
Shelley Walia recommends reflection upon “the inclusion of ‘cultural
studies’ in the ‘English’ discipline:” Walia holds that “the nomenclature
‘Department of English’ is an incongruity in this day and age as it smacks
of a very limited body of literature, and conspicuously ignores the other
literatures in Englishes . . . studied at innumerable departments of English
around the world.” Walia recommends a change in the nomenclature to,
for instance, the “School of International Literatures in English” (Walia
2000). Walia goes beyond a critique of the ethnic ownership of the
English language and illuminates the colonization and appropriation of
diverse discourses under the sign of English.
It is important to emphasize that, as far as faculty and administrators
are concerned, these are only habits, bad habits of thought and language.
A careful informing of the interlocutor will often elicit the recognition
“that faculty in the languages teach literature, too.” (Actually, we do not
“teach literature, too;” we teach literature, period.) But the habits are
so ingrained that the amelioration is only temporary; consciousness is
raised briefly but submerges readily in the sociolect of the dominant
habitus of thought and language. Habits can be modified, but in this
case, only massive counterdiscursive measures could effect the necessary
long-term changes.
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Our performance of language is clearly synchronic, and we speak largely
unaware of the diachronic semantic changes that the terms we use have
undergone. Those interested in the history of language may remind the
interlocutor of the occasional surprising semantic shift, such as, for
instance, the fact that the names Shirley and Vivian were once given
to boys, or that the word “terribly” was once considered a barbarism,
but on the whole, such diachronic awareness is quite absent from our
normal discourse. Moreover, we tend to employ lexica with a kind of
naïve referentiality that sees current usages as properly descriptive of
their referents, and we often resist information that acts to relativize
our habitual lexical usages and illuminate their cultural contingency.
In doing so, we tend to suppress awareness of the sociocultural and
ideological forces that shape the semantic fields of the terms we so
comfortably use.

English
The elliptical use of the term “English” to indicate English literature was
not present in the first edition of the OED. It first appeared in the second
edition of the dictionary from 1989, which listed examples beginning
in the late nineteenth century. This meaning is, however, of low priority among the list of usages. The entry for “English” is divided into two
broad categories. The first comprises adjectival and adverbial usage:
1 Of or belonging to England (or Britain) or its inhabitants.
2 Designating animals and plants native to or originating in England
or Britain.
3 a. Of or relating to the West Germanic language spoken in
England and also used in many varieties throughout the world.
		 b. With modifying word, as North English, Southern English, etc.
4 Characteristic of or marked by the behavior of an English person.
The second category comprises five noun usages of the term. The first
two are:
1 An English person.
2 a. The English language.
		 b. Usu. with modifying word: the English of a specified period,
region, or group,
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		  or a variety of English used for a specific purpose.
		 c. English language or literature as a subject of study or
examination.
The earliest entry for the use of English as in c. above is dated rather
recently to 1889. In the contexts supplied, however, it is not clear
whether the word refers to language or literature or both. As the first
examples are drawn from references to primary education, it seems
quite likely that the reference is to instruction in the English language
itself; those clearly indicating literature, however, are all drawn from
the twentieth century, which would indicate that the equation “English
= literature” first gained familiar currency in that period. It cannot be
overemphasized, however, that the inclusion of (world) literature in the
semantic field of the term designating the national language is indeed
an anomaly among the European traditions. For instance, Le Larousse
does not indicate littérature as one of the meanings of français; the Duden
does not indicate Literatur as one of the meanings of deutsch, and the
Dizionario Italiano does not indicate letteratura as one of the meanings
of italiano.

Foreign
Second languages are commonly referred to as “foreign languages”
and differentiated from “native languages.” The science of linguistics
has largely disposed with these designations, as both “foreign” and
“native” carry with them quite suspect ideological issues. (Is Spanish
a foreign language in the United States?) To say that a given language
is foreign would be to characterize it, along with its culture, as alien
to an exclusionary (and largely unreflective) notion of Americanism.
“Foreign” also readily evokes its binary opposite native, which carries
with it quite damaging notions of innateness, birthright, and biological
connotations that can readily contain racial elements (Bonfiglio 2010).
Linguistics has replaced native and foreign with L1 and L2, which designate, respectively, first and second languages. L2 is popularly referred to
as “foreign,” which stems from the Latin foras/foris, “outside” (cf. Italian
fuori, “outside”), and from which arose the medieval Latin foranus, “foreigner,” as well as forestis, “forest,” that dark foreboding place. Clearly,
the large semantic field of the word “foreign” contains sufficient notions
of alienation and estrangement to warrant finding a neutral term. The
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persistence of the use of the term “foreign” to indicate non-English languages serves to situate the “foreign language speaker” as an unfamiliar
stranger, someone who does not belong to the normative discourse that
“we” own.

Grammar
The first European universities of the middle ages established the seven
artes liberales, which were divided into two parts. At the introductory
level, there was the trivium, which consisted in grammar, rhetoric, and
logic. At the advanced level, there was the quadrivium, which consisted
in arithmetic, geometry, astrology/astronomy, and music. (The trivium,
being the elementary level, gave rise to the word “trivial.”)
One notes in the medieval trivium and quadrivium the absence of
the term “literature.” Clearly, texts that our current era would identify
as literary were indeed studied in the middle ages, but these were contextualized differently. The current term “literature” attempts to form an
autonomous category for written aesthetic texts, and, in doing so, acts
to remove these from the larger context in which they were originally
configured.
In the occident, the study of literature first appeared under the rubric
of grammar, a term that has since undergone radical semantic change.
Nowadays, it indicates the study of the structure and morphology of
language, and its practitioner, the grammarian, is not at all associated
with the interpretation of literature. The word derives from the Greek
γραμματικός (grammatikos)—someone who is lettered, schooled in
the letters. It is based on the root γράφειν (graphein), “to write.” It was
incorporated into Latin as grammatica. The OED lists the first meaning
of grammatica as “the study of literature and language” and adds:
In classical Greek and Latin the word denoted the methodical study of literature: “philology” in the widest modern sense, including textual and æsthetic
criticism, investigation of literary history and antiquities, explanation of
allusions, etc., besides the study of the Greek and Latin languages . . . In
the Middle Ages, grammatica and its Romance forms chiefly meant the
knowledge or study of Latin, and were hence often used as synonymous
with learning in general, the knowledge peculiar to the learned class. As
this was popularly supposed to include magic and astrology, the Old French
gramaire was sometimes used as a name for these occult sciences.
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In the middle ages, “grammar” was used to apply to “any sort of scholarship, especially occult learning.” A corresponding derivative is the French
grimoire, which indicates a book of magic or sorcery. This demonstrates
the breadth of the original meaning of grammar, which included science
as well as occult science, in a fashion similar to the relation between
chemistry and alchemy. The OED continues:
In early English use grammar meant only Latin grammar . . . it was not
before the 17th c. that it became so completely a generic term that there
was any need to speak explicitly of “Latin grammar.” Ben Johnson’s book,
written c1600, was app. the first to treat of “English grammar” under that
name.

In From Humanism to the Humanities: Education and the Liberal Arts in
Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-Century Europe, Anthony Grafton and Lisa Jardine
show that, in the ars liber curriculum of ancient Rome, the teacher of
grammar, the grammaticus, had a role far different than that found in the
current understanding of the grammar teacher: “The grammaticus (for
whom we shall retain the Roman name) taught more than just grammar.
He taught the explication de texte, the painstaking analysis of a major
text by means of four techniques: lectio, emendatio, enarratio, judicium”
(Grafton and Jardine 1986: 212). The first, reading aloud, required the
student to perform the text, itself an act of interpretation. The next
techniques, emendatio and enarratio, involved critical commentary,
discussions of authenticity, alternate usage—procedures similar to those
used in the production of a critical edition of a text. The fourth, judicium,
involved decisions of aesthetic value.
The grammaticus led the students through an apprehension of the underlying structure of a work, the literary canon, the culture associated with
the work, and the skills of criticism and composition. This is the original
historicity of the term “grammar.” The grammaticus prepared the student
for the rhetor, who then offered instruction in rhetorical tropes, with the
goal of graduating the vir eloquentissimus, in whose exemplary performance language and knowledge are one and the same. And this is the crucial
point under consideration: at the beginnings of occidental academia,
language was not separated from literature or from knowledge itself.
Grammar was not understood, as it is in the current era, as “just the
language.” Latin was the medium and articulation of the artes liberales, and
it is important to emphasize that grammatica did not separate language
or imaginative writing from them. Nor did it contain one overarching
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term for imaginative writing, but it did offer terms for genres: drama,
poetry, etc. Some of the original meanings of grammar persisted until
quite recent times. The Larousse Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe
siècle places the art of elocution in the first definition of grammaire (“Art
qui enseigne à parler et à écrire correctement.”) Over one hundred years
later, the Grand Larousse de la langue française foregrounds the science of
the rules of language in the first definition. (“Science qui a pour objet la
connaissance systématique des règles qui gouvernent le fonctionnement
d’une langue.”)
The definitions of Grammatik offered by the Brothers Grimm in their
massive Deutsches Wörterbuch first refer to the Latin grammatica as the
technical term for the first of the seven liberal arts and then specify it
as the science of interpretation of poetry, history, elocution, and writing (“poetas atque historicos et recte scribendi loquendique ratio”).
Subsequent definitions do, however, refer to Grammatik as the structure
of a specific language. Interestingly, the Grimm dictionary offers no
entry for Literatur. There is an entry for Letter (an uncommon word for
Buchstabe). This is found in volume 12 from 1885.
Grimm does have, however, entries for Dichtung and Poesie, with
Dichtung carrying the meaning of imaginative writing. There are certainly
early attestations of Literatur in German; the Historisches Wörterbuch der
Rhetorik dates the appearance of the word in German to 1571, in the renaissance sense of written texts in general, but its absence in the Grimm
dictionary certainly attests to its rarity. Literatur is currently the preferred
term for aesthetic writing in German, as is evident in the compounds
Literaturwissenschaft and Literaturkritik. This historical information
indicates the persistence of earlier meanings of grammar, along with the
infrequency of the term “literature.”

Language
This term emerged by metaphorical extension from the Latin lingua
“tongue,” the figurative meaning of which is also present in the English
locution “a foreign tongue.” It is interesting to note, however, that the
modern European configuration of the respective terms for language
emerged in the context of nation and nationalism.
The 1694 edition of the Dictionnaire de l’académie française defines the
word langue first literally as the organ of taste and speech (“le principal
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organe du goust & de la parole”) and second as the ways of speaking of
a nation (“idiome, termes, et façons de parler dont se sert une nation”).
The 1835 edition of the dictionary continues the definition of the word
first literally as a biological organ and second as the idiom of a nation.
(The second meaning was omitted in editions of the dictionary from the
twentieth century.) Second only to the meaning of an organ of taste and
speech, the sense of language as indicative of a nation was thus paramount among the terms that have a non-concrete sense.
There are similar data from the first edition of the OED. The volume
containing the letter L appeared in 1908 and contained the following
primary definition of “language:” “The whole body of words and of
methods of combination of words used by a nation, people, or race; a
‘tongue.’ ” In view of the invocation of race here, the persistence of this
definition as the primary one in the edition of the dictionary from 1989
is quite perplexing. In the online edition of the dictionary from 2008, the
definition was softened to read as such: “The system of spoken or written
communication used by a particular country, people, community, etc.”
(One wonders what motivated the substitution of country for nation—
perhaps to avoid resonances of nationalism?)
The Dizionario della lingua italiana of 1828 supplies only one definition for the word linguaggio, which corresponds to the French langage,
or human speech. It is simply the speech of each nation (“la favella di
ciascheduna nazione”). The edition of Noah Webster’s An American
Dictionary of the English Language from 1841 accesses the sign of nation
in the third definition for “language:” “The speech or expression of ideas
peculiar to a particular nation.” It is important to note that the term did
not indicate an isolated skill; it carried nationalist resonances. These data
also support the observations of Benedict Anderson and others on the
linguistic nature of nationhood (Anderson 1991; Bonfiglio 2010). They
argue that the representation of the modern nation state is made possible
by the vehicle of language itself.

Literature
For the Latin litteratura, the source of the English word “literature”
and its European permutations, Lewis and Short list “a writing formed
of letters” as the first meaning. The second meaning is “the science of
language, grammar, philology,” and the third is “learning, erudition.” The
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second meaning is quite interesting, in that it indicates that literature meant
language, quite the opposite from the modern understanding of the term.
Quintilian, in the institutio oratoria, even says of the word grammatice,
a borrowing from the Greek, that it can be translated simply as literature
(“quam in Latinum transferentes litteraturam vocaverunt”). He goes on
to say that grammar basically comprises all of higher learning (“prope
omnium maximarum artium scientiam”) (Book 2, 1.4).
The OED lists the oldest meaning of literature as that of “acquaintance with ‘letters’ or books; polite or humane learning; literary
culture,” dating from 1425 and continuing well until the end of the
nineteenth century. It was nearly coterminous with learning and generated phrases such as “a person of great literature” or “someone of
small literature.” This was the only meaning given in Samuel Johnson’s
dictionary of 1818. The root is the Latin litteras, literally “letters” and
is also found in the French idiom belles lettres. The current usages of
the term in the senses of aesthetic writing or the body of writings on
a subject are all quite recent. The OED notes only one such modern
instance from the eighteenth century: all other usages familiar to our
era begin in the latter decades of the nineteenth century. This explains
why one does not find universities proclaiming majors in literature
until the end of the nineteenth century, at the very earliest. It is fascinating to reflect on the trajectory of the term “literature” in the United
States, where it moved from indicating learning in general to indicating aesthetic writings published in the English language, regardless
of their national provenance. The current common utterance “I am
studying literature” would have been, up to the late nineteenth century, an unnecessary tautology, tantamount to saying, “I am studying
books.”
A large part of the cognitive problem at hand concerns the fact that
the separation of language from knowledge is a very recent and largely
American phenomenon. The study of language was conceived as inclusive of content, of the content of the “letters:” history, drama, philosophy,
poetry, etc., and here, the medium is quite literally the message. René
Wellek, in the article “What is Literature?”, notes that, until the nineteenth century, “literature is used very inclusively. It refers to all kinds of
writing, including those of erudite nature, history, theology, philosophy,
an even natural science. Only very slowly was the term narrowed down
to what we today call ‘imaginative literature’ ” (Wellek 1978: 19). Poetry
and poesie were also terms used to designate imaginative writings, but
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these, too, had broad semantic fields, no transcendent significance, and
could include religious and political writings (Ross 1996).
One of the most widely read and influential works of the modern era
on the study of aesthetic writing was Hugh Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and
Belles Lettres (1783). The word “literature” itself is found only eight times
in the two-volume work. He refers to his object of study as “that part of
literature called the Belles Lettres” (Blair 1783: I: 5). He frames it three
times as “polite literature” (I: 11, I: 97, II: 234). There is one string speaking
of “literature and poetry,” thus indicating that they are not coterminous.
Blair’s study demonstrates aspects of both the classical grammatica and
the renaissance philologia; language is the medium of cognition (I: 1).
Raymond Williams, in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society,
also notes that the primary meaning of literature corresponded to
what the current era would term simply literacy. Documents of the
late sixteenth century attest the now obsolete term “illiterature,” which
indicated the state of being poorly read or ill-educated. He also lists a
reference from 1825 characterizing Isaac Newton as one of the “greatest
names in English literature” (Williams 1983: 185). It seems that the term
moves from indicating the condition of literacy to indicating that which
is written, from the literate to the scriptive.
One finds similar data from France. The Larousse Grand dictionnaire
universel du dix-neuvième siècle lists the first meaning of the word littérature as knowledge of the belles lettres, which is defined as a term for
grammar, eloquence, and poetry (“nom donné spécialement à la grammaire, à l’éloquence, à la poésie”). The synonyms given for littérature
are érudition and savoir. The dictionary further represents literature as
comprising all of human thought; it is the intellectual manifestation
of humankind (“La littérature est aussi vaste que la pensée humaine;
c’est la manifestation intellectuelle de l’humanité”). At the end of the
nineteenth century, one sees the persistence of the earlier concept of
literature, in which aesthetic writing was seen as but a subset of writing
in general. The situation changes radically in the late twentieth century:
in the Larousse of 1984, the notion of littérature as general erudition
is not present in the eight definitions supplied. The dictionary defines
littérature primarily as aesthetic writing (“Ensemble des œuvres écrites
auxquelles on reconnait une finalité esthétique”). One may characterize this as a metonymy that has colonized the semantic field of the
term literature: the aesthetic moved from a permutation or subset of
literature to the essence of literature itself. When literature occupied
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the semantic field of aesthetics, poetry became reduced to its current
meanings.

Philology
This is a term of great importance and contestation. Beginning in the
early modern period, “philology” gradually replaced “grammar” in its
comprehensive sense and became itself replaced by the terms “literature”
and “linguistics,” especially in the United States. The OED defines philology as:
1 Love of learning and literature; the branch of knowledge that deals
with the historical, linguistic, interpretative, and critical aspects of
literature; literary or classical scholarship.
2 Chiefly depreciative. Love of talk or argument. Obs.
3 The branch of knowledge that deals with the structure, historical
development, and relationships of languages or language families;
the historical study of the phonology and morphology of languages;
historical linguistics.
The term originates in the Greek φιλολογία and enters into the vernacular through the Latin philologia. It literally means “love of the word,” and
the classical online dictionary Perseus defines it as “love of learning or
letters, literary pursuits, the study of polite literature.” When the term
passed out of currency in anglophone countries around the turn of
the twentieth century, it gave birth to the separate subjects of literature
and linguistics—subjects previously understood as a unity—that, born
as twins, subsequently developed into fields perceived as quite distinct
from one another. The changes undergone by the term are of great
importance for the understanding of the fields of literature and language
in the United States.
The preservation of the original semantic fields of the terms “philology” and “modern language(s)” is readily visible in a perusal of
European scholarly journals. Such an examination reveals that the terms
have undergone semantic degradation in the United States, and that this
degradation is exceptional. A good case in point is the German journal
Archiv für das Studium der neueren Sprachen und Literaturen, which first
appeared in 1846, and which prides itself on being the oldest continually
running new philological journal (“die älteste heute noch erscheinende
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neuphilologische Fachzeitschrift”). The articles in the 1846 edition of
this journal are an interesting mix of linguistic and literary study. There
is an article on Goethe’s shorter dramas, one on the development of
the English drama, one on English tense and mood, one on the French
gerundive, one on Alexander the Great (in French), one on the textual
criticism of Corneille, and a promiscuous array of other studies. The edition from 2009 shows virtually no change in the array of themes. There
is an article on Don Quixote, one on the etymology of the English conjunction “nor,” one on Germany in twentieth-century Italian Lyric, and a
comparative article on Pirandello, Beckett, and Tabucchi. It is interesting
that the term “new philological” is retained; perfectly intelligible 161
years later, it maintains the meaning of the philology of the newer or
modern languages—versus that of Latin and Greek.
Another long-lived journal is the Germanisch-Romanische Monatsschrift,
which began publication in 1909. The edition from 1992 shows a clear
continuity of themes. The Swedish journal Moderna språk, which first
appeared in 1906, maintains a diverse philological orientation. It is
subtitled “a journal of English, French, German, Spanish, Portuguese
and Italian languages, literatures and cultures,” and regularly publishes
articles in each of those languages. There is a plenitude of journals
displaying the preservation of philology in Europe, especially in the
east, and it is not necessary to encumber the present study with more
examples of their content. In the United States, there are very few that
retain the term philology, and they are largely premodern in focus. This
indicates the European presence of a collective understanding of language, literature, and culture that is radically different from that of the
United States, where the term “philology” has receded from currency.
Its rarity indicates the absence of precisely the collective understanding
of literature that has disappeared in the separation of “English from the
languages.”

Science
This term originally meant knowledge in general and recently became,
especially in the United States, restricted to knowledge from the physical sciences. It originates in the Latin scientia, “knowledge.” As the term
did not initially exclude the study of literature, its usage needs to be
historicized.
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The 1989 edition of the OED defines science as:
1 The state or fact of knowing; knowledge or cognizance of
something specified or implied.
2 Knowledge acquired by study; acquaintance with or mastery of any
department of learning.
3 A particular branch of knowledge or study; a recognized
department of learning.
4 A branch of study which is concerned either with a connected
body of demonstrated truths or with observed facts systematically
classified and more or less colligated by being brought under
general laws, and which included trustworthy methods for the
discovery of new truth within its own domain.
5 The kind of knowledge or intellectual activity of which the various
“sciences” are examples.
These are the main entries. It is only in a subcategory of the fifth definition that one finds the specification: “In modern use, often treated as
synonymous with ‘Natural and Physical Science.’ ”
It is important to emphasize that the current restriction of the semantic
field of “science” to indicate only laboratory, experimental, or quantitative study is a recent development limited to North America that became
popularized in the twentieth century. While a similar semantic reduction of the permutations of the Latin scientia is found in popular use in
the major languages of western Europe—excepting German—, the term
still allows for usages beyond the scope of the natural sciences. French,
for instance, distinguishes among sciences naturelles, sciences sociales, and
sciences humaines. In the US, the term “human sciences” has been appropriated by the field of biology. Thus sciences humaines would have to be
translated as “humanities,” which deprives it of scientific status, insofar
as scientific status is understood in the US. While French allows for the
common ellipsis les sciences to refer to the natural sciences, it also allows
science to be used by many fields. The term science des arts, if translated as
“science of art,” would befuddle many a current American reader.
German is much more strict in this regard. The equivalent of the
Latin scientia is Wissenschaft, which can refer to any field of study.
One needs to specify what kind of Wissenschaft: Naturwissenschaft,
Sozialwissenschaft, Literaturwissenschaft, Kunstwissenschaft, etc. German
also allows Geisteswissenschaften, or “sciences of the mind,” equivalent to
the American “humanities.”
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The following controversial question seems self-evident in American
English: “Is psychology a science?” To render the question in French
as “La psychologie, est-elle une science?”, or in German as “Ist die
Psychologie wissenschaftlich?”, would not correspond to any current
discourse, and the listener would probably wonder why one is asking the
question in the first place. Similarly, the question “Is history a science?”
would elicit a self-evident “no” in the US and an equally self-evident “oui/
ja/sì,” etc., in Europe. Also, the English “scholar” would be translated as
Wissenschaftler in German and scientifique in French. Of the three following sentences, c) would be a semantic violation:
a) “Dieser Professor der modernen Kunst ist ein wohlbekannter
Wissenschaftler.”
b) “Ce prof d’art moderne, c’est un scientifique bien reconnu.”
c) *That professor of modern art is a well-recognized scientist.
The term “science” and its English permutations were employed in discussions of the study of philology and the modern languages and their
literatures from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries. At
that time, they were generally used in the first four senses supplied by
the OED. Unfortunately, many historical studies of the emergence of
the modern languages and their literatures at American universities
backread the current meaning of science into the past, which results in a
misinterpretation of the information from the periods in question.
This forms the basis of the etymological and semantic framing of
the terms vital to the present study. That the meanings here have been
shown to be historically contingent should be an auspicious finding for
the future of language and letters. They are no fixed givens and thus can
be changed by a modification of thought and language. The following
sections will consider the historical and cultural forces that have determined their subsequent idiomatic transformations.
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Part II
From ars liber to
Modern Literatures

Abstract: The history of the study of aesthetic writings
from the medieval ars liber to the modern languages and
literatures demonstrates the historical contingency of our
current taxonomies, especially as concerns traditional studies
in grammar and philology. At the beginnings of the MLA,
no single literary tradition laid claim to the field of literary
studies, and English did not indicate literature any more than
did French, German, or any of the other national traditions.
The histories of the study of literature in the United States
display massive blind spots to the progressive separation of
“English from the languages.”
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Abstract: This chapter studies the origins and development
of the curricular contexts that house the study of language
and literature from ars liber to the current divisions into
national traditions. It engages misunderstandings of the
nature of traditional studies in grammar and philology and
demonstrates that the original configuration of those studies
differs radically from the misprisions currently surrounding
them. They were initially conceived as panhumanistic sciences.
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The first European universities were established in the high middle ages,
and their core curriculum was based on the ars liber of ancient Rome. The
Latin liber means “free,” which gives the impression that that the course of
study was itself free, in the sense of being open or unrestricted. But liber
actually refers to the condition of the student himself, the free man, as
opposed to one in a state of servitude. Some aspects of the ars liber still
persist in the current American liberal arts curriculum and bear striking
resemblance to their original role. The purpose of the ars liber in ancient
Rome was to prepare the student for a career in law and public service, and
in this sense, it resembles the American practice of majoring in the liberal
arts in preparation for further study or professional employment. The
European universities of the middle ages recovered the ars liber tradition of
ancient Rome and established the seven artes liberales and their component
trivium and quadrivium (Rüegg 1992; Tuilier 1994; Verger 1995).
Medieval learning was largely confined to Latin. Greek had fallen
into disuse, in part due to the suppression of Greek texts, which the
western church held to be pagan. Instruction in Greek and Hebrew
was established in the late fifteenth century in Italy and in the early
sixteenth century in the rest of Europe (Brockliss 1996: 570). It was in
the study of knowledge mediated through the Latin language that the
terms crucial to this study originated. One sees the global philological
nature of the study of grammar at the very beginnings of renaissance
humanism in the example of Guarino Guarini of Verona (1374–1460),
who established the arts faculty at the University of Ferrara. Grafton
and Jardine describe his course in Latin grammar as medium for the
study of history, ethics, poetry, geography, and astronomy; it “attempted
to use classical literature as the basis for detailed anthropological and
geographical knowledge of antiquity as well as a modicum of science”
(1986: 14). To illustrate the nature of the study of Latin grammar in
the Italian renaissance, the authors refer to Eugenio Garin (25), in
Educazione umanistica in Italia:
Questa fu l’educazione umanistica: non, come a volte si crede, studio
grammaticale e retorico fine a se stesso, bensì formazione di una coscienza
davvero umana, aperta in ogni direzione, attraverso la consapevolezza
storico-critica della tradizione culturale. (Garin 1975: 13)
[Such was humanistic education: not, as is sometimes assumed, the study
of grammar and rhetoric as an end in itself, but instead as the formation of
a truly human consciousness, open in all directions, across the historicocritical comprehension of the cultural tradition.]
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A large part of the program of renaissance Italian humanism included a
general Latin-based liberal education: “Latin eloquence and a familiarity
with ancient Roman culture had become part of the necessary equipment
for ‘getting on’ in public affairs within the élite of patricians who controlled most Northern and Central Italian states” (62). And here, Grafton
and Jardine offer an astute assessment of the difference between humanism and the humanities, one that is not without an ironic comment on
current American higher education: humanism is “the zealous faith in
an ideal,” while the humanities are “a curriculum training a social élite to
fulfill its predetermined social role” (xvi). Grafton and Jardine hold that
renaissance humanism recovered Cicero’s idea of the perfect orator, one
who can defend any moral cause with a wealth of detailed knowledge, a
knowledge framed in and through language.
The hegemony of Latin before the rise of the nation states continued
at European universities for hundreds of years after the dissolution of
the Holy Roman Empire. While the modern nation states already began
printing most of their books in the vernacular in the sixteenth century,
the vernacular languages and literatures, if taught at all, were only offered
in sporadic fashion and did not enter into the regular university curriculum until the nineteenth century (Febvre and Martin 1976: 248–249; 321).
University curricula remained quite protective of the classical traditions,
strongly resisting the entry of modern studies into the academy.
The early modern period witnessed great controversy over the values
of classical versus modern literature, normally referred to as the dispute between the ancients and the moderns (and also, quite oddly, as
“the western hypothesis”). The French term is la querelle des anciens et
des modernes, a debate that is said to have begun in the late seventeenth
century between Charles Perrault (1628–1703) and Nicolas Boileau
(1636–1711). The debate revolved around the notion that occidental
modes of representation attained their epitomic perfection in antiquity,
which was supported by the ancients and contested by the moderns, the
former insisting that modern writers should imitate the classics, and the
latter arguing for the viability of modern aesthetics in their own right.
Some of the ancients maintained that the study of aesthetic writings
should be entirely limited to the classical texts of Greece and Rome. The
preservation of the past was championed in France by Boileau’s highly
influential L’Art poétique (1674). In England, the quarrel took its name
from Jonathan Swift’s The Battle of the Books (1704), which parodied the
classical tradition. Swift extended the satire in Gulliver’s Travels (1726).
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Book III is titled “The Voyage to Laputa” and satirizes the classical
academy. (Puta is Spanish for “whore.”) The debate is also referred to in
Italian as la polemica degli Antichi e dei Moderni. Vestiges of the insular
classicist attitude are still echoed today in some odd but familiar utterances, such as, for instance, “western thought is a footnote to Plato.” (I
once heard a classical scholar summarily dismiss medieval, renaissance,
early modern, and modern studies, saying that he was uninterested in
posthellenic permutations of Greek thought.)
Laurence Brockliss, in French Higher Education in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries: A Cultural History, observes that the principal languages taught in French higher education until the end of the eighteenth
century were Latin, Greek, and French. The main purpose of the instruction of all of these, including French itself, was to make the student
fluent in Latin, which was taught in a total immersion model (Brockliss
1987: 178). All four skills were engaged, and speaking French in class was
greatly discouraged (111). Brockliss says of the students so taught that
“they were children of Rome rather than France” (178). Instruction in
Greek was not oral, except in some Jesuit schools (113). French was not
taught directly at all until the late seventeenth century, with the exception of the monastery at Port-Royal (116).
University growth was sustained by recruitment from the middle class,
a population that had less and less use for classical education. Already
in the eighteenth century, Diderot criticized the French universities for
making students study two useless dead languages that they never really
learn and thus for teaching them the art of speaking before the art of
thinking (Diderot 1758: 435). But the traditional curriculum was slow to
yield. Before 1870, most faculties of letters in France offered instruction
in only philosophy, history, and French and Latin literature (Brockliss
1997: 97).
Democracy, an intermittent western phenomenon, would also wield
its visible hand in the validation of the vernacular and its child, modern
language studies. The limiting of university studies to those educated in
Latin and Greek was a very effective way of preserving a socioeconomic
hierarchy and closing the academies to the lower classes. To a large extent,
the resistance to instruction in the vernacular was a product of conservatism and elitism. At Oxford, for instance, one opponent of the modern
languages saw them as the “languages of society and travel” appropriate
to “a courier or a foreign clerk, or to a gentleman setting out for his first
tour of the continent” (Posner 2000: 415). Another opponent held the
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study of French responsible for “a cause of the inferiority of the female
mind” (415). The advent of compulsory public education acted to inform
instruction with the vernacular language, a development that was also
bound to contribute to the decline of classical studies. With all educated
in the same vernacular, academies would have to turn to other alternatives in order to maintain a socioeconomic hierarchy. The discourse of
academia is thus not independent of, but instead arises from the material
substratum that generates sociocultural phenomena in general.
Brockliss emphasizes the role played by Germany in transforming the western university. In the nineteenth century, Germany
configured its universities as centers of research and teaching with
the purpose of the total education of the ideal individual. This was
Bildung, “formation.” Central to this was language, which was seen as
the perfect expression of the human spirit (Brockliss 1997: 107). The
notion of Bildung could properly be called neohumanist and neoidealist. This was a continuation of the original notions of grammatica
and philologia, but infused with the romanticism of the era. Philology
became the defining science of the nineteenth century, and, as a science, it was obliged to investigate all languages, both classical and
modern.
The statesman and philologist Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835),
considered to be one of the founders of modern linguistic science, was
a major catalyst in the formation of the modern European university. In
1809, he founded the first university in Berlin, the Alma Mater Berolinensis,
which was renamed Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin in 1949, and it was
he who equipped it with many positions in diverse languages, such as
English, French, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish (Lenz 1910–1918, vol.
1: 272.) The nineteenth century European model was a university with a
combination of teaching and research and small seminars. It was at once
a teaching institution, a research institution, and also had professional
schools. Brockliss goes so far as to call this model “the Humboldtian
university” (Brockliss 1997: 125).
It is important to address Humboldt’s vision in his contributions to
European education. He is not only credited with the creation of the
modern university; he was also responsible for the establishment of the
Gymnasium, the academy for university preparation, which was heavily based on the study of classical languages, and which required of
pupils four times as many instructional hours in Latin and Greek as in
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German. His most significant contribution to the study of language is
the lengthy essay Über die Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues
und ihren Einfluß auf die geistige Entwickelung des Menschengeschlechts
(1836) (On Language: The Diversity of Human Language-Structure and Its
Influence on the Mental Development of Mankind).
The work of Humboldt is quite important for the present inquiry. In
the early work Fragmente der Monographie über die Basken (1801–1802)
(“Fragments of the Study on the Basques”), he subscribes to the
notion that every language is “ein Gebilde von einmaligem und
unersetzlichem Wert” (a construct of unique and irreplaceable value)
(Humboldt 1903: 602). For Humboldt, every language is the embodiment of the mental life of its people, and he takes pains to fuse language and thought in an inseparable and unique matrix. He says of
language:
Sie ist nicht bloß, wie man gewöhnlich zu sagen pf legt, der Abdruck
der Ideen eines Volks,sondern für viele ihrer Zeichen lassen sich die
Ideen gar nicht abgesondert von ihr aufzeigen;sie ist die gesamte geistige Energie desselben, gleichsam durch ein Wunder in gewisse Töne
gebannt. (602)
[It is not merely, as one usually cares to say, the imprint of the ideas of a
people, but instead,for many of its signs, ideas cannot be separated from
language; it is the collective mentalenergy of a people miraculously embodied in certain tones.]

Of importance here is the attribution of energy to language, especially
in the form of a mystical force. It also seems that the classical view of
grammatica became elaborated upon by the romanticism of the era.
Walter Rüegg sees Hegel as a primary influence here (Rüegg 2004: 419),
especially in the notion of a particular Zeitgeist and Volksgeist articulated
through language.
One begins to see here the onset of a linguistic relativism that would
reappear a century later in the works of Sapir and Whorf:
Mehrere Sprachen sind nicht ebensoviele Bezeichnungen einer Sache, es
sind verschiedene Ansichten derselben . . . Es sind Hieroglyphen, in denen
jeder die Welt und seine Phantasie abdrückt. (Humboldt 1908: 602)
[Several languages are not just as many designations of a thing, they are different perspectives on it . . . They are hieroglyphs, in which each person casts
his own impressions of the world and his imagination.]
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In an abstract vocabulary befitting a nineteenth century German neoplatonist, Humboldt adds:
Durch die Mannigfaltigkeit der Sprachen wächst unmittelbar für uns der
Reichthum der Welt und die Mannigfaltigkeit dessen, was wir erkennen;
es erweitert sich zugleich dadurch der Umfang des Menschendaseyns, und
neue Arten zu denken und empfinden stehen in bestimmten und wirklichen Charakteren vor uns da. (602)
[The richness of the world and the manifoldness of that which we perceive
grow through the manifoldness of language; the range of human existence
expands likewise, and new ways of thinking and sensing stand before us in
real and certain characters.]

He continues:
Das Studium der Sprachen des Erdbodens ist also die Weltgeschichte der
Gedanken und Empfindungen der Menschheit; sie schildert den Menschen
unter allen Zonen und in allen Stufen seiner Kultur. (602–603)
[The study of the languages of the earth is thus the world history of the
thoughts and sensations of humankind. It represents humankind in all
aspects and all stages of its culture.]

Humboldt’s linguistic world view and his sponsorship of instruction in
the modern languages have nothing in common with current American
notions of language performance as a mere skill. Language is itself
the knowledge that it communicates. And philology is its study. For
Humboldt, language is epistemology itself. These ideas can be clearly
seen in the discourse of the other great eighteenth-century philologists,
such as Schlegel, Bopp, Müller, and Renan, all of whom saw language as
a window to the soul of a people.
Grammatica had configured the study of Greek and Latin as the ars
liber itself of the classical tradition. Philology expanded the terrain of
grammatica to include the modern literatures and their languages and
the modern traditions. Rüegg says as much: “classical philology as the
philosophically and historically based study of the ancient world became
the decisive model of the Geisteswissenschaften” (1992: 420). The conceptual framework of grammatica remained operative, but the new science
of letters needed its own term for its own object of study: philology.
Rüegg notes that philology at the end of the nineteenth century included
subjects “from the philosophy of language, hermeneutics, and criticism
to geography, history, chronology, numismatics, and archaeology” (422).
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It quickly rose to the status of one of the premier sciences of the nineteenth century.
In A History of the University in Europe, Rüegg traces the first usage
of the term klassische Philologie back to 1792 (2004: 421). It became the
dominant German term in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
but eventually lost ground to the term “language and literature.” Rüegg
notes that, by 1938, half of the chairs in classical philology in Germany
“had been changed into professorships in the ‘Language and Literature’
of the various cultures, which had become the norm outside the
German-speaking countries” (421). It is important here to emphasize
that this bifurcation is not a separatist one, as one would be motivated to
assume in our day; it did not indicate exclusive communities. The string
“language and literature” also entered the realm of classics, with a professorship in Latin at the Sorbonne for Langue et literature latines (421).
In Les mots et les choses. Une archéologie des sciences humaines, Michel
Foucault argues for the recognition of a radical shift in the configuration
of language in the nineteenth century in Germany with Schlegel, Bopp,
and Humboldt, in that language becomes an independent object of
investigation abstracted from the contexts of the meanings that it generates in its discrete usages. He traces this fissure back to Antoine Arnauld’s
Grammaire générale et raisonnée (1660), considered to be the first modern
treatment of language in the abstract: “La Grammaire générale . . . pour
objet propre, elle [a] le discours entendu comme suite de signes verbaux” (Foucault 1973: 97) (The proper object of the grammaire générale
is . . . discourse, understood as a sequence of verbal signs.) Foucault sees
the general grammar as an artificial reflection or meditation upon this
sequence of signs, clearly, because it is an abstraction removed from the
dynamic context of discourse:
La Grammaire générale a pris tant d’importance pour la philosophie au
cours du 18ième siècle: elle était, d’un seul tenant, la forme spontanée
de la science, comme une logique incontrôlée de l’esprit et la première
décomposition réfléchie de la pensée: une des plus primitives ruptures
avec l’immédiat. Elle constituait comme une philosophie inhérente à
l’esprit . . . et ce que toute philosophie devait reprendre pour retrouver, à
travers tant de choix divers, l’ordre nécessaire et évident de la représentation. Forme initiale de toute réflexion, thème premier de toute critique: tel
est le langage. C’est cette chose ambiguë, aussi large que la connaissance,
mais toujours intérieure à la représentation, que la Grammaire générale
prend pour objet. (98)
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[The general grammar assumed great importance for philosophy during the
18th century: it was at once the spontaneous form of science, like an uncontrolled logic of mind, and the first reflective decomposition of thought:
one of the most primitive breaks with the immediate. It was constituted as
a philosophy inherent in the mind . . . and one that any philosophy had to
recover if it was to rediscover, among so many diverse choices, the necessary and evident order of representation. The initial form of all reflection,
the primary theme of any critique—such is language. It is this ambiguous
thing, as broad as knowledge, yet always interior to representation, that
general grammar takes as its object.]

Foucault demonstrates here the irony involved in the attempt to
make language, which is the initial form of all reflection, the object
of reflection itself. This fissure widens further in the nineteenth century. Raymond Williams and others see the concept of literature as
born in the development of the profession of writing, of the writer as
entrepreneur. But in Foucault’s perspective, one could also argue that
literature was a product of the abstraction of language into an autonomous object of study; literature is thus a byproduct: “Enfin la dernière
des compensations au nivellement du langage, la plus importante,
la plus inattendue aussi, c’est l’apparition de la littérature” (312–313)
(“Finally, the last compensation for the leveling of language, the most
important one, and also the most unexpected, is the appearance of
literature”). Foucault speaks of “l’isolement d’un langage singulier
dont la modalité propre est d’être ‘littéraire’ ” (313) (“The isolation of
a singular language whose proper modality is to be ‘literary’ ”). He
continues: “La littérature, c’est la contestation de la philologie (dont
elle est pourtant la figure jumelle)” (313) (“Literature is the contestation of philology, of which it is, however, the twin figure”). Literature
became abstracted along with language:
La littérature se distingue de plus en plus du discours d’idées, et s’enferme
dans uneintransitivité radicale; elle se détache de toutes les valeurs qui pouvaient à l’âge classique lafaire circuler . . . elle rompt avec toute définition de
“genres.” (313)
[Literature distinguishes itself more and more from the discourse of ideas
and closes itselfoff in a radical intransitivity; it detaches itself from all of
the values that allowed it to circulate in the classical age . . . it breaks with all
definition of “genre.”]
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Foucault argues that philology itself was the moment of rupture that
decontextualized language and bore the separate category of literature.
What he critiques here is the abstraction of the matrix of language and
literature from the dynamism of discourse. For Foucault, language and
literature are always already inseparable from each other. One could
thus posit that poststructuralism itself heralds a return to the symbiotic matrix of language and thought, a matrix that contains literature.
While these concepts were individuating at the end of the nineteenth
century they were nonetheless understood as a mutual inclusivity. If one
backreads from the present, one is motivated to see a mutual exclusivity
between language and literature and between philology and literature
(and even, in some cases, between philology and linguistics). The
chasm that subsequently developed between literature and language was
generated by particular historical and cultural forces in the American
twentieth century.
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The development of American attitudes toward the modern languages
can be well illuminated by examining the modern language curricula
in the history of higher education in the United States. This survey is
selective and offers data from representative American post-secondary
institutions, both private and public. It begins with Harvard University,
one of the most influential American institutions of higher education.
The first professorship of modern languages in the United States was
established at Harvard in 1816, but it was not in English. It was the “Smith
Professorship of French and Spanish” (Eliot 1890: 1).
The first Harvard catalog in the Harvard University Archives that
describes the curriculum is the Catalogue of the Officers and Students of
the University in Cambridge, dated 1820. At that time, the study of Greek
and Latin was paramount and consisted in primary readings from classical authors. This contrasted sharply with the study of the only modern
language required at Harvard at that time: English grammar. French was
also offered as an elective in the junior year. The catalogue from 1825 also
lists lectures on French and Spanish literature. The catalog from 1830
was the first to list a requirement for the study of “modern languages,”
which began in the sophomore year. The languages taught were French,
German, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish, and students selected freely
among them. There were also lectures offered during the academic year
on French, German, Italian, and Spanish literature. In 1849, the modern
languages requirement became limited to French, which was required in
the sophomore year. The other languages remained as electives.
The anthology The Development of Harvard University since the
Inauguration of President Eliot, 1869–1929, edited by Samuel Eliot Morison,
is an excellent source of information on the study of literatures at Harvard.
The anthology invokes Charles W. Eliot (1834–1926), who was the longestreigning president of Harvard; he presided from 1869 to 1909 and is credited with the transformation of Harvard from a local religious institution
to a national university. In the article “The Classics, 1867–1929,” Herbert
Weir Smyth notes that, in 1856–1857, the classics demanded two-fifths of
every student’s studies (Smyth 1930: 34). In the academic year 1884–1885,
Harvard, for the first time, made the study of classics no longer obligatory
(35), but still required Greek and Latin for admission (36). This occurred
the year after the establishment of the MLA.
Beginning in 1866, both French and German were required. This
occurs immediately following the Civil War and indicates a waxing
international self-awareness in the United States. In the first year, French
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was required of all students in the first term; they studied a grammar and
then moved on to plays of Molière and Racine. In the second semester,
they read Duruy’s Histoire Grecque in French. The third semester required
a course in “English Grammar” of all students, again contrasting interestingly with the content-based descriptions of the French, Greek, and
Latin courses in history and literature.
In the article “The Modern Languages,” by Charles Grandgent, also in
Morison’s anthology, the author notes a bias against English, “a general
failure to see in it anything more than a minor element in the preparation for the ministry. English meant elocution and rhetoric as late as the
sixties” (Grandgent 1930: 66). But the dissatisfaction with the students’
command of their first language precipitated ameliorative procedures.
The catalogue of 1869–1870 states that “students are also required to be
examined, as early as possible after their admission, in reading English.
Prizes will be awarded for excellence.” In 1873, English composition
was required for admission to the university. A separate course in
Shakespeare did not appear until 1876 (75), long after literature courses
had been established in many other national and classical traditions.
Grandgent notes, in the wonderfully titled subchapter “Neo-Latin,”
that “the Romance Languages had a considerable start over English and
German . . . In fact, the Department at one time suffered from excess
of prosperity” (85). Grandgent notes that increased enrollment in the
Department of Romance Languages was precipitated by the SpanishAmerican War, which stimulated an interest in Spanish and Romance
studies that lasted twenty years.
In 1880, Harvard College, the liberal arts college of Harvard University,
listed twelve “Courses of Instruction:” Ancient Languages, The Classics,
Modern Languages, Philosophy, Political Economy, History, The Fine
Arts, Music, Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, and Natural History.
The modern languages included English, German, French, Italian,
and Spanish in relative parity. The 1880s witnessed a marked increase
in offerings in non-European languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, Assyrian,
Arabic, Ethiopic, Sanskrit, Old Iranian, and Pali were offered in 1884. The
first course of instruction listed in the catalog was “Semitic Languages.”
Knowledge of French and German became a requirement for admission,
either by examination or previous study. These developments coincide
with the appearance of the MLA.
In 1883, the year of the founding of the MLA, Harvard began an
undergraduate honors program in “Modern Literature” that required
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courses in English, French, and German. Since the criteria for admission
required Greek and Latin, those honors students were effectively quintilingual, at least as concerns reading ability. The major remained in place
until 1896 and was eventually folded into the program in comparative
literature, which was established in 1891.
This should give pause for reflection. Nowadays, there are many errant
institutions of higher education that officially call the English major “literature,” while there are but a few that preserve the earlier supranational
understanding of the major in literary studies. But how many of those
majors are based upon fluency in five languages? While we have clearly
progressed on the theoretical side, our engagement of primary sources
should serve as an embarrassment, were we to be thus aware.
The year 1899, at the cusp of the American century, and immediately
following the Spanish-American war, marks the first glimmerings of a
weakening of the power of languages other than English. A “History of
Greek Drama” was offered in English and included lectures on French
classical reception. There also appeared an “Introduction to the History
of German Literature,” offered by Kuno Francke, which required no
knowledge of German. Grandgent offers a noteworthy comment on the
course: “another novelty, of a different character . . . Professor Francke’s
big lecture course on German literature, which required no knowledge of
German, all the reading being done in translation” (1930: 84). The length
of Grandgent’s qualification is worth noting. In our day, one would merely
say “offered in English,” but it is, however, more likely that this would be
a default position in need of no explanation: the exceptional situation
nowadays would advise the qualification “offered in German” or “offered
in the original.” Grandgent’s attention to this novelty indicates the degree
of anomaly: the classical and modern languages had been taught in the
original, and the specification “taught in Greek” or “taught in French,”
etc. would have been quite gratuitous and perhaps even as humorously
confusing as would be: “English 348: Shakespeare (Taught in English).”
For all other courses listed in the Department of Germanic Languages
and Literatures, the default assumption was that the course was conducted
in German. For several courses, there appeared the caveat “conducted
in English,” which was meant to be taken quite literally: the course was
conducted in English; English was spoken in class, but the readings were
in German. The same qualifications and caveats were issued with all of
the other modern languages. Clearly, in our day, the phrase “conducted
in English,” if used at all, would indicate that all work is done in English.
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The year 1901 marks the appearance of an “Introduction to the History
of Russian Literature” offered entirely in English. Up till then, all the
Russian literature offerings were in the original. (“Tolstoy and His Time”
was offered in 1911, also entirely in English.) It is important to note that
a qualifier was necessary in the course description to indicate that the
course required no knowledge of the language in question.
While English began a quiet migration into allophone domains,
operational multilingualism remained a given for students at Harvard.
The catalog from 1900 stated that, in courses in the faculty of history and
political science, “ability to make use of French textbooks will be taken
for granted, and knowledge of German will be an advantage” (Harvard
University 1901: 376). One could well imagine the student reaction to
such an assumption in our current era. The most striking linguistic
compromises, however, were those affecting the classical languages.
Beginning in 1900, the admission requirements were changed to require
Latin or Greek and French or German. In 1914, students pursuing the BS
degree were exempted from Latin and Greek entirely, but were required
to know both French and German.
Despite these developments, the study of diverse literary traditions in
the original remained a high priority at Harvard, evident in their pole
position in the university catalog. Until well into the 1920s, the university catalog did not list departments alphabetically, but instead began the
listing with the departments of Semitic, ancient, and modern languages,
in that order. Now it is important to reflect upon this priority. It indicates
language at the forefront of the university, not language as skill, but
language as content and cognition. Under modern languages were listed
English, Germanic, French and Romance, and Comparative Literature.
The importance of this study is also evident in hiring practices. There
had been only six professors of modern languages at Harvard in 1869. In
1929, there were over 100 (Grandgent 1930: 103).
Some data from another premier private university can also be
helpful here. The Catalogue of the Officers and Students of the University
of Pennsylvania of 1830 lists one single professor for Hebrew, Greek,
and Latin, along with one instructor each for French, German, Italian,
and Spanish. Instruction in the modern languages was offered only by
parental request, at an additional expense, and did not comprise a part
of the regular curriculum. English was offered by “Rev. Edward Rutledge,
A. M. Assistant Professor of Moral Philosophy, having charge of the
Department of English Literature” (University of Pennsylvania 1830: 4).
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He taught: “English Grammar and Geography Reviewed. Grammar
of Rhetoric. Readings in Prose and Poetry. Written translations from
ancient authors. Declamation” (20). English composition was offered
in the third year, and Latin and Greek instruction for all four years.
Required for admission were Latin, Greek, English grammar, geography,
and arithmetic.
The catalog from 1840 lists four years of instruction in the Department
of Rhetoric and English Literature, but there are no literary texts listed.
Instruction was in grammar and rhetoric, and in the senior year, readings were only from legal texts. The catalog from 1845 places ancient and
modern history under the rubric of literature. This is a good example
of the non-aesthetic usage of the term “literature,” which preserved the
earlier meanings of knowledge acquired from written texts.
Major changes occurred in the curriculum in the wake of the Civil
War. The catalog from 1867–1868 reveals, for students in the arts, a
general relaxing of the study of Latin and Greek and the introduction
of mandatory study in the modern languages. French became required
for the first year, German for the second year, and Latin and Greek only
for the first two years. In the third and fourth years, Spanish, German,
Italian, and French could be substituted for Latin and Greek. Oddly, in
1869–1870, the Freshman English requirement is listed as: “English.—
Weber’s Outlines of Universal History, with Rhode’s Historical Atlas.
Compositions and Declamations” (University of Pennsylvania 1870: 32).
One sees here a waxing international consciousness in the postbellum
period, evident in the introduction of a modern language requirement
and of readings in world history and geography in the English course.
By 1890, the entrance requirements for English were expanded to
include titles from literature, e.g., Shakespeare. The mandatory English
curriculum for the sophomore year was similarly expanded to include
lectures on modern essayists and modern novelists. One sees here the
influence of the MLA and a growing acceptance of the modern languages,
visible in junior year lectures on the French influence on English literature
and in the wide range of electives in the junior and senior years: Greek,
Latin, Hebrew, Sanskrit, Gothic, Anglo-Saxon, German, French, and
Italian, along with wide offerings in English literature, rhetoric, and composition. By 1900, Latin and Greek were no longer required for admission,
nor for graduation: students could substitute French and German.
In the catalog from 1910, the description of the curriculum for the
modern languages merits some note: with the exception of English
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studies, the name of the language is always used along with the word
“literature” or the words “language and literature,” e.g., “French language and literature” or “French literature,” but not “French language”
or “German language” without the word “literature” added. The same is
true of Spanish; the string “Spanish language” is not found at all. The
string “English language,” however, is found in contradistinction to
English literature.
The expansionist ideologies of the Spanish-American war also had their
influence at Pennsylvania. In 1910, the University published Universidad
de Pensilvania. Descriptiòn de los cursos y datos de espécial interés para los
estudiantes de los paises Latino-Americanos. This was, however, more successful as a declaration of ideology than a successful recruiting strategy.
The number of Latin American students enrolled actually declined from
85 in 1910 to 57 in 1920 (University of Pennsylvania 2013).
Data from Columbia University are also revealing. Columbia did not
have a regular professor of English language and literature until 1882.
English was preceded by several professorships in Spanish, Italian,
French, and German. The delay in the introduction of English studies
into the curriculum is indicative of the suspicion surrounding studies in
the student’s first language, which was seen as a relationship of subjective familiarity inappropriate for balanced reflection; one is “too close”
to one’s first language (see below). (Also, Johns Hopkins University
installed its first full position in English in 1879, subsequent to Romance
and German.)
In 1891, there appeared a separate Department of Literature with
only one course: “History and Methods of Literary Criticism” taught by
George Edward Woodberry, whose title was “Professor of Literature”
(Columbia University 1904: 279). Brander Matthews was appointed
Professor of Literature in 1892, and subsequently, the Department of
Literature grew to four courses: “The History and Theory of Criticism,”
“The Epochs of the Drama,” “The History of Fiction,” and “The Practice
of Criticism” (Columbia Catalogue 1893–4: 47). This was effectively a
comparative literature department, but it was not yet necessary at that
time to label it so, for the concept of literature itself was not tied to a
specific tradition; literature and English were not at all coterminous at
that time. In late 1899, a decision was made to change the name of the
Department of Literature to the Department of Comparative Literature.
An excellent example of the backreading of current values into the
early years of literary study at Columbia is found in the institution’s
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own retrospectives. In 1957, Columbia published A History of the Faculty
of Philosophy, Columbia University, which contains the article “The
Department of English and Comparative Literature” by Oscar James
Campbell. The article operates in the postwar paradigm, within which
English and literature are coterminous, and constructs its history
accordingly. It begins: “Some systematic study of English has formed
a part of the curriculum of Columbia College . . .” (O. Campbell 1957:
58). Right off, comparative literature becomes colonized by English,
neutralizing alterity in the process. The page headers are truncated to
simply “Department of English,” which frames the ideological bias of the
account. One of the most interesting examples of anglocentric cognitive
repression is found in Campbell’s statement that, in 1891, Columbia’s
“Department of English was divided into three separate, though cognate,
departments: (1) English Language and Literature . . . (2) Rhetoric . . . and
(3) Literature” (71). Campbell lacks the information that the first elective
course in comparative literature was found in 1887 in the Department
of Modern Languages and Foreign Literature, not in the Department of
English Language and Literature. In his organizational principle, English
and literature are coterminous.
Campbell notes that the university hired George Woodberry in 1891
to form the Department of Literature along with Brander Matthews,
but he says, “The fact that the University authorities called two wellknown men of letters to the Faculty to develop and extend the offerings
in English had a profound influence upon the subsequent character of
the Department’s personnel” (71–72). The Department of Literature was
not established in order to extend offerings in English. This makes sense
only if one unconsciously performs the equation “literature = English.”
Campbell is unaware of his own discourse here and is saying, in effect,
that the university had department A and then formed department B in
order to increase course offerings in department A, which makes little
sense. The Department of Literature was formed to study more than one
national literature. That is why the Columbia Department of Literature
was not initially housed in the German, English, Romance, or Classics
Departments, but instead in its own separate department.
Campbell’s misprisions are interesting in that they demonstrate, in the
American perception, that the study of literature was fully anchored in
English studies already in 1957. This motivated a backreading of postwar
ideologies into the beginnings of the supranational (i.e., comparative)
study of literature. The latter is the proper umbrella; literature should
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include English, but for Campbell, and for the American mind, literature
is English.
The year 1912 marked another important milestone at Columbia,
for it witnesses the first offerings of literature in English translation:
“Comparative Literature 1–2: Greek and Latin Classics in English
Translation” (Columbia Catalogue 1912: 37); and in 1913 “Comparative
Literature 3–4: Masterpieces of European Literature” (35). These were
subsequently augmented by “Classical Civilization” courses on Greek
and Roman civilization. The courses were first described as being “open
to all undergraduates,” but this description was apparently insufficient
and eventually had to be augmented to specify that the knowledge of
Greek or Latin was not essential. The perceptual habits of that era
presumed instruction in the original. In 1914, at the commencement of
World War I, the Russian language was first offered as a regular part of
the curriculum.
As has been already stated, modern language study at the fin-de-siècle
indicated study in language and literature for each tradition, including
English. The anthology English in American Universities, which appeared
in 1895, is an excellent indicator of the presence and value of English
studies in this regard. Edited by William Morton Payne, the anthology is
a compilation of articles that had appeared in the magazine The Dial in
1894. Interestingly, in Payne’s introduction “The Teaching of English,” he
states that the collection makes a large geographical distinction between
institutions in the east and those in “the New West—the Universities of
Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Nebraska, and
California” (Payne 1895: 22–23).
The contribution “English at Yale University,” by Albert S. Cook, is
noteworthy for the fact that it lists an English composition course for
seniors at the college that requires compositions of “not over 150 words”
(1895: 32). While the number of such short essays was five per week, it is
interesting to note that the length of these writing assignments would
resemble those of an L2 course at the skills-building level. Cook mentions the introduction in 1894 of a required English entrance exam at
Yale (29). The English curriculum at that time contained no works in
translation.
Also, in “English at Harvard University,” by Barrett Wendell, one sees
the same surprising phenomenon in composition length. The author
mentions “daily themes of about a hundred words and fortnightly themes
of from five hundred to a thousand words” assigned to the students
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in composition courses (Wendell 1895: 47). Melville B. Anderson, in
“English at Stanford University,” recounts that “out of perhaps a hundred
and fifty applicants for admission in English at the beginning of the
present year, only some forty wrote satisfactory papers” (1895: 51). He
also notes the offering of “courses in ancient and foreign classics, treated
through the medium of translations” (53) as a remedial gesture; students
with Latin and Greek training in high school were found “entirely
innocent of anything in the nature of a comprehension of their literary
masterpieces” (51). He then embarks upon a lengthy justification for
offering masterpieces in translation instead of in the original. The length
of the justification indicates the exceptional and anomalous status of the
literature in translation course.
In “English at Lafayette College,” F. A. March says that Richard
Trench’s On the Study of Words was “a required study in all departments
two hours a week during the first term of Sophomore year. It is much
relished by students of all kinds . . . the class of 1883 established a prize
for the best examination in it” (March 1895: 75). On the Study of Words.
Lectures Addressed (Originally) to the Pupils at The Diocesan Training School,
Winchester, by Richard Chevenix Trench, Archbishop of Dublin, was a
nineteenth-century philological work that configures language study as
a lens for viewing human culture, if not the embodiment of that culture
itself. The lecture subtitles reveal the nuclear role of logos: “On the Poetry
in Words;” “On the Morality in Words;” “On the History in Words.” And
the purpose here is not only to educate the students in the English language, but also in “the study of English in literature” (75). This statement
would be curious in our current era, but it was fully transparent during
the period of the birth of the study of the vernacular languages and their
literatures: English was to be viewed as a literature in its own right, and
not as merely language study. “English should be studied like Greek,” was
the maxim at Lafayette; “the professor was not to have the rhetoric, and
general theme writing, and other like duties, but was to handle English
classic authors with his classes, study Chaucer, and Shakespeare, and
Webster, after the same methods as Homer and Demosthenes” (75–76).
March’s emphatic repetitions evoke the clarifications offered by the current scholar of allophone literatures in the United States, that the degree
is not in the language, but in the literature of the language.
“English at Amherst College,” by John F. Genung, speaks of the
“problem of what to do with English as a mother-tongue, with which
the student has been conversant all his life, from which, therefore, the
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mystery and labor of grammar and lexicon are eliminated.” The answer
is that “drill must be furnished” in the form of “laboratory work” in a
“veritable workshop, wherein, by systematized daily drill, details are
mastered one by one” (Genung 1895: 111–112). The study of grammar,
composition, and rhetoric comprises the course of study in the first and
second years, and the formal study of literature does not begin until the
third year. This is not unlike the current graduated course of study in
allophone literatures.
Brander Matthews writes “English at Columbia College” during the
period when English and Literature were separate departments. His
description offers a nice elaboration of the information on Columbia
above. He lists the faculty in both, stating, for example, “We have a professor of English language and literature, Thomas R. Price . . . we also have
two professors of literature, Mr. George E. Woodberry and myself ” (1895:
40). In our current vernacular, the utterance: “we have one professor of
English and two professors of literature” would be quite unintelligible.
Matthews describes the taxonomy of offerings in English studies: there
are “three divisions, rhetoric, English language, and English literature”
that “include all the courses which can fairly be called English.” He then
continues to describe the literature department: “closely allied to the first
and third of these divisions is literature,— literature at large, independent of any given tongue, just as linguistics is independent of any given
language, and going from one tongue to another, just as linguistics goes
from one language to another” (42). His own course on the epochs of the
drama lists the literatures treated in the original: Greek, Latin, Spanish,
English, French, and German (42–43).
In “English at the University of Michigan,” Fred N. Scott notes that
Michigan had, “for the required Freshman work . . . a two-hour course
in paragraph writing,” with “most of the students writing crudely, some
execrably, and only a few as well as could be wished” (1895: 120). Scott also
speaks of the necessity of “laboratory work,” which should be “placed on
the same footing as other laboratory work as regards manning and equipment” (122). In “English at Wellesley College,” Katharine Lee Bates notes
that “to have mastered the paragraph is to become, so far as the Rhetoric
Department is concerned, a Sophomore” (1895: 145). And she laments:
“we have at present—more’s the pity—no department of ‘literature at
large’ ” (143). Courses on classical masterpieces in translation were offered
unsuccessfully and then eliminated. The Romance department, however,
offered English courses on Dante and the French medieval epics.
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“English at the University of Minnesota,” by George E. Mac Lean,
offers a good counterexample to the mistaken views of an ideological
division between literature and philology. At Minnesota, one of the
“state-supported institutions of the New West” (Mac Lean 1895: 155), “the
position is taken that not only are linguistics and literature not inimical
to one another, but that also they are necessary and complementary the
one to the other” (157). A mode of hyphenation more common to current era is used to describe the goal of the course of study: “The work
becomes historico-critical with the emphasis upon the critical side. A
comprehensive critical apparatus, making the circuit from the linguistic
to the aesthetic, is applied to one of the great periods of the nineteenth
century” (157). Some of the more enthusiastic students “have devoted
their lives to the interpretation of literature” and organized a club called
“The Knights of English Learning” (157).
Also, in the article “A Society of Comparative Literature,” Charles Mills
Gayley states the “need for collaboration” among classical and national
literatures in order to properly understand “even one literary type” (1895:
173). He also terms this a society of “Literary Evolution” (173). He says,
The members of this Society of Comparative Literature must be hewers
of wood and drawers of water. Even though they cannot hope to see the
completion of a temple of criticism, they may have the joy of construction:
the reward of the philologist. (174)

This indicates the proper and catholic understanding of philology, clearly
an understanding that indicates the inter-nationalist and synthetic work
of the comparatist.
At the turn of the twentieth century, literature in translation had
modest beginnings. In 1895, the University of California required of all
students not majoring in the classics a literature in translation course of
“supplementary reading” for one hour per week for two semesters that
sought “the acquaintance of the student with the Hellenic, Teutonic, or
Romance epics” (Gayley1895: 103). Literature in translation in English
departments is found only at Berkeley, Stanford, Indiana, Wisconsin,
and Wellesley. This is out of 20 colleges and universities included in the
anthology, plus one article surveying the study of English in the South,
which cites more than 20 institutions and makes no mention of literature
in translation at all. Also, the article “The Study of English in the South,”
by J. B. Henneman, published separately in The Sewanee Review (1894),
makes no mention of literature in translation.
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While a few colleges reported offering “classics in translation” courses,
no corresponding titles are present in the booksellers’ advertisements
at the end of the anthology. The advertisements list 49 titles altogether,
and all are distributed among English rhetoric, English literature, and
English language, with one exception: Richard G. Moulton’s The Literary
Study of the Bible. An Account of the Leading Forms of Literature Represented
in the Sacred Writings. The title page carries the italicized caveat: Intended
for English Readers. Such a caveat, which indicates that knowledge of
Hebrew or Greek was not necessary, might be puzzling in our current
era. It might not be completely clear what is meant by the phrase “English
readers.” It could be understood as referring to people from England,
or people learning English, or an L2 textbook. The caveat also indicates
the non-synonymity of “English” and “literature” at the turn of the past
century. And also, in “English at the University of Chicago,” Albert H.
Tolman makes no mention of literature in translation.
In American higher education at the turn of the twentieth century, one
sees an operationally multilingual population of faculty and students, with
Latin and Greek rapidly giving way to the modern languages. There were
slight glimmerings of literature courses in translation, hitherto unknown.
English instruction was a latecomer to the curriculum. Its courses consisted largely in language instruction, and there were generally fewer
courses offered in English literature than in other modern literatures. The
rubric “literature” was also a wide semantic field in the process of reduction, moving from literate knowledge to aesthetic writings—the birth, as
Foucault has noted, of an abstract aesthetic category.
This summary should not suggest, however, that one should return to
the status quo at the end of the nineteenth century, which offers far from
an ideal model for the epistemology of language and letters, especially
as concerns issues of race, class, and gender. In the MLA’s Transactions of
1884–1885, one scholar stated the goal of higher education as such: “The
finished result is a complete manhood” (Painter 1885: 112). It took the
MLA seventy-one years to appoint a woman president, and the marital
status of women was commonly indicated in the MLA membership list
until the 1970s.
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The Modern Language Association of America was founded in 1883, held
its first convention in that year, and began its serial publishing in 1884. In
1953, William R. Parker, Executive Secretary of the MLA, published “The
MLA, 1883–1953.” Parker’s article is the best source of information on the
first convention and its coverage by the American press. He comments:
All four sessions of the convention took place in a recitation room of
Hamilton Hall of Columbia College. In a nearby classroom in the same
building the Society of Naturalists of the Eastern United States was in the
process of organizing, a coincidence which struck the reporter of the New
York Sun as extraordinarily funny. He headed his account of the two meetings: “Seventy Wise Men in Town. Forty Discussing the Languages, and
Thirty the Devil Fish.” (1953: 5)

The same New York Sun reporter remarked that there “arose a sound like
that at the building of the Tower of Babel. The forty spoke about forty
modern languages—at once. They finally settled down into the United
States language” (5). Eventually, however, the MLA would, indeed, “settle down into the United States language” in a more global manner. The
two organizations in Hamilton Hall got on quite well, however, and the
Society of Naturalists actually issued a resolution that advocated the
study of the modern languages (Smith 1899: 250).
The first volume of the Proceedings and Transactions of the Modern
Language Association of America reported on the second annual MLA
convention of December 29 and 30, 1884, held in New York. There were
53 participants at the convention, and the association listed 134 members.
The first items on the summary of the topics of discussion concerned
“The present condition of English, German, and French in our colleges”
and “The disciplinary value of the Modern as compared with the Ancient
languages” (MLA 1885: ii). The text is noting a dearth of entrance requirements in any modern language whatsoever, including English.
This study holds that the major developments in the study of the
modern languages in the United States correlate with the major wars in
which the country was involved. The American Civil War is also to be
included here, as the United States emerged from that war with a heightened international self-consciousness. In the article “On the Progress
of Modern Language Study in the Colleges and Universities of the Late
Confederate States since the War (1860–1884),” Edw. S. Joynes observes
that “the study of the Modern Languages was so little known in the colleges of the South before the war” (1885: xxxi). This can be well said in
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view of the fact that, in 1860, there were only three professors of modern
languages in the southern states altogether.
Joynes includes an interesting table in the article that shows a 400%
increase in the number of professors and an 870% increase in the
number of “Courses of Study for Degrees” in the modern languages. He
adds a footnote to these figures, saying that “the numbers here given represent for the most part students of German and French, or both. A few
institutions report also Spanish. English is not included . . . If English had
been included, it would have exhibited like gratifying results” (xxxii).
This qualification is interesting, as it reflects the necessity of warning
the reader not to assume that English is included; such was the semantic
force of the string “modern languages,” which has clearly shifted drastically since. Of note is the observation that English shares the same trend
with its fellow modern languages. The presence of the postbellum era is
a watershed here, for the subsequent shifts in the semantic fields of the
terms “English,” “language(s),” and “foreign” were also to correlate with
the aftermaths of the great wars to come.
Classical studies offered the greatest resistance to the modern
languages and generated vigorous oppositional arguments. Writing
in 1899, Alphonso Smith claimed that classicists regularly viewed the
modern languages as degenerate versions of their ancestors. They were
seen as
worn-out relics of their originals . . . phonetic change is called phonetic
decay . . . such poor languages as French, English, and Danish, which have
lost most of their patrimony of inflections, are looked upon as prodigal sons,
who have wasted their substance with riotous living. (Smith 1899: 247)

And in this regard he is right: the rhetoric of nineteenth-century IndoEuropean philology greatly valorized synthetic languages over analytic
ones.
The Proceedings from 1884 contains an exhaustive “List of Colleges
and Their Modern Language Professors” (MLA 1885: lv–xcvii) that
records “six hundred and sixteen College Professors and Instructors,
and ninety-two other Teachers of Modern Languages” (lv). The inventory makes no effort at all to triage the faculties into “English and the
foreign languages,” but takes pains, instead, to list the language taught
by each instructor, with a curious non-alphabetical order of English,
French, Italian, Spanish, and German. This is, indeed, exhaustive of all
modern languages taught at that time, with the exception of one faculty
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member at Columbia College (New York) who is listed as an “Instructor
in Icelandic, Swedish, Danish, and German.”
The “Address of Welcome” by Charles W. Eliot, President of Harvard,
which inaugurated the 1889 MLA convention at Harvard, is also indicative of the nature of English studies as consisting in language. Eliot said,
I believe that your association has taken great interest in promoting the
study of English and the other modern languages in the secondary schools;
and there, I believe, we have deserved your approbation. It was in 1874 that
we established, for the first time, an examination in English for admission
to Harvard College; and that examination has since been adopted by all the
other New England colleges, save one, . . . (1890: 2)

In 1883, Charles Francis Adams delivered the address “The College
Fetich” to the Harvard chapter of Phi Beta Kappa. The address was a
critique of a classics-dominated curriculum. He presents the curriculum
as superficial in all fields. Adams had been an undergraduate at Harvard
thirty years earlier. He recounts his secondary preparation at the Latin
School in Boston, where he received instruction in Latin and Greek, but
not in English:
I was fortunately fond of reading, so I learned English myself, and with
some thoroughness. I say fortunately, for in our preparatory curriculum
no place was found for English; being a modern language, it was thought
not worth studying, — as our examination papers conclusively showed. We
turned English into bad enough Greek, but our thoughts were expressed in
even more abominable English. (Adams 1883: 13)

There is one startling aspect in the introduction of the modern languages into our curriculum, namely the suspect status of English study
for anglophones; it was commonly held that the students’ relationship to
their first language is one of non-reflective intimacy. A. Marshall Elliott,
quoted in Prof. Boyesen, “The Growth of the Modern Language Question
in Great Britain and America during the last half a Century,” notes that
James Pillans, “Professor of Humanity” in Edinburgh, published three
lectures in the Edinburgh Review in 1835, in which he strongly opposed
modern English language study, saying that
our mother tongue is so entwined and identified with our early and ordinary habits of thinking and speaking, it forms so much a part of ourselves
from the nursery upwards, that it is extremely difficult to place it, so to
speak, at a sufficient distance for the mind’s eye to discern its nature or to
judge of its proportions. (1885: xxxvi)
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Such objections were common at the time, and they actually acted to
retard the entry of English studies into the American curriculum. It was
believed that students do not possess sufficient distance from their own
first language to enable them to reflect upon and properly analyze the
content expressed in that language. Thus for Americans, English was
actually considered to be the least conducive to viable literary analysis.
French literature, for example, was seen as more academic and scholarly
than English literature, for English was merely enjoyed, but French was
studied.
It is interesting to note that the structure of this argument persists to
the present day, but its content is reversed. Our current era casts skepticism on the study of a modern language by an L1 speaker of that language,
with the exception of the study of English by L1 speakers of English. For
instance, an L1 speaker of French who majors in French in the US often
encounters the criticism that the study is easy, because it is the student’s
first language. A structurally identical criticism would not be offered to
an American student who studies English. For instance, upon learning
that a given American student is majoring in English, the interlocutor
would not respond that the study must be easy, because the student is a
“native speaker” of English. This derives, of course, from the obsessive
misprision that the French major is “language” and the English major
is “literature.” Similar observations have been directed to professors of
allophone literature in the original who have L1 speakers of the target
language enrolled in one of their courses. A professor of sociology, for
instance, might say of the students enrolled, “That’s easy for them.” If
the other professor then responded, “Is sociology easy for your students
because you teach it in English?”, that response would be quite difficult
of assimilation and, if at all assimilated, would elicit a counterresponse
such as: “but that’s different.” The conversation would, in all likelihood,
have no corrective effect on the sociologist. (I have noted, however,
instances of hispanophones majoring in Spanish in the US specifying
that the major is Spanish literature, perhaps to evade the perception that
they are simply performing their first language.)
Theodor W. Hunt’s “The Place of English in the College Curriculum,”
from the Transactions 1884–1885, is also of value in this regard. Hunt was
“Professor of Rhetoric and of the English Language” in the College of
New Jersey, which became Princeton University in 1896. It is an excellent barometer of the conditions of the study of the modern languages
and their literatures in the late nineteenth century. It also constitutes
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the earliest and one of the most vociferous arguments for the necessity of the study of the English language and literature at colleges in
the United States. Hunt’s observations on the state of English studies
are remarkably echoic of some of our current misconceptions of the
expertise of “foreign language teachers,” who are often seen as skilled
technicians, who are not seen to impart ideas, and whose instruction is
enhanced by native speaker status: “Men are often appointed to English
chairs apparently for no other reason than that they are able to speak
the language grammatically and have a general society knowledge of
the literature” (1885: 119); “The common sentiment, that anyone can
teach his vernacular, has been a curse to the English Department” (120);
“It is a habit to underrate the vernacular. It is not one of the ‘substantial
and necessary’ departments as we are told . . . its literature ranks among
the self-acquired accomplishments of the student rather than among
the difficult and ‘regular’ studies” (120). It is interesting to note how
the estimation of “the vernacular” has changed in the years since the
establishment of the MLA. The discipline of English was marginalized
and seen as void of substantial content and informed by a skill in a
language acquired non-intellectually. Greek and Latin were valorized as
the proper home of the study of philology (i.e., language and literature).
The fact that the L2 modern languages would not be acquired naturally
by first-language speakers of English, and that those languages would
require conscious study, elevated their value above the study of English
and facilitated their entry into the curriculum.
Speaking of his own institution, the College of New Jersey, Hunt says,
We are within the department of language and literature. In that department, the place of English has been almost a cipher. The ancient languages
have had the field. English now applies for more space in the department—
for its rightful place. Inasmuch as the modern European tongues are themselves in need of similar allowances, these concessions must be made on the
classical side. (1885: 122)

Hunt uses “cipher” here to indicate a non-entity. Hunt’s discourse even
resorts to a secessionist ring: “It is not impossible that a persistent denial
of the reasonable demands of English may lead to the organization of
special schools where it can be taught with sufficient fullness” (122–123).
In the Transactions of 1886, James M. Garnett, whose title was “Professor
of the English Language and Literature in the University of Virginia,”
published “The Course in English and its Value as a Discipline.” Garnett
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observes among his students a preparation in English inferior to that in
Latin:
Every college teacher of English has been struck, I doubt not, with the lack
of preparation in English on the part of his students. Even elementary mistakes in spelling, punctuation, and grammar are met with; but those who
do not make such mistakes are incapable of explaining the most common
forms and constructions. They are frequently guilty of blunders which, if
made in Latin, would meet with the severest condemnation. (1886: 61)

Similarly, in “English in the Schools” published in Harper’s Magazine in
June 1885, Adams Sherman Hill of Harvard says that only 2% of the compositions written on diverse subjects by students at Harvard evidenced
an acceptable command of English.
In the second year of the existence of the MLA, the president of
Harvard University, Charles W. Eliot, published the article “What Is a
Liberal Education?” in The Century Magazine. Eliot offers a masterful
article that traces the changes in the study of the liberal arts at European
universities. It is also an extended polemic advocating that the degree of
bachelor of arts “would cease to indicate—what it has indicated for nearly
300 years—that every recipient had devoted the larger part of his years of
training to Latin, Greek, and Mathematics” (Eliot 1884: 203). Eliot argues
for a modernizing of the study of letters that would parallel the modernizing that had already taken place in the study of mathematics: he shows
that the mathematics taught at that time bore little resemblance to the
mathematics of the ancient Greeks, and that a large part of it originated
in the nineteenth century. The remaining subjects of the ars liber should
follow suit. A bit of cynicism generates the irony that “it requires two or
three hundred years to introduce new intellectual staples” (206). He then
argues for the recognition of French and German and the “magnitude
and worth of their literatures” (206). Eliot was trained as a chemist,
which renders even more remarkable his insistence on the priority of the
modern languages.
In its early years, the PMLA freely mixed philology and literary criticism articles in its issues. This is clearly no longer the case; the two fields
are, unfortunately, seen as mutually exclusive, and some good research
topics can disappear in the chasm that has arisen between them. The
Modern Language Association no longer publishes articles on language.
Professors’ titles in the early years of the MLA seldom indicated literature alone: one was a “professor of English language and literature,” with
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priority given to language. In the case of the string “English language
and literature,” it is safe to assume that the end of the string never got
lopped off, which would have resulted in the improbable phrase “The
English Language Department.” This apocope has, however, most certainly transpired for the string “The Department of Modern Languages
and Literatures,” which is most often truncated to “Modern Languages,”
“the language department,” and ultimately to “languages.”
In the late nineteenth century, a new episteme began to reorganize the
taxonomy and methodology of the arts and sciences. It was the episteme
of empirical quantification and experimentation. This episteme entered
the study of literature and language; it also contributed to the separation
and subsequent understanding of language as skill. One of the earliest
observations in this regard informs the address of the President of the
MLA in 1896, Calvin Thomas of Columbia University, at the meeting
in Cleveland. Thomas observes a shift in the semantic field of the word
“science,” which has lost, in English, the meaning of Wissenschaft and has
come to evoke “rather the particular methods employed, and the kind
of accuracy aimed at, in the study of physics and biology” (1897: 300).
Thomas advocates the “science of literature,” a term calqued upon the
German Literaturwissenschaft, which comes as no surprise, considering the germanophile leanings and even German university training
of the MLA membership at that time. Another such observation was
made by Morton W. Easton, in the article “The Rhetorical Tendency in
Undergraduate Courses.” Easton complains:
At no time in modern history has purely literary culture fallen so low as at
present. The devotion paid to the physical sciences and, quite recently, to
sociology, seem to have absorbed well-nigh all the energy of this decade.
Apart from writers of fiction, how short the list of English, French and
German authors read for their form! (1889: 20)

The effects of this misapplication of models from the natural sciences
is evident in the paper “Methods of Studying English Masterpieces,”
given by J. Scott Clark of Northwestern University at the meeting of the
Central Division of the Modern Language Association of America, the
forerunner of the MMLA, which was held at Northwestern. Clark begins
by “assuming the practical value of studying masterpieces as an aid in
acquiring the art of English Composition” (1897: xliv). He offers a checklist of ten general points that the students should be attentive to in reading, in order to ameliorate their own expository prose, and recommends
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that “every member of a class be provided with a syllabus carefully defining the ten general points, i.e., rare words, accurate use, Anglo-Saxon
diction, idiom, imagery, suspense, point, unity, simplicity, and rhythm”
(xlv). Among the activities involved in the third point, “Anglo-Saxon
diction,” the students are to “observe the effect of Latinizing the diction
of a fine passage” (xvl). They are to
determine, approximately, the percentage of Anglo-Saxon words used by
the author by counting the entire number of words on any full page, then
counting on the same page the number of obviously non-classical words,
taking the first sum for a numerator and the second for a denominator, and
reducing the fraction thus obtained to a decimal form. (xlvi)

The texts that the student examines are referred to as “laboratory
material” (xlvi). One sees in Clark’s discourse the clear presence of the
grammar analysis method used in the study of Latin and Greek, here
transferred to the study of English, but one also sees that this method is
inappropriately fused with models from the natural sciences and mathematics. This is not, however, a product of philology itself.
At the turn of the century, the agonistic struggle against the hegemony
of Latin and Greek started to wane. One sees fewer and fewer polemics
directed at the classics in the PMLA. The battle was won, and the modern
languages entered the twentieth century victorious and confident in their
future. As the organization entered its second quarter century, there were
even voices generous to the former adversary. F. M. Warren, in “A Plea
for the Study of Medieval Latin,” (1908) reminds his readership of the
utility of Latin for the understanding of the Provençal troubadours.
Another such example is found in the address “The American Scholar
and the Modern Languages” by the noted English philologist and
Chaucer scholar Oliver Farrar Emerson. Emerson notes:
What more striking evidence of the revolution that has taken place in a
quarter of a century! French and German have been placed on a footing of
absolute equality with Greek in the college entrance requirements, while
many institutions give them equality with Latin in whole or in part. The
mother tongue, which was formerly relegated to an obscure corner of the
entrance examinations, now counts for its full quota of required units. In
college and university training, all modern languages rank with the classics
in degree-advancing power. (1908: xcii–xciii)

He continues: “Besides, from being a required subject for entrance
to college, Greek is becoming a beginner’s subject in college. Nor is it
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impossible that, in the next few years, the same may come to be true of
Latin” (xciii). Ecce the rise of literature in the modern vernaculars, even
the mother tongue.
The first history of the MLA was delivered as a presidential address at
the 1902 convention, which celebrated the twentieth annual meeting. It
was delivered by the then current president James W. Bright and is entitled “The President’s Address: Concerning the Unwritten History of the
Modern Language Association of America.” He qualifies his use of the
term “concerning” as having the sense of the German über, and he also
confesses that his history is unwritten in the sense of the Greek άνέκδολα,
indicating things unpublished. He offers both terms in the original as
self-evident, as he does, as well, while broaching the histoire de la querelle
des anciens et des modernes as the original point of the birth of the modern languages. It reflects a struggle to defend the study of modernity in
general, to defend the notion that ideas were transmitted from classical
antiquity and received by modernity, which was actually referred to at
the time as “the western hypothesis” (Bright 1902: liii). The address is
among the most neutral until then, repeatedly lauding progress, but it
is marked by a persistent use of the term “philology” in its etymological
sense of a love of the word, encompassing, in a self-evident manner, both
linguistics and literature, and reflecting no consciousness of the radical
split that characterizes the current situation today.
E. S. Sheldon delivered the presidential address “Practical Philology,” at
the 1901 MLA. Sheldon petitions to check a nascent separation between
linguistics and literature. He insists that “the two are not mutually
exclusive; on the contrary, each, if studied as it should be, involves some
acquaintance with the other” (1902: 104), and he hopes “that both these
branches of study will continue to flourish . . . each cooperating constantly
with the other” (104). Those readers familiar with the division between
philological/linguistic and literary studies in our current national literature departments can verify that Sheldon’s hopes have yet to be realized.
His observations would indicate that the bracketing of literary concerns
from philological inquiry was not the common situation at that time; the
bifurcation is perhaps more due to the path chosen by modern linguistic
science in the United States, which, by modeling itself on the empirical
sciences, progressively diverged from humanistic inquiry.
In 1907, the MLA president Fred Newton Scott delivered the address
“The Genesis of Speech,” which discusses the origin of human speech
in a physiological, adaptive, and Darwinian context. Its significance as
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a contribution to its subject of study is not noteworthy, but its presence
as an MLA presidential address is; it would be difficult to imagine such
a keynote topic one hundred years hence. But its comfortable presence
here indicates the persistence of an understanding of philology quite
alien to the present day, that of the love of the word, be it its literary
trope, root, or phonetic or physiological provenance. This reflects a
comprehensive understanding of language before the division into the
aesthetic and the technical and into content and skill.
In 1908, Frank G. Hubbard published the article “The Undergraduate
Curriculum in English Literature.” This title is significant, in that it can be
said to indicate that the metonymic reduction of the field in question to
“English” was not yet current. Hubbard undertakes a study of the trends
in the undergraduate instruction of English literature in “the curricula
found in the latest catalogues of thirty representative institutions” (1908:
257), a mixture of public and private, and graduate and undergraduate.
Hubbard does take pains to locate the non-English elements in the curricula, finding that “courses treating foreign influence” were offered at
only four institutions in 1908, thus revealing a paucity, relative to twentyfirst-century standards, of “foreign literature in translation,” which was
only “studied in four courses of varying nature,—Great Books, Greek and
Latin Classics, Greek Drama, Dante in English” (261). A century later,
a quest to identify “foreign influence” in the curriculum of all English
departments would be hardly feasible, and the inquiry itself might not
be readily understood. The fact that Hubbard decides to include courses
in “the English Bible” in the category of “foreign influence” indicates a
self-reflexive notion of disciplinary territory and identity quite dissimilar
to our current one. Indeed, one could speak of a precolonialist attitude
in literary studies.
In the proceedings for 1909, the president’s address was given by M.
D. Learned. The title was “Linguistic Study and Literary Creation,” and it
lamented the rise of technical studies to the detriment of the study of the
modern languages. The address begins:
Language and literature, which—to borrow from an old figure—is language
thinking or feeling, must ever be the greatest factor in civilization and the
true index of a nation’s culture. The teachers of languages are the real builders of the thinking nation. The building process begins with the vernacular
and culminates in the appropriation and assimilation of the thought of
other peoples and other times in the creation of a national literature. The
study of the vernacular and of foreign tongues is one undivided process in
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the evolution of the highest forms of national life and cannot be separated
in any adequate system of national education. (Learned 1909: xlvi; emphasis
in original)

The opening words of this address are remarkable for the placement on a
continuum of vernacular, foreign language, and national literature. These
words reflect the persistence of the original vision of the MLA into the
second quarter century of its existence, a vision, in which language and
literature, if not coterminous, were certainly co-evocative. There was
not yet a separation of literature from language, or, in the current idiom,
“English from the languages.” Also, the earlier prejudices against the study
of English have no presence here. English had risen in status to the level
of its fellow modern languages as a study in progression from national
language to national literature. For Learned, this unity of the modern
languages is threatened by the power of the burgeoning natural sciences:
“The demand of the technicals with us threatens to eliminate all serious
study of language” (xlvi). This distracts attention from an important issue:
he sees it as imperative that the United States work on the creation of
its own national literature, which would be the literature of “a panethnic
republic” (liv). He sees all national literatures as arising from a mixture
of international influences. Thus, in America, one should study several
national languages and literatures, in order to arrive at “a new ars poetica
Americana” (lxv). It is interesting to note the shift in professional anxiety here: Learned sees “a crisis much more serious than that of a quarter
century ago between the modern and ancient languages.” The opposition
of the ancients and the moderns has been replaced by “the strong competition between the technical sciences and liberal arts” (xlvi). Similarly,
the president’s address in the proceedings from 1913 advocates a bridging
of the two camps; it is entitled “Light from Goethe on our Problems” and
presents the German polymath as a model of the poet-scientist. (And
oddly, in the same volume from that year, and on the eve of World War I,
one finds the ominous title “Deutschland ist Hamlet” (PMLA 28: 555).)
One of the most telling indicators of the reconfiguration of the
discipline of language and literature is found in the advertisements of
the PMLA. (Unfortunately, these are not easy to find, as some binding
practices eliminate them from the annual editions commonly found in
libraries. This is also true of jstor.) The advertisements are a mirror of the
perceptual categories and cognitive habits of the audience of the publications in which they appear.
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From the 1896 PMLA, the American Book Company advertises “newest language texts” in the categories of German, French, and English.
These include primary and secondary literature, along with titles on
second language pedagogy. Interestingly, the only language primers
listed are two in French and one in English: “Butler’s School English.”
The primary literature is offered in the original, with no need for a
qualifying explanation. The word “foreign” does not appear in these ads,
but the specifier “international” is used by Ginn & Company in their
ads from the 1897 PMLA. Also in 1897, Henry Holt & Co. provides no
organizational heading and simply lists titles randomly mixed among
French, English, and German, for instance: Hugo’s Hernani, Selections
from the Prose of Matthew Arnold, Rambeau and Passy’s Chrestomathie
Française, Bevier’s French Grammar, Taine’s English Literature, Whitney’s
German Dictionary, and The English Dialect Dictionary.
Volume 18 (1903) includes an ad from Henry Holt & Co. “Recent
Modern Language Books,” which lists and Italian and English dictionary, a Spanish grammar, Fulda’s Talisman, Pancoast’s Standard English
Prose, Wiedemann’s Biblische Geschichten, and, from the series Yale Studies
in English, the titles A Study in Epic Development, The Short Story, and
Essays on the Study and Use of Poetry. Volume 26 (1911) conntains a list
of recommended textbooks for elementary, intermediate, and advanced
French and German. The lists are quite formidable in comparison with
the current era: the list for French recommends Lamartine’s Jean d’Arc
for the elementary level and Chateaubriand’s Atala for the intermediate.
German recommends Eichendorff ’s Aus dem Leben eines Taugenichts for
elementary and Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea for intermediate.
Volume 28 (1913) has 14 pages of advertisements offering English,
French, German, Spanish, and Italian titles that include language textbooks, primary literature, and dictionaries. None of the publishers offers
primary literature in translation; this is the default position that needs no
clarification. For instance, D. C. Heath lists the title Italian Short Stories
and is not compelled to indicate that the texts are in Italian. In our current day, such a title would be at best ambiguous, and in most cases selfevident in the opposite direction, with the reader assuming that the texts
are in English. Henry Holt and Company lists only six titles: a French
language text, four German literature titles, and one French by Balzac (Le
cousin Pons). Oxford University Press American Branch has a mixture of
French, English, and German titles on literature and language.
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In volume 29 from 1914, the announcement from Henry Holt and
Company “Publisht this Fall” advertises a German grammar, a Spanish
grammar, an English grammar, an introductory linguistics text—
Leonard Bloomfield’s An Introduction to the Study of Language—, and one
literary piece—Bazin’s Le blé qui lève. Of the three major languages of the
time—English, French, and German—, the distribution of titles in the
publisher’s ads is 31 for German, 27 for French, and 22 for English.
From its beginnings through the antebellum years of the twentieth
century, the discourse of the MLA and the PMLA reflected a situation of
relative parity among the modern languages and their literatures. English
did not indicate literature any more than did French, German, Italian,
Russian, Spanish, Latin, or Greek. The booksellers’ advertisements in
the PMLA freely mixed titles from philology, literature, and pedagogy.
They rarely separated language from literature, and, when they did so,
the rubric of literature comprised many national traditions. There are
also very few advertisements for literature in translation during the
antebellum period, and it was self-evident that literature was read in the
original. That situation would change drastically as the United States
entered the theaters of the great wars of the twentieth century.
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Other than the present study, there has been no monograph on the
history of the instruction of literary studies in the United States that
recognizes the ideological forces that marginalized “the languages” and
presented English as the prime forum for literature and criticism. The
histories of the study of literature in the United States that have been
published have, in the main, performed the ideological separation without reflection. Even those that attempt to advocate the value of allophone
literary studies perform the discourse and use the terms that continue
the inequity, privilege English studies, and deprivilege “the languages.”
A prime example of such a myopic retrospective can be found in
Gerald Graff, Professing Literature: An Institutional History (1987). Graff is
an outstanding pedagogical reformer, but his account of the rise of the
study of the modern languages is misfocused. His narrative is ungenerous toward the study of Latin and Greek in the nineteenth century and
prefers to view therein an acute pedagogical insufficiency. This is only
too easy to do from a late-twentieth-century perspective that postdates
compulsory education, efforts at democratization, civil and gender
rights, student protests of the sixties, and so on. Most importantly, the
overemphasis on this particular agonistic reading suppresses awareness
of the developments that progressively valorized the study of English
to the detriment of the “foreign languages;” in Graff ’s reading, these
go unmentioned, eclipsed by a discourse that speaks within and itself
performs the gestures that marginalize allophone literatures.
Graff ’s history of the profession constructs a binary struggle between
philology and literary studies; he sees the former as consisting in
mechanical language drills and the latter in the liberal interpretation of
aesthetic texts. In Graff ’s account, literature eventually burst the manacles
of confinement and individuated into the enjoyment and study of creative texts found in the current English major. This is not only based upon
a misunderstanding of philology, but also upon an unawareness of the
real debate of the nineteenth century, that between the ancients and the
moderns, between the hegemony of classical studies and the challenges
from the modern languages. This is a glaring omission in Graff ’s etiology of literary studies. He does not even mention the ancients and the
moderns until a short section “Ancients Versus Moderns” of seven pages
(1987: 197–204). It makes no mention of the classical/modern debate, and
all the discussions focus on the period from 1940 to 1960, a half century
after the debate had subsided. The word “ancients” is found only twice in
the text. There is also no mention of the battle of the books.
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As has been stated, the opposition of the ancients to instruction in the
modern languages also revolved around the issue of instruction in the students’ first language. The argument was that the students were too close to
their first language to take the necessary distance from it for critical reflection. If the philological model had consisted only in rote drilling, as Graff
contends, then it would be irrelevant what the language in question was. It
was the reflection upon intellectual content in language that was perceived
as difficult for L1 speakers of that language. For this reason, instruction in
French and German in the United States generally preceded instruction in
English. Another related matter that Graff does not see concerns faculty
complaints about the students’ deficiencies in English grammar and composition in the late nineteenth century, which eventually necessitated college and university remedial English grammar and composition courses.
It was not ritual habitual grammar drilling, transferred from Latin and
Greek, that informed English instruction. It was the fact that students did
not know English well enough that precipitated L1 instruction in English,
a fact not altogether unfamiliar in our current era.
In his introduction, Graff admits: “I make only occasional attempts
to distinguish patterns in English from those in other modern language
departments or departments of comparative literature. Perhaps I ought
to have subtitled the book ‘A History of English Studies,’ but I decided
that essential traits have been similar enough to warrant the broader
label” (2). Clearly, the “essential traits” have been far from similar;
English was essentialized as literature, language as language, and comp
lit is popularly viewed as a part of the English department. From the
onset, Graff turns a blind eye to the fact that the beginnings of literary
studies in the United States did not equate English with literature. This
eye remains shut throughout the study, and Graff turns quickly to the
phrase “the teaching of English literature,” which he repeats throughout
the work.
On the first page of his study, Graff claims:
Strictly speaking, there were no “academic literary studies” in America or
anywhere else until the formation of language and literature departments
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century . . . the idea that literature could
or should be taught—rather than simply enjoyed or absorbed as a part of
the normal upbringing of gentlefolk, was a novel one. (1)

He assumes that the absence of the word “literary” indicates the absence
of the study. This is based upon a miscomprehension of the subjects of
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grammar and philology, which, as has already been explained, certainly
required a meticulous study of literature in a wide cultural and historical
context.
In the chapter “Literature in the Old College, 1828–1876,” Graff discusses
the assumption that great literature was essentially self-interpreting and
needed no elaborate interpretation. That is, its “spirit” naturally communicated itself at the mere contact with it. This may not justify the time college
students were forced to waste on exercises on Latin and Greek texts, where
the question of what the text might mean never arose . . . literature was
neglected or trivialized, taught—when taught at all—in an instrumental
and mechanical way that seemed absurd or perverse to most thoughtful
students. (20)

This is a most perplexing generalization. Is this to say that the entire
discourse of aesthetics from Aristotle, Longinus, and Horace all the
way to Dryden, Pope, Lessing, Kant, and the romantics was absent from
classical studies in nineteenth-century America? This was clearly not
the case. Had it been so, then the founders of the MLA, all of whom
had been educated in the classics, would have articulated their protests
against classical studies quite differently. They were opposed to classical
hegemony and arrogance, not to classical methodology.
Graff tends to configure nineteenth-century pedagogy in a quasi-militaristic context that prefers obedience to knowledge. He sees disobedience
as “a common problem for college professors, a part of whose regular duty
was to police students by enforcing the usually severe college restrictions.
College faculties acted as disciplinary tribunals” (25). This is juxtaposed
with a student body yearning to be free: “Students took revenge on this
oppressive system through practical jokes and, occasionally, more serious forms of violence” (25). He offers examples from anecdotal accounts
of college life at that time that evoke images not unlike those of the
American film Animal House: carousing by intoxicated students, locking
an instructor in his room and stealing his clothes, commonly cheating,
etc. Graff takes this information from Lyman Bagg’s Four Years at Yale,
published in 1871, which recounts college life immediately following the
American Civil War. Bagg’s 713-page book is a comprehensive assessment
of Yale’s academic and social life. An excellent window into postbellum
academia, it is in no way a compendium of college pranks.
In the examples to which Graff refers, however, Bagg is relating gossip
about antics at colleges other than Yale. He characterizes the “average
American collegian” of the postbellum period as “a careless boy-man,
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who is chiefly anxious to ‘have a good time,’ and who shirks his work
and deceives his instructors in every possible way” (Graff 26; Bagg 1871:
697). But this is not the case at Yale. Bagg says of the college pranks, “The
general college sentiment condemns them as unmanly and indecent”
and adds that “it is not a popular thing to insult or show disrespect for
the faculty;” students
will not see them abused or ill-treated by anyone . . . this feeling reaches
its climax in the case of the president, whom the undergraduates . . . really
look up to with a respect and veneration so deep as to be almost akin to a
superstitious awe. (Bagg 658)

Moreover, the prudence of generalizing from Bragg’s anecdotal account of
pranks at other colleges to the summary condition of higher education in
the United States does not really merit debate here, no more than would the
assertion that the film Animal House serves as a representative assessment
of higher education during the postwar period of the following century.
Graff conveniently glides over the fact that Bagg notes only one course
on “English literature and language” (561) in the curriculum, offered in
the junior year, but mentions that half the senior class read 80 pages of
Goethe in the first semester (563). It was not necessary to specify that
Goethe was read in German. This is quite the opposite of the current era,
where one finds The Sorrows of Young Werther unapologetically read in
English courses on romanticism.
What is important in Graff ’s selective reading is the progression of his
narrative and his telos, the manner in which he constructs the college
of the nineteenth century and frames the study of literature within it as
consisting of “a deadly routine” (28). His subchapter “Literary Education
and the Classics” follows the representation of the college as a kind of
reform school and the study of literature as a punitive practice consisting
in “the endless memorization and recitation of grammatical and etymological particularities” (28). This frames, for Graff, the teaching of the
classics, which he sees as more of a non-teaching: “there seems to have
been a tacit assumption in the colleges that the meanings of literature
were self-explanatory and thus in need of no elaborate explanation” (28).
He then marshals anecdotes from credible sources, such as university
faculty recalling their undergraduate years, that reinforce the “deadly
routine” image of the study of the classics.
Graff does, however, astutely situate the study of literature within the
ideology of the (post)romantic movement, which viewed the spirit of a
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literary work as inextricable from its language, a spirit that was “inherently bound up with the grammar and etymology of the languages in
which these works were written” (29). Having delineated well the notion
that the meaning is the word itself, Graff then sidelines it as “taken for
granted rather than made explicit” (30) in the pedagogical practices of
the period and quickly yields importance to what he terms the “theory
of ‘mental discipline’ ” (30). He blames “disciplinary rhetoric,” uses terms
like “strenuous, repetitive exercise on disagreeably difficult tasks” (30)
and “pointless drudgery” (31), and selects quotes that adumbrate the
teaching of the classics via violence and force. He concludes that “the
chief result of the classical drill work was to imbue the student with a
lifelong hatred of classical languages” (31). Graff tends to read the history
of the study of literature in the nineteenth century as a struggle between
authoritarian oppression and juvenile delinquency. Amassing anecdotes
of student misbehavior in the classroom, he repeatedly sides with the
victims, and this reader could not help imagining echoes of Catcher in the
Rye and Dead Poet’s Society, with their protagonists restively awaiting the
liberation of the academy in the 1960s. Graff ’s account clearly does not
square with Lyman Bagg’s characterization of Yale in the late nineteenth
century.
A large part of the problem here lies in a poorly historicized reading
of the term “discipline,” the original meanings of which share little with
the current semantic field of the word. Discipline derives from the Latin
discipulus, “disciple,” and disciplina, which referred to the instruction of
disciples. The first definition provided by the Oxford English Dictionary
is “instruction imparted to disciples or scholars; teaching; learning; education, schooling;” the second is “a branch of instruction or education; a
department of learning or knowledge; a science or art in its educational
aspect;” the third is “instruction having for its aim to form the pupil to
proper conduct and action . . . mental and moral training.” The notion
of punition is not present until the seventh definition provided by the
OED: “correction; chastisement; punishment inflicted by way of correction and training.” The 1903 edition of Webster’s New Standard Dictionary
of the English Language serves as a useful barometer of nineteenthcentury meanings, as dictionaries are retrospective and a bit slow and
conservative when it comes to accepting a given usage as standard. The
1903 Webster’s has a similar prioritization, listing “punishment” as the
fourth and last definition. Webster’s also offers the vanished derivative
“disciplinable,” indicating “capable of training or instruction.”
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The initial academic meaning of the word discipline does persist in
its current usage as coterminous with “subject” or “field of study,” as, for
example, in “the discipline of biology.” The punitive resonances of the
word are metonymies derived from tangential practices and are clearly
not to be confused with the humanistic aspects of the word as it was
current in the nineteenth century. In the 1891 PMLA, E. H. Babbitt published “How to Use Modern Languages as a Means of Mental Discipline,”
a title that would be hardly imaginable in the client-friendly liberal arts
college pedagogy of our day. But the current student-centered pedagogical jargon, visible in such words as “enablement,” “actualization,” and
“ownership,” would have been as equally obscure to nineteenth century
faculty as “mental discipline” is to us. Babbitt defines his terms as such:
“I wish to understand by mental discipline the exercise of some faculty
of the mind, which results in increasing the power or readiness of that
faculty” (1891: 53). He elaborates: “Under my definition would come also
the training of special faculties . . . the cultivation of an art” (54). This is
not sadism, not punishment for its own sake, but, instead, intellectual
improvement; in our day, one would perhaps speak instead of refining
the students’ capacities for critical thought or raising the level of discourse, objectives that, at bottom, do not seem that dissimilar from those
of the late nineteenth century. For Babbitt, language study “improves the
faculty of judgment . . . because language is the medium by which our
thinking processes are carried on” (55).
For Babbitt, the discipline of the discipline, the development of skills,
is not separate from the content, but part and parcel of the intellectual
apparatus required to apprehend modes of thinking otherwise alien
to the neophyte: “The modern languages, as well as the ancient, open
up to us the culture and intellectual life of other peoples, great in their
way, as were the Romans in theirs . . . and the work of instruction in this
department is worthy of as high a place as any in the college curriculum”
(62–63). Babbitt, trained in classical studies, demonstrates no hostility
to that tradition, nor an “instrumental and mechanical” attitude in his
pedagogy. He delineates a fairly seamless transition from the classical to
the modern.
One of the problems in Graff ’s account is that, in constructing the
tension between oppression and liberation, he allows other damaging
phenomena to slip by unnoticed. In other words, his discourse serves as
an unwitting decoy that masks other more pernicious instances of disenfranchisement. The fabricated battle distracts attention from the ascent
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to hegemony of English. In short, Graff ’s discourse speaks within and
performs that hegemony, using English and literature coterminously.
There were clearly tensions that arose with the entry of the study of the
modern languages and their literatures into academia. These tensions
are, however, not binary, but multivalent. They involve multiple intersections among multiple influences: the ancients, the moderns, positivism,
humanism, linguistics, hermeneutics, the natural sciences, the social
sciences, aesthetics, fine arts, etc.
Graff presents examples of student apathy and indifference in the
study of the classics as evidence of pedagogical failure: if faculty would
only have retooled their instruction, then the student would have been
inspired to learn. While it is true that problems of student indifference
are ultimately the responsibility of the faculty (we should not displace
the blame onto “the times,” “kids today,” “helicopter parents,” or any
other nebulous causes that exempt us from action), that indifference is
not always indicative of a lack of effort on the part of the faculty itself.
Our current situation offers myriad anecdotes of student non-reading,
despite our gargantuan efforts to modernize our curricula out of the
confines of traditional literary aesthetics and into the broader field of
culture studies.
The chapter “Oratorical Culture and the Teaching of English” continues in the same perspective, that of a discipline suffocated by discipline,
its intellectual content suppressed by monotony: “the routine of study
obscured the theory supposedly justifying it . . . literature was subordinated to grammar, etymology, rhetoric, logic, elocution . . . the recitation
method remained in force” (36). This chapter also commits early on
the operant metonymical transgression: the subset comes to stand for
the set, and English, obviously one of the modern languages, becomes
synonymous with literature itself.
The words of Thomas Randolph Price, the first professor of English at
Columbia, contravene Graff ’s configuration of the study of Greek as a
form of juvenile incarceration consisting in penitential exercises in rote
repetition. Price offers an antithetical image:
And I love to recall that happy morning, when by the skillful touch of my
own Greek master, in dealing with a lovely story from Herodotus, my vision
was suddenly uplifted from the mysterious movements of a contract verb in
Greek, to take in that exquisite movement of sentences by which, in revealing scene and actor and action, the great artist had created the model of all
narrative art. (1901: 85)
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In Price’s experience, reading Homer taught the student “the principle of epic narrative,” Plato or Pindar the “conception of a definite
form of literary art,” and Sophocles the “development of emotion into
action . . . character into personality, into that sublime linking of human
fate with human virtue” (81). For Price, the removal of Greek from the
required curriculum constitutes “the loss of literary feeling, the loss of
the delicate sense of literary form” (81).
Yet another counterexample can be found in the presidential address
of the first president of the MLA, Franklin Carter, who was also president of Williams College. In “Study of Modern Languages in our Higher
Institutions,” from the PMLA Transactions of 1886, Carter says,
It is by no means an uncommon utterance that English, French, and German
should be studied by our college students with the same strict regard to
a scientific philology, that is, to construction, etymology, and history of
words that is observed by the best teachers of Latin and Greek. (1886: 8)

This practice is no end in itself, but a means to an end; that of the appreciation and even the creation of literature:
The humblest beginning of the study of a modern language may be the
quickening impulse that shall lead . . . to the beneficent reproductions of a
Longfellow, the stately history of a Motley, or may add the cosmopolitan
element to the genius of a Shakespeare yet unborn. (21)

This clearly indicates emotive aspects in the reception of literature, both
for the student, as well as the professor. Moreover, the classical texts
became canonized precisely for their intellectual and emotive content; in
short, they involved ritualistic modes of engagement borrowed from the
study of biblical texts. The first American colleges began as seminaries
for the training of clergy; to say that the “instrumental and mechanical” methods for learning the three original sacred languages of Hebrew,
Greek, and Latin suppressed any appreciation of the meanings of texts
would be quite untenable. This is the exegetic model of grammar and
interpretation, and it was transferred to the study of secular texts, first
classical, and then modern.
Graff begins a chapter on the transition from the “old college” to
the “new university” (55) with the words “The German professor” and
foregrounds the fact that the founders of the post-secondary study of
the modern languages were largely trained at German universities. He
says, however, that these scholars were “committed to the idea of departments of English and modern languages” (55). This phrase immediately
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backreads postwar American discourse and ideology into the nineteenth
century, using the familiar blind bifurcation into literature and language,
a bifurcation that repeats the logical error of identifying something as
a set and a subset of that set at the same time. The scholars of that era
were not interested in establishing departments “of English and modern
languages”—they were interested in establishing departments of modern
languages, specifically, at that time, English, French, and German. It is
the unreflective use of such ideologically laden terms that silently triages
the original unifying alliance of the modern literatures and languages off
into a separation between literature and language. This sets up a chain
reaction along the associative syntagm, ultimately yielding English as
literature, English as all literature, language as non-literature, language
as skill, etc.
Chapter five investigates “The Origins of Literature Departments,”
and here, again, Graff uses English and literature interchangeably, as
opposed to Grandgent, who, in his chapter on the modern languages in
The Development of Harvard University since the Inauguration of President
Eliot, commits no such error of metonymy. Graff states that “the earliest
academic philologists did not think of themselves as teachers of literature primarily, but as teachers of language” (68) and goes on to quote
Michael Warner, with whom he would coauthor a subsequent anthology
on literary studies, from the article “Professionalization and the Rewards
of Literature: 1875–1900.” Warner extends this to the Modern Language
Association itself and says that “the MLA . . . was not primarily, either in
intent or in membership, a literary organization” (1985: 2–4). This statement is egregiously myopic and backreads the current fallacious division
of “literature or language” into the beginnings of the MLA. One wonders
what could be meant by a “primarily literary organization.” Is this to
indicate literature as a transcendent aesthetic object independent of language and culture? What appears to Warner as “not primarily, either in
intent or membership, a literary organization” was the interdisciplinary
state of the study of the modern literatures at the end of the nineteenth
century, a philology that studied texts in the original from a panoply of
disciplines.
Graff then zigzags interestingly around the semantic field of philology,
offering oppositional characterizations of the term. He begins by saying,
“It now seems odd that the philologists could have confused literary and
linguistic study so badly . . . the earliest academic philologists did not
think of themselves as teachers of literature primarily, but as teachers
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of language” (68). Subsequently, however, he does an admirable job of
showing that the study of philology was conceived as a universalizing
undertaking that involved literature, history, philosophy, language, and
culture. In the eighteenth century, Friedrich Wolf of the University of
Göttingen characterized it as “attention to the grammar, criticism, geography, political history, customs, mythology, literature, art, and ideas
of a people” (69). Graff quickly recoils from this back to his ahistorical
bifurcation into “literature and language,” a bifurcation not at all present
in the period at hand.
Hugh Blair’s highly significant Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres is
also victim to Graff ’s rewritings. He claims that “Blair treated poetry as
a subcategory of rhetorical eloquence, an exemplification of the qualities
of ‘personal character and disposition’ expressed by all great writing”
(42). Graff does recognize Blair’s assessment of poetry as primarily
pathetic, but says strangely that this “came late in Blair’s treatise” (42).
This is clearly not the case, as Blair devotes over 200 pages, about twothirds of the third volume of his study, to poetry alone, which he repeatedly characterizes as based in the passions, as “older than prose” (1783:
III/106), and as common to all human cultures: “Man is both a Poet,
and a Musician, by nature” (III/108). He continues: “In the first ages of
Greece, Priests, Philosophers, and Statesmen, all delivered their instructions in Poetry . . . in the same manner, among all other nations, Poets
and Songs are the first objects that make their appearance” (III/111). Blair
even refers to comedy and tragedy not as drama but as the two forms
of “Dramatic Poetry,” of which he prefers tragedy, as it “rests upon the
high passions” (III/300). If Blair’s treatment of poetry comes late in the
treatise, he is saving the best for last.
Graff ’s Professing Literature was followed by the anthology The Origins
of Literary Studies in America, which Graff coauthored with Michael
Warner in 1989. This is an historical anthology of opinions on the
nature of literary study in the US. Written during the 1980s, it can be
historicized within the culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s. Polemicizing
against fundamentalist notions of an historically stable literary canon,
the authors aim to demonstrate that the history of the study of literature
has always been one of dispute, contention, and disagreement; there was
never “any shared definition of literature or of the discipline” (Graff and
Warner 1989: 2). Section I of the introduction begins: “When English
departments were founded in American colleges and universities in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, they were really departments of
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English language and literature” (4). The beginning of the anthology
indicates its ideological problems. First, there is the backreading of
“language and literature” into the past in the form of the binary that
it currently indicates instead of the continuity that it originally indicated. Second, there is the metonymic use of English for literature; the
substitution of terms occurs right off. Moreover, the authors neglect the
fact that most programs in English were found in composite modern
language departments, and that it took some time for English studies to
individuate, both in college faculties, as well as in the MLA conventions.
In their introduction, the authors speak of only one national literature
specifically; there are only two oblique references to “other departments
of national languages and literatures” (4).
The authors use the terms “English,” “literature,” and “literary studies”
interchangeably and set up a conflict between the traditions of philology
and belles lettres, in which the culprit is German philology: “In the 1870s
and 1880s, Americans went to Germany and came back as philologists,
and when they returned home, they helped to set up new graduate
programs in American universities . . . they were where one went to learn
about the Great Vowel Shift and Verner’s Law” (4). The philologists,
for Graff and Warner, “looked down on the criticism of the belletristic
kind” and many of them “conceived linguistic study as an autonomous
discipline, not only having no necessary relation to literature, but ideally
having nothing to do with it” (5). In the other camp, one finds “the heirs
of Longfellow and Lowell” who “remained loyal to the belletristic idea of
criticism. To this group, the scientific methods of the philologists . . . were
not even an appropriate preliminary to literary study” (6). The anthology
is organized around a reductive binary “conflict between philologists
and belletrists . . . that was formative for the discipline of literary studies”
(6), and the authors neatly place English in the camp of literature and
German in the camp of language. They even go so far as to hold that
the new criticism was the final backlash against philology (6), a rather
odd statement in light of the attempts of the new critics to model their
positivist methodology on that of the natural sciences.
The spirit of empirical exactitude, which the United States tends to
see as the essence of science, itself produced the close reading practices
of new criticism, one of the most influential approaches to the study
of literature, which first emerged in the 1940s and thrived within the
bourgeoning technophilic mentality of the postwar era. (This mentality
also located languages in the “language laboratory.”) The effects of this
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particular kind of positivism and its connection to the new criticism are
absent from Graff ’s reading. No approach could be more foreign to the
historicism of classical philology than the text-an-sich orientation of new
criticism, and it took literary studies decades to overcome the skeptical
empiricism of the new critical movement and look beyond and beneath
the text for forces that construct textual meanings.
It is only too easy to backread the current separation of linguistics
from literature into the past, a separation that is often articulated in
mutual exclusivity and even hostility. While it is certainly true that modern linguistics grew out of philology, language-oriented and literatureoriented inquiries greatly overlapped in the early years of the study of
the modern languages and their literatures. The practice and necessity of
reading in the original involved a love of the word, a philology. Moreover,
the recession of philology in America can act to eclipse awareness of its
persistence elsewhere.
The fact of the matter is that nineteenth-century German philology
was profoundly influenced by the German romantic movement, and
its major scholars, such as Friedrich and August Schlegel, Wilhelm von
Humboldt, and Max Müller, were no strangers to broad theoretical
speculations on literature and culture. Eventually, Graff and Warner settle upon an opposition between scholar and belletrist, and this is perhaps
the more viable division, one that still persists in the difference between
critical and pathetic responses to texts, between scholarly analysis and
popular enjoyment, between analytic and judgmental assessments.
Graff and Warner’s construction of philology as a scapegoat appears
ex nihilo; they offer no etiology of the problem. The correspondence
between the Roman ars liber and the first European universities has
already been noted. Grafton and Jardine hold that renaissance humanism recovered Cicero’s idea of the perfect orator, one who can defend
any moral cause with a wealth of detailed knowledge. It was, to use the
current gendered term, the idea of the “renaissance man,” one who had a
wealth of knowledge framed through grammatica. Philology became the
heir to that humanist tradition. If professors of Latin and Greek in the
nineteenth century were drill sergeants, as Graff holds, this could hardly
be understood as the continuation of renaissance humanism. What then
did happen in the meantime? A sort of second dark ages, where the wisdom of the antiquity got lost again? Such questions are not entertained.
The problem to be identified in the methodology of literary studies
in that era is visible in the discourse of the scholars themselves. The
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problem does not concern philology, or the classical tradition, or an
emphasis upon language. It concerns instead the influence of nascent
scientific positivism in the academy. The observations of the eminent
comparatist René Wellek can be helpful here. Philology was, according
to Wellek, “conceived as a total science of civilization, an ideal originally
formulated for the study of classical antiquity and then transferred by
the German romanticists to the modern languages. In the programmatic
statements by leading American scholars we actually find such ambitious formulations” (1963: 299). The high ideals of philology were often
threatened by a methodology foreign to the appreciation of imaginative
writing. It was a “desire for facts, for accuracy, for the imitation of the
‘scientific method’ which had acquired such overwhelming prestige
through the success of modern technology so particularly conspicuous
in the United States” (298).
Wellek’s observations invoke the work of Albert S. Cook, who wrote
The Higher Study of English in 1908. Cook (1853–1927) taught at the
University of California and joined the faculty at Yale in 1889. He is best
known for his work in Old English and in poetics. He was president of
the MLA in 1897 and gave the MLA presidential address that year “The
Province of English Philology,” which formed the first chapter of his
book. Cook’s observations are well taken and also interesting, in that
they involve a protracted exchange with Woodrow Wilson.
Cook engages in an impressive historicization of the crucial issues and
does not fall into the trap that Graff does, which is to blame philology
and the methodology of the classicists. In a neoplatonist discourse, Cook
holds that
the natural progress is by easy stages from the phenomenal to the noumenal, from the things of sense to the things of the spirit; and accordingly the
science which undertakes to deal with the forms in which the human spirit
has, in various epochs, manifested itself, especially through the medium of
literature, must be prepared to take account of the phenomenal no less than
the noumenal, and accompany the seeker along the whole scale of ascent
from the one to the other. But is there any such science? There is; its name is
Philology; and in no other sense than as designating this science should the
term “philology” be used. (1898: 195)

He observes that “philology is frequently considered to be identical with
linguistics. This is an error which cannot be sufficiently deprecated. It
results in the estrangement of the study of language from that of literature, with which, in the interests of both, it should be most intimately
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associated” (200). He continues: “in Germany the meaning I advocate
is recognized as the only tenable one by all the recent authorities”
(201). His presidential address dialogs with an article by the Princeton
professor of jurisprudence and political economy Woodrow Wilson,
who had published the essay “Mere Literature” in the Atlantic Monthly in
1893 and then again in the anthology Mere Literature and Other Essays in
1896. Wilson went on to become president of Princeton in 1902. Cook is
responding here to the version published in the 1896 anthology.
Wilson is critical of the marginalization of literature and the arts by
the hegemony of the natural science positivist methodologies of the era,
saying,
And so very whimsical things sometimes happen, because of this scientific
and positivist spirit of the age, when the study of the literature of any language is made part of the curriculum of our colleges. The more delicate and
subtle purposes of the study are put quite out of countenance, and literature
is commanded to assume the phrases and the methods of science. (1896: 2)

In order to appreciate the works of great writers, Wilson holds that
you must have a heart, moreover, to feel their warmth, an eye to see what
they see, an imagination to keep them company, a pulse to experience their
delights. But if you have none of these things, you may make shift to do
without them. You may count the words they use, instead, note the changes
of phrase they make in successive revisions, put their rhythm into a scale of
feet . . . divert attention from thought, which is not always easy to get at, and
fix attention upon language, as upon a curious mechanism, which can be
perceived with the bodily eye, and which is worthy to be studied for its own
sake, quite apart from anything it may mean. You encourage the examination of forms, grammatical and metrical, which can be quite accurately
determined and quite exhaustively catalogued. (4)

Cook is in agreement with Wilson. For Cook, philology is never an
empirical positivism, but is, as according to Wellek, “conceived as a total
science of civilization.”
Graff and Warner overwhelmingly select titles that have “English” in
them. They do mention, at times, that the scholars included were multilingual and taught in several national literatures, but the organizing principle of their selection is English writ large. The section titled “Memoirs
and Personal Accounts,” for instance, is framed as containing anecdotes
of student and faculty reactions to “academic literary studies” (3); its
commentaries on the subject of literature are drawn, however, exclusively
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from the field of English studies. Nowhere in their analyses does there
seem to be any awareness that English colonized the American study of
modern literature; this is an act of blindness toward the most significant
development in the “origins of literary studies in America” since the shift
from the classical to the modern languages.
Classical philology was itself the instantiation of the interdisciplinary
ars liber par excellence. As such, it could only act to bless the nascent
modern languages and their literatures with its vision of a “total science
of civilization.” There were other forces that collaborated to separate
literature from language in the United States in the twentieth century,
forces that have no presence in the visions of Graff and Warner. A quantitatively oriented positivism, especially in the social sciences, along with
nationalist, imperialist, xenophobic, and technocratic forces all emerged
as major players in this separation.
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The American Century
Abstract: This illuminates the larger historical environment
that slowly enveloped the scholarship and pedagogy of
language and literature in the 20th century. Anxieties of class
and labor and nationhood and empire combined to supervalue
English as the sole forum for discourse and devalorize other
languages. Academia fell victim to these ideologies, which is
evident in the representation of “English and the (foreign)
languages,” in an increase in literature in translation, and in a
shift from an understanding of English as language to English
as literature. A waxing technophilic culture reconfigured
“foreign languages” as tools relegated to the service of English.
These phenomena also influenced the discourses of the MLA
and PMLA.
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Allophone and Alien
Abstract: No culture exists independently of the material
circumstances that generate it. Dominant ideologies in a given
culture are highly pervasive and invasive, and it would be
most difficult to identify a cultural movement that does not
exist in some relation to those ideologies, either in acceptance,
opposition, indifference, or in contradictory combinations
among these reactions. American academia is clearly no
exception here. Powerful antilabor, anti-immigration,
mercantile, militarist, and technocratic ideologies arose in
the United States in the first half of the twentieth century and
generated the larger historical environment that would come
to envelop the scholarship and pedagogy of language and
literature in that period.
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A most valuable account of the development of the particularly American
reaction to languages other than English is found in Nancy Sterniak’s
study The American Attitude toward Foreign Language Education from the
1700’s to 2006. Sterniak shows how the issues surrounding multilingualism
have become progressively more problematic as the nation has evolved.
She notes that, in the eighteenth century, many settlers were educated
in their own language: “they not only had the freedom to choose their
language of instruction but they were afforded with funding to satisfy
their interests” (2008: 72). In that century, “American citizens were not
bound by their languages” (72). Multilingualism was commonly found in
the educated élite, as well as in the slave population, and, upon parental
request, many public schools offered courses in several languages:
During the 1750’s foreign language knowledge was a skill possessed by
people from various social strata, including slaves . . . it was a common
practice for U.S. educational institutions to offer instruction in many languages, such as German, French, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Latin, Greek,
Hebrew, and Arabic.” (119)

Education in languages other than English was also advocated by political leaders such as Thomas Jefferson (who recommended that American
students up to sixteen years of age should learn Latin, Greek, French,
and Spanish), Martin Van Buren, and the governors of Ohio and
Pennsylvania (119–120). In 1839, Ohio became the first state to legalize
education in German. And because of Louisiana’s large francophone
population, education was originally held in both English and French.
A radical reversal ensued, however, towards the end of the nineteenth
century: “the attitude of some Americans, including political leaders,
changed due to the fact that the number of German immigrants was
increasing. Immigrants were taxed at times based on immigration status
and at other times based on language issues” (125), and an English-only
movement started to arise. By the 1880s, education in the German language was being terminated throughout the nation with the help of the
xenophobic American Protective Association (78). The Commissioner
of the Common Schools of New York labeled foreign traits as irritating
elements, and even immigrant parents came to view their own foreignness as a handicap (82). An unfortunate and most curious consequence
of the escalating ethnolinguistic prejudices can be seen in 1887, when an
English-speaking requirement was imposed on coal miners in the state
of Pennsylvania (77).
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By the dawn of the twentieth century, some states were already
advocating education either entirely in English or in English along with
another language, instead of education entirely in a language other
than English. By 1915, immigrant parents were remaining allophone but
encouraging their children to learn English. In 1919, Nebraska passed
a statute that forbade non-English-language instruction in elementary
schools and required that all subjects be taught in English. The statute
was repealed in the US Supreme Court case Meyer v. Nebraska in 1923
(120–121). After World War I, German immigration as well as German
language education almost disappeared, and French became the preferred second language (125).
Sterniak notes the shifts in L2 preferences in American public high schools
(grades 9 to 12) among French, German, and Spanish. At the beginning of
the century, German was the language of choice, followed by French and
Spanish, respectively. By 1927, however, French occupied the pole position,
and German slid to third. Enrollment in German “declined from 24,400 in
1914 to 600 in 1921; one may assume that this decline resulted from WWI”
(93). By 1948, Spanish enrollment had surpassed the others.
L2 enrollment did increase, however, with the National Defense
Education Act of 1958 (discussed below), which declared language study
as one of its critical subjects. In 1958, approximately one in seven public
high school students studied a modern language other than English; in
1962, the ratio had increased to one in four. While the Sputnik renaissance did mobilize interest in languages other than English, this interest
was short-lived. Enrollment in languages other than English as a percentage of total college enrollment peaked at 16.4% in 1965 and slid steadily
to 7.2% in 1980. Between 1960 and 2002, overall college enrollment
quadrupled, but non-English language enrollment only doubled. The
year 1982, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, was
the year in which the fewest high school students enrolled in the study of
non-English languages. In that year, 45.6% of US high school graduates
had studied no language other than English. More than 60 percent of the
US high schools had no allophone requirement in 2005 (124).
Sterniak invokes the work of Burn and Perkins to explain how English
rose to the status of a global language:
After World War II we [the US] were the ostensible scientific leader of
the world. The countries that had competed with us, France and Britain,
were exhausted; a good part of their youth had been killed. The Russians,
Germans, and Japanese had lost tens of millions of people and many of their
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factories and laboratories were destroyed. The United States dominated
science, which incidentally led to English becoming the monopoly world
language because everybody wanted to plug into our science. (Burn and
Perkins 1980: 19)

She concludes: “As a result of this historical consequence, the United
States may have become the source of a monopolistic world language
and ‘devoutly monolingual’ ” (18).
In the data collected by Sterniak, one sees that an ideology of monolingualism began to appear around the turn of the twentieth century. It can
be demonstrated that the patterns indicated in these data are no random
phenomena. They coordinate with larger historical and cultural developments in the United States. The ideology of American monolingualism
can be more fully understood by illuminating it in the socio-historical
context of the militarist, anti-immigration, antisemitic, anticommunist,
and antilabor movements that began in the late nineteenth century. In
this regard, John Higham’s Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American
Nativism 1860–1925, is especially valuable.
Originally published in 1955, Higham’s study is remarkably progressive
in orientation. It historicizes and critiques nativism at a time when the
locution “native American” indicated white Americans of colonial British
descent. Higham holds that nativist prejudices increased in reaction to
southern and eastern European immigration to the US and were also
intensified by a fear of European leftist radicalism. “Anglo-Saxonism”
(2002: 9), clearly one of the most familiar and pernicious forms of
American nativism, did not reach full force until the end of the nineteenth
century, coeval with the flood of immigration through Ellis Island.
Higham sees “nativism, as a significant force in modern America” (53),
as dating from 1886, the year of the Haymarket labor riots in Chicago,
which scapegoated the foreigner as the instigator of violence (54). In the
same year, and as a consequence of labor demonstrations, the US House
of Representatives passed legislation prohibiting the employment of
foreigners who had not declared the intention of becoming US citizens
(46). Nativism, for Higham, is born in the confluence of imperialist, antiforeign, and antilabor sentiments; it is an expression of an expansionist
xenophobic capitalism that arose at the fin-de-siècle:
Revolutionary immigrants never caused enough real, sustained anxiety in
the nineteenth century to rouse Congress to a legislative ban. Although an
explicit anti-radical nativism persisted, to a considerable extent the image of
foreign radicals became diffuse. It tended to dissolve into vaguer visions of
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foreign license, lawlessness, and disorder. The adversary usually remained
a symbol of unruly discontent, but he assumed a more protean, indefinite
shape. Often he seemed to lose almost all distinguishing traits and become
simply un-American, so that the anti-radical tradition partially blended
with jingoism. Thus the hereditary patriotic societies, while characterizing
the “foreign element” as abandoned to anarchy, socialism, and lawlessness, more frequently reduced the newcomer’s crime to simpler terms: he
threatens to smother and obliterate American predominance, American
influence, and American ideas and institutions. (79)

At the fin-de-siècle, the undesirable immigrant served as a scapegoat,
upon whom attributes that threaten rising American hegemony became
transferred. At that time, 80% of the European-born US population came
from northern Europe. While subject to discrimination, this population was more easily assimilated than the newer arrivals from southern
and eastern Europe, who were seen as radically different, especially the
Jewish immigrants. As a consequence, the early nineties witnessed “the
first serious anti-Semitic demonstrations in American history” (92).
Membership in the fiercely nativist and American Protective Association
peaked in the 1890s at half a million (81).
The Spanish-American War of 1898 was a contributing factor here, as
well. Higham notes the nativist, nationalist, and imperialist elements in
the discourse of the war (108–109). The military excursions of 1898 into
the Caribbean and the Philippines “led on into imperialism. In acquiring far-flung dependencies on the pattern of the European powers of the
day . . . the United States felt no obstruction of the mission it proclaimed
for itself ” (108) and thus emerged as a confident new imperial power.
This may be the most plausible context for explaining the University of
Pennsylvania’s publication of its catalog in Spanish in 1910: the targeting of
Latin America can be seen as an expression of the new imperial ideology.
There arose a polarized debate surrounding the issue of the “inferior
races” encountered by these expansionist adventures. One side opposed
expansionism on the grounds that the Anglo-Saxon “race” would be
contaminated in doing so. The defenders of expansionism held that the
race was invulnerable to such contamination. It possessed a power “transcending any fear of threat or dilution. It had no need of an adversary”
(109). Thus the debate itself never problematized, but instead upheld the
anglocentrist ideology. Higham observes: “Every section of the country
shared in the jubilant Anglo-Saxonism touched off by the victories
of 1898. The period of overseas expansion coincided with a general
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tightening of race lines within the South through disenfranchisement
and sterner segregation laws” (170).
Higham presents the isolationist senator from Massachusetts Henry
Cabot Lodge (1850–1924) as a major player in the discourse of AngloSaxon ideology (95–96). Lodge was a proponent of American imperialism in the wake of World War I and was a very vocal advocate of the
Immigration Restriction League, an organization of nativist Harvard
graduates. Such prejudices at high levels of government were not at all
uncommon: Woodrow Wilson made prejudicial comments on southern
and eastern European immigrants in his History of the American People
(1902), and Theodore Roosevelt is well known for his ideologies of
Pan-Germanic supremacy in his unapologetic work The Winning of the
West (1889), which celebrated the Anglo-Saxon cowboy as the heir of the
Teutonic tribes that expelled the Romans from Germania. Addressing
the president of the American Defense Society on January 3, 1919,
Roosevelt said:
We should insist that if the immigrant who comes here does in good faith
become an American and assimilates himself to us he shall be treated on an
exact equality with every one else . . . But this is predicated upon the man’s
becoming in very fact an American and nothing but an American. If he
tries to keep segregated with men of his own origin and separated from the
rest of America, then he isn’t doing his part as an American. There can be
no divided allegiance here . . . We have room for but one language here, and
that is the English language, for we intend to see that the crucible turns our
people out as Americans, of American nationality, and not as dwellers in a
polyglot boarding-house; and we have room for but one soul [sic] loyalty,
and that is loyalty to the American people. (1926: 554)

And in 1921, Calvin Coolidge, a month before assuming the vicepresidency, published “Whose Country Is This?” in the solidly bourgeois
magazine Good Housekeeping. Nicknamed “Silent Cal,” the vice president
elect was not at all silent on the issue of immigration:
We might avoid this danger were we insistent that the immigrant, before he
leaves foreign soil, is temperamentally keyed for our national background.
There are racial considerations too grave to be brushed aside for any sentimental reasons. Biological laws tell us that certain divergent people will not
mix or blend. The Nordics propagate themselves successfully. With other
races, the outcome shows deterioration on both sides. Quality of mind
and body suggests that observance of ethnic law is as great a necessity to a
nation as immigration law. (Coolidge: 1921: 14)
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Anti-immigrant ideology was also fueled by the assassination of
President McKinley in 1901 in Buffalo by Leon Czolgosz, a leftist born
into an eastern-European immigrant family. The national anxieties that
were transferred and condensed onto the figure of Czolgosz became
most evident in his execution and burial: sulfuric acid was poured upon
the corpse so that it would disintegrate rapidly, and his belongings were
burned, as well (The New York Times 1901: 1). This indicates a mystified
notion of alien radicalism and race as a contagious disease demanding
ritualistic cleansing and disinfection.
World War I proved to be a very decisive factor in the development
of these prejudicial ideologies. The United States emerged from that war
unscathed as a new world power. After 1918, there was an assumption that
the war had not really ended at all, and that “the adversary had merely
assumed another guise and still presented a deadly challenge to loyalty
and a summons to hatred . . . the martial spirit of 1918 could adapt itself to
changing issues and fasten itself on changing enemies with unusual flexibility” (Higham 222). Higham locates the birth of the massively influential “Big Red Scare” (255) in the aftermath of World War I, a terror to
be combated by the ideology of Americanization. The fear of Bolsheviks
and American labor unions escalated, especially the phobia against leftist
anarchist movements and the labor organization The Industrial Workers
of the World (IWW), who were nicknamed the “Wobblies.” Germany’s
peace treaty with the Soviet Union recast the wartime German menace
into a postwar international Bolshevik conspiracy, which included the
radical movement in the United States. This was coupled with the “100
percent Americanism” movement. The labor strikes of 1918 and 1919
were seen as beginnings of a communist revolution, and there was a general fear that “radicalism permeated the foreign-born population” (227).
Some factories fired all their Russian workers (226), and in 1919, fourteen
states enacted “criminal syndicalism laws” that enabled prosecution of
union members. In January 1920, the Justice Department organized a
round-up of over 3000 alien members of the two communist parties;
almost all were Eastern Europeans (230–231).
Language offers a convenient theater for the performance of interethnic strife. The language of the other carried the stigma of race and treason throughout this period, and it was felt that the threatening “foreign
races” could be combated through language itself. Fictions of preventive
linguatherapy soon arose. In 1912, the southern states voted overwhelmingly for a literacy test for immigrants (Higham 166–167). The ethnically
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“purer” regions beyond the Rocky Mountains and south of the MasonDixon Line placed the immigrant influx under scrutinous surveillance.
Higham supplies the astounding information that the American periodical The Nation asserted that a coherent modern state must be linguistically unified and recommended immigration restrictions (Higham 92;
Godkin 1891: 312, 354–55).
The protectionist movements during and after World War I had strong
linguatherapeutic policies. The
100 percent Americanizers opened a frontal assault on foreign influence
in American life. They set about to stampede immigrants into citizenship,
into adoption of the English language, and into unquestioning reverence for
existing American institutions. They bade them abandon entirely their Old
World customs and loyalties. They used high-pressure, steamroller tactics.
They cajoled and they commanded. (Higham 247)

These were sponsored by a plethora of patriotic political and social
groups, such as the National Association of Manufacturers, the United
States Chamber of Commerce, and many others. Henry Ford set up his
own Ford English School and made his allophone employees attend
two days a week. The first thing they learned to say was “I am a good
American” (247–248). The efforts to Americanize and anglicize immigrants aimed to separate them from alien communities viewed as socialist and pro-labor. Thus anglicizing was seen as a cure for labor unrest.
The displacement of the theater of conflict onto language was also the
result of a paranoid fear that the allophone would contaminate the
English language itself.
A surprisingly important role in the scapegoating of the immigrant
was played by the American Legion, which was founded in 1919 by veterans returning from WWI. Higham sees the organization as an antileftist
“pillar of the economic status quo” and holds that it perpetuated more
“than any other group the corporate values of the war experience.” Its
constitution pledged to “foster and perpetuate a ‘one-hundred-percent
Americanism’ ” (224). In the article “Where Do All the Solders Go?:
Veterans and the Politics of Demobilization,” Alec Campbell illuminates the antileftist and anti-immigration orientation of the American
Legion. It held the odd belief that Bolshevism could be best combated
by an organized association of war veterans. Thus it frames the war as
political, economic, and ethnic. The first caucus of the Legion in 1919
proposed that Congress pass a bill “for immediately deporting every one
of those Bolshevik or I.W.W.’s” (Campbell 2003: 109). In 1923, the Legion
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expressed its admiration of Italian Fascism and subsequently invited
Mussolini to speak at its convention as late as 1930.
In 1918, the Bureau of Naturalization and the Bureau of Education
sponsored legislation to finance the teaching of English to aliens. In that
year, the Secretary of the Interior organized national conferences and
repeatedly petitioned Congress “for a common language as an imperative to national self-protection” (Higham 260). In 1919 and 1920, states
enacted measures to combat Bolshevism with linguistic nationalism. In
1919, fifteen states mandated elementary education in English, both in
public and private schools. Many required citizenship of all public school
teachers. The State of Oregon required all non-English language publications to carry parallel translations into English (260). Clearly, this was
not in order to increase readership, but to monitor content. This reveals
a submerged notion that anglicization neutralizes danger. Many of the
centers erected to supervise immigrant education eventually turned into
adult education programs in the 1920s. In 1919–1920, the 100 percent
Americanism movement came to see itself as a panacea for all national
and social ills, advocating the “Americanization of America” (261).
By September 1920, there were 5,000 arrivals a day at Ellis Island. There
arose a national fear that immigrants were ruining the economy and taking jobs away from Americans (267). Not unrelated to this problematic
nexus is the emergence of prohibition, the eighteenth amendment to
the constitution, which was enacted in 1920. The amendment caused a
massive increase in crime, which was, in turn, blamed on the foreigners,
who had arrived from countries where alcohol was legal. The result was
that the immigrant (Italian) became at once an economic, ethnic, legal,
and moral threat. Prohibition caused overcrowded courts and prisons,
along with massive law enforcement corruption, the responsibility for
which became projected upon the allophone alien.
Some American literati were also complicit here: “A whole school of
literary traditionalists in the early twenties looked on American literature
as a battleground where old-stock writers were defending the nation’s
spiritual heritage against onslaught from the spokesmen of alien races”
(276). The American author Jack London displayed a paranoid reaction
to Asian immigration in California, often used the term “yellow peril,”
and wrote a remarkable story in 1910, “The Unparalleled Invasion,” in
which he represented China as seeking to conquer the world. In the
novel, the western powers respond with biological warfare and then
occupy China. And in 1909, Homer Lea published The Valor of Ignorance,
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which predicted a Japanese occupation of the west coast. This revealed a
fear of Japan after the victory of the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905.
And again, in the century that became infamous for its antisemitism,
the overdetermined paranoia condensed squarely upon the figure of the
Jew: “The Jews faced a sustained agitation that singled them out from the
other new immigrant groups blanketed by racial activism—an agitation
that reckoned them the most dangerous force undermining the nation”
(278). By the end of the twenties, reliable estimates claim that Jews were
excluded from 90% of the office jobs in New York City (278). Jews were
stigmatized as anti-American leftists.
The principal reactions to immigration at that time were twofold,
and both were anglocentric—one benignly so, the other malignantly.
The benign anglocentrism believed that the other would eventually
become anglicized, cleansed, and thus “American.” An example is found
in the work of the English Jew Israel Zangwill, who never came to US
himself, but helped Russian Jews to do so. He wrote The Melting Pot, a
play that began an immensely popular run in 1908. The theater program
cover depicts a melting pot with purgatory-like flames burning away the
implied ethnic differences (Figure 1).
This benign attitude toward immigration was mostly fueled by immigrants themselves, many of whom were Jewish. The noted anthropologist
Franz Boas, an expatriate German Jew, published the article “Changes in
Bodily form of Descendants of Immigrants” (1910), in which he proposed
that the American environment was causing the skulls of immigrants to
develop to what he believed to be the American type. One sees here a
notion of immigration as an assimilation that purifies the immigrants
of their past. They become recast as American, and their anglicization
makes them both anglophone and angloethnic.
Antisemitism actually fueled the opposition to the gold standard in the
1890s, as prejudices connected Jews with gold. There were fears that Jewish
bankers were shipping America’s gold to Europe. The champion of the antigold movement, William Jennings Bryan, accused President Cleveland of
putting the US in the hands of “the English Rothchilds.” The antisemitic
elements in the opposition to the gold standard render the conclusion to
Bryan’s famous “Cross of Gold” speech especially disconcerting: “You shall
not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold” (Higham 93–94).
This situation was exacerbated by the democratic aspirations of successful socialist candidates for public office. Morris Hillquit was a founding member of the Socialist Party of America. Born Moishe Hillkowitz
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Figure 1 Theater program cover from Israel Zangwill’s The Melting Pot. 1916.
Records of the Redpath Chautauqua Collection, The University of Iowa Libraries,
Iowa City, Iowa.
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in Latvia, he received 22% of the vote for mayor of New York City.
And Meyer London, a colleague of Hillquit, was elected to Congress
as a socialist in 1914, 1916, and 1920. The publication The Brooklyn AntiBolshevist debuted in September 1918 and was subtitled “A Monthly
Magazine Devoted to the Defense of American Institutions Against the
Jewish Bolshevist Doctrines of Morris Hillquit and Leon Trotsky” (279).
This displays the “red scare” combined with antisemitism.
Higham notes: “The Jew offered the most concrete symbol of foreign
radicalism” (279). Bolshevism came to be seen as a Jewish movement,
and some believed that Russian Bolshevism was inspired by the Yiddishspeaking community in New York (279). The year 1920 saw the American
edition of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a pro-Czarist paranoid
antisemitic vision of a world socialist Jewish conspiracy first published
in Russia in 1903. It informed Henry Ford’s The International Jew, a fourvolume antisemitic work published in the early 1920s that was positively
received in Nazi Germany.
There is interesting cognitive dissonance in the construction of the
Jew; on the one hand, “the Jews own all the banks,” and on the other, they
are all Bolsheviks. Thus they are capitalists and communists at the same
time. With allusions to Don Quixote, Higham remarks that sentiments
began “tilting at an international enemy, half banker, half Bolshevik”
(282). He sees the growth of protestant fundamentalism in the twenties
as a reaction against modernity, a rural white segregationist withdrawal
from an overcomplicated and putatively decadent world (293).
This xenophobia was most successfully articulated in the immigration
quota acts of 1921 and 1924, which reduced the average southern and
eastern European immigration from an average of 783,000 per year to a
maximum of 155,000 in 1921 and 25,000 in 1924 (Chermayeff 1991: 70, 17).
The 1921 bill passed the senate by a vote of 78 to 1 (Higham 311). On April
13, 1924, the Los Angeles Times published a celebratory headline, void of
all irony: “Nordic Victory Is Seen in Drastic Restrictions.” It was in these
years that membership in the archracist Klu Klux Klan reached its peak.
American universities and colleges were influenced by and also themselves influenced the prejudices against eastern European immigrants,
especially Jews. A benevolent apology in this regard can be found in the
discourse of the Columbia professor of comparative literature George
Edward Woodberry (1855–1930), who published The Torch; Eight Lectures
on Race Power in Literature. Delivered before the Lowell Institute of Boston,
1903. Woodberry writes an elegy on the decline of the great Anglo-Saxon
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“race” as a kind of Christian self-sacrifice that bequeaths its great heritage
on subsequent peoples. All great “races” have had their temporary day:
“So Athens dissolved like a pearl in the cup of the Mediterranean, Rome
in the cup of Europe, and Judea in the cup of a Universal Communion”
(Woodberry 1905: 3). This is called “the law of sacrifice” (3). The Christian
imagery here is most evident, allusively valorizing the succession of
Christian self-sacrifice over Judaism. Where some race-conscious writers saw racial suicide, Woodberry saw racial self-sacrifice.
Other reactions in academia were much less generous. Francis A.
Walker (1840–1897) was an American economist born into a prominent
Boston family. As an officer in the Union Army, he was captured by
confederate forces and imprisoned in Richmond. In 1872, he became
professor of political economy at Yale and, in 1881, president of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where the Walker Memorial Hall
bears its name. In The Atlantic Monthly of June 1896, Walker published
the article “Restriction of Immigration,” in which he speaks of the necessity of protecting “the quality of American citizenship from degradation
through the tumultuous access of vast throngs of ignorant and brutalized
peasantry from the countries of eastern and southern Europe” (1896:
823). He continues:
The population of 1790 was almost wholly a native and wholly an acclimated
population, and for forty years afterwards immigration remained at so low
a rate as to be practically of no account; yet the people of the United States
increased in numbers more rapidly than has ever elsewhere been known, in
regard to any considerable population, over any considerable area, through
any considerable period of time. Between 1790 and 1830 the nation grew
from less than four millions to nearly thirteen millions,—an increase, in
fact, of two hundred and twenty-seven per cent, a rate unparalleled in history. That increase was wholly out of the loins of our own people. (824)
Within the decade between 1880 and 1890 five and a quarter millions of
foreigners entered our ports! No nation in human history ever undertook
to deal with such masses of alien population. That man must be a sentimentalist and an optimist beyond all bounds of reason who believes that
we can take such a load upon the national stomach without a failure of
assimilation, and without great danger to the health and life of the nation.
For one, I believe it is time that we should take a rest, and give our social,
political, and industrial system some chance to recuperate. The problems
which so sternly confront us to-day are serious enough without being complicated and aggravated by the addition of some millions of Hungarians,
Bohemians, Poles, south Italians, and Russian Jews. (829)
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That the president of MIT should make such declarations with impunity
would today be unthinkable. One could only imagine Walker’s reaction
to the fact that only 37% of the US citizens and permanent residents in
the MIT class of 2016 are described as “Caucasian” (Massachussetts
Institute of Technology 2013).
In 1922, the president of Harvard University, Abbot Lawrence Lowell,
stated that the university had a “Jewish problem” and recommended
restricting the number of Jewish students admitted to the university.
He was disturbed by the fact that Harvard’s Jewish enrollment had been
only six percent in 1908, but had increased to twenty-two percent by 1922
(Dinnerstein 1994: 84; Yeomans 1948: 209). This resulted in the establishment of regional quotas in the Ivy League. In The American College and
the Culture of Aspiration, 1915–1940, David Levine observes that
the adoption of regional quotas by Dartmouth, Harvard, and other New
England colleges was intended to make each school competitive in the hardfought battle for upper-middle-class suburban WASPs from the Midwest
and West . . . national scholarship contests established in the 1920s and
1930s at the major eastern colleges were designed in large part to substitute
lower-middle-class WASPs from the Midwest and West for the poor ethnic
students in their own backyards. (1983: 145–146)

Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Columbia, and Dartmouth became especially
nervous about the presence of urban Russian Jews on their campuses
(Levine 1983: 147). The dean of admissions at Yale referred to the undesirable situation of the City College of New York, whose Jewish enrollment had risen to eighty percent, when he said that Yale would become
“a different place when and if the proportion of Jews passes an as yet
unknown limit” (Levine 1983: 149). The antisemitic hysteria reached
Dartmouth in the early thirties, when the average Jewish enrollment
increased by 250 percent between 1933 and 1935. Dartmouth decided
to require a photograph on its application form for the first time; this
was rationalized in a letter from the dean to the president, which said
that the Jewish student is “of a physical type that is unattractive to the
average Dartmouth student” (Levine 1983: 152). A letter from the dean of
Columbia to Yale’s dean of admissions represented the use of the College
Board Examinations and Scholastic Aptitude Tests as a way to maintain
cultural homogeny on campus: “most Jews, especially those of the more
objectionable type, have not had the home experiences which enable
them to pass these tests as successfully as the average native American
boy” (Levine 1983: 152). In 1932, the Yale Daily News warned that if Yale
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did not institute “an Ellis Island with immigration laws more prohibitive
than those of the United States government,” Yale would be overrun by
Jews (Levine 1983: 156; Bonfiglio 2002).
Writing in 1955, Higham held that this xenophobia “meant that in a
generation the foreign-born would cease to be a major factor in American
history” (2002: 311). A half a century later, the presence of the growing
Hispanic population could certainly offer data to the contrary, but the
discrimination facing that population, along with calls for immigration
restriction, opposition to teaching in Spanish, and the erection of a wall
along the Mexican border certainly carry echoes of the xenophobia
of the early twentieth century. The left wing has clearly disappeared
from American politics, and one may ask whether the earlier efforts at
Americanizing the foreigner have been successful in generating a monocultural and monolingual (and monopolitical) society. The monocultural
and the monolingual are clearly mutually inclusive.
A significant determinative factor in the framing of “foreign language”
in the US is found in the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of
1958, which was enacted in response to the launching of the Soviet satellite
Sputnik. The opening page of the bill states its justifications and reasoning:
The Congress hereby finds and declares that the security of the Nation
requires the fullest development of the mental resources and technical
skills of its young men and women. The present emergency demands that
additional and more adequate educational opportunities be made available.
The defense of this Nation depends upon the mastery of modern techniques
developed from complex scientific principles . . . We must increase our
efforts to identify and educate more of the talent of our Nation.

The bill calls for an improvement of the “educational programs which have
led to an insufficient proportion of our population educated in science,
mathematics, and modern foreign languages and trained in technology.”
Page one concludes: “To meet the present educational emergency requires
additional effort at all levels of government . . . in order to insure trained
manpower of sufficient quality and quantity to meet the national defense
needs of the United States” (US Statutes at Large 1958: 1581).
It should be emphasized that “foreign languages” are represented here
in the context of “technical skills,” “defense,” “modern techniques,” and
“scientific principles.” They are firmly nested in the string recommending
that students be educated in “science, mathematics, and modern foreign
languages and trained in technology.” This may be the most powerfully
reductive statement of the fate of the semantic field of “the languages”
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in the United States. Do they no longer constitute a science humaine, “a
humanity,” as Americans tend to say when speaking of one example of
the humanities? Where is the humanity here, the literature?
If there exists a dominant culture to which the other is to be assimilated,
that culture will be seen as normative. It will often remain unmarked
and will mark only that which differs from itself. An example of this can
be seen in the particularly American usage of the term “people of color,”
used as if there were a population devoid of color. A more revealing
example is found, however, in the semantic field of the American term
“ethnic.”
The word ethnic originates in the Greek ἔθνος, “a people.” The OED
lists the first meaning of “ethnic” as “Pertaining to nations not Christian
or Jewish; Gentile, heathen, pagan.” Here, the term “gentile” is used in
the obsolete sense of “heathen.” Also, it is curious that this usage, which
is itself obsolete, should be listed primarily. This is perhaps justified by
its provenance from the Greek ἐθνικ-ός, “heathen.” The second definition
is more germane to this study: “Pertaining to race; peculiar to a race or
nation; ethnological. Also, pertaining to or having common racial, cultural, religious, or linguistic characteristics, esp. designating a racial or
other group within a larger system; hence (U.S. colloq.), foreign, exotic.”
Here, the American usage is noted as exceptional, even colloquial, and
correctly so. The first example of such a usage that the OED lists is from
the year 1965: “Ethnic has come to mean foreign, or un-American or
plain quaint.” The semantic drift undergone by the term ethnic is readily
visible when juxtaposed with the term ethnology, which the OED defines
as “The science which treats of races and peoples, and of their relations
to one another, their distinctive physical and other characteristics, etc.”
If ethnology were understood in the sense in which ethnic is used in
the United States, it would comprise the study of those marked as nonnormative.
An ideology of American nativism persists in the use of the term
ethnic in the United States. All neighborhoods exhibiting a distinct and
uniform gastronomy, culture, speech, religion, etc. are labeled ethnic,
except for those perceived as “American,” as proper to a white culture of
European provenance that is no longer seen as European. For instance,
a neighborhood with a salient Hispanic population would be considered
to be an ethnic neighborhood, even if the majority population were
non-Hispanic. Perhaps a quotient of 25% would suffice to label the area
ethnic. At the same time, however, an affluent suburban census tract that
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is 100% white would not, despite the homogeny of shared values and
behavior in that culture, be characterized as ethnic.
American supermarkets display “ethnic food” aisles subsectioned into
“Chinese,” “Indian,” “Mexican,” “Japanese,” and so on, but a recognizably
generic grouping of, for instance, steak, potatoes, iceberg lettuce, and
corn on the cob, which together could readily evoke images of a certain
type of consumer, would not be perceived as ethnic and grouped together
as “white suburban cuisine.” The in-power group has the privilege of
nominalization but is itself not nominalized. The marker is unmarked.
There arose in “the American century” an environment of opposition
to foreign languages and cultures and a radical movement to replace
them with the language and culture of American English. This was, in
effect an “English only” movement that arose from the most potent presence of “Anglo-Saxonism” in the nation’s history. The foreigner, a threat
to American language and government, was to become Americanized,
and the culture was to remain homogeneous, “100 percent American.”
This indicates a fear of the power of the “foreign language” as a threat to
the stability of the American political economy. The US emerged from
three wars as a confident new imperial power, and language was one of
its weapons. Dominant in the natural sciences, it became the source of a
monopolistic world language. The country became “devoutly monolingual,” articulating the hegemony of an imperial lingua franca. This was a
major climate change, a new ecosystem, in which language and literature
would come to grow quite differently.
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Abstract: The histories of the MLA and PMLA coordinate
with the ideologies outlined in the previous chapter. The
organization was not at all immune to the influences of
US foreign policy, the enormous effects of the world wars,
the xenophobic and antilabor movements, the increasingly
technocratic orientation of the country, the cold war ideologies,
and the waxing anglocentrism in American culture, nor could
one reasonably expect the organization to possess such an
immunity. While there was clearly no vocal xenophobia in the
MLA, the movements of the organization came to harmonize
with the massive influence of the cultural chorus enveloping
it. A unique coincidence of contingencies slowly informed the
taxonomies of literature and language in higher education
in the United States. In the theaters of the great wars of the
twentieth century, an exceptional discourse emerged, one also
spoken by the MLA and PMLA .
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Scholarship and empire: the rhetoric of WWI
The anxieties surrounding World War I first assume ideological pronouncements in the proceedings of the MLA meeting of 1915. In the
presidential address “Our Opportunity,” Jefferson D. Fletcher begins:
“All the world has mobilized, or is mobilizing. American commerce
has mobilized, or talks of mobilizing, for the conquest of the markets
of the world . . . the prophets of our press . . . have invited also American
scholarship to go in and win” (1915: xxxiv). Fletcher is accessing here an
ideology of American mercantile opportunism in the face of anarchy in
Europe, and he offers parallels in the academic sphere. Europe’s “young
men—teachers, scholars, writers with the rest—are falling like leaves.
And those who may survive, in what mood can they be for calm and disinterested scholarship?” Here, the aftermath of war is seen as a scholarly
vacuum waiting to be informed by American academia: “conquest for
us in these realms, therefore, might well appear to be pathetically easy
[(xxxv)] . . . there may be small danger of our becoming the one-eyed
master in any schoolroom of the blind” (xxxvi).
He continues:
Now there is, I think, an opportunity growing out of this world-war . . . it
is an opportunity not of competition, but of help. We shall not prove our
equality by beating Europe now she is down, but, by so far in us lies, by
helping her up . . . for Europe in her moral convalescence literature can be
made a healing power. (xlix)

The use of the phrase “moral convalescence” is especially telling. It places
the United States on a moral high ground as the nation that can supply
ethical guidance during the postwar period of soul searching.
This war offered America the entrepreneurial opportunity to develop
and dominate and to reinvent itself as a world power. The political
and economic template here generates a permutation in the sphere of
academia. The American professor is to reinvent himself as the international marketer of noble academic standards. In this case, one can see
the materialist generation of cultural ideologies.
The discourse of war erupts into full metaphoric belligerence in the
president’s address of the 1916 conference. James Douglas Bruce’s “Recent
Educational Tendencies” discusses changes in the history of American
higher education, for instance: “the warfare which science waged against
the classics . . . the advance of the modern languages against the same
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enemy through the breaches in his stronghold . . .” (1916: lviii). The classics had “compulsory recruits in their classes.” The moderns won out, and
“after winning the essentials of victory . . . a spirit of tolerance descended
upon the victor” (lvii), but “the victor perceived what had naturally
escaped him in the excitement of the onslaught” (lix). He speaks of the
period in which the “battles between the natural sciences and the classics, on the one hand, and between the classic and the modern languages,
on the other, were being fought . . .” (lix). The presence of such military
imagery is indeed striking. It is as if Bruce’s words were being ghost written by the bellicose spirit of the time. He invokes the battle of the books
to frame a dispute that emerged between traditional humanist learning
and utilitarianism, which threatens the integrity of the human sciences,
especially in their historical aspects. Bruce takes pains to criticize the
American pragmatist John Dewey in this regard and his work Democracy
and Education (1916).
The 1917 address of the Central Division Chair, Thomas Edward Oliver,
is entitled “The Menace to our Ideals.” Oliver frames the war as “the most
gigantic fact in all history” and exhorts all to
pray that never again shall so terrible a scourge visit the world . . . it is the
mission of the United States to exert all its power to make this prayer
a reality . . . we are members of the Modern Language Association of
America . . . this membership in no degree invalidates the larger responsibilities laid upon us as citizens of the Republic. (Oliver 1917: xcii)

This statement clearly reflects a configuration of the United States as a
major world power capable of effecting global change, and it allies the
scholar to that power via the invocation of the patriotic duty to aid
one’s country in its international mission to maintain world peace. This
address is indicative of a new emergent American self-consciousness
of entitlement and presumption. The American entry into the war also
affected the orientation of articles in the PMLA; in volume 34 (1919),
there was one article in French. It was the interestingly titled: “Le Roman
Militaire en France de 1870 à 1914” by Albert Schinz.
It was in 1918 that the first full-page ads for Russian texts appear in
the PMLA, published by “Oxford University Press American Branch.”
The timing coincides with the end of World War I and the aftermath of
the Russian Revolution and indicates the interest of the nascent western
world power in its homologue emerging in the east. While the titles are
given in English, bibliographic research reveals, however, that the texts
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themselves are in Russian. They comprise works by Tolstoy, Turgenev,
Dostoevsky, Gogol, and Pushkin. It was perhaps concerns of transcription or typesetting that determined the listing of titles in English, but it
is, however, interesting to note that it was transparent to the reader of the
day that the texts were in Russian. In our current day, the reader would
well assume that they are in English. The advertisements of 1918 include
one by Harvard University Press with the heading: “The Language and
Literature of our French and Italian Allies.” The list of titles contains:
French for Soldiers followed, curiously, by Dante’s Inferno.
A very significant event occurred in the wake of WWI at Columbia
University. In the fall of 1919, Columbia offered the course “Introduction
to Contemporary Civilization,” which formed the beginning of the still
existent core curriculum at Columbia. The course actually grew out of
a 1917 course on “War Issues” that was offered at 540 American colleges
and universities in order to prepare students to enter military service
as officers. The director of the War Issues Course was Frank Aydelotte,
who became president of Swarthmore College in 1921 and remained in
that post until 1940. At Columbia, the course was taught by philosophy
professor Frederick Woodbridge. In 1919, Aydelotte authored the Final
Report of the War Issues Course of the Students’ Army Training Corps, in
which he quotes Woodbridge on the value of the course: “Those who
have had to do with this course are beginning to ask themselves if it
does not constitute the elements of a liberal education for the youth of
today.” Woodbridge sees the course as “born of the consciousness that
a democracy needs to know what it is fighting for” and adds: “In the
past, education was liberalized by means of the classical tradition . . . for
the present that tradition no longer suffices.” The new course will offer
the students “a common knowledge of what the present world of human
affairs really is” (Aydelotte 1919: 10–11).
In An Oasis of Order: The Core Curriculum at Columbia College, Timothy
P. Cross describes the genesis of the course as such:
During the war, the University had cooperated with the U.S. Army to create
a “war issues” course for the Student Army Training Corps, so Columbia’s
faculty had some idea of the value of a general course for all incoming
freshmen, but the new course was presented as a “peace issues” course to
meet the needs of the postwar era. (1995: 5)

The course is also described by Herbert E. Hawkes, Dean of Columbia
College, in the article “A College Course on Peace Issues.” In the first
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paragraph, Hawkes speaks of the “tendency to international-mindedness”
(1919: 143) as already in place in the US before WWI. He describes the
“Introduction to Contemporary Civilization” course that will prepare the
student for engagement in “the life of the western world of today . . . of the
countries now linked in close international relations” (148). The course
will study
the insistent problems these nations must face, internal and international.
Among these problems are: How to produce many goods cheaply and at
the same time humanely; how to determine the just division of industrial
earnings; how to achieve a legal and political order . . . sufficiently stable to
permit the completion of large cooperative enterprises (148)

The geo-economic vision here is clear, and it is indeed a vision that
presumes the US as a pivotal actor in the international theater seeking
to establish “a legal and political order” for the completion of its peaceful occupation of postwar markets. As dean, Hawkes inaugurated the
Columbia core course. His name has oddly coincidental resonances for
issues of war and peace.
The course is listed as “Contemporary Civilization” in the 1919 catalog.
Part of the course description states: “The great events of the last century
in the history of the countries now more closely linked in international
relations are reviewed, and the insistent problems, internal and international, which they are now facing are given detailed consideration”
(Columbia Catalogue 1919: 34). In 1920, Columbia published the syllabus
of the course under the title Introduction to Contemporary Civilization: A
Syllabus. At 121 pages, followed by 32 pages of statistics, this may be a
candidate for the longest course syllabus in the country.
This is a massive course in recent history and social science directed
toward world politics, and it reflects a tectonic shift in the foundations
of university education. It replaced the required courses in history and
philosophy; thus ars liber no longer provided the primary optical orientation for university study. The syllabus for the year-long course is divided
into three parts, called “divisions,” oddly echoic of military terminology.
The “First Division” is “Civilization and Its Basis” and covers geography,
the environment, and “ethnological distribution.” The “Second Division”
is called “Survey of the Characteristics of the Present Age.” It has a large
historical component which, oddly, begins in 1700 and contains large
sections on “Imperialism and the Spread of European Civilization” and
“International Relations and the World War.” The “Third Division” is
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devoted to “The Insistent Problems of Today.” There is a 32-page appendix “Statistical Map Studies” (Columbia University 1920: ii).
The astounding decision to limit the study of history to modernity
is perhaps the clearest indication of the power of the postwar entrepreneurial reinvention of academia. This was ameliorated in 1921, when a
decision was made to begin the historical component in 1400. But the
inclusion of the renaissance and early modern eras still signified a major
departure from ars liber: the suppression of antiquity. This is interesting
in juxtaposition with the entrance examinations at Columbia at that
time, which still weighted the exams in Greek and Latin most heavily.
And only 15 years earlier, the college had required an entrance exam
in Latin for the BA degree. The fact that Columbia’s Introduction to
Contemporary Civilization became a model for the first-year core course
at numerous American colleges and universities certainly gives pause for
reflection. This constitutes a highly telling and indicative representation, in an academic context, of the self-image of the United States as an
international leader set to embark upon an unfettered entrepreneurial
opportunity in the vast international arena that lay before it.
In December 1883, in Columbia University’s Hamilton Hall, there
“arose a sound like that at the building of the Tower of Babel. The forty
spoke about forty modern languages—at once.” The university that hosted
the first MLA convention also came to reflect and implement larger societal changes affecting the modern languages and their literatures. At the
beginnings of our profession, Columbia separated English from literature
and offered most of its literary instruction in non-English traditions. It
also inaugurated the first-year core curriculum that rearticulated ars liber
in a postwar international managerial direction. Columbia thus offers
a telling chronicle of the weakening of multilingualism in American
higher education and the entrepreneurial evolution of the curriculum.
The year 1925 witnessed the first major foregrounding of advertisements of literature in translation in the PMLA: The Essays of Montaigne,
translated by George B. Ives (Harvard University Press, 1925) and The
Memoirs of Leon Daudet, edited and translated by Arthur Griggs (The Dial
Press, 1925). The ads specify “translated by” to indicate that the text is in
English. This is a significant turning point and reflects the ascendency of
English as a medium of literary study after WWI. For the first forty-two
years of its existence, the PMLA advertisements listed works in the original with very few exceptions. From 1925 on, one would see an increase
in literature in English translation and a decrease in allophone works
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advertised in the original language. At the beginning, a caveat commonly
indicated that the work was in translation; eventually, the caveat would
become unnecessary. Literature was becoming English. Volume 42 (1927)
included the advertisements: Century Readings in Ancient Classical and
Modern European Literature (New York, The Century Co., 1925) and The
Minor Poems of Dante, translated into English Verse by Lorna De Lucchi
(Oxford, 1927). In 1928, there was an advertisement for the seven-volume
Prentice-Hall World Drama Series, all titles being in English translation.
However ominous, these are, indeed, slim beginnings. In 1931, all literary titles advertised by booksellers in the PMLA were still in the original
language and distributed among French, German, and Spanish. In 1932,
there were over hundred titles advertised, only two of which contained
literature in translation.
The year 1933 is especially significant in for the history of the MLA.
It heralds the appearance of the first article published in Spanish in the
PMLA: “Introduccíon al Estudio de la Primera Serie de los Episodios
Nacionales de Pérez Galdós” by Carlos Vázquez Arjona (It only took 50
years, and the next one did not appear until 1944). The issue also contained articles in French and German, along with “A Survey of the First
Half-Century” by Carleton Brown, written in recognition of the MLA
semicentennial. This article has a rather large blind spot. Brown says,
“The decade from 1910 to 1920, though it covered the period of the World
War, was for the most part quiet and uneventful” (1933: 1414). The article
is largely descriptive of matters of the organization, finance, and governance of the association. Brown was a professor of English at NYU.
The 1933 PMLA also displays another milestone, one of curious confluence with the appearance of the first article in Spanish. Until 1933,
the PMLA displayed no title on literary studies that did not somehow
indicate the linguistic provenance of its subject matter. All titles had
included some kind of qualifier, such as “in the work of Ronsard,” or
“in Elizabethan literature.” There were no examples of the recent kind,
where one finds titles on English studies with no indication that the
study is limited to English literature, such as, for instance, in an example
from 2006: “The Thick Style: Steady Sellers, Textual Aesthetics, and
Early Modern Devotional Reading.” The year 1933 witnessed the article
“Poetic Hero-Worship in the Late Eighteenth Century.” The article is the
first example of a transparent default reference to English. The second
example dates from 1936: “Man and Animals in Recent Poetry,” whose
spectrum is also limited to English literature, is also equally unmarked.
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Articles unmarked for national tradition are characteristic of anglophone, and not allophone studies. This persists, however, along with a
recognition of the necessity of English as language teaching, as well. In
the President’s address from 1938, “Nostra Maxima Culpa,” J. P. S. Tatlock
laments the poor writing skills of students enrolled in English composition courses. He recounts cases of “sending a student back for renewed
clinical treatment . . . by an expert in literary pathology” (1938: 1315).
The great theaters of international violence were the most determinative cultural factors in the reconfiguration of the study of language in the
United States. Among the American Civil War, the Spanish-American
War, World War I, and World War II, the Spanish-American War was
the only one not discussed in the MLA forums, but it was, nonetheless,
quite important, as has already been noted. But of all the conflicts, World
War II was of uniquely massive significance.

Life without parole: the rhetoric of WWII
WWII is first mentioned in the 1939 presidential address “NineteenForty.” H. Carrington Lancaster broaches the war in a manner resembling the comments in the PMLA on WWI. The US is again separating
itself from fatherland Europe, which
has abandoned to us the major part in the task of carrying on disinterested
research in the fields that we have chosen. Of course, the war will end . . . but
Europe will be wrecked and men will turn to practical concerns that will
enable them to keep alive rather than to devote themselves to the pursuit
of knowledge . . . we are like a son whose father has left him his business.
(Lancaster 1939: 1315)

He continues: “we in America . . . are to be put to a test. Are we prepared
in training, capacity, in spiritual courage to assume the responsibility for
the preservation and for the progress of our studies?” (1324). Lancaster’s
prediction would prove to undergo an ironic reversal, for it was the
United States that was to emerge from the war as a great technocracy that
would “turn to practical concerns” in the reconstitution of the modern
languages.
In the article, “Some Fundamental Problems for the Modern Languages
and Literatures,” Henry Grattan Doyle complains of a lessening of interest in second language study and a perception that it is impractical. He
sees a waxing culture of pragmatism and cites “the legendary statement
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by a group of engineering students at one of our state universities that
‘us engineers don’t need no English’ ” (Doyle 1939: 1350). This is echoed
in the 1940 presidential address “Foreign Languages.” Karl Young, an
English professor at Yale, states: “On all sides it is being said that in the
educational institutions of America the study of foreign languages is in
danger . . . in the secondary schools of some of our states, foreign tongues
are being virtually abandoned” (1940: 1329).
The PMLA published its first two articles in Italian when Italy was
allied with Nazi Germany. The first article “I Dialogi ad Petrum Histrum
di Leonardo Bruni Aretino (Per la Storia del Gusto Nell’Italia del Secolo
XV),” by Domenico Vittorini, appeared in the September 1940 issue. The
second article “Il Guicciardini e La Spagna,” by Vincent Luciani, appeared
in the December 1941 issue. The same volume also contained two articles
written in French and two written in German, which makes this issue
of the PMLA the most polyglot of all. (One of the French articles was
authored by Leo Spitzer and one of the German by Erich Auerbach.) It
is a remarkable coincidence that this issue should appear in December
1941, the month that the United States entered World War II.
The Macmillan publishing house displayed a two-page ad in the
1941 PMLA supertitled “Important New Texts for 1941–1942 Classes.”
On the left page is found “modern foreign languages” and on the right
side “English.” This is the first advertisement in the PMLA to separate
the modern languages into the distinct fields of “foreign” and “English,”
and it is a most portentous omen. The advertisements still continued,
however, to mix liberally national literary, philological, and pedagogical traditions. The advertisements from 1942 still show a good array of
titles on language and literature, along with a strong presence of texts on
English language instruction, not for foreigners, but for L1 learners. That
year, D.C. Heath advertised the titles: Spoken Spanish for Flying Cadets and
Our Armed Forces, Readings in Military German, and Military French.
The escalation of the American war machine could only act to intensify
the pragmatic tendencies in academia. In the president’s address from
the 1942 convention, Frederick Morgan Padelford, an English professor
at the University of Washington (who died on the way to the meeting),
recounted his first MLA convention from 1898, when he entered the
job market at the age of 23. He notes that the years from 1900 to 1930
“saw an unprecedented expansion in the study of English” and adds that
the years from 1931 to 1941 saw a “decline in the relative standing of the
modern languages and literatures” and “all of the humanistic disciplines.”
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He blames the progress in “mechanics and in all branches of engineering,” which caused Americans “to take a mechanistic view of life” (1942:
1334–1335).
There are also unegalitarian voices in Padelford’s discourse that lament
the democratization of education. He sees “a lowering of the norm of
academic intelligence” as a result of a mandatory minimum education
age. He fears a new class of student who prefers vocational skills and
adds that during wartime, colleges tend to emphasize practical studies
related to the war effort (1335). He uses the phrase “culture of the barracks” (1337) to refer to the mentality of mass education and predicts that
“English composition and foreign languages as tool subjects” will fare
well in the newly pragmatic society, but the study of literature will suffer
(1337). Literature is valuable for the “training of the feelings” (1340) and
the “maturing of the sentiments” (1341). He concludes that “the effect
of the war on the whole field of the humanities, and indeed on liberal
education itself, is now cataclysmic in its proportions” (1372).
Of great importance here are two reports issued by the Commission on
Trends in Education of the Modern Language Association of America.
They are Language Study in American Education (1940) and Literature in
American Education (1943). In these reports, “foreign language study” is
configured in service to the English language and American democracy.
Literary study is represented within the political ideology, as well.
Language Study in American Education was authored by Charles C.
Fries, a linguist at the University of Michigan and Vice President of the
MLA. It was coauthored by William M. Sale, a professor of English at
Cornell, and Edwin Zeydel, a professor of German at the University of
Cincinnati. Written at the onset of WWII, this essay is among the most
unstable, tortured, and ideologically warped texts ever to be put forth
by the Modern Language Association of America as representative of its
deliberations. It was completed under the auspices of “The Commission
on Trends in Education of the MLA,” and the foreword assures the
reader that the essay was “formally adopted as representing the views of
the Commission” (Fries 1940: 6). The maverick itinerary of the essay, the
narrative loops and changes of direction, the radical and sudden digressions from statements of purpose, along with the biases, recursions, and
logical lapses, could serve as a case study of what not to do in a freshman
composition course. The essay purports to discuss language study but
spends more time discussing vocational training and ephemeral notions
of freedom and democracy. But it is precisely the instability of this text
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that reveals the massive social, economic, and political infrastructural
forces that radically reconfigure the modern languages in the mid-twentieth century. And this text is especially valuable as representative of the
confluence, in one single essay, of two major contributory phenomena in
that reconfiguration. The first concerns an anxiety of class and labor, the
second an anxiety of nationhood and empire. These anxieties codetermine the gestation of “English and the foreign languages.”
The essay begins with an outright statement of ideology; it seeks to
investigate “the bearing of language experience on intellectual freedom . . . in preparing youth for the democratic ‘way of life’ ” (5). The
invocation of democracy echoes an agon at work here, a surreptitious
perception of a threat to the integrity of the nation. And here, one must
imagine the national anxieties in 1940: the other major world powers
are all at war, Japan is warring with China, and the collaboration of
German and Italian fascism and Soviet communism looms immensely
as a menace to American notions of democracy. The United States is
engaging in a massive military buildup in anticipation of the inevitable.
Consciousness exists in a state of distraction, and the preoccupation
acts to detour narratives in the direction of these anxieties. In this text,
choral repetitions of democracy and freedom distract the reader. The
preoccupation resembles a paranoid fixation that bends information to
conform to its agenda.
It is within this electrified context that the essay tries to discuss language study, but already in its statement of priorities in the foreword,
that study becomes deferred, ranking fifth of seven issues. The first two
issues concern the problem of vocational training, the third “the place
of progress toward freedom in the educative process,” and the fourth the
advocacy of “liberal education” (5). When the issue of language study is
finally articulated, it is yoked to the dominant ideology and responds
to a “need to develop language experience and historical perspective
in democratic education” (5). “Foreign language” is valued “because of
the insight it gives into the nature of all language and in particular the
mother tongue” (5).
The study amasses data in its desire to undervalue vocational training: in 1935, 55% of the population dropped out of school for financial
reasons (10). It thus concludes that “there is no evidence that a greater
emphasis upon vocational training will keep a larger proportion
of our youth in high school” (11). It also cites a “recent survey of all
employment in the United States” claiming that 65% of all the jobs in
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544

108

Why Is English Literature?

the country required no pre-employment training at all (11). It then
argues that increased vocational training is an unsound idea because it
would only increase the competition for the remaining 35% of the jobs
that require training. The asocial and antilabor elements in this faulty
reasoning are quite palpable: because there is high unemployment, one
should stop training workers.
The study then makes a quantum leap to a discussion of “education” instead of “training,” advocating the former over the latter.
These are coded terms for general liberal arts education for the
privileged and vocational training for the masses. It asserts that “the
happiness of man . . . depends upon the quantity and the quality of
one’s freedom . . . to be free is to do as one wills” (18). This is liberty for
the privileged “15% or 20% of our youth.” The reader is told that the
desired milieu for the class of free men is “liberal education,” which
contributes to the “democratic ideal.” And it is here that the essay
begins to get to its point, after having devoted more than half its
length to a tortuously wayward excursion about social, political, and
economic issues.
The first section to mention the theme of the essay is entitled
“For the Democratic Ideal Education Must Always Give Especial
Attention to the Development of Language Experience and Historical
Perspective” (21). (The word “language” is used in the first sentence
of the essay and then not again for another 14 pages.) This section
begins: “Fundamental to the self-determination or the self-direction
that constitutes the democratic way of life is freedom of choice” (21).
Finally returning to the raison d’être of the essay—the study of language—the focus is then placed upon English composition, the command of which is necessitated by the obligations of “every citizen of a
democracy” to contribute “to the solution of the problems of all . . . in
clear, cogent and legible English” (24). Again, this is not composition
in itself, but composition as it relates to democracy. This is, however,
democracy for the few. A caveat is then issued that this democratic
ideal is elusive, and that one must again limit one’s efforts to the top
“15% of our adult population” (24).
The conclusion repeats that “we are concerned then with the education of what must be the selected leadership in our democracy” (38),
and that “our democratic way of life demands fundamentally a liberal
education that looks toward ‘freedom’ ” (39). It emphasizes that “a liberal
education for the democratic ideal” depends upon “language experience
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and historical perspective” (39). But the conclusion is much like that of
the unfortunate study General Education in a Free Society (see below):
We believe that foreign language study can more effectively and more
economically than any other activity arouse and develop an essential sensitiveness to the connotations of the linguistic materials of his own language.
Only the study of a foreign language provides the experience basis necessary for an objective view of the structure of one’s own language. (39–40)

The study leaves a bit of room for “a certain few . . . who are equipped
to procure, at first hand, information concerning the activities, the scientific advances, and the literary products of those of foreign speech;”
this provides “very practical advantages to a democratic society” (40).
Thus this essay concludes on a note consonant with its schizoid theme:
“a certain few” can contribute to “a democratic society.” The polyphony
of voices that articulate this text makes for rocky reading. The liberal circulation among disparate categories is problematic for a reader from our
era, but it seems quite likely that the myriad juxtapositions would have
been otherwise perceived by the implied reader of 1940, a reader suffering from the same sociopolitical, economic, and international anxieties
as those of the authors of this MLA report.
This text is a highly significant indicator of the confluence of anxieties
that were combining to determine the configuration of language, both
anglophone and allophone, English and other, in the mid-twentieth century. The reactive resistance to the social changes and labor movements
that had begun to emerge in the late nineteenth century acted to identify
the exotic provenance of those threats as alien and, at times, unchristian.
This particular anxiety expresses itself in the opposition to the vocational
training of the working class in Language Study in American Education.
Foreign was suspect, and so became “foreign languages.”
The emergence of the United States as an international power after
WWI, along with the international instabilities caused by the onset
of WWII, created a form of illiberal nationalism, an anglocentric
retrenchment. “Foreign languages” became subjugated to the needs of
the national security of the national identity. This particular anxiety
expresses itself in displaced form via the obsessive repetition of the
tropes of “democracy” and “democratic” in Language Study in American
Education. This demonstrates how “foreign languages” became reconfigured as skills for the improvement of the mother tongue. Recognized
for the power of their alterity, for their power to destabilize anglophone
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hegemony, and subsequently disempowered thereof, they emerged as
slaves to the master class of English. They became, in effect, denatured
and deontologized.
The equally significant Literature in American Education (1943),
authored by Howard F. Lowry, was also issued by the Commission on
Trends in Education of the MLA. The foreword to the essay was also
written by the chair of the commission, Henry Gratton Doyle. Doyle
opens with a quote from the president of Harvard, James Bryant Conan,
that foregrounds the image of democracy. He asserts that the study of
literature is paramount for the development of “a future citizen of a
free country” (Lowry 1943: 5) and advocates “the study of literature in
democratic American education” (5). He emphasizes that the value of
the study of literature is self-evident and in need of no justification: to
defend the study of literature is to engage in an act of “supererogation,” a
gratuitous act as unnecessary as defending “Christianity, or democracy”
(5) (a most curious and evocative juxtaposition). The words “democracy”
and “democratic” are used as often as the word “literature:” each ten
times in the text; “free” occurs seventeen times, “freedom” four times,
and “liberty” three times.
The conclusion to the essay reiterates the ideologies that frame it,
affirming that “humane letters . . . must not be neglected if we are to have
free men in a free democracy,” for “human liberty depends not on charters and institutions alone” but on a heritage that “it is the business of
literature to make known” (28). The encounter with literature helps one
“become an initiate in the world of the free” (29). The essay ends: “This
is the true freedom we covet for our children here” (29). This frames the
study of literature in a fiercely nationalistic context.
These two MLA reports severely restrict the study of language and
literature to the service of nation and national language, an academic
exercise in national security, coeval with the English colonization of
literary studies. It should also be said that these reports share a narrow
concept of democracy, one that invokes “freedom” and “liberty” while
suppressing awareness of the inequalities of race, class, and gender in
American higher education at that time. (There were no women or
minorities on the executive committee of the MLA in 1943.) This was, in
effect, democracy for the few.
There were three PMLA articles published in French in 1943 and four
in German, out of a total of 72. The advertisements of 1943 reflect the orientation of a country at war, as well as a correspondence with elements
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of the ideology visible in the study Literature in American Education. F.S.
Crofts advertises Speech for Military Service, Appelton-Century advertises Purposeful Reading in College, and D.C. Heath announces Direct
Communication: Written and Spoken; all are texts that prepare for military
service. The Ronald Press Company advertised La Guerra Moderna and
Freedom Speaks: Ideals of Democracy in Poetry and Prose, which carries a
curious disclaimer: “without advocating any special view of democracy,
this new anthology presents general themes . . . which are essential to
the American way of life.” Macmillan advertised Siglo de Aventuras, an
intermediate reader containing tales of the Spanish conquistadors. In
addition, there were many manuals on speech and writing. This indicates
a clear change in comparison with earlier years.
The president’s address from 1943, “Mass Education and the Individual,”
by Rudolph Schevill, Professor of Spanish at Berkeley, is also articulated
in consonance with the restrictive elitist ideology of the period. Schevill
begins: “Innumerable essays are being written on the uncertain future
of the humanities, and on the obscure fate of a liberal education in the
post-war world” (1943: 1295). He argues that time should not be wasted
teaching second languages to students who have no interest in or aptitude
for them (1297). Questions of cultivating interest or assessing aptitude
are not raised. He actually recommends elimination of the second language requirement altogether, so that students who are really interested
in learning another language should be seen as “a privileged group and
should be taught in separate classes” (1298). He speaks of “examples
of the ‘athlete’ who has already failed in two different languages but is
nonetheless forced to look again for some kind of language units” (1299).
The president’s address is followed by the article “The Importance of
Language Study,” also authored by Schevill (et al.), which presents itself
as a “statement on the importance of language study in the wartime situation.” It sees L2 study as valuable because “interpreters are required to
question prisoners of war” (Schevill, et al. 1943: 1306).
The end of World War II witnessed the appearance of the highly influential Harvard report General Education in a Free Society: Report of the
Harvard Committee. The report, here studied in its thirteenth printing,
was first published in 1945. It begins: “The war has precipitated a veritable
downpour of books and articles dealing with education” (President and
Fellows of Harvard College 1950: v). The first two words clearly indicate
the principal causal factor: the Second World War. The title reveals an
implied ideological antagonism, a “free society” opposed to a dictatorial
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one, and the implicit totalitarian nemeses are clear: fascist Germany and
the Soviet Union. Thus the publication reveals, in a displaced manner,
that education is being configured in a form that is both nationalist and
oppositional. And it is done so by Harvard, one of the nation’s premier
universities. Education is represented as “the ways and means by which a
great instrument of American democracy can both shape the future and
secure the foundations of our free society” (x).
The words “free,” “freedom,” and “democracy” are scattered liberally
throughout the text. The first chapter begins with a quotation by Pericles,
“from another democracy,” one that “breathes the pride of a free society
which, through the released energy of its citizens, had achieved a power,
wealth, and height of material progress unknown until that time” (3). By
allusion to the Golden Age of Athens, this thinly disguised self-reference
actually seems to configure the United States as the unprecedented
preeminent world historical power. It also configures second language
study as irrelevant for those with a terminal high school diploma:
“Foreign language, for instance, though necessary for much of college
work, is surely of far less use to these young people than music or the
arts or more English or more study of American life” (101). As only 5% of
the population of the US had a college degree at the time this report was
written (US Census Bureau 2003), it effectively declares second language
(and intercultural) studies irrelevant for the vast majority of the national
population. Instead of intercultural studies, a more limited “study of
American life” is recommended in their place.
The report also separates “English” from “foreign language.” The use of
the term “foreign language” here is quite curious. The study prefers it to
“foreign languages,” and its use in the singular implies an undifferentiated homogeneous mass. On the one side, there is English, and, on the
other, “foreign language.” The effect of this is twofold: it acts to separate
English from language(s), and it also levels languages into one unified
object, implying that the vast differences among them are less important
than what they all have in common: they are not English, and they exist
in subordinate contrast thereto. “Foreign language” has value only “for the
understanding of English and its help in developing a mastery of English
composition. It is certainly possible, without great expense of time, to
make comparisons between English and other languages which yield fruit
of the utmost value” (President and Fellows of Harvard College 1950: 120).
This is fruit, however, for nourishing the knowledge of English. Thus the
entity “foreign language” has value only as it relates to English studies;
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worthless in itself, its utility lies in the act of translation: “there is no better
practice in reading or in writing English than translation,” but “provided
the translator knows the other language sufficiently well” (120).
The report reflects the very familiar American skepticism toward
the possibility that an L1 speaker of American English could be quite
functional in a second language; L2 fluency is, in effect, not American,
perhaps even un-American:
Few of the many who begin this labor finish it. Few, that is, bring their
grasp of another language to a point where it has both an explosive and a
disciplinary effect on their English . . . those who thus fail to bring language
to the kindling point are certainly wasting their time . . . they might have
learned more from something else. (121)

One wonders what international relations would be like if all countries
had similar ideas on second language learning, if the Netherlands, for
instance, had decided that studying English, French, or German was
fine for helping your Dutch, but beyond that, not worth the trouble,
because you are not really going to be fluent in any of them anyway. This
is protectionism masking as skepticism. The entry into the interlingual
moment could destabilize the empowered hegemonic language.
Much discussion is given to the proposition that “language is sometimes studied as a tool for instance, German by prospective scientists
who will need access to technical writings in German, or Spanish by
persons looking forward to a job in South America” (121). For utilitarian
purposes, “colleges will doubtless increasingly offer intensive courses,
especially in summer sessions, when, conscious of their need, students
may repair it as quickly and effectively as possible” (123). The report
contains statements that may be characterized as among the most outrageous indications of the newly nascent anglocentrism issued by an
institution of higher education:
Meanwhile, the teaching of a single language will remain far the commoner
way of giving perspective to English. There are few subtler tasks than this
early stage of language teaching. Moreover, it is hard to estimate, since its
results should appear primarily in a student’s English, not in his grasp of
the new language. (124)

The report continues:
Of the early stages of language teaching, its prime function is not to give a
practical command of the new language; on the contrary, it is to illuminate
English . . . this need explains and largely justifies the traditional use of Latin
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or French in the late primary or early secondary years. The somewhat mystical superiority . . . which has been claimed for these languages, especially
Latin, may be largely false . . . they should come early rather than late in the
curriculum, preferably in the seventh or eighth grade. (124)

The report emphasizes “that teachers fully understand and never forget
the reasons why a foreign language should be taught at all at this early
stage which reasons, to repeat, have chiefly to do with a student’s growth
in his own speech, not in the foreign speech.” Concentrating on the second language is perilous: “The danger is that it shall be studied only for
itself without relevance to English” (125).
The report does acknowledge the intellectual value of language study
in itself for college students “whose serious interest is in the humanities . . . they must at the same time find in language more than a tool—an
insight into another culture, a vision of the history of ideas, something
which in depth and vitality far surpasses translations. The French or Latin
begun earlier will be for many the natural avenue of this further humanistic study,” but “German and Spanish will presumably be studied largely
as tools” (126). The report goes on to recommend the study of Russian
and ancient Greek, while bracketing entirely the study of Italian.
While the recognition of the humanistic value of Latin, French, and
Greek in this highly utilitarian and ideological report is, at least, encouraging, one must question the relegation of German and Spanish to “tools,”
along with the entire omission of Italian literature, while the literary
value of Russian literature is preferred: “One need hardly dwell on the
greatness of Russian literature or on the import of Russian thought and
history for any future that we can foresee” (126). The Italian renaissance
is the cradle of western vernacular literature, and the literary traditions
of Spain and Germany are clearly older than that of Russia. The key to
the importance of Russian is revealed in the phrase “for any future we
can foresee.” This is the early cold war vision of the formidable menace
to “a free society” presented by the Soviet Union, a menace projected
well into the foreseeable future. It is the anterior voice of pathological
anticommunism speaking here, however elliptically.
This report signals a paradigm shift in the configuration of literary
studies in the American academy. This may be the point of bifurcation,
the Rubicon crossed on the path that leads to the full separation of literature (English) from the languages. This is a bifurcation imprinted on the
American mind, as a fixed blueprint, for the consequent production of
thought. As Harvard does, so does academia.
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In the 1945 edition of the PMLA, Henry Grattan Doyle published
“Report of the Commission on Trends in Education,” which was sharply
critical of “General Education in a Free Society.” Doyle cites Princeton’s
general education guidelines of 1945, which require students to have
reading knowledge of a non-English language or knowledge of calculus
for the bachelor’s degree (1945: 1350), a requirement that would effectively
guarantee monolingualism for natural scientists. Now this equation is
quite telling, in that it reduces the non-English language to the status of
a mechanical skill, not a medium for apprehending a foreign culture or
literature. Doyle has astute and eerily predictive observations:
One could hardly believe that we have learned anything from our war-time
experience as far as foreign languages are concerned. It is as if we had never
had an area and language curriculum under the Army Specialized Training
Program; or demonstrated that reasonably intelligent young Americans,
under proper conditions, can learn to speak foreign languages acceptably.
(1352)

The 1946 PMLA contains advertisements that mix literature and
language instruction, but the rubric “titles in the modern languages,”
which had frequently and conveniently served to indicate instructional,
primary, and secondary texts in English and allophone languages and
literatures seems to have disappeared. Packard and Co. advertises the
title “University Classics,” with English literature titles, along with texts
of Machiavelli, Longinus, Erasmus, Montaigne, and Campanella in
English translation.
In the 1947 PMLA, F.S. Crofts & Co. advertises “Crofts Classics. A choice
selection of the enduring works in world literature,” which contains English
literature titles along with works by Goethe, Voltaire, and Machiavelli, all in
English translation (at the cost of 30 cents each). The 1948 PMLA displays
the first instance of the use, in that publication, of the phrase “modern
language” to the exclusion of English: Philosophical Library Publishers
advertised 20th Century Modern Language Teaching, a tome devoted to the
teaching of “foreign languages” to anglophone Americans. The advertisements in this volume also display more and more literature in translation
with no caveat to the reader that the text is not in the original language.
The postwar anglocentric ideologies, most influentially expressed in
the landmark Harvard report of 1945, facilitated the semantic shift in the
term “English.” The year 1948 marks the first use of the term as a trope for
literature in general in the advertisements of the PMLA. The publishing
house of Rinehart & Co. entered a full-page ad divided into three lists:
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“For English Courses,” “Forthcoming English Titles,” and “Recent German
Texts.” Under the rubric “For English Courses” is found the anthology
Short Novels of the Masters, which contains the following authors: Chekov,
Dostoevsky, Flaubert, Henry James, Joyce, Kafka, Lawrence, Mann,
Melville, and Tolstoy. Seven of the ten are not English language authors.
Interestingly, the rubric “Recent German Texts” includes Franz Werfel’s
novel Der Abituriententag, which is listed as a text and not as a title or
novel, whereas Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice merits inclusion along
with the novels. The rubric “text” is also readable: the other title marked
as a text is A Contemporary German Science Reader. The word “text” here
carries the semantics of textbook, something quite separate from literature. It indicates an object of technical study, a manual to be taken at face
value. German literature in the original (Werfel) is a (foreign) language
text; German literature in translation (Mann) is English.
The advertisements from the 1950 PMLA display the category “Modern
Languages” to the exclusion of English. Anthologies of literature in
translation become more and more common. The Modern Library
College Editions has a two-page advertisement with 41 authors, of which
13 are non-English, and all of these are in translation. In 1951, the PMLA
advertisements display only one ad announcing a primary work in a nonEnglish language not for pedagogical purposes: Princeton Publications
in Modern Languages announces Voltaire’s Micromégas. The other titles
in non-English languages are annotated readers indicating the level of
language instruction, e.g., “intermediate,” “advanced,” etc. Ginn and
Company presents five titles: one annotated German reader, two Spanish
readers, “The Heritage of American Literature,” and “The Heritage of
European Literature” in English translation. The “foreign language”
texts contain “drills” and “exercises.” On the one hand, the literary texts
are for language learning; on the other, literature is for literature. Data
from subsequent years show similar information: The American Book
Company advertises for “Outstanding Modern Language Books” in
French, German, and Spanish. All are either textbooks or graded readers.
The paradigm shift for the understanding of literature and language
became fully functional in the wake of World War II. The template separating the two was solidly forged and would act to triage cognition into
two distinct fields. Language study is understood as an autotelic skill, an
end in itself.
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English only and segregated dorms
(with free bussing)
For the first 70 years of their existence, the MLA and the PMLA regularly
used the locution “modern languages” instead of “modern foreign languages.” The word “foreign” did not appear in a PMLA article title until
1949: “American Scholarship in the Field of Foreign Literatures.” The first
full bifurcation is found in 1970 in the article: “The Job Market in English
and Foreign Languages.” From 1950 to 2006, there were 46 PMLA articles
with the word “foreign” in the title.
For the first ninety years of its existence, the organization representing
the modern languages and their literatures regularly published articles
written in English, French, German, Italian, and Spanish, at times combining four languages in one volume. The year 1974 went unnoticed as
one of the most significant years in the history of the PMLA. In that year,
the journal printed its last two articles in a language other than English.
Both articles were written in French and appeared in the October issue.
Marie-Rose Carré of the University of Massachusetts published “Pensée
rationnelle et responsabilité morale: Le Traité de sagesse dans La Logique
de Port-Royal,” referring to Antoine Arnauld’s L’Art de penser (1662), composed at L’Abbaye de Port-Royal. This is where Arnauld had also written
his Grammaire générale et raisonnée (1660), which preserves the original
meaning of grammar as the essence of ars liber: language and literature
are inseparable. The other article was “Céline: L’Itinéraire d’une écriture,”
by Philippe Alméras, who had just accepted a position as director of
the Centre d’etudes franco-americain (CEFA) in Normandy. Almeras,
who had studied and taught in the United States, founded CEFA in an
effort to ameliorate the poor state of second language knowledge in the
United States. The context and subjects of these articles carry significant
ironic resonances for the marginalization of “foreign languages” and the
triumph of English as the medium for the study of literature.
The PMLA did not publish an official statement of editorial policy
until 1961, when the journal presented the “Editorial Policy of PMLA”
(MLA 1961: 624), which did not specify the language of publication and
did not use the word “English” at all in the document. The opening lines
frame the journal as a forum to “reflect the most distinguished American
scholarship in the modern languages and literatures” and warn “established scholars” to make sure that their “writings compare in excellence
and value with those of younger men” (624). The editorial policy was
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amended in 1973 to include the phrase: “Articles submitted should be in
English, well written, and accompanied by an abstract . . .” (MLA 1973:
334). This declaration started and stalled, perhaps reflecting the uncertainty of the decision itself. It was present in all subsequent issues from
1973 but absent from 1974 on; the string “Articles submitted should be in
English, well written” was truncated to the gratuitous: “articles should
be well-written,” which was itself eventually omitted, perhaps due to the
problematic implications of telling professors of literature to write well.
But an unstated English-only policy remained in effect, nonetheless.
The practice became official in 1992, when the flagship journal
representing “the modern languages and their literatures” stated in its
editorial policy that “manuscripts in languages other than English are
accepted for review but must be accompanied by a detailed summary
in English (generally of 1000–1500 words) and must be translated into
English if they are recommended to the Editorial Board” (MLA 1992: 4).
The PMLA issued no explanation for the English-only rule of 1992. The
issuance of this edict eighteen years after the disappearance of articles in
languages other than English seems quite perplexing. It is not mentioned
anywhere in the PMLA’s centennial and millennial retrospective issues.
The edict appeared in January 1992. December 26, 1991 is recognized as
the official date of the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the
cold war.
The MLA convention first divided into separate language groups at
the March 1920 meeting in Columbus. Sessions were divided, but only
on the second day of the three-day convention. On day two, there was
an English section, a Romance section, and a Germanic section. On the
other days, sessions were communal.
In 1981, the annual MLA convention began segregating its principal
residences into separate hotels. There was one for “English” and one for
the “foreign languages,” and the separation was indicated on the first
page of the conference program: “Meetings will be held in the New York
Hilton (primarily English sessions) and Sheraton Centre (primarily
foreign language sessions) hotels” (MLA 1981: 964). While meetings and
sessions had for a long time been classified according to national distinctions, but clearly not exclusively so, 1981 marked an important milestone,
for it instantiated and set in concrete (and steel) a separation between
the monolingual and the multilingual, English and “foreign languages”
respectively, and sanctioned the notion that these two communities were
comfortably distinct and had relatively little in common. (The MLA did
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offer, however, free bussing between the hotels.) This segregation was
and is transparent. It is autoperformative and perceived as natural, to
the extent that it needs no justification or enforcement. It is transparent
within the cultural habitus.
The program for the 1976 convention contained an announcement of
another interesting segregation, also maladroit, but quite differently so:
“Members who wish to smoke are asked to sit on the right side (as you
face the speaker) in every meeting room. The hotel personnel have been
instructed to place ashtrays only on the right side of the rooms” (PMLA
1976: 975).
The ideology of American mercantile opportunism in both postwar
periods displayed a self-consciousness of entitlement and presumption,
and American English became the idiom of that ideology. Anxieties of
class and labor and nationhood and empire combined to supervalue
English as the sole forum for discourse and devalorize other languages.
Academia fell victim to these ideologies, which one sees in the representation of “English and the (foreign) languages,” in an increase in literature
in translation, and in a shift from an understanding of English as a literature to English as literature, period. A waxing culture of pragmatism
that takes “a mechanistic view of life” reconfigured “foreign languages
as tool subjects,” the value of which became relegated to the service of
English. This was accompanied by the separation of English from the
modern languages (in unawareness of the logical error therein) and the
separation of literature from language. The organization founded in support of the modern languages and their literatures came itself to perform
the ideologies detrimental to its own cause.

Blindness and foresight: the retrospectives
of the MLA
The year 1983 marked the one-hundredth anniversary of the MLA,
for which the organization published a separate centennial issue that
included articles reviewing its history and assessing its progress. There
are four articles among them that are important for the present study:
one on “foreign languages,” one on “literary study,” and one on “English
studies,” along with the “Centennial Presidential Address,” which intends
an overview. The triage here is interesting, as there are three articles
dealing with literary studies and one with “foreign languages.” Such a
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separation gives the impression that these are separate from literature,
English, and literary methodology.
The keynote essay of the collection is the presidential address, written
by Mary Ann Caws, a professor of French, English, and comparative
literature at CUNY. Caws writes in the midst of a generational conflict in
literary studies, one that opposed poststructuralist critiques to traditional
canonical, new critical, and literary-historical methods, and often quite
violently so. Thus she advocates an inclusive “compassionate criticism”
(1984: 319), one not of divisiveness, but of cooperation:
Let me insert here a plug for really comparative literature and a flexible outlook at the same time, in the hope that it will function for several outlets.
I think we should not be willing to be pinned into any corner or method
or genre, whether it be narratological, thematic, sociolectical, or aestheticanalytic, whether mimetic or referential or reference-free. (318)

The metanarrative of theory and methodology here ignores the realities
of the progressive privileging of English, and especially the fact that
“really comparative literature” describes better the situation of parity
among the modern languages and their literatures at the naissance of the
MLA than it does the situation in 1983.
Karl Kroeber of Columbia University contributes “The Evolution of
Literary Study, 1883–1983.” This essay opens with some tangential observations of glib indifference, for instance: “in 1883 no modern literature
was studied, while today only modern literature is studied” (Kroeber
1984: 326). This is clearly a vast overstatement, but the essay does not
seem to be troubled at all by its implications. It is followed by a similarly
casual remark: “Both literary and scholarly practices, of course, reflect the
character of modern society; for a simple instance, the growing number
of readers without knowledge of foreign languages has made ours an age
of translation” (328). Thus the classics are no longer studied, and literature is read in translation (presumably English). Such is the state of our
discipline, and that’s that. These are regrettable developments, perhaps,
but quite favorable ones for English professors.
The article on “foreign languages” was written by Robert G. Mead and
is titled “The MLA and the Study of Foreign Languages.” Mead opens
with some valuable, albeit anachronistic statements on the history of the
organization. He observes that “the first meeting (1883) brought together
a small group of scholars in which foreign language professors outnumbered their English-teaching colleagues by a ratio of almost two to one”
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(1984: 340). This serves well to remind the membership that the MLA
was proportionally much more multilingual at its onset than it is today,
but the phrase “foreign language professors” is here an anachronistic
backreading; this phrase is not found in the proceedings from 1884.
Mead also offers the invaluable observation that “in the 1920s a wave of
post-World War I ethnocentrism and heightened isolationism further
favored English over foreign languages in the MLA and its journal”
(340). Mead is well aware that English studies progressively marginalized
the study of allophone literatures, but a blind spot occludes perception of
the fact that the term “foreign language” was a valuable tool in performing that suppression. The phrase “foreign literature” is not used at all in
Mead’s article, but the string “foreign language/s” is used over 100 times.
The phrase “language teachers” is used 34 times. Despite Mead’s intent,
which is indeed cause for optimism, the discourse employed configures
language in its current sense as a technical skill that is also labeled as
foreign.
Phyllis Franklin contributed “English Studies: The World of
Scholarship in 1883,” a title interesting in its implications. Is the reader to
understand that English studies was the world of scholarship in 1883, that
they were one and the same? Or is it to communicate the awkward trope
of a world within English studies? In any event, the title does indeed
communicate, however inadvertently, a presumptive and hegemonic
configuration of “English,” a submerged equation of “English = world.”
The issue becomes even more problematic when it is asserted that “by
1883 the world of scholarship, at least in broad outline, was the world
we now know.” This was the result of the efforts of “individuals drawn
by a passion for philology and English studies . . . despite isolation from
European Scholars” (Franklin 1984: 356).
This assertion is quite distinct from the reality of English studies in
1883, which were then seen as but a subset of the modern languages
and their literatures. Moreover, the scholar of the English language and
literature at that time was a true polyglot, versed in Latin and Greek, and
functional, as well, in other modern languages. Is this “the world we now
know?” Oddly, the essay then jumps from macrocosm to microcosm
and limits its focus to the contributions of three “pioneer scholars” in the
early years of English studies in the United States: George Marsh, Francis
March, and Francis Child. Marsh was a politician and businessman who
was instrumental in the development of the study of English philology,
as well as in the growth of the research library.
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Francis March was the first professor of English in the US, a chair that
he occupied at Lafayette College from 1857 to 1907. Franklin includes a
passage from March’s Method of Philological Study of the English Language,
which reads:
Classical Philology regards language mainly as literature, and studies grammar in connection with etymology, rhetoric, poetry, and criticism . . . the
general laws of language are on one side also laws of mind; it includes the
study of the history and character of a race and their language . . . it implies
the study of many books in many languages . . . (March 1865: iii; Franklin
1983: 363)

Clearly, this does not characterize the world of the English professor of
our day; it corresponds instead to activities of those scholars now commonly referred to as being “in languages,” those whose teaching and
research are done in allophone literatures.
The third “pioneer scholar” discussed is Francis James Child, the first
professor of English at Harvard. He was a folklorist and is best known
for his work on scholarly editions, most significantly the multi-volume
collection The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, the collected works
of Edmund Spenser, and a study of Chaucer’s use of language. There
is also an oddity present in the selection and description of the three
“pioneer scholars” that strikes the reader’s eye. March is presented as a
“sixth-generation New Englander” (361), Child as “the son of a Boston
sailmaker” (364), and Marsh as “born in Woodstock, Vermont, into an
old New England family” (356). Marsh is also said to have “judged the
Anglo-Saxon heritage superior to the classical tradition” (358). This discussion of the “world of scholarship” restricts its focus to a threesome of
Anglo-Saxon New Englanders, illuminating their genealogical pedigree;
this may well be inadvertent, but it is not bereft of some uncomfortably
curious anglophilic resonances.
Franklin does indeed do well to illuminate the contributions of these
three scholars, but the focus in this essay is microeconomic and suppresses
discussion of vast changes in the discipline. It ignores the quantum shifts
involved in the understanding of philology, in the replacement of philology by linguistics, in the separation of “language” from literary studies, in
the understanding of the terms “literature,” “English,” and “languages,” and
in the xenophobic attitudes toward “foreign languages” that accompanied
the postwar eras. These developments have created a radically different
“world of scholarship” in the modern languages and their literatures.
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This issue of the PMLA commemorates the centennial anniversary of
the organization that initially saw language and literature as one entity
and advocated their simultaneous study. Fissures slowly developed in
that simultaneity and eventually generated a continental divide. In the
centennial issue, that separation becomes reiterated, celebrated, and
reinforced. The segregation of language and literature is never thematized in the visual field of the myopic retrospectives. The presidential
address makes no mention of the problem, and the separate articles on
“literary study” and “the study of foreign languages” further perform the
segregation.
The year 2000 offers, however, encouraging rays of clarity for the twenty-first century. That year, the PMLA published a “Special Millennium
Issue.” The “Introduction: Plus Ça Change . . .” was written by Linda
Hutcheon, the first Canadian woman to be president of the MLA. The
title is of interest: the complete idiom is plus ça change, plus c’est la même
chose (the more things change, the more they stay the same). Clearly,
there has been a change: in the second half of the American century,
discourse has progressed from the monocultural to the multicultural,
but has this yielded the multilingual?
The millennium issue is a retrospective collection of PMLA essays
in mostly excerpted form, citing a paragraph or two, and not commenting at all on the massive semantic shift in the understanding of
“philology” and “language(s),” a shift that was already operational
in the WWII era. The issue is divided into four sections: 1883–1919,
1920–1945, 1946–1967, and 1968–2000. The use of the mileposts of the
world wars seems perfunctorily chosen; the correspondences made
are coincidental, and the justifications for the periodization are insubstantial. Hutcheon states:
The first, 1883 to 1919, the end of the First World War, records not just the
rise of philology in our discipline but the even more basic definition and
defense—and then acceptance and growth—of the study of modern rather
than ancient languages in the academy. (2000: 1720)

The agonistic struggle against the parent classical tradition had subsided
by the turn of the century, the modern languages and literatures having
become more confidently established by that time. This period, however,
witnessed the debut of the anglicizing of instruction in the modern languages and their literatures, a crucial development that goes unnoticed
in the millennial retrospective.
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The second period, that of the era between the great wars, is seen as
one of “disciplinary fragmentation” (1720) and focuses accordingly on
specialization within national literary traditions. It contains an observation of interest:
In 1944 Robert Herndon Fife looked realistically at the ruin of European
libraries, at what he called a “bankrupt and intellectually wasted Europe,”
and urged the United States to take off the “linguistic blinders” and realize that the lack of knowledge of foreign languages had been a handicap to
Americans in this war as in the earlier one. (1721)

This is clearly an assertion of the value of allophone languages, but it also
configures them as utilitarian martial skills, and their suppression is not
correlated with the hegemonizing of English and the colonization and
anglicizing of the field of literary studies.
The period 1946–1967 is seen as one of “general postwar optimism and
hope” (1721). These were the heady years of the pax americana. The discussions in this section do not recognize this period as the one in which
English became the transparent superintendent language of valuation,
and the “foreign languages” descended into the language lab. The year
1968 is chosen as the next turning point and is described, using the idiom
of that era, as the times that were changing “the way we eat and dress
and love and play” and “how we relate to one another.” It is noted that
“Henry Nash Smith’s 1969 presidential address took its title from Bob
Dylan’s ‘Ballad of a Thin Man:’ ‘Something is happening but you don’t
know what it is, do you, Mr. Jones?’ ” (1721). The subsequent engagement
of the post-1960s era restricts its focus to changes in domestic culture;
there was, however, another change of which Mr. Jones was unaware and
probably indifferent to: the period witnessed a radical decline in second
language study in the United States.
Near the conclusion of her essay, Hutcheon illuminates
the continuing struggle to defend the teaching—and learning—of languages other than English . . . by the time of the Second World War MLA
presidents were defending an “endangered species”—the study of foreign
languages . . . plus ça change . . . today, if the members’ letters are any
indication, we alternate between a kind of utopian dream of a globalized
multilingual world and an equally common apocalyptic fear of unilingual
domination. (1726)

This is a most astute and most encouraging declaration for the future
of allophone studies in the twenty-first century, and it is perhaps no
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coincidence that it comes from the vision of a Canadian scholar. The
onus is upon us to generate a discourse that makes the dream less utopian and more viable, a discourse that does not elevate English above
“the languages.”
Since the millennium issue, there have been serious attempts to
address this problem, but the attempts themselves tend to speak within
the discourse of English hegemony and thus lack the language needed
to assess the problem. In 2006, Doug Steward published “The Foreign
Language Requirement in English Doctoral Programs,” which lamented
the fact that English PhD programs do not take their “foreign language”
requirement seriously. He criticized the perfunctory reading knowledge
requirement as an indication of the attitude that English is the world
language and a transparent medium of communication. These observations are clearly on the mark, but the maintenance of the term “foreign
languages” invokes its opposite: English (lit). This preserves the binary
and acts as an impediment to the realization of Steward’s vision.
Another ray of hope was offered by “The Conference on the Relation
between English and Foreign Languages in the Academy,” which was
held in New York in 2002; the proceedings were published in the PMLA
in October of that year. The contributions criticize the binary distinction
of English and other, but, at the same time the conference practices that
distinction in its organization and discourse. One contributor attempts
to laud Hispanic studies by saying that Spanish is the “new English”
and the “post-English English” (Greene 2002: 1241). Again, one cannot
escape from the paradigm of English as literature. Françoise Lionnet,
however, breaks the paradigm and speaks critically of “national language
departments” instead of foreign vs. English ones, and reminds us that
“monolingualism is an aberration in most of the world” (2002: 1252).
Proper analysis is possible only through language, language that does
not perform the problem while analyzing it. Scholarship needs to adopt
the most neutral language possible.
The retrospectives published in the PMLA reveal perceptual habits that
color the periods under investigation, and that paint a mural of the past
consisting largely of contemporary narratives. Historicized illumination,
however, reveals the mural beneath the mural, the true historical dynamics of the modern languages and their literatures occluded by the current
retrospectives. The momentum of the recent culture wars of canonical/
non-canonical and theoretical/non-theoretical cause these retrospectives to fabricate turning points masking the real forces that effected the
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anglicizing of literature and the segregation of language from literary
studies. Plus ça change . . .
The MLA website now contains a “Statement on Language
Requirements for Doctoral Programs in English” that also urges progress
beyond the perfunctory reading knowledge requirement and recommends a “deep study of a language and its literary and cultural expressions . . . in the original.” And in 2012, Rosemary Feal, Executive Director
of the MLA, made the most astute recommendation that “advanced
competence in language(s)” (2012: 6) not be an exit, but an entrance
requirement for graduate study in English.
It is most encouraging to recognize an allophilic spirit in these recent
MLA discourses, a dissatisfaction with the monoglot condition of academic as well as popular culture. Blindness in the retrospectives studied
here does not equate with aversion: the will to become operational in the
matrix of multilingual globalization is certainly there. The illumination
of the historical contingencies that generated this monolingual condition and the cultural ones that continue to maintain it can also point the
way to its rectification. Deconstruction must lead to reconstruction, and
a positive attitude must prevail, a faith in a new affirmative action.
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In the article, “Why We Should Remember Philology,” Michael Holquist,
a past president of the MLA, reminds us of the logocentric nature of our
profession and of philology as the paragon example thereof. He sees the
Humboldtian university itself as organized around “the preeminence of
philology as the queen of sciences” and notes
developments in chemistry and then in physics and biology that eclipsed
philology as the primary armature for implementing in historical experience a dream of unified Wissenschaft. It was replaced by visions of the
natural sciences as models of research and new knowledge . . . a transformed
idea of science that reduced it to knowledge of brute nature. (Holquist 2002:
77–79)

The philologists conceived their discipline “as a cognitive and ethical
task. Philology in their view was, moreover, a task that needed constant
performance. It was always relevant, because its fulfillment was an endless work that was never completed. It was never completed because its
ultimate aim was to remember language” (78). This was the operative
episteme at the center of the modern research university. Holquist notes,
“In the Humboldtian dream of philology, language was at the center of the
university because in the study of foreign tongues students best learned
the humility that comes from never forgetting that we are in signs” (78).
We should remember philology in order to recover it for the future,
because our age of globalization demands the awareness that knowledge
is a multilingual semiotic system. The realization of knowledge as such
a system is suppressed by a culture that sees its own language as the
sole cognitive medium and other languages as skills. Knowledge should
remain ever contextualized in the system of multilingual signs.
More than a century ago, the taxonomy of our study of languages and
literatures, although more narrow, was more egalitarian than it is today.
One of the problems is language, literally the word “language” itself, and
its connotations. It has become a repository of alterity, a landfill site for
the submersion of cultures that have been othered by the discourse of
anglophone hegemony. Democratic practices have regularly recommended renaming when the name undergoes semantic degradation.
The changes in appellation for minority communities attest to this, for
instance, the temporal sequence from “Negro,” to “Afro-American,”
to “Black,” and now to “African-American.” In some instances, a mere
resequencing suffices, as in the shift from “colored people” to “people
of color.” And for reasons of gender equality, one no longer refers to the
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“girl” who is chair of the history department (although, unfortunately,
there are still too many publications that speak of “the history of man,” or
“the brain of man”). When the signifier in question underwent semantic
degradation, this was not met by an insistence on the value of the signifier itself, but instead by an insistence on the value of the signified,
coupled with a modification of the signifier.
This has not been done with the battery of terms designating our field.
We have allowed some to undergo massive semantic degradation and
reduction, such as “language” and “grammar,” and others to undergo
semantic elevation and metaphorical extension, such as “English.” We
continue to insist on the value of the victimized signifier, clinging to it as
to a sinking ship, instead of abandoning it for a more worthy vessel. We
continue to speak the hegemonizing discourse and, in doing so, invoke
and perform the ideologies damaging to our own cause. Long after the
linguistic turn, and despite our tremendous progress in discourse analysis itself, the metonym “English” occupies literature. What would happen
if physics and science became coterminous, and biology and chemistry
were simply called “labs?” If only physicists were called scientists, and
the others “lab teachers?” If we comfortably used the locution “science
and the labs” to mean physics and the other natural sciences? Would
biologists and chemists be complacent?
To maintain the word “languages” in the title of an allophone literature department is to contribute to the misperception of the field as
skills based, and thus to its disempowerment. The removal of the word
“language” should confuse the academic community, cause conflation
with the English department, and ultimately open up dialogue. The
privileging of English as the sole purveyor of content acts to marginalize allophone literatures and cultures, which cannot achieve parity with
English as long as their study is perceived as skills based. A necessary
step has already been taken by schools like Arizona State and Richmond,
which have omitted the terms “language” and “foreign” from their
departmental names.
Some of the forces that first generated the massive semantic shifts in the
terms designating our field, and that effected the separation of language
and literature—the martial rhetoric, xenophobia, class consciousness,
anticommunist and antilabor hysteria, and certainly the antisemitism—
have receded from academic discourse. On the other hand, a mercantile,
managerial, and technological orientation clearly persists in our current academic and popular culture and informs and configures “the
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languages” in a narrow manner. While most of the damaging forces have
receded, the discourse that they generated has remained current. It acts
as a choral anthem sung that recovers the biased ideologies, functioning
as an unperceived background motif that continues to influence thought
and action. This persists, despite the fact that the phobias that produced
these damaging ideologies are themselves antithetical to the image of the
liberal professoriate.
One may take an example from the anticommunist rhetoric of the
postwar period. Its endless repetition imprinted a fear of government in
the national folklore, which remained after perestroika and the dissolution of the USSR. For instance, in 1962, Ronald Reagan recorded the LP
album Ronald Reagan Speaks Out Against Socialized Medicine (produced
by the Woman’s Auxiliary of the American Medical Association), in
which he said that public health care programs would lead to socialized
medicine, big-brother government, and ultimately to communism. It
was a fear of a “slippery slope” that was to remain, oddly, long after the
supposed abyss at the bottom of the slope had disappeared. This functions in the form of stimulus-response conditioning, in which the conditioned response remains after the removal of the original stimulus. Such
is the case with the ideologies that altered the discourse of the modern
languages and their literatures. The original stimuli have receded, but
the responses remain. They are inscribed in the cultural habitus. The
inscriptions “language,” “foreign language,” “English,” “literature,” and
“lit” are set in concrete in an immobile semantic field. They function as
monosemantic icons, impervious to our desire that it not be that way.
We must create new inscriptions in new semantic fields.
Unfortunately, it seems that the more we become accustomed to
a damaging ideology, the more that ideology becomes invasive and
widespread, and we will wind up performing it, albeit unwittingly. We
may be allergic to certain nutrients and avoid them when they are visible but consume them when they are hidden among other ingredients.
Imbedded in the meanings of language is the technical skills-only aspect.
It is echoed, inaudibly for us, in the reception and perception of the term
in the auditory apparatus of our non-specialist interlocutors. They do
not hear it as we intend. We intend language and literature. They hear
language.
There are clearly many instances of the curtailing of resources for
apprehending knowledge via non-English languages at American institutions of higher education. These are commonly referred to by locutions
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such as: “language programs cut,” “foreign languages cut,” “French
eliminated,” “Italian language degree dropped,” etc. One particularly
unfortunate example is found in the decision of SUNY-Albany in 2010
to “deactivate” degree programs in French, Italian, Russian, and classics
(Jaschik 2010). The “deactivations” were justified by low enrollments, and
also by the fact that lower level language instruction, however, would
continue to be offered; thus students could still study “the language,” but
not major in it.
Now this is a very good example of the consequences of decades of
regression in the configuration of language. If it is understood only as
a skill, like typing, then it can be pared down to that skill alone. After
the basics are learned, the student can go on to use them and read (or
type) whatever they want. It is as if a BS degree in a natural science were
eliminated but the introductory lab science course retained, the justification being that the students have the basics to proceed on their own. The
paradigm here is the notion that knowledge is performed in only one
language, English. The languages (English is not a language) are used as
auxiliary tools in the service of English, to augment knowledge gained
through that medium. What is fully absent here is the notion of knowledge as a process of negotiation within a multilingual semiotic system,
an absence created by a “forgetting that we are in signs,” a forgetting that
we are always in some form of translation.
The internet trail reveals a series of shouting matches between Albany
administration and faculty. These shouting matches have a simple basic
structure. It is the one found in the case of two people speaking two
mutually unintelligible languages and trying to be understood by raising
their voices. The problem is the language of language. What the Albany
administration understands by language and what we understand by
language are very different things. The word signifies radically differently
in the two semiotic communities.
For instance, French and French are homographic and homophonous
but not coterminous. The Albany administration understands one thing
by French but the faculty in French studies understands another. Those
inside the discipline understand it differently than those outside the
discipline, but the two communities are not fully aware how radically
different the two perceptions of the word are. For instance, if one were to
say, “Nixon was wonderful in Sex and the City,” the phrase would be fine
if the listener understood the speaker to be referring to the actor Cynthia
Nixon but quite bewildering if the listener understood the speaker to be
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544

Conclusion

133

referring to the former American president. A brief explanation would
clear up the matter, as the listener, aware that there are many people with
the surname Nixon, could readily imagine the same name referring to
quite dissimilar entities. But let us imagine, for the sake of argument, a
scenario where the interlocutors have very limited frames of reference;
each has a form of agnosia that cannot process polysemy. For each,
names are monoreferential, and there is only one unique Nixon. The
conversation thus remains in stalemate, in which each side, unaware of
polysemy, attempts to impose its understanding of the name upon the
interlocutor. Such is the predicament of “language.”
The “language requirement” alone will not ameliorate this situation.
The problem with the requirement is that it stops. It stops the entry
into language in the antechamber of language as skill before allowing
passage into the matrix of language, thought, and culture. There are
many educational programs that require a semester or two of L2 study
beyond the skills level. Programs in international studies often do so.
But this itself is insufficient as long as the “language professor in the
language department” is seen as someone whose knowledge is different
in kind from that of faculty in departments such as philosophy, history,
or sociology. The professor in Latin American and Iberian Studies, for
instance, may be a specialist in Catalan theater, Goya, early renaissance
alchemy in Madrid, or language contact in Bolivia, but the presentation
of that knowledge disappears unrecoverably behind the signs of Spanish
and language. The current American semiotic system has no word for
such a professor. The public understands well what history, philosophy,
psychology, or English! professors do. But what do “language professors”
do? They teach language. It should be advertised that such professors do
not teach language. They teach allophone knowledge: the history, art history, philosophy, literature, etc. expressed in the respective language.
We need to cease using vocabulary that performs the disempowerment of allophone studies. We need vocabulary that deconstructs the
equations “English = literature” and “languages = skills.” To this end, the
terms “language” and “foreign” should be eliminated from departmental
names. The term “allophone,” used in Québec to indicate cultures other
than the dominant ones of francophone and anglophone, could be a propitious alternative. We should also not allow phrases such as “a degree
in a language” and “English and the languages.” Since language courses
are seen as forums for the development of skills, allowing upper-division
seminars to be called language courses perpetuates the misconception
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that they are not literature. The term “language” is saturated with meanings of skill development. It should be jettisoned altogether, and terms
should be used that accurately describe the nature of the course. Lowerlevel instruction in L2 skills should be named as such; referring to them
as skills courses instead of language courses would open a semantic field
for the understanding of upper-level seminars as content-based. And
clearly, we should not allow the use of English as a trope for all literature,
nor literature to refer to English studies alone.
Recent research in the field of cognitive linguistics has underscored
the profound connection between language and culture. Guy Deutscher’s
Through the Language Glass: Why the World Looks Different in Other
Languages offers an outstanding treatment thereof. Deutscher recovers
some of the claims of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis on the restriction of
thought by specific language and shows how “the linguistic conventions of our society can affect aspects of our thought that go beyond
language.” These are generated by “the habits that develop through the
frequent use of certain ways of expression.” He offers solid evidence
showing how linguistic habits codetermine “spatial coordinates and
their consequences for memory patterns and orientation, grammatical
gender and its impact on associations, and the concepts of color” (2010:
236). The relevant theme here is learned linguistic habits. The habits of
language, thought, and culture all exist in symbiosis. Clearly, they do not
constitute a perceptual prison house; one can be taught how cultures
different from one’s own see things differently and talk about them in
strange language. But one must learn these differences; they are transparent. Until that moment of revelation, one but performs and retraces
the sociolectic limitations of one’s own space-language matrix and generates pronouncements that restrict the field of inquiry. The reasonable
recoveries of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and linguistic relativism in
cognitive linguistics should be heeded by humanists. Habitual language
codetermines habitual thought.
It is a given that most of the learning at our universities does not originate in English sources. But where is the provenance of that knowledge
visible and salient? That Durkheim wrote in French or Marx in German?
We speak of internationalizing our curricula, but is it very evident that
“foreign” research is being accessed by our scholars in the original language, and that students are also being trained to do so? Is it well-known
that this takes place in the “language department?” The department of
Spanish verbs and French conversation? That department is the victim
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of an obsessively tenacious refusal to see it as a purveyor of content in
a medium other than English. Our colleges and universities must have
and foreground specialists who engage research in the original language
and who train students to do so. This can be accomplished by supplying
courses in which the allophone content is performed in the original and
highlighted, as well as by foregrounding the allophone research of the
faculty.
Lawrence Summers, the former president of Harvard University
who became noted in 2005 for saying that women had different brains
than men and could not do math and natural science as well, recently
said, “English’s emergence as the global language, along with the rapid
progress in machine translation and the fragmentation of languages spoken around the world, make it less clear that the substantial investment
necessary to speak a foreign tongue is universally worthwhile” (2012).
When Charles W. Eliot transformed Harvard from a local college to a
research university, he put language at the center of the curriculum. This
was reflected in the primary importance of the departments of Semitic,
ancient, and modern languages, which inaugurated, in that order, the
university catalog until well into the 1920s. There were only six professors of modern languages at Harvard when Eliot assumed the presidency in 1869. In 1929, there were over 100. Harvard went from Eliot,
who put language at the center, to Lawrence Summers, who saw only
one language at the center. Thus Harvard, which remained for decades
an operationally multilingual institution, appointed a president skeptical
that multilingualism is worthwhile.
American college and university courses in literature in translation were highly uncommon until the early twentieth century. This is
reflected in the scarcity of translated works in the PMLA booksellers’
advertisements. The gradual expansion of the curriculum beyond the
western tradition mandated literature in translation, as one could not
realistically expect of the student body a wide reading knowledge of nonIndo-European literatures in the original. And clearly, in an age of ever
expanding international relations, knowledge of allophone provenance is
of crucial importance, and the availability of translated texts from other
cultures becomes an ethical obligation for all nations. In the US however,
that allophone knowledge became mixed into the semantic shifts in the
signs of language, literature, English, and translation. We have witnessed
a progressive estrangement from the logocentric nature of knowledge.
We must translate, but we must also go beyond translation.
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While texts in translation exist in high proportion academically, this
is not so in the popular sphere. The percentage of books in translation
sold in the United States consistently hovers under 3% of the total for
all titles sold, while the data for western Europe are significantly higher.
Translations published in France range consistently between 8% and 12%
of total book publication. Germany recorded 14.4% in 1990 and Italy
25.4% in 1989. Most of the translations are from English (Venuti 1995:
13–14). UNESCO provides the online Index Translationum, which supplies worldwide data on publications in translation since 1979. The countries publishing the most titles in translation since 1979 are Germany
(258,053), Spain (232,835), and France (198,540). The United States ranks
twelfth with 52,240 titles, a fraction of the data from any of the top three
countries. Germany actually translated more texts from German into
English (10,391) than did the United States (9,765). Since 1979, Japan
has published 95,658 translations from English, while the US has only
published 2,060 translations from Japanese. France fares much better
in relation to Japan, having published 8,342 translations from Japanese,
while Japan has published 9,240 translations from French.
The comparative data on Spanish are positively numbing. Since 1979,
the US has published 3,817 titles translated from Spanish into English.
In the same period, there were 121,621titles translated from English into
Spanish in Spain alone. In view of the fact that there are more hispanophones in the US than in Spain, these data may well be the most incontrovertible indicator of an anglocentric American culture. The United
States did, however, narrowly escape the embarrassment of publishing
fewer translations from Spanish into English than did Spain, which published 3,568 titles, thus 249 (6.6%) fewer than the US.
Vicente Rafael, in the article “Translation, American English, and the
National Insecurities of Empire,” offers valuable observations on the
configuration of translation in American foreign policy. Rafael points
to the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 as a principal
indicator of ideology. Rafael says of the presence of “modern foreign
languages” in the document:
From the point of view of the state, the teaching of foreign languages was
not about eroding the primacy of English but, rather, the reverse . . . they
were designed to create area studies experts whose knowledge of other
cultures would help to shore up “our way of life,” where English naturally
held unchallenged supremacy. We might paraphrase the logic of the law this
way: By fostering the ability to translate, “we” make use of the foreigner’s
DOI: 10.1057/9781137375544

Conclusion

137

language in order to keep their native speakers in their proper place. In
learning their language, therefore, “we” wish not to be any less “American”
but in fact to be more so. For “we” do not speak a foreign language in order
to be like them, that is, to assimilate into the culture of their native speakers. Instead, we do so because “we” want to protect ourselves from them
and to ensure that they remain safely within our reach whether inside or
outside our borders. (2009: 3)

Rafael notes how translation fits into this paradigm:
In the context of this militant monolingualism, we sense how the work of
translation was geared to go in only one direction: toward the transformation of the foreign into an aspect of the domestic, and thus of the plurality
of native tongues into the imperious singularity of a national one. The
imperative of assimilation underlay the substitution of languages so that
translation was directed toward not only the subordination of the original
but its outright abandonment. (11)

Rafael concentrates on the procedures of translation and interpretation
of “critical languages” in the Bush administration, namely those of the
mideast considered to be strategically important during the Iraq war:
By placing these languages in a series so that they all appear equally foreign,
the president reduces their singularity . . . he sees them all terminating in
English. He thereby evacuates foreign languages of their foreignness . . . all
speech comes to be assimilated into a linguistic hierarchy, subsumed within
the hegemony of an imperial lingua franca. The strangeness of “Arabic,”
“Farsi,” and so on . . . can be made to yield to a domesticating power that
would render these languages wholly comprehensible to English speakers
and available for conveying American meanings and intentions. As supplements to English, so-called critical languages are thought to be transparent and transportable instruments for the insinuation and imposition of
America’s will to power. (2)

He continues:
Nowhere is this strange intimacy and impossible possibility of Babel and
America more apparent in recent years than in the U.S. occupation of the
country of Iraq, which holds the very site of the biblical Babel (or Babylon,
as it is more commonly called), along the Euphrates River near present-day
Baghdad. It is there where the allegory of Babel is literalized even as the
metaphorical towers of American exceptionalism are reerected. (15)

There is danger in becoming operational in a language other than
English: one can become immersed in the other culture and transformed
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by it. The engagement must remain prophylactic. One uses the other
language as a tool for penetration and withdrawal, a kind of surveillance and espionage, in the form of reconnaissance without reflection,
a purposeful gathering of information that maintains the values of the
spectator. The resistance to recognizing that an American could be
operational in an L2 is not innocent: it is an ideological denial. General
Education in a Free Society commented on the perils of the second
language: “The danger is that it shall be studied only for itself without
relevance to English.”
It is most important here to distinguish between the academic and
extra-academic configuration of translation. An ideology of allophone
skepticism, if not denial, frames the reception of translation in the popular sphere. One may propose two doors to the universe of translation:
that of translation in the popular sphere and that of academic translation
theory.
The door on the left (Figure 2) is unmarked, without threshold,
and as wide open as the book itself. In this semantic field, translation
is off the radar, a part of the geologic past as relevant to quotidian
experience as the fact that Manhattan was once attached to Africa. In
this semantic field, “style” and “translation” can be coterminous. For
example, there was a recent discussion at Richmond concerning the
reading list for the first-year core course, which contained texts from
several cultures. The text under discussion was Karl Marx: Selected
Writings, and the question arose: “What do you think of this translation?” This generated a discussion among faculty who had never read
Marx in German. There was also no German text at the meeting.
Nonetheless, the faculty discussed at length the merits of the “translation.” This is clearly a connotation radically different from the issues
of the exchange between the two languages and cultures at issue. The
question really was: “What do you think of the style of this book?”
This usage of translation to mean style is, however, not at all innocent,
albeit not consciously intended. It appropriates the text, naturalizes
it, and effaces its provenance, in denial of the bilingual moment. The
text is judged in terms of its suitability for the style of our habitus.
It thus becomes “English” and passes into the insular monoculture.
We have elsewhere seen that the academy is far from immune to the
influences of the cultural ideologies that surround it, and that it often
softly performs those ideologies itself.
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Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate

Figure 2 Open Doors. Photo by
Frenta, courtesy of FeaturePics.com.

Figure 3 Infinite Laptop View.
© Hernan Anton/123rf.com.

Little is done about the fact that translation is received within the
ideology of allophone skepticism, within an estrangement from the
logocentric nature of knowledge. In the US, it is often assumed, by
academics and non-academics alike, that faculty in allophone literatures
teach their courses in translation. We need to remind ourselves that the
sign of translation is regularly processed by the ideology of allophone
skepticism. How ethical is it for us to allow the presence of translation
in academic courses to pass quietly into this skepticism, where the provenance of the text becomes irrelevant and the fact of transculturation
is suppressed from discussion? The last people to blame for this are the
translators themselves.
The entry above on the right, bearing Dante’s caveat, already warns
against all naïve hope of an equivalence between translation and original
(Figure 3). There is no field of study more aware of the logocentric nature
of knowledge than translation theory, and the complexity involved in
translating has been continually foregrounded since early modernity.
Already in 1549, Joachim Du Bellay’s Deffence et illustration de la langue
françoyse framed the act of translation as similar to the self-transformation
present in becoming bilingual and bicultural. Du Bellay employed anthropophagic metaphors to describe Roman translations from Greek; the
Romans transformed themselves into the Greeks, devoured and digested
them, and then converted them into blood and nourishment (“Imitant les
meilleurs auteurs grecs, se transformant en eux, les devorant; et, après les
avoir bien digerez, les convertissant en sang et nourriture”) (1549: 13).
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Today, the indigestible quantity of publications on translation theory
and their discussions of divergent similarity, convergent similarity,
Skopos theory, indeterminism, deconstruction, stereoscopic reading,
equivalence, équivalence (not the same thing), cratylism, domestication,
foreignizing, abusive fidelity, description, and so on, are evidence of the
tremendous responsibility and difficulty of translation. The simple binary
distinction between original and translation has long been surpassed.
Anthony Pym, the Franco-Australian translation theorist who teaches
in Catalonia, discusses “cultural translation,” a paradigm in which “the
focus is cultural processes rather than products” that “helps us to think
about a globalizing world in which it is no longer possible to assume that
the ‘source’ and ‘target’ sides are stable and separate” (2010: 144). And he
concludes On Translator Ethics with a caveat: translation may risk serving
the interests of
centralized, national cultures that promote the mirage of a highly selective cultural diversity . . . the massive use of translations can paradoxically
conceal the overlaps and mixes of cultures, the spaces of immigrant and
regional cultures. Changing the social perception of translators could thus
be a matter of limiting the social role of translation itself, placing it within
a wider view of cross-cultural communication. It is now not enough to
translate differently: we must do more than translate. (2012: 167)

We must combat the avoidance strategies for bypassing language in the
discussion of texts of allophone provenance, strategies that suppress
awareness of cognition as a multilingual semiotic system. The urban
bypass is a useful metaphor here: the comfortable suburban circumvention that avoids entering into the center city, into the thorny matrix of
contingencies, of multivalent and multidirectional signs.
Oddly, it now seems that a form of recursion is taking place in the baccalaureate degree in arts and sciences. The original Roman ars liber was
a general preparation for a career in law and public service. Its modern
reincarnation in the liberal arts degree was a similar unspecialized course
of study. By the turn of the twentieth century, the baccalaureate degree
was being tailored to a specific postgraduate occupation. By the turn
of the twenty-first century, the undergraduate arts and sciences degree
had become largely insufficient for specialized employment, and further
postgraduate study was required. Thus our current undergraduate liberal
arts degree is now understood as a general interdisciplinary preparation,
and in this sense it recovers the function of the original ars liber, perhaps
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in the ironic words of Grafton and Jardine, as “a curriculum training a
social élite to fulfill its predetermined social role.”
On July 17, 2012, The New York Times printed the article “Universities
Reshaping Education on the Web,” which discussed the decision made
by over a dozen major research universities to begin offering free
online courses. The article also discussed the fear that online learning
may begin to threaten the traditional four-year residential experience.
A spokesperson from the University of Michigan, one of the schools
participating in the online consortium, dismissed the threat, saying,
“There’s talk about how online education’s going to wipe out universities, but a lot of what we do on campus is help people transition from
18 to 22, and that is a complicated thing.” It is most interesting that
what should surface as the salient justification of the traditional college
education is its role as a socializing institution. Not too long ago, the
notion of “transitioning from 18 to 22” would not have been commonly
understood. This is frighteningly close to “training a social élite to fulfill
its predetermined social role.” If that is, indeed, what now constitutes
the undergraduate liberal arts preparation, then the introduction of a
multilingual formation into that matrix would not interrupt the course
of study at all. It would render the socialization more humanistic, more
functionally intercultural, more ethical in the context of non-hegemonic
global cooperation. Language had always been at the center of the liberal
arts, from the Roman education in Greek, to the renaissance education
in Greek and Latin, to the philological configuration of the modern
university and its multilingual preparation. Now, however, language has
receded into the shadows of skill.
There is also another striking parallel of recursion, that of the
understanding of literature. As has been already described, literature
was understood most broadly until the end of the nineteenth century,
when it took on the restricted meaning of imaginative aesthetic writings.
The current understanding of the text in hermeneutic discourse, however, seems to recover that original expansive meaning; in our current
literature programs, interpretive operations are now performed on an
interdisciplinary array of texts from poetry, anthropology, philosophy,
painting, text messaging, etc., albeit with a much more complex critical
apparatus. The problem is that this has become understood as English.
There is no simple solution to this problem, as it is indeed wildly
contingent and overdetermined. All departments of literature and culture studies should abandon their parochialism and take languages and
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philology more seriously. Already in 1945, Christian Gauss, a professor
of modern languages at Princeton, warned of a waxing nationalism in
literary studies. In his PLMA article “More Humane Letters,” he held that
the student who majors in “English, or French, or Spanish, or German,
or in American civilization” graduates with
a bachelor of nationalistic history . . . in our older college catalogues the title
of the teacher of ancient or modern languages and literatures was usually
professor of belles lettres. Now . . . we are catalogued as professors of nationalism and most of us live up to our titles . . . if the atomic bomb had not fallen
on our heads, I believe that our colleagues who are teaching American
literature or American civilization might soon have been called professors
of Americanism. (1945: 1306)

One should recover philology for the future and seek a (re)introduction
of sociolinguistics and historical linguistics into literature and culture
studies that insists upon the value of knowledge beyond quantification.
And here, English departments should recover their interest—once central to the discipline—of teaching the structure, history, grammar, and
philology of English.
The problem is reinforced by the maintenance of separate faculties of “English and the languages.” This could be ameliorated by
restructuring literature and language departments into broadly organized schools or departments of languages and literatures, including
English. This could encourage collaboration and remind us that we
are forever in signs, forever in translation. Faculty in allophone studies often place the blame here upon English professors, but this is a
facile scapegoating that, as all scapegoating, avoids recognition of the
universal complicity in the problem. Why should “English” not be in
a school or department of international letters and cultures? Is it not
an international language and literature? The moment of separation
of English (from language) is the moment of the hegemonic refusal
to relativize oneself within the interconnectivity of a globalizing community; it is a monolingual colonization of the other. To allow the
discursive equivalency “English = literature” is to maintain a major
impasse to the full consciousness of transnationalism. The creation of
the aesthetic and cultural text is more rhizomic than arboreal, more
horizontal than vertical, more synchronic than diachronic.
Twenty-first-century globalization must not be viewed or studied
through the lens of a single language. The new ars liber and the newly
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expanded understanding of literature need to recover their multilingual
nature and remain continually aware that we are always in signs and
translation. Let there be a new grammatica, a new philology, a truly comparative literature, and let language return to the center of the university.
This cannot be done without a change in thought and language.
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