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WHAT WE MIGHT CALL THE LITERARY METHOD DEBATES HAVE TAKEN
ON A LIFE OF THEIR OWN OVER THE PAST FEW DECADES. THESE DEBATES

in no way reflect the full scope of new methods in the literary field,
however, and have tended to focus on generalized discussions of
ways to read, both formally and affectively. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s
essay on paranoid and reparative reading, “Paranoid Reading,” is of-
ten seen as the starting point for these debates, especially given their
central concern with the limitations of suspicion as both method
and mood, reading posture and affect (Best and Marcus; Felski,
Limits). Other key contributors to the discussion about method have
been less interested in the mood or ethos of the practitioner than in
the object of study and the techniques required to capture it, as in
the case of arguments for distant reading (Moretti), descriptive or
“thin” reading (Love), and the new formalism (Levine; Kramnick
and Nersessian). There are problems, of course, with assuming that
these debates over method capture the energies and commitments of
the field, especially given new work on race and ethnicity, queer and
trans theory, the environmental humanities, and disability studies,
all of which have transformed method and stance in their own right.
And yet the method debates are generating a wide discussion over
the conditions and direction of the field, for reasons that don’t all
concern questions of method.

Of special note in Pardis Dabashi’s recent contribution to the
debate is her insistence on the category of class or economic status,
in this case the position of new scholars writing under conditions of
professional precarity. For Dabashi this context is determining of
what she calls the “broad, generational dialectic of the post-critical
debate” (1). Hers, then, is an attempt to mark the debates on method
in generational and sociological terms; it is premised on the idea that
newer scholars in the field value forms of argument that differ from
those that have governed the field for the previous generation at least.
According to Dabashi, critical practice is for scholars of her genera-
tion “heterogeneous” and “syncretic,” accommodating a combina-
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tion of critique and postcritique (3). Beyond
this broad inclusiveness, Dabashi stresses two
further elements of the type of argumentation
she wishes to juxtapose to prevalent modes of
claim staking in the field: an avowed modesty
and a collaborative, dialogic stance vis-a-vis
other scholars. Instead of simply positioning
themselves over and against the object or text,
or as lone intellects engaged in fog-clearing
interventions, scholars employing this mode
of argumentation (or, better, inquiry) ori-
ent themselves toward a wide community of
fellow critics and proceed speculatively and
tentatively. Such a mode is explicitly opposed
to arguments that rely on forms of conflict,
refutation, and competition to advance their
claims to distinctiveness and originality.
Dabashi’s talk relies on the pronoun we
to invoke a community of scholars assumed
to be united by stage of career, professional
precarity, and intellectual ethos. This rhe-
torical feature raises an important question:
Can generations within disciplines be seen
to have a commonly held attitude or stance,
one that recognizably marks the methods and
arguments they adopt? Generational charac-
terology is certainly a feature of contempo-
rary cultural analysis outside the academy, as
pervasive media references to baby boomers,
Generation X, millennials, and Generation Z
attest. While we may view the stereotypes
associated with these labels skeptically, es-
pecially when they are applied to large, undif-
ferentiated populations, scholars have created
an important body of work on intellectual
generations, largely in the fields of intellectual
history (Sirinelli) and sociology of knowledge
(Collins). The warrant for this work, and the
possible relevance of its claims, rests on the
key role that intergenerational relations play
in scholarly institutions through systems of
training and mentoring. Randall Collins,
in his extensive sociological study of philo-
sophical thought, foregrounds just the sort
of competitive forms of argument (based on
sharply defined intellectual controversies and
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advance through negation) that Dabashi crit-
icizes; he also highlights the key role played
by institutional locations, scholar networks,
and attentional economies focused on a lim-
ited number of factions and positions. In so
doing, he does not negate ways in which the
broader social, political, and economic milieu
may affect forms of intellectual life but rather
advances a theory about the complex overde-
termination of scholarly cultures and the sig-
nificant role played by conditions internal to
academic networks and institutions. Collins’s
writing on the field of philosophy covers a vast
temporal span and stretches across the globe.
All the same, many of his arguments extend
beyond field-specific aspects, and some of the
field-specific aspects of philosophy, it so hap-
pens, are shared by literary studies in the era
of theory, to which the method debates fun-
damentally belong. And, indeed, certain in-
fluences in the literary field, and in particular
the avant-gardism it shares with modernism
and postmodernism, heighten tendencies to-
ward radical claims of method reversal.
Beyond their formation by conditions
internal to academic institutions, according
to Collins, generational responses often re-
sult from a major societal stressor or crisis,
which typically has an impact both on larger
economic and social conditions in the cul-
ture and on more immediately felt institu-
tional circumstances.! Such a crisis situation,
ramifying through several levels, arguably
obtains in literary studies. Most immediately,
the profession faces an existential threat to its
own reproducibility, at least in its historically
recent forms of institutional support and job
security through the expectation of a mini-
mum availability of tenure-track positions
and the graduate-training cultures they help
to maintain. Beyond this there are increasing
challenges facing the humanities and univer-
sities more generally, largely in the form of
dropping enrollments and diminished public
faith in the cost-to-value ratio of university
education and of humanities education in
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particular. In analyzing the method debates,
then, as well as the larger landscape of schol-
arly innovations or redirections taking place
in the field, it is worth considering not only
the debates themselves but also the wider
landscape of new subfields, the changing
conditions of university work, and the larger
set of challenges, both economic and cultural,
facing the humanities. This is especially im-
portant given that literary studies, and En-
glish in particular, often serves as a symbolic
representative of, if not outright scapegoat
for, larger structural problems. This has been
the case for quite some time, even as many
English departments have remained relatively
well resourced in the larger economy of hu-
manities departments within the university:
when programs and departments are shut
down, it is typically foreign languages and
smaller departments that suffer most. But in
the symbolic realm, English often takes the
strongest hit. For example, in the context of
the 1996 Sokal affair, when a scientist success-
fully placed a hoax science studies article in
the journal Social Text, the situation caused
embarrassment not, as John Guillory pointed
out, to science studies itself, or to the larger
academic left, but “to the literary academy
and . ..a number of humanistically oriented
enterprises in other disciplines such as phi-
losophy and anthropology” (473).

More recently, a special supplement pub-
lished this year by The Chronicle of Higher Ed-
ucation entitled Endgame carried the subtitle
Can Literary Studies Survive? even though
several of the articles in the supplement ad-
dress general university conditions (especially
defunding at state universities) or the human-
ities more broadly. More than half the articles
are on the dire state of the academic job mar-
ket in English, it is true, but there is a reason
for that: of the thirteen authors represented
in the supplement, ten are scholars in the field
of English literature and one is a scholar in
literary and cultural studies. The remaining
two are staff reporters for the Chronicle. Of
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the eleven scholars of literary studies, one
is a PhD who did not get a job in academe,
one is an assistant professor, and the rest,
including one university president, hold ten-
ured positions. How did these articles come
to be selected and then presented as telling
a story about the decline of literary studies,
when they address a constellation of problems
facing English literature PhDs, the humani-
ties, and the university more generally? To
suggest, as this curated evidence does, that a
complex social problem is above all a prob-
lem for literary studies seems misguided. One
might just as easily infer that English profes-
sors are among the most active and engaged
institutional citizens in the university, the
most active among the scholars seeking to
write for wider audiences about the multi-
layered challenges facing the university and
the humanities. The Chronicle’s distorted pre-
sentation easily gets replicated in more main-
stream media communications: the New York
Times columnist Ross Douthat, for instance,
published an opinion piece commenting on
Endgame, collapsing the larger problems
into a problem “for literature especially” and
cherrypicking claims from different essays to
support his conclusion that humanistic study
is experiencing a crisis of faith and has relin-
quished any coherent claims for itself.

I mention this situation because it shows
how far the field’s internal method debates
take place from the larger, more public-facing
debates on the condition of the humani-
ties. But a forced encounter between the two
sheds light on the recent history of the field,
as Dabashi’s intervention reveals. Taking this
larger context into account, we might con-
sider the method debates, at least in part, as
crucial forms of heightened field reflexivity
occurring as structural field conditions are
becoming more challenging, though typically
without more than passing reference to these
conditions, and not in any notable way in
direct response to these conditions. Instead,
the idea is proposed that a certain method
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has exhausted itself, or does not do justice to
the objects under study or the investments
of scholars and readers. This does not mean
that such claims are forms of displacement
from the real issues or are otherwise merely
symptomatic. And yet there is arguably a me-
diated relation at play between the significant
threats to the continued strength of the hu-
manities and the plea for a new method.
There is another sociological feature of
the method debates that Dabashi’s genera-
tional perspective invites us to notice: key
players in the method debates are mid-to-
late-career scholars engaged in significant
methodological shifts, or even turns. This ele-
ment reveals dynamics in the field beyond the
forms of argument emphasized by Dabashi,
exposing the ways concentrated forms of
charismatic authority have underwritten the
polemical reach of the method debates. It is no
accident that Sedgwick was so pivotal in the
turn away from paranoid reading, given her
prominence among the generation of scholars
that creatively reworked the role that theory
had been playing in the profession beginning
with the influence of deconstruction and post-
structuralism. Before her, Michel Foucault’s
own turn from suspicion to practices of the
self laid the groundwork for such radical re-
orientations (Anderson, Way). These field-
internal dynamics show the ways in which
intragenerational and even intrapersonal de-
velopments have been highly consequential.
Moving away from this model of strong
reversal of position, and the forms of argu-
ment by authority that propelled it, Dabashi
invites us to consider what it means when
emergent scholars, who don’t have the luxury
to contemplate an assured future in the pro-
fession, become self-reflexive about method
under conditions of professional precarity.
This must of course be seen as part of a larger
picture, since other forms of response to the
current crisis are also taking place, as some
scholars are moved to write either about pre-
carity more generally (Berlant) or about the
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structural conditions facing the profession
(Newfield). And while Dabashi may seem
unique in tying method to the context of pro-
fessional precarity, there are other instances
of overlap between scholarship addressing the
institutional context and that which takes up
the question of method. Often, writings that
address institutional conditions more gen-
erally—writings that are thus more public-
facing than internal to the field—fault the
field for somehow failing to practice the hu-
manities in a way that will make their value
more easily felt and justified. Relatedly, in
criticizing specific methods such as suspicion
or apodictic argument, scholars who more di-
rectly position themselves within the method
debates often include gestural arguments
(those “passing references” mentioned above)
about the likelihood that alternative methods
will draw in a wider audience of ordinary
readers or potential students, or otherwise
better advance the cause of the humanities.
Across the range of responses within and
beyond the method debates, then, several ele-
ments are in play: influential scholars recon-
sidering their methods, general conditions of
conflict and claim staking in the field, vari-
ously felt societal pressures on the university,
societal and institutional pressures on the
humanities, specific pressures on scholars
at early stages of their careers in humanities
fields, and the repeated way in which literary
studies often finds itself unduly singled out as
the problem child of the humanities. In this
broader context, Dabashi’s arguments can be
seen as related to larger trends even as they
propose new practices. The call for more hori-
zontal forms of engagement with the work of
colleagues is in step with institutional trends
toward collaborative models of research and
teaching in the humanities, which are vari-
ously motivated by attempts to promote a
more central role for the humanities in cross-
disciplinary research models, especially with
respect to societal challenges, and to advance
forms of graduate training that will expand
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the skills and resources new PhDs may carry
into their future working lives. As with many
aspects of institutional life, these develop-
ments are overdetermined, and they are
driven by both principles and practicalities,
by forces external to university departments
and by scholars within them.

Dabashi seeks to characterize her pro-
posed countermethod by means of one guid-
ing intellectual virtue: modesty. This emphasis
on ethos is, as noted at the outset, a key char-
acteristic of the method debates: in both their
diagnostic critiques and their alternative pro-
posals, many advocates of postcritique high-
light not only methodological practices but
also accompanying affective or temperamental
orientations. Such an emphasis was already in
play in Sedgwick’s early piece, where the para-
noid mood gave way to a reparative orienta-
tion toward objects and people. How tightly
ethos is yoked to method varies. For Rita Fel-
ski, for example, suspicious reading is char-
acterized both as a method and as a stance,
an attitude, so much so that personification
appears frequently in her treatment of this
particular method. Interestingly, responses to
postcritical literature have often characterized
postcritique as advocating modesty (Williams;
Robbins), though Felski herself has strongly
rejected this characterization of her own work.
It is true that modesty is not among her coun-
terterms, which include rather reenchantment,
love, and attachment (Felski, “Response”). All
the same, it is not really surprising that the
term modesty has repeatedly appeared in de-
scriptions of postcritique, since it easily comes
to mind to describe an attitude that has relin-
quished the forms of assurance or even hubris
seen to characterize suspicion. This certainly
seems to be part of what has governed Da-
bashi’s focus on the term, though her critique
much more broadly assails what she charac-
terizes as the fundamentally conflict-driven
forms of argument in the academy.

One should be careful in assigning an
ethos to a theoretical or methodological po-
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sition. While characterological figurations
often make their presence felt in theoretical
and methodological writings, especially those
that as practical philosophies hope to situate
themselves as potentially transformative ori-
entations toward the world, the attempt pre-
scriptively to fuse ethos and method imposes
a potentially stifling constraint, and an unreal
expectation, given the strongly individuating
and indeed idiosyncratic elements of cre-
ative and critical work, and given the range
of attitudes one might hold toward any given
theoretical proposition or grounding belief.
An acknowledgment of this complexity was
central to The Way We Argue Now, which
sought to balance an interpretive analysis
of how ethos informs different theoretical
frameworks with a caution about attempts to
elevate ethos above argument (as was evident
in the debates over the relative merits of Fou-
cault and Jiirgen Habermas) or to fuse the two
together too tightly (as occurred in certain
versions of neopragmatism [Anderson, Way]).

While Dabashi is making a critical point
about the ways in which professional position
can affect one’s reception of and response to
various methodological debates, her reliance
on a shared generational ethos risks occlud-
ing the importance of individual intellectual
temperament. It is my conviction, in fact, that
individual intellectual temperament is one
of the underacknowledged forms of diver-
sity and difference today. Part of what drives
writing in the field of literary studies is the
endless opportunity to characterize and re-
characterize the tone, style, form, and value
commitments of individual works (including
the work of critics and theorists). To adapt
Sedgwick’s axiom 1 from Epistemology of the
Closet: People’s intellectual temperaments are
different from each other (22). Intellectual
cultures and prevailing disciplinary practices
certainly do affect how people communicate
their scholarly arguments and claims, but in-
dividual personality, style, and temperament
also play a role, as do various other contexts
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and communities that one inhabits. All these
elements contribute to the vitality and diver-
sity of academic debate. Consequently, any
number of different forms of curiosity, modes
of attention, and orienting commitments
prompt intellectual work, so much so that it
becomes quixotic to characterize or promote
any guiding temperament or ethos. This does
not mean that analysis of intellectual cultures
is not possible or valuable, but it does mean
that certain overly generalized claims are
problematic. Put another way, while ethos is
an ineluctable aspect of self-reflexive discus-
sions of methods in conjunction with value
commitments, overly narrow prescriptions
of ethos are neither desirable nor sustain-
able. A distinction should be made between a
reflective relation to the existential and ethi-
cal dimensions of one’s avowed methods and
theories, and an attempt to impose a singular
ethos on a pluralistic and evolving field.

In some ways, the emphasis on ethos re-
flects the humanities’ broader emphasis on
questions of Bildung, just as the conjoining of
questions of ethos and of method reflects the
field’s preoccupation with these two forms of
justifying its practices. Ideally, an orientation
toward Bildung presupposes not that specific
values must be taught but rather that a more
general practice of promoting reflection on
value characterizes teaching in the humanities
(Anderson, “Way” and Psyche). At the same
time, individual writers and critics necessarily
convey their own values, and those can carry
a rich range of distinguishing moods, modes,
and concepts. Of course this is not to imply
that teaching somehow can or must remain
stringently value-neutral, but there is a key
difference between the forms of open discus-
sion one ideally promotes in the classroom
and the often more focused avowal of position
that drives individual work.? This distinction
is critical for scholars who are committed to
advancing the case for the humanities, on the
one hand, and to making a difference through
their own teaching and scholarship, on the
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other. While larger structural problems fac-
ing the humanities, including job precarity,
require separate institutional and political
work, the forms of self-understanding the
profession advances matter deeply as well.

NOTES

1. Collins himself has advanced a somewhat contro-
versial argument about the rise of German idealism in
the context of institutional crises in the Germany univer-
sity system (618-86).

2. Recently, Clune has advocated the direct avowal of
literary judgment by scholars and teachers of literature,
something that he characterizes as a form of expertise.
By contrast, I focus here on the role the humanities has
always played in promoting clarification of value by en-
gaging powerful works across a range of disciplines and
genres. Judgment about the value of these works can and
should be avowed, but humanities judgment extends be-
yond a narrowly literary or aesthetic sphere of expertise
and is inextricable from judgments about how powerfully
the work addresses moral, existential, and political ques-
tions, among others.
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