
 I
T HAS BEEN AN HONOR AND A PRIVILEGE TO SERVE AS YOUR PRES- 
ident this year. I was appointed to my irst MLA committee thir-

teen years ago; I was elected to the Executive Council ten years ago; 

I have been an oicer of the association for the past three years. And 

it is a most curious thing—the MLA is one of the few organizations 

I’ve known whose internal workings appear more impressive the 

closer you look. My thanks to Rosemary Feal and all the other mem-

bers of the senior staf, who have been so wonderful to work with, 

and my thanks to all of you for being here tonight, postponing dinner 

for a while and joining me for my irst and last Presidential Address.

My immediate predecessors, Sid Smith and Russell Berman, 

warned me that this year would pass more quickly than I could imag-

ine. It turns out that they were wrong about that. In some ways, it has 

been a very long year indeed. Over the course of the year, I made three 

trips to Washington in my capacity as president. On the irst, I at-

tended the summit meeting of the New Faculty Majority, the national 

coalition for adjunct and contingent faculty members. On the last, I 

spoke to the Council of Graduate Schools on the future of graduate 

education in the humanities. he two subjects—graduate education 

and contingent labor—are intimately allied, of course, since so many 

of the students we teach today will become, through no fault of their 

own, adjunct and contingent faculty members tomorrow. To grapple 

with this is to immerse oneself in the immiserating aspects of our 

profession and to realize how much of our profession has been depro-

fessionalized. But I hope that this year will have been a watershed, the 

year when the working conditions of most of our colleagues in higher 

education moved from the margin to the center of discussion.

In fact, the year has been somewhat encouraging on that front. 

On returning from Washington in January, I reported on the New 
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Faculty Majority summit for Inside Higher 

Ed and wrote a longer version for the MLA 

Web site. Josh Boldt, a contingent faculty 

member at the University of Georgia, read 

the longer version and noted with surprise 

and delight that the MLA has minimum 

wage recommendations for non- tenure- track 

faculty members—and that our standards 

are reasonably high: we believe that people 

who teach in colleges should be paid a living 

wage, just under $7,000 a course. Boldt took 

that recommendation and ran with it, creat-

ing a Web site, he Adjunct Project, that al-

lows contingent faculty members to upload 

the details of their working conditions. Un-

beknownst to Boldt, the MLA was working 

on a more comprehensive version of the same 

thing, a Workforce Data Center that would 

correlate individual data with employment 

data from every institution of higher educa-

tion in the United States. Boldt’s version went 

viral and ours did not, but the important 

thing is that for the irst time, MLA recom-

mendations for faculty working conditions 

were being aggressively promoted by way of 

social media, and now Boldt’s Adjunct Project 

has partnered with the Chronicle of Higher 

Education in a venture that, in Boldt’s words, 

will “revolutionize the adjunct world.” Ater 

this, I think, it really will be impossible for 

people to treat contingent faculty members 

as an invisible labor force. What will come of 

this development I do not know, but I can say 

that I have more optimism for contingent fac-

ulty members than I did a year ago, and that’s 

certainly not something I thought I would be 

able to say tonight.

The more depressing news from my 

Washington visits has to do with Humani-

ties Advocacy Day. I represented the MLA, 

though I fretted that the unofficial subtitle 

of Humanities Advocacy Day would be “Like 

It’s Going to Matter.” As it happened, that’s 

basically how everyone involved in the events 

of that day thought about their participation. 

All the congressional staf members we met 

with said the same thing: they were more or 

less sympathetic to our cause (though one 

senator’s office, it turned out, didn’t know 

or care about the diference between the Na-

tional Endowment for the Arts and the Na-

tional Endowment for the Humanities), and 

they understood that we were asking not for a 

drop in the federal- budget bucket but for the 

fraction of a fraction of a portion of a drop 

in the bucket. But they knew there would be 

no enthusiasm on Capitol Hill for increased 

funding for the humanities, and they knew 

that nothing would be done until after the 

election, during six frantic lame- duck weeks 

of wrangling over the so- called fiscal cliff. 

he National Humanities Alliance had pre-

pared an informational sheet that we could 

distribute to congressional oices; it basically 

asked that appropriations for the National 

Endowment for the Humanities be held 

steady at the iscal year 2011 level. It made the 

same request for the Fulbright- Hays Program 

(for research abroad) and for Title VI fund-

ing for international and foreign language 

education. And that’s where I decided to go 

off message—and I hope it will be all right 

with you that I stayed of message all day. You 

see, these programs, these sources of fund-

ing for foreign language study, had been cut 

by forty percent in 2011, from $125.9 million 

to $75.7 million. “I know Congress is look-

ing for places to cut spending,” I said to all 

the stafers I met. “But we already took our 

hit, a disproportionate hit. Anything you can 

do to restore some of that funding will mean 

a great deal to graduate students and faculty 

members in foreign languages.”

And here’s where we get to the really 

depressing stuff. There are only two things 

you can say in Washington when it comes to 

foreign language study. One is that it will en-

hance our economic competitiveness abroad; 

the other is that it will be critical to national 

security. he idea that Americans might also 

“assist in the development of friendly, sym-

pathetic, and peaceful relations between the 
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United States and the other countries of the 

world” is now unthinkable in oicial Wash-

ington even though it is part of the language of 

Fulbright- Hays (22 USC, sec. 2451). And don’t 

bother trying to argue that language study 

grows your brain, or that it might enhance 

many Americans’ knowledge of the languages 

spoken by their own parents and grandpar-

ents. he languages that oicial Washington 

is interested in are called “strategic” lan-

guages, and I believe it was Bob Scholes who, 

in his presidential year, suggested during 

a meeting of the Executive Council that we 

drop the euphemism and simply refer to “en-

emy languages.” More seriously, this year we 

on the council drated our own statement on 

foreign language study, a statement we hope 

will be useful in future lobbying. (Since then 

we have drafted four more statements—on 

ethnic studies, program closures, university 

presses, and freedom of travel for foreign 

scholars—on the grounds that the MLA has 

distinct positions on each question, positions 

that will not waver in any foreseeable case. 

hat is, there will never be a time when we say 

something like “We’re all right with Tariq Ra-

madan entering the United States, but Adam 

Habib has to stay in South Africa.” Or “We 

oppose the closing of the University of Mis-

souri Press, but you can shut down Southern 

Methodist University Press if you like.”) But 

about my own lobbying eforts the only hope-

ful thing I can say comes by way of a young 

staffer named Kamilla Kovacs, who noted, 

as she told us of her Hungarian heritage and 

her f luency in Hungarian, that there was a 

time, around 1956, when suddenly Hungar-

ian became a “strategic” language—and that 

perhaps we could try to remind our elected 

officials that one never knows which lan-

guages might become strategic tomorrow.

Time and again this year, I have asked 

myself, how did we get ourselves into this? 

Surely we didn’t go into this business with 

the hope of becoming powerful lobbyists in 

Washington. And when it comes to our work-

ing conditions, I think of that popular e- card: 

“I do this for the money, prestige, and power. 

Said no librarian ever.”

So I want to talk for a moment about 

Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time. No, 

really. It is very strange, but I have been hav-

ing conversations about A Wrinkle in Time all 

year long with colleagues and friends. I even 

reread the book. I was motivated partly by 

the attention it received this year, the itieth 

anniversary of its publication. I learned only 

in January 2012, reading an item in the New 

York Times Book Review, that L’Engle’s hero-

ine, Meg Murry, is something like the patron 

saint of “bookish girls” everywhere (Paul); 

as Anne Lamott remarked in November, “A 

Wrinkle in Time saved me because it so cap-

tured the grief and sense of isolation I felt as 

a child.” And I realized that when I read it in 

1972, I did not know how anomalous it was 

that a speculative sci- fi young adult novel 

would have as its protagonist an awkward 

girl who is such a science geek she can recite 

a good chunk of the periodic table of the el-

ements by memory. I missed that because I 

identiied with Meg Murry; I didn’t get the 

memo that boys weren’t supposed to identify 

with female protagonists, and I shared Meg’s 

social anxiety and science geekhood and gen-

eral outsiderness just as, a few years earlier, I 

had shared in Alice’s bewilderment and won-

der and occasional aggravation at Wonder-

land and the looking- glass world.

I read each of those books at least a dozen 

times, along with my introduction to allegory, 

he Phantom Tollbooth. I also read a bunch 

of less rewarding stuf too, like Matt Chris-

topher’s series of sports books. But I didn’t 

reread any of those; nor was there any need 

to do so, because they were all the same story. 

And this is why that famous passage in Ro-

land Barthes’s S/Z speaks to me so powerfully:

Rereading, an operation contrary to the com-

mercial and ideological habits of our society, 

which would have us “throw away” the story 
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once it has been consumed (“devoured”), so 

that we can then move on to another story, 

buy another book, and which is tolerated 

only in certain marginal categories of readers 

(children, old people, and professors), reread-

ing . . . alone saves the text from repetition 

(those who fail to reread are obliged to read 

the same story everywhere). . . . (15–16)

Now, I don’t suppose that every person in this 

room, or in the MLA, was necessarily a vora-

cious reader and rereader as a child. Nor do 

I imagine that every child who is a voracious 

reader winds up here—Anne Lamott didn’t, 

nor did Anna Quindlan or Rebecca Stead, two 

other writers deeply inluenced by A Wrinkle 

in Time as children. And surely many of us 

were unmoved by young adult iction; I know 

any number of colleagues who are indiferent 

to Meg and Alice and Milo and Tock but who 

were jolted into the life of the mind by read-

ing Beyond Good and Evil as teens (or per-

haps even S/Z!) or by encountering the lyric 

brilliance of Emily Dickinson or Hart Crane 

(who knew that calyx was a word?) or by be-

ing mesmerized by Christine de Pisan or the 

Gawain poet (“Bryddes busken to bylde, and 

bremlych syngen” [2.509]—they don’t write 

’em like that anymore) or by stumbling upon 

the psychedelicatessen that is the oeuvre of 

Philip K. Dick. For that matter, I know col-

leagues whose childhoods were not sufused 

with books. But I do think that at some point 

we consciously joined what Wendy Griswold 

calls “the reading class”—the four percent 

of people in industrialized nations (and it is 

only four percent) who read seriously and vo-

luminously because they just love to.

The lure and hook that draw a young 

person into the reading class don’t have to 

be young adult iction. hey don’t have to be 

iction at all. One of the books I read repeat-

edly at the age of nine was a book in which I 

knew the narrative trajectory—and the end-

ing—before I opened it: A Year on Ice, Gerald 

Eskanazi’s account of the New York Rangers’ 

extraordinary 1969–70 season. I will spare 

you the details about why the season was ex-

traordinary. But just as I reread ictional nar-

ratives for speciic scenes or for the texture of 

the language, I could read Eskanazi’s book 

again and again for the masterly way he sets 

the stage for, and then describes, the Rang-

ers’ stunning 9- 5 victory over the Detroit Red 

Wings in the inal game of the regular season. 

(In a review for New York magazine, Erich Se-

gal called this “a really breathtaking descrip-

tion,” so I assure you I am not alone in this 

assessment.) My point is that at the most basic 

level of intellectual pleasure, it didn’t matter 

to me whether I was reading Alice through the 

Looking- Glass or A Year on Ice or the Associ-

ated Press book Footprints on the Moon, each 

of which I read so oten I practically memo-

rized them. he same principle held for me a 

few years later, when I was a teen and I was 

hooked by he Sound and the Fury and Invis-

ible Man and the work of Robert Christgau 

and Ellen Willis in the Village Voice. I would 

think to myself, he written word—this is the 

great invention of our time.

This is the great invention of our time. 

Those, of course, are the words of José Ar-

cadio Buendía at the end of chapter 1 of One 

Hundred Years of Solitude, as he discovers the 

miracle of ice (García Márquez 26). One Hun-

dred Years of Solitude has a curious place in 

my intellectual history: it was the last book 

I read before entering graduate school. I had 

spent iteen months, from May 1982 to Au-

gust 1983, working as a word processor in 

midtown Manhattan, trying to save enough 

money to attend graduate school for a year; 

I hoped to win some kind of fellowship to 

keep me going ater that, but as for my irst 

year, in the parlance of college sports, I was 

a walk- on. So as I typed legal documents and 

squirreled away a few thousand bucks for 

this pipe dream, I read a bunch of random 

things that I thought might serve me well in 

graduate school. Don Quixote, the Aeneid, 

Gravity’s Rainbow, The Trial, Beyond Good 
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and Evil, snippets of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

in a Latin class I audited at Columbia, and i-

nally García Márquez. In doing this eclectic 

and fairly serious reading, I resembled pretty 

much every other word processor working in 

midtown Manhattan. And I vividly remem-

ber sitting on the Lawn at the University of 

Virginia in August 1983, mildly terriied to 

be living someplace other than New York, 

immersing myself in One Hundred Years of 

Solitude, when I was struck by a sobering 

thought. In just one week, I realized, I am go-

ing to have to come up with smart things to 

say about books like this. I can’t simply say 

“this is great stuff” or “wow, I didn’t know 

you could do this with words,” which was my 

irst, visceral response to he Sound and the 

Fury and To the Lighthouse and Ulysses—and 

has always seemed to me one of the projects 

of modernism: you didn’t know we could do 

this with words. (In recent years, I have had 

a similar response to Dick’s he hree Stig-

mata of Palmer Eldritch, not for its language 

so much as for its extravagant forms of inven-

tion.) But here I am at the University of Vir-

ginia, and I cannot rest content with visceral 

responses now. Why, I have to get myself a 

fellowship somehow if I want to stay here! I’m 

going to have to take my immersion in this 

great stuf and produce something from it!

It is almost too obvious for words, this 

relection on my relation to words, but I men-

tion it because it is a common trope among 

people who love reading. I love reading, they 

say, and that is why I hated graduate school. 

Or, I love reading, and that is why I don’t 

want to ruin it with literary criticism. Or, I 

love reading, and that is why I hate the MLA 

and all it stands for. At one point this year 

I read Priscilla Gilman’s memoir The Anti- 

Romantic Child and was struck by how Gil-

man described her experience of academic 

literary study and the tenure track—as a 

dispiriting process that leached away her 

love for Wordsworth, a love she reclaimed 

partly by leaving academe and writing her 

book. Gilman is not alone; I have read many 

accounts by sundry lovers of literature who 

don’t wind up in ballrooms like this, listen-

ing to or delivering addresses like this, and I 

know that many people experience graduate 

school as an arduous, dehumanizing slog—

and that some of them experience the profes-

sionalization processes of graduate school as 

a violation or attenuation of the things that 

made them love reading in the irst place. In-

deed, there is a subgenre of MLA Presidential 

Addresses that testiies to this phenomenon, 

in which the professionalization of literary 

study is construed as a loss, a loss of the in-

nocence we had when we were naive readers 

immersed in our identiications with Meg or 

Milo or Lily Briscoe or Quentin Compson. 

Sometimes we have asked ourselves how we 

got here, and the answers have been tinged 

with regret, a nostalgia for those moments 

when we could simply sit on the grass some-

where and think, wow, One Hundred Years of 

Solitude is an awesome thing.

Though I understand this sense of loss 

and regret, I have to say that I have never 

shared it. I found graduate school unpleas-

ant, but not because of the ways I was taught 

to read; the kind of reading I did in graduate 

school only deepened my understanding of 

the power of the written word and convinced 

me that alphabetic writing is indeed the great 

invention of our time. A passage in Jared Dia-

mond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel conirms this 

for me:

Inventing a writing system from scratch 

must have been incomparably more diicult 

than borrowing and adapting one. he irst 

scribes had to settle on basic principles that 

we now take for granted. For example, they 

had to igure out how to decompose a contin-

uous utterance into speech units, regardless 

of whether those units were taken as words, 

syllables, or phonemes. They had to learn 

to recognize the same sound or speech unit 

through all our normal variations in speech 

volume, pitch, speed, emphasis, phrase 
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grouping, and individual idiosyncrasies of 

pronunciation. They had to decide that a 

writing system should ignore all of that varia-

tion. hey then had to devise ways to repre-

sent sounds by symbols.

Somehow, the irst scribes solved all those 

problems, without having in front of them 

any example of the inal result to guide their 

efforts. That task was evidently so difficult 

that there have been only a few occasions in 

history when people invented writing entirely 

on their own. (217–18)

When I read that passage, I thought of my 

irst encounters with Joyce, with Heidegger, 

with Derrida; but I thought most of all of 

this parallel passage in one of the most play-

ful, endlessly involuted works of iction writ-

ten in En glish. he text (one hesitates to call 

it a novel) is Pale Fire, and the narrator, is 

Nabokov’s idiosyncratic (or insane) Professor 

Charles Kinbote:

We are absurdly accustomed to the miracle 

of a few written signs being able to contain 

immortal imagery, involutions of thought, 

new worlds with live people, speaking, weep-

ing, laughing. We take it for granted so sim-

ply that in a sense, by the very act of brutish 

routine acceptance, we undo the work of the 

ages, the history of the gradual elaboration of 

poetical description and construction, from 

the treeman to Browning, from the caveman 

to Keats. What if we awake one day, all of us, 

and ind ourselves utterly unable to read? I 

wish you to gasp not only at what you read 

but at the miracle of its being readable (so I 

used to tell my students). (289)

Being professionalized in literary study 

in the 1980s involved immersion in theory (as 

it has ever since), even at an institution like 

Virginia, which at the time was not especially 

associated with theory. And certainly some of 

the laments about the professionalization of 

literary study twenty or thirty years ago were 

complaints about deconstruction or feminism 

or new historicism or postcolonial or queer 

theory or some heady combination thereof. 

I suppose I was fortunate that my introduc-

tions to theory came by way of Michael Lev-

enson and Richard Rorty, two professors who 

taught me, in diferent ways, that literary the-

ory was not a key to all mythologies, not an 

Instructor’s Edition that held the keys to the 

Hidden Meanings of literary texts, and not a 

mechanical interpretation- generating device 

into which I could plug an endless series of 

texts to produce “readings.” Rather, they in-

sisted that theoretical texts were texts like any 

other, to be read not merely for their claims 

but also for their texture. And no one theorist 

was to be treated as the vehicle or the author 

of the Revealed Word. hat attitude infuri-

ated some of the students who took Rorty’s 

seminars on Derrida and Freud, the former of 

whom was believed inally to have freed us all 

from the logocentrism of Western philosophy 

since Plato and the latter of whom was held 

to have given us the key to all mythologies. 

But it was, I think, the right attitude to have, 

especially with regard to iconic theorists—the 

attitude of Rorty’s ironist, capable of immer-

sion in any number of language games but 

inally beholden to no single one.

My own aversion to graduate school 

didn’t have anything to do with criticism or 

theory. I was thrilled to keep peeling back lay-

ers upon layers of textuality, thrilled to be im-

mersed not only in the written word but also 

in the world of ideas. What I found annoying 

about graduate school was more personal. 

It had to do more with the level of social 

anxiety in my program, some of which was 

driven by the fact that there were 76 people 

in the entering class (126 were admitted the 

following year) and the program was clearly 

structured around attrition and “permission 

to proceed,” and some of which was driven 

by the fact that graduate school can be the 

kind of place where people name their pets 

Trotsky or Badiou. Not that there is anything 

new about this: those of you who are fans of 

Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim will remember the 
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Welches, who named their cats Id, Ego, and 

Superego. Surely this is only one of many rea-

sons that most readers of Lucky Jim identify 

with Dixon and with his horror at the many 

varieties of academic pretension—some of 

which, mirabile dictu, survive today.

So, yes, academe can be an annoying 

place, and it tends to breed its own distinctive 

characterological quirks. But I am not sure 

it is all that diferent from other professions 

in that respect. Perhaps we have a higher ra-

tio of pedants and stufed shirts of the sort 

mocked in campus novels. hen again, I am 

surrounded by really smart people, many of 

whom are also very witty and great fun—

good colleagues and good companions. But 

overall our line of work is similar in many 

respects to other forms of white- collar work: 

we have our meetings, our bureaucracy, our 

oice intrigues. he major diference is that 

we also have our classrooms.

I want to dwell on that aspect of our 

work for a moment. I knew when I was about 

twenty that I wanted to be a writer of some 

kind. It was the one thing I felt completely 

comfortable doing, other than ice- skating. 

he only question was what I would do for a 

day job, since I didn’t think I could earn my 

keep by writing any more than I could do so 

by ice- skating. I considered various forms of 

textmongering—publishing, journalism, law, 

advertising—and I thought, what kind of day 

job will I want when I am forty or ity? hat 

was the question that led me decisively away 

from advertising and persuaded me to apply 

to graduate school. I didn’t think much about 

teaching; I didn’t think that I would be any 

good at it, and, in fact, when I started out, in 

1985, I was totally unsure of myself. In good 

time—say, two or three years—I became too 

sure of myself, and then I eventually settled 

down to where I am now, more or less sure of 

myself. But of course many of us go into this 

business not only because they love reading 

and writing and thinking about reading and 

writing but also because they love teaching 

students about reading and writing. hey love 

those moments of illumination when an un-

dergraduate begins to understand the “Time 

Passes” section of To the Lighthouse or learns 

how to construct a pivot paragraph that para-

phrases an argument with which one pro-

ceeds to disagree. hey love, as I do, the forms 

of knowledge and inquiry one encounters in 

the humanities. And though I don’t believe 

that those forms of knowledge and inquiry 

lead directly to speciic ways of being in the 

world, there is no question in my mind that I 

was better equipped to deal with the birth of 

a child with Down syndrome because of my 

training in the humanities. Because of that 

training, because of my acquaintance with 

diferent forms of critical thinking and difer-

ent ideas about what critical thinking consists 

of, I am less inclined to think of disability as 

deicit, more willing to accept a wide variety 

of ways of being human, more sympathetic to 

the argument that many disabilities are dis-

abling chiely because our environments and 

policies make them so, and more attuned to 

the possibility that I may need to periodically 

reexamine and revise my beliefs and expecta-

tions (about Down syndrome and about the 

world in general). When you put it that way, 

you have to wonder, what’s not to love about 

this business?

At this point you might be wondering, 

is this really what this guy came to say to-

night? hat he likes his job? Or, worse, that 

he loves reading and writing? Haven’t I just 

done precisely what we tell people not to do in 

applications to graduate programs? No one on 

the admissions committee wants to hear how 

important books were to you as a child; we 

want to hear why you applied to our program 

and what you intend to do with your studies. 

But I’m not applying to graduate school. I’ll 

tell you what I am doing: I am trying to an-

swer a question I have heard time and again 

this year. Why should anyone bother with 

advanced study in the humanities? I think 

especially of a long and energetic exchange 
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I had with some colleagues at a major public 

university. Six or eight of us went out to din-

ner ater I had given a lecture, and one of my 

hosts said that the problem with my various 

defenses of the humanities is that sooner or 

later (and usually sooner) I construe the hu-

manities as something useful, in a more or 

less Rotarian kind of way. I thereby give short 

shrit to pleasure, and we need to be honest 

with people about the kind of pleasure in-

volved in our work. “Intellectual stimulation,” 

I replied, “is a form of pleasure—at least for 

me.” Aha! Right there I did it again: I wasn’t 

talking about pleasure; I was talking about 

a form of pleasure that is good for you, and 

good for your brain, and probably good for 

civil society at large. Not pleasure as such. To 

this I had two replies: One, we have been hav-

ing this argument ever since Schiller decided 

that the purposive purposelessness of the aes-

thetic served a basic human need he called the 

play drive, thereby rendering the uselessness 

of art useful insofar as it fulills a deep human 

need (and one recent branch of criticism has 

tried to pursue this possibility in the terms of 

neuroscience). Two, although I am open to 

the possibility that we have something like a 

play drive that accounts for our species’s de-

sire to make things up and entertain or edify 

one another in so doing, I am not going to 

lead with pleasure when I talk about justiica-

tions for the study of the humanities.

In my capacity as director of the Institute 

for the Arts and Humanities at Penn State, I 

have made this clear: I will not talk about my 

institute as a pleasure center. We will have 

no cheery booster- brochure rhetoric about 

celebrating the humanities or appreciating 

the arts. I am going to insist, to the campus 

community, to alumni, to anyone who may 

be listening, that serious study in the human-

ities—the practices of advanced literacy, the 

ine arts of interpretation—is a game of high 

and diicult technique, as C. L. R. James once 

said of cricket (43). That doesn’t mean we 

can’t love it, as James surely loved cricket; but 

it means we are going to insist that it requires 

serious training and practice, practice, prac-

tice. We are dealing with the art and the sci-

ence of iguring out, as Peter Brooks once put 

it, not merely what texts mean but also how 

texts mean (161). It is a pleasure, no question, 

but it is a pleasure that demands intellectual 

creativity and intellectual rigor. Perhaps to 

our students we can stress the pleasurable as-

pects of our discipline; but if we suggest that 

our discipline is only a matter of pleasure, 

we will not have provided what most people 

would see as a reason to do advanced research 

in it. Justifying the humanities is one thing; 

justifying careers of study in the humanities 

is quite another. Well, then, my interlocutor 

said, you’re basically playing the game of the 

corporate university, which has no place for 

pleasure and rewards only those who can 

show a return on investment, however high- 

minded that return may be.

I think he may be right about this, and 

so I pass the critique on to you, ventriloquiz-

ing it as best I can. But I still think the al-

ternative is worse, especially in corporate 

universities: though I am pleased to speak 

of pleasure whenever I have the opportunity 

(now, for instance), I know that in many cor-

ners of the world, and in many precincts of 

our own institutions, the arts and humanities 

are already regarded as frivolous—or, worse, 

corrosively subversive. Of course they give 

pleasure; so does a lovely dessert. But when 

it is time to cut budgets, dessert clearly has to 

be the irst to go. And so the disciplines that 

should be central to a liberal arts education 

are cast instead as peripheral extras, boutique 

disciplines that can safely be considered the 

tiny preserve of an elite with the leisure and 

cultivation to engage in the advanced pursuit 

of pleasure.

Moreover, as Marc Bousquet has recently 

written, in an essay demurely titled “We Are 

All Roman Porn Stars Now,” we pay a heavy 

price, as a profession, for loving our work; we 

help to justify a labor system that produces 
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jobs at what Bousquet calls “the extreme of 

economic irrationality (for example, $15,000 

for teaching six courses a year)” (26). he idea 

that love is an ideological cover for the accep-

tance of intolerable living conditions will be 

familiar to readers of Zora Neale Hurston’s 

Their Eyes Were Watching God. It consti-

tutes Nanny’s admonition to Janie: “Dis love! 

Dat’s just whut’s got us uh pullin’ and hau-

lin’ and sweatin’ and doin’ from can’t see in 

de mornin’ till can’t see at night” (41). And 

it has oten been remarked, as it was in Rus-

sell Berman’s Presidential Address last year, 

that the profession of college teaching itself 

devalues teaching and that our professional 

reward structure is built on that devaluation. 

I have heard colleagues say they love teaching 

so much they would do it for free; the sorry 

fact is that many of our colleagues are almost 

doing just that. hey may not be doing it for 

free, but they certainly are not earning a liv-

ing wage.

In September the political scientist Co-

rey Robin noted that many ostensibly liberal 

commentators were opposing the Chicago 

public schoolteachers’ strike and that some 

were displaying a contempt for the teachers’ 

union that was indistinguishable from that 

of the most fervent right- to- work conserva-

tive: “One could of course take these people 

at their word—they care about the kids, they 

worry that strikes hurt the kids, and so on—

but since we never hear a peep out of them 

about the fact that students have to swelter 

through 98- degree weather in jam- packed 

classes without air conditioning, I’m not so 

inclined.” Instead, Robin drew on his expe-

rience growing up in the aluent New York 

suburb of Chappaqua, where, he said, people 

tended to regard teachers as “failures,” “in-

competents and bufoons”:

“hose who can’t do, teach” goes the old saw. 

But where that traditionally bespoke a suspi-

cion of fancy ideas that didn’t produce any-

thing concrete, in my fancy suburb, it meant 

something else. Teachers had opted out of the 

capitalist game; they weren’t in this world for 

money. There could be only one reason for 

that: they were losers. hey were dimwitted, 

unambitious, complacent, unimaginative, 

and risk- averse. hey were middle class.

I think there is something to that. I grew up 

in an environment that venerated teachers, 

that considered teaching a vocation—a voca-

tion that did some good for people and would 

never destroy an ecosystem or bring the world 

to the brink of financial collapse. So I have 

been mystiied at the level of vitriol directed 

at schoolteachers over the past five years. 

Some of it, surely, comes from the Know- 

Nothing camp that still hasn’t accommo-

dated itself to the idea that the planet is about 

4.5 billion years old and that human beings 

evolved from other life- forms. But some of it 

also comes from elites who believe that doing 

something you love that involves more psy-

chic than material rewards is for suckers.

Robin goes on to say that college profes-

sors are largely exempt from that contempt: 

“I’m continuously astonished at the pass [be-

ing a professor] gets me among the people 

I grew up with. Had I chosen to be a high- 

school teacher, I’d be just another loser.” But 

surely that has something to do with the fact 

that Robin is (a) a man and (b) a full- time, 

tenured faculty member. And it has some-

thing to do with the fact that so many people 

outside academe, all the way up to the vice 

president of the United States (Jaschik), be-

lieve that all college professors are highly 

paid professionals. The truth, of course, is 

that contingent college faculty members earn 

lower wages, have less professional autonomy, 

and endure signiicantly greater job insecurity 

than unionized teachers in the K–12 system.

It has taken us, as a profession, too long to 

come to terms with our deprofessionalization. 

It is not something that was caused by, or can 

be signiicantly remediated by, scholarly orga-

nizations. Only fairly recently in the 130- year 

history of the MLA have we tried to become 
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a major source of information and advocacy 

with regard to faculty working conditions in 

higher education. Only in the last ten years 

have we developed wage recommendations for 

beginning assistant professors and per- course 

wage recommendations for contingent faculty 

members; there was a time, and I remember 

it well, when we didn’t see that as part of our 

role. But it is now, thanks to a motion drated 

by the Graduate Student Caucus and passed 

by the Delegate Assembly. And that speaks to 

a larger question of how graduate student ac-

tivism in the 1990s helped to transform this 

association. Twenty years ago it was unheard 

of for graduate students to serve on major 

MLA committees, let alone the Executive 

Council, which has fiduciary responsibility 

for the organization; today it is routine, and 

there are two students on the council. We are 

now seeking to have more community col-

lege faculty representation on our commit-

tees; the most recent slate of nominees for 

the Executive Council contained the names 

of ive community college faculty members, 

one of whom, Alicia de la Torre Falzon, was 

just elected. his transformation of the MLA 

leadership over the past two decades has not 

been tokenism, and it has not been window 

dressing. The democratization and diversi-

ication of the leadership have brought new 

perspectives to bear on our association from 

precincts of the profession that had largely 

gone underrepresented, have involved a sub-

stantial reinterpretation of our mission, and 

have been fueled by the energy and dedication 

of an extraordinary executive director.

But one of the things that happen to us as 

we make our way to here is regrettable. As we 

develop our research and teaching interests 

and as we engage in scholarly specialization, 

which is inevitable and necessary, we some-

times identify more with our disciplines—or 

with our subdisciplinary slice of a discipline—

than we do with our colleagues in higher 

education at large. We have been, as a group, 

reluctant to think of ourselves as a labor force, 

even though we surely are mental laborers, 

white- collar workers, and we have been not at 

all hesitant to think of ourselves as modernists 

or medievalists, theorists or Hispanists. Early 

this year I witnessed a particularly debilitat-

ing example of how this works. In response 

to the publicity generated by Josh Boldt’s 

Adjunct Project, a rhetoric- and- composition 

specialist replied that it was odd for the MLA 

to promote wage recommendations for con-

tingent faculty members, because we have 

never been all that interested in the teaching 

of writing. he comment seemed to me at the 

time a complete non sequitur, because our 

wage recommendations don’t stipulate the 

subject taught. We simply think that everyone 

in the business should be paid a minimum of 

$6,920 for a standard three- credit- hour se-

mester course. Our critics have derided this 

as hopelessly unrealistic, and this critic was 

no exception; he said we might as well wish 

for ponies while we were at it. When I replied 

that I didn’t see what any of this had to do 

with the teaching of writing, I was reminded 

that introductory writing courses fall on the 

extreme end of the low- wage spectrum and 

that the MLA has historically ignored them, 

which is one reason why the National Council 

of Teachers of En glish was founded. I granted 

the point but could not refrain from noting 

that the NCTE was founded in 1911 and that 

perhaps, in the interest of better working con-

ditions for all our colleagues, it would be best 

to bury that century- old hatchet.

But the point remains that although the 

object of this association is to promote study, 

criticism, and research in the more and less 

commonly taught modern languages and 

their literatures and to further the common 

interests of teachers of these subjects, as our 

constitution says, we have generally been un-

derstood to be more interested in literature 

than in language. Many of our colleagues 

in rhetoric and writing don’t see the MLA 

as their organization, and neither do many 

creative writers. There is no natural reason 
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for this; we should be reading our mission 

broadly and inclusively. If you are interested 

in the study of languages and literatures, you 

are one of us—or you can be, if you want to. 

Indeed, there are some poets and novelists 

among us right now. You can even have two 

memberships, in the Association of Writers 

and Writing Programs and the MLA, just as 

I belong to the MLA and the NCTE, not to 

mention the American Association of Univer-

sity Professors. I am not going to lament sub-

disciplinary specialization, any more than I 

would lament my immersion in criticism and 

theory; it is perfectly understandable, indeed 

salutary, that over the years I would gradually 

have less to say to medievalists and more to 

say to people in disability studies. But if we 

overidentify with our specializations to the 

point that we do not see what we have in com-

mon as people who work in colleges, then we 

make it more diicult to see ourselves as peo-

ple who work in colleges. We make it more 

diicult to think of ourselves as a labor force, 

and we make it easier for the working condi-

tions of that labor force to be eroded.

I want to close by asking something of 

each of you. Whether or not you agree with 

the way I think about this, I would like you to 

leave here convinced not only of the value of 

the work we do but also of the need to get our 

institutions to value the work of each and ev-

ery one of our colleagues of the tenure track. 

What can you do to help? Anything you can. 

If you have a position of any power in your 

institution or if you know somebody who 

does, look carefully at the working conditions 

of your contingently employed colleagues. 

Our Committee on Contingent Labor in the 

Profession produced a set of questions and 

guidelines last year for precisely this pur-

pose: the MLA cannot enforce working con-

ditions in individual institutions, but we can 

ask our members to become familiar with 

and promote our recommendations for those 

working conditions. And, once again with 

feeling, it doesn’t matter whether we are talk-

ing about colleagues teaching introductory 

writing or creative noniction or the Ameri-

can literature survey or second- year French. 

It matters only that they are teaching and 

that they are our colleagues. We don’t need 

to ask if they are members of the MLA or the 

American Studies Association or the NCTE 

or the AWP or the Rhetoric Society of Amer-

ica. We need to ask only if they have decent, 

professional working conditions—access 

to departmental communications and staff 

members, designated offices, library privi-

leges, mailboxes. hese are such basic things, 

such minimal things, for people teaching col-

lege courses, and yet so many people teaching 

college courses do not have them. We need 

to ask if they can serve on department- and 

university- wide committees, especially those 

that deal with contingent faculty members. 

Where their wages are inadequate, we need 

to ask that those wages be increased. And 

where they are hired year by year or course by 

course, even when they have given ten, iteen, 

twenty years of service to the same depart-

ment, we need to ask how they can be moved 

to multiyear contracts or to instructor tenure.

Some of our colleagues off the tenure 

track will regard these ameliorative measures 

as inadequate. That’s because they are. The 

deprofessionalization of the professoriat can-

not be reversed overnight; it has been a forty- 

year process that has accelerated in the last 

iteen years. But, to return to where I started, 

I hope that this will have been the year when 

that process became a truth universally ac-

knowledged—and universally resisted. And 

if you have tenure and your non- tenure- track 

colleagues want to undertake more dramatic 

measures, including inter- or intrainstitu-

tional unionization, I hope you will support 

them, precisely because you enjoy the job se-

curity they need. he working conditions of 

the college faculty are ultimately the learning 

conditions of the students. If you got here be-

cause you love what you do—or even if you 

are just mildly happy to have a decent job—
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you owe it to your colleagues, to your profes-

sion, to your students, and even to yourself 

to try to ensure that all of us can conduct our 

professional work with a measure of profes-

sional dignity.
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