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Margreta de Grazia 

plot line, as a novel might do, but by filling up the interval between 
endpoints with Hamlet's clowning. This was, after all, the purpose of 
farce, as its etymology reveals: enfarcir, to stuff. Like the interludes 
designed to pass the time between the acts of medieval mystery and 
morality plays, Hamlet's "pranks" fill up the "meantime" between two 
termini: the command to revenge and its execution.'11 

As Robert Weimann has shown, the clown's routine was from the 
start interpolative; the lines he spoke from the downstage platea were 
directed more to the audience (particularly the groundlings closest to 
the rim of the stage) than to the characters enacting the fiction at the 
center of the stage or locus. 44 Impertinent extemporizing from the side­
lines, superfluous to the matter at hand, traditionally served to eke out 
and hold up the action of the play. It is this improvisational license 
that Hamlet attempts to discipline in his instruction to the actors: "And 
let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for 
them" (3.2.38-9) he warns, and berates those clowns who hold forth 
"when in the meantime some necessary question of the play be then 
to be considered" (42-3). "That's villainous," he concludes, reminding 
us that such impertinence was also characteristic of the Vice of the 
moralities.45 

And indeed in this itinerant acting company the closest kin to the 
clown might well be the actor cast as Lucianus in the "Murder of 
Gonzago." Though he doesn't speak more than is set down for him, 
he certainly holds up the action, and an especially climactic action: the 
pouring of the poison in the king's ear that is intended to "unkennel" 
Claudius's "occulted guilt" (3.2.80-1 ). Before he pours the poison, 
Lucian us pauses- perhaps holding the vial up in the air, just as Pyrrhus 
held his fatal sword suspended over his victim's head in "Priam's 
slaughter" (2.2.473-88). Hamlet's expression of impatience indicates 
that Lucianus (or rather the actor playing Lucianus), has been draw­
ing out the act: "Begin, murderer. Leave thy damnable faces 
and begin /Come. The croaking raven doth bellow for revenge" 
(3.2.246-7). Between his entrance and his first speech, Lucianus is on 
stage for I 0 lines while Hamlet banters bawdily with Ophelia. For this 
duration, Lucianus has the stage to himself (or rather the stage-within­
the-stage), all eyes (of the court audience) upon him, and he takes the 
opportunity to ham it up, apparently by making grotesquely diabolic 
faces. This kind of mugging must have been routine for clowns; 
Kempe, we know, would famously poke his head out of the tiring 
house and make "scurvey faces" at the audience, stretching out the 
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time before his entrance for as long as laughter lasted. 4
" Lucianus's 

antics obviously displease Hamlet, and the feeling might well be 
mutual, for Hamlet has been holding up the show with his off-color 
repartee with Ophelia. They must have delighted the "barren specta­
tors", however, who, as Hamlet attests, "for the most part" love dumb­
shows (3.2.11). 

As Lucianus is to "The Murder of Gonzago," so is Hamlet to "The 
Murder of Claudius." Both characters are "nephew(s] to the king" 
(3.2.239) they would murder; and both actors share the same ances­
try in the Antic- Vice figure of the Tudor moralities. It is quite possible 
that Hamlet, too, makes "damned faces" when, for example, he 
fiendishly boasts, "Now could l drink hot blood" (3.2.381). Grimacing 
might well have accompanied the other forms of physical disfigura­
tion Hamlet "puts on" in order to play the antic, "with arms encum­
ber'd thus" and with "this head-shake" ( 1.5.182); perhaps it is his 
"damned faces" which make him appear to Ophelia "(a]s if he had 
been loosed out of hell" (2.1.83). And perhaps he, like Lucianus, some­
times hams it up by "making mouths" or "mopes and moes" (QI, E3r). 
In the Hamlet text believed to bear the closest relation to performance, 
there is evidence that Hamlet (or the actor playing Hamlet) did delay 
the play's progress by speaking more than was set down. At one point 
only is the notoriously truncated Q l Hamlet longer- by I 0 lines- than 
either Q2 or F. Weimann has recently argued that these lines record 
an actor's interpolations. 47 Having just warned the clown against ad 
Jibbing, Hamlet (or the actor playing Hamlet) himself ad Jibs, rattling 
off the punch lines to four stock jests, and topping them off with a 
fifth of his own to complete a "cinkapase of ieasts": 

Cannot you stay till I eate my porrige? And, you owe me 
A quarters wages: and, my coate wants a cullison: 
And, your been: is sowre: and, blabbering with his lips, 
And thus keeping in his cinkapase of ieasts, 
When, God knows, the warme Clowne cannot make a iest 
Unlesse by chance, as the blinde man catchcth a hare. 

(Q I F2r) [italics added] 

These lines record the theatrical moment when the actor holds on to 
the spotlight, as it were, by saying "more than is set down." He drags 
out the time between the scripted lines assigned to him and those of 
the next speaker (in this instance, the Player) by stringing together 
jests familiar from jestbooks as well as from recitation. That the jests 
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are linked together with ands suggests that in performance additional 
ones could be strung on indefinitely, as long as the audience kept 
laughing. By drawing out this series in Q 1, Hamlet quite literally delays 
the scheduled performance so that he then, as if to make up for lost 
time, whisks off the actors, "Well, goe make you ready"; in Q2 and F 
he also instructs Polonius to do so, "Bid the players make haste," as 
well as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, "Will you two help to hasten 
them?" (3.2.49-50). 

While the interpolated lines are present only in Ql, they are quite 
typical of Hamlet's performance of madness. He repeatedly draws on 
the clown's privilege of directly addressing the audience, establishing 
a verbal rapport with the low members of the audience through direct 
address, puns, proverbs, obscenities, and scurrilities. His own "blab­
bering" is made up of similarly eruptive gags; because they routinely 
take the form of non sequiturs, often triggered by a pun, they appear 
improvisational even when scripted. And they invariably forestall the 
action at hand, "some necessary question," whether it be the swear­
ing ceremony, the various attempts to fathom the cause of his "trans­
formation," his conference with his mother, the search for Polonius's 
body, the burial of Ophelia. While exasperating the characters within 
the play, his "wild and whirling words" ( 1.5.139) undoubtedly amused 
the audience. 

* * * 

As we have seen, the dilational plot that follows the structure of 
command (or vow) and fulfillment with a gap in between, may have 
been less a problem (how to fill the gap?) than an opportunity to 
exploit a popular tradition of ludic pastimes. But what about that pop­
ularity? Was the "mirth" which Hamlet's antics caused universal? 
Hamlet maintains otherwise. In his instructions to the actors, he pos­
tulates an audience that is divided both socially and spatially, with 
the "judicious" in the galleries and the "unskillful" in the yard. Each 
division has its own taste in theater, so what pleases the one, displeases 
the other: what "makes the unskillful laugh, cannot but make the judi­
cious grieve." For Hamlet, at least, there is no question about whose 
taste should be considered: "one" of the seated "judicious" should 
"oe'rweigh a whole theatre" of the standing "unskillful" (3.2.26-7). 
Hamlet's antics would surely satisfy the vulgar appetite for "dumb­
shows and noise" (3.2.12); but what catered to the elite? What did 
Cabriel Harvey mean when he jotted in his margin that Hamlet could 
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"please the wiser sort"?4
R Was it the prince's humanist learning that 

they found so delectable? His education at Wittenberg? His "hand of 
little employment" ( 5.1.68)? His sententious speeches and dilated 
rhetoric? The fact that he customarily walks in the lobby four hours 
together reading a book? That his best friend is a scholar with a Roman 
name who counts himself more an "antique Roman than a Dane" 
(5.2.346)? Is it connections to the ancient world of the classics that 
appealed to their cultivated palates? Is this - like Hamlet's favorite 
speech adapted from Virgil - what "pleased not the million, 'twas 
caviare to the general" (2.2.432-3) but pleased instead "the wiser sort"? 

Hamlet's dilatory antics have a precedent in ancient history as well 
as in native performative practice. The very description of his part as 
"antic" may have implied this ancient source at a time when "antic" 
and "antique" shared the same spelling and pronunciation.49 Whether 
Shakespeare came to know the story of Hamlet from Belleforest's His­
toires Tragiques ( 1570) or from its English translation, The Hystorie of 
Hamblet (not published until 1608 but possibly circulating in manu­
script before that), he would have learned from either version that the 
model for Hamlet's feigned idiocy was Lucius Junius Brutus. In the 
English translation, Hamlet is said to have known how to counter­
feit madness because he "had been at the schoole" of this Brutus. It 
was from him that he learned how to bide his time by playing the 
fool: "running through the streets like a man distraught," begriming 
himself, speaking nonsense, "all his actions and jestures" proper only 
to a man deprived of his wits, "fitte for nothing but to make sport." In 
the margin flanking this account, the reader is told where to look for 
a fuller account of Brutus' "counterfeiting the foole": "Read Titus 
Livius." 50 In his recently translated The Romane Historic ( 1600), Livy 
explains that this Brutus counterfeited "a noddie and a verie innocent" 
in order to conceal his conspiracy against the tyrannous king Tarquin, 
suffering to have himself called Brutus, "a name appropriate to unrea­
sonable creatures." His disguise enabled him to "abide the full time 
and appeare in due season." 51 As Shakespeare recounts at the end of 
The Rape of Lucrece, when the moment came, he dropped his "folly's 
show" (1810) or "shallow habit" (1814), and led an insurrection 
against Tarquin that ended in his "everlasting banishment" ( 1815 ). In 
Livy, this event put an end not only to the Tarquinian line of kings, 
but to kingship itself, and ushered in the Roman Republic. 52 In his 
republican commentary on Livy, Machiavelli also describes Lucius 
Junius Brutus' dilatory folly and hails him as founder of the Roman 
republic and father of Roman liberty. 53 
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Hamlet also takes after Junius Brutus' more famous descendant, 
Marcus Brutus, the man who tried to save the Republic by opposing 
Caesar's ambition for the crown. When he slays the man who once 
played Caesar, Hamlet takes on the "brute part" of the younger Brutus. 
Hamlet and Brutus would have been further connected if, as has 
been argued, Richard Burbage played both parts to John Heminges' 
Polonius and Caesar. The two Brut uses were often paired, one at either 
end of the 500-year duration of the Republic. Plutarch connects them 
in the opening sentence of his Life of the younger Brutus, "Marcus 
Brutus came of that Junius Brutus." Both were identified as haters of 
monarchy and champions of republicanism. Lucan in his Pharsalia has 
Junius Brutus applauding the Caesarian line, knowing that his descen­
dant and namesake in time will succeed in killing Caesar. ' 4 As the elder 
Brutus ushered in the Republic so the younger Brutus attempted to 
preserve it by eliminating the man who aspired to the sovereignty that 
became synonymous with his name. Shakespeare stresses their kinship 
in Julius Caesar, both when Cassius reminds Brutus of his ancestor's 
hatred of kingship ("There was a Brutus once," 1.2.160) and when 
Brutus himself remembers him, "My ancestor did from the streets of 
Rome I The Tarquin drive when he was called a king" (2.1.53-4). 

Is it possible that Gabriel Harvey's "wiser sort" consisted of a faction 
of men who took interest in the Roman Republic? We know for a fact 
that he pored over his Livy; 5

' so, too, did the Earl of Essex whose 
authority he cites in the same marginalia and whose rebellion may be 
encoded in Hamlet itself. ,c, Why does Harvey couple The Rape of Lucrece 
with Hamlet as the two Shakespearean works which "haue it in them, 
to please the wiser sort"? Is it because both invoke the founding 
moment of the Republic during a time when Roman history was in­
tensively studied for the instability of its constitutional forms? 57 If 
Hamlet is affiliated with both prominent Brutuses, might he have been 
thought to share in their politics? 

Although out to kill one in particular, Hamlet seems to relish the 
felling of kings of all stripes. His favorite speech describes the slaugh­
ter of Priam, King of Troy; the performance he sponsors requires that 
a king be poisoned (and twice over); he stabs the man he thinks is 
king ("Is it the King?" [3.4.26); "I took thee for thy better" [32]); con­
siders, "too curiously," the reduction of two men associated with king­
ship- Caesar and Alexander- to dust, as well as the passage of a king 
through the guts of a beggar. All these regicides - represented, mis-

_taken, imagined - are rehearsals for the final debacle when he both 
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stabs and poisons the King of Denmark, to the cry of "Treason! 
treason!" ( 5.2. 328). In light of such a past, one wonders if a certain 
irony is not intended in Fortinbras's tribute, "he was likely, had he 
been put on, I To have prov' d most royal" ( 5.2.402-3). For the course 
of the play, Hamlet has "put on" an antic disposition rather than 
royalty, a "transformation" which debases his princely status. This 
would not have gone unnoticed by those who recognized that the 
decorums separating tragedy from comedy were political as well as 
generic. As Stubbes pointed out, a prince playing the fool makes a 
mockery of kingship: it is "as if we were to dress a Monarch in all his 
Royal Robes, and then put a Fool's Cap upon him." 5

x 

Like Hamlet, Hamlet also seems to take pleasure in the death of 
kings. It features a long narrative of a king's poisoning and an extended 
discursus on the consequence of a king's death or the "cess of majesty" 
(3.3.15). Sentries identify the ghost with the king ("Looks a not 
like the King?" [l.l.46] and "Is it not like the King?" [ 611) and then 
strike at the "majestical" figure with their partisans, and thereby "do 
it wrong." The same majestic figure suffers literal degradation when 
dropped beneath the level of the stage, on a par with the groundlings, 
where he is addressed as "old mole," the lowliest of creatures. Regi­
cide is threatened in deed when Laertes and his "riotous head" ("halfe 
the heart of all our Land," Ql, Hr) raise arms against the king and are 
heard clamoring outside the palace gates before ramming their way 
into the palace ("The doors are broke," 4.5.111]). The messenger, 
panic-stricken, describes the rebellion as a reversion to primordial 
chaos - "Antiquity forgot, custom not known" - and indeed what 
it demands is a monstrous constitutional hybrid in which the rabble 
elect the king: "The rabble call him lord"; "They cry, 'Choose we! 
Laertes shall be king'" ( 4. 5.1 02, I 06). A recent historical rebellion, 
Essex's plot to overthrow Elizabeth, is alluded to as "the late innova­
tion" which drove the players out of the city.'" It is astonishing that so 
many threats to monarchy are represented in this play in an age that 
equated even the imagining of the king's death with treason.w 

After so many assaults on the king's person and office, the play 
leaves Denmark with no king on the throne, at least no Danish king. 
The present king has been killed to the cry (by "All") of "Treason! 
treason!" (5.2.328). A quarry of royal bodies ("so many princes at a 
shot," 371) strews the stage. "[M]en's minds are wild" (399), warns 
Horatio; "unhappy country,' laments the English ambassador ( Q 1, I4r). 
What is to become of the state of Denmark? 
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The final lines of the play take every measure to prepare for an elec­
tion. Hamlet's last thoughts turn to the process: with the clairvoyance 
of the dying, he foretells its outcome: "I do prophecy th'election 
lights I On Fortinbras" (5.2.360). With his final breath - his "dying 
voice" ( 361) - he gives his vote to Fortin bras, bids Horatio to deliver 
it, and Horatio is confident that other votes will follow upon it 
(5.2.397). Fortinbras commands that the electoral body be convened, 
"call the Noblest to the audience," and Horatio urges that "this same 
presently be performed" in order to avoid further turmoil. On the 
other hand, why should Fortinbras bother with the Danish electoral 
system? A sovereign prince with imperial designs, whose name con­
nects him with the force of arms, backed by a triumphant army of as 
many as 20,000 men (4.4.60) "with conquest come from Poland" 
(5.2.355) and heralded by cannon fire, Fortinbras hardly needs this 
parliamentary ritual, especially when his own country's history pro­
vides him with a claim, "I have some rights [rites] of memory in this 
kingdom, I Which now to claim my vantage doth invite me" 
(5.2.394-5). In the Folio's concluding stage direction, the play ends 
with a resonating assertion of his military triumph: "Exeunt March­
ing: after the which, a peale of Ordenance are shot off." 

Why this last-minute fussing over constitutional politics? Or is it 
last-minute? What if the effect of Hamlet's prolonged antics was a 
social leveling? What if Hamlet's delay was seen on the model of the 
Brutuses awaiting the opportunity to overthrow monarchy? What if 
his anti-hierarchic jabs and jibes were seen to be operating on both 
registers? It has been the purpose of this essay to indicate how Hamlet 
might have been regarded before the play was swept into the vortex 
of Hamlet's tortuous mind. Once delay was construed as psychologi­
cal symptom, the play's focus shifted from the constitution of the body 
politic to what Coleridge termed the "constitution of mind." As a 
result, the play's intellectual energies have been largely restricted to 
what could be imagined to be occurring "within" Hamlet. Yet the 
play that has generated more commentary than any work in the lan­
guage has been, it must be said, strangely under-determined. This 
is not to say that Hamlet is not a Thinker - but that thinking is "an 
action that a man might play." Hamlet plays that part by putting on 
an antic disposition and by recalling, for those who know, the great 
historical alternative to monarchy. That the modern tradition has cast 
him otherwise - as a deep thinker turned in on himself with his back 
to the world - is a sign of how badly it has needed a very different 
model. 
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Deaths of the Intellectual: 
A Comparative Autopsy 

Jeremy Jennings 

As the American electorate reflected upon the flawed outcome of its 
Presidential contest, Todd Gitlin, chronicler of the twilight of America's 
common dreams, 1 voiced further cause for unease and disquiet: the 
arrival of Gov. Malaprop at the White House, he suggested, spoke 
"clearly about the value accorded intellectuals and intellectuality in 
American culture," and what it said was "inauspicious." In choosing 
"the amiable common man," rather than someone who, by general 
acknowledgement, was too smart for his own good, America had fallen 
back upon her long and robust tradition of anti-intellectualism. That 
tradition, brilliantly analyzed by Richard Hofstadter, valued brains to 

the extent that they provided technical, practical knowledge and, no 
less importantly, to the extent that the "nerd" and the "geek" remained 
firmly in their place. 

Yet, if Gitlin was eager to highlight the renaissance of an anti­
intellectualism that had roots deeply embedded in a popular resent­
ment of cultural elitism, so too he sought to draw attention to a variety 
of anti-intellectualism that post-dated Hofstadter's earlier account. This 
he diagnosed as "the rise of a new form of faux cerebration: punditry." 
"Punditry," Gitlin commented, "is to intellectual life as fast food is 
to fine cuisine": it provides "pre-cooked opinion," endless talk that 
amounts to no more than "signals, gestures and stances," it reviews 
and rates performances, rather than assessing arguments, "cornering 
intellect in the name of chat." 

The pundits, Gitlin argues, are hired "for the facility and pungency 
of their presentations and the ferocity and acceptability of their opin­
ions." As such, they represent "the rise of the pseudo-intellectual," 
where the "premium" is placed on "smirking and glibness." "The 
pundit," Gitlin concludes, "is a smart person in both senses - intelli-
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gent and a smarty pants - and his knowingness about how the game 
is played is a substitute for knowledge about what would improve 
society." Punditry and pundits, in short, debase both intellectual life 
and the demanding function of the intellectual.2 

There is much that is worthy of comment in Gitlin's argument -
especially when it is placed in the broader context of American debates 
about the future of the public intellectual- but for the moment I wish 
simply to make the point that Gitlin's dismissal of an American anti­
intellectualism that places style before content and which reduces 
intellectual life to chat-show celebrity is one that finds echoes only too 
easily elsewhere, most notably in Great Britain and France. The con­
clusion would seem to be that intellectuals have died similar deaths in 
dissimilar countries and dissimilar circumstances. 

Let me take the diagnosis of the decline of the intellectual in Britain 
recently advanced by writer and broadcaster Michael Ignatieff.' Pos­
ing the question: "where are the independent intellectuals now?," his 
answer is brutally to the point. "In place of thought," he contends, 
"we have opinion; in place of argument we have journalism, in place 
of polemic we have personality profiles." The refrain is completed 
with the rousing claim that "in place of ... public dialogue, we have 
celebrity chat shows. In place of a public forum for debate, we have 
academic conferences." How, according to Ignatieff, should these dele­
terious trends be interpreted? Intellectuals, he concludes, have lost 
their independence and moral authority. Ashamed of their elitism, 
they have abandoned public debate and plain speech, the victims of a 
democratization of culture that "has bred a populist loathing of high 
culture itself." Only the scientists have escaped the crisis (they alone 
"appear to know something"): for the rest, we have "worthy profes­
sors, cultural bureaucrats, carnival barkers and entertainers." 

Like Gitlin, Ignatieff regrets these developments, identifying a "void 
in public life" that cannot be filled by "bankers, economists and politi­
cians." However, it is far from clear how he thinks that they might be 
reversed, especially when, on this account, intellectuals themselves are 
sacrificing the "historical function of defending the universal against 
the violence and the closure associated with the tribal, national and 
ethnic." Little, it seems, can raise the British intellectual from the 
deathbed or avert the respectful, if rather thin, obituary notices that 
follow inevitably upon such a painful demise. 

As one might expect, French accounts of this process of decline, 
amounting as they do to a description of the disappearance of an iconic 
figure in French national culture, come replete with an intensity of 
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emotion and political passion that is lacking in their American and 
British counterparts. The death of the French intellectual is a death 
that has been foretold for much longer, the dying patient clinging to 
life despite mounting terminal illness for 20 years or more. Indeed, 
such is the physical tenacity of this particular specimen that death has 
seemed frequently cheated of this, its most cherished prize, the in­
tellectual who, from Voltaire to Sartre, made governments sit up and 
listen. Yet, for all that, the diagnosis offered bears a striking resem­
blance to those provided in America and Great Britain. 

Topicality alone might be sufficient to justify examination of the 
arguments recently advanced by Regis Debray, were it not for the fact 
that Debray's initial forays into this territory were of such originality 
that they have since served to define the parameters of a debate that 
has resurfaced in France with astounding regularity and considerable 
public attention. His latest offering, i. f suite et fin, as its title might 
suggest, only serves to personalize (and also possibly trivialize) a pole­
mic whose outlines were originally sketched out in Le Pouvoir intellec­
tuel en France, published first in 1979. 

In contrast to Todd Gitlin, Debray could at least in his earlier text 
evoke a lost golden age characterized by the founding myth of the 
Dreyfusard intellectual- now described as "l'intellectuel original, version 
1900" - and such literary reviews as Andre Gide's Nouvelle Revue 
Fran(aise. With the advent of what Debray describes as "the media 
cycle," dated from 1968 onwards, such cultural glories came to an end, 
the "information apparatus" reducing thought to the equivalent of fast 
food. "The mass media," Debray wrote, at a time when the seductive 
powers of French television were severely under-developed, "run on 
personality, not the collective, the sensational, not the intelligible, and 
the singular, not the universal." 4 They produce simplicity by eliminat­
ing complexity. Valued above all was "the ability to speak on a subject 
about which one knows virtually nothing." Ambition, corruption, and 
conformism, rather than principle, were the order of the day in a world 
dominated by image ("good teeth, nice hair") rather than content. The 
"great mediacrats" had replaced the "golden age of French thought" 
of yesteryear. 

Twenty years later Debray saw only the decomposing remains of 
"l'intellectuel terminal. version 2000," the sad victim of an "almost bio­
logical process" of decline brought about by the growing presence of 
the mass media. The pathological symptoms of this terminal condi­
tion are analyzed in detail and are sufficiently obvious not to need 
translation: "autisme collectif," "derealisation grandiloquente," "imp revision 
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chronique," "narcissisme moral," and "instantaniisme."' It is clear, how­
ever, that beneath the pseudoterminology of the medical diagnostician 
lies a deep irritation with what Debray sees as the decline of reasoned 
debate and argument and its replacement by invective, sloganizing, 
and intellectual conformism. That Debray recognizes that he himself 
has not been free of these tendencies only serves to give greater force 
to a polemic that has many of France's public intellectuals firmly 
within its sights. 

Yet, as Debray is the first to acknowledge, at the heart of his analy­
sis lies a fundamental paradox. If the intellectual has never been 
subject to so much sarcasm and ridicule, so too the intellectuals 
have never been "aussi envahissants" (as ever-present). For all Debray's 
talk of "l'intellectuel terminal," in other words, none of this would seem 
to suggest that the French intellectual is ready to be quietly carried 
away from the scene. 

Indeed, this is an impression that is quickly confirmed by the perusal 
of France's still-thriving periodical press. Here France's post- World War 
II history provides us with some of the context. When Jean-Paul Sartre 
established Les Temps Modernes in 1945 he did so with the explicit inten­
tion of dethroning Gide's Nouvelle Revue Fran(aise and its philosophy of 
art for art's sake. Thirty-five years later Pierre Nora, launching Le Debat, 
repeated the strategy, seeking to kill off the Sartrian doctrine of intel­
lectual commitment amid calls for the recognition of a new "intel­
lectual democracy." Whether that transformation brought a golden age 
of partisan engagement to an end, or simply put paid to a parenthetic 
aberration, has since been the subject of much heated dispute, but 
the fact remains that Nora began a debate about the appropriate role 
of the intellectual that has continued to this day and which, given 
recent attempts to reassert the canonical status of Jean-Paul Sartre/' 
has lost none of its pertinence. Restated in a 20th anniversary cele­
bratory issue, the case was succinctly made: if the goal was to secure 
"the independence and autonomy of intellectual activity" this could 
only be achieved through "a veritable metamorphosis of the model of 
the intellectual itself." This, according to Nora, had been one of the 
principal tasks that Le Debat had set itself throughout its existence. 7 

Accordingly, the frequently announced death of the French intel­
lectual has been accompanied by a proliferation of competing models 
and descriptions which challenge the Sartrian account and which, in 
some cases, are intended to offer possibilities for the future. Intellec­
tuals now appear to come in all shapes and sizes. Historian Michel 
Winock, for example, recently provided a threefold classification, 
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dividing intellectuals into the categories of "professionel," "specifique," 
and "anonyme." If the first group appears with annoying regularity on 
our television screens, consumed by a narcissistic belief in the impor­
tance of their message, the second seeks, in the manner of Michel 
Foucault, to deploy their technical competence to aid the oppressed, 
only themselves occasionally falling victim to their own prestige by 
reverting back to the now-discredited Sartrian "universal" model. 8 As 
for the "anonymous" intellectual, he or she denoted not the "end of 
the intellectual" but rather their "proliferation" and with that the erad­
ication of earlier "aristocratic" patterns of behavior and claims to supe­
riority. On this view, intellectuals are individuals who "make sense 
of our collective life"; they are, in Winock's phrase, "les penseurs du 
contemporain." 

It would easily be possible to cite further evidence of such inter­
pretative accounts of the function of intellectuals in contemporary 
France. In the spring of 2000, the influential review Esprit provided 
two substantial issues devoted entirely to the examination of what it 
termed the "splendeurs et miseres de fa vie intellectuelle," and with that 
came further typological definitions and classifications. The aim was 
to clarify the past, present, and future of this enigmatic and elusive 
figure.Y More substantially, however, the point needs to be made 
that patterns of activity and protest by intellectuals in France have 
remained substantially unchanged over a considerable period of time 
and the French public still seems to accord a special status to pro­
nouncements made by intellectuals on a wide range of political and 
social issues. I have explored these patterns of continuity in detail else­
where, 10 focusing upon the manner in which intellectuals in France 
still resort with remarkable frequency to the tried and tested strategy 
of the public petition, first established as their favorite weapon over a 
hundred years ago during the Dreyfus Affair. By the same token, the 
quality press continues to show itself ready to give space to such state­
ments. In January 2000, for example, Le Monde published an editorial 
entitled "Les intellectuels et nous" in which, with admirable dexterity, 
it announced its continued acceptance of its long-established respon­
sibility "to open up its columns, without favor, to all those who lead 
intellectual debate." 11 

That editorial, written in the context of the publication of Bernard­
Henri Levy's much discussed Le Siec!e de Sartre, could not but mention 
Pierre Bourdieu, described as "without doubt the intellectual figure 
who today most resembles Sartre through the strength of his com­
mitments and the international reputation of his work." Few would 
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disagree with this characterization. Moreover, Bourdieu until his death 
in January 2000, came increasingly to occupy the political stage, 
himself acknowledging this process of evolution. In his last collection 
of essays, for example, he wrote that "I have come to think that those 
who have the opportunity to devote their life to the study of the social 
world cannot remain neutral or indifferent, distanced from those 
struggles where the future of the world is at stake." 12 The same col­
lection provides a powerful defense of what he terms "un savoir engage' 
or, to use Bourdieu's own English expression, "scholarship with com­
mitment" thereby inviting scholars and researchers to transcend "the 
sacred frontier" transcribed by the "academic microcosm."'' 

Bourdieu himself was as critical as anyone of what be saw as 
the loss of "autonomy" that has followed the emergence of the 
much-despised "intellectue! mediatique" and their longing for "temporal 
success." Like Regis Debray, he focused much of the blame upon 
television, a medium which privileges the banal and insignificant over 
information and culture, inviting those academics turned journalists 
who participate in its mind-numbing debates to subject themselves to 
a self-imposed censorship in line with what is repeatedly described as 
the ideological dominance of economic liberalism. 14 Few have been 
spared the opprobrium contained in their description as the "nouveaux 
maftres a penser sans pensee," not even the editors of Esprit, a review 
which has continually sought to challenge the stultifying orthod­
oxy that so often characterizes what passes for intellectual debate in 
France. 15 

Nevertheless, Bourdieu repeatedly refused to accept the "death" of 
what he described as "one of the last critical countervailing powers 
capable of opposing the forces of the economic and political order." 16 

Defending what he has termed a "Realpolitik de la raison" Bourdieu 
outlined a "corporatisme de !'universe!" which, in his opinion, could 
still be represented by an "Internationale des intellectuels." Such an 
"International" would bring together "specific intellectuals" (in the 
Foucauldian sense of the term) to form a "collective intellectual" 
capable of defining its own goals and objectives in a situation 
of "autonomy." It would, moreover, ally itself with an emerging 
European social movement still in its infancy, providing the latter not 
just with critical analysis and documentation but also with a set of 
"realistic utopias." 17 

What conclusions, if any, can be drawn from these developments? 
It would be foolish to deny that the passage from Sartre to Foucault 
to Bourdieu has involved a significant metamorphosis, reshaping both 
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the status and function of the intellectual in France. Yet, for all the 
talk of the death of the intellectual, the public clamor and attention 
that attended virtually every statement made by Bourdieu is sufficient 
on its own to indicate that the figure of the public intellectual has far 
from vanished. Moreover, Bourdieu, unlike many of his contempo­
raries and despite his own philosophical reservations, conformed very 
closely to the traditional model of the Dreyfusard intellectual, deploy­
ing the authority that derived from his "scientific" status and his aca­
demic eminence at the College de France not only to articulate a set of 
political positions but also to co-ordinate what amounted to a sophis­
ticated network of like-minded supporters (most notably through the 
columns of Le Monde diplomatique and such highly successful publish­
ing ventures as Editions Raisons d'Agir). 

The question then becomes not only one of why this should be the 
case but also whether this refusal on the part of the French intellec­
tual to depart from the scene represents perhaps only a temporary 
reprieve. The latter is the view of Jean- Fran\ois Sirinelli, one of the 
most distinguished historians of the French intellectual. Here is not 
the place to analyze in detail the arguments put forward by Sirinelli: 
in essence his claim is that the socio-cultural context in which the 
Dreyfusard and (later) committed or "revolutionary" intellectual oper­
ated has so changed beyond recognition that there is no possibility of 
permanent rehabilitation. Specifically, he argues that "the rise to pre­
eminence of the c!erc in French society occurred at a time when the 
printed word was King. Since that time a change of dynasty has 
occurred, the printed word has been dethroned as the principal form 
of communication, replaced by the audio-visual." Thus, according to 
Sirinelli, Bernard-Henri Levy's attempt to re-instate Sartre amounts to 
no more than the return of Napoleon's remains from Saint Helena; the 
cineastes who led the campaign of civil disobedience in 1997 are "les 
enfants de l'Cclipse"; whilst the signs of renewed activity that we have 
witnessed since 1995 are nothing but "a lunch in the sun during an 
Indian summer that moves slowly and inevitably towards winter." 1

R 

For the remainder of this article I want to explore an argument 
which suggests that Sirinelli's seasonal metaphors might be mislead­
ing, and which might give grounds for believing that the French intel­
lectual is not dead after all. In part I want to pursue this argument by 
paying closer attention to the diagnoses that have sought to explain 
the passing of the intellectual in Britain and America, for it seems likely 
that the conditions which prevail there might, in very significant 
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respects, be different from those that pertain in France. At best my 
conclusions will be both tentative and provisional. I acknowledge in 
particular that there are those on either side of the Atlantic who do 
not share these pessimistic analyses, believing that the public intellec­
tual might yet have a role to play in shaking the prevailing political 
consensus and that they might yet draw sustenance from the possi­
bilities offered by new technologies. In America, in particular, there is 
clearly no agreement about the consequences of what Bruce Robbins 
has described as "the grounding" or professionalization of the intel­
lectual and the passing of the "free-floating" autonomous intellectual 
as outsider described by Karl Mannheim. 19 Nor is there likely to be in 
the near future, given the legitimacy and resonance of disagreements 
between foundationalists and anti-foundationalists. However, both the 
American and British situations might cast light upon the likelihood 
of the continued existence of the French intellectual. This, at least, is 
worth exploring. 

No one has done more than Russell Jacoby to provide an account 
of what is characterized as the disappearance of the intellectual in 
America. He has drawn our attention especially to two important, 
interrelated developments. The first, examined in The Last Intellectuals: 
American Culture in the Age of Academe20 focused upon a generational 
transition that saw independent intellectuals - "the last bohemians" -
abandon their urban habitats for the university campus. The conse­
quence was professionalization and specialization, the turning away 
from a public sphere that had been the focus of the republic of letters 
from the eighteenth century onwards. With specialization came not 
just fragmentation (the targeting of ever smaller audiences and the 
abandonment of the vernacular), but also depolitization and (if truth 
be told) careerism, academic life increasingly coming to imitate 
corporate practices (most notably through inflated salaries for the 
celebrity superstars who supposedly bring prestige and glamor to their 
employers). Physical comfort also bred conformism and the absence of 
serious intellectual endeavor. 

Worse, however, was yet to come: the culture wars. Here we need 
briefly to acknowledge the intimate ties that bind the emergence of 
the intellectual with modernity and the tradition of enlightenment. 
The post-modern, to critics and friends alike, amounts to a theoretical 
attack upon the beliefs of the philosophes in the claims of normative 
rationality, and thus, on this account, undermines the epistemological 
authority of the intellectual. Richard Rorty, for example, provides a 
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compelling portrait of the post-modern intellectual as ironist. 21 For 
Jacoby, on the other hand, the demise of this progressive tradition 
"makes way for the party of multiculturalists." 

The arguments of Jacoby's The End of Utopia: Politics and Culture in 
an Age of Apathy are far-reaching and would presumably evoke strong 
reaction from the campus radicals he so readily dismisses as irrelevant. 
The charge, however, is a simple one. Multiculturalism "has become 
the opium of disillusioned intellectuals, the ideology of an era without 
ideology." It relies, he goes on, "on an intellectual rout, the refusal or 
inability to address what makes up a culture." Despite a rhetoric of 
subversion, therefore, "it leads intellectuals down the path of acquies­
cence." And here is the punch line: "to put this sharply, once in­
tellectuals were outsiders who wanted to be insiders. Now they are 
insiders who pretend to be outsiders - a claim that can be sustained 
only by turning marginality into a pose."22 For the self-defined out­
sider intellectual marginality is no more than a shrewd career move. 

Jacoby is by no means alone in telling this story. Todd Gitlin makes 
similar claims/' accusing the multiculturalists of turning their 
backs upon the real issues of economic poverty that daily disfigure 
American public life (the Bangladeshi male, he points out, has a longer 
life expectancy than the black male from Harlem); so too does Jeffrey 
Goldfarb in his thought-provoking Civility and Subversion: The Intellec­
tual in Democratic Society, where multiculturalism is redescribed as 
"multitribalism" and where even Edward Said's model intellectual is 
castigated for being "not an agent for public deliberation but for polit­
ical assertion." Taken together, the charges amount to saying that 
multiculturalism condemns the intellectual left in America to a posi­
tion of permanent marginality and condemns the intellectual, now 
safely cocooned in the warm embrace of the university, to endless 
debates about the political correctness or otherwise of the faculty cur­
riculum. As Goldfarb comments: "Academic politics have become more 
real to some post-modern critics than the consequential democratic 
politics of the general society."24 

Given the sheer power and size of the American economy and the 
extent to which corporate interests determine the political agenda in 
America, it is difficult to know what, if anything, might dent the tri­
umphalist expectations associated with the ideology of global capital­
ism. The fact remains, however, that on this view Bill Gates has more 
to fear from street demonstrators of the kind we have recently wit­
nessed in Seattle and elsewhere than he ever does from America's 
domesticated and institutionalized intellectuals. 
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It is only with great hesitation and trepidation that an English aca­
demic would venture upon a comparative examination of the role of 
the British and French intellectual, such has been the assumed lowly 
status of the former. Even Regis Debray speaks of the "benign neglect" 
that exists this side of the Channel. It is as well, therefore, to begin by 
briefly addressing the cliche that Britain has not had any intellectuals. 
Thomas William Heyck attributes this misconception to three factors: 
"first, a tradition in modern British history carrying an image of British 
society as non-intellectual: second, paradoxically, the high degree 
of integration of the intellectuals with the ruling elite, and third, a 
problem of multiple meanings of the term "intellectual."2

' How might 
each of these elements be characterized? The first ironically owes 
much to a deep antipathy to all things French and predates even 
the French revolution of 1789. The sturdy, commonsensical British 
(Protestant) yeoman was contrasted first with the artificial and effete 
habitue of the Parisian salon and then with the diabolical, atheistic 
philosophe that Jeremy Bentham, like Edmund Burke, found guilty of 
producing "nonsense upon stilts," with such terrible consequences. If 
that antipathy toward French intellectualism was shared by such a 
nineteenth-century Conservative statesman as the British Prime Min­
ister, the Marquess of Salisbury (who openly delighted in the bloody 
repression of the Paris Commune) it was equally evident in the 
opinions of such quintessential members of the British Left as George 
Orwell and E.P. Thompson, for whom respect for "the peculiarities 
of the English" went hand-in-hand with a profound contempt for 
Althusser. 2

" One contemporary example serves to highlight this con­
tinued self-perception that British society is non-intellectual. The 
novel White Teeth by Zadie Smith has generally been perceived as 
having its finger firmly upon the pulse of a modern, multicultural 
Britain. It is therefore interesting to note that when one character 
describes the unusual members of the Chalfen family as intellectuals, 
it is whispered "as if it were some exotic disease of the tropics."27 

The integration of British intellectuals into the ruling elite has been 
well chronicled, even if the picture presented has to an extent been 
misunderstood. In Britain, as Stefan Collini has shown, 2 ~ political and 
intellectual elites became highly integrated during the latter half of the 
nineteenth century and remained so for much of the twentieth 
century, producing the phenomenon of the "public moralist." "All," to 
quote Julia Stapleton, "sought a prominent role for intellectuals in 
defining the central "public" values and identities of their society 
through their scholarship and personal conduct alike." 2 ~ Their natural 
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habitat could not have been further removed from the Parisian cafe of 
their French counterpart being rather the Senior Common Room of 
the Oxbridge college and the gentlemen's club in London. To this might 
be added the exclusive apartments of Albany. Political integration, 
it is argued, was also matched by ties of family kinship. Noel (later 
Lord) Annan not only gave this trend personal embodiment but 
also coined the phrase "intellectual aristocracy" to characterize the 
remarkable proportion of the nation's academic elite that was drawn 
from a relatively small number of interconnected families. To this 
picture of untroubled tranquillity was added the fortunate occurrence 
that Britain, to the dismay of the Marxist New Left, received the wrong 
sort of intellectual immigrant: it was settled by "a 'White', counter­
revolutionary emigration" from Central and Eastern Europe. 30 Rather 
than receiving such revolutionary firebrands as Herbert Marcuse, 
Britain had welcomed the likes of Isaiah Berlin, for whom it epito­
mized "tradition, continuity and orderly empire." 

Confusions about the meaning of the term intellectual need not 
detain us, especially as they have been adequately explored elsewhere. 
However, one source of the confusion might be worthy of note. As 
T.W. Heyck has commented: "no single event like the Dreyfus case in 
France riveted British attention on one aspect or function of intellec­
tuals." The truth of this assertion can be shown by reference to another 
literary work. In 1999 Bernice Rubens published a novel entitled I, 

Dreyfus.' 1 It is a reworking of the Dreyfus case in a British setting, the 
French army officer reappearing rather predictably as a public school 
master. Apart from its literary qualities, what adds to the fascination 
of the account is that the fate of Dreyfus is seen entirely in terms of 
his personal tragedy as a victim of anti-Semitism. At no point does the 
wider political controversy of the original Dreyfus case intrude into the 
story and at no point do intellectuals, as either individuals or a group, 
make their entry. 

Yet Britain arguably has had intellectuals who have enjoyed both 
autonomy and influence, matching that accorded them in France from 
the Dreyfus affair onwards. Again, it is as well to refer to the conclu­
sions reached by Julia Stapleton. Recent studies of British intellectual 
culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, she points 
out, have identified five distinguishing aspects of "public intellec­
tuals": "their exclusivity; pursuit of intellectual inquiry within distinc­
tive English 'national' traditions; adherence to an ideology of 'liberal 
pluralism'; commitment to social improvement through individual 
exertion, and accordance of a purely formal role to the State." Part of 
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the argument is that those distinguishing features have been progres­
sively undermined in the years that followed World War II, producing 
an increasingly antithetical relationship between intellectuals and the 
broader public culture in Britain. Moreover, as Stapleton has pointed 
out elsewhere, these British intellectuals shared certain common fea­
tures with their counterparts in France, most notably their perception 
of themselves as an oppositional voice, as public rather than civil 
servants. They were, as she writes, "politically engaged, kept up a high 
public profile and set great store by their own independence and by 
free debate more generally.'"2 This is a conclusion endorsed by Noel 
Annan. The intellectual aristocracy, he comments, "did not think of 
themselves, whatever their connections, as being part of the ruling 
class and the established circles of power."" So too, British intellec­
tuals, like those in France, were conscious that their authority and 
effectiveness were dependent upon a strong sense of national ident­
ity, however contested that identity might be. But here there is a 
point of obvious contrast. From Zola onwards, if not from before, 
the French intellectual has defined the identity of France in terms of 
universal ideals of truth, justice, and the rights of man and has chosen 
to locate their physical embodiment in the institutions of the Repub­
lic, one and indivisible. In England, a distrust of abstract ideas com­
bined with a delight in particularity focused patriotic nostalgia upon 
the peoples, places, and architecture of a much-revered English land­
scape. If in France intellectuals presumed to speak in the name of 
humanity, in England the inspiration was as likely to have been the 
parish church. 

What if anything, remains of the distinctive features of this earlier 
period? If we are to believe Richard English and Michael Kenny, we 
are now left with little more than "the tradition of the intellectual as 
public doom-monger,'"4 a tradition far removed from the triumphal­
ist narratives of British exceptionalism. Within this declinist literature, 
of which there is undoubtedly an abundance, the traditions and iden­
tity of the English patria which provided such inspiration for ear­
lier public moralists are on the point of extinction, with the potential 
break-up of the constituent parts of the United Kingdom matched only 
by the fragmentation associated with the emergence of a multicul­
tural Britain. Roger Scruton's recent, otherwise disappointing, foray 
into this terrain 35 is at least accurate in one respect: to write about 
"England" today is to compose an elegy. 

If this account of Britain's decline rests heavily upon a characteri­
zation of poor post-war leadership by both its political and economic 
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elites, it also arguably has contemporary expression in what appears 
to be the near unanimous acceptance of what are taken to be the polit­
ical consequences of globalization.l6 As English and Kenny state: "a 
wave of recent commentary has rightly observed the way in which 
contemporary politicians and intellectuals have redefined (and often 
reduced) the parameters of 'the possible' by presenting the global 
economy (through the ambiguous notion of 'globalization') as a set of 
ineluctable forces which produce immovable structural constraints for 
public policy-makers." 37 Here is not the place to begin a debate on the 
correctness or otherwise of the globalization thesis, but we can at least 
confirm that, in the form of "the third way," it has now attained 
something near to both political and intellectual orthodoxy in Britain, 
its dominance succinctly embodied in the figures of Tony Blair and 
Anthony Giddens. 

The doom-mongery of British intellectuals has also been accompa­
nied by a perceived loss of status. The exclusivity born of the "clerisy" 
tradition looks, for good or ill, to be a thing of the past. The election 
of 1979 brought with it not just what Stefan Collini has described as 
"the anti-intellectualism of the intellectual"'~ but also a concerted chal­
lenge to the culture of British universities, bringing to an end the cosy 
relationship of mutual admiration that had characterized the relation­
ship between government and academics. More than this, however, 
the vast expansion of higher education that accompanied this decline 
in privileged status for both academic institutions and their mem­
bers alike came replete with demands not only that British univer­
sities should increase their contribution to the competitiveness of the 
economy but also that their staff - the descendants of the Trevelyans, 
Stephens, and Stracheys - should increase their own productivity. If 
the research priorities of the British funding councils took care of the 
former, the vast array of increasingly sophisticated mechanisms of 
external audit was sufficient to ensure that the public moralist of old 
gave way to the disciplinary specialist, the height of whose ambition 
is to pen a learned article in a scholarly journal with a circulation that 
rarely exceeds 300 copies. By any standards, this transformation has 
been a success story. Britain's higher education system now educates 
far more undergraduates than ever before, at a much reduced cost, 
with a disciplined workforce which not only scarcely ever raises a 
murmur of complaint but which also seems content to accept its 
domesticated role in what is seen as an emerging academic public 
sphere. 
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If, in these ways, we might account for the disappearance of the 
public intellectual in both the United States and Great Britain, how 
might the situation in France be different and to what extent might 
this lead us to conclude that there, at least, the public intellectual might 
have a future? A response can draw upon four possible contrasts. The 
first, paradoxically, derives from the very weaknesses and deficiencies 
of the French university system; the second focuses upon the con­
tinued existence of what is invariably described as "the radical left" in 
France; the third highlights a related widely held public antipathy 
toward liberalism and globalization; while the fourth stresses what 
remains a relatively strong sense of national identity combined with 
a relatively homogenous republican political culture that eschews 
multiculturalism. 

The problems that afflict the French university system are both pro­
found and long-standing. They have repeatedly defeated the reform­
ing intentions of successive governments. Occasionally, however, they 
receive a very public airing, as when the philosopher Jean-Fabien 
Spitz published an article in Le Debat detailing the three misfortunes -
"material, intellectual, and moral" - that afflict the average university 
teacher. The material conditions of the French university are too well 
known to require enumeration: too many students taught by staff 
with inadequate resources, inadequate administrative support, and in­
adequate salaries. In summary, as Spitz writes, "the French university 
resembles those of the third world rather than those of the developed 
countries with which we claim to compare ourselves." The intellectual 
conditions are arguably even more debilitating; the inability to carry 
out research (Spitz draws particular attention to the state of France's 
libraries) is matched by an institutionalized anti-intellectualism and a 
clientelism that thrives on servility. Faced by such appalling conditions 
the moral outcome is one of generalized cynicism, in which teachers 
pretend to teach, students pretend to study, and examiners pretend to 
examine. "The function of the llniversity," Spitz writes, "is reduced to 
that of ensuring the social safekeeping of the young, perceived as the 
dangerous class of the end of the twentieth century.''w 

The solutions proffered to rectify this situation of near collapse do 
not concern us, but it is as well to recognize, as Antoine Compagnon 
has done,40 that if the system continues to work at all, it is due in great 
part to the continued dedication of its participants. The fact of the 
matter is, however, that in France, unlike the United States and Great 
Britain, the natural starting point in any search for intellectuals, is not 
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likely to be in the universities, and therefore the question of whether 
the notion of the academic intellectual is an oxymoron is one that is 
far less likely to be beard. For example, certain consequences follow 
from the absence in France of university presses of the kind so readily 
found in Britain and the United States. Jean-Luc Giribone, from the 
publishing house Seuil, recently commented that: 

whether one considers it to be a good or bad thing, the absence of a 
large university publisher contributes to preserving the figure of homo 
intellectual/is gallicus who, in one way or another, is more than a simple 
specialist, because the publisher obliges the researcher who knocks on 
his door to reformat his work to suit the publishing profile of a more 
general publishing house. We therefore create a type of author who does 
not have an exact equivalent in the United States, for examplc. 41 

Joel Roman, one of the editors of Esprit, simply makes the point that 
"in France, intellectual life has never been limited to the University."42 

The French University system, in short, might crush its participants but 
it does not always, as elsewhere, domesticate and compromise them. 
Nor is it all-consuming. Moreover, when they do occasionally protest, 
they do so not in the Anglo-American guise of academic professionals 
but as "autonomous intellectuals."43 

It is only seven years ago, in 1994, that Mark Lilla, introducing a 
volume on New French Thought, could speak of "the legitimacy of the 
Liberal Age."44 The prominence of three reviews in particular, Esprit, 
Le Debat, and Commentaire (the latter founded under the auspices of 
the once much-maligned liberal philosopher Raymond Aron), seemed 
proof alone that something bad changed dramatically on the French 
intellectual landscape. Moreover, this was a view shared by those on 
the Left who came increasingly to condemn what they saw as the 
dominant "pensee unique" associated with "nco-liberalism." Since the 
mid-1990s, however, liberalism has again found itself on the defen­
sive while the Left, despite earlier predictions of its imminent disap­
pearance, finds itself still being beard and read (to take one example, 
the left-leaning Le Monde diplomatique has a regular circulation within 
France of around 200,000). Ironically, as critics on both the Right and 
the Left have acknowledged, this renaissance bas in part been aided 
by the demise of the Soviet bloc. If, for example, Jean-Fran<;ois Revel 
thinks that this is because the Left has never faced up to the reality of 
the Communist system, Pierre Bourdieu took the view that the col­
lapse of these regimes and the decline of communist parties in the West 
"haS liberated Critical thought. "4

' 
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The precise nature of this "radical Left" bas been the subject of much 
discussion. 4 r' It is heterogeneous. It is built less around political par­
ties than around a range of single-issue organizations (for example, Les 
Comites des sans-papiers and Les Restos de Coeur) as well as clubs and 
associations (for example, Petitions and Copernic, the latter of which ex­
plicitly set itself up to oppose the reformist Fondation Saint-Simon). 
For opponents such as Pierre Rosanvallon, it represents a "distrust" 
of modernity, a "vague" anti-establishment "radicalism," a "moral 
posture" of "resistance" and "a culture of criticism rather than a culture 
of action."47 For its members this new radicalism draws its strength 
from the real problems experienced by modern society and from the 
need to defend the "French model" from the destructive intrusions 
of the emerging technocratic world economic order. To cite Pierre 
Bourdieu once more, what is at stake is "the defence of a civilization, 
associated with the existence of public services, the republican equal­
ity of rights, the rights to education, to health care, to culture, to 

knowledge, to art, and above the rest, to work."48 

How does this impact upon the claim that intellectuals still exist in 
France? The recent interventions of Pierre Bourdieu and of those al­
lied to him have relied explicitly upon the claim that the "nco-liberal 
vulgate" needs to be subjected to a radical critique. Given that this 
cannot be performed by those dismissed as "doxosophes" it might, 
however, be achieved by those that retain "an interest in the univer­
sal." The grounds of this argument are sketched out in Bourdieu's 
Meditations pascaliennes. Thus, despite all the distortions and ambi­
guities associated with claims to represent an abstract universalism -
Bourdieu specifically recognized that France, more than any other 
country, has embodied the "imperialism" of a "false Western univer­
salism"- the process of autonomization that followed the Enlighten­
ment allowed the development within society of sectors which had an 
"interest in the universal" as well as "an interest in being disinter­
ested." This argument produces two overt strategic outcomes. The first 
focuses upon the mobilization of all those whose interests are per­
ceived or presented as being in line with the "universal" or the "general 
interest." In practice this meant, for example, support for the railway 
workers during the 1995 strikes which brought France to a virtual 
standstill. Crucially, this stance depends upon a distinction within the 
noblesse d'Etat between those who defend the interests of the domi­
nant class, in other words those who have turned a "public" into a 
"private good," and those referred to as the petite noblisse d'Etat who 
defend "les acquis universe Is" associated with the State and the general 
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good. Secondly, as such documents as Le "decembre" des intellectuels 
fran(ais reveal, this strategy rests upon an opposition between those 
specialists drawn from the social sciences who, modeling themselves 
upon the Dreyfusard intellectuals, deploy their "intellectual and sci­
entific capital" in the defense of "the victims," and the vast cohort of 
"media tic" intellectuals and so-called experts who, through either cyn­
icism or self-interest - not to mention "narcissism" - collude or "col­
laborate" with "the dominant discourse." Here, then, is a clear role for 
"the collective intellectual" as described by Bourdieu. 4

" 

The last two elements of this account serve further to confirm that 
the context in which French intellectuals operate is quite different 
from that experienced by their disappearing British and American 
counterparts. If a survey of the ideology of the radical Left in France 
reveals that it turns its attention to a wide variety of issues - immi­
gration, the rights of women, campaigns for the homeless, and so on 
- its overriding themes are undoubtedly an opposition to "the nco­
liberal invasion" and the related phenomenon of "globalization" (or 
mondialisation). There is much that might be said here about the failure 
of liberalism ever to develop deep roots in French political culture and 
it is as well to remember that French and American "exceptionalisms" 
share little in common. The fact of the matter is, however, that both 
free-market liberal capitalism and globalization have been subject to 
strident and sustained criticism in France over recent years. Again, 
it has been a message that has had a sizeable readership. L'Horreur 
economique, published by literary critic Viviane Forrester of Le Monde, 
not only won the Prix Medicis in 1996 but also sold well over 350,000 
copies in France alone. Une Etrange dictature, which continued For­
rester's polemic against "the fiasco of ultraliberalism," had only slightly 
less success. 50 Other works attacking the "chien lit mondialiste laisser­
fairiste" could easily be cited. 

Viewed from the radical Left- although this is quite decidedly not 
an interpretation shared by writers in such reviews as Commentaire, for 
whom France remains wedded to its inflexible and outmoded statist 
model - not only is "nco-liberalism" the new "economic orthodoxy" 
(threatening a form of "exploitation without limits") but "globaliza­
tion" is itself "a political creation," the result of a self-conscious policy 
of trade liberalization. As our inevitable destiny it has therefore only 
the status of myth. 

If, however, it has been accepted as a reality, this is because, in 
France as elsewhere, what is now seen as self-evident is the result 
of a determined, well-thought-out attempt to influence and change 
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opinion by government and by a whole variety of think-tanks, asso­
ciations, and so on. How might France respond to the imposition of 
this foreign model? Bourdieu writes: 

The most urgent task appears to me to be that of finding the appropri­
ate material, economic, and, above all, organizational means in order to 
encourage all those competent experts [chercheursj to unite their efforts 
with activist leaders to discuss and elaborate collectively a set of analy­
ses and propositions for the future which today only have a virtual exis­
tence in private thoughts or in marginal publications. 51 

In brief, Bourdieu believed that "globalization" should be matched 
by a "new internationalism" and that, within this, "critical" and 
"autonomous" intellectuals should play a key role. 

The final point of contrast highlights issues of national identity. The 
claim, it should be remembered, is that in America multiculturalism 
has reduced intellectuals to marginality, while in Britain (and espe­
cially in England) the loss of a settled sense of national identity has 
deprived intellectuals of the object in whose name they have been 
likely to speak. In France, the authority first accorded to intellectuals 
owed much to the need of the Republic to challenge clericalism and 
the Republic was therefore prepared to reward its scientists and philo­
sophers with status and prestige. If today, in the eyes of many of 
France's intellectuals, the Republic itself is rather tarnished, the same 
cannot be said for the ideology of republicanism, which secures almost 
universal assent. That ideology is itself remarkably complex: it is also 
subject to evolution. Historically, however, it has placed great empha­
sis upon the character and integrity of nation and this is a feature still 
visible amongst its adherents (including, for example, Regis Debray). 
There are signs that there are moves toward a "Republique plurielle" but 
it is only very rarely that a version of multiculturalism will be openly 
embraced. The sociologist Alain Touraine is one example. Government 
policy, while it edges toward a more pragmatic response to such issues 
as the Muslim religion, remains in principle resolutely hostile to all 
communitarian claims, fearing social disintegration. 

The question arises, therefore, whether, if French intellectuals retain 
a position of relative eminence, it is in part because they inhabit a 
society that continues not to perceive itself as being multicultural. 
Is it, for example, only an accident that such an ardent national­
republican as Regis Debray should also be such a tireless advocate 
of the merits of the universal intellectual? I am inclined to think that 
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there is a connection; and, moreover, to believe that, for as long as 
France's republican culture retains its vibrancy, intellectuals who speak 
out in the name of humanity and the universal will continue to have 
a privileged voice in public debate. How long that culture will survive 
in what looks to be an increasingly hostile environment is impossible 
to foretell, but this argument might indicate that the key question for 
the future is less likely to be "what does it mean to be an intellectual 
in France?" but rather, "can France's distinctive national political 
culture endure in a period of apparent increasing cultural and eco­
nomic globalization?" If not, the French intellectual too might come 
to occupy the modest, if still critical, role of those intellectuals else­
where who have long since been grounded. Given that such ground­
ing does not necessarily denote either betrayal or the abandonment of 
a responsibility towards a broader public it might tell us also that the 
public intellectual need no longer be confined, in the words of Bruce 
Robbins, to "Parisian seating arrangements." 52 
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New Art, Old Masters, and 
Masked Passions 
Linda S. Kauffman 

The traditional function of the intellectual is cnttque, analysis, and 
explication, whether of politics or culture. In art and literature, the 
intellectual traditionally serves as gatekeeper of the canon, situating 
new works within a tradition. Hence the emphasis in my title on "new 
art and old masters." In an "ideal" world, the gatekeeper intellectual 
serves as arbiter of aesthetic merit and good taste. But ideal worlds are 
always gone. In reality, evaluating aesthetic merit is fraught with class 
values and ideological struggles. 

Where can one find public intellectuals today? I spent the past 
decade researching, conducting interviews, and writing Bad Girls and 
Sick Boys: Fantasies in Comemporary Art and Culture 1 in order to answer 
that question. Today, they are behind the camera, writing novels, and 
performing in art spaces. The book is an ardent defense of artists who 
have been targets of censorship, ranging from performance artists like 
Bob Flanagan and Carolee Schneemann to writers like John Hawkes, 
Robert Coover, and Kathy Acker. I learned a great deal by interview­
ing writers like J.G. Ballard and filmmakers like David Cronenberg. All 
the artists I interviewed have seized innovations in science, medicine, 
and technology to radicalize artistic practices and challenge society's 
most cherished assumptions about the human body, subjectivity, and 
humanism. 

What intrigued me is that despite working in different countries and 
in disparate media - fiction, film, and performance art - they had a 
shared objective: to describe what is really happening in our culture, at 
a moment when we are moving toward a radically different under­
standing of what "culture" might be. What does that mean, exactly? 
It means that the traditional dichotomies between critic and artist, 
theory and practice, have dissolved. The artist as intellectual reminds 
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us, constantly, that culture is a domain of unconscious as well as con­
scious motivations and desires, and that what counts as the uncon­
scious of culture is constantly under revision. It also means that the 
intellectual must read culture symptomatically, for, as J.G. Ballard 
observes below, artists must compete against an army of fiction-makers 
in advertising, politics, and entertainment. That awareness breeds a 
healthy skepticism about the possibility of transgression, for despite 
their audacious innovations, the artists are acutely aware that today's 
transgression is tomorrow's television commercial. 

My essay focuses on events since Bad Girls and Sick Boys appeared. 
For example, when Bret Easton Ellis published American Psycho in 
1991, he was universally reviled by gatekeeper intellectuals, in their 
self-professed capacity as arbiters of good taste, for his portrait of 
Patrick Bateman, a stockbroker/serial killer with yuppie - and canni­
balistic - tastes. I defend Ellis in Bad Girls and Sick Boys by tracking the 
market forces that made the novel a casualty of corporate clashes, not 
conscience. What has happened since Bad Girls and Sick Boys pre­
miered? Canadian filmmaker Mary Harron has adapted Ellis's novel to 
the screen. 

Christian Bale (Fig. 6.1) stars as Patrick Bateman. He has all the best 
exercise equipment to get those abs and pees into shape: he embodies 
Playboy magazine's motto, "Man at his best"- meaning, of course, the 
best that money can buy. In the scene illustrated, Bateman looks like 
he's setting up for the kill, complete with some sort of Freddy Kruger 
mask. But in fact, he is just giving himself a facial- showing how the 
cosmetics industry has zeroed in on the narcissism of a new target 
group- namely, men- to sell more commodities. Bateman is the truest 
true believer in the promises of Madison Avenue - he is the conspic­
uous consumer run amok. 

Mary Harron is a feisty feminist whose previous credits include the 
1996 bio-flick I Shot Andy Warhol, about Valerie Solanas, who wrote 
the SCUM (Society for Cutting Up Men) Manifesto. Like American 
Psycho, l Shot Andy Warhol focuses on an obsessive character who is 
fixated on the totemic power of celebrity. I spoke with Harron by tele­
phone a month before the film's 2000 premiere. When I asked her 
what attracted her to Ellis's novel, she explained: 

The satire of the 1980s and Wall Street culture. But when we started 
writing the script in 1996, even four years ago, we viewed the phe­
nomenon of massive consumption as well over. I saw the book as a 
period piece that had relevance today, but I thought of it as a bygone 

132 

New Art, Old Masters, and Masked Passions 

I . 

Figure 6.1 Christian Bale as Patrick Bateman, American Psycho. © 1999 Lions 
Gate Films, Photo Kerry Hayes/Courtesy The Kobal Collection. 

time - a kind of weird madness that was long over. It's odd how much 
has returned; the culture of spending that has come back is amazing. 
Society just seems to be awash in money. 

Ironically, the idea of bringing American Psycho to the screen came 
to producer Edward R. Pressman when he read the novel while watch­
ing Los Angeles burning in the wake of the Rodney King riots in 1992. 
Pressman recalls, "on television were images of poor people looting 
and running through the streets. At the same time, I was reading this 
book about prosperity and people obsessed with objects. The contrast 
had a big impact on me."2 It is an interesting moment in our culture 
when the producers and filmmakers are better readers than the liter­
ary critics, book reviewers, and gatekeeper intellectuals. 

To appreciate American Psycho's satire, perhaps we had to wait for 
the dot-com billionaires and the tabloid reality-based television shows 
which now display a level of crassness devoid of parody. Harron's film 
slyly alludes to the historical amnesia of American society. Who now 
remembers that Ellis wrote the novel in the wake of the stock market 
crash of 1 987? Who recalls the controversy over the Meese Commis­
sion on Pornography? Who now remembers the capitalist impresarios 
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(men whom Bateman idolizes) like Ivan Boesky and Michael Milken? 
Ironically, in some ways the film is actually better than Ellis's book, 
because it translates Ellis's minute attention to social forms and sur­
faces into an extravagant visual banquet, conveying just how surreal­
istic Ellis meant his portrait of America to be. But the negative reaction 
to Ellis's novel created a climate so intimidating that numerous cor­
porations would not even let their products be shown in the film -an 
ironic reversal of the growing trend toward cinematic product place­
ment! Products not allowed in the film ranged from Rolex watches to 
Calvin Klein clothes. Even Huey Lewis withdrew approval for his 
I 980s hit, "Hip 2 Be Square" to be on the CD soundtrack. It is as if 
commodities have taken on a life of their own and can now be "guilty 
by association." The irony is especially rich since what really makes 
Bateman a psychopath is precisely that he buys everything he is told 
to buy and parrots everything he sees in popular culture. 

When I suggested that censors seem to assume that audiences have 
precisely this monkey-see-monkey-do mentality, Harron agreed: 

There's a strange assumption now that if [as a filmmaker] you show bad 
actions, it is somehow an endorsement of those actions. If you really take 
that attitude to its logical conclusion, then you simply can't make any 
serious films at all. It's amazing how prevalent that's become - it's the 
current new hypocrisy. 

Speaking of violence, Harron noted: 

I think if you refuse to have violence in the cinema, then you will be 
leaving out many of the greatest American movies: The Godfather 1 and 
2; Taxi Driver; Raging Bull; even Saving Private Ryan . .. There is a com­
plete frenzy over violence in entertainment, post-Columbine. There's 
not just more censorship, there's more self-censorship, and I think there 
will be more and more self-censoring. 

Mary Harron braced herself for a controversial reaction to her film 
but she was nevertheless astonished when a lawyer in Florida threat~ 
ened a lawsuit while admitting that he had not read the book, the 
script, or seen the film. Eleanor Smeal, the president of the Feminist 
Majority Foundation, announced, "There are no redeeming qualities 
to a misogynist product like this" - without having seen it. 

In reality, Harron's sly, devious film is indebted to 1930s screwball 
comedies, Sergio Leone's spaghetti Westerns, and to Luis Bunuel's The 
Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie - a work of surrealist fantasy. If the 
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Figure 6.2 David Cronenberg on location for Crash. © Columbia/Tri Star, Cour­
tesy The Kobal Collection. 

public, the critics, and the academy condemn what they have not read 
or seen, self-censorship will increasingly become the norm, and that 
is particularly pernicious because -by definition- it goes on uncon­
sciously as well as consciously. 

Since the publication of Bad Girls and Sick Boys, self-censoring 
has become pervasive in both publishing and in the film industry. 
With the merger of huge media conglomerates, fewer and fewer pro­
ducers and publishers are willing to take a risk on edgy work, as 
Andre Schiffrin documents in The Business of Books.l For example, J.G. 
Ballard's novel, Crash, which he wrote in I 973, was adapted to screen 
by David Cronenberg in the Spring of 1997. 

Figure 6.2 portrays Cronenberg on location while filming Crash, 
mugging for the camera between two smashed Mercedes, since the 
main character is obsessed with the fatal car crashes of James Dean, 
Jayne Mansfield, and other glamorous celebrities. But few film critics 
recognized that the film was an exploration of our deepest destructive 
drives and projections. Cronenberg's film was banned in several coun­
tries, attacked for displaying a morbid fascination with sex and death. 
The censors were literally afraid that the film might make people start 
driving badly! They argued that nobody in real life could possibly be 
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Figure 6.3 Diana's crashed Mercedes. © PA Photos. 

so perversely fascinated with the intersections of death and des­
truction, fatality and glamour. What has happened since the film 
premiered? 

The image (Fig. 6.3) of Princess Diana's fatal crash in the tunnel 
beneath the Alma Bridge in Paris on August 31, 1997, reveals just how 
accurate Ballard and Cronenberg were in capturing our obsessive fas­
cination with celebrity and catastrophe. As if to drive home the point, 
immediately following Diana's fatal accident, the attorney in charge 
of licensing the images of James Dean and Jayne Mansfield urged 
Princess Diana's family to move swiftly to "copyright" her -just one 
of numerous examples of the myriad ways in which fiction has over­
whelmed reality today. 

The September 2000 issue of Brill's Content, a magazine devoted to 
analyzing the media, reported on a focus group's reaction to this and 
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other catastrophes sensationalized by the media. Only two out of 20 
people had a favorable view of the media, yet all 20 were frank in 
revealing their own hypocrisy, for while condemning the media for dis­
playing such images, they admitted that they were all avid consumers 
of them. Rather than piously condemning sex and violence, the artists 
I'm discussing here investigate why sex and violence have such abiding 
and pervasive appeal, consciously and unconsciously. Moreover, as 
Ballard pointed out long ago, in the midst of the enormous media land­
scape, the novelist's function has changed dramatically: 

What can Saul Bellow or John Updike do that J. Walter Thompson, the 
world's largest advertising agency and its greatest producer of fiction, 
can't do better? ... The social novel is reaching fewer and fewer readers, 
for the clear reason that social relationships are no longer as important 
as the individual's relationship with the technological landscape ... The 
writer today ... is now merely one of a huge army of people filling the 
environment with fictions of every kind. To survive, he must become 
far more analytic, approaching his subject matter like a scientist or 
engineer. 4 

In the summer of 1998, J.G. Ballard wrote me a letter from England, 
ruminating on all these matters. I quote it because it is so revealing 
about the public role of the intellectual- at the very moment when events 
are unfolding. 

Dear Linda 
Delighted to receive Bad Girls and Sick Boys . ... We're living through 

a rather odd and unsettling time - I sympathize with the long pre­
publication wait, which I've been through too many times myself, in 
both books and film (my latest effort, Cocaine Nights, a modest little fable, 
was turned down by more than a dozen New York City firms). 

find that confession amazing: here you have an author who has 
inspired generations of writers around the world. Empire of the Sun, his 
memoir about his boyhood internment in a Japanese camp during 
World War II, was made into a movie by Steven Spielberg. Yet even 
with such impeccable credentials, Ballard's work is considered too 
daring for New York publishers to risk publishing, in the current 
climate of censorship. Ballard's letter continues: 

A strange new kind of Puritanism is in the air, of which Cronenberg's 
Crash fell foul. Watching one of Clinton's erstwhile "friends," Joe 
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Lieberman ... I wondered why the devious but likeable man !whom 
Lieberman] had once championed had forfeited all rights to his office. 
II] wonder if Clinton isn't going to be the first important casualty of our 
Millennium-induced panic. Years ago, I wrote somewhere that our mil­
lennia! decadence might take the form of an over-the-top Puritanism, 
and, having been through the year-long Crash panic over here - (an 
extraordinary storm whipped up in a million breakfast teacups for 
the anxious middle-class readers that the Daily Mail likes to keep on 
their edgy toes), I feel that poor Clinton, petty crook that he may be, is 
being stretched on the same rack. For a long time, I thought the fuss 
over Lewinsky was people's indirect way of punishing him for the 
Whitewater shenanigans that no one's been able to nail him for. Now, 
though, I think that his romps with the dizzy-eyed Monica are what so 
irk people ... a curious kind of mass hysteria, as the stiff-lipped Brits 
showed a year ago when the nation mourned Diana. (What a 20th 
century death, by the way, dying, like Eurydice, glimpsed in the rear­
view mirror of her speeding Mere by the paparazzi-Orpheus who sang 
her fame- poor child.) 

Ballard's letter, then, is a model for the public role of the intellectual 
today: in contrast to the glib, instantaneous analysis we get daily on 
television, he contextualizes current events; relates them to mythol­
ogy and mythologies; and offers an acutely accurate roadmap of the 
cultural psyche - its symptoms and their significance. He simultane­
ously deflates the tabloid cliches of the Daily Mail and the sanctimo­
niousness of those grey eminences in the US Senate. 

As we all know now, Joe Lieberman's so-called "courageous" con­
demnation of Clinton was rewarded with the invitation to be A I Gore's 
running mate. In retrospect, many Americans believe that Gore's re­
pudiation of Clinton cost Gore the presidency. Ballard's allusions to 
Clinton serve as my transition to the next part of my essay, which is 
devoted to politics. 

The Body Politic 

During the 2000 Presidential election, the assumption that America 
was suffering from a "decline in moral values" was woven into the 
narratives of the candidates, the media, the pollsters, and the focus 
groups, as Joan Didion notes, writing in The New York Review of Books 
on the eve of the election. 1 Paradoxically, both the Democrats and the 
Republicans subscribed to the same origin myth: that the populace 
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must cast out its wicked allegiance to its disgraced leader and be saved 
before the final rapture (Didion, p. 76). She describes how Lieberman 
was repeatedly touted in the press as giving the Democratic ticket 
"moral authority" and for having "fearlessly spoken out to denounce 
both Clinton and popular culture." Hollywood, Lieberman asserted, 
"doesn't understand piety." Lieberman teamed with William J. 
Bennett, former drug czar and bully pulpit moralizer to decry "the 
rising tide of sex and violence in our popular culture." He teamed with 
Lynne Cheney, wife of Vice-President Dick Cheney, to denounce 
"political correctness" (Didion, p. 76 ), which was rumored to be 
endemic in American universities, particularly among feminists like 
myself. 

If my first aim in Bad Girls and Sick Boys was to defend contempo­
rary artists, filmmakers, and novelists, my second aim was to analyze 
the political climate over the past 40 years, for when we talk about 
the public role of intellectuals, we cannot ignore the fact that the Far 
Right has its intellectuals too. Ironically, a number of them began on 
the Left. Indeed, conservatives are especially fond of "conversion nar­
ratives" that led both leftists and feminists to see the errors of their 
ways and to embrace the conservative cause, like Carol Iannone, 
whose "Political Passages" describes her painful conversion from the 
leftist and feminist orthodoxies of the 1960s, as well as finding God. 6 

One significant player is Myron Magnet, whose book, The Dream 
and the Nightmare, was profiled in Bad Girls and Sick Boys. 7 Reading it is 
a topsy-turvy experience: Magnet blames Herbert Marcuse for the 
decline in family values; rock and roll for turning an impressionable 
generation on to crack cocaine. Magnet indicts "Elite institutions- the 
universities, the judiciary, the press, the great charitable foundations" 
for homelessness and poverty. In short, he blames the 1960s for every 
ill imaginable in contemporary society. What has Magnet been up to 
lately? With Marvin Olasky, he espouses the theory of "compassion­
ate conservatism" that is the intellectual foundation of George W. 
Bush's presidency. 

Marvin Olasky is another former leftist whose 1992 book, The 
Tragedy of American Compassion and the sequel, Compassionate Conser­
vatism (2000)R describe "a specific and deeply radical experiment in 
social rearrangement" (Didion, p. 68). He rejects government funding 
for the arts and social programs, but claims not to turn his back on 
social needs. These ideals are modeled on nineteenth-century-style 
charity, but, as I said earlier, the problem with all idyllic epochs is that 
they are always gone. Didion, indeed, describes his thesis as being 
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"reductive and rather spookily utilitarian" (p. 70). Citing biblical prece­
dent, Olasky argues for the submission of women and the dominance 
of men as heads of family. He outlines his plans for transforming gov­
ernment by deploying an arsenal of "faith-based initiatives" that 
combine Twelve Step recovery programs for addictions with Bible 
study. Interestingly, just such a combination enabled George W. Bush 
to quit drinking: "The Personal is the Political" indeed! It was God 
who presumably led Bush to declare that Jesus Christ is the political 
philosopher whom he most admires. As Didion points out, however, 
genuine Twelve Step programs purposely espouse faith in an unspec­
ified concept of a Higher Power, rather than a Christian God (Didion, 
p. 72). 

Another notable figure on the Right is Paul Weyrich, who coined 
the term, "The Moral Majority" during Nixon's administration. He is 
the founder of America's Voice, the conservative cable television show, 
and is the leading crusader who has demonized popular culture in its 
entirety, saying, "We have to look at what we can do to separate our­
selves from this hostile culture. What steps can we take to make sure 
that we and our children are not infected? We need some sort of quar­
antine."9 The language of contamination is telling, because since its 
inception, America has envisioned itself as besieged by external and 
internal enemies capable of polluting its purity. As Bad Girls and Sick 
Boys documents, with the end of the Cold War abroad, the Right turned 
its attention to internal enemies at home, scapegoating the academy 
and the press, as well as liberals, leftists, feminists, homosexuals, and 
"minorities" (pp. 256-60). 

All these groups and institutions paradoxically became tarred with 
the same brush, lumped together in the vague category of "elites." 
Frances Fitzgerald's stunning new book, Way Out There in the Blue, 
reveals that the demonization of so-called "elites" has a venerable 
history in America: 

Like most 19th century conspiracy theorists, the radical rightwingers of 
the fifties and early sixties were virulently anti-establishment and anti­
intellectual. Though their economic program was far from egalitarian, 
they were engaged in a struggle against the cosmopolitan elite of the 
Eastern Seaboard, which, as they saw it, controlled Wall Street, the uni­
versities, and the federal government. In this sense they could be called 
populists. 1" 

It was this rhetoric, of course, which George W. Bush shamelessly 
exploited in the recent campaign. How a Yale-educated son of a patri-
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cian family, who certainly knew his way around the White House 
as well as the Beltway, could succeed in presenting himself as a 
washington outsider is difficult to fathom. What he's managed to do 
brilliantly, however, is to resurrect the same tropes of rhetoric 
Ronald Reagan used in his own cunning self-fashioning. As 
Fitzgerald explains: 

Reagan was Illinois come to California. He was the wholesome citizen­
hero who inhabits our democratic imaginations ... personified by [Frank 
Capra's] Mr. Smith Goes to Washington - in which homespun American 
virtue prevails over the wily and devious "special interests" that rule that 

nation's capital. 11 

Now that Bush is President, we're just beginning to see how many 
special interests, especially in the oil business, are really being 
rewarded. Vice-President Dick Cheney, after all, parlayed his Gulf 
War credits in the Middle East into a $45.5 million stake in the 
Halliburton Corporation (Didion, p. 75). 

Weyrich saw the failure to convict Clinton of high crimes and mis­
demeanors as damning evidence that America has become completely 
immoral: He said, "I do not believe that a majority of Americans actu­
ally share our values. We have probably lost the culture war." But the 
culture war is never over, especially not now, since the leading poster 
girl for that war is Cheney's wife Lynne, who is an education special­
ist at the American Enterprise Institute, one of the two most promi­
nent conservative think tanks in the USA. The Heritage Foundation 
(Olasky's institutional base) is the other one, considered more ideo­
logically doctrinaire than the American Enterprise Institute, according 
to Dana Milbank of the Washington Post. 12 

When Bad Girls and Sick Boys debuted, I thought the argument that 
would get the most flack- despite the fact that it was well-documented 
- was my contention that today the major producer of porn is the US 
government itself (Chap. 9). What has happened since the book was 
published? Luckily for me, Kenneth Starr appeared on the scene, and 
made my case for me, as the letter from Hustler magazine's Larry Flynt 
in Fig. 6.4 makes clear. 

Larry Flynt and much of the nation rebelled against the piety and 
sanctimoniousness Kenneth Starr embodied in his zealous pursuit of 
President Clinton. As Toni Morrison wrote in The New Yorker in October 
of 1998, in an eerily prophetic sentence, "This is Slaughtergate. A sus­
tained, bloody, arrogant coup d'etat. The Presidency is being stolen 
from us. And the people know it."" 
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September 22, 1998 
The Honorable Judge Kenneth Starr 
Office of Independent Counsel 
1001 Pennsylvania Ave N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20004 

Dear Judge Starr: 

Linda S. Kauffman 

Let me take this opportunity to thank you on behalf of all the employees at Hustler magazine 
and LFP, Inc. for your tireless work in producing the Starr Report. I have been impressed by 
the salacious and voyeuristic materials in your work. The quality and quantity of material you 
have assembled in your report contains more pornographic references than those provided by 
Hustler Online services this month. I have included a chart in this letter that confirms this fact. 

Given your exemplary work, I would like to enter into negotiations with you regarding 
full-time employment for Hustler magazine and related services offered by LFP, Inc. when you 
conclude your work at the Office ofindependent Counsel. 

You have broken historic ground in disseminating pornographic materials to a broader and 
more diverse community of Americans. In this context you have helped to shape and alter long 
held community standards regarding the acceptance of pornographic material. I congratulate 
you for having opened the doors of libraries and schools to pornographic literature. Those of us 
at Hustler need your assistance in extending the parameters of pornography to a wider 
community of adults. You have opened a new era in promoting explicit sexual materials. Your 
keen aptitude and relentless focus on disseminating pornographic materials is an inspiration to 
every employee at Hustler. 

Please let me know when you or any of your representatives can sit down with me and discuss 
if you are interested in making a valuable contribution to promoting the First Amendment 
through Hustler magazine. As far as compensation and relocation issues are concerned, please 
do not be concerned. You are a valuable asset who needs to be well compensated. 

Respectfully yours, 
Larry Flynt 

Figure 6.4 Larry Flynt's letter to Kenneth Starr. 

I want to shift now to consider how these current events are already 
being represented in contemporary American fiction, specifically Philip 
Roth's recent novel, The Human Stain, for rituals of persecution and 
punishment are the motor that drive the narrative. Roth himself is a 
bundle of paradoxes: he has been described as a neoliberal, neocon­
servative, '60s-baiting, cranky curmudgeon. The Human Stain is set 
against the backdrop of the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. Sounding 
uncannily like J.G. Ballard in the letter quoted above, Roth depicts 
America in the same summer of 1998 in the midst of an: 

enormous piety binge, a purity binge ... America's oldest communal 
passion, historically perhaps its most treacherous and subversive plea-
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sure: the ecstasy of sanctimony. In the Congress, in the press, and on 
the networks, the righteous grandstanding creeps, crazy to blame, 
deplore, and punish, were everywhere out moralizing to beat the band: 
all of them in a calculated frenzy with what Hawthorne ... identified in 
the incipient country of long ago as "the persecuting spirit." 14 

The word "incipient" is telling here: Roth is engaged in an ideological 
exploration about the making of America. Here he pinpoints an unsa­
vory aspect of the national character that remains to this day: the per­
petuation of rituals of persecution and public humiliation. 

Roth details the disgrace of Coleman Silk, an arrogant. ruthless, 
aging Classics Professor and Dean of the Faculty at "Athena College," 
a small New England liberal arts school. Dean Silk is dismissed for 
making an alleged racist remark. In Roth's acute critique of academic 
life, Silk is really being punished for lifting Athena College out of its 
complacent mediocrity. As Dean, he sacked the deadwood, hired a lot 
of young Turks, and pissed off nearly everyone. He's done in by what 
Roth calls "The Devil of the Little Place"- the gossip, the jealousy, the 
acrimony, the boredom, the lies. The pettiness in academe rivals that 
in government. for the Clinton scandal is a demonstration of Zeal in 
the Land of Busy. 

In The Human Stain, Roth's alter ego, Nathan Zuckerman, befriends 
Coleman Silk, and discovers that - far from being remorseful - Silk is 
whiling away the hours of forced retirement by having a torrid affair 
with a woman half his age. After a lifetime of refusing to suffer fools 
gladly in the halls of academe, Coleman Silk has become a fool for 
love. Nathan finds Coleman Silk waxing eloquent about his new­
found libido: 

Nathan ... I owe all of this ... happiness to Viagra .... Without Viagra 
I would have the dignity of an elderly gentleman free from desire who 
behaves correctly. Without Viagra ... I could continue to draw profound 
philosophical conclusions and have a steadying moral in1luence on the 
young, instead of having put myself back into the perpetual state of 
emergency that is sexual intoxication! (p. 32) 

That is probably the first poetic send-up of a drug enhancing male 
potency ever to appear in fiction! 

Since politics has become merely another branch of advertising, it 
makes sense that politicians themselves would eventually become the 
pitchmen for products. Figure 6.5 is one of only two images in my 
entire paper that strikes me as genuinely, grotesquely obscene. Do we 

143 



Linda S. Kauffman 

Figure 6.5 Bob Dole pitching Viagra. 

really want to think about Senator Dole's erectile dysfunction while 
we eat dinner in front of the TV? Must we be forced to imagine him 
having sex with Elizabeth Dole, after popping his little pills? One can 
only imagine how much money Dole must have been paid for this per­
formance. The craven commercialism of such product endorsements 
reminds us that however much Bible study he piously promotes, his 
real gods are Mammon - and, apparently, Priapus. 

What Roth has in common with J. G. Ballard, Mary Harron, and 
David Cronenberg is a profound fascination with the dark, destructive 
side of the human psyche - the imp of the perverse. Here's how he 
expresses it in American Pastoral, another novel in the trilogy that con­
cludes with The Human Stain, and which is similarly a sustained medi­
tation on the hollowness of external images, materialism, and success: 

What was astonishing ... was how people seemed to run out of their 
own being ... and. drained of themselves, turn into the sort of people 
they would once have felt sorry for. It was as though while their lives 
were rich and full they were secretly sick of themselves and couldn't 
wait to dispose of their sanity and their health and all sense of propor­
tion so as to get down to that other self. the true self, who was a wholly 
deluded fuckup. 1

' 

The title The Human Stain, therefore, reverberates to reflect not just 
Clinton, but the deeply embedded drive toward self-destruction. 

Nathan Zuckerman eventually discovers that Silk is guilty of some­
thing far more egregious than a racist remark. What he discovers is 
that Coleman Silk himself is black, and he has been passing for white 
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ever since he entered the Army. He utterly repudiated his birth family, 
and never told his wife and children the truth. The Human Stain thus 
refers to the pigment of our skin, and all the arbitrary divisions that 
alienate us from each other on the basis of color. 

Speaking of the ways fictions of all kinds have overwhelmed reality, 
Roth's portrait is not just based on the real life of Clinton. Coleman 
Silk is a barely disguised portrait of Anatole Broyard, the literary critic 
for the New York Times, who died of prostate cancer in 1990. Like 
Coleman Silk, Broyard entered the Army as a white man, had an agile 
dancer's body, was a lifelong seducer of women, married a white 
woman, and was enormously erudite. In an elegant eulogy with a 
cleverly punned title, "The Passing of Anatole Broyard," Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr. calls Broyard "a Schzeherazade of racial imposture ... his 
children would see the world in terms of authenticity; he himself saw 
the world in terms of self-creation." 16 

When we think of the public role of intellectuals today, we cannot 
ignore the role of race, for what writer has ever been accepted without 
recognition of his race? Broyard's successor at the New York Times was 
Brent Staples, another black critic and writer, who speaks of Broyard's 
passing for white indignantly: 

Overall. it made me angry. Here was a guy who was, for a long period 
of time, probably one of the two or three most important critical voices 
on literature in the United States. How could you. actively or passively, 
have this fact hidden? (quoted in Gates. p. 208). 

The final Sophoclean irony of Broyard's fate: his wife at last told their 
children the secret when Broyard was in the hospital, and he heard 
them discussing the revelation at length as he lay dying. 

The Sensation Show 

That scene serves as my transition to the next section of my essay, 
which is devoted to visual art, for one of the sculptures in the Sensa­

tion Show at the Brooklyn Museum of Art in the Fall of 1999 was called 
Dead Dad. Dead Dad (Fig. 6.6) is an uncanny, lifelike sculpture by Ron 
Mueck, placed on the floor of the museum. Dead Dad suggests that the 
human stain of semen or skin color pales beside the pathos of death. 
On the one hand, it seems to evoke the Oedipal rivalry of the son who 
must slay the father; who must cut him down to size. (The sculpture 
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Figure 6.6 Ron Mueck, Dead Dad, 1996-7, silicone and acrylic. Courtesy Ron 
Mueck and the Saatchi Gallery, London. 

is only three feet long.) On the other, it evokes the Grim Reaper, who 
cuts us all down. 

A number of other artists found highly imaginative ways to confront 
us not just with mortality. but with the life and death of cultural stereo­
types through the reproduction of cultural artifacts. In Damien Hirst's 
work The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (a 
shark suspended in formaldehyde), the concept and its fulfillment hang 
in perfect balance, for one simultaneously imagines the shark's death 
and one's own in a confrontation with the shark. It is a work of eery 
and uncanny totemic power. This work has ancient analogues, as I dis­
covered during a visit to the Museum of African and Oceanic Arts in 
Paris, where I saw a long carved bonita sculpture with a human skull 
embedded in the body. The totemic object from Melanesia was used in 
ancient rituals, marking the transition from life to death, and capturing 
the full range of human emotions that such metamorphoses entail. 
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Figure 6.7 Peter Davies, Text Painting. or Art I Like. Courtesy Peter Davies and 
the Saatchi Gallery, London. 

Obviously, not every work in Sensation is of equal merit, and the 
debate about exhibiting the works overshadows critical attention to 
the works themselves. Indeed, one could argue that the New Labour 
Party has co-opted the Young British Artists into the context of 
Cool Britannia - a clever marketing ploy to enhance tourism. 17 

Nevertheless, as an American, I see the real Jesson of Sensation as 
being that Britain has more confidence in its young artists' merit 
than we in America have in ours. They take pains to nurture and 
promote their talent. This is doubly ironic, because the Brits are so 
clearly and pervasively influenced by American art and pop culture: 
Jeff Koons, Robert Rauschenberg, Jackson Pollock, Alex Katz, Andy 
Warhol. Indeed, Peter Davies' Text Painting (Fig. 6. 7) memorializes 
these influences directly by recording all these names on the canvas. 
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But Davies also engages in a dialogue with them. For instance, some 
of his painted text reads: 

Bruce Nauman, all that aggressive white male rage stuff ... John Currin 
now if I ever saw anyone turn a love of Metallica to their advantage 
... John Baldessari- that handpainting stuff and also that writing- he's 
like Bruce Springsteen - the Boss! 

Besides American music, Davies mentions McDonald's, Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre, Star Wars, the Wicked Witch of the West, and Bugs 
Bunny. So, as I said earlier, today the artists themselves are incor­
porating actual criticism into their artworks, for Davies here paints a 
running commentary that is riveting and succinct art criticism. So in 
contrast to Myron Magnet and Paul Weyrich's paranoia about the 
menacing impact of pop culture, these saucy Brits pay homage to it 
everywhere in this show. 

Similarly, Simon Patterson's The Great Bear (Fig. 6.8) seems at first 
merely to be a replica of the London subway map. Only upon close 
observation do you discover that it is an enormously clever and com­
prehensive genealogical chart of all the influences on artists through 
the ages - especially the "Underground" influences, a pun on the 
London tube's name. There is a Footballers' Line, a Comedians' Line, 
a Film Actors' Line, and a Musicians' Line, which of course only begins 
operation after noon. Many Americans are immortalized here, includ­
ing entire families: Henry, Peter, and Jane Fonda; Walter, John, and 
Angelica Huston; Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh, and their daughter, 
Jamie Lee Curtis. As Peter Wollen notes, 

One of the things that interested me most about Sensation was that the 
thirty year old tension between Conceptualist avant-gardism and the 
global "Society of the Spectacle" was still bubbling away. Moreover, even 
though painting had certainly returned, it had come back, often enough, 
in the form of a kind of Conceptual painting - e.g .... Peter Davies' 
painted list of great painters and Simon Patterson's cultural underground 
map.'" 

One vital function of artists and intellectuals, obviously, is to provide 
a context in which to understand the origins and evolution of aesthetic 
concepts and movements. Another crucial role (a corollary of the first 
one) is to deflate those who demonize popular culture, for what these 
provocative Young British Artists are telling us is that- far from feeling 
contaminated by American pop culture - they have been enormously 
energized by it. lt has become an indispensable component of their own 
psychic, creative processes and products. 
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Figure 6.8 Simon Patterson, The Great Bear, 1992. Four color lithograph in 
anodized aluminium frame, edition of 50. Courtesy the Saatchi Gallery, 
London and Simon Patterson. 

Was there anything genuinely obscene in Sensation? The answer is 
yes, but the most obscene work had nothing to do with sex or popular 
culture. Figure 6. 9 depicts a three-dimensional sculpture exposing in 
graphic detail the atrocities of war. It should make the viewers think 
of Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia, and all other parts of the globe where 
man's inhumanity to man cannot be disavowed - particularly those 
atrocities carried out in the name of religious and ethnic differences. 
It is a sculpture about the heart of darkness- our deep destructiveness 
and barbarity. Yet even such a graphic display is merely a reworking 
of another old master: Goya's The Disasters of War. 

Goya's work has become a symbol of the savagery of political 
tyranny in all epochs; his work still retains its own horrific, obscene 
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Figure 6.9 Jake and Dinos Chapman, Great Deeds against the Dead, 1994, mixed 
media with plinth. Courtesy Jake and Dinos Chapman and the Saatchi Gallery, 
London. 

power. All the Chapman brothers have done is to transform Goya's 
vision into a three-dimensional sculpture. The Chapman brothers 
declare their immersion in theory in everything they write, while 
other artists have internalized theory without making it explicit in 
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Figure 6.10 Francisco de Goya, Grand hazana! Con muertos! (An Heroic Feat! 
with Dead Men!). 1863, etching. Lavis and drypoint, pl<:lte 5 from Desastres 
de la guerra. Courtesy National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Rosenwald 

Collection. 

their work. 19 The Chapmans have also done a series of 20 black and 
white etchings which are based on "Exquisite Corpse," a game involv­
ing several artists painting one work. Their fascination with Goya can 
also be seen in a series of etchings after Goya, entitled The Disasters of 
War; each has been delicately hand painted with watercolor and 
depicts mutilated bodies and full-frontal scenes of violence. The aim 
of both the old masters like Goya and the new artists I'm discussing 
here is to expose the deep irrationality of the human psyche - the 
intersections of sex and death, the anarchic impulses that erupt regard­
less of reason, and that we ignore at our peril. 

Nowhere was that irrationality more in evidence than in the recep­
tion of the Sensation show itself. Mayor Giuliani tried to withhold 
funding from the Brooklyn Museum of Art if it went ahead and 
displayed these works, despite the fact that the US Supreme Court 
had recently ruled that the government cannot penalize cultural 
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institutions or individual artists based on the viewpoints expressed 
in their art. In defiance of the Supreme Court (and therefore of the 
Constitution), both the House and the Senate adopted a non-binding 
resolution calling for the elimination of federal funds for the Brook­
lyn Museum if it did not cancel the Sensation show in the Fall of 1999.20 

What has happened since the Sensation show? Mayor Giuliani has 
proposed a Decency Commission to determine what sort of art should 
be banned from New York museums. An odd proposal from a man 
who was noted for his own sexual escapades and who, as Gail Collins 
points out, "Has a wife in Gracie Mansion and a girlfriend ... [who] 
is guarded by city police at taxpayer expense ... The nation's supply 
of moral watchdogs is pretty well picked over right now ... but Mr. 
Clinton might just be available. 21 

I've saved the most controversial work for last, to drive home the 
point that so many media spectacles deprive us of ever knowing what 
else was worth seeing: Chris Ofili's The Holy Virgin Mary. Unfortunately, 
I could not secure permission to reproduce this image, the corners of 
which are decorated with elephant dung. In light of the ensuing con­
troversy, jaded New Yorkers quickly deflated the Mayor's sanctimo­
niousness by coining the memorable phrase, "Dung Happens." Given 
the examples I've been tracing, from Anatole Broyard to these remark­
able Young British Artists, one has to wonder whether it was really 
the elephant dung that Giuliani found objectionable - or was it the 
image of a Virgin Mary who is black? Sadly, the controversy obscured 
the serious consideration this work deserved on its merits, for it is one 
of the most beautiful works in the show. It was, moreover, one of the 
few that seemed to have an organic logic and context. Ofili's parents 
are Nigerian and their first language is Yoruba. He himself is a prac­
ticing Catholic, and was much taken by his research visit to Zimbabwe, 
where he sought to represent connections between Mother Africa, 
Mother Earth, and the Virgin Mother. His painting is thus a work of 
sacred and magical power. Moreover, issues of representation become 
more complex in periods of colonialism, which was one of the things 
that interested Ofili, since his work in its entirety touches on the life 
and death of entire populations. 

Today, the art museum is a sanctuary in both senses of the word: it 
is a repository for many of the great artifacts of religion through the 
ages, and it is a refuge from desecration and derision. Other artists have 
similarly seized on totemic objects for inspiration. The French perfor­
mance artist, Orlan, for instance, stages the process by which religious 
icons are transformed through magic and ritual. This is not a natural 
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Figure 6.11 Digital image of Orlan, and pre-Columbian artifact she used as her 
model. Courtesy Orlan. 

process; instead, it is a constructed one, fraught with political and ide­
ological implications. To put it another way, in keeping with my central 
topic, tradition itself is an invention - sometimes a very recent one, as 
the images in this essay reveal. Orlan has long been interested in icon­
oclasms of all kinds - particularly the implicit eroticism in religious 
iconography, for one of her goals is to deconstruct icons of religion, 
beauty, and femininity through the ages. 

As a public intellectual, Orlan declares, "I was of a generation of 
artists who were audaciously conceptual, bold, and fearless. At the age 
of seventeen, I was already on the street."22 She is also a French art 
history professor who teaches her students that they must take the risk 
of being deviant and confrontational. She does not believe in coddling 
students or reinforcing their comfortable received ideas. Art, she tells 
them, is not mere decoration for your walls: it must be political, 
activist, and change consciousness. 

When I interviewed Orlan in Bad Girls and Sick Boys, she was in the 
process of transforming her own face into a composite of the Mona 
Lisa and other paintings through actual plastic surgery. She wanted to 
demonstrate viscerally as well as visually that at the millennium, the 
body is a mere costume - one that can be rearranged at will. Indeed, 
her very name is an invention- invoking a synthetic fabric for a syn-
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Figure 6.12 Orlan with prominent forehead, and pre-Columbian artifact she 
used as her model. Courtesy Orlan. 

thetic identity. When her metamorphosis was completed, she planned 
to let an ad agency give her a new name to go with her new look. 
What has Orlan been up to since I first interviewed her? 

We met again in Paris for a joint presentation on her work in 
January, 2000. She is now exploring mutant identities, and her show, 
Self-Hybridations, is based on extensive archival research she did into 
the Aztec, Olmec, and Mayan peoples of Mexico. She has abandoned 
plastic surgery and now uses digital imagery - with fantastically 
uncanny results. Transforming her own face into a composite of pre­
Columbian standards of beauty, Orlan discovered that in those cul­
tures, large noses were desirable because they signified force, elegance, 
and power. The deformation of the head was achieved by prolonged 
pressing on an infant's fontanelle. Crossed eyes were so highly coveted 
that parents created this "defect" artificially by putting a crucifix 
between the baby's eyes while the baby learned to focus. Orlan con­
fesses that she learned a great deal about her own civilization through 
this research into Mexico and South America. In contrast to European 
concepts of identity, for example, the Mayans believed in multiple 
identities and celebrated multiple metamorphoses, constantly blurring 
the boundaries between the ancient and the contemporary. 
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Orlan remains fascinated by the idea of monstrosity, which, she dis­
covered, can only be defined as the opposite of whatever is considered 
"normal." Her aim is thus to explore the life and death of cultural 
stereotypes and the aesthetic of beauty. She shows how each civili­
zation fabricates its own concepts about the body. Each body then 
becomes determined by those laws. (One can see the Foucauldian 
implications of her research here.) 

If the body is a mere costume, death indeed has no dominion if one 
approaches it as fearlessly as Orlan. I asked her what she envisions 
for the future. She replied cheerfully that she would like to be mum­
mified in a museum, "kept company" by an interactive video. She 
envisions herself as someone who, with the aid of technology, is 
"impregnating" pre-Columbian civilization and testing her own image. 
The very notion of giving "birth" to an ancient civilization makes us 
rethink our very conception of old masters and new art. One thinks 
of Borges's elegant fable on that very topic- "Pierre Menard- Author 
of Don Quixote": Orlan translates Borgesian irony and ambition into the 
ephemeral realm of body art- with equally quixotic results. 

Conclusion 

In fiction, film, and performance art, artists from widely diverse 
nations are exploring similar themes, theories, and objectives. J. G. 
Ballard's letter illustrates that the greatest challenge is to be a real part 
of one's time at the very moment when events are unfolding. It is not 
easy to describe what is really happening in our culture -while we are 
simultaneously moving toward a very different definition of "culture" 
itself. Yes fictions of all kinds have overwhelmed reality today. Yes, we 
are utterly immersed in popular culture. Yes, "New British Art" has 
become a brand name, but the work it encompasses is hardly one­
dimensional, as David Burrows demonstrates. 23 The Heritage Founda­
tion is well named, for neoconservatives define "culture" in terms of 
"heritage." However, as Peter Wollen points out, the rhetoric of mod­
ernization stands the traditional notion of culture on its head. We are 
in the process of exchanging a national for a global culture, epitomized 
by films, entertainment, books, telecommunications, computer games, 
and World Music. World Art cannot be far behind. In a global age, 
avant-gardes will be more cosmopolitan than ever, as one can see in 
the legacy of Surrealism, which has had a pervasive impact in Japan, 
the Arab world, the Caribbean, and later in the Fluxus art movement 
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and Conceptual Art. The danger of such a trend lies in homogeniza­
tion. But the virtue of globalization lies in crossover, nomadism, 
hybridity, enrichment, innovative new forms and approaches24 

- the 
very things I have been tracing here. In the fields of fiction, film, visual 
and performance art, the intellectual is very far from dead, and multi­
culturalism - far from signalling the demise of intellectualism - has 
revived it. 

Nationalism obviously has its limits, as Homi K. Bhabha points out, 
for an idea of what constitutes a nation contradicts the cultural life of 
a nation.25 National borders and boundaries themselves have become 
contested focal points: Canadian filmmakers like Cronenberg and 
Harron contribute a detached, mordantly satiric perspective on the 
USA; the Sensation artists brazenly borrow from American pop culture; 
Orlan reaccentuates the body modification rituals of ancient cultures 
from China to South America. By reproducing and repositioning cul­
tural artifacts, these artists collectively demonstrate how what we 
define as "Beauty" is itself a projection of the desires and fantasies of 
others. The projection of fantasy and desire in rituals of persecution 
and purification unites many of the disparate works I've discussed 
here, ranging from Orlan to "The Holy Virgin Mary" to The Human 
Stain. The role of the artist and intellectual today is to highlight the 
complex processes of projection wherever they occur, in high culture 
and low, in popular media and arcane religious relics. It is also to high­
light the dynamic, volatile processes of the unconscious of culture. 

Finally, if projection is one key word, iconoclasm is the other, for all 
these artists are passionately devoted to smashing the icons of our most 
cherished images, assumptions, and beliefs. The role of artists and 
intellectuals is to expose the deep irrationality at the heart of psychic 
life. While politicians try to demonize popular culture in the name of 
"family values," their efforts are futile, for no one can legislate fantasy. 
The imp of the perverse will keep erupting, disrupting all pieties and 
proprieties - as Philip Roth demonstrates. If American politicians, 
censors, and other self-anointed Culture Police insist on fiction, film, 
and art that only consists of "positive images," what you will get is the 
equivalent of the kind of movies you see on airplanes: nothing too 
controversial, too sexy, or too disturbing. Airplane movies and airplane 
art- like Norman Rockwell's- feed us the images we already have of 
ourselves. They never make us uncomfortable, or challenge our most 
cherished conceptions. If we condemn things without reading, 
hearing, or seeing them, in the current climate of self-censorship, 
freedom of expression may disappear without a trace. In the immor-
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tal words of Dan Quayle, "We are on an irreversible course towards 
more freedom- but that could change." 
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Apathy and Accountability: 
The Challenge of South 

Africa's Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission 

to the Intellectual in 
the Modern World1 

Jacqueline Rose 

Another man will never be able to know the degree of my suffering, because he 
is another and not me, and besides a man is rarely willing to acknowledge 
someone else as a sufferer.2 

In perhaps one of the strangest moments in the extraordinary docu­
ment that makes up the report of the Truth and Reconciliation Com­
mission of South Africa, an application for amnesty, described as 
"intriguing," is recorded from an unnamed Indian woman applying for 
amnesty for what she described as her "apathy." The application stated 
that those appealing for amnesty on these grounds recognized that 
they: 

as individuals can and should be held accountable by history for our lack 
of necessary action in times of crisis ... in exercising apathy rather than 
commitment we allow( ed) others to sacrifice their lives for the sake of 

our freedom and an increase in our standard of Jiving.' 

In this case amnesty was not granted. Although the applicants argued 
that apathy fell within the brief of the Commission as an act of omis-
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sion, the Commissioners decided that it did "not disclose an action or 
omission which amounts to an offence or a delict in respect of which 
amnesty can be granted." Amnesty - the most controversial, the last 
added, and legally challenged clause of the Mandate of the Commis­
sion - could only be granted for acts whose motivation was political, 
which occurred between the Sharpeville massacre of I960 and the 
inauguration of Mandela as President in I 994, on the basis of full 
disclosure of relevant information, and if the rubric of proportionality 
-ends to means- was observed. A declaration or confession of apathy 
falls at the first of these conditions. No political organization asked 
for it. Apathy receives no official sanction. Indeed only rarely and 
reluctantly - hence the strangeness of this moment - do people 
admit to it, although they are very ready to diagnose it in others (it 
has in fact become one of the favourite recent political diagnoses of 
the West). 

But if apathy does not come on political instruction, one could 
nonetheless argue that the system of apartheid, and not only of 
apartheid, relied on it, or something close: that inhuman political 
structures depend, for as long as they last, not just on the power of 
the oppressors and the silent complicity of the beneficiaries, but also 
on numbers of the oppressed being struck with an inability to connect, 
or give themselves, to their own cause. It depends as well on those 
beneficiaries who may have hated the system but did not - by their 
own repeated account in the Report - do enough: "At the very time 
when we should have continued to speak out clearly for the truth 
and against injustice," the spokesperson for the Stellenbosch 
Presbytery of the Dutch Reformed Church submitted at the human 
rights violations hearing in Paarl, "we grew tired and gave up protest­
ing" (5, p. 384). History, the precise formula insists, will hold individ­
uals accountable for "a lack of necessary action in time of crisis." For 
apathy, since the Commission did not recognize the offence, history is 
the only court. 

In fact the charge falls before the conditions for amnesty on more 
than the first count. What is the time of apathy? How would you date 
it? What are the means and what the end? Is it in fact an intention at 
all? And what could count as full disclosure? Is apathy something com­
municable, is it something we have a language for talking about? Or 
does it, more like a disease or shameful secret, rely on doing its work 
invisibly in the dark? How can you fully disclose something whose 
chief property is deficiency, to be in some sense absent from history 
and missing to yourself? In today's political climate, in Great Britain 

160 

I 
J 

Apathy and Accountability 

at least, apathy tends to be talked about as something that has been 
done to civic and political responsibility (" I8 years of Conservative 
rule"). As if you could only be made apathetic - a kind of double 
passive, an act of grammatical bad faith which mimics or repeats 
the problem it is claiming to diagnose. But the idea of apathy as 
purely passive should make us suspicious - as Freud once famously 
commented, it requires a great deal of activity to achieve a passive 

aim. 
For anyone reading the Report of the Commission, it is hard not 

to be "overwhelmed," to use the word of the Commissioners, not by 
apathy but by the opposite, that is, by what people are actively capable 
of. The Commissioners were "almost overwhelmed," the chapter on 
Recommendations in the last volume, begins, "by the capacity of indi­
viduals to damage and destroy each other" (5, p. 306). As we look back 
on the last century, this has become the recurrent and chilling refrain. 
To use a recent formula of the historian Eric Hobsbawm, we are faced 
with the paradox that the twentieth century "has killed more people 
than any other century, but at its close, there are more people living 
and living better."4 We are faced, that is, with the fact that, in the 
second half of the century we have barely taken leave of, the human 
capacity for destruction and the human capacity for improvement 
have - arm in arm as it were - reached new heights. It must then be 
one of the roles of the modern intellectual to try to understand this 
paradoxical fact of modern times, one half of which must be to try to 
understand what makes it possible for people to act in this way (it was 
part of the mandate of the Commission - part of its aim of "restora­
tive justice" - to understand the "motives and perspectives" of the 
perpetrators, I, p. 130). At what has become a famous moment in 
the Hearings, former Security Branch officer, Jeffrey Benzien, demon­
strated wet bag suffocation on a dummy in front of the court and when 
asked by former victim, Tony Yengeni, what kind of man could do this, 
replied: "I, Jeff Benzien, have asked that question to such an extent 
that I voluntarily - and it is not easy for me to say this in a full court 
with a lot of people who do not know me - approached psychiatrists 
to have myself evaluated, to find out what type of person am I" (5, 

p. 370). 
Some of the students on a course I teach on South African litera­

ture saw this as the supreme moment of fraudulence in the proceed­
ings, whereas - despite the "pride" Benzien also expressed in his 
method ("Mr Yengeni, with my absolutely unorthodox methods and 
by removing your weaponry from you, I am wholly convinced that I 
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prevented you and your colleagues ... I may have prevented you from 
being branded a murderer nowadays," 5, p. 263) -I am more inclined 
to take this question at its word. Not least because it brings us close to 
one of the defining features of atrocity in the modern world. Some­
thing akin to disbelief. In which part of your mind are these testi­
monies to be stored? How can these narratives be held in the mind at 
all? - questions which seem to me to go way beyond the issue of 
remembrance or forgetting. In his extraordinary book on Rwanda -
to move for a moment to a very different part of Africa - Phillip 
Gourevitch writes: "All at once, as it seemed, something we could only 
have imagined was upon us- and we could still only imagine it. This 
is what fascinates me most in existence: the peculiar necessity of imag­
ining what is, in fact, real." 5 

Amongst many other things, the Truth and Reconciliation Com­
mission will take up its place historically for its relentless charting of 
the horrors of our age. Early in the report we are however given a 
warning: "This focus on the outrageous has drawn the nation's atten­
tion away from the more commonplace violations," producing a failure 
on the part of ordinary South Africans to recognize, "the 'little perpe­
trator' in each one of us" (1, p. 133). The implication is not only, as 
the paragraph continues, that "only by recognising the potential for 
evil in each one of us r can we 1 take full responsibility for ensuring that 
such evil will never be repeated," but also that the hearings them­
selves, the explicit dwelling on atrocity, have let huge swathes of the 
white population off the hook, those who in Njabulo Ndebele's words 
dwell in "the interstice between power and indifferent and supportive 
agency": "Yes, they [the bleeding-heart liberal English-speaking 
South Africans] have a story to tell [ .. . ) In that interstice the English­
speaking South African has conducted the business of his life."6 

But what this unnamed Indian woman is talking about is something 
rather different. She is suggesting, in a way that was clearly baffling 
to the Commissioners, that what you don't do as a political subject can 
have effects - might be as important in the transformations of the 
world - as what you do. To read the Report of the Commission is to 
be confronted on almost every page with how difficult it is to speak 
of atrocity, whether as victim or perpetrator of the act, although the 
difficulty is radically different for each. It has been at the center of the 
Commission and the source of its greatest difficulty that language - in 
the words of Antjie Krog, the Afrikaans poet commissioned by the 
South Africa Broadcasting Association to report on the hearings- does 
not easily "bed" the truth. 7 But we are presented here with the strange 
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suggestion that the ways in which we do not implicate ourselves in 
the burdens of history might be something which it is even harder to 
talk about. Intellectuals are of course always accused of talking too 
much, not acting enough - hence also the relevance of the Commis­
sion Report which presents the problem of speech, and its relation to 
acting, and failure to act, in such uniquely focused terms. 

Although Hobsbawm places most of Africa outside the reach of 
Western modernity and democratization - there are, he states boldly, 
no democracies in Africa - no country perhaps has enacted the 
paradox he describes as fully as South Africa: the very existence of 
the Commission is testimony to the violent gestation of a democracy 
which puts the Western world to shame. Hobsbawm contrasts the 
mile-long queues of the 1994 election in South Africa with the dwin­
dling numbers of voters in the democracies of the West, and takes this 
fact to be one of the clearest signs of failure in the polity ("at the cost 
of the integrity of the political process"H; 34-8 percent of the electo­
rate voted in the last US election). The Chairman of the Commission, 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, makes a similar point. "In normal [his 
word] countries," he comments on the second page of his own book 
on the Commission, trying to convey the exhilaration of April 1994, 
"the concern was usually about voter apathy."9 "What's normal?" we 
might ask. True to the spirit of one strand of modern intellectual life, 
Tutu has given to abnormality a positive, celebratory, political gloss. 

The Indian woman's testimony is given at the end of the report of 
the Special Hearing for Women which came about when a workshop 
on gender pressured the Commission to acknowledge that it might be 
"missing some of the truth through lack of sensitivity to gender issues" 
(4, p. 282). This may at a superficial glance seem surprising, for there 
is a sense in which the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was dom­
inated by the voices of women. It is they who predominantly speak. 
But they mostly testify as the often sole surviving relatives and depen­
dents of the mainly males who had suffered violations of human rights. 
The aim of the special hearing, then, was to create a space in which 
women might talk of the violations they had undergone, might there­
fore speak for themselves. The Indian woman appears at the very end 
of this section of the report concluding the fourth volume - conclud­
ing in a sense the whole report, since the fifth and final volume gives 
the Findings - under a section entitled "Women as Perpetrators." 
Barely five pages long, it is perhaps the most depleted section of the 
Report (the Report runs to nearly 3,000 pages overall). Of the 7,128 
applications for amnesty received by the Commission only 56 were 
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known to come from women. Under apartheid, the message seems to 
be, there is very little women were guilty of. 

It is in this blurred and almost empty context - like a frame with 
no painting- at a moment of the hearings which might, but for pres­
sure from below, have not even existed, that a woman steps forward 
and claims for apathy a fully political status, presenting the Commis­
sion with something which it had by its own account neglected (it 
lists apathy as a feature under the "Neglected Factor" of "Secrecy and 
silence": "much of the country's population went silent through fear, 
apathy, indifference or genuine lack of information," 5, pp. 250, 299), 
something intriguing, unexpected, disturbing perhaps, certainly 
bizarre. What- her appearance dramatically focuses- are the limits of 
accountability? How far does it spread? If the idea of apathy is so dis­
quieting in this context, it is because it brings the issue of account­
ability, for the last person who might seem to be accountable, home 
to roost. It seems to me that it is not a coincidence - nor the first or 
last time - that a woman, tucked away almost in the back-pages of 
history, speaks - if not the - certainly a truth. One of the things her 
testimony forces us to acknowledge is that we cannot claim apathy as 
the exclusive political property of the West. 

I always start the course I take on South African literature by asking 
the students to say, as economically as possible -a word, image, char­
acter- what, when they think of South Africa, comes into their minds. 
It gives us a sense before we begin of an engagement which is going 
to be, for most people in the room, partial, tentative, and refracted in 
space and time. In one year, the course almost didn't get going when 
a white student, in response to this query, said "guilt." She was chal­
lenged by another white student who claimed, outraged, that in rela­
tion to South Africa, whites in Britain had nothing whatsoever to feel 
guilty about. Should this happen again, I will refer the students to the 
Truth and Reconciliation Report which, in the spirit of fullest recon­
ciliation (hence of course the title), nonetheless does not mince words 
when it comes to naming the British. In addition to providing a full 
historical account for each region whose stories of human rights vio­
lations it tells, the Report opens, after the Chairman's foreword, with 
a chapter on History which regresses accountability for apartheid into 
South Africa's British-dominated past. This is just one example from 
the very first pages of the report: 

It is important to remember that the 1960 Sharpeville massacre (with 
which the mandate of the Commission begins) was simply the latest in 
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a long line of similar killings of civilian protesters in South African 
history. In was, for example, not a National Parly administration but 
the South African party government, made up primarily of English­
speaking South Africans, that in July 1913 crushed a series of miners' 
strikes on the Reef - sending in the army and killing just over one 
hundred strikers and onlookers. Thrice in 1921 and 1922, this same 
governing party let loose its troops and planes 1 ... ] 

Thus, when the South African Defence Force (SADF) killed just over 
600 men, women and children, combatant and non-combatant, at 
Kassinga in Angola in 1978, and when the South African Police (SAP) 
shot several hundred black protesters in the weeks following the June 
16 events at Soweto, they were operating in terms of a well-established 
tradition of excessive or unjustifiable use of force against government 
opponents. (l, p. 26) 

A simple act of historical recollection which contains a gentle rebuff 
to the temporal mandate of the TRC (Sharpeville, the stan date, was 
not the start). And while South Africa entered a permanent winter 
with the Native Land Act of 1913 - "There is winter in the Native 
Land Act [ ... ] the trees are stripped and leafless"- this too is not the 
beginning: 

But if this was an act of wholesale dispossession and discrimination, so 
too was the 1909 South Africa Act which was passed, not by a South 
African legislature, but by the British Parliament. (I, p. 28) 

In relation to British accountability, the TRC report - from its very 
opening pages - chooses to jog the mind. To use the words of Gerrie 
Hugo, former intelligence officer of the South African Defence Force 
and torturer (the interview in Index on Censorship's special issue on Truth 
Commissions and War Tribunals is entitled "Confession of a Torturer"): 
"Accountability doesn't stop" (he is in fact talking about de Klerk). 10 

But it is not as simple as this (you might think that there is nothing 
easier for the white liberal intellectual in Britain than to point to his­
torical accountability in this sense). For in fact the Report of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission can also be read for the immense dif­
ficulty with which it surrounds the issue of accountability- historical 
and political, collective and individual - in the modern world. The 
Indian woman's appeal gives one particularly bold, or striking, instance 
of this. Accountability, the Commission itself and the controversies it 
has generated clearly demonstrate, is not just a matter of answering 
the question: who? It is not just a matter of burrowing into corners to 
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find responsibility, or indeed guilt, lurking in the dark- even apathetic 
- night of the soul. On this issue, although it takes up a strong posi­
tion, the Commission is not so much judge (it was not of course a 
criminal hearing) as the active, troubled, sometimes uncertain, not 
always unified participant in the changing face and climate of what it 
describes. Hence the "challenge" of my subtitle for this essay. I read 
the TRC Report as a document which testifies not only to the horrors 
of the modern world but to a problem integral to the very recognition 
of such horror, a recognition which it has perhaps done more than any 
other modern process to achieve (this was the only Truth commission 
of our time to have held its hearings in public, no other hearing has 
managed to combine truth-seeking with quasi-judicial power, 1, p. 
54). How do you at once recognize the fullness and extent of histori­
cal accountability and draw boundaries around it, how do you let it 
flow (in the words of Roelf Meyer of the National Party: "wrongs 
r ... ] flowed from apartheid," 5, p. 403), while also keeping it in, if not 
its proper, then at least a definable, precisely accountable, place? 

To take perhaps the most important and controversial decision of 
the Commission on this topic: it is only recently in international law 
that non-state actors have been indictable for gross violations of 
human rights ( 1, p. 69). Drawing on decisions of the International 
Criminal Tribunal in relation to the former Yugoslavia as recent as 
1997, the Report states: "The Act establishing the Commission adopted 
this more modern position. In other words it did not make a finding 
of a gross violation of human rights conditional on a finding of state 
action" ( l, p. 70). If this was crucial to pull in all the abuses commit­
ted between the release of Mandela and his election in 1994, when 
"the great majority of human rights violations were being carried out 
by persons who were not bound to a political authority" (2, p. 5 ), it 
also means that all human rights violations, regardless of their prove­
nance, whether carried out by resistance movements or by the 
apartheid state, become not ethically, but effectively, equal: "A gross 
violation is a gross violation, whoever commits it and for whatever 
reason" (I, p. 12). What matters is the nature of the act. Justification, 
the central plank of legal accountability, is therefore set aside: 

the position adopted by the Commission was that any killing, abduction, 
torture or severe ill-treatment which met the other requirements of the 
definition, amoumed to a gross violation of human rights, regardless of 
whether or not the perpetrator could be held accountable for the conduct 
... There is legal equivalence between all perpetrators. (I, pp. 72, 12) 
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The Commission therefore holds to the distinction, older in interna­
tional law, between the justice of the means and the justice of the 
cause of war: "The Commission concurred with the international con­
sensus that those who were fighting for a just cause were under an 
obligation to employ just means in the conduct of this fight" (I, p. 69). 
On the justice of the cause, the Report is of course unequivocal: 
apartheid was a crime against humanity, and the struggle against it a 
just war. 

Within these terms, confusing as it may seem, and for some critics 
unjust, the ANC - in the finding that almost stopped the publication 
of the Report - becomes wholly accountable. Not legally - legal 
accountability has been set aside (the Commission is not a court, it is 
a hearing) -but something more like answerable. And ironically, all 
the more so because, unlike those at the summit of former power, 
specifically de Klerk, the ANC accepted responsibility for the action of 
its members: 

The Commission takes note that the political leadership of the ANC and 
the command structure of MK have accepted political and moral respon­
sibility for all the actions of its members in the period 1960-1994 and 
therefore finds that the leadership of the ANC and MK must take respon­
sibility and be accountable for all gross violations of human rights per­
petrated by its membership and cadres in the mandate period. (2, p. 

685) 

(All the findings of the Commission are presented in small bold capital 
letters which makes them look on the page like an inscription on a 
tomb.) 

A great deal of attention has been paid to this finding of the Com­
mission; it is, depending on from where you are looking, the finding 
on which the ethical viability of the Commission either falls or rests. 
But there has been less focus on what it says about the issue of 
accountability, the fraught and fine distinctions, in and out of law, on 
which it is based. For one set of critics, which includes the present 
Minister for Education, from the moment the Commission chose to 
define violations of human rights in terms of individual acts, it ceased 
-politically and historically- to be viable: "There is," write Kader and 
Louise Asmal and Ronald Suresh Roberts, in a follow-up article to their 
book on the Commission, "simply no proportionality between the two 
sides of the struggle, a fact that is lost in the Commission's decision to 
individualise its definition of a gross human rights abuse ... " (inter­
estingly in view of this all individual explanations of atrocity are 
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rejected in the chapter on "Causes and Motives" in favor of an analy­
sis in terms of the group). They continue: "this is a failure deriving 
from a lack of political and ethical understanding" .11 

How can everyone be equally answerable when the means avail­
able to the opponents, given in advance, are so unequal? How can you 
hold in the same measure - consider both as perpetrators - an illegal 
state and the combatants of a just war? For Asmal et a!., in response 
to apartheid and as its appropriate legacy for international human 
rights Jaw, the distinction between just cause and means of war 
has become - or rather, it should become - redundant: "Given the 
convention-dependent nature of the morality of war, and apartheid's 
wholesale breach of those conventions, the question of jus ad bellum 
cannot be arbitrarily separated from the latter question of justice in 
the conduct of the cause, jus in bello." 12 Ironically, however, if this path 
had been followed, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission might 
never have started. Although called into being to effect the transition 
to democracy (without the possibility of amnesty in some form, the 
transition could not have been peacably guaranteed), it nonetheless 
had its germ in the decision by the ANC itself to investigate its own 
human rights abuses. In fact it was Kader Asmal who mooted the idea, 
on behalf of the ANC, on his installation as Professor of Human Rights 
Law at the University of the Western Cape on May 25, 1992. 

Spread accountability too wide by flattening out the differences 
between the state and its opponents, then oddly, symmetrically, it will 
also start to shrink, as the crimes of apartheid become more and more 
the acts of individuals, less and less the machinery of the unjust, and 
illegal apartheid state ("the violence of the law" in the Report's own 
words- pushed over the legal edge, l, p. 40). Once it has been indi­
vidualized, the act stands out in bold, plucked out of its context. In 
fact the more inhuman and outrageous the act - remember the 
Commission's own self-critique for its stress on the "outrageous"- the 
more drastically it curtails the Commission. The Report acknowledges 
as one of its failings its inability to bring under its sway the basic daily 
humiliations, inequalities, and fundamental social injustice - mostly 
still unredeemed - of the apartheid state: "our mandate was not the 
policies of apartheid" (5, p. 48). 13 When Commissioner Dr. Ramashala, 
referring to those who fall outside the Commission's mandate, espe­
cially the orphaned children of the struggle, tells Roelf Meyer of the 
National Party: "I really have never heard any discussions from the 
political parties about these children and our future, because these are 
our future South Africa," Meyer replies: "if we can't find an answer 

168 

Apathy and Accountability 

to the very question that you have put, then the work of the Com­
mission, with all respect, is not going to be in the long term worth 
anything" (5, p. 403). 

A similar point was made by Lewis Nkosi when Judge Albie Sachs, 
also central in the founding of the Commission, came to Queen Mary 
College at the invitation of the Law Department in 1998 to lecture 
on the history and justification for the Commission (a lecture he has 
given worldwide). Nkosi simply asked him what the present govern­
ment was planning to do about redistribution of land (the issue which 
has of course emerged so explosively in Zimbabwe in the past year). 

So what comes first? Which form of transformation - psychic and 
subjective, or material and redistributive - will provide the real, sure, 
foundation for the other? For you could of course argue- as the ratio­
nale for the whole Commission and as Asmal himself argued when 
putting his original proposal for the Commission in 1995 - that a 
nation aiming to build a new future for its people, whatever concrete 
measures it enacts, without a reckoning with its own past violence will 
be building the whole edifice on sand: 

We must take the past seriously as it holds the key to the future. The 
issues of structural violence, of unjust and inequitable economic social 
arrangements, of balanced development in the future, cannot be prop­
erly dealt with unless there is a conscious understanding of the past. 

(His words are cited on the first pages of the Mandate chapter in 
volume l of the Report, p. 49). 

Accountability as an issue is therefore inseparable from that of 
justice. Justice, of course in the most familiar sense, was set aside by 
the Act establishing the Commission. "There would have been no 
negotiated settlement and so no new democratic South Africa," Tutu 
writes, "had the negotiators on one side insisted that all the perpetra­
tors be brought to trial. While the Allies could pack up and go home 
after Nuremberg, we in South Africa had to live with one another." 
(This chapter of his book is called "Nuremberg or national amnesia? 
A third way.") 14 No trials also because they would simply have been 
too long and too costly, and because with the burden of absolute proof 
- "beyond all reasonable doubt" - falling on the investigators, too 
many of the guilty would have escaped the net (although the Com­
mission itself was enormously hampered by the Corbett decision, 
which stipulated that anyone against whom a detrimental finding was 
being contemplated should be given forewarning and a reasonable 
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opportunity to respond). "We discovered in the course of the Com­
mission's investigations", Tutu observes as part of this case, "that the 
supporters of apartheid were ready to lie at the drop of a hat 
[ ... ] They lied as if it were going out of fashion, brazenly and with 
very considerable conviction." 1' He doesn't however pause to ask 
whether his comment casts the whole basis of a Truth Commission 
into doubt. 

But if justice, as in full-scale criminal proceedings, is set aside, it 
reappears as redistributive justice all the more forcefully through 
the Commission's back door. I have already given one example in the 
exchange between Ramashala and Roelf Meyer. This is from the 
Minister of Justice, cited in a section called "Amnesty and Social 
Justice" in the chapter on Concepts and Principles from Volume l of 
the Report: 

We have a nation of victims, and if we are unable to provide complete 
justice on an individual basis[ ... ] it is possible for us ... to ensure that 
there is historical and collective justice for the people of our country. If 
we achieve that, if we achieve social justice and move in that direction 
[ ... ] at that level we will be able to say that justice has been done. ( 1, p. 
124, emphasis original) 

And on this matter, there is, as it were, a faultline running through 
the Commission more or less by its own account. For if the Commis­
sion, or rather its associated amnesty hearings, has the quasi-judicial 
power to grant amnesty, on reparation and rehabilitation it has solely 
the power to recommend. It was one of the chief principles of the 
Commission to restore the dignity of victims (the discussion of whether 
indeed they should be called "victims" turned on this concern): 
"restoring the human and civil dignity of [such] victims by granting 
them an opportunity to relate their own accounts of the violations of 
which they are the victims" (1, p. 55). Dignity in the act of speech­
this the Commission could enact, in this sense the Commission is 
one of the great performatives of modern times; dignity of a continu­
ing life is something else: "and by recommending reparation measures 
in respect of them", "the individual reparation grant provides resources 
to victims in an effort to restore their dignity" (5, p. 184, emphasis 
mine). 16 

One of these forms of dignity is measurable, calculable; one is not. 
The strength and uniqueness of the Commission is to have thrown 
itself into the realm of the incalculable, speech upon speech for victims 
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for whom speech -pained, sometimes reluctant, by no means always 
healing - was the only thing left to say. But you could say that these 
two forms of dignity - of speech and of daily life - are not so much 
incommensurable as critically reliant on, or even subtractable from, 
each other; that the speech of the victim, the speech to which at one 
level the whole of the hearings was devoted, cannot reach its desti­
nation, unless economic equality, social justice is achieved (the minor­
ity, dissenting Commissioner, Wynand Malan, even argues that liberal 
rights can act as an obstruction to social rights- the granting of social 
rights by a previously elite minority costs, as in hurts, more). The last 
paragraph of Findings and Conclusions states: 

Ultimately, however, because the work of the Commission includes rec­
onciliation, it needs to unleash a process that contributes to economic 
developments that redress past wrongs as a basis for promoting lasting 
reconciliation. This requires all those who benefited from apartheid, not 
only those whom the Act defines as perpetrators, to commit themselves 
to the reconciliation process. (5, p. 258) 

The differential of accountability, lost in one sense in the body of the 
Report, returns therefore on the issue of redistributive justice; as does 
its infinite, one might say, interminable extensibility: "all those who ben­
efited" is in italics. 

Wole Soyinka - in a wonderfully theatrical moment in an already 
theatrical speech on "Reparations, Truth, and Reconciliation" -gives 
the comic- black comic- version: 

Just to let one's fantasy roam a little- what really would be preposter­
ous or ethically inadmissable in imposing a general levy on South 
Africa's white population? This is not intended as a concrete proposal, 
but as an exercise in pure speculation [ ... ]such an offer could originate 
from the beneficiaries of Apartheid themselves, in a voluntary gesture 
of atonement- it need not be a project of the state. Is such a genesis­
from within the indicted group itself- truly beyond conception? [ ... ] 
[should] some external prodding prove necessary, the initiative could be 
taken up by someone of the non-establishment stature of Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. The respected cleric and mediator mounts his pulpit one 
day and addresses his compatriots on that very theme: "White brothers 
and sisters in the Lord, you have sinned, but we arc willing to forgive. 
The scriptures warn us that the wages of sin are death but, in your case, 
they seem to be wealth. If therefore you chose to shed a little of that 
sinful wealth as a first step towards atonement ... etc. etc.'' 17 
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The suggestion that perpetrators should make a flnancial contribution 
to the families of victims is also made by Cynthia Ngewu, mother of 
one of the Gugulethu Seven at the forum on Reconciliation, Recon­
struction and Economic Justice in Cape Town in March 1997 ("the best 
way to demonstrate a truthful commitment to peace and a truthful 
commitment to repentance," 5, p. 402). But it says something that 
outside that context, Soyinka can only conjure up the possibility of 
such material accountability on the part of the white community as 
fantasy. 

There is therefore, by its own account, a hiatus in the Commission, 
a double deal on either side of the truth in which one justice is 
exchanged for another, neither of which is exactly there: justice, as in 
criminal proceedings, set aside for the Commission to do its work; 
justice as in social justice suspended beyond its remit into an unknow­
able future. In the middle sits "restorative justice", the foundation 
of the Commission's daily work, but only "if the emerging truth 
unleashes a social dynamic that includes redressing the suffering of 
victims will it meet the ideal of restorative justice" (I, p. 131). If the 
Commission presents us more starkly than any other modern docu­
ment with the difflcult relationship between truth and language it also 
forces a no less crucial and fraught connection between the registers 
ofjustice and truth. As Wole Soyinka puts the question: "is knowledge 
on its own of lasting effect?" 1 ~ 

It is not then, quite, that making accountability a matter of indi­
vidual acts fails to discriminate appropriately, veiling the state behind 
its agents; if anything it is the opposite, as each individual act described, 
along with all the acts which surrounded it and made it possible- the 
"interstice between power and indifferent or supportive agency"- are, 
in a still unredeemed future, held to indefinite account. To read the 
Report is to watch accountability contract and expand, pulsing under 
the pressure of a set of crucial but barely sustainable distinctions. 
"Accountability doesn't stop." There is no upper limit- hence the dev­
astating effect on the Commissioners of the denials and fudges of de 
Klerk; there is no outer limit- the interstice between "power and indif­
ferent or supportive agency" is very very wide; not before, not after -
the Commission makes its recommendations, half way between a 
pledge and a plea. 

To end, therefore, by bringing these matters a little closer to home, 
to the University back door, "The Commission should" - this from a 
final section on the Commission's shortcomings - "for example, have 
investigated r ... ] educational institutions (in particular universities). 
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... " (5, p. 207, alsop. 434). Universities are named as one of the insti­
tutions of civil society into which the Commission did not reach: they 
did not appear at any of the Institutional and Special Hearings which 
included Business and Labor, the Faith and Legal Communities, the 
Health Sector, Media and Prisons. The University was then, one could 
almost say, the only institution that escaped. 

It cannot, I think, be wholly coincidental that J.M. Coetzee situates, 
or at least opens, his much acclaimed and much critiqued novel, Dis­
grace1Y in the setting of a University, and that he chose, to the objec­
tions of many critics, to write this novel, at this particular moment in 
South Africa's slow emergence from the night of apartheid, about 
someone who could be taken for himself (Susan Barton in Coetzee's 
Foe couldn't be, nor Magda in The Heart of the Country, nor the old lady 
in Age of Iron, nor even, although this one doesn't require a gender 
leap of the same order, Michael K.). 

I read Disgrace as Coetzee's response to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission. David Lurie, a semi-depressed university professor, sex­
ually harasses a young female student, is charged, refuses to justify 
himself, refuses to speak. Disgraced, he goes to live with his daughter 
Lucy on a white farm where they are subjected to a violent assault by 
a group of black youths; she is raped, he is severely beaten. The novel 
then charts the psychic trajectory of both of them, as she decides to 
keep the baby who will result from the abuse and to accept the mar­
riage proposal of her black co-manager into whose hands the farm, 
the baby, and herself will then fall; while he takes up work at a clinic 
where he devotes himself- with a humanity which neither he nor the 
reader can at first imagine him capable of - to the comfort of a suc­
cession of stray, sick, and finally condemned dogs. In "the interstice 
between power and indifferent agency", Lurie lives outside the main­
stream of a history which gradually engulfs him. Opening his novel at 
the University, Coetzee brings his character closer than any other to 
his own world (Lurie is a University Professor of Literature). At the 
same time - while Lurie does acquire the partial status of trauma 
victim, and he is, or at least it could be argued that he is, partially 
redeemed at the end of the novel - in this novel, Coetzee seems to 
have gone out of his way to create a character with whom it is almost 
impossible for his reader to sympathize or identify. Lurie is repellent -
simply, literally, people withdraw from him - incapable of intimacy 
with the women he sexually approaches, and repellent to himself. 

Lurie is someone who cannot feel, even before he is the subject of 
an assault which robs him of all feeling. This is perhaps the only 
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moment, in a novel which in fact constantly forces unexpected and 
unwelcome moments of identification between its protagonists, when 
we are drawn into something like empathy for what Lurie has expe­
rienced. It is after the assault: 

Aimlessly he roams about the garden. A grey mood is settling on him. 
It is not just that he does not know what to do with himself. The events 
of yesterday have shocked him to the depths. The trembling, the weak­
ness are only the first and most superficial signs of that shock. He has a 
sense that. inside him, a vital organ has been bruised, abused- perhaps 
even his heart. For the first time he has a taste of what it will be like to 
be an old man, tired to the bone, without hopes, without desires, indif­
ferent to the future. Slumped on a plastic chair amid the stench of 
chicken feathers and rotting apples, he feels his interest in the world 
draining from him drop by drop 2

" 

He is already disconnected before the assault. which his daughter will 
take on as the burden of atonement for the past wrongs of South 
Africa, drains him of all connection to the world. "Indifferent", his 
interest in the world "draining from him drop by drop" - the terms 
embedded in this passage hover between diagnosis and accusation. As 
the effect of trauma, Lurie enters a state of mind - indifference, lack 
of interest, failure to connect - for which, in terms of the history of 
his country to which he has paid such scant regard, he could also be 
held accountable. In Disgrace, the psychic consequences of trauma are 
also being offered as their own cause. 

In The Lives of Animals, Coetzee's last publication before Disgrace 
consisting of his Tanner lectures, which he chose to write in fic­
tional form, Elizabeth Costello, feminist fiction writer and campaign­
ing vegetarian, uses the occasion of two public lectures (not unlike the 
Tanner lectures) to make the case against the slaughter of animals: 
"There is no limit to which we can think ourselves into the being of 
another."21 In the discussion papers which followed (also included in 
the book), by literary critic Marjorie Garber, ethical and religious 
philosophers Peter Singer and Wendy Doniger, and anthropologist 
Barbara Smuts, South Africa is not mentioned once, despite this 
moment from Elizabeth Costello in which she is, surely, making the 
link: 

To me, a philosopher who says that the distinction between human and 
nonhuman depends on whether you have a white or a black skin, and 
a philosopher who says that the distinction between human and non-
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human depends on whether or not you know the difference between a 
subject and a predicate, arc more alike than they are unlike. 22 

And yet it does seem to me that these two texts by Coetzee share a 
question. How do you get from dissociation, a consciously or uncon­
sciously willed refusal to connect to the horrors going on around you, 
a drastic failure of historical imagination as we might call it. to empathy 
with- being able to think yourself into the being of- a dog? (An aside, 
or perhaps not an aside: Marlene Van Niekerk's prize-winning 
Afrikaans novel triomf/' which centers on another group which falls 
out of the remit of the Truth Commission, South Africa's white trash, 
not only, like the UK edition of Disgrace, has a dog on its cover, not 
only opens with a chapter called "Dogs," not only at a key point signals 
its catastrophically dysfunctional family's humanity through their tele­
pathic awareness of the death of their dog, but also at several points 
is written from the point of view of a dog.). "They just buried him like 
a dog" (5, p. 152). Accountability halts at the barrier of identification. 
As does atrocity. All the evidence suggests that people do not kill if 
they can imagine themselves in the other person's shoes. "The horror," 
Costello states in a deliberately shocking analogy between animal 
slaughter and the Nazi death camps, "is that the killers refused to think 
themselves into the place of their victims, as did everyone else." 24 

Another way of putting this would be to say that we should never 
under-estimate people's ability- internal as well as external -to ward 
off bad news (a victim is of course someone for whom this has ceased 
to be an option). There are exceptions: "I thought." said the Afrikaans 
Johan Smit talking of the death of his eight-year-old son in a bomb 
blast in 1985: "I thought that if I placed myself in the other person's 
shoes, how would I have felt about it [ ... ]I realised r would not have 
liked it [ ... ] I realised how it must have felt for them" (5, p. 377). 
After he had spoken, Tutu stopped the proceedings to express his 
appreciation. 

One of the things for which the Truth Commission has become 
famous is the concept of "ubuntu," a traditional Zulu term which is 
placed by the Commission at the basis of restorative justice: "Ubuntu, 
generally translated as 'humaneness', expresses itself metaphoricaly in 
umuntu ngumuntu n_qabantu- 'people are people through other people'" 
(1, p. 127). "A person," Tutu expanded at his inauguration as Arch­
bishop of Cape Town in 1986, "is a person because he recognizes others 
as persons."25 As Mark Sanders argues, the term involves more than a 
call to collective solidarity, and more than a recognition from a safe 
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place; for such a recognition to occur, you have fundamentally to lose 
or disappropriate yourself. Sanders retranslates: "a human being is a 
human being through human beings," "a human being is realised 
through his or her being (human) through human beings."2

(' Perhaps, 
however, even this does not go far enough. Perhaps, Coetzee is sug­
gesting in The Lives of Animals, the human is the block. So how about 
animals? Or, even, a corpse. Pushing her analogy and her audience to 
the limit, Elizabeth Costello announces in the middle of her lecture: 
"For instants at a time, I know what it is like to be a corpse."27 

The original meaning of the word "apathy" was to be without 
"pathos," insensibility to suffering, the highest virtue for the Stoics, 
only gradually degrading itself to listless, stolid indifference. It could 
be, however, that in the setting of South Africa, apathy includes some­
thing of the earlier meaning, in which suffering - actively - is held at 
bay. A state of mind racing away from itself. Apathy in the modern 
sense would then contain, working away inside it, the germ of its own 
undoing, a kind of internal dissent. The implication would be that, for 
anyone struck with apathy in a situation of historic injustice, there is 
a partial recognition, not just of the suffering of others, but of what it 
would do to you, just how far you might have to go, to make the link. 
If making those links is, as I see it, one of the tasks of modern intel­
lectual life, one of the things South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission teaches me is that it has never been more important or 
harder to do so. 
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There is a passage in David Lodge's 1988 novel Nice Work in which the 
heroine, a Marxist-feminist critic who teaches English literature, looks 
out the window of an airplane and sees the division of labor. 1 

Factories, shops, offices, schools, beginning the working day. People 
crammed into rush-hour buses and trains, or sitting at the wheels of 
their cars in traffic jams, or washing up breakfast things in the kitchens 
of pebble-dashed semis. All inhabiting their own little worlds, oblivious 
of how they fitted into the total picture. The housewife, switching on 
her electric kettle to make another cup of tea, gave no thought to the 
immense complex of operations that made that simple action possible: 
the building and maintenance of the power station that produced the 
electricity, the mining of coal or pumping of oil to fuel the generators, 
the laying of miles of cable to carry the current to her house, the digging 
and smelting and milling of ore or bauxite into sheets of steel or alu­
minium, the cutting and pressing and welding of the metal into the 
kettle's shell, spout and handle, the assembling of these parts with scores 
of other components-coils, screws, nuts, bolts, washers, rivets, wires, 
springs, rubber insulation, plastic trimmings; then the packaging of the 
kettle, the advertising of the kettle, the marketing of the kettle, to whole­
sale and retail outlets, the transportation of the kettle to warehouses and 
shops, the calculation of its price, and the distribution of its added value 
between all the myriad people and agencies concerned in its production 
and circulation. The housewife gave no thought to all this as she 
switched on her kettle. 

To contemplate one's kettle and suddenly realize, first, that one is the 
beneficiary of an unimaginably vast and complex social whole; and 
second (a point further emphasized elsewhere in the novel) that this 
means benefiting from the daily labor of kettle- and electricity-
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producing workers, much of it unpleasant and under-remunerated -
neither of these realizations is entirely outside the domain of every­
day experience. What seems special about this passage is a third real­
ization: that this moment of consciousness will not be converted into 
action. The passage concludes: 

What to do with the thought was another question. It was difficult to 
decide whether the system that produced the kettle was a miracle of 
human ingenuity and co-operation or a colossal waste of resources, 
human and natural. Would we all be better off boiling our own water 
in a pot hung over an open tire? Or was it the facility to do such things 
at the touch of a button that freed men, and more particularly women, 
from servile labour and made it possible for them to become literary 
critics? [ ... ] She gave up on the conundrum, and accepted another cup 
of coffee from the stewardess. 2 

Let me now juxtapose this passage with a New Yorker cartoon by 
Roz Chast. Its protagonist, "you," is an unshaven man in pyjamas. He 
or "you" combines Lodge's tea-drinking housewife with his airborne 
intellectual; your feet are firmly on the ground, indeed you are not 
yet out of your own door, yet you do "give a thought" to the system 
that provides you with goods and services. And it is this thought that 
we follow. At the top of the cartoon are the words "One morning, 
while getting dressed." From that common point, lines branch off 
toward boxes containing different possible outcomes. One morning, 
while getting dressed, you either do or do not examine the label of 
your shirt. If you do, you either do or do not realize the conditions of 
life under which this shirt was, or perhaps was not, produced: the piti­
fully inadequate wages, not to speak of the locked fire exits, the 
arbitrary harassments and firings, the refusal of genuine union 
representation, and so on. But whether your thoughts linger or not, 
whether the shirt turns out to have been made in Mexico or Thailand 
or the USA, the result is the same, the same as if you had not exam­
ined the label. All lines converge in the end on the same box: you put 
on the shirt and forget about it. 

In both cases, there is a moment of insight accompanied by a surge 
of power. In thought, at least. you are launched on a one-click leap 
from the tender, drowsy privacy of early morning at home - the shirt 
not yet on your back, the first cup of tea just finished - to the outer 
reaches of a world economic system of notoriously inconceivable mag­
nitude and interdependence, a system that brings goods from the ends 
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Figure 8.1 Cartoon "One morning, while getting dressed," by Roz Chast, New 

Yorker, November 29, 1999. ©The New Yorker Collection 1999 Roz Chast from 
cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. 

of the earth (as Baudelaire put it, with an accuracy that you suddenly 
recognize) in order to satisfy your slightest desire. 1 Yet at the same time 
this insight is also strangely powerless. Your sudden, heady access to 
the global scale is not access to a commensurate power of action upon 
the global scale. You have a cup of tea, or coffee. You get dressed. Just 
as suddenly, just as shockingly, you are returned to yourself in all your 
everyday smallness. 
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"That in comparison with which everything else is small" is one of 
Kant's descriptions of the sublime, also defined as "a feeling of the 
inadequacy of [the! imagination for presenting the ideas of a whole, 
wherein the imagination reaches its maximum, and, in striving to 
surpass it, sinks back into itself, by which, however, a kind of emo­
tional satisfaction is produced." 4 Considering how Lodge and Chast 
play up and down the scales of the immensely large and infinitesimally 
small, how they combine pleasure with pain in contemplating the 
obscure infinity of the social whole, and above all the paradox by 
which they make us sense that we possess transcendent powers (albeit 
powers exercised on our behalf and in this case without our active 
will) and yet finally let us "sink back into ourselves," failing to express 
those powers in any potentially risky, disobedient action, I would 
suggest that we provisionally call this trope, with a certain inevitable 
discomfort, the sweatshop sublime.' 

The sublime may not seem like the most obviously useful way to 
pose the question of our responsibilities as citizens faced with the 
reality of sweatshop labor. A certain usefulness will, I hope, become 
more apparent as I proceed. But the pairing of sweatshops and sub­
limity is also intended to raise issues of politics and aesthetics, schol­
arship and commitment, that have become irritatingly familiar of late 
to progressives working in and around the humanities. Rather than 
rehearse those issues here, let me simply assert, by way of setting an 
agenda, two propositions that the notion of a sweatshop sublime is 
meant to suggest. First, that literary critics in allegorical airplanes, 
looking down from above on putatively unconscious housewives -let's 
say, intellectuals contemplating non-intellectuals - are subject to the 
same dilemma of concern and confusion, action and apathy. To rec­
ognize that this is a dilemma means that we should not expect any 
simple solution to it. And to recognize that it is a shared dilemma, 
rather than a dilemma resulting from the uniqueness of our work, 
ought to help us calibrate more accurately the responsibilities that do 
and do not attach to that work. 

At the same time (this is my second point), the idea that intellec­
tuals do not escape this dilemma is not merely an argument in favor 
of modestly retracting some of the political expectations we attach to 
our work. It's also a factor of wider political importance. This is espe­
cially true for those of us searching (perhaps immodestly) for political 
answers that would operate on the same global or international scale 
as the causes of our ethical and political problems. If internationalism 
in the desirable sense is ever going to come into existence, if we are 
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ever going to see some organized impulse toward the equalization of 
life chances between those who make shirts and those who wear them, 
this will clearly not happen by means of a sudden mass exercise of 
Kantian ethics. It is going to happen as an outgrowth of habitual 
desires, fears, and anxieties, embarrassed perceptions and guilty plea­
sures, that, though pervaded by thought, do not belong on that level 
of rigorous conceptual rationality that Kant elsewhere demanded. An 
example is the childhood experience of being told to eat unappetizing 
food because children elsewhere are starving. The experience of sweat­
shop sublimity is another item in this illogical but peremptory series. 
Unpropitious as it may seem, this limited moment of ethically inspired 
consumer consciousness is just the sort of raw or semi-processed phe­
nomenological material in which private and public, domestic and 
international, are fused, and it is out of such materials that an inter­
nationalist anti-globalization politics on a mass scale will have to 
emerge, if indeed it ever does emerge. To put this in other terms, this 
moment of awareness is a rough analogue to what Gramsci called the 
"national-popular": an imperfect and historically determined version 
of common sense, perhaps only emergent but significant enough to be 
worth tracking, that links the thoughts and feelings of ordinary people 
to the fate of others within a larger collectivity. To Gramsci this col­
lectivity was the nation. But I see no reason why the process of 
collectivity-formation should somehow stop at the nation's borders, as 
if fellow-feeling found its natural and inevitable telos in nationality. 
The gradually increasing reservoir of everyday tropes and images that 
connect our sense of ourselves and our fate with the fates of those 
who are not our fellow citizens can thus be thought of, I propose, as 
the international-popular. 

It is to be expected that the international-popular will fall well short 
of any ideal action-oriented solidarity. But it is also to be expected that, 
under present global conditions, solidarity and even action itself will 
fall similarly short, will be subject to the same sorts of quasi-sensory, 
all-too-human interference that we have come to associate with the 
aesthetic - the illegitimate but seemingly irremediable tyranny of the 
close over the distant, the analogous perspectivisms of the other 
senses, the vulnerability to shapeliness, decibel level, boredom, and so 
on. Thus sweatshop sublimity offers grounds for anyone interested in 
defending the significance to society at large of work performed in the 
domain of the aesthetic- a kind of case that can never rely on the lan­
guage of the aesthetic alone, must always step outside that language 
in order to anchor itself in other interests and concerns. 
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* * * 

Now there are, of course, things to be done about sweatshops. The lit­
erature of groups like the National Labor Committee, the Campaign 
for Labor Rights, and United Students Against Sweatshops abounds in 
invitations to sudden perception more or less like the cartoon's. For 
example: "When you purchase a shirt in Wal-Mart, do you ever 
imagine young women in Bangladesh forced to work from 7:30 a.m. 
to 8:00p.m., seven days a week, paid just 9 cents to 20 cents an hour 
... ?"But this literature always follows with a section called something 
like "What We Can Do," urging readers to write to Wal-Mart with spe­
cific and entirely reasonable demands. And it has real grounds to claim, 
as it does: "We do have an impact. We do have a voice."6 It has helped 
rally supporters, and it has won a number of small but significant vic­
tories. The celebrity of American television personality Kathie Lee 
Gifford was successfully used against her, and against the brands she 
endorses, to publicize sweatshop abuses in Honduras; many American 
universities have agreed to new standards concerning how school 
sweatshirts and other paraphernalia are to be manufactured. If little 
progress has been made on the crucial questions of wages and the right 
to unionize, where corporations have been most resistant, it is 
nonetheless a genuine accomplishment to have brought the begin­
nings of transparency, monitoring, and accountability to the murky 
domain of anonymous sub-contracting in which the brand-name 
multinationals have so profitably been hiding out. The anti-sweatshop 
movement increasingly active on US campuses, was one of the most 
powerful constituents of the volatile anti-WTO protest mixture in 
Seattle and since. Moves toward alliance between students and labor 
unions, and between unions and the environmental groups, are two 
of the most promising features of recent international activism aimed 
against no-holds-barred globalization. 

In short to discover that the sales price of one Disney Pocahontas 
T-shirt sold at Wal-Mart for $10.97, amounts to five days wages for 
the women who sewed that shirt, is not necessarily to be struck down 
by paralysis and inertia, though it helps if some available mode of 
action is specified. Even the Roz Chast cartoon, which offers a descrip­
tion of lethargy, might also be interpreted as a provocation intended 
to shock us out of lethargy. Literary analogues are not hard to find in 
which economic epiphany leads toward, rather than away from, 
action. Consider the passage toward the end of George Eliot's Middle­

march in which Dorothea, who has just spent a miserable and sleep-
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less night after finding Will in a compromising position with 
Rosamund, gets up at dawn and asks herself, "What should I do- how 
should I act now, this very day, if I could clutch my own pain, and 
compel it to silence, and think of those three?" (the third being 
Lydgate, the husband Rosamund seems in danger of betraying): 

It had taken long for her to come to that question, and there was light 
piercing into the room. She opened her curtains, and looked out towards 
the bit of road that lay in view, with fields beyond, outside the entrance­
gates. On the road there was a man with a bundle on his back and a 
woman carrying her baby; in the field she could see figures moving -
perhaps the shepherd with his dog. Far off in the bending sky was the 
pearly light; and she !elt the largeness of the world and the manifold 
wakings of men to labour and endurance. She was a pan of that invol­
untary, palpitating life, and could neither look out on it from her 
luxurious shelter as a mere spectator, nor hide her eyes in selfish 
complaining. 

What she would resolve to do that day did not yet seem quite clear, 
but something that she could achieve stirred her as with an approach­
ing murmur which would soon gather distinctness. 7 

Dorothea follows through on her resolution to act. And though the 
sphere of her action is quite limited -it does not include for example 
the people she sees out her window or the system that sends them 
into the fields at that hour- it is rewarded with visible results. Like 
the anti-sweatshop movement, she feels with a jolt her place in the 
"involuntary, palpitating" world of labor around her, resolves to do 
something, and does. And with such an example in mind, it's tempt­
ing to conclude that the later texts by Lodge and Chast represent a 
moral step backwards, a sophisticated evasion of the responsibility for 
action. 

But the sweatshop sublime is not, I think, a simple or easily avoid­
able error. And error or not I would argue that, appearances to the 
contrary, it is precisely the mode in which Eliot herself is writing. 
Dorothea's early-morning revelation, in which everyone else who is 
awake is going off to work and only she remains behind in her "lux­
urious shelter," has been anticipated some chapters earlier by what is 
surely the novel's most direct reference to the sublime, and perhaps 
also its most sublime moment. "If we had a keen vision and feeling of 
all ordinary human life," Eliot writes in a famous sentence, "it would 
be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel's heart beat, and we 
should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.''x 
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In the later scene, Dorothea is hearing the grass grow. She suddenly 
takes in the daily "labor and endurance" that put the bread on her 
table, but that do not ordinarily attract any notice. And she draws from 
that extraordinary perception stern, not to say self-punishing, conclu­
sions. The problem is the self-punishment, which is just what is pre­
dicted by the metaphor of "hearing the grass grow." Going to see 
Rosamund is action, but action that displays an altruistic self­
effacement so radical as to leave behind almost no self, or no self-inter­
est. To hear the "roar which lies on the other side of silence" is indeed, 
from the point of view of an ordinary self, to die. The purely disinter­
ested, selfless self that remains to Dorothea is only too well suited to 
the metaphor, for it is incapable of forceful action that would change 
the rules or terms of ordinariness, and forceful, extraordinary action 
of this sort is just what is rendered irrelevant, if not precluded, by the 
notion of "hearing the grass grow." Asking us to hear the grass grow 
is not asking us to interfere with it. The only imperative here is to be 
conscious of what is already happening, to respect what exists. And 
respect for what exists is a better argument against change than for it. 
If the division of labor in the early morning passage is like the grass 
in the "hearing the grass grow" passage, and I think it is, then the same 
moral applies: the only scandal is unconsciousness of the division of 
labor, not failure to change the division of labor. As Steven Marcus 
puts it in an essay on George Eliot's social theory, "Society, however 
errant and unfair some of its arrangements may be, is never a scandal 
in this way of conceiving things. To say so would be tantamount to 
saying that human existence itself is a scandal."~ 

The larger story in which Dorothea is obliged to abandon her heroic 
St. Theresa-like ideal of action, to which this hesitation belongs, can 
perhaps be explained in part by Eliot's intermittent attraction to the 
values of the landholding gentry, which owned a good deal of grass­
land and had famously mixed feelings about plans for modernizing 
interference with it. It is most neatly described in Raymond Williams's 
account of Eliot's organic view of social interdependence: 

Her favorite metaphor for society is a network: a "tangled skein"; a 
"tangled web" ... "One fears," she remarked, "to pull the wrong thread, 
in the tangled scheme of things." The caution is reasonable. but the total 
effect of the image false. For in fact every element in the complicated 
system is active: the relationships are changing. constantly, and any 
action - even abstention ... - affects, even if only slightly ... the very 
nature of the complication. 
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Eliot fails in her depiction of working people, Williams concludes, 
because to her "there seems 'no right thread to pull.' Almost any kind 
of social action is ruled out." 10 

David Lodge's moment of sublimity produces more or less the same 
effect. In the name of realism, he too chastises and paralyzes his 
would-be activist heroine, Robyn Penrose. For both novelists, to 
glimpse even for a moment the unimaginable face of society-as-a­
whole is to go through a near-death experience in which the activist 
self dissolves. Forced to ask" Are My Hands Clean?"- to quote a sweat­
shop poem by the African-American writer Bernice Johnson Reagon 
- each loses the moral leverage that has helped her challenge the 
status quo and thus sinks back into the private. 11 Sublimity is not the 
end of action itself - Robyn, like Dorothea, is successful in her per­
sonal mission- but to repeat Williams's judgement, "any kind of social 
action is ruled out." 

Yet "social action" sets a very high standard, both for the novel and 
for academic discourse like our own. To say that Eliot rules it out is to 
imply that it would otherwise be available. Is it available even to so 
severe a critic of Eliot as Williams himself- available, that is, while he 
is in the act of writing criticism? Francis Mulhern, in a book entitled 
Culture/Metaculture, suggests that Williams's judgement of Eliot can be 
extended to most if not all of the "Culture and Society" tradition 
Williams so influentially assembled, a tradition that has joined 
Marxists with romantic reactionaries on the common ground of visions 
like those of Eliot and Lodge, visions of "organic interdependence.'' 12 

For Mulhern, Williams's identification of culture as ordinary, which 
inaugurates the era of Cultural Studies, has much the same effect as 
Eliot's "hear-the-grass-grow" openness to the ordinary. In Williams's 
own words, "The arguments which can be grouped under [the heading 
of culture] do not point to any inevitable action or affiliation." 11 

Williams stands at the juncture between the older Kulturkritik tradi­
tion of Thomas Mann, T.S. Eliot, F.R. Leavis, and company, for which 
culture was extraordinary, a standard cutting against "mass society," 
and Cultural Studies, for which culture is ordinary, hence not readily 
separable from the status quo. But this is less of a break than it appears, 
Mulhern suggests, for both senses of culture are anti-political. The 
Cultural Studies formula "everything is political" leaves nothing polit­
ical in a usefully specifiable sense, and thus has the same practical 
effect as Mann's explicit ideal of the "unpolitical man," inspired by 
culture to reject with disgust both mass democracy and political instru­
mentality as such. In other words, Dorothea looking out her window 
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in the morning, hearing the grass grow, sensing the organic interde­
pendency of the division of labor, is a figure for the academic study of 
culture tout court, whether in the older or the present generation. Both 
versions of literary criticism represent the individual's relation to an 
obscure, infinite whole that is at once politically compelling and yet 
seemingly deterred by its premises from resulting in a proper political 
subject or proper political action. 14 

I will not pursue this parallel here, though there is more to be said, 
for example, about how Dorothea is eventually rewarded for her visit 
to Rosamund (with the news that Will does love her after all), and we 
humanists too are rewarded for our apparent altruism, with employ­
ment that is not very high-paying but relatively stable, unusually 
autonomous, and unusually gratifying- desirable enough, in short, to 
make others wonder whether we are quite as disinterested as we 
pretend. For us too, an apparent exteriority to the division of labor 
helps secure a place within the division of labor. And for this reason, 
inaction should not be seen as a lapse that humanists tumble into in 
a moment of moral inattention and that can thus be corrected by res­
onant calls to stand up and grasp once again our designated responsi­
bilities. Inaction, or hesitation when action seems called for, is built 
into the conceptual structure we inhabit. And so too, therefore, are 
calls to responsibility, which must be perpetually repeated and must 
remain perpetually unanswered. One of the strangest things about 
words like "action" and "activism," at least as they are currently used 
in the humanities, is their functional equivalence to apparently distant 
words like "culture," "intellectual." and "art," each of which is ac­
corded the privilege of transcending the division of labor. Even when 
what is meant is not revolutionary action, action is the latest in a series 
of terms that, for reasons that go back to our own disciplinary forma­
tion or deformation, we have asked to stand for the magical resolu­
tion of social contradictions, the ideal unities, the antidotes to the state 
of division, fragmentation, reification, and so on that we imagine 
reigning outside, thereby justifying our disciplinary existence. But if 
we actually look outside, it is immediately clear that action is no such 
thing, possesses no such impossible powers, has less to do with art than 
with politics, politics in the de-idealized, messy sense. 

Mulhern accuses the Kulturkritik tradition of covert nationalism, 
and he accuses Cultural Studies of incoherent populism. Both charges 
are reasonable and important, but neither charge can be pinned to the 
concept of culture. For the anti-sweatshop movement, which does not 
share our academic dependence on that concept, is saturated with both 
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nationalism and populism. How could it not be, given the movement's 
need to juggle or reconcile the interests of constituencies as different 
as organized labor, with its history of protectionism, and the ethical 
universalism of the so-called "constituencies of conscience"? This is 
what politics does. It brings groups together in a common action that 
will not. cannot. perfectly represent the interests of any of them, that 
will oppose an antagonist each of them will find scandalous for a 
slightly different reason - will oppose, in effect. a slightly different 
antagonist. 

* * * 

At the bottom of the New Yorker cartoon, three boxes offer three pos­
sible facts about the people who made your shirt. In the middle there 
is an exaggerated clarity: they "earned three cents an hour." To the 
left, however, there is ambiguity: they "probably have dysentery or 
diphtheria or worse." This could be another sign of their misery but 
could also be a reason for our anxiety and disgust (yuck, germs on my 
shirt!). And to the right is more ambiguity: they "hate your stupid 
Yankee guts." To which the likely American response is, "In that case, 
too bad for them." In one box we have fear of foreign infection in the 
AIDS or Ebola style; in the other we have a national circling of the 
wagons in the presence of hostility judged ("stupid Yankee guts") to be 
childish. In other words, two of the three confirm the strong hint of 
American nationalism that was already suggested above when the 
cartoon assumes, or assumes its readers will assume, against all the 
evidence, that a label reading "Made in USA" guarantees union wages 
and decent working conditions - in effect, that there are no sweat­
shops in the USA (which gets no illustration). Pushing these nation­
alist buttons no doubt helps Chast prepare for her anti-anti-sweatshop 
climax. But they are not just her buttons. They are also the anti­
sweatshop movement's buttons. 

The history of checking for a "Made in USA" label has recently been 
recounted in Dana Frank's book Buy American: The Untold Story of 
Economic Nationalism. Frank opens the book by describing what she 
calls an "import panic attack": "Ms Consumer's epiphany" that "all 
the goods she had examined" at the local mall "were made in China, 
Japan, or Korea ... she peered at label after label and discovered to 
her horror that she couldn't find a TV or a VCR or a toaster made in 
the U.S.A." What follows is the conclusion that "because people like 
herself were buying imports, American workers were losing their 
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jobs" 15 The power of the "epiphany," in Frank's analysis, is in direct 
proportion to the weakness of the logic, or rather its failure to impose 
an appropriate conclusion, either about the causes of this phenome­
non or what to do about it. The general reaction in the USA has 
been to want to "buy American,' and anti-immigrant racism has never 
been far away. Epiphanies like these have often led to action, in other 
words, but action of a sublimely confused and nationalist kind, includ­
ing bashing a Toyota with a sledgehammer and the (in my opinion) 
no less confused act of lobbying the US Congress to deny normal trade 
relations to China, thereby claiming a presumptive national virtue for 
the United States government in the very act of refusing it to another 
government. 1

" Once you are attuned to the motif of nationalism, 
examples are all too easy to come by. Randy Shaw, activist and histo­
rian of activism, entitles his account of the anti-sweatshop movement 
Reclaiming America: Nike, Clean Air, and the New National Activism. The 
America Shaw sees the movement trying to reclaim is one that, as 
recently as the 1970s, was supposedly "moving toward the equitable 
society envisioned in the ideals of its founders." 17 If you can believe 
that, then you will have no trouble referring, with ambiguous restric­
tiveness, to the "new national activism." 

Yet if we drop the requirement that this activism be genuinely inter­
nationalist, then Shaw's patriotism has a certain specifically political 
astuteness. A Disney spokesman, responding to accusations about con­
ditions in a Haitian factory that produces Disney clothes, turned the 
question back at the newspaper reporter: "'With the newsprint you 
use, do you have any idea of the labor conditions involved to produce 
it?' " 1 ~ I have little sympathy for Disney or its spokesmen, but the point, 
however disingenuous, is not irrelevant or uninteresting. How special 
a case are foreign sweatshops? When David Lodge omits the interna­
tional dimension, talking about the kettle but saying nothing about 
the tea and treating bauxite as if it were a product of the Home Coun­
ties, is he making a significant omission? What precisely is added by 
the realization that those who work and suffer on Asian tea planta­
tions and in Mexican maquiladoras are not fellow nationals? If the 
foreignness of the Disney factory in Haiti offers political leverage that 
is not offered by the production of newsprint, it's in part because of 
national shame. And there is no national shame without national 
pride. Can national pride be turned into an ally of internationalism? 

Many others have suggested before me that it can and must, and 
more generally that global commitments can only emerge in a more 
or less organic and continuous way from local, personal, familial com-
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mitments. This is a point where agreement is suspiciously easy, yet 
getting to the next step of the argument - agreeing, say, on a tipping 
point where continuity will switch over into opposition- is much more 
challenging. Consider, for example, the somewhat risky role in anti­
sweatshop discourse of disease and disgust. People are not worried 
about the "moral losses" occasioned by their reliance on paid house­
hold help, Barbara Ehrenreich speculates in one of her undercover 
essays on menial labor, because "Almost everything we buy, after all, 
is the product of some other person's suffering and miserably under­
paid labor. I clean my own house ... but I can hardly claim purity in 
any other area of consumption. I buy my jeans at The Gap, which is 
reputed to subcontract to sweatshops." 19 

We can try to minimize the pain that goes into feeding. clothing, and 
otherwise provisioning ourselves - by observing boycotts, checking for 
a union label, etc. - but there is no way to avoid it altogether without 
living in the wilderness on berries. Why should housework, among all 
the goods and services we consume, arouse any special angst? 

But paying for other people to clean one's home does arouse angst, 
she says, and the reason is that one's home is felt to be different: 
"Someone who has no qualms about purchasing rugs woven by child 
slaves in India or coffee picked by impoverished peasants in Guatemala 
might still hesitate to tell dinner guests that, surprisingly enough, his 
or her lovely home doubles as a sweatshop during the day."20 It is not 
the simple existence of sweatshops, but seeing your home as a sweat­
shop that offers a political hold. The Orwellian disgust that makes 
something seem actionably political in the household is akin to the 
disgust that makes us squeamish about something foreign suffusing 
our shirts, our breakfasts, our most intimate space. Fine if I know it's 
happening, just so long as it's not happening right here. This is the 
slogan of the NIMBY movements: not in my back yard. Once you think 
about it, the disgust is itself a bit disgusting. And yet one asks oneself 
whether there can be any politics without it, in other words without 
provisionally reinforcing borders and hierarchies, privileges and 
property lines, that we know to be more or less illegitimate. 

The "moral challenge," Ehrenreich concludes, 

is to make work visible again: not only the scrubbing and vacuuming 
but all the hoeing, stacking, hammering, drilling, bending, and lifting 
that goes into creating and maintaining a livable habitat. In an ever more 
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economically unequal culture, where so many of the affluent devote 
their lives to such ghostly pursuits as stock-trading, image-making, and 
opinion-polling, real work - in the old-fashioned sense of labor that 
engages the hand as well as the eye, that tires the body and directly 
alters the physical world- tends to vanish from sight. 21 

Hoeing, stacking, and hammering, like Lodge's list of labors in Nice 
Work, belong to the argument that a "livable habitat" depends on a 
great many kinds of work that are normally invisible. But as the cul­
mination of an argument about who cleans the toilets and mops the 
floors at home, the seemingly innocuous demand to make work visible 
also makes a riskier suggestion, a suggestion that might paradoxically 
work against this perception of interdependence. To refuse the divi­
sion of labor at a point of intimacy is to flirt with refusing the division 
of labor as such. When Ehrenreich contrasts "real" work at home with 
such "ghostly" sorts of non-manual labor as "opinion-polling," it seems 
to me she is inadvertently doing just what the ideology of the work 
ethic does: assuming a criterion of individual self-reliance and self­
sufficiency. If it is disgusting to have someone do manual labor in your 
house, if within our own four walls at least we should be sturdily inde­
pendent of the work of others, then how can we keep the desire for 
sturdy independence from spilling over and generalizing itself? Are we 
prepared to deny our dependence, for example, on such "ghostly" 
forms of non-manual labor as the planning of rational traffic patterns, 
or collecting opinions on behalf of national health care, or teaching at 
public universities? The work ethic protects and legitimates the system 
of individual rewards: it suggests to people, falsely, that they've earned 
what they receive, that they receive what they receive because of their 
individual labors. In other words, it blots out the existence of society 
and the interdependence without which no individual effort could lead 
to any results, let alone any reward. Whatever else it does, the sweat­
shop sublime rightly forces upon us this knowledge of social interde­
pendence. Ehrenreich, perhaps because she feels the pain of this 
knowledge more acutely than most, tries to escape it by imagining the 
home as an enclave of hard-working self-sufficiency. If the home is a 
pattern- and the essay's arc from housework to manual labor as such 
suggests exactly that- then the appreciation of "real" work can easily 
become (as it so often has in recent public discourse) an argument 
against the hard-won sense of interdependence, and the ethical con­
clusions drawn from that interdependence, that have made possible 
voter support for the little we have left of the social welfare state. 
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In other words, disgust with dependence on the work of other 
people in the home risks passing over into disgust with dependence 
on the work of other people in general - a disgust with being part of 
a highly elaborated division of labor. Yet learning to be part of a highly 
elaborated division of labor seems a precondition for almost any pro­
gressive politics, both nationally and internationally. And it would 
seem to demand - on the as yet counterfactual and very urgent con­
dition, of course, that everyone would receive proper wages and ben­
efits- that we unlearn our desire that other people get out of our most 
intimate space: our shirt, our morning coffee. The social division of 
labor serves to naturalize and disguise social inequality. But that is not 
all it does. It was not so long ago that poverty was seen as an indi­
vidual moral failing. Still more recently, it seemed unnatural and 
unethical for mothers who had any choice in the matter to put their 
children in the paid care of state-sponsored day care centers. To the 
extent that this is no longer true, and to the extent to which our society 
has begun to act on the welfare state's "no fault poverty" assumption, 
it's because we have taken some deep ethical lessons from the division 
of labor. It's at least worth speculating that ceasing to be scandalized 
by paid work in our homes may eventually have to be one of those 
lessons. 

What exactly is the scandal about sweatshops? Naomi Klein, author 
of the best-selling book on the anti-sweatshop movement No Logo: 
Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies, argues that the key to contemporary 
injustice is brand names: "The astronomical growth in the wealth and 
cultural influence of multinational corporations over the last fifteen 
years can arguably be traced back to a single, seemingly innocuous 
idea developed by management theorists in the mid -1980s: that 
successful corporations must primarily produce brands, as opposed 
to products."22 It is this not unfamiliar but really quite questionable 
premise that allows her to intensify the sense of scandal around the 
all-too-substantial sweatshop labor that goes into these after all so 
strangely insubstantial commodities. And this intensity has of course 
been a major political resource of the movement; the "outrage" against 
transnational corporations is special when they can be presented as a 
"global logo web," when there is "high name-brand recognition."23 

Note what assumptions this argument involves. Capitalists are "aban­
doning," Klein writes, "their traditional role as direct, secure employ­
ers to pursue their branding dreams."24 "Direct, secure employers"? It 
would be news to workers laid off or fearing lay-offs long before the 
logo take-off of the 1980s that the "traditional role" of capitalists was 
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to offer security of employment. It's as if what Engels found in 
Manchester in 1844 was the Good Old Days. Klein's insistence that the 
real problem is brands means she has to overvalue the "old-fashioned 
idea that a manufacturer is responsible for its own workforce."25 

This is indeed a very old-fashioned idea. It is old enough to repro­
duce that "organic conception, stressing interrelation and interdepen­
dence," whose opposition to crude laissez-faire Raymond Williams 
termed "one of the most important facts about English social thinking 
in the nineteenth century. "26 It's a bit surprising to find something so 
close to George Eliot's ethic of service and top-down solicitude, to the 
forthright paternalism of Gaskell's North and South (Lodge's model in 
Nice Work), reappearing now in the most up-to-date anti-sweatshop 
discourse. But it is not, I think, an absolute mistake. "As frustrating 
and irrational as it is," Randy Shaw writes, "the stance that 'all cor­
porations are evil so there's nothing to be done' has been a remark­
ably effective rationalization for inaction in the face of injustice."27 This 
is the commonsense version of "everything is political," and it too 
leaves people thinking, "in that case, nothing is political, and so why 
bother?" In other words, a relative, compromised criterion will have 
to be posited according to which some corporations are less evil than 
others, or else inaction will triumph. The willingness to accept, for 
rhetorical purposes, the somewhat mythic figure of the responsible 
employer offering secure employment makes sense as a way of 
opening up the landscape to action. 

This is a backhanded case for the continued political relevance of 
the "Culture and Society" tradition, which turns up unexpectedly in 
the very middle of today's timeliest discourse of political action. It is 
also a case to understand action itself in a less theological sense, a sense 
that is not irreconcilable with the humble acknowledgment that (as 
novelists like Lodge and Eliot have suggested) those who want to 
understand the world are not thereby privileged to stand outside and 
against the division of labor. If action is just as politically confused and 
promiscuous as Mulhern says culture is, then action cannot serve 
scholars and critics of culture as a repository and arbiter of virtue. And 
the attempt to make it so serve is politically counterproductive for 
academics in that it can only appear to potential allies as a claim to 
moral superiority. To call on ourselves to aim our work at "action" or 
"activism" is to imply that we can have the singular good fortune to 
live, even potentially, a fusion of high moral principles with the uni­
versal need to make a living, a fusion that ordinary people could hardly 
dare to dream of. Listening in on this call to responsibility, the general 
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population is likely to hear only another form of elitism. And when 
we need allies - and we do need allies, for example in order to defend 
the dignity of our work against its reduction to the logic of the bottom 
line- we will thus have reason to expect more resentment than soli­
darity. If action is what we want, then "action!" is not the motto we 
want. 

I have been arguing against the sort of self-aggrandizement that 
often hides out in calls to activist responsibility. I hope it's clear that 
I'm not arguing against responsibility itself. In pointing out that 
moments of insight like ours into the distant workings of the world 
are more ordinary than we like to think, and that the weight of con­
fusions, ambiguities, and other responsibilities that keeps ordinary 
people from acting on such moments is more characteristic of us than 
we like to think, I've been trying to give a more modest and more 
accurate sense of what our responsibilities are, but not a less binding 
one. The fact that even action against sweatshops must take place in 
a muddled zone where it's difficult at best to distinguish principled 
internationalism from scary nationalism can stand as one piece of evi­
dence, among others, of the need for scholars and critics not to step 
out of character, but on the contrary to take up our responsibilities in 
the workplace, to exercise our most rigorous academically trained 
powers of analytic discrimination. And as far as action is concerned, 
there is always the imperative to do some institutional housecleaning 
- that is, to do what we can to ensure that we do not work in uni­
versities, libraries, museums and other cultural institutions that for 
many of our colleagues will function, as they are under more and more 
pressure to do, like intellectual sweatshops. 2 ~ 

* * * 

I began this essay by speaking about the division of labor and sug­
gesting that the effort to perceive one's place in it offers a contempo­
rary experience of the sublime. The critic who is most associated with 
this suggestion is Fredric Jameson. Indeed, Jameson is criticized on just 
this point by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her A Critique of Post­
colonial Reason. "It should ... be clear," Spivak says," that Jameson's 
fable about unrepresentable technology leading to a (generally unsat­
isfactory) paranoid social practice, a (satisfactory if correctly under­
stood) schizophrenic aesthetic practice, and cognitive (not 'moral') 
political practice, is not a complete rupture with Kant's Analytic of the 
Sublime."29 To put this more crudely: in the face of global capital, 
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Jameson fails to imagine any satisfactory politics and offers instead the 
compensatory satisfactions, such as they are, of cognitive and above 
all aesthetic practice. 

If this is true, there are extenuating circumstances. Among them is 
the difficulty of arriving at anything like a satisfactory politics under 
present global conditions - a shared difficulty. When heavy industry 
moves from Manchester and Milwaukee to Mexico and Malaysia, the 
map of political possibilities becomes more complicated for Mexicans 
and Malaysians as well. The complications are different. of course, but 
they share the challenge of seeing, speaking, and acting transnation­
ally. And it is at this point that expertise in cognitive and aesthetic 
practice can properly claim to be of use, and even of significance. 

In the final chapter of Postmodernism, or. The Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism, Jameson concedes that the word "reification," understood 
as "the transformation of social relations into things," "probably directs 
attention in the wrong direction for us today." He sees more relevance, 
however, in a second definition of the word, 

"the effacement of the traces of production" from the object itself, from 
the commodity thereby produced. This sees the matter from the stand­
point of the consumer: it suggests the kind of guilt people are freed from 
if they are able not to remember the work that went into their toys and 
furnishings. Indeed, the point of having your own object world, and 
walls and muffled distance or relative silence all around you, is to forget 
about all those innumerable others for a while; you don't want to have 
to think about Third World women every time you pull yourself up to 
your word processor, or all the other lower-class people with their lower­
class lives when you decide to use or consume your other luxury prod­
ucts: it would be like having voices inside your head. 10 

The paragraph that immediately follows, however, makes the oppo­
site point. and makes it about art: "The reification of culture itself 
is evidently a somewhat different matter, since those products are 
'signed'; nor, in consuming culture, do we particularly want. let alone 
need, to forget the human producer." This frank admission changes 
everything. If in the case of art we don't need to forget the human 
producer, if we actively desire to remember the human producer, if we 
want to see traces of production, indeed will pay good money in order 
to have those voices echoing in our heads, then why mightn't we go 
on to want the same thing with other products as well, products that 
are not classified as art? The Lodge and Chast texts I've been dis-
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cussing, taken together with the successes of anti-sweatshop cam­
paigns based unapologetically in the psychology and ethics of the con­
sumer, offer evidence that consumers don't come in two entirely 
distinct types, one artistic and the other unartistic - that there exists, 
in other words, a certain desire to live with voices inside our heads, 
not just among intellectuals, and not just when contemplating 
works of art. This desire seems to mark a certain political possibility 
in the humanities. There are certainly less feasible and less conse­
quential goals for humanistic education than the cultivating, aug­
menting, and channeling of the desire for voices inside our heads. 
There are also worse ways of thinking about political action in the 
narrow sense. 

Curiously, sublimity and sweatshops turn up together again on the 
back cover of Spivak's A Critique of Postcolonial Reason. The cover tells 
us that the book "ranges from Kant's analytic of the sublime to child 
labor in Bangladesh." Yet this is not quite so wide a range as Harvard 
University Press appears to think, for both the discussion of the 
sublime in chapter one and the discussion of child labor in the con­
clusion are versions of the same argument. Questioning the "interested 
use of 'child labor' as a way of blocking export from developing coun­
tries," Spivak accuses anti-sweatshop activists who call for boycotts 
against the Bangladesh garment industry of blindly helping to protect 
Northern jobs and markets. "The transnationally illiterate benevolent 
feminist of the North supports this wholeheartedly, with 'ignorant 
goodwill'." 11 The ignorant goodwill of Northern progressives is also the 
theme of the "philosophy" chapter, which treats the figure of the Abo­
riginal in Kant. So-called "New Hollanders" and "inhabitants of Tierra 
del Fuego ... bubble up in the cauldron of Kant's contempt," as Spivak 
nicely puts it. because Kant needs examples of "man in the raw," man 
lacking in culture and therefore unable to appreciate the sublime. Only 
those lacking in culture will allow him to define the process by which 
culture is capable of manufacturing a rational subject, which offers in 
turn "a justification for Europe to be the global legislator." Kant's 
"global project for the subject ... of reason" is "the project of trans­
forming [the New Hollander and the Fuegan] from the raw to the 
philosophical." 12 

According to Spivak, Kant's analytic of the sublime does precisely 
the same thing that Western human rights discourse does when 
addressed to Bangladeshi sweatshops: it flattens out the complexity 
and difference of Third World society to suit a First World standard of 
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ethical rationality. But it is unclear that Kant was always and every­
where committed to that standard. He turns to the aesthetic in his Cri­
tique of Judgment, as I suggested hastily above, not because he wants to 
defend rationality but precisely because he can see that the rational 
community he desires will never come about by means of submission 
to rationality. People must be induced or cajoled by other means to 
bind themselves together. They are more likely to do so, he speculated, 
by means of their uncoerced and individual yet also universalizing act 
of appreciating the beautiful than by means of their rational obedience 
to the good. In other words, Kant's aesthetics can be read as his polit­
ical theory, a theory rendered necessary by the political insufficiencies 
of Reason. According to this view, Kant would be saying that political 
action has to take on the limits and confusions of the aesthetic. For if 
it does not, if it attempts to embody and enact Reason itself, it risks 
producing effects which are rationally and ethically undesirable. 

But what this alternative account of Kantian sublimity seeks to 
accomplish is to support Spivak's own argument concerning political 
action against Asian sweatshops, and to do so by showing how broadly 
she agrees with Jameson. What Spivak complains about, in Northern 
anti-sweatshop campaigns, is the simplification of action whereby "the 
only imperative - 'What You Can Do in India' - is boycotts and sanc­
tions." In calling for resistance to sweatshops that would be accom­
panied by long-term "infrastructural followup," 33 Spivak is trying, 
one might say, to theorize a politics in which Northerners would have 
to forgo the illusory satisfactions of immediate action in a domain 
of ostensible political transparency and ethical universality. Like 
Jameson, she writes in or near the mode of the Kantian sublime. She 
insists that constraints, obscurities, hesitations, and self-questionings, 
the inevitable by-products of capitalism in its global mode, must be 
factored back into the tempting simplicity of action, a simplicity that, 
as she points out, has not become less treacherous in the epoch of 
humanitarian intervention and human rights. For this "sinking back 
into ourselves" is what politics itself requires, even and especially at a 
global scale. Of course, this sinking back also serves to confirm the 
"emotional satisfaction" we derive from intellectual work in all its 
lonely specificity, the slow and patient labor of filling in the steps, both 
analytically and politically, between the perceptual and emotional jolt 
and the outlet in action that may or may not be found to suit it. But 
if the public intellectual is to pursue something higher than publicity, 
this continuing communion with privacy is an inescapable part of 
her task. 
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9 Steven Marcus, "Literature and Social Theory: Starting in with 

George Eliot," in Representations: Essays on Literature and Society (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1975, 1990), pp. 183-213, (quote, p. 204). As 
a female member of the landed gentry, Dorothea is neither expected nor 
permitted to work for a living; she lives purely in the domain of con­
sumption. This passage can thus also be construed as her revolt against 

her exclusion from the domain of production. 
10 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (London: Chatto and 

Windus, 1958), pp. 108-9. 
11 "Are My Hands Clean?" Sweet Honey and the Rock; lyrics and music by 

Bernice Johnson Reagon, Songtalk Publishing Co., 1985: 

I wear garments touched by hands from all over the world 
35% cotton, 65% polyester, the journey begins in Central America 

In the cotton fields of El Salvador 
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In a province soaked in blood, pesticide-sprayed workers toil in a 
broiling sun 

Pulling cotton for two dollars a day 
[ .... ] 
Far from the Port-au-Prince palace 
Third World women toil doing piece work to Sears specifications 
For three dollars a day my sisters make my blouse 
It leaves the Third World for the last time 
Coming back into the sea to be sealed in plastic for me 
This third world sister 
And I go to the Scars department store where I buy my blouse 
On sale for 20% discount. 

12 Francis Mulhern Culture/Metaculture (London: Routledge, 2000). 
13 Quoted in Mulhern, p. 66. 
14 It is perhaps worth noting here that the division of labor, while respon­

sible of course for the disguising of systematic economic inequality, is 
also responsible for the beginnings of a positive attitude toward social 
difference: 

Different kinds of different human beings appeared to be able to 
live harmoniously with each other. Indeed, it became possible to 
define a society as the harmonious interplay of very different kinds 
of human beings living very different kinds of lives without the 
social whole dissolving into chaos. It takes something like a leap of 
the imagination to grasp the difference between the old view and 
the new. The new view meant that differences between men were 
socially integrative. The old view that a society was better the more 
its members were the same was simply overturned. J.S. McClelland, 
A History of Western Political Thought (London, New York: Routledge, 
1996), p. 433. 

Durkheim, who looked more favorably on the division of labor than the 
"Culture and Society" tradition, nevertheless joined with it in defining 
the role of the intellectual in relation to the division of labor. As Frank 
Parkin writes, "Durkheim placed a lot of faith in people's willingness to 
bear burdens provided they could see themselves as part of some mean­
ingful and just design. His entire theory of the division of labour as the 
basis of solidarity depended upon the general readiness to make such a 
connection. If individuals saw their daily toil in isolation, rather than as 
one important element in a purposeful whole, social solidarity would be 
sabotaged by the division of labour," Frank Parkin, Durkheim (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992) pp. 64-5. We are rescued from fragmen­
tation only by consciousness of the whole, and it is intellectuals who spe­
cialize in providing this consciousness. 
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15 Dana Frank, Buy American: The Untold Story of Economic Nationalism 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1999) p. ix. 
16 As Kim Moody notes: "the campaign against PNTR status for China [was] 

really about the fear of rising, ever-cheaper imports, not human rights." 

And he goes on: 

There is also more than a little hypocrisy in singling out China's 
labor rights record with its implication that labor rights in the 
United States- or Mexico, or South Korea- are some sort of model 
... Finally, there is the fact that focusing exclusively on China 
brings out the jingo and the cold warrior still under the skin of 
many labor leaders. This was exemplified by Teamster President 
Jimmy Hoffa, who invited Pat Buchanan to speak at a Teamster rally 
on April12. (Kim Moody, "Global Capitalism and Economic Nation­
alism, 1: Protectionism or Solidarity?", Against the Current, 15,3 
[July/August 2000]): 34-98 (quote, pp. 35-6); see also Kim Moody, 
"Global Capital and Economic Nationalism, 2: Finding Protection in 
the Crowd", Against the Current, 15, 4 (September/October 2000): 

26-30. 
17 Randy Shaw, Reclaiming America: Nike, Clean Air, and the New National 

Activism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). p. 1. 
18 Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies (New York: Picador 

USA. I999). p. I98. 
I9 Barbara Ehrenreich, "Maid to Order," Harper's (April 2000). pp. 59-70, 

quote p. 69. See also Ehrenreich's Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in 
America (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2001 ). Ehrenreich's insistence 
on the working, cleaning body can be balanced by Ann Cvetkovich's 
analysis of sweatshop rhetoric in Capital. Cvetkovich sees Marx using the 
sensationalism of the suffering body even as his analysis demonstrates 
that the suffering body is not the key to capital's working. Ann Cvetkovich, 
Mixed Feelings: Feminism, Mass Culture, and Victorian Sensationalism (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992), pp. 165-97. 

20 Ehrenreich is writing about corporate housecleaning agencies that sys­
tematically overwork and underpay their employees. It is to be assumed 
that a private individual who chooses to pay good wages for houseclean­
ing, however uncomfortable the exchange might be, would at least avoid 

the sweatshop charge. 
21 Ehrenreich, "Maid to Order," p. 70. 
22 Klein, No Logo, p. 3. 
23 Ibid., p. xviii. 
24 Ibid., p. 441. 
25 Ibid., p. I97. 
26 Williams, Culture and Society, p. 140. 
27 Shaw, Reclaiming America, p. 21. 
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28 This will mean after-hours work; it can't be the content of our teaching 
and writing. 

29 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a 
History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 
1999), p. 325. 

30 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991 ), pp. 314-15. The passage 
continues: "indeed, it 'violates' the intimate space of your privacy and 
your extended body. For a society that wants to forget about class, there­
fore, reification in this consumer-packaging sense is very functional 
indeed." 

31 Spivak, A Critique, pp. 415-16. Spivak seems to think the sort of subject 
represented by contemporary feminists, and the sort of subject contem­
porary feminists seek to produce, resembles Jane Eyre in the sense that 
she has a missionary zeal to act. even when action involves the objecti­
fication of the Third World woman. For better or worse, I don't think this 
is accurate. The teaching of culture can certainly politicize, but the sort 
of consciousness it produces is more likely to be unhappy. If we collec­
tively can be said to teach commitment. we also teach hesitation. 

32 Spivak, A Critique, pp. 26, 28n., 32-3, 36. 
33 Ibid., pp. 418n., 420. 
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"Every Fruit-juice Drinker, 
Nudist, Sandal-wearer . .. "· 

Intellectuals as Other People1 

Stefan Collini 

When in I 937 Victor Gollancz published George Orwell's The Road 

to Wigan Pier as part of the Left Book Club, he felt obliged to write a 
Foreword which attempted to disarm some of Orwell's more stinging 
criticisms of the Left. In the course of this uncomfortable exercise, Gol­
lancz tried to explain away some of Orwell's more intemperate 
remarks by saying "the truth is that he is at one and the same time 
an extreme intellectual and a violent anti-intellectual."2 When Orwell 
eventually read this Foreword (after the book had been published 
while he was in Spain), he wrote to Gollancz to say that "I could have 
answered some of the criticisms you made."' It is not hard to imagine 
some of the answers Orwell might have given - about, for example, 
his descriptions of working-class life - but it is more difficult to see 
how he might have responded to this particular observation. The 
tension between being (in Gollancz's formula) "an extreme intellec­
tual and a violent anti-intellectual" repeatedly surfaces in Orwell's 
writing, to the point, in fact, of becoming one of its tonally structur­
ing characteristics, and this is not the least of the reasons for taking 
him as my point of departure. 

There has probably been no major writer in English who used the 
terms "intellectuals" and "intelligentsia" as frequently as George 
Orwell. Anyone who has read extensively in his essays and journal­
ism will recognize the tendency to flog his hobby-horses unmercifully, 
and on few subjects was he as finger-jabbingly insistent as on the 
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alleged failings of "the intelligentsia," more especially "the Left intel­
ligentsia." Although, as will soon become clear, this essay is not going 
to be about Orwell, there are at least two reasons for beginning with 
him. First, Orwell probably did more than any other single writer in 
the middle of the twentieth century to shape and harden attitudes 
towards intellectuals in Britain. His iconic status both as courageous 
truth-teller and as champion of the individual in the face of the totali­
tarian tendencies of modern states has meant that his writings helped 
to shape a particular semantic field, in which freedom, honesty, and 
plain speech are contrasted with tyranny, ideological fashion, and 
pretension, and in which the term "intellectuals" is strongly associated 
with the latter of these two poles. But, beyond this, Orwell also pro­
vides a notable example of a larger pattern or problem, namely the 
fact that nearly all extended attacks on intellectuals as a category are 
by those who, in at least some senses of the term, would have to be 
classified as other intellectuals. This always raises, or should raise, 
the question of where such critics situate themselves and on what 
grounds they claim exemption from the strictures directed against their 
fellow- intellectuals. 

This question poses itself most pressingly in considering that section 
of Wigan Pier in which Orwell purports to be explaining why the 
"normal" (his unblinkingly coercive term) middle-class person was 
put off by socialism. The nub of Orwell's argument here was that "as 
with the Christian religion, the worst advertisement for socialism is its 
adherents." At this point, clearly, the authorial voice is not locating 
itself among those "adherents," and this sense of distance increases 
as he warms to his theme. Having more or less explicitly equated 
socialists and intellectuals, he went on: "There is the horrible - the 
really disquieting- prevalence of cranks wherever Socialists are gath­
ered together," and then, notoriously, "One sometimes gets the 
impression that the mere words 'Socialism' and 'Communism' draw 
towards them with magnetic force every fruit-juice drinker, nudist, 
sandal-wearer, sex-maniac, Quaker, 'Nature Cure' quack, pacifist and 
feminist in England."4 

Now, of course, the use of such incantatory hyperbole is one of the 
polemicist's time-honored weapons, but a characteristic limitation of 
Orwell's writing becomes evident if we juxtapose this passage to, say, 
one of Nietzsche's wonderful tirades about how the man who has 
become truly free "spurns the contemptible sort of well-being dreamed 
of by shop-keepers, Christians, cows, women, Englishmen, and other 
democrats".' Both lists want their flagrant outrageousness to be at once 
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registered and forgiven, but Nietzsche's list was genuinely provocative 
precisely because it ran so counter to received sensibilities. Its offhand 
inclusiveness could be shocking because it suggested that, beneath the 
exaggeration, a wholly new moral perspective was being hinted at 
which cut across established categories. By contrast, Orwell's list, for 
all its deliberate comic or rhetorical effect, is in fact a compendium of 
widely accepted middle-brow prejudices. Indeed, the conventional 
status of his list is underlined by the fact that when he tries to repeat 
the effect in subsequent paragraphs, he simply rounds off an abbrevi­
ated version with "etc." 

In attempting to ridicule middle-class supporters of socialism, 
Orwell emphatically endorses the popular notion of the "crank." A 
"crank," he went on to spell out. is by definition "a person out of touch 
with common humanity." By implication, the vantage-point from 
which he is writing is that of someone who is more in touch with 
"common humanity" than are most socialists and intellectuals, 
someone who is definitely not a "crank." But in fact, of course, he was 
at the time engaging in precisely the same activities as were the 
"cranks," attending ILP branch meetings, lecturing at Adelphi summer 
schools, and so on. 6 And so just as his prose never offers itself as 
expressing what "we cranks" are like, so he never seems to be speak­
ing from the point of view of "we intellectuals." Orwell's writing in 
general made inauthenticity or bad faith the fundamental fault of 
the intellectuals, but that writing was itself shot through with a sys­
tematic inauthenticity of its own in so consistently positioning him 
outside the group to which, by the very fact of his writing, he so clearly 
belonged. 

For all the directness of Orwell's attacks on intellectuals, one is 
nonetheless left, as so often when encountering exaggerated, obses­
sive behavior, with the feeling that there must be more than meets 
the eye here, that the purported object of criticism cannot quite be the 
real one. In some ways, this sense of displaced hostility or anxiety is 
a recurrent feature of the more or less continuous criticisms made of 
writers and journalists, especially those of radical leanings, stretching 
from (to go no further back) the conservative Romantics' denuncia­
tions of "mere opinion" right up to contemporary dismissals of "the 
chattering classes." This repetitive litany expresses a distaste for, even 
a weariness at, the unending circulation of "views," "comment," 
"ideas," "theories," "opinions," and so on. Reading these laments, one 
detects- it is particularly marked in Orwell, but not of course in Orwell 
alone- a deep yearning for a state of affairs that is quiet, settled, solid, 
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genuine. In all this, the contemporary world is clearly figured as being 
marked by the opposite of these qualities. What has to be recognized, 
therefore, is that intellectuals - the noise they make, the discord they 
express, the attention they attract - are taken to be one striking 
embodiment of the distressingly open-ended nature of modernity, just 
as they are at the same time expressive of what is presumed to be 
the increasing removal of life from its anchoring in the natural and 
material world. 

This helps explain why there is no place for such parasitic, opin­
ionated creatures in that archaic ideal commonwealth, the half­
memory of which always lurks behind the political criticism of Orwell 
the antique moralist. In this kind of dream of an English Eden there 
is never either need or room for those who only stand and carp. In so 
far as Orwell indulged this strain in himself - and it was, of course, 
partially offset by other, less culpable strains- he encouraged an undis­
criminating hostility to intellectuals as such, and he was then surely 
guilty of that most unlovely and least defensible of inner contradic­
tions, the anti-intellectualism of the intellectual. 

I begin with Orwell because, in addition to supplying me with 
my title, he provides a strategically important example of what is a 
common feature of writing (by intellectuals) about (other) intellectu­
als, and the theme I want to pursue in this essay is precisely the way in 
which the literature on this topic is bedevilled by the tendency always 
to represent intellectuals as Other People - sometimes as idealized, 
romanticized others, more often perhaps as derided or derogated 
others, and very commonly as only really flourishing elsewhere, either 
in the past or in other societies. And I want to suggest that there is a 
dialectical relationship between these different forms of distancing, 
which is expressive of tensions within the concept of the intellectual 
itself (in one of the main senses of that protean term which I'll clarify 
in a moment), and that it represents an uncomfortableness with, and 
at the extremes an incapacity to acknowledge, the sheer ordinariness 
of the role of the intellectual. Many of the statements about intellectu­
als one hears from scholars and writers- including, I have to say, from 
one or two contributors to this volume- seem to me to be over-heated 
and self-dramatizing; many of the views one encounters in the press 
and society more generally fall, on the other hand, into being too easily 
hostile and dismissive. Identifying and diagnosing these patterns may 
be one useful step towards accurately representing the diverse, ordi­
nary activities of intellectuals in the here and now, and thus a way of 
resisting the related urges to glamourize and to disdain. 
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II 

Reading extensively in the literature on any topic, one will, inevitably, 
encounter a certain amount of repetition and overlap, but the sheer 
predictability of so much of the writing on intellectuals is truly awful 
to behold. I have sometimes thought that I could earn a steady income 
by marketing a software package which, used correctly, would guar­
antee the production of a whole series of publishable 1,200-word 
articles on the subject, so limited does the collection of journalistic 
tropes appear to be - real intellectuals are only found elsewhere, in 
other countries, in the past, or in the mind; intellectuals aren't speak­
ing out when they should be; intellectuals should keep quiet for once; 
once upon a time intellectuals were important; only intellectuals have 
ever thought intellectuals were important; happy is the land which has 
no intellectuals; why does Britain, uniquely, have no intellectuals; 
and, most commonly, some variant on what one might call "the 3-D 
version" - the decline, disappearance, or death of the intellectual. 
And there is a similarly limited repertoire of concluding flourishes: 
"pygmies in the shadow of giants," "being awkward is what they're 
for," "Socrates as role model. hemlock and all," "speak out or sell out," 
and so on. If the term "ivory tower" does not appear somewhere, then 
it is just possible that a little genuine thinking may be going on. 7 

Some of this is, of course, the necessary condition of journalism: as 
print is increasingly challenged by other media as the source of news, 
so the need for a thousand words of more or less readable opinion 
grows: turning out a piece on the theme of "intellectuals" might almost 
seem the would-be columnist's equivalent of passing the driving test. 
Some of it reflects the inescapable guilty conscience of journalists -
the sense that serious or sustained thinking is being done elsewhere 
on the topics about which they hold forth so readily - and bad 
conscience usually results in obsession and aggression, directed out­
wards as well as in. Some of it reflects the plasticity of the term itself, 
the range of not usually carefully discriminated meanings it embraces, 
a semantic playground where everyone can have at least one ride. 
Some of it is the local form taken by meditations on national identity, 
the intractable task of attempting to sift a distinctive reality out of 
the historical detritus of image and cliche. And some of it, finally, is 
surely a sign that there is a genuinely important subject here: it is, 
ultimately, nothing less than the question of whether thought, enquiry, 
imagination, pursued to the highest level. issue in any wisdom about 
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how we ought to live. Very often, the term "intellectuals" marks a 
space in which needs and anxieties are expressed about the relation 
between the daily round and the ends of life, and about what it 
might mean for there to be some source of cultural authority on such 
matters. 

Although academic writing on the topic usually manages, as it 
should, to be less merely topical and (somewhat) less parochial, it is, 
in its own way, almost equally repetitive - the rise of a new class, the 
comparison with France, the decline of an old class, the comparison 
with France, the level of social integration of elites, the comparison 
with France, the impact of European emigres, the comparison with 
France, the failure to be a true intelligentsia .... In Britain, the Victo­
rian sages (Carlyle, Mill, Arnold, and Ruskin), will receive honorable 
mention, and then attention will be focused on the failings of the usual 
suspects - the Utilitarians, the Fabians, Bloomsbury, the Auden gen­
eration, the Angry Young Men .... And, with a show of rigor, the same 
narrow band of idealizing definitions will be trotted out by way of 
contrast: intellectuals are/ought to be critical, dissident, oppositional, 
independent, outspoken, tellers of unpopular truths .... 

And in both the journalistic and the academic literature one figure 
will almost always make an appearance, causing one to wonder 
whether the inclusion of such a cameo role might not be some kind 
of requirement insisted upon by the actors' union, Equity. At some 
point, a short, bespectacled, wall-eyed Frenchman will come on stage, 
climb up on a piece of antique furniture labeled "barricades," and 
proceed to demonstrate the correct way to unite intellect and politics, 
while a voice-over laments that his like is not to be found in our time. 
Scholars may demonstrate time and again how poorly he in fact played 
this role, or how exaggerated is his reputation, or how pernicious his 
example or unrepresentative his status; but no amount of historical 
analysis, it seems, can do much to sever the now established associa­
tion between the mention of the noun "intellectual" and the appear­
ance of the little wall-eyed chap. 

The term "intellectuals" itself is part of the problem here, since 
in Britain, in particular, the word triggers some very deep cultural 
reflexes. At its appearance, people immediately sense pretentiousness, 
arrogance: on most of its outings, "so-called" travels with it like a body­
guard, never far away, even if not immediately in view. Those who 
accept the label can seem rather too self-conscious about their role, a 
little too intent on parading a conviction of their own seriousness. 
As a result, in Britain the term is always having to cope with the 
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resistance its presence engenders, making it difficult for it to move 
unselfconsciously in the society of other words. 

But meanwhile, it is assumed (enviously or smugly according to 
taste), that, somewhere else, intellectuals do as they do: they go about 
speaking for the oppressed, vindicating human dignity, articulating 
national identity, outfacing absolutism. And by what means do they 
encompass these great ends? By writing, meeting, writing, signing, 
writing, talking, writing, demonstrating, writing, transgressing, writing 
... , calling up the heavily armored units of treatises and monographs 
to support the first wave of articles, yomping from issue to issue, plant­
ing phrases in public places; adepts of saturation journalism, com­
mandos of the word, crack essayists, optimists of the pen, the Samurai 
of the keyboard. 

It may help to lower the temperature a little just to register that 
there are at least three senses of the noun "intellectuals" used and 
confused in current usage. First, there is what might be called the 
sociological sense, referring to a whole range of socio-occupational 
categories, extending, in large advanced societies, into millions. Sec­
ondly, there is what may be called the subjective sense, where the 
focus is upon an individual's level of interest in or attitude toward 
ideas, regardless of their occupation or social role. And third, there is 
what has now become the dominant sense, which we may call the 
cultural, where the term designates those figures who, on the basis of 
some recognized standing in a creative, scholarly, or other non­
instrumental activity, are also accorded the opportunity to address a 
wider audience on matters of general concern. Not only do these 
senses co-exist, but any given usage of the term may be something of 
a hybrid, the resonances of one or more of the basic senses becoming 
attached to what is at bottom a different sense. Thus, where "intellec­
tuals" is being used (as it now most frequently is) in the third, cultural 
sense, there can be a certain confusion in talking of "the public role 
of the intellectual": insofar as individuals occupy the role of the intel­
lectual, they are by definition playing a "public role," since it is precisely 
the movement between their initial specialized or creative activity on 
the one hand and addressing the wider audience on the other that 
constitutes the activity of the intellectual. In this sense, to speak of 
"the public role of intellectuals" risks being as pleonastic as speaking 
of, say, "the military role of soldiers." Moreover, writers who attempt 
to speak out to such a wider audience are thereby acting as intellectu­
als, so that, in this context at least, we cannot strictly speak of "writers 
and intellectuals"; we would at best have to say "writers and other 
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intellectuals." But these hybrid usages are no doubt too well-estab­
lished to be dislodged simply by clearer analysis. Similarly, the term 
'the public intellectual," which has established itself in American usage 
in the past couple of decades and is now being used with increasing 
frequency in Britain as well, indicates a continuing unsteadiness in the 
use of the noun alone. "Public intellectual" tends to be used in the 
United States of someone who, from an academic or creative base, 
addresses a non-specialist public on matters of general concern, often 
(though by no means always) policy matters. This reflects the tradi­
tion, more widely established in the United States than in Europe, of 
using "intellectual" to refer primarily to "college professors." As this 
category has hugely expanded in the late twentieth century, consti­
tuting a kind of "academic public sphere" of its own, the term "public 
intellectual" has come into play to identify those who step outside this 
sphere. 8 "Public intellectual," therefore, is increasingly the term that is 
used to refer to "intellectuals" in the third, cultural sense. 

Ill 

I want now briefly to indicate some of the forms taken by the 
tendency to represent intellectuals as Other People, where they are 
either far more full of themselves than we are, or far more wonderful 
than we are: where they are either foreigners or dead. Certainly in 
Britain for most of the twentieth century, the noun "intellectual" has 
remained five syllables in search of an owner, consistently disowned 
as a form of self-description. Let me here just offer three very brief 
examples. 

Many foreign observers would probably have identified Bertrand 
Russell as the best-known intellectual in Britain in the first two-thirds 
of the twentieth century. But any reader of the repetitive and under­
researched literature on intellectuals in Britain would almost certainly 
have encountered the following comment by Russell himself: "I have 
never called myself an intellectual, and nobody has ever dared to call 
me one in my presence. I think an intellectual may be defined as a 
person who pretends to have more intellect than he has, and I hope 
this definition does not fit me." It is a characteristically perverse remark 
which has now served several tours of duty as an illustration of the 
negative connotations of the term in English, though without any 
source ever being given. 
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Only if one happens to light upon the correspondence columns 
of Encounter in June 1955 can a point of origin be traced, and it 
reveals incidentally that Russell never actually "said" or "published" 
this remark. Referring to the article in Encounter earlier that year on 
intellectuals in Britain by Edward Shils, H.O. Alexander wrote in to 
report that, "four years ago," he had written to several "prominent 
British intellectuals" specifically asking them "whether they agreed 
with this description [of themselves], and inviting them to volunteer 
some general observations." The oft-quoted passage was Russell's reply 
to this enquiry, an enquiry which was surely always likely to provoke 
the countersuggestible Russell into such deliberate mischief, and his 
reply was then quoted in Alexander's letter on this later occasion.9 The 
fact is that when, at other moments during his exceptionally long 
writing career, Russell was not being provoked by such acts of label­
ing by others, he did not feel the need to issue such noisy denials, 
although even then his attitude to the term was at best equivocal. 

Someone who certainly regarded Russell as an intellectual supplies 
my second example. The historian G.M. Trevelyan expressed a brisk 
impatience with "those who think of themselves as intellectuals," and 
in an address delivered in 1944 in honor of his friend John Buchan, 
Trevelyan made it clear that he admired Buchan because the latter 
"despised literary coteries," and avoided "the squabbles and narrow­
ness to which 'intellectuals' of all periods are too prone." And more 
generally, as he wrote to his daughter in 1942: "As to 'intellectuals,' 
... one of the greatest disappointments of my life has been the deca­
dence of that class (if you can call it a class) of which I first became 
aware when Lytton Strachey came up to Cambridge." 10 The charac­
teristics Trevelyan ascribed to Strachey could also have doubled as a 
kind of check-list of all that the hard-working, hard-walking English­
man of his generation found disagreeable about "intellectuals." What 
makes Trevelyan a particularly instructive figure in this instance, it 
seems to me, is the way in which he helped to sustain a particular 
idiom of "manliness" at the heart of historical accounts of English 
national identity deep into the middle of the twentieth century, firmly 
attaching to "intellectuals" the opprobrium of being cliquey, feline, 
unmanly, untrustworthy, and unhealthy: in a word, foreign. 

My third example comes from another historian, though R.H. 
Tawney was at least as well known in his lifetime as a social critic and 
radical political activist, one who deliberately linked his scholarship to 
a fundamental moral critique of contemporary society. But listen to 

211 



Stefan Collini 

Tawney in a lecture in 1949, as he warmed to one of his most cher­
ished themes: the need for large, simple truths to be stated in large, 
simple terms. His topics on this occasion were History and Literature, 
and at one point he observed with mild sarcasm: 

Both offer ample opportunities for finished exhibitions of the great art 
of complicating the simple and obscuring the obvious by which the 
authentic intellectual proves his title to that proud name. I observe these 
gymnastics with admiration and awe; but a consciousness that the 
stratosphere is not my spiritual home deters me from imitating them. 11 

This is the classic topos of scorn disguised as false humility, a kind 
of back-handed compliment to one's own down-to-earth style; the 
sardonic use of "intellectual" is here readily available for the purpose 
of disparaging such heady abstractions, and it allows a sense of com­
placent collusion between Tawney and his listeners. 

A description could, of course, be given of each of these three figures 
in which they are, rightly, represented as among the leading British 
intellectuals of their time, even as their denials illustrate the tenacious 
power of a certain discursive tradition. Obviously, much more could 
be said about the tone and force of each of these passages, but the 
pattern of consistent self-distancing is striking, and could of course be 
illustrated with numerous other examples. 

Let me now turn to what I regard as the obverse of this form of 
distancing, namely the tendency to romanticize or dramatize the role 
of the intellectual. I can be briefer here since the evidence of this 
tendency is, as I have already suggested, all around us. One of the most 
common failings of this literature is that of stipulative definition, 
where a commentator attempts to build certain idealized features into 
the very meaning of the term itself. I take, almost at random, the 
following sequence of sentences from a recent work on the topic 
where the noun "the intellectual" is the subject, followed by the verb 
"to be," followed by a whole host of not obviously compatible predi­
cates: the intellectual is someone who "tells the truth"; the intellectual 
is "the voice of the voiceless"; the intellectual is in "permanent oppo­
sition to the status quo"; the intellectual is the real or symbolic "exile"; 
the intellectual is someone who is both "modest" and "effective," and 
so on. 12 Or take the recent dictum by another well-known commen­
tator on the subject that "the intellectual should live in truth." 1

' One 
might as well say that the intellectual should live in Basingstoke: intel­
lectuals have no monopoly of truth, nor are all other roles in society 
functionally committed to error and deceit. 
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Similarly, it should also be clear that it is not part of the concept 
of "the intellectual" that persons so described should be "dissident," 
"oppositionaL" "marginaL" and so on. There are good historical 
reasons why these characteristics are often associated with the use of 
the term, but they are precisely associated with it, they are not intrin­
sic to it. It is, of course, true that, insofar as intellectuals address a par­
ticular issue from a more general perspective, there is a sense in which 
they will always be engaged in something which may be described 
as "criticism." The very act of "placing" an issue, of taking a more 
analytical or comparative perspective on it, is in effect a form of dis­
tancing and a corrective to more limited or one-eyed views, and to this 
extent all redescription has a critical edge. But it is the tiredest cliche 
of the radical ideologue's trade to equate criticism in this generic sense 
with being "oppositional" or "marginal." Still less plausible is the old 
claim that the intellectual stands "outside" society, wherever that is or 
could be: a piece of pure romanticization, often implicitly involving 

self-romanticization. 
A similar elision between social realities and political idealizations 

seems to me present in the claim that "genuine" intellectuals must be 
"unattached." This usage was at one point relatively common within 
the confines of sociological theory, especially that developed in the 
United States out of German sources. The most notable instance 
here was Karl Mannheim, who took over from Alfred Weber the term 
"freischwebende Intelligenz,' glossed by him in the English translation 
of Ideology and Utopia as 'the socially unattached intelligentsia,". an 
"unanchored, relatively classless stratum." 14 But more often assertions 
about "the independent intellectual" do not presuppose this, or any 
other, general sociological theory. At the heart of all such claims is the 
idea of "independence," of being free to be critical because not in the 
pay of or dependent upon the good favor of a patron or constraining 
institution (being "critical" or "oppositional" is here again assumed to 

be built into the definition). 
But the truth surely is that no one can escape "attachment" in this 

sense: freedom from one kind of dependence (on a patron or a gov­
ernment) is only achieved by another kind of dependence (on a public 
or a family). Still, the ideal of the freelance or "independent" intellec­
tual retains a certain glamour which clouds further analysis. Nowa­
days, this notion is most frequently wheeled out by way of contra:t 
with the situation of those intellectual figures who hold posts in um­
versities, nearly always in disparagement of the supposed conformism 
or caution of the latter. But, other problems with this description aside, 
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it is never clear why being, for example, shackled to the relentless 
rhythms of journalism and the need to cater to the tastes of a partic­
ular readership (or at least to those tastes as interpreted by an editor 
or proprietor) should furnish more "independence" than the relative 
security and freedom enjoyed by the tenured academic. Moreover, 
since the claim about the superiority of being "unattached" is, like most 
other writing about intellectuals nowadays, most often put forward by 
those who themselves work in universities, it also figures as part of 
the familiar mix of nostalgia and bad faith that I have already identi­
fied. Everyone recognizes that they themselves are "attached" in 
multiple ways, but somehow the fantasy lingers on that someone else, 
somewhere else, can escape such mundane circumstances and rise to 
the heights of being a "true" intellectual. 

I trust it is clear that I am not denying that it may be desirable for 
intellectuals of various kinds to live up to high standards of various 
kinds; rather, I am arguing, first, that we should not build the suc­
cessful achievement of such values into the very definition of the term, 
and, second, that we should not speak as though intellectuals were 
somehow the only people who have a primary concern with such 
matters. And there is, it seems to me, an obvious dialectical relation­
ship between these various romantic idealizations of the intellectual 
and the corresponding sneering: the more the positive claims are 
jacked up, the more they invite the knocking response. 

IV 

I want now to turn to the other main way in which intellectuals, "real" 
intellectuals, are figured as Other, namely the reflex of assuming that 
they are only really to be found in other societies or other ages, never 
here and now. Let me, to begin with, confine my discussion to Britain, 
or rather to England, since for many people, the very phrase "English 
intellectuals" may appear to be an oxymoron. 15 The following passage 
may stand in here for countless others to the same effect: 

Is there such a thing as an English intellectual? It is as well to pose the 
question from the start, since anyone acquainted with the habits and 
social pmition of intellectuals on the continent of Europe must have 
serious doubts as to whether the same word can reasonably be applied 
to English conditions."' 
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The sentiment is almost wearyingly familiar; this particular expres­
sion of it comes from an interesting "condition-of-England' rumina­
tion published in 1963 entitled A State of England, by the author and 
journalist Anthony Hartley. The fact that the frequently encountered 
claim that there are no intellectuals in England is generally advanced 
by those who, were they living in other societies, would unhesitat­
ingly be recognized as intellectuals should in itself suggest that we are 
here dealing with something requiring explanation. It may even 
suggest that we are dealing with a claim which serves, in the strictest 
sense of the term, an ideological function -that is, that its systematic 
misrepresentation of reality furthers a certain collective interest. But 
denial in a psychological as well as sociological sense is involved here, 
too. When an individual insists, repeatedly and emphatically, that 
something is not true of them, it is hard not to speculate, even without 
resorting to psychoanalytic theory, about the source of the need to 
issue such frequent denials. Moreover, common speech has appropri­
ated the phrase "in denial" to refer to a state of willful blindness or a 
condition of being unwilling to recognize the truth of bad news. But 
why should having certain of one's compatriots described as "intellec­
tuals" be either bad or news? 

The traditional argument about the absence of intellectuals in 
Britain takes many forms, but one may separate out analytically at 
least the following five claims (bearing in mind that each of the fol­
lowing claims may be made in either a critical or a complacent 
manner). 

l. There are no intellectuals in Britain. 
2. Intellectuals in Britain, such as they may be, do not form an 

intelligentsia. 
3. Intellectuals in Britain, such as they may be, are not dissident 

and oppositional. 
4. Intellectuals in Britain, such as they may be, are of no account, 

since hardly anyone pays attention to them. 
5. There used to be major intellectuals in Britain, but now they 

have disappeared. 

When several of these claims occur in sequence, as in discussion of 
this topic they tend to do, they seem irresistibly reminiscent of the old 
joke about official responses to the allegations of the existence of labor 
camps in Soviet Russia, which came in the form of three propositions: 
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first, such camps do not exist; second, they will soon be abolished; and 
third. they are a good and necessary part of true Socialism. 

It is a topic that invariably seems to excite stronger feelings than the 
historiographical issue in itself might seem to warrant. In part, this is 
obviously because it forms part of a long-standing national self­
definition: the roots of this view can be traced back at least as far as 
the nineteenth-century sense of Whiggish self-congratulation on 
England's fortunate political history. Some of those who have wished 
to continue to uphold some such interpretation of British history in 
the twentieth century have found in the "absence thesis" one expla­
nation of the continuing virtues of British political culture. Those who 
have wished to challenge this identity have, in turn, also identified 
this as one crucial explanatory element, and have correspondingly 
lamented it. In both cases the claim about the absence of intellectuals 
has been largely propounded by intellectuals, and in each case it has 
served their interests and constitutes an undeniable element of self­
promotion. Particularly, among those who represent themselves as 
deploring this alleged feature of the native culture, there is also a kind 
of nostalgia, a yearning for a more exciting state that they have never 
known. Wading through the laments that in Britain the aristocracy 
was too adaptable, or the church was too tolerant, or the military was 
too apolitical, or the bourgeoisie was too reformist, to produce the 
need for a properly "oppositional" intelligentsia. one has to conclude 
that many British writers on this subject are suffering from a condi­
tion one can only call "Dreyfus-envy." 

Moreover, it is assumed that this situation expresses a broader anti­
intellectualism which is peculiarly strong in Britain. One cannot read 
very far in this literature without encountering the following quota­
tion: "No people has ever distrusted and despised the intellect and 
intellectuals more than the British." This sentence, the crisp brutality 
of its conclusiveness being not the least of its charms, clearly entered 
the recycling chain as a result of being quoted in Richard Hofstadter's 
widely used Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, where it is credited to 
Leonard Woolf. In the paragraph in which the quotation occurs, 
Hofstadter is giving an even-handed consideration of whether anti­
intellectualism is more marked in American society than elsewhere: 
his graceful prose allows him at one moment to appear to endorse 
American exceptionalism - "Perhaps Mr Woolf had not given suffi­
cient thought to the claims of the Americans to supremacy in this 
respect"- and at another to appear to question it-" Although the sit­
uation of American intellectuals poses problems of special urgency and 
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poignancy, many of their woes are the common experiences of intel­
lectuals elsewhere." 17 

Actually, if one tracks the Woolf remark to its source, one finds that 
he, too, is balancing contrasting emphases. In an article which 
appeared in Encounter in 1959, the 79-year old Woolf was recalling the 
brilliant figures whom he knew at Trinity College, Cambridge at the 
turn of the century, singling out the philosophers. A.N. Whitehead. 
Bertrand Russell, and G.E. Moore, for the last of whom the article is 
a kind of obituary tribute. Woolf then goes on: "It is a remarkable fact 
_ a superb example of our inflexible irrationality and inconsistency_ 
that, although no people has ever despised and distrusted the intellect 
and intellectuals more than the British, these three philosophers were 
each awarded the highest and rarest of honours, the Order of Merit."ls 
That does indeed appear to be a singular way of expressing scorn 
and distrust, though it would be entirely consonant with the case 1 

am making here to find that a tradition of self-satisfied hostility to the 
idea of "intellectuals" has co-existed with the kind of respect for 
intellectual activity which is assumed to be characteristic of other 
societies. 

Both the smug (and in political terms largely right-wing) and the 
complaining (and largely left-wing) each have a great deal invested in 
assumptions about the unique or "deviant" nature of English history, 
not least in the matter of intellectuals, whereas my starting-point is 
that we need to get away from such implicitly binary classifications, 
and instead attempt to identify both the common features and the spe­
cific characteristics of the activities of intellectuals in various societies. 
For, the truth is that each of the major societies is "exceptional" in its 
own terms. Familiar claims about "the peculiarity of the English" can 
easily be matched by comparable claims about "der deutsche Sonderweg" 

or about "American exceptionalism" or about "Ia singularite franfaise," 
and so on. Britain is indeed unique - and so is every other country. 
The question, of course, is whether, when viewed from a series of ana­
lytical historical perspectives, Britain emerges as consistently deviant 
from what can be identified as a broadly common pattern elsewhere. 
Discussion of the question of intellectuals has been dogged by super­
ficial or lazy invocations of a presumed European "norm" against 
which the British case is to be contrasted. I would argue, though r 
cannot support the case here, that there turns out on closer analysis 
to be no such common pattern elsewhere: almost invariably the 
implicit content of the contrast is provided by a stereotyped account 
of the situation in just one country- France. But this, too, helps us to 
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see how the roots of this question are to be found in the dominant 
nineteenth-century story of British political good fortune. Even now, 
discussion of the issue of intellectuals in Britain is conducted in the 
shadow of alleged "truisms" that can in fact be traced back to the writ­
ings of figures like Burke and Tocqueville. 

If one were looking for a statement to stand as a concise summary 
of these views, the following would seem to propose itself as an ideal 
candidate: 

In a country where, very significantly, the usage of the noun "intellec­
tual" is far from being current ... intellectuals display very little sense 
of group identity ... and evince a long-standing disposition to remain 
outside political debate ... except when acting in the role of experts. 
... The prestige attached to ideas and the taste for abstraction found in 
France is largely absent, ... and political life is characterized above all 
by its pragmatism .... As a result, there is even today very little histori­
ography on the role of intellectuals. 

Nearly all the elements are present here in miniature: the unsteadi­
ness in the use of the term itself, the absence of a sense of collective 
identity, the aloofness from political engagement, the contrast with 
France, the empiricist or pragmatist tradition, the corresponding lack 
of a historiography about intellectuals. All this may seem to underline, 
once again, a version of the "peculiarities of the English" in this matter. 

In fact, the passage comes from an essay on the situation of intel­
lectuals in ... Belgium. What is more, the collection of case-studies in 
which the essay appeared is full of similar remarks about the relative 
weakness or absence of "intellectuals" in other European countries. 
The essay on Germany, for example, begins: "There is practically no 
bibliography on intellectuals in Germany in the strict sense of the 
French conception of the term, despite the existence of a particularly 
rich actual history of intellectuals in the country." The contribution on 
Switzerland notes "the relatively weak public presence of intellectuals 
in Switzerland," and argues that "in effect, the intellectual does not 
figure in conceptions of Swiss society." The essay on the intellectual 
in Denmark concludes: "Their statements are not considered as oracles. 
They have a far less privileged status than their French counterparts." 
In fact, so common are such remarks in this collection, that one con­
tributor very pertinently wonders "whether it is not the French model 
of the intellectual, listened to and respected in the world, that is the 
exception, while the more representative figure is the intellectual as 
the object of scorn or distrust." 1 ~ 
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Even this brief medley of quotations suggests that the "absence 
thesis" may look very different indeed when seen from a comparative 
European perspective. In fact, as I have already argued, the bundle of 
assumptions and claims that go to make up the "absence thesis" are 
themselves already implicitly comparative, but precisely by being 
implicit they attempt to profit from comparison without laying them­
selves open to counterevidence and correction. Obviously, I cannot 
here attempt to analyze the actual position of intellectuals in different 
societies, but let me just give one more example of the perceived supe­
riority of elsewhere by briefly considering the case of a European 
country that might be assumed to stand at the opposite pole in these 
matters from England. Italy has been particularly susceptible to French 
cultural influence in the modern period, and British commentators, 
remarking the extraordinary imperium exercised by figures such as 
Croce or Eco, tend to see it as a country in which intellectuals are 
prominent, well-treated, and effective. This is hardly the picture that 
emerges, however, from one well-informed recent summary of what 
its author refers to as "Italy's exceptionalism": 

Unlike intellectuals in other Western countries, Italian intellectuals 
never were sufficiently prestigious to achieve legitimation independently 
[sc. of their connection with power, especially political parties]. There 
have rarely been intellectuals in Italy as famous as their counterparts in 
France, where the history of the country is dotted with the names of 
the great representatives of culture. Nor does the academic world have 
the moral and scientific authority which characterizes British universi­
ties. And journalists, to choose another example, lack the power con­
ferred on them in the USA. 

The historical narrative offered in support of this analysis, by Carla 
Pasquinelli, also emphasizes the peculiarly unfavorable conditions in 
which Italian intellectuals have operated. The 1980s saw "the begin­
ning of the end of Italian exceptionalism," but even now, she argues, 
"the Italian professional market does not offer intellectuals the same 
possibilities and benefits found in the United States and in the major­
ity of Western countries."20 Obviously, Pasquinelli's claims are dis­
putable, but they provide a striking example of the transposition of 
themes familiar from the English case, not just to a quite different 
setting, but to one normally assumed to offer the strongest contrast 
where the position of intellectuals is concerned. Reading it, one begins 
to wonder- at least one should begin to wonder- whether the doubts 
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and exhortations expressed here, wholly familiar as they are in their 
tone as well as assumptions, should not be seen at least as much as 
expressive of a more general logic as of a peculiarly Italian situation. 
And this, it seems to me, is borne out in the present case by 
Pasquinelli's emphasis on the contrast between the role of the intel­
lectual and that of "the expert" and on the need to transcend the lim­
itations of "specialization." These are, it turns out the terms in which 
every society phrases its laments about how its intellectuals fall short 
of some flourishing condition presumed to be enjoyed by intellectuals 
elsewhere. The very similarity of the laments surely indicates a shared 
structural logic rather than a uniquely national condition. 

One final comparative perspective, and one with special relevance 
to this volume, is provided by the traditional perception of the place 
of intellectuals in the United States. For my, relatively limited, pur­
poses, the place to start may be with the long-standing American tra­
dition of simultaneously lamenting the marginal or despised status of 
intellectuals in the United States and envying their (supposed) posi­
tion in England. As with the corresponding English tradition, these 
attitudes have deep roots, going back long before the term "intellec­
tuals" established itself in American English. The representation of 
American society upon which such attitudes depended was, in essence, 
that made almost commonplace by foreign commentators such as 
Tocqueville, Arnold, and their successors: America as the first "new," 
wholly created society, lacking tradition, aristocracy, culture, and so 
on. "Democratic" was a key term in Tocqueville's profound analysis, 
"philistinism" a recurring term in Arnold's much more off-hand and 
opportunistic remarks. The native tradition of commentary domesti­
cated these accounts in various ways, now emphasizing the dominance 
of the business ethic, now the appeal of populism; at times worrying 
over the low level of the political class, at others taking pride in the 
practical bent of the growing number of educational institutions; 
sometimes celebrating the unparalleled regional and ethnic diversity, 
sometimes deploring the lack of a dominant capital in which political, 
social, and cultural elites overlapped. For much of the nineteenth 
century, what Santayana was later to label "the genteel tradition" cul­
tivated its ties to old England while increasingly acknowledging that 
their own ever-growing country was less and less inclined to let its cul­
tural style be entirely dictated by the upper class of New England. All 
this meant that subsequent writing on these topics in America was to 
be at least as deeply imbued as the corresponding literature in England 
with a sense of the distinctiveness of the country's history and cultural 
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situation, one that was supposed to be uniquely inhospitable to those 
whom the twentieth century was increasingly to term "intellectuals." 

However simplistic or partial these views were (and each element 
was subsequently to generate a revisionist industry of its own), they 
colored the perception of the comparative position of thinkers and 
men of letters in nineteenth-century America compared to their coun­
terparts in Victorian Britain. And this contrast long survived the period 
in which it was first formulated: 

To an American looking backward, the English intellectual of the 
Victorian era appears as the intellectual, one who could lay claim to the 
title and estate by what might almost be regarded as the principle of 
legitimacy - the unimpeachable right of descent .... The English intel­
lectual had, until very recently, that additional mark of legitimacy which 
stamped a career that was at the same time dignified, remunerative, and 
socially influential- a unique combination of virtues to which Herr Pro­
fessor, the feuilletoniste, and the American college teacher could never 

aspire. 21 

This comes from the middle of the twentieth century, and again, I leave 
aside the question of the accuracy or persuasiveness of this view in 
order simply to point out how the three types singled out by 
Himmelfarb for the purposes of making national contrasts differ from 
the three cited earlier from Pasquinelli's article about Italy. Here, the 
influential and well-connected English intellectual is contrasted with 
the less exalted condition of the German professor, the French essay­
ist or journalist, and the American academic; in Pasquinelli's case, the 
relatively low status of the politically dependent Italian intellectual is 
contrasted with "the great representatives of culture" in France, "the 
moral and scientific authority" of academics in Britain, and the "pow­
erful" journalists in the United States. As so often, the outcome of com­
parisons turns on the choice of what to compare, and that choice in 
turn reflects one's pre-existing sense of the contrasts. For, the truth, 
surely, is that Parnassus is always elsewhere, and that even when one 
finally arrives on its slopes, one finds that the gods have always already 
gone. But perhaps where intellectuals are concerned, the mistake lies 
in thinking of them as gods in the first place. 

v 

Many years ago Raymond Williams wrote an influential essay entitled 
"Culture is ordinary." Perhaps it's time that someone wrote an essay 
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entitled "Intellectuals are ordinary." "Ordinary" in the sense that they 
are indeed part of the cultural landscape of all complex societies; ordi­
nary in the sense that it is neither unthinkable nor shocking to rec­
ognize that the noun 'intellectual" might regularly be applied to some 
of one's friends or one's colleagues or even, in some circumstances, 
oneself; and, above all, ordinary in the sense that carrying on the activ­
ities characteristic of intellectuals should not be seen as exceptionally 
heroic or exceptionally difficult or exceptionally glamorous or- and I 
realize that here I particularly lay myself open to misunderstanding­
even exceptionally important. Important, yes, but not exceptionally 
important. 

So, perhaps it's time to stop thinking of intellectuals as Other People, 
and to try not to fall so easily into the related tabloid habits of demo­
nizing and pedestalling. Some intellectuals are PLUs (People Like Us), 
some aren't. But isn't that precisely what we should expect, once we 
get away from the stereotypes? Speaking for myself, I would frankly 
acknowledge that I drink a certain amount of fruit juice, I'm undeni­
ably a sex maniac, if running counts as a "nature cure" then I'm a 
quack, and if it didn't risk being presumptuous I'd be pleased to be 
described as a feminist. It's true that I'm not much of a nudist, sandal­
wearer, Quaker, or pacifist, but, hey, no one's perfect. And that, I have 
been suggesting, is true of other intellectuals as well. 

Notes 

This essay, it will be clear, was initially written for oral delivery; apart 
from adding references for quotations, I have here retained this original 
form. The essay is thus provocative by design and brief by necessity: the 
issues touched upon will be discussed at greater length in a forthcoming 
book, The Question of Intellectuals (Penguin Press). 
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Pier in Peter Davison (ed.), The Complete Works of George Orwell, 20 vols 
(London: Seeker, 1998). V. quotation p. 221. Hereafter references to this 
magnificent edition will be by volume and page number. 

3 Orwell to Gollancz, 9 May 1937; XI, pp. 22-3. 
4 Wigan Pier, V. p. 161. 
5 Friedrich Nietzsche, Twil(qht of the Idols ( 1889), R.J. Hollingdale, trans. 

(Harmondsworth. UK: Penguin, 1968), p. 92. 
6 W(qan Pier, V, p. 162; d. editorial note, X, p. 493. 
7 It is unnecessary to provide references for such a familiar and widespread 

cultural pattern, but just to indicate how little danger there is. alas, of its 
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coming to an end one may refer to the most recent souffle of journalis­
tic cliche and half-truth on the subject, Andrew Anthony, "What are We 
Thinking of?," The Observer, Review (July 8, 2001 ), pp. 1-2. 

8 For a fuller statement of this argument, see Stefan Collini, "Before 
Another Tribunal: The Idea of the 'Non-specialist Public'," in Fnglish Pasts: 
Essays in History and Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 
305-25. 
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14 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (London: Routledge, 11936] 1960), 
pp. 9-10. 
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16 Anthony Hartley, A State of England (London: Hutchinson, 1963), p. 25. 
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