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Son of man, 
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only 

A heap of broken images 

- - T  S. Eliot, "The Waste Land" 

' n  the m o d e r n  university, specialization is the rule. O n e  o f  the  by-products  
o f  this specialization is that  looking across disciplinary b o u n d s  presents  ex- 

traordinari ly d i f ferent  views o f  the same subject.  Such is the  case when  econo-  
mists turn  to literature. The  world of  business in l i terature does  no t  look m u c h  
like the world of  business in economics  textbooks.  

Cons ider  the lowly banker.  To the economis t ,  the banke r  is p e r f o r m i n g  a 
ra ther  important ,  if m u n d a n e ,  job .  The re  are peop le  who want  to l end  and  
there  are peop le  who want to borrow. In t roduc ing  those lenders  and  those  
bor rowers  is what  a banker  does. It is no t  all that  compl ica ted ,  or  exci t ing for  
that  matter. Indeed ,  the c o m m o n  j o k e  in Amer ican  financial circles for  years 
was that  bankers  had  a 3 - 6 - 3 j o b ;  they b o r r o w e d  at 3 percent ,  lent  at 6 p e r c e n t  
and were on the golf  course  by 3:00. Amer ica  is full o f  f inanciers  o f  this s o r t - -  
peop le  helping two parties in a financial t ransact ion mee t  each other.  Middle-  
men,  if you w i l l - - common ,  dull midd lemen .  At least that  is the way it looks to 
an economist .  

But, how does  it look to the non-economis t?  Cons ider  Tom Wolfe, whose  
doc to ra te  is in Amer ican  Studies, and his novel abou t  the  m o d e r n  Amer ican  
financier. Toward the outset  o f  Bonfire of the Vanities, S h e r m a n  McCoy, a b o n d  
trader, heads  into his office. The  lobby is deco ra t ed  in a faux English style with 
t rappings  so orna te  "you could  feel the expense  in the tips o f  your  f ingers by 
jus t  looking at them." Immedia te ly  on leaving the r ecep t ion  area, S h e r m a n  
hears "an ungodly  roar, like the roar  o f  a m o b "  and  sees the sight o f  the trad- 
ing floor: "The writhing si lhouettes were the arms and torsos o f  y o u n g  men ,  
few of  them older  than forty. They  had their  suit jackets  off. They  were moving  
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a b o u t  in  an  ag i t a t ed  m a n n e r  a n d  sweat ing  ear ly  in the  m o r n i n g  a n d  s h o u t i n g ,  
wh ich  c r e a t e d  the  roar .  I t  was the  s o u n d  o f  well  e d u c a t e d  y o u n g  wh i t e  m e n  
bay ing  fo r  m o n e y  o n  t he  b o n d  m a r k e t .  "~ S h e r m a n  h e a d s  f o r  this  s ight  "with 
re l i sh ."  H e  was, a f t e r  all, o n e  o f  the  "Masters  o f  the  Un ive r se . "  

Masters of  the Universe! The  roar filled Sherman's  soul with hope,  confidence,  
esprit de corps, and righteousness. Yes, righteousness! Judy unders tood  none  of  
this, did she? None  of  it. Oh, he noticed her  eyes glazing over when he talked 
about  it. Moving the lever that moves the world was what he was d o i n g - - a n d  all 
she wanted to know was why he never made it home  for dinner. When he did make 
it home  for dinner, what did she want to talk about? Her  precious interior  decorat- 
ing business and how she had gotten their apar tment  into ArchitecturalDigest, which, 
frankly, to a true Wall Streeter was a fucking embarrassment�9 Did she c o m m e n d  
him for the hundreds  of  thousands of  dollars that made her  decorat ing and her  
lunches and whatever the hell else she did possible? No, she did not. She took it 
for granted . . . .  

� 9  and so forth and so on. Within ninety seconds, embo ldened  by the mighty 
roar of  the bond trading room of  Pierce & Pierce, Sherman managed to work up a 
good righteous head of  resentment  against this woman who had dared  make him 
feel guilty. 2 

T h r o u g h o u t  the  b o o k ,  M c C o y  is shallow, cu l tu re less ,  a n d  soulless.  I t  is a v e r y  
pe t ty  little p i c t u r e  tha t  Wolfe  has  p a i n t e d  h e r e .  A n d  yet,  Wolfe ,  w h o  is easily 
o n e  o f  the  m o s t  p e r c e p t i v e  social  cri t ics in A m e r i c a  in the  last 40 years ,  is also 
a n o t e d  conserva t ive .  So, why is he  r i d i cu l i n g  t h a t  A m e r i c a n  i c o n - - t h e  Wall  
S t r ee t  b a n k e r ?  Bu t  b e f o r e  we h a s t e n  to  see this as r id icu le ,  we n o t e  t h e  c u r i o u s  

fact  t ha t  w h e n  Bonfire o['the Vanities was p u b l i s h e d ,  it was a h i t  o n  Wall S t ree t .  
Far  f r o m  b e i n g  o f f e n d e d  by the  p o r t r a i t  o f  S h e r m a n  McCoy,  the  Wall S t r ee t  
b a n k e r s  l oved  it; t hey  loved  the  t e r m  "Masters  o f  the  Un ive r se ; "  t hey  l o v ed  
e v e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  tha t  image .  O n e  can  r e a d  Mich ae l  Lewis 's  n i ce  p o r t r a i t  o f  
Wall S t r ee t  in Liar's Poker to see m a n y  rea l  life S h e r m a n  McCoys  in a c t i o n ?  

A n d  it is n o t  j u s t  Wolfe  o r  the  1980s. Back ing  u p  65 years ,  we f i n d  a pa ra l l e l  
in S inc la i r  Lewis '  Babbitt. T o w a r d  the  o u t s e t  o f  t h a t  novel ,  we f ind  Bab b i t t  h e a d -  
ing  in to  his " m o d e r n "  off ice ,  b e i n g  g r e e t e d  by the  s o u n d  o f  a s a l e sman  o n  the  
p h o n e ,  a n d  f i n d i n g  h i m s e l f  p o n d e r i n g  the  deta i l s  o f  his n a r r o w  life: 

He hadn ' t  even any satisfaction in the new water-cooler! And it was the very best of  
water-coolers, up-to-date, scientific, and right-thinking. It had cost a great deal of  
money (in itself a virtue). It possessed a non-conduct ing fiber ice-container, a por- 
celain water-jug (guaranteed hygienic), a dripless non-clogging sanitary faucet, 
and machine-painted decorations in two tones of  gold. He looked down the re- 
lentless stretch of  tiled floor at the water-cooler, and assured himself  that no ten- 
ant of  the Reeves Building had a more  expensive one, but  he could not  recapture  
the feeling of  social superiority it had given him. 4 

I n d e e d ,  as we c o m p a r e  these  two novels ,  we f ind  a r e m a r k a b l e  s imi lar i ty  in t h e  
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portrayal  of  the American financier. The  c o m m o n  c o m p o n e n t  was cap tured  
by H. L. Mencken,  is his descript ion o f  the essence o f  Babbitt: 

He is a businessman of a special and narrow type. His marks are plain as day, and 
two in number. The first is that he is not very successful--that his business, as such 
things go, is petty and piddling--that he is anything but a leader in his line. The 
second is that he is full of highfalutin fraud and bombast--that he talks like a 
millionaire and a chautauqua orator rolled into one-- that  he tries to make the 
world believe, and even to convince himself, that his trivial and sordid money- 
grubbing is all altruistic--in brief, that he is not a businessman at all, but a philan- 
thropist yearning and sweating for Service. 5 

McCoy is the Master of  the Universe, the man  who moves the lever that  moves 
the world, and  yet all he is do ing  is talking on the te lephone ,  the "electric 
d o u g h n u t , "  match ing  people  who want  to buy bonds  with those who want  to 
sell them.  

The  puzzle is really not  why Wolfe and  Lewis would portray the Amer ican  
f inancier  in such a light; the puzzle is why these portrayals are so accurate.  
The  source of  why this is so puzzling is found  in a h in t  provided in a n o t h e r  
passage f rom Wolfe: "How these sons o f  the great  universities, these legatees 
of  Jefferson,  Emerson,  Thoreau ,  William James,  Frederick Jackson Turner ,  
William Lyons Phelps, Samuel  Flagg Bemis, and  the o the r  th ree-name giants 
o f  American scho la r sh ip - -how these inher i tors  o f  the lux and  the  veritas now 
flocked to Wall Street and  the bond  t rading room of  Pierce & Pierce!"6 

What  would Thomas  Jefferson make of  She rman  McCoy? It is no t  terribly 
hard  to f ind out. In a letter to J o h n  Banister, Jef ferson explains the "disadvan- 
tages of  sending a youth  to Europe"  for h igher  educat ion:  

If he goes to England, he learns drinking, horseracing and boxing. These are the 
peculiarities of English education . . . .  He acquires a fondness for European luxury 
and dissipation, and a contempt for the simplicity of his own country; he is fasci- 
nated with the privileges of the European aristocrats, and sees, with abhorrence, 
the lovely equality which the poor enjoy with the rich, in his own country; he 
contracts a partiality for aristocracy or monarchy. . ,  he is led by the strongest of all 
human passions, into a spirit for female intrigue, destructive of his own and oth- 
ers' happiness, or a passion for whores, destructive of his health, and, in both 
cases, learns to consider fidelity to the marriage bed an ungentlemanly practice, 
and inconsistent with happiness; he recollects the voluptuary dress and arts of the 
European women, and pities and despises the chaste affections and simplicity of 
those of his own c o u n t r y . . ,  he r e t u r n s . . ,  unacquainted with the practices of 
domestic economy, necessary to preserve him from ruin. 7 

All those bad products  of  an English educat ion ,  that  list of  social ills, could  
equally well stand in as a character  summary  of  She rman  McCoy. He has the 
same elitist aristocratic bent,  a fondness  for luxury and  voluptuary  dress, a 
distaste for domest ic  economy and  simplicity, and  a mistress who brings de- 
s truct ion to his own and  others '  happiness.  Yet, McCoy went  to Yale. 
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So what did happen to these legatees of the giants of the American educa- 
tional system? Why have the heirs of  Emerson and Thoreau turned  out to be 
the very types of men those philosophers disparaged? Why are these finan- 
ciers so bereft of  any signs of culture or learning? To see a possible solution, 
let us step back and consider the genius of the idea underlying all that is Ameri- 
can, the essence of the American Experiment.  

Michael Novak, in his marvelous book, The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism, 
described it well. s American society was founded  upon a three-part system of 
separate political, economic, and moral-cultural orders. The political order  
was characterized by limited government  and a respect for the rights of  man; 
the economic order  was characterized by free enterprise in a market  economy; 
the moral-cultural order  was characterized by a broad pluralism. There  was 
thus a division of power in American society; no longer would feudal lords 
hold virtually unlimited power over their subjects; no longer would the head 
of state serve simultaneously as the head of the state church. 

This separation of the realms of power among separate groups did much 
good; it provided a level of  f reedom or liberty heretofore unknown in the 
world. One could criticize the political authorities without fear of commercial  
or religious reprisals. It allowed enterprise to flourish, generating the greatest 
wealth-making machine in the history of man. It allowed a greater measure of  
religious freedom than had ever existed before. 

And it is not  hard to imagine, when thinking about the American Founding 
Fathers, what sort of  men they imagined rising up in each sphere. The  coun- 
try would benefit from men like Jefferson at the political helm; the religious 
realm would be dominated by men like Jona than  Edwards, that great  theolo- 
gian and preacher  who also served as president of Princeton University; and 
in commerce,  there would be men of culture and learning like Nicholas Biddle 
and Robert Fulton. 

But with this separation of powers came specialization of exactly the sort 
that Adam Smith described in the other  great work of 1776, The Wealth of Na- 
tions. The result was businessmen who knew a great deal about business, but 
had little to no appreciation of religious or cultural matters or the art of  poli- 
tics. Max Weber, in describing the success of the American exper iment  talked 
of the Protestant work ethic2 But over the years, that Protestant work ethic lost 
its Protestant roots and became the Babbitt or McCoy work ethic--working 
hard for transitory material pleasures. Businessmen specialized in what busi- 
nessmen do. The Babbitts and McCoys and their counterparts in religion and 
government  simply became specialists. If Sherman McCoy seems to have no 
soul, well, it's because it's not in his area of expertise. 

Jefferson would be appalled, of  course. What happened? Was he blind and 
missed the obvious result of the division of power he created? I would argue, 
no - - tha t  something else happened  along the way. Jefferson and the other  
Founding Fathers knew about the potential for this sort of  narrow specializa- 
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tion, but they relied on another  great force in America to work against i t - -  
education. While founding a nation, Jefferson was also founding a university, 
the University of Virginia. And his plan for the university shows his idea on 
how to raise up future generations worthy of becoming leaders in America. 
Jefferson imagined a system of e lementary schools that would teach everyone 
how to read and write. But, then for those few destined to become leaders, 
there was also to be higher education. The first step in higher education was 
the general schools, which one would attend before going on to the profes- 
sional schools. And what was to be the subject matter  that students would learn 
there? Jefferson identified the three main branches of learning: 

I. Language. In the first department, I would arrange a distinct science. 1, Lan- 
guages and History, ancient and modern; 2, Grammar; 3, Belles Lettres; 4, 
Rhetoric and Oratory. . .  

II. Mathematics. In the department of Mathematics, I should give place distinctly: 
1, Mathematics, pure; 2, Physico-Mathematics; 3, Physic; 4, Chemistry; 5, Natu- 
ral History, to wit: Mineralogy; 6, Botany; and 7, Zoology; 8, Anatomy; 9, the 
Theory of Medicine. 

III. Philosophy. In the Philosophical department, I should distinguish: 1, Ideol- 
ogy; 2, Ethics; 3, the Law of Nature and Nations; 4, Government, 5, Political 
Economy. l~ 

It was the liberal arts that were to keep the souls of Babbitt and McCoy intact. 
The university would fulfill its mission by taking the young and teaching them 
broadly; the students would learn science and history and literature and poli- 
tics and so on, regardless of what they were going to do. It was, in other  words, 
a thoroughly impractical educa t ion- -one  designed for the soul, not  for the 
career. 

But, over the years, the American university lost track of its mission as the 
professors became both alienated from the American exper iment  and the role 
of the liberal arts in that experiment.  The product  of  the modern  American 
university is perfectly captured by Wolfe: "The only thing that had truly stuck 
in Sherman's  mind about Christopher Marlowe, after nine years at Buckley, 
four years at St. Paul's, and four years at Yale, was that you were, in fact, sup- 
posed to know who Christopher Marlowe was."l~ 

One clue to the process by which this happened  was provided by Richard 
Rorty's discussion of the evolution of leftist academics. Rorty argues that there 
was a large break in leftist thought  in 1964 when the New Left, epitomized by 
the student radicals, began to replace the Old Left, epitomized by Rorty. For 
Rorty, the deplorable fact about these two Lefts is that they are "unreconciled" 
with each other, and his work hopes to effect a reconciliation. 121 would sug- 
gest, however, that 1964 was not as large a break as Rorty would have us be- 
lieve. Instead, Rorty's New Left was merely the logical next step in the program 
begun by Rorty's Old Left. In God and  M a n  at Yale, written shortly after gradu- 
ation, William E Buckley argues that the professors of Yale had already aban- 
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d o n e d  Yale's tradit ional  religious mission as well as any bel ief  in free enter-  
prise. 13 The  professors at Yale had  by the  1950s become ,  in o the r  words, anti- 
religious and  socialist. Th ink ing  of  Novak's three  pillars o f  Amer ican  society, 
academics had  b e c o m e  hostile to the tradit ional  Amer ican  moral-cul tural  and  
economic  orders,  leaving only the political. Regardless o f  the na tu re  o f  the 
problem,  be it political, commercia l ,  or  religious, liberal intellectuals t u r n e d  
to the political rea lm for a solution, exactly as Rorty describes. T h e  quest  be- 
came one  for a bet ter  set of  laws. 

T h e n  the radicals came along in the  1960s and  said, "Politics won ' t  work 
either;  political power  is c o r r u p t  and  l imited g o v e r n m e n t  is flawed." And  the 
liberal intellectuals simply c r u m b l e d  in the face o f  this chal lenge.  As m a n y  
commen ta to r s  o f  the t ime have noted ,  academics  a b a n d o n e d  the  t radi t ional  
supports of  the  Amer ican  e x p e r i m e n t  wi thout  a struggle. 14 T h e  liberal arts 
were tossed out, educa t ion  was m a d e  "relevant," and  the soul o f  the university 
was destroyed.  

With time, to use Kimball's phrase,  15 the radicals became  t enured ,  and  the 
result is a near-monol i th ic  ideology govern ing  Amer ican  academia.  The  ideol- 
ogy holds all three  o f  the tradit ional  parts o f  Amer ican  society in con tempt ;  
the prevailing academic  ideology is atheistic, socialistic, and  totalitarian. The  
situation in the Amer ican  academy today is remin iscen t  o f  the New York so- 
cialite who exc la imed in 1968, "But Nixon cou ldn ' t  have won; I don ' t  know 
anyone  who voted for him." No doub t  she d idn ' t  know a single person  who 
voted for Nixon.  In the m o d e r n  Amer ican  university, it is similarly difficult  to 
f ind anyone  who opposes the  Zeitgeist. Conservative intellectuals are  scarce 
there,  and  no t  because of  a dea r th  o f  conservative intel lectual  thought .  As 
Kirk shows, 16 there  is long tradit ion to such thought ,  and,  as Nash shows, 17 it 
has thrived in the post-war Uni ted  States. But, it has thrived largely outs ide of  
academia  in think tanks like the Her i tage  Founda t ion  and  the Hoover  Institu- 
tion. 

This cu r r en t  state thus did no t  arrive overnight;  it was decades  in the mak- 
ing. So, why d idn ' t  a coun te r -movemen t  arise within the  academy? Why d idn ' t  
there  e m e r g e  a set of  faculty who stood against the  t rend,  a rguing for the 
study of  what was un ique  and  interest ing about  America,  a rguing for keep ing  
the parts of  the Amer ican  e x p e r i m e n t  l inked together?  Surprisingly, such a set 
of  faculty did arise, and  they even f o u n d e d  a discipline: Amer ican  Studies. 

The  earliest versions of  distinctive p rograms  in Amer ican  Studies began  in 
the mid 1930s and  such programs spread rapidly. By 1946--1947, there  were  at 
least 60 institutions offer ing an u n d e r g r a d u a t e  degree  in Amer ican  civiliza- 
tion and at least 15 Ph.D. p r o g r a m s )  s The  r equ i r emen t s  for these p rograms  
varied widely, f rom being simply combina t ions  of  Amer ican  history and  Ameri-  
can l i terature (e.g. at Harvard) ,  to b roade r  p rograms  such as that  at Smith, in 
which students  were requ i red  to take "American courses in history, l i terature,  
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art or  music, and philosophy, educat ion ,  religion, government ,  or  sociology.'19 
Many of  these early p rograms  also pu t  an emphas is  on honors  s tudents ,  and  
these programs were qui te  r igorous.  Again, at Smith, "super ior  s tudents  who 
take honors  in Amer ican  civilization do  d i rec ted  reading in the second  semes- 
ter o f  the j u n i o r  year, write a pape r  in the first semester  o f  the senior  year, take 
an integrat ing p roseminar  in the second  semester,  and write th ree  examina-  
tions: one  on Amer ican  cultural  his tory as a whole,  one  on  conc re t e  interrela-  
t ionships o f  two fields in the major, and  o ne  on  the investigation o f  specific 
topics assigned in advance.  ''z~ 

The  early p r o p o n e n t s  of  creat ing these p rograms  in Amer ican  Studies  were 
very explicit  abou t  their  aims. The  p rograms  were des igned  to c o m b a t  two 
t rends  in the academy. First, subjects relat ing to America  had b e e n  s u b s u m e d  
u n d e r  the specialists o f  Europe .  Thus,  Amer ican  l i terature was taught  as a 
subset  o f  English literature; Amer ican  history and  ph i losophy  as subsets  o f  
their  Eu ropean  counterpar ts .  T h e r e  was thus no place in the academy for  a 
study of  the un iqueness  of  Amer ican  culture.  Secondly, the very na tu re  o f  
specialization itself was dis turbing to many who  des i red to see a m o r e  genera l  
educat ion.  Amer ican  Studies p rograms  were thus crea ted  in o r d e r  to provide  
exactly such a general  educat ion;  s tudents  would  study things f rom across the 
various disciplines with a focus on Amer ican  culture,  while their  professors  
would  work to create this same sort o f  in tegrat ion in their  research.  21 

Some cohes ion was b rough t  to these earliest  Amer ican  Studies p rog rams  by 
a course  or  set o f  courses  that  would  explicitly draw the connec t ions  be tween  
the disciplines. These  programs were,  in o the r  words, teaching the na tu re  o f  
the Amer ican  Mind,  which came  to "its mos t  c o h e r e n t  express ion  in the  
count ry ' s  leading thinkers--Wil l iams,  Edwards,  Franklin, Cooper ,  Emerson ,  
Thoreau ,  Hawthorne ,  Melville, Whi tman,  Twain, Dewey, Niebuhr ,  et  al. Hence ,  
early Amer ican  Studies programs of fe red  courses  on the 'Great  B o o k s ' - - o f -  
ten r equ i r ed - -wh ich  in t roduced  s tudents  to the field th rough  the cul ture ' s  
most  elevated minds."zz 

In short, Amer ican  Studies was a f o r e r u n n e r  of  the rash of  "inter-disciplin- 
ary studies" programs that are so prevalent  in the m o d e r n  academy. The  pro- 
grams were u n d e r  widespread  attack in their  early years because  they were  too 
unre la ted  to European civilization. In what  can be  seen with the benef i t  o f  hind- 
sight as a real miscalculation, these early p r o p o n e n t s  o f  Amer ican  Studies pro- 
grams dismissed such criticism by arguing that E u r o p e a n  civilization is so 
"overwhelmingly represented"  in the curriculum, that American Studies courses 
need  no t  make  such connec t ions  explicit, bu t  instead, could  focus  on  the 
un iqueness  of  America.  There  is someth ing  qui te  qua in t  abou t  the  claims of  
these early p roponents :  "[T] he area s tudied  [America] is synonymous  with a 
cul ture and does  no t  contain more  than one  cul ture  within the area . . . .  Ameri-  
can cul ture  by its astonishing s tandardizat ion of  t hough t  and un i fo rmi ty  of  
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values in relat ion to size and  popula t ion,  permits  us to make  general izat ions 
which would be far more  d i f f icul t - -perhaps  impossible-- to  formula te  for many  
o the r  countr ies  in Western Civilization. ''2~ 

It is impossible to conceive o f  a s ta tement  like Huber ' s  be ing  m a d e  in an 
Amer ican  Studies confe rence  today. Where  is the field now? Or  as S tephen  
Sumida  asks in the title to his 2002 Presidential  Address  to the Amer ican  Stud- 
ies Association, "Where in the World is Amer ican  Studies?" The  ques t ion  was 
p r o m p t e d  for Sumida  by an in te rna t iona l  col league who no t ed  "that scholars 
o f  Amer ican  studies abroad are uncer ta in  o f  what  the n a m e  of  the field means  
any more ,  when  it seems that  in the Uni ted  States we c o n c e r n  ourselves mainly 
with a 'discussion of  identity politics variously r ep re sen t ed  as universalism, 
multiculturalism, nationalism, postnationalism, Amer ican  Studies, New Ameri-  
can Studies, globalism, localism. ''z4 Sumida 's  answer to his in te rna t iona l  col- 
league is to note  with pleasure the crea t ion  of  a s tanding commi t t ee  on  Ethnic  
Studies, whose " fundamenta l  p r o j e c t . . ,  is to make  evident  that  e thnic  studies 
is American studies and American studies is e thnic  studies.'25 The  field of  Ameri-  
can Studies has, in o the r  words, seen the t r i umph  of  what  D enn i ng  called the  
"practice of  Amer ican  cultural  history as a fo rm of  radical cultural  critique.'26 

How m u c h  the field of  Amer ican  Studies has c h a n g e d  f rom its origins is 
perhaps most  evident  in Mary Kelley's 1999 Presidential  Address  to the Ameri-  
can Studies Association. Tit led "Taking Stands: Amer ican  Studies at Century ' s  
End," Kelley's address leaves no doubt  as to where  she believes American Studies 
should position itself. For Kelley, the academic field of  Amer ican  Studies needs  
first and  foremost  to take its s tand as a political movemen t .  The  e n e m y  is, 
naturally enough ,  "the Right" exempl i f ied  by Dinesh D'Souza, Lynne  Cheney,  
Rush Limbaugh,  Christina Hof f  Summers ,  and  William Bennet t .  

The  text of  the address reads like an old-fashioned moral i ty  play, in which 
the forces of  Evil must  be s topped by the good  m e m b e r s  of  the Amer ican  
Studies Association. The  most  telling par t  of  Kelley's speech is wi thout  a doub t  
what is missing f rom it: there  is no t  even the semblance  o f  the idea that  any- 
body, anybody, listening to he r  speech might  have agreed  with any of  the people  
on he r  list o f  "the Right." The  text simply assumes that  it is obvious to every- 
one  in the Amer ican  Studies Association that  the "Right's soldiers have set 
today's s tandard for false and  malicious s l a n d e r , . . ,  they have gone  into battle 
a r m e d  with powerful  insti tutional and  financial support ,  a n d . . ,  their  cam- 
paign has prof i ted f rom the m o r e  conservative policies of  the last couple  of  
decades.  ''27 This rhetoric,  this call to arms, would seem strangely out  o f  place if 
one  cons idered  the Amer ican  Studies Association to be a scholarly society. 

The  Amer ican  Studies Association, however, seems no t  to cons ider  itself a 
scholarly society. The  Sep tember  2000 ASA newslet ter  publ ished its Affirma- 
tive Action Resolutions which c o m m e n d  the " c o m m i t m e n t  o f  Amer ican  Stud- 
ies Assoc ia t ion  l e a d e r s h i p  to social  j u s t i c e  as a defining feature of t he  
organizat ion 's  her i tage and  its future.  ''28 Similarly, in the November  2002 an- 
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n o u n c e m e n t  of  the a fo r emen t ioned  s tanding commi t t ee  on e thnic  studies, 
the National  Council  weighs in on the political issues o f  the day, no t ing  how 
"living as we do in an era o f  he igh tened  racialized and  civic nat ional ism,  we 
f ind ourselves in a particularly critical m o m e n t  as the Uni ted  States turns  to- 
ward what we might  call ' imperialist  nationalisms."29 

The  politicization of  the American Studies Association does no t  stop with 
s ta tements  by its "leadership," o f  course. Politics filters into the research,  with 
titles like "Anything Goes: G ende r  and  Knowledge in the Comic Popula r  Cul- 
ture of  the 1930's," or  "Rethinking Betty Fr iedan and  The  Femin ine  Mystique: 
Labor  Union  Radicalism and  Feminism in Cold War America,"  typifying the 
books, dissertations, and  articles to which the Amer ican  Studies Association 
awards its annua l  prizes? ~ 

So, f rom a p rogram des igned to read the great  books of  Amer ican  civiliza- 
tion, the American Studies m o v e m e n t  has become  no th ing  more  than  an ex- 
t e n s i o n  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  i t se l f .  T h i s  c o m p l e t e  
t ransformat ion  occur red  in the 1960s. As Rober t  Sklar, f o rmer  vice pres iden t  
of  the American Studies Association put  it, "The vitality, f e rment ,  and  confl ict  
of  the 1960s have had  a salutary effect on Amer ican  Studies. ''3~ A salutary ef- 
fect: American Studies was sick back in the old days and  the events o f  the 
1960s b rough t  it to health.  No longer  would Amer ican  Studies be mi red  in the 
illness of  looking for what was c o m m o n  to the Amer ican  exper ience.  Rather, 
the discipline of  American Studies would now unde r t ake  a heal thy  study of  
the failings of  America,  a heal thy examina t ion  of  ethnici ty and  gender .  

This change  of  focus in the 1960s is a reason for celebrat ion within the 
American Studies community .  On the occasion of  its thir t ie th  anniversary, 
American Quarterly publ ished a retrospective issue edi ted  by Gene  Wise, who 
provided a cultural  history o f  the American Studies "Movement ."  He takes as 
paradigmat ic  o f  the change  Robert  Mer ide th ' s  i n t roduc to ry  seminar  in the 
1960s at Miami University. 32 It is worth quo t ing  Wise at length  on this change:  

Robert Merideth was not satisfied merely to discover what American culture is, 
What the culture is is obvious, he felt; it is all around people, threatening to en- 
velop them, and bent on corrupting their naturally humane impulses. Hence the 
teacher in American Studies must assume an adversary role against the culture. 
He must try to save himself from the culture's poison tentacles, and in the class- 
room he is obligated to help save others too, or help them save themselves. His 
only humane option, under the circumstances, is to serve as a cultural radical. 

'The primary purpose of the radical as teacher,' Merideth insisted, 'is to subvert 
a corrupt culture as it is internalized in his students.' Culture study--academic 
analysis of what America is--should be subordinated to culture therapy--the larger- 
than-academic, radically human act of healing wounds caused by the culture's 
corrupting influence. Hence Robert Merideth in the late 1960s would direct people 
in the movement away from publishing scholarship, a distinguishing trait of Ameri- 
can Studies the decade before, to become more involved in radical action--radi- 
cal teaching, community organizing, consciousness-raising? 3 
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The result o f  all these changes  is that  conversat ions are taking place in Ameri-  
can Studies confe rences  and  seminar  rooms  that  are r a the r  amus ing  to con- 
servative intellectuals. In these conversations,  an Amer ican  Studies professor  
will p resent  the "radical" idea that  the "marginal ized" groups  o f  Amer icans  
(e.g., those marginal ized by their  race, gender ,  class, sexual or ienta t ion,  or  
o the r  approved social status) n e e d  to be fu r the r  read  and  s tudied in o rde r  to 
i l luminate the  critiques they raise about  the "hegemonic"  mains t ream Ameri-  
can society. The  amusing par t  is that  nobody,  nobody, in the r o o m  disagrees 
with this "radical" proposal.  It is all simply p reach ing  to the choir. To be a real 
radical at an Amer ican  Studies confe rence ,  one  would  n e e d  to s tand up and  
argue that  the  Religious Right in Amer ica  b rough t  some benefi ts  to Amer ican  
society or  say a kind word for capitalism and  "Big Business." It is ideas of  this 
type that  are rarely hea rd  in Amer ican  Studies circles. 

The  p rob lem for Amer ican  Studies is no t  unde r s t and i ng  the "marginal ized" 
groups; because of  their  nea r  unan imi ty  of  opinion,  the  real p rob l em  for 
Amer ican  Studies is unde r s t and ing  the rest o f  America.  As Sumida  put  it in his 
presidential  address, "In Amer ican  e thnic  studies it is no t  only quite  usual, 
though  by no means  exclusively, that  the 'object '  o f  our  studies is ourselves, 
perhaps in ways both  dangerously  and  happily analogous  to how Amer ican  
scholars of  Amer ican  studies are ourselves part  of  the cons t ruc t ion  that  is the 
object of  our  studies (sic). ,,.~4 Having de f ined  themselves as being in opposi t ion 
to the cul ture  at large, and  having de f ined  their  field of  study to be them- 
selves, it is no w o n d e r  that  there  are large sections o f  Amer ican  t hough t  that  
are complete ly  alien to the Amer ican  Studies communi ty .  

I should also add that I am not  as pessimistic about  the state o f  the Ameri-  
can academy as the above may sound.  While the  professoriate does  lack m u c h  
intellectual diversity, the s tudents  are no t  paying m u c h  a t ten t ion  to the profes- 
sors. Talk to an Amer ican  academic  about  m o d e r n  s tudents  and  it will no t  be 
long before  you hear  the compla in t  that  s tudents  today are apa the t ic - - less  
willing to man  the barr icades in social protest.  The  s tudents  of  today quickly 
figure out  the ben t  of  the university, do what  they n e e d  to do to graduate ,  and  
then depar t  for inves tment  banks or  Big Business. They  listen politely to thei r  
professors and  then  go off  to jo in  the O the r  America.  
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for reasoned scholarship in a free society 

The  National  Association of  Scholars (NAS) is an organizat ion of  
professors, graduate  students, college administrators ,  i n d e p e n d e n t  
scholars, and  trustees commi t t ed  to rat ional  discourse as the founda-  
tion of  academic  life in a free and  democra t ic  society. The  NAS works 
to enrich the substance and s t rengthen  the integrity of  scholarship 
and  teaching, persuaded  that only th rough  an i n fo rmed  unders tand-  
ing of  the Western intellectual her i tage and  the realities of  the con- 
t e m p o r a r y  world, can citizen and  scholar be equ ipped  to sustain our  
civilization's achievements .  In light o f  these objectives, the NAS is 
deeply c o n c e r n e d  abou t  the widening cur rency  within the academy 
of  perspectives that  reflexively denigra te  the values and  insti tutions 
of  our  society. Because such tendencies  are of ten dogmat ic  in char- 
acter, and  indifferent  to bo th  logic and  evidence,  they also tend  to 
u n d e r m i n e  the basis for cohe ren t  scholarly dialogue.  Recognizing 
the significance of  this p rob lem,  the NAS encourages  a renewed  
assertiveness a m o n g  academics  who value reason and  an o p e n  intel- 
lectual life. 


