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INTRODUCTION
Patricia Harkin

This issue of Critical Exchange is devoted to the work of Gerald
Graff, John C. Shaffer Professor of Humanities and English at
Northwestern University. The issue focuses on an interview with Mr.
Graff at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, on June 15, 1985. Present
at the interview were David Downing, of Eastern Illinois University,
Editor of Works and Days, David R. Shumway, of Carnegie-Mellon
University, Director of the GRIP project of the Society for Critical
Exchange, James Sosnoski, of Miami University, Editor of Critical
Exchange, and Patricia Harkin of the University of Akron. Mr. Graff
visited Oxford in conjunction with a conference on "Curriculum:
Tradition, Critique, and Reform" sponsored by Miami University and
the Society for Critical Exchange. Mr. Graff’s keynote address at
that conference, "Patterned Isolation," was taken from his work-in-
progress, published in 1987 as Professing Literature: An Institutional
History, by the University of Chicago Press. Mr. Graff made a draft
of his talk available to the interviewers and to the other contributors
to this issue of Critical Exchange; quotations from and references to
the "typescript” should be understood as referring to that draft.
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Critical Exchange #23 (Sunumer 1987)

A CONVERSATION WITH GERALD GRAFF

David Downing
Patricia Harkin
David Shumway
James Sosnoski

June 7, 1985

Harkin: Have there been changes in your thinking since the publica-
tion of Literature Against Itself?

Graff: P’'m sure there have, but it is a little hard for me to be sure
exactly what they are--I think I've perhaps been changing my
empbhasis and rhetoric more than my actual thinking and also perhaps
trying to do a better job of taking on some of the complications that
I avoided in Literature Against Itself, that is, saying some of the
things I thought I could presuppose in Literature Against Itself but
apparently couldn’t. For example, I never expected that Literature
Against Itself would be read as some kind of humanist manifesto or
some kind of defense of great traditionism, and yet people who both
liked and disliked my argument tended to take it that way. That was
a rhetorical failure on my part which I would try to avoid, or have
been trying to avoid in recent things I have been writing.

Harkin: So your changes in rhetoric are an effort to find a new
audience or new allies: is that what you’re saying?

Graff: Well, who is one’s audience? It’s hard to be exactly sure,
and of course the situation shifts very rapidly. One of the problems
in writing criticism now is that because of rapid changes in trends,
it’s hard to take for granted any particular context. A lot

of Literature Against Itself was written as long ago as the early 70’s.
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Some of the essays were published in different form earlier, when the
situation was somewhat different. For example, when I was writing
that book, some critics were adopting a subjectivist view of reading
and interpretation. Stanley Fish was saying that his method of inter-
pretation "relieved him of the obligation to be right and obliged him
only to be interesting" and so forth, Well, by the time I and others
got into print attacking that kind of radical subjectivism, Fish had
already abandoned it. And of course when you abandon a position in
criticism, you never admit that you are abandoning it.

Others: Is that what you’re doing?

Graff: T’ll leave you to judge--so that Fish--though he did actually
renounce this view--was very good at upstaging his critics by acting
as if it would have been naive for anybody to have held the subjec-
tivist view of interpretation that we were attacking. The situation
changes so rapidly in criticism that what you may be defining your
position against will have changed by the time your article or
whatever it is comes out.

Sosnoski: That’s an odd expression--defining one’s position
against . ..

Graff: I don’t mean to make it necessarily antagonistic, but we don’t
just start talking in a vacuum; we start talking because there’s a
question we want to address or a situation where we think an -
intervention needs to be made, and if that situation is rapidly
changing, then your response may be obsolete by the time it appears
in print. At any rate, when I was writing that book, the great
conflict between humanism and post-structuralism was beginning to
take shape in a way that was changing almost day to day and had I
been aware that what I was saying would be used . . . .

Downing: By neo-conservatives?

Graff: By political neo-conservatives or a certain kind of cultural or
curricular neo-conservatives, I would have said it differently.
Actually I did take pains to say in the preface of the book that
the fact that I was attacking post-structuralism was not an excuse to
avoid reading what post-structuralists were saying. But that sort of
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qualification tends to get lost. It wasn’t enough, you know, so I try
to take greater precautions now against being appropriated in a way
that I don’t like.

Sosnoski: Are you saying you're still being appropriated by neo--
conservatives?

Graff: Well, specifically by political neo-conservatives or by people
who are opposed to theory: for example, some readers of Literature
Against Itself praised the book as if it was an attack on theory.

Then others who had read their laudatory reviews damned the book
because it was an attack on theory. Well, it never occurred to me
that anybody would read the book as an attack on theory; I thought
it was an attempt at a contribution to theory. But I suppose I

should have been aware that this reading would be made and should
have said that what I was doing was attacking a certain kind of
theory but defending another kind, or defending one theory and
attacking another. You know, Geoffrey Hartman referred to me in a
lecture as one of the anti-theorists. Of course, Geoffrey Hartman
tends to identify theory with the kind of theory he does. For
deconstructionists, "theory" means "deconstruction,” and so also for a
lot of their enemies. In any case, I might have made misappropria-
tion of my stuff more difficult than I did. Ultimately, I suppose you
can never wholly control how you are used.

Sosnoski: I still remember a conversation with you when you
mentioned that only one person in all the reviewers of Literature
Against Itself had noticed that the book was concerned with the
relationship between literature and society; you felt that in that
sense also the book had been misread because readers missed the
central point.

Graff: What you heard was a bit of typical professional whining. I
don’t want to use this session as an occasion to make the sort of
complaints that authors always have about being misunderstood or
misread. I do think that that book tried to say too many things
about too many different subjects, so that it was easy to seize on
one argument as the central one, the attack on certain strains of
post-modern fiction or the attack on certain kinds of post-struc-
turalism or new criticism or formalism, and thereby ignore other
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aspects of the book. I felt that I was making a political argument
which allowed for an interplay between politics and literary theory
and that one of the more interesting aspects of the book was my
point that literary criticism had recently been politicized in ways that
were self-defeating. There was an argument there that I felt wasn’t
taken seriously by a lot of readers who liked or didn’t like the book.
But again, these are the sort of gripes authors have and I think that
ultimately the writer is responsible. When your main points are
missed it’s usually because you didn’t emphasize them properly or you
let them be obscured by other points. It’s just something that you
learn from as you write, and you try to do better the next time.

Downing: We’re talking about the shift in your thinking since the
publication of Literature Against Itself, and I'm still looking for a
specific example. I want to see if you still hold the same belief.
Part of Literature Against Itself was arguing for a kind of objectivity
which could resist certain kinds of social deformation and confusion
that you saw. In other words, it was an argument against certain
kinds of critical relativity when carried to an extreme. And so what
you do in Literature Against Itself is pick up Saussure’s point about
the arbitrary nature of the sign, which of course is an important
point in post-structuralist discourse. And you acknowledge (and I
quote), "conventional, verbal meanings are generated not by nature
but by the play of the difference within the linguistic system." But
you resist the notion of arbitrariness at the conceptual level.

Graff: Right.

Downing: In other words, you write, "but it does not follow that
because the signs are arbitrary the concepts denoted by these signs
are also." My question is: how then do you account for such
disparities as that pointed out, for example, by Catherine Belsey in
Critical Practice between the color spectrum, for instance, as
constituted by English and Welsh. In Welsh the color of glas blue
includes elements which English would identify as green or gray.
How then can the concept of "blue" be used to adjudicate a percep-
tual difference between an English person and a Welsh person? Or,
to use another example, Eskimos use about 17 words to describe
various things we would call snow, yet they have no general term for
snow; what has happened to the non-arbitrary concept of snow in

INTERVIEW
their language?

Graff: Well, that’s a key question. Philosophers have dealt with it
under the problem of incommensurability or translatability across
vocabularies. How can the concept of blue be used to adjudicate? 1
don’t know. What happens when a Welshman and an Englishman get
together? Are they able to understand the fact that they differ as
regards to the concept of blue? If they do, and I would think that
there would be situations in which they could, there would be
presumably some kind of coordinate system in terms of which that
kind of conceptual difference could be staged.

Downing: O.K,, the coordinate system?

Graff: Davidson is good on this in his essay "On the Very Idea of a
Conceptual Scheme," arguing that just to state the problem of
difference that, as you say, Belsey here has stated, one has to
presuppose some notion of translatability or commensurability from’
one vocabulary to the other or from one paradigm or cultural system
to the other. How did Belsey describe the difference between the
English and the Welsh unless she herself was working within a
conceptual system that could contain both?

Downing: Are you arguing that that conceptual system has a kind of
neutrality?

Graff: I'm arguing that our ability to talk about such issues as this
depends on our assuming the possibility of a kind of neutrality, yes.
And I would say there’s ultimately no standpoint from which one
could challenge this neutrality. What authorizes Belsey’s description
of the difference between Welsh color-coding and English? It seem
to me Belsey assumes that she can describe the difference and that
her description is valid. I don’t know what the ultimate metaphysical
warrant for that assumption would be or what Belsey would say it
would be. I would say she assumes it can have some kind of validity.
Objectivity is a presupposition, a ground condition of discourse rather
than a way of going behind discourse to shore it up with some kind
of metaphysical back-up.

Downing: You mention the difficulty of challenging that ground of
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neutrality, but it seems to me that the lack of specificity itselfis a
problem when you assume some ground of neutrality. In other words,
it seems to be at such a level of generality that unless you can make

it a bit more specific, I can’t see it?

Graff: Yes, the issue that we’re going probably to argue about is the
whole question of the ground rules of discussion. There’s a tendency
in recent literary-philosophical-cultural theorizing to argue that the
ground rules of discourse themselves are political, or are culturally
biased, or reflect cultural prejudices. What you have now is a
situation where it’s difficult to advance in any discussion beyond
debate over the ground rules themselves. That is, it is constantly
said that any ground rules that we choose are going to be slanted or
biased in favor of some social group. It seems to me that it’s hard
either to defend or to refute this notion. The philosophical dead end
that you run into when you try to find some kind of foundation for
your ground rules is the same sort of dead end that you run into
when you try to undermine those ground rules. I suppose one way of
stating it is that before you even start defending the ground rules or
attacking them, yow're already depending on them, you're already
using them.

Downing: Are you willing to equate "ground rules" with some sort of
notion of totality with which we can operate?

Graff: Well, I suppose, yes, our ground rules include the notion that
it’s possible for us to survey situations in some kind of totalizing

way. That would be an enabling presupposition of argument: that
there are notions of relevance that allow us to move from one
argument to another, to say that something follows from something
else, to say that some set of facts or some interpretation of a set of
facts implies that something else is the case. (Habermas’ "com-
municative pragmatics" is quite good on this, I think.) The notion
that there can be facts, the notion that we can reason from specific
cases to generalities, these are what I mean by ground rules. The
attempt to argue that these ground rules are infused or permeated
with political interests of various kinds or with hegemonic desire and
so forth, may be valid, up to a point, and perhaps valuable to point
out in a cultural situation long dominated by a notion of value-free
objectivity and the value-free researcher who is completely above all

INTERVIEW

sociffl _interest. In the context of correcting that sort of myth of
empiricism or myth of rationalism, recent attempts to politicize the
ground rules are understandable and defensible. But I think we’ve
had a vast overstatement of this kind of politicization of ground
rules, and have reached the point where it is no longer fruitful,
because onceyou try to ascribe a specific politics to a particular set
of ground rules, you run into trouble. In other words, it’s true in
general that the ground rules of discussion are always created
culturally and historically and thereby can be traced to social and
historical origins.

N But to attempt to pin a specific politics on something like objec-
tivity, let's say, or empiricism or to say that there is something
poht'ncally totalitarian in looking for determinate meanings in texts or
readm.g texts in a way that imposes a certain kind of closure on
the‘m is silly. It finally leads to a universal rhetoric of suspicion in
which everyone is "demystifying" everybody else so that nobody can
finally advance in a debate about anything. Finally, everybody has
demystified everybody else’s discourse (including his own) and
substantive discussions of history, social analysis, and so forth don’t
adv§nce. So, I guess I'm agreeing with the pragmatists on this
partnc.ular issue, that epistemology beyond a certain point becomes
unfruitful, especially the politicized epistemology that is always tryin
to undermine everybody else’s discourse. ¢

I would also add that this competitive demystification of every-
body else’s discourse has become an academic game--you point out to
me that Ijm not sufficiently reflexive about my own discourse and
then I point out to you that you’re not sufficiently reflexive about
your critique of my discourse, and so on. We can go on like that for
a long time, but I think it becomes fruitless. My effort--although I
suppose I haven’t got very far in this--would be to try to move the
current discussions away from what I see as an overly suspicious
attitude toward ground rules, objectivity, historical method, and so
f'orth, to a level where we could discuss the politics of critic’ism and
literature more progressively.

Shumyvay: I want to pick up on your reference to the pragmatists,
by which I take you to mean Knapp and Michaels and the "against
theory" people. v

Graff: Rorty also.


































































































































