cultures. e subversion-containment debate of the ’s, especially as it
was articulated in works like Stephen Greenblatt’s “Invisible Bullets,” is
best understood as an excited overstatement of this insight (see Stevens
). So many critical modes that now dominate English literary studies,
modes as diverse as Postcolonialism, Postmodernism, Gender Studies, or
even the New British History (see Armitage ), are deeply indebted
to, if not wholly explained by, the historicist perceptions of the ’s—that
history is a matter of the genealogy of cultures and those cultures produce
or come to consciousness of themselves in language. ough many of these
historicizing modes of criticism are capable of falling back into a kind
of archival antiquarianism, at their best their practitioners insist on the
crucial relevance of culture to history. is is a cause for some pride. For
while the vulgar historicism of so many elites both inside and outside the
academy has made them incapable of resisting various crude, neo-liberal
and/or neo-conservative agendas, the nuanced, “culture-full” history of so
many academic disciplines, not least literary criticism, has enabled their
members to stand firm and keep faith with the deeply humane ethos of
Williams’s Keywords. History is a keyword because at this point in time it
reveals how two rival social processes or responses to the past occur simultaneously within the same language—the one closing our minds, effortlessly
assimilating the past into the present; the other opening them, tirelessly
defamiliarizing the present by showing how the past is another culture and
how other cultures themselves reveal the possibility of other pasts.
Paul Stevens
University of Toronto

Individual
Some coordinates:
Anthony Wilson,  of Branson, Mo., has changed his name
legally to ey. e inventor says he became the mythical person cited as “they say” for the fun of it, and also: “It’s important
to be an individual. But this is a reminder that the sum of all is
greater than the individual.”

e Globe and Mail, Social Studies,  October 
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“Do not shoot,” it shouted. “I am a B-b-british object.”

David Malouf, Remembering Babylon

All these ill-assorted people walking toward the giant clock on
Churchgate: they are me; they are my body and my flesh. e
crowd is the self,  million avatars of it,  million celebrations.

Suketu Mehta, Maximum City: Bombay Lost and Found

at last passage is quoted by Amitava Kumar in his review of Suketu
Mehta’s ethnographic memoir. He sets Kumar’s celebration of “they are me”
against Naipaul’s unsettled realization, described in An Area of Darkness,
that “there was nothing in my appearance or dress to distinguish me from
the crowd eternally hurrying into Churchgate Station,” stressing Naipaul’s
need to separate they and me, to claim his individuality. ose two reactions
enact exactly the paradox that Williams identifies at the start of his entry
for “individual,” where he locates the word’s original meaning as indivisible.
However, in the early modern period, the word took on the opposite meaning with the emphasis on distinctness, on divided from, although it often
retained something of that original sense of connection. What Williams was
interested in was “the extraordinary social and political history” () charted
by the movement from “one in substance or essence” to “a separate entity,”
from “that which cannot be separated” to “a single human being, as opposed
to society” (). e word individuality marks this distinction but since it
carries both the sense of “a unique person and his (indivisible) membership
of a group” (W ), it keeps the paradox alive and productive. “ey are me,”
even as I am me, too.
In relating this problem to “the break-up of the medieval social, economic
and religious order” (), as well as to the development of scientific thought
(and we might add, although Williams doesn’t, postcolonial discourse), Williams here and in many of his other entries (man, subjective/subject/object,
humanity/humanism, liberal/ism, social/ist, society, personality, private)
joined and in large measure opened up an ongoing discussion, often productive and as often baffling and baffled, on the individual subject in ethical,
literary, cultural, and political theory. us to be “a B-b-british object” in that
wonderful boundary moment at the start of Malouf’s novel where subjection and abjection converge, where linguistic slippage identifies historical
reality, is to stutter out of British subjecthood only to reinscribe the sense of
“British subject,” which, of course, that wild seeming creature on the fence
“really” is.
In teaching early modern writing I’ve returned to Williams’s “individual”
time and again; it gets at something crucial both for situating the texts and
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for entering them, too. e double directionality of the word enacts the
crisis of authority that is played out in the late th and early th centuries.
Robert Weimann in his discussion of the clash between internal and external
positions of authority quotes Richard Bancroft’s Sermon Preached at Paul’s
Cross (), which argued that “if authoritie and libertie of judging shall be
left to private men, there will never be any certantie set downe, but rather
all religion will become doubtful” (), as epitomizing the problem of the
individual and authority. e  lists no citations earlier than  for this
reprehended sense of individual, but the concept, “private men,” is clearly
already in place; indeed, the words “person” and “personal” are also beginning to gather their modern meanings during this period. Milton certainly
made the concept if not the word central to his polemical writing. It is the
distinct, the discrete individual, who must choose, otherwise free will is a
meaningless concept. Yet several of the instances that the  cites for individual from Milton carry the original “undivided” sense. e citation from
one of the Smectymnuus pamphlets is unambiguous. When Milton refers
to the problem of dividing “the individual Catholicke Church into several
Republicks,” he means undividable, indivisible. e  also cites Adam’s
words to Eve, “to have thee by my side an individual solace dear,” as another
example of that which “cannot be separated; inseparable.” But here is where
the problem begins, for that is to read the line entirely as Adam (and, to a
degree, Milton) would have it; after all Adam is describing Eve’s creation
from him, and now he would have her “part of [his] soul” (,
, –) as well.

However, only moments before, Eve had described her first awakening into
self, subjecthood, and, at least, tentative individuality, opening into the text an
outlaw space, outside of authority (even the narrator’s), a self reflecting only
itself even if unknown to itself, the individual before interpellation, a solace
only to itself. It is, of course, an illusion, but, like the image reflected back
from the “liquid plain,” a pleasing one. Adam speaks the original definition;
Eve, however, begins the move to the meanings that follow. One could argue
that the entire text puts that word under pressure. Even though it is only used
twice and both times in its original sense, it carries an ironic prolepsis. It is
the word “divide” spoken by Eve in Book IX, after all, that sets the whirligig
of the fall in motion.
I cite Paradise Lost partly because I do so whenever I can, finding it to
offer the necessary example of everything, as did diviners in the medieval
period who sought guidance by practicing the sortes virgilianae, that is, randomly opening and alighting on a passage in the Aeneid. Here it offers the
perfect example of the scene of interpellation, indeed the initiating scene. As
Eve is literally called from her reflection, she is addressed by ideology (it is
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the Father calling) and made subject to it, also a word that Williams explores
in terms similar to his discussion of individual, especially in its carrying of
paradoxically diverging meanings. is “paradisal” moment offers an apt
illustration of Althusser’s argument, following from his theory of interpellation, that the individual is always already a subject.
George Mariscal’s study of th-century Spanish writing offers an illuminating access to this issue in his readings of Quevedo and Cervantes,
especially as it mediates the essentialist/constructionist divide. For Mariscal,
following Foucault, the subject “is always only a provisionally fixed entity
located at various sites (positionalities) within the general relations of production, systems of signification, and relations of power … the construct of
the individual was emerging from competition between discourses and was
being constituted within writing itself.” e emergent bourgeois individual,
in this argument, is thus seen to be only “one form of subjectivity among
many” ().
e putative autonomy of the bourgeois individual is, of course, precisely
the problem that has attracted contemporary theorists. e grammatical
subject acts, predicates, takes an object, is, indeed, the humanist subject of
idealist philosophy. Yet constructed out of and subject to multiple and competing social discourses, how autonomous is s/he? Judith Butler’s suspicion
of grammar, particularly of “what we install at the site of the grammatical
subject” poses the problem precisely. For Butler “the matrix of gender relations is prior to the emergence of the ‘human’.… [I]f gender is constructed,
it is not necessarily constructed by an ‘I’ or ‘we’ who stands before that construction in any temporal sense of ‘before.’ Indeed it is unclear that there can
be an ‘I’ or a ‘we’ who has not been submitted, subjected to gender, where
gendering is, among other things, the differentiating relations by which
speaking subjects come into being. Subjected to gender, but subjectivated
by gender, the ‘I’ … emerges only within and as the matrix of gender relations themselves” (). Since grammatical positions are limited and pre-exist
any individual entry into language, the “I” that speaks as the grammatical
subject is itself “subject to.”
How/where, then, to install individual agency? An interesting attempt
to do this and to recuperate the older meaning of the word is Paul Smith’s
Discerning the Subject. In proposing the term “subject/individual” in place
of “individual subject,” he keeps the two terms in tension and underlines the
difference between them. e first term, “subject,” is determined (subject
to) and the second, “individual,” determining, with the possibility of agency,
hence of resistance, lying in the space between the two. Žižek probably would
have none of this, although Perry Anderson might. His recent articles on
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France in e London Review of Books come at this issue in wonderful ways,
catching the (for me) near impossibility of finding an adequate theoretical
basis for my belief, for example, that it is perfectly all right, indeed necessary in the interests of inclusiveness, of toleration (there is condescension in
that word, but I still take comfort in E. M. Forster’s observation that while
it may not be much, it may keep a splintered world functioning) to allow
the headscarf (kirpan, yarmulka, cross, turban; choose your own religious
object) in the secular space of the state educational institution. Where/who
is the individual in this conflict? In the young girl who by wearing the scarf is
indivisible from her religious group but divided from the secular institution?
Anderson doesn’t write specifically of this conflict, rather of the delusion
in attempting the sophistical enterprise of constructing an elegiac national
narrative “in which the divisions and discords of French society would melt
away in the fond rituals of postmodern remembrance” (). But they won’t
melt away: “If singular agents will not associate freely to shape or alter their
condition, what is the pneuma that can unexpectedly transform them, from
one day to the next, into a collective force capable of shaking society to its
roots?” ().
“Individuals are, essentially powerless,” Hal Niedziecki asserts in the recent
Hello I’m Special: How Individuality Became the New Conformity. “Only communities can truly effect change in society.” But that begs the question that
Anderson asks. Of course, one can take some comfort from the man who
changed his name to ey, reminding us that “the sum of all of us is greater
than the individual.” Yet in a world where non-conformity is a mass marketed
commodity, where everyone wearing the same Gap Jeans is expressing her
individuality, the word may have returned ironically to its point of origin as
undifferentiated and indivisible. One can only hope not. Or then again …
Judith Scherer Herz
Concordia University

Liberation
It would be difficult to think of a more “key” word in late twentieth-century culture than Liberation. In a discussion of any group’s freedom to do
something the “L” word was usually lurking behind. Yet when Keywords
was published in , the word was not there. It is difficult to see what
other entry in Williams might have served its purpose but the possibilities
seem to be Imperialism or Revolution. e former is a brief look at English
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