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N ’   “    ,” unless they

are academic knickers of an engulfing propriety far beyond the habits of
Bridget Jones or the demands of a Victorian school trustee. It is “perfectly
all right” for a colloquial expression of private discomfort to appear in
a Readers’ Forum in an academic journal, especially when that Forum
explores how we express ourselves as scholars. I spoke up only belatedly
at the  panel on this Forum theme, trying to identify knickertwisting anxieties that I now want to name as such in print as a rebuff to
pseudo-propriety. I also wish to reaffirm our right to a disciplinary or more
broadly humanist argot, as well as our need to develop an interventionist
vernacular adequate to our obligations and aspirations as critical citizens
or even public intellectuals.
To be readily and widely understood is not a crime against “excellence.”
However, such broad intelligibility comes with risks of misconstrual or
rebuttal analogous to those that attend the employment in professional
contexts of terms like “phallogocentric” or “hegemonic” or, indeed,
“fetching” or “felicitous.” Intelligibility of the more popular or populist
sort comes also with the risk of guild disparagement and the charge of
“dumbing down” or politicizing scholarship in order to seek the limelight
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beyond the cloisters or to comply with ’s demand that we become
simultaneously sexier and more plainly utilitarian, both flashers and state
functionaries. But, to return to the venerable notion of the garment of style,
do we really need to wear both a thong and drawers, and at the same time?
In the following intervention, I want to accentuate the positive force of
“having to write like that” as a form of discursive apprenticeship leading
to usable legitimacy and also as a form of obligatory forthrightness unwelcome in many quarters, especially during the so-called War on Terror.
My positive emphasis is not designed to resolve our discursive tensions
and quandaries but to connect them to the constitutive contradictions of
academic capitalism in neo-liberal madrasahs across Canada and the rest
of the First World, today.

Acquiring and Asserting Our Discursive Rights
As we know, notions of the plain style have complex histories and ideological connections. Clarity can come as readily from authoritarian presumption as from magisterial synthesis, and such clarity can threaten as well as
reassure, depending on where readers are situated in the social hierarchies
of the time. Clarity can also seem simplistic or treacherous, audacity masquerading as validity. And like clarity, obscurity or difficulty plays differently with different audiences, exasperating or incensing some while persuading or impressing others. is underscores what ought to be obvious
to all: academic discourse can and should be challenging, and the licence
to challenge granted willingly to the theoretical physicist or legal scholar
should be granted with equal readiness to the literary scholar. Unless the
academic assignment of discursive rights is as skewed as the disciplinary
distribution of resources and prestige, then we are as entitled to explore
arcane matters in unfamiliar terms, logics, and specialized genres as any
other group engaged in intellectual work. To claim this is not to excuse
bad writing (and therefore sloppy thinking) but is to point to the fact that
there is no single intelligibility index or stylistic standard against which
to measure what we do as literary scholars, and that plural standards are
too often made to furnish double standards expressing the wealth-creating
ideologies that so clearly dominate current understanding and support
of academic values. Can it be right to say, “I won’t trust a scientist whose
prose I can readily comprehend, but I do demand that literary types write
for ‘the man in the street or on the Hackney omnibus’”?
But if nobody reads us but us, there are several questions that flow
from such a restricted sense of audience. For example, if this is indeed the
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case, why is it a problem, unless the subsidizing of academic publishing in
the humanities is deemed a luxury or an impediment to de-skilling literary
studies into literacy training? Or again, if nobody reads us but us, is the
audience in question necessarily always academic, or can we also write
for wider audiences in plainer ways, using our experience as teachers to
communicate effectively outside the classroom? Is the current ideology
of expertise a guarantor of discursive responsibility and sound information or an attempt to discourage academics from participating in public
debates on matters that may interest them? is line of questioning may
leave one wondering whose interests are served by the double disparagement of academic prose in the humanities and of those humanists who
would employ a more accessible, activist idiom in the agora, especially if
they continue to identify themselves with their home institutions while
they do so, thereby threatening existing hierarchies based on the academic
division of labour and the communicative monopoly enforced by campus
branders.
Who determines who speaks for “the” university, and why? is latter
question opens up a crucial context beyond intellectual convention, imperiling that academic freedom the general public thinks we “enjoy” and ought
to be continuously exercising. In other words, there are multiple contexts
of communicative constraint as well as multiple forms of authorship and
audience that ought to feature far more than they do in the (mostly) cheap
shots of those who guard good writing against the ponderous or opaque
effusions of literary scholars apparently destined for a modern Dunciad
or Robert Fulford’s wastepaper basket.

I Have to Continue to Write Like is

To bring home some of the dangers of communicative constraint qua academic censorship and self-censorship in particular, I turn finally to one of
my own attempts to stimulate critical reflection on a very public issue. My
example is a portion of a piece I wrote as an introduction to a special issue
of an academic journal. e editor of this ..-based journal attended one
of the Body Projects conferences at the University of Saskatchewan and
kindly suggested a special issue featuring papers by some of the graduate
student presenters at the conference. I was asked to co-author the introduction to this issue with a further graduate student presenter. I wrote my
part and included a reference to the politics of the body after the tragedy
of  September  which intervened between the conference and the
publication of select proceedings in . In response to my draft, the
editor suggested I elaborate my remarks on embodiment in the “Age of
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Terror” because I was in a better position than American scholars to do so,
and it really needed to be done. I duly obliged. Time passed, and eventually
I began to wonder what had happened to that special issue. I tracked it
down, only to discover that my part of the introduction, extended at the
request of the editor, had been completely excised and I was now simply
one of three conference organizers thanked in a footnote.¹ is excision
was done without consulting me at all, and it removed writing like the
following paragraphs:
Anything serious that goes to print after September , 
has to recognize that day as both rupture and continuity,
wound and recovery. And if that work is written by a Canadian like me for an American publication with an international
reach, the impetus to mark / is fuelled by respect for and
solidarity with our neighbours, and grief for the Canadian and
other non-American victims and their friends and families.
As rupture, September  may begin to be understood as sui
generis terror that leaves a hole in human history and hence
in human understanding and powers of representation. But it
is worth remembering that, in one term that springs to mind
to describe what happened—namely holocaust—the holos in
question is always an exaggeration in at least two respects:
the burning it denotes is never complete and will always leave
physical residues of even the most horrifically complete combustion, including survivors more or less physically intact; and
the incineration of the physical, whether in ritual cremation or
act of war, never fully vaporizes or exhausts the capacity and
responsibility of those who live on to make meaning from such
events. Despite the accelerating death of natural species and
the documented disappearance of Indigenous peoples like the
Beothuk of Newfoundland or other groups found “surplus” to
dominant needs and aspirations, such horrific ruptures are at
least residually incomplete, bearing traces of the continuities
that preceded and will in some measure outlive and absorb
them.
But how does that process occur, and to what extent can
one call it healing? Beneath glib assertions of business as usual,
what remains after trauma to grow again or better than before,
especially in cases where there seem to be few human remains
 e note concluded thus: “I would like to thank Len Findlay, in particular, for

his correspondence about this special edition [sic] and his contribution to first
drafts of the introduction.”
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recognizable and recoverable, as at Ground Zero? How can
one address what medication cannot cure and which also
defies even theoretical or discursive medicalization? Can there
be more than fear in a handful of dust, mourning in skeletal
metal, anguish in the endlessly replayed iconography of terror
that simultaneously requires belief and beggars it? And can
that “more” ever escape from the open-ended economy of
asymmetrical warfare and revenge? …
e urgent need for academics to engage more fully and
in much greater numbers with the problematic features of
medical humanities and social biopower intensifies each time
one considers the attacks of /. Whatever one may think at
any given moment of such means of “communicating” across
cultural and political difference as this meticulously planned
and obscenely incontinent suicidal ordinance, the message so
conveyed is surely no surprise to anyone other than the incurably self-righteous and the impenetrably smug. e message
delivered to privilege and domination in the name of the glibly
demonized and some of the most wretched of the earth is
unequivocally critical. It is an insistence on interconnectedness and the sharing of a common humanity (or inhumanity).
It is also a fierce refusal of the desirability and inevitability of a
rapidly expanding and intimately invasive political world order,
or empire, increasingly impatient of obstacles and critique, no
matter how large, no matter how minute.

Perhaps it was a
case of academic
punctilio
mixing with
discreet selfcensorship in
the authorial
unconscious
to soften or
circumvent the
promptings of

My first broaching of an ethic and politics of connection had been
terse and oblique because I did not want to seem insensitive or opportunistic. But my reading of Foucault on panopticism and bio-power, Derrida on erasure and trace, and Hardt and Negri on empire suggested that
I ought to break a new taboo and that my literary training might help
me say something useful. However, only when encouraged to say more
did I become more explicit in connecting the events of / to American
imperialism, and I was certainly not as forthright as Sunera obani and
other Canadian scholars (myself included) had already been. Perhaps it
was a case of academic punctilio mixing with discreet self-censorship in
the authorial unconscious to soften or circumvent the promptings of the
authorial conscience. I am still not sure. But to have my reflections on
accountability and erasure themselves unilaterally erased came as a shock
and disappointment to me. However, this unwelcome vindication of my
understanding of erasure—as always incomplete and hence open to resistance and recuperation—convinced me of two things. First, even notori-

the authorial
conscience.
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ously difficult theory can enable public political work. Second, I should
never knowingly pull my punches on any occasion. at way, even though
I am as vulnerable as any other scholar to censorship and self-censorship,
and rely on audiences to assist me critically in dealing with both the censor
within and the censors all around, I can keep on writing like this.
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