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A  -  , my first reaction

upon being invited to contribute to this forum was, “Yes! Of course!” As a
self-doubting grad student, my second reaction was more along the lines
of, “Hey wait a second. Am I really qualified to do this?” At this point, the
anxiety set in, corollary to the fabled impostor syndrome that afflicts all
 students. After all, anxiety is the bread and butter of graduate student existence: anxiety over papers, marks, candidacy exams, the eventual
job market—and of course one mustn’t forget the transcendent signifier
itself, the looming absence of the as-yet-unwritten dissertation. However,
it occurred to me in a moment of desperation-slash-inspiration that one
topic upon which I could confidently hold forth was precisely this anxiety
of which I speak. For contextual examples, then, I shall use myself, in all
my anxiety-ridden glory.
I am writing my dissertation on contemporary Canadian fantasy,
which is a wonderfully marginal and non-canonical topic. On the one
hand, this marginality could be considered advantageous, because
we all “know” that the high/low cultural divide has gone the way of
the dodo, and in a postmodern, poststructural, postimperial era, the
margins are definitely the place to be if you want to get in on the
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action. However, things can get a little dicey out on these particular
margins, particularly when it comes to ruminating over the Canadian-ness of Canadian popular genres. Here, I tend to agree with Geoff
Ryman, a Canadian  writer who argues that “Nobody in their right
minds wants a national identity. Canadians are lucky they don’t have
one” (). Yet in spite of my own distinctly anti-nationalist leanings, I find
myself strangely compelled to return to questions of Canadian-ness (that
is, of “nation” and “period”) in formulating my project. And upon asking
myself the question “Why do I (feel that I) have to read like that?” the
answers expose a veritable laundry list of graduate student anxieties.

Because I Want to Get a Job (Employment Anxieties)

e simplest answer is quite practical: When I graduate, I want to be
employable, and I have seen no job postings for Canadian positions specializing in fantasy
fantasy, speculative fiction, or even popular genres.¹ On an
abstract, theoretical level, following Benedict Anderson’s lead, we as a
discipline seem to enjoy deconstructing essentialized narratives of nation
almost as much as we do those of race, ideology, and gender. However, on
a more concrete administrative level, English department hiring practices
are still largely informed by the underlying categories of nation and period.
us, to apply for existing job postings, I would be wisest to market myself
as a Canadianist, possibly with a sub-specialization in contemporary literature and/or popular genres. Of course, this is an oversimplification. As the
most obvious alternative, I could jump ship from the nation-and-period
crew to instead market myself as a specialist in some form of contemporary theory. In this case, selecting a theoretical camp shouldn’t present a
problem, since we all “know” that one cannot read literature without (at
least implicitly) espousing some sort of literary theory—even if that theory
is something as simple (and typically invisible) as arbitrarily defining the
properties of Great Literature and appointing oneself the de facto arbiter,
purveyor, and gatekeeper of Literary Quality.
However, although the humanist (a.k.a. imperialist) canon of great
books has faded away in favour of a sort of textual multiculturalism (or
perhaps multi-perspective-ism), a new form of canonicity reappears in the
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be noted that I have in fact seen one such posting. However, the general
anxiety here remains essentially unchanged. A single job posting in my field of
specialization hardly signifies a shift in the general hiring practices in English
literature departments, although (if I’m lucky) this may be the precursor of a
more general trend.

Readers’ Forum | 

G B is a 
candidate in English at
the University of
Alberta, where he is
writing his dissertation
on contemporary
Canadian fantasy. His
work on fantasy literature
and theory has
appeared in ESC and
is forthcoming in the
Journal of the
Fantastic in
the Arts.

very same theory camps that most vehemently eschew canons in general.
In this context, I find myself faced with a relatively limited set of respectable and accepted (that is, canonical) theoretical frameworks, bound to
decide if I want to position myself as a postcolonialist, a poststructuralist,
a practitioner of queer theory, or perhaps a cultural studies scholar. Unfortunately, I cannot in good conscience represent myself as any of these
things. Rather, I have discovered that my approach to the literature I study
fits best under the dual headings of genre theory and cognitive poetics,
falling at the interface between these two often-overlapping theoretical
frameworks. As in the case of my marginal subject matter, this ought to
be a good thing, since the study of genre appears to be experiencing a bit
of a renaissance, largely fueled by recent work in cognitive science (Frow
–). Indeed, I should be quite pleased with myself, sharing these cutting edge theoretical frameworks with such luminaries as Mark Turner,
Peter Stockwell, and John Frow, all of whom call for deep changes in the
discipline of English Literature itself.
Unfortunately, there don’t seem to be any more postings for genre or
cognitive poetics specialists than there are for fantasy or speculative fiction ones. And in a broader context, the lack of hiring in this area makes
sense, since sometimes it can be difficult to tell the difference between
“cutting edge” and “lunatic fringe,” and the potential longevity of any relatively untried critical approach remains impossible to predict until some
years have passed. Consequently, as a graduate student, I find it easy to
imagine hiring committees being somewhat cautious when looking to fill
teaching gaps left by retirement in more established areas, such as canonical literature or (what I call) canonical theory. Either way, who wants to
take a chance on the upstart? In short, while current research tends to
gravitate toward the margins, hiring still gravitates quite naturally toward
the “centre” of the English department, which is still, for better or worse,
the teaching of canonical texts, be these works of “literature” or “theory.”
us, anxiety fuelled and canonically cowed, back to nation and period I
go, and a contemporary Canadianist I shall be.

Because “I ink It’s Cool” Just Isn’t Good
Enough (Funding Anxieties)
But perhaps I’m getting off track here. e original question wasn’t “Why
is it so darn hard to get a tenure-track job?” It was “Why do I have to read
like that?” And all of these employment anxieties may lead back to a slightly
more basic though equally practical question, one which many graduate
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students face every year right around  time. at question is, quite
simply, “Why should anyone pay me to do this, anyway?” is question
becomes particularly pertinent and immediate for those of us who must
justify our work not only to specialists within our own discipline but also
to typically interdisciplinary funding committees. And when I fill out a
funding application that instructs me to explain how my research will “create value for Albertans” (Alberta , ), it becomes tempting to fall back into
simplistic and colloquial narratives of regional, national, or subcultural
identity building. In a larger context, this tendency might even reflect one
of the central anxieties of English Literature itself, a discipline that exists
within and is sustained by a capitalist economy of value-for-money reasoning while at the same time operating with its own internal economy, not of
material goods but of abstract ideas. What, exactly, is the value of my work
or, for that matter, of any abstract idea? And how can I possibly explain
this sort of second-order abstraction to a non-specialist audience?
Of course, there is no single answer to these questions, and we all
have our own reasons for believing that our research should be important
not only to us but also to a more general audience. Furthermore, we can
articulate these reasons quite well, thank you, since this is how we get
our funding (and degrees) in the first place. Yet the underlying anxiety
remains, and the temptation in formulating these sorts of arguments for
a general audience is always to return to those ideas that carry the most
broadly accessible political and material implications. In my particular
case, this means returning once more to questions of Canadian identity
and nation-building, however much I might prefer to resist or undermine
such frameworks on a more abstract, theoretical level.

Is Gambling the Answer? (On the Practical Uses
of Impractical Passions)
Returning to the original question, then, do I really have to read this way,
artificially imposing an external framework of nation and period upon
my own research in the hopes of getting a job and/or funding? e short
answer to this question is quite simply, “No, I don’t.” However, if I’m going
to pretend to be that tough about it, then I’m going to have to find something to do with the anxiety generated as a by-product of my choice to
study non-canonical literature within a non-canonical critical framework.
Perhaps the best solution in this case is to transmute all of that anxious
energy into a passionate and invested engagement with my project, to
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raise the stakes and place my bet without further reservations. By accepting such a risk, I can go ahead and write my dissertation as I see fit while
letting the employment and funding cards fall where they may, and I can
keep chasing that brass ring of the tenure-track job, publishing in as many
peer-reviewed journals as possible in the hopes that a solid publication
record will compensate for the lack of canonical literature and theory in
my dissertation. is is a gamble, to be sure, and not particularly practical,
but, then again, if I were a practical person I probably wouldn’t be studying
English Literature at all. I would be back in my old technical writing job,
producing software manuals and documentation and not having to justify
the content or general worth of my own work to anyone but myself and
(very occasionally) my boss. Which was, of course, precisely what drove
me back into graduate school in the first place.
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