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Seattle was occupied again last month, by the 
Modern Language Association, and there is a 
connection to the other occupiers.

If students in the Occupy Movement cannot understand why working Americans are giving them squid fingers, 
their professors may be to blame. At the Modern Language Association (MLA) annual meeting in Seattle last 
month, English professor Joseph Ramsey pretty much said at a panel that when college activists in the faculty 

and the student body are finished hibernating, they will go back to doing the one thing that we know collegiates for 
decades have been trained to do—protest.

In 2011, the world turned “from the Arab Spring to the American autumn,” Ramsey said at an MLA panel on “Class 
in the Classroom.” The Class they were talking about was not a course.

“The Arab Spring put the stake in the blood-stained, hegemonic containment policy,” Ramsay claimed. Ramsey co-
edits the Marxist journal Cultural Logic.

On the domestic front, “You can almost see the financial towers tottering in the wind,” Ramsey asserted.  Ramsey 
teaches at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.

“As we speak, the Occupy movement has been dismantled,” Ramsey reported. “Some will go back to college.”

“Some will not.” For those that do return to campus, there will be no shortage of extra-curricular activities.

“Occupy Harvard stages walkouts in the middle of some neo-liberal economics professor’s classes,” Ramsey related. At 
the MLA, neo-liberal is not a compliment, particularly in Ramsay’s division of the association. 

 “Lenin famously wrote, ‘There are decades when nothing happens and there are weeks when decades happen,’” 
Ramsey reminded his audience. “We must keep our twinkling and, where necessary, our squid fingers, warm.’”

Translation: Occupiers gently wave their hands up, thumbs out, to represent “twinkling” or approval of something that 
is said and done. They gently wave them down, towards where squids swim, to signify disapproval.
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Dear Reader,

Last month, your correspondent got to bond with thousands of English 
professors at the 2012 Modern Language Association (MLA) convention 
in Seattle. Taking place over a fortnight, the conference featured more than 
700 panels showcasing several thousand professors, adjuncts, associates and 
graduate students. I caught every panel I could—14 in three days in which 
nearly 50 scholars strutted their stuff. 

Throughout its 25-year history, Accuracy in Academia has made every 
effort to attend these confabs. Professors preview their courses here. Indeed, 
most of the tenure-track professors who get jobs in English departments land 
them here. 

Interestingly, in a convention where left-wing polemics have been a staple 
for about four decades, this year’s gathering was markedly less politicized than 
past meetings. For instance, I never heard President Obama’s name mentioned 
once in all week there. President George W. Bush did come up two or three 
times although he has been out of office for four years. 

There were many panels on “the fate of the profession” or, as one 
dissident attendee put it, “the failure of the profession.” As well, “the fate of 
the humanities” came in for extensive discussion.  Perhaps there is a growing, 
if belated, recognition within the profession that the professoriate has, indeed, 
failed.  If so, we would like to think that we had something to do with that 
epiphany. 

Although we never attempted to bring down the profession, AIA has 
made a concerted effort to expose its output. This we endeavor to do as a 
service for you, our readers and supporters. We could not, in turn, accomplish 
this task without you. 

We are most grateful for all of your support. 

     All the best,

     Mal Kline, 
     Executive Director
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The panel that Ramsey spoke on was sponsored by the 
Radical Caucus of the MLA, of which he is a member.   “In 
fact, the slogans of Occupy have edged the conversation 
steadily toward something like a popular Marxism,” the 
Radical Caucus of the Modern Language Association 
(MLA) proclaims. “How might such a Marxism dispel 
the historical stupidity of mainstream U. S. politics, 
clarify the crisis of capitalism we are living through, and 
as a small side benefit, make evident how students and 
teachers in MLA fields share the predicament of working 
class people generally?”

Those to whom perspiration is part of their actual job 
might find it surprising that professors view themselves as 
working in sweatshop conditions.  “Capitalism is the social 
order in which workers sell labor power as a commodity,” 
the Radical Caucus claims. 
“How ingeniously the 
capitalists of the last 40 years 
have dispersed and cheapened 
the commodity around the 
globe!”

“That 75% of those teaching 
in U. S. universities are 
contingent laborers is not a 
separate fact,” the Radical 
Caucus asserts. “The war 
on the profession fuses with 
the war on unions and the 
working class.”

In another panel, two doctoral candidates—Shawn 
Jasinski of the State University of New York and Alex 
Young of the University of Southern California—offered 
post mortems for the idea of American exceptionalism. 
These kids should go far in higher education.

At the 2012 MLA annual meeting, graduate students 
trotted out their dissertations in hopes of landing their 
first jobs. The conference featured 753 panels and more 
than one-thousand college professors, adjuncts, associates, 
and graduate students, and those were just the speakers. 
Additionally, more than 7,000 English professors 
descended upon Seattle from all over the world.

At academic conferences, you can get a pretty good idea of 
trends in higher education not only from the presentations 
of tenured professors but also from the offerings of Ph.D. 
candidates.

The latter are presenting their doctoral theses and 
describing the academic research they want to pursue. As 
such, they are not only telling their mentors what they 
want to hear but showing what course catalogues may 
look like in the not-too-distant future.

These previews might not always be reassuring. For 
instance, Allison Schifani, a doctoral candidate from the 
University of California at Santa Barbara (UCSB), offered 
her observations on technological trends to the MLA 
audience.

Notwithstanding that this is 
a rather odd topic to present 
to a gathering of English 
professors—in fact, the largest 
one of its kind on the planet—
the gist of her presentation 
could alarm anyone who views 
technology as a means to a 
happier, healthier life, rather 
than as a tool for more state 
control.

In an approach eerily 
reminiscent of George Orwell’s “four legs good, two legs 
bad,” Schifani dissed technology designed to aid business 
and law enforcement officials but praised it when used for 
environmental regulation.

Specifically, she spoke ominously of two technologies—
RFID and Exacu Track—designed to respectively, track 
inventory and parolees.

Of ExacuTrack, Schifani noted, “They can track whether 
parolees are using drugs or alcohol.” Arguably, inquiring 
minds might want to know this information.

Schifani would like to seek closer collaboration with the 
animal kingdom. She’s fond of the Pigeonblog in which 
feathered creatures with back packs monitor air pollution. 
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translate faithfully, and thus to propagate, the institution 
of pederasty or the other homoerotic elements in the 
Platonic corpus.”

One of the remarkable things about college today is 
the degree to which professors and students engage in 
activity, that for the cost of admission, they could pursue 
off campus for next to nothing.

For example, at the 2012 MLA convention, budding 
professors bragged about developing computer games 
with the aid of their students. Patrick LeMieux of Duke 
University and Stephanie Boluk of Vassar College spend 
much of their time writing about and playing games.

LeMieux is a Ph.D. student in the Department of Art, 
Art History and Visual  Studies at Duke. Boluk is a post-
doctoral fellow in the media studies program at Vassar.

LeMieux also 
teaches. He informed 
the MLA audience   
he gives his students 
a slow form of a 
Mario Brothers game 
to play.

Along with Patrick 
Jagoda of the 

University of Chicago, they attempted to give intellectual 
underpinnings to computer games. Jagoda is ever 
developing a game called “Oscillation” with a quintet of 
his students at U-Chi.

“By designing this game, students were able to engage 
with narrative theory not only through reading, 
discussion, and composition, but also by incorporating 
digital literacy and new media production skills,” Jagoda 
asserts in his abstract.

“Like readers, computer game players engage in vast 
networks of patterns that make up the aggregate histories 
of virtual worlds,” LeMieux claims in his abstract. “The 
amount of information is vast,” LeMieux claimed at the 
MLA meeting. Some might argue that it is only half-vast.

Apparently, it never occurred to Schifani that the furry, 
feathered little guys might also be contributing to it.

From its program, this year’s Modern Language Association 
(MLA) meeting of the world’s English professors looked 
to be tamer than such meetings have been in the past. For 
example, none of the hundreds of panels there featured a 
discussion of hillbilly porn.

When you are there in person, however, you find that 
this is something of a redirect. “Upward of 40 sessions are 
devoted to what is called the ‘digital humanities,’” Stanley 
Fish wrote in The New York Times late last year. Fish is a 
professor of humanities and law at Florida International 
University, in Miami. 

At the convention's “electronic literature” exhibit you 
could see what the MLA wants to digitize. Most of 
the offerings were innocuous on their face, save one:   
“Shelley Jackson’s brilliant, unforgettable hypertext novel 
Patchwork Girl is one of the great achievements of literary 
hypertext,” according to  Eastgate, which produced it.   
“What if Mary Shelley herself made the monster, not the 
fictional Dr. Frankenstein?”

“And what if the monster was a woman, and fell in love 
with Mary Shelley, and travelled to America?”

Last month, the Chronicle Review asked in a cover 
story whether we were witnessing The End of Queer 
Theory. The question may be premature. This year’s MLA  
meeting featured about as many panels on “Gay Studies 
in Literature and Language as last year’s.

Moreover, panelists introduced the topic in areas which 
laymen might think are totally devoid of that aspect. 
“Queerness is a process of translation,” Merrill Cole of 
Western Illinois University declared. 

“As fifteenth- and sixteenth-century European humanists 
read, digested, and translated Plato, they found themselves 
faced with a fundamental problem,” Todd Reeser of the 
University of Pittsburgh claimed. “On the one hand, 
the rebirth of the Ancients  in the Renaissance implied a 
‘fidelity’ to the words and the sense of Greek texts.”

“On the other hand, many Humanists refused to 
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For Boluk, the overriding question is “What Would 
Karl Do?,” Marx, that is.   “Virtual worlds and utopia 
are conceptually linked in that they both offer models 
of alternative societies which are technically ‘no place’ 
(following the etymology of the word eutopos),” Boluk 
claims in her abstract. “Both can serve as an intervention 
on the present which contains the possibility for political, 
economic, and social transformation.”

“Yet the Deleuzean concept of the virtual as potential 
is often short-circuited by the logic of the marketplace 
resulting in games like World of Warcraft which do 
little more than reify existing structures of capital and 
conspicuous consumption (to the extent that developing 
countries now have thriving labor forces producing virtual 
commodities).”

Boluk warned the 
crowd at the MLA that 
“there is a dangerous 
alliance of games and 
neoliberals,” citing a 
game called “Chore 
Wars.”   That actually 
sounds like a good 
stocking stuffer.

Contemporary politics 
is never far from the minds of professors, whether they are 
in the political science department or not. For example, 
one MLA scholar tried to make a connection between the 
French Republic of 1789 and American Republicans of 
2012.

“People do not trust in principles, which is probably apt 
today given the Republican primary,” Julia V. Douthwaite 
said at an MLA panel on Dickens in France. Douthwaite 
teaches at the University of Notre Dame.

The aside occurred in an otherwise informative lecture 
on Dickens and Flaubert. Douthwaite is, by all accounts, 
expert in both, steeped in French and British literature 
and history.

Intellectuals become quite unnerved when we common 
folk do our own research in what they call “the 

Humanities.” Maybe that’s why they keep inventing new 
branches of it.

This trend was on display at one of the MLA sessions. “A 
look at corporate management manuals in the case of those 
adopting the ‘pinnacle’ of canonical humanities, namely 
Shakespeare, reveals some of this potential auto-critique,” 
Donald Hedrick of Kansas State University declared 
in a panel at the MLA.   “While some manuals adopt 
Shakespeare for ‘higher wisdom’ through quotations to be 
used to add ‘culture’ and sophistication to one’s memos, 
others actually engage in interpreting and considering the 
plays and characters in such a way as to critique their own 
practices, even to the point of observing that corporations 
now suffer a great moral and ethical decline over the 
business practices of earlier days.”

“At the same time, we witness corporations increasingly 
adopting the Humanities for their own purposes, as in 
workshop practices in communication and creativity.   
The assault on the humanities may thus be countered by 
a guerilla offensive in our own territory.”

“At first, to ask ‘What do students need from the 
Humanities?’ seems to place students in the very 
consumerist subject position that critics of neoliberalism’s 
influence on higher education forcefully reject,” Karin 
Gosselink of Yale, another MLA panelist, argued.                   
“However, I would argue that the most progressive and 
effective transformations within the Humanities in 
previous generations have arisen from identifying and 
responding to the needs of students.”

“For example, Judith Halberstam pointed to the 
movements to institutionalize ethnic, postcolonial, 
gender, and queer studies and their transformation of the 
Humanities in the last decades of the 20th century as a 
model for the responding to the decline of the Humanities 
today.”



Charlie Chan in Seattle

Those of us who grew 
up watching Charlie 
Chan at the Olym-
pics and in Monte 
Carlo and various 
other locales were, 
nevertheless, some-
what surprised to, 
figuratively, run into 
the honorable char-
acter at the Modern 
Language Associa-
tion (MLA) con-
vention, the world’s 
largest gathering of 

English professors.

Chan came to the Seattle meeting courtesy of a pro-
fessor from the University of California at Santa Bar-
bara who has chronicled the creation and genesis of 
the famed fictional plainclothes detective from the 
Honolulu police force. Moreover, in the course of 
his research, Yunte Huang found that Chan’s fiction-
al exploits were based on the real-life adventures of 
an actual detective-foot-tall Hawaiian cop, Chang 
Apana. Huang’s book is entitled Charlie Chan The 
Untold Story of the Honorable Detective and His Ren-
dezvous with American History

For some reason, Huang chose to give his presen-
tation at the MLA as “a ventriloquy in two parts.” 
Thus, he assayed the role of Chan giving the apho-
risms that fans have come to know and love. Ironi-
cally, in giving the bon mots a modern twist, Huang 
wound up delivering material so politically incor-
rect that conservatives would not even use it on each 
other.

“Ancestry of Chan is difficult to determine,” Huang 
told the crowd. “Many people from Hawaii have 
problem locating that document called ‘birth cer-
tificate.’” The audience of MLA regulars turned into 
the Petrified Forest in an instant. -MAK 
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MLA Lexicon 2012

Several years ago, we compiled a list of favorite 
phrases used by English professors at the annual 
Modern Language Association (MLA) convention 
which we now feel compelled to update. The 
original directory included the phrases:

Hegemonic (This is an MLA standby in all its forms 
and tenses, particularly when paired with a favorite 
MLA modifier, e.g., “patriarchal hegemony.)

    • Shibboleth

    • Intersection

    • Interstice

    • Rubric

    • Xenophobia

    • Descriptive, not

    • Normative

• Binary (As we use this term in our everyday 
conversations, i. e., “dismantling binaries,” and 
“academic vernacular binaries)

    • Discursive

    • Social constructivism

    • Stand point theory

   We now must add a trio of new cutting-edge terms:
•	 Hermeneutics

•	 Reification and

•	 Neo-liberal

The last of these is never used with affection. –MAK
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SANTORUM HITS A HOME RUN                                             
Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum has 
recently added a good deal of factual information to the 
primary process, according to The Fiscal Times.

“Let’s look at colleges and universities,” Santorum said 
in the ballroom of the restored Frank Lloyd Wright Park 
Inn Hotel in Mason City’s town square, right before the 
Iowa Caucuses.

“They’ve become indoctrination centers for the left.  
Should we be subsidizing that?”

Santorum tossed out Harvard University’s motto, 
“Veritas,” Latin for truth.  “They haven’t seen truth at 
Harvard in 100 years.”   



CONSUMER REPORTS FOR COLLEGES
In a recent issue of the Atlantic Monthly, Mark Bauerlein 
noticed that their “Working It Out” column tackled an 
issue that American students and their families view as 
highly important.

It was addressed in the form of a question:“Should 
each college be required to prominently post consumer 
information for prospective students – a kinds of nutrition 
label for higher ed?”

The idea was that colleges should actually feature 
“externally audited” material that would submit the over-
hyped and often false promotional material presented in 
glossy school brochures to the harsh sunlight of truth, 
suggested writer Marty Nemko. Of course, truth has its 

SQUEAKY CHALK
by Deborah Lambert

downsides.

Too many market-driven stats about employment 
prospects might inspire colleges to “narrow their offerings 
to market-driven majors,” to the detriment of liberal arts, 
according to MindingtheCampus.com.

Senior editor Derek Thompson reported that “the 
question sparked a huge response” at the Atlantic Monthly. 
Some readers wanted more numbers, i.e. “the debt-
after-graduation and earnings-by-degree.” Others were 
adamant that the “college experience is unquantifiable 
and easily perverted by metrics.”

Despite the outpouring of opinion on both sides of this 
issue, Bauerlein said that one important factor escaped 
mention – that is, “how much students learn relative to 
their grades.” For example, how much do English majors 
at a state school know with a B+ average?

And what about chemistry majors who earn Bs for a 
couple of years?

Bauerlein offered a straightforward solution to this 
problem, namely creating two tests – one taken before 
the course of study and one afterward, to determine the 
amount of value added by a particular course or seminar.

That way, “if a student doesn’t do well on the tests or the 
grades, we can’t blame the university. If a student scores 
well in grades but poorly on tests, then grade inflation is 
at fault. If there is minimal improvement in a B student’s 
grades over a couple of years, the course curriculum isn’t 
rigorous enough,” and so on.

Still, a major roadblock exists. Who would make up 
these tests? 
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You can order your copy of The REAL MLA Stylebook using the coupon 
below or order online at the AIM store: www.ShopAIM.org 

Accuracy in Academia|4455 Connecticut Ave., NW| Suite 330 | Washington, DC 20008

      

I would like to order a copy of The REAL MLA Stylebook:
Single copy $6.95 shipping included
Name:______________________________________________
Address:____________________________________________
City:______________________State:________Zip:__________
Email:__________________

To show what college and university English Departments are really teaching, Accuracy in Academia 
compiled The REAL MLA Stylebook, filled with quotes from a recent convention of the Modern Language 
Association (MLA) where thousands of English professors gather to push their politically correct, 
radical agenda. Outsiders who attend this event expecting to learn more about Chaucer, Milton and 
Shakespeare are in for a rude awakening when they discover that panels are more likely to focus on topics 
such as “Marxism and Globalization;”  “What’s the Matter with Whiteness,” and “Queering Faulkner.”  
 

This book is must-reading for anyone interested in learning more about the mindset of faculty members 
who are tasked with teaching the great works of the English language to our nation’s students. 

The REAL MLA Stylebook


