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It seems clear what unites “Great Books” or core text schools: a conviction that students are best served by a direct engagement with primary texts. These texts are not to be taken in isolation, nor are they limited to the context of a particular academic discipline. Rather, they are regarded as forming some type of legible tradition, a “great conversation.” The question that I initially want to ask in this paper is exactly which tradition we are asking our students to participate in, and in what way. 

Now in the case of a religious “Great Books” program, that question seems relatively easy to answer: namely, that program is attempting to transmit its particular religious tradition. This does not generally mean transmitting that tradition as a set body of dogmatic beliefs, but instead introducing students into the various debates and struggles (both inside and outside the tradition “proper”) that make every authentic tradition a living tradition rather than a dead letter. 


For secular “Great Books” programs, things are not so easy, because it is completely unclear what tradition we are attempting to transmit or lead students into. We tend to reach for the terminology of “the Western tradition,” a vague and suspiciously recent construct. What is the nature of this tradition, which supposedly connects classical antiquity, the Christian Middle Ages, and secular modernity? What justification do we have for emphasizing continuity over discontinuity between these three broad eras? What enduring debates and convictions animate this tradition? 

We do have answers to that last question, but it seems to me that they are often too broad to justify a narrow focus on “the Western tradition.” Other traditions grapple equally with questions of human nature, of justice and politics, of artistic achievement, of how best to understand the natural world. It is true that many of the canonical “Western” authors were not conversant with those other traditions, but why should we repeat their mistakes? Why should we perpetuate their ignorance? We often fall back on seemingly neutral categories like “influence” to justify the inclusion or exclusion of certain sources, but curricular choices cannot innocently reflect past influence without simultaneously perpetuating that influence into the future. 

Now at this late date, hopefully very few of us would object in principle to including more non-Western sources in a “Great Books” program (though there are of course serious practical and pedagogical questions about how best to do that). Yet I assume many would object quite strenuously to the idea of including a certain class of unquestionably “Western” sources—namely, products of Western popular culture. The divide between classical and popular culture seems to be what is primarily at stake, for instance, when we claim that the “Great Books” are especially helpful for cultivating critical thinking skills. The implicit contrast is not with Confucius or ibn Sina, but with what the students would otherwise be indulging in. Say what you will of the Western canon—at least it’s more intellectually productive than Buffy the Vampire Slayer! 

As comfortable as this claim is, it is far from self-evident. Contemporary popular culture has in fact generated multiple imposing bodies of commentary—academic criticism, robust fan discussions, and imaginative responses known as “fan fiction.” In addition to questions of character, plot, and thematic content, these discussions often explicitly address “meta”-level questions of continuity and influence. Even the gaps and inconsistencies in a pop culture tradition can be productive, as when the attempt to reconcile the contradictory statements from various Star Trek episodes about what happened between our decidedly uninspiring present and their optimistic future leads to serious debate about what it would mean to make the transition to a more utopian social structure. I am not prepared to say that the level of critical thinking on display in such discussions is by definition lower than that demonstrated in a discussion of Aristotle’s Politics. Indeed, given the many obstacles to a basic comprehension of Aristotle’s text, one may well prefer the Star Trek episodes if the goal is simply to provide critical thinking skills.

I suspect that makes many of us liberal arts types uncomfortable about the notion of replacing Aristotle with Star Trek is not simply the obvious fact that Star Trek is not ultimately as intellectually challenging as Aristotle. David Foster Wallace and Toni Morrison may not be as intellectually challenging as Aristotle, either, but I doubt we’d object as strenuously to including them as we would to canonizing Star Trek. The problem with pop culture from our perspective, it seems to me, is that pop culture is by definition a commercial product, subject to the vagaries of the market. The same basic objection is at work in our instinctive rejection of the notion that education should focus narrowly on job skills. In both cases, we feel that we have to provide our students with something that somehow exceeds or escapes or transcends the logic of capitalist utility and market demands.

According to the art historian Malcolm Bull, for much of modernity, there was a self-evidently authoritative cultural tradition that was regarded as transcending mere utility. This tradition “developed in the secular culture of the Renaissance, used the visual forms and literary narratives of antiquity as its raw material, and had naturalistic illusionism as its goal.”
 Bull calls this tradition “classical,” in contrast the “commodity culture” that arose along with the means of mass communication. As opposed to the naturalism of classical culture, commodity culture emphasizes easy communicability and reproducibility (as seen in the repetition of familiar tropes seemingly for their own sake, with no regard to their realism) and tends toward stylistic eclecticism. 

While there are many valid critiques to level at the traditions of commodity culture, Bull points out that “people of all educational levels (now perhaps especially the more educated, who can afford to make fuller use of it) find the endless inventiveness of commodity culture to be pleasurable, plausible, and spiritually satisfying. Its hegemony may only just have begun.”
 By contrast, the classical tradition has fallen on hard times, in Bull’s account more or less running aground by the early 1960s. Since then, it has no longer been self-evident among the educated middle classes that one should be familiar with literary classics, with classical music, with the greatest achievements of the classical visual arts. Indeed, many people engage with such materials as mere fodder for commodity culture’s work of eclectic recombination—here one thinks of the apparent compulsion to take “selfies” at art museums. 

Bull uses this contrast between classical and contemporary culture to resituate the achievements of the literary and artistic modernism of figures such as Eliot, Joyce, Picasso, and Stravinsky. Such works belonged to neither category, but operated in the narrow space between them. They combine elements of both cultures, yet without reproducing the logic of either tradition. The commodity elements are not included as a concession to realism, as they might be in classical culture, nor are the classical elements simply referenced as one trope among others, as in commodity culture. As Bull puts it: “By simultaneously resisting and mediating the two cultures modernism created a space between them, a distinct zone where their transgressive intermingling did not instantly compromise their separation” (102). 

If we return now to the question of the secular “Great Books” approach, we can now see that the dilemma we face is that the “classical tradition” no longer has a self-evident authority. There may be an audience that is eager to read Aristotle because one simply should read Aristotle, but that audience is both narrow (mostly white, mostly male) and shrinking. In this context, it seems to me that the only strategy open to us if we don’t want to simply collapse into commodity culture (or market utility, or the positivistic division of labor of academic disciplinarianism) is to attempt to carry out a gesture similar to that of literary and artistic modernism. This means first of all suspending the hierarchical relationship that we instinctively install between Aristotle and Star Trek, Shakespeare and Buffy the Vampire Slayer—there is no place for an argument from authority. Yet it also means resisting the effort to flatten the two traditions out as though they were both simply the same thing, both simply raw material to shape commodities out of. We must acknowledge the difference while creating something that is neither a monument to classical authority nor a commodity.

More or less arbitrarily, let us turn to T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, which surely counts as a monument of literary modernism and, as an added bonus, also contains numerous references to canonical Great Books. One of the earliest and most recognizable references comes in the last stanza of the first section, “The Burial of the Dead”:
Unreal City,

Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,

A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,

I had not thought death had undone so many.

Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,

And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.

The reference in the fourth line comes from Dante’s Inferno, specifically the section early on in Canto III where he is introduced to the loathsome group of people whose useless indecision doesn’t even allow them rise to the level of sin properly so called. Once we get the reference, however, it’s not as though we’ve “got it” and can move on. The footnote doesn’t make the text immediately understandable in the way that learning the plot of the Shakespeare play portrayed in a TV episode would render it immediately understandable. After all, the literal meaning of the line is already intelligible enough, equating the dull conformity of urban life to a kind of living death. What are we to make of the additional layer of meaning that seems to condemn the faceless mass for their moral cowardice—particularly in a poem where authentic moral resolution does not seem to be a live option? 

We can see a similar pattern in “The Fire Sermon,” where arguably the most horrific myth recounted in Ovid’s Metamorphosis, the rape and mutilation of Philomela by Tereus, is juxtaposed with the joyless coupling of one of those office drones (“the young man carbuncular”) and his wife. Are we asked to see these two scenes as somehow equivalent? If not, then what connection is being made here? And what are we to do with the concluding reference to Augustine’s Confessions, which evokes the great saint’s struggle with his powerful sexual desires? How can we connect that inner drama to the rather perfunctory performance that takes up the bulk of this section of the poem?

My point here is not to venture a particular interpretation of The Waste Land, but to highlight the way in which the complex network of references renders the poem less and less clear—even while inviting further interpretation. It does not present itself as a purely idiosyncratic “postmodern” collage of stuff that T.S. Eliot happened to like, but as a meaningful text, one that rewards careful analysis. Indeed, though it does present unique pedagogical difficulties, I enjoy using it in class precisely because it seems to defuse the persistent student objection to “overinterpretation.” What could it possibly mean to “overinterpret” a text like The Waste Land? More than that, as we learn how to read The Waste Land by attending to the internal demands of the text itself, it also pushes us to reread the many sources it cites, rendering them profoundly questionable by removing them from their High Cultural pedestal and embedding them in the muck and mediocrity of everyday life.

In short, the modernist gesture renders the classical heritage newly readable by suspending its transcendent authority. It does not rest content with regarding the tradition as a static archive, to be either venerated or stripped for parts, but sets it to work insofar as it sets the reader to work through the demand for continual reinterpretation. In a way, the modernist work leads us to read the tradition as though it was itself already a modernist work—as though Hutchins’ infamous Great Books set, for instance, were less like the Encyclopedia Britannica and more like Finnegan’s Wake. 

That space of reading, of interpretation as an end in itself, may well be the best we secular Great Books types can do in terms of offering our students something not simply reducible to market logic or practical utility. We can’t predetermine what students will do in the breathing room we try to open up for them, nor can we exclude the possibility that all our efforts will eventually be folded back into commodity culture—as has in fact happened with many of the bold experiments of modernist art and literature. We may find that we are, despite ourselves, providing students with job skills and cultural capital. Yet we’re also providing something else, and that small difference may make all the difference. 
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