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Class

Daniel T. O’Hara

Part I: Introduction

I. Introduction

  A. Modern literary critical use of “class” 

     1. Marx’s transformation

     2. “leftist” literary intellectual agenda in the 1930s 

     3. American social critics (Lionel Trilling, Edmund Wilson, and Kenneth Burke) failed to develop a theory of class while dealing with the class theme in the literary criticism in 1930s. 

     4. After 1930s in America, class gets incorporated into cultural criticism
     5. neo-Marxist Frankfurt School—Theodore Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Fredric Jameson, and Terry Eagleton: “ ‘class’ is subsumed by the intense interest in the relation of avant-garde or experimental artforms to ideology” (pp. 406).  

   B. “class” used in the past

     1. natural, life, and social science (chemistry, biology, and political economy)

     2. before 19C: literature (social and moral status)

   C. Purpose of the paper and O’Hara’s position: to reestablish the lost contact from American focus 

II. Discussion of “class” in three interrelated ways

A. “American Academy” as the mirror of a markedly hypocritical fashion the harsh economic truths operating and a microcosm representative of economic developments in the larger world. 
1. Hypocrisy: media and latest instruments– academy = liberal and radical = a class-divided workplace (to embrace a “leftist” ideology of radical liberation, a global capitalist rationality)
   B. context of Jon Elster’s post-Marxist social analysis 
   C. exemplifying of Elster’s theory of class with Henry James’s 1903 novella The Birthplace = a prototypical postmodern setting of radical contingency and heterogeneous identities. 

Part II: The Two Professions: Multicultural Proles And Powerbook Radicals 
I. Profession

A. English department Ph.D.’s in 1993-1994 

  B. tenure-track and adjunct non-tenure-track positions

    1. 632 vs. 5000

    2. 1 replacement for 4, 5 retirement, illness, or death 

  C. financial woes in higher education and dropping of college enrollment 

  D. Fourfold policy of survival of schools (pp. 409) = 40~60% non-tenure-track faculty 

II. Multicultural distinction
A. Courses offered in college (e.g. African American studies, gender studies, cultural studies, or postcolonial studies)

B. Hiring policy: affirmative action—multicultural identity politics (excluded identities: women and minority group) 

C. Depression-styled labour market = ideology of the oppressed 

D. Shrink of graduate programme

E. Critical styles of work:

1. “the archival dig”(historical, documentary, theoretical, and text centered) —library research 

2. “the cookie-cutter take”( free-floating, pragmatic, omnivorous) —practice criticism (framework of incompatible multicultural positions)
III. Multicultural Proles 

A. Multicultural stars 

B. affiliate original identity = sell themselves in the job market of the hierarchy of the academy 
C.  professional intellectual workers in this mixed-breed or hybrid sense (petty bourgeoisie) (pp. 418)
IV. Powerbook radicals = 
A. rising multicultural stars of the “cookie-cutter take” critical style + PCs, internet… (globalism, cosmopolitanism). Creating virtual world with the latest technology. 
   B. an official “outlaw” caste (old lumpenproletariat)
V. 2 dangers facing multicultural proles:

   A. sacrificing the quest for knowledge to expediency 

     e.g. student = queer theorist (commodity to meet the demand of the job market) * “the commodity route” (pp. 413)
   B. Academic Imperialism (in the name of global liberation): dealing with the wholesale appropriation of another people’s cultural experience 

     e.g. MLA convention: reducing Caribbean women’s text to generalizations about the necessary destruction of patriarchy everywhere. (pp. 413) 
Part III: Toward A Postmarxist Theory of Class 
I. Traditional Marxist view and theory:

  A. Modern society:

     1. Primary classes:

       a. aristocracy = vestigial past (landowner nobility by law)
       b. bourgeoisie = potent if soon-to-pass-away present (owning the commercial, financial, and manufacturing means of production/assimilate all forms of labour/appropriate this surplus value of labour for its exclusive use)
       c. proletariat = the promise of the future (owning nothing but physical labour-power/literate
     2. Two other classes: 

       a. petty bourgeoisie = self-made men (small self-employed farmers, business-people, and professional service-providers, such as teachers, nurses, journalists, and government employees)—radical individualism 
       b. lumpenproletariat = “the scum of the earth”—Marx  (pp. 415): totally alienated, unemployed and unemployable street-people, rabble. 
   B. Problems:

     1. time-bound

       a. fixed stereotypes 

     2. coercive myth (aspires to explain everything totally)

     3. collapse of virtually all Marxist societies 

     4. uncertain relationship between historical necessity and individual and collective free choice 

     5. questioning of Marx’s use of Ricardo’s surplus value theory of labour 

     6. the difficult distinguishing of class from caste, estate, guild, status-group, or profession

II. Jon Elster’s Theory

A. Definition of class (Making Sense of Marx 1985): 
“A class is a group of people who by virtue of what they possess are compelled to engage in the same activities if they want to make the best use of their endowments.” (pp. 415)

   “ ‘class’ is an ever emergent albeit repeatable phenomenon” (pp. 416) 

   “a collective actor on the historical scene” (pp. 416)

B. Definition of endowment:

Material, symbolic property, capital, know-how, power-position (pp. 416)

What people possess or own: some means of economic and/or cultural production and reproduction, such as: general knowledge, technical expertise, physical labour-power or the machinery of capital formation, circulation, and distribution. (pp. 417)—signs of power 

C. Downsizing of class in a postmodern world

e.g. profession of literary study 
D. Elster’s “methodological individualism” (post-Marxist theory of class)

1. self-interestedness

2. rational choice: personal and commonality interest 

3. value judgment: standard and criteria 

   E. collective authorships and abolition of current tenure practices 
Part IV: “The Biggest Show on the Earth”: The Case of the Birthplace
I. general introduction of Henry James’s The Birthplace (1903)—prototype of late capitalist or postmodern truth
  A. Mr. Gedge (cultural worker→ cultural investor→ speculator) sells his labour power and goes through a mental travel (truth-telling and parody-lying). 
  B. Imperial culture 

  C. Mrs. Gedge = self-interested 

  D. Double split: 

     1. the Gedges

     2. Morris Gedge = unhappy consciousness of alienated labour, the alienated being of the worker (pp. 421)

     3. public demand (the priest of idol) = a circus- or carnival-huckstering role of routinely retailing the legend to the masses and private sensibility (poor unsuccessful honest man) = “this primary character”
II. Elster’s idea of class 

A. Hayeses—the core of “the good society” (pp. 422)

B. The total penetration of culture by capitalistic standards of value and a new class consciousness (pp. 426)
C. Recognize the conflicted collective self-discovery of a new class

D. The American University/Academy:

1. our refusal of merely assigned roles

2. the new role of a collective self-authorship

