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Preface

These lines, therefore, will probably blend the weft of first
purposes and speculations, with the warp of that experience
afterwards, always bringing strange developments.

Walt Whitman, “A Backward Glance o’er Travel’d Roads”

Glancing backwards is probably one of the most common gestures in scholarly work. Some
glance into the past for inspiration, relishing those voices that were able to capture thoughts
almost beyond the reach of human language. Others try to grasp the truths that evaded their
forebears and might have led earlier generations to reach wiser assumptions. As philosopher
George Santayana famously put it, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to
repeat it.” Still others deem it necessary to enter into lively conversations with the precursors
in the discipline in order to establish their particular position regarding the key landmarks in
the field. Whether our glance is inspirational, condescending or more neutrally dialogical, or
any combination of these and other possible stances, it is as if to bring “strange [and original]
developments” into any area of the human and social sciences we needed to be aware of the
efforts made earlier on in a similar direction.

Many of the contributions in On the Move: Glancing Backwards to Build a Future in
English Studies depart from gestures such as retrieving a classic text by Sir Charles Sedley or
Carson McCullers and finding new ways of delving into their genre or characterization; or
remarking how certain ungrammatical constructions have quite often gone unnoticed—even
in well-trodden literary texts—for a variety of reasons; or entangling oneself in profound
contentions about the adequacy of approaching a particular text or linguistic problem by using
certain analytical tools. In all cases, however, there is the intention of putting forth some
views and notions that will help future scholars to tackle in a better light the kind of dilemmas
that regularly emerge in literary, linguistic and cultural studies. It is a real pleasure to discover
in these pages that English and American Studies in Spain are definitely “on the move”
towards broader horizons and that, as Longfellow once explained, by rising on the so-called
“wrecks” of the past, “something nobler we attain.”

This volume gathers together a highly diverse but fairly well-balanced selection of the
papers and round tables presented at the 39" AEDEAN Conference, held at the University of
Deusto in Bilbao on November 11-13, 2015. The diversity among the members of the Spanish
Association for English and American Studies is well attested not only by the score of
thematic panels around which specialists (well over two thousand) cluster but also by the fact
that the organization has managed to recruit new blood these last two decades, thus producing
great variety in its composition agewise. In this sense, it is very gratifying to note that, besides
the names of long-consecrated and widely-reputed scholars in linguistics and literary studies,
the table of contents also lists younger and highly-talented researchers who guarantee a
vigorous future for the association.

Meeting the challenge of putting this e-book together has been possible thanks to the
tireless and invaluable collaboration of several collectives. To begin with, we would like to
express our gratitude to the Executive Board of AEDEAN, who have been unwaveringly
supportive of our efforts from the earliest stages in the organization of the conference up to
the completion of this publication. Likewise, panel coordinators—assisted by anonymous
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readers—have played a major role in the double-blind reviewing and editing process of the
selected papers. Their intense dedication and respect for the deadlines have made our work so
much easier. Our profound recognition also to the members of the Organizing Committee,
especially Marian Castellanos, Javier Llorente, Asier Altuna and M?* Isabel Parrondo, without
whom neither the conference nor this publication would have been possible. As participants in
the conference well know, the event could only be brought to a successful ending thanks to
the logistical assistance provided by UD student volunteers. Needless to say, our warmest
appreciation goes to the authors of the contributions included in this e-book who, leaving
aside other—at least equally urgent—tasks, were extremely generous and understanding in
meeting all the requirements that the publication demanded.

The contents of the volume broadly follow the same blueprint that AEDEAN members
are already familiar with in the e-books published in previous years. In this regard, we need to
acknowledge the precious advice offered by former editors—Esther Alvarez and Alberto
Lazaro, most notably—, as well as that of the AEDEAN Executive Board. The book opens
with three inspiring essays by some of the plenary speakers invited to the conference. The
contributions by professors Bartholomae, Pullum and Rio demonstrate not only the excellence
of their scholarship but also their ability to tailor its contents to multifarious audiences. The
next two sections somehow represent the main body of the e-book—and the two main bodies
of English and American studies in Spain—with nearly forty contributions on both literature
and cultural studies (Part IT) and language and linguistics (Part III). As noted above, there is a
certain balance between the various areas of expertise encompassed in these pages, but it is
also true that several of these areas—such as syntax, critical theory, language teaching or
cultural studies—take the lion’s share. What is most remarkable about these short academic
pieces is that, in most cases, they manage to put across highly original and stimulating ideas
about how research has been evolving lately in those different fields. The last section of the
volume brings together the results of four research projects—in the form of round tables—
dealing with such engaging topics as postcolonial crime fiction, forgotten texts by Anglo
writers on the subject of the Spanish Civil War, the music produced by minority groups in the
American West or tales of dissent by contemporary women writers. All things considered, it
is hard to think of a potential reader schooled in English Studies who will not find something
suitable to her/his interests and tastes in this volume.

One last word of gratitude must also be extended to all the participants—over 250—in
the 39™ AEDEAN Conference. We are all aware that attending conferences does not figure in
our days among the most rewarding—financially or academically—activities that a scholar
may decide to get involved in. And yet, the AEDEAN-Deusto conference last autumn turned
into a priceless opportunity to view the richness and diversity that characterize the scholarship
on English and American Studies in Spain. Debates in the conference rooms, questions posed
to the plenary speakers and panel coordinators, informal exchanges during the coffee breaks,
etc., all evinced that, despite what agencies and administrators may constantly tell us, there is
still much to be gained from participating in these types of forums. No doubt, the fact that the
annual AEDEAN Conference was being held for the first time in Bilbao and at the UD—both
of which take pride in their harmonious combination of tradition and modernity—did provide
some additional excitement to the occasion. But, as Walt Whitman concluded with regard to
American poetry in the above-quoted essay, we could also easily agree that “the strongest and
sweetest songs yet remain to be sung” in future AEDEAN conferences.

Aitor Ibarrola and Jon Ortiz de Urbina
June 2016
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Ordinary Language and the Teaching of Writing

David Bartholomae
University of Pittsburgh, PA
barth@pitt.edu

Abstract

The teaching of writing has been central to U.S. universities from the time of the first
institutions to the present. What might justify the considerable investment of resources
required to promote and manage the work of hundreds of thousands of student writers,
semester to semester, year to year, generation to generation? Whose desires and needs are
represented in these courses? This essay will present a representative student essay and use it
to think about the issues and concerns, pedagogical and political, that converge in the
composition classroom.

Keywords: composition, ordinary language, writing

1. Introduction

et me begin with two brief passages from the work of one of the great contemporary
North American ordinary language philosophers, Stanley Cavell. Cavell is a legendary
and influential teacher, and a good friend of one of my great teachers, Richard Poirier. I’ll
have more to say about Poirier at the end of my article.
I want these two passages to serve as my epigraphs. (At this stage of my career, [ am
tempted to say that they serve as my “epitaphs.” That is—I’m not sure that I have the time or
the wit to think beyond them!)

I recognize words as mine when I see that I have to forgo them to use
them. Pawn them and redeem them to own them. (103)

Stanley Cavell, Philosophical Passages

Meaning what one says becomes a matter of making one’s sense
present to oneself. This is the way I understand Wittgenstein’s having
described his later philosophy as an effort to “bring words back” to
their everyday use, as though the words we use in philosophy, in any
reflection about our concerns, are away. (xxxiii)

Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say

I am very pleased to be back at the University of Deusto—and I’m pleased to be back in dear,
once-dirty Bilbao, the sister city of my own dear, once-dirty hometown, Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. Not so very long ago, both cities were homes to the steel industry—Ilos Altos
Hornos. Now the tall ovens are cold, and the rivers are clean—the Nervion in Bilbao; the
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Monongahela in Pittsburgh.

I have a great fondness for industrial cities (I grew up in Akron, Ohio, once the rubber
capital of the world), and I’'m pleased to have a connection to Pittsburgh and Bilbao, two great
and emblematic centers of industry, cities that have successfully reinvented themselves while
keeping their character and their core—buildings, people, landscapes—all tough, hard-
working, sentimental, honest, sweet, and true.

2. Fall 1989

I first came to Deusto as a Fulbright Lecturer in American literature in 1982. I came back in
1989 for a year to teach Aitor Ibarrola’s courses while he was in Pittsburgh working on his
dissertation. And then 1 was enchufado, and 1 came back regularly on something like a
sabbatical schedule—with my family for a year, just about every 6 years, up until today. I had
the privilege of creating two courses for Deusto: a writing course—I believe it was one the
first writing courses in a Spanish university after the death of Franco—, and a course in
American literature and American Film.

Let me say a quick word about the writing course. At Deusto, I taught composition to
a group of about 200 3"-Year students in Filologia Inglesa. 1 kept these numbers a closely
guarded secret back at home, in the US, where we were arguing to Deans and Provosts that a
composition course could have no more than 20 students to be effective. I would have been a
marked man had the word gotten out that I had proclaimed success in a composition course of
200!

The course I taught here in Deusto was one of the most interesting and successful
writing courses I have ever taught. The students worked weekly, writing and revising what
became a long autobiographical essay, one designed to help an American audience understand
something about what it meant, at this point in time, to be shaped and formed here in the
Basque Country, here in Bilbao. What were the expectations? What were the possibilities?
What were the limits? What the alternatives?

As an opening move, | provided some brief readings from the current literature on
writing and identity—I think I assigned Adrienne Rich’s “When We Dead Awaken: Writing
as Revision.” This was to help conceptualize the project. And, as a model for student writers,
I assigned a brief example of American autobiography, I think it was an early chapter from
Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory. 1 wanted students to rely on narrative rather than
argument, to explore rather than belabor an idea; I wanted them to write toward an unstated
conclusion rather than to be captive to a topic sentence, controlled by a controlling idea. I
taught students to read and edit each other’s work; I read and commented on about 50 papers
each week, which meant I got to everyone about once a month.

I was startled by my students’ sense of history. Most essays began not with an account
of the author (which is what I had learned to expect in Pgh: I played football for
Westinghouse High School; I drive a Camero, [ listen to Guns and Roses; My friends and [
drink Iron City beer at Gus’s Tavern); in Deusto, my students began with accounts of
grandparents during and after the Civil War, of immigrants, maketos (apologies for the
possible pejorative connotations) moving from Caceres to Bilbao, or of aunts and uncles who
had spent time in Boise, Idaho.

And I was startled by how long and eloquent these essays became over the course of a
semester. The institutions of higher education in Spain, as I understood them at the time, had
pretty much asked its students to sit down and shut up and listen. I was providing a space, a
motive, a form, an audience—an invitation to speak and to find what was on their minds. It
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felt like something important was happening each week. And, in fact, I think it was.

I still have these essays; I can’t bring myself to throw them away. Aitor and I tried to
publish a collection of them with the Basque Studies series at Reno. We said, “In these
student essays you can hear the next generation thinking about themselves and the legacy of
the Basque country.” The editors were interested. The manuscript was sent out for review.
The reviewers said, “Wow, this is really interesting stuff.” But, they said, the writing just isn’t
of the quality we expect from a journal; it is not very professional.”

And, of course, that was the point. It wasn’t professional. It was student writing,
unauthorized writing, writing that was seeking to find an audience. Reno didn’t publish the
collection and, sadly, we gave up.

This has, historically, been the problem of writing and schooling. You can lead
students to write, and to write with purpose and passion, you can hire teachers to manage that
process, but a successful writing course requires a yet unfinished critical project—a teacher
must learn how to value student writing (writing that is, by definition, unfinished) and to
convince others of its value. Without a sense of value, there are no next steps—only rejection.
No, that’s not it. That’s not right. That is not what I want. That’s not professional.

3. Fall, 2010

It is Fall, 2010, and I’'m headed toward the final weeks of a first year writing course, a course
I’ve taught every Fall since 1973. I have received a paper I’ve read many times before, and I
am preparing to teach it in class. I will distribute a copy, read it out loud, ask an opening
question, and organize the discussion. If you have taught this course, you’ve received this
paper. It is a standard theme. It is student writing—the writing produced from a certain well-
defined (and over-determined) cultural and institutional space.

In this version, the student was asked to think about himself as a representative case
and to write about the forces that shaped a young person’s life here and now—in the U.S. at
this moment in time. I’'m happy to speak more about the context later, but for now let me say
that the prompt was framed by a reading of Anthony Appiah’s chapter, “Race, Culture, and
Identity,” in his book (with Amy Gutmann), Color Conscious: The Political Morality of
Race.

To think about audience, I asked my Pittsburgh students to consider my students in
Bilbao, where, as I’ve said, I have taught off and on since 1982, and where my Bilbao
students have written essays for a Pittsburgh audience considering the shaping forces, the
“scripts” to use Anthony Appiah’s terms, that circulate widely and powerfully in the Basque
Country in the North of Spain.

The writer of this paper had come to college in Fall 2010 after serving in the Third
Ranger Battalion as part of the US Army Special Operations Command. Although everyone
in the class knew that he had been in the armed services, no one knew the details. This was
the first and only personal essay | had assigned; his essay was eagerly anticipated and eagerly
read. When it came time for class discussion, however, there was only one paragraph that
seemed to command attention:

We were on a mission in Afghanistan, and while we were setting into position we
began taking fire. This was not uncommon for Afghanistan, because the people there
are much more aggressive than in Iraq. Usually the gun fights last only a few minutes,
but this one lasted eight hours, during which we took three casualties. One casualty
had a gunshot wound to the shoulder, and one had a gunshot wound to the foot. These
two only spent a few days in the hospital. The third casualty, Martin Stephen Kraft,
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had a gunshot wound to the leg which severed his femoral artery. This wound would
ultimately lead to his death eight days later. This was by far the most difficult time of
my life, but I think I have become a better man because of it. After learning to deal
with pain that extreme, I can easily say that there is not a situation that I can’t handle.
Problems that seemed so difficult before are now easily solved. It is a horrible way to
learn a lesson, but it is important to learn from every situation in life no matter how
good or bad it is.

When 1 asked the class, “What is it that makes this passage notable, remarkable?”, the
students wanted to talk about the quality of the sentences. The prose [they said] was calm,
confident, understated; you felt the authority of the writer; there was, they said, the ring of
truth. Someone mentioned Hemingway. The best sentence, by acclaim, was the one that
named the central character: “The third casualty, Martin Stephen Kraft, had a gunshot wound
to the leg which severed his femoral artery.”

I asked what other sentences they could find that had a similar charge, that could only
have been written by someone who was there, part of this story, with this expertise, immersed
here, speaking from within this experience and, therefore, present on the page. And they
pointed to the first sentence and the phrase, “setting into position,” a phrase that is not an
ordinary one. And they pointed to the sentence about the differences between firefights in Iraq
and Afghanistan:

We were on a mission in Afghanistan, and while we were setting into position we
began taking fire. This was not uncommon for Afghanistan, because the people there
are much more aggressive than in Iraq. Usually the gun fights last only a few minutes,
but this one lasted eight hours, during which we took three casualties. One casualty
had a gunshot wound to the shoulder, and one had a gunshot wound to the foot. These
two only spent a few days in the hospital. The third casualty, Martin Stephen Kraft,
had a gunshot wound to the leg which severed his femoral artery. This wound would
ultimately lead to his death eight days later.

No one wanted to talk about the sentences that followed, and these are the sentences I
want to talk about today:

This was by far the most difficult time of my life, but I think I have become a better
man because of it. After learning to deal with pain that extreme, I can easily say that
there is not a situation that I can’t handle. Problems that seemed so difficult before are
now easily solved. It is a horrible way to learn a lesson, but it is important to learn
from every situation in life no matter how good or bad it is.

These sentences are offered as the key to the narrative. But I wanted to teach my students to
ask a different kind of question—not “what does this story say?”, but what does it do? Not
“what lesson can we learn” from this text, but “how might this text be revised?” I wanted to
call attention to the drama enacted in the prose. I wanted to ask: What does it mean to be a
writer in the midst of such sentences?

Cavell says: “Meaning what one says becomes a matter of making one’s sense present
to oneself.” And he says: “I recognize words as mine when I see that I have to forgo them to
use them. Pawn them and redeem them to own them.” I wanted this writer to recognize these
words as his and not his, and to take responsibility for this dilemma by revising them—by
starting again to find what he might have to say from his experience in Afghanistan. But by
that part of the paragraph, he is far from Afghanistan. He returned to the genre of the



Ordinary Language and the Teaching of Writing 19

classroom essay—where a writer must learn a lesson, where the lesson must be singular and
where the lesson will celebrate what are ostensibly the shared values of the community. This
is a story where an individual moment, or so the performance insists, speaks to the truth of the
nation.

“I can easily say that there is not a situation I can’t handle.” The prose rests, in the
end, on what can be easily said. In his wonderfully provocative book, Several Short Sentences
about Writing, Verlyn Klinkenborg calls sentences like these, “volunteer sentences.” He says
to his readers:

You may think a volunteer sentence is an inspired one
Simply because it volunteers.

This is one reason to abandon the idea of inspiration.
All the idea of inspiration will do

Is stop you from revising a volunteer sentence.

Only revision will tell you whether a sentence that
Offers itself is worth keeping.

The writer’s job isn’t accepting sentences.
The job is making them, word by word. (46-7)

My own formation as a teacher leads me to recall the work of I.A. Richards, who
taught in a very different era (although his was also an era defined by war, World War 1,
which he understood to be a failure of language). When Richards, a great teacher, worried
about student sentences, he worried about stock responses, set phrases that got in the way of
what he imaged to be a direct and true encounter with the world.

In Practical Criticism, Richards said:

Ideas, handed to us by others or produced from within, are a beguiling
substitute for actual experience in evoking and developing our responses. An idea—of
soldiers for example—can stay the same through innumerable repetitions; our
experience of actual soldiers may distressingly vary.

The idea, as a rule, presents one aspect; the actual things may present many.
We can call up our idea by the mere use of a word. And even in the presence of the
Army, it is by no means certain that what we perceive will not be as much our idea as
the soldiers themselves. Since a response becomes firmer through exercise, it is clear
that those among our responses that are early hitched to an idea, rather than to the
actual particularities of the object, gain a great advantage in their struggle for survival.
It behooves us, therefore, to consider very carefully what kinds of things these ideas
are, how we come by them and to what extent they can be trusted. (233)

Let me go back to the essay on Afghanistan: The simplest thing to say of this moment
in my student’s paper is that it marks a break from the previous sentences—there is a shift in
tone and intent; the essay shifts from narrative to argument (an argument about a Lesson in
Life). And at this moment the writer turns to a sentence that could be the key sentence in any
number of essays telling any number of stories in any number of contexts and at many
moments in history: My Parent’s Divorce (I learned an important lesson), My Automobile
Accident (1 learned an important lesson), My Summer Job, My Sports Injury, Not Making the
Cut for the Student Musical, the End of a Romance. I learned a lesson and I’m a better man
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because of it.

And this, I think, is why we teach writing. What we have here is a fundamental
writing problem, one that belongs to every writer, not just beginners. And, to point to Cavell,
it is a “philosophical” problem, a deep problem of words—of what they do and don’t do and
how they mean or don’t mean what they say.

The problem has bearing on the education of this student as a writer. It has bearing on
his education in general and, to put this in grand terms, it has bearing on the nation—its
history and its future.

It would not have taken much for me, as a teacher, to make these sentences sound flat
or thoughtless or even shocking for how distant and disconnected they seem from the event:
“I think I have become a better man because of it.” “Problems that seemed so difficult before
are now easily solved.” They can be voiced as flat or they can be voiced with mock
profundity.

When voiced, these sentences seem far too eager to turn away from the experience of
a firefight and the death of Martin Stephen Kraft—to stop thinking, to end recall, to keep the
words away, to make the event trivial, to return to the comfort of the commonplace.

4. Fall, 1786

In the Fall of 1786, just a few years after the end of the Revolutionary War, where Pittsburgh
served as the Western front, Hugh Henry Brackenridge persuaded the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania to grant a charter for the Pittsburgh Academy, an institution in a town on the
Western edge of the state (and of the nation, for that matter), at the head of the Ohio River, on
the border of civilization, as the Commonwealth began to organize itself after the War of
Independence.

Alluding to that war, Brackenridge (a poet and a novelist, as well as a lawyer and a
statesman) said:

The door of Janus has been long open, presenting battle axes and all the armory of
war. The literary education of our youth has been in the meantime neglected. It
becomes us to reinstitute the arts of peace, and keep an equal pace with our sister
states. [ should rejoice to see Pennsylvania at all times able to produce
mathematicians, philosophers, poets, historians, and statesmen, equal to any in the
confederacy... Who knows what portions of the elementary fire may rest in this
country; seminaries of learning will bring forth and kindle it to a blaze.

The Pittsburgh Academy became the University of Pittsburgh, my institution. I have just
completed a history of English at the University of Pittsburgh, which you can find at my
Department’s website. I’'m not going tell that story here, but I wanted to stop for a moment to
think about the composition course as a national project—an American project. One with a
long, and odd, and determined history.

The American university was founded on the assumption that one fundamental
purpose of higher education was to improve student’s command of their native language. The
new democracy, it was said, needed citizens who could argue in public spaces and who could
make the best uses of what they heard or read. Oratory and the essay—these genres were
central to the curriculum from the very beginning of the University in the US. And the US
university remains relatively unique in the emphasis it puts on student writing. Every
semester, every year, American students produce hundreds of thousands of weekly essays,
and these are read and commented on, and evaluated by members of the faculty.
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How odd this is! And how very American. In the evolution of the required, standard
composition course, a “literary education” had little to do with literature (that is Literature
with a capital L). The point was not to produce poets or novelists, but to train students to
understand the problems and possibilities of language—including the problems and
possibilities of propaganda and demagoguery, of thoughtless reaction. The point of the
constant, weekly exercise—the weekly theme, for example, that was part of the college
curriculum—was to insure our “political safety” (Miller 24).

In this odd configuration, and at this important national moment, the need for the
weekly theme was like the need to keep and bear arms. Ordinary people, it was argued, must
have access to the instruments of power and authority.

There is no consensus today over the right to bear arms. And there is no consensus
over the design and administration of the composition course. In my talk today, I have been
outlining an argument for one form of that course—a required course in Practical Criticism, a
course that promotes a certain skepticism about common phrases and common assumptions,
about meaning what we say and saying what we mean.

There are many who argue for a very different kind of course, one whose purpose is to
make things simple—clear, direct, and sincere—a writing to serve the clear purposes of the
nation—a kind of Donald Trump, Paul Ryan, Tea Party theory of writing. In such a course,
you can mean what you say and say what you mean—and you must, the argument goes, if we
are going to get on to more important things, if we are going to get beyond talk—if we are
going to get the mission accomplished; if we are going to get the job done quickly and
efficiently. We don’t have time to worry about truths or consequences.

5. Fall, 2010

Let me go back to the Afghanistan essay. There is an earlier passage in this student’s paper
that suggests he was prepared to think about a more performative, complicated sense of
identity and identification (or to think about the differences between character and caricature):

In a place like my unit, you worked very closely with the same people on a daily basis.
I wanted to make friends with these people, so I tried acting like the guy who I thought
was the coolest guy in high school. I actually talked like him and used his same
mannerisms, but I found it got exhausting trying to be someone else. A funny thing
happens when you go somewhere that nobody knows who you are. You can be
absolutely whoever you want to be. If you want to act just like the coolest kid from
your high school, you can do just that. But after trying out different identities, that is
when you really figure what kind of person you want to become—your identity, so to
speak. I don’t see “identity” as an ending point, but more as a path. Little things like
tastes and feelings can all change on a daily basis, so I see identity as more of a path
made up of certain beliefs that lead in a specific direction. Even though the traveler
might change a little, he will still end up going the same way.

This paragraph is, among other things, a quiet homage, a thinking-through of a section from
the assigned essay by Anthony Appiah, one that students had read in class. It was a passage
we read over and over again for purposes of discussion, a passage the students wanted to take
time with.

As used above, it is inflected, of course, by a young person’s desire for certainty—for
the moment “when you really figure out who you are and become comfortable with it"—but I
want to use the presence of this passage in the essay to say that the problem with the firefight
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paragraph, as Appiah might read it, is the problem of creating the space on the page that
would allow for multiple voices, several voices coming from a single source.

Here is Appiah: “We make up selves from a tool kit of options made available by our
culture and society... We do make choices, but we don’t determine the options among which
we choose (96). Later he refers to “scripts,” “narratives that people can use in shaping their
life plans and in telling their life stories.” Some of these are restrictive; some, he says, can be
“glorious.” But we need to be wary of the tendency of collective identities to “go imperial.”
And thus, he concludes:

It is crucial to remember always that we are not simply black or white or yellow or
brown, gay or straight or bisexual, Jewish, Christian, Moslem, Buddhist, or Confucian
but that we are also brothers and sisters; parents and children; liberals, conservatives
and leftists; teachers and lawyers and auto-makers and gardeners; fans of the Padres
and the Bruins; amateurs of grunge rock and lovers of Wagner; movie buffs; MTV-
holics, mystery-readers; surfers and singers; poets and pet-lovers; students and
teachers; friends and lovers. (103-104)

And he advises: “live with fractured identities; engage in identity play; find solidarity, yes,
but recognize contingency; and, above all, practice irony” (104). Appiah refers to this as a
“banal postmodernism.” I’d prefer to refer to this post-modernism as ordinary or everyday.

Let me read the revised conclusion of the firefight paragraph. It was completed as a
formal assignment three weeks after the first draft. Revision is a fundamental part of the
course I teach, not something that is offered for extra credit. It is, in my department, how
students learn to write. The point is not to correct a first draft but to take it on its next step.
Our students learn to write by learning to work on their own writing, by revising:

The third casualty, Martin Stephen Kraft, had a gunshot wound to the leg which
severed his femoral artery. This wound would ultimately lead to his death eight days
later. We held an informal ceremony for him in Afghanistan; only the people who
escorted his corpse home got to go to the funeral. The picture of the soldier kneeling
in front of the boots and helmet of another soldier is a cool decoration until it’s you on
a knee in front of your friend’s boots. [In the margin, I wrote: “What if this paragraph
ended here? What would be lost? What would be gained?”] As 1 stood up from in
front of his memorial, I tried with all my might to hide that I was crying until I saw the
entire formation of guys that I worked with in tears. Only two of the guys really stood
out to me, my boss Taylor and my best friend Ray... You couldn’t defeat them at
anything, and yet there they stand in tears. I have been mad at people and held
grudges, but until this day, I can say with complete confidence that I have never
known hate or misery. Today I find it difficult to get truly angry at someone, and I
don’t think I’ve had any grudges since about three months after his death.

I admire this sentence: “The picture of the soldier kneeling in front of the boots and
helmet of another soldier is a cool decoration until it’s you on a knee in front of your friend’s
boots.” This is the sentence I would use to define the act (and the importance) of revision in
student writing—and it is a sentence I would use to define revision as an act of ordinary
language criticism, doing what you can with that which is available. The writer rejects (by
deploying) the explanatory power of the standard image of the soldier kneeling in front of the
boots and helmet of a fallen comrade. He has to forgo the language to use the language.

And at moments like this, the language shudders or fails, the writer is at a loss, which
is why I find a particular force and appropriateness in the awkward use of the word “cool.”
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What other word could you use in this sentence if the sentence is moving toward a word like
“decoration”? “Cool” is marked as simultaneously ironic and sincere. And the work done by
this sentence is why, if I had complete editorial control (which I did not), I would have cut the
paragraph from this point on. The writing that follows is initially rough, at least at the
beginning (the passages about Ray), but then it becomes smooth and set, comfortable again in
a context where comfort is not necessary of value. These sentences volunteer themselves.
They are drawn from the available stock—from the tool kit marked “lessons on life.”

This, I think, is one of the things a writing course can do—it can provoke and then call
attention to moments like this. A revision like this one is a way of making sense present,
where sense is always a matter of struggle or contention. I do not expect a student writer to
reinvent the narrative of war, to do what our very best writers struggle to do. And I don’t
insist that the problem in the essay is the problem of American foreign policy, a willed
blindness. I don’t use the essay to comment on US politics. This is a writing course. I don’t
teach submission; I teach revision. I’m interested in what students can do with sentences; I
don’t require a pledge of allegiance or a forced confession; I don’t give a lecture on politics;
and I don’t tell people how to vote.

It is a writing course. When students can hear themselves, see themselves and find
themselves uncomfortably present in the language that is readily available to them as writers,
they discover (or they are pointed toward) occasions for revision. They make changes. The
changes are small and limited, as they are in the example I’ve provided. The direction is out
of my control, but the act of revision is not. And the changes, however they may fall, mark a
moment in a writer’s education.

Which is to say: Criticism doesn’t belong just to leather coated graduate students; and
its occasions are not always Literary, with a capital L. And its ends are always, necessarily,
contingent, short-lived, and unpredictable. In that sense, the course I taught followed the
example set by Anthony Appiah, whose work I admire (and teach) because it insists that a
critical consideration of culture and identity is a matter of ordinary language and, as such, it is
available to the practice and the representation of our everyday lives. It is available to auto-
makers and gardeners; fans of the San Diego Padres and the Boston Bruins y los del Athletic
de Bilbao.

6. Closing Remarks: Fall, 1973

I’ve taught a first-year, required composition course just about every year of my teaching
career since 1973. This has essentially been my life’s work—I’ve made a career developing
and promoting a pedagogy of critical revision—critical revision, not fixing a paper but
working on one.

I would argue that this is how our best writers have always learned to write—by
learning to get in the way of their very best sentences, by struggling to find some form of
assertion to make the language, no matter how fleetingly or tentatively, one’s own device.

I first learned to think about this as a young graduate student at Rutgers University in
New Jersey in 1969, avoiding the war in Vietnam. I learned it from a great teacher, Richard
Poirier, who was the first teacher I had who insisted that I revise what I had written.

Here is Poirier in an essay titled, “What is English Studies; and If We Know What
That is, Why do We Teach it.” It is from his brilliant book, The Performing Self. This book
set me on the path that became my career. (Note: When Poirier uses the word “literary,” you
should hear “literary” with a small L, and not a capital L. He is writing from inside the
pedagogical traditions I have been tracing in this essay. He is not promoting Great Books and
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Eternal Values; he is proposing a course in the close study of students’ reading and students’
writing—as performance.)
Poirier said:

Literary study might well consist of such “lessons” in how to meet and to know words
under different kinds of social and historical stress. The point would be that any given
expression in words has to be confronted as if it were meant pointedly, personally for
you, meant as a violation, pleasurable or otherwise, of the self you’d put together
before this shape of words entered into it and before the self in turn, with all its biases,
cautions, histories, moved reciprocally back into those words. Literary study should
show how, in this engagement, words can sicken and befoul, heal and uplift us, and
how precarious and momentary each such induced state can be. A class can watch
how words suddenly get snatched from our possession and are so recast that we don’t
want to possess them anymore. This active way of responding to language and to the
structures of imagination that are made from it is not, alas, what goes on in the
classrooms of our colleges and universities. (72)

“An active way of responding to language and to the structures of imagination that are made
from it.” What better place to do this than the required composition course? What better place
to ask just this kind of question; what better pedagogy than to write in the margins of a
student essay: “where are you in this language? Where are you now, right now, at this point
in time?” And the answer can only come through work with sentences. In practice. In
revision. Students have to learn to read these sentences. Over and over again. To read them
for the complexity and the difficulty they enact. They need to revise them and then to move
on. And then they need to start again. The way we all do, when we are writing at our best.
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Abstract

In the English-speaking countries you can earn a degree in English literature despite knowing
almost nothing about the language as such. You scarcely need to know what nouns or verbs
are. Worse, although some educated people have a degree of familiarity with English
grammar, their acquaintance with it reflects what was understood more than 200 years ago.
Hardly anything about the way English grammar is presented to the general public has
changed since Lindley Murray’s million-selling grammar of English in 1795.

The problem with this is not simply that modes of presentation and terminology are
old-fashioned: they are, but that hardly matters. Nor is it crucial that English has changed a
little since 1795: the minor changes that have taken place are relatively unimportant. The
problem I address is that the content of the descriptions presented is empirically mistaken, in
numerous ways and on fundamental points.

Over the last two centuries, while biology experienced a complete revolution in its
methods and conception of its subject matter, the study of grammatical structure has simply
stagnated: it has remained the way it was before Darwin was even born, and its mistaken
analyses are still taught all over the world. I select (out of many) just four areas in which
traditional presentations of English grammar are hopelessly mistaken: (i) The basic
definitions of the lexical (“part-of-speech”) categories like noun, verb, etc., are naive and
confused nonsense. (ii) The syntax of infinitival complements has been misunderstood and
the form to that marks infinitivals misanalysed. (iii) The traditional conception of
prepositions is utterly misguided, and has contributed to a situation where every published
dictionary gives the wrong categorization for most prepositions. (iv) A common prejudice
leads most usage authorities to make false claims about what sort of antecedent is suitable for
the pronoun they.

I use literary examples as well as linguistic arguments to support my claims about
these matters. I then briefly consider how and why the study of English grammar suffered
this fate, and conclude with a few remarks about why and how the situation might be
remedied.

Keywords: English grammar, descriptive mistakes, methodological stagnation, grammatical
structures

1. Introduction
t is worrying (at least, it worries me) that many people who hold degrees in English
literature from universities in the English-speaking world, or even hold professorships in

English departments, know essentially nothing about the grammar of the language.
Naturally, they imagine that they are well versed in grammar: they believe they know



26 GEOFFREY K. PULLUM

about commas and semicolons, and how to avoid dangling participles and split infinitives;
they may be able to tell an adverb from an adjective, and spot whether a verb agrees with its
subject; and they typically think sort of thing is all there is. They consequently feel
empowered to critique the usage of others, whether in correcting student work or in
commenting on a colleague’s prose or in writing letters of conservative outrage to The Daily
Telegraph.

But grammar education in the anglophone countries fell into a deep trough a long time
ago. Not even the most basic concepts are being understood or taught in a form that is
anywhere close to the truth.

The linguistics profession might be charged with at least some responsibility for the
state of things. Theoretical linguistics over the last century has been increasingly concerned
to emphasize its scientific character and sever its ties to the humanities. Its over-hyped
scientific aspirations seem almost deliberately designed to hold humanities academics at
arm’s length. I see little point in such distancing, especially when no real scientific gains
seem to be emerging from work in the kind of theoretical syntax produced by generative
grammarians. And combined with an internalist conception of grammatical knowledge that
explicitly affirms that the notion of sharing a grammar is incoherent, it seems to be almost
wilfully cutting itself off from relevance or even intelligibility to the concerns of most people
interested in language. I will not explore this matter further here, but merely note my
disagreement with the scientistic isolationism of some modern linguistics.

1.1 Three clarifications

I should make three things clear before I go on. The first is that the language I am referring to
as English is one dialect in a large cluster of dialects and varieties, a dialect with a rather
special status: Standard English. What makes it special is that through a complex of accidents
on a global scale it happens to be in use for all sorts of serious purposes (governmental,
journalistic, literary, commercial, etc.) all over the world. This is not because it is better than
other dialects or easier to understand; it is just well connected sociologically. It actually
comes close to being a global lingua franca.

Standard English is the language described in The Cambridge Grammar of the
English Language (Huddleston and Pullum et al. 2002, henceforth CGEL). Other dialects can
be referred to as nonstandard, but keep in mind that for me that is not a derogatory term.
Other dialects are not substandard, but they are not Standard English, and they are different,
sometimes interestingly so. They will generally be irrelevant to what I say here.

Some of my examples will come from the American variety of Standard English,
partly because the majority of my career as a grammarian was spent in the USA and partly
because the prevalence of false beliefs about grammar seems to be much deeper and more
serious there—though things are almost as bad in the UK, and in other UK-influenced parts
of the anglophone world such as Australia.

The second thing I need to make clear is that when I talk about ignorance of grammar
I am not talking about accidental errors by native speakers. I am not interested (at least here)
in critiquing the speaking or writing of literature professors, literary critics, usage advisors, or
anyone else. Native speakers mostly write grammatical sentences, and when a distinguished
professor uses a construction, that is prima facie evidence that the construction is
grammatical. Of course, a distinguished professor can (like anybody else) make unintentional
slips in either writing or speech, so the evidence of usage must be regarded as defeasible, and
analytical inferences based on it will be tentative; but that is the position that any scientific



English Grammar and English Literature 27

hypothesis is in. The fact remains that, ceteris paribus, we have to take the facts of how
native English speakers use their language as evidence bearing on what that language is like.

Although I am not interested in fingering alleged errors of usage made by
distinguished professors, it may sometimes appear otherwise when I apparently use ad
hominem arguments. I sometimes draw evidence from a person’s own writing to show that
what they say about usage should not be taken seriously. But this will typically be because I
am paying the person the compliment of presupposing that their usage is correct. If you are a
competent native speaker then your own writing should be counted as a source of evidence
about your language, and if it shows features that you criticize others for, then that undercuts
your criticism.

The third thing I want to note before I go on is that [ draw a distinction between two
kinds of ignorance about grammar. One involves acceptance of poor descriptions of genuine
facts; the other involves a belief in fictional rules suggesting a misconception of what the
facts are.

2. Bad analyses

There has been a 200-year tradition of uncritical acceptance of bad analyses of English:
descriptions of the facts that are clearly inadequate by any sensible standard. Most of these
bad analyses have been presupposed and widely taught since the 18th century—English
grammar has been an extraordinarily conservative field. In these cases the atheoretical view
of the subject matter is broadly correct but false beliefs are held about how that subject matter
should be described. The remedy is to replace the bad descriptions with better ones.

But the other kind of ignorance is more like a belief in ghosts. It is extremely common
for educated people to exhibit a naive faith in the validity and importance of rules that not
only fail to hold for the language but never did hold. They are not so much wrong
descriptions of English; they are more like descriptions of a language that never existed. I
will speak of ghost rules in this case. Ghost rules need to be debunked as irrational nonsense:
linguists have to try to convince people, on the basis of evidence, that some of the rules they
believe in are fictions, and belief in them should be completely abandoned.

In what follows I will briefly review three areas in which traditional analyses treat the
subject matter wrongly and should long ago have been abandoned. The first concerns the
elementary definitions traditionally given for classes of words like noun or verb; the second
involves the analysis of the infinitival marker to; and the third concerns the misclassification
of prepositions. After that I shall turn to a brief consideration of some notable ghost rules.

2.1 Defining lexical categories

The “parts of speech”—the classes into which words have to be divided for purposes of
grammatical analysis—have traditionally been defined in terms of fuzzy meaning-based
notions: almost everyone with an education in English has had some contact with the idea
that nouns are naming words, verbs are action words, adjectives are describing words, and so
on. These definitions, though universally trusted, have simply no hope of success. It is really
quite surprising that anyone ever thought they did.

Let’s begin with nouns and verbs. Nouns are claimed to be names of things; verbs are
said to be words for something that happens or an action that someone performs. Now, what
is the nature of fire? Unquestionably, fire happens: it is a process of rapid oxidation
producing radiant heat. Things burn up and are destroyed in the fire process. Yet fire is a
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noun, not a verb: we can talk about one fire or two fires, or about a fire’s cause.

Next, consider adjectives, which are commonly held to be “describing words.” When
we say that something stinks, we are certainly using the word stinks to give a description, but
of course stinks is a verb, not an adjective. When we describe someone as an idiot, the word
idiot is clearly used as a description. But of course idiot is a noun, not an adjective.

The lesson is that we cannot first catalogue the world’s contents to identify the things
that exist, the events or processes that take place, and the qualities possessed by the things,
and then put the label “noun” on the words that name things, and “verb” on the words that
pick out processes, and “adjective” on the words that identify qualities. Definitions of
grammatical notions have to rest on grammar, not on vague aspects of naive metaphysics.

The alternative to defining nouns as thing-naming words is to define them in terms of
grammatical notions. They are (to summarize very briefly) the words that have plain and
genitive case forms, and singular and plural number forms, which are found as heads of the
phrases that function as subjects and objects in transitive clauses.

Likewise, verbs are words that have present and past tense forms, and past participles
and gerund-participles, and are heads of the phrases that function as predicates in clauses.

The situation with adjectives is worse. The traditional descriptions say that an
adjective is a word that modifies or qualifies or describes a noun. Nothing about these vague
semantic relationships is made very clear, but what is supposed to be entailed is that the
underlined words in [1] are all “adjectives™:

[1] a the archbishop
b an elephant

c my bicycle

d this book

e. that idiot

f. all migrants

g some girls

h every indication
L. staff members

] several miles

k Edinburgh weather
1.

plutonium bomb

The most basic confusion here is the idea that a class of words like the adjectives
should be defined in terms of some kind of modification function, so that (i) if something
modifies a noun (in almost any sense) it counts as an adjective and (ii) if something is an
adjective it modifies a noun. But neither (i) nor (ii) makes any descriptive sense. To believe
(1) is to believe that Edinburgh, plutonium, and every other noun in the language is also an
adjective (or can be). And (ii) entails that [2] contains no adjectives:

[2] It is unfair that the idle rich are so much happier than the humble poor.

Yet every dictionary agrees that unfair, idle, rich, happy, humble, and poor are typical
adjectives. In [2] there are no nouns at all for any of these adjectives to modify. The
definition makes no sense.

Much more could be said; but for now, suffice it to say that the traditional definitions
of the “parts of speech” (now known as lexical categories) make no descriptive sense, and the
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fact that they have been repeated in so many books for so long is an indication that neither
the writers nor the readers of these books have been paying any serious attention to what they
say.

2.2 Infinitival fo

Traditional grammar has adopted the practice of saying that fo be is the infinitive of the
copular verb, and to do is the infinitive of the verb do, and so on. This is incompatible with
the way the language works. The sequence fo do clearly consists of two words that function
independently. In a sentence like 7 was asked to do it they appear together, but in They made
me do it we see only do, and in I didn’t want fo we see only to. To be and to do are not words;
they are word sequences, and not at all analogous to the one-word infinitive forms of Latin or
Spanish.

English actually has no form that is appropriately called the infinitive. English verbs
have a plain form that is used in a multiplicity of constructions including imperative clauses
(Be there), subordinate subjunctive clauses (It is vital that you be there), a few relic main
clause subjunctive clauses (Be that as it may), and bare infinitival clauses (You should be
there), as well as fo-infinitival clauses (You ought to be there).

Because there is no infinitive word form, and to be is a sequence of words, there is no
sense in which anything is “split” in the construction traditionally known as the split
infinitive: a sentence like / want to really understand the subject has an adverb positioned
immediately before the verb in a verb phrase that is preceded by infinitival fo, but nothing has
been split.

A verb phrase is a phrase headed by a verb, such as understand the subject. Infinitival
to can attach as a marker to a VP that has its verb in the plain form, forming a larger VP,
to understand the subject. Adverbs such as really, and other modifiers, can similarly attach to
a VP, forming VPs such as really understand the subject. There is no reason why fo cannot
attach to this latter kind of VP, forming a VP like fo really understand the subject. There is
no splitting here, just prefixation of the marker o onto the beginning of a VP that has a
preverbal modifier. If the syntax of English didn’t allow that, people would not be saying to
really understand the subject, or to just stand there doing nothing, or to at least try it. Yet
people have been using phrases of exactly this sort for centuries.

To what category does infinitival fo belong? Most dictionaries call it a preposition,
but they are wrong. There is a preposition spelled fo, of course; but where preposition phrases
with fo are encountered, infinitival clauses with fo often cannot be substituted, and vice versa
(in the following examples I use the asterisk to mark an ungrammatical string of words):

We persuaded him to reconsider the proposal.
*We persuaded him to the basement.

[ tried to be magnanimous.

*[ tried to large sums of money.

*Harold wanted to a larger city.

Harold wanted to live in a larger city.

*The actors didn’t always stick to be audible.
The actors didn’t always stick to the script.

“
cpoRoTs o

About 700 years ago, infinitivals may have been correctly analysed as preposition
phrases; but not anymore.
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So if infinitival fo is not a preposition, what is it? One view is that it is a peculiar kind
of subordinator, marking certain tenseless clauses as subordinate to an item in the
immediately containing clause. But it is an odd subordinator, because it occurs after the
subject instead of before:

[7] I have arranged for you to be picked up at the airport.

Infinitival fo actually has just the properties one would expect of the plain form of a
defective auxiliary verb with no other forms. That’s a rather odd idea, but it fits the facts. For
example, the construction known as Post-Auxiliary Ellipsis demands an auxiliary verb, not a
lexical verb, before the ellipsis site; and infinitival to satisfies the requirement:

[8] *You told me to keep working on it, so I kept __.

You told me to keep working on it, so I did __.

You told me to keep working on it, so I will __.

You told me to keep working on it, so I have __.

You told me to keep working on it, so [ am __.

You told me to keep working on it, so I'm going to __.

mo oo o

English grammar is still giving us surprises!
2.3 Misclassifying prepositions

Traditional grammar has maintained a definition of “preposition” that might be appropriate
for Latin but is indefensible for English: prepositions are defined as words prefixed to nouns.
The first inaccuracy in this is that the reference to nouns should be a reference to noun
phrases. The tradition neglects that point, treating the other elements of a noun phrase as if
they were transparent satellite words that can be ignored and only the noun matters. But the
second inaccuracy is that the definition (as reinterpreted) leads to a word like after being
assigned to three different categories. This is absurd, but unfortunately it is exactly what all
published English dictionaries do.

In soon after our quarrel the word after is treated as a preposition. But in soon after
we quarrelled the following material is not a noun phrase but a clause, and “conjunction” is
the term used for words that introduce clauses, so affer has to be assigned to the
“conjunction” class as well. And sometimes affer is not followed by any closely associated
constituent: in We quarrelled soon after the word after (modified by ever) modifies the verb
by specifying that the happy life followed a certain contextually-designated time point in the
narrative, so it has to be called an adverb.

Nesfield (1900: 41) asserts that “A Preposition must not be confounded with an
Adverb, though the two words are often identical in form.” How is the student to avoid
confounding these allegedly separate words of identical form and identical meaning?
According to Nesfield, “The only way to distinguish them is to look to the work that each of
them does.” When it “affects” two elements it is a Preposition, and when it affects only one it
is an Adverb.

It should be completely obvious that this is a mistake: the meaning of the word is the
same in each case; so is the spelling; so is the pronunciation; so is the syntactic distribution of
the phrase that affer forms. Otto Jespersen (1924) cogently questioned the wisdom of any
such analysis, and saw clearly what should replace the traditional analysis. And he was only
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elaborating views that emerged nearly two centuries before. Kirkby (1746) complains: “we
have several instances of the same word being used at one time as a conjunction and at
another time as a preposition.” John Hunter (1784) argued in much more detail, in a paper
presented to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in its first year, that neither conjunctions nor
adverbs were in all cases usefully distinguished from prepositions in English (or in Latin and
Greek). He stressed that classifications were being based on the “merely accidental”
differences in what constituent (if any) happened to follow the word. The rational analysis is
to treat after as simply a preposition governing (optionally) a complement that can be either a
noun phrase or a clause.

After we quarrelled is treated by traditional grammar as an “adverbial clause” that is
introduced by the “subordinating conjunction” affer. But it is not a clause at all. It is a
preposition-phrase, just like after our quarrel.

There are many prepositions in English that accept either clauses or preposition-
phrases as complements, rather than just noun phrases: after, before, except, given, since,)
etc. Others take only clause complements, never noun phrase complements: although,
because, lest, though, etc. And with some of them (after, before, and since) the complement
is optional, so they can appear alone.

It should not take 250 years for observations as simple and convincing as those of
Kirkby and Hunter to gain currency. Yet that is what happened. The first systematic
descriptive grammar of English to adopt a reanalysis of English prepositions that recognized
the possibility of non-NP complements came more than two centuries later, in CGEL
(published in 2002)

3. Prescriptivist poppycock

Let me now turn to the problem of belief in ghost rules. My section title is a phrase coined by
Heidi Harley on Language Log (http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll). It implies two things:
first, that ghost rules are poppycock (i.e., silliness), and second, that the silliness involves
what linguists refer to as prescriptivism.

Calling a rule a ghost rule means that although some people may be in fear of it, it
doesn’t really exist: it is not a genuine constraint on grammatical structure in the language,
and it never was at any earlier stage in history. The alleged rule is a fiction, with no
credentials that should lead us to respect it.

And to call a rule prescriptive is to say that it is not meant as what the philosopher
John Searle would call a constitutive rule, one that aims to provide part of the definition of
the language system (like saying that the verb in English precedes its object or other
complement—a statement that no one disputes). Instead it is explicitly regulative: it aims to
settle a dispute on some thorny point by ruling one way or the other, or to convey a
stipulation about how you ought to use the language.

For example, prescriptive usage advisors often warn quite sternly against using the
passive voice, and criticize writers who do use it. They often do not know what they are
talking about, and cannot tell a passive from an active (see Pullum 2014), but the intent is
clear. Where a constitutive rule would state that a passive clause has a head verb in participial
form (usually the past participle) and may have a preposition-phrase complement in which
the head is the preposition by, a prescriptivist says things much more comparable to George
Orwell’s “Never use the passive if you can use the active” (from the 1946 essay “Politics and
the English language”). He’s not trying to acquaint you with the principles of clause structure
in English; he’s telling you how to behave.
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Prescriptive rules are usually associated with judgmental attitudes: prose that violates
prescriptive rules tends to be regarded (by the sort of people who favour the rules in question)
not just as amusingly eccentric or unfortunately incomprehensible, but as deserving of a
socially-tinged contempt. The examples that follow should make all of this clear. They are (i)
the so-called “splitting” of infinitives; (ii) the ban on which in restrictive relative clauses; (iii)
the strange belief that a pronoun cannot have a genitive antecedent; (iv) the similarly strange
myth that prepositions should not be separated from the phrases that are understood as their
complements; and (v) the prejudice against linking they to an antecedent that is syntactically
singular.

3.1 Splitting infinitives

People still, after more than a century of silliness, regularly write letters to UK newspapers
lamenting the placement of a verb phrase modifier between the infinitival complement-
marking word to and the plain-form verb that is the head of the infinitival VP. People who
have done hardly any study of English grammar usually think that such modifier placement is
an error. Yet none of them ever seem to have looked at either the evidence of literature or the
actual statements in serious books on usage and grammar.

The construction in question can be found in some of the earliest English literature,
such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (14th century). There are examples from literature
in every subsequent century. Even Ambrose Bierce, one of the fiercest prescriptivists ever
(see Freeman 2009), did not think the split infinitive was ungrammatical or ever had been.
And he was right. It was never ungrammatical, and no serious description of the language
ever said it was. Even highly conservative usage manuals acknowledge this. The New York
Times Style Manual, for example, says:

split infinitives are accepted by grammarians but irritate many readers. When a
graceful alternative exists, avoid the construction: to show the difference clearly is
better than to clearly show the difference. (Do not use the artificial clearly to show the
difference.) When the split is unavoidable, accept it: He was obliged to more than
double the price.

Yet we find clumsy, desperate attempts to avoid splitting infinitives in many magazines and
books. This is from The Economist:

...a bill that would force any NGO receiving cash from abroad publicly to label itself
a “foreign agent.”

The adverb publicly is supposed to modify the verb label, but placed where it is, it could be
modifying abroad or receiving.

Mindful of the prejudice that says they should avoid putting an adverb after to, some
writers misguidedly avoid it even when there is no infinitival construction. Here is one
example:

Living, as she had since she was fifteen, on the edges of so many other people’s lives, she had
become used not to talking much herself, as if to talk was to thrust herself into the limelight,
into the centre of attention in lives that she depended upon for sustenance and thus could not
afford to alienate by the wrong sort of behaviour. (Joanna Trollope, Next of Kin, p. 26)
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The phrase not talking much is a gerund-participial clause. The used fo construction
involves the preposition to, not the infinitival marker (which never takes the -ing of the
gerund participial on the following head verb). Joanna Trollope intended to write she had
become used to not talking much herself, but lost faith, thinking that to not could never be
grammatical (because fo not talk would be a split infinitive). As a result she seems to have
been panicked into writing something completely ungrammatical.

What a tragedy that delusions about grammar should trammel and mislead even fine
novelists like Joanna Trollope!

3.2 Restrictive which

Some time in the 19th century, or perhaps even earlier, grammarians began to wonder if there
should not be more regularity about the distribution of words introducing relative clauses.
The way the language had evolved, which was used for either restrictive relatives (the kind
without the commas) or nonrestrictive relatives (the kind with the commas), but that was
hardly ever used in nonrestrictives (I use the “??” prefix to signal strangeness or extreme
rarity):

[9] a. The city which I visited was attractive. [restrictive]

b. Bilbao, which is in the Basque Country, is attractive. [nonrestrictive]
[10] a. The city that I visited was attractive. [restrictive]

b. "Bilbao, that is in the Basque Country, is attractive. [nonrestrictive]

Grammarians who perhaps had too much time on their hands and were too keen on
tidiness began to wonder whether it might be a good idea to ordain that which should always
and only be used in nonrestrictives while that should always and only be used in restrictives.
It makes little sense to regulate a natural language in this sort of way: it is like suggesting that
perhaps rivers with an even number of letters in their names should always and only flow
east, and rivers with an odd number of letters in their names should always and only flow
west. But it appealed to some, and at the end of the 19th century Henry and Frank Fowler,
building on a few suggestions in earlier works, made an explicit case for reforming English
relative clauses (Fowler and Fowler 1906).

Unfortunately, some English teachers took the Fowler recommendation to be an
established rule, and taught it as such. The myth that which was never correct in restrictive
relatives slowly gained currency, particularly in America, and by the late 20th century copy
editors all over the USA were busily changing relative which to that whenever there was no
comma before it. They continue to waste time in this way, causing bafflement when they
occasionally have to deal with British authors (for in Britain the Fowlerian rule never really
made much headway).

3.3 Genitive antecedents

Louis Menand is a professor of English literature at Harvard who firmly believes that it is a
“solecism” (a grammatical error) for a personal pronoun to have a noun phrase in the genitive
case as its antecedent. In correspondence with Arnold Zwicky (see Zwicky’s Language Log
post at http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagelog/archives/000048.html and earlier posts
linked there) Menand staunchly maintained that this is so, even despite the fact that plenty of
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counter-examples could be found in his own book The Metaphysical Club. The claim is that a
sentence like Einstein’s discoveries made him famous is ungrammatical if zim is taken to
refer back to the noun denoting Einstein, and likewise that all of these sentences from The
Metaphysical Club are ungrammatical:

[11]  in a phrase that became the city’s name for_itself (Menard 7)

Dr. Holmes'’s views on political issues therefore tended to be reflexive: he took his
cues from his own instincts (7)

Emerson’s reaction, when Holmes showed him the essay, is choice (25)

Brown’s apotheosis marked the final stage in the radicalization of Northern opinion.
He became, for many Americans, ... (28)

Wendell Holmes's riot control skills were not tested. Still he had, at the highest point
of prewar contention... (31)

Holmes’s account of his first wound was written, probably two years after the battle in
which it occurred, in a diary he kept during the war. (Menard 38)

What can one say about a professor of literature who cannot even believe that his own
well-formed sentences are well-formed?

3.4 Preposition stranding

Possibly the hoariest and most ridiculous of all the myths about English is that prepositions
must not be used in contexts where they are separated from their complements, as in:

[12] a. the place they took me to b. I wonder what he was looking at.

This is a ghost rule that John Dryden invented out of thin air. It has never been a true
generalization in the whole history of English that prepositions could not be left behind in the
verb phrase in this way. Linguists refer to the phenomenon as preposition stranding.

And there cannot be any doubt about whether Standard English has preposition
stranding. Take the language used by Lady Bracknell, surely Oscar Wilde’s great epitome of
intimidatingly pedantic upper-class standard Britishness. She strands prepositions at least
three times in the 18,000 words of The Importance of Being Earnest (1895):

[13] Lady Bracknell’s preposition stranding:

a. A very good age to be married at.
b. What did he die of?
c. 1 presume you know what that unfortunate movement led to?

Interestingly, the first strands the preposition of an adjunct rather than a complement (often

this is characteristic of more informal style, as in Which days of the week can you visit on?).
The pompous and pedantic Standard English that Wilde puts into the mouth of Lady

Bracknell in perhaps the most ingenious and delightful of English stage comedies should be
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recognized for what it is: clear and convincing evidence that preposition stranding was and is
fully grammatical.

3.5 Singular they

According to William Strunk, who was a professor of English at Cornell in 1918 when he
self-published a booklet called The Elements of Style containing guidelines for student
writers:

They. A common inaccuracy is the use of the plural pronoun when the antecedent is a
distributive expression such as each, each one, everybody, every one, many a man,
which, though implying more than one person, requires the pronoun to be in the
singular. Similar to this, but with even less justification, is the use of the plural
pronoun with the antecedent anybody, any one, somebody, some one, the intention
being either to avoid the awkward “he or she,” or to avoid committing oneself to
either. Some bashful speakers even say, “A friend of mine told me that they, etc.”

But again, as we seek evidence that this holds for English as spoken and written by its
expert users, problems emerge. In this case we can turn again to Oscar Wilde’s character Lady
Bracknell:

[14] It is my last reception, and one wants something that will encourage conversation,
particularly at the end of the season when everyone has practically said whatever they
had to say, which, in most cases, was probably not much.

E.B. White revised Strunk’s booklet 50 years after it was first published, and he
retains the prohibitory injunction. Yet there are instances of they with a syntactically singular
antecedent in his own writing:

[15]  ‘But somebody taught you, didn’t they?’ [Character in Charlotte’s Web]

He is following a long tradition. The use of they/their/them with syntactically singular
antecedents goes back as far as Shakespeare and even Chaucer. It is commonplace in the
work of Jane Austen. She puts singular they into the mouths of people from all walks of life. I
suppose someone could try to maintain that this shows only that the novelist knew some
people engaged in this practice conversationally; so let me just exhibit a few examples in the
narrator’s voice in novels by Austen. The examples (in which I keep spelling features of
Austen’s time like spelling everybody as every body) are taken, and much abbreviated, from
the far fuller listing that Henry Churchyard has painstakingly compiled at
http://www.pemberley.com/janeinfo/austhlis.html.

[16] Examples from Emma:

was still unwilling to admit ...that there would be the smallest difficulty in every
body’s returning into their proper place the next morning.

ready to advise every body to come and sit down, and not to heat themselves.

...it would be quite a pity that any one who so well knew how to teach, should not have
their powers in exercise again
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[17]

[18]

[19]
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Examples from Mansfield Park:

Nobody meant to be unkind, but nobody put themselves out of their way to secure her
comfort.

every one concerned in the going was forward in expressing their ready concurrence
the only one out of the nine not tolerably satisfied with their lot

that favouring something which every body who shuts their eyes while they look, or
their understandings while they reason, feels the comfort of.

Every body around [Fanny Price] was gay and busy, prosperous and important, each
had their object of interest, their part, their dress, their favourite scene, their friends
and confederates

Every body began to have their vexation.

she found everybody requiring something they had not ... Everybody had a part either
too long or too short; nobody would attend as they ought; nobody would remember on
which side they were to come in...

everybody being as perfectly complying and without a choice as on such occasions
they always are

Nobody was in their right place, nothing was done as it ought to be.

every body had their due importance

nobody could command attention when they spoke.

It had been a miserable party, each of the three believing themselves most miserable.

I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can, impatient to restore every body, not
greatly in fault themselves, to tolerable comfort, and to have done with all the rest.

every one may be at liberty to fix their own

nobody minds having what is too good for them

Examples from Persuasion:

she felt that were any young person, in similar circumstances, to apply to her for
counsel, they would never receive any of such certain immediate wretchedness, such
uncertain future good.

Elizabeth ... indignantly answered for each party’s perfectly knowing their situation.

Every body has their taste in noises

Examples from Pride and Prejudice:

every body was pleased to think how much they had always disliked Mr. Darcy before
they had known any thing of the matter.
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Every body began to find out that they had always distrusted the appearance of his
goodness.

Each felt for the other, and of course for themselves

[20] Examples from Sense and Sensibility:

each of them was busy in arranging their particular concerns, and endeavouring, by
placing around them books and other possessions, to form themselves a home.

she was a great wonderer, as every one must be who takes a very lively interest in all
the comings and goings of all their acquaintance.

every body had a right to be equally positive in their opinion, and to repeat it over and
over again as often as they liked.

each found their reward

each felt their own error

Many other authors could be mined in a similar way for evidence of their use of they
with singular antecedents.

To sum up briefly, the notion that singular-antecedent uses of they are ungrammatical,
illogical or uncharacteristic of good Standard English writing is ridiculous.

4. Conclusions

What I have tried to do here is to exhibit, very briefly, a few ways in which the educated
general public’s grasp of even elementary parts of English grammar (I’m not concerned here
with more technical syntactic analysis) is in a terrible state. Myths are given widespread
credence; readily available evidence is ignored; long-discredited edicts are treated as gospel
truths. This is not a happy situation.

One part of the solution would be for students doing literature degrees, and for the
professors teaching them, to commit at least a small amount of time to developing an
acquaintance with grammatical analysis of the relevant language—not so much the arid outer
reaches of theoretical linguistics, but just the elementary and uncontroversially established
general properties of English and of language in general.

Mark Liberman of the University of Pennsylvania, co-founder of Language Log, has
estimated that the number of linguists on the payrolls of universities in the USA is sufficient
that, if the labour force could somehow be spread out equitably across the country’s
universities and colleges, there would be enough teaching academics to enroll every
undergraduate taking any kind of a degree in any subject in at least one linguistics course. |
think the same might be true for the UK. This should be a goal to aim for, especially when
the degree subject is literature.

People study English literature mainly because they love the artistry that the best of
the diverse users of the English language have created in that medium. In pointing out they
would profit by knowing something technical about language, I do not aim to be saying
anything more controversial than that a jewellery expert would do well to know something of
geology and metallurgy.

All those who are serious about the study of literature should know at least the
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elementary structural principles of the language in which it is composed—enough that they
will not be so ready to believe in the myths, legends, misconceptions, and empirical errors of
which I have given a few examples above.
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Abstract

Traditionally western American literature has been exclusively identified with proximity to
the land and rural settings. However, this restrictive notion of western writing has been
questioned in the last few decades by a growing number of authors who have vindicated the
urban quality of the New West. It is argued that not only large cities such as San Francisco,
Los Angeles, Seattle, Houston or Las Vegas have attracted the attention of contemporary
writers, but also smaller urban centers, for example, Reno, “the biggest little city,” have
recently become the setting of insightful postfrontier writing. The present essay explores
contemporary Reno literature, written both by local authors (Willy Vlautin, Tupelo Hassman,
Claire Vaye Watkins,...) and temporary residents (for instance, Bernardo Atxaga and Javi
Cillero), as a major example of the consolidation of the urban perspective in recent western
American writing.'

Keywords: Western American literature, urban writing, Reno, postfrontier West

1. Introduction: Cities in Western American Literature

he city has been often viewed in American culture as a source of corruption and

despair, as a negative influence from Europe and as a departure from an ideal rural
past. Certainly, an important number of American intellectuals in the 18" and 19™ centuries
(including several canonical writers such as Cooper, Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Poe or
Melville), showed their distrust of the city, following Thomas Jefferson’s legendary anti-
urbanism ideas. Some scholars, for example, Morton and Lucia White, authors of the
seminal study The Intellectual Versus the City (1962), have even talked about a
“powerful tradition of anti-urbanism in the history of American thought” (2-3),
emphasizing a dominant negative perspective of the city in American culture. The city
has been distrusted and even feared in relation to its rural alternative and the urban
expansion of the country has been associated with the loss of a pastoral, innocent, natural
world. This prejudice towards the city and the nostalgia for a romanticized, supposedly
simpler America became particularly notorious with the extension of urban culture in the
early twentieth-century. In fact, in 1920, according to the US census, the majority of

' This essay has been completed under the auspices of the research group REWEST, funded by the
Basque Government (IT 608-13) and the University of the Basque Country, UPV/EHU (UFI 11/06).
The research carried out for its writing was also funded by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and
Competitiveness (code: FFI2014-52738-P).
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Americans was declared for the first time as living in urban areas. Only two years later,
Lewis Mumford (one of the most prominent critics of the American urban realm), made
his well-known statement that “in building our cities we deflowered a wilderness” (3).

This negative response to the city has certainly not disappeared in contemporary
American culture and the increasing materialism of urban life has also contributed to the
consolidation of the stereotyped notion of the city as a source of corruption, chaos and
alienation. However, rather than talking about an extended prejudice against the city in
American culture, it would probably be more accurate to use the term “ambivalence”
when exploring the representation of city life by American writers. The city has not only
been mistrusted and depicted as a hostile setting, but has also been celebrated as a space
for opportunity, as an alternative place for those fleeing from rural poverty and social
discrimination, and as the ideal site for personal independence and self-realization. As a
matter of fact, some scholars have described American anti-urbanism as a myth and have
insisted on the dual image of the city, as a place of both danger and opportunity (Bauman
et al., 1-29). In classic American literature, for example, Leo Marx has argued that “the
bias of American intellectuals against ‘the city’ is more apparent than real” (1981, 79),
stressing that “the pastoral impulse enacted in these typical American fictions seldom is
rewarded with success” (1981, 75). Other scholars, like Warren I. Susman, have denied
the persistence of an anti-urban image in American culture, emphasizing instead the
image of the city as a challenge: “If they found that the city as it exists was full of
problems, these very problems have been accepted as challenges, necessary challenges to
them as men, Christians, and as Americans” (1973, 271). Similarly, Graham Clarke has
remarked, “if the American city has been consistently denigrated as the site of so much that is
associated with the negative aspects of American culture, it has equally been associated with
the celebration of all that is potent and possible” (1997, 30). In fact, some classic American
authors openly praised the virtues of the city, rejecting romanticized views of country
life. For example, Whitman, in his “Letters from a Traveling Bachelor” (1849) already
stated that “isolated country life [...] encourages avarice and a singular sort of egotism” and
“no matter what moralists and metaphysicians may teach, out of cities the human race does
not expand and improvise so well morally, intellectually, or physically.”

Despite this intellectual ambivalence towards the city, the increasing urbanization
of America has certainly contributed to making prejudice against city life a recurrent element
in America culture. We may even regard the closing of the frontier as a turning point in
America’s view of the city. As Richard Lehan has claimed, “the close of the frontier ended a
way of life, locking America into an urban destiny, into urban powers” (1998, 193). This
association between the end of the frontier and the development of urban identity in America
may explain the persistence of a traditional misleading and stereotyped view in American
literature: the identification of western writing almost exclusively with rural settings. It is true
that western American literature has usually privileged rural environments and nature-identified
protagonists, revealing distrust of the city. As a matter of fact, the urban realm has been often
portrayed by western American authors as a hostile setting. Nevertheless, new western or
postfrontier literature has gradually shown more interest for urban lives. After all, by 1880 the
West beyond the Great Plains was already the most urbanized region in the United States (White
1991, 391). And nowadays, according to the 2010 US census, the West contains nine of the ten
most densely populated urbanized areas, with seven of those in California.

Postfrontier authors have challenged stereotypical assumptions about westernness,
bringing increasing attention to a neglected area of western American literature, the city
landscape as a fundamental feature of the New West. As Neil Campbell has written, “the
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presence of the urban has been another aspect hidden within the stories of the U.S. West, a
lost dimension buried below its mythic landscapes and heroic action narratives” (2013, 165).
The emergence of this urban perspective has enriched contemporary western writing, putting
an end to restrictive notions of western literature. In fact, in 2015 the theme of the 50th
Western Literature Association Conference (Reno, Nevada) was “Visual Cultures of the
Urban West.”

Western authors who use urban settings for their stories tend to portray the city as both
captivating and threatening, though there is often a particular emphasis on the harsh and seamy
side of the city. Among those writers who have contributed to the new visibility of western urban
writing we may include some of the leading authors of contemporary American literature, such
as Larry McMurtry, Joan Didion, Raymond Carver, Ishmael Reed, Jonathan Franzen, and
Sherman Alexie. The growing success achieved by some of these representations of the
complexity of modern western cities has even consolidated several subgenres of western urban
novels, such as the Los Angeles novel or the San Francisco novel (both of them already popular
in the 1930s), and created new subgenres, for instance, the Las Vegas novel. In fact, the
increasing visibility of Las Vegas fiction has given birth to the mistaken and stereotyped notion
that Nevada literature consists only of novels set in Las Vegas. This city is recurrently portrayed
as the home of greed, corruption, and excess, as a place full of criminals, gamblers, prostitutes,
and visitors abusing legal or illegal drugs. Books such as Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and
Loathing in Las Vegas (1971), Nicholas Pileggi’s Casino: Love and Honor in Las Vegas (1995),
Mario Puzo’s The Last Don (1996), Larry McMurtry’s The Desert Rose (1983), or John
O’Brien’s Leaving Las Vegas (1990) have played an important role in the extension of the
archetypal portrait of Las Vegas as a “sin city,” not to mention the myriad of popular novels
exploiting the sordid image of Las Vegas. This overemphasis on the seamy side of Las Vegas
has obscured not only other literary approaches to Las Vegas (usually more realistic and
complex), but also other contemporary literary portraits of Nevada. Certainly, Nevada literature
has been often underestimated in the critical realm (Glotfelty 2008, xxvii). This prejudice against
Nevada literature may also be linked to the extended negative image of the state and its
traditional association with divorce, gambling, crime, prostitution and easy money. This image is
not only related to the neon myth of Las Vegas, but also to Reno, the largest city in Nevada
until 1953 and a place with a history deeply connected to decadence and diversion. Certainly,
since the mid-fifties, Reno has been eclipsed by the overwhelming social and cultural
popularity of Las Vegas. However, in the literary realm Reno has undergone a major
“renovation” and although some authors still employ Reno as a suitable setting for
melodramatic tales exploiting the sin image of the city, it may be argued that contemporary
Reno writing exemplifies the maturation and growing recognition of urban literature set in the
American West.

2. Reno and Its Literary Portraits

2.1 A Few Notes on Reno’s First Literary “Flowering”

Reno’s origins in 1868 are linked to the expansion of the railway. It prospered as a supply and
shipping center for the mining boom in nearby areas. Reno was not too different from other
urban communities on the mining frontier “with its [...] saloons prostitutes, opium and
gambling clubs” (Moehring 2014, 1). However, in the early twentieth century, Reno gained
notoriety as a “sin city” due to its permissive laws regarding gambling and, above all, divorce.
These laws brought many financial benefits to the city and an increasing number of tourists,



42 DAvID Rio

though they also damaged Reno’s public image. For some observers, Reno was “a modern
amalgamation of Sodom, Gomorrah, and Hell” (quoted by Laxalt 1977, 89) or simply “the
divorce capital of the world.” Precisely, the divorce industry inspired the first literary
“flowering” in Reno, consisting basically of simplistic poems, short stories, and novels
exploiting the divorce theme, and including often melodramatic plots and unrealistic
characters. This mediocre writing is exemplified by books such as Lilyan Stratton's Reno: A
Book of Short Stories (1921), Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr.’s Reno (1929), John Hamlin's
Whirlpool of Reno (1931) and Faith Baldwin’s Temporary Address: Reno (1941), to name just
a few titles.

For most of the twentieth-century most writing about Reno stressed the topics of vice,
gambling, and divorce as the basis of the Reno lifestyle. Possibly the two major exceptions
were Walter Van Tilburg Clark’s novel The City of Trembling Leaves (1945) and Arthur
Miller’s “The Misfits” (1957), originally a short story which later became a well-known
movie directed by John Huston, and starring Clark Gable, Marilyn Monroe and Montgomery
Clift. Clark’s novel is a “bildungsroman” dealing with the ordinary lives of Reno residents in
a place presented as “a city of adolescence” (Clark 1984, 12). And Arthur Miller’s “The
Misfits,” focuses on the displaced, on the disconnected, on those who never fit in. It is a story
where Reno is portrayed as an ambiguous and contradictory place, a paradise both for
divorces and for quick marriages. Reno appears in the story as a city full of contact zones
between the Old and the New West, as epitomized by the statue honoring a family of pioneers
placed in front of the court building used to deal with quick divorces. The contradictory
nature of the city is also symbolized in the story by the famous neon arch welcoming its
visitors: “WELCOME TO RENO THE BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD.” This
iconic landmark of the city (originally built in 1926) not only features the city’s motto, but
also illustrates perfectly the duality and ambiguity of the place. On the one hand, it alludes to
the small town and local scale connotations of the city, but on the other hand it suggests its
remarkable potential as a place for growth, modernity, and opportunity.

2.2 “Renovating” Reno Fiction from a Local Perspective2

After years of stereotypical and recurrent novels focused on divorce and gambling, towards
the end of the twentieth century, Reno writing, as most urban literature set in the American
West, experienced a revival, as demands for writing authentically conveying the urban
experience in the West increased. It is worth noting the increasing recognition achieved by
local authors who have been offering more realistic approaches to Reno, departing from the
overused clichés about the city, often popularized in novels and short stories written by
temporary visitors. Thus, several authors have successfully portrayed the multicultural
condition of Reno, illustrating the transformation of the traditional western imaginary and the
growing visibility of minority cultures in the American West. For example, Basque-American
Robert Laxalt, the most distinguished Nevada author since the mid-twentieth century,
employs Reno as the fictional setting of the last sections of Child of the Holy Ghost (1992). In
this novel he offers a remarkable portrait of the city in the early twentieth century, employing
a realistic perspective to describe its class and ethnic distinctions and, in particular, its wide
range of temptations for young sheepherders. Laxalt’s daughter, Monique Urza, a native of

% Some parts of this section on contemporary Reno fiction, for example, the ones on Willy Vlautin’s
novels and on Hassman’s Girlchild, appeared earlier and in a somewhat different and more extended
version in my book New Literary Portraits of the American West: Contemporary Nevada Fiction
(2014).
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Reno herself, also sets her novel The Deep Blue Memory (1993) partially in Reno, though the
main emphasis of the book is on the search for identity of different generations of a Basque-
American family, not on the city itself. Another Reno native, Verita Black Prothro, has
portrayed skillfully Reno’s small African-American community in her story “Porched
Suitcases” (2001). Multicultural Reno also plays a prominent role in Emma Sepulveda’s
From Border Crossings to Campaign Trail: Chronicle of a Latina in Politics (1998), a
powerful example of autobiography as activism. In this memoir Sepulveda, born in Argentina,
raised in Chile and resident in Reno, departs from traditional views of Reno as a “sin city,”
presenting this place as a “white-faced, red-necked” city where at the beginning she feels like
“a Latina extra inserted into a movie script for comic relief” (1998, 80).

Apart from this multicultural dimension of Reno writing, it should be noted that in the
last decade several remarkable novels and short stories set in Reno have achieved national or
even international recognition. Such is the case, in particular, of Willy Vlautin’s renowned
novels The Motel Life (2006) and Northline (2008). Vlautin, a Reno native, is also the lead-
singer and songwriter of Portland alt-country band Richmond Fontaine. Although his last two
novels, Lean on Pete (2010) and The Free (2014), are not set in Reno, Vlautin’s early
recognition as a writer is largely based on his compelling portraits of this city in his first two
novels. Both The Motel Life and Northline depart from stereotypical tourist views about Reno,
revealing the darker reality behind the neon myth.

The Motel Life should be regarded as a powerful example of realistic fiction on “the
intimacies of place” (to use Christine Berberich, Neil Campbell and Robert Hudson’s
terminology in Affective Landscapes in Literature, Art and Everyday Life, 2015) and, in
particular, on contemporary Reno life. The novel, adapted into a film in 2012,* shows two
orphaned brothers (Jerry and Frank Flannigan) struggling with poverty and almost
homelessness in downtown Reno and its surrounding areas during the early 1990s. Vlautin
focuses on the issue of class and its role in the American West. The recent recession seems to
have brought increasing attention by readers, writers, and scholars towards the economic
hardships of working classes in the American West. However, issues of social class and
poverty have always been prominent for some western American authors. In fact, any reader
familiar with John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men may point out several common elements
between this novella and Vlautin’s novel. Other literary influences, such as Charles
Bukowski, John Fante, or Raymond Carver, may be found in The Motel Life, but possibly its
most obvious antecedent is Of Mice and Men (1937). For example, as in Steinbeck’s novella,
the two main characters in The Motel Life flee from loneliness through a common bond of
loyalty where one of them (Jerry, who has killed a boy while driving drunk) depends on the
other (his brother Frank, who is also the narrator of the novel). Similarly, as it happens in Of
Mice and Men, one of the protagonists in The Motel Life (Frank) invents stories to provide the
other (Jerry) with imaginary escape from a general atmosphere of fatalism. The end of
Vlautin’s novel is not too different from that of Steinbeck’s book, but The Motel Life seems to
offer a more optimistic message, rejecting determinism and vindicating hope. After all, as
Frank Flannigan says at the end of the novel, “hope, it’s better than having nothing at all”
(Vlautin 2006, 206).

In The Motel Life Reno becomes its own character, a city portrayed from an
ambivalent perspective. On the one hand, Reno seems to act as a negativist city, as a doomed

3 The film, directed and produced by brothers Alan and Gabe Polsky, premiered at the Rome Film
Festival in 2012 where it won the Audience Award, Best Screenplay, Best Editing, and the Critics
Award.
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place that works against the personal development of the main protagonists. For example, the
stereotypical association between gambling and the city is highlighted to explain the luckless
existence of the Flannigans, as shown by Frank’s remarks on his father’s gambling addiction:
“I always think that if we didn’t live in Reno, he probably would have never gambled. Then
maybe everything would have been different” (Vlautin 2006, 126). However, the main
characters seem to identify themselves with the city, even if they are conscious of its
shortcomings and unable to explain the reasons for such identification. As the protagonist of
one of the bedtime stories invented by Frank Flannigan for his brother says, “we all know this
town is a shithole. But it’s my shithole” (Vlautin 2006, 66). This ambivalent attitude towards
Reno is shared by Willy Vlautin himself, who in a lecture at the University of the Basque
Country in 2014 stated the following: “I fell in love with Reno in the bars and I found my
voice as a writer. [...] For good or bad, I was born in the right city” (“A Writer’s Life in the
American West”).

In the novel, Reno works as a site of conflicted loyalties with its main characters
struggling to leave the city, but feeling disorientated and helpless when they temporarily leave
Reno. The city provides them with a sense of local identity and therefore when they are not in
Reno, they feel confused and alienated. In fact, their behavior may be defined as an example
of “postwestern displacement” (Lombardi 2013, 147). The Flannigan brothers long to
embrace traditional American mobility in order to leave behind their luckless existence.
Nevertheless, when adverse circumstances force then to move beyond city limits, they do not
seem to profit from the experience of mobility. For example, it is worth mentioning the
uneasiness of the Flannigans with the wilderness when on their way towards Montana they
reject a potential future life for them in the woods: “Horrible things happen in the woods,
believe me. How about those families that get murdered out in the woods? Bears, rodents,
snakes, and more bugs than anywhere else in the world, crazed Vietnam vets, hillbillies”
(Vlautin 2006, 20).

In The Motel Life Vlautin departs from one-dimensional approaches to Reno, choosing
instead to underline its complex and multiple meanings. As a matter of fact, in the novel, the
Reno motels illustrate the possibility of going beyond the traditional dichotomy between
attachment to a place and mobility because these motels can also epitomize a resident
mentality. As Frank Flannigan states in the novel, “most aren’t even real motels anymore.
Once they were new and held vacationers and honeymooners from all over the country, and
now they barely survive as residential” (Vlautin 2006, 112). Similarly, the ambiguity of the
novel extends to its road tragedy ingredients. The protagonists are constantly on the move, but
they do not manage to break away from Reno, either physically or spiritually. In general, the
novel illustrates an ambivalent approach towards Reno and its culture where centripetal and
centrifugal forces share a hybrid space.

Vlautin’s second novel, Northline is another realistic and gloomy portrait of urban
Nevada with Las Vegas and, above all, Reno as its major settings. Its main protagonist is
Allison Johnson, a young pregnant waitress who leaves Las Vegas in order to escape from her
abusive boyfriend, gives her baby up for adoption and struggles to make a new life for herself
in Reno. Allison has to deal with many handicaps, including alcohol dependence, poverty,
family dysfunction, and low self-esteem, but her willingness to overcome adversity and to
make connections with other troubled people in Reno certainly captivates the reader.

As it happens in The Motel Life, the main characters in Northline desperately search to
escape from their desolate existence as slum-dwellers. Allegedly, they live in “the
entertainment capital of the world,” but they are not tourists in Las Vegas. Instead, they are
working-class residents facing the grit beneath the glitz of this city. In Vlautin’s novel the
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dream of the West is replaced by the dream of the North and the traditional association in
frontier mythology between mobility and regeneration is called into question. Allison
Johnson’s journey to Reno, only 440 miles northwards from Las Vegas, will not provide her
with an instant solution to her economic and spiritual desolation. As a matter of fact, Vlautin
refuses to idealize Reno in Northline. He may be a Reno native, but he does not glorify his
hometown, choosing instead to offer a realistic portrait of the place and its residents, even if
this means to reveal its bleak side.

Northline also illustrates some of the archetypal prejudices towards Reno, related to
particular aesthetic approaches (“most people think this is an ugly town,” Vlautin 2008, 191)
or to the small size of this city (“there aren’t much to it if [ remember right ... What a shit hole
that place is,” Vlautin 2008, 97). However, the novel also reveals the potential attraction of
this city due to its local and small-scale dimension, particularly when compared to Las Vegas.
In fact, in Vlautin’s novel we may see how Allison is able to take pleasure in her time in
Reno, despite some tragic experiences there.

Vlautin’s interest in exploring contemporary Reno geography is shared by other recent
Nevada writers, who have played a fundamental role in “renovating” Reno writing. For
example, we should definitely mention Claire Vaye Watkins’s insightful book, Battleborn
(2012), winner of The Story Prize. The book consists of ten short stories set in Reno and other
Nevada cities, where Watkins offers an insightful approach to female subjectivity against the
backdrop of the peculiar Nevada history. Their main characters often face loneliness, and
physical and spiritual desolation, though at the end of some of these stories there also seems
to be a place for hope. One of the most interesting stories is possibly the opening story of the
book, “Ghosts, Cowboys,” a brilliant coming-of-age story set in Reno, where Watkins
combines a historical approach to the city and its founders with an autobiographical
immersion into private memories (the author’s father, Paul Watkins, was one of Charles
Manson’s followers). In her stories Watkins brilliantly evokes a sense of place, stressing in
particular the interaction between her main characters and some iconic Reno places, such as
casinos (“A casino can make an average man lovely. The lights are dim, the ceiling low and
mirrored. The machines light his face from below in a soft sweet blue,” Watkins 2012, 19) or
Basque restaurants (“One Picon Punch will make you buy another. Two is too many. That
night we had three each,” Watkins 2012, 19).

Watkins’s short stories and, above all, Vlautin’s novels exemplify the increasing
visibility of Reno fiction centered on class issues and written by young Nevada-raised
authors. They are often coming-of-age stories where their protagonists fight for survival in the
midst of economic limitations, problematic social integration, and family dysfunction. Three
interesting examples of this kind of new fiction set in Reno and written by insiders are Brad
Summerhill’s Gambler’s Quartet (2010), Ben Rogers’s The Flamer (2012), and, above all,
Tupelo Hassman’s Girlchild (2012). This last novel became a New York Times Book Review
Editors’ Choice and is one the most remarkable fictional approaches to modern Reno of the
present decade. Its setting is a trailer park on the outskirts of Reno, called in the novel Calle
de las Flores and located “just north of Reno and just south of nowhere” (Hassman 2012, 6).
The Calle resembles the Reno suburb of Sun Valley where Tupelo Hassman was raised in the
1980s. Its glamorous Spanish name, planned to evoke “the romance of the Old West”
(Hassman 2012, 6), contrasts sharply with the living conditions of its inhabitants and
epitomizes the failed promises of the West. The trailer park seems to work as a symbol of
traditional American mobility, individualism, and freedom from the constraints of community
life. Nevertheless, in most cases the mobile home means economic limitations (the inability to
buy a house), commitment to a community consisting basically of down-and-out residents,
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and very limited mobility. As Nancy Cook has remarked, “the only real mobility is
downward” (2011, 221).

Girlchild may be regarded as an attempt to give a voice to the underdog of the New
West and, in particular, to those women who are victims of poverty and abuse in an extremely
materialistic society. It is a “bildungsroman” where its female protagonist struggles to escape
from the inherent limitations of being a poor girl living in a ghetto.4 In this novel class and
poverty seem to acquire a deterministic dimension for the main character and narrator, the
adolescent Rory Hendrix. She displays her ambivalent feelings towards her community,
longing to break away from a subculture that condemns her to poverty, teenage pregnancy,
and family dysfunction, but also vindicating her bonds with her community. It is worth noting
Hassman’s compelling portrait of the relationship of Rory both with her mother and with her
grandmother, all of them victims of abuse, neglect, and misery in the outskirts of Reno. This
city is not blamed for their plight. Nevertheless, the original association of this city with
freedom and a new beginning (due to its archetypal popularity as “the divorce capital of the
world”), is soon overshadowed in the novel by the narrator’s emphasis on the gritty
dimension of this city. Particularly remarkable is her comparison of the natural beauty of
Lake Tahoe, a picturesque resort located about an hour’s drive from Reno, and the ugliness of
this city, a bleak place devoid of anything valuable: “nothing grows here. Instead of wildlife
all we’ve got is nightlife. Reno is just like Tahoe, only without anything beautiful” (Hassman
2011, 23). And this criticism of Reno is also justified by the city’s commitment to materialism
as exemplified by “gamblers, prostitutes, and tourists so focused on their own thin dimes they
can’t spare one red cent for each other” (Hassman 2011, 23). Therefore, the old proud
description of Reno as “the biggest little city in the world” is replaced in the novel by “THE
BIGGEST LITTLE SHITTY IN THE WORLD” (Hassman 2011, 23).

2.3 The Outsider’s Literary Point of View on Reno in the Twenty-First Century: Two
Basque Examples

Writing on Reno published in the last two decades testifies to the consolidation of a
compelling urban perspective in western American literature. Local authors have started to
challenge the dominant excess and vice image of Reno popularized by temporary visitors.
Most of these new authors have portrayed characters living on the margins and trying to
overcome family dysfunction and serious social and economic handicaps. The gradual
maturation and diversity of Nevada and, in particular, Reno fiction is not only demonstrated
by the success of these local authors, but also by the increasingly insightful and complex
approaches offered by recent temporary residents who have departed from the stereotypes on
the sin and vice elements traditionally associated with Nevada. To name just but two writers,
we may mention two Basque authors, Bernardo Atxaga and Javi Cillero, who have
contributed to the increasingly transnational and multicultural dimension of the literary
approaches to this city. For example, Bernardo Atxaga, beyond any doubt the best-known
contemporary Basque author, in his acclaimed Nevadako egunak (2013), translated into
Spanish as Dias de Nevada (2014) and awarded the prestigious Euskadi Prize for Literature,
focuses on his personal recollections of his visit to Reno (2007-2008) to explore the
interaction between his immersion into Reno life and his memories from the Basque Country.
Atxaga goes beyond traditional Reno mythology to offer his own perspective of the city, a

* In fact, Hassman’s novel often reminds the reader of Sandra Cisneros’s The House of Mango Street (1984),
even from a formal point of view, because both novels consist of a series of vignettes where the narrator
chronicles the life of her community and her own coming-of-age process.
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view that, for instance, emphasizes the city’s silence as one of the most notorious features of
Reno: “Reno beti dago isil-isilik. Kasinoak eraikuntza estankoak dira, dena moketa barrutik,
eta ez da hotsik hedatzen joko-makinen edo jantokien esparrutik harago. Kaleetan, Virginia
Street nagusian bertan, ez da trafikoa nabarmentzen. Ezta 80 zenbakia daraman autobidean
ere, edota 395¢an. Iduri luke kaleak eta autobideak berak ere moketaz estalista daudela, edota
jendea, autoak, kamioiak, gordean ibiltzen direla. Iluntzen duenean, isiltasuna—isiltasuna
dagoelako inpresio subjektiboa—areagotu egiten da” (Atxaga 2013, 11).° Atxaga’s book
becomes the chronicle of his adjustment to a city that provides him with a series of iconic
motifs: the casinos, the movie The Misfits, or an urban landscape bounded by the nearby
desert and mountains. However, Atxaga offers in the book his own interpretation of these
archetypal images and cannot avoid focusing on other themes such as the impact on the city
of such events as “the War Against Terror,” Obama’s electoral campaign, the economic
recession, or the hunt for a sexual rapist and murderer.

Similarly, Javi Cillero has published two books set in Reno. The first one, Uztailaren
lauan, Renon (The Fourth of July in Reno, 1999), is a solid play which won the City of San
Sebastian Prize in the category of best theatrical work in Basque. His second book set in Reno
is a more remarkable volume, a collection of short stories originally published in Basque as
Ero hiria (2006). The book has been translated into Spanish as Ciudad de locos (2010) and
into English as Hollywood and I and Mad City (2014). In these stories Cillero plays with
parallel action, flashbacks and different points of view to portray a city that acquires multiple
and often contradictory meanings for both its inhabitants and visitors. Cillero rejects a one-
dimensional view of the city and offers a variety of perspectives on the city. Thus, for some of
his characters, Reno is a boring city (‘“nothing happens in Reno; everything is very slow
here,” 305; “Reno doesn’t have much to offer me,” Cillero 2014, 238; “what can you do in
Reno after five in the afternoon?” 257) or even a decadent place (“it looks dirty now. The
place has got worse,” Cillero 2014, 291), but for others it is a surprising city (“strange things
like that happen all the time in Reno,” Cillero 2014, 231), with a potential for opportunities
(“anything is possible. There are more than twenty-four hours a day in Reno.” Cillero 2014,
269). Some characters even emphasize the remarkable appeal of the city’s landmarks (“Reno
casino rooms are unbeatable. Cheap and cheerful. They make you feel like a child.” Cillero
2014, 279) and even the beauty of the place (“You can see the city lights from the hill over
the university. It’s like a postcard.” Cillero 2014, 285). Despite this multiplicity of
perspectives on the city, a general sense of alienation and loss pervades most of these stories
and Cillero emphasizes the inability of most of his characters to fit in this city. The recurrent
references to the movie The Misfits certainly serve to illustrate the dominant feeling of
misplacement that seems to affect the main characters in these stories. Ironically, these
characters do not have to face social or economic marginalization, as the ones in Vlautin’s
novels or in Hassman’s Girlchild, but they belong to the academia (most of them are
university professors) and this intellectual “cover” only contributes to increasing their
desperation (Cano 2006).

> This quotation belongs to the original Basque edition of the book because Nevadako egunak has not
been translated into English yet. Please find below the Spanish version of the above passage:

“Siempre hay silencio en Reno, incluso de dia. Los casinos son edificios estancos, cubiertos por dentro
con moqueta, y ningin sonido cunde mas alla de las salas donde se alinean las maquinas tragaperras y
las mesas de juego. Tampoco se hace notar el trafico de la calle mas transitada, Virginia Street, o el de
las autovias que cruzan la ciudad, la 80 y la 395, como si también ellas estuvieran enmoquetadas o
como si los coches, los camiones, circularan en secreto. Cuando anochece, el silencio, lo que
subjetivamente se siente como tal, se hace atin mas profundo.” (Atxaga 2014, 9).
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Both Atxaga’s Nevadako egunak and Cillero’s Hollywood and I and Mad City
exemplify Reno’s power to engage the imagination of a transnational audience and illustrate
the vast potential of the outsider’s point of view in the literary portraits of this city. After all,
as Mikhail Bakthin has claimed, “in the realm of culture, outsideness is a most powerful
factor in understanding. It is only in the eyes of another culture that foreign culture reveals
itself fully and profoundly” (1986, 7).

3. Conclusion

To conclude this essay, it may be stated that we should reject a dual model of thinking about
Reno’s imagery because successful literary portraits of this city have been written in the last few
decades both by insiders and outsiders, reconciling the image used to attract tourists with the
reality of living in “the biggest little city in the world.” As Edward Soja has observed, “we must
realize that both the views from above and from below can be restrictive and revealing, [...]
necessary but wholly insufficient” (1996, 314). So, a proper literary approach to Reno should
involve both views, with neither inherently privileged, but with the recognition that so far this
city has depended too much on a series of sensational and impressionistic images popularized by
outsiders. Fortunately, contemporary literature on Reno, as most recent writing on western
American cities, has vindicated a heterogeneous approach, paying more attention to the
complexity of the urban dimension of the American West, to the city as a lived space (following
Henry Lefebvre’s terminology in The Production of Space, 1991), simultaneously real and
imagined. The city becomes in these works a hybrid or third space (to use Homi Bhabha’s terms
in The Location of Culture, 1994, or Edward Soja’s ones in Thirdspace, 1996), where the main
empbhasis lies on the interaction between urban dwellers and their environments.

Most of the titles mentioned here illustrate the consolidation of urban topics and
settings in contemporary western American literature, with Reno writing as a major example.
Today there is a national and international audience for writing dealing with the urban West.
The flourishing of quality fiction about the urban West, as epitomized by contemporary Reno
writing, has certainly enriched significantly our understanding of the postfrontier West. In
fact, contemporary Reno literature illustrates the complex interaction between place and
writing in the American West, contributing to the end of traditional scholarly prejudices
against western American literature.
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Abstract

Female steampunk fashion has developed to a point in which it is not just a reinterpretation of
the Victorian past, but something totally new that has enabled the twenty-first-century woman
to externalise her inner self and her true identity. The following lines focus on the transition
from Victorian to Steampunk fashion and the new implications coming from the
reinterpretation of the various elements used for feminine appearance. Several cultural
productions of the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries will be used as examples of my
main arguments, paying particular attention to the character of Mina Harker as represented in
Stoker’s masterpiece Dracula (1897) and in Norrington’s The League of Extraordinary
Gentlemen (2003). To support my arguments with a relevant theoretical framework, I will
address several works by experts in the field of gender and cultural studies. Foucaultian
notions about control over female bodies will also be relevant in my paper, as well as
Butlerian ideas about the construction of gender identity. Since steampunk is set in a retro-
futuristic world, some of Braidotti’s notions about the post-human will be also discussed.

Keywords: steampunk, fashion, identity, gender, Victorian, Dracula, The League of
Extraordinary Gentlemen

Aristotle said that “the aim of art is to represent not the outward appearance of things but
their inward significance” (384-322). For many scholars, fashion is a work of art. Thus,
it is usually used as a means of expression of inner feelings and ideas. This argument can be
supported by the fact that as time goes by, fashion changes and adapts to the current era, being
tightly related to the habits and customs of each period.

This essay provides several examples proving that Victorian outfit not only is an
essential part of steampunk apparel but also that the different pieces of clothing used by the
members of this subculture have been modified to adapt to modern days and the new woman
living in the twenty-first century. These pages include quotes and ideas from scholars dealing
with Victorian female fashion, such as Helene E. Roberts, as well as statements from
specialists in the steampunk movement like Brigid Cherry and Maria Mellins. Similarly,
Foucaultian notions about control and Butlerian ideas on identity are used to support my
arguments. Since technology is vital for the members of this movement, Rossi Braidotti’s
reflections on the post-human also become relevant.

Helene E. Roberts argues that “garments ... signal to the world the role that the wearer
may be expected to play and remind the wearer of the responsibilities of that role, its
constraints and limitations” (1977, 554). Following this idea, the fact that Victorian women
usually wore tight corsets that barely let them breathe implied the ideal woman was expected
“to suffer and be still” (Ellis 73 qtd. in Roberts 556) (Figure 1: Victorian underwear). About
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this, William Makepeace Thackeray also talked about the “exquisite slave” (Roberts 1977,
554), an idea central to Roberts in her essay of the same name and that can be related directly
to Foucaultian concepts of dominance and submission (Foucault 1991; Storr 1970; Roberts
1977). The use of the corset showed others the self-control of the woman wearing it, being
considered a means of control on the part of others who in a way “forced” her to wear it if she
wanted to dress in the latest fashion.

ggw

Figure 1: Victorian underwear

Fortunately, the introduction of new materials and the advancements in the field of
fashion have been useful to change the significance of the use of the garments that were
typical of the Victorian and Edwardian periods. Brigid Cherry and Maria Mellins, in their
comparison between cyberpunk and steampunk, argue that the ending “punk” is highly
relevant in the explanation of the general ideas behind steampunk:

The suffix -punk works ... as a signifier of fictional styles that juxtapose gritty,
downbeat, low-life punk attitudes with cyberspace and cybernetics, extreme gore and
biotechnology respectively. Similarly, the genre of fiction that melds anachronistic
technology onto Victorian fantasy has been referred to as steampunk .... Ultimately,
this has resulted in the emergence of subcultural activities and identities that are not
only an unusual response to a literary genre, but renegotiate the meaning of punk.
(Cherry and Mellins 2011, 6)

These scholars define steampunk as a subculture that emerges as a counter-culture that
has come to influence every aspect of the steampunk life and identity. This power is so high
that it is not just a matter of fashion anymore but a way of life. In fact, in “Negotiating the
Punk in Steampunk,” Cherry and Mellins refer to the classification of steampunks made by
John W. Schouten and James H. McAlexander (1995) and Ted Polhemus (1996) arguing that
there are different types of steampunks according to their degree of involvement in the
movement:

Hardcore members who are high in subcultural capital and adopt a full-time and/or
particularly active performative identity; softcore members who, whilst still active and
dedicated members of the community, do not necessarily have the time, commitment
or skills to participate full-time; and non-members who style surf (Polhemus 1996)
and dabble in the style on an ad hoc basis. (Cherry and Mellins 2011, 9)

Thus, the steampunk community is a cultural movement that does not only focus on a
single aspect but on the various representations that this trend can take as the following chart
shows (Figure 2). However, this table, together with this description included in Cherry and
Mellins’s article shows that apparel is not the only thing that differentiates steampunks from
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other groups. It is more a way of life, a specific way of looking at the world surrounding
them.
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Figure 2: Forum discussion by activity and interest

Steampunks reproduce Victorian fashion adding some ornaments belonging to our
contemporary culture. In the case of women, these changes tend to show the features of the
new woman that forms part of this movement. Nineteenth-century style, in the same way as
steampunk fashion, is innovative as it arises as a consequence of a dress reform (Kunzle 1977;
Roberts 1977). Christine Feldman-Barret states that “distinguishing oneself from mainstream
society continues to be attractive to those looking for an alternative youth (or adult) identity”
(Feldman-Barrett 2013). Thus, this is the main point in common between Victorian and
steampunk fashion. In Sartor Resartus (1986), Thomas Carlyle states that “clothes were not
mere aesthetic ornament, but emblems of society’s hierarchy and symbols of the spirit”
(Roberts 1977, 554). These two ideas point to the same fact: physical appearance is a
representation of the inner-self and the cultural influences around us.

For steampunks, fashion becomes a means of distinguishing themselves from
“normal” society, a way of reclaiming their view of past times as relevant in the world they
inhabit. This relates to Butlerian notions of identity as an artificial construct (Butler 1990, 9—
10); Judith Butler argues that the conventional binary division between gender is not valid
since gender and, consequently, gender identity are built by the influence of cultural elements
surrounding the subject (1990, 15). Contemporary cultural productions also portray this idea,
especially those including graphic depictions of these characters, such as comic books,
movies and TV series. About this, José¢ J. Rodriguez Moreno detects a change in the
representation of women in comic books as time passes by (Rodriguez Moreno 2011). The
same happens with their portrayal in all the other cultural representations.

In fact, the representation of, for example, the character of Mina Murray varies
incredibly from the “more Victorian™ adaptation of Coppola’s Dracula to Norrington’s The
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen. Moreover, the representation of this character in
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Moore’s graphic novel this movie is adapted from is more similar to the Victorian one than to
her steampunk version, as these pictures show (Figure 3). In these images, the facial
expression is not the sole indicator of Mina’s personality and strength but her clothes and
apparel show the intrinsic value of her character and maturity.
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Figure 3: Representations of Mina

The garments she is wearing in Dracula are clearly those that someone innocent and
discreet would wear. The colours are not striking, and she wears many layers of clothes (the
jacket, the blouse, and most probably, a corset under the dress to fit her waist, as it was
fashionable in the period).

Clothing defined the role of each sex. Men were serious (they wore dark colours and
little ornamentation), women were frivolous (they wore light pastel colours, ribbons,
lace, and bows); men were active (their clothes allowed them movement), women
inactive (their clothes inhibited movement); men were strong (their clothes
emphasized broad chests and shoulders, and a softly rounded silhouette); men were
aggressive (their clothing had sharp definite lined and a clearly defined silhouette),
women were submissive (their silhouette was indefinite, their clothing constricting)
(Roberts 1977, 555).

Victorian female fashion clearly relates to the idea of the angel in the house,
submissive and inactive. These garments put particular emphasis on those parts that could be
attractive to men as woman'’s breast, waist and bottom as these photographs prove (Figure 4).
This particular focus on the female body can imply a sexualization of a non-sexual subject. As
aforementioned, women were supposed to hide and repress their sexual instincts, so they had
to look like innocent beings. However, this emphasis on parts that can be attractive to men
transmits an idea of awareness of the importance men gives to these parts. Moreover, since
the corset made it tough for women to breathe (Taddeo 2014), they had “to breathe from the
upper part of the chest” (Roberts 1977, 558), oversexualizing the female body again, drawing
men’s attention to that part of their anatomies.

Figure 4: Victorian fashion
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In fact, one of the practices of that period was extremely controversial, as it is also
nowadays. Although some scholars, such as Kunzle, consider tight-lacing a low-class fashion,
others, like Roberts, state that it was common practice in the Victorian era. However, there is
evidence of the existence of this tendency in all social classes. The first picture below is an
example of the results of extreme tight-lacing, which shows a woman with an incredibly small
waist in her underwear. This is achieved using this technique of tight-lacing, which can
parallel to the Chinese traditional custom of tying women’s feet. A woman slowly reduces the
size of her waist by lacing her corset more and more, until they get to a waist size of forty-
three or forty-five centimetres (Roberts 1977, 558). This fashion had horrible consequences
for health, such as the ones shown in this image (Figure 5) because it “was designed to change
the configurations of the body to accord more closely with the feminine ideal of the small
waist which haunted the period" (Roberts 1977, 558).

Figure 5: Tight-lacing

Although Kunzle argues that this fashion was not as widespread as Roberts states and
that it was typical of lower classes (Kunzle 1977), it is doubtful since, apparently, there were
many advertisements of corsets, even for babies. I reproduce some of these advertisements
here. According to Roberts, the fact that women agreed to follow this fashion was another
sign of their “willingness to bear suffering, either physical or mental,” which “was intrinsic to
the notion of the ideal woman ... that had been taught that submissiveness and pain were
related” (1977, 558). Moreover, the fact that some of the advertisements shown below were
addressed to mothers means that this “masochistic” attitude was transmitted from the cradle,
from mothers to daughters. There were even corsets for pregnant women and babies (Figure
6).

Figure 6: Advertisements

Roberts understands Victorian fashion as a means to “mold female behaviour to the
role of the ‘exquisite slave’” (Roberts 1977, 557). Naturally, the use of these garments
implied a certain discipline to endure suffering. Their materials were extremely
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uncomfortable, and the pressure provoked by those tight corsets even caused some cases of
asphyxia. In this same article, she lists the drawbacks of these pieces of clothing.

The sleeves ... were set so low over the shoulder and so tightly encased the arm that it
was virtually impossible to raise the arm to shoulder height or make an aggressive or
threatening gesture. Skirts also inhibited movement.... the floor long petticoats ...
made rapid movement of legs difficult.... the crinoline, or cage, ... transformed
women into caged birds surrounded by hoops of steel.... the light material of the
crinoline posed the very real danger of inflammability.... the crinoline ... was
replaced by the tied-back skirt and train. The new fashion gave ample assurance of
immobile submission, a reminder to men of their own superior mobility and to women
of the restraint and passivity supposedly inherent in their sex. (Roberts 1977).

In these lines, Roberts compares the use of crinolines with turning women into caged
birds. This image was just a metaphor for women’s corsets and lives. Women were apparently
free, but they had to live imprisoned, not only in their homes but their clothes. These had been
designed to prevent them from escaping from their obligations, and that made them hide their
inner-self and true identity, pretending to be happy with this situation. As Foucault states in
his Discipline and Punish, before the disappearance of torture, the body “was the major target
of ... repression” (Foucault 1991); thus, the use of the corset can be considered a more subtle
means of social oppression or self-imposed torture.

One drawback that Robert’s article does not mention is that women used to need one
or more people to help them in the arduous tasks of dressing up, as these images show (Figure
7). The corset was tied so tightly that someone was required even to push with her feet to the
wearer’s back to tighten the corset. The crinoline was sometimes so exaggeratedly oversized
that several people had to help, with the assistance of sticks, to put the cage and the garments
on.

Figure 7: Dressing up in Victorian times

Nevertheless, thanks to the new advances in fashion, the situation has changed a great
deal. New materials are being used nowadays, much more comfortable and easy to wear.
These enable new Neo-Victorians, in general, and steampunks, in particular, to wear clothes
resembling those of the period but not being forced to endure the consequences of the use of
corsets and crinolines. Moreover, since times have changed, female steampunks are not
required to wear those long skirts and stiff crinolines. Nowadays, it is common to find them
wearing trousers and light, short skirts allowing them to move freely.

The pictures below show this clearly (Figure 8). In the first one, we can see Mina
fighting the villain. Being dressed in black leather, she is represented as a tough character,
ready to do whatever she wants to. Moreover, she is not wearing a skirt; she is wearing a more
male outfit, more appropriate for a fight. These clothes give her a freedom of movement
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unthinkable in Victorian times for a woman of her status. Nevertheless, even when she is not
fighting—Ilike in the second one—, her outfit is a very comfortable one: long coat, fitted but
open at the bottom, a long skirt in the same fashion, and a light shirt, not a tight corset or a
crinoline. This kind of clothes allows her to move freely in her laboratory while carrying out
her experiments.

Figure 8: Steampunk Mina

One of the characteristics of the steampunk trend is the extensive use of DIY—which
stands for Do It Yourself—since they adapt contemporary fashion to their needs of recalling
the Victorian period. Probably, one of the reasons for this rapid spread of DIY techniques is
the increasing importance of social networks (Stetz 2009) and of websites such as YouTube
where a new steampunk can find nearly 150,000 tutorials of all types—makeup, goggles, hats,
journal covers, guns... This contributes to the increase not only to the steampunk community
but also of the involvement of those who already belong to the group.

In comparing steampunk with Wells’s The Time Machine (1895), Feldman-Barret
argues that “material objects have the ability to travel through time and become markers of
the past” (Feldman-Barrett 2013). Thus, this memorabilia used by steampunks enables them
to move to a more exotic world where they can find relief from the anxieties of contemporary
society. In their search for the relationship between punk and steampunk, Cherry and Mellins
express a similar idea: “Punks ... embody a conscious rejection of the norm and signal active
dissent through clothing and performance.” Thus, these DIY techniques can be seen as a way
of expressing the steampunks’ rejection of contemporary “traditional” societies.

DIY techniques, also known as modding, are not exclusive for fashion. This modding
is also applied frequently to modern machines. Steampunks find relief in manipulating
devices. If they can manipulate these tools, it means that they can understand how they work.
Thus, they can understand the world they live in better and, at the same time, they can
overcome the rapid advance of technology in contemporary societies. Moreover, as Rosi
Braidotti argues in her work The Posthuman (2013), life can be modified by technology,
which at the same time also allows us to relate and to connect to other environments
(Braidotti 2013).

According to Feldman-Barret, this modding has become a way of differentiating from
mainstream society and building steampunks’ identity. However, there are still people who
are not good at modding—or that do not have enough time for it. About this, Feldman-Barret
quotes Muggleton’s “From Classlessness to Clubculture” (2005), arguing that “the physical
manifestations of identity come from a mix of ‘what is available in the shops, in the market,
and the imprint of our desires’.” (Feldman-Barrett 2013)

In her article, Ferguson talks about “anachroretrofetishism” (2011, 76), that is, a
tendency followed by people who show particular interest in those products and fashion
recalling past times. Thus, the three different movements included in Feldman-Barrett’s
article can be considered examples of anachroretrofetishism: goths, lolitas and steampunks. In
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her description of goths, she argues that they look at Bram Stoker’s Dracula for an inspiration
(Feldman-Barrett 2013), which implies the influence that this work has had on these
movements. The lolitas also obtain their inspiration from the Victorian period but in this case,
they try to recall Victorian girlhood and innocence using pastel colours and childish outfits
(Feldman-Barrett 2013). Finally, in her explanation of steampunk, she sums up this fashion
“as the style attributed to that of Victorian adventurers or ‘mad’ inventors” (Feldman-Barrett
2013). Nevertheless, in the case of women, we can also find more Victorian outfits including
some steampunk complements as these pictures reveal (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Steampunk fashion

As most pictures included in this essay show, one of the characteristics that can be
observed is a hypersexualization of the female body through outfit. The form and materials of
the corsets and the modernized crinolines and crinolinettes are so similar to those of the
Victorian period that one may think that the significance is the same. However, taking into
account that this sub-cultural fashion is not so widespread, the meaning of these garments has
changed a great deal.

As stated above, the materials of which these pieces of clothing are made are lighter
and more flexible, so they do not prevent women from moving as they used to. It is also
relevant to point out that, since tight-lacing is not taken to the extreme—with a few
exceptions around the world—, female bodies do not lose their regular shape and cannot be
said to suffer in the way Victorian tight-lacers did. Thus, the idea implicit in the corset of
“domestication of the female body” can be argued to disappear.

Moreover, the new gender stereotypes that have become frequent in this movement
have also led to different ways of life. This has also translated into a change in fashion.
Whereas Victorian women were expected to wear dresses and long skirts, steampunks usually
wear trousers and mini-skirts too, usually made of pieces of cloth either tied up or joined by
safety pins—Ilike those outfits common in the punk movement (Cherry and Mellins 2011).

However, there is some controversy within the members of the steampunk community
about the necessity of “historical accuracy” (Cherry and Mellins 2011, 19) in their outfit and
apparel. On the one hand, some of these members think that their outfit must be as close to the
Victorian original as possible. On the contrary, there are some who believe that this type of
fashion allows for mixing clothes and accessories of any kind, no matter the era to which they
belong. Nevertheless, the fact is that the lines between what is and is not steampunk are not
clear cut and allow their members to give the term as many different interpretations as they
wish.

Summing up, it seems that fashion changes as time goes by, adapting to the current
era. Since steampunk looks at Victorian times for inspiration, the members of both worlds
wear a similar style. However, we can argue that the same piece of clothing has different
interpretations in each period. For instance, as I have illustrated, whereas the corset was used
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as a means of oppression, submission and control over other bodies in the past, it is nowadays
used as a symbol of power, domination and control over one’s own body.

Women were taught that they had to look perfect, and fashion was aimed at that end.
The tight corsets and the crinolines highlighted those parts of the female body that were
considered desirable for men. They had to be “exquisite slaves” (Roberts 1977) and their
apparel represented that. Tight-lacing became the self-imposed chains for Victorian women.
However, thanks to the new materials and the new ideas about the female body, these pieces
of clothing are not punishment anymore but a personal choice, instead. Moreover, modding is
used by women and other steampunks to express their inner feelings and interests.

The change in personal apparel has been such that from being dressed in order to
emphasize their femininity, risking their physical health, steampunks start to dress up giving
particular importance to the control over technology, of knowledge, and paying particular
attention to those elements representing power and domination, the new values of the woman
of the twenty-first century.

The term anachroretrofetishism becomes critical in the understanding of this new sub-
culture. It shows their attraction for what happened in past times rather to contemporary
events and attitudes. They look for inspiration in those periods that they consider more
relevant, the cradle of what we know nowadays. The Victorian period is an era of inventions
and of rapid technological advance in which steampunks find relief from the anxieties
provoked by all these advancements.

Finally, the type of disguises used in steampunk conventions, although very close to
Victorian clothing, shows the change in gender stereotypes. Women are not innocent,
submissive beings anymore; they are now mature and powerful. They break the rules that
were established to regulate their bodies. Their sexual instincts come to the fore and women
show themselves as dynamic beings able to achieve whatever they want without the need of a
man by their side.
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Abstract

Women have been present in crime fiction from its early stages, playing either the role of the
victim or the criminal. However, there has been a dramatic and significant shift in twenty-first
century American crime fiction and female characters are no longer reacting to their male
counterparts. This pape