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This is, I suppose, an essay in tribal myth. Though the business of
English professors is ostensibly the written word, we remain, in many ways,
a primitive oral-based culture, and like most such cultures we repeat to each
other stories of the origin of our tribe. Our stories owe as much to our cur-
rent concerns as to any actual historical record, for myths of origin are
also myths of identity. In kindlier seasons, we used to tell each other roman-
tic legends and comic anecdotes about our predecessors, the heroes and the
clowns under whom we suffered in college and graduate school and our
first jobs. Such good-humored stories then served well enough for laughter
and inspiration, yet somehow they no longer seem to speak so happily to
us now, in the winter of our discontent. The old myths of the MLA genera-
tion and a hundred MLA conventions, myths of quest and struggle and
comedy and triumph, need now to be brought back to the test of history;
if Northrop Frye was right, we will survive the winter best by discovering
newmyths, more pluralist, more realistic,more ironic, than the old. I

One persuasive new myth is already gaining currency, the myth of our
disinheritance, of expulsion from paradise. Rightly or wrongly, whether
we are middle-aged professors regretful that no one now wants to know
about our original specialtyor youngish graduate students sti1Iwithout much
prospect of a job, many of us feel disinherited, cheated of our professional
great expectations. Surely once, one dreams enviously, there was a kind
of academic Eden, in whose groves erudition was rewarded and career pat-
terns secure. A common candidate for a golden age of specialist scholar-
ship would probably be the last years of the nineteenth century, the MLA
or philological generation. In the wintry light of the 1980's, nothing seems
so alien, so insufferable, as the self-confidencewith which the MLA genera-
tion founded a new discipline, yet we envy them that confidence. Could
any of us now assert, as in 1880 one of my South Carolina predecessors
asserted, that "the assured intellectual possessions of the present day trans-
cend the wildest dreams of a century ago' '1 Could any of us echo unironica1-
ly his joyful assertion that "knowledge cries aloud in the market-place, 'Ho,
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