


Lilnrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 





14 • West	 "The Place of Literature in Italian Cultural Studies" • 15 

struttura (materialc cd epistemologica) cosh fmte the non e possibile 

uscire dai suoi contini al punto cite e meglio non parlarne neppure. 
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tility on the part of literary scholars for whom a historically-condi-
tioned erudition is essential. But, it is another of Shemek's points 
that may be even more relevant: "Cultural Studies practitioners also 
remind us repeatedly that they have no clear definition of their 
field" (87-88). What precisely it might mean to do cultural studies 
is not known in exact terms, then, except that generally there are 
"political aims and engagements," as Shemek puts it, while, on the 
other hand, it has been known in flirty precise terms for a very long 
time what doing literary studies can, does, and even should mean. 
It is, at least in part, a question of the known versus the unknown, 
in short, with all of the attendant anxiety stimulated by the latter. 
Rocking tbundations is always anxiety-producing. 

I now want to quote and discuss briefly a few of the comments 
regarding cultural studies to be fbund in the essays published in the 

April 1999 11 kttorc di provincia mentioned above. The Italianists 
quoted are, with the exception of Robert Dombroski, Italian-born 
or Italian-American, and all are in their sixties, thus lending support 
to my belief that generational and identity-related elements stay be 
conditioning responses to the new cultural studies-oriented direc-
tions in Italian Studies. It should be noted that, although all the 
panelists were male Italianists, Nasi explains in a note to his intro-
duction that both Teresa de Laurens and Teodolinda Barolini were xa
invited to participate and had to decline, thus - unfortunately de-
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Here, Cherchi moves from a general critique of the new critical and 
theoretical approaches to an implicit critique of the emphasis on 
contemporary authors and texts, a perspective that harks back to 
Deanna Shemek's already cited article in which she observes that 
cultural studies work has tended to center almost exclusively on 
recent texts, and that it eschews historical thinking. Her own work 
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In realta, a pensarci bene, c'e qualcosa di essenziale the manta in 
questo supermercato, c rine Pautoritlessione. Si credc the tutti i me-
todi siano uguali, c the possiamo scegliere, ma it supermercato dci 
metodi a esso stesso un metodo. La cosa di cui force non ci rendiamo 
conto e it pragmatismo the determina le leggi del supermercato. 
motto diffitile uscire dal pragmatismo senza intcrrogarci su questioni 
the riguardano non onto la letteratura in se, ma it contest° in cui 
queste operazioni hanno luogo. ("Tavola rotunda" 66)7 

My discussion above of generational perspectives and the perti-
nence of national origin and training seeks precisely to point to the 
context in which attitudes to cultural studies are currently being 
formed. 

Returning to the specific issue of literature and literary studies, 
it is useful to consider Paolo Valesio's essay, "II metodo come 
strada accidentata," in which he expresses the view that producing 
literature and critically writing about it can and perhaps should go 
strictly hand in hand, as in his own case: 

... la grande tradizione degli studi lettcrari ha sempre favorito la tor-
sistenza (in vari ntutii c 'Insure, ovviamente) del critic() c dello scrittore 
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questions that I find most interesting and perhaps even urgent are 
summarized as follows: 

1. How do we define cultural studies per se and in relation to 
literary studies as defined in the past? 

2. If we believe in a continued commitment to the study of 
literature as well as the study of other forms of cultural production, 
how do we now define literature and what texts do we include or 
exclude? 

3. By what means do we promote what Robert Dombroski 
calls "autoritlessione"? Conferences, proceedings such as those 
quoted above, and other collective endeavors obviously play an 
important role, but are there other ways in which self-reflection can 
be forwarded? 

4. Are there methodologies specific to literary analysis that we 
wish collectively to preserve or promote? 

5. How can diffidence toward or resentment of cultural stud-
ies, gendered approaches, and other theoretical innovations be 
mitigated among those scholars whose training and orientation 
(historical, philological, etc.) condition them to react negatively to 
much of the work being done today by younger generations? 

6. What do we think about the meaning, role, and future of 
literature today and into the new millennium, when visual culture 
and ever novel means of electronic and other forms of cultural pro-
duction will continue to grow and perhaps replace traditional print 
culture?

7. Does literature have an epistemological and ethical function 
and, if so, what specifically characterizes it and makes it different 
from other forms of knowledge and meaning? 

These and other questions pertaining to literary studies and 
cultural studies have been debated most vigorously and publicly in 
the context of recent evaluations of and books on English depart-
ments, creating the impression that it is only in such departments 
that seismic shirts have occurred. In the November 4, 1999 New 
York Review of , Books, for example, the words "The Death of Lit-
erature" are emblazoned across the cover, and when we turn to the 
article in question, "The Decline and Fall of Literature" by Andrew 
Delbanco, a chaired professor of the Humanities at Columbia Uni-
versity, we read that the MLA annual convention is where "thou-
sands of English (sic) professors assemble." The books reviewed in 
Dclbanco's article all concentrate on developments in English de-
partments or English-language Humanities programs, and we read

further that "English departments have become places where mass 
culture — movies, television, music videos, along with advertising, 
cartoons, pornography, and performance art — is studied side by 
side with literary classics." This is, of course, true, but it is equally 
true that departments of foreign languages and cultures have 
moved in these directions, and yet very little public debate has en-
sued. Thus the fundamental importance of venues such as this one, 
in which we can begin to carry out a collective and collaborative 
consideration of our own field's trajectory in recent years, as well as 
of the fundamental issues such a trajectory raises. 

Literature has not disappeared from the academy and the work 
carried out there, any more than it has disappeared from the every-
day lives of countless readers. If literature and the study of it arc to 
remain alive and significant for scholars, students, and non-special-
ist readers, it seems to me that we professional readers of cultural 
texts of all sorts will assure a future for literature and its study pre-
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shape and are shaped by the political, ideological, gendered, social, 
and religious realms in which we live and work. Italian Cultural 
Studies can and should develop its own specificities, which I do not 
believe will ever be very far from the bedrock of literary and histori-
cal concerns that informed the work of essential figures such as, for 
example, Gramsci and Pasolini, as well as so many other earlier 
thinkers and writers who engaged, avant la leave, in what is now 
known as "cultural studies." A complete reconciliation of tradi-
tional methodologies with current theories and emphases is not 
possible, but more discussion of their points of intersection and 
potentially fruitful interaction seems to me to he one useful way to 
go on investigating the what, why, and how of literary studies in 
Italian Cultural Studies. 
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WHAT WI? TAN( ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT


[ITALIAN] CULTURAL STUDIES, AND WHY 


(with Apologies to Raymond Carver)* 

Maria Galli Stampino 
Universi ty of Miami 

O
nc of the most baffling traits of Academia, if we are to believe 

 those outside it, is its relentless and consuming desire to ana-
lyze and scrutinize its own goals, training, colleagues, ideas, and 
assumptions. It will then be with great surprise, if not alarm, that 
an outsider will face the following considerations, spurred by a rela-
tively heated electronic exchange having as its subject-matter the 
state, scope, and meaning of teaching and researching "Italian" in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, around the globe. These messages 
reveal a sudden, and perhaps to sonic shocking, discovery: the field 
has changed, even beyond recognition, due to unforeseen forces 
and unexpected elements at play. A careful linguistic and rhetorical 
analysis of the limn and content of these postings will reveal that 
some (or even most) practitioners of the field of "Italian Studies" 
depend on deeply-held, if not essentially untouchable, assumptions 
that are perceived as under attack by the upstart non-discipline 
called Cultural Studies. Building from this analysis, I will offer 
reasons for the relevance of this new field, and its implications 
specifically for ltalianists. 

Late in September 1998, Irene Marchegiani Jones posted a 
message on the non-monitored "italian-studies" circulation list.' 
She offered what she called "a very general question tin everyone 
involved in Italian Studies": 

would like to thank Gema Perez-Sanchez, Gabriella Romani, Robert I-
Strain, Jr., and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful suggestions and their 
encouragement. 
'According to its Welcome page, "Italian-studies is an on-line list that provides 
a forum for scholarly discussion of Italian language, literature, history and cul-
ture. It is sponsored by the Department of Italian, University of Exeter." Its first 
posting appeared on December 5, 1996; in September 2000, there were 532 list 
subscribers, and the average number of messages posted in a month is 67 (ac-
cording to the list Information page). In December 2000. the list migrated to 
another provider. All the messages cited here are now at <www.jismail.ac.uk/  
lists/italian-studies.html>. 
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