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INTRODUCTION
Robert Clark and Piero Boitani

The Inaugural Conference of the European Society for the Study of Eng-
lish was held at the University of East Anglia, Norwich on 4-8 September
1991. It was the culmination of two years’ planning by European scholars
committed to the study of the many cultures, languages and literatures
denominated by the word ‘English’ around the world, and to the develop-
ment of a learned society whose purpose is both to foster and address the
new understandings of English which are emerging in the context of
European political and economic integration. The scope of the conference
could have been restricted by calling for papers on a specifically European
theme, but it was decided that such a strategy risked defeating the confer-
ence’s aim to provide a general assembly for the profession in Europe,
and implying that ESSE’s concerns were comparativist or Eurocentric in
a narrow sense. ESSE was established in the conviction that the past and
future sense of the word ‘English’ is to be discovered within the word
‘Europe’ and that even a British study of a British writer will in future
carry the inflection of this political geography. Many members of ESSE
will be interested in intercultural comparison, but this is by no means
ESSE’s only or principal constituency. Europe is too vast and various a
resource for such restriction and ESSE’s task is to enable all constituencies
engaged in English studies in Europe to develop their scholarly interests.

Recognizing that all European studies of English are the concern of
ESSE, the Inaugural Conference sought to reflect the diversity of current
activity in Europe and allow this diversity to establish a sense of the
profession’s common ground. The conference was organized around forty
sections devoted to areas of specialist research in language, literature and
cultural studies. Over three hundred papers were delivered, of which over
one hundred were submitted for consideration to the editors of this
volume. In keeping with the general orientation of the conference, the
papers have been selected to reflect the range offered, with quality being
the single overriding factor. The editors, however, followed no brief to
print something from every section, or from every contributing nation
(although, in the event, the latter is in fact the case). Rather they included
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what seemed to them to speak valuably about the chosen topic. The choice
of topic and manner of approach became important only in that a pub-
lished volume needs to justify its costs by interesting a wide range of
readers; accordingly, and at times with regret, some contributions of
considerable merit were excluded because they were too specialized to be
of a wide appeal. Other papers which we might have wished to publish
were already promised elsewhere. Working within these considerations,
the editors arrived at a selection which provides a valuable cross-section
of what was heard at the conference, and makes for a volume of a kind
more variegated than has been usual in recent British publishing. The
publishers of the volume are to be warmly thanked for their generosity
in bringing it to the market at a time when budgets are tightly controlled.
By this act they set the seal on an already considerable support for the
development of European conceptions of English which began, for us,
with their enthusiastic backing for ESSE when it was but a gleam in the
eyes of a scattered band of optimists, and carried on to their generous help
with the Inaugural Conference itself. In this history the far-sightedness of
Janice Price, Routledge’s Editorial Vice-President, and of David Croom,
Managing Director, deserves public record — even risking seeming immod-
esty in a book published by their own house — the more especially since
Routledge has also taken the lead in making a handsome donation of
works for use in English studies to libraries in the new democracies of
eastern Europe. Humanists work to create a largeness of vision, and it is
a salutary thing when publishers who must obey the logic of the market-
place can see wide and far even while regarding the balance sheet.

To militate against the tendency of a large and many-stranded confer-
ence to affirm specialist separations rather than collective identities, a series
of plenary and parallel lectures was offered that sought to address topics
of general note. These lectures were the most probable candidates for
inclusion in this volume and those by Sir Frank Kermode, Alan Sinfield,
Jina Politi, Agostini Lombardo, Terence Brown, Pilar Hidalgo and Jean-
Jacques Lecercle were offered in this part of the conference. In the sections
devoted to specific literary periods or themes, there were, however, also
essays of general relevance; hence the arrangement of this volume into
sections roughly divided into theoretical papers and those more directly
concerned with specific literary texts.

The theory section opens with the keynote lecture by Sir Frank Ker-
mode which raised issues central to English studies ~ the question of how

" far traditional canons are repositories for long-lived value, and how far
constructed by explicit or unacknowledged political agendas. To Sir
Frank’s traditionalist view, Alan Sinfield’s lecture provided an unintended
but nonetheless apposite counterpoint by adumbrating a politically
engaged critique that works against oppressive normalizations, specifically
at this moment of sexual identity. In her lecture Jina Peliti essayed a

2



INTRODUCTION

ground as ancient as Alan Sinfield’s, the topos of inexpressibility in which
language says what it cannot speak, and revealed the benefit that English
scholarship can-derive from the skills of rhetorical analysis which flourish
today in modern Greece and Rome. Again fortuitopély, Jean-Jacques
Lecercle provided a counterpoint by deploying that highly tuned modern
French skill — a rationalism fascinated with the absurd and surreal — to
probe the ability of Lewis Carroll’s language to wear a sensible mask
while communicating nonsense. Crossing other frontiers, Herbert Grabes
brought Kant to bear on Saussure and Derrida, and showed how the
structuralist and deconstructionist use of spatial metaphors effectively con-
ceals the role of temporal succession in the creation of meaning. By
returning to Kant’s transcendental understanding of time as succession,
the interaction of successivity and simultaneity is restored to the Saussu-
rean model and the basis laid for a communicative theory that can better
account for the dynamism of linguistic systems.

To round out the opening section of this volume, Theo D’haen wel-
comes British postmodernism into Europe by suggesting that the way
recent British fiction has been read as fundamentally traditional, realist
and moral reflects a desire to cling to ideas of British imperial decline
and the mentality of ‘Little England’, rather than recognize the vital and
experimental qualities of recent British writing. In an essay that illuminates
the background of this approach, Marc De la Ruelle contrasts the philo-
sophical conceptualization of culture in continental Europe to the construc-
tion of English cultural studies on Arnoldian precedents as the upholding
of a literate moral experience to shield against alienating modernity. Con-
temporary British critics thus find themselves seen through continental
eyes clinging dear to a belief in their own failure to be modern as a
shibboleth of who the British are. Meanwhile history carries Britain
towards the shoals of postmodernity and the embrace, deathly or reinvig-
orating, of continental European abstraction, scientific scholarship and
theoretical literary experimentalism. Perhaps Mrs Thatcher’s Bruges
speech marked the apogee and downfall of the ‘Little England’ paradigm
~ certainly it ended the Prime Minister’s career, and inspired some Britons
to link hands in ESSE with their fellow Anglicists across the Channel.
Four years later the Treaty of Maastricht signalled that the British were
at last prepared to enter common cause with their neighbours. Henceforth
it may be that it will no longer be assumed that the natural mode of
comparison is between British and North American culture — the paradig-
matic orientation of criticism in the 1950s — but that Anglicists should
recognize the identity of concern and technique between British and other
European writing,.

In readings of specific texts our process of selection tends in this direc-
tion. A German scholar living in what was not long ago called ‘the East’
examines how British travellers constructed their ideas of other Europeans
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in the eighteenth century; a German scholar living in ‘the West’ explores
how historiography became bound up with nationalist frames of reference
in the Renaissance; an Italian scholar considers how Shakespeare translates
into the theatrical conventions of another language; three British critics
consider how English and Irish writers have made use of continental
example in developing their own conceptions of their work. This interest
in European cultural interchange is to be expected at a conference of a
European society, but in the selection of essays presented here transcul-
turalism appears to have become an abiding and unifying concern. Taking
transculturalism into its most specific British form, a Briton teaching in
Rome explores through Tony Harrison’s engagement with classical culture
how Britishness involves using a language that marginalizes the vast
majority of British peoples. Other critics complement this perspective
by concerning themselves with understandings which diverge from the
presumptions of heterosexual masculinity and modest femininity that
‘Britishness’ constitutionally connotes. Elleke Boehmer explores English
as a vehicle for nationalism in modern African fiction; and Terence Brown
rediscovers a Great War that Irishmen could scarcely admit to having
fought side by side with soldiers whom other Irishmen saw as an occupy-
ing colonial army.

To discover such intrinsic connections in the essays selected is in part
a function of the process of editing a volume such as this, and in part an
indication that as Europe draws together, and as the modern international
economy undermines the concepts of self and nation that were constructed
for an earlier phase, the problematics of self, region and nation press
differentially on all our lives. The task of building a ‘Europe’ worth
inhabiting necessitates a conscious address to these problematics. But the
ground that draws these essays together is not so much intrinsic as exter-
nal, the political significance of their coming from so many different places
to address with skill the whole field of English studies. Their appearance
in this volume underlines the fact that valuable writing about John Donne
or modern feminist theatre in the English language can as well be produced
in Italy or Greece as in the United Kingdom, Ireland or the United States
of America. That non-native critics can do valuable work always receives
recognition from scholars, even while nativist mythologies continue to
support the prejudice that someone born to a language understands it
better than someone with bicultural or multicultural understanding. Logic
is, of course, all the other way: those who know other cultures in depth
should have the greater advantage, but the fact that in general natives
rarely understand their own cultures as well as those who have studied
them from the outside tends only to be recognized when ‘civilized’ social
scientists visit ‘the savages’, not when one of the barbaros writes about us.
This same logic applies whether the barbarian is from Greece or from
Newcastle, for all assumptions of native superiority in cultural understand-
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ing mask the fact that the natives are not a whole people and the identity
of those entitled to define a culture is always carefully controlled. The
dominant view habitually passes for an authentic and total account. The
risk of admitting that Athens, Thessaloniki and Newcastle can comment
with as much authority as London or Oxford, is that then so might the
Irish or Scottish or Welsh or Caribbean, and the centre will not hold. As
we saw in the Bruges speech, all cultures become nervous when bound-
aries are redrawn, especially those which base their power in the segmen-
tation of class and region. The boundaries of English studies are never
stable, but the revision which began in Norwich in 1991 promises a
healthy destabilization and a transformation of the discipline beyond all
recognition which will take generations to accomplish. It will no doubt
one day be seen in retrospect as an aspect of the growth of an entirely
new discipline — European cultural studies. Those most committed to
ESSE will carry on the invention of this discipline as the conferences
continue through Bordeaux in 1993, Glasgow in 1995 and beyond. It is
to be hoped that further conference publications will chart and augment
this common enterprise in the construction of the European community
of nations.
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