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The English Major as Social Action

Sidonie Smith

In conversations with departmental colleagues and administrators, we talk 
of so many concerns: decreased state funding for higher education, col-
lapse of endowments, steep budget reductions, canceled searches, increas-
ing imbalance in the academic workforce, the vanishing job market for our 
doctoral students, the assault on the tenure system and academic freedom, 
the intensified corporatization of the university, the crisis in publishing, 
and the continuing devaluation of the humanities in higher education. 
This list is exhausting to think on. In the face of these daunting crises and 
transformations, our concern about the undergraduate major can seem a 
minor preoccupation. After all, don’t our majors work pretty well? And 
yet, as Rahm Emanuel has so quotably opined, “You never want a serious 
crisis to go to waste.” In one or two years, we cannot solve the problems 
facing higher education or the humanities, but we can revise our under-
graduate concentration in that time. Our motivation may well be prag-
matic: we need to keep up enrollments and concentrators as two of our 
key performance indicators, as they are called in the liberal arts college 
at Michigan. To do so, we have to attract more students, those consum-
ers across the curriculum. But we can also approach revision as process, a 
collaborative enterprise that remaps what the early-twenty-first-century 
English concentration could be and do for our undergraduate students, 
our graduate students, and ourselves. And, since about seventy percent of 
our undergraduate concentrators and graduate students are women, ours 
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too is a process of educating women for their multiple roles as readers and 
interpreters in the first half of the twenty-first century.

Having recently spent two years guiding the revision of our under-
graduate concentration, I recognize many of the phrases, intents, cau-
tions, anxieties, and aspirations implicit and explicit in the MLA Report 
to the Teagle Foundation. I applaud “the mandate for the future” that calls 
for our departments to implement an integrative major and for our con-
centrators to demonstrate to us knowledge of another language as part of 
their requirements (10–11). That said, I want to explore what for me are 
key issues for consideration in our conceptualization of the major today.

The Integrative Major

The Teagle report calls for crafting an “integrative major” (5) organized 
as a series of progressively advanced engagements with English language 
and literatures over the course of study. I would qualify this apparently 
unassailable goal for the undergraduate language major. Perhaps my move 
makes a virtue out of necessity: the practical difficulties of scheduling and 
course assignments and the facts of student behavior make an integra-
tive major more an ideal than a reality, at least at large research universi-
ties serving from five hundred to over a thousand majors. Some students 
move through our majors purposefully, some randomly. Many are double 
majors struggling to complete two sets of requirements. Some come to us 
late. Some have significant pressures on their time—work, athletics—and 
thus choose a curriculum based on time of day. We can set goals, recom-
mend prerequisites, include a modest number of requirements, and clarify 
our course-numbering system, but we cannot ensure that students move 
through the major in the way we want them to. Nor can we adequately 
account for the affective environment they inhabit. At Michigan, the 
English major was revised sometime in the 1990s, and a capstone seminar 
was introduced in line with views of the ideal major at the time. In our 
revision of the major four years ago, we eliminated the senior seminar 
and introduced an optional junior seminar. Faculty members found that 
students in the last term of their senior year were often not present to the 
course even if they were present in the classroom.

Moreover, our attempts at coherence are often thwarted administra-
tively. Courses don’t fill. Faculty leaves come in late. Some faculty mem-
bers are recruited for service duties that take them out of the classroom. 
The curriculum is set almost a year ahead of time but then collapses about 
four weeks before the term begins. We rush to staunch the gaps, reas-
signing teachers and assistants even into the first week of classes.
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But beyond these practical matters, I would argue that a curriculum 
as a coherent series of progressively advanced courses is only one way to 
imagine a major. I’m a creature of relatively large public universities, af-
ter all. I’m not against an agenda of coherence and integration if you can 
achieve it, but I see value in the synergies of thwarted planning. I think 
of our heterogeneous courses as scattered opportunities to generate, with 
students, questions of the literary, the linguistic, and the cultural from a 
kaleidoscopic array of angles. Even repetitions on lists of required reading 
can be beneficial, the layerings of interpretations and theoretical frame-
works productive for students. We cannot project what will grab students 
or when. Like our interests, theirs are diverse, idiosyncratic, often be-
lated. For some students the hook will be the texts to be read; for some, 
the larger questions of history; for some, the sound of words; for some, 
the genres; for some, the opportunity to think and talk in new ways; for 
some, a friend sitting next to them; for many, the professor.

Each course is itself a hub of intellectual interests and affective attach-
ments. Students come to us having been regimented and age-stratified all 
their educational lives, and often level-stratified as well. Let’s celebrate the 
mix of level and commitment, sophistication and naïveté, routine brilliance 
and hard-earned improvement. It’s much of the pleasure (and the disap-
pointment) of the class we enter each term, and much of the challenge, to 
meld a diverse group of students into a collaborative learning community.

The English major is always changing, even when it is not being re-
vised. Successive generations of scholar-teachers remake long-lived 
courses and introduce new ones, individually or collectively. In the last 
decade and a half, our major changed without changing formally, as my 
colleagues introduced into their courses sexuality studies, hemispheric 
studies, global studies, archipelagic studies, transatlantic studies, com-
parative studies, material studies, visual studies, and most recently digital 
studies. Transformation is ongoing. Periodically, we bemoan the short-
comings of our major and then work to provide new guideposts that 
figure for students our collective vision in our local contexts and com-
munities. So let’s give them a set of goals, a few gateway courses perhaps, 
some requirements, and a map of the discipline as it now is configured in 
a particular department. And let’s give them good teaching in the class-
room. That is our challenge. As Derek Bok noted in Our Underachieving 
Colleges, “New courses and new knowledge regularly find their way into 
the curriculum, but teaching methods change very slowly” (318).

Our conversations about the major, then, might effectively become 
sustained conversations about student learning and teaching pedagogies 
that take seriously the idea of the classroom as a collaborative learning 
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community, whether large lecture or intimate seminar, whether general 
education or advanced disciplinary course. In a profession where one’s 
intellectual bona fides seem always to be on the line, we are too prone 
to approach teaching through our compensatory desire to show what we 
know. We often approach our discussions of the major as a chance to tell 
students what they need to know, but we could reconceptualize it as social 
action rather than a set of contents.1

Our colleague Marshall Gregory observed in a recent Profession piece:

Information we can always look up, but when a thing gets absorbed, it 
turns into ideas and skills, and it turns into forms of socialization and 
cognition that shape students’ intuitions and that strengthen their pow-
ers of language, imagination, judgment, and reasoning. (120)

To recognize this afterlife of our courses is to shift attention from the 
major as formal to the major as performative. Its performative dimension 
involves the enactment of disciplinary (and interdisciplinary) habits of at-
tention, analysis, interpretation, and intensity of affect that our courses, 
individually and accumulatively, encourage students to observe, internal-
ize, reproduce, hone, and revise. Approaching the major as performative 
social action is to facilitate the classroom as an intergenerational learning 
community, where everyone collaborates in setting questions, seeking an-
swers, making claims, and producing work. In such an environment, the 
classroom becomes a kind of social network.

At Michigan, our recent revision of the major was modest, focused on 
content. There were careful articulation of the goals of the major, general 
agreement on the function of the gateway courses to it, introduction of 
optional subconcentrations to encourage some depth of knowledge with 
one piece of the field, minimal period requirements, and a new traditions 
requirement (antiquated in its terminology but dear to all of us, if left 
flexible in terms of its reference). We reviewed and rationalized all our 
courses and their numbering. We achieved something, though it was not 
remarkable in its details. But these issues focus on “teaching to students,” 
a phrase borrowed from Gregory (122). What we didn’t take on four years 
ago and what I would want my department to take on in our next revision 
is the major not as a thing in itself but as performative of social action.

Real Work, Not Homework

Randolph D. Pope chides us that “[w]e have transformed reading into a 
chore, novels into pretexts for papers, poems into subjects for an exam” 
(25). An overstatement certainly, but, as a salutary call to think about 
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how we enact an English major, it captures the sense of routine in our ex-
changes with students around writing. A colleague of mine, Eric Rabkin, 
offered a pedagogy workshop to the department last winter, focusing on 
his concept of real work, not homework. Homework he describes as the 
usual kind of papers we ask students to write: formulaic, deadline-driven, 
inconsequential after submission. Effort, deadline, grade, discarded ar-
chive. Real work engages students in activities and writing projects that 
contribute to the shared classroom experience; it advances the conversa-
tion and enhances the learning environment. It has an afterlife—a phrase 
that continues to reverberate for me, even though I am not always sure 
how to reconceptualize what I ask students to do in my courses.

“Student research” has become a mantra that admissions counselors 
and deans invoke in addressing applicants and their parents. At Michigan, 
UROP (the undergraduate research opportunity program) has been a 
great success in foregrounding opportunities for undergraduates to work 
with scholars who engage them as research assistants, though less often 
in the humanities. This is one kind of real work outside the classroom 
environment.

Another aspect of our undergraduate majors that involves real work 
is study abroad, as the Teagle report suggests. Many of our departments 
offer other kinds of lived experiences of literatures and languages. In our 
department, the Prison Creative Arts Project takes undergraduates into 
nearby prisons to work with inmates on creative projects, theater produc-
tions, poetry volumes. A large number of those students are transformed 
in the process and continue in careers related to prison activism. Our 
New England Literature Program takes forty students to Maine in the 
late spring to study literature on location. There are many enlivening and 
transforming programs designed for students to take their major into the 
real world and gain experiential depth in their understanding of the power 
of the word and of the cultures of writing, reading, and interpreting.

But every course, and at all stages of the curriculum, could be directed 
to the real work of producing knowledge and incorporating meaning-
ful student research. We could imagine the end point of every course 
as something left behind for the next generation of students: a link on 
the department Web site, contributions to digitized databases on which 
later student researchers draw. Let me cite two examples. My colleague 
Anne Curzan, a scholar of linguistic change and an inspired classroom 
teacher, asked all her hundred students in a winter 2009 grammar course 
to enter three of their past papers into a searchable digital database of 
student essays. That database, combined with historical databases, then 
became the archive through which students explored and theorized about 
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grammatical formations and shifts. These students were engaged in real 
work, producing part of the database, developing hypotheses, searching 
for grammatical patterns across time, rethinking the constantly changing 
configurations of linguistic usage. At the June 2009 ADE Summer Semi-
nar in Las Vegas, David Damrosch talked of the classroom as an island of 
wikis.2 In one course he asks students to do the real work of teasing out 
transnational interfaces in national literatures for one another and then 
to leave for future students that archive of intersections. In such ways 
cohorts of majors are linked in an intellectual network.

Transformation, Not Delivery Method

Many of our students sit before us with laptops or netbooks. They mul-
titask. They log on to social networking sites. Soon they will come to 
campus with electronic gadgets like the new Kindles and Sony Readers 
that give them easy access to the Google library of 500,000 texts. These 
exciting, daunting, and, for some, disturbing changes require us to under-
stand our digital environment in a new way. They compel us to engage 
in a sustained conversation about generational change, about the ways we 
and our students now study, research, write, and compose. Technological 
change is not just another way of delivering the English major. The digi-
tal revolution is having a profound impact on knowledge organization and 
production and on subjectivity itself. It is bringing with it another way of 
being a humanities major.

Brian Rotman argues that the “alphabetic self” of written inscription, 
conceptualized as a disembodied interiority that is accorded the author-
ity of the singular, is now being displaced by a new notion of the subject, 
one that is distributed, networked, and plural (4). For Rotman, pervasive 
digitalization signals an end to the interiority and individuality we now 
identify, at least in the West, as defining aspects of subjectivity. There are 
other effects as well. Networking technologies are reorganizing desire 
as the desire to be in the know and, increasingly, to be locatable. In the 
ongoing negotiation of person and technology, the subject is becoming 
a networked concatenation of information. Moreover, the notion of pri-
vacy is being recast as publicity in a world of instant dispersal through 
code. Embodiment itself may become technologized as so many digital 
circuitries reroute synapses, hormones, and heartbeats. Networked and 
accessible as so much code, we find ourselves living in a world of increased 
relationality and intensified surveillance.

The digitized environments in which we live are changing how we 
think, feel, learn, and work. They are, as N. Katherine Hayles notes, 
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reorganizing our very consciousness through the shift in cognitive styles 
from processes of deep attention (and deep reading) to processes of hyper-
attention (and fragmented reading). The dynamic media environments in 
which young people now live and make their relationships instantiate the 
restless mobility of hyperattention in neural circuits of the brain. Hayles 
enjoins us to address this shift in our pedagogies, precisely because

critical interpretation is not above or outside the generational shift of 
cognitive modes but necessarily located within it, increasingly drawn 
into the matrix by engaging with works that instantiate the cognitive 
shift in their aesthetic strategies. (197)

We thus need to think about how we stage increasingly sophisticated 
digital literacies. To suggest the scope of this literacy challenge, I quote 
from a proposal I coauthored with four other humanities chairs for our 
submission to Michigan’s presidential interdisciplinary faculty initiative 
this past year:

We’re all struggling with projects in the digital humanities or digital 
environments. Social networking, viral marketing, data mash-ups, hy-
pertext, collective intelligence, “googling”—the new coinages heard in 
conversations across the Diag and on blogs across the nation attest to 
the digital revolution’s transformation of social identity, work, educa-
tion, politics, the economy, and the most foundational interactions of 
everyday life. We increasingly live in and through a variety of capacious 
and dynamic digital environments, and this revolution has already made 
a host of practices, from academic research to journalism to establishing 
new forms of community, easier, more collaborative and more inclusive. 
And yet this revolution also poses serious, fundamental problems for the 
university, society and world affairs. How do we know what information 
is credible and reliable? In virtual environments with often unknown, 
unseen participants, how can we assess expertise? Who and what should 
we trust? At the same time that information has proliferated as never 
before, there has emerged a crisis in accountability, authority, intelligi-
bility—indeed, in epistemology itself. As educators and as humanities 
scholars, we need to find solutions to the central problem confronting 
our students and society: Our students and the general public have not 
yet developed the critical literacies to negotiate these new environments 
for information, communication, ethical exchange, and social identities. 
They and we have not adequately explored the implications of digital en-
vironments for the production and dissemination of knowledge. . . . The 
technology will continue to develop, both inside and outside the acad-
emy; and public anxieties—about increasing surveillance, “viral sleaze,” 
the dumbing-down of reading, the culture of confession and display, and 
the uneven distribution of technologies, skills, and literacies across class, 
race, gender and national lines—will continue to mount. On campus, 
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our students will continue to amass the technical skills to access various 
databases and navigate emergent digital landscapes; but they need to 
develop interpretive, discriminatory skills for assessing what they find 
and analyzing the effects of these technological environments on society 
and on their own lives. They and we will need to expand, dramatically, 
the notion of literacy to encompass environments joining words, images, 
moving images, and sound; because even if our students are technically 
adept, they may be much less so when it comes to negotiating these en-
vironments with the requisite sophistication they now demand.

They and we are being remade through our extension in digital environ-
ments. Their work and our work in the classroom and out are being remade.

Here too the need for intergenerational collaboration seems inescap-
able—in puzzling through the meanings of these profound changes, in 
comprehending and assessing the benefits and threats of digital environ-
ments, in mounting real-work projects, in linking work done inside the 
academy to that outside. This is an arena in which we can genuinely col-
laborate with students, learning from them. As William B. Warner and 
Clifford Siskin conclude, “The challenge of English departments . . . is 
to transform ourselves to meet the historical challenge of remediation” 
(105). There must be remediation of print through the new technologies 
that saturate our lives and transform us and our objects of study.

The Digital Interface of the English Major

We just had an incoming freshman write the department suggesting that 
the creative arts departments collaborate on producing creative videos show-
casing Michigan students for mounting on YouTube. Here’s his suggestion:

I was thinking that if you made things like these, you could get a You-
Tube channel very inexpensively, or for free, and put these videos up to 
get maximum exposure. You could even try to put it on the local public 
television station. On top of that, you could put the videos up on the 
school’s website to showcase the talented people who go there, enhanc-
ing the image of Michigan as a creative, exciting place. If even a couple 
people hit it big off of them, it would greatly increase the standing of 
the university, as well as help to recruit more people.

Welcome to the new world of collegiate webvertisement.
But this is our world now, the Web and its social networking formats 

that join us with our students. Many of our campuses have courseware 
tools that are fast becoming compulsory or at least necessary to communi-
cate with students and respond to their expectations of us. We need to take 
seriously our Web sites. As a student-faculty interface, the  departmental 
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Web site commands ongoing attention, because it puts the En glish major 
in action on campus and off. We might well start our revision of the major 
with creative maps of our discipline and its interdisciplines in our indi-
vidual departments. The mapping of local faculty expertise and interests 
would provide a visualization of the department as a hub of networked 
research and teaching interests that link our faculty with others across 
campus. A language map of the department would capture for us and for 
students what languages we speak, read, and need for research and how 
our language competencies relate to our scholarship and teaching and that 
of colleagues in other language departments. Another kind of map would 
operate as a kind of LinkedIn site. Here we could indicate our connections 
with scholars around the world, those with whom we have worked or whom 
we consider colleagues and collaborators, and institutions with which we 
have been affiliated as fellows or visitors. These multidimensional Web 
maps visualizing our departmental hub—much as the MLA Language Map 
did for the many languages spoken in the United States—would present a 
digital-visual sense of the capaciousness of what we do, its extension, its sets 
of networked relations. In this way, our Web site would present the English 
department as a living entity, a collaborative organism, always in flux.

The Web site can also become a place for the internal publication of the 
real work that students do: digital databases they have participated in creat-
ing, live streaming of their creative work, wikis that serve as encyclopedias 
for successive groups of students. It might also be a place where majors cre-
ate their own visual or digital map of their trajectory through their studies, 
indicating where it took them—into the depths of language and text, across 
boundaries, through theoretical paradigms, to dispersed but linked global 
locations. Students might even be asked to provide a linked-in component 
of a senior portfolio that would articulate for us and for them what rela-
tionships their English major sparked, damped, or rejuvenated for them.

Finally, the departmental Web site is valuable because our majors have 
afterlives. They leave us to become the major in action. Current commu-
nication technologies keep us better connected with them after they leave 
campus. At Michigan, we already attempt this networking through a part 
of our departmental Web site that asks our graduates to send us a photo 
(if so desired) and a short statement on what they have done with their 
En glish major. We have alums from twenty-two to sixty-four on the site. 
And we are continuing to think about how to adapt the technology of You-
Tube and FaceBook to promote our vision of the English major in action.

If we reconceptualize the English major as social action in the sense that is 
presented here and that Gregory’s phrase “teaching to students” captures, 
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then we will need to revise far more than our sets of requirements and 
our course content. We will need to revise our guidelines and expecta-
tions for tenure and promotion to achieve more flexible criteria and more 
focus on teaching to students, our mentoring programs for tenure-track 
and non-tenure-track faculty members, the balance between resources 
dedicated to visiting scholars and to scholarly colloquia and conversations 
in pedagogy, the teaching component of our graduate programs, our Web 
site design, and our hiring priorities.

A tall order. But perhaps, in the midst of all the crises that exhaust us 
with their implications, we can recover for ourselves and for our majors the 
dynamism of the study of languages and literatures. Texts are not fixed; in-
terpretations undo themselves; identities are relational; influence fluctuates; 
histories are reimagined; national boundaries persist as porous; spatial loca-
tion is multiply perspectival; affiliations occasion transversals; juxtaposi-
tions illuminate; media are remediated. Our “field-imaginar[ies],” to invoke 
Donald Pease’s phrase, are in process. As are all our majors in action.

noteS 

1. I am adapting here Carolyn R. Miller’s concept of genre as social action from 
her 1984 essay in the Quarterly Journal of Speech. As glossed by G. Thomas Couser, 
the concept calls us to read genre for what it does rather than what it is.

2. A version of his presentation was subsequently published in the ADE Bulletin.
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