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 I’ve been researching “the Canon” as my research project paradigm. I’ve been re-

reading some key texts on the canon and canon formation, including John Guillory’s 

seminal Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation and Stanford 

Literary Lab pamphlets eight (“Between Canon and Corpus: Six Perspectives on 20th-

Century Novels”) and eleven (“Canon/Archive: Large-scale Dynamics in the Literary 

Field”). Guillory’s Cultural Capital led me to conduct some research on “the Canon 

Wars” of the 1980s and 1990s for historical background on the canon debate in order to 

trace how we got to our current cultural moment and the current status of the canon, as 

well as explore the adjacent issue of the “crisis of the humanities” that has characterized 

public discourse surrounding the humanities. In Literary Lab pamphlet eight, the authors 

discuss how the Canon Wars remain a specter looming over the selection and inclusion of 

texts in a corpus and canon that we still can’t seem to shake. Especially because WE1S 

has aims to explore the humanities in relation to groups like first-generation university 

students and minority groups like women and people of color, the issue of canon 

formation, the formation of anti-canons, and issues of exclusion and selection are 

important considerations. Guillory’s Cultural Capital remains the most incisive critique 

of both sides of the canon debate. Guillory argues that literary texts are not representative 

of minoritized groups, that the process of text selection for syllabi and other means is a 

process of selection rather than exclusion, and that values are not intrinsic to canonical 

texts—the canonicity of a work is not a property of the work itself, but rather of its 

transmission and its relation to other works, and the process at work is the “reproduction 

not of values, but of social relations” (494). Attempts to “open” the canon are futile 

because canon formation exists within a social totality marked by stratifications of class, 

gender, race, sexuality, and nationality (499).  

 Central to Guillory’s analysis is the so-called “crisis of the humanities.” The 

Canon Wars attempted to make sense of the delegitimization of the canon and the 

humanities at large—or in Guillory’s words, how “the formation of the literary canon has 



emerged as an arena of struggle” and a “site of structural fatigue” (483). Largely credited 

as a major catalyst of the Canon Wars is Allan Bloom’s 1987 The Closing of the 

American Mind, which was published as a critique of the contemporary university and the 

failure of universities to serve the needs of its students. Bloom argues that “great 

books”—those that are longstanding in the Western literary and philosophical tradition—

are being increasingly devalued, resulting in a crisis in the university and American 

culture at large. Bloom critiques the movement away from canonical, Western texts 

toward texts that are influenced by social movements and more involved with issues like 

multiculturalism and gender. Bloom’s text was a major player in the culture wars, placing 

conservatives and reactionaries who desire a return to the Western canon and traditional 

values on one side, and liberals and progressives on the other, who instead encourage an 

“opening” of the canon and a shift toward more inclusive texts and values. In addition to 

critiquing the assumptions underlying both sides of the debate, Guillory importantly 

argues, “The decline of the humanities was never the result of newer noncanonical 

courses or texts, but of a large-scale ‘capital flight’ in the domain of culture” (45). The 

crisis of the humanities is driven by a decline in the humanities’ cultural capital, 

especially as universities are increasingly pressured to create skills rather than ideals. The 

problematic surrounding representation, Guillory argues, should be traded for one 

focused on the constitution and distribution of social capital (520).  

 Part of this analysis of social capital requires a look at how certain groups relate 

to the humanities and how these groups are presented in relation to the humanities. WE1S 

also aims to reveal some fresh trends and insights into how the humanities are 

represented in public discourse, which is important because many articles and pieces that 

discuss the humanities often focus on its “crisis” and decline, even decades after the 

Canon Wars. Some recent articles and studies have dug deeper into what we’re talking 

about when we talk about a “crisis of the humanities.” These articles have attempted to 

probe deeper into what is driving the crisis or which groups are most affected by it. Heidi 

Tworek’s article in The Atlantic, for example, explores research conducted by scholars 

like Ben Schmidt on the female flight from the humanities toward pre-professional 

careers, which would be supported by Guillory’s cultural capital argument. We typically 



hear of gender inequity in the STEM fields, but this could be an interesting area to 

explore within the humanities as well.   

 Stanford Literary Lab pamphlets eight and eleven offer reflections on the archive 

and corpus that can also be applied to WE1S. Digital humanities projects and methods— 

including the digitization of texts—have dramatically altered the previously neatly nested 

relation of the published, the archive, and the corpus, which decrease in size, respectively 

(3). A corpus may now approach the size of a canon (e.g. hundreds or thousands of texts), 

which disrupts these stable boundaries. This issue of scale led the authors’ corpus to 

exceed the size of a traditional canon, which reproduces some of the same problems of 

canon formation and selection (3). Pamphlet eight explores some of these problems and 

the difficulty in assembling a corpus of 20th-century novels. The authors explain their 

process of superimposing canonical lists from a variety of sources, beginning with the 

Modern Library “100 Best Novels of the 20th Century” list, assembled by a rather 

homogenous publishing board, the Modern Library’s “Reader’s List,” generated by an 

online voting system, Radcliffe’s “Rival 100 Best Novels List,” Larry McCaffery’s list of 

great novels in English of the 20th century, the yearly best-selling works of the 20th 

Century, and lists sourced from the Editorial Board of the journal MELUS (Multi-Ethnic 

Literature of the United States), members of the Postcolonial Studies Association, and the 

Editorial Board of the Feminist Press. The authors superimposed all of these lists to 

assemble their corpus. While each selection method and method of list formation is not 

without its problems and biases (the pamphlet discusses the issues of “found” versus 

“made” lists, the volatility of alternate canons, and problems of rank and value), this 

process of corpus assembly would be a good strategy for WE1S to adopt when explaining 

and pursuing its scoping process and corpus assembly process. Because we are 

considering how mainstream media positions students and others from particular groups 

relative to the humanities—as outlined in the WE1S proposal—the project can explore 

some lists from various organizations of “canonical” newspapers and media outlets (if 

they exist and are available) and use this process of superimposition. Some of the corpus, 

of course, should be drawn from postcolonial and gender organizations and outlets. 
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