
AWARD FOR BAD ACADEMIC WRITING

The Philosophy and Literature Bad Writing Contest ran from to For an academic field of postcolonial studies, produced
the second-prize winner.

Said himself is a progenitor of a new kind of literary and cultural criticism that has frequently used difficult
language. It is at the heart of the continuing ''culture wars,'' feeding conservative attacks on the abandonment
of traditional standards and subjects at universities. Even at its most stylistically awkward, it was supposed to
seek truth. Wilson is an English professor, of course. Nussbaum writes. Young scholars must toe the party line
in their writing -- and pay a protection fee to the party bosses in the form of quoting them. Hexter said. That
incomprehensibility need not be long-winded is proven by our third-place winner, sent in by Richard Collier,
who teaches at Mt. Pinsker insists the bad writing contest is ''a lot tougher than the Oscars,'' adding, ''There are
just so many wonderful contributions by people with tin ears for the sound of language and no capacity for
clarity of thinking. Here is her award-winning sentence: The move from a structuralist account in which
capital is understood to structure social relations in relatively homologous ways to a view of hegemony in
which power relations are subject to repetition, convergence, and rearticulation brought the question of
temporality into the thinking of structure, and marked a shift from a form of Althusserian theory that takes
structural totalities as theoretical objects to one in which the insights into the contingent possibility of structure
inaugurate a renewed conception of hegemony as bound up with the contingent sites and strategies of the
rearticulation of power. Butler declined comment. A bemused Dr. Though trained as a philosopher at Yale,
Butler is read and cited "more by people in literature than by philosophers," which raises the question of
whether she "belongs to the philosophical tradition at all. Consider, for example, Judith Butler. It is from
Donald E. It is something more than the "ugly" and "stylistically awful sentence" demanded by the contest's
rules. In Butler's university, just as in Crews's, everyone pursues the same good. Pouncing on the phrase
"community standards," she declared that it entails -- as Crews summarized her position -- "a tendency to fall
in line with social 'normativity' in general, especially as it applies to the imposing of heterosexist values and
rules on people who should be left in peace to pursue their own goals and pleasures. Best known for her idea
that gender is a performance rather than the expression of a prior reality, Butler is on practically everyone's
short list of the most influential "theorists" now writing. Who should the nation's educated elite be talking to?
As such, said University of Chicago law professor Martha Nussbaum, Butler's work was of little value to
feminism or women in the real world. Scorning Philosophy and Literature as "a small, culturally conservative
academic journal," she aligned herself with "scholars on the left" who focus on "sexuality, race, nationalism,
and the workings of capitalism. There's something unfinished about it. Homi K. Its one purpose is to confirm
Butler's authority as a leader of the academic left. When a scholar uses difficult language, he or she is ''not
pretending to be a journalist'' or to be writing for the general public, Ms. No longer defined by the common
attachment to ordinary rational principles, our universities have become institutions of one-party rule.
Ridiculing academic writing is becoming commonplace these days. For example, Mr. The fame and influence
of writers such as Hegel, Heidegger, or Derrida rests in part on their mysterious impenetrability. Deliberate
parody cannot be allowed in a field where unintended self-parody is so widespread. Nussbaum says scholars
are sometimes encouraged to write in obscure language. But ''South Asian and Continental traditions tend to
be more metaphoric and symbolic in their use of language. Butler, said of the contest that it was ''bad faith'' to
pick out a few sentences of a larger work and ridicule them. We might call it the "liberationist party. When
scholars explore new areas, Mr. That these scholars must know what they are doing is indicated by the fact
that the winning entries were all published by distinguished presses and academic journals. Yet the debate has
taken a new twist recently with a decision by Edward Said, the new president of the Modern Language
Association, to use his first official column in the association's newsletter to denounce bad writing. Back in ,
the critic Brander Matthews damned the scholarship of his day for its "endless quotations and endless citations
and endless references," its shameless taste for "interminable controversy over minor questions," its careless
assumption that every reader had an "acquaintance with the preceding stages of the discussion. As Mr. But
now ''you set up a whole new world of language and these people say they're king or queen of it. The New
York Times, U. Neither has any faculty member. The journal Philosophy and Literature has taken to holding
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an annual Bad Writing Contest, with prizes going to the work of some of the country's top scholars. Bhabha:
If, for a while, the ruse of desire is calculable for the uses of discipline soon the repetition of guilt,
justification, pseudo-scientific theories, superstition, spurious authorities, and classifications can be seen as the
desperate effort to "normalize" formally the disturbance of a discourse of splitting that violates the rational,
enlightened claims of its enunciatory modality.


