


EnterText 7.3 

Harold Aram Veeser: The Politics of Autobiography 71 

puts Left-personal criticism out of synch with its modernist and Frankfurt School 

past. Embittered alienation and sneering hauteur ring pretty hollow when one is 

throwing the self at the feet of the swine. 

But there were also history and precedent for politically radical uses of mass, 

commodified culture. Every avantgarde since 1789 had deployed a cultural politics 

that fully embraced new technologies, the means of mechanical reproduction, and mass 

distribution.2  

One has to feel suspicious about glossy populism. Charles Altieri points out that 

Frank Lentricchia’s life, Nancy Miller’s (another founding figure of personal criticism), 

and Altieri’s own are, quite frankly, boring.3 “The shaping events are so common, so 

interchangeable with events in other parallel lives” that critics’ autobiographies do not 

serve to highlight anything.4 They serve to bury something: 

Autobiographical criticism gravitates towards alienation stories, and even 
towards conversion stories like Lentricchia’s, because critics want to displace 
into the realm of the personal, the disturbing fact that they are all among the most 
intelligent members of a democratic society that grants them privileges but does 
not have any set of values which might justify those privileges (in contrast to 
medicine, say). We are stuck in a situation where we cannot produce a language 
that might convince society we can repay its investment in us—hence 
Lentricchia’s obsession with the failures of theory.5 

 
Imagine the scene just painted: this unflattering tableau in which Lentricchia, unable to 

persuade the people that he deserves his privileges, throws aside theoretical language 

like a broken toy and turns to brood upon him
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method…. Disbelieving in a regulated method of reaching the historical other from the 



EnterText 7.3 

Harold Aram Veeser: The Politics of Autobiography 73 

intellectual culture and therefore insignificant. Only upon moving to the U.S. did he 

discover that autobiography could be calumniated and championed into full cult 

proportions. But the cult, Simpson admits, has blossomed into a culture: “For it has  

been nurtured and cherished awhile, and regularly fertilized; and it is, as a historical  

culture, inescapable, and not at all open to dismissal from some high point of  

disinterested inspection—as if it were a problem for them, or you, but not for me.”11  

Vincent Pecora unexpectedly likes Alice Kaplan’s French Lessons—up to a point: 

Kaplan is doing a real disservice to her non-academic readers by “indicting this  

scapegoat [de Man].” 12 Why? “I too [as did Kaplan’s de Man-obsessed friend, Guy] 

refused to spend the night with a girlfriend, who refused angrily to understand, because I 

was too anxious about my work, and,” he adds, “I can testify that de Man had nothing to 

do with it.”13 As for the premises of personal criticism,  

 
there is something troubling about this project. It is perfectly clear that the biggest 
villains of the piece, fascist intellectuals from the 1940s to the 1980s, suffer 
(unlike de Man) from the same thing—an excess of strong emotion, welling up 
from the gut, utterly transparent as to personal interests, and spewed forth directly 
at Jews and any other ‘inferior’ group which happens to be available. Do we want 
figures like Bardeche [the French holocaust revisionist and fascist] to be more in 
touch with what they feel? Or do we want them to think, calmly and rationally, 
about the evidence, about history, about how dominated they have been by 
emotional lives that are out of control?”14  

 
Pecora favours the second option. 

 As for Kaplan’s own emotional revelations, “she has little stomach for working  

through what she appears to feel. Her father, we learn toward the end, seems to have been  

an alcoholic. But we never know what this means to her.” 15 Instead, “much of the  

memoir reads like a transcript of the censored narrative one occasionally gives to one’s  

therapist—lots of smoothly hinged surfaces, with all the nasty work of finding out what  
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We want to pay up. To play for stakes. And we admire those—Edward Said, 

Susan Sontag—who did. We reactivate an old contest between fastidious High 
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