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Forum

PMLA invites members of the asso-
ciation to submit letters, printed and
double-spaced, that comment on arti-
cles in previous issues or on matters of
general scholarly or critical interest. The
editor reserves the right to reject or
edit Forum contributions and offers the
PMLA authors discussed in published
letters an opportunity to reply. The jour-
nal omits titles before persons’ names,
discourages footnotes, and does not
consider any letter of more than one
thousand words. Letters should be ad-
dressed to PMLA Forum, Modern Lan-
guage Association, 26 Broadway, 3rd
floor, New York, NY 10004-1789.

American Studies and Critical Identity
To THE EDITOR:

Apparently, I am guilty of the sin of “the logic of . . . totalized autolepsis,’
at least according to Djelal Kadir, in “America and Its Studies,” his introduc-
tion to the special topic America: The Idea, the Literature (118 [2003]: 9-24).

Specifically, Kadir on page 19 cites, as confirming the sin, my essay “On
Becoming Oneself in Frank Lentricchia” from its first published version in
New Americanists 2: National Identities and Post-national Narratives (Boun-
dary 2 19.1 [1992]). This essay also appears, in an expanded form, as the last
chapter of my book Radical Parody: American Culture and Critical Agency
after Foucault (1992).

In both places I think my critical project at the time was made clear. My
aim was to demonstrate the truth of the Nietzschean perspective on identity,
that one becomes what one is, and its truly prophetic Blakean critique, that
one becomes what one beholds. Or, to use explicitly here the Foucauldian dis-
course I used there, any rapport a soi is necessarily a highly mediated, hy-
bridic, potentially conflicted, and improvisational phenomenon, ever open to
further critique and revision.

In sum, whatever else critical identity may be, the logic of totalized au-
tolepsis it ain’t!

Daniel T. O'Hara
Temple University

Reply:

I thank Daniel T. O’Hara for his response to “America and Its Studies,” my
introduction to the January 2003 special topic. It would be difficult to find a bet-
ter demonstration of the logic and practice of autolepsis, or self-seizure, than
his self-referring “rapport a soi,” as he terms it. What is less clear in this
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