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George and T. S. Eliot, and in our time, from Vladimir Nabakov and Thomas 
Pynchon to Toni Morrison? The "system" of chess at any given time posits a 
volatile interchange between rules, contexts, and agency: textual rules that 
govern a particular form of the game (e.g., the bishop's move); contexts of 
change that link different forms of the game (the Arabic trade routes that 
brought chess to Christendom); and particular players who effect alterations 
in the rules (as happened in the bishop's case circa 1460 in the city of 
Krakow). 

This last point, you'll have noticed, is a sleight of hand. I am condens­
ing the history of chess into a model for any particular game. I mean by this 
to foreground the inadequacy of the analogy in its systemic form, as it's usu­
ally represented-the disciplinary view of the game-in order to adapt chess 
to the volatile conditions of textuality. My model is not a game between two 
players; it's the game(s) of chess across time, a kinship of chess opponents 
(and spectator-interpreters), within a bewildering disparity of rules and 
regulations. 

One alternative does not exclude the other, of course. It's a question of 
perspective-a contrast between the short and the long view. In the short 
view, you will not playa better game if you know about the shift from ele­
phant to bishop, because in any particular match the rules are self-consistent. 
The game gains meaning as a ludic system by its symbolic autonomy from 
the various realities the symbols transparently reflect. Kingship stands for a 
certain kind of political system; but at any given time, under any given con­
ditions (democratic, socialist, dictatorial), the terms of kingship in chess are 
absolute, independent of institutional vicissitudes. As Sir Philip Sidney points 
out in his Defense of Poetry, it would probably hamper play to mistake a 
bishop in chess for a figure of Christianity: "We see we cannot play at chess 
but we must give names to our chessmen; and yet methinks he were a very 
partial champion of truth that would say we lied for giving a piece of wood 
the reverend title of bishop. The poet nameth Cyrus or Aeneas no other 
way." 27 In this sense, chess stands for the extremes both of necessity and of 
free play: its own necessary rules, its absolute freedom from the rules of cul­
ture. This short view I will call totalistic. It's totalistic because it's presentist, 
applicable to all things because applicable only to things as they are, here 
and now. 

In the long view, historically considered, chess reverses that relation 
between freedom and necessity. Its rules of necessity are evidently mutable, 
and its mutability is evidently inseparable from the rules of culture. This long 
view I will call processual, with the understanding that processual in this case 
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implies noncoherence (i.e., variably organic, systemic, revolutionary, fortu­
itous). What stands in here for the principle of necessity does not lie in the 
rules of the game at any given time. Nor does it lie in intertextual rules con­
necting those hundred great games. Rather, it's the principle of intercon­
textuality: the connections between the common rules and regulations that 
distinguish different forms of the games as these are ordinarily and extraor­
dinarily played. In anyone game we win, lose, or draw, absolutely. In the 
processual view, however, anyone game is a configuration of win, lose, and 
draw that occupies a midway position in the game of chess. To contextualize 
closure in a particular game would lead us through a range of different situ­

ations, a variety of discourses, and a procession of contexts. 
In textuality as in chess we are asked to suspend disbelief. This entails 

disconnection in the short view, our entry into what most game theorists, 
following Johan Huizinga, separate off as ludic space. But this sort of textual 
appreciation-a hermeneutics of separate spheres-is itself, like a religion, 
the expression of culture-specific rules. In the long view, every endgame that 
the rules once reflected (the armies of the Ching dynasty, the European feudal 
system) was eventually a middle-game trap circumvented or declined. The 
game wins, if I may put it so, by its inherent capacity to represent closure as 
a middle of the journey disguised as a new beginning, as in Dante's Divine 

Comedy, or in Judaic monotheism, or in Christian trinitarianism, or in the 
democratic, anti royalist reversal of kingship to mean the divine right of the 

individual.
 
The act of appreciation, then, like that of analysis, is a middle game that
 

invites us (sometimes through an unwilling suspension of belief) to enter a
 
variety of contingent histories, including our own. Here, it's crucial to know
 
about different sets of rules (religious, political, etc.), just as it's crucial to the
 
meaning of Sidney's image in his Defense of Poetry-his caustic analogy, as it
 
happens, of the "wooden" bishop and "the very reverend principle" it stands
 
for-to know about the Elizabethan identification of the bishop in chess with
 
Continental Catholicism. To take the short view of chess-to compare a lit­

erary text with a chess game-is not wrong but reductive, precisely as tradi­

tional aesthetic and cognitive approaches tend to be reductive. Each in its
 
own way disconnects one form of discourse from the rest, isolates and privi­


leges it as being causal, foundational. And the corollary is equally true: the
 
chess analogy is illuminating insofar as we contextualize the game, globally
 

as well as temporally.
 
The result is a model of chess that stands in itself, as a self-sufficient
 

composite, for the variant histories of the game, like the fractal map of a
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game: Noam Chomsky's foundational model of language. Here syntactic 
knowledge inheres in human cognition, so that the rules of the game are 
unalterable, independent of semantic complexity and contextual pressures 
(history, philology, institutions), "free from the control of detectable stimuli, 
either external or internal." For Wittgenstein, on the contrary, language is 
contingent at its core; his chess game represents our makeshift Apollonian 
solutions: customs, contracts, traditions, and pronouncements ex cathedra to 
tell us how the world works. His remarks about aesthetics renounce causation 
altogether, but even in normative, rule-bound matters, what we call necessity, 
he writes, is "an arbitrary law" oflanguage: "the whole of syntax is arbitrary": 

Where is the connection effected between the sense of the expression "Let's play 
a game of chess" and all the rules of the game? -Well, in the list of rules of the 
game, in the teaching of it, in the day-to-day practice of playing.... 

To understand a sentence means to understand a language. To understand a 
language means to be the master of a technique.... 

But isn't chess defined by its rules? ... 
Following a rule is analogous to obeying an order. We are trained to do it 

so.... 

[And if someone were to object that this] game has no beginning! ... [the 
answer is:1Of course it has; otherwise, it would not be a game of chess.' \ 

This is the disciplinary logic of nontranscendence. If literary study as I 
conceive it were to have an aesthetic philosophy, it would begin with Witt­
genstein. More than any other philosopher, Arnold Davidson tells us, Witt­
genstein authorizes the ordinary language warnings sounded by contempo­
rary thinkers against "misleading analogies and inferences that derive from a 
historically inappropriate and conceptually untenable perspective." Thus his 
very conservatism, his insistence on things as they are, not only permits but, 
as Stanley Cavell argues, may be said to point to the dynamics of change. 
Arthur Kenny invokes the kinship analogy in this regard: "[For Wittgen­
stein,] 'rule,' like 'game,' is a family likeness term covering many different 
but related things: what we call a rule in a game, or language-game, may have 
very different roles in the game.... It is a mistake, when reading what Witt­
genstein has to say about rules, to think of the canonical form of a rule as 
being a conditional imperative."" 

And yet Wittgenstein's model of chess is ahistorical. All philosophers, 
he tells us, "talk about it [language] just as we would about the pieces in a 
game of chess when we are stating the rules of the game." It's a way of talking 
that leads of its own rational accord to "totality." \5 

Again, I refer not to the analogy as Wittgenstein thinks of it, but as the 
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thinking process is represented as philosophy, through propositions, abstrac­
tions, and coherent argumentation (coherent to the point where the numeri­
cal sequence of its proposition is integral to its intellectual persuasiveness). 
Wittgenstein conceptualizes chess as a point in time; but he formulates it as 
the endgame of the arbitrary. He reminds us that in Cavell's phrase, Plato's 
sun was made in the cave, but the picture he conveys of the cave, like Plato's 
(Cavell's, Davidson's), is itself an absolute. I just suggested that that perspec­
tive inheres in the discipline. I should perhaps add that it constitutes a uni­
versal condition (in my sense of the term)-a problematic necessary to 
philosophical investigations. Ahistoricism may be a limitation prerequisite to 
the pursuit of abstract truths, just as, conversely, literary works may require 
the repression of those abstractions as the necessary cost of their insights. It 
may be that to declare "cogito ergo sum" requires me to erase the differences 
separating places and times, whereas to understand Descartes in context­
the "cogito" as seventeenth-century artifact-requires me to banish the ar­
chetypal ''I'' that would validate his generalization. When Heraclitus observes 
that we never step into the same river twice, he may be said to dismiss pre­
cisely the sort of questions that cultural analysis begins with: "Which river?" 
"At what season?" "Who is 'we'?" Philosophy says: "I think therefore I am." 
Literature says: "That's what you think," and then again, with another uni­
versal qualification in mind, "That's what you think." 

I've tried to suggest this distinction through the contrast between, on 
the one hand, disciplinary re-presentation, the systemization of particulars 
that tends toward the absolute, and, on the other hand, literary representation, 
a particularization of absolutes that tends toward the universal. Disciplines 
represent the "common behavior of mankind" through systems that close off 
systems of the past. This does not mean that they themselves are closed: they 
may pride themselves, as neo-Marxists, neo-Freudians, pragmatists, and 
Wittgensteinians do, on their openness to new directions and the sensitivity 
to difference. But insofar as they claim to explain things logically, insofar as 
they constitute frameworks of understanding-a philosophy, a method, a 
system-they tend to consider earlier frameworks to be invalid and compet­
ing systems to be wrongheaded. Literary representation tends the other way. 
As a discipline, it's concerned with works that specify "totality" in ways that 
open up connections to configurations of the past as well as the future. Those 
ways lead through historical layers of language, not the conceptual trajecto­
ries of reason. This applies even when literary texts seek to ground the par­
ticulars they describe in absolutes, like the exemplary family situation that 
begins Jane Austin's Pride and Prejudice; or like protagonists named Every­
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man and Ishmael. For, as literature, they represent a family, a journey, an 

Ishmael; and, in thus moving toward specificity, they tend to provide inter­
contextual challenges to abstractions about the "common behavior of 
mankind." The particular example in economics, ethnography, or philoso­
phy is a means to an end. In the literary text, the particular example is the 
end in question; the cultural norms it embodies are the means to convey its 
exemplary qualities. 

Can that reversal of ends and means be disciplined into a method of 
literary and cultural studies? Georg Simmel's analogy between chess and the 
dynamics of cognition provides the traditional disciplinary response: 

Although the boundary as such is necessary, every single determinate boundary 
can be stepped over, every enclosure can be blasted, and every such act, of 
course, finds or creates a new boundary. This pair of statements-that the 
boundary is unconditional, in that its existence is constitutive of our given po­
sition in the world, but that no boundary is unconditional, since every one can 
in principle be altered, reached over, gotten around--this pair of statements 
appears as the replication of the inner unity of vital action.... We are all like 
the chess player in this regard. If he did not know, to a certain extent, what the 
consequences of a certain move would be, the game would be impossible; but 
it would also be impossible if this foresight extended indefinitely. Plato's defi­
nition of the philosopher as he who stands between knowing and not-knowing 
holds for man in general. \(, 

My concept of the middle game comes to the same conclusion: foresight is a 
function of persisting limitations. But Simmel's picture is progressivist; its 
hero of analysis looks forward, from the "determinate boundaries" around 
him toward the limits of the horizon. He mediates between knowing and not­
knowing from the perspective of knowing. Literature speaks to us from the 
other side of the divide. It recalls us to "our given position" especially when 
it overreaches; it mediates through the perspective of not-knowing, even 
when ignorance is the vehicle to transcendence, as in The Death ofIvan Ilych. 

Tolstoy's story ends with the conquest of death, in imitatio Christi; but as 

literature that triumph of the absolute is a pretext for what amounts to a 
picture of common limitations: a life which was "most terrible" because it 
was "most ordinary." Could we read that picture philosophically and still see 
it as literature? And the other way around: Can "philosophy become litera­
ture and still know itself"? 37 

These are not intended as rhetorical questions. A prime value for me 
of the middle-game model is its insistence on reciprocity. To refuse or cir­
cumvent the sacrifice of history is to resist the choice between coherence and 
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noncoherence-between totalizing and processual perspectives-as consti­
tuting one more trap of transcendence. Culturally considered, chess requires 
both perspectives. It's neither systemic, as Wittgenstein represents it in his 
Tractatus, nor is it arbitrary, as Wittgenstein re-presents it in his Investiga­

tions. Chess is a configuration of diachronic flow and synchronic structure 
that unsettles disciplinary endgames. We must see it concretely, "in itself" (a 

text, a game) as a set of absolute but arbitrary rules. And in the same glance, 
we must comprehend it universally, processually-again, "in itself" (tex­

tuality, the gamel-as a systemic but open-ended configuration of cultural 
variables. For "variables" here are not arbitrary in an absolute sense. The 
chess analogy includes (as part of its open-endedness) the possibly substan­
tive value of the conceptual and belief structures within which we play "the 
game of life." That "chess game" is neither a sport nor divinely ordained 
("the sport of the gods"). It's a middle-game strategy designed to mediate 

between ludic categories and categorical imperatives. 
So understood, the analogy between chess and language game points 

to the historicity of language. The question "What is a piece in chess really?" 
is analogous to "What is the (volatile) function and (malleable) context of 
that word?" The concept of the "totality of the game" applies simultaneously 
to a binding set of regulations and to a combination of cultural pieces in 
process. Particulars (e.g., the pawn's move) point to the universality of "the 
rules of the game." But in this case as in others universality is the product of 
shifting forces in time. Like the Statue of Liberty or the Black Virgin of Gua­
deloupe, the rule called pawn promotion, whereby the pawn may become a 
queen when it reaches the eighth rank, is demonstrably the unforeseen result 
of open-ended process: variation, innovation, public receptivity, geographical 

transfer, and linguistic transformation. 
A classic instance of this process came with the surprising instatement
 

of the queen in place of the vizir. A long, sharp controversy followed con­

cerning the legitimacy of sex change, with respect both to the displaced old
 
counselor and the queened pawn. As we might expect, disciplinarily, these
 
debates turned on logical points of analysis in theology, philosophy, and sci­

ence. And as we might expect, culturally and rhetorically, the contending
 
logics of gender were so heavily coded with sexist objectives that (in retro­

spect) they overwhelm or undermine the arguments. The moral of the story
 
is that to resolve the question of gender (or class, or race) logically is to miss
 
its semantic complexity, a complexity that's inextricable from its systemic
 
meaning (philosophical, legal, theological, even biological). And the converse
 
holds true for the aesthetic endgame. To immerse oneself only in the semantic
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complexities of "gender" ("race," "class")-to claim that these complexities 
constitute worlds of their own, each with its own essentially aesthetic logic­
say, the inherent ambiguity of the symbol, or the laws of linguistic transfor­
mation-is to miss the cultural work of language, which is crucial to its aes­

thetic meaning. And since the systemic move toward closure seems endemic 
to disciplines, it's the job of literary studies to keep the game going. The 
proper interdisciplinary context is one that imitates the literary text (cultur­

ally understood) by defining all types of closure as middle-game problems of 
reciprocities. 

The method of "solving" these problems constitutes something like a 
literary-cultural aesthetics of nontranscendence. Its rules are as follows: 

One: Literature is not a criticism of life. It is life's criticism of abso­
lutes, language's skepticism about the consolation of endgames. Generally, 

literature aspires to archetypes, origins, and cosmic revelations. It deals in 
laws that seem as binding as those in chess. But in doing so it testifies, as chess 

does, to the powers of mutability and the commonplace. 
Two: Imofar as literary study is faithful to its materials, it seeks to 

understand the very process of mystification, the verbal alchemy by which 

ordinary language is refined into the extraordinary, as a function in context, 
like a chemical combination of common elements that yields unexpected 
results. 

Three: To see the trap in the sacrifice of history does not release us 
from endgame difficulties of play (moral, political, spiritual). Rather, it 
requires us to see why the question is how best to continue within the 
constraints of recommencement. The creative metaphor is a miracle of 

intercontextuality. 
Four: Literature is noble or complex or subversive insofar as it 

reaches beneath culture-specific ideals to common matters. It broadens our 
horizon by illuminating the variables through which, in a particular case, the 
possible becomes probable, then normative, then self-evident, then the rules 

of the game, and finally, for better and worse, the unstable boundaries of a 
game in process. 

Five: The drive to create absolutes is inseparable from the drive to 

make those absolutes amenable to change. The mixed result is what we call 
context. 

Six: All absolutes are the same: culturally constructed. Every universal 
takes on the substantive significance of the limitations it entails-the abiding 

moral, philosophical, biological, and spiritual dimensions of the distinctive 
problems it enacts. 
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The America Game 

... there were some new positions on the 
chessboard, but the game would go on. 

- Toni Morrison, Song ofSolomon 

Having set out these rules of my game, I should acknowledge their limita­

tions. All six of them are predicated on the model of modern chess, the game 
as we now play it, and those rules represent neither the game's essence nor its 

telos. Indeed, we can virtually identify the point at which the then-called 
New Chess became official. Evidently, half a millennium ago, in the last quar­

ter of the fifteenth century, somewhere in Spain, Portugal, or Italy, the game 
of chess changed qualitatively. The main developments centered on speed of 
contact and scope of personal initiative. The pivotal change came with the 

expanded powers of the queen, which, from being the weakest player, sud­
denly emerged as the strongest single unit on the board, combining in one 

piece the moves of rook and bishop. By 1492, when Columbus recommenced 
the quest for Eden, chess had begun anew. A coherent new system had devel­
oped, replete with a "theory of its own," sometimes known as the theory of 

the mad queen, "esches de la dame enragee," "ala rabiosa." JH 

Chess historians have made the predictable Renaissance correspon­

dences: expanded mobility, the new individualism, the invention of the print­

ing press, and the great queens of empire, from Isabella of Spain to Elizabeth 
of England. And Isabella herself is indeed implicated: when the first published 
treatise on the New Chess appeared in 1496, dedicated to Isabella's infant son, 
its author, the courtier-scholar-poet Luis de Lucena, had it bound together 

.1[~£,. with a Petrarchan sonnet'" and titled it Repeticion de amores: El arte de axad­
rez. According to authorities, the new art of the game centered on "the eman­
cipation of the individual chess piece, which began to undermine the hierar­

chical [i.e., closed and static] concept of the game." This innovation, they 
explain, reflected "the development [during this time] of man's power, which 
stood in causal relationship to his increased urge towards individual indepen­
dence"4IJ-and eventually, I would add, the redefinition of "woman's sphere" 

in a developing symbology of economic free enterprise. 
Something of all this may be read into Lucena's play on words. Chess, 

he implies, is an art of repeticion (translated as "game," but implying repeated 
beginnings) of amores, plural: not love, but a succession of acts of love, em­

bodied in a procession of particular lovers, playing at particular games (win, 
lose, and draw). Arte de axandrez, then, the art of chess, is the continual Play 
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ofLove, a series of Lovers Games-Game(s) ofLove(s). It's entirely appropri­

ate to the open-ended quality of this pun that, in fact, the complexities in­

stated by the New Chess led to a reversal in the kinds of problems that had 

typified the game. With the Renaissance, the endgame puzzle ceased to be the 

dominant chess problem, and gradually receded into a diversion, like solitaire 

in cards. By now, it's something of an anachronism for serious players. Chess 

historians tell us that the endgame puzzle survives "almost [only as] an an­

tagonistic reaction to the development of the modern game. Increasingly, 

players have opted for pragmatism and organized competition. An increasing 

number of 20th Century [theorists] ... have not scrupled to vary the rules of 

the game, inventing new chess pieces and new tasks in order to achieve 

original ... effects."" 

This picture of commodification and speculation opens a new case of 

text and context. What we now call chess is the game of modernity, of which 

the United States is the example par excellance. "America" is to the modern 

world as the middle-game sacrifice is to the game of chess. Metaphorically, 

it's the gift of history to the United States (an apparent "blunder" that in­

cludes, among other advantages, the sacrifice of the "New World" histories 

of modern French, Spanish, Dutch, and Portugese imperialisms; for, as the 

Lucena connection reminds us, "America" was their recommencement long 

before the United States "began"). 

This particular turn of the analogy points to my own involvement in 

the game, and I want to take a moment to describe the position on the board. 

I imagine the language game of modern nationhood as a massively en­

trenched but constantly shifting and increasingly embattled field of expres­

sion. Anthropologists now speak of a "global culture" with colliding "cos­

mopolitanisms," accelerating "deterritorialization," and "ethnoscapes" of 

bewildering complexity. Ever since the era of Renaissance colonization, writes 

Arjun Appadurai, the "forces of cultural gravity" have moved steadily away 

from forms of containment toward "the formation oflarge-scale ecumenes." 

Consequently: 

there are some brute facts about the world of the twentieth century that any 
ethnography must confront. Central among these facts is the changing social, 
territorial, and cultural reproduction of group identity. As groups migrate, re­
group in new locations, reconstruct their histories, and reconfigure their ethnic 
"projects," the ethno in ethnography takes on a slippery, nonlocalized qual­
ity.... The warp of [traditional] stabilities is everywhere shot through with the 
woof of human motion, as more persons and groups deal with the realities of 
having to move or the fantasies of wanting to move. What is more, both these 
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realities and these fantasies now function on large scales, as [for example] men 
and women from villages in India think not just of moving to Poona or Madras, 
but of moving to Dubai and Houston.... Especially in regard to the many 
alternative cosmopolitanisms that characterize the world today, and the com­
plex transnational cultural flows that link them, there is no easy way to "begin 
at the beginning." ... Of course, this dialogue of histories and genealogies itself 
has a history, but for this later history, we ... do not yet possess a master 
narrative." 

Perhaps not; but meanwhile we have a master narrative called America. 

In fact, what Appadurai describes as an interparadigmatic moment recalls 

Benjamin Franklin's description of the new republic: 

We must not expect that a new government may be formed, as a game of chess 
may be played by a skillful hand, without a fault. The players of our game are 
so many, their ideas so different, their prejudices so strong and various, and 
their particular interests, independent of the general, seeming so opposite, that 
not a move can be made that is not contested; the numerous objections con­
found the understanding; the wisest must agree to some unreasonable things, 
that reasonable ones of more consequence may be obtained; and thus chance 
has its share in many of the determinations, so that the play is more like trie­

trae with a box of dice.'\ 

Franklin's analogy is not entirely satisfactory. The game of liberal democracy 

has its own severe regulations, as chess has its ineffable elements of chance; 

and besides, chess skills demand not just faultless play but precisely the sort 

of flexibility that Franklin calls for: ingenuity, opportunism, a talent for con­

flict, and a cunning sense of multiple possibilities. It may be that Franklin's 

recourse to dice indicates a limitation inherent in his own middle-game po­

sition. He may have been too closely engaged in the creation of the republic 

to realize that what seemed like chance was just part of a certain, quite coher­

ent set of rules and regulations. 

But there's another possibility. The sly references to chess may indicate 

that Franklin intended to outmaneuver what was then a commonplace anal­

ogy (politics and chess), rather than simply to reject it. He was an extraordi­

nary player in his own right, after all, and he had earlier pointed out (in a 

bagatelle called "Life is a kind of Chess") how "full of Events" the game is, 

what "a variety of turns [there is] in it," and how often "the Fortune of [its 

players is] ... subject to sudden vicissitudes." In the passage I cited, his 

emphasis on conceding pieces in return for positions "ofmore consequence" 

may be a direct reference to the middle-game sacrifice. Franklin, that is, may 

have wanted to conflate chess and dice in a kind of wild, instinctive middle­
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game speculation. If so, it was a shrewd move on his part. Chess in its early 
forms was played by the roll of dice, like monopoly; "tric-trac" is a synonym 
for backgammon, a game closely connected to chess in its formative stages; 
and "chessmen" in Sanskrit is a variant of "gambling pieces."44 Deliberate or 
not, Franklin's application of the tric-trac of chess to the Sturm und Drang of 
new nationhood is especially appropriate for my purpose. America is the ma­
jor instance of our current "global cultural economy," as well as of the vola­
tile mixture of conservative and destabilizing forces we call modernity. 

I have in mind the multisectarian, multiracial, multilingual culture 
called the United States, and, in particular, its literary correlative: the lan­
guage of America, that astonishing complex of sacred-secular meanings de­
veloped in the modern era as a symbology of the new. Nationality in the "Old 
World" (Africa, Asia, Europe) remains an endgame puzzle: identity to be 
resolved in three or four moves (language, territory, cultural past, religion). 
"America" is a language game of malleable beginnings and possible futures, 
especially because the beginnings are textual by definition and the future is 
apocalyptic by textual authority. German chauvinists believed in racial 
origins, Panslavists in ethnic destiny. For the American believer, destiny 
means opportunity, the covenant made new as contract. "Manifest destiny" 
is process and provisionality: a manifest potential, a destiny on the way, a 
dream becoming reality (perhaps a nightmare reality). An African-Chinese is 
a marginal figure caught between two endgames; an African-American or a 
Chinese-American or an African-Chinese-American is a hybrid emblem of 
recommencement. 45 

Indeed, I've deliberately taken the term "recommencement" from Em­
erson to acknowledge my cultural debt. "The American Scholar" celebrates 
"the recommencement of our literary year." To that end, Emerson, speaking 
from the Pisgah-top of prophecy-the star-spangled heights of "the constel­
lation Harp, which now flames in our zenith"-unveils the vistas opened by 
this new culture: its mission to "fill the postponed expectation of the world." 
Most vividly, Emerson figures recommencement in his essay "Circles," where 
that immemorial image of closure explodes into the oxymoron of recurrent 
newness-oxymoron, that is, in the Old World; in the New, an opportunity 

for open-ended fulfillment: 

Every action admits ofbeing outdone. Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth, 
that around every circle another can be drawn las the eye draws the circle of 
the horizon]; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning.... 
Generalization is always a new influx of the divinity into the mind.... Every­
thing looks permanent until its secret is known.... Every ultimate fact is only 
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the first of a new series.... There is no virtue which is final; all are initial. ... 
The man finishes his story, -how good! how final! how it puts a new face on 
all things! He fills the sky. Lo! on the other side rises also a man, and draws a 
circle around the circle we had just pronounced the outline of the sphere. Then 
already is our first speaker not man, but only a first speaker.'" 

It amounts to a pluralist fantasia. Newness is a continual movement toward 
endings that issues in an endless affirmation of beginnings. To re-cognize is 
to see as though for the first time. In this circle, to trace a point back to origins 
or forward to finality is to initiate a new circle. "Man" prevails, even (Emer­
son claims) "ascends"- "Mounts through all the spires of form"-by split­
ting into an interminable procession of "first speakers." 47 It's a symbol of 
process that equates progress with newness, newness with starting again, 
starting again with natural divine origins, and origins with telos.'" This 
strategy is characteristic of all of Emerson's great essays. It's not too much to 
say that it describes the form of the Emersonian essay, starting with "The 
American Scholar," whose rhythm and logic require us to reconceive the 
meaning of each of its parts-section, paragraph, sentence-as a recom­
mencement in its own right. The same strategy may be traced through the 
cultural procession of images of the United States as the New World: land of 
promise (without guarantees); "country of tomorrow" (if we meet our obli­
gations today); futurity almost made real (but never quite); "self-made" as a 
synonym for "opportunity" (but "it's up to you"); "frontier" potentially re­
versed from stop sign to starting point; "self-interest" provisionally magnified 
into boundlessness; "position" defined by mobility: upward, outward, and 
downward too-the last best hope of earth. 

To add the obvious: this is not the only language game in the United 
States. There are competing symbologies and a diversity of rhetorics as well 
as separate cultural spheres. But surely one reason that these disparities have 
not yielded to the violence they generate, one reason that consensus has been 
more pronounced in this "nation of nations" than elsewhere, whether in 
"traditional" or in "new" nations, is that the strategies of recommencement 
have managed on some deep level to enclose the language games of a chang­
ing and expanding culture. It's through those strategies, demonstrably, that 
such risky catchwords as "independence" and "revolution" (and most re­
cently "multiculturalism" and "identity politics") have been made a sum­
mons to market-rules conformity. Demonstrably, in spite of Appadurai's 
claims for global identity, the "ethno" in ethnography tends here, as nowhere 
else, to take on a decidedly local quality: the marketably hyphenated ("hy­
brid," "marginal," "borderline") American. "As more persons and groups 
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deal with the realities of having to move or of wanting to move," those re­
constructed ethnic "projects" slip more and more smoothly into the project 
of a multicultural United States, connecting Wall Street, the White House, 
and the groves of Academe; connecting also the suburbs, the radical under­
ground, the celebrity enclaves, and the inner cities. Demonstrably, in short, 

the America game has proved more adaptable to the conditions of modern­
ism than any other symbology, regional or global, from the romantic origins 

game of Volksgeist to the communist endgame of world revolution!" 
We in academia are part of the game plan, like it or not. I include 

myself in the "we." I'm aware that the model I've just expounded looks sus­

piciously like an American fantasy of new beginnings-an effort to adapt the 

America game to a literary-and-cultural studies errand into a new millen­
nium. After all, what's most "American" about 'The American Scholar" is 

that Emersonian recommencement invests newness-the game of discovery 
and fresh starts-with the potential of apocalypse, an identity-by-promise 

that has made this culture a model both for imagining communities and for 
reconstituting selfhood in a postnational world. Isn't that model-the sacri­

fice of history for the prospects of transcendence (self-transcendence, ethnic 
transcendence, national transcendence)-the trap to be avoided? 

We might picture the question as a confrontation between Lucena's 
Mad Queen of modernity and Wittgenstein's Queen with Very Frightening 
Eyes. First, the philosophic move: Since, as this essay demonstrates, our terms 

of analysis are themselves language games reproducing the forms of culture 
they describe, we have no foundation for objectivity, no Archimedean ful­

crum outside culture for disinterested inquiry. How can you decline the sac­
rifice if you're part of the plan, an x in its logic? Then, the literary-cultural 

response: We may have to accept that particular trap, as Wittgenstein counsels 
us to come to terms with the trap of language in general; but we can play, as 
he does, to circumvent the trap. The proper response is to reinstate history, 

the long view, and the problems of process. 
Hence my model of recommencement. The chess analogy, as I conceive 

it, reminds us that "America" is neither new nor final, but, from start to 

finish, a fiercely contested middle game. On July 4, 1776, the thirteen states 
declared themselves independent, united, and free because they were not; and 
that knot of dependencies, discord, and responsibilities remains the United 

States, rhetoric and all. From then to now, from one recommencement to 
another-from Great Migration to Revolution to Civil War to F.D.R.'s New 

Deal to the Reagan-Bush-Clinton endtime City on a Hill-it has been a game 
of particulars, agency, predicaments, and limitations. This applies to all the 

Games of Chess 

various endgames encoded in "America"-centuries' ends, narrative ends 
(the course of empire), continental ends (the California Dream), and the 
ends of culture (individualism, progress). All of them are games in process. 

And whatever ends we think we see in the unfolding, it would be well to have 
a clear view of the rules we play by. For one thing, this would allow us more 

fully to appreciate our options within the game. For another thing, it would 
help us understand the unresolved predicaments that may issue (who 
knows?) in alternative, post-American forms of the game. 

~ 
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