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Forum

PMLA invites members of the association
to submit letters, printed and double-
spaced, that comment on articles 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 oppor-
tunity to reply. Submissions of more than
one thousand words are not considered.
The journal omits titles before persons’
names and discourages endnotes and
works-cited lists in the Forum. Letters
should be addressed to PMLA Forum,
Modern Language Association, 26 Broad-
way, 3rd floor, New York, NY 10004-1789.

PMLA Roundtable
To THE EDITOR:

I feel compelled to respond to the roundtable “What Can a Journal
Essay Do?” (Editor’s Column, 121 [2006]: 617-26). In this panel discus-
sion, which covers publishing journal articles, with a specific focus on
publishing an essay in PMLA, I was intrigued to see many of the com-
plexities and contradictions of publishing in PMLA hinted at but never
fully explored.

Lucy McDiarmid leads off by suggesting that she imagines her
“smartest friends,” the Editorial Board, and her mother as her intended
audience when conceiving a piece for PMLA (618). What she means by
her smartest friends remains unexplained, as does her reference to the
journal’s statement of editorial policy, which describes a PMLA article
as “the best of its kind” (618), language that is echoed at other moments
in the roundtable by Jahan Ramazani, who speaks of the “best essays”
and “a brilliant reading” (623). The definitions of these terms and, more
importantly, the appropriateness of using this kind of language are never
directly addressed.

It quickly becomes apparent, however, that the notion of a brilliant
PMLA article written for the smartest of readers needs to be qualified.
McDiarmid’s mother, one of her imagined readers and a children’s-book
editor who is a highly literate and educated member of the general public,
is someone who won’t finish reading anything she finds incomprehensible.
It turns out this includes McDiarmid’s own books, which sit “unread on a
coffee table in the living room” (618). Does PMLA also lie unread on her
coffee table, as it often does in my home? One is left to wonder how the
“best” dovetails with readable and who exactly the ideal reader for a PMLA
article really is.

Moreover, the reading desires of the PMLA Editorial Board can’t
be adequately anticipated or satisfied by brilliance either. McDiarmid
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recommends that aspiring contributors Google
the Editorial Board members and study recent
issues to “see what their interests are” and to
“find out what they might want” (618). With this
suggestion, McDiarmid makes clear what we all
know: that publishing in PMLA is not some clean
and tidy process of selecting the best of the best
by the smartest people (even if such a thing as the
best of the best really existed and could be clearly
defined, as it is not in this roundtable.)

Wai Chee Dimock comes closest to address-
ing the realities and limitations of what the Edito-
rial Board wants when she calls our attention to
Jane Tompkins’s “Sentimental Power.” This essay,
for Dimock, is “the single most consequential es-
say on American literature,” but she suggests that
“Sentimental Power” may not have been able to
“get through the review process” at PMLA because
“articles that are radical in their mode of thinking
[or] too controversial [or] give too much offense
... might not appear often in PMLA.” Brilliance,
again, is not the key ingredient for success and
may in fact preclude it at PMLA.

Maria Herrera-Sobek suggests a similar
problem: “In Chicano and Chicana studies and
other ethnic studies and women’s studies also,
the difficulty of getting published in PMLA and
other prestigious mainstream journals led to the
emergence of new journals” (620). It is “difficult,”
Herrera-Sobek writes, “to navigate a fine line be-
tween being overly descriptive and providing the
reader with too little information to understand
your analysis” (624). She articulates the challenge
faced not just by scholars focused on minority
literatures but by scholars focused on any mate-
rial outside the traditional canon. It could be that
these articles on lesser-known material could not
get published because they were not the “best of
the best,” but surely Dimock’s reference to “Senti-
mental Power” is meant to remind all of us, even if
Dimock doesn’t do so explicitly, of the underlying
politics behind such formulations and of the his-
tory of aesthetic judgments and exclusions based
on “the best.”

Because getting published in PMLA is, how-
ever, the “gold standard in our profession,” as
Herrera-Sobek notes, and an accomplishment
that can “help you get a job” (620), it’s incred-
ibly important that our discussions of what a
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PMLA article represents move beyond the slip-
pery standards of smart readers, the nebulous
and/or unarticulated interests of an Editorial
Board, and the taste of mothers. It may be that,
as Richard Terdiman says, “it’s much easier to say
what a journal article is not than what it is” (619).
Still, we need to do better to define our values in
language that is specific, lucid, and helpful, espe-
cially for the neophyte members of our profes-
sion for whom an article in PMLA can make such
a difference.

Audrey Fisch
New Jersey City University

Reply:

As the organizer of the 2005 MLA Conven-
tion roundtable “What Can a Journal Essay Do?”
I am grateful for Audrey Fisch’s careful reading.
PMLA decided to print the roundtable precisely
to address the questions Fisch raises about what
a PMLA article represents. The roundtable for-
mat, with its informality, unpredictability, and
multiple voices, virtually ensures that no singu-
lar blueprint will emerge. That was indeed our
intention: to bring together colleagues with a
great deal of experience with the journal and to
invite them to share and debate their impres-
sions as well as their misgivings. Of course, the
many hours each of us has spent on the journal,
and our commitment to it, might have resulted
in some amount of self-congratulation on be-
half of PMLA and its practices. Nevertheless,
a generous reader can certainly take away use-
ful advice: Have your essay read by a number of
colleagues before submitting it. Make sure it is
broadly readable and free of jargon. There is no
absolute standard of what constitutes “the best
of its kind,” and thus decisions are inflected by
the tastes and values of board members, though
the double anonymity and multistage selection
process guard against bias. Board members and
the editor worry about the multiplicity of re-
views and try to make sure that controversial
essays receive a fair reading and a chance to be
published in PMLA. If you are working in emerg-
ing fields, you face the challenge of balancing
description of little-known works with analysis
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