
 
The Lester and Sally Entin Faculty of Humanities 
The Department of English and American Studies 

 

Call for Papers 

Are You Now or Have You Ever Been? The 

Un-American in American Culture 

Graduate Conference in American Studies 

Tel-Aviv University, June 15, 2017 

 

In the long and ongoing process of defining what it means to be American, Americans 

have conjured up various antithetical images of the un-American other. These 

powerful and changing images have been a prominent feature in the American 

cultural landscape. Constructing and defining the other involves a claim to national 

membership and authorship of “Americanness”, through a restatement of the term’s 

boundaries. Who and what should be left outside these boundaries is often contested 

and carries implications for various minority groups and institutions, as well as for the 

nation as a whole. 

The adjective “un-American”, most closely associated with the notorious House Un-

American Activities Committee (1945-1975), is defined as “not characteristic of or 

consistent with American customs, principles, or traditions” (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary). The accusation of being un-American has been hurled at countless and 

diverse groups throughout American history, across the political spectrum. As Sacvan 

Bercovitch points out, the term can be and has been applied to conservative Concord 

in Henry David Thoreau's Walden, as well as to Emma Goldman's radical Feminism. 

Different and contested explanations of what is and what cannot be deemed 

“American” have been associated with religion, nationality, ethnicity, culture, 

political affiliation, gender, sexual orientation, class, and education.  

This symposium will seek to explore the mechanisms and functions of the un-

American in the American public discourse, as well as the different and similar ways 

in which the un-American manifests. 

We are seeking proposals for presentations discussing the concept of "un-American" 

from students in all relevant fields. We encourage interdisciplinary and comparative 

points of view, and welcome references to any medium (literature, TV and film, 

historical texts, visual culture, etc.). 

We welcome different approaches to the topic, including but not limited to: 

• America's construction of the Un-American as it is presented in texts such as 

fiction, political speeches, scientific works, film, art, online discourse, popular 

culture, etc. 



• Discussions of the Un-American in fields such as political science, education, 

journalism, language, social justice, religion, geography, and more. 

• America's construction of itself in relation to the "un-American" other – who 

is considered American and who is not? 

• The American becomes the Un-American and vice versa: exclusion, inclusion, 

and the fluid nature of "Americanness." 

• Americanness as a universal concept, an image, idea, or characteristic, that 

allows for ascribing Americanness to non-Americans. 

• The voice of the Un-American: responding to America, contesting the nature 

of “Americanness”; narratives of immigration, acculturation and 

Americanization; hyphenated identities, and different social and political 

groups defined as the Other and un-American throughout history. 

• The moral point of view: American vs. un-American as good vs. evil, sacred 

vs. profane, hero vs. villain, white vs. black. Narratives and imagery of the 

monstrous other in America. 

• The formalistic point of view: laws, bans, congressional committees, 

conservatism vs. progressivism, scientific and political discourses of 

preserving a “genuine America” against the threat of the Un-American. 

 

Please send a 300-word abstract and a short bio to unamerican.tau@gmail.com by 

April 23
rd

, 2017.  

Conference Date: June 15, 2017. Location: Tel-Aviv University, Gilman Building of 

Humanities, Room 496 


