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Rakefet Sela-Sheffy

Struggles over the Canon: Culture Preservation and Culture
Transformation

The Anglo-American canon debate reflects a social transformation in the
academic and intellectual fields. The theoretical conceptualization of the
canon it provides, however, seems to be too predictable and limited a
framework for the study of processes of culture formation and culture change.
Being confined to the battle over cultural values and intended to empower
the culture of the repressed, this discourse nevertheless fails to exceed the
limits of the same reductive, normative notion of (highbrow) Culture, which
it seeks to challenge. Moreover, focusing on short-term transformations, it
fails to deal with the long-term persistence of cultures.

This article discusses two central aspects of the canon as a factor of culture
dynamics: (1) The inertia of the canon (in contrast with the transitoriness of
culture fashions): the view of the canon as relative and negotiable overlooks
the weight of established canons as accumulative, widely perpetuated. and
persistent cultural reservoirs (“pantheons™), which endure the vicissitudes
of tastes and values promoted by different groups in different times. The
formation of the canon is hence a long-term process, that occurs in addition
to the short-term process of shifting trends and that lags behind the latter. (2)
The question of generativeness: the valorization of artifacts is not dependent
on their dissemination in the current cultural market. Often, the preservation
of items through canonization rituals suspends their availability as active
models for the generation of actual cultural production. The canon thus
operates as a cultural “stabilizer,” being equally invoked by all the rival
parties in the ongoing cultural battlefields.

Consequently, we argue that while all cultural practices have “canonical
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