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The activist tradition in American literature has long testified to the power of words to
change people and the power of people to change the world, yet in recent years many

rofessional humanists have chosen to distract themselves with a postmodern
undamentalism of indeterminacy and instability rather than engage with social and
political issues. Throughout her bold and provocative call to action, Elizabeth Ammons
argues that the responsibility now facing humanists is urgent: inside and outside
academic settings, they need to revive the liberal arts as a progressive cultural force
that offers workable ideas and inspiration in the real-world struggle to achieve social
and environmental justice. "Brave New Words "challenges present and future literary
scholars and teachers to look beyond mere literary critique toward the concrete issue
of social change and how to achieve it. Calling for a profound realignment of thought
and spirit in the service of positive social change, Ammons argues for the continued
importance of multiculturalism in the twenty-first century despite attacks on the
concept from both right and left. Concentrating on activist U.S. writers--from ecocritics
to feminists to those dedicated to exposing race and class biases, from Jim Wallis and
Cornel West to Winona LaDuke and Karen Armstrong and many others--she calls for all
humanists to link their work to the progressive literature of the last half centucrjy, to
insist on activism in the service of positive change as part of their mission, and to teach
the power of hope and action to their students. As Ammons clearly demonstrates,
much of American literature was written to expose injustice and motivate readers to
work for social transformation. She challenges today's academic humanists to address
the issues of hope and purpose by creating a practical activist pedagogy that gives
students the knowledge to connect their theoretical learning to the outside world. By
relying on the transformative power of literature and replacing nihilism and
powerlessness with conviction and faith, the liberal arts can offer practical, useful
Inspiration to everyone seeking to create a better world.
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