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Racism in Medieval Scholarship: A Sample Current Event Assignment for ENGL 135 

 Per Natanson (2019), Mary Rambaran-Olm had not sought to begin a dramatic interlude 

when resigning from overseeing the International Society of Anglo-Saxonists (ISAS). 

Rambaran-Olm’s resignation prompted several others; the combined resignations promoted a 

change to the name of the society, which is a major academic body, that is not yet completed but 

that is markedly contentious. 

The name-change centers on removing the term “Anglo-Saxon” from the name due to its 

legacy of use and current use in racist rhetoric. A large portion of the society voted to enact the 

change, recognizing the negative connotations of the term and the stifling effects it has tended to 

have for people entering medieval studies as a discipline. The field is largely white in terms of its 

participants, and it has often been used by objectionable groups to reinforce their ideologies and 

a false view of the past. 

Rambaran-Olm’s own story appears as a typical example of the progression of a person 

of color’s career in academic medieval studies. Like many, love of the subject matter drew her 

into formal study, but preexisting biases contrived to make her fuller entry into those studies 

more difficult. Even when she was in a position to work against the problems, she could get but 

little traction because of the entrenchment of how things had previously been done. She does, 

however, look with some hope to her continued work in the field, if not with the society of which 

she had formerly been an officer. 

 A day later, Flaherty (2019) reported on the same issue, opening with the announcement 

of the name-change and the note that there are problems in the field of early English studies. 

Flaherty moves on to report on Rambaran-Olm’s resignation from ISAS and the cultural 

problems that occasioned the resignation. Per Rambaran-Olm, abuses permeate the society at all 
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levels, causing people to suffer or retreat unduly. Flaherty also quotes Irina Dumitrescu, who 

also resigned from ISAS, as identifying sheltering of sexual misconduct among senior members, 

and the piece also mentions the problematic uses of the term “Anglo-Saxon” by racist groups. 

 ISAS is not the only example of what appears to be racism embedded in medieval studies 

as an academic discipline. Problems with a major research gathering in the field that have been 

identified and acted upon since 2017 have attracted substantial notice and no small amount of 

scholarly infighting. Some efforts to work against what is reported as systemic racism are also 

gaining attention, of which the RaceB4Race symposium is but one example. It was at that 

gathering that Rambaran-Olm announced her resignation, occasioning substantial surprise, 

though her position was perhaps not secure enough to permit her to continue struggling within 

ISAS. 

 The progress towards ISAS’s renaming receives some attention; by report, efforts to 

enact the change go back to 2017 or earlier. The wave of resignations precipitated by Rambaran-

Olm’s accelerated work on the renaming, but it did not begin it. The remaining members and 

officers of ISAS report working to make their organization more open, transparent, and 

inclusive, moving forward, acknowledging that changes need to be made. 

 Of the two articles, that written by Flaherty is a better example of journalism as it is 

typically described. Most commonly, journalists are asked to report facts, and Natanson moves 

beyond simple reporting to produce a working profile of Rambaran-Olm. At the same time, that 

narrower focus on and greater humanization of Rambaran-Olm makes Natanson’s piece a more 

engaging, easier-to-read piece of writing than Flaherty’s. The distinctions between the two 

articles speak to the presumed audiences of the hosting publications, though it betrays something 

of a lack of understanding on Flaherty’s part. Her audience is more likely to be familiar with the 
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facts from association with those involved in the reported-upon events. In the end, then, 

Natanson’s article is a better piece of writing than Flaherty’s. 

 Again, Flaherty’s piece comes off as a generally better piece of journalism as frequently 

conceived than Natanson’s. The article opens with a direct statement of the central event. The 

first sentence reads “The International Society of Anglo-Saxonists voted to change its name, the 

group’s advisory board announced Thursday,” clearly presenting the news-worthy item. The next 

two sentences offer context and clarify the limitations of action. In a relatively brief passage, 

then, the article shows readers who has done what, when, with some indication of why, 

answering four of the typical questions—only “where” is omitted, and location is not necessarily 

germane—posed by basic journalism. It is a promise of straight-ahead journalism to come. 

 The piece delivers on that promise. It is clearly divided into several sections, easing 

reading. It makes a point of quoting from a number of sources, naming them and attesting to the 

sources’ expertise. And it offers context for the event on which it focuses, situating ISAS’s 

name-change amid a gloss of larger issues that face medieval studies as an academic discipline. 

There is a clear effort to present multiple perspectives on the issue at hand and to relate major 

facts to the readers. Given that Inside Higher Ed might be thought to have professionals in higher 

education as its primary audience, and those involved in higher education might well be thought 

to want more information—why else be in and around school?—that the article presents 

information clearly and with minimal ornament should be to its credit. 

 The scholars likely to be interested in the event, however, are also those most likely to be 

aware of the facts already. Few in academe outside medieval studies are like to be concerned 

about the doings of a learned society in that discipline; they have their own organizations and 

concerns to address. Conversely, those in academic medieval studies likely attend to the actions 
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of ISAS because of its weight in the discipline. And for those who study other areas within 

medieval studies, the fact that the name-change and surrounding events were and are widely 

discussed across multiple social media platforms ensures that the sources Flaherty referenced, 

and many more, are readily available. In essence, the readers most likely to care about Flaherty’s 

topic are those already most informed. 

 What is less readily available is a coherent, focused narrative, and Natanson’s article 

provides that. First, by focusing on a single figure—Mary Rambaran-Olm—both at the 

beginning and the end of the article, the piece humanizes events that took place among a remote 

scholarly group composed of figures who, in popular conception, hide away from the world to 

puzzle over minutiae few others even notice. It is a compelling pathos appeal largely lacking in 

Flaherty. In engaging a leg of Aristotle’s rhetorical triangle that Flaherty does not, Natanson 

begins to present a better piece of writing. 

 Too, Natanson’s article appears to take a stand on the issue. Its tone comes across as 

more impassioned; it treats its subject as a matter of importance, rather than simply something 

about which to relate facts. It also does a fair bit to point out the problems that face those who 

would pursue academic medieval studies, not least of which are fascistic groups who want to 

cloak themselves in false narratives of racial purity. For example, it makes note of the pseudo-

medievalism of the 2019 New Zealand shooting, as well as the colonialist projects in which early 

scholars of the medieval explicitly engaged. 

 While some might argue that journalism should strive for objectivity, others might argue 

that all people, whatever their profession, should fight against what is wrong however they can. 

There is prevailing agreement that racism is wrong, and, in the article, Rambaran-Olm’s 

experiences and others’ make clear that racism is still at work within medieval studies. That 
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Natanson’s article stakes out a position can be taken as answering to a broader ethical imperative 

than Flaherty’s narrower adherence to perceived norms. That breadth situates it as making a 

stronger ethos appeal, with other concerns, a better piece of writing, overall. 
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