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EDITOR'S NOTE : ‘ At the beginning of the seminar, the audience

. » was asked by the organizers to address the question
SCE Reports # 2 is primarily devoted to the pro- whether genuine exchange ocecurred. At the end, one
ceedings of MLA Special Session 550: "The Language ! member of the audience remarked that "we got a lot
of Criticism,"” held on December 28, 1976, in New ; of stuff on the table~-in a heap, but on the table."
York City. The seminar was sponsored by the Society It would certainly appear that the several
for Critical Exchange, Inc., in cooperation with discaurses are discontinuous. Nevertheless, lssues
the Modern Language Association. Organizers and o | have emerged, and something near consensus was
- discussion leaders were Leroy Searle and James achieved on two interrelated points. No speaker
Sosnoski. - was willing to countenance the dissocilation of
The pages that follow are a virtually complete theory and praxis; most were skeptical about at-
‘transcription of tape recordings made during the tempts to find a "metatheory,” to articulate, in
" gession. In the cases of the principal speakers, Alarik Skarstrom's words, "the ground of all
the text which appears here has been corrected or , grounds upon which we have always stood,"” Ldward
emended by its author. Questions from the floor ‘ Tomarken's invocation of Ralph Cohen's argument
appear substantially as they were asked. Ellipses : that literary theory is a genre implies a recip~
indicate omissions of repetitions, redundancies, or rocal relationship between theory and praxis.
inaudible passages on the tape. Brackets enclose Matthew Marino's 'mervousness' about attcmpts to
an editorial puess at the dircction of an incompletely generalize upon "the wide range of activities" that
articulated thoupht. ‘ is criticism, and Jerome McGann's insistence that
The papers under discussion by Professors McGann, the exigencics of the classroom not be ignored are
Miers, and Matthews were printed in SCE Reports 7 1. similarly motivated by concern with praxis. From
Professor Jeffrey Mehlman's paper, "Cataract: Diderot's another philosophical and linguistic perspective,
Discursive TPolitics 1749-1751," was distributed prior comes Jeffrey Mehlman's cryptic refusal to risk
to the seminar as SCE Reports Supplement # 1. Mr. "idealism" or "hollowness of discourse' by separa-
Mehlman has requested that we publish the portion ting his model ("if indeed the word model can be
of his essay on Diderot (forthcoming in Glyph)from - used") from Diderot's Tales (if indeed the word
which his seminar remarks were derived rather than ’ "piderot's" can be used). Robert Matthews warns
our transcript of them. Regrettably, Mr. Mehlman's that the quest for an integrated critical per-
text arrived after lay-oat for this issue was com- spective may, for no 'good recason . . . constrain
pleted. We are therefore reprinting SCE Reports the domain of literary works." Paul Miers cheer-
Eupplement # 1, with the addition of Mr. Mehlman's fully concedes that "any closure has to be under-
postscript, a la Diderot," a copy of which is stood as fictive," and offers his procedure in the
enclosed with this issue. . classroom as cvidence that a "poetics of conscious=-
Copies of all papers are available (in limited ness" need not be dogmatically imposed.
quantities). If you desire extra coples of SCE . We would hope that this narrow area of agreement
Reports # 1, with Supplement, please send $1.00 about the practical demands of literary criticism
to cover printing and postage to SCE Reports, could serve as a ground on which exchange among
220 South Beech Street, Oxford, Ohio 45056. N . these six critics might take place. Mr. Tomarken

urged that "the Society for Critical Exchange must



begin by eonsidering its beginning.” Having done

that, we are encouraged.
*
. PO Y .

Beginning with this issue of SCE Reports, we
will announce publishing opportunities, conferences,
calls for papers, the formation of research groups,
and other professional events of interest to mem-
bers of the Society, in a NEWS AND NOTICES section.
' Please send such information--a poster or
announcement will do-~to SCE Reports, 220 South
Beech Street, Oxford, Ohio 45056.

In this issue, please consult the NEWS AND
NOTICES section for more detailed information
concerning MLA Special Sessions for 1977, con~
ferences, new journals and special issues, etc.

We take special notice here of Reader: A
Newsletter of Reader-Oriented Criticism and
Teaching, published by Robert Crossman, 28
Cushing Street, Providence, Rhode Island 02906.
We thank Mr. Crossman for his generous announce=
ment of the formatlon of the Socicty for Critical
Exchange, and happily respond in kind.

)

* %

Institutional assistance in the publication
of this issue of SCE Reports was provided by the
Departments of English at Miami University and
the University of Rochester. We are especially
grateful to Mary Alice Grassmick of Miami who

generously, cheerfully, and accurately typed the
copy for this issue.

Patricia Sosnoski
Managing Editor
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PROCEEDINGS: MLA SPECIAL SESSION 550:
"The Language of Criticis ' 12-28-77

The session was convened by Professor James
Sosnoski of Miaml University and Professor Leroy.
Searle of the University of Rochester. TFollowing
preliminary remarks by Professor Searle, briefly
explaining the purposes of The Socfety for Critical
Exchange in sponsoring projects that facilitate
the extension of disaussion in criticism, the
session was openéd by Professor Sosnoski, as
moderator.

The following pages are a transcribed report,
beginning with Professor Sosnoski's opening
observations.

Mr. Sosnoskl -

We're going to begin with the respondents, and
we've asked theém to address themselves to the writ-
ten positions of the authors of the papers, . . ©
After the respondents, each author will then com-
ment on the underlying issues as he perceives them,
and on the responses that have been given to him,
Let me add one prenote: each of these six persons
speaking tonight will speak with a different set of
terms. . . . If I could borrow Ronald Crane's ex-
pression, they will each use a different critical
language. Now the question which we hope that
everyone here in this room today will -address . . .
is the following: if a genuine exchange occurs here
tonight, under what conditions did it occur? What
made it possible? On the other hand, if a genuine
exchange does mot occur, what prevented 1?2 . . .
First, Professor Tomarken.

THE AUDIENCE OF CRITICAL THEQRY -

Edward Tomarken
Miami University
Oxford, Ohio 45056

Jerome McGann begins by asking us to consider
the audience/reader of theoretical criticism: I
regard this as a crucial question, a turning point
in the history of theory and shall return to it,
For McGann, the modern theorists, unlike their
classical counterparts, speak only to one another,
essentializing their interests. He urges that in-
stead of debating about how a poem means we should
consider why it is meaningful and what is the point
of the analysis, thereby speaking to the interests
of our audience. Surely a number of us would agree
with McGann in his questioning of the assumption of -
"intrinsic" criticism, namely, that the practical
critic explicates the text and the metacritic clar-
ifies the principles of explication. Literary an-
alysis must have to do with more than literature
if the student in the classroom is not to waste his
time and money. But the alternative offered by
Professor McGann strikes me as a questionable bar-
gain. The values and skills of criticism, we are
told, are better acquired by studying imaginative
texts which are organized according "to laws which
the poet's own analytical act of composition insti-
tutes." Here I sense the ghost of formalism--pre-
sumably buried with the "intrinsic" school--and
feel that the reader of this theory must ask how
"public skills" are to be derived from the private
imaginative worlds of "the unacknowledged legis-
lators."” The initial attempt to open the critical
act to its audience has resulted in our encapsuli-
zation within a 1arger form--the dilemma of post-
formalism.



Here I £ind Robert Matthews' clarification of
the critical procedure helpful. So long as we in-
sist that the commentator's task is to articulate
meaning, the realms of life and art are separated
by a chasm which cannot be crossed lest we commit
the affective, genetic or intentional fallacies.
Matthews persuasively argues that interpretation
involves a context larger than meaning: the critic
.discerns a proposition which must entail a postu-
lated individuated utterance. The art-work is seen
as a speech-act, This notion demystifies interpre-
tation and helps bridge the gap between literary
language and ordinary language. In interpreting
everyday speech we assume that the words are not a
random melange but the utterance of a sane person
or persons; the same assumption operates in inter-
preting art. But now, having gained entrance to
the realm of art, the reader might ask Professor
Matthews how we are to return to reality, that is,
how is the content of an imaginative speech-act
related to the content of an ordinary speech-act,
The chasm of formalism has been spanned in one

" direction only. We are left to struggle back by
way of our beliefs, predilections, preconceptions,
all that mental clutter which if it were ever
orderly and consistent would be a model, in the
terminology of Paul Miers. OQur various critical
models are not, as the pluralist led us to hope,
pointing up different facets of the art-work but
are in conflict with one another, a sign of "intel-
lectual crisis." Professor Miers suggests that .
Anthony Wilden's system theory, derived from
Jacques Lacan, will enable us to understand how
critical models complement rather than simply con-

~ tradict one another: the crisis thus is a healthy
one that will lead us toward a '"poetics of con-
sciousness," While the distinction between analog
and digital is a subtle one, enabling us to under-
stand for instance that Freudianism and structur-
alism are different orders of logic, a system of
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systems must be all-inculsive, How does this sys-
tem account for its own rise, for its own history?
If it cannot then Wilden's critique of structur-
alism can be applied to his own system, namely that
it is a methodology which implicitly becomes an
ontology. To return to the audience of critical
theory, we have been transported in Lacanian
fashion across the chasm to human consciousness to
be told we never left in the first place--we have
been travelling within our own psyches., Such a
notion turns its back upon its audience and upon
the history of theory which has since its inception
implicitly or explicitly made some gesture to its
responders. :

I would suggest that such a choice is solip-
sistic and offer the following alternative for your
consideration. Ralph Cohen has proposed that "1it-
erary theory is a genre" (Centrum III, [?pring
1975), 45-64): "By considering literary theory as a
genre, I mean.to eliminate the following as redun-
dant or meaningless questions: Is literary thcory
nonhistorical? Is literary theory cumulative? 1Is
literary theory modeled upon scientific theory?  Is
a literary theory verifiable? Is literary theory
possible?" (p. 45). We cannot begin to give Pro-
fessor McGann's student his moneys worth until we
account for how the question has been answered,
evaded, misunderstood in the past, how our formula-
tions of the problem involving the audience for
literary theory is related to and distinguishable
from past formulations. To assert that art-theory
is logical and need not be concerned with its past
is to turn our backs on ourselves. We can never
communicate successfully with our audience without
first accounting for ourselves., The Society for
Critical Exchange must begin by considering its
beginning, Why do we have a Byron scholar, a
follower of Lacan and an ordinary language phil-
osopher confronting each other here today?



MODELS AND THEORIES

Matthew Marino
University of Alabama
University, Alabama 35486

1 apologize for not addressing the papers
directly; I address them in a general way. I
suppose I can be excused because ]I am a linguist
and not a critic, )

When a paper deals with a text, it appears to
have a locus. However, when literary critics do
not use texts, the linguist must work by analogy
with points of reference in linguistics. Since I
am already nervous about theory in linguistics, I
- project an analogous nervousness about the language
- of criticism. ) -

The thought that one might deal with theories of
literature just as one might deal with theories of
language seems to be supported by the vocabulary
and argument of Mr. McGann's paper, but as I read
through the other papers, they seemed to be sug-
gesting theories of criticism, which would be
equivalent to theories of linguistics, A theory of
linguistics is not a usable idea. Linguistics is
just too many activities to allow itself to be en-
compassed by anything but a trivial theory of lin-
guistics, but the situation can be partially reme-
died by talking about a linguistic theory just as
Mr. Matthews closes by talking about a critical
theory. Such a difference is not a mere rhetorical
trick; it points out that one may theorize about a
wide range of activities, but may not be able to
create a theory that comprehends a wide range of
activities, ‘

Still, the seminar's touchstone concept of inte-
grated critical activity suggests that we should
consider a theory of criticism. Afterall, doing

criticism may be a more unified activity than doing

linguistics. One starts with a simple question:
"What is a theory of criticism a theory eof?" By
the end of the papers the question must be slightly

10
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modified to include three operant terms: "What is
an adequate theory of criticism a theory of?"

Now levels of adequacy are something linguists
have concerned themselves with. A hierarchical set
of levels of adequacy, from observational through
descriptive to explanatory have supplied the
rhetorical device that opened a lot of linguistic
papers. The ideas were rarely used to close papers
where one would think that they would be most use-
ful as evaluatory criteria to be applied to the
material disclosed. The main reason why the levels
of adequacy are now envoked less in linguistics and
were hardly ever applied earnestly is tied to one
of those nagging questions again: "Adequate to
what?" As a linguistic activity stimulated what
seemed to be explanatory activity, the observa-
tional and descriptive adequacies seem to be less
possible. The upper levels did not entail the
lower levels, and the type of adequacy seemed to
depend very much on the intentions of the linguist.
So unless one took adequate to mean comprehensive,
one would have to ask the nature of the linguistic
activity before one could begin to determine if
there were adequacy. If one takes adequate to mean
comprehensive, our what in "Adequate to what?"
would seem to be everything.

On the other hand, the problem of the concept
of theory suffers not from the lack of a place to
reside, but in the problem of too many places. Mr.
McGann speaks of the law of gravity to illustrate

that it is merely conventional. It is a demonstra=—"" "~

tion that is dear to me because it recurs in most
of my courses; and even though the pedagogical
value of the example is so great that I will not
give it up, I do feel guilty about squandering the
difference between a law of gravitation and per-
mission to go to the boys' room. I think that the
range of meanings for the term theory sometimes
squanders differences that would be useful. I
would like to characterize three uses of the term
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theory in the contexts of natural sciences, lin-
guistics, and literary criticism--knowing full well
that the simplifications are so gross that they
might be called caricatures.

The characterizations must be preceded by the
separation of two terms which have a tendency to
converge: theory and model. There is a difference
between a theoretician and a model maker. A model
is one of perhaps many calculuses for a theory to
manifest itself in., A particular model makes a
theory capable of operations and perhaps capable of
some sort of secondary verification.

The first case in point is the use of the term :
theory in the natural sciences: a theory of gravi-
tation might manifest itself in a law of gravita-
tion. All things being equal a counter-example to
the operations of a law of gravitation would do
away with the law and strongly call the theory of
gravitation into question., My use of Mr. Miers'
terms would be that the law is digital or syntac~
tic, while the theory is analogic or scmantic, The
first case . both illustrates how to distinguish
models from theories, and how one sense of theory
is manifested as laws in natural science.

The common brand of linguistic activity today
supplies the case of the use of theory as manifest
in a model which is an operational calculus that
conventional terminology calls rules. The model
generates a series of algorithmic manifestations
which may be compared in some way to sentences.
The rules can be weakly verified by such a compar-
ison, Simple violations of the rules do not nec-
essarily call the model into question~--indeed nat-
ural language and literature are replete with such
violations. The violations call for alternative
strategies of interpretation, or rejection of the
sentences; but the rules can survive the viola-
tions. If the speech community were to systemat-
ically violate the rules, the rules would change;
but the model would only change to that extent.

12
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The theory, if it were useful, might well stay in-
tact. Even as Geoffry Sampson suggests, on the one
hand, that one strategy for the use of linguistic
rules is to treat them like laws, we are now get-
ting, on the other hand, more and more expository,
nonalgorithmic rules in certain types of linguis-
tics that suggest an opposite strategy for the
treatment of rules.

While one can refer to Sampson's suggestion as
rules qua laws, what can one call the rules that
move in the other direction? The unnamed phenom-
enon does lead to the use of the term theory in
much of literary criticism. The concept of theory
is there; but it is unlabelled. The law of gravi-
tation ylelded to strong verification procedures, -
the rules of language yielded to an obvious but
weaker verification procedure, but what kind of
calculus, with what kind of verification, does a
model from a theory in literary criticism indi-
cate? Critics can certainly create models that
act like law-governed or rule-governed calculuses,
but there seems to be a constant seeking after
models that do not lend themselves either to these
stronger or weaker verification procedures. I
still don't know what to call the third level
equivalents to laws and rules; but whatever they
are, they don't invite obvious means of verifica-~
tion. ‘

Most things that are perceived as critical theo-
ries manifest themselves as local modelling strat-

egies which create a circumscribed area for the.. ..

critic to work on. In much the same way that lin-
guists create algorithmic models called grammars to
work on, most critics seem to cut off doable
chunks, I intuit that the closure of linguistic
models is reasonably motivated by the structures of
language; I don't clearly see that literary crit-
ical choices of models are as well-motivated, but
I suspect that they might be.

I suspect that the same kind of empiricism that

13



rushes back against a model of gravitation and
flows back against a model of language, seeps back

against a model of literary theory. But the sourca

of the empirical data is almost unmentionable in
some critical circles. The values of the critie
ara the empirical data that werify the nameless
equivalents of laws and rules. The data are wesk
because they ara predicated on internal values of
single critics, and they are often unexamined-~but
they are none-the-less real.

Having shown that I am not sure what adequacy
and theory are, we are back to the original ques-
tion: "What is an adequate theory of criticism a
theory of?" There is an answer on the basis of
experience in linguistics: it would be a theory of
human behavior. Since it has netther been demon-
strated nor even weakly suggested that a thcory can
eircumscribe human behavior, one must remain con-
tent with partial theories that help to inform the
limited arcas that they do circumseribe.

14

RESPONSES FROM AUTHORS

Robert J, Matthews
Cook College
Rutgers: The State University
New Brunswick, New Jersey 08903

What impressed me most about the three pub-
lished contributions and the discussion here to-
night is how well we all avoided the issues raised
by Searle and Sosnoski. Such avoidance-behavior is
significant; some consideration should be given as
to why this happened.

Perhaps the best thing I could do at this point
is to give a very brief summary of some of the
highlights of my paper and then spend the rest of
the time discussing my notion of theory and prax-
is. Various notions of theory seem to be floating
around; I have the impression that all of us have
something quite different in mind when we talk
about a theory of criticism.

In my paper 1 suggested that we are not prepared
to undertake the task of determining the relevant
criteria for evaluating critical concepts and terms
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because we have not yet settled the question of the
goals and purposes of criticism. The crux of my

argument was that received critical theory is hopa-
lessly flawed by its choice of the wrong sort of . ¢

abstract entity as the primitive element of c¢riti-
cal analysis. My claim is that critics are ton-
cerned with propositions rather than meanings--or
to put it in terms of modern linguistic theory,
with pragmatics, rather than with semantics. The
essential difference between propositions and mean~
ings is this: propositions, unlike meanings, are
not inherent in sentences or texts, since the prop-
osition expressed by a sentence in a context is a
function of relevant aspects of that context of ex-
pression, In other words, propositions are prop-
erties of pairs--of sentences and contexts, i.e.,
of texts and contexts.

Because the proposition expressed by a sentence
is an explicit function of the context of expres~
sion, a critical theory that takes propesitions as
primitive will accord an explicit theoretical role
to the art-institutional context within which texts
express literary works. I take it to be a singular
defect of received critical theory that it accords
ne explicit theoretical role to that context. The
replacement of meanings by propositions would have
a profound impact on our conception of literature,
and derivately, on our conception of literary
criticism, For if, as seems likely, the art-
Institutional context within which a text expresses
a particular work of art, is not determined solely
by the artist producing that text, but is partly
determined by the contextualizing labor of critics,
then critical praxis is productive., The precise
way in which eritical praxis modifies this context
would be a central problem for a propositional
theory of criticism., But I am not worried about
those details here.

Well, if the labor of critics is productive,
then Sosnoski and Searle's proposal that we seek an

16
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integrated perspective would have to be construed
as a proposal to constrain the domain of literary |
works. I think there may be good reasons for con-.
straining this domain; however, simply promoting
effective communication among critics does not seem
to be one of them, For that reason I am skeptical
about the implicit assumptions underlying the
seminar. »

My argument for the replacement of meanings by
propositions seemingly blurs an important distince
tion between critical theory and literary theory,
for in effect 1 argue that bécause literary works
are objects of a certain sort, criticism must it~
self be of a certain sort. But I think that this
is entirely in order; one should expect that one's
theory of criticism would be shaped by one's theory
of the objects of criticism, though perhaps what is
less expected is that literary theory would in turn
be shaped by critical theory. But indeed it is,

It was the impracticability of received critical
theory that led me to conclude that received liter-
ary theory is untenable. It is a significant fact
about the critical theories put forward by both
critics and philosophers that, whatever the theory
is a theory of, it's not a theory of critical prac-
tice. This is a fact that should be of concern to
people engaged in these metacritical endeavors.

The source of this problem can be traced both to
inattention to the actual practice of criticism as
well as a failure to recognize the mutual depend-
ency of critical theory and literary theory. Such
a dependence is precisely what a propositional
account would predict, for I am essentially arguing
works of art can only be understood in terms of
total art-institutional context in which both
artist and critic are co-productive.

Finally, I would like to mention the distinction
between theory and praxis. This distinction is
quite important, but it's generally confused. The
reason it is confused is that actually when critics
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talk about "“theory,"” they often have at least two
different types of theories in mind, They have in
mind what might be called a justificational theory,
which is part of critical praxis. This sort of
theory constitutes the basis for the statements
that a critic will make when he is called upon to
Justify some aspect of his praxis, Now, justifica-
tional theory is part of critical praxis in the

. same way as reasons for performing a certain act
are a part of human action. We give these reasons
when we're called upon to justify our action.

Justificational theory is part of critical
praxis; however, there is a different sort of
theory, which I would call a descriptive theory,
which is separate from the praxis--independent of
it in the sense that you can have an ongoing
critical praxis without an associated descriptive
theory. It was a descriptive theory that I was
articulating in my own paper: namely, a theory that
would be concerned with giving some account of the
praxis of criticism, the total praxis, including
what I'm calling its justificational theory,

Having drawn-this distinction between justifi-
cational and descriptive theories, one sees. immedi-
ately that these two types of theories have differ-
ent goals., Justificational theories are concerned
with justifying the praxis to other people engaged
in the praxis, whereas descriptive theories are
concerned with giving a descriptive account of what
is going on. But once one sees this difference in
purpose, then a lot of the cross-discussion in the
papers contributed to this seminar may be resolved.
For example, I don't think that a descriptive
theory would necessarily result in an improved
critical praxis. I think the only thing you can
say about a descriptive theory is that it aims to
understand that praxis, but understanding a praxis
does not entail that the praxis will be improved.

In fact such understanding sometimes undermines the
praxis,

18

Jerome J. McGann
The Johns Hopkins University
Baltimore, Maryland 21218

I came to this seminar because the title was
"The Language of Criticism" and not "The Theory of
Criticism." I have to lay my cards on the table:
I'm relatively uninterested in theory. But I am - _
very concerned about praxis and there has been a
great deal of talk about praxis. I did think the
papers were rather good, Now, I say this because
when I wrote the paper that I did write, my concern
in the paper was to deal with the subject of the
language of criticism in terms of what the language
is directed toward, that is, in terms of a class-
room situation. When I talk about the audience,
I'm really talking about students; I'm not talking
about us. And my whole interest in this subject
really began in the late sixties, when I saw in
Chicago a rather serious breakdown in the func-
tional ability of a great many people I admired in
their use of language, and in the way they ana-
lyzed other situations, and in the way they fell on
their faces. So then, after that, I began to think
about (this is a very old question) how one was to
teach people to read and write better and also how
to analyze certain kinds of complex human situa-
tions a little better. So that my interest really
is in not setting up a model of a theory, but in
a model of a. procedure for operating in a class-
room. And, as I saw, the principal interest, the
thing I was trying to talk about in this essay, is
writing and readihgtat more or less complex levelg. :
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