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MLA SPECIAL SESSION 624: "The Function of
Controversy in the Language of Critical Exchange."

Di§cussion Leader: James J. Sosnoski, Miami

University (Chio).

Panelists: Wallace Martin, University of Toledo;
N. W. Visser, Univ. of Wisconsin

Respondent : Leroy Searle, Univ. of Washington

INTRODUCTION

. James J. Sosnoski
Miami University (Ohio)

?he.pu?pose of this seminar is to initiate an open
?ut d§591p11n§d discussion of the role controversy plays
1n_cr1§1cal discourse. Papers selected for the session
raise 1nteres§ing questions as to the nature of commit-
ments and motives reflected in critical controversies:
and th? effect of contemporary controversies as rheto;ical
dramatic "performances." In examining these and related ’
issues at the session, we would like to conceive our
discussion as part of a larger exchange.

The critical exthange we envision begi i i
) e egins with this
issue of SCE Reports, publishing position papers from the

three participants. The second X
; : y phase will be th i
in Chicago at the MLA Convention © the meeting

At the seminar session its
. ; elf, the papers will not
be read. D15cuss1on.will begin wi{h the panelists and
responden;, each_hav1ng 10 minutes to examine issues
and questions raised in the published papers. Then, 1
k4

will open the floor for general di ° . ;
be recorded on tape. g iscussion, which will

The exchange will be extended wi po
. € g ith SCE Reports #
which will publish an edited transcript of the tapes, )

an annotated bibliography of selected materials re-
lated to the topic, and correspondence we have re-
ceived asbout the exchange at the MLA seminar (deadline:
February 1, 1978). »

In a larger context, this exchange may serve to
identify ways in which recent theoretical work in
criticism can be integrated with the traditions of
criticism itself; and may help to identify promising
lines of inquiry and existing communities of interest,
within which cooperative research can be sustained.

**SPECIAL NOTICE: FUTURE MLA SESSIONS**

The Society for.Critical Exchange, Inc., plans to sponsor
special sessions at the MLA Conventions in 1978 (New
York) and 1979 (San Francisco), concentrating on topics
related to previous sessions in 1976 ("Critical Language
and Theory Choice') and 1977 ("The Function of Contro-
versy"). We invite you to submit papers for these future
sessions.

The topic for 1978 is: "The 'Uses of Criticism'--or The
'Misuses of Criticism?'" At this session, we plan to
address these questions: "Can and/or should we attempt

to identify inappropriate uses of criticism?"; and, if
so, '"What constitutes a misuse of criticism?" William
Rueckert and one other critic will be the respondents;
two papers will be selected by a committee of SCE members .

The topic for 1979 will be: "Beyond Interpretation.” At
this session, we will examine these questions: “Should
interpretation be the goal of criticism?"; and if not,
"What (if any) goal should a critic entertain?' Thab
Hassan and Paul Hernadi will be the respondents; two
papers will be selected by a committee of SCE members.

For both years, papers accepted will be published under
the extended discussion format of SCE Reports.
DEADLINES FOR PAPERS: April 1, 1978; and April 1, 1979.
Submit papers (abstracts in advance would be useful) in
duplicate; 10 pages, typed, maximum.

For information contact: James J. Sosnoski, 338 Upham
Hall, Miami University, Oxford, Ohio 45056.



THE STAGES OF CONTROVERSY
Wallace Martin

By the end of the first century B.C., the ora-
torical forms that originated in discussions invol-
ving matters of life and death in law courts and
assemblies had become the subject of classroom exer-
cisea. One of the most popular of these was the
controversia, which was performed in public by both
pupils and professional orators. Seneca the Elder
recorded examples of the problems posed for contro-
versia in his time: "A Vestal Virgin has been
hurled from the Tarpeian rock for unchastity. She
survives. Is she to be thrown down again?" '"'The
punishment for rape is that the woman may demand the
man's death or make him marry her. A man rapes two
women in one night. The first wants him executed.
The second wants to marry him. What is to be done?"
Three developmental tendencies are illustrated by
the progress of rhetoric during Seneca's lifetime,
and confirmed by the rise of the second Sophistic in
the following century. Controversies arising from
genuine conflicts, if they do not lead to combat,
tend to be assimilated and ameliorated by being
accorded institutional forms. Once institutional-
ized, they take on a different cultural meaning~-in
the case in question, they become forms of display
and entertainment. And finally, the new form and
function lead to a new content--in this case, to
increasingly artificial subjects of discussion.

The history of criticism as we know it is in
large part constituted as a history of controver-
sies--in the form of dialogues (Plato, Dryden, Oscar
Wilde), in replies to opponents since forgotten
(Sidney, Shelley, Arnold, Henry James), in group
conflicts involving issues that are not purely lite-
rary (ancients and moderns, the humanist debate of
the late 1920's). 1In the past thirty years, contro-
versies have played an increasingly important part in
the development of critical theory. Nowhere have
fundamental issues been more sharply defined, and

4

SCE_REPORTS

nowhere have critics revealed so much insight and
incapacity as they have under the pressure of con-
frontation with antithetical adversaries. The fact
that systematically distorted communication has been
part of such exchanges, far from lessening their
value, makes them amenable to analyses that might
identify the unstated assumptions which precluded
resolution of the issues discuased.

Granting the importance of lessons we can learn
from the past, I shall attempt to show that the
formal conditions of controversy have recently
changed and that we are now entering a stage that
might be called the third Sophistic, in which (as in
the case of the second Sophistic) the prestige of
rhetoricians reaches new heights, controversy is
institutionalized in their public appearances, and
an ability to discover and defend a startling point
of view (rather than to discover generally accepta-
ble solutions to problems) becomes the hallmark of
the successful critic. We know that debates in the
humanities are never won or lost; they are super-
seded, or forgotten, or adherents of one position
simply disappear through attrition and exhaustion.
The thesis and antithesis of the genuine conflicts
of the past have reached their synthesis not in a
meaningful resolution, but in the concept of "contro-
versy" itself. Once recognized as a recurrent form,
"controversy" takes on a value: henceforth, the only
criticism worth reading or writing will be controver-
sial. Just as the epic becomes the mock epic, and in
modern art it became traditional for works to be
based on gestures of rupture from the past, so in
criticism, a mode of expression has become a conven-
tion. What is the antithesis of controversial cri-
ticism? Obviously, that which ig uncombative, ame~
liorative, methodologically unproblematic, generally
accepted. Controversy today has an irresistable
attractiveness; not to participate in it is to de-
clare oneself otiose or unimaginative.
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The substantive proposals of this paper concern
the strategies whereby controversy, the reigning
thesis, can be brought into significant relation
with its antithesis. The problem is perhaps insol-
uble because it is difficult to envisage something
opposed to a concept that appears to include all
forms of opposition within itself. But an importu-
nate Zeitgeist forces us to contemplate the problem,
and an inclination to do so is quickened by the sense
that institutionalized controversy deserves a genuine
challenge 1f it is not to exhaust its resources in
mock battles. Before exploring solutions, however,
it is necessary to show that a problem exists--that
critical debate (or the “critical performance," as
it has recently been called) has become a rhetorical
or dramatic form without substantive consequence for
literary study, and that it is shaped in part by a
hope to postpone its own dénouement through perpetu-
ation of an atmosphere of crisis.

The publication in 1972 of The Structuralist
Controversy, edited by Macksey and Donato, can be
seen as an early manifestation of the journalistic
process through which critical discussion has been
transformed into institutionalized confrontation.
Before its publication in paperback, the volume had
appeared under the title The Languages of Criticism
and the Sciences of Man (1970). The contributors
might have written very differently if they had
known they were engaged in a controversy about struc-
turalism; many of the papers had nothing to do with
that theme, and the passages of discussion repro-
duced in the volume record confusion and occasional
disagreement rather than confrontation. The patterns
of interaction there evident, and their deployment
under a title intended to excite interest, have
proved to be characteristic of the subsequent devel-
opment of critical debate.

Today, the participants in controversies are
notified in advance about the debate they are enter-
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ing, and as 8 result their writings and remarks are
shaped by the imperatives of polemics. When he knows
that the author of a book will be invited to reply
to his review, can a reviewer in Diacritics help but
choose a stance or posture relative to that reply?
The choice of reviewers by canny editors sets the
stage for dramatic performance. A book that has not
been attacked is scarcely worth reading. At one
time, the dangers of controversy and the desire to
avoid confrontation required anonymous reviewing, as
in the Times Literary Supplement until recently; to-
day, the threat of serious dispute is so small that
critics appear to seek sources of disagreement with
colleagues. Critical Inquiry followed the success-
ful lead of Diacritics by inviting responses to
articles; while the commentaries that conclude every
issue of New Literary History are less directly po-
lemical, they do provide occasion for sharp exchanges.
Recent conferences and MLA conventions have in-
creasingly attempted to stage confrontations. These
can become "performances" in a quite literal sense,
as when well-known antagonists speak impromptu, fol-
lowing a pattern established during the period of the
second Sophistic. The content of such debates is
based upon previous critical performances; they can
be followed only by coteries acquainted with books
and periodicals that camnot be identified with any
traditional segment of literary study.
Controversy could not, however, have become a
popular rhetorical form in criticiem without a change
in its content and consequences. In the past, there
were good reasons for avoiding it; one's ideas and
oneself were at stake in the sense that it was possi-
ble to lose an argument; debates were consequential
in that they formed opinion in the profession as a
whole, in accordance with generally accepted (if 111
defined) canons of reason and evidence. To say that
in the past no party ever won a controversy is dif-
ferent from saying that at present, no participant
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can lose one. Strategies for avoiding loss, which
can be understood through reference to psychological
experiments involving conflict and reward, have de-
veloped in proportion to the increase in staged
(stimulating, simulated) debate. The following list
of assumptions that have been employed in recent
criticism is the basis of my argument that contro-
versies are no longer substantive or even (in the
older meaning of the term) rhetorical, but rather
dramatic, and that in this sense they must be viewed
differently than they were in the past. The assump-
tions are listed in no particular order; acceptance
of any one of them is sufficient to change a disa-
greement into a8 scene, a hypothesis into a dramatic
possibility, and a critic into a character on a
certain stage in critical history.

1. Criticism is literature. To append a list
of subscribers to this position is probably super-
fluous. Since the critic, like Sidney's poet,
nothing affirmeth, it is absurd to grapple with his
Protean troping in the hope of getting a definite
answer regarding where we go from here. Those who
hold this position offer evidence that the thesis of
this paper is hardly new; to controvert them is to
participate in stylized exchange, to write a reply
to "Come live with me and be my love."

2. There are no metalanguages; all writing is
literature and/or vice versa. After Critique et
Vérité (1966), Barthes advanced to this position;
Mehlman, Miller and others state it in one form or
another. It seems intended to insure that no disci-
pline will be accorded truth-claims stronger than,
or different from, those available to literature/
criticism—-in which case an appeal to evidence or
canons of argument outside of literature would lose
its force. References by literary critics to "meta-
language" are at best puzzling; a Quellenforschung
concerning the powers ascribed to this wythical an-
tagonist since his migration from mathematics might
be revealing,
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3. An appeal to accepted canons of argument, or
an attempt to establish such canons, is essentially
a political act involving a repressive psychology
of domination. This assumption is more common in
France than in the United States, but it has been
imported (see, for example, the comments by Michel
Pierssens in Sub-Stance, 10 [1974], 1-2). Structur-
alism and semiotics are likely targets for this
charge, as they are for the preceding two. German
critics who are attempting to 4identify a set of
assumptions for the conduct of critical argument--
in particular Siegfried Schmidt and Heide Géttner--
are thus outflanked.

4., To say that a theory is poorly formed or
self-contradictory is not a significant objection to
it, since it may be useful in practical criticism.
Northrop Frye suggested this in replying to papers
about his work read at the English Institute, and
Harold Bloom made the same point explicitly in The
Anxiety of Influence. One is reminded of Matthew

Arnold's reference to a member of Parliament who
remarked: "That a thing is an anomaly, I consider to
be no objection to it whatever." Today, however,
the buskin is on the other foot: the spirit of the
age has moved with Emerson and Bloom.

5. Hamartia is a superior form of marksmanship
(nowhere stated, but everywhere assumed). One does
not reply directly to one's critics; by aiming else-
where, one implies that they are shooting at the
wrong target. Their comments are seen within a
larger context, or in relation to their origin, or
an idea or phrase that they contain is taken as the
subject of an extended meditation on meaning and

‘filiation. J. Hillis Miller's response to M. H.

Abrams at the 1976 MLA Convention, which appears in
a recent issue of Critical Inquiry, is a perfect il-
lustration of this "assay of bias" in recent coantro-
versy, showing how one can "by indirection find
direction out."
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6. It is impossible to deconstruct my criticism
through logical or ideological analysis because I
have already done that myself (often through use of
assumptions 1-3). This defense, which was originally
developed by the Tel Quel group to allay its under-
standable anxieties when it was decomnstructing
everyone else, has now crossed the Atlantic. It
is doubtful that Jonathan Culler's astute comments
on the difficulties it involves (in New Literary His-
tory, IV, 471-82) will impede its dissemination.

7. Critical controversy must sometimes be per-—
formed before audiences that require slogans and
simplifications; in such cases, exactness and rigor
are not necessary. This assumption seems to be a
necessary inference from the articles by J. Hillis
Miller, Murray Krieger, and Hazard Adams that ap-
peared in The New Republic, The Georgias Review, and
Contemporary Literature during 1976. That critics
should themselves be compelled to journalize their
own positions is an interesting phenomenon. But in
this instance, the secondary debate involves simple
antitheses such as emptiness vs. plenitude, and
cleverness vs. super-cleverness; the audience is
apparently solicited to participate by choosing a
side on the basis of 1its attitudes and beliefs. One
is led to fear that, once genuine and complex contro-
versy have been revalorized as dramatic performance,
a much cruder form of debate must be created to serve
functions that have been abandoned in the realm of
choice and action.

Assumptions such as these have the following con-
sequences: no one is exposed to a serious threat of
loss in critical controversy, and only a clumsy de-
bater need worry about losing particular points.
Logical or empirical defeat can be turned into rhe-
torical victory. One can, however, be backwards in
not realizing the argumentative possibilities afford-
ed by the foregoing assumptions; as a result, he will
suffer exposure for not being sophisticated. There
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is no need--indeed, no possibility~-to resolve an is-
sue in such circumstances. Hence-—perpetual crisis
made possible by assumptions that insure there can be
no dénouement. The end of controversy is in fact a
form of defeat for everyone imvolved: it reveals a
lack of imagination, of creative proliferation in
thought and activity--a lack of "force," which was
the accusation that Derrida brought against struc-
turalism in one of his earliest essays (1963). Force
is not only strength, perhaps involving violence and
a desire for confrontation; it is vigor, life, and
sexual potency. It is indicative of character, of an
ability not just to think, but to act~-for example to
act, at the present stage, on the critical scene.

Those who are capable of believing in such cric-
ical acts can simply perform them. If they also be-
lieve there is a “"crisis" in criticism but that the
dramatic and medical metaphor ends there, their work
may become part of the body of criticism that is char-
acteristic of our time. Those who seek to be the
antibodies of criticism must pursue another course,
one difficult to envision, but one that in some sense
can be antithetical to the concept of controversy
itself.

The end of man and the death of literature
necessitate a new maieutics.

It might involve, first of all, observance of a
rule that Wittgenstein passed on to his pupils: never
argue with a philosopher (in this case, a critic).
Amid the contemporary currents of criticism, contro-
versy is a short-circuit that precludes the possibi-
lity of understanding. There is little evidence that
current criticism is being read carefully. By accep~
ting all of a critic's assumptions, tracing his argu-
ments sympathetically and meticulously to their end,
and then moving beyond them in the same spirit (under-
standing the author better than he understood himself,
as Schleiermacher said), one might escape the illusion
of stalemate. Those not interested in taking current

11



MARTIN.

criticism seriously are not interested in the kind of
remedy here proposed. On the other hand, anyone who
finds this criticism infectious may lose the ability
to discriminate between vaccination and inoculation.

Evidence in favor of what appear to be anti-
rational assumptions in contemporary criticism can be
found in works that set higher standards of ration-
ality than those commonly found in structuralism and
gsemiotics. Ideas in Quine and the later Wittgenstein
have worked their way intc the philosophy of science
and anthropology, as recent works by von Wright, Mary
Hesse, and Mary Douglas show. The question of whether
the transcendental hermeneutic and universal pragmatic
of Apel and Habermas can lead to solutions not avail-~
able in the Anglo-American tradition remains unans-
wered (even--unasked), but they have at least gone
beyond antitheses with which French and American
criticism still seem plagued. To disregard such
significant critiques of traditional assumptions is
to accede to the osecillation of pro and con.

Or the remedy may be homeopathic. Criticism that
claimg to be literature deserves analysis as litera-
ture; criticism that has found a thread leading to
endless spinning cannot meet its Atropos until some-
one identifies its filaments within the text making
such claims; assertions involving the anxiety of in-
fluence demand that they be understood as resulting
from the anxiety of influence. The most insidious
non-controversialist in recent criticism is Cary Nel-
son, who is genuinely interested in the critics he
writes about. And they find him interesting. He
assimilates them, digests them; they prove good hosts.

Movement beyond controversy involves moving beyond
contraries: "If the pharmakon [remedy; drug; narcotic;
poison] is 'ambivalent,' it is so in order to consti-
tute the medium in which opposites become opposed, to
constitute the movement and game that relate them to
one another, invert them and make them pass into one
another. . . ." But such remedies are not unproblem-
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atic: "The efficaciousness of the pharmakon can re-
verse itself--aggravate the disease rather than curing
it." (Derrida, La disséminatiom, p. 145; p. 110.)
Alternatively, one is free to view controversies
as the dramatic performances they claim in large part
to be, and to seek a self-chosen antagonist--a method
that makes it possible to distinguish what counts as
a golution from a mistake. The belief that we can
find methods capable of satisfying this requirement
and producing non-~trivial results may be a greater
delusion than any of those induced by alternative
assumptions., 1f so, it is a worthy antagonist.

Wallace Martin
University of Toledo
Toledo, Ohio 43606
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COMMITMENT AND DIVERSITY
* IN LITERARY' .STUDIES . -

N. W. Visser

In dealing with controversy in literary
studies (taking that intentionally vague term to
cover, for present purposes, those areas in our
discipline concerned with analytical and theoretical
undertakings rather than with, say, textual and
bibliographical matters), I want to focus primarily
on two things: the factors underlying commitment
to a particular theoretical orientation, and the
reasons for the diversity of orientations avail-
able. Such a focus involves posing--though hardly
answering--several related questions: Can dis-
agreements among adherents of competing theoretical
orientations be resolved? What role do logic and
conceptual analysis play in theoretical controversy?
Is the diversity of orientations--which some
would embrace wholesale and valorize as "wise
eclecticism'"~-somehow intrinsic to literary studies?
How does a new orientation gain acceptance and what
constraints are there on the extent of that accep-
tance? And finally, is it possible for literary
studies to reach the degree of unanimity regarding
premises and procedures characteristic of modern
scientific inquiry?

These are the questions, but to approach them
I must begin with a statement, and it is one that
will itself seem polemical to many and therefore
a further contribution to controversy rather than
an effort to examine it. In fact I make the
assertion not because I wish to incite heated debate
but because I believe it to be a point that must be
made before we can begin to make sense of contro-
versy, whether in our discipline or any other.
Without the platform or foundation the assertion
provides, I doubt that productive discussion of

14
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controversy can get underway.

Theories, whatever else they may be, are
positions that people hold. They are not innocent,
and they are not without consequence. It is
comforting to believe that the methods and
approaches with which we confront literature,
whether they be tacit or explicit, can be compared,
measured as to adequacy, and have their differences
resolved or at least clarified according to purely
logical criteria, but such is not the case. More-
over, with some qualification this holds true in
scientific inquiry quite as much as it does in
humanistic disciplines. A physicist's adherence
to the hidden variable theory of quantum mechanics
in the face of the predominant orientation in his

ield towards the theory to statistical probability,
or the literary scholar's impassioned defense of
conventional historical approaches to literature
and his abhorrence at the irreverent barbarism of
post-structuralist approaches cannot be understood
apart from personal, social, and doubtless (though
several theorists have denied it) ideological
factors.

Before tracing in general terms some of the
agencies that influence one's coumitment to a
theoretical perspective, I'want to look briefly at
two of the best known controversies in literary
studies in this century in order to illustrate the
limited role of logical criteria in resolving
theoretical debate. A careful reading of the
polemics generated by the intentional fallacy
reveals several curious things. If we return to
Wimsatt and Beardsley's initial statements or to
Wimsatt's more carefully formulated recapitulation,
"Genesis: A Fallacy Revisited,"l after reading some
of the rebuttals they have occasioned, we are likely
to be surprised at how limited, how unsweeping,
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their discussion uf the intentional fallacy actually
is. They do not say, as their opponents allege,
that an author is innocent of any intention or that
if he has one it is uniwmportant; they do not say it
is pointless to know anything of a writer's biog-
raphy; they do not say that an author's explicit
statement of intention must be altogether ruled out
of court; and they do not say that an author's works
cannot be used to reconstruct his attitudes and
beliefs. Virtually every rebuttal of the inten-
tional fallacy (E.D. Hirsh's treatment of the issue
in Validity in Interpretation® is an interesting
exception) is directed against things that are not
in fact stated or even implied by its proponents.

Much of the inaccuracy and logical irrelevance
of the rebuttals can be attributed simply to care-
less reading and lack of theoretical sophisticatiom,
but clearly something else is involved here, some-
thing far more important, at least for the partici-
pants, than analytical precision. Those who oppose
the notion do so for the most part not because they
have logic on their side, which in fact they rarely
do; they oppose it because of what they see to be
the unacceptable consequences of approbation.
Although theére 1s no necessary connection between
the two, the intentional fallacy has been seen by
many as an integral part of the argument for the
autonomy of the literary work of art-~yet another
much misunderstood and misrepresented concept.
Critics who have a prior commitment toc a belief im
an intimate relation between art and life find
in the intentional fallacy a serious threat to a
position which draws upon their deepest convictions.
That threat has to be met with whatever comes to
hand, and if logic will not serve, other persuasive
devices might.

A similar controversy, involving some of the
same antagonists, has surrounded the problem of

16

SCE_REPORTS

evaluation, and here the ideological consequences
attending shifts in position are somewhat more
easily glimpsed. On one side we find the argument
that since there is no logically valid way of
moving from descriptive to evaluative statements,
and since evaluative statements are inherently
subjective, they have no place in critical dis-
course. The other argues that in literature itself
as well as in literary studies values are paramount
and therefore it is the critic's duty to evaluate
the works he deals with. Even leaving aside any
internal iradequacies or inconsistencies within
either of the positions, several things about the
controversy invite comment. First, it is an
instance of the general "is-ought" controversy so
familiar to philosophers in ethics and aesthetics.
Secondly, there is no necessary incompatibility
between a position which holds that values are
supremely important and one that holds that they
defy logical formulation. And finally, we should
note that this controversy, like the one over
intention, has been attended by countless irrele-
vancies and misrepresentations. Again, what 1is at
stake is not the niceties of logical consistency,
not the recognition of the true state of affairs,
but the fundamental premises on which many academics
build, and according to which they justify, their
roles as teachers and scholars. To surrender
values or to qualify them by admitting to some form
of aesthetic relativism is unacceptable, and it
becomes far more important to defend one's position .
than to submit to the dictates of logic. If logic
will help the cause, well and good; if it fails,
maintain its appearance but by all means abandon it.

These controversies and the many egregious
assertions and rebuttals that have attended them
are interesting when viewed from the standpoint of
conceptual analysis, but to view them solely in this
way distorts their import. We must instead look to
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the strategies critics have used in the effort to
defend their deeply felt beliefs, we must attempt
to isolate and formalize those beliefs, and finally
we must try to discover the social and ideological
forces which both create and reinforce commitment,
remembering as we do so that when a critic abandons
one theoretical persuasion for another he often
pays a certain social cost insofar as he usually
leaves behind some of his closest colleagues and
friends.

Brief sketches of two controversies in literary
theory can hardly enable us to infer that all con-
troversies are like them; however, I believe these

examples are symptomatic of controversy in the fleld

generally, and if I am correct it follows that an
intrinsic study of competing theories, though an
important undertaking itself, can reveal little
about the dynamics of controversy in literary
studies. One way of gaining insight into the pecu-
liarities of controversy in our discipline would be
to compare it with the phenomenon in other areas,
and the most useful comparison might be with the
mature sciences since the sharp differences between
that discipline and our own highlight some of the
features peculiar to controversy in literary theory.

Although humanistic and scientific disciplines
do differ sharply, their differences, and for that
matter their similarities, are not the ones commonly
advanced. Even the lay belief that the mature
sciences have the built-in advantage that their
theories can be verified, or at least falsified, by
experimentation must be qualified. The experimental
examination of a theory or assertion cannot in
itself constitute proof of truthfulness or validity.
We approach truthfulness or validity through a
discourse among people, and experimentation is part
of that discourse; its results do not in themselves
conclude the discourse since they still have to be

18
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discussed. If we do away with the assumption that
“gcience' is a categorical notion which can be
defined in terms of some essential property, and
focus instead on science as an activity in which
people engage, it becomes easier to locate the basic
or typifying differences between the disciplines in
question.

Among the characteristic features of the activ-
ity of scientific inquiry two stand out, The first,
identified by Thomas Kuhn, is a shared commitment
to puzzle-solving; in choosing between competing
theories '"the demonstrated ability to set up and
solve puzzles presented by its nature . . . is the
dominant criterion for most members of the scien-
tific group."“ The second has to do with what we
might call the imperative of compatibility. Scien-
tists by and large agree on a self-regulating
definition of what constitutes scientific activity.
A physicist, for example, cannot depart from certain
basic postulates-~the conservation of energy for
instance--without ceasing to be a physicist. What
he does must be compatible with these basic postu-
lates, which are revised or abandoned with the
greatest reluctance. The imperative of compatibil-
ity places agreed, determinate (though by no means
either self-evident or permanent) boundary conditions
on scientific activity. :

Scientists have little difficulty agreeing on
the descriptions of the phenomena with which they
deal for the very reason that these phenomena, unlike
literary texts, are simple to the point of being
primitive. What these phenomena mean is much more
complex, and where scilentists will disagree is over
the usefulness of the concepts used to analyse a
particular set of phenomena. On the other hand
scientists agree on the method to be used in testing
their concepts, and they agree on the criterion by
which the efficacy of the concepts can be judged.

The method is basically conceptual analysis supported
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where possible by mathematics, and the criterion

of efficacy is whether or not the concepts lead to
predictions. If they only describe what exists, they
are, though of some slight interest, insufficiently
productive; that is, they fail to set up interesting
puzzles to solve.

At this point we can draw some useful compar-
isons between the activity of scientific inquiry
and literary studies. The following table sets out
some of the more important differences.

Scientific Inquiry Literary Studies
Simple Phenomena ==—==- Complex Phenomena
Agreed Boundary ______ Disagreement over
Conditions Basic Premises
Self-Regulating ______ Divergent
Definition of Field Definitions of Field
Basic Ends or Goals ______ Ends or Goals at
Not in Question - Center of Disagreement
Method: Method:
Mathematics and —====- Conceptual Analysis
Conceptual Analysis
Puzzle-Solving =—=w==== New Things to Say
* * *
Diversity Constrained ~—~=-- Diversity Open-Ended

This tabulation attributes a characteristic to
literary studies that has not as yet received
comment: the need for new things to say. While
not a precise equivalent to the commitment to
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puzzle-solving (though both of course have to do
with fruitfulness), this need accounts to some

extent for the failure or success of an innovatory
critical or theoretical perspective. The demise of
New Criticism and the simultaneous emergence of
alternative critical methods is only partly the
consequence of theoretical flaws in New Criticism.
More crucial was that New Criticism provided a
limited number of things that could be said about

a literary text. Once its principles and procedures
had been applied to the important works in the canon,
there was little left to do, and hence the liberating
effect of post-New Critical methods. In genmeral,
literary studies readily accommodates any new analyt-
ical method that makes it possible to say new things
about literary texts., However, while the general
field of literary studies will accommodate new
orientations, adherents of an existing approach are
unlikely to be converted to them.

The differences between scientific inquiry and
literary studies underscore two salient features of
such controversies as those concerning intention
and evaluation. Divergent definitions, disagree-
ment over basic premises and over the goals of
literary studies result in a seriously weakened
commitment to the method--conceptual analysis-~by
which we test the concepts put forward by a theory.
What is more, debates over these concepts are actually
debates over basic premises, definitions of the fileld,
and the goals to be pursued by members of the )
discipline. Since such debates are not resolvable
by the application of purely logical criteria,
conversion to a particular theoretical orientation
will depend on a prior susceptibility on the part
of the convert.

The open-endedness of diversity in literary
studies raises some interesting questions. The
humanistic valorizing of diversity--an interesting
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case of turning a difficult problem into a putative
virtue--cannot on its own account for the manifest
presence of diversity in approaches to literary
studies. Attributing value to diversity tends more
often to be lip-service to a conveniently imprecise
and unexamined ideal than genuine commitment to its
pursuit. Everyone from the undergraduate who is
told that a poem cannot mean whatever he thinks it
to mean, to the theorist who unaccountably finds
himself attacked by a professed pluralist has
suspected that the conventional humanistic valuing
of diversity, quite apart from whatever logical
inconsistencies it might mask, is a self-serving
strategy. On close imnspection, the pluralist
manifesto is found to require the preliminary
acceptance of a set of postulates so comprehensive
that it seriously constrains the range of diversity
tolerated. And the postulates, far from being the
agreed premises on which the discipline is based,
are precisely those most at issue.

It is the inability to agree on basic premises
and goals that accounts for the open-endedness of
diversity in literary studies, and here a curious
puzzle arises. The absence of shared premises and
goals should lead to an even more thoroughgoing
anarchy in literary studies than we now have, for
there is no apparent reason for anyone to agree
with anyone else about anything. Why, in the absence
of agreed postulates and under a rhetoric of plural-
ism, should we have signs of, if not theoretical
uniformity, at least distinguishable uniformities?
Why the identifiable trends, tendencies, movements,
and schools, each with its leaders, its adherents,
its rebels and prima donnas?

To deal adequately with these questions and
others raised in this essay would require far more
scope than the present occasion permits. Therefore
I shall conclude with a set of assertions which are
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offered tentatively as hypotheses that might, if they
are pursued, open the way to a fuller understanding
nf the obstacles which stand in the way of any effort
to establish the same degree of theoretical consensus
in literary studies that already obtains in scienti-
fic inquiry.

1: Differences between scientific inquiry and
literary studies with respect to diversity of
approaches cannot be accounted for solely, or even
largely, on the basis of differences in the contents
of the two disciplines or on the basis of the rela-
tive simplicity or complexity of the phenomens with
which they deal. The presence of shared postulates
and goals and agreed boundary conditions in scien-
tific inquiry does not derive automatically from some
intrinsic characteristic of the discipline; it is
the result of a consensus that has emerged from a
discourse among scientists over a long period. The
differences between the disciplinea derive mainly
from different norms held by the participants, and
only by attempting to discover the processes through
which these norms are inculcated and by attempting to
elucidate the rationales which generate them can we
clarify the significant differences between the two
disciplines.

2: The emergence of identifiable movements and

Lschools within literary theory is equally the product

of discourse and consensus. In this case members of
a group within the discipline reach agreement among
themselves as to basic postulates and goals. In
recent times no consensus has spread through the
entire discipline, so that while scientists can
label a particular field of inquiry unscientific,
literary studies has not reached a position whereby
it can readily deny legitimacy to a particular
approach.

3: A failure to take into consideration the
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