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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?











































































