
Proceedings of MLA Special Session 550: 

" The Language'of Criticism" 

News and Notices 

S C E  REPORTS f2  



SCE REPORTS 8 2 MAY, 1977 

SCE Reports ie published by The Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  - 
Exchange, Inc, s not-f or-prof i  t corpora t i o n  organized I I 
f o r  the purpose o f  advancing cooperat ive inqui ry  i n  
c r i t i c i sm .  A l l  r i g h t s  f o r  mate r ia l  published i n  
SCE Reports are r e t a ined  by t he  authors ,  Permission - 
to r e p r i n t  o r  qw te should be secured d i r e c t l y  f rorn 
the  au thoz. 

For information concerning jXJ Reports, con t ac t  
P a t r i c i a  Sosnoski, Managing Edi tor ,  220 South 
Beech S t r e e t ,  Oxford, Ohio 45056. For information 
concerning the Society f o r  C r i t  i c n l  Exchange, f nc . , 
contac t  Leroy Sear le ,  Secretary,  c/o English 
Department GN-30, Universi ty  of Washington, S e a t t l e  

1 Washington 98195. 

CONTENTS 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Editor's Note 2 

X. PROCEbXYNGS OF NLA SPECIAL SESSION 550: 
''The Language of  Criticism" 

Responses to Papers : 

Edward Tsmarlccn (Minmi Unfveraity) 
"The Audience of Cr i t i ca l .  Theory" ', , . , 7 

bia tthew Narimo (University sf  Alabama) 
"Theories and Plodelst', . . . . . . . . .  PO 

Repl ies  : 

Robert 3. Matthews (Rutgers University) . 15 

. . . . .  Y erome 9,  McGann (Johns Bopkf ns) f 9 

. . . . .  Paul Mfers (Rutgers Univers i ty )  23 

. . . . .  Jeffrey Mehlman (Johns Hopkins) 26 

Questions and Discussion: . . . . . . . . . .  28 

"Postscr ipt"  Leroy SearPe (Rochester) . . 40 

11. NEWS AND NOTICES . . . . . . . . . . . .  46 



SCE Reports # 2 is  pr imar i ly  devoted t o  t h e  pro- 
ceed=~ of HLA Special  Session 550: "The Language ' 

of Cri t ic ism,"  held on Deceae r  28, 1976, i n  New 
York City* The semfnar was sponsored by t h e  Society 
f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange, l n c  , , i n  cooperat ion with 
t h e  Modern Language Association. Organizers and 
d i scuss ion  l e ade r s  were Leroy Sea r l e  and James 
Sosnoski, 

The pages ' t h a t  follow a r e  a v i r t u a l l y  complete 
t r an sc r i p t i on  of tape recordings made during the  
sess ion .  I n  t he  eases  o f  the  p r i nc ipa l  speakers,  
the t e x t  which appears he r e  has been corrected o r  
emended by its author .  Questions from the  f l o o r  
appear s u b s t a n t i a l l y  a s  they were asked. E l l i p se s  
i nd i ca t e  omissions o f  r e p e t i t i o n s ,  redundancies, o r  
inaudible  passages on  t h e  tope. Brackets enclose 
an e d i t o r i a l  guess a t  the  direction of an incompletely 
n r t i c u l a  tcd tlrouy,l~t. 

The papers under d i scuss ion  by Profcasors  ElcCnnn, 
Micro, and Mat tl~ews were pr ln tcd  i n  SCE Reports d 1. 
Professor  J e f f r e y  Eiehlman's paper, "Cataract.: ~ i d e r o  t 's 

-- - - - - - 
Discursive P o l i t i c s  1749-1751 ," was d i s t r i bu t ed  p r i o r  
t o  the  seminar a s  Reports Supplement # 1. M r .  
Mehlman has requested t ha t  we publish the  por t ion  
o f  h i s  essay on Diderot (forthcoming i n  ,C&ph) from 
which h i s  seminar remarks were derived r a the r  than 
our  t r a n s c r i p t  of  them. Regrettably, M r .  ~ e h l m a n ' s  
t e x t  a r r i ved  a f t e r  l ay-oa t  f o r  t h i s  issue was com- 
p le ted .  We a r e  there fore  r ep r i n t i ng  SCP, Reports 
Supplement # 1, wi th  t h e  add i t i on  of Mr . llehlmanqs 
"pos t a c r i p  t, & Diderot , I '  a copy o f  which is 
enclosed with t h i s  issue.  

Copies of a l l  papers a r e  a v a i l a b l e  ( i n  l imi ted  
q u a n t i t i e s ) .  It you de s i r e  e x t r a  copies  o f  . 
Reports 1, with Supplement, p lease  send $1.00 
t o  cover p r i n t i n g  and postage t o  SCE Reports, 
220 $out11 Beech S t r e e t ,  Oxfozd, Ohio 45056. 
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A t  t he  beginning of t he  seminar, t h e  audience 
was asked by t h e  organizers  to  address  the  ques t ion  , 

whether genuine exchange occurred. A t  the end, one 
member of t he  audience remarked that  ''we got a l o t  
of  s t u f f  on t he  table--in a heap, bu t  on the table." 

It would c e r t a i n l y  appear t h a t  the  severa l  
d i scourses  a r e  discontinuous. Nevertheless, i s sue s  
have emerged, and something near consensus was 
achieved on two i n t e r r e l a t ed  po in t s ,  No speaker 
was wi l l i ng  to countenance the d i ssoc ia t ion  of 
theory and prax is ;  most were skept ica l  about a t -  
tempts t o  f ind  a "metatheory," t o  a r t i c u l a t e ,  i n  
AParik Slrarstromk words ,  " t h e  ground of a l l  
grounds upon which wc hnvc always stood." Edward 
~omarlccn' s invocat ion of R a l p h  Cohen' s argument 
t h a k  l i t c r a r y  theory i s  a genre i m p l i e s  a recip- 
r oca l  r e l a t i onsh ip  between theory and praxis .  
%/facthew Marinol s "ncrvousnessg9 about attempts t o  
goncml ixc  upon "t11c w l d c  rnngc  ox n c t i v i t i c s "  thn t  
i s  c r i t f  cism, and Jcromc ~cGartn 's  iinsistcnce that: 
t l ~ c  csjgencics of tllc classroom not bc  ignored nre  
sirnilrlrly motivated by conccrn w i t 1 1  praxis .  From 
another phi losophical  and l i n g u i s t i c  perspec t ive ,  
comes Jc f f rey  Mehlmnn's c ryp t i c  re fusa l  to  r i s k  
"ideal. ism" or  "hollowness of discourse" by s tpara -  
t i n g  h i s  model ("if  indeed the word model can  be 
used") from Didcro t ' s  Tales ( i f  indeed thc word 
l lDiderot ' s l l  can be used).  Robert Matthews warns 
t11at t hc  quest  f o r  an  in tegra ted  c r i t i c a l  per -  

, s pec t i ve  m y ,  f o r  no "good reason . . . cons t ra in  
t h c  domain of l i t c r a r y  worlts," Paul Miers chcer- 
f u l l y  conccdes t l n t  "any closure has t o  be under- 
stood as f i c t i v e , "  and o f f e r s  h i s  procedure i n  t h e  
classroom as cvidcnce thn t  a "poctics of conscious- 
ness" need not  be dogmatically imposed, 

Wc would hope t h a t  t h i s  narrow a r ea  of agreement 
about t h e  p r a c t i c a l  dcmands of l i t c r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  
could s e rve  as a ground on which exchnngc among 
t he se  s i x  c r i t i c s  might take place, M r .  Tomarken 
urged t h a t  "the Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange must 



begin by considerXng its beginning." Having done . 
that, we are encouraged. 

Jt 
* * 

Beginning wi th  t h i s  i s s u e  o f  Reports,  we 
w i l l  announce pub l i sh ing  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  conferences ,  
c a l l s  f o r  papers ,  t h e  fonna t ion  o f  r e s e a r c h  groups, 
and o t h e r  prof e s s iono l  even t s  of  i n t e r e s t  t o  mem- 
bers of t h e  Soc ie ty ,  i n  a NEWS AND NOTICES s e c t i o n ,  

P l e a s e  send such information--a p o s t e r  o r  - 
announcement w i l l  do--to Reports,  220 South 
Beech S t r e e t ,  Oxford, Ohio 45056, 

In t h i s  i s s u e ,  please consult the NEfJS AM) 
NOTICES s e c t i o n  f o r  more d e t a i l e d  in fo rmat ion  
concerning PltA S p e c i a l  Sess ions  f o r  1977,  con- 
f e rences ,  new journa l s  and s p e c i a l  i s s u e s ,  e t c .  
We t ake  s p e c i a l  n o t i c e  here  of Reader: & 
Newslet ter  of Reader-Oriented C r i t f c i s m  and 
Teachin?', publ ished by  Raber t Crossman, 28 
Cushing S t r e e t ,  Providence,  Rhodc I s l and  02906. 
Wc thank Pfr. Crossman f o r  111s generotla announce- 
ment O E  the formtion of the Sacicty f o r  Criticnl  
Exchange, and happ i ly  respond i n  kind.  * 

Ins t i  t u  t i o n a l  a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  
of  t h i s  i s s u e  o f  SCZ Reports was provided by t h e  
Departments of Engl ish  a t  M i a m i  Un ive r s i ty  and 
t h e  Univer s i ty  of Rochester. We a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  ' 

g r a t e f u l  t o  Mary Al ice  Grassmick o f  Eliami who 
generously,  c h e e r f u l l y  , and a c c u r a t e l y  typed t h e  
copy f o r  t h i s  i s s u e .  
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PROCEEDMGS: MI& SPECIAL SESSXON 550: 
"The Language of ~ r i t i c i s m "  12-28-77 

The s e s s ion  was convened by Professor  J a m s  
Sosmsk i  of Miad Universi ty  and Professor  Leroy 
Sea r l e  of t he  Universi ty  of Rochester. Following 
preliminary remarks by Professor  Sear le ,  b r i e f l y  
explaining the  purposes of  The Society for C r i t i c a l  
Exchange i n  sponsoring proj  ec  ts t h a t  f a c i l i  ta t e  
the  extension of d i sauss ion  i n  c r i t i c i sm ,  the 
s e s s ion  was openild by Professor  Sosnoski, a s  
moderator. 

The following pages a r e  a t ranscr ibed r epo r t ,  
beginning wi th  Professor  Sosnoski's opening 
observat ions,  

Mr, Sosnoski . 

We're going t o  begin wi th  t he  respondents, and 
we've asked them t o  address  thernselvcs to t he  writ- 
t en  pos i t i ons  of the  au thors  of tho papers. . . . 
A£ t e r  the  respondents,  each author  w i l l  then c o w  
ment on the  underlying i s sue s  a s  he perceives  them, 
and on the  responses t ha t  have been given t o  him, 
Let  me add one pzenote: each of these six persons 
speaking tonight  w i l l  speak with a d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of 
terms, . . . I f  I could borrow Ronald c rane ' s  ex- 
pression,  they w i l l  each use a d i f f e r e n t  c r i t i c a l  
language, Now the  question which we hope t h a t  
everyone he r e  i n  t h i s  room today w i l l ~ a d d r e s s  , . . 
is the  foll'owing: i f  a genuine exchange occurs here  
tonight ,  under what condi t ions d id  i t  occur? What 
made i t  possible? On t he  o t h e r  hand, ff  a genuine 
exchange does m t occur,  what prevented i t ?  . . . 
F i r s  t , Professor  Tomar ken, 

THE AUDIENCE OF CRITICAL THEORY 

Edward Tomarken 
Miami Universi ty  

Oxford, Ohio 45056 

Jerome McGann begins by asking us t o  consider  
t h e  audience/reader of t h e o r e t i c a l  c r i t i c i sm:  I 
regard t h i s  a s  a c r u c i a l  quest ion,  a tu rn ing  po in t  
i n  t he  h i s t o r y  of theory and s h a l l  r e t u rn  t o  it. 
For McGann, t h e  modern t h e o r i s t s ,  un l ike  t h e i r  
c l a s s i c a l  counte rpar t s ,  speak only t o  one another,- 
e s s e n t i a l i z i n g  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s .  He urges t h a t  in-  
s tead  of debat ing about & a poem means we should 
consider  why i t  i s  meaningful and what i s  t he  point  
of t he  ana ly s i s ,  thereby speaking t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  
of our audience, Surely a number of us  would agree 
w i t 1 1  PlcCann i n  his questioning of tlre assumption of * 

"intrinsic" c r i t i c i s m ,  nnmoly, tha t  the p r a c t i c a l  
c r i t i c  cxp l i c a t c s  t he  t e x t  and t he  me tac r i t i c  c l a r -  
i f i e s  the p r inc ip l e s  of exp l ica t ion .  L i t e r a ry  an- 
a l y s i s  must have t o  do wi th  more than l i t e r a t u r e  
i f  the  s tudent  i n  t h e  classroom i s  not t o  waste  h i s  
time and money, But t he  a l t e r n a t i v e  offered by 
Professor  IfcGann s t r i k e s  me as  a quest ionable  bar- 
gain.  The values and s k i l l s  of c r i t i c i s m ,  we a r e  
t o l d ,  a r e  b e t t e r  acquired by studying imaginatxve 
t e x t s  which a r e  organized according " t o  laws which 
t he  p o e t ' s  own a n a l y t i c a l  a c t  of composition i n s t i -  
t u t e s , "  Here 1 sense the  ghost of formalism--pre- 
sumably buried with thq " in t r ins ic1 '  school--and 
f e e l  t h a t  the  reader  of t h i s  theory must ask how 
"public s k i l l s "  a r e  t o  be derived from the  p r i v a t e  
imaginative worLds of "the unacknowledged l e g i s -  
l a to rs . "  The i n i t i a l  attempt t o  open t he  c r i t i c a l  
a c t  t o  i ts  audience has resu l ted  i n  our  encapsuli-  
z a t i on  wi th in  a l a r g e r  form--the dilemma of post-  
formalism. 



Here 1 f ind Robert Matthewst c l e r i fPca t i on  of 
the c r i t i c a l  procedure he lp fu l ,  So long a s  we in- 
sist t h a t  t h e  connnentator% task is t o  a r t i c u l a t e  
meaning, t h e  r e a l m  of l i f e  and ar t  are separated ' 

by a chasm which cannot be crossed l e s t  we commit 
t h e  a f f ec t i ve ,  gene t ic  o r  i n t en t i ona l  f a l l a c i e s .  
Matthews persuasively argues t ha t  i n t e rp r e t a t i on  
involves a context l a rge r  than meaning: t he  c r i t i c  
d i scerns  a proposi t ion which must e n t a i l  a postu- 
l a t e d  individuated u t te rance .  The art-work is seen 
a s  a speech-act. This not ion demyst i f ies  i n t e rp r e -  
t a t i o n  and helps  bridge the  gap between l i t e r a r y  
language and ordinary language, I n  i n t e rp r e t i ng  
everyday speech we assume t h a t  the  words a r e  not a 
random melange bu t  t he  u t te rance  of a sane person 
o r  persons; the  same assumption operates  i n  i n t e r -  
p r e t i n g  a r t .  But now, having gained entrance t o  
t h e  realm of  a r t ,  t h e  reader  might ask Professor  
Matthews how we a r e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  r e a l i t y ,  t h a t  is ,  
how is  t h e  content of an imaginative speech-act 
r e l a t ed  t o  t h e  content of an ordinary speech-act,  
The chasm of formalism has been spanned i n  one 
d i r e c t i o n  only, We a r e  l e f t  t o  s t r ugg l e  back by 
way of our b e l i e f s ,  p r ed i l e c t i ons ,  preconceptions, 
a l l  t h a t  mental c l u t t e r  which i f  i t  were ever 
o rde r l y  and cons i s ten t  would be a model, i n  t he  
terminology of Paul Miers. Our various c r i t i c a l  
models a r e  not ,  a s  t he  p l u r a l i s t  fed us t o  hope, 
po in t ing  up d i f f e r e n t  f a c e t s  of the  art-work but 
a r e  i n  c o n f l i c t  wi th  one another ,  a s ign  of " i n t e l -  
l e c t u a l  c r i s i s . "  Professor  Miers suggests  t h a t  
Anthony Wilden's system theory, derived from 
Jacques Lacan, w i l l  enable us  t o  understand how 
c r i t i c a l  models complement r a t h e r  than simply con- 
t r a d i c t  one another:  t h e  c r i s i s  thus i s  a heal thy 
one t h a t  w i l l  lead us toward a "poetics of con- 
sciousness." While t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between analog 
and d i g i t a l  is  a s u b t l e  one, enabling us  t o  under- 
s tand  f o r  ins tance  t h a t  Freudianism and s t r uc tu r -  
a l ism a r e  d i f f e r e n t  orders  of l og i c ,  a system of 
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systems must be a l l - i ncu l s i ve ,  Hm does t h i s  sys- 
tem account f o r  i ts awn r i s e ,  f o r  i t s  own h i s to ry?  
f f  i t  cannot then 'Wilden's c r i t i q u e  of  s t r uc tu r -  
a l i sm  can be  appl ied  t o  h i s  own system, namely tha t  
i t  i s  a methodology which imp l i c i t l y  becomes an 
ontology. To r e t u r n  t o  t h e  audience of  c r i t i c a l  
theory, we have been t ransported i n  Lacanian 
fashion across  the  chasm t o  human consciousness t o  
be t o ld  we never l e f t  i n  the  f i r s t  place--we have 
been t r a v e l l i n g  w i th in  our own psyches, Such a 
not ion t u r n s  i t s  back upon i ts  audience and upon 
t he  h i s t o ry  of theory which has s i nce  i t s  incep t ion  
i m p l i c i t l y  o r  e x p l i c i t l y  made some gesture  t o  its 
responders.  

I would suggest t h a t  such a choice i s  s o l i p -  
s i s t i c  and o f f e r  t h e  following a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  your 
considerat ion.  Ralph Cohcn has proposed t h a t  "lit- 
e r a ry  thcory i s  e genre" (Ccntrum 111, p p r i n g  
19751, 45-64) : "By considering l i t e r a r y  theory ns a 
genre,  I mean t o  c l iminatc  the following as  redun- 
dant  o r  meaningless questions: Is l i t e r a r y  thcory 
nox~his t o r i c a l ?  Is li t c r a ry  thcory curnulat ivc? Is 
l i t e r a r y  thcory modeled upon s c i e n t i f i c  theory? 1s 
a l i t e r a r y  theory ve r i f i ab l e?  Is l i t e r a r y  theory 
possible?"  (p. 45). We cannot begin t o  give Pro- 
f e s so r  McCann's s tudent  h i s  money's worth u n t i l  we 
account f o r  how the  quest ion has been answered, 
evaded, misunderstood i n  t h e  pa s t ,  how our fonnula- 
t i o n s  of  t he  problem involving t h e  audience f o r  
l i t e r a r y  theory i s  r e l a t ed  t o  and d i s t inguishab le  . . 
from pas t  Eormulations, To a s s e r t  t h a t  a r t - theory  
i s  l o g i c a l  and need not be conceltned with its pas t  
is t o  t u r n  our backs on ourselves.  We can never 
communicate success  f u l l y  wi th  our audience without  
f i r s t  accounting f o r  ourselves.  The Society fo r  
C r i t i c a l  Exchange must begin by considering i t s  
beginning. Why do w e  have a Byron scholar ,  a 
follower OE Lacan and an ordinary language p h i l -  
osopher confronting each o ther  here  today? 


















































