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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
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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.



MARTIN

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."































































