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INTRODUCTION 1 
James J .  Sosnoski 

Miami University (Ohio) 

The purpose of t h i s  seminar i s  t o  i n i t i a t e  an open 
but disciplined discussion of the  role controversy plays 
i n  c r i t i c a l  discourse. Papers selected fo r  the  session 
ra i se  in teres t ing questions as t o  the  nature of  commit- 
ments and motives reflected i n  c r i t i c a l  controversies; 
and the  effect  of  contemporary controversies as rhetorical ,  
dramatic "performances .It In examining these and related 
issues a t  the  session, we would l i k e  to  conceive our I 

discussion a s  pa r t  of a larger  exchange. 

The c r i t i c a l  exhhange we envision begins with t h i s  
issue of SCE Reports, publishing posit ion papers from the 
three participants.  The second phase w i l l  be the  meeting 
i n  Chicago a t  the  MLA Convention. 

A t  the seminar session i t s e l f ,  the papers w i l l  not 
be read. Discussion w i l l  begin with the panelists  and I 
respondent, each having 10 minutes t o  examine issues 
and questions raised in  the  published papers. Then, I 
w i l l  open the floor fo r  general discussion, which w i l l  
be recorded on tape. 

i 
The exchange w i l l  be extended with SCE Reports Y 4 

which w i l l  publish an edited t ranscr ipt  of the tapes, 

an annotated bibliography of selected materials re- 
la ted  t o  the  topic,  and correspondence we have re- 
ceived about the  exchange a t  the  MLA seminar (deadline: 
February 1, 1978) . 

In a larger cohtext, t h i s  exchange may serve t o  
ident i fy  ways i n  which recent theoretical  work in  
c r i t i c i sm can be integrated with the t radi t ions  o f  
cr i t ic ism i t s e l f ;  and may help t o  identify promising 
l ines  of inquiry and exis t ing communities of in te res t ,  
within which cooperative research can be sustained. 

**SPECIAL NOTICE: FUTURE MLA SESSIONS** 

The Society for  Cr i t ica l  Exchange, Inc., plans t o  sponsor 
special  sessions a t  the  MLA Conventions i n  1978 (New 
York) and 1979 (San Francisco), concentrating on topics 
re la ted t o  previous sessions i n  1976 (:$Critical Language 
and Theory Choicevt) and 1977 ('The Function of Contro- 
versy"). We inv i t e  you t o  submit papers f o r  these future 
sessions. 

The topic  f o r  1978 is: 'The 'Uses of Criticism8--or The 
'Misuses of C r i t i ~ i s m ? ~ ~ '  A t  t h i s  session, we plan to 
address these questions: "Can and/or should we attempt 
t o  ident i fy  inappropriate, uses of criticism?"; and, i f  
so, 'What const i tu tes  a piniuse of criticism?" William 
Rubckert and one other c r i t i c  w i l l  be the respondents; 
two papers w i l l  be selected by a committee of SCE members. 

The topic fo r  1979 w i l l  be: "Beyond Interpretation." A t  
t h i s  session,  we w i l l  examine these questions: 81Should 
in terpre ta t ion be the goal of  c r i t i c i ~ m ? ~ ~ ;  and i f  not, 
'What ( i f  any) goal should a c r i t i c  entertain?" Ihab 
Hassan and Paul Hernadi w i l l  be the respondents; two 
papers w i l l  be se lected by a corni t tee  of SCE ~ m b e r s .  

For both years, papers accepted w i l l  be published under 
the  extended discussion format of SCE Reports. 
DEADLINES FOR PAPERS: April 1, 1978; and April 1, 1979. 
Submit papers (abst racts  i n  advance would b e  useful) i n  
duplicate;  10 pages, typed, maximum. 
For information contact : James J. Sosnoski, 338 Upham 
Hal 1, Miami University, Oxford, Ohio 45056. 



THE STAGES OF CONTROVERSY 

~y the  end of the f i r s t  century B.C., the ora- 
to r i ca l  forms that  originated i n  discussions invol- 
ving matters of l i f e  and death i n  law courts and 
assemblies had become the subject of classroom exer- 
c ises ,  One of the  most popular of these was the  
controversia, which was perfomed i n  public by both 
pupils and professional orators.  Seneca the Elder 
recorded examples of the problems posed fo r  contro- 
vers ia  i n  h i s  time: "A Vestal Virgin has been 
hurled from the Tarpeian rock f o r  unchastity. She 
survives. Is she t o  be thrown down again?"  h he 
punishment for  rape is that  the woman may demand the 
man's death or make him marry her. A man rapes two 
women i n  one night. The f irst wants him executed. 
The second wants t o  marry him. What is t o  be done?" 
Three developmental tendencies a r e  i l lus t r a t ed  by 
the progress of rhetor ic  during Seneca's l ifet ime, 
and confirmed by the r i s e  of the  second Sophistic i n  
the following century. Controversies ar is ing from 
genuine conf l ic ts ,  i f  they do not lead t o  combat, 
tend t o  be assimilated and ameliorated by being 
accorded ins t i tu t iona l  forms. Once ins t i tu t ional-  
ized, they take on a d i f ferent  cu l tu ra l  meaning--in 
the case i n  question, they become forms of display 
and entertainment. And f ina l ly ,  the new form and 
function lead to  a new contento-in t h i s  case, t o  
increasingly a r t i f i c i a l  subjects of discussion. 

The history of cr i t ic ism a s  we know i t  is i n  
large pare constituted a s  a history of controver- 
sies--in the form of dialogues (Plato, Dryden, Oscar 
Wildel, i n  repl ies  t o  opponents since forgotten 
(Sidney, Shelley, Arnold, Henry James), i n  group 
conf l ic ts  involving issues tha t  a r e  not purely l i t e -  
rary (ancients and moderns, the humanist debate of 
the l a t e  1920's). In the past t h i r t y  years, contro- 
vers ies  have played an increasingly important part  i n  
the development of c r i t i c a l  theory. Nowhere have 
fundamental issues been more sharply defined, and 
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nowhere have cr i - t ics  revealed so ~l~uch insight and 
incapacity a s  they have under the  pressure of con- 
f ronta t ion with an t i the t i ca l  adversaries. The f a c t  
tha t  systematically d is tor ted  cola~unication has been 
par t  of such exchanges, f a r  from lessening thei r  
value, makes them amenable t o  analyses tha t  might 
ident i fy  the  unstated assumptions which precluded 
resolution of the  issues  discussed. 

Granting the  hpor tance of lessons we can learn  
from the past, I sha l l  atgempt t o  show that  the 
formal conditions of controversy have recently 
changed and that  we a r e  now entering a stage that  
might be called the  th i rd  Sophistic, In  which (as i n  
the  case of the second Sophistic) the prestige of 
rhetoricians reaches new heights, controversy is 
i n s t  i t u t  ionallzed i n  the i r  public appearances, and 
an a b i l i t y  t o  discover and defend a s t a r t l i n g  point 
of view (rather than t o  discover generally accepta- 
b le  solutions t o  problems) becomes the  hallmark of 
the successful c r i t i c .  We know tha t  debates i n  t h e  
humanities a r e  never won or l o s t ;  they a r e  super- 
seded, or forgotten, o r  adherents of one position 
simply disappear through a t t r i t i o n  sad exhaustion. 
The thes i s  and a n t i t h e s i s  of t h e  genuine conf l i c t s  
of the past bave reached the i r  synthesis not  i n  a 
meaningful resolution, but i n  the concept of "contro- 
versy" i t s e l f .  Once recognized a s  a recurrent form, 
"controversy" takes on a value: henceforth, the only 
cr i t ic ism worth reading or writing w i l l  be controver- 
s i a l .  Jus t  a s  the  epic becomes the mock epic, and i n  
modern a r t  it became t r ad i t iona l  for  works t o  be 
based on gestures of rupture from th@ past, so i n  
cr i t ic ism,  a mode of expression bas become a cowen- 
tion. What is the  an t i thes i s  of controversial  c r i -  
ticism? Obviously, t h a t  which is uncombative, me- 
l io ra t ive ,  methodologically unproblematic, generally 
accepted. Controversy today has an i r r e s i s  table 
attractiveness;  not t o  par t ic ipate  In it is t o  de- 
c l a r e  oneself o t iose  o r  unimaginative. 
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The subs tant ive  proposals of t h i s  paper concern 
the  s t r a t e g i e s  whereby controversy, t he  reigning 1 
t he s i s ,  can be brought i n t o  s ign i f i can t  r e l a t i o n  
with its an t i t hes i s .  The problem is perhaps ineol- 
uble because i t  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  emrisage something 

I 
I 
I 

opposed t o  a concept t h a t  appears t o  include a l l  
forms of opposition within i t s e l f .  But an importu- I 

na te  Zei tge is t  forces  u s  t o  contemplate t he  problem, 
and an inc l ina t ion  t o  do so  is quickened by t h e  sense 
tha t  i n s t i t u t i ona l i zed  controversy deserves a genuine 

I 
challenge i f  i t  is not t o  exhaust its resources i n  
mock ba t t l e s .  Before exploring eolutions,  however, 
i t  is neceseary t o  show t h a t  a problem exists--that 
c r i t i c a l  debate (or  t he  " c r i r i c a l  performance," a s  
i t  has recent ly  been ca l led)  has  become a rhe to r i ca l  
or  dramatic form without subetantive consequence fo r  
l i t e r a r y  study, and t h a t  i t  is shaped i n  par t  by a 
hope t o  postpone its own d&nouement through perpetu- 
a t i o n  of an  atmosphere of c r i s i s .  

The publicat ion i n  1972 of The S t r u c t u r a l i s t  
Controversy, edited by Macksey and Donato, can be 
seen a s  an  ea r ly  manifestat ion of the j ou rna l i s t i c  
process through which c r i t i c a l  discussion has been 
transformed in to  i n s t i t u t i ona l i zed  confrontation. 
Before its publicat ion i n  paperback, t he  volume had 
appeared under t he  t i t l e  The Languages of Cri t icism 
and the  Sciences of Man (1970). The cont r ibutors  

. . 

might have wr i t ten  very d i f f e r e n t l y  i f  they had 
known they were engaged i n  a con t rwer sy  about s truc-  
turalism; many of t h e  papers had nothing t o  do with 
t ha t  theme, and the  passages of discussion repro- 
duced i n  the volume record confusion and occasional 
disagreement r a the r  than confrontation. The pa t te rns  
of in terac t ion  there  evident ,  and the i r  deployment 
under a t i t l e  intended t o  exc i t e  i n t e r e s t ,  have 
proved t o  be cha rac t e r i s t i c  of t h e  subsequent devel- 
opment of c r i t i c a l  debate. 

Today, the pa r t i c ipan t s  i n  controversies a r e  
not i f ied  i n  advance about t he  debate they a r e  enter-  
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ing, and a s  a r e s u l t  t h e i r  wr i t ings  and remarks are 
shaped by the  Imperatives of poleraics, When he kaows 
t h a t  t he  author of a book w i l l  be invited t o  r ep ly  
t o  h i s  review, can a reviewer i n  I l i a c r i t i c s  help but  
choose a stance o r  posture r e l a t i v e  t o  t h a t  reply? 
The choice of reviewers by canny ed i to r s  sets t h e  
s t age  f o r  dramatic performance. A book that has not  
been at tacked is scarce ly  worth r e d i n g .  At one 
time, t h e  dangera of controversy and the  d e s i r e  t o  
avoid confrontat ion required anonymous reviewing, a s  
i n  the  Times Li te rary  supplement u n t i l  recently;  to- 
day, t he  t h rea t  of ser ious  d ispute  is so small t h a t  
c r i t i c s  appear t o  seek sources of disagreement wi th  
colleagues. C r i t i c a l  Inquiry followed the success- 
f u l  lead of D iac r i t i c s  by inv i t i ng  responses t o  
a r t i c l e s ;  while t he  commentaries t h a t  conclude every 
i s sue  of New L i t e r a ry  History a r e  less d i r e c t l y  po- 
lemical, they do provide occasion f o r  sharp exchanges, 

Recent conferences and MLA convent ions  have in-  
c reas ingly  attempted t o  s tage  confrontat ions.  These 
can become "performances" i n  a qu i t e  l i teral sense, 
a s  when well-known antagonis ts  speak imprmptu, f o l -  
lowing a pa t t e rn  established during the  period of  t h e  
second Sophistic. The content  of such debates is 
based upon previous c r i t i c a l  performances; they can  
be followed only by co t e r i e s  acquainted wi th  books 
and per iodica ls  t h a t  cannot be ident i f ied  v i t h  any 
t r a d i t i o n a l  segment of l i t e r a r y  study. 

Controversy could not ,  however, have become a 
popular rhe to r i ca l  form i n  c r i t i c  i sm without a change 
i n  its content  and consequences. I n  t h e  pas t ,  t h e r e  
were good reasons fo r  avoiding it; one's idea8 and 
oneself were a t  s take  i n  the sense t h a t  it was possi-  
b l e  t o  l o s e  an argument; debates were consequential 
i n  t h a t  they formed opinion i n  the  profession a s  a 
whole, i n  accordance with generel ly accepted (if ill 
def b e d )  canons of reason and evidence. To say ' t h a t  
i n  t h e  pas t  no par ty  ever won a controversy is d i f -  
f e r e n t  from saying t h a t  a t  present, no pa r t i c ipan t  
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can l o s e  one. S t r a t eg i e s  fo r  avoiding Loss, which 
can be understood through reference t o  psychological I 

experiments involving c o n f l i c t  and reward, have de- I 

veloped i n  proportion t o  t he  increase i n  staged 
(st imulat ing,  eimulated) debate, The following list 
of assumptions t ha t  have been employed l a  recent  i 
c r i t i c i sm is the  bas is  of my argument t h a t  contro- 
ve r s i e s  a r e  no longer substantive o r  even ( i n  the  
o lder  meaning of t he  term) rhe to r i ca l ,  but r a the r  
dramatic, and t h a t  i n  t h i a  sense they must be viewed 
d i f f e r en t ly  than they were i n  t he  past .  The assump- 
t i ons  a r e  l i s t e d  i n  no pa r t i cu l a r  order;  acceptance 
of any one of them is su f f i c i en t  t o  change a disa-  
greement i n t o  a scene, a hypothesis i n t o  a dramatic 
poss ib i l i t y ,  and a c r i t i c  i n t o  a character  on a 
c e r t a i n  s tage  i n  c r i t i c a l  h is tory ,  

1. Crit icism is l i t e r a t u r e .  To append a list 
of subscribers t o  t h i s  pos i t ion  is probably super- 
fluous. Since the  c r i t i c ,  l i k e  Sidney's poet, 
nothing aff irmeth,  i t  is absurd t o  grapple with h i s  
Protean troping i n  t he  hope of ge t t i ng  a d e f i n i t e  
answer regarding where we go from here, Those who 
hold this pos i t ion  o f f e r  evidence t h a t  t he  t h e s i s  of 
t h i s  paper is hardly new; t o  controvert  them is to  
pa r t i c ipa t e  i n  s ty l ized  exchange, t o  wr i t e  a reply  
t o  "Come l i v e  with m e  a d  be my love," 

2. There a r e  no metalanguages; a l l  wr i t ing  Is 
l i t e r a t u r e  and/or v i ce  versa. After Cr i t ique  e t  
Vgrit6 (1966), Barthes advanced t o  t h i s  posi t ion;  
Mehlman, H i l l e r  and o thers  s t a t e  i t  i n  one form or 
another. It seem intended t o  insure  t h a t  no d isc i -  
p l ine  w i l l  be accorded t ru th -c l a im  stronger than, 
or  d i f f e r en t  from, those avai lab le  t o  l i t e r a t u r e /  
criticism--in which case an  appeal t o  evidence or  
canons of argument outs ide  of l i t e r a t u r e  would lo se  
its force. References by l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  t o  'beta-  
language" a r e  a t  best  pu;zling; a -  Quellenforschung 
concerning the  powers ascribed t o  t h i s  mythical an- 
tagonis t  s ince  h i s  migration from math-tics might 
be revealing. 

3. An appeal t o  accepted canons of argument, o r  
an  attempt t o  e s t a b l i s h  such canons, is e s s e n t i a l l y  
a p o l l t  i c a l  a c t  involving a repress ive  psychology 
of domination, This assuuption is more common i n  
France than i n  t he  United Sta tes ,  but it has been 
imported (see, f o r  example, t he  comments by Hichel 
Pierssens i n  Sub-Stance, 10 [1974], 1-2). Structur- 
a l i sm and semiotics a r e  l i k e l y  t a rge t s  f o r  t h i s  
charge, a s  they a r e  f o r  the  preceding two. German 
c r i t i c s  who a r e  attempting t o  , , identify a set of 
assumptions f o r  t he  conduct of c r i t i c a l  argument-- 
i n  pa r t i cu l a r  Siegfried Schmidt and Heide G6ttner-- 
a r e  thus outflanked. 

4. To say t h a t  a theory i s  poorly formed o r  
self-contradictory is not a s ign i f i can t  object ion t o  
it, s ince  i t  may be usefu l  i n  p rac t i ca l  c r i t ic i sm.  
Northrop Frye suggested t h i s  i n  replying t o  papers 
about h i s  work read a t  the English I n s t i t u t e ,  and 
Harold Bloom made the  same point  e x p l i c i t l y  i n  
Anxiety of Influence. One is reminded of Matthew 
Arnold's reference t o  a member of Parliament who 
remarked: "That a thing is an  anomaly, I consider t o  
be no objec t ion  t o  i e  whatever .'I Today, however, 
t he  buskin is on the  other foot :  t he  s p i r i t  of tbe 
age has moved with Emerson and Bloom. 

5 .  Hamartia is a superior  form of marksmanship 
(nowhere s ta ted ,  but everywhere assumed). One does 
not  reply d i r e c t l y  t o  one's c r i t i c s ;  by aiming e l s e -  
where, one implies t h a t  they a r e  shooting a t  the  
wrong t a rge t .  Their comments a r e  seen within a 
l a r g e r  context ,  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  or ig in ,  o r  
an  idea o r  phrase t h a t  they contain is taken as t h e  
subjec t  of an extended meditation on meaning and 
f i l i a t i o n .  J. H i l l i a  H i l l e r ' s  response t o  H. H. 
Abrams a t  the  1976 MWS. Convention, which appears i n  
a recent  i s sue  of C r i t i c a l  Inquiry, is a per fec t  il- 
l u s t r a t i o n  of t h i s  "assay of bias" i n  recent  contro- 
versy, showing how one can "by indi rec t ion  f ind 
d i r e c t i o n  out." 










































