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EDITOR'S NOTES

SCE Reports A4 is devoted to transcriptions of
special Session 624, "The Function of Controversy,"”
sponsored by the Society for Critical Exchange at
the annual meeting of the Modern Language Association
in December, 1977. Our procedure in taping is to
attempt to insure a complete transcript by using two
tape recorders. Unfortunately, however, the second
machine failed to operate this year. The reader of
SCE Reports will therefore encounter lacunae at
intervals of approximately thirty minutes. In these
cases, square brackets enclose an editorial guess
at the direction of an unrecorded utterance.
Ellipses indicate an inaudible or unintelligible
word or two. With these exceptions, the critical
discourse in this issue appears exactly as it was
recorded.

The 1977 exchange was, we think, coherent, clear,
and more precisely focused than that of the previous
year. The speakers’ careful critical attention to
one another's discourse and their willingness to
attempt the arduous process of exchanging critical
languages was gratifying. Moreover, we have carried
away from Chicago with us some useful terms: Mr.
visser's "discussion,*" and the professional ethic
it implies, is useful language for describing--but
not constraining--our enterprise. The audience
enthusiastically endorsed Mr. Visser's insistence
on the necessity for thoughtful scholarship in
keeping up with the state of the discussion. Mr.
Bialostosky and Mr. McFadden emphasized the necessity
for this preparedness among younger scholars and
among practical critics of contemporary literature;
Mr. Harwood called for more rigor in naming the
*discussion," describing its current state, and
distinguishing it from others. Mr. Martin, in
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his hierarchical description of controversy and in his
analog computer programmed never to say "not" or “no,"
provided metaphors for open-mindedness in the discus-
sion.

'But there were those who, in spite of Mr. Martin's
disclaimer, thought that his hierarchy--and indeed the
very notion of "discussion®"--were gestures toward
ideological dominance, “however genially imposed."

Mr. Leitch, espousing perhaps the assumptions of the
"Paris-New Haven-Baltimore” discussion, implied in
his comments that the Society for Critical Exchange
is more or less dominated by proponents of the “Anglo-
Saxon analytic" discussion. Perhaps the very

idea of exchange delimits the free play of language
to an extent too great for most Derridistes and many
Derrideans. Such a situation is indeed problematic,
for it suggests once again that the Society is
perceived as seeking sowme master meta-critical
language. In spite of the fact that such questors
may indeed belong to the Society, or attend its
professional events, it is important to stipulate
that the Society for Critical Exchange advances no
particular critical position. It is not a community
of logicians. (Nor is it a community of men.)

Mr. McFadden observed that the speakers gave
little attention to praxis. His suggestion that
the discussion would have been improved by attention
to actual current controversies, especially the
split within the group of deconstructionists, was
timely and appropriate.

Mr. Visser wishes to stipulate that he is a
member of the faculty of the Department of English,
Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa, and
to thank that institution for its generosity in
releasing him from teaching duties during his stay
at the Institute for Research in the Humanities
at the University of Wisconsin.
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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 Washington; we are especially grateful
to Donna E. Shackelford, who generously, cheerfully
and accurately typed the copy for this issue.

Patricia Sosnoski
Managing Editor

SCE Reports

220 South Beech Street
oxford, Ohio 45056
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PROCEEDIMNGS: Special Session 624, "THE FUNCTION OF
CONTROVERSYY December 29, 1977

WALLACE MARTIN
UNIVERSITY OF TOLEDO

The other two papers 1 found so persuasive that
they were difficult to disagree with. But since
agreement would end criticism as I know it, I'm going
to emphasize such disagreements as can be identified
in what we have to say. 1I will summarize my paper
very briefly and supplement it with an analysis of
different types of controversy, and finally, identify
the differences between my views and those that I
impute . . . to them. The history of controversy
shows that it tends to evolve from serious confron-
tation to dramatic performance. This development is
illustrated in the case of the second sophistic,
developing in the first and second centuries A.D. I
analysed that in my paper. And then, seeing the same
thing as true of current criticism, I say, "We are
now entering a stage which might be called the third
sophistic in which 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 becomes
the hallmark of the successful critic.”* And, in
support of that assertion I cite a number of examples:
+ « « the ways that controversies are now conducted
in critical journals serve as a form of encouragement
and incitement to disagree, also, a certain kind of
confrontation that has been staged at conferences,
including the MLA. And, after doing that, I list
a series of premises that are popular in current
criticism which in effect make it impossible to
resolve any issue rationally.

My differentiation of stages of controversy
involves the cultural and ontological status of
debates as they move from confrontation to performance.
This distinction between stages applies to a variety
of phenomena in culture snd nature. For example, it
can be used to explain how combat beccomes institution-
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alized as game, or animal fights become a form of
play or mating ritual. I posit an evolution of
controvery only for heuristic purposes. The
development may move in the opposite direction--
from a playful tussle to a serious fight. The
point is that we must be aware of the distinction
between ritual and genuinc combat, though they're
often both present in individual cases. And we
must be careful not to make mistakes in cases in
which confrontation slips across the boundary between
combat and entertainment. My paper is, in a sense,
mimetic., The development of the argument turns on
antitheses such as real-unreal, genuine-articifial,
and on the ambiguity of words such as stage, (his-
torical vs. theatrical stage) and act (what we do
and what we pretend) scene, and the like. The
question posed at the end of the first part of the
paper is, "if the thesis and antithesis in critical
argument synthesize in the concept of controversy
itself, how can meaningful discussion take place?"
Can we find a concept opposced to controversy that
might lead to critical progress?

Now, Nick Visser's paper seems to propose
consensus as the opposite of controversy. We
differ on this point in large parxt, I think, because
we use different conceptual frameworks. Therefore,
I want to articulate a set of distinctions that
may help show the relationship between his approach
to the problem and wy own. My concern is with the
cultural and ontological status of controversy.
Visser, and to some extent, Searle, are concerned
with its social, logical, and epistemological status.
I see controversies as being of three distinct
logical types, or levels, which can be seen as
involving a hierarchic, structure.

Type one, level one, is pragmatic controversy:
argument about the facts of a case, about how a
situation should be understood, an investigation
pursued, or a state of affairs interpreted.
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Examples of this would be different, conflicting
interpretations of a poem.

Type two: theoretical controversy: Not about
particular cases, but about different kinds of
explanation., Particular cases are members of
set ABC. Controversy of type two is about these
sets, not about their members. 1It's a matter of
controversy about how the sets are constituted.
When we refer to literary controversy we are
usually thinking of this type--for example, the
relevance of intentional explanation, the
autonomy of texts, the usefulness of considering
texts a formal system, the relevance of intellectual
history to interpretation.

Type three: a controversy about different
conceptions of understanding. This is no longer
a literary controversy. Different kinds of theory
and explanation are the members of the sets discussed.
And argument involves the boundary conditions of
meaning, existence, rationality, discourse, reality.

My paper concerns disagreements at level three.
Visser's paper, as I understand it, concerns the
ways in which type three can be used to explain
type two. In other words, he discusses the ways
in which type two controversies in theory can be
explained, and comes to the conclusion that we
have to look at the factors underlying the critical
commitment in order to understand that. 1 see him
as treating what in the German tradition is called
the sociology of knowledge. Recent German critics
have discussed this subject, for example, Mecklenburg
and MUller (Erkenntnisinteresse und Literatur-
wissenschafft). And there are significant critiques
of this sort of analysis of criticism in G8ttner's
Logik der Interpretation and an article by Pasternak
in the Schiller Jahrbuch, 1975. These are cxitiquer
of this kind of analysis of criticism.

On level three, other analyses of level two,
or of the factors underlying theoretical commitment
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are possible. For example, you can develop a
Derridian analysis [wherein] type two can be
explained as involving the conditions of the
logocentric tradition, a Lacanian analysis, a
Foucaultian analysis, of differences of type
two. Visser steps up to level three and surveys
level two. His paper, as I see it, becomes
contrxoversial if and when it confronts another
kind of level three analysis.

The problems, as I see them, that are left
over;

Visser asserts that arguments produced in
the course of controversy are the result of
attempts to justify prior personal and ideological
commitments. And controversy as a result is full
of postfacto bad arguments, simply trying to
justify a position. I think many French critics
would agree with this conclusion. And then thcy
would go on to say that any attempt to attain
consensus in criticism can only be a manifes-
tation of the will to powex or of ideological
tyranny, no matter how genially it's proposed.

So I think they would agree with him on this.
And my qguestion then is how can consensus be
achieved? By eliciting in our culture
ideological unanimity? Is this possible?

Second problem: There are two ways to determine
whether or not literary study can be similar in
method and theory to scientific study. The first
would involve taking concrete literary questions
and trying to answer them through the use of
explanatory models similar to those used in
science. The second way of determining whether
or not literary study is similar to scientific
study would be to look at literary and scientific
communities and see if they operate with the same
sort of methods of clarification and validation,
that is, communal agreement. I think that the
problem of the relationship between scientific
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and literary theory will be resolved if it ever is
by approaching concrete problems rather than by
ideological analysis.

Aand finally, serious questions remain regarding
the placement of the subject-~the I--whoever utters
it in relation to the critical field. 1Is it possible,
theoretically or rhetorically, to step outside of a
personal position and provide a disinterested view
of the controversies and commitments within
criticism? Could any audience be convinced that this
is possible? wWould they believe you if you said
there was nothing personal at stake? I can't answer
these questions for others, but, as written, my paper
presupposes that one always has a position. Usually
it is one of combative commitment, as in the last
part of my paper. The end of the paper proposes a
sacrifice of the personal and ideological commitments
that articulate the critical field. what this means
in personal terms, what it would involve, is a loss
of the self, turning oneself into an analog computer
or an uncnnscious that's incapable of saying not and
no. And if one did that, then every critical positioa
would make perfectly good sense for a time. It would
all be entirely reasonable, understandable. If some-
body replies that that non-position is idiotic, I
can't disagree with him but I can't see any other
way to escape the kinds of antitheses that have always
plagued criticism and resulted in pointless controversy.

N. W. VISSER
INSTITUTE FOR RESEARCH IN THE HUMANITIES
THE UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN

Having had to compress a discussion of enormously
complex issues into ten pages (I cheated, Mr. Martin
abided by the rules), I now have ten minutes--or the
equivalent of about five pages--in which to recapitu-
late or expand on my paper, clearly a daunting task.
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Instead of doing that I want, without cheating this
time, to focus on a single issue which emerged in
different ways in each of the thxee offerings before
you: the guestion of theoretical consensus, which, if
some of the discussion at this and other sessions at
last year's Convention is anything to go by, is one

of the more unsettling and, appropriately, controversial

issues facing the discipline.

_What is at stake is clear enough. We are human-
ists; we value diversity, individuality. Any effort
to arrive at a consensus regarding the aims and methods
of literary studies must be, we were told by so many
people at so many sessions last year, an attempt to
limit the range of inquiry and even to “constrain the
domain of literature.” Many in the profession, perhaps
even a majority, are suspicious of the very activity
of theorizing about literature. Even some academics
who have made literary theory their principal area
of inquiry have expressed the fear that theory--and
even critical analysis--will inevitably blunt one's
response to literary works. I believe these worries
to be unfounded, and I think the tenet that knowledge
undermines response is pernicious.

Perhaps I can best convey my own position by
citing a couple of case studies drawn from other
disciplines. Several years ago a German professor
of philosophy who had been invited to spend a year
as a visiting professor at an American university
published a report omn his experience in an American
philosophical journal. In that more or less open
letter, he confessed that for the first several
months of his sojourn he was confused about the way
philosophers behaved in their professional activity
in America and was uncertain of the causes of his
confusion. Eventually he realized that it was the
way philosophical inquiry was conducted that
perplexed him, His observation was that there was
no visible movement or direction in the field.

People didn't build on what others had said or
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written; instead, if a topic interested one, one
simply did a bit of reading on it and submitted an
article. Arguments got continually recycled, and
all topics and methodologies were equal. What
especially puzzled him was that people bothered to
publish at all, since there was no evidence that
others would necessarily bother to take into account
——or indeed even to read--what one had said.
Every publication was a discrete entity, and
remained so even if gathered into an eclectic
anthology devoted to the topic in question.

I think these cbservations apply, perhaps
with even greater cogency, to literary studies in
America. What this visitor found lacking in America
can be identified by a German phrase which has no
traditional equivalent in American humanistic
endeavors: such and such a person is or is not in
the discussion. I heard a German professor who
teaches in an American university use the phrase
recently after he had returned from a visit to
Germany. He noted that Hans Robert Jauss was no
longer very much in the discussion, but Wolfgang Iser,
who had just published two new books, was. Here is
the kind (or degree) of consensus I am interested
in. We have a state of affairs in which academic
inquiry is seen as a discussion. One is expected
as a matter of course to know the current state of
the discussion and to see one's work as contributing
to it, Let me try to bring home the distinction I
am making by way of an example: Wayne C. Booth's
Rhetoric of Fiction, with very slight changes: a few
additions to the bibliography, a few footnotes,
taking into account some more recent work, with
changes only in incidentals, could be published
this year. On the other hand, Franz Stanzel's German
equivalent which has been translated as Narrative
Situations in the Novel, could not be published this
year. Its concerns, and methodological preferences
are simply no longer central to the discussion, as
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