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EDITOR'S NOIES

C ports 5 is devoted to the proceedings of the
g%% ::ecigl session, "If 'Uses,' then ‘Hisusgs of
Criticism'1" sponsored by the Society for Critical
Exchange. Participants were Charles Algieri, whose
essay, "The Propriety of Critical Acts,” was c?r-
culated in a special convention issue last December
(and is reprinted here); William Rueckert; and
Wladislaw Godzich. This issue includes a tranv.
scription of the meeting, together with Altieri’s
original paper and his written response to Mr.

Rueckert.

1n addition, James Sosnoski has written a retro-
spective on the Society's first four MLA sessions.

After August 15, SCE Reports' mailing address will
be: 5384 Coulter Lane, Oxford, Ohio 45056.

Patricia Sosnoski
Managing Editor
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N RETHOSPECT

James 3. Sosnoski
Hiami University

For the Society for Critical Lxchange this
spring marks the beginning of its fourth year.

This spring also marks the beginning of the end of
a cycle of HLA special sessions that emerged from
conversalions in the spring and summer of 1976. we
shared one commitment then, best arliculated in

the statement, "SCU was organized as a not-for-
profit corpordtion 'in 1976 to encourage cooperative
inquiry In criticism,” found in every description
of SCL from the by-laws to the advertisements i
S Reports. Instead of devising a "masterplan,"
at Leroy's urging, we decided to try to formulate
the problems we felt to be crucial in the conduct
of criticism. Later would be time enough to look
back to see if there was any continuity in the
developing exchanges.

How that the first cycle of MLA sessions is
coming to a close, it seems a good time to "look
back.! Hext year we will begin a new cycle of
sessions oryanized by a special committee with a
rotating chairperson given the task of formulating
an issue in the light of his or her understanding
of the prescnt state of criticism. This task falls
to Vince Leiteh in 1980 and to Hugh Ormsby-Lennon
in 1981. I will turn my attention to the possibility
of organizing a rescarch group on the history of
20th century American criticism.

Looking back (from my point of view), it no
longer seems an accident that SCE was founded at a
conference on the communalities between Science
and the Humanities organized by Brit Harwood (who
later joined SCE). During the conference discussions
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often took as their starting point the views of Popper, i disciplinary ideals. The representative set
Kuhn, Lakatos, Toulmin, etc. aboul the character of ) S B of conceptls or procedures which constitutes the
scientific disciplines. At the time I was working : current content of any enterprise develups

on a paper on the relationship between the changing in a disciplined manner--on this account--not
uses of the word, “text," and changing concepts of because the collective aims of the enterprise
the subject matter of literary studies. This spring, F O by themselves provide a criterion of 'truth,'
while rereading Steven Toulmin's Human Understanding: or impose a single, uniquely 'correct' system
The Collective Use and Evolution of Concepts prior of concepts. It does so, rather, because the

disciplinary ideals determine an agreed
dircction of conceptual and procedural change,
and so the criteria of selecting 'acceptable’
varlants. (p. 359).

to his recent visit to Miami Univeristy, I began to
realize that what was "bothering me" in 1976 has
informed all of my activity in SCE. I wanted then,
and still want to understand whether or not literary
criticism has the character of a discipline; and, if
so, how 1t differs from scientific disciplines.

For Toulmin the contrast between professions
organized around a communal goal and professions
directed at individual ends defines the boundary
between disciplines and non-disciplines {p. 399).
Literary critics, like the artists they study, seem
to work toward individual ends. Their research,
though dependent to some extent on previous research,
is conducted Individually, if not idiosyncratically.
On the other hand, the history of criticism gives
evidence of "schools of thought® and “professional
networks," some of which suggest "research groups.”
Is collective inquiry intrinsically inimical to
literary studies or the underlying structure of
literary studies? Toulmin's description of a
discipline gives us a set of criteria by which we

~ can make this vague, general question much more
specific.

Can it be sald that literary criticism manifests a
“shared commitment to a sufficiently agreed set of
ideals" which provide "an agreed direction of con-
ceptual and procedural change" and "the criteria of
selectlng 'acceptable' varients" from the existing
“repertory" of old and new "concepts" and "procedures"?
Among my friends in 1976, the prevailing view was that
critical activity was, at best, "pluralistic," that
there were several ideals, several directions and
several repertories. . .

Looking back, it is obvious why we entitled
our first MLA session "The Language of Criticism,”
alluding to R. §. Crane's notion of "the multiplicity
of critical languages.” In the "Announcement. and
Call for Papers"” Leroy wrote: "This seminar will
address problems in relating the language of
criticism to the conceptual frameworks which serve
to organize it. . We are particularly concerned
with the bases on which critics choose to adopt
(or reject) specific critical terms, concepts,
and orientations. A major premise for this seminar
is that the rapid proliferation of theoretical
and speculative proposals in recent criticism has
created serious problems in the conduct of profes-
sional dialogue. In the most direct terms, it has
become questionable whether critics from different
traditions, even when they employ the same

A collective human enterprise takes the

form of a rationally developing "discipline,’
in those cases where men's shared commitment:
to a sufficiently agreed set of ideals leads
to the development of an isolable and self-
defining repertory of procedures; and where
those procedures are open to further modi-
fication, so as to deal with problems arising
from the incomplete fulfilment of those

(5]
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vocabulary, can sustaln communication beyond the
superficlal level of approximations. The purpuse
of this seminar Is to initiate open but disciplined
discussion of the underlying conceptual structures
which shape the language of criticism. More
particularly, it will be concerned to examine the
implications of critical 'pluralism' for effective
communication among critics." Since criticism 1is
what critics do, we Invited critics who seemed to
be doing criticism in the contexts of recent
developments in critical theory. Jeffrey Mehlman,
Jerome McGann, Paul Miers, Robert Matthews, Matt
Marino and Ed Tomarken, each seemed to present a
different but quite recent critical point of view.
We began the session by asking the audience to
consider whether or not they were witnessing a
“genuine exchange" of views. "At the end," Patty
wrote in her “Editor's Notes" to SCE-Reports 2,
“one member of the audience remarked that 'we got

a lot of stuff on the table--in a heap, but on the
table.' It would certainly appear that the several
discourses are discontinuous. HNonetheless, issues
have emerged, and something near consensus was
achleved on two interrelated points. No speaker
was willing to countenance the dissociation of
theory and praxis; most were skeptical about
attempts to find a 'metatheory' to articulate, in
Alarik Skarstrom's words, 'the ground of all grounds
upon which we have always stood'." This conclusion
to our first session led to the question, "how then
do we resolve controversies in criticism?," which
was the issue in our second session, "The Functiop
of Controversy." ,

In retrospect, by focusing the second session
on controversy, we asked, in Toulmin's terms, "what'
is our criterion for selecting ‘acceptable' con-
ceptual and procedural variants in the conduct of
critical activity?" Wally Martin argued that "a
series of premises that are popular in current
criticism . . ., make it impossible to resolve any
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issuc rationally.” Hick Visser, somewhat more
vptimistic about the pussibility of “collective
Inguiry,” argued that in Europe, though not in
America, therc was "a state of affalrs in which
academic inquiry is seen as a discussion,” which
has disciplinary characteristics.

Even before our second session took place, 1
had formulated four other questions. "Can and/or
should we attempt to identify inappropriate uses
of criticism?; and, if so, what constitutes a
misuse of criticism?”" (for 1978). "Should inter-
pretation be the goal of criticism; and, if not,
what (if any) goal should a critic entertain?"
(for 1979). The last two questions are directly
related to Toulmin's contrast between professions
oryanized around a common goal and those directed
at Individual ends. The first two questions,
which are the subject of this issue of SCE Reports
are related to the criteria by which a discipline,
in Toulmin's view, selects or rejects concepts and
procedures. Let me end these remarks by giving
you an account of the context in which this issue
arose.

In April of 1976, E, D. Hirsch gave a lecture
at Miami in which he attacked "the Yale school”
{principally Harold Bloom) for various critical
"abuses." Hirsch was shortly followed by Honroc
K. Spears who also attacked "the Yale school." 1
could not agree with these attacks because it seened
to me that in order to speak about "abuse" one had
first to speak about "use." At the same time, it
secmed very clear to me that the concepts of “use"
and "abuse" were not related logically in this
case. In my own thinking, "use" and "abuse" are
intelligible only in historical terms, and then
only in the context of historical decisions about
the usefulness of concepts in the light of
disciplinary ideals and goals. The polemicists
of my acqualntance all spoke of "the abuse of
criticism" without justifying their assumptions
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about "the uses of criticism.” I declded to furmulate
the issue logically (if use, then abusc?) in order to
raise the question, "how are the concepts related?"
{Leroy disagreed with my tactic.) .

Thinking back over our discussion of this issue
in New York, like Wwally Martin's computer, I cennot
say "no" to Vlad, Bill or Charlie. 1 agree, with Vlad,
that this is not a logical issue. 1 agree, with UBill,
that Burkean thought experiments demonstrate that it
is not a logical Issue. And yet, I agree, with
Charlie, that literary criticism ls nonctheless a
rational enterprise. As Toulmin points out, "logic"
and "reason" are not synonyms.

)

Hoping that the various ways in which my personal
preaccupations with literary criticism as a discipline
have made me blind have nonctheless been insightful,
1 now look forward to the issues Vincc and Hugh
envision, -

s

{8]

Charles Altier{

Department of English
Unjversity of Washington
Seattle, Washington 98195

The Propriety of Critical Acts

I want here to trace a line of thinking I con-
sider necessary if we are even to pose adequately
the question of defining the uses of criticism in
a way which makes it possible to identify inappro-
priate uses. The fundamental issue is whether or
not we can establish criteria enabling us to posit
a rough consensus that criticism is responsible to
something beyond its self-enclosed performative
qualities. 1 am not very certain of the answers
I shall propose--they will be essentially gestures
testing whether consensus is possible--but I am
certain that any statements that there are no
criteria are merely logical comnsequences of an
ungrounded scepticism unless they can handle the
kinds of arguments I shall raise.

There are two basic kinds of criteria we
can posit as determining misuses of criticism-~
one internal and the other external. The internal
eriteria arise from what 1 take to be an obvious
procedural consideration: any mode of discourse
which is to. be assessable at all must be respon-
sible to the loose rules for relatedness implicit
in a given approach. Thus 1f the critic claims to
proceed argumentatively, he is bound to common
assumptions about the logical coherence of argu-
ments and to assessment of the perspicuousness
of the details he chooses as relevant instances for
general explanatory statements themselves judgeable
in terms of their power to 1lluminate problematic
details or to extend a given method of analysis.
For example, a new psychoanalytic reading of "The
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Merchant of Venice" is clearly responsible for
explaining its relation to a Freudian grammar and
for giving a reading more complex or more adjusted
to stated psychoanalytic assumptionsthan is Freud's.
And even a criticism posing itself as performance
is responsible to our expectations about perfor-
mance. It must be interesting and perspicuous
either as illumination of features of an object
text not disclosable by other methods or as
dramatization of a significant personal attitude
towards the text.

Even these internal criteria have no ontological
foundation. We are bound by rules and expectations,
not by commandments. Thus the only punishment
is loss of respect by a community ope presumably
wants to honor and :‘to heed his work. And because
the appeals are to expectations, there are no hard
and fast rules for misuse. There are loose expecta-
tions about value defining what mbves count as worth
attending to, and, within limits, some rules can
be broken 1f there is compensatory value. say in
the depth of insight. But even raising issues )
about internal misuse makes it clear that there are
for any discourse audiences--real or perhaps ideal--
which the author implicitly invokes asg capable of
determining whether a critical act is inadequate,
or trivial, or wrong, or confused. et¢. Indeed
there may be a variant of Kant's moral absolute
applicable here: any author is bound to those
internal rules of procedure 1np11c1t or explicit
in his own evaluative comments, both positive
and negative, on the work of others.

I begin with the easier case in order to point
to the loose set of procedural expectations within
the community one addresses as the general grounds
where we must locate criteria for use and misuse.

We shall need these grounds to turm to the more
difficult question of determining whether there is
any .hierarchy of uses (from pure abuse to some sense
of necessary questions any critical discourse about

{10 ]
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a text must answer) among critical arguments that
are internally coherent and faithful to methods of
assessing evidence within a given tradition of
inquiry. But first we must distinguish questions
of the use and abuse of criticism from a related
issue, the usefulness of any discourse. Roland
Barthes argues that boredom is always a reflection
on the failure of the subject rather than on the
object because an inventive mind should be able
to find a perspective by which to make any object
interesting. The same principle holds for useful-
ness: even the most absurd critical text can be
useful as an example, say, of silliness or of where
certain kinds of training or of assumptions can
lead. In terms of the question proposed for this
session, however, we must consider use and misuse
not as functions of what an observer can make of a
critical text but of how well the text as intentional
structure of argument or performance itself contri-
butes arguments clarifying the nature and signifi-
cance of the problems it addresses. The first
criterion then of criticism useful by extermal stan-
dards is that it convinces us that there is a
problem important to solve and that the problem
has relevance to concerns more general than those
of an individual critic.

Were it not for the absurdity of so much that
passes as professional work while only spelling
out in great detail what we already know on any
level that matters for most humanistic 1nquiry, this
first criterion would seem not worth mentioning
{(would seem itself academic exercise). Yet it does
enable us to make what I take to be that crucial
step for deciding on external criteria for the use
and abuse of literary criticism. The uses of eriti-
cism are inseparable from the uses of literature.
What makes a critical act useful as description or
explanation is its capacity to identify and to
classify some significant way in which a literary
text or body of texts can relate significantly to
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some set of existential predicates. However other-
worldly, or now possible worldly, the modality of a
text as self-referential work, the utility of criti-
cism resides in the capacity of a discourse to
connect this modality to existential probability
conditions, to ways literature might have a use.
This need not entail denying the status of text

as possible world. It means only that one must see
how the conditions of possibility clarify existen-
tial conditions of origin or of utility for under-

. standing the dramatistic conditions of some possibly
" actual state of mind held by the actors in a text

or by its implicit author.

It does not seem at first a very useful
theoretical act to equate the usés of criticism
with the uses of literature. After all we hardly
have explicit consensus on the uses of-literature.

I think it possible, however, that there is consi-
derable agreement about these uses--we tend to
quarrel about the relative value of different uses

but not about the possible legitimacy of specific *

uses for specific purposes. And, more important,

by relating the two sets of uses we do invoke one
further criterion, albeit one whose terms are not
yet vexy clear. If the uses of criticism are to
clarify specific possible uses of literature, then
it is at least arguable that any use of literature
which denies all or most properties that distinguish
the text as a literary one is to that extent a
miguse of criticism--at least, unless it explicitly
justifies such a procedure. This' is, of course,
simply another way of inveighing againsf reductionism,
but it has the advantage of provislomﬂly establish-
ing what a reduction is.

Now let 'us see whether the claim that legitimate
uses of criticism require some fidelity to the dis-
tinguishing general properties of a literary text
can do any work, even though there is not explicit
consensus on any specific properties as necessary
features of literariness. There may still be

(12 ]
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sufficient consensus on necessary groups of properties,

not necessarily in the same proportions or rela-

tions, on the analogue of “family resemblances.”

After all my propositions could be generalized to
other modes of discourse wher: the same problems

reside. One could say that a legitimate use of a
philosophical text entails recognizing Its proper-
ties as philosophical discourse, even if one then

makes non-philosophical use of it. For cxumple most
of us, I think, would quarrel with Quentin Skinner's

insistence on the necessity of limiting philosophical

meanings to the context in which they originate and

in which their illocutionary properties have the
intended force because philosophical discourse seems

of necessity to make claims independent of histori-
cal pgsitivities.

Une easy way to see how this principle works
is to see what is entailed in a critical act a

clear majority in any literate culture we can imagine

{1 say this as provision against too historicist a

definition of competence communities) would take

as lIrrelevant or reductive or distorted or useless
(except as example of the useless or of criteria
for the useless). Imagine our response to a
criticism that reduced Dante's Commedia to an
elaborate fantasy of reunion with the mother or
insisted on dismissing Dante's value because his
implicit truth claims are indefensible or claimed
that Dante's text is product of neurological patterns
common to a certain genetic type. I state these
cases as travesties in order to bring out what

they travesty. What they lack is any respect for
the nature and qualities of the productive energies

which distinguish the Commedia as a significant

human act honored as such over time. They ignore
plausible human intentions implicit in the text
and in generations of readers and do not attend to
the presumably distinctive qualities which have
earned it its cultural place.

Actual critical disputes about the uses of cri-
ticism are not so easy to resolve. But here we
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want principles for discussion, not rules or speci-
fic evaluations, and the parodic case suggests,
insofar as we grant it is parody, some very general
shared assumptions about the criteria of explanation
we require. These assumptions, I think, have to do
with our sense of the humanity in humane acts of
discourse. Given sufficient time, I would try to
argue, with E. D, Hirsch, that any criticism that
does not address probably implicit intentions to
perform a specific act in a text is at least ethi-
cally, if not conceptually, a misuse of criticism.
It is a wisuse in the sense that it cannot ground
itself on an adequate concrete basis from which to
generalize. This does not mean that the critic

must devote himself to specifying the intention in
all its complexity. He may wish to interpret the
intention itself in cultural or historical terms——
or he may wish to show how the intention fails to
overcome¢ the power of the codes and the structures
it tries to manipulate. We need here, however,

only a more limited claim. Whatever the status of
an author's specific performative intentions, the
travesties of Dante I mentioned indicate that criti-
cism must respect (if it wants to be respected)

the general intention in the discourse to be taken
as a specific kind of act entailing in the responder
specjfic hermeneutic responsibilities before he

can either evaluate it or relate it to other texts
and contexts in a general argument. This intention
to present a specific kind of act requires attention
to mode (e.g., how literariness or philosophicalness
may have been construed), to genre, and probably

to some audience context (not necessarily a specific
historical one). Without this kind of attention

the critic has no object to interpret. He is 1oéi-
cally committed to indeterminacy--both with respect
to the text and to criteria for assessing his act.
He places himself in a position where logic precludes
all testing of claims, rather like a biologist who
theorizes about life without granting there are
specific features of life he wmust explain.

[Y4 ]
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Within these general constraints to honor modes
of discourse, we can distinguish two general cate-
gories of the uses of literature which dictate
specific. external criteria for acts of criticism.
Literary .texts can be treated in a variety of ways
as what Max Weber called monuments and they can be
treated as sources of wisdom. Both approaches to
texts provide a kind of knowledge, but because
each entalls different procedural expectation for
their proper use, it is helpful to distinguish
these approaches in terms of the kind of knowledge
sought. Borrowing from De Quincy, we might distin-
guish the approaches as uses which seek specific
knowledge from a text and those which try to find
in them a kind of power.

When we treat a text as monument, We are concern-—
ed primarily with what a text or group of texts can
be seen as expression of. These expressions in turn
can be subdivided into at least three general classes:
texts can be considered as expressions of cultural
and historical forces, as expressions of personal
conditions, or as instances of specific laws or
tendencies in kinds of discourse defined either
historically or analytically. (Marx, Freud, and
Foucault give pure versioms of each type.) Im each
of these approaches two sets of loose rule-governed
behavior must be observed, each dependent on one
of the two intentional structures involved in the
critical encounter. Thus the critic must try to
account for the intentional status of the text,
as mode of discourse and as specific speech act,
even if he ultimately denies the authority of inten-
tion, and he must accept the obligation of evidence
created by his intentional stance as critic within
a specific set of gquestions. If the critic is
eclectic or pluralist, he still must glve some sense
of what might falsify his various claims if the
claims are to have any use. Falsification need not
be purely empirical or amalytic, but there must be

some sense in which the critic presents himself ‘
as answering questions and thus of perhaps being wrong.

(151
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If there are no coherent questions, there can be
no hope of useful answers. And if there are ques-
tions, there are loose rules of evidence, that is,
possibilities for arguing about the relative
superiority of answers. Finally, there 1s probably
a triviality condition in any use of literature as
monument. The critic must show not only that the
text expresses what he claims but also that the
expression reveals something significant for his
case that is not simply logically entailed in his
approach. Many deconstructions fail this condition
because the multiple contradictory meanings they
generate express nothing but the logical consequences
of refusing to take a text as determinable speech
act. When one treats a text simply as an instance
of langue, of potentials for meaning not yet organ-
ized as a single utterance, he discovers nothing
when he concludes that this level of discourse
organization if subject to endless variation.

When, on the other hand, the critic can show how a
specific purposive speech act fails to carry its
purposes through the complex codes in his utterance
(as Kenneth Burke does), he contextualizes decon-
struction and poses specific reasons for it which
enable us to see the text as expression of a crucial
cultural, personal, or philosophic problem.

The second basic category of use, the inquiry
into what powers a text can provide, looks forward
rather than backward. Here, as Gadamer argues in his
discussion of tradition, the texts are ssignificant
less as expressions of certain forces and principles
than as a potential grammar enabling people to make
or understand expressions in the present or in some
future existential condition. Here the text is less
monument than modal operator. The text is seen not
as expression of existing conditions but as perfor-
mance of an exemplary act of mind in a possible world
which its readers can usé to clarify theif own
experience or to project goals for experience. As
monuments, texts clarify conditioans of origin,
as exemplary performances they constitute a grammar

(16 ]
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of complex predicate sets to be tested as clarifi-
cations of present and future expressions. Humanist
and idealist theorists provide different illustra-
tions of this exemplary power. In Arnold, the power
of clarification is largely a capacity to console an
and to compose the spirit. Thus, contra Huxley,
Sophocles' "for an enduring heart have the destinies
appointed the children of men" evokes an attitude
of tragic calm to be adapted to the dehumanizing
conclusions of modern science. Croce's organicism
insists on more complex exemplary attitudes: it is
crucial not to see a work like Don Quixote as simply
a collection of conventional types because the work
as a whole provides a unique image of behavior that,
once constituted, becomes a fresh predicate we can
use to place or to interpret possible experiences.
These exemplary attitudes can be seen as the
performance of certain stances projected as adequate
means for responding to imagined existential condi-
tions. Thus it is perhaps inevitable that critics
should come to take their own work as primarily
performance. But they must recognize that tradi-
tionally criticism allows different kinds of per-
formances, each with their own attendant criteria.
There is no logical or historical constraint
against the critic defining the power of literature
as its capacity to elicit in him an exemplary perfor-
mance more interesting as illustration of how the
text can be used by an individual than as descrip-
tion of its representative qualities as an example.
But then, like Pater on the "Mona Lisa,' he binds
himself to offering qualities of attention, inter-
pretation, and stylistic sophistication that can
compete with artists’' claims for the same status.
1f, on the other hand, the critic envisions his
performance primarily as means for eliciting non-
discursive qualitative features of a text easily
distorted by logical argument, he incurs two gets
of obligations. Insofar as the work is criticism
at all it is responsible to the same sense of
intentional structures as is the treatwent of text
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as monument. And second it is responsible to a very
different kind of significance condition. It must
show that the text and the critical predicates used
for it can make claims not only on our historical
interests but also on our existential concerns.

It must show why the text as exemplary performance
of a way of relating to the world has possible
relevance 1n clarifying or extending the audience's
powers to reflect on their lives. This kind of
criticism is free of the systematic obligations
incurred by treatments of the text as monument, but
this freedom brings wich it the difficult task of
being faithful to the philosophical, psychological
and sociological frameworks we actually use in
defining and evaluating our own experiences.

Most critical works are not assessed primarily
in terms of true-false judgments. There are
preliminary questions relating to parts of .critical
acts. The act as a whole then invites oppositions
like trivial-profound, insensitive-sensitive,
superficial-perspicuous, partial-complex, etc. In
the criticism of monuments, these assessment ferms
depend largely on our sense of the validity of
interpretive procedures which are not inherently
literary, even when we grant the literariness of
the text. In evaluating critical acts devoted to
the text as source of power and exemplary knowledge,
on the other hand, our assessments derive less from
formal hermeneutic procedures than from our total
cultural framework for understanding how descriptions
might apply to specific human actions. I cannot
pretend here to offer a formula for the variety of
cultural predicates that at once go into such assess-
ments and are dialectically extended by these acts
of judgment. 1T want instead to propose; an exemplary
set of questions which I think basic to our cultural
assessment of the cognitive value or power of literary
texts. For the critic interested in the humane
relevance of his object text must ultimately be
tested by how fully and how seriously he makes us

(18]
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take the work of literature as what Burke called
"equipment for living." The critic must show how

a text provides terms, structures, and qualitative
perceptions enabling us to represent features of

our own lives--real and potential--to ourselves in
such a way that we can feel ourselves possessed of
new powers of apprehension and especially a new or
renewed sense of our nature as human beings. This
knowledge takes two forms: 1t can be seen as self-
knowledge and as the recognition of the conditions
of others we need to understand in order to treat
them with the same kind of seriousness with which

we treat ourselves. This knowledgeé also can take
form as a grammar for describing past and present
experiences or as a grammar for projecting certain
ideal terms shaping the direction of future behavior
and forms we use to assess that behavior. In other
words, a literary text or criticism of it 1s useful
as an exploration of cognitive powers to the degree
that we can say from it either "Now I understand
this feature of my or another's behavior and can

see why it matters" or "Now I can appreciate cer-
tain qualities of behavior and their importance
which 1 will strive to make real in my life."
Finally, the institution of criticism concerned

with cognitive powers has the value and probably the
obligation of creating for us a sense of the communal
standards we invoke when we distinguish degrees of
value and seriousness in the kinds of representations
of ourselves to ourselves we take as adequate
measures of our claims for the value of our lives.
The ultimate use of criticism is helping to esta-
blish the sense of ideal community where the
standards of seriousness can be located, defined and
discussed.
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MLA Special Session

December, 1978

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Charles Altieri
University of Washington
Seattle, Washington

Instead of summarizing my paper, I will try to
state what 1 take in retrospect to be the central points
which need discussion. (Much of this retrospect was
required by Bill Rueckert's comments.) First, the topic
of discussion entails locating possible constraints on
criticism and establishing the grounds for such
constraints in a way that avoids positing any essen-
tialist terms which readily invite deconstruction.
Constraints must be grounded socially. And the only
way soclal constraints make sense is to locate and
define the possibility of an inquiry being dependent
upon procedures established by a community. Silnce
communities in criticism obviously manifest more
differences than similarities, at least in their
explicit allegiances, one must try to distinguish
between levels of community, or between general com-
munities and sub-communities. Are there shared
standards implicit in critical sub-communities which
underly the differences and allow the possibility of
common judgments despite specific disputes? If one
grants differences in canon-formation-for literature
and for criticism, do there remain some shared
standards about what any canon must share, say
Shakespeare or Frye, and can one establish in social
terms what expectations these works satisfy?

My retrospective solution to this problem would
be to develop the metaphor of "fit," which I derive
from Wittgenstein and from Chaim Perelman's descrip-
tions of universal and limited audiences. "Fit,”
first of all, allows a pluralist account of use and
misuse that still preserves some sense of criteria.

(21]



SCE REPORTS

Criticism is properly used when it i
expectati9ns of coherence, conceptujitijgizit:2§
and perspicuousness held by the sub-communit 1t,
agdresses. These are no easy matters to estaZIish
:ogcgstgﬁiizzgn;a:gely implicit, but the grounds ’
€m are reasonably clear becaus
each sub-community, by footnotes and d .
:z;t:ig cgncepts, indicates the modelse?ingzgﬁgt::
b :za:i c:;gu:?:;e few critics want to address
imitated models to est;bY?sﬁagox:elthe e rernton
standards taken from various crit? ylthe Ltiome
But precisely because criticism t nds to herers’
audience--a critical sub—commmnltengsdto e 2t
communal sense of the texts or 15§ue2 d‘;sgeneral
one can extend the notion to fit to o mor
norgative level. Here (partially foilzzgzgdéngie
gzpezzgi:ynggetzgn :Y??CSt a hlerarchy of fits
u ty of a piece of cri
:; is probably a relative misuse of critlc;s;‘:é::. s
e range of questions asked and the model of j
coherence ‘for conceptual transitions in an argument
appeals either only to fairly minor aspects o? a "
text or problem or only to audiences whose standard
of coherence are somewhat reductive or "strange.*® °
One must be careful here because there are fogm;
of technical work which appeal only to small
audiences, but whose logic and scope can legitimatel
claim the attention of a large audience if ghe mately
?udlence were to learn the appropriate tools. But
f we keep this exception in mind, the notio; f
narrow fit helps indicate what is wrong with fz
of scholarship that neither ask large questlonsmls
nor provide editorial materials needed to ask those
guestlons. And it clearly points ta the dlfficultié
"n dogmatic Freudian or Marxist readings or i :
performative" criticism that fails to make th2
22:2::::d siazlgﬁitﬁy rfpresentative of larger
. criterion can
that it is not itself a discover; p:g::d::ewgugr:nt

-
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way of focusing evaluatlve discourse. The notion of
uf1t" does not provide an easy binary distinctlion
between use and misuse, but rather tries to suggest
how these terms allow relative hierarchic distinctlions.
"Fit" Is not a formula but a possible index of what
is at stake in particular evaluative discussions
which must define and apply specific terms.
My essay tries to establish some general lines
of inquiry by which we can identify the kinds of
criteria that may be adapted in specific evaluative
discourse about critical work. The basis of these
distinctions is one I did not make clear in the essay,
as Bill Rueckert's comments indicate. He assumes
that my desire for evaluative criteria entails making
judgments about the content of critical approaches.
Certainly most evaluation boils down to prejudices
about content, and in practice my work is probably
no exception. But in theory it remains possible,
and probably useful, to insist on a distinction
between content criteria for evaluation and qualitative
criteria. The latter can apply to any content, making
the critic’'s activity through his specific belliefs
more significant than the beliefs themselves. 1n my
paper 1 prepare the ground for this pluralistic
qualitative model by trying to link the uses of
criticism with the uses of literature. Clearly our
normal assessment of literary texis acknowledges the
place of a wide variety of contents and conflicting
truth claims because we attend primarily to
dimensions of assessment related to qualities like
subtlely of attention, awareness of irony and
complexity, capacity to understand and deepen an
affective grasp of situations, and the power to
register and discriminate intellectual and affective
contexts elicited by the content or situation. 1
think that we make essentially the same judgments
of critical acts, although often with the important
difference that we grant critics less various modcs
of coherence and transition than we do artlsts
because their typical mode is discursive language.

23]
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The need to define modes of coherence across the diffep

ences between artistic and critical di
iscourses i
major source of our difficulties in defining and$ ?
a;sessigg cr;tlcal acts, but surely the matter is one
of qua o ‘
Senge. y relations, not of content in any narrow
My specific distinctions in th

€ essay can be
as attempts to establish what criteria weycan empl::en
in assessing the modes of coherence and the attendant
qualities displayed by critical texts. 1 list three
here, all of which again are general and demand tact
and further distinctions when employed in particular

cases. First one must distinguish between performative

criticism or what Geoffrey Hartman calls criticism a
essay, the indefinite article, and criticism that >
accepts received standards for descriptive and inter
pretive hypothesis testing. Each mode, thén in )
different ways, implicates internal and exte;nal
criteria, and external criteria involve two kinds of
standards--those inherent in making knowledge claims
and those used for making clalms about the power of )
a text as significant in general existential terms
Internal criteria are those which define the coherénee
of a particular discourse. A critic is responsible
at least for honoring those modes of coherence he
criticizes others for lacking, and those inherent in
any methodology he employs. How these fit performative
criticism is a very difficult question. Because this
criticism tends, like a good deal of literature, to
suspend normal models of coherence, I have littie to
say about it except that it puts special demands on
itself to satisfy the terms for power and representa-
tiveness I describe in my paper. This kind of
criticism is rarely judged by truth standards:
usually we take it as constituting certain insights
::ish gtherz wi:l ;se as hypotheses, so that its

e depends sim
e dopen 1gnor£d¥ on whether it can be used or

With external descriptive criteria
invoked to determine the criticism wz ad;:rg?rTiI::
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tmportant to keep straight differences involved in
describing texts as historlcal or behavioral monuments
and as providing the reader with certalin powers not
limited to a specific historical or interpretive
context. The latter mode of criticism treats a text
as an enduring attitude providing for one who inter-
nalizes it a distinctive access to certain kinds of
experience. 1 propese as a rough formula for distin-
guishing between these two critical orientations
concepts of text as “"expression of" and texts as
vexpressions as.”" When we take a text as “expression
of," we view it as a locus defining and exemplifying
some force external to it. The force can be
blographical, historical in a variety of ways (con-
ceptual, sociological, economic) or behavioral (as
in any form of psychological inquiry). The text
considered as expression as, on the other hand,
demands that the critic explore its internal ways
of defining the significance of 1lts elements and
that he represent the text as a coherent act affording
its audience an exemplary attitude towards recurrent
features of human experience. In both cases 1
suspect that one needs to be concerned with questions
of intention and literariness {(albeit in different
degrees of complexity). Otherwlse one simply has
no expressive object, historical or projective,
but only a loose set of possibilities of a langue
never become a parole. The one constant misuse
of criticism must be reductionism because it denies
the distinctiveness of its specific object, and
distinctiveness of the object is a basic procedural
assumption with respect to all aesthetic objects.
This does not mean that a critlc cannot consciously
reduce the object once he has pointed its claims to
distinctness, Just as it does not require fidelity
to the author's intention once the intention has
been posited. Texts fail or complicate intentions,
but we only know this after we describe the probable
intention and the aesthetic procedures it chooses
to constitute its expression.

[25] !
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Once we can define the object and the crit
intention, it Is falrly easy to describe the éi:?::cnt
external conditions of significance that measure the
relativ; val:e of critical acts concerned with
expression of or expression as. The former i
crlterlq of fidelity to methodological assump::gi;e;nd
of perspicunusness within the range of questions
posed. Analyses of "expression as" involve general
humanistic criteria of representativeness and serious-
ness which I begin analyzing in my paper. But now
in order to avoid the solipsism that tends to be '
another common misuse of critical discourse," let me
relinquish the floor to other voices. ’

[26]

|
%
I

THE POWERS OF THE CRITICAL WORD

--Exploring the proposition: If Uses, then Hisuses
of criticism

William Rueckert
~ Suny
Geneseo

TOPICAL OUTLINE OF PAPER

0. Explanatory Note.

1. Altleri's priorities.

2. False logic and true values.

3. The Entelechy of Misuse,

4. Creation, Criticism, and Culture.
5. MNature, words, and the Word.

6. Beyond Irony and Logoncentricity.

0. Explanatory Note

This paper was written in response to Charles
Altieri's position paper, "The Proprieties of Critical
Acts.” The topic all of us were asked to address was
the proposition "If uses, then misuses of criticism.”

I have attempted to address (perhaps confront is more
accurate) this proposition by way of Altieri's main
conclusions. I have tried to avoid silly and dis-
tracting doctrinal differences, arguments with Altieri,
and have tried to keep my essay focused upon two central
issues: how one can even approach this apparently simple
but truly almost impossible topic; and, once having
figured out an approach, what are the implications and
ramifications of that approach. If the paper is
elliptical at times--especially in the last parts--

it is because of the need to compress arguments in

order to follow out the ramifications of the approach

[27]
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I finally took. As a friend wryly commented w

told him what I was struggling :i{h, "but :hathtzpic
is global."™ YES. And rather than get lost in the
metaphor, I will not try to say just where I got in
my explorations but will simply acknowledge my own
awareness of the size and complexity of the topic.

1. Altieri's Priorities

We have most of us been raised up--criti
that is--on the rather simple forwardpas§£;;é?2ily,
that the propriety of critical acts is located in
th? responsibilities they have to the literary texts
which sustain them and justify their existence. And
most of us who practice this trade--literary criticism
that i§--would be inclined to say that if there is ’
something we can call an "inappropriate" critical
act, a misuse of criticism, a deviated critical
action, it will have something to do with the absence
or pefversion of this text-centeredness, text- .
consciousness, and text conscience. Literary )
criticism, our naive articles of faith tell us
should have something to do with literature as'such
and should heighten or increase both our text-
consclousness and text conscience. On these simple
straightforward grounds, then, it seems that onep
would.(should) say VES to the if/then binary
0pp051t%0ﬂ which Is our topic: If Use, Then Misuse
of Criticism. One has only to spell out the proper
uses of criticism to predicate the misuses by
generating a series of binary opposites from the
proper uses. Altieri has hit upon this exactly in
entitling his paper "The Propriety of Critical Acts,"
for if one can establish these proprieties--that ls’
normative conceptions of what literature is and is ’
doing and what critical acts are and should be
doing--then the deviations from these norms are
§elf—def1nlng and one can deal with them almost by
ignoring them. Altieri does not really talk about

-
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the misuse of criticism at all. He had devoted most
of his paper to the excmplary uses of literary
criticism and left the guestions of misuse like

buried assumptions (or binary read-outs) in what he
has said literature is and criticism does. He clearly
believes that there are misuses of criticism and
these would consist of failures to conform to the
proprieties he had laid out for us.

Altieri has tied all of the issues up into a
tight proprietary knot by saying that the uses of
criticism are inseparable from the uses of literaturc.
After some preliminary talk about what critical manners
are and what normative expectations must be met in
critical and literary discourse (both of which are
functions of his category--laden thought processes
in this paper), he turns to the substantive manner
of what the uses of literature are. He begins this
at p. 6, where he first discusses texts as "monuments"
and "sources of wisdom and power." The rest of the
paper briefly works out this theory of literature
which, by Altieri’'s logic, is also a theory of
criticism. The paper comes to its conclusion with
these resonating, propriety-filled sentences:

Finally, the institution of criticism
concerned with the cognitive powers has the
value and probably the obligation of creating
for us a sense of the communal standards we
invoke when we distinguish the degrees of
value and seriousness in the kinds of
representations of ourselves to ourselves
we take as adequate measures of our claims
for the values of our lives. The ultimate
use of criticism is helping to establish
the sense of ideal community where the
standards of seriousness can be located,
defined, and discussed.

(my emphasis to stresspropriety words)

Altieri's main point is that the true and essentlal
human proprieties--the standards of seriousness by

(291
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means of which we define and su
stain the hunx
community--are present In literature and mrﬁzn
minifest by our critical acts in and out of the
gdaSSfoom. The proper use of criticism is to
entify and sustain these fundamental human
proprieties by the very nature of the critical
endeavor itself. ?
This is both a noble conc
eption of
litirature and of critical acts, in the finest
sgsca:e;:::sAtrag;tions of Anglo-American criticism
rnold and Frye, Coleridge and Bu )
every where in this short A Pting rke
paper exhortin
through Altieri, to the hi e
gh purposes of -
fizgered calling as teachers and critics 3¥r en
u i;:ggr:;inzsdoantha?t to quarrel with Altieri
» Tor L share his commitments b
to the idea of communit deq thet
y and te Burke's id
literature is equi hould
pment for living whi
:elp guide us towards a better li?e. g: :z::éd
Agifez?lzn;e:vetﬁe in relation to a response to
0 the extremely complex bl
inherent in the "If Uses, Th o quost
y Then Misuses®
which we are asked to address. I will tg;:sz;on

the use-misuse question fi
Altieri at the end. rst and return to

2. False Logic and True Values

The topic, as set, is
. cast as an if/the

gpposition. If/thens need not be cast in thgsbtgi;y
a:: can cons:st of causal sequences in which there ’

no opposites at all. The topic, ho
that if there are uses (i o surely. propesy®

if mplying, surel ro
use:) for literary criticism, thén therz,mSStpgz mis~
gzpozgzgper u:es, which would censtitute a binary

on: At best, the logic here is s
we are not dealing with a law of natu ety ot
re but with wh
seems to be a pseudo-logical ot
proposition, th

of which is to clarify the if part by fo;cing iz;eﬂt
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into the Impossible task of dealing adequately with
the then part (that is, trying to demonstrate that
the proposition Is true). There must be a term in
formal logic for this, but here we can speak of It
simply 45 the "straw man" or "decoy" technique.
Let us try to proceed in an honest fashion
with the topic to demonstrate why this is true.
Let's assume the validity--in good faith--of the
binary opposition as formulated. The If Uses part
requires that we gencrate the uses of literary
criticism before we go on to the misuses, since
the second is tled to the first as a condition of
its being. Generating the uses of criticism is not
really such a difficult task until one realizes that
a purely descriptive procedure is hopeless. In the
first place, there would be no end to a descriptive
listing of the uses of criticism, any more than there
could be an end to a similar listing of the uses of
literature. Literature and criticism have been used
for almost every known or imaginable human purpose.
For example, we might begin with a basic function,
the bathroom/outhouse use of elther faclilitating the
purgative process or of entertaining the mind while
one waits for the miracle of purgation to happen.
As Kenneth Burke has polnted out, verbal and fecal
motives have always been closely related; and Burke
himself has built a whole theory of literature and
criticism around the idea of catharsis. From this
rather homely example we can shoot all the way up
to the high, noble moral head-uses Altieri ascribes
to literature and criticism at the end of his paper.
The bottom and the top, so to speak, do not cancel
each other out; and neither is a misuse of criticism,
any more than would other in between organ-related
uses of literature and criticism--such as heart and
genitalia centered erotic uses. The point of all
this is that if one iIs to make sense and order out
of the "If Uses" part of this proposition, one has
to make some value judgments, as Altieri did, and
deal in both hlerarchies and proprieties, or in
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idealized uses and paradigms. Otherwise the cat

of uses will be entirely empirically based and, ?iogx:
end, a kind of theoretical absurdity, for if one can
think of it one will discover that criticism and
literature have both been used for it, especially if
as Burke and such critics as Cary Melson have taught’
us to do, we move from the public to the personal -
private motives. A purely empirical, descriptive
treatment of this topic is impossible. One must take
it into the realm of theory, one must move out of

the indicative and into the optative as soon as possible

Even here, as Altleri well knows, there are a lot of
bear traps and one must go cautiously the whole way.
The most obvious thing about this procedure is
that one is not golng to trivialize either criticism
or literature, and one is not liable to commit either
to a purely aesthetic function. Criticism can be about
itself or it can be about literature, or it can be
about both at the same time. It is always about
culture, whatever its specific subject matter. Motives
@eyond pleasure and beauty are going to have to figure
in this theoretical, essentially optative discussion ~
of the uses of criticism. There is going to be a
heavy emphasis upon instruction, upon the powers
(beyond pleasure and beauty) instrinsic to literature
and upon such things as creativity, eneryy transfers '
the community and culture of the word, and the '
c?eative imagination. The tendency in this procedure
W%ll be prescriptive and categorical--as the whole
history of criticism makes quite clear. The main
documents are rhapsodic, as Altieri is; they are often
defenses (as In Sidney), and they attempt to call
or recall, literature and criticism to their high’
purposes., Think, only, of Frye's ANATOMY in this
context. This whole procedure will make extensive
use of moral imperatives and categories of right
and wrong ways of doing things; normative categories
and thought processes must guide the whole discussion.
) I have simply been pursuing the theoretical
implications of one way of trying to deal with this

(32]
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topic. It 1s the way Altierl chose Lo follow and he
has done very nicely In working out the perfect or
ideal uses of criticism in relation to a sct of high
and noble functions of litcrature itself--functlions
which, by the way, have been with us in the history
of criticism since Plato and Aristotle. UBut, there
are ruval problems herc, because; first of all, the
question of misuse is entirely relative, and 1t does
not follow at all that  if there are uses then there
mist be misuses of lliterary criticism, except as
they can be defined in relation to one specific set
of uses. We can eliminate some possibilitics here
before yoing on. tlot to be text centered surely
cannot constitute a misuse of criticism. It is
perfectly legitimate and useful to focus on the
creative process rather than the finished process,

or on larger than text questions--such as genre;

or on smaller than text questions, such as the
creator; or as Burke often does, upon the effects

of the text. Thess are not misuses. All acknowledye
Altieri's values and speak to them in one way or
another. Hor is it a misuse to be wrong about a

text or an author and to attack a text for being
inferior or lrrelevant. The use of criticism to
subversive ends does not constitute a misuse for

such criticism merely affirms some texts while
denying others to necessary revolutionary ends

which may in fact serve the very ends Altleri speaks
of in his closing pages. Hor does the use of
criticism to doctinal ends constlitute a misuse:

we all use criticism to doctrinal ends, it is just
that the doctrines vary. And Altieri urges us to

use criticism to doctrinal ends, and his doctrines
can be as easily identified as mine, or almost
anybody else's for that matter. Misuse cannot

be found in any of these cases, for all affirm

the value or values of literature in different

ways and it Is a function of civilized human beings
--the human community Altieri speaks of--to recognize,
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legitimize, and accommodate differences without
destroying the whole community. Ho, we must seck
out an extreme form, go down into Lhe pits, to
find a pure example of misuse. The history of
literary criticism makes it perfectly clear that
criticism can be written in any form, including
the form of literature itself, or in the radical
forms of the experimental criticism of, say,
Hassan, N. 0. Brown, or Charles Olson. The form
in which the criticism is written cannot constitute
a misuse. And the history of criticism also makes
it clear that the uses of criticism are at least
as vdrious and diverse as the uses of literature,
and cannot be subject to prescriptive leyislation.
Criticism, like literature, has served revolutionary
as well as conservative ends, disruptive, dis-
orienting, even destructive, af well as ordering,
communal, and constructive ends. Hone of thesc

is necessarily a misuse of criticism unless one
has frozen into hisiory the fixed categories

of a particular doctrine and is compelled to
ignore the idea that "the morality of an act is

a function of the state of the system {any system)
at the time the act is performed.” {Hardin, 134},
It is only doctrinal criticism (whether religious,
political, social, or aesthetic) which finds it
easy to differentiate between use and misuse,
since misuse can always be cstablished in relation
to the doctrine. The classic examples here would
be hard party line communist literary criticism

or the prescriptive criticism which was dominant
during the Englightenment, If, as Altieri argues,
the uses of criticismare inseparable from the uses
of literature, then it dalso seems impossible to
me Lo say that there are misuses of criticism in
the absolute sense. There could only be better
and worse uses of criticism (as of literature),
not the "correct™ use and incorrect use of. The
very concept of misuse here as implied is a specious
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binacy cumponent of Lhe concept of use and §egms Lo be
a function of the western mind's habit of binary,
polarized, dialetical thinking.

3. The Entelechy of Misuse

But of course the topic cannot be dismissed or
resvlved simply by demonstrating that we ﬁave b?en
asked to deal with what is apparently a fdlse‘b1niry
apposition. True or false, the question of m15¥5L
persists and we must confront it. To do that, I am
yoing to employ a Burkean device and see what happens
when one subjects the If Uses, Then Hlsusgs of
Criticism to Burke's entelechial mode of dnalysls.l
Burke often takes a concept and works It out to th:‘
end of its line of possibilities. He calls this the
entelechial mode of thouyght, or, more descrlp?lvely,
to-the-end-of -the-line thinking. His argument is1 .
that everything has its entelechy or perfect coTp ete
form, even negative things and concepts. In ot;e:h
words, it should be possible to take th§ idea o Je
misuse of criticism to the end of the line and ?um; 9y
up with the perfection of it. The perfection of misu
is in itself something of a novel ldea, but thli
should not be allowed to deter us. We could perhaps
think of this as the devil (not devil's advocate) .
function of criticism, and whether it exists or 80 ,
it might give as a way to think intelligently an
constructively about this vexing problem, .

If, as Altieri argues, and as seems readily the
appargﬁt to anyone thinking about this qgestion.h e
function of criticism is to confirm and affirm the
nature and power of literature and in .so doing §oi
affirm the capacity of both literature and crit)c :m
to build and sustain the culture (the community) o
the word, then it would seem that the most perfect
misuse of criticism would be to deny these powersf;o
literature and attack, with the intent to kill z ,
the very creative and constructive actions whic
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sustain criticism and the culture of th
L ¢ word. Si
g?t, a literary criticism whose object was to destgsly
uterature-—not Just one kind of literature, but d
terature in general--would seem to be the perfect

example of the misuse of criticism. It i
. $ also a rat
perverse example for one can hardly even imagine serlﬁﬁz

literary critics who wo
contradictory actions. uid undertake sgch self-
It is hard even to imagine the mo
operate: self—aggrandizemeng? The dis;i;g:m::icszOUId
literature by criticism? A hatred for creative
constructive actions? Pure malignancy? I am t;yln
here to imagine a perfect negative example, one in ’
which the whole force of the critical actlon undertaken
is negative and destructive. 1 am not here talkin
about deconstructive criticism, for that is anothe?
matter altogether. Perhaps I should call this de-
creative or simply destructive criticism, for its
object would be to destroy literature nét to
d:cznstruct it so that one can come ta an awareness
:lac:? it was constructed, and why, in the first
The perfect misuse of criticism--

"inappropriate" use imaginable--then, ;2213022 this
self contradictory action in which the critical act
villified and/or destroyed the creative acts which
are both its objects of attention and its reason
for being. Instead of privileging the text, one would
destroy it, as if criticism were a revoluti;nary action
directed against the text itself. Criticism is first
born out of literature. Llater, It is also born of
itself in the incestuous manner of all creation myths

1 suppose one could push my example one step further |
and say that the most perfect misuse of criticism
would be critical acts which attempt to destroy both
literature and the critical endeavor itself. ¥hesc
would be self-consuming actions, as with some Dantes U
creature which fed on and eventually ate itself up; e
or, differently conceived, they would be the act12As
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of a person who's motives were purely negative and
destructive, as with the Devil, or lago. boes any such
criticism exist? Can one even lmagine it existing?

Can one conceive of writing a whole book of such
criticism, including the dialectics of it. How would
one go about destroying THE DIVIIE COMEDY, KING LEAR,
the poems of Keats, Hopkins or Dylan Thomas, HOBY
DICK--to no other end then just to destroy them? ls
it cven useful to try to think about the toplc ln this
way? Surely this would not be literary criticism as
we understand it, but a kind of antl-criticism, under-
taken in the name of literary criticism, perhaps,

and even usling many of the most sophisticated rcsources
of critical analysis.

Some people have seen deconstructive criticism as
a form of ant-criticism, but this seems to be a mistaken
or angry view of that whole endeavor. Deconstructive
criticism does not set out to destroy literature; it
seems mostly to affirm the fact that we create at the
edge of the vold, the edge being the point at which
language arises and creation begins; and that what we
create is merely a creatlon, a construction, which can
be deconstructed back to the edge of the vold. ¥e do
it because it Is all we can do. A criticism which
demonstrates this is not a misuse of criticism; it is
yet another example of a doctrinal bias centered in
a theory of language and the nature of human creations.
It is the reduction of reality to a dlalectic of
constructive and deconstructive processes.

The example of misuse which 1 have invented is
much more fundamental because it denles both the
function and value of literature and all the functions
and values of criticism except a purely negative and
destructive one. It denies itself in enacting itself
and tends toward a purposelessness because it destroys
what supports it and leaves a vacuum behind, since it
does not replace what it destroys with itself, and
it offers no alternatives. It reduces Altieri's
proprieties of critical acts to an absurdity.
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Protracted, as if one were writi i
enfe}chy of misuse would givelzzng ?U:S;;rfﬁ ;nfi
cr1txcism {critics?) would destroy creative actsc‘
(poets?) as soon as they appeared in a kind of 1984
world of demonic culture. Ultimately, as in that
novel, the créative motive would be a;tached and
des%royed at its source, at which point, only this
dev*lish criticism would be left to keep a mali
vigil lest the creative motive recrudesce »
Literary and other kinds of analogies sugéest
gtsT;eizfii iIago criticism, Claggart criticisim,

g cism, m ici
confidence man érizzzigi?us siranger oriticise,

An ecological analo

for the kind of criticlsgytﬁizol5:23:5;:eitself,
describing would be like the deliberate pollution
destruction and exhausting of 'vital resources with
no attempt to renew, recycle, or replace them
Some ecologists see this as the basis of the '

environmental crisis and identify it as the suicidal -

motlv? intrinsic to the present course of human
civilization. The misuse of criticism which I

gave been describing would be similarly suicidal

0 faf as I can tell, we have here a principle w&ich
d9es in fact constitute misuse for, as in a
disturbed ecosystem, so in a human ecosystem, the
Interconnections and interdependences upon wAich
the health and capacity for self renewal of the
iﬁosystem depend would be broken, and eventually
lic;ec.zcosystem would lose its capacity to sustain

4. Creation, Criticism, and Culture

But, one can ask, is it even use i
in these reversed, inverted terms. §£:l zzetzjgt
answer (as Altieri does), for they forcé us back
always, to the uses of criticism. There scems Lé
be a curious reversing dialectic at work in this
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if/then proposition, for thaving arrived at this monstiruus
entelechy of misuse, where can we ygo but back to the
uses of crititism, taking the principle of perfect
misuse with us to see what it can tell us about the
creative powers of the critical word. 5o, with this
principle of misuse in mind, let us come round agaln
to Altieri, the propriety of critical acts, and the
question of use andmisuse of criticism. First of all,
the two main (and some would say, legitimate) subjects
of criticism are itself and literature. Even when the
subject is itself, criticism is always in a mediating
position for ultimately culture (the nature and health
of it) is its real subject and the point upon which the
three ¢'s (creativity, criticism, culture) converge.
Some might argue that criticism taking itself for a
subject constitutes a misuse, but this can hardly be
true, for criticism is as fundamental a human and
symbolic action as creation and worthy of study for
its own sake Lf we are interested in understanding the
nature of man as a symbol-using animal. In fact, many
would (and have) argued that it Is criticlsm which keeps
both culture and creation healthy and that the three
are only separable at great risk. The three have
language--symbol-using--in common and ultimately all
the central issues and questions raised by this topic
involve us in the most fundamental way with language
and the culture of the word, in particular the culture
of the written word. I suppose that is why this topic
is truly global in nature, for it raises all the
fundamental questions in its first half (1f Uses of
Criticism) and then raises them yet again in its
second half (Then Misuses). We confront here all the
basic questions of our profession as teachers and
practioneers of literature and criticism, just as we
do, if we are thoughtful and self conscious, every
time we re-enact the drama of the classroom or
undertake either or both critical or creative actions.
As Altieri says, criticism is an act, albeit a
symbolic act, and both propriety and choice are
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éztrxnsic to the very nature of action., Kennelh
rke has argued for years that the basic distinction
between the human and the non-human is langua
symbol-using; and that a distinction must ge zZAe
between non-symbolic motion and symbelic action
Language 1s.what makes action possible because it fr
one (to various degrees) from the necessities of pur:es
matter and metlon by making available the whole ran

of human choices that exist in the symbolic realm mge
creates above and beyond nature. And language--o "
the more inclusive activity--symbol using isgalsor
continuously generative because with it man constantl
gzgsgazis ne: :?oices. Criticism and creation are Y

symbolic action. To mi i

make deliberate choices. It harZT:eszéégezas:gﬁlrgft
i? terms being u§ed here--to misuse either by accident
I'm not sure it is possible to ever misuse literature .
in any way. Imagine a transposition of this topic

to llFerature: If Uses, Then Misuses of Literature
Doctrinal differences can never constitute true mi; S
though they are probably the greatest single cause e
for misuse charges--as in obscenity, pornograph )
and party-line cases. Even the most "obsceneg y;

or novel.imaginable--one which broke all kinds gfem
proprieties, including formal and verbal as well as
rational, moral, and social ones--would not realla
constitute a misuse of literature. As Burke, Fr 4
Bachelard and many others have argued, it is’in {ﬁé
very nature of the creative imagination to be free

to engage in boundary-breaking, to be radical ’
innovative, outrageous, even obscene, to deliéeratel
break the proprieties, to defy the norms and the Y
established categories, to be creative in the pure
and absolute sense of this term by working on Qhe
borders of the known and the unknown. This is one
o: the main reasons--at least in out time--why many
Zo ::c;?lue the works of the creative imagination
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Wwe come here to a fundamental questlon: is all
of this true of criticism? Are the uses of criticism
In fact inseparable from the uses of literature, as
Altieri argues? Are the proprieties of critical acts
the same as the proprieties of creative acts? We
come here to a truly central question, for some
criticism in our time has seemed more creative than
the literature it discusses and some has used the
occasion of the critical act to outcreate the creator.
In fact there is a whole school of criticism which
argues that the critic-reader must in fact complete
the work of creation begun by the author before any
work of the creative imagination can come into full
being. Even so, it does not seem possible that
criticism could ever be as free as literature, even
in a pure theoretical mode; and it seems inevitable
that criticism will always have (be bound by) more
proprieties than literature, even in its most radical
experimental forms.

The proprieties of critical acts are not the
same as the proprieties of creative acts, though the
proprieties of language are common to both. Concrete
poetry ls a case in point here, for no crlticism
which did to the proprieties of lmgusge what concrete
poetry has done to them could continue to be
functional as criticism. Even in its purest,
theoretical form, criticism is always discursive
and medlative. That is why the perfect misuse of
it would consist of a completely negative and
‘destructive action which attempted to destroy both
the creative motlve and creative act, thus cancelling
the mediative function of the critical act itself.

The larger implications of this entelechy of misuse
are truly frightening, especially if one thinks of
the teaching of literature at all levels as a
continuous critical action: to attack and destroy
the creative principle in human actlons as it is
manifested in the symbolic acts of literature is
to attack one of the bases of human culture itself
and, In the large sense, the capacity of culture for
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self-renewal and health. Here it is the culture of
the waitten word that is at issue, but things would
not be so different if it were art we werc discussing.
Literary criticism mediates between and contributes
to the culture of the written word. It is creative
as wgll as mediative in the sense that it generates
new theories of literature and the word and thus
continuously creates (or generates) new readings of
the great verbal acts of the creative imagination.

It also regenerates its function in others--especially
through teaching--and as a body of written texts, is
itself part of the culture of the written word. In
all of its actions, criticism clearly helps ta clear
and prepare new ground for new creative acts.

5.. Nature, Words, and the Critical Word

After nature, language (a symbol-system) is our
most basic community and, with nature, is the common
ground of our human existence. For many these days,
language and symbol systems generally are a more
common ground than nature. Either way, we all grow "
and develop in and out of these nurturing communities,
We learn many of our proprieties from them, for
nature, as well as language, has its proprieties.
In addition to these twe basic eavironments--the
natural one and the manmade one (which is not only
made possible because of language and symbol-systems
in general, but is completely dominated by them)--
man has a third environment, which he also creates,
which we can think of as the community of the WORD.
I take this use of the term WOHD from Kenneth Burke
and use it without specific religious content, for
many human disciplines besides theology provide us
with conceptions and analogues of the WORD--among
them, philosophy, literature, criticism, political
science, history, all forms of moral-ethical
discourse, and the law. According to Burke, the
WORD is what you arrive at if you keep moving to
the higher and higher levels of discourse made

(42]

SCE REPORTS

ible by words and man's capacily for symbolic
ourse. At the top you come Lu a Cod-term or a
of God-terms or a coherent vision in terms of
iich humans think, respond, and act. Altieri's
%mmards, values, and ideal community are all

les of the WORD. In moving from nature to man
pd words to the WORD one moves through the circuit
. man's homes,
_ #hat does all of this have to do with the If
, Then Misuses of Criticism? Well, consldera?lc,
the uses of criticism will always have something
o with man and his communities. This is nowhere
rer than in the poctics of Aristotle, in the'
arsis-centered poetics of Kenneth Burke, or in
imagination-centered poetics of HNorthrop Fryc.
dticism has something to do with creating and
dntaining all three of these communal homes.
fure preceeded language and symbol systems. It
ot be created though it can be destroyed,
Jntained, manipulated, exploited, and, we flatter
elves, improved upon. HMan, it would now seem,
the choice of either continuing to pollute and
roy our most basic of all homes or of learning
to maintain lt--and us--in a state of equilibrium
health. However remote it may seem criticism
have a role in all this (footnote, see my
rature and ecology, Iowa Review), and 1 only
fon it here because Altleri writes as if there
no community but the human one, and this is
trying to deal with man as if he has nothing
a human history and had created himself out of
ing. The concept of community is larger than
and the uses (and misuses) of criticism must
xtended to include these other communities.
created his human environments (and all his
ure) out of nature, language, other symbol
ftems, and the technology made possible by the
§ttwo. If we are to discuss the uses and misuscs
riticism in a large--perhaps even global--
ext, we must surely realize, as Altierli makes
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clear, that the culture we create and attempt to
perpetuate is a function of our values, and that
both literature and criticism deal in the most
fundamental ways with value formation. It is the
range and inclusiveness {or exclusiveness) of
these values that I am concerned with here, and
the possibility that the concept of misuse may
be broadened to include both omission and
exclusion. The gontraction of our concerns as
critics upon the pugely human might in fact
constitute the worst misuse of all; just as, for
example, a critic's:inability or refusal to see
a connection between nature and the WORD might
constitute a misuse. More obviously, though,
the uses of criticism can never be purely or solely
aesthetic. Literature is always.more serious than
this and criticism can never just function as’ an
aesthetic facilitator. The nature and quality
of the human enyironment, and its relation to the
natural environment, are (or should be) matters .
of concern to us all these days as creators, critics,
and teachers of literature. The uses of criticism.
must include diagnostic and therapeutic concern
with the health of all our communities.

Man's third environment, the community of
the WORD, the one that he has created atop the
more visible and material human communities in
which he leads his daily life, is the one which has
given us supernature, heavens, hells, intermediate
purgatorial zones, the LAW, utopias, purely
imaginative and imaginary worls, complex and
enormously varied families of imagined alternative
worlds and selves, fictions, abstractions, isymbol-
systems, God, gods, -and mythologies--to name a
few of its creations.-. This third environment=i ::
and we all live in it and depend upon it as surely
and absolutely as we do the other two--is the one
that is the more purely created, the most clearly
a function of man's creative icapacity for beyonding,
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for transcending nature by mind-leaping into

another purely human rcalm. It is often spoken of

as the movement from necessity to freedom. Else-
where, 1 called it the fifth dimension. Would not
the purest misuse of criticism consist in the denial
of this unigue third environment man has created

for himself, 4nd of the ways in which it can function
to help keep all three environments interrelated, in
balance and health?

Only nature is really a given, though it seems
now as if language is also. Everything else is man
made and added to nature. Man's history consists .
quite literally in the humanization or transformation
of nature to human ends. The distances and contra-
dictions between the first and third environments are
immense, Hature can deny nothing and affirms only
itself., Man, thanks to the symbolic realm--the realm
of the WORD--can deny and affirm almost anything.
Nature and history are the kingdoms of necessity. It
is the WORD that gives us access to the realm of
freedom. Somewhere in between Nature and the WORD
is a middle realm, or what I have called the second
environment, the realm of words. It is our earth-
pound visible and material culture, most perfectly
embodlied, perhaps, 1n our great cities., It ls where
the bulk of our life is lived. If we are goling to
talk about the uses (or misuses) of criticism, we
will have to address ourselves to the application of
criticism to life in this second environment, for it
is only here that one can actually act, and it is
here, and in Nature, that the consequences of all
our actions are felt. We may live in three environ-
ments and have three homes, but we can only act in
the first two; it is the power and freedom to act
which comes from the third, the symbolic realm, the
realm of the WORD and, of course, the realm of both
the creative and the critical Word.

for most of us, mediation and action are the
central problems. The WORD is not accessible to
everybody and must usually be mediated. Perhaps
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