
Winter 1986 

NUMBER 20 



THE VOCAT PROJECT 
CRITICAL EXCHANGE #U): WINTER, 1986 

GENERAL EDITOR 
James J. Sosnoski 

GUEST EDITOR 
Stephen Nimis 

MANAGING EDITOR 
Andrew Lakritz 

ASSOCIATE EDITORS 
Susan Jarratt & Arthur Casciato 

INTRODUCTION 
Stephen Nimis 

AN INTERVIEW WITH RALPH COHEN ON 
THE AIMS OF THE VOCAT PROJECT 

Stephen Nimis, James Sosnoski 
R. L. Wadsworth Jr., and Edward Tomarken 

THE VOCAT DATA BASES 
R. L. Wadsworth Jr. 

THE (D1S)POSITION OF FOREIGN TERMS IN THE 
VOCAT ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY 

Richard Spuler 

PROVISIONAL FORMAT AND CONTENTS FOR 
THE VOCAT ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY 

David Vander Meulen 

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN THE 
VOCAT ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY 

David Nordloh 



NOTE 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank Randolph L. 
Wadsworth Jr. for his contributions to Critical Exchange as Managing 
Editor, Beginning with CEx 15, Professor Wadsworth completely 
redesigned and reformatted the journal. Recently, we changed 
computer equipment and Professor Wadsworth has again redesigned 
and reformated C B .  We are all in his debt. 

At this time, I would like to welcome three new members of the 
Cex editorial staR Andrew Lakritz, who will take over as Managing 
Editor, and Susan Jarratt and Arthur Casciato, who will assume the 
responsibilities of Associate Editors. 

James J. Sosnoski 
General Editbr 

INTRODUCTION 

Stephen N i i s  

The topics of SCE's MLA sessions this year were the feasibility 
of creating an encyclopedic dictionary of twentieth-century literary 
criticism and theory, and the appropriate procedures for doing so. 
The MLA sessions were the last of a series of public and private 
discussions on one of SCE's most ambitious projects, dubbed the 
VOCAT Project (The Vocabularies of Criticism and Theory). Ralph 
Cohen conceived the project and will be editor-in-chief of the 
various publications produced by it. The first item in this issue of 
Critical Exchange is an interview with Ralph Cohen concerning hi 
aspirations for the encyclopedic dictionary and his views on various 
issues related to it. This interview was conducted on January 12, 
1986, immediately before a weekend conference devoted to the 
project; the interviewers were James Sosnoski, Randolph Wadsworth, 
Edward Tomarken, and Stephen Nimis, all of Miami University. The 
subsequent conference, held at Miami University, brought together 
twenty-five scholars, including lexicographers, bibliographers, com- 
puter and grant consultants, etc., who met in order to conclude the 
preliminary discussion of the project by setting up appropriate 
procedures for accomplishing the work of the project. The other 
papers in this volume reflect, for the most part, the consensus of the 
participants in that conference on a variety of issues, and attempt to 
represent what the VOCAT Project is and plans to do. R. L. 
Wadsworth outlines the plans for the use of data base technology, 
something which will have a powerful impact on the results of the 
project. Richard Spuler takes up the thorny problem of "foreignn 
words, while David Vander Meulen and David Nordloh discuss 
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problems and strategies relating to lexicographical and bibliographical 
formats. 

Of the many subsidiary issues discussed at various meetings on 
the VOCAT Project, one seems to me deserving of further comment: 
the opposition between "dictionary" and nencyclopedian - the two 
words which appear together in the title of the project's proposed 
final volume. In his numerous discussions of dictionaries and 
encyclopedias, Eco observes that the former are usually thought of as 
semantic devices which set up equivalences among various words, 
whereas the latter specify all sorts of contextual information and 
world knowledge that one needs to know in order to use various 
words in various situations, and are thus pragmatic devices. 1 
However, Eco argues, the reverse is actually the case: encyclopedias, 
with their inclusion of all sorts of contextual information, are more 
accurate descriptions of what the "semantic spacen actually looks like, 
while dictionaries are really strategic selections from the totality of 
encyclopedic information wEch take for granted certain contextual 
knowledge, and are thus really pragmatic devices. Dictionaries tend to 
level out meaning, seek for the most general and the most common: 
that which can be asserted with the least controversy. They are, in 
fact, one of the strongest examples of the scholarly aspiration toward 
some sort of disinterested neutrality, in this case, a neutrality based 
on the exclusion of the marginal and the con:roversial. Encyclopedias 
aspire towards completeness, as the name implies, and seek to be 
neutral in that sense. Both types of neutrality are illusory, of course. 
There are no such things as uncontroversial agreements - certainly 
literary theory is no exception to that; and encyclopedic aspirations 
are always stymied by, if nothing else, a sort of Heisenberg principal 
of indeterminacy stemming from the fact that encyclopedia makers 
alter the semanlic space by making encyclopedias. 

It will be seen from the discussion below that the VOCAT project 
- with its computer technology and extensive use of citations, with 
its historical emphasis and its signed essays - is aiming at something 
more like an encyclopedic description. As such, it will be worthwhile 
to list briefly the characteristics attributed by Eco to the topography 
of the semantic space. Although Eco is speaking of the totality of 
language - the universe of semiosis - the same principles apply even 
to VOCAT's more modest attempt to slice out of that universe 
twentieth-century literary criticism and theory: 

1. The meanings of words must be thought of as virtual or 
potential texts, and language is a flexible system for producing 
texts. An encyclopedic representation of a word's meaning would 
not simply specify its equivalents, but rather all the ways in 
which a word has become or could become part of some text. 
An account of these relationships cannot be reduced to a 
hierarchy of designators, but will remain a labyrinth of tangled 
passages. 

2. An encyclopedic account of the seaantic space is virtually 
infinite. It would have to take into account the multiple 
interpretations of every word, a multiplicity which would only be 
compounded by the process of creating a descriptbn. 

3. An encyclopedic account would register not only "truths," but 
rather what has been sdd about the 'ruth, what has been 
believed to be true, as well as what has been believed to be false 
or imaginary, etc. 

4. Such an encyclopedic description cannot be accomplished but 
remains a ~gulative idea. It is only on the basis of such a 
regulative idea that one is abb to isolate a portion of th,e 
semantic universe in order to interpret specific discourses or 
texts. 

5. Such a regulative idea does not deny the existence of 
structured knowledge; it only asserts that such knowledge cannot 
be recognized and organized as a global system, as a totality. It 
provides only local and transitory systems of knowledge, which 
can be contradicted by alternative and equally local organizations; 
every attempt to recognize these local organizations as unique 
and global - ignding their partiality - produces an ideological 
bias. 

The production of a reference work is similar in many respects to 
any explanatory intervention which tries to make explicit how 
language works and what it is doing; and like such interventions, not 
all of its effects can be predicted at the outset. The undeniable 
importance of the project lies not only in its plan to map the 




























































