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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
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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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