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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE

James J. Sosnoski

Critical Exchange is a journal of research in progress.
It attempts to bridge the gap between the moment of critical
articulation and the time of its publication. Under the aus-
pices of the Society for Critical Exchange (SCE), scholars
actively involved in researching issues central to the develop-
ment of contemporary literary theory are brought together to
"exchange” their views. Within months of the eveat, an edited
record of their communal inquiry is published in these pages.

This 1s the first issue of Critical Exchauge (CEx). It
1s numbered 13 to reflect the clrcumstance that it continues
SCE Reports, which, in the past, contained the proceedings of
SCE 's MLA session. This issue is devoted to the 1982 MLA
session on literary change. It reprints Professor Cohen's
essay and includes the commentaries of Professors Riffaterre,
White, Flieger, Ford, Harkin and Jay. Susan Elliott, Clark
University, served as guest editor.

CEx 14 will publish the proceeding of "A Symposium with
Fredric Jameson” which was held in the Fall of 1982 at Miami
University in Oxford, Ohio. It will feature Jameson's "The
Ideology of Space” and will include commentaries on Jameson's
work. Steve Nimis, Miaml University, will be guest editor of
this issue,

Critical Exchange is circulated only among the members of
the Soclety for Critical Exchange. The Spring issue of CEx is
usually devoted to the SCE MLA session. The Fall issue 1s usually
devoted to some other SCE sponsored event. Any member of SCE is
welcome to develop a proposal for an “"exchange™; aund, if it is
accepted by the Editorial Board, to guest edit the proceedings.
If you have an idea for am “exchange,” please write or call.

BADY ROWENA HEaVOWE THE CHAPLET OV * 1IE piaswsraTe D,

" AYTUR TME TOURNANENT, Chap. o

Correspondence regarding CEx should be directed to:

James J. Sosnoskl (513) 523-8574
Geveral Editor, CEx or 529-2328
The Society for Critical Exchange

P. 0. Box 475

Oxford, Ohio 45056
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GUEST EDITOR'S PREFACE:
THEORETICAL WRITING AS A KIND OF CHANGE

Susan Merritt Elliott

Innovative change requires toleration of uncertainty:
in order to imitiate change, as opposed to passively allowing
it to take place, one must engage in activities whose outcome
one may not be able to predict. Merely waiting for change to
happen without doing anything oneself to bring it about, as
Vladimir and Estragon do in Waiting fo_r Godot, results in
painful insecurity and loss of self-confidence in one's own
past and current practices--which has become commonplace.
Engaging in activities merely "to pass the time,” moreover,
produces no change of status: the status quo persists, and
we "do not move.”

Active pursuit of new modes of thought and the writing
behaviors communicating them, built upon the old yet different
from them, entails taking risks, These risks may seem to
produce new modes of certalnty; even the kind that holds that
nothing is certain can feel like a new certalnty. Take the
example of the concept of entropy; borrowed from physics, it
has been applied to modes of thought in other disciplines,
including that of literary studies. While eutropy is a mea-
sure of uncertainty, as a comstruct itself, it serves some
as a certitude.

Some practitioners of our profession, more able to
question their own practices and to enjoy the challenge and
excitement generated by the gquestioning and formulating of
answers than others who become mired down in anxiety and
self~doubt when the stability of their systems of belief are
threatened, become innovators, leaders of others willing to
listen, to hear and to learn, and perhaps then to go on to
become innovators themselves.

Such an innovator is Professor Ralph Cohen, whose essay
"A Propaedeutic for Literary Change” 1s the focus of this
(first) issue of Critical Exchange. Ralph Cohen is the
leading spokesperson for new directions in literary study.
As editor of New Literary History, he has heralded new modes
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of thought, bringing them to his reader's atteantion and thus
nurturing them.

Each of the essays written as responses to Professor Cohen's
paper and also presented at the MLA Convention in Los Angeles,
in December 1982, {llustrates several of his key assumptions
about the nature of change, the kinds of change, and explana-
tions of change: (1) "that what is 'literary' is what authors,
critics, theorists have identified at the same time or at differ-
ent times as 'literary;'" (2) “"that change can be seen only against
continuity;” (3) that in order to account for “the kinds of cEange“
that he proposes to discuss, "the term 'text' will not serve,
and "what 1s needed is to redefine every literary 'text' as a
member of a genre;” (4) that “"genre can be understood as a family
term”; (5) "that there exists no such phenomenon as ‘writing'
which escapes forms of genres;" and (6) that "a theory of literary
change will explain that such a shift in the generic hierarchy
and in the reconceptualizing of genres [seen as now taking place]
is a form of resistance to and subversion of received assumptions
and practices of explanation.”

The response essays published in this issue also illustrate
Cohen's point that "any attempt to discuss change in a genre
system . . . cannot avold explanatory models for history or
politics or anthropology, or some other field in which change
is a factor.” For example, Hayden White's explanatory model~-
the natural famlly--comes from biology and social history (in
response to White, Cohen explains that he himself had the law
in mind); Michael Riffaterre takes his models from lingulstics
and reading theory and poetry; Jerry Aline Flieger's explanatory
models come from psychoanalysis, Marxism, and literary criti-
cism; Gregory Jay, James E. Ford, and Patricia Harkin take
their models from literary or critical history and theory.

What Cohen writes about "the nature of literary change,”
then, can be seen as applying to these essays too: “"The
nature of literary change is thus a study of alterations
which can only be understood in terms of the persistence of .
non~altered elements of frameworks which provide an identity;
"literary change is always connected with or characterized
by concepts of knowledge, language, and structure that
define some changes as variations of these and others as
contradicting, rejecting, or overturning them” (my emphases).
"The persistence of non-altered elements of frameworks
which provide an identity” are not, for Cohen, therefore,
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solely textual elements but also contextual elements: concep-
tual forms expressed in writing and h th 1ves bers
of genres,

At the end of his essay, "The Generic Basis of Narrative
History of Literary Change,” James Ford "would even venture to
predict that in spite of their incommensurate aims, the most
radical contextualist will be able to find much in the essay
to appropriate in the service of such concepts as impermanence,
difference, tracings, and intertextuality.” While White,
Riffaterre, Jay, Flieger, and Harkin have found much in the
essay to appropriate in the service of such concepts, both
Riffaterre and Flieger express the most concern about what
Cohen may be saying about what is “"literary,” despite his
expressed emphasis that what is “literary” is subject to the
kind of change he defines, Their responses indicate the kind
of “resistance” and “subversion” of which Cohen speaks with
regard to current conceptual changes in literary theory.

Thus, in "Literary Change and Literariness," Riffaterre
stregses the importance of the reader in the definition of
the literary and the function of intertextuality in the reading
of literature, because he feels that Cohen omits these consi-
derations. Cohen's position, it seems to me, would regard

the reader as a social convention of literature also subject
to change.

In "Changing the Terms: Identity Crisis in the Literary
Process,” Flieger often takes {ssue with what she perceives
as Cohen's conservatism, quite overturning Ford's prediction.
Though Cohen explicitly states that "change is then a form of
adaptation or 'revolution,'” Flieger argues that from Cohen's
“perspective,” “"change . . . may be construed as a kind of
dismemberment of an 'original' corpus, rather than a process
of adaptation or growth.” Though Cohen does say that ". . .
it is the nature of literary structures that change and per-
sistence are present together,” Flieger still perceives a

"bias in favor of textual identity” in his position.

Flieger's procedure 18 to look for Cohen's assumptions
as 1f they were embedded i{n hie statements, to ferret out
what he really thinks is “literary,” rather than to take his
initial definition of his assumption about what 1s "literary”
at face value, as if one can never say what one does in fact
mean, This procedure reflects her assumptions about what 1is
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“literary” (which are perhaps based ou her own fmmersion in
psychoanalysis, Marxism, and post-modern literature and criti-
cism)., She treats Cohen's “Propaedeutic™ as a literary text,
trying to define underlying meanings beneath the text, iu the
subtext. As Cohen has argued in "The Statements Literary Texts
Do Not Make”, ". . . we ought not to forget that ‘subtext' is a
metaphor for an author's unstated, unwritten 'text.' The actual
subtext is written by the critic, who, in writing it, becomes
himself an author” (New Literary History, 13 [1982], p. 381).

As Cohen points out in the "Propaedeutic,” "explanations
in literary study are always made in terms of the aims of the
explainer.” Flieger and all the other writers represented here,
including myself and Cohen, illustrate this point. It is my
guess that most of the resistance to what Cohen says has to do
with this notion, which may be perceived by some as “"contextu-
alist” or even “"subjectivist.” And while Ford has attempted
to predict what "the most radical contextualist™ might write
in response to Cohen's essay, I find that the responses seem
to bear out Cohen's own prediction: "The pursuilt of inquiries
into literary change , . . has an element of the unpredictable
« o s o7 If we could predict what Riffaterre or White or any
other writer represented here would say, we would not need
them to say it, and there would be no change.

Ford rejects Cohen's "mixed" concept of genre, saying
"« « « no work can 'belong' to more than one genre if, as 1
believe, a single (though possibly complex) principle of subor-
dination is the essence of a genre,” In holding to this "tra-
ditional™ or "couservative"” position, however, Ford offers a
response to Cohen'’s own atttempt to redefine genre which illus-—
trates that the very attempt at redefinition i{s an instance of
literary~critical change, one which Ford himself is resisting
and subverting.

In the discussion of the responses to his essay during
the MLA sessions, Professor Cohen expressed his appreciation
of Gregory Jay's attempt, in "Genre and Literary Change,” to
examine Cohen's own previous writings. Jay's essay may be seen,
then, as an illustration of a kind of written response that
follows a familiar critical convention, which is therefore
identifiable: namely, surveying past writings in order to
define a coutext for the new addition: “The propositions set
forth in this propaedeutic summarize and extend the rhetorical
view of literary history previously articulated by Cohen in his
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analyses of seventeenth— and eighteenth-century poetry.” Jay
both follows and departs from the critical convention by inter-
preting the past work of the author (in this case, Cohen) in
the context of Jay's own post-structuralist interests: "Is

it too speculative to read here a critical allegory about -
literary change and literary history?" and he examines Cohen's
formulations of critical concepts as they relate to those of
past aud present critics (e.g., Elfot, Harold Bloom). For Jay,
"one value . . . of recent criticism has been its fngenuity in
detecting the continuity of rhetorical and conceptual structures
that are transgeneric”; he sees Cohen's "rhetoric of genres”

as alding the “"project” of Marx, Freud, Nietzsche (“"their ela-
boration of a mode for analyzing, and thus transforming, the
hidden agenda or structure composing apparently stable or natu-
ral identities”), with certain limitations: “"it seems limited
when appearing to reassert the privilege of received categories
or to identify a work with any single genre.” Cohen, however,
does emphasize the mixed modes of any literary work and that
the generic identification is affected by the "aims” or motives
of critics, theorists, and other authors. While I believe that
Cohen would agree with Jay that ". . . the identity of a genre"
is "an 'extratextual' logos produced by the history of differ-
ences it purports to originate and govern,” his own language
does not generally employ the same post-structuralist, conven-
tional lingo (linguistic code). It is perhaps Cohen's adherence
to a different language convention that enables Ford to have
some agreement with him, whereas Ford would depart at precisely
the juncture that Cohen and Jay intersect.

My own point is that these responses to Cohen's paper
illustrate his point about the concepts of literary change:
one can see in each response "the persistence of non-altered
elements of frameworks which provide an identity”-—-they are
hence recognizable forms or genres of written respouse to a
written paper on a theoretical issue; and they are--at the
same time--forms of adaptation or of ‘revolution' for the given
writer in response to what Cohen has said. As an essay, none
i8 exactly the same as anything else that the author has written
before, yet there are similarities: ", . . it 1s the nature
of literary structures that chaunge and persistence are preseant
together.”

White considers Cohen's essay in the context of "an
older humanistic tradition” whose concern was "human beings
in the course of their self-realizations,” a personalization
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of literary~historical "entities.” He performs a metahistori-~
cal analysis of Cohen's literary history and, hence, exteads

his already established approach to s new subject. Riffaterre
continues his pursuit of the "reader” and the "intertext,”

while pursuing now also "literariness” in response to Cohen's
stated position. Flieger's conjunction of psychoanalysis,
Marxism, and deconstructionism expresses a new conservatism

of her own. Jay surveys the previous writings of Cohen while
adapting an old critical convention to a newer critical thinking.
Ford considers a past debate between literary critics as a frame-
work for placing Cohen's current viewpoint~-finding a “"generic
basis” for it in his own procedures while he addresses Cohen's
concept of genre, Harkin examines the change in a literary
convention (“the ingenue conventions of the eighteenth-century
epistolary novel”) used by three novelists (Richardsom, Scott,
and Burney) as an instance of literary change.

Patricia Harkin ends her essay "Genre and the Problem of
Character in Literary Change” by saying, ". . . it is not clear
to me that Mr. White's construction [that a new genre is a
"reflection” of the changing codes of history writing] 'miscon-
strues' the relation between language and genre, as Cohen charges,
by refusing to take into account the fact that 'genres are consti-
tuted by linguistic codes that are inconsistent in their implica-
tions.'" I would suggest to her that Cohen may be arguing that
the "implications" of “linguistic codes” are "inconsistent™ be-
cause authors, critics, theorists who use the codes for writing
and other interpretive activities are not consistent--that thelr
practices change even as they stay the same. (This may be seen
through the kind of examination that Jay does with Cohen's own
writings; one could do the same with the writings of White and
Riffaterre.) Their interpretations of the linguistic codes are
offered in these constantly chaaging, constantly staying-the-same
linguistic codes: ", , . it is the nature of literary struc-
tures”--and these would include linguistic codes themselves--
“that change aund persistence are present together”; “"moreover,”
Cohen argues, "the reading by scholars of any past work involves
the imposition of their own linguistic code upon one of the past.”

Thus, while Harkin examines the literary convention of the
ingenue as used in the eighteenth~century epistolary novel (a
genre that post-eighteenth-century writers have named), her
reading of the novels imposes her own (current) linguistic code
upon that of the past novelist, 1In this way, her code involves
terms from Hayden White that cannot be said to have been current
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in eighteenth~century writing (or thinking) and therefore
change the implications of the convention of the {ngenue even
as she observes its continuities (such as the ending in mar-
riages enabling a new social order). That is to say, her
observations about the implications of the changes in this.
particular eighteenth~century literary convention {which at
that time was not considered a convention in the same way as
it is now) are potentially revolutiomary: through her current
examination of it in the framework of a theoretical inquiry,
the convention (part of a lingulstic code) changes even as it
persists., Literary ingenues can never appear the same as they
could before her scrutiny of them in this coantext.

But what has changed is not the convention or even the
practice of a convention; what has changed is her (and now
our) concept of the conventfon. As Hayden White observes in
Metahistory, which Harkin defines as in part an examination
of “the tendency of Enlightenment historians to 'irounize' his~
tory writing”: ". . . the very claim to have distinguished a
past from a present world, implies a conception of the form that
knowledge of the present world also must take, insofar as it 1is
continuous with that past world. Commitment to a particular form
of knowledge predetermines the kinds of generalizations one can
make about the preseat world, the kinde of knowledge one can
have of it, and hence the kinds of projects one can legitimate-—
ly conceive for changing that present or for maintaining it in
its present form indefinitely” ("Introduction,” Metahistor
[Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 19/3], p. 21).
Given one's own present commitment or lack of commitment to the
"particular form of knowledge" expressed in this statement by
White, one may or may not be able to accept it and to apply it
to one's own work. Commitments may change too.

However far the writer has been able to progress after
reading and thinking and writing about Cohen's position is
(1) a measure of how much that writer has learned from the
essay and, (2) a measure of the heuristic value of the essay
as a kind of writing. The value of Cohen's "Propaedeutic™
is in the interaction between it and its readers: ultimately,
in the responses to the paper (and the responses to the re-
sponses . . .); in its having helped its readers to experi-
ence a change in their own consciousness of his subject, and,
finally, in his having been the stimulus of their greater
understanding.
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