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k'hen t h i s  seafnar was axaauriesd, uc had 
d;eignated as ths spccial ccplc,  "Critical.  

' 
Language and 'illcory Choice: Prrspects for 
an In tegra ted  Cricic.nl. F c r s p ~ c t i v t ~ "  

Evidently,  the prospects are nt, better 
nor worsc than khcy s h ~ u l d  be. In ~e,testing 
these  pnpera fctf discussion, wo ware im- 
grssscd by mr, n t t f  tude t3ppratncl1Pnt; consen.- 
sus, t h a t  existing c r i t i c a l  theory fs ma~ked 
( i f  nor marre$) by uncertatnt ie is  of purpose, 
ays ti£ i c a t i ons ,  and deeply ingrained pre- 
occupations t h a t  may or m y  not be wel l  
motivated , 

The for= 9n which these papers are befnp;, 
c i r cu l a t ed  i~ a part of t he  conception of 
the  seminar i t s e l f ,  n e s e  g?alrers w i l l  not 
b e  o r a l l y  presented,  We believe the papers 
deserve t o  be preserved; but more importantly, 
ne believe the issues they r a i s e  should be 
submitted t o  focused s c ru t t ny .  

Accordingly, we wU1 observe these 
protocols  f o r  d i s cus s ion  a t  t h e  sentinar , 
meeting itc.elf 5 

1. The first half hour wEl.1 be 
s e t  aside for the authors of 
these  pspers t o  elaborate on 
their own papers o r  c o m e t t  o n  - 
G 5 s r s .  

2. Tnrce iez i ted c~mentatoxa w i l l  
~ E f c r  t h e i r  abserzati~ris  on 
issues raised in thcsc papers 
t'i? f3 r ~ 5 1 . 1 2 ~ ~  Zrirther discu..,.., P P  J.OZ. ' 

SCE Raporfs - 
3, After  a very b r i e f  i n t e r rup t i on  

f i f  it seems appropriate) ,  the 
concluding ha1 f hour of the  
seminar will be  set aside f o r  
open discussion, 

Since our time is l imi ted ,  and the 
problems under cons idera t ion  a r e  complex, 
we urgc people who w i l l  b e  a t tend ine  t o  
formulate t k e i r  quest ions,  observations, 
ob jec t ions  us p rec i s e ly  and succ inc t ly  
a s  the i n t r ans igen t  mate r ia l s  under d i s -  
cussion w i l l  allow. 

It is our  p lan  t o  make a tape recording 
of the  seminar, to  c i r c u l a t e  ed i ted  t r a m  
s c r i p t s  and o the r  cont inuat ions of  t h e  
d i scuss ion  t o  seminar pa r t i c i pan t s .  The 
pr in ted  papers a l ready  c i rcu la ted  and t h e  
responses generated by than a r e  being 
provided through The Socic t y  f o r  Critical.  
Exchange, I n c , ,  wi th  the cooperation o f  
the  English Depnr tments of the Universi ty  
of Rochester and Miami University (Ohio) , 

More information concerning The Society 
f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchan.ge w i l l  b e  provided a t  
the seminar, Here, we c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  only 
to the  fundamental p r i nc ip l e  on which i t  
has been organized. The unique demands of 
c r f  tical inqui ry  are  most acu te ly  f e l t  when 
generous bu t  f nc i s l ve  dfscussion of contso- 
v e r s i a l  proposals and i n s igh t s  is  e i t h e r  
l a c k i n g ,  discontinuous, o r  impeded by t he  
i s o l a t i o n  of i nd iv idua l  schola rs  f ron  tin 
avowedly tnteresred audience, 

We hope to make this semilur a contifitling 
fordm Zol: sucl~ discussion, wit11 papers,  cow 
azntary,  and assoc ia ted  information made 
at.aflable ui~dcr the  rub r i c  of &Q~I~I. 
Wr, r ;ol ic i t  ysur cuggcsticns -.- and good w i l l ,  

, . 



Rhetoric and the Function of Criticism 

Jerome J. McGann 

I n  the  announcement t h a t  was issued f o r  t h f s  seminar, 
four  quest ions were proposed as  possible  focusses f o r  
discussion.  I t  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  suggested t ha t  I might 
be i n t e r e s t ed  i n  wr i t i ng  t o  t he  t h i rd  of these questions: 
"What i s  the  r e l a t i o n  of the  language and rhe to r i c  of 
c r i t i c i s m  to  its intended audience?" k t  would be  easy 
enough t o  spend the  r e s t  of t h i s  paper explor ing pos- 
s ib le  l a t e n t  contents  of t h a t  quest ion -- to  decon- 
s t r u c t  i t ,  as one might say.  I w i l l  s pa r e  you such 
a n  exerc i se ,  Never the less ,  the  quest ion does c a l l  
f o r  some simple ana ly t i c  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  

F i r s t ,  does the quest ion ask f o r  an "essent ia l ' "  
answer -- as if %here were some bas i c  2nd explicable 
r e l a t i o n ,  o r  s e t  of r e l a t i o n s ,  between t he  speech of 
c r i t i c i s m  and the  audience of the c r i t i c ?  O r  second, 
does i t  ask f o r  a subs tan t ive  answer: what i n  f a c t  is 
the  r e l a t i o n  of t he  speaking c r i t i c  and his audience -- 
today ( i n  the  U. S., i n  England, i n  France?), 20 years 
ago, i n  the  18th century? As i f ,  f o r  example, a de- 
s c r i p t i o n  of the  f a c t s  of a s i t u a t i o n  -- perhaps a 
cur ren t  one -- would help to  generatc  a b e t t e r  c r i t i c a l .  
p r ac t i s e ,  and/or b e t t e r  c r i t i c a l  theory. 

No doubt these  f u r t h e r  quest ions occur to  m e  bc- 
cause as a l i t e r a r y  person I am primari ly  i n t e r e s t ed  
I n  helping to  develop g r ea t e r  p r a c t i c a l  d i s c i p l i n e  
of mind and hand (o r  c l a r i t y  of thought and etyle)  
i n  myself, f n s tudents  1 teach, and i n  those I: teach 
with. That i s  to nay, I see i n  t he  i n i t i a l  question 

- a n  imp l i c i t  bias t o  concctive t he  p r ac t i s e  of c r i t i - -  
cism t o  be  grounded i n  a prevenient theoretical 
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structure. How P do mt bPrllieva that theory and 
practise i n  any discfplirze - ecPant i f i c ,  litctary, 
political -- are related t o  each other  i n  the wrny 
t h f s  questfon i m p l i e s  they a r e ,  The practise of an 
a r t  or craft does not ,  i t  seeols t o  ne, uf t imately 
depend upon, o r  originate i n ,  some l a t e n t  theore t i -  
c a l  s t r uc tu r e .  Theory does not a n t i c i p a t e  p rac t ioe ,  
i t  follows p r ac t i s e .  From an h i c t o r i c a l  vantage 
t h i s  is an *evident, J[ would even say a universal, fact* 

We have t o  r e c a l l  t h a t  n theory is merely an hypa- 
thesis which is judged, from f ts p r a c t i c a l  operations, 
to posses a r e l a t i v e l y  long range of general  useful- 
ness .  An hypothesis,  on t h e  o ther  hand, is a con- 
cep t ion  of a sub j ec t  which aims to  become a theory, 
and hence which asks t o  b e  pu t  t o  confirming -- or 
disconfirming -- p r a c t i c a l  use,  Only i n  t h i s  con- 
t e x t  are we permitted to  soy that theory an t i c i pa t e s  
p r a c t i s e ,  But the  formulation of an hypothesis (or 
a theory) occurs because e x i s  ti% p r a c t i s e  -- the  
given f a c t s  -- do not  conform to the r u l e s  of  some 
other ,  a n t i c i p a t i r g  theory. Xn t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  case 
of language and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i sm ,  theory is not  
only a guide t o  p r ac t i s e ,  i t  is a reminder of the 
rnost eff f c i e n t  methods of language use which were 
discovered and prac t i sed  "supertheoret ical lyl '  (as 
i t  were), beyond and d e s p i t e  the  theor ies  and r u l e s  
which an t i c i pa t ed  t h e  a c t u a l  p r ac t i s e ,  

The hypothe t ica l  ground of  a l l  theory i s  impor- 
t a n t  to  keep i n  mind; t o  t h e  degree t h a t  we do not 
remember t h i s  f a c t ,  t o  t ha t  degree are we l i l c d y  t c  
f o rge t  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  mat ters  which determined the 
o r i g i n  and continued usef dness  of t l ~ e o r i e s  . TItcories 
do ~ o t  have an  e s s e n t i a l i s t i c  bu t  r a t h e r  a Eunctlcnal 
ct-iaractex. lle see th i s  c l e a r l y  even ir, the  c a se  cf 
so-cal lcd "Ims" ( I n  science)  o r  "rules '' (f n lier.:r,?ry 
affairs) ,  Laws arc theoriai  which have been gra~it.ed 
a universal  appJ:Lcatlon and p r ac t i s e .  But aotc :t3at 
they possess .t!yfs universab charcctcr only by pzr- 
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mission. Ttre Low of Gravity,  so ca l l ed ,  has  i n  fact 
never been proven, any more than  i t  has ever been 
proved t h a t  g r av i t y  i n  f a c t  governs the motions of 
t h e  t i d e s ,  The Law of Gravity is a law only by 
permission, 

I n  c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a r y  theory -- I confine myself 
t o  the c l e a r e s t  case,  t h a t  of rfietoric -- tlie prag- 
matic b a s i s  of t h e  t heo re t i c a l  wr i t i nc s  always rc- 
main pe r f ec t l y  evident .  This is one of the  g r ea t e s t  
theore t i c a l  v i r t u e s  of c l a s s i c a l  r he to r i c ,  and one 
which modern t h e o r i s t s  have y e t  f u l l y  to understand 
o r  l e a r n  from. The c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  on rhetor- 
i c  which come down to  us a r e  powerfully opera t iona l  
i n  nature, nor Is it f o r t u i t o u s  t h a t  they should 
t yp i ca l l y  represen t  themselves i n  the  form of hand- 
books. 

This is not a t  a l l  the ca se  i n  our own day, when 
f i t e r a r y  theory is h igh ly  speculative. I t  i s  a corn- 
mon emugh experience t h a t  theor ies  (o r ,  r e a l l y ,  hypo- 
theses)  a r e  proposed which a r e  based on l i t t l e  o r  no 
e x p l i c i t  p r ac t i s e ,  and which necessar i ly  have a shor t  
l i f e  expectancy. This s i t u a t i o n  may seem odd, even 
paradoxical,  e spec i a l l y  i f  one agrees  t h a t  theory fol-  
lows from r a the r  than a n t i c i p a t e s  p r ac t i s e .  Never- 
t he l e s s ,  t h e  s t a t u s  of contemporary l i t e r a r y  specula- 
t i ons  seems to me more p r a c t i c a l  than one o rd ina r i l y  
r e a l i z e s .  We know, of course, t h a t  c l a s s i c a l  r he to r i c  
has  f a i l e d  t o  mi r ror  -- o r  cont ro l  -- l i t e r a r y  p r ac t i s e  
f o r  a long time. Modern specu la t ive  theory is  p l a in ly  
an  e f f o r t  to  e s t a b l i s h  self-consciously t he  r u l e s  which 
have been i n  opera t ion  for maay years ,  and i n  de sp i t e  
of c l a s s i c a l  theory. But the csplosion of modern 
specu la t ive  wr i t i ng  is, I believe, more than t h i s .  It 
represen ts  an  e f f o r t  t o  recover,  i n  the  f Pelds of 
language and l i t e r a t u r e ,  basfc practical s k i l l s  i n  
hypothesis  formation. The p rac t i s e  of wr i t i ng  i m -  
ag ina t i ve  and even c r i t i c a l  prose i s  f a r  i n  advance 
of t he  practise of wr i t i ng  t heo re t i c a l  prose. The 
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l u c i d i t y  of etassfcaX eheoret icf  ans m s  t be the 
despair ,  and aught t o  be the envy, of modern 
c r i t i c a l .  theor i s t se  

Which br ings  me back to  the i n i t i a l  quest ion about 
t he  r e l a t i o n  of c r i t i c a l  r h e t o r i c  to  t h e  critic's 
audience. Y w i l l  speak f i r s t  to c e r t z i n  f a c t s  i n  the  
cu r r en t  s i t u a t i o n .  Xn p r ac t i c a l  c r i t i c i s m  we ordinar- 
f l y  encounter few s e r i ous  problems, Modern readers 
and c r i t i c s  share a r a t h e r  long and c e r t a i n l y  power- 
ful t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  extends back to the work of 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, But the t heo re t i c a l  t ra -  
d i t i o n s  which extend across  t h i s  period a r e  much more 
problenat ic .  Indeed, we do not possess a coherent 
(i. e., formulable) theore t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  any longer ,  
and the  r e s u l t  is t h a t  we have a g r ea t  deal  of 
theore t i c a l  p r ac t i s e ,  bu t  l i t t l e  i n  t he  way o f  practi- 
c a l  tlieory. The t a sk  is i n  t r u t h  d i f f i c u l t  enough; 
f o r  a p r a c t i c a l  theory of r h e t o r i c  o r  poe t ics  would 
have t o  embrace not only a11 pas t  p r ac t i s e ,  b u t  
c l a s s i c a l  thoery a s  we l l  -- i,e., the  theory which 
modern p r a c t i s e  seems to have success fu l ly  t r i e d  t o  
over  throw, 

This concludes t h e  f i r s t  part of my ana lys fs ,  whit8 
can be  summarized i n  two s e t s  of observations. 

(a) tfuch contemporary l i t e r a r y  theory s u f f e r s  from 
what appears t o  be  a lack  of awareness about the s t a t u e  
of hypotheses and theor ies  per see  They seem to  be 
of fe red  with t he  (open o r  covert)  b e l i e f  t h a t  a com- 
prehensive theory of r he to r i c  o r  poe t ics  has an  es- 
s e n t i a l i s  t i c  r e l a t i o n  to  the  sub jec t  (language, poetry) 
about  which one is "being theore t ica l . "  So one  f re -  
quently encounters the idea  t h a t  a theory (or  node l  o r  
s t r uc tu r e )  Z s  " la  tent in" the content ,  Ta reality, 
stzuctures and models are l a i d  upon phenomena a r t i -  
f i c i a l l j r  -- experimentally -- h e u r i s t i c a l l y  -- $;a 

order to f a c i l i t a t e  ooe'c operatiam with the ~ 3 ; -  
110 me na . 
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(b) The mu l t i p l i c a t i on  of modern theor ies  -- 
which must be a n  embarrassment t o  tlte theore t ic ians  + 

themselves and is  c e r t a i n l y  an ob j ec t  of ridicule 
among non-theoreticians -- is b e s t  understood as the  
s i g n  of an e f f o r t  t o  reacqui re  p r ac t i c a l  s k i l l s  i n  
competent t heo re t i c a l  perf o rmnce ,  Class ica l  lit- 
era ry  theory, which is more luc id ,  p r ac t i c a l ,  and 
compr ehensf ve than modern theory, both exposes the 
context  i n  which'nlcrdern t heo re t i c a l  problems have 
a r i ~ e n ,  and s tande as a paradfgm o f  what modera 
thcor i s  ts are aiming f o r  (i. e ,, a l uc id ,  practical, 
and comprehensive theory which is not ,  however, 
e s s e n t i a l i s  t i c )  , 

We may now be  i n  a  b e t t e r  pos i t ion  to understand 
why r h e t o r i c  should b e  a n  important preoccupation 
of modern l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  and t heo r i s t s  . C r i t i c a l  
wr i t i ng  today almas t exclusively concerns i t s e l f  
with (a) the  l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t  i t s e l f  (thus: formalism), 
and (b) the c r i t i c ' s  performing mind ( thus:  pheno- 
menology, i n  its wi ld ly  v a r i a n t  forms). But i n  a l l  
matters having to  do with language, the nature  -- 
the  s t a t u s ,  meaning, form -- of any statement de- 
pends upon the  use to which the statement is  ac tua l l y  
being put ,  This simple f a c t  about l a n ~ u a g e  explains  
why poem e t c .  a r e  sub jecf to  endless  i n t e rp r e t a t i on :  
the  meaning of a  poem w i l l  s h i f t  with its contexts  of 
use. This c r u c i a l  s ign i f icance  of a c tua l  use was 
c l e a r l y  perceived by c l a s s i c a l  theore t i c l a m ,  whose 
r u l e s  of decorum a r e  guides t o  language manipulation 
which must be  observed because of the  f a c t o r  of use- 
con tex t ,  Although, i n  the  t r e a t i s e s ,  the r u l e s  a r e  
almost invar iab ly  s e t  f o r t h  from the  po in t  of view of 
t he  language-user, they have t o  be  of equal i n t e r e s t  

I 

I 
to  t h e  t h e o r i s t  of language, f o r  i t  is t h e  r u l c s  whfcX1 
disp lay  why a  form of tceaning canmt: a n t i c i p a t e  lan- 

t 
guage prac t i se ,  except  i n  an beuris t i c  senses Far 
the specula t ive  language theorist hirrs t l f  puts  not 
only his own language, bu t  the laqgmgoobjeet he 

- speaks about, t o  a use. You cannot simply "05serv~" 
t 
B 

-& 

Panguage, even theoxeticalfy , You must put it to 
use, ins ti tu t e  a feedback opera t i on ,  

Tt~e result of t h i s  Heisenberg e f f e c t ,  i n  a situ- 
a t i o n  where the  c r i t i c a l  approach is specu l a t i ve  
r a t h e r  than opera t iona l ,  is  t o  narrow one 's  under- 
s tanding of the  usefulness  of  a  l i t e r a r y  a b j e c t ,  
What I mean is t h a t  today near ly  a l l  c r i t i c s  and 
t h e o r i s t s  -- o f  whatever v a r i e t y  -- approach t h e i r  . 
t ask  a s  i f  P t  involved a d i a l e c t i c  between two polca: 
the  l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t  and its thoughtful reader .  Wf~e- 
the r  t h i s  d i a l e c t i c  comprehends the  b a s i c  geography 
o f  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  such -- something I doubt r a t h e r  
s t rongly  -- i t  is not  the geography of the l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c ' s  l i t e r a t u r e ,  Fcr t h e  c r i t i c  institutes n e t  
only an i n t e r n a l  d i a l e c t i c  between himself and the 
poem (which from the  d r i t i c ' s  vantage must comprehend 
e a r l i e r  "readers" of t h a t  poem), bu t  a l s o  an open 
d i a l e c t i c  between h i m  e l f  and h i s  "audience ," 

This mst obvious of f a c t s  is l a r g e l y  neglected by 
contemporary c r i t i c s ,  where i t  was emphasized by the 
anc i en t s ,  And the  importance of the f a c t  l i e s  i n  
t h i s :  t h a t  an adequate c r i t i c a l  accounting of a  
l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t  cannot b e  made unless  t h e  demands 
of both these  d i a l e c t i c s  a r e  met -- i. c . ,  unless  
t he  c r i t i c a l  ana ly s i s  exp l ica tes  self-consciously 
the  interdependent r e l a t i onsh ip  t h a t  holds  bemeen  
both d i a l e c t i c s .  For a theore t ic ian  t h i s  means he 
is obl iged t o  make i t  p l a i n  tha t  the p r a c t i c a l  c r i t i c  -- i n  one way o r  another,  f o r  b e t t e r  o r  f o r  worse -- 
s o c i a l i z e s  h i s  l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t ,  Theoris ts ,  i n  o the r  
words, have t o  dec r ea t e  the  idea -- imp l i c i t  i n  near ly  
a l l  contemporary theory except c e r t a i n  types of liarxist 
t l ~ e o r i c s  -- t h a t  the domain o f  literature and Ziterzry 
c r i t i c i s m  i s  p r i v a t e  (or  self-)  consciausness . 

To do 1:fzi.s -- I an now spealriri in te;I%s o f  psac- 
t i c a l  r a t h e r  than  t h e o r e t i c a l  cririczlsra -- rcqcires 
that the crit+c face up to,  and e ~ ~ l ' i c a t e ,  t h e  ~-JCS--  
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' t ion:  what for? What f s  this poem (say) for, what 
is this ana ly s i s  o f  such a poem -? Thw: not , 

what does a poem mean, o r  does a poem mean, b u t  - 
does a poem mean. Why i t  is -- as one might now dy 

say -- meaningful, and what is the po in t  of  the 
ana lys i s?  

C1 

Such func t iona l  quest ions a r e  nnswernblc on 
s eve ra l  levels;, from the  most philosophic to the 
most technological .  The scope ar l e v e l  of the  
f u n c t i o m l  quest ion comes c l e a r  when we c a l l  t o  
mind, e .  g., t h e  anc i en t  r u l e s  of decorum. It mkee 
a d i f fe rence  -- w e  a l l  recognize t h i s ,  though I 
suspec t  o lder  1i t e r a ry  people recognize i t most 
clearly -- whether one is speaking to  a group of 
schola rs  o r  to  a group of undergraduates, or t o  a 
mixed audience (propr ie ty  of audience). 1t.nakes 
a d i f fe rence  i f  Z speak on a l i t e r a r y  top ic  a s  a 
p r ac t i s i ng  poet o r  as a un ive r s i t y  teacher (proprf e t y  
of speaker) ,  h e r e  o r  i n  London, today o r  next  year  
( p rop r i e t i e s  of p lace  and time).  I ins tance  these 
gross  examples only t o  make p l a i n  t h a t  any ana lys i s  
o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  always i ls  performed under c r i t e r i a  
of use and funct ion.  But even wi th in  the r e l a t i v e l y  
narrow world of today's l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  func t iona l  
c r i t e r i a  do apply -- and always are appl ied,  whether 
we a r e  aware of them o r  no t .  To teach a course i n  
Romanticism, e ,  g., and t o  su5ordinate  (say) Keats 
while one is emphasizing (say) Byron is t o  have a t  
l e a s t  cover t ly  ra i sed  and answered c e r t a i n  l a r g e  
func t iona l  ques t ions ,  

A l l  these examples a r e  simple and plain enough, 
which is why I r a i s e  than he re ,  On such matters  we 
ean agree  t h a t  t he  meaning o f  a l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t  is 
in t imate ly  connected wi th  our  c r i t i c a l  use  of it. 

t 
Note, however, t h a t  one's use of t h c  ob j ec t  is rat 
merely the "sign" of a meaning we say f r  possesses; 
the use  i n s t i t u t e s  t h a t  meaning in the world. ZIjo i 
one p r ac t i s e s  but what he be l ieves ,  conscio;rslg o r  
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unconsciously, and all c r f  t i c a l  prac trse is f omal 
i n s t ruc t idn  in certain beliefs , 

mat is t o  say, a l l  cr i t%cism is didac t ic .  The 
ided t h a t  c r i t i c i s m  can  be ''purely formal" o r  "struc- 
tu ra l "  -- as i f  i t  could thereby, o r  i n  any other man- 
ner,  avoid ech l ca l  and gsPPtica1 concerns -- i s  t h e  
rrsos t pervasive de lus ion  of the pas t  ha l f  century. 
But a l l  types of  so-called " i n t r i n s i c "  c r i t i c i s m  re- 
in force  t h a t  b e l i e f .  Of course i t  f s  true that one 
can perform various s o r t s  of pure ly  i n t r i n s i c ,  o r  
systematic ,  ana ly s i s ,  The delus ion  a r i s e s  o n l y  when 
such an  ana ly s i s  represen ts  i t s e l f  a s  a comprehensive 
treatment of l i t e r a r y  ob j ec t s  -- as i f ,  i n  a s tandard  - - 
formul;ation, a l l  o t he r  analyses  were i n  one way o r  
an0 ther  "ex t r ins ic"  t o  l i t e r a t u r e  "as such ." This 
idea  about l i t e r a r y  ana ly s i s  simply follows from an 
antecedant conception of l i t e r a t u r e  i t s e l f ,  a s  i f  an 
imaginative work were e s s e n t i a l l y  a n  i n t e g r a l  and 
s e l f  -generating sy s  tern, 

The f a c t s  a r e  q u i t e  otherwise, True, f o r  the 
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  t he  poem is one's c en t e r  of 
a t t en t i on ,  bu t  only i n  the sense t h a t  i t  i s  tlle con- 
tinuous occasion f o r  dea l ing  with a wide range of 
matters.  How wide t h e  range is w i l l  depend p a r t l y  
upon the  poem, bu t  m s t l y  upon the  c r i t i c  of  t h e  
poem. One cauld perform a s t r u c t u r a l  o r  thematic 
ana ly s i s  of Wax and Peace, b u t  one sees c l e a r l y  t h a t  
much nlore could be usef dl:* done wit11 such a book. 
The example i l l u s t r a t e s  w 2 i s  m a n t  %-hen people 
say tha t  great l - l t e ra ture  erl~austs c r i t i c i sm .  

But g r e a t  c r f t i c i s m  ought t o  be no Less forxidabfc,  
Any l i t e r a r y  phenomenon can ha its subject, depending 
upon var ious  circums tances af t h e ,  placei occasion. 
Far what t h e  literary c r i t i c  teaches is not lckrely 
l i terature,  i n  the restricted sense o f  "the l i t e r a r y  
tex t , "  but: any of t h e  values and s k i l l s  which litera- 
t u r e  may occa:ion. It i s  a d i s t i n c t  human value  to 



jAcGc;jn: Rhstoric crrd the Function of Criticism --- L...__ln_ - - -- 
- b e  cbie 20 m n i p u l a t e  language i n  a d i sc ip l ined  ?cay, 
and literature happens t o  b e  a superb occss icn  f o r  
teaching such s k i l l s .  It is a l so  a d i s t i n c t  value 
t o  be  able to  tllinlc c l e a r l y  about human behavior -- 
i t s  self-decept ions,  i ts can t ,  i ts  concealed or mani- 
fest d e s i g ~ s  and schemes; once again, l i t e r a t n r o  is 
a useful occasion f o r  developing these skj.1l.s. And 
it i s  an  even more d i s t i n c t  value t o  acqui re  dwse 
s k i l l s  iil generic  ana ly s i s  of l a rge s  ~msscs of soci- 
a l l y  conditioned n;a t e r i a l s  . Eovels are espec ia l ly  
usefu l  f o r  developing these s k i l l s .  Xn each of these 
eases  -- more c o d d  e a s i l y  be cited -- what is of 
i n t e r e s t  to  t h e  c r i t i c  is  no t  the "text" i t s e l f ,  b u t  
t h e  publ ic  s k i l l s  which l i t e r a r y  t ex t s  can be  an oc- 
casion f o r  developing. I n  mny cases, s p e c i f i c a l l y  
imaginative t e x t s  are b e t t e r  f c r  these purFoses than 
h i s t o r i c a l  or phi losaphical  texts prec i se ly  because 
imagicat ivc t e x t s  recons t ruc t  s f i c t i v e  world, and 
provide one wi th  complex particulars t h a t  a r e  intent ion-  
a l l y  represented in a n  unanalyzcd sur face  forn. They 
seek to  raise q u e s t i o p ,  c o t  s e t t l e  t h e m ,  f o r  the  
paracioxical f a c t  about imaginative f o r n  is t h a t  i t  
organizes its data according to laws which the poet ' s  
own ana ly t i c  a c t  of compasltion I n s t i t u t e s ,  but which 
it does not comprehcnd, The idea  is fundamnta l ly  ex- 
pressed t t roughaut  She l ley ' s  g r e a t  "~efence" of poets 
as both prophet ic  and u t i l i t a r i a n :  

Poets are the hierophants of an unappreltended 
i n sp i r a t i on ;  the  mirrors  of the  g igan t ic  shadotrs 
which f u t u r i t y  c a s t s  upon the present ;  the  v ~ r d s  
which express  what they understand not; t he  
trw.pets which s ing  t o  battle, and feel not what 
they i n sp i r e ;  the inf luence which is mved not, 
but moves, Poets are uhackncwledged legjam 
latgrs o f  t he  world. 

. This p e ~ e t r a t i n g  idea f a l l s  to fhe literary cr i t ic  as 
well. For, like the trorld i t s e l f  -- the nodel kfhich 
lirerscure I u i t a t e s  -- great imaginative texm rs- 
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quest, genzratian by generation, a continuing act  of 
analysis which catl never be completed. 

am A l l  this i s  t o  say that, by f nsisring tipon the purity 
af  the i s o l a t e d  work, by t r e a t i n g  the "text" as an end 
rather than us a means -- whicl~ is what we have been 

Y 
urged t o  do by var ious c r i t i c s  f o r  a long  t ine, and 
whictl is wIlnc wc nrc s t i l l  u r ~ c d  to  do by tJlc most 
courant c r i t i c s  and theorists -- onc may skirt, and 
perhaps even s h o r t  c i r c u i t ,  the power of literature 
to be useful .  Rather than thinicing of t ex t s  as ends I n  
themselves, we wotild do well to  think o f  them as 
hypo t he r f ca l  o rgan iza t ions  of human mater ia l  de- 
signed t o  be  put  t o  the t e s t  of ana lys i s .  C r i t i c i sm  
should not merely break open the  tex t ,  i t  should 
observe how t h e  t e x t  makes poss ib le  an ana ly t i c  
irrvasion of the world. 

R e  preva i l ing  language and r h e t o r i c  of criticism 
continues to  obscure this func t iona l  aspect of l f t e r -  
a tu rc  and c r i t f c i sm .  This i s  my f i n a l ,  svmrriiry po in t ,  
The more w e  think i n  terms of i n t r i n s i c  and e x t r i n s i c  
c r i t i c i s m ,  the nmre w e  continue to wri te  about "the 
text1 '  and t o  rjrge people to th3.nk of i m g i r a  t i v e  works 
i n  systematic, s t r u c t u r a i ,  o r  formal term and metaphors, 
the more we perpctua t e  the idea t h a t  the philosophy 
of lf r e r a tu r e  and t h e  arts is  aesthctdcs .  I n  f a c t #  
a e s t h e t i c s  is the  narrowest generic conception of 
l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  one can hold, .and St is hard ly  philo- 
s ~ p h i c  o r  even ana ly t i c ,  except in thc  nost prxmitive 
sense. Do we r e a l l y  be l i eve  t h a t  i s  what the "text!' 
is for? XE f: were a s tudent ,  and were taught such 
things, I w o a d  hardly waste xiy time, cr money, 
i n  a l i t e r a r y  classroom ox seminar. 

Jezorze 3. MeGann 
Departnent of Erag3ish 
Jotrns Rapkins University 
Bd. timore, Ehlryland 21218 



Language, Literature, and the LIrnfh of Theory 

Paul Miers 

Signs of i n t e l l e c t u a l  crisis, we a r e  told,  are 
everywhere; and such s igns ,  as they appear i n  various 
f i e l d s ,  seem to  be i n t o l e r a b l e  symptoms of imminent 
chaos for those engaged i n  the normative work of these 
d i s c i p l i n e s .  But a state of c r i s i s ,  as Thomas 
Kdln has argued, can a l s o  lead  t o  a pos i t i ve  reformu- 
l a t i o n  o f  the  whole order  of knowledge which under l ies  
conceptual thought. Such is  t h e  case now, I be l ieve ,  
i n  l i t e r a r y  theory. Our sense  of a c r i s i s  i n  l i t e r a r y  
studies is l a r g e l y  caused by the  a s s imi l a t i on  of con- 
f l i c  t i n g  models from many ex t r a - l i  t e r a ry  fields , ex- 
empf i f  i ed  i n  the last decade by the explosion of 
theory from Paris. While some might wish t h a t  liter- 
ary c r i t i c i s m  keep i ts  purity and put its own house 
i n  order f i r s t ,  the vas t  a r r ay  of complex work being 
done on many fronts f n  the study o f  human conscious- 
ness and language snakes t h i s  goal a utopian dream. 
A c r i s i s  engendered by interdisciplinary thought 
can a d y  be resolved through i n t e rd i s c ip l i na ry  
methods. Consequently I want t o  suggest a way of 
~ e d i a t i n g  various l i t e r a r y  m d e l s  from the perspect- 
ive o f  system theory developed by Anthony Wilden i n  
h i s  aynthetf c work, System and S tructure (London: 
Tavisto~k, 1972). FIilden c a l l s  system theory "the 
scicnr-c of aodhls ."  X w a n t t o  propose that  we use 
this "science" zlat to E o r ~ d a t e  a s i n g l e  new language 
o f  criticfain (a task I belicve ti! be 
i m ~ ~ ~ ~ i b 3 . c )  , but rather t o  out2la;le t%,e opera tfor;a.'a 
limits of vsrious thcorics, t i 3  daficc? the rang.=! aa.3 
domal.n o2 tP.eir app lLca tb~ns ,  and  f i r a l l y  t o  sbcu 
ella t the cot~E1Zcts which, aris c bcrwcail, differ s ~ t  
tscdeln nrc cuq;~l.c.rj.ei~.tif~xy and rf i@ ca .n t radic ' l :o~  c:.:za. 
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Miers: Language, Literature, and the Limi tr of Theory 1. 

I want t o  begin with a rsimple d e f i d t i o n  of 
theory used by Wilden: any theory must be  l og i ca l l y  ' 

'plare~~powerful,  t h a t  is of  a  h igher  l o g i c a l  type, and 
y e t  conceptually simpler than the phenomenon i t  des- 
cr ibes .  For c e r t a i n  low order ,  c losed systems i t  is 
poss ib le  t o  develop a s i n g l e  de sc r i p t i ve  model which 
s a t i s f i e s  these c r i t e r i a :  semiot ic  models of simple 
cybcrnc t i c  SYG ten-s f o r  cmmplc (scc Umber t o  Eco , 
h Tllcor-  of  ~crnidt ics  19 76) . Howevcr, as many - -- -- .---d.*' 
s c i c n t i a  ts now recognize, na tu r a l  systems are ne i ther  
sin~plc nor c losed,  and thcrofore no one model is. suf-  
f i c i e n t  to descr ibe  the  whole system. There are cer- 
t a i n  limits o r  indeterminacy inheren t  i n  every model. 
Human language and l i t e r a t u r e ,  a s  na tura l  systems, 
display such c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  so t ha t  no s i n g l e  . 
theory can both s a t i s f y  Wilden's c r i t e r i a  and 
encompass the  r ichness  of what i t  descr ibes  without 
d i s t o r t i o n  and a r e i f i c a t i o n  of i ts own l i m i t s  i n  
the phenomenon i t s e l f .  ' 

This problem of lid ts and r e i f  i c a t fon  has  troubled 
many contemporary c r i t i c s  such a s  Paul dc Yan who 
take the  $ resen t  " c r i s i s "  a s  an  i nd i ca t i on  of the  
imposs ib i l i  ty of human knowledge, Prom the  perspect ive 
o f  system theory, however, such l i m i t s  a r e  a c tua l l y  
t hc  very b a s i s  of knowledge: they impose on  us the  
task of c l a r i f y i n g  r a t h e r  than  mystifying t he  var ious 
boundaries of human thought. IJildenls d e f i n i t i o n  of 
theory o f f e r s  a means f o r  such a c l a r i f i c a t i o n ,  When 
w e  descr ibe complex na tu r a l  phenomena such a s  Language 
and l i t e r a t u r s ,  w e  usual ly  face  a " t rade  off" between 
l o g i c a l  power and conceptual s t r uc tu r e ;  one is almost 
aliiays gained a t  the  expease o f  tho o ther ,  arid 3 

mdel which emphasizes one over  the other  w i l l  tend 
t o  de f i ne  the  phenomena i t  descr ibes  frt terns of \:ha", 
i t  favors: "The r e l a t i o n  between highcs levels of 
organ iza t ion  and higher  1eveLs of l o g i c a l  typing is 
inverse:  the higher  t he  l o g i c a l  type, thc foucr the 
level of organ iza t ion  (complexity). Similarly, tltci 
lover the level of organizat ion,  tho  =re prcconder- 
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ance s t r u c t u r e  has over system; and the higher the 
l e v e l  of o rgan iza t ion ,  the more 'semiotic freedom' 
i n  terms of  ' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  response ' t h e  system 
under cons idera t ion  may be  assumed to have" (Wilden, 
p .  239) . 

I n  terms of l i t e r a r y  thcorj ,  then, we can make 
the  following kinds of rough d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  I f  au r  

1 

model of language o r  l i t e r a t u r e  empl~asizcs concept- 
ua l  organizat ion,  i t  w i l l  l o s e  l o g i c a l  power and- 
tend to be as complex a s  t h e  phenomenon i t  descr ibesc  
Such a model w i a l  ob t a in  r ichness  i n  terms oP seman- 
t i c s  o r  meaning, bu t  w i l l  l o s e  information o r  t k e  
syn t ac t i c s  of the  sy s  tern, by emphasizing the con- 
t inuous, a r a log i ca l  na ture  of  language as  opposed 
to  the  discontinuous or d i g i t a l  punctuation t h a t  
s t r u c t u r e s  tho system. ~ t - w i l l  hssume tha t  codes 

I a r e  funct ions of the  message, t h a t  syn t ac t i c s  are re- ' . 

ducib le  t o  semantics,  On t h e  o ther  hand, i f  our 
model empllasizes l o g i c a l  power, i t  w i l l  l o s e  con- 
cep tua l  organizat ion,  tending to  be  reduc t i v e l y  
simpler than t h e  phenomenon i t  descrfbes ,  Such a 
model gains  the  a b i l i t y  t o  de f i ne  information 
(syntax, code, o r  s t r uc tu r e )  i n  t he  spstem a t  t he  
expense o f  semantlcs o r  meaning. It def f  nes mes- 
sages i n  terms o f  codes and descr ibes  semantics as 
being governed by syn t ac t i c s .  

The important t o  remember is t h a t  language 
is both ana log ica l  and d i g i t a l ,  a  complex sys t u n  of 
semantics and syntax; and t ha t  even these  d i s t i n c t i o n s  
a r e  ones made f o r  opera t iona l  purposes. Syntax and 
semantics,  Fregers concept of Sinn and ~ e d e u t u n g ,  and 
anafogical and d i g i t a l  a r e  no+, e i t h e r l o r  d iv i s ions  (a 
d i g i t a l  concept),  bu t  rather they a r e  overlapping re la -  
tions af diffcxent  logi.cal typsc;. Neither type  o f  
madel, I heve d t sc r ibe r l  I.s wrong about t h e  way i t  v i e w  
lclnguajic c;r l i terature,  but no one type is s u f f i c i e n t  
for a 2tiI.1 B Z C ~ Z ? . ~ C ;  Idhat: C A C ~  kind of model defines 
as raca~sic~ i;r int;c?spsct-stin is  of  a different order - . . 

." 1 7.. 



Mlem Language, t'itetoture, and the Limits of Theory 

e u t i c ,  that i s  an fnterpreta ti.on of a h idden  wan-  
ing, and e s s e n t i a l l y  a theory of the  creative process 
which is then a p p l i e d  in reverse to the problem of 
reading, as i n  I n t e r p r e  ta t i c n  of Drcains . 

Models of  language and l i t e r a t u r e  which start from 
the d i g i t a l  na ture  of language and claim t o  have n 
higher  l e v e l  of organizat ion,  have to account. f o r  the 
analogic o r  semantic aspect  of language by underdeter- 
mining meaning, i n  r e l a  t ion  to information or  syntax,  
t hz t  is p o s i t i a  a mul t ip le  s e t  of possible  s t r u c t u r e s  
which can account f o r  the sur face  conten t ,  Such 
critical n~odcls are ones of r e a d i w  which assume t h a t  
tile wr i t i ng  process is the inverse  of t h e  reading prs- 
eess; they emphasize semiot ic  t r an s l a t i on  r a the r  than 
semantic i n t e rp r e t a t i on .  The purest  examples of such 
rrrodels I n  l i t e r a r y  theory a r e  the var ious Eoms of 
s t ruc tura l i sm and scnriology , which have become i n  
p rac t ice ,  a s  Jonathan Culler  has recen t ly  argued, 
l a rge ly  theorf es of reading, Such models, because 
they a r e  of equal or lower Logical type than what 
they descr ibe  tend t o  b e  subsumed by t h e  phenomenon 
i t s e l f ,  a point  which Levi-S t rauss  r e ad i l y  acknow- 
ledges about h i s  mythic s t r uc tu r e s .  These under- 
determined systems can dc ' ine the i n t r i n s i c  bound- 
a r i e s  of t he  system b u t  they have grea t  d i f f i c u l t y  
de l inea t ing  the  t o t a l  f i e l d  from i t s  ground o r  
mediating between t h e i r  own models and t h e  sys  tern. 
Thus i n  s t r uc tu r a l i sm  a l l  modes of wr i t i ng  a r e  de- 
f ined  a s  being of the same l o g i c a l  type ( texts o r  
Gcr i tu re ) ,  and any model i s  simply a reworking of 
the  same f i n i t e  s e t  of codes, 

Because such modeis axe underdetermined t he r e  is 
o d y  a weak sr3nse of ca t l sa l i ty  and a very s t r ong  en- 

ic, p!~as%s G n  discontfncous structures and m u l t i f i n a l i t y ,  
t I ~ a r  i s  ilissin23,rr e3c.l~ reached by a l t e r n a t i v e  paths 
f ran :;li;lllz,r i i~~t : ' j .z l .  condir:ioir!s, 'Itn t1:cj.r m o s t  ex- 

.ur, tcc-ac Elst:;n r~:,:?: r:y; t.::~; are s tachas ti:. ones in uhfch 
caclr GP3crS C $  t): ,%2::::;:1 J? d ~ ~ f S a ~ k ~ . Z c :  as  a bf.s;c:.y . . 

from the o ther ;  however, s i nce  each model tends to 
assume t h a t  i t  conta ins  the  whole o r  "real" nature t 

of language, t he  r e s u l t s  obtained from the  appl ica t ion  
of d f f f  e r e n t  models are usua l ly  perceived by the  re- *I* 

spec t ive  proponents of the models as being i n  c o w  % C 

f l i c t .  
* 

From t h i s  understanding I think we can s e e  more 
c l e a r l y  the nature  of the  var ious c r i t i c a l  sys  terns 
t h a t  now aeem to be  i n  such a "crisis" because t h y  
o f f er  what nppcnre to bc nlueuully cxclunive can- 
elusions, Systems which s t a r t  from the  analogie 
nature  of language and claim to  b e  of il higher  l o p  
i c a l  type than l i t e r a t u r e  seek t o  account for t he  
d i g i t a l  o r  s t r u c t u r a l  aspec t  of  language. They 
tend, there fore ,  t o  emphasize overde termination by 
descr ib ing  the  mul t ip le  meanings and r ichness  of the  
semantic f i e l d  i n  terms of a s i n g l e  mechanism, These 
systems work from a model of  e q u i f i n a l i t y ,  t ha t  i s ,  
a s i ng l e  end reached by mult iple  paths; tiley stress 
h i s t o r i c a l  genesis  over l o g i c a l  genesis and def ine  
memory as t h e  t r a c e  of the system's evolut ion through 
time. Such c r i t i c a l  models a r e  na tu r a l l y  ones of 
c r e a t i v i t y  o r  wr i t ing ,  and they assume t h a t  the  
reading and i n t e r p r e t i v e  process is the reverse  of 
the  generat ive process which produced the  system. 
Trad i t iona l  Freudian psychoanalysis is the  c l a s s i c  
exanple of such a theory; and, of course, one of 
Freud's c e n t r a l  i n s i g h t s  was the  concept of over- 
determination a s  a mul t ip le  s e t  of meanings i n  t h e  
manifest  content  being cont ro l led  by a s i n g l e  mech- 
anism i n  the  l a t e n t  content  of the  dream, The pr i -  
mary processes of  mental l i f e  f o r  Freud a r e  essen t i -  
a l l y  analogic ,  images and things being p r i o r  to  words, 
Freud ' s cont inua l  problem throughout h i s  wr i t ing ,  the 
problem which confuses our  a t tempts  to s o r t  ou t  his  
system, was the  need to a r t i c u l a t e  a systemic and 
dynamic theory of mental funct ioning which was not  
simply s t r u c t u r a l  o r  schematic. In  its t r a d i t i o n a l  
l i t e r a r y  appl ica t ions ,  Freudian theory ir, a hetinen- 
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choice de t emfned  only by the  previous s taw.  Tftese 
systems have no "memory" of the  process which gener- + 

ates them, bu t  r a t he r  can r e c a l l  a t  any moment the 
underlying opera t ions  on  which they a r e  founded: the 
s t a t e  of the  system is its "aremry,t' Logical genesis  
is  given conceptual p r i o r i t y  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  genesis ,  
t h e  later concept being defined as l a rge ly  i l i u s i a n -  
nry , Foucnul t ' 8  archaeology af knowledge tends i n  
t h i s  d i r cc  t ion ,  presenting a discontinuous s e t  of 
s t r u c t u r a l  r e l a t i o n s  which corts t i  t u  tc! h i s  tory nncl 
o reduct ion of semantics t o  syn tnc t fcs  (cpisccme aa 
opposed t o  '%rorldview"). Tite n o t i n r i  of o r ig in ,  
sub jec t ,  and authorship are problematic i n  &is- 
model and can be  defined cnPy i n  terms of the 
a t r u c  t u r a l  elements which convey inform tion and 
t h e  ''nybhic" e n t i t i e s  which a r e  posi ted by t he  
system Q£ thought beirzg s tud ied ,  Any message can  
b e  analyzed through the  set of codes i n  which i t  is 
expressed, and there fore  reading and wr i t i ng  a r e  de- 
f ined as opera t ions  of decoding and receding, the 
o r i g i n a l  code being a t t r i b u t e d  t o  some' i d l a r e n t  
s t r u c t u r e  of the  system i t s e l f .  

I have described the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of these 
two kinds of nodels i n  a general ized fashion, and 
no s i n g l e  l i t e r a r y  model ever demons t r a t c s  a l l  these 
elements. I n  p r ac t i c e  models o f t e n  show i n t e r n a l  
confusion about t h e i r  own modes, and i t  is  just as 
important t o  be ab l e  to  pick ou t  these i n t e r n a l  con- 
t r ad i c t i ons ,  which a r e  usual ly  the  myst i f ied limits 
of the  model, a s  it is to mediate between var ious 
systems. I n  t h i s  way we can understand how a c r i t i c  
whose model is o f t e n  never f d l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  and/or 
conceptually c l e a r  can nevertheless  ga in  i n t u i t i v e  
i n s i g h t s  of g r ea t  power. It is  important t o  be  
able to determine when someone is "r ight  f o r  the  
wrong reasons," and "wrong f o r  the r i g h t  reasons," 
a d i s t i n c t i o n  t e l a t e d  to the t r ade  between l o g i c a l  
power and conceptual o r g a d z a t i o n ,  and one which 
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explaf ns char: phenomenon o f  cr i t i e a l  systems which 
De )fan calls "b l i i~dness  and insight ," One kind of 
model reads the d i g i t a l  i n  analogic tern, and the 
o t h e r  reads the  analogic  i n  d i g i t a l  terms, 

Again Freudian theory furn i shes  the  c l e a r e s t  
example. I n  t he  crucgal  s i x t h  chapter  of t h e  
Intcrpretntion af DrX:6am, we can eca Freud s t rug-  
gling with tilese kinds of d i s t i n c t i o n s  between 
d i g i t a l  a d  analogic  and y e t  never mastering then, 
A t  one time h e  seen~s t o  suggest tha t  t h e  uncon- 
scious i n  a s t r u c t u r a l  arrangement which trans- 
~ A t s  information about t h e  state of the sya tern, 
while  a t  o the r  times he seems t o  be descr ibing a 
semantic exchange of  meaning. Freud's not ion o f  
symbol i s  consequently as& iguous , sometises de- 
fined as an analogic  r e l a  t i on  i n t e g r a l l y  bound to  
what i t  represen ts ,  and sometimes defined as a 
wiiolly a r b i t r a r y  s i g n  o r  marker i n  t h e  unconscious 
sys tern, jacques Derrida has shown how t h i s  concept- 
u a l  confusion runs throughout Freud's work a s  a 
search for an  adequate model of consciousness 
which would be both analogic  and d i g i t a l  and could 
account f o r  both memory and r e t r i e v a l ,  A s  Darrida 
po in t s  ou t ,  t h e  1895 "Project f o r  a S c i e n t i f i c  
Psychology," is t h e  buried "machine i n  the ghost1' 
of psychoanalysis, the  d i g i t a l  model of b r a i n  which 
Freud abandoned f o r  an  analogic  model of mind, 

Jacques Lacan's s t ruc  t u r a l  psychoanalysis, how- 
ever ,  turns  Freud i n s ide  ou t .  By increasing the 

, level  of organizat ion,  i t  gains  an  ana ly t i c  abi3.i- 
ty  over the s y n t a c t i c  information being conveyed In 
human discourse,  b u ~  only a t  the  expense o f  the 
l o g i c a l  power of Freud's o r i g i n a l  nodel. I n  Lacaa 
we can take our  psychoanalysis without  the  FretldkCzn 
"nyths," b u t  we may f i n d  Lacan's own system un- 
i n t e L l i g i b l c  i n  terms of any kind of conceptual 
coherence, This xiear unreadabi l i ty  of Lacan io due, . 
I thiak,  rs gh:e facr t h a t ,  e1Te.a as he favcrcs 



Miers: Language, Literature, and the Limltr - of Theory 

Freud, Lacan at tempts  to  re incorpora te  the 
Freudian themes of overde termination, the 
Oedipal c o n f l i c t ,  e t c  . , back i n t o  h i s  s t ructur-  
a 1  system. Wilden's recen t  work on Lacan i n  
Sys tern and S t ruc  rure goes a long way toward 
c l a r i f y ing  Lacan's opaque theory, 

We can s e e  a s im i l a r  kind of conceptual 
d i f f i c u l t y  i n  Cllomsky 's theory of language, 
Essen t ia l ly  Chomslcy 's d i s t i n c t i o n  between corn- 
petcnce and perfornunce i s  a d i s t i n c t i o n  be- 
tween reading and wr i t ing ,  between an over- 
determined semantic sys  tern which puts  mu1 t i p l e  
meanings i n t o  one sentence and a n  underdeter- 
mined syn t ac t i c  system which can der ive  nwlti-  
p l e  meanings from a s i n g l e  sentence i n  terms of 
deep s t r u c t u r e  opera t ions .  Chomsky assumes t h a t  
t he  a c t  of reading and wr i t i ng  a r e  r eve r s ib l e  and 
t ha t ,  therefore ,  the genera t ivc s t a t e  of language 
a t  any given po in t  i n  i ts  development is t o t a l l y  
recoverable by revers ing  the l o g i c a l  genes is of 
t he  deep s t r u c t u r e  opera t ions  . In .  prac t i c e  
Chomsky ' s  sys tern i s  a theory of reading which 
o f f e r s  us a ga in  i n  i n f o r r a t i o n  and syntax aga ins t  
a l o s s  i n  a b i l i t y  t o  descr ibe  senant ic  elements of 
language, a n  emphasis no t  on how we produce am- 
biguous sentences bu t  r a t he r  on how we a r e  ab l e  
to i n t e r p r e t  them. Ambiguity i n  Chomsky is pre- 
sented a s  mult iple  s t r uc tu r e s  embedded i n  a s i n g l e  
sentence having mul t ip le  meanings, X t  is s ign i -  
f i c a n t ,  I think,  t h a t  i n  h i s  mst recen t  work, 
Reflect ions 22 Language, Chomky has made f unda- 
mental rev i s ions  i n  the theory t o  accomwdate the  
power which case grammar has  demonstrated i n  re- 
s t o r i n g  se~i lant ic  r i chness  t o  sur face  s t r u c t u r e ,  
Thus Chomsky admits t h a t  the  idea sf r e v e r s i b i l l t y  
and recoverab i l i ty  of the l o g i c a l  genesis s f  scma 
uniquely l i n g u i s t i c  deep s t r u c t u r e  i n  the b r a i n  I s  
a conceptual " f ic t ion ,"  a necessary assumption f u r  

. descr ib ing  the s y n t a c t i c  nature of 1.anguage. Tlmt 
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importantly Chorcsky now accepts  the notion of a 
t r a c e  in the su r f ace  c t ruc ture ,  t he  fact tha t  cer- 
tain sur face  opera t ions  seem to e r a se  the deep 
s t r u c t u r e  transformations to which they afe t i e d  
and leave only t r a c e  ind ica t ions  o f  the opera t ion  
i n  t h e  sur face  s t r u c t u r e .  Chomsky 's o r i g i n a l  ex- 
treme theory of reading is now gradual ly  moving 
back towards a theory of wri t ing.  

By the very term a£ my own argument here, we 
~ h o u l d  r e a l i z e  t h a t  overdetermined and underdater- 
mined systems themselves a r e  d i s t r i bu t ed  over a 
continuum which begins to "shade" together  a t  the 
middle. On each "side" of t h i s  continuum the  f a r  
range of one type of m d e l ,  the overdetermined kind, 
f o r  example, increas ing ly  begins  t o  resemble the 
o the r  s i d e ,  i n  t h i s  case underdetermining its own 
overdetermination. This f a c t  explains  t he  s t r a n g e  
s i m i l a r i t i e s  between seemingly unrelated sys  t en s ,  
f o r  exarriple between Kor throp Prye and Levi-S t r au s s  . 
Frye's system demonstrates a pecul iar  blending of 
over- and wider-de t e n i n a t i o n .  Frye a t  tempts to  
generate a d i g i t a l  o r  syn t ac t i c  de sc r i p t i on  of 
l i t e r a t u r e  wholly f ro=  the analogic  o r  semantic 
content ,  an  hero ic  ac t  of s e l f - c r ea t i on  r e l a t ed  to  
Frye 's  r oo t s  i n  Blakean mytlaology. The grea t  pro- 
blem with Frye f s  system is that i t  is both of t he  
same l o g i c a l  type a s  what i t  descr ibes  ( the gener ic  
s t r u c t u r e  of l i t e r a t u r e )  and of t he  same order  of 
complexity. I n  i ts  pure form i t  conveys ne i ther  
informa t i o n  nor meaning, b u t  simply t ransmits  i t s e l f  
a s  a c losed system. However, Frye tempers this pro- 
blem i n  his c r i t i c a l  p r a c t i c e  by recognizing that 
the c losure  of the  s y s  tern is a f i c t i o n a l  construct .  
In theory Frye's system has  ne i t he r  l o g i c a l  nor 
t ~ i s t o r i c a l  genesis,  b u t  i n  p r ac t i c e  Frye of ten 
traces both  t h e  logical and h i s t o r i c a l  cons t~uc t ion  
of literary forms. . 



Miers: tangua~e, Literature, and the Limits aF Theory 

I n  the "middle" of t h i s  continuum we might expect 
to  f i nd  c e r t a i n  kinds of theor ies  which a r e  ne i t he r  
over nor underdetermined, which s t r e s s  ne i t he r  read- 
ing  nor wr i t ing .  I n  theory, new c r i t i c i s m  is such 
a sy s  tern which r e j e c t s  both a theory of reading o r  
a theory of wrf t ing  ( t he  " in ten t iona l  fa l l acy"  and 
the  "a f fec t ive  fal lacy")  . The tendency of new 
c r i t i c i s m  is to co l lapse  the ancllogical and d i g i t a l  
i n t o  the  same mdc, t a  t r e a t  message and code, syn- 
t a c t i c s  and semantics,  as  the same. Such a move 
so lves  c e r t a i n  problems of confusing the model f o r  
the phenomenon, b u t  i t  gives  up any a b i l i t y  t o  medi- 
a t e  between the  phenomenon and i ts observer.  There- 
f o r e  i n  p r ac t i c e  new c r i t i c i s m  tends t o  move toward 
e i t h e r  a reader  o r  a writer theory, t o  emphasize the 
r h e t o r i c a l  e f f e c t s  achieved by a poem o r  t o  focus 
on the way i n  which a w r i t e r  uses various s t r a t e g i e s  
t o  achieve these e f f e c t s  . Hirsch 's theory of i n t e r -  
pre t a t i o n  is c l e a r l y  a w r i t e r ' s  vers ion  of new 
c r i t i c i s m  which assumes t h a t  a poem has one meaning 
which is recoverable from the  w r i t e r ' s  "intention." 

I n  t h i s  l i g h t  w e  can a l s o  understand t he  mixture 
of d i g i t a l  and analogic  thinking which Jacques h r r i d a  
has derived from h i s  grounding both i n  phenomenology 
and s t ruc tura l i sm.  Derrida uses  t h i s  mixture to  
play o f f  one sy s  tern aga in s t  another,  to  "deconstructgs 
t he  overdetermined lid ts of t r a d i t i a n a l  theor ies  and 
t o  expose t he  underde tersuined boundaries of s t r u c t u r a l  
systems. By moving from one: s i d e  t o  another a s  he  
chooses, Derrida is ab l e  to  d e m n s t r a t e  how a l l  con- 
cep tua l  systems cont inua l ly  mystify themselves and 
achieve c losure  'by "supplementing" t h e i r  own s t r u c t u r e  , 
Most of Der r ida t s  c r y p t i c  terms such as d i f f  erance 
a r e  conf la t ions  of both d i g i t a l  and analogic  ron- 
cepts ;  y e t  they a r e  ne i t he r  wholly one o r  the o the r .  
Derrida emphasizes the concept of menary t r a c e  aga in s t  
the s t r u c t u r a l i s t  not ion of r e t r i e v a l ,  while  a t  t he  
sane time -playing off the  s t r uc  t u r a l i s  t concept of 
wr i t i ng  against t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r i v i l ege  accorded 
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speech. X t  is interestia t o  note,  however, t h a t  
as Dcrrida moves around the  f a r  boundaries of  the 
mo kinds of models X have described he r e ,  h i s  work 
sets up a s t r ange  i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  its ant i - type,  
new c r f  ticisnl, which l i e s  in t h e  luiddle of t he  con- 
tinuum, This r e l a t i o n  can be  seen i n  Murray Krieger 's  
r e cen t  engagement wi th  Derrida i n  Theory g _ f _  C r i t i c i s 2  
(Ual timorc : Johx~s Iloplcins, 1976), wlaere Kricr~er  and 
Derrida cont inua l ly  t u r n  around cach oe11er ovcr the 
presence o r  absence of "the word," each one t h e  
shadow of the o the r  Kricger 'B r e a l  problem is not 
ta "refute" Derrida b u t  t o  avoid becoining Derrida'e 
shadow, to show t h a t  h i s  negation of Dewrida's ne- 
gat ion is a p o s i t i v e  t u rn  on the  d i a l e c t i c  wheel of 
c r i t i c i s m  when Krieger  's con t ex tua l i s t  brand of new 
c r i  t i c i  sn ac tua l l y  contains  no i n t r i n s i c  p r i nc ip l e  
of d i a l e c t i c .  

Whatever one may th ink  about t l ~ c  uft imate  fa- 
p l i c a  t ions  of Der r ids  's work, h i s  cont inual  p lay  
between systems is perhaps the  b e s t  an t i do t e  t h a t  
c r i t i c a l  theory could now have against taking itself 
too s e r i ous ly .  Once w e  understand c r i t i c a l  models 
i n  terms of system theory, the paradoxes which 
D e ~ r i d a  c u l t i v a t e s  a r e  no longer so  mystifying. As 
Wilden has  argued, following Gregory Bateson, para- 
doxes always a r i s e  whenever one makes n meta-com- 
municative l e ap  between two l e v e l s  of l o g i c a l  
typing, b u t  i t  is  these  very paradoxes which al low 
the r e  to be any p o s s i b i l i t y  of s t r u c t u r e  o t  rneaniitg . 
Our t radf  t i o n a l  c r i t e r i a  f o r  e v d u a  t i ng  con f l i c t i ng  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  the r u l e s  of pars imny and f a l s i -  
f i c a t i o n ,  apply only wi th in  any given system and 
no t  between system. We should no t  assume t h a t  any 
two aode ls  a r e  themselves of the sane l o g i c a l  type; 
i f  they are riot, then one model cannot f a l s i f y  an- 
o the r .  And, dependirg on one 's  perspect ive any 
model w i l l  be  ha^ nara complex and too reduc t ive  
i n  term a£ ariother , Thc use of models always i r k -  

t-alves ~s in. soizie kind of circular process i n  vhich 



, Miers: Language, Literature, and the Limits of Theory - 
' 

the results achleved are predetermined by the way 
the sys tern is  punctuated. Bo th overdetermined and 
underde termincd l i t e r a r y  t heo r i e s  tend t o  p r i v i l ege  
c e r t a i n  types of l i t e r a t u r e  o r  h i s t o r i c a l  periods 
and then read t he  rest of l i t e r a t u r e  i n  these terms; 
t h i s  tendency is p a r t i c u l a r l y  ev iden t  i n  s t r u e  tu ra l -  
is t c r i t i c i s m  which ove r t l y  construes  every thing aa 
a n  underdetermined t e x t .  What is i n t e r e s t i n g  then 
about the  play of  t heo r i e s  is  t h a t  they are con- 
t i nua l l y  generat ing new "texts" ou t  of old ones by 
the  occu l t  process of rending oal enriching t l ~ o  
t ex ture  of  o ld  l i t e r a t u r e  by adding t o  our  under- 
s tand ing  of how human imagination works t l~rough 
language. 

Derr ida 's  emphasis on w r i t i n g  as simply t h e  f r e e  
play of t ex tua l  s i gns  may be only a r h e t o r i c a l  ploy 
t o  co r r ec t  an  imbalance o r  i t  may be the l i m i t s  of  
h i s  own sys tern (a system, of course, cont inual ly  
being destroyed i n  o rder  t o  prevent i t  from beconr 

- ing a system) . Nonetheless w e  mclsr recognize thaE 
t h e  foundation of speech, wr i t ing ,  .and a l l  o ther  
seaiotic s t r u c t u r e s  of meaning is human conscious- 
ness. But the word consciousness must be  under- 
stood a l s o  i n  a ' sys temat ic  way, a concept w e  have 
limited i n  the West s ince  Descartes by our  punctu- 
a t i o n  of the  sub jec t lob  j e c t  and inner lou te r  dualisms. 
The caesura t h a t  d iv ides  these  terms (and the-speech/ 
wr i t i ng  d i s  t i n e  t ion)  i s  opera t iona l ly  va r i ab l e  de- 
pending on our needs. Consciousness contains  t he  
subject, and i t  is a l s o  s t ruc tured  by language, 
wr i t i ng ,  semio t ic  codes, and t h e  "rrired i n "  cogni t ive  
s t a t e s  of t he  b r a i n ,  Consciousness con ta ins  a l l  
these "wdels"  plus sometlring e l s e  -- its own self- 
r e f e r e a t i a l i t y ,  i ts meta-coamunicative capaci ty  * 
From the  perspect ive of our  d u a l i s t i c  thinking, 
self-reflexiveness appears p rob leaa t ic ,  an infinite 
and a l i e n a t i n g  regress .  S d  f-consciousness, however, 
is simply the ability of tho mind t o  re-punctute . 
i t s  own conceptual mapping. A l l  such refomlstiam . - 
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are carried out as means toward some end, and it is 
these  ends which a r e  the ul t imate  determiners of our 
theore t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  . 

Li t e r a tu r e ,  l i k e  all a c t i v i t i e s ,  has  its own gcod; 
i t  can b e  pursued as an end i n  i t s e l f .  But i t  is 
a l s o  a means towards r e in t eg ra t i ng  imaginative 
l i f e  and t h e  l i ved  world. The f i r s t  task of c r i t i -  
cism is to  clarify i t s  mthods  and def ine t he i r  
l i m i t s ,  bu t  t h i s  t a sk  is only a preparat ion f o r  
t h e  more important quest ions o f  human meaning, use, 
and value represented i n  and by l i t e r a t u r e .  Ve 
have a t  hand today an enormus ly  sophis t i ca ted  
r e p e r t o i r e  of coaceptual  too ls .  What we require 
from them i n  humanistic s tudy is  nothing less 
than a poe t i c s  sf consciousness. 

Paul Miers 
Department of E a i s h  
Rutgers College 
Xew Brunswick, N. J. 



The hnkruptcy of Meaning 

Robert 3. Matthews 

The announced purpose of our ucmitwir i s  t o  con- 
s i d e r  t hc  r e l a t i o n  between the  languagc of  c r i t i c i s m  
and t he  conceptual fxaaiarorks which se rve  t;r! organ- 
i z e  i t .  I n  pa r t i cu l a r ,  we have been urged t o  b e  
e spec i a l l y  concerilrd w i t h  ithe Eases atr which c r i t i c s  
choose to  adopt ( o r  reject) s p e c i f i c  c r i t i c a l  terms, 
concepts, and o r i en t a t i ons ,  5le a n t  hcipat  ed r e s u l t s  
are'to be  p r a c t i c a l  a s  we l l  as  t heo re t i c a l ,  f o r  we 
have been asked t o  focus cn, amng  o the r  things, 
t h e  re levant  l o g i c a l ,  phi20 so?hical,  and ev idac t i a l  
criteria f o r  eva lua t ing  thcse comepts and terms. 
Xow, Eormla t ing  such c r i t e r i a  is c e r t a i n l y  an  im- 
por t an t  m e  t a c r i t i c a l  task, e spec i a l l y  i f  one hopes 
f o r  what t he  organ izers  of the semi,nrsr c a l l  a n  
" integrated c r i t i c a l  perspect ive ," Indeed, achiev- 
i n g  such a perspect ive presupposes the exis tence 
02 such c r i t e r i a .  

Although I have st rong reserva t ions  about the  , 

merits  of seeking an in tegra ted  perspective, I wish 
t o  voice rese rva t ions  of anorjt;l~r s o r t  i n  t h e  present  
essay. In pa r t i cu l a r ,  I wish to express my doubt 
that we a r e  prepared t o  undertake the t ask  of de- 
termining t h e  r e l evan t  c r i t e r i a  f o r  evaluat ing 
crf t i c a l  concepts and te rns .  C r i t i c a l  t oo l s  ( i  ,e ,  , 
terms, concepts,  e t c , )  , like t h s i r  mate r ia l  ana- 
logues, must be  evaluated r e l a t i v e  t o  an  in te i~ded  
w e ;  dn other words, we czn r a l s e  t h e  quest ion of 
relevant evaluative c r i t e r i i :  only a f t e r  w e  have 
settled the question of the goa ls  and purposes, 
indeed t h e  very nature ,  of c r i t i c i sm .  But as far  
2s X can asccr ta i r r ,  this l a t t e r  quest ion refcti2.n~ 
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: tzscttled, or at Icast scttJc3 wrongly. 1 an ccc 
p i n g  to ; ~ ~ t c s + i ~ t  "; oscttlc this questric~ hcre; . 
 hat: :.rould rcquir-c a f u l l -b lmrc t h e ~ r y  SE t ri i-.12;1' ;I ... 

LL.1 Rather X sSa3,l tztrerrtpt only %O S E ~ ~ C S ' ,  i n  vq3-*- 
gecera l  terrlts a way of t;hinl;i3;3 a ' b o ~ t  c:iEi.ci::~i 
t h a t  rmy f ac i l i t a t e  th i s  task,  In particnlar, J 
should like to  s; tecr metncsi t ical discuss  ion R V Z ~  
Prom i t s  prcoccupa t i on  with meaning, tcr:,~.rauds e 
via? t h a t  emphasizes the  a c t i v i t y  of cririciaa. 
The crux of x~y proposal is the replocemsnt of 
meanings by ~_ropos i t ions  as the  pr imi t ive  elw~ents 
of c r i t i c a l  analysis. I a t t a ch  g r ea t  importance t a  
such a r e d i r e c t i o n  of me t ac r i t i e a l  a t t c n t i c n ,  for 
1 think i t  very improbable thzit any significant 
advances i n  c r i t i c a l .  theory wf lf be  forthcoming 
i f  ve cont inue t o  think of c r i t i c i s m  i n  terms of 
meaning. 

I f  one were to  speculate 5 p r i o r i  as to the viev 
of c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  a consmer c u l t u r c  l i k e  our own 
would cons t ruc t  for itself, one might iragine some- 
thing like t h i s :  works af a r t  arc consumer gooda, 
produced by artists and =rketed by c r i t i c s .  These 
salesman-cr i t ics  would on occasion be pil t y  of 
various pxofessiona2. f a i l i q s  and weaknesses, 
ranging from simple ignorance o f  t h e i r  merchandise 
t o  g ross  exaggeration of its worth; yet when they 
perfurnled their task properly, they would provide 
a n  indispensable  oervice to the ar t -consums t the 
c r i t i c  would ecable  the consumer t o  cl'roose h i s  mer- 
chandise i n t e l l i g e n t l y  by i do rming  him t r u t h f u l l y  
of t he  e s s e n t i a l  p rope r t i e s  of the art-good, In 
addition to t h i s  reportorial funct ion,  the ideal 

' salesran-crf t i c  would provj.de cornpararive evaluation3 
a£ the different goods that were: availzble, infom- 
ing &e consuroer which waa tho " ~ e s t  buy," Of wurse, 
critScs might, do othcl: things, of which wuZd 
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even diminish h i s  usefulness  t o  the  comumer; never- 
t he l e s s ,  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  would involve 5 

repor t ing  on and eva lua t ing  works of a r t ,  

Now, i n  a soc i e ty  possessed of such a view of 
c r i t i c i sm ,  much me tac r i t i c a l  d i scuss ion  would be  
d i r ec t ed  towards caut ioning aga in s t  unscrupulous 
p r ac t i c e s  t h a t  obs t ruc ted  the  proper t ask  of 
c r i t i c i sm .  Thus,' f o r  example, c r i t i c s  would be 
cautioned aga in s t  a n  I n t e n t i o n a l f s t  Fal lacy t ha t  
consis ted i n  focusing on the i n t en t i ons  of t h e  
producer r a t h e r  than on the product i t s e l f ,  Also 
t o  be  avoided would be  the Affec t ive  Fal lacy of 
thinking t h a t  the  va lue  a t tached  t o  a product by 
consumers was i nd i ca t i ve  of i ts t rue  worth. Marxfst 
and Freudian c r i t i c s  would have t o  b e  warned aga in s t  
a Genetic Fallacy, which c o n s i s t s  i n  thinking t h a t  
t he  h i s t o r y  of production, be  i t  socio-economic 
o r  psycho-b iographical ,  is re levant  to  an evaluat ion 
of t h e  art-good, Other f a i l i n g s  could be added 
t o  t h i s  list; however, t h e  po in t  should be c lear :  
c r i t i c i s m  would l a c k  a Be t t e r  Business Bureau 
only i n  name. 

My speculat ions a s  to  the  view of c r i t i c i s m  tha t  
our soc i e ty  might be expected t o  cons t ruc t  f o r  
i t s e l f  may be  unsound; they a r e  c e r t a i n l y  sketchy. 
Nevertheless,  i t  does seem t o  me t h a t  the views one 
f f r d s  expounded i n  recen t  years ,  e spec i a l l y  by N e w  
C r i t i c s  and t h e i r  progeny, have s t rong  a f f i n i t i e s  
with t h e  view I a m  sketching here .  C r i t i c s  are 
t yp i ca l l y  seen  as ne i t he r  producers nor consumers, 
bu t  r a t he r  a s  middlemen whose job i t  is t o  r epo r t  
on t he  e s s e n t i a l  p roper t ies  of wcrks o f  a r t .  
Indeed, there  has been f i e r c e  r e s i s t ance  t o  the sug- 
ges t i on  t h a t  c r i t i c s  might play n p a r t  i n  t h e i r  pro- 
duction. Hetacr i t i c i sm & of t e n  amounted t o  nothing 
more than codes of business  ethics. How e l s e  are 
w e  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  me t ac r i t i c a i  p rwtcupot ion  with 
c r i t i c a l  f a l l a c i e s  t o  t h e  near ly  t o t a l  c x c l ~ s i o n  
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of any effort to charac terize c r i t i c a l  praxis?  And 
when critfcs (and phflosopliers) have atteapted t o  
provide such charac te r iza t ions ,  what have we receiv- 
ed but accounts that  p r iv i l ege  repor t ing  on and 
evaluatkng works of a r t ?  Exis t ing  c r i t f  c a l  theory 
has thus made a v i r t u e  ou t  of s impl ic i ty :  pursued 
properly t h e  business  of c r i t i c i s m  i s  e x c c c d i ~ l y  
simple; on ly  when t h i s  business  is  pursued i m -  
properly does i t  become complex and d i f f i c u l t  to , 

understand. Eience, i n so f a r  as c r i t i c a l  theory is 
concerned with the  proper task of c r i t i c i sm ,  t h a t  

. theory w i l l  i t s e l f  be exceedingly simple, 

fiut i f ,  to  c a r ry  my specula t ions  a b i t  f u r t he r ,  
t he  i dea l  c r i t i c  would focus exlusively on  the art- 
good i t s e l f ,  e l u c i d a t i r a  its e s s e n t i a l  p roper t ies ,  * 

then  what prec i se ly  would b e  the  nature  of those -w 
proper t ies?  This much is c l ea r :  whatever the 
nature  of these proper t ies ,  they would have t o  b e  k 

inherent  i n  the  work i t s e l f .  They would have t o  
- 0 

s a t i s f y  o the r  condi t ions  cis wel l ,  some of which 
might d i f f e r  from one a r t  form to  another ,  Yet 
f a r  the  ca se  of l i t e r a r y  works, there  would b e  
only one s e r i ous  contender: meanings. (What 
o the r  property of  l i n g u i s t i c  tokens s a t i s f i e s  t he  
necessary condi t ion  of being preserved under t rans-  
l a t i o n ? )  13ut t h i s  choice would b e  a good one: 
whi le  c l e a r l y  vague enough t o  be  serviceable ,  the 
no t i o n  would have a t heo re t i c a l  counterpar t  i n  
l i n g u i s t i c s  t h a t  promised an eventual exp l ica t ion .  
Thus, even i f  c r i t i c s  d i d n ' t  know prec i se ly  ( o r  

I 

even roughly) what meanings were, they eventual ly  
would. But i n  the  meantime, c r i t i c s  could pro- 
vf  de  what they called "expl icat io  w of meaning." 
C r i t i c a l  p rax is  would be secure,  even though 
c r i t i c a l  theory was inccniple t e  . The important: 
business of c r i t i c i s m  need mt wait  f c r  the  de- 

, ~ e l o p a n i  of theory, any more than o the r  husiocc- 
scs have hod to wait for the development of 
-ecaramic~. . . 
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f t  is hard t o  exaggerate ou r  long pr@occuPai 
t i o n  with meaning, o r  a t  l e a s t  with something , 

c r i t i c s  c a l l  "meaning." For t he  l a s t  f i f t y  
years  ( a period marked roughly by the  appearn 
ance of 2 .  A. ~ i c h a r d s  ' P r a c t i c a l  ~ r i  t ic ism),  
c r i t i c a l  and me tac r i t i c a r  thought a l i k e  have 
been l i t t l e  more than an extended meditat ion on 
the  sub jec t .  And understandably so ,  s i nce  under 
the  pen of New Cr i t i c i sm l i t e r a t u r e  i t s e l f  came to  
be  defined i n  terms of meaning. The prec i se  nature 
of l i t e r a r y  meaning has been the sub jec t  of much 
debate; however, the  p r iv i leged  pos i t ion  of the 
concept has not been questioned. Nor, u n t i l  very 
recen t ly ,  has t he r e  been se r ious  quest ioning of t he  
coro l la ry  view t h a t  the  proper task of c r i t i c i s m  
is the d i sc los ing  of t h i s  meaning. As  Manroe 
Beardsley pu t  it, "to exp l i c a t e  a poem is to  de- 
c l a r e  i t s  meaning .'I Yet de sp i t e  t h i s  preoccupation 
with meaning, one d i scerns  only with g r ea t e s t  d i f -  
f i c u l t y  ins tances  of these "meanings1' t ha t  t he  
c r i t i c ,  speaking a s  me t ac r i t i c ,  takes to  be  the 
essence of l i t e r a r y  works and hence the  ob j ec t  of 
h i s  s c ru t i ny .  Of course, one does d i s ce rn  ex- 
p l i c a t i o n s  of meaning, which supposedly exp l i c a t e  
the  "meaning" of t he  work; however, i t  is not  a t  
a l l  c l e a r  how these presentat ions of the  c r i t i c  a r e  
r e l a t e d  to  inherent  p roper t ies  of the  work under 
considerat ion.  The d i s p a r i t y  between meanings 
a c t u a l l y  inheren t  i n  t he  work and those "meaningsts 
discerned by c r i t i c s  is mst evident  i n  instances  
of c r i t i c i s m  i n  which there  has  been a conscious 
at tempt  t o  employ a concept of l i t e r a r y  meaning 
t h a t  does cons tue  meaning as  an  inherent  property 
of l i n g u i s t i c  tokens. One is s t ruck  by the  i n a b i l i t y  
of the c r i t i c  to  present  those "meanings" tha t  we 
have come t o  expect without  f l r s  t abandoning t h e  
s t r i c t  cons t rua l  of mearri~,? ir, favor  o f  n such 
Lcoser one. And i n  those cascc where r31e c r i t i c  
see= t o  have been success fu l ,  close ewnhnation 
_I__ 

revea ls  a pervasive metaphoriza t i o n  o f  1212 concap:: 
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of meaning. The "mean5 n g ~ "  aft the praxis are not 
those of the theory, 

Thfs fmpracticabiPity of what might be  ca l l ed  
d ~ e  "metacrf t i c i sm  of meaning" does not e s t ab l i sh  
i t s  un tenabi l i ty  ; however, recen t  developments i n  
l i n g u i s t i c  theory do r a i s e  se r ious  doubt . Proponent6 
of this metac r i t i c a l  pxogramne, it w i l l  be reca l led ,  
look to  l i n g u i s t i c s  t o  provide a theory of meaning 
upon whfcl~ an adequate theory of c r i t i c i s m  might 
eventual ly  be e rec ted .  But although they have l e f t  
the  task of construct ing t h i s  theory of meaning to  
&ir ;~guis  ts , they have nonetheless s t i pu l a t ed  t h a t  
this theory must s a t i s f y  one c ruc i a l  condition: 
The theory must provide f o r  the  expl ica t ion  of the 
"meaning" of a l i t e r a r y  work so l e ly  i n  terms of  
the  meaning of the  sentences comprising the P i t e r -  
a ry  t ex t ,  which w i l l  i n  tu rn  be expl icab le  i n  terms 
of t he  : s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e  of these sentences i n  
conjunction with the l e x i c a l  meanings of the 
sentences ' cons t i t uen t s  , (LC t us c a l l  t h i s  t h e  
"inherence condition.") I should en~phasize the 
word "solely,"  because i t  is only through the as-  
sumed suf f ic iency  of the  t e x t  alone to determine 
the  work's "meaning" t h a t  we preserve the require- 
ment t h a t  l i t e r a r y  works be evaluated on  the b a s i s  
of inheren t  q u a l i t i e s .  But t h i s  is  precisely where 
a se r ious  d i f f i c u l t y  a r i s e s ,  L inguis t i cs  i s  no t  
going to provide a theory of the s o r t  envisioned 
here .  Semantics can provide an  account of sentence- 
neaning t h a t  w i l l  exp la in  t h e  neaning of a sentence 
i n  terms of the  s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e  of t h i s  senl:ence 
i n  conjunct ion with t h e  l e x i c a l  meanings of its con- 
s t i t u e n t s .  But i t  cannot provide an account of  
l i t e r a r y  "meaning" as a func t ion  of t t ~ c  rr;eaning,s of 
the sentences comprising the l i t e r a r y  text. mr: 
problai is not,  a s  so-called "text gramri~mi' ;  
have a r w e d ,  t h a t  e x i s t i n g  l i n g u i s t i c  theory h a 2  
mlstalcenly chosen sentences rather thazt texts ;:.is; 

the  basic uni$ of l inguistic analysLs, T e x t  
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grammars are no faore capable o f  meeting the "in- 
herence condition" s t a t e d  above than a r e  sentence 
grammars, The problem is  r a t h e r  t h i s :  the  
"meanings" that  c r i t i c s  claim t o  d i s ce rn  i n  l i t a r -  
ary works a r e  not,  s t r i c t l y  speaking, meanings a t  
a l l ,  but propos i t ions ,  a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  of a b s t r a c t  
e n t i t y ,  But proposi t ions,  unl ike meanings, a r e  not 
inheren t  i n  sentences o r  t ex t s ,  s i nce  the proposi t ion 
expressed by a sentence is a func t ion  of the  context  
of expression. Thus, i n so fa r  as c r i t i c a l  tlieory 
presents  i t s e l f  a s  a tlleory of the  a c t u a l  p rax is  
of c r i t i c s ,  t h a t  theory untenable.  I t  pos tu la tes  
t he  wrong s o r t  of  a b s t r a c t  e n t i t y  as t h e  ob j ec t  
of c r i t i c a l  concern. 

The proper cha r ac t e r i z a t i on  o f  proposi t ions is 
beyond the  scope of  our p resen t  discussion;. however, 
this mcir should be noted: proposi t ions a r e  the  
contents  of so-called propasi  t i ona l  a t t i t u d e s  and 
of speech a c t s  . Thus, i f  I be l ieve  t h a t  received 
c r i t i c a l  theory is confused, what I be l ieve  - 
the  content  of my be l i e f - s t a t e  -- is the  proposi- 
t i o n  t h a t  received c r i t i c a l  theory 1s confused. 
Similar ly ,  i f  I s t a t e  t h a t  received c r i t i c a l  
theory is confused, what I s t a t e  -- the  content  
of my a c t  of s t a t i n g  -- is the  proposi t ion t h a t  
received c r i t i c a l  theory is confused, (Notice 
t h a t  the  p r o p o s i t i o ~ l  contents  of  speech a c t s  
a r e  reported i n  o r a t i o  obl iqua,)  Proposi t ions 
thus provide the  nexus between thought and language; 
f o r  i f  I express my b e l i e f  by saying "received 
c r i t i c a l  theory is confused, " t h e  proposi t ion ex- 
pressed by t h a t  sentence is the  content  of both 
my be l i e f - s t a t e  of my speech a c t ,  

This notion of the proposi t ion expressed by o 
sentense is important t o  our present  d i s ~ u ~ s f o n ~  . 
because the  d i s t i n c t i o n  between r e n n i n ~ s  ancl pro- 
posf t foss  is b e s t  understood in te2ms sf it. Con- 

- ~ i d c r  the oentcace "I ain kung3?j7," said f::.rc;t by mc 
* I 
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and then by you. Clearly t h e  meaning o f  the sentence 
does not change w i t h  the speaker, though the proposi- 
t i o n  expressed does, Onfy jrhen ,I- u t t e r  the  sentence 
does i t  express  t h e  proposf t i o n  t h a t  Robert Hatthews 
Is hungry. Uttered by you, t he  sentence expresses 
a d i f f e r e n t  proposi t ion.  But not only can the sarre 
sentence be used t o  express d i f f e r e n t  proposi t ions 
without  change of meaning; d i f f e r e n t  sentences, 
h a v i n ~  different mtsEcr\Sn&s, can be used t a  express 
the aama propaeition, Thus, L could hava axpressad 
the psoposl t ion t h a t  X d i d  by u t t e r i n g  t h e  sentence 
"Robert Matthags is hungry ," Sentences and t h e  
?-sapositions expressed by them a r e  c l e a r l y  not 
i den t i c a l ;  nor a r e  the  meanings of sentences cor- 
rela red one- to-one wi th  the  propositions tha t  they 
can express.  Rather they a r e  re la ted  a s  follows : 
the meaning of a sentence is an a b s t r a c t  e n t i t y  much 
l i k e  a matllematical func t ion  t h a t  determines t h e  
propos i t ion  expressed by t h a t  sentence i n  a con tex t  
as  a func t ion  of c e r t a i n  elements of t h a t  context .  
Thus, whereas meaning a n  inheren t  property o f  
sentences (and hence o f  t ex t s )  ; the  proposi t ions 
expressed a r e  not .  Proposi t ions a r e  p rope r t i e s  of 
p a i r s  of sentences and contexts .  

But what grounds are t he r e  f o r  be l iev ing  t h a t  
c r i t i c s  a r e  concerned with proposi t ions r a the r  than 
wit11 meanings? F i r s t ,  the re  i s  t he  tendency of 
c r i t i c s  t o  treat l i t e r a r y  works as  ut terances,  as 
a form of discourse,  sometirzs  t o  the  po in t  o f  
pos t u l a t i n g  a * ~ i r  tuCd speaker (e. 8 ., the  "dram tic 
speaker") . Y e t  c l e a r l y  sentences o r  t e x t s  a r e  ) i D C  

therrselves utterances, but  only what is urtered. ' 

There is, however, o m  clear  sense i n  whicll pro-- 
p o s i t i o ~ s  might be  identi .£ i ed  v i th  utterances : 
ut te rances  are fndividuated o n  the ba s i s  of the 
p r o p o s i t i o n  expressed; thus, we r c p o r t  in or at:?.^ 
obliqua ~ ~ l l a c  ssrceone sa id  ( i . ~ ,  , his utterznce)  
by spec i fy ix~g  the prop~s i t i o r :  expressed b y  h i s  

+ u t t e r ing  a sentence i n  a context .  Sccan?, c r i t l c s  
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typfca l ly  treat Li t e r a ry  works as suggest ing Or 
implying c e r t a i n  things ; however, i t  Is p r o ~ o s i t & o m b  
not sentences or  t he i f  meaflings, t h a t  s u g g a t  o r  
impxy o the r  proposi tforms . Third, c r i t i c s  invarf-  
ably spec i fy  an i n t c r p r e t a t i o n ' f o r  a l l  r e f e r r i n g  
expressions i n  a l i t e r a r y  t e x t  Thus, f o r  exam~f e s  

~ ~ ~ d ~ w o r t h ' s  ''A Slumber d id  my S p i r i t  sea l"  is f o r  
Erooks a poem about t he  dramatic speaker 's  l o s t  
lover ,  f o r  Bateson a poem about Lucy, f o r  Coleridge 
a poem about Dorothy, while for  others i t  is a 
poem, not  about some female personna, but  about 
c r ea t i ve  s p i r i t  o r  mind, Yet none of these in- 
t e r p r e t a t i ons  is d i c t a t e d  by the t ex t  i t s e l f ;  i t  
is not  p a r t  of the  meaning of the  poem t h a t  the  
pronoun "she" take  any of  these ob j ec t s  as its 
r e f e r en t .  I n  each ca se  the  i n t e r p r e t e r  has pre- 
sumed a context  w i t h i n  which he has  embedded t he  
t e x t  of  the  poem; however, such a  con tex tua l iza t ion  
of the l i t e r a r y  t e x t  by the c r i t i c  would be  requi t -  
ed only i f  t he  c r i t i c  is concerned with proposi t ions 
r a t h e r  than meanings. Finally, c r i t i c a l  preoccupa- 
t i o n  with the  f i c t i o n a l  worlds and charac te rs  
generated by l i t e r a r y  works presupposes the  pro- 
pos i t i ona l  charac te r  of those works, s i nce  E i c t i oaa l  
worlds, l i k e  pos s ib l e  worlds, a r e  def ined over 
proposi t ions . 

I n  add i t i on  t o  these  and o t h e r  f e a tu r e s  of 
c r i t i c a l  praxis t11at support my content ion t h a t  
c r i t i c s  a r e  concerned with proposi t ions r a t h e r  

-- than with meanings, one can  a l s o  po in t  t o  termino- 
l o g i c a l  ambigui t ies  i n  c r i t i c a l  theory. In  v i r t u -  
ally every case,  t h e  ambiguity se rves  t o  mask a n  
o thewise implausible  accouat of c r i t i c a l  praxis .  
Thus, f o r  erample, the  me t a c r i t i c a l  claim t h a t  
c r i t i c s  a r e  concerned with irp-aning is preserved 
only by appeal to a not ion  of "ut terance nean in~ ; "  
which allows the  c r i t i c  t o  smuggle i n  the suppressed 
(repressed?) notion of contcx; while a t  the same 
t i n e  preserving t h c  Freterne of be in s  co:xcerncd 
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only with an inheren t  property of l i t e r a r y  t e x t s ,  
But a s  i f  o f t e n  the  c a s e  wi th  hot adjustments 
to theory, a p r i c e  must b e  paid elsewhere, In 
this case  the theory becomes saddled with the  
problem of the u t t e r e r :  i f  c r i t i c i s m  is  concern- 
ed wit11 u t t e rance  meaning, then l i t e r a r y  works 
are u t te rances  of some s o r t .  Dut i f  t h i s  is 
t r ue ,  then who a r e  ehefr  u t t e r e r s ?  Fa i l i ng  any 
adequate answer, the  reduc t io  of this pos i t i on  is 
not long i n  coming: l i t e r a r y  works a r e  unut tered 
utterarlccs (which is t o  say, not ut terances a t  
a l l )  P 

1.f~ proposal t h a t  we rep lace  meanings by pro- 
pos i t ions  a s  the  pr imi t ive  e l e ~ e n t s  of c r i t i c a l  
ana ly s i s  has the  not i n s i g n i f i c a n t  v i r t u e  of pro- 
v id ing  the c o r r e c t  sore  of ab s t ac t  e n t i t y  f o r  
c r i t i c a l  theory,  Ploreover, rccen t  work i n  theorc- 
t i c a l  l i n g u i s t i c s ,  e spec i a l l y  i n  pragmatics, makes 
ava i l ab l e  a theory of proposi t ions t h a t  is equal  
t o  any e x i s t i n g  tlleory of meaning. Eut more i m -  
por tan t  than e i t h e r  of these considerat ions is the  
r ed i r ec t i on  of me t ac r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  t h a t  such a 
replacement would e f f e c t  , Because the propos i t ion  
expressed by a  sentence i s  a n  e x p l i c i t  func t ion  of 
the context  of expression, c r i t i c a l  theory under a 
p ropos i t i o i~a l  paradigm would accord increased 
t l l eore t ica l  importance to t he  art-ins t i t  u t iona l  
context  w i th in  which t ex t s  express l i t e r a r y  works. 
The replacement of o~eclnings by propasiti.ons would, 
as a r e s u l t ,  have a profound impact on our conceptioa 
of l i t e r a t u r e ,  and de r i va t i ve ly  on our conception uE 
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i sm .  For i f ,  an seers l i k e l y ,  t l rn ,  
ar t-f n s t i t u t i o n n l  context  c ~ i t h i n  which a t e x t  ex- 
presses a  particular r ~ o r k  is no& determined solely 
by the a r t i s t  ~iroducing Fhc rext, but is p a r t l y  de- 
termined by rllc coxitcxfualizlng l a b o r  o f  c r i t i c s ,  
then  the no t ion  tha t  critics are non-rroductivc 
micldlcmen vould have to b e  rejcctcd. Marcover, the 
prrjpcr task .of c r i t i c s  could no lor,ga;: bc b\oug5t 






