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Diagnostic Dialogue: A Survey of Three Literary Critics

	Though literature and the theoretical terms used to describe it have evolved throughout the years, one of the fundamental projects of literary criticism has remained essentially unchanged: the attempt to determine the possible significance and impact of literature on society. Many modern critics seem to challenge or at the very least qualify past assumptions about the worth and influence of art; they posit neither simple nor absolute answers to such inquiries. Contemporary critics Donald E. Pease, J. Hillis Miller, and Gerald Graff seem to exemplify this critical endeavor. Though concerned with specific questions pertaining to different elements of creating fiction (author, narrative, and determinacy/indeterminacy respectively), each critic enters into a diagnostic dialogue with literature. As a tool for identifying various social conditions and circumstances, literature gains legitimate importance, in some sense, through criticism. As an entity with the potential for authentic autonomous social transformation or evolution, however, literature's value is suspect, possible though improbable, in the current climate of literary arts, according to these three critics. They allow for the possibility of a more potent form of art without endorsing it as  absolute, inevitable, or even necessary. By sketching out the rudimentary conditional boundaries of artistic expression, they create room for future evaluations of art. Art's value is maintained precisely because they stubbornly refuse to evaluate it in absolute terms. By examining each critic's position more carefully, it may be possible to better understand or appreciate the interpretive space/evaluative freedom consciously or unconsciously provided.
Donald E. Pease 
	Pease begins his essay "Author" by asking a series of potent fundamental questions about the nature of authority. "Is an individual self-determined or determined by  material and historical circumstances? Is the human self infinite or finite?...What is the basis for human freedom? Can any artist claim absolute originality?" (105). The value of art, and equally important, the role of the artist in creating the art, is tied directly to the answers of these questions. If, as Pease suggests, an author is merely a product of various dominating political, economic, social, and intellectual contexts, any text, regardless of sophistication, serves also as an extension, a tangible manifestation, of these influences at some fundamental level. Art is thus separated from the concerns or desires of an individual human will, the author. Pease traces the disappearance of the author in modern literature in a from the medieval auctor, the dispenser of officially sanctioned classical knowledge, through the Humanist authors of the Renaissance and their increasing ability to invent new precedents for authority, based in large part on the discovery of the New World, to the celebration of the inviolable and unique genius of Romantic authors and beyond. Pease hopes to justify the need for a paradigmatic revitalization of the basic concept of artistic and interpretive authority. 
	As the relationship of the author to the text fluctuates and diminishes, the role of the critic increases immensely. If the author is seen as a powerless victim of cultural subjugation, the critic becomes an intermediary, an arbiter capable of discovering, applying, and establishing meaning or patterns of meaning to a text or texts. Because the critic understands that an author is "as much ruled by as ruler" over a text, "the critic can do what the author cannot; that is, expose the rules that structure the language games productive of the textual environment" (114, 16).  A critic can identify the boundaries of these textual games but "cannot transform these [discursive] practices" (116). Thus, even the critic's role in significantly impacting literature is qualified.
	Art's main value, to Pease, seems to be its ability to serve as a catalyst for "genuine transformation", the potential for real growth, authentic change (116). In order for art to possess such a capacity, a less fragmented, less compartmentalized concept of author is needed to enable authentic change. "In order to be enabling, the term 'author' can no longer remain divided into partial subjects (the auctor, the author, the reader, the critic, the determining-determined subject)" (116). Pease seems to suggest that by questioning the nature and development of authority, we may begin a process that will result, paradoxically, in a unified but constantly evolving concept of art. There is, at least, the implicit suggestion that a less divisive and more valuable form of art can result from questioning the nature of authority.
J. Hillis Miller
	Like Pease, Miller raises foundational questions in an attempt to provide adequate but unfinished answers: Why do we need stories? Why do we tell the same stories over and over? Ironically, literature itself attains its greatest significance when it enters into a similar ongoing struggle. Miller asserts that literature's greatest worth lies in its ability to furnish the reader with a viable method of interpretation which is imperfect and incomplete by its own admission. The value of literature is linked to the existence of a self conscious narrative core which provides the driving force for all literary arts. 
	"In fictions we order and reorder the givens of experience", attempting to express what cannot be understood logically. "We give experience form and meaning" (69). The narrative choices made by an author allow literature to house the potential to either underscore or undermine a dominant culture.  Literature is a powerful political tool (in the broadest sense of the word political), resonating with the voices of both homogeneity and dissent. Miller suggests that fictions can serve as "effective policemen of culture"(69). By allowing "alternative assumptions" to be entertained within the relatively safe confines of a fictional frame, even potentially dangerous cultural critiques are diffused (69). Ultimately, literature not only reinforces but at some fundamental level helps to create the most basic unifying cultural assumptions "about human existence, about time, destiny, selfhood, where we come from, where we go- the whole course of human life" (71).
	Stories, however, are never complete, never satisfactorily told. "This necessary incompletion means that no story fulfils perfectly...its functions of ordering and confirming" (72). In some sense the act of narration is self perpetuating, always demanding further clarification, provoking new and more complex questions. Miller suggests that while literature is adept at promoting conformity, it is by no means static. Paradoxically, the interpretive models presented by literature must acknowledge their own narrative limitations (and eventual obsolescence) in order to be effective. To Miller, this dynamic relationship makes literature a string and vital part of human society.
Gerald Graff
	Graff seems to challenge the relatively modern assumption that the indeterminate quality of literature indicates its strength and value to society. Because it was thought at one time that literature could " 'suggest' meanings that could not be translated into the purely logical propositions of reason and science", ambiguity in literature was associated with rich, layered, complex, and subtle meanings, in short, with greatness (164). Instead of an act of conscious creation, Graff describes indeterminacy as an inseparable part of all literature. He suggests that the all texts "are at some levels, commentaries on their own indeterminacy" (172).  Because all literature possesses this self referential function, literature is able to legitimate and undermine its own ability to stand as an accurate, complete, comprehensible representation. Literature gives voice to "a false promise within its very nature": claiming to be able to communicate certain meanings but ultimately failing to deliver on its promise (175). 
	Literature cannot control interpretation on a very fundamental level, because it is a product of language. Literary interpretation and evaluation thus become problematic and plural, "a radical limitation... built into the activity of literary interpretation" (165). As human beings, we cannot escape from the bounds of language. We are used by the inherently slippery  qualities embedded in language more than our skills are able to express them. Establishing and describing the various contexts for meaning becomes the task of the critic. Criticism, like art itself, though, is trapped between determinacy and indeterminacy. Even those critics who encourage the reader to "read against the grain" of a text to discover and analyze indeterminacy presuppose the reader's ability to discern the very determinate "grain" of the text (175).
	Therefore, Graff counsels against equating a specific interpretive trait, textual ambiguity, with the overall value of literature. "Some instances of this indeterminacy are more interesting and plausible than others" (175). Rather than espousing a specific notion of literary quality, Graff seems to promote a view of literature whose value to society cannot be utterly separate from or superior to logical (determinate) thought. Perhaps the importance of literature lies in an open-ended instead of indeterminate nature. "The fact that we can never limit the number of contexts that can be  legitimately applied to a text make reading open ended. But open-endedness need not be confused with indeterminacy" (168). Indeterminacy may be an emergent property of language which is present in all works. Despite this,  Graff asserts it may be possible for literature to maintain value to society. 	
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