
To th e  Editor:

I enjoyed Jacq ue s  Barzun's  e s say "A Little M atter 

of Sens e" (June 21). Doubtles s  th e  inflated jargon of 

som e  contem porary criticism  perpetrate s  a k ind of 

double fraud: a critic trying to sound sm arter th an h e  is; 

a critical piece  w h os e  dem ands  on reade rs ' patience  

and dictionarie s  are  out of all proportion to rew ard. But 

th ere are s erious problem s in M r. Barzun's  pos ition—  

one  w h os e  com m on-s ens e  surface barely covers  a reac-

tionary and k ind of reductive approach  to th e  is sue  of 

"s ens e" in tech nical e sth etics .

Literary criticism  is  its elf an artistic endeavor, and 

w ill naturally som etim e s  sacrifice  transparency for 

creative  rich ne s s; lite rary th eory, on th e  oth e r h and, is  

a branch  of e sth etics , w h ich  is  e s s entially ph ilosoph y, 

and is  often engaged in h one st efforts  at such  rarefied 

h e igh ts  th at th ings  are  going to get unavoidably ab-

stract and tech nical; literary criticism  and th eory, by 

th e ir nature s , operate  in dialogue w ith  art, w ith  each  

oth er, and w ith  th em s elves; such  a tangle of reference  

and referents  cannot but lead to som e  occlus ion and 

prolixity. It's  th e  price  of adm is s ion.

Th at th e re  are  s e rious  opacity problem s  in criti-

cism  is  clear. W h at ough t to be  done  about th em , and to 

w h at degre e , is  le s s  so. "A Little M atter of Sens e" w as  

not rife  w ith  corrective options . W e m ay inde ed e rect a 

prim e r- is h  s et of "s ens ible" critical te rm s  and ins is t 

th at good critics  adh e re  to standard usage . O r w e  m ay, 

as  readers  and critics  and w riters , w ork  to expand th e  

s em antic and e sth etic h orizons  of th e  term s  w e  now  

pos s e s s — as  th e  late (and surely offens ively obliq ue) 

Paul de  M an did w h en h e  revolutionized th eoretical dis -

cus s ions  about m etaph or and allegory by pointing to 

de ep contexts  of th e ir us e  th at no s im ple field guide  to 

criticism  could countenance .

M r. Barzun's  e s say w as  funny, e rudite  and level-

h eaded. Exaggerate  h is  stance just a bit, th ough , and 

you ris k  getting a dull O ck h am 's  razor. Not all th eorists  

are  trying to erect w alls of im penetrability around th e  

very stuff th ey're  trying to penetrate . Som e m igh t just 

be  trying to com e to grips  w ith  w h at th ey love. W ith  all 

h is  rh etorical pow er, M r. Barzun m igh t do w ell to w rite  

anoth e r e s s ay, one  for us  young reade rs  and reade e s , 

one  about th e  value of cool-h eaded re straint in critical 

h ous ecleaning. Th ere 's  babie s  in th at bath w ater, dude .
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