INTRODUCTION
The Anxieties of Comparison

CHARLES BERNHEIMER

Comparative literature is anxiogenic. The eager graduate student—Iet's
asSUTAE She'S @ woman, since today the majority of students in comparative
literature programs and departments are women— begins her couirse of study
with an excited sense of broad horizons opening before her. A year or two
later, she discovers that she has no firm ground underfoot. More is expected of
her than of her peers in the national literature departments—more knowl-
edge of languages, more reading of literatures, more expertise in theory—but
it is not clear that she will benefit professionally from all this extra work. Shes
told early on that there are very few jobs in comparative literature depart-
ments, so she will have to compete head-on with her friends whose studies
have been less arduous but more specialized. Won't national literature depart-
ments prefer someone with her skills and training over a more narrowly
educated scholar? she queries hopefully. Not necessarily, answers her advisor.
It depends on the intellectual and political climate of the particular depart-
ment and on how that department interprets its needs. Sometimes the com-
paratist’s ability to wear different hats is just what is wanted— “hey, she can
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teach a film course for us . . . and that survey of eighteenth-century French _

lit . .. and she could even pinch-hit in twentieth-century!” At other times
this multifacetedness is viewed as a sign of dilettantism.

Comparison of herself with her peers in the national literature depart-
ments makes the graduate student feel anxious about her calling to compare
literatures. Or is that really her calling? Some of the most exciting courses on
campus don't focus on literature at all. Professors assign readings in sociology,
anthropology, philosaphy, history. The hottest debates are about theory rath-
er than literature. So what's supposed to be compared to what and how? “The
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most serious sign of the precarious state of opr study is the fact that it has not
been able to establish a distinct subject mdtter and a specific methodology,”
declared René Wellek back in 1958 in a paper entitled “The Crisis of Com-
parative Literature.”! Thirty-seven years later the same could still be said,
reflects our anxious graduate student. So is this field constantly in crisis? she
wonders. How does this jibe with comparative literature’s being, by all ac-
counts, an elite discipline? Is one of the qualifications of this elite the ability

! to sustain the anxiety of an academic field whose identity is perpetually

™

-

precarious?

Peter Brooks' confession in his essay for this volume suggests an affirma-
tive answer to this question: “Although I hold a Ph.D, in comparative litera-
ture,” writes Brooks, "1 have never been sure I deserved it, since I've never
been sure what the field, or the discipline, is and never sure that I could really
claim to be teaching it or working in it".2 Had Brooks somehow become clear
about his field and convinced of his right to practice it, he probably would not
be chair today of Yale’s Comparative Literature Department. Yet, according to
his own account, he did not accommaodate easily to his anxiety. He rid himself
of some of it, he says, when he “managed to stop worrying about ‘comparing
the literature,’ about that adjective comparative.” Teaching in the Yale under-
graduate program called, simply, The Literature Major, he could study and
teach “literariness and the literary phenomenon” without having to worry
about what to compare it to. But this “liberation” was short-lived, he remarks
regretfully, for The Literature Major was combined with the graduate pro-
gram, and he found himself once again identified with that anxiogenic, “still
only vaguely defined enterprise,” comparative litgrature.

Comparison is indeed the . . . what is it?—f{ctivity, function, practice? ;

_ all of these?—that assures that our field will always be unstable, shifting, in-
secure, and self-critical. [Ten years after Wellek spoke of the field’s lack of
specific subject matter and methodology, Harry Levin criticized his colleagues
for spending too much time talking about comparative literature, its organi-

 zation and methodology, and, as he put it, “not enough [energy] comparing
the literature.” But this is to assume that, if we were to stop dawdling and
feeling anxious, we could just go ahead and staunchly compare, whereas
comparison is just what makes us productively anxious, generates the inter-
esting questions, probes thought beyond traditipnal boundaries, and, at its
best, justifies our being considered an elite gmup{b nd these days it is not only
comparison that ig3t issue. The very identity of lit€rature as an object of study
is no longer c!earj«iany scholars today would consider Brooks’ conviction
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that he can teach “literariness and the literary phenomenon” a questionable
ideological position.

Changes in the discipline's focus since World War II can be viewed as
a series of attempts to cure, contain, or exploit the anxiety of comparison. In
the fifties and sixties, the possibility of cure seemed to be held out by the
projection of a unifying, consolidating goal to the comparatist’s endeavors.
“The comparatist’s effort and reward,” writes Frangois Jost, “is to perceive the
literary world in its fundamental unity."* This desire for totalization was a
response to the violent rending of Furopean cultures during the war and is the
subject of comment by a number of contributors to this volume. During this
period, definitions of the discipline were offered with relative confidence and
always stressed supranationalism and cross-disciplinarity. Typical is the defi-
nition offered in 1969 by Owen Aldridge in his introduction to a collection of
essays entitled Comparative Literature: Matter and Method: “Briefly defined,
comparative literature can be considered the study of any literary phenome-
non from the perspective of more than one national literature or in conjunc-
tion with another intellectual discipline or even several.”® Aldridge then
presents his collection under five headings, “literary criticism and theory,”
“literary movements,” “literary themes,” “literary forms,” and “literary rela-
tions” (which include sources and influences). Generally speaking, these cate-

.4 gories, widely accepted at the time, serve to highlight continuities and analo-
gies in each insistently labeled “literary” category across national boundaries.
Division promotes unity. “Method is less important than matter,” Aldridge
remarks in his introduction (5). His point is that the matter, literature itself,
is a reassuring given, whereas methods are “at best ambiguous” (5)—hence
anxiogenic, hence in need of cure.

In 1969 [ was a graduate student finishing my studies at Harvard. Protest
against the Vietnam War reached a high point that year and affected even
Harvard’s staid Comparative Literature Department. We had a meeting of
faculty and students to talk about the structure and goals of the program. I
recommended that the required proseminar not take as its textbook Warren
and Wellek's Theory of Literature but read Nietzsche, Freud, Marx, and other
such seminal thinkers, in an effort to stimulate the students to ask fundamen-
tal questions and to disorient them from their received assumptions about
literary study. In effect, I was recommending the anxiety of comparison. From
the other side of the room, Harry Levin, in a kindly tone, corrected me:
“Charlie, | am sure you mean orient, don’t you?" and he spread his hands
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apart t& indicate the distance between the student, here, and “the body of
knowledge,” there, The proper orientation, he said, put one on a straight path
on which, as one advanced, one gained ever more knowledge, ever more
matter, The implication was that this advance would also make me less
anxious and less upset about the war. But I wasn’t buying.

In any case, Levin's orientation was about to be superseded by the epoch
of theory, when method became more important than matter and anxiety was
no longer considered a symptom to be cured but rather a textual function to
" ¢ appreciated and analyzeq, Across the country, comparative literature de-
partments became known 5 hotbeds of theory, and theory became identified
with what many took to be its most rigorous practice, deconstruction. In a
certain sense, the goal of comparison did not change, "to perceive the literary
world in its fundamental unity.” “There is absolutely no reason why analyses
of the kind suggested here for Proust,” claimed Paul de Man in 1979, “would
not be applicable, with proper modifications of technique, to Milton or to
Dante or to Holderlin.”® But, of course, the unity of literature meant some-
thing very different for de Man than it did for Jost, Aldgn geyar Levin. They
were humanists, Literature for them was a repository offvalues, i conflict and
contestation to be sure, and all the more relevant to t al education of
men and women because of this dynamic interplay. In contrast, de Man, a
Ph.D. in comparative literature from Harvard and only seven years Levin's
junior, was an antihumanist. His technique of reading, to whatever text it is
applied, always shows values to be delusive, cognition to be erroneous, agency
to be illusory, and motivations to be aberrant. The social or psychologigal
subject is revealed to be an equivocal effect of rhetorical displacements. Tg;’—
tuality itself is amxdogenic according to de Man, hence the unity of the literary
world in its deconstruction and the centrality of comparative literature to the
project ofghetorical reading,

The appeal o uction can partially be understood, I think, in
relation to the prevailing pgst-Vietnam mood of cynicism and distrust. De-

construction as a technique of demystification requires systematic suspicion. ¥

One of the most frequently used phrases in its lexicon is the claim that such
and such “is not innocent,” a point of view whose appeal in the Nixon years is
not hard to understand. Of course, this claim does not mean simply that guilt
can be assumed but that the distinction between guilt and innocence is
undecidable. Comparison in this high-theoretical practice collapses the dis-
tinctions on which the comparative process relies and demonstrates how each
element is contaminated by the other. When applied in the political arena, for
instance on the Cold War rhetoric of opposition, this strategy has a strong
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subversive effect, undermining the moral claims of both sides, showing that
the two opponents are both engaged in deceit masking violence. Deconstruc-
tors argue that this demonstration is itself a political intervention. But it is so,
in my view, only in a very limited sense. The intervention is basically inert. Tt
amounts to saying, “a plague on both your houses.” Viewed from the decon-
structive abyss, engagement on either side involves mystification and blind-
ness. Abysmal wisdom resides in disengagement and reading,

Reading what? Nietzsche, Freud, Marx for starters, just those authors |
had wanted to put on the comparative literature proseminar syllabus at
Harvard. And Hegel, Heidegger, Rousseau, Plato, Proust, Mallarmé, Poe,
Lacan—it was one of the great accomplishments of deconstruction’s heyday
that literary scholars and other intellectuals felt stimulated to read these
difficult texts, and to study the languages in which they were originally writ-
ten, so as to have a better understanding of the brilliant analyses de Man and
Deerrida had made of them. In those years, the study of comparative literature
at some of the best graduate schools gave priority to theory aver literature, to
method over matter. The trend that Harry Levin had deplored in 1968 was
at1tcns1fy1ng:_we weren't comparing the ETe COM- o —

pwnm was fashionable. Indeed, it was de
rigueur, rigor being the fetish of thir!gj ’

But, as the Reagan-Bush years gradually eroded the liberal social agenda,
it became more and more painful for many professors in literature depart-
ments to continue in an attitude of skeptical detachment and sophisticated
alienation. The inevitable aporia of deconstructive undecidability began to
seem too much like the indecipherable double-talk of the politicians we
detested. Even those, myself included, who had been deeply influenced by

deconstruction were feeling tired of systematic, suspicious vigilance, tiredand g

demoralized by the work of displacing the ground from under our own feet,
tired of being mortally rigorous, tired of comparisons that always collapsed
into indifference. This mood was no doubt in part responsible for what Hillis
Miller calls "a massive shift of focus in literary study since 1979 [the publica-
tion date of de Man’s Allegories of Reading] away from the ‘intrinsic] rhetori-
cal study of literature toward study of the ‘extrinsic’ relations of literature, its i
placements within psychological, historical or sociological contexts.”®

The essay from which this sentence is taken, “The Function of Literary
Theory at the Present Time,"” published in 1989, is an interesting effort by an
influential advocate of deconstruction to deal with its loss of influence in the
academy. Miller adopts a mocking tone about the shift he discerns: “Itis asifa
great sigh of relief were rising from all across the land. The era of ‘deconstruc-
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tion’ is over, It has had its day, and we can return with a clear conscience to the
warmer, more human work of writing about power, history, ideology, the
“institution’ of the study of literature, the class struggle, the oppression of
women, and the real lives of men and women in society as they exist in
themselves and as they are ‘reflected’ in literature” (103). Clarity of conscience,
Miller suggests, derives from a naive trust in the mimetic transparency of
words, in their capacity to reflect the world. The shift away from the rheto rical
study of literature is motivated, he claims, by a refusal to live with the anxiety
caused by “an indefinite delay or postponement of our desire to turn our
attention to the relations of literature to history, to society, to the self” (103).

This sounds like a version of the objections made by the establishment to
the students protesting the Vietnam War: you are impatient and irresponsible,
you are grounding your dissent in the body rather than in reason, you are
driven by desire where rigor is called for. Miller goes on to declare his admira-
tion for the honorable motives underlying the shift in interest toward history
and society, gender and power, but argues that these motives should not come
into play until a text has been subjected to “a rhetorical analysis of the most
vigilant and patient sort” (104). The task of criticism in the coming years, he
declares, will be to mediate between this kind of analysis and the study of the
extrinsic relations of literature. But no sooner has he used the word mediation
than he qualifies it and explains that the specific literariness of a text cannot be
understood “by historical, sociological, or psychological methods of inter-
pretation” (105) and hence cannot enter into a comparative process such as
mmediation. When he declares in the next paragraph that the extrinsic relations
with which the intrinsic ones were to be mediated are actually intrinsic

~ themselves, Miller has offered a vivid demonstration of the kind of logic
whose abandonment produced that “great sigh of relief” he evoked earlier in
his essay.

That essay was written, Miller tells us in a note, before the discovery and
publication of de Man's wartime collaborationist writings. As the essay attests,
the tide had already turned against deconstruction before the de Man affair
broke, but the affair—as much because of a widely felt aversion to the tor-
tured exercises in “reading” used by Derrida and others to construct exculpa-
tory scenarios as because of moral outrage at de Man's youthful sympathy
with Nazi ideology—signaled for many the end of high theory’s domination.?
Lack of innocence seemed discredited as a textual quality when it could be
seen to apply referentially to its preeminent advocate. Anxiety no longer
seemed containable in the space of comparison’s collapse when the motive to
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deny there being anything extrinsic to textuality could be thought to be
strategically self-serving.

Now, to be sure, comparative literature departments had never been
completely taken over by deconstructive theory, even at its apogee. Although
many feminist critics integrated deconstructive insights into their work—
indeed, no one working seriously in the literary field could ignore the power-
tul force of these insights—the major impact of feminist critique involved a
renewal of moral analysis in the arena of social practices, In the seventies a
eighties femifiism presented an mcreasingly sophisticated, diverse, and ener-
getic challenge to efforts to divorce textual analysis from the material condi-
tions and contexts—social, historical, and political—of literature’s produc-
tion and reception. As more and more women entered the profession, their
concerns with the marginalization or suppression of women’s voices in such
diverse contexts as narrative representations, social arrangements, publishing
practices, and academic policies generated a complex of questions concerning
the relations of literature to experience, of aesthetics to ideology, of gender
to power, which challenged the poetics of rhetoricity propounded in high
theory.

These questions intersected fruitfully with those being asked from a
number of related points of view. Under the influence of Foncanlt, the analy-
sis of discourse, associated with the regulatory mechanisms of power, dis-
placed the study of rhetoric, felt to be too self-contained, Under the influence
of Bakhtin, language came to be seen less as an autonomous structure i la
Saussure and more as a highly variable set of discourses produced through,
and productive of, social differentiation and conflictual interaction. Under
the influence of the Frankfurt school, especially of Benjamin, material social
practices were seen to express complex psychopoetic ics. And younger
critics exercised significant influence by showing how literary forms are em-
bedded in collective histories and ideological structures—to name only a
prominent few, Edward Said and Gayatri Spivak helped generate interest in
the now rapidly developing field of colonial and postcolonial studies; Fredric
Jameson showed that Marxist analysis could make productive use of post-
structuralist insights for literary and cultural critique; Stephen Greenblatt
sent students scouring the archives in search of materials that would offer
startlingly new historical contexts for reading literary texts.

T'his extremely rapid survey brings us up to the present, when the critical
field is fragmented into a multiplicity of diverse theoretical perspectives, Yet it
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i textualization has become the watchword of .the mast
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differential judgment and comparison. e s
Compa!rison . .. I come back to that word and to the anxieties it raises in
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our contemporary age of multiculturalism. On the face of things, it would
appear that multiculturalism, inherently pluralistic, would have a matural
propensity toward comparison. But this propensity has been checked by the
mimetic imperatives of an essentjalist politics. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., ob-
serves that “the culturalist model normally imagines its constituent elements
as cultural bubbles that may collide but that could, in principle, exist in
splendid isolation from one another.”!® The anxiety of the comparatist who
proposes to break down this isolation and bring some bubbles into collision is
manifold. There is first of all the issue @t. Do I have the right to
speak about these cultures to which I don't belong? Even though I am fasci-
nated by African literatures, do [ have any chance of getting a job to teach
them if my skin is white? s it not desirable these days to be able to offer the
construction of one’s own subjectivity as a particularly telling context
through which to perform a reading of so-called foreign or ethnic texts? It
seems that it is no longer enough for comparatists to speak different @1@ A
now they have to put on differentEinggs well.

Identity politics are particula anxiogenic for the comparatist who
ventures beyond the European arena or gets involved with ethnic cultures at
home. No matter how many years you may have given to the study of a
culture, if it is not yours “in the blood,” it will always be possible for you to be
found lacking in some quality of authenticity. The more literatures you try to
compare, the more like a colonizing imperialist you may seem. If you stress
what these literatures have in common—thematically, morally, politically—
you may be accused of imposing a universalist model that su ppTesses particu-
lar differences so as to foster the old humanist dream of man’s worldwide
similarity to man. If, on the other hand, you stress differences, then the basis
of comparison becomes problematic, and your respect for the uniqueness of
particular cultural formations may suggest the impossibility of any meaning-
ful relation between cultures,

lam, of course, oversimplifying the dilemma. 1 do so in order to highlight
the ethical and political contexts within which some of the most pressing
questions facing comparative literature are currently being framed. These
contexts reflect the vicissitudes of recent history. On the one ha nd, events such
as the demolition of the Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War, the fall of
communism in Russia and central Europe, and the democratic elections in
South Africa have seemed to open the world to the processes GMIE’EE"’
democratization, and decolonization which Mary Louise Pratt welcomes as
creating for comparative literature “an especially hospitable space for the
cultivation of multilingualism, polyglossia, the arts of cultural mediation,

@
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deep intercultural understanding, and genuinely global consciousness.” On
the other hand, as Marjorie Perloff reminds us, the nationalist aspirations of
ethnic groups are producing fierce conflicts on just about every continent,
making the world seem an ever more fractious and fragmented place. As to
intercultural understanding, Tobin Siebers finds that, even after years of
study, a culture as apparently familiar as that of France remains ﬁ.mdalmer!-
tally alien (a perception that Peter Mayle has exploited for all its worth in his

L‘Pr?'.:pt-selijng books about Provence).

ﬁuﬁ% comparatist work to unify our sense of the essential nature
and function of literature cross-culturally, or should he or she work to pro-

mote our understanding of the diverse constructions of the category of the
literary in different cultures? The contributors to this volume seem to divide
into two camps on this question. Jonathan Culler suggests that the national
literature departments should become departments of national cultural stud-
ies, clearing the space for comparative literature to study and teach literature
“as such.” Just how this study should proceed Culler does not spell out, but
presumably he-wauld agree with Peter Brooks that its foundation should be
the study o @ place the study of literature in the context of ‘cultural
studies,’” es Bradks in a recent essay in Critical Inquiry which comple-
ments his piece in this volume, “will be a mistake if thereby the specificity of
the aesthetic domain is lost.”1! Citing Schiller, Brooks associates that specific-
ity with the Spieltrieb, the play-drive, which has the salutary function of
promoting the illusion that one can be free from materiality. He castigates as
moralistic wielders of a “rhetoric of virtue” (Al 514) those materialist critics
who would associate such freedom with irresponsible elitism. “The realm of
the aesthetic needs to be respected,” Brooks insists, “by an imperative that is
nearly ethical” (Al s22). This imperative is similar to the one that leads
Michael Riffaterre to declare in this volume that a text becomes properly
literary only when it is decontextualized and that it is the task of theory to
assure that a text “survives the extinction of the issues, the vanishing of the
causes, and the memory of the circumstances to which [it] responded.”
These critics agree that the work of comparison involves first and fore-
most a reflection on the aesthetic phenomenon of literariness in a cross-
national context. Despite significant differences, their arguments belong in
e same tradition as those put forward in more explicitly rhetorical terms by
de Man and Derrida. Literature can be taught “as literature™ (Brooks), with its
“invariant features” (Riffaterre), without worrying about the historical con-
tingency of this category. That worry belongs with cultural studies, which for
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these critics constitutes an approach to literature from without, not a theory
of reading but an ideologization of aesthetic values for the purpose of political
critique. Hence they see the 1993 ACLA report as an abandonment of the true
forms of literary study. (Culler does not say as much, but his sweeping aside of
cultural studies so that comparative literature can at last preside over the study
of literature in itself is eloquent.)

On the other side of the spectrum of opinion are those critics who agree
with the general thrust of the report. Precisely because this agreement involves
the advocacy of a pluralized and expanded contextualization of literary study,
it is less focused than the formalist advocacy of poetics. These critics am:pt-}
the challenge of what Frangoise Lionnet calls “the messiness of globalization
and the risk of contamination that might result from the democratization of
the idea of literature as an intersubjective practice.” Part of what could be
thought of as disorderly in this practice is its overt concern with values other
than the aesthetic, or, put differently, wit ituating aesthetics in a broad %

Spectrum of values. Brooks feels uneasy, nbmm
criticisms engaging in acts of evaluation whose basis is, finally, the critic’s
moral and political convictions. Those convictions, he argues, referring to
Keats and Eliot, need to be tempered by a depersonalizing appeal to tradition,
so that the critic's voice echoes with those of his or her cultural inheritance.
Brooks, of course, does not want to be seen as advocating the conservative
notion of a traditional canon embodying transcendent values, so he is quick
ta stress that “traditions are really constructions™ (Al 521), historically contin-
gent and politically biased. But tradition in this sense cannot be appealed to, it
can only be interpreted, and that interpretation entails an inq uiry into partic-
ular historical, cultural, institutional, and political contexts. By allowing these
contexts to echo in his or her own voice, [ would say, contra Brooks, that the
comparatist is not so much depersonalized as made aware of his or her

subjectivity as a construction requiring interpretation, which is quite a differ- #
ent matter.

I am suggesting that multiculturalist comparatism begins at home with a
= ; I B T S
comparison of oneself to opeself This process precludes the cultural essen-

tialism of identity politics, while it sensitizes the comparatist to the extremely

difficult issues involved in evaluating cultural differences. The "productive
discomfort” that Lionnet describes as arising from being brought up on an
island where French and English cultures intersect with African and Indian
traditions vividly evokes the hybrid constitution of the comparatist subject.
Here the cultural bubbles of which Gates speaks are not closed off from one
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another. Rather, they are systems of knowledge and interpretation ‘:"hich . tise. Those of us trained in European languages and literatures could team-
coexist and interpenetrate within us, creating a mobile, fluid space ‘ij iz B | teach courses with colleagues trained in, for instance, Asian, African, Indian,
secting class and family allegiances, clan and religious traditions, h_ﬁ,mm"l ar N‘“_ Eastern languages and literatures. This would enable works read in
and political pressures, inherited traits, unconscious drives, geopolitical lo- tranfiatmn to be presented by teachers able to explain the specific linguistic
cales, and so forth. { qualities of the original texts. But collaboration could well reach heyond
Interest in the subject’s constitution as a hybrid, multicultural conjunc- literary fields to include interested colleagues in such departments as history,
ture has led certain critics toward autobiography. Although this move might anthropology, sociology, music, art history, folklore, media studies, philoso-
be seen as narcissistic—which it may be, in part—it can be viewed more phy, architecture, and political science, The search for more cosmopolitan,
positively as complementary, rather than hostile, to a global bmad*_mjng of 1. transcultural :fppruaches is being actively pursued by innovative thinkers in
perspective. The critic’s autobiography—I think, for instance, of Alice Kap- allthese domains, many of whom share a common set of theoretical readings.
lan's French Lessons—is typically the story of the traces of cultural otherness To encourage such collaborations is not to abandon literature as an object of
discovered within and of ambivalent interactions with otherness confronted study—which, pace Riffaterre, is not WhaT the Sathoes Tih
without. Even when these traces and confrontations do not go beyond the report intended to advocate—but rather to suggest a fundamentally relation-
purview of European cultures and histories, the critic'sl autnhiag_;aph}'-— al and dynamic approach to culfral Torms, including literary texts,
especially if he or she is a comparatist—tends to describe a s1l.1b;ect who ~ Another way of dealing with the issue of expertise is to subject it to
“travels cultures,” in the sense recently expounded by James Clifford.’? As pressing inquiry, asking just what constitutes expert knowledge, what author-
Clifford remarks, for such a subject the question is not so much “where are ity qualifies an expert as such, what assumptions about authenticity sustain
you from?” as “where are you between?” (109). For instance, m my own case | rmtlians of local expertise, and so forth, Expertise, Kristin Ross has argued, is
could say that my origins are between my mother’s father's blrﬂ?plachlﬂf“' an ideology, and it often serves w‘aﬁfﬁinm and silence rather than to teach
chitel, Switzerland, with its stern Calvinist traditions and repressed Ilbu:}u. and stimulate.!3 If we are careful ah -- rselves in relation to the
and Munich, Germany, center of anti-Semitism, where my father’s family cultural differences embedded in the works we are teaching, then that act of
were successfully assimilated Jewish antique dealers. I associate each of thals’e positioning can become an important part of what the student learns in a
sites with many others between which my intercultural itinerary has rmm_:d in ' course. Our objects of study are in important ways creations of the terms we
dynamic—and sometimes traumatic—shifts, interferences, ar:-:i translations: use to study them. To have some intellectual distance from those terms is not
*a history of locations and a location of histories,” in Clifford’s thﬂ:-’*f-' (105). necessarily a bad thing. We don’t need to be experts in everything we teach, as
As Emily Apter argues in her contribution to this volume, exilic con: long as we don’t pretend to be and our effort to understand is in good faith,
sciousness, “the material and psychic legacy of dislocation,” is more defini- But neither should we act as tourists, having read a few guidebooks to faraway
tively formative of the discipline of comparative literature than of any F-ther places. The-tousist i i ation abuutMmres while
field in the humanities. I agree with her that the voice of comparative !“'31'3‘ ignoring his or her own nativeness. In contrast, the comparatist in the age of
ture is “unhomely” and that this very quality of dispossession—a ]*-‘Hd_ of multiculturaliom reads hﬁﬂ#@;.mmm Sl s
* | haunting by otherness—is that voice’s great strength. To date, auy haurlmng ~tamination, distrusts all guides that offer to decode the exotic Sther, and
has been most often by culturally familiar ghosts, even if they originated in an refuses to become ?@ﬂ“ﬁb&ﬁmﬁsﬁrg&‘&mﬁmﬁ:@ disenrgaged
imaginary Transylvania. The chdlengmhe scope intelligence.!4 The comparatist’s perspective o TE mappe SR el of
of our haunting, to broaden the space i 1. For many center and margin; rather, as David Damrosch proposes here, it is elliptical,
of us this entails a stretch beyond the European contexts of our ':‘.l:llmr:':il generated from two foci, each engaging other m'erlappi Such a
hgritage and of our professional trainjag: a stretch |5 at once 'E}LflEInE. in dynamic model always puts centralizing authority in question and underlines
{ﬂgt it expands our horizons, m@n that iff takes us outside the the struggles between dominant and resisting social and ethnic groups.
L}‘..p‘d'ﬁelds of our certified authority. _ - I'l'eam-teaching offers an easily implemented way to promote a respon-
Certain pragmatic measures may help relieve thisfanxiety about exper- sibility to global perspectives in pedagogical practice. Changes in institutional
12 - - " LE]
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formations are harder to realize, given the entrenched int_ercst.s defending
current departmental structures and disciplinary br.:rm‘danes. Neverthe}ess,
certain groupings already exist within the academy whlclh could poltemle}r
serve as models for new disciplinary configurations wllth a muJ.tu:uIrulraj
comparative outlook. [ will mention just two, PE‘EEI-EEEEQIES and area stufjl:l.
Faculty at many institutions have formed research groups in medie

studies, Renaissance studies, and eighteenth-century studies. These groups
usually include professors from four or five literature departments, often
joined by colleagues from history and art history. Founded on the srud?r of the
interconnections between European literary and cultural texts and 'FhEiT com-
mon classical heritage, these groups have a coherent raison d'étre in the task
of tracing what Anthony Appiah here calls the life of the We.stt}'n Geist, Bu;; as
Appiah acknowledges, this coherence has 2 number of elltptlc# second h§1
that explode its autonomy—literally, with gunpowder b_mught in f_mm Chi-
na, figuratively with the influence of Islamic and African T.rad:unns_, and
economically with the growth of distant markets and the spr?ad. of empires. If
the research groups were to explore the dynamics of the elliptical approach,
their comparative work could intersect with that of scholars of non-Western
cultures in the same or similar periods, and the result could be a I:rmadeneld
and revitalized conception of literary and cultural history, still cenlterled_m
Europe but also crucially decentered.{These tran.sn_atinnailalnci transdisciplin-
ary groups could eventually become degree-granting entmes)

Because the interconnections between the West and the rest of the m?r]d
become so multiple, complex, and conflicted in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, and because the fund of knowledges becomes so huge, the compar-
ative period studies model is impracticable for this time frfune, An area
studies model may be more suitable, but only if the premises that have
sustained such models in the past are reviewed and revised. In some cases,
area studies programs—which typically bring historians, political scientists,
and economists together with literary scholars and students of pupullar
culture—were Cold War creations intended to help the government know 1ts
enemy. In other cases, the programs served to bunch mgeﬂw.er‘ThirdIWurldh
countries so that they could be studied on the model of a colonial territory.*
In the case of a field like German studies, the problem, as Peter Hohendahl
argued recently, was that there was no coherent basis ta thr: program f_rf study,
students being encouraged to take courses in a variety of d:,lsmplmes, literature
being only one option among many.'® Still, the area stu-:hfl:s deELI DCIIU-Id b_e
reconceptualized to foreground literature and to undo, via an elliptical b.:r
focus, the notion of a stable geographical area. Here the experience of Ameri-
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can studies programs may be instructive, both in terms of the conflicts in that
field about the place of literary studies and in terms of the multicultural
Pluralization of its constituency (Native American, African American, Asian
American, Chicanoe, Hispanic, and more).

Just how to foreground literature in the new contextualized modes of
comparison is, of course, not evident. The fact that the 1993 ACLA report was
read by many as an attack on literature is perhaps a sign of how vulnerable
literary scholars feel in today’s academic atmosphere. Although some of the
phrases in the document may seem to imply otherwise, its authors, if I may
speak for them, wanted to suggest not literature’s diminished role in an
evolution toward cultural studies but rather literature’s expanded horizon ina
multicultural, multimedia world. Peter Brooks notes the many “shoulds” in
the report and wonders what kind of imperatives they express, whether they
be “intellectual, pedagogical, institutional, ethical?” Speaking as one of the
authors of the report, T would say that we felt that the work of comparison
demonstrates that such distinctions maintain the separation of domains that
actually interpenetrate. We wanted to suggest that literary study as a form of
intellectual critique should be ethically motivated both in its pedagogical
practice and in its institutional formation.

To claim, as we do, that literature is one discursive practice among many
is not to attack literature's specificity but to historicize it.” Literature’s identi-
ty, its difference from the nonliterary, cannot be established according to
absolute standards. If some kind of transcendental justification for literary
value is desired, such as access to eternal verities or to the essence of human
nature, then it is true that literature as we speak of it in the report fails to
perform. But to say that literature is embedded in networks of material
practices and that it is constructed differently in different contexts and at
different historical moments is not to say that what is constructed in those
contexts and at those moments 1s so relative that it can best be viewpd as a
deceptive illusion. T Bwchedi W Npaewdm, demusiie

Literature is no_more or less deceptive than other forms of cultural
knowledge, but it constructs its knowledge otherwise, in a peculiar way. The
report’s statement that “the term Titerature” may no Tonger adequately de-
scribe our object of study™ has suggested to some colleagues that we were
ready to abandon this cherished peculiarity. Admittedly, the statement is
poorly phrased, for our goal was not to jettison “literature” in favor of
“culture” but rather to shift the boundaries of what is construed as peculiarly l l
literary in our culture. Insofar as that shift broadens what we call “the space of
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comparison” to include many contexts in which literature is produced and
consumed, certain colleagues have expressed apprehension lest the pos-
itivities of contexts be used to resolve the ambiguities of texts. But contexts
can be just as ambiguous as texts, from which, given that contexts are to a
large extent textually mediated, their difference is not clearcut.

That a context can, and should, be read and interpreted does not mean,
however, that it has the same kind of highly wrought complexity as a literary
work (though its degree of complexity may be comparable). Love of the text’s
dynamic complexity in its many modes of expression—rhetorical, narrative,
moral, psychological, social—is what attracted most of us to the profession of
teaching literature. Conviction that this complexity can only be fully appreci-
ated and understood in the text's original articulation is what led us compara-
tists to immerse ourselves in the study of foreign languages. As the influence
of social science models of gathering and reporting knowledge continues to
grow, it becomes all the more important to defend the value of literature’s
peculiar ways of knowing and unknowing—such as_indirection, paradox,
fantasy, passion, iron jction ity, One of the major tasks facing

Terary scholars today is a renewed articulation of the value of literature

vhich respects both its_individual, subjective aspects—among them, the

sensual pleasure of verbal craftsmanship; the delightfully inconsequential

play of reality and illusion; the temporary liberation from time and the entry
¢ into what Maurice Blanchot calls the space of one's own death—and its social
and political implications and imbrications. Recent emphases on the latter
modes have sometimes made the former seem almost suspect—too private,
irresponsible, hedonistic. An effective defense of literature’s value to the indi-
vidual and to society will have to show that the two maodes are inextricably
and productively bound together.

Comparatists are best equipped to undertake this important task because
of the breadth of their knowledge of literature’s construction and function in
different cultures. In the age of multiculturalism, the comparatist’s anxiety
has finally found a field adequate to the questions that generated it.’®

Notes

1. René Wellek, “The Crisis of Comparative Literature,” in Concepts of Criticism, ed.
Stephen Nichols (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), 282.

2 Brooks is not alone among chairs unsure of just what they are chairing: Thomas
Rosenmeyer, former chair of the Berkeley Comparative Literature Department, admits
in a recent autobiographical essay that he is “not even sure what a comparatist is or does”
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Of Standards and Disciplines

This is the third Report on Standards written for the ACLA and distrib- by
uted in accordance with its bylaws. The first report, published in 1065, was
prepared by a committee chaired by Harry Levin; the second, published in w
1975, was the product of a committee chaired by Thomas Greene. The visions
of comparative literature set out in these two docurnents are strikingly simil
Indeed, Greene's report does not so much articulate new goals and possi-
bilities for comparative literature as it defends the standards proposed by
Levin against perceived challenges. Together, the Levin and Greene repo
strongly articulate the conception of the discipline which prevailed through
much of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Many of the current members of the
ACLA received their doctorates from departments that adhered to the stan-
dards defined in these reports. But the historical, cultural, and political con-
texts in which these same comparatists are now working, and the issues many
of them are addressing, have changed so markedly from the time of their
professional training that actual practices in the field have transformed it. Qur
report will address the issue of standards in the context of this profound
transformation. :
In order to clarify what we perceive to be the direction of this disciplinary
| evolution, we will begin with a brief analysis of the previous two reports. Both 4.
attribute the rapid growth of comparative literature in this country after
World War II to a new internationalist perspective that sought, in Greene’s
phrase, “larger contexts in the tracking of motifs, themes, and types as well as
larger understandings of genres and modes.” This impulse to expand the
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horizon of literary studies may well have derived from a desire to demonstrate
the essential unity of European culture in the face of it zecent yiolent disrup-
tion. The broadened perspective, in any case, did not often reach beyond
Europe and Europe’s high-cultural lineage going back to the civilizations of
classical antiquity. Indeed, comparative literary studies tended to reinforce an
identification of nation-states as imagined communities with national lan-
guages as their natural bases.

This focus on national and linguistic identities is apparent in the way
both the Levin and Greene reports address the notion of standards. High
standards are necessary, they argue, in order to defend the elite character of
the discipline, which, says Levin, “ought to reserve it for the more highly
qualified students” and restrict it to large research universities with excellent
language departments and libraries. Noting that "this ideal which seemed so
desirable and so feasible ten years ago has been challenged for better or worse
by rapid historical change,” Greene goes on to argue the case for resistance to
change. “There is cause,” he writes, “for serious concern lest the trends now
transforming our discipline, taken in the aggregate, not debase those values

Won which it is founded. The slippage of standards, once allowed to accelerate,

would be difficult 1o arrest.”
The greatest perceived threat is to the very basis of comparative litera-
(D ture’s elite image, the reading and teaching of foreign language works in the
WM original. Greene criticizes the increasing use of translations by professors in
world literature courses who do not know the original languages. The use of
translations is condemned in both the Levin and Greene reports, though
Levin admits that, as long as comparative literature courses “include a sub-
stantial proportion of work with the originals, it would be unduly puristic to
exclude some reading from more remote languages in translation.” This
ksstatemnent illustrates the extent to which the traditional internationalist no-
¥ [Mtion of comparative literature paradoxically sustains the dominance of a few
th European national literatures. Europe is the home of the canonical originals,
:,.'.',2/ the proper object of comparative study; so-called remote cultures are periph-

era[ to the discipline and thence can be studied in translation.
‘Another threat to comparative literature, according to Greene, is the
i rograms, Although he says we should welcome
this dcvtlnpment Greene's emphasis 15 cautionary: "We must also be alert,”
“lest the crossing of disciplines involve a relaxing of discipline.”

here plays the same role in respect to disciplinary rigor as does
“translation™ in respect to linguistic purity. There is an effort to restrict the

-EJ:(‘ work of mmpar:sun within the limits of a .smgie discipline and to discourage

M”ﬁﬁyﬁfﬁ

\5 currently define the field
undertakrm responsibly only in the context of 2 redefinition of the
ds ;‘J

J\
o
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any potentially messy carrying over or transference from discipline to disci-
pline. Just as comparative literature serves to define national entities even as it
puts them i e-toreinforce disci-
plinary boundaries even as it rrans_qresses them. | diech plhwnac

A third major threat to the founding values of comparative literature may
be read between the lines of the Greene report: the increasing prominence in @\
the seventies of comparative literature departments as the areni'ﬁc‘:ﬂmdy"f;
Wugh the theory boom was fostered in English and
French departments as well, the comparatist’s knowledge of foreign languages |
offered access not only to the original texts of influential European theoreti- |
cians but also to the original versions of the philosophical, historical, and ¢
literary works they analyzed. The problem in this development for the tradi-
tional view of comparative literature was that the diachronic study of litera- l')
ture threatened to become secondary to a largely synchronic study oftheary./

“Comparative Literature as a discipline rests unalterably og the knowledge of 4

_history,” writes Greene in an implicit rgbuke to the wave of theorizing over-
taking the field. ~7 Mmdieiown — Vsie moaa (Uﬁl}u.u-.\ |

The anxieties about change articulated in T.he Greene report suggest that,
already in 1975, the field was coming to look disturbingly foreign to some of its
eminent authorities. Their reaction tended to treat the definition-and enforce-
ment of standards as constitutive of the discipline. But the dangers confront- *
ing the discipline thus constructed have only intensified in the seventeen years
since the publication of the Greenf rcport. to the pmnt that, in the opinjon of
this committeq, the cgn : :

0 T

We feel, l‘.l'n:r::fnrc, ﬂlatuura.rhculau ol standards

.

dls-:iphne 5 goals and metho e base this redefinition not on some abstract
Sense of the discipline’s future but rather on directions already being followed
by many departments and programs around the country.

Renewing the Field

The apparent internationalism of the postwar years sustained a restrictive
Eurocentrism that has recently been challenged from multiple perspectives.
The notion that the promulgation of standards could serve to define a disci- {
pline has collapsed in the face of an increasingly apparent porositeafene
discipline’s practices to another's. Valuable studies using the traditional mod-

5 Of comparison are still being produced, of course, but these models belong
to :;iscipiine that by 1975 already felt defensive and beleaguered. The space of
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mparison today involves comparisons between artistic productions n_.muall j
c’o : .
studied by different disciplines; between various cultural mnmzmﬂn:j :;
those disciplines; between Western cultural traditiors; bot .:gh a:;ﬂ p;phumi
and those of non-Western cultures; between the pre- and pmtc_on e
productions of colonized peoples; between gender cnnstrux:n-:;ns 'Emzﬁﬂm
ini culine, or between sexual orie
minine and those defined as mas : : .
ieeﬁnad as straight and those defined as gay; between racial and n::;hmv: m-ﬁi
1 i i ateri
ignifyi tic articulations of meaning and m
f signifving; between hermeneu . ok
: alg" 4 ﬁs modes of production and circulation; and much more, These
an

izing li in the expanded fields of discourse, culture,
ﬁor m.:u:e and ;I:rn:;;?:tr:::;r::]i}fe::ri from the old models of {Etierary
iL::? acco rdir:g to authows) nations, periods, and genres that the term “litera-
ture” may no longer adequately descfib: our object of snfdv, it
In this unstable and rapidly evolving sociocultural e-lnnmnrrlw T ol
the scholars involved in rethinking the field u“f comparison ]'.:aw an in Tm.w
ingly uneasy relation to the practices called :_:umparatwe hterflturci.nteuﬂ;_
“feel alienated becayse of the continued association of these p:l*factlmcis. et
tu;;lt}r and institutionally, with standards that construct a discip E;ne _—
unrecognizable in the light of their actual methods and mterest;. One 21: =
this disaffection is that many colleagues whoﬁe_wnrk ﬁou]d f;im:f e
panded definition of the field do not have an institutional a 1; Dn't 5
comparative literature and are not members of the ACLA. M::.lt er S'bg;ﬁ-r-
the discussion that has occurred on some carnpﬁts about the possi =
of adding a phrase such as “and Cultural Studies,” “and Cu]tlurall Cnthqu ;
or “and Cultural Theory” to the departmental or program title in -:r; er to
suggest ways in which the old designation may be inadequate. But suc nafn;
changes have not been widely adopted, largely, we feel, because of a gener.

i i textualizi e incorpo-’
of that these new ways of reading and con :
be::d into Tz veryfabrieof thedistipline. In the rest of this report we hope to
;miﬂﬁﬁaﬁ will enable comparative literature to

\ﬁo@iti-:m itself as a productive locus for advanced work in the humanities.

N

The Graduate Program

1. Literary phenomena are no longer the exclusive focus of our disv:ip]ir.we.
Ramﬂf@%emmmmmmﬁmlci
among many others in a complex, shifting, and often contradictory feld o

cultural production. This field challenges the very r_mtinn of mte;-i
di&cip]ina::i;:};, to the extent that the disciplines were historically construct
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the entire discursive context in which texts are created and such heights are
(/g constructed. The production of “literature” as an object of study could thus
e

——> esvrta ﬁ:ﬂ b \ectouns, e “)"'d'
=% VO\adeiawny >
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to parcel up the field of knowledge into man ageable territories of professional
expertise. Comparatists, known for their propensity to cross over between
disciplines, now have expanded o portunities to theorize the nature of the
boundaries to be WMK@ME in their remapping. This suggests,
affiong oiher fundamental adjustments, that comparative literature depart-
ments should moderate their igheli i and examine

A dsuasd

]
T\

I
e compared to the production of music, philosophy, history, or law as similar |
A" discursive systems, ﬁ
vﬂ-"’}‘ Our recommendation to broaden the field of inquiry—already imple-
mented by some programs and departments— ot mean that compara-

_ does not mean
' tive study should abandon the close analysis of rhetorical, prosodic, and other _;Wh,g

:,L-b“'%ormal features but lly precise readings should take account as we ""qu

ofthe ideologica

1l
: ngs
are prodiced. Likewise, the more traditional forms of interdisciplinary work, L)_
such as comparisons between the sister arts, should occur in a context of :
reflection on the privileged strategies of meaning making in each discipline, e L

including its internal theoretical debates and the materiality of the medium it
addresses, “verr— ey % et

- The knowledge of foreign languages remains fundamental to our rai-
son détre. Comparat: i i interest

in foreign languages, an unusual ability to learn them, and a lively capacity to

enjoy using them. These qualities should continue to be cultivated in our

students. Moreover, they should be encouraged to broaden their linguistic

horizons to encompass at least one non-European language.

Wircments will vary from department to department.

We feel that the minimuri to be expectedHs the study of two Literatures in the

original language, a good reading knowledge of two foreign languages, and,

for students of older fields of European, Arabic, or Asian cultures, the acquisi- Vel 5
tion of an ancient “classical” language. Some departments still require as }w'&uﬁ
many as three foreign languages plus a classical language. Many require a Cav®
knowledge of three literatures. In any case, the context for these requirements WS T~

should extend beyond their value for the analysis of literary meaning to their ~ £V1-0
thding the i,

role of a native tongue in creating subjectivity, in g
establishing epistemological patterns, in | imagining communal structures; in
forming notions of nationhood, and in articulating resistance and accom-

_ : @ § bne Lea
modation to political and cultural hegemony. Moreover, comparatists should 7
bealert to the significant differences wirhin any national culture, which

&9\.;\1" —

e
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* produce such readings, given prominence recently in, for example, feminist
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provide a basis for comparison, research, and critical-theoretical inquiry.
Among these are differences (and conflicts) according to region, ethnicity,
religion, gender, class, and colonial or postcolonial status. Comparatist re-
search is ideally suited to pursue ways in which these differences are conjoined
with differences in language, dialect, and usage (including jargon or slang)
as well as with problems of dual- or multiple-language use and modes of
hybridization. = &ss. ds \a G rew ‘u_

3. While the necessity and unique heneﬁts ofa éeep knowledge of foreign
languages must continue to be stressed, the old hestilities toward translation

should be mitigated. In fact, translation can-welt e seen a5 7 paradigm for

larger problems of understanding and interpretation across different discur-
sive traditions, Comparative literature, it could be said, aims to explain both
what is lost and what is gained in translations between the distinct value

systems of different cultures, media, disciplines, and institutions. Moreover,

the comparatist should accept the responsibility of locating the particular
place and time at which he or she studies these practices: Where do I speak
from, and from what tradition(s), or countertraditions? How do [ translate
Europe or South America or Africa into a North American cultural reality, or,
indeed, North America into another cultural context?

4. Comparative literature should be actively engaged in the comparative
study of canon formation and in reconceiving the canon. Attention should
also be paid to the role of noncanonical readings of canonical texts, readings
inal, or subaltern perspectives. The effort to

and postcolonial theory, complements the critical investigation of the process
of canon formation—how literary values are created and maintained in a
particular culture—and vitalizes the attempt to expand canons.

5. Comparative literature departments should play an active role in fur-
thering the multicultural recontextualization of Anglo-American and Eu-
ropean perspectives. This does not mean abandoning those perspectives but
rather questioning and resisting their dominance, This task may necessitate a
significant reevaluation both of our self-definition as scholars and of the usual
standards for comparative work. It may be better, for instance, to teach a work
in translation, even if you don’t have access to the original language, than to
neglect marginal voices because of their mediated transmission, Thus we not
only endorse Levin's remark, quoted earlier, that it would be “unduly pur-
istic” to require all reading in comparative literature courses to be done in the
original, we would even condone certain courses on minority literatures in
which the majority of the works were read in translation. {Here it should be
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acknowledged that minority literatures also exist within Europe; Euro-
centricity in practice entails a focus on English, French, German, and Spanish
literatures. Even Italian literature, with the exception of Dante, is often mar-
ginalized.) Similarly, anthropological and ethnographic models for the com-
parative study of cultures may be found as suitable for certain courses of
study as models derived from literary criticism and theory. Department and
program chairs should actively recruit faculty from non-European litera-
ture departments and from allied disciplines to teach courses and to collabo-
rate in broadening the cultural scope of comparative literature offerings. In
all contexts of its practice, multiculturalism should be approached not as
a politically correct way of acquiring more or less picturesque informa-
tion about others whom we don't really want to know but as a tool to pro-

?c:e significant reflection on cultural relations, translations, dialogue, and
cebate,

Thus conceived, comparative literature has some affinities with work
being done in the field of cultural studies. But we should be wary of identify-
ing ourselves with that field, where most scholarship has tended to be mono-
ntem Drar}' popular cultures,

6. Comparati rature should include een media,
from early manuscripts to television, hypertext, and virtual realities. T
material form that has constituted our object of study for centuries, the ook,
1s in the process of being transformed through computer technology and i
communications revolution. As a privileged locus for cross-cultur -
tion, comparative literature should analyze the material possibilities of cul-
tural expression, both phenomenal and discursive, in their dilferent epis-
temological, economic, and political contexts. This wider focus involves
studying not only the business of bookmaking but also the cultural place and
function of reading and writing and the physical properties of newer commu-
nicative media.

7. The pedagogical implications of the points previously outlined should
be explored in courses, colloquia, and other forums sponsored by depart-
ments and programs of comparative literature. Professors from different
disciplines should be encouraged to join faculty in comparative literature to
team-teach courses that explore the intersections of their fields and meth-
odologies. Active support should be given to colloquia in which faculty and
students discuss interdisciplinary and cross-cultural topics. In such contexts,
the cultural diversity of both the student body and faculty can usefully be-
come 2 subject of reflection and an agent promoting increased sensitivity to
cultural differences.
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8. All of the above suggests the importance of theoretically informed
thinking to comparative literature as a discipline. A comparatist’s training
should provide a historical basis for this thinking. Early in their careers,
probably in their first year, graduate students should be required to take a
course in the history of literary criticism and theory. This course should be
designed to show how the major issues have developed and been modified
through the centuries and to give students the background necessary to
evaluate contemporary debates in their historical contexts.

The Undergraduate Program

1. As the discipline evolves at the graduate level, more undergraduate
courses will naturally reflect these changes in perspective. For instance, com-
parative literature courses should teach not just “great books” but also how a
book comes to be designated as “great” in a particular culture, that is, what
interests have been and are invested in maintaining this label. More advanced
courses might occasionally focus class discussion on current controversies
about such matters as Eurocentrism, canon formation, essentialism, colonial-
ism, and gender studies. The new multicultural composition of many of our
classrooms should be actively engaged as a pedagogical stimulus for discus-
sion of these matters. y

2. Requirements for the major should offer a flexible set of options. One
way of defining these, now adopted at many institutions, is: (aTTwo foreign
literatures, with two languages required; (b) two literatures, one of which may
be anglophone; and (c) a nonanglophone literature and another discipline. In
order to move with some concrete preparation into issues of translation
beyond the European cultural matrix, students should be encouraged to study
languages such as Arabic, Hindi, Japanese, Chinese, or Swahili, Comparative
literature departments and programs will need to argue for courses in such
languages and will have to find ways in which their literatures can be included
in the undergraduate major.

3. Undergraduate programs should offer a range of courses that study
relations betwoen[w:stern and non-Western culrurcs]md all majors should
be required to take some of these. These and other comparative literature
courses should engage students in theoretical reflection on the methods of
accomplishing such study. There is also a need for undergraduate courses in
contemporary literary theory.

4. Whenever they have knowledge of the original language, teachers in
comparative literature courses should refer frequently to the original text of a
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work they assign in translation. Moreover, they should make discussion of the
theory and practice of translation, an integral part of these courses,

5. Comparative literature faculty need to alert themselves and their stu-
dents to related subject in their institutions outside the discipline—
linguistics, philosophy, history, media studies, film studies, art history, cultur-

al studies—and to encourage extradisciplinary migrations and crossovers.

Conclusion

We feel that comparative literature is at a critical i ;
Given that our object of study has never had the kind of fixity which is
determined by national boundaries and linguistic usage, comparative litera-
ture is no stranger to the need to redefine itself. The present moment is

i jti Tew; since progressive tendencies in

oward a multigultural, global, and interdisciplinary curricu-
lum, are compatative in naturektudents of comparative literature, with their
knowledge of foreign languages, training in cultural translations, expertise in
dialogue across disciplines, and theoretical sophistication, are well positioned
to take advantage of the broadened scope of contemporary literary studies.
Qur report puts forward some guiding ideas about the way curricula can be
structured in order to expand students’ perspectives and stimulate them to
think in culturally pluralistic terms.

A word of caution is in order, however. Although we believe that “com-
parison” as defined here represents the wave of the future, the economic
uncertainties of the present are currently holding that wave back at many
universities and colleges. Budgetary restrictions have caused literature depart-
ments to define their needs in conservative ways, making it all the more
important that comparative literature students be able to demonstrate solid
training in their primary national literature. Given the unpredictable charac-
mmm::'trﬁ'hﬁﬁ'impoﬂmt than ever that students
begin to think early in their graduate careers about the professional profile
they will present and that professors offer them counsel at every stage of their
studies about the shaping of their professional identity. This recommendation
does not represent a cynical giving in to market forges but a recognition that
we are in a transitional period and that comparatists need to be alert to the
shifting economic and sociopolitical landscape in which they are operating,

This said, we feel that the new directions we have advocated for the field
will keep it in the forefront of humanistic studies, and we look forward to the
challenges future developments will bring.
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attitude toward cultural studies, these assumptions stem from a confusion

ON THE COMPLEMENTARITY OF l_:petween resnl':arch and tgarjung, bemeenlthe mmparanj-fe approach and build-

ing a canonical aesthetics and a normative hermeneutic upon that approach.

COMPARATIVE LITERATURE AND But the risk of such a confusion occurs only in the teaching of literature as a

: facet of a national or group identity, that is, in connection with a political

CULTURAL STUDIES aﬁg_nﬁ, There is no reason to fear such a confusion if comparative literat

sticks to comparing, to defining general and constant nﬂfs#v.ud cultural

studies to focusing on identity and difference, the unique blend of a given
social setup and the verbal forms expressing that difference.

r " . CE I propose accordingly that the future of the discipline lies not in a partial

or total merger with cultural studies but in a redistribution of their respective

\ pS = tasks and in defining the two approaches n as
po Eifes,

. mt}r of this suggestion is immediately apparent at the technical

MICHAEL RIFFATERRE f

Three positions put forward in the Bernheimer report deserve special level of research tools, in the specific instance of translation. Traditionally, it
scrutiny, less because of the importance of their separate objects than because was held to be true that a comparatist should master two or more foreign
of their common motivation, the same ideological frame of mind all these languages, a belief or principle now suspected of elitism. While not forsaking
reflect in their own separate ways. Ranging as they do from advocating a this long uncontested standard, the report only pays lip service to it. Not only
specific technical procedure to defining a basic interpretive postulate to map- are we no longer told that studying literature in the original language is the
ping out a new domain for comparatism, they in fact respond to the growing only approach proven and true, but its pertinence is displaced from literary
importance of cultural studies, to 115 encroachments in the field of compara- J facts totheir genesis: to be a polyglot enables one to understand intimately the
tive literature, and toalternate approaches and standards that seem to call for culture from which a given text emanates. By contrast, the report praises
revisionist solutions. . translation both as useful and emblematic. Useful: translation is made neces-

The technical position, reversing a longstanding policy of the discipline, sary by the recent scholarly attention to a great many cultures that compara-
adopts a practice of cultural studies and calls for generalizing the use of tive literature has allegedly ignored in the past. As the report puts it, students
translations for comparative purposes. Again following the example of cul- should have the opportunity to go “beyond the European cultural matrix”
tural studies, con ization is offered as the postulate that must underpin Emblematic: “translation can well be seen as a paradigm for larger problems
the new comparatism. The third position downgrades a so-called high litera- of understanding and interpretation across different discursive traditions.
ture to the advantage of popular literatures. The report’s solution is clearly to ; Comparative literature . . . aims to explain both what is lost and what is
bring comparative literature closer to the field of cultural studies by annexing gained in translations between the distinct value systems of different cultures,
some of its territory and most of its methods. It goes so far as to distance itself media, disciplines, and institutions.” Sounds good, but I doubt any literary
from the literature that gives its name to the discipline. translation can achieve that. As we know, however successful it may be, sucha

1 shall limit my remarks to these positions not just because all these are so translation cannot reproduce stylistic features intrinsic to the original with-
revealing of a trend and of a perhaps premature eagerness to jump on that out wreaking havoc with the target language. Hence, we end up with gibberish
bandwagon but because all these admit just as well of a very different solution if the original is translated verbatim, or erasure if the translation resorts to
to the problems they raise. analogs. Erasure is the problem because it is invisible, and not even a compar-

Indeed, I should like to suggest that it is counterproductive to assume that atist could notice, let alone interpret, the gap between the two versions, unless
a very real ideclogical conflict will perpetuate itself. Notwithstanding the fact he or she were versed in the original language—a vicious cycle if there ever
that comparative literature has to some extent institutionalized a supercilious was one.
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At best, content alone is allowed to cross the divide, leaving us with the
bare skeleton of the referential fallacy, surely not enough for the hapless
reader to answer a basic question which, according to the report, should cast a
light on cultural differences: “Where do I speak from, and from what tradi-
tion(s), and countertraditions?” The question is supposed to be asked in the
voice of the translated text, if not quite in the voice of the author. This voice, it
seems to me, must be analyzed in its two constituents, the author's style, and
the sociolect against the background of which this style stands out in its
difference {difference within difference therefore). Even if we were to assume
that the translation succeeds in reflecting the first constituent, probably an
impossible feat, analyses would still be stymied by the intentional fallacy, as
they would if their object of study were in their own native tongue. Chances of
success are higher in rebuilding the foreign sociolect, with its idenlogemes
and its stereotypes, but this can hardly be done from the translation itself: 1
submit that the solution would be a linear commentary that, first, points out
the traits of the other tradition, for which the target language has no name
and which the translation has therefore erased; and that, second, indicates the
words on both sides of the border which are homonyms rather than syn-
onyms. The commentary would also have to focus on cases where the plainest
translation of such traits remains misleading. The translation may be plain
and direct because the translated word and jts correlation in the translation
have the same referents. And yet it may fail, but invisibly so, because the

referential identity does not extend to the connotations, associations, and?(‘

symbolisms of the referents, The task of making these connotations accessible
to the reader is left to the commentary. 1 propose, that is, not an interpretive
or critical commentary but rather a compendium of allusions like the ones
that used to be compiled for overcoded texts within our own code (consider,
for instance, the case of Finnegans Wake) or like dictionaries of mythology for
classical Literatures. Happily, the fast-developing techniques of hypertex-
Luality are multiplying much needed databases of the contextualizing type,

But how are we to distinguish pertinent from irrelevant associations? By
shifting the burden from the translation to the commentary’s glosses, Instead
of transposing a crux in the original into a crux in the translation, which is the
failure inherent in a literary translation, we can afford a minimal and there-
fore unfaithful translation, awkward though it may be, so long as we make up
for its deficiencies by glossing them, through periphrasis or paraphrase.

I am not suggesting that literary translations should be ignored, since
they constitute a genre, and as such an object for criticism and theory. But
they are not a reliable index of cultural difference. By contrast, the nonliterary,
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dumbly literal transpositions I advocate are not a genre, not an object of
criticism, but an analytical tool, the index of culture difference we need. They
would not claim to translate verbal art but to re-create its original cultural i“:\"‘-

conditions, or to put it otherwise, to contextualize it. w};‘_
Here theory has much to say. It has already much advanced our under-

standing of literariness. I am thinking of deconstruction, the interpretive
communities model, and the like. It is now high time to determine what it can
do for comparatism.

=~ What, then, must be our surprise when we find that the report has given

s
short shrift to literary theory. To be sure, theory is mentioned seve:l‘al times:;p-j
but without any specifics, as if the committee had just gone thr:}u\g:h its check [T
list and made sure it had not forgotten anything. Theoretical contributions to
our understanding of translation, as a research and teaching tool, only con- _‘“‘_._,,é-“
cern the comparatist’s techniques. But theory would be just as powerful in <&
redefining the discipline itself. b o

Theory, for instance, is much guicker at identifying am:} categorizing
those invariant features that any comparison presupposes. This approach is
central to comparative literature, and theory shows th?t it need not threaten
or ignore the multiplicity of cultures. The multiple variables are Iq:rgu_:all},r and
semiotically inseparable from invariants. Furthermore, these |mrar|anlts are
not just a smaller group of features, thus easier to grasp; they form a ﬁmtﬁe set
of types without which variation could not make sense, %er alone be ?exe1ved.
Each type spells out the kind of difference that might issue fr::m it ’

Until now, comparative literature has chosen to rely on literary !:ustnrl}r
for a definition of the invariant features of change, with the result thar invari-
ance and variation have been contaminated with values attachedlm the time
dimension, depending on whether the observers' interests or eth1cal.pera.:ep—
tions make them favor tradition or evolution, or sublimate emlul_::-:n? into
revolution, and so on. [ am thinking, for instance, of the scale of dill'mmshmg
range which goes from topoi to themes to motifs but whose objective grada-

tion is upset when the lure of the quest for roots ﬂm to _i.nvem EL
Ur level of reference before everything so that angfrchet ay shine forth. 3
Or, in a different vein, concepts_of the genealogical type are employcd1 topsaia ¥
produce a factual or counterfactual narrative, reducing imitation, for in-

stance, to a two-faceted syllepsis, to a symbolic bridge that aHf..;-w.r. only fcrr

building or burning. Now, theory has the signal advantage over llusto r}'rtl'!at | T
starts from abstract models. These models reflect only the logical, minimal

constituents of any combination of classes of factors. They remain vahd at the
class level, irrespective of the endless welter of actual tokens within such
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classes; indeed, they approximate universals in the Aristotelian sense of the

term. Needless to say, the vernacular sense of the term would sound a gen eral

alarm among the proponents of cultural studies. But this need not happen,

since the first rule for a universal is that it should include all the variants of the
invariant that justifies the theorist in hypothesizing a class.

1 would even venture that theory renders the relationship between cultur-

( al studies and comparative literature more objective, The justified resentment

inst past hegemonies has left traces in the metalanguage of cultural studies.

The distinction occasionally is blurred between ideological polarizations and

legitimate semantic polarities basic to the definition of any sign. 1am alluding

to a rhetoric in presenting differences, a chetoric left over from the struggles

toward self-assertion. One senses the lingering petulance that transposes ob-

jective differences onto scales of value judgments. Thus we find that any

a norm interpreted as hegemonic becomes a positive marker.

Yet this practice can be remedied through theory.

Contextualizing, for instance, is a positively valorized concept in cultural
studies, and fhe report dutifully encourages comparatists to adopt it: a lack of
emphasis on{ the concept would signal either an urge to secede from cultural
studies or a poor understanding of the maxim that everything has a context
and can be explained by it. And yet, if there is contextualizing, theory foresees

>4 that a dec:rtcxtuaiizing must follow. The aptness of this concept can be
verified easily in the case o ‘m for a text can be said to be literary

% LA when it survives the extinction of the issues, the vanishing of the causes, and

the memory of the circumstances to which that text responded.

/E A perfect example of decontextualization in the sense I am discussing can

e found in the accession of nonTiterary Texts to literature. In its emphasis on
demoting literary phenomena from their cultural importance, or, to put it
more crudely, on expunging the very word literature from the name of the
discipline, the report proposes that “the production of literature’ as an object
of study . . . be compared to the production of music, philosophy, history, or
law as similar discursive systems.” This list omits a most significant aspect of
discursive production: the literary production that occurs when readers even-

l tually recognize the literariness of a work of history, of philosophy, or perhaps
even of law. When this happens, which is quite often, the kind of reception
and interpretation which initially focused on the text’s cognitive telos be-
comes irrelevant. The text undergoes a change that remains external to it: its
reception is now motivated by a twofold denial of its contextuality. This denial
consists first in refusing to privilege the author’s intention, which is common-

l_ly evinced to validate an object of learning or to explain and/or exemplify an

7O
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approach to that object. Second, denial manifests itself in a hermeneutic shift
from a value judgment based on the text’s efficacy as a cognitive argument to a
value judgment based on the text’s aesthetic features. The time comes when
we no longer read Montesquieu, Macauley, and Michelet as historians but as
poets of the past and as heirs to genres such as the epic or the moral essay.
Their works are therefore decontextualized and will remain so except for
specialists in the history of ideas. Such texts indeed will endure, despite the
fact that their narratives about past civilizations, societies, and events are no
longer found adequate as mimesis. We now read them as symbolic systems,
on a par with drama or fiction,

~ Contextualization is inseparable from history (not history as a genre this
time but as a discipline). I am not suggesting that history is not an appropriate
approach to literature: I merely propose that it is pertinent only to the circum-

Lstances of literary production, that is, to the genesis of the work of art and to

its reception. But literature proper must not be confused with its genesis, nor
with its reception. Literature is the text, and once established, and once the

%mhor is gone and can no longer make alterations, the text is ahistorical and

il

ts significance lies above all contexts.

Hence the elitist aura about it, and a2 monumentality that makes it a
symbol of authority. Hence, also, the behavior of the traditional teaching
communities of yesteryear, namely the promulgation of a caios”1 have no
time to address the canon issue, but let me state briefly that the canon is a
cultural outcrop of the text, a framework for a certain type of worship behav-
ior in a given social context: the canon therefore should be the exclusive
domain of cultural studies.

However, the committee’s reactions or overreactions to pressure from the
proponents of cultural studies seem due to an embarrassed awareness of this
authority. They betray a willingness to forsake or trivialize the very concept of
literature. Consider, for instance, the following statement: “Literary phenom-
ena are no longer the exclusive focus of our discipline.” As if this were not bad
enough, an admonition follows to comparative literature departments to
“moderate their focus on high-literary discourse.” Even if the advice is well
taken, T would like to know what is wrong with high literature or why it
should be downgraded to make room for other forms. I am not reading too
much into this, as becomes apparent when the report goes on to allude
ironically to “such heights” as we have admired, and when it finally puts the
word literature, whether high or low, in quotation marks.

I confess puzzlement, since we have plenty of evidence that high and low
literature share in the complexity of conventional forms, the use of stereo-
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types, the artifice of verse, the network of genres, and the like. The structure of
the fable is recognizable equally in popular tales and in Emily Dickinson. But
puzzlement and concern must be worse when we see the very concept of
literature threatened.

Nothing in this report is more revealing than an obsessive preoccupation
with the word literature, Let me analyze some of the points lined up against
keeping the word literature in the name of the discipline whose future we are
planning. The first argument is that the space of comparison has expanded way
beyond literary objects, or even beyond artistic objects other than the literary,
beyond the arts, beyond Western cultures, across borders separating genders,

exual orientations, ethnic groups, and so on. This accumulation of crossings
s obviously meant to suggest that literature is the only concept that could not
just to, let alone benefit from, the proclaimed “porosity of one discipline’s
practices to another’s.” The rationale for so strange an exclusion is spelled out
as follows: “These ways of contextualizing literature in the expanded fields of
discourse, culture, ideology, race, and gender are so different from the old
models of literary study according to authors, nations, periods, and genres
that the term ‘literature’ may no longer adequately describe our object of
study.” -

Of course, the ways are new and di.ffmnt, but I cannot see why the “old

f models” should be incompatible with them. Why should a consideration of
the author be inadequate, since the writer embodies or symbolically personi-
< fies discourse, culture, ideology, race, and gender? I, for one, could line up a
few arguments against the relevancy of the notion of author to literary studies,
along such lines as intentional fallacy and affective fallacy (fallacies totally
unaffected by the prevailing view that New Criticism is old hat). Along such
lines, then, I am quite ready to do without the author, but then the rext ml:is"g
replace this figurative agent with a literal reality, one that is the perfect testing
und for approaches based on discourse, culture, ideology, and se on. And
the same is true of nation, an objectionable term here, since it is but another
name for a form of ideology. There is perhaps no point in pursuing this
refutation, for it is quite evident that only an unwillingness to grasp abstrac-
tions can explain this diatribe against the word literature. I would rather
rmaintain that, if anything, literature per se (without even adding compararive,

literature as a sign system, as a semiotic network, is automatically pertinent t
all the fields listed in that unfortunate statement, because of its essentia
function, because of its very nature. On one side, you have the universe, all its
parts, all the viewpoints for looking at it. On the other side, facing the infinity

without specifying the discipline that might provide the best approach to iﬂ%L
1
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of objects, you have literature, which alone is pure representation, which
alone among all discourses can contain and emulate everything else, includ-
ing the other discourse, The very cur@ifl@ﬂrepresmting
makes it quite urgent that lirerature remain central to discourse, culture,
ideology, and so on because literature encompasses all of them and raises

questions about all of them by merely shifting its vantage points, namely, its
genres and its conventions, another set of terms we are told are passé.
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MUST WE APOLOGIZE?

PETER BROOKS

i

Although I holda Ph.D. in comparative literature, T have never been sure
I deserved it, since I've never been sure what the field, or the discipline, is and
never sure that | could really claim to be teaching it or working in it. T was
trained at a time when comparative literature was ceasing to be what the
Sorbonne long believed it to be, the study of sources, influences, literary
i schools, and “movements"—the ideal Sorbonne CompLit thesis was easily
{ parodied as Madame de Staél en Roumanie: the definitive study of a French
writer’s export to a definable foreign market, though of course it allowed of
such as Goethe en France as well. Comparative literature in America in the
19605 knew it was no longer that but didn’t know quite what it was, other than
a place of greater literary cosmopolitanism than departments of English or
French or American studies: a place where faculty and students aspired to a
certain cultural self-alienation, a wider contextualization, a poetic Euro-chic.
! A persistent piece of graduate student lore at Harvard in the early 1960s
. concerned the dream of a student in comparative literature on the eve of his
oral exams. The doorbell rang, the student stumbled from bed, opened the
door, and found himself faced with Harry Levin and Renato Poggioli (the two
professors in the department) dressed as plumbers, carrying pipe wrenches
and acetylene torches, who announced: "We've come to compare the litera-
ture.” The dream became proverbial no doubt because of the anxiety associ-
ated with that notion of “comparing the literature” and the problem of what
it could possibly mean. [ imagine that many young comparatists were asked,
as I was, by well-meaning laypersons: “Well, what do you compare?” The
answer, I recall, began with a mumbled admission that you didn't really
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compare anything. You simply worked in more than one literature, studying
literature without regard to national boundaries and definitions.!

[ think [ began to rid myself of some of my own anxieties about the
undisciplined discipline I had stumbled into only when I managed to stop
worrying about "comparing the literature,” about that adjective comparative.
The name of the game seemed to have been formed on the model of other
nineteenth-century usages such as “comparative anatomy” or “comparative
linguistics,” in a kind of pseudoscientific claim that there was a comparative
method that could be universally applied, to the production of acceptable
results. Surely this was the wrong model. We weren't “comparing literature,”
But what, then, were we doing?

Cure from anxiety continued with the founding, in the early 19705 at Yale,
of The Literature Major, an undergraduate program created independently of
the graduate program in comparative literature {which had no interest in
taking on undergraduate instruction), somewhat under the impact of Eu-
ropean structuralism, In proudly claiming the chaste, adjectiveless title of
“Literature,” we were staking a claim to study and teach literariness and the
literary phenomenon, broadly conceived. The introductory course to the
major, entitled (in pre—gender-unbiased usage) "Man and His Fictions,” took
its stand on the etymological sense of fiction, from fingere, both “to make,” as
in the verbal artifact, and “to make up,” as in “to feign.” We were interested
both in the making of texts—in the way that the Russian Formalists had
brought to our attention—and in the intentionality of fictions of all sorts,
from daydreaming through riddles, folk tales, detective stories, advertising, to
poetry. We allied ourselves with the quasi-anthropological spirit of early
French structuralism: while analyzing instances of fictions, from both high art
and popular culture, we wanted to ask what human purposes they served,
how they defined the place of the human maker of sense-bearing sign systems,
indeed how fiction making was an essential characteristic of the human.?

Ridding oneself of the adjective comparative was liberating and permitted

me largely to ignore what was going on in the comparative literature estab-
lishment {and I confess that my membership in the ACLA was only brief,
since it seemed to me a relatively misguided and futile organization). Yet the
liberation was only temporary, since eventually I was invited to join the
graduate program in comparative literature, and later it and The Literature
Major combined into one department, with both graduate and undergradu-
ate programs, and since in any event comparative literature remains the
rubric that identifies, to students and deans, and in course catalogues, that still
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only vaguely defined enterprise from which I earn a paycheck. I recall that
when Paul de Man was chair of the Department of Comparative Literature, in
the late 19705 and early 1980s, and feeling some exasperation with the opposi-
tion of some colleagues to the kind of redefinition of the curriculum he
favored, he once suggested that we might start a breakaway department,
labeled “Poetics, Rhetoric, and the History of Literature,” The unifying center
of literary study for de Man was of course “theory,” though this notion was
for him complex because of the difficult relations it entertained to “reading."
If the object of the discourse on literature was “literariness,” this was by no
means (as the Russian Formalists seemed to believe) inherent in the poetic
“function” of language but rather something always to be defined in an act of
reading which always both postulated and undid its subtending theory. —
“Poetics, Rhetoric, and the History of Literature” seems about as good a
characterization of what I think my own Department of Comparative Liters-
ture teaches as one is apt to come up with, though it leaves a number of
questions in suspense. It does, though, provide some background to both my
comfort and discomfort with the 1993 ACLA report, “Comparative Literature
at the Turn of the Century.” I welcome the report’s call for opening up
broader interpretive contexts for the study of literature, and for moving out
from the traditional Eurocentric definition of the field. In fact, much of the
recommended opening of the field has already occurred in many depart-
ments: languages other than European are welcomed; the crossings of borders
into anthropology, social history, philosophy, psychoanalysis have become
routineg; feminism, film studies, queer theory have contested and broadened
the canon. When [ lock at the dissertations currently under way in our

department, it’s clear that a broad eclectici hat at
one point commitment to rhetorical reading

of the deconstructive variety.

Yet my unease with the report is real. I am distressed by its abjectly
apologetic tone when discussing the teaching of literature. To be told that
literature is only “one discursive practice among many others,” that “compar-
ative literature departments should moderate their focus on high-literary
discourse and examine the entire discursive context in which texts are created
and such heights are constructed,” that the “production of ‘literature’ as an
object of study could thus be compared to the production of music, philoso-
phy, histary, or law as similar discursive systems® creates the impression that
the study of literature is an outmoded mandarin practice that had better catch
up with the hip world of cultural studies. The im pression is confirmed in the
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rt, where we are told that “textually precise r.ead—
ings should take account as well of the ideological, cultural, and institutional
contexts in which their meanings are produced.”

One wonders, first of all, where all those “shoulds” come fmm {rl-.u: report
is full of them). In the name of what are we being asked to mnmdtrx: literature
as “one discursive practice among many others” and to “moderate” our focus
on “high” literature? Is it certain, on the one hand, that1 these recommenda-
tions are not already in effect—possibly excessively so in some ]r:rv_ﬂgrams_—
and, on the other hand, that one speaks from any convincing basis in maklmg
them? For what is above all lacking in the report is any theory of the prs‘scuces
recommended. If it wants comparative literature departments to give up
whatever forms of the teaching of literature are currently prac'ficed in favor of
ideological and cultural contextualizations and the study of literary produc-
tion, let us at least have some reference to how that can be done. Th_c_;_}_mblem
here may be that cultural studies has yet to produce a coherent body of theory.

This may he why the report contents itself with tired clichés Where-we-want

energizing definitions. When we learn that we "s‘tlmuid” engage i,n “f‘eﬂectmn
on the privileged strategies of meaning making in each discipline, fhat w;
“should be actively engaged in the comparative study of canon formation an

in reconceiving the canon,” that our departments “should play an afm'e: role
in furthering the multicultural recontextualization of Anglo-American and

. European perspectives,” all we've been given is a list of some of the common

topics djsrmgsed at MLA conventions for the last decade. What does it all
mean, i t construction gftextuality, of the university, of thelwnrld should
we be mmﬁﬁp‘mﬁ. at ki imperatwe:s are 'I.:hE’}’:
intellectual, pedagogical, institutional, ethical? An tthe rheu:mf: {I)f virtue
implicit in such imperatives quite at odds with the cultural relativism, the
situatedness of analytical perspective, preached in the report?

While the report eventually gets around to nnti_ng*.‘ “All of the abc:ve
suggests the importance of theoretically informed thinking to comparative
literature as a discipline,” one senses that it really hasn't much use for theory,
that it places its faith exclusivelyina progressive ideology and in the cumula-
tive outcomes of the practices it recommends. Now, to dﬁwnrgrai?f the studly
of literature and those forms of attention and knowled_ge which it has lra::h-
tionally implicated—including rhetoric and p-nelin:e:y—ln favor of someﬂn}ng
as undefined and unsupported as the cultural studies alluded to here strikes

/" me as being borderline suicidal. It risks replacing the study of literature with

5

e,

amateur social history, amateur sociology, and pcrr»_un_al ideology.
I have worked myself into the position of claiming that professors of
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(comparative) literature do have something to teach. Northrop Frye, in ﬂi_s_'hl:!
“Polemical Introduction™ to Anatomy of Criticism, argued that one shouldbe'\nan
able to prite a primer of the elements of literary criticism and to demonstrate

that the mental process involved in literary study “is as coherent and progres-

sive as; he study of science.”® The claim is no doubt exaggerated and, thirty-

five years later, the primer still unwritten. But the point has a general validity.

As teachers of literature, we do call on a body of lore by which we apprentice

our students to more competent reading of literature. The study of literature My
1s not in itself the acquisition of information, but it involves that: the informa- [ ‘
tion implied by poetics, rhetoric, and literary hi veticsyespecially—the ?u
understanding of gegges, of conventions, of the way a sonnet makes its argu-
ment, for instance, or of the “rules” of neoclassical tragedy—represents an
indispensable kind of lore for understanding, not the meanings of specific

/texts. but the processes by which meaning is made, the grounds for

interpretation.

“Learning literature” still works, I think, according to the ancient, un-
scientific, time-consuming process of apprenticeship: learning one’s trade at
the bench of the master craftsman. But it is not merely learning to manufac-
ture single items: there is a generalizability to the process, precisely in the lore
of poetics. T have recently argued elsewhere that Anglo-American literary
studies, from New Criticism to deconstruction, have perhaps been too exclu-
sively concerned with exegesis, with the interpretation of individual texts.
While exegesis can be contextualized in many different ways, the most imper-
ative context is that of poetics. Students need to consider, for instance, that
while Madame Bovary may be illuminated by comparison to Briquet’s and =
Brachet's medical treatises on hysteria, a novel proceeds according to certain
conventions, certain low-level rules of meaning creation, and that reading a
novel is not quite the same as reading a medical treatise. The point is obvious,

but one is aware of academic studies that put the difference of genres and
discourses at naught,

In the call for contextualizing literature by way of "ideological, cultural,
and institutional contexts,” it is helpful to remember that literature itse]fis ap
institution.” It has probably always been an institution; certainly it self-

“romstitusly became one in Renaissance Europe. And this means, amon g other
things, that writers are always responding, not only to ideological and cultural
contexts, but as well to the history and situation of the literature in which they
want to claim to be participants. An aspiring poet becomes an aspiring poet
because he or she has read some poetry by others, not simply because he or
she wants to respond to the ideological and cultural Zeitgeist. | don't, in fact,
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see th;?anyone could become a poet without having read ptiior p?;t;frc ;J;r.;
tase simply doesn’t make sense. And while the fomllal Funstramfs o ek
essay may be looser, one still can’t imagine the aspwauun_t:? wr;tr:i :::! m;g, =
without some absorption of its previous examples, The origin -:? lafn 4
Essais in a selection of citations from classical ‘aut;hual-s remalﬁua ex::mp ¥
literary apprenticeship—as does parody, 1a:1d imitation uff al_sor 5. T
The institutional history of literature is a real context for E:mrlyd i
and susceptible of creative revision, as the powerful work of : ?im]b ngg]_gc;
from the Anxiety of Influence onward, has_so well demﬂ;&tra - t;ms_ﬂﬁfn
the literary institution as context in exd_uswe f_aw::r of other con e
mormicai and puiit-is:a]—lr: to fafl to p::.rfnrm a nec::u % zn o
mediation, one that recognizes that if “literariness™ is not, as {a .
others claimed, in the nature of the literary usage of langmge. l_t is nc:ﬂ s
part of the stance of literature in the world, part of its project, ;f Lo p
institutional claim. Even the Supreme Court of the Lllnlre::l States asthjn t
stood this, in its recent decision that literary parody is not the same thing
infri f copyright.®
the IEf;rl:f;umn?:;: thef:r i;gthat teaching literat‘ure as literature a:; ::r:t f
something else—not as “one discursive practice a.mo:g m?nylimatum i
remains necessary if we are to apprentice our students to learnm: iy m;t
And it remains what we, as a professional caste, know how to tea:c ; ;1 i
to say that we should not cross all the borders we d confining, into w!

[ petence, needs to remainy
eat against a bland “interdis

i into a Cuisinart. It comes w :
T;;:T;e disciplinary boundary one comes up against no lml'lger ?:l:;s
sense—when the internal logic of thinking impels A transgression .3 .
derlines. And to the extent that this is reachI:blc at all, 1:1 ;;quires considera
iceship in the discipline that is to be transcen . .

apprgzhf:,sizat I have said seems to apply to the tcar.hu:fg of any :i:;mt -:I:
literary studies, in a French or English #epnnmmt, for 1nst:mv.:t:.‘:a : fa[he
specific to comparative literature—or is it cum_ie}-nncr‘j to be ;:f:ha i
undefinable? 1 think the answer to this question is :mp}mit inw : ve o
so far: com i izht best conceive of itself as that place tha

provides the most probing and self-conscious reflection on what it means to
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study literature, It could be—and it often is—the place where paeti \qm-

Often is—the department where {theory receives the greatest attention.
Theory is in this understanding bo dl comparative literature can do
better than other departments because it is open to and compelent in theoret-
ical work produced in other languages and cultures, and what holds the
diverse endeavors of comparatists together. Theory is the lingua franca of
comparative literature departments, sometimes the only one as students pur-
sue more and more diverse work in cultures that don’t necessarily find their
center of gravity in the Latin West. The argument for the centrality of theoryis
notan attempt to impose one central theory. It is rather an argument for self-
caqsgi i ' ite may be and what it
may mean to study it. The opportunity, and the burden, of comparative
13 es partly in the fact that it cannot take refuge in national traditions
and their definitions of the features pertinent to construct literary theory and
history, that it must always find them not good enough. The centrality of
theory to comparative literature does not in itself argue against the “cultural
studies” model implicitly favored in the ACLA report, and in fact the incor-
poration of the cultural studies impulse within comparative literature depart-
ments seems to be under way in many institutions. The question in some
institutions at present appears to be whether comparative If t 5
ClTOTal STUdies of rather gets swallowed by it. Devourment in either direction
WoUld seem to me a mistake. I would prefer to think of com parative literature
as providing a viable interlocutor to cultural studies, one that insists that
contextualizations of literature m 3 eological and cultural terms remain
aware of literature’s institutional definitions and of the uses of poetics and
rhetoric in understanding the ways in which literature creates meanings that
both resemble and differ from those produced in other discourses.

As Michael Riffaterre elegantly argues in his essay for this volume, if
cultural studies urge us ever to contextualize, literary studies also of necessity
include a moment of decontextualization, “for a text can be said to be literary
when it survives the extinction of the issues, the vanishing of the causes, and
the memory of the circumstances to which that text responded.” To say this

ric, and the history of literature are m&:h attended to. It could be-—and

the study of literature always involves a special form of attention to the
structure and texture of the text which s ofen elided in other forms of

need not entail the isolation of “high art” on a pedestal. It argues rather that g

StudiesareTeaders, in the strong sense inculcated by all the viable movements
in literary study of our time, from New Criticism to poststructuralism

cultiralanalysis. ] have yet to be convinced that most practitioners of cultural )
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Ear from believing with the ACLA report that ’

no longer adequately describe

|

dialogic interaction with ot

iterature must very much

thinks about the institutional
study, one feel thatits strength is allied to its vulnerability. The extent to which

it refuses definition, the extent

intersecting discourses about

A

L]

discourses, makes it tempting for many,
conceive it as a kind of pmnium-gatherum ©
ave no other home. Thus university administrators

practices that b
found comparative literature
subjects, from marginalized |

wanted to submerge comparative 1
entity. It is not to retreat to older definitions of
that our field needs to maintain some SeTS

discipliney or

T TTOTE Tomerete TErms,

ment finds its specificity and

faceted address to the question tis li
dv literature? This question ¢

stu
Sure, bul [ am convinced 1t ou

resurface. Two years ago, | took o
seminar for first-year graduate students in comparative |

department. This was a course inaugurated by
(Wellek was the first professor of comparative literature at
1947) and for many years the crucial

comparatists produced onn

decadence, no doubt for the lack of some
edge and capacity for encyclopaedic organization,
eration of critical schools and isms had made it diffic
£ criticism and theory. I decided to reorganize the

magisterial conspectus 0
seminar under the title “E
especially on the place of 1

cultural institutions, including,

history of literary studies at

own—limitations, came from the opportun

~ talk about the strange ente

our object of study,” 1 would hence

future of comparative literature as

‘the term ‘literature’ may

urge that

remain our focus, while by no means restricting its

her discourses and its various contexts, When one

a field of

to which it conceives itself as the center of
literature, and the place of the theory of these
both inside and gutside the field, to
f those humanities subjects and

have often

a flag of convenience for small and homeless
anguages to odd bits of theory. Or else they've

£ Ve nc izatio ip

I believe that comparative literature
its raison d’étre in an ever-renewed

iterature in some larger interdisciplinary
comparative literature to argue
of identity, not perhaps as a

as it is

at the mo-
and multi-

s it mean to

anniot always be explicit in our teaching, to be
ght never to be far away, always ready to
1 the teaching of the required introductory
iterature in our
René Wellek in the late 19408
Yale, appointed in
initiation of some of the most notable

ative ground. Recently, the course had fallen into

one with Wellek's range of knowl-
but also because the prolif-
ult to perform any sort of

ducation and Cultural Transmission,” focusing

iterature and its teaching in cultural
in the final weeks of the seminar, the recent

Yale. The value of the semninar, for all
ity it gave students

rprise of teaching literature.
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For it is a strange enterpri
L prise, one that is never wh
univers : wholly comfo ;
T n:t}’. We teachers of literature have little hard inf;rrm::jcr:::l't e
EVEN i
St v vl v b ntingof s d i
; » which in part explai
relieved ; o plains why some amo
o i::i“lig“ m ':Ife_ ’_hfm ric of virtue which sometimes comes h!r:tghucsu?n e
= md ne culnvla.tmn that one is di‘mnsking pernicious dominant 1dtum!
i wﬁ:'"f::t;ngl? brave new multiculturalist millennium. I am l':ﬂ:(i;-
; , but I am convinced that the : : 4
begin wi TR e pedagogical practi i
th;:lm 2 :rrh our ]l'lSlS.[EIILt' that students learn to read ﬂ'tft th Cfanf;t ml.ut
mm::;:j T:}Jl r:m ]:ilfﬁcult task of encountering textuality. ':h::lr mppr:? che
never entirel zx“; atever contexts may be used to “explain” literalz}-re t}hm
of discourse i hP MO 1yt e e A3 .Challﬂl'lgf to othe 1: i
0N S g : T
to insist that jt I; a‘if;f:el:ls 5{'—“ dlﬂ:_”E“E- JE D R Rt lf;'::;:
& orm ot a i . ;
field in the university. ttention from that practiced in any other
1 think there is much i
; truth in Terry Eagl !
e iy ¥y Eagleton’s recent assertion—in hi
and i{mrﬁd;;&. as Wharton Professor of English at Dﬂurd—t:;:t lte v
e s studies have become a battleground, within the universi gl
. 10 5
s msiir;:t::;c tl':i_?y have taken up vital questions that uth:ti:::]
J onalization, have for th £
Eagleton: “Fo i e moment abandoned. Wri
aid happines,: ﬂ;:;f“’:r ;I:;Uh;!‘-'e questions of truth and justice, of f:egd;:
: » ave 10 4 home somewhere; i o
hilosoph . i somewhere; and if an arid] :
E[leaﬁ ¥, or ; drearily positivist sociology, are no hospitable me d};:;:hmcaj
intellect::,r]_l[h t el they will be displaced onto a criticism which is sim :fu{:h
Eagleton ailir equipped to take this strain.™ IIl equipped, to be sur Pb‘.f .
il ks:l:- notes, great moments of literary critici.sn'l tend to 1;;: ;t -
e d; P :[ ing of literature, criticism is speaking of that and more, “m T
view a“-’;’m&‘l:;ureshanrll central directians of an entire colture ”'lt i:;plng
; ing that literary criticism be und : : ol
nizes the limi ; under strain, so long as it i
strain, those ::_.S of what it can do, so long as it continues to dfai ;it:ct?:g
nolbc.:_he = I:]Sll.‘.rns, in strong acts of reading. The response to strain at
. andonment of its central enterprise but rath . e
that centrality. ather the affirmation of
For t ;
v for;e ;;T:]Hduf, literature, T seem to have worked myself around t
s “Nw:r a w;:e Famnusfy given by Benjamin Disraeli to Hpirina
right. We need apologize, never explain.” This, of course, is not e
2 th;: écad.:mjmnmm'lv to explain the strange fact that poeuy:ga‘med III;:LIte -
i c rdep;-luhhc [Drfe it didn't always have, one that many st:JPﬁm
and that studying literature i”f““dﬁmfntall}fdiﬁen;mu an
peri-
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ence from any other in the curriculum. Tt cannot be reduced tr_:r culltur?l
studies because it is fundamentally other, resisting ful‘l mntﬂtuaflfa:;z?nm
ather discourses, demanding different forms of attention, even of kn £

But apologies are not in order.
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r the notes to this essay, | discovered that the Dream nf:l}e
*Comparing the Literature, in
Press, 1972), 75—76. Levins
an interesting displace-
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IN THE NAME OF
COMPARATIVE LITERATURE

REY CHOW

If “literature” alone constituted the discipline of comparative literature,
then we would have to ask why there ought to be “comparative” literature at
all—why don't we simply have national literature departments? It seems to
me that the “comparative” in comparative literature is equally, if not more,
crucial a factor in considering the future of comparative literature: exactly
what constitutes “comparison”—what kinds of relations, critical formations;
analytical perspectives are relevant? More than the word literature, it 15 the

- ThETEsT i “comparative . which has allowed the practitioners of comparative

literature to distinguish their work from that done within strictly national and
national-linguistic boundaries and to say, with some rigor, that comparative
literature is not simply a matter of adding/juxtaposing one national literature
to another so that its existence is simply—as many of comparative literature’s
hostile opponents in national literature departments would charge—
redundant and superfluous.

I am entitling my response to the 1993 Report on Standards by the ACLA
committee “In the Name of Comparative Literature” in order to highlight a
couple of preliminary considerations. First is the fact that, in a manner
beyond the control of those who have strong feelings about what comparative
literature is and is not, all kinds of claims are being made and all kinds of
practices flourish in its name. CompLit in this first instance signals prestige,
cosmapolitanism, and power—besides having the respectability of a long-
established discipline, it is also a kind of “classy” designer label, like Armani,
Dior, Givenchy, St. Laurent, and so fordt WHich many want to display.
Second, however, precisely because comparative literature is simply a name, it
must be subject to change. As a name and as a discipline, comparative litera-
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ture should insist on its own permanence only if that _pcr¥nanence is accom-
panied by mntinualls:elf_-gi,tjc.ism. The currently constitutive features of com-
parative literature can as easily be manipulated to consolidate repressive
cultural interests as they can be used to open up new intellectual avenues. This
fundamental ambivalence of the name and the discipline means that Comp-
Lit will always remain institutionally controversial, appealing to astute ad
ministrators as an opportunity for fostering quality intellectual leadrerfshl‘p in
their organizations, but threatening those who lack 51:1::11 huxeaucraur: !n.‘mght
and courage. The following remarks are made in the light of these preliminary

considerations.

Comparative Literature and “Eurocentrism

I fully agree with the report’s recommendation that languages N.!d litera-
tures other than the ones traditionally sponsored by comparative literature
departments and programs—n amely, English. IFtench, and Gm:man —':EE
more widely and routinely taught. At the same time, to someone like mys
who has worked with non-European languages and literatures, this slulggefted
“othering” of the curriculum is precisely the problem, not bcc:l;mse it is diffi-
cult to initiate the teaching of these “other” languages a_nd literatures, but
because the teaching of, say, Arabic, Hindi, Japanese, C.h'“?“' and so t'on:.h
already has an institutional history in this country wluch‘ is rfully Ilmred in
practices, habits, and biases and which is fully peop!ed. with intentions. I_n—
stead of being a blank space ready to be adopted or assimilated by comparative
literature, non-Western language and literature programs have been sites of
production of knowledge which function alongside United States State De-
partment policies vis-3-vis the particular nations and_cultures mnu:rped—

such as the former Soviet Union, East Asia, South Asia, S.nurt.’ncast ﬁ:s:m thi
Middle East, Eastern Europe, Africa. The problems that exist in these 1uther
programs, which are at times organized under the rubric of area S}ufi!Es,.'&rE
familiar to most who understand the basic arguments of Edward Said’s Orien-
talism, first published nearly twenty years ago. \

Even though many pedagogues of non-Western languages and literatures
tend to make, with good justification, strong objections to thf.- Eurncmmrsm
of comparative literature, as far as T can tell their own practices an_d !J.ellefs
often fall strictly within the parameters of the same Eurocentrism. It 1s simply
that they practice Eurocentrism in the name of the other, the local, and the

cultu mu}.' e:meptinnal,

*
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Of all the prominent features of Eurocentrism, the one that stands out in

the context of the university is the conception of culture as based on the
madern European notion of the nation-state. In this light, comparative litera-
ture has been rightly criticized for having concentrated on the literatures of a
?’ew strong nation-states in modern Europe, But the problem does not go away
if we simply substitute India, China, and Japan for England, France, and
Germany. To this day we still witness publications that bear titles such as
“comparative approaches to masterpieces of Asian literature” which adopt
precisely this Eurocentric, nation-oriented model of literature i the name of

the other. In such instances, the concept of literature is strictly subordinated to

a social Darwinian i@derﬂandi@%anﬂ

to “master” nations and “master” cultures. With India, China, and Tapan

being h;m?s_rcpresenta tive of Asia, cultures of lesser prominence in Western

reception such as Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, Tibet, and others simply fall by the
wayside—as marginalized “others” to the “other” that is the “great” Asian
civilizations.

The critique of Eurocentrism, if it is to be thorough and fundamental,
cannot take place at the level of r i texts with another set of
texts—nat.even if the former meﬁmﬁfmgn.
or Latin American. Rather, it must question the very assumption that nation-
states with national languages are the only possible cultural formations that
produce “literature” that is worth examining. Otherwise we will simply see, as
we have already been seeing, the old Eurocentric models of language and ;
literature study being reproduce®ad infinitum in non-European language =
and literature pedagogy. The active disabling of such reproduction of
l‘furucenrrism-in—the-name-uf—the—ather should, I think, be one of compara-
tive literature’s foremost tasks in the future.

Multilingualism and Multiculturalism

I very much agree with the merit of enforcing a multilingual discipline
and especially with Mary Louise Pratt’s suggestion in “Comparative Literature
and Global Citizenship” that we should desist from thinking of non-English
languages as “foreign” languages. Once again, however, I do not think that the
cultivation of multilingualism and multiculturalism alone would solve the
pmhdlems faced by comparative literature simply because multilingualism and

: art of comparative literature’s constitutive, dis-

wi@(

ciplinary features.
e ———
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To begin with, I am not particularly worried about the “monalingual-
ism” of our future world simply because multilingualism is clearly already
ﬁ part of the life of the elite classes across the globe today—and where there is
power and money, there will be continuity. The children of these elite classes,
whether they happen to be living in Geneva, Tokyo, New Delhi, Hong Kong,
or Palo Alto, are being brought up in at least two or three languages. In the
case of those growing up in Asian metropolises, the combination would
usually involve English, French, or German, plus the so-called mother tongue,
whatever it happens to be. Almost all such children would eventually find
their way to privileged institutions of higher education, such as those in the
United States.
In itself, multilingualism has always been part of a humanistic view of
intellectual culture which can as easily serve the agenda of reactionary politics
@ as it can serve progressive ones. Think, for instance, of the Jesuit and the
Mormon establishments, the intelligence networks, and the diplomatic circles
of the world, which, well before enlightened comparatists, knew of the need to
master non-Western as well as Western languages in order to indoctrinate, to
police information, and to conduct political exchange. Alternatively, multi-
lingualism can also serve as an ally and accomplice to white liberalism. As
Armani, Dior, Givenchy, St. Laurent, and their like are incorporating exotic
fabrics and styles from non-European cultures into their prestigious fashion
inventories, so the liberalist sectors of the North American academy, too, are

' 51y advocating the need for other languages and literatures to appear in our
@ curricula, our journals, our professional meetings. But in the liberalist in-

ce, tilingualism is ultimately simply an alibi: the charitable “open-
55" to"gut]lw;?lmﬁtl cultures often goes hand in hand with an utter
orance of and indi histor mstnctions
among tures” and “pepples of color.” If reactionary politics uses
nmﬁﬁﬁﬁdmtrinaﬁun and surveillance, then white
liberalism, in a more benign guise, uses multilingualism for embellishment
and amusement, for a mere change of décors.

My point is that we should not let the euphoria of oppaositional thinking
lure us into assuming that, by positing a multilingual, other-culture—oriented
approach to comparative literature and by making the gesture of welcoming
non-Western cultures and civilizations into our curricula, we are going to
make real changes—when, already, in myriad forms for an extended period
of time, the very disciplinary structures that we seek to challenge have been

firmly established in the pedagogical practices related to non-Western lan-
guages and literatures, when “qualifications” and “expertise” in so-called
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'.jﬂ“.rr cultures have been used as the means to legitimate entirely conservative

i _:matutinnal practices in hiring, tenuring, promotion, reviewing, and pub-

lishing, as well as in teaching. We need to remember that there has been a -

complicated history in the West of the study of non-Western, non-European ?
languages; our Eurocentric multilingual comparatists have always had their

counterparts in the great Orientalists, Sinologists, Indologists, and so forth, .

In brief, being multilingual does not necessarily free one from bigotry. A -I(-:ll 2

Wﬂtﬂin\gualism that was “Eurocentric” before could easily inwr];orate with-
in it the dimensions of non-European languages without coming to terms
with the Eurocentrism of its notions of language and knowledge. Because of
this, the sheer enforcement of multilingualism cannot ensure that we educate
our students about the power structures, hierarchies, and discriminations
that work as much in the “others” as in “us.”

. I belabor the rather obvious points about the nation-state and multi-
lingualism/multiculturalism because T think they represent the most en-
trenched intersections between comparative literature and national literature
programs. National language and literature programs represent “local” ver-
s:iolns of the problems that are equally shared by comparative literature in the
guise of internationalism and cosmopolitanism. The problems of compara-
tive literature—its “Eurocentrism” and its false claim to “universalism "—can
therefore not be solved simply by strengthening the local versions of the same
problems, nor by simply adding emphases to the study of non-European
languages and cultures as if such study did not already have a fully implicated
and complicit role in the history of the teaching of the humanities in the West,

kil

“Theory” and the Evolvi

. Comparative literature has traditionally been th place where “theory” is
investigated. While the bashing of theory continuesVit is certain that theory
has won the battle even among those who malign it but who nonetheless use
it to dress up their inquiries. It should be pointed out that when theory
or “Western theory” is demonized and attacked, the real target (usually un-
comprehended by those parroting theory-bashing banalities in order to be
safely politically correct) is deconstruction and poststructuralist theory—
namely, the kind of theory, officially dating from the France of the 1960s but
traceable to elsewhere and earlier periods, which questions the logocentric
b:_lses of humanistic culture in the West—whereas the continual adoption of
nineteenth-century European historiographic methods (in the form of intel-
lectual histories, literary histories, or histories of ideas) or twentieth-century
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Anglo-American New Criticism (in the form of close readings of prose and
poetry) is usually assumed to be natural rather than “Western.” Against

construction and poststructuralism as such, deeply ingrained humanistic
and historiographic versions of culture, themselves equally Western, are often
mounted in the name of the other.

This is not the place to launch yet another full-fledged debate about
deconstruction and poststructuralism, but it is worth arguing that one of the
strongest justifications for studying the non-West has to do precisely with the
fundamental questioning of the limits of Western discourse which is charac-

teristic of deconstruction and poststructuralist theory. The questioning of the
sign as such leads logically to the opening up of the study of other signs and

q other systems of significations, other dtsciptimess other sexualities, other eth-

L4

nicities, other cultures, Thus, against the arguments of many, I would say that
deconstruction and poststructuralist theory have very close ties with cultural
studies, gender studies, gay and lesbian studies, and ethnic studies, in that the
investigations of disciplines, class, race, gender, ethnicity, and so forth, how-
ever empirical, must always already contain within them the implicit theoreti-
cal understanding of the need to critique hegemonic signs and sign systems
from without as well as from within. This kind of theoretical direction is the
one in which I would like to see comparative literature continue.

Several aspects of this theoretical direction could be specified briefly as

follows:

1. How to approach the version of Eurocentrism that is the passion
for the nation-state? — ho Ay Lk

Instead of reconsolidating the boundaries of nationd t‘ﬂrg:g?\?he study of
national languages and literatures, comparative literature should remain the
place where theory is used to put the very concept of the nation in crisis, and
with that, the concept of the nation as the origin of a particular literature, Let
me cite here the recent work by Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse,
The Imaginary Puritam: Literature, Intellectual Labor, and the Origins of Per-
sonial Life (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1992), as
an example of what [ think an alternative kind of comparative literature might
look like. Explicitly, Armstrong and Tennenhouse's book is about a particular
European national literature—English—in its historical formation. The the-
oretically path-breaking achievement of the book, however, stems from the
remarkable manner in which they demonstrate how the “origins” of this
literature in fact lie outside the boundaries of the English nation, in the
popular and debased literature produced about and in the North American
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:r:jz:fs. Pinglish;itemr}r “classics” and “masterpieces” such as Samuyel Rich
115 Famea, for instance, could now be saidto h ir “origi :
or _ ) ave their “origins” in t
v:ar::iwn}:f narratives s_th as that of Mary Rowlandson, a rypegnf lircraI:E
r 't;lftli.}n which originated not in the fens but in the American ® ild :
ness,” among “savages,” Sisal
Mm'sl"thmugh aa s;phjsti-;ated use of poststructuralism’s radical implications
Tong and lennenhouse offer a kind of i i 1
: _ omparative reading between
;?;I:ui:ﬁ;rtn; types of i!teralure. areading that (a) challenges the facredness
;mpe,ial? ;D 'E:-}' show:fr;i nation” and “nationalism” 1o be products of
St, puritanicist fantasies, (b) overturns the eliti
: ! % e elitist, Eurocentri
sumption that (print) “culture” flo ; e
. ws only from Europe to its coloni
Not vice versa, and (c} problematizes i e
. at once the hierarchical mod
national language, masterpj s ot
: rpiece, and cultural “original™/translati i
crucial to the study of com ive li y RS ol
: Parative literature. Most im i
il ok : portant of all, while
; perspective of one European litera diti
one “national language,” Armstron s
one “nation R g and Tennenhouse nonethel
In reinscribing the differences of English “nat: Vi
nglish “national literature” from withi
supplementing its glorious image as the d i it
_ epository of England’
s Lo _ 5 treasured
i :.E;Jal ;ulturc_- —-an image that to this day continues to be pedagogically
.ate arlound the world—with one that reveals it to be a prod f
England’s own imperialism, e
Al et ;
i r::i]:reu;‘_etic.ﬂ model, The In?ugmar}' Puritan thus makes it possible for
_— ;,:k literature to forlm significant connections with postcolonial
oy ing an en_nrclly different kind of question about national litera-
: OW is national literature, like class and gender i
formation of subjectivity?” bug * ; S
ut “how does national i ici i
the histories of colonialism and i iali B s el
: Imperialism precisely as widely distri
habits of writing and reading?” This Li } il
ing?” This kind of questio uld i
only the classics of the Euro s g
1 _ Pean canons, in English, French,
ish, Ttalian, Latin, and Greek, b . S iong
' : » but also the “masterpieces” of Chi
India, Arabia, Persia, Russia e o
) ! ! » and so forth would have to b
rethought. Comparative literatur e
s e would no longer be a mechanjstic ;
position of different national literat i e s
iti ures in the form of i irati
societies but would be actively engaged in the Sz

designs, narratives, and print cultures. FWM of imperialist
2. How to approach the issue of mu ﬁkg(ismf

ra:ﬁi}!: the mrgimlan!:l c.'f multiple languages should remain one of com-
parative literature’s disciplinary concerns, it should also be possible for stu-
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dents who do not necessarily have a deep knowledge of languages other their
native ones to be introduced to comparative literature through the study of
poststructuralist theory, simply because one of the key pedagogical aims of
poststructuralist theory is the scrutiny of language itself. In the case of North
America, where many students have English as their first language, this is
crucial because of the multiple languages and cultural enclaves that already
exist within English— precisely owing to the “international” history of British
and American imperialism. Instead of asking our students to learn Arabic or
Chinese in place of the more traditionally revered French or German, what
about asking them to study black English, English as used by writers in British
India, or English as used by present-day Latin American and Asian American
authors? The many different types of postcolonial writings which continue to
be produced in the “single” language of English or French should require us
to rethink comparative literature’s traditional language requirements, so that,
in principle at least, it should be possible for some students to do work in
comparative literature using one language (even though [ very much doubt
that that would ever be the case). Similarly, the issues involved in women's
literature, gay and lesbian literature, ethnic literature, and so forth so far
exceed the boundaries of the nation and national language that they demand
to be studied with newer conceptual methods.
In other words, just as multilingualism does not necessarily prevent one
| from becoming an intellectual bigot, so monolingualism does not have to
mean that one's mind is closed. Instead of having students add on languages
without ever questioning the premise of language-as-power, we could also,
within comparative literature, teach students how to be comparative within
“single” languages. To this may be added the point that, as Mary Louise Pratt
writes, often, precisely in multicultural contexts, (English) translations are
the only possible texts to use, simply because many languages, even when they
are from the same geographical area, do not share common linguistic bases in
the manner typical of European languages.

3. What about comparative literature’s relation with “cultural studies"?

The increasing sense of annoyance, anxiety, and threat felt by some
comparatists toward cultural studies is a sign that comparative literature’s
own identity is a shifting one. This is not at all a bad thing. As Wlad Godzich
argues in his essay “Emergent Literature and the Field of Comparative Litera-
ture,” the field of comparative literature—that is, what constitutes its
“identity”—is the very problematic of “field” itself.! Rather than being the
cause for worry, then, I think the at times blurry distinction between compar-
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ative literature and cultural studies offers a good apportunity for compararive
literature to rethink and restrategize itself,

If one strong criticism of cultural studies from comparatists is that cul-
tural studies tends to be empiricist and monolingual, then wouldn’t it be in
comparative literature’s interest to confront this problem head on—not by
denouncing cultural studies tout court but rather by seizing the opportunity 'ﬁi" §
and making the rich array of cul investigated under the
rubric of cultural studies part of comparative literature’s theoretical and i
multﬂmgual% A )

To do this, comparative literature would need to extend its traditiu'rll'a] S
attention to the materiality of verbal language into an equally meticulous X e ;
examination of the notion of the “medium.” I usé the word medium herein its
basic sense of ametricm, and transmission (of cultural .
information) and not in &bwzeﬁnmf‘mm:d it in more N'{'tr
contemporary popular usage. In the age of hypertext, when electronic vir- -
tuality and speed technologies mean that even rare, faraway inscriptions
made in vastly different media can be made available at our fingertips, our
notions of the medium (and consequently of research, knowledge, and
knowledge dissemination) are undergoing such vast chan ges that it would be
inconceivable simply to proceed with our study of word-based texts in a
manner that is unengaged with such changes. At the same time, once we think
in terms of the medium, we must ask anew the questions “what is literature?”
ai;w"’}?tismg?” As Friedrich Kittler argues in a recent essay, in the
“postmodern Tower of Babel” where “ordinary” language encounters the
programming languages of the microprocessor, “We simply do not know
what our writing does.”?

In taking into consideration the evolving concept of the medium, we
would be returning the word literature to an openness that was there before it
became disciplined into the particular "body” that it has had in the past few
hundred years in the West—to an alternative space and time when “litera-
ture” simply referred to materials relying on the medium of the printed word,
This earlier notion of “literature” offers, in the postmodern age, the advan-
tage of challenging the chronologically recent and much more narrow notion
of “literature” which persists in many’s understanding of comparative litera-
ture today,

Instead of simply resisting or discrediting cultural studies, therefore,
comparative literature could borrow from cultural studies by way of opening
itself to the study of media other than the word-based literary or philosophi-
cal text. To bring literature into crisis through the concept of “media” does
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_ not mean, necessarily, literature’s demise. Perhaps, precisely in the name of
i comparative literature, a new discipline would emerge in which the study of
literature is relativized not along lines of nations and national languages but,
more rigorously, along lines of aesthetic media, si and discourse
petworks? Perhaps that name itsellwould eventually transform into an other,

1'! (‘;’9‘ such as comparative media?
P
§ il T
Notes

£5 1. In The Comparative Perspective on Literature: Approaches to Theory and Practice,
FH e ed, Koelb and Susan Noakes (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988}, 18—36.
5 ' iedrich Kittler, “There 1s No Software,” Stanford Literature Review g, no. 1
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COMPARATIVE LITERATURE
ON THE FEMINIST EDGE

MARGARET R, HIGONNET

Humanity, Jean Paul Richter once suggested, is “the great dash in the
book of nature,™ Comparatists in turn Play the role of a hyphen in the world
of humanities, Shuttling between languages, cultures, arts, or discourses

o e - +
marks the condition of a comparatist. As indispensable as a suture in an
operation, the comparatist works at the edge of the matter, The edge I want to
address here is that where com arative literature meets feminist criticismy,

Like comparatists, feminist critics have stressed the reexamination a@
criti aries. To be sure, feminists tend to focus on e cultural con-
“Struction-of genderrwhereas comparatists traditionally have focus

ed on genre
or period conventions and on the transnational movement of forms. While
comparatists have identified fences that organize national literary study in
order to leap over them, feminists have danced in the minefields of the
margins.?

Gender, feminist critics point out, is one of the categories that organize (:”
literary production and reception. This social variable draws lines within |
literary institutions; it encodes voices as masculine o feminine and separates |
generic spheres such as the male and female bildungsroman or diverging |
currents within modernism. At the same time, like racial or class demarea- '
tions, gender divisions cross national boundaries and assume new definition
and value in each culture. Gender studies, in short, should be comparative, 3
The affiliations and telling distances between the two modes of analysis
scemed to me so rich that I undertook several years ago to edit a volume,
Borderwork, which would explore the space of the hyphen in comparative-
feminist, while acknowledging the contested identities of both modes.?

Of course, every analytical discipline engages some type of comparison.
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Just what kind of comparison is the question. Without a category of inclusion,
we cannot begin to locate historical change or cultural specificity. Each cate-
gory of inclusion, however, implies the exclusions that characterize a disci-
pline’s strengths and weaknesses. There are many ways to slice a cake, but if
you make a horizontal cut near the top, one person will get all the icing.
Feminists have often focused exclusively on differences of gender, while com-
paratists have focused on national or linguistic identity as a primary locus of
difference. As Diana Fuss argues, a problem arises at the point “when the
central category of difference under consideration blinds us to other modes of
difference and implicitly delegitimates them.™

The issue of locating the defining categories of comparative literature has
triggered much of the debate over the Bernheimer report. When we try to
delimit our field, we run into difficulty because the kinds of tasks which
comparatists set themselves involve precisely the testing of conceptual bound-
aries. In the context of genre theory, Derrida has argued that the particular
member of a set always undoes the set: “With the inevitable dividing of the
trait that marks membership, the boundary of the set comes to form, by
invagination, an internal pocket larger than the whole.”® Theory, insofar as it
seeks out the border case, tends to undo its own generalizing goals. Further,
because comparative literature crosses the boundaries set by other disciplines,
skeptics outside the field find that a degree in comparative literature widens,
as Veblen put it, “the candidate’s field of ignorance.”s

Part of the condition of a comparatist is groductive jety, or what
Ulrich Weisstein once suggested is the “permanen g of crisis in the
field.” The problem of self-definition has become all the more troubling in the —

“nifeties, as the construction of englobing theories has come under attack.
The ideal of a universalist schema to encompass variations in periodization,
maps of genres, and the definition of national literatures has come to seem a
will-o'-the-wisp. A wide spectrum of comparatists, as the Bernheimer report
points out, now use methods borrowed from cultural studies, new histori-
cism, feminism, or subaltern studies as they gravitate to localized and histori-
cized models of cultural production,

In recent years many feminist critics have likewise sought to maove be-
yond theoretical and historical claims whose universalism masked particular-
ist assumptions, whether national, class bound, or tacitly racial. The stimulus
for self-criticism came from various quarters: from African American “*wom-
anist” work, from subaltern studies, and from Marxist-feminist critiques.
These critiques have pushed feminists, first, from women's studies toward

COMPARATIVE LITERATURE ON THE FEMINIST EDGE
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cross-cultural gender studies, and second, from a generalizing but basically
national literary study toward historically anchored comparative analyses,

The new directions in feminist criticism are by no means identical with
the study of marginalized literatures or of the contact zones within rmuli-
cultural societies. But these subjects have held a special place within ferninist
criticism as points of comparison and contrast in the development of theory.
Thus the subversive strategies of American women’s humor are in some ways
analogous to those in the African American literary tradition; a juxtaposition
of the two foregrounds elements that are specific to women's cross-class
culture or specific to the African diaspora.

One of the primary tasks of feminist criticism has been to interrogate the
problematic assumption of a “female” identity in literary representations.
The construction of feminist theories on the inscription of the body, whether
through paradigmatic scenes of rape, slavery, or excision, needs to be brought
into perspective through cross-cultural analysis. Since language constructs
the categories of sex, as Judith Butler argues, a comparative analysis of lin-
guistically inscribed sexuality is in order.®

Covertly essentialist thinking infects even feminist critiques of essential-
ism, including attempts to acknowledge cultural differences. Trinh T. Minh-
ha eloquently questions the postulate that difference is “uniqueness or special
identity.” Rather, she suggests, such “limiting and deceiving” concepts lead at
best to a romantic exoticism, an ethnographic projection of a coherent cultur-
al subject. Feminist theory, she proposes, should dismantle the very notion of
identity.? Similarly, Rey Chow has challenged the well-intentioned exoticizing
of the voice of the other, the projection of a monolithically different Third
World Woman. “To my mind, it is when the West’s ‘other women’ are pre-
scribed their ‘own’ national and ethnic identity in this way that they are most
excluded from having a claim to the reality of their existence.”*® To presume
the primary import of national or ethnic difference both denies today’s world
economy in its cultural manifestations and shapes a reductive politics of
identity. The import of these questions for comparative work is undeniable,

Nonetheless, we cannot yet celebrate a happy marriage between compar-
ative literature as a discipline and feminist forms of critical practice. Histori-
cally, comparative literature took institutional shape in an age of formalist
criticism; feminist theory flourished in the heat and politics of the civil rights
movement. While feminist criticism has fused disciplines such as history,
epistemology, linguistics, and anthropology, comparatists continue to debate
the merits of interdisciplinary study as against “intrinsic” literary study. Lin-
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guistic skills have been considered the sine qua non of comparative literature.
By contrast, many feminists are either monolingual or make little use of their
linguistic skills in their critical analyses.

Not gnly does their interdisciplinary work make many feminist critics
today difficult to locate within comparative literature as an academic disci-
pline, but earlier feminist writers who explicitly located themselves at the
intersection of literary traditions have also failed to attract comparative study.

& have devoted a body ol inquiry to Goethe and not to Mme de Staél, even
though her De la littérature and De I'Allernagne are among the founding texts
of comparative literature. Similarly, comparatists have been drawn to media-
tors among cultures, such as Kafka or Rilke, rather than to Isabelle de Char-
ri¢re, an eighteenth-century Dutchwoman who lived in Switzerland, wrote in
French, transiated from English (like Jane Austen she gave a distinctively
feminist twist to narrative conventions), and published not only fiction but

operas.

The omission of broad ranges of literature from comparative consider-
ation was a clear symptom that something was wrong with comparative
paradigms. Already in 1975, the Greene report acknowledged that the older
“comfortable European perspectives” were “parochial.” What once seemed a
blessing—the fact that readings and courses focused on recognized peaks of
the literary landscape—has long since come to seem problematic. Whereas
Wellek and Warren catlier argued on behalf of “intrinsically” literary rather
than political norms of periodization, historians and critics alike are reex-
amining the politics of ostensibly neutral literary norms. They ask whether
women indeed had a renaissance, a romantic movement, or @ modernism of
their own. Did they live the moment to another pulse and record it in a
counterlanguage not taught in the schools of men?!!

Yet where national literature departments have been redrawing their
reading lists in order to incorporate Charriére, George Sand, Aphra Behn,

Fanny Burney, Harriet Jacobs, Hedwig Dohm, or Emilia Pardo Bazan, disci-~ :

plinary requirements and professional journals in the comparative field have
been driven by the goal of coverage toward the continuing mapping of
“masterpieces.”

In this context of misrecognitions and omissions, the Bernheimer report,
with its endorsement of gender analysis, feminist and postcolonial theory,
and cross-cultural topics, has found a warm welcome from many of my
colleagues, especially those who have collaborated with me on Borderwork,
One reaction was: “At last T recognized myself”

But what kind of self can one attribute to a comparative-feminist? Not
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surprisingly, the problem of the critic’s identity has generated vigorous femi-
nist debate. Some have laid claim to the territory of gynocriticism, or the
study of women's writing, on the basis of lived experience as women and have
contested the intrusions of cross-dressing Tootsies. Others, today I think the
majority, reject the imposition of a female ghetto defined by identity politics
in the realm of critical imagination. They likewise reject the automatic as-
sumption (latent in job advertisements) that a critic who comes from an
ethnic minority would prefer to focus on the literature of that minerity rather
than other topics. They ask how the several hats worn by the critic as feminist,
and at the same time as Arabist, deconstructionist, bisexual, or new histori-
cist, can be turned to profit: how might self-conscious labeling, especially the
splitting or multiplication of labels, serve critical analysis?

This affirmation of the multiple ideclogically colored positions a critic
occupies stands in sharp contrast to the goal of neutral formalism which once
defined comparative literature. Gayatri Spivak, for example, writes about
herself in the third person using a hyphenated label, Marxist-feminist-
deconstructionist, and wittily subverts the reader’s expectations as well as her
own apparent argument by changing her implied position in mid-essay.!? Her
strategy of interruption opens a gap to force the reader into the metacritical
work of comparative interpretation.

Like Spivak, one can script a critical role that plays feminist concerns
against comparative ones in order to observe their mutual contest and shift-
ing boundaries, Here, then, I would like to pick up a few of the renovations in
the house of comparative literature proposed by the Bernheimer report and
to ask how they look when viewed by one feminist. Nation, translation, and
language are the most important of these changing concepts; indeed, all three
concepts cast up questions of language for our consideration. ‘

The report addresses the foundational concept of national identity indi-
rectly, through guestions of language and multiculturalism. Thus, it proposes
shifting attention from international differences to differences within nation-
al cultures which are determined by factors such as gender, ethnicity, or
political status which might be reflected in differences of language. It also
proposes that we acknowledge the interest of many comparatists in inter-
disciplinary area studies.

Certainly, I would agree that the concept of nationality within compara-
tive practice needs to be pressed for deeper insights about the intersection of
nationalisms and sexualities. Homogenizing visions of national identity con-
struct “horizontal” imagined communities that elide or ghettoize sexual,

ethnic, and racial difference.!? While the nation and especially the land are
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often symbolized by a female figure, citizenship has typically been represented
as masculine. The "foundational fictions” that emerged in Latin American
literature at the moment of independence, Doris Sommer has argued, marry
these two figures of the representative citizen and the land. By eroticizing the
traversal of racial lines, these fictions seek to symbolically transcend racial and
regional conflicts over citizenship and political power which broke out at
independence. The resulting romance plots allegorize the possibility of nation
building by wedding the protagonist as a leader to a figurative representative
of the land and its indigenous peoples.!

Such literary patterns demand ironic and contestatory respanses from
minority writers. In their efforts to represent World War I, for example,
minority women writers confront a conception of national identity which
excludes them, both by gender and by race, from national service. To write
patriotically, then, can become a politically subversive act. The countertradi-
tions that emerge within the frame of a national tradition call for comparative
treatment.!®

Some of the most innovative work by feminist critics today, however, lies
not in national but in area studies. This type of department has been viewed
with suspicion by comparatists because it takes political or social science as its
center of gravity, apparently minimizing linguistic training, Yet language is
the common thread in some of the best work of this kind. Gloria Anzaldda
and the contributors to Criticism in the Borderlands stress the importance of
linguistic play in Chicana and Chicano literature. Debra Castillo wittily fore-
grounds women’s kitchen talk in her study of Latin American women’s writ-
ing. And Regina Harrison’s prizewinning study of Quechua women's oral
poetry brilliantly crosses disciplines as well as national boundaries to explicate
connections between agriculture, spirituality, and verbal arts. 16

The importance of language to comparatists’ self-definition seems clear
from the controversy elicited by the Bernheimer report’s pragmatic com-
ments on the utility of translation in the classroom. The limitations of our
own linguistic training and the accidents of our students’ diverse linguistic
abilities push us toward work in translation; even a graduate seminar must
often order books both in the original languages and in English.

Nonetheless, we should note that reliance upon translations ironically
can have a conservative impact, since only translations of texts believed to
have world rank and a wide audience remain in print. Genres directed to a
male audience are sometimes assumed to have a broader readership than
those directed to a female audience. Furthermore, patterns of translation
which overlook the forms of intertextuality typical of women’s culture flatten
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out texts by women. Until this year, the anly available translation DfCha;ri&re
omitted her opening ironic commentary on Samuel de Constant's Mari senzi-
mental and failed to exploit her echoes of Rousseauw’s Emile. Like bicultural
texts, women’s texts at times play with forms of humor and linguistic hy-
bridization. Predictably, the force of much women's writing gets lost in
translation. 3

Given the importance of linguistic difference as a founding concept of
comparative literature, we must rethink the gender-neutral understanding of
language which governs the field.!? Although Deborah Cameron argues that
“there is little warrant for notions of a separate women's language, or even
what used to be called a 'genderlect’ (i.e., a distinctive dialect used by one
gender),” she also argues that women historically in most cultures have suf-
fered from social disadvantages that produce specific linguistic behaviors.
Men have controlled literacy and certain elite linguistic registers.'® The latent
preference in much comparative study for “high” and “resonant” literary
forms that incorporate verbal allusions to extended written traditions, espe-
cially in dead classical languages, devalues not only dialectal forms but also
the resonance of oral and demotic patterns of allusion in writings by women
and minorities barred from education in elite literary traditions.

The usual organization of comparative study around national Sprach-
literaturen privileges the linguistic purity of a “standard™ language defined by
dominant groups. The comparatist too often overlooks the lingnistic riches to
be found in the shared tropes and codes of a gay sociolect, the resistant
hyphenated or parenthetical orthographic inventions of a feminist philoso-
pher like Mary Daly, or the literary specificities of a local or racial dialect.

Where men and women have lived in highly segregated spheres, separate
linguistic usages emerge which inflect literary production. Limit cases may be
useful here, such as that of Elisabeth Martinengou, an Ionian writer of the
mid-nineteenth century, an autodidact wha taught herself Tralian and French
in order to read the literature of the Enlightenment at a time when most other
women in her society were unlettered. Forging a demotic vocabulary in part
borrowed from her literary readings and richly informed by oral culture, she
created a clear, stripped, yet spontaneous and poetic style that made her one
of the first important writers in modern Greek 19

Or one could adduce Nu Shu, an ancient Chinese women's language
rediscovered by an anthropologist studying minorities in Hunan provinee, 20
Painted in a style called “mosquito-ant” onto fans and handmade books or
embroidered onto silk, this language has been passed down for at least a
thousand years from mothers to daughters. Nu Shu is thought to have origi-
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nated in the Sung dynasty (about A.p. 900-1279) when a young woman from
this province was sent to the imperial palace; she wrote home about her
misery in her own local script, which was unknown at the court and had been
abandoned by men at home, as they became involved in commerce and
adopted the official Han script. Historically, the language was used to permit
women to communicate with one another in secret; they used it to inscribe
female friendship pacts, to record rituals of divination, and to express the
loneliness and laments that only a mother or close friend might be permit-
ted to know. Sung aloud by one woman to another, the poems use a local
dialect known as “sitting singing” in a custom that is unique to women's
language.

Encoded verbal practices can serve to shield and unite groups in the face
of repression by dominant pelitical, racial, or sexual cultures. These verbal
strategies can be woven together in complex forms of métissage.?! Recent
work on Chicana literature stresses the importance of linguistic hybridity and
code switching to the formulation of ethnic and sexual identity at the border.
A writer like Gloria Anzaldda in fact firmly locates herself at the space of the
slash, mixing languages in defiance of state-imposed monolingualism even in
the title of her book Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza.

Code switching enables Anzaldda to suggest the multiplicity of identities
which she carries, like a turtle, on her back. As a lesbian poet, she is "half and
half—both woman and man, neither—a new gender.” For her as mestiza and
cultural critic, “es dificl differentiating between lo heredado, lo adguiride, lo
imtpuesto. She puts history through a sieve.” “To live in the borderlands,” she
writes, “means you are neither hispana india negra esparniola ni gabacha, eres
mestiza, mulata, half-breed caught in the crossfire between camps.”%2

The solution Anzaldia offers is one we can embrace here:

‘To survive the Borderlands
you must live sin fronteras
be a crossroads. (Borderlands 195)
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SPACES OF COMPARISON

FRANCOISE LIONNET

One could perhaps say that certain ideclogical conflicts animating
present-day polemics oppose the pious descendants of time to the deter-
mined inhabitants of space. . . . Our epoch is one in which space takes for
us the form of relations among sites.

—Michel Foucault, “Of Orther Spaces”

Growing up on a small island, you become intensely aware of the rest of
the world. When it is an island in the Indian Ocean whose history is com-
pletely contained within that of colonialism, your awareness of that world is
the only canvas that you have, the only mirror into which you can look. To
make sense of your insularity, you try to understand what this small place
represents and how it has figured in the Furopean languages that you speak.
You know that your identity is marked by these languages; yet you do not feel
circumscribed by them. Your sense of place is relational: you can understand
who and where you are only when you begin to see that this place, the island
on which you were born, played a role in Europe’s construction of its own
identity just as much as it helped shape the lives of the islanders.

In Mauritius, two European countries competed in different ways for the
privilege of educating and civilizing us: France and England. This allowed for
a healthy skepticism vis-3-vis the claims of universality which each culture
made in its own way. France had the upper hand culturally, England politi-
cally. We learned both French and English perfectly. But the African and
Indian bases of our Creole vernacular grounded us in a very different episte-
mology. Our identities, it seems now, were always “in process” before we knew
the word and the concept. We were all “comparatists.” Our location at the
intersection of several systems of knowledge provided a certain kind of pro-
ductive discomfort: Mauritius has a two-hundred-year literary history, maore
daily and weekly newspapers per capita than most countries, and several small
publishing houses. But the school curriculum exposed us only to the classics
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