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not mean, necessarily, literature’s demise. Perhaps, precisely in the name of
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, sign systems, and discourse
networks? Perhaps that name itself would eventually transform into an other,
such as comparative media? |

Notes
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COMPARATIVE LITERATURE,
AT LAST!

JONATHAN CULLER

“Comparative Literature at the Turn of the Century” recommends two
courses of action, each of which has a good deal to be said for it. On the one
hand, the report urges comparative literature to abandon its traditional Euro-
centrism and turn global, an injunction that seems entirely justified, both asa
reflection of contemporary cultural realities and as a response to the growing
conviction that Western cultures in the past were in fact determined in part by
their relations to non-Western others. On the other hand, the report recom-
mends that comparative literature turn from a concentration on literature to
the study of cultural productions or discourses of all sorts. This too is a course
for which a good case can be made. Scholars of literature have discovered that
their analytical skills can shed light on the structures and the functioning of
the wide range of discursive practices that form individuals and cultures; and
their contributions to the study of philosophical, psychoanalytic, political,
medical, and other discourses, not to mention conduct books, film, and
popular culture, have been so valuable that no one could wish to restrict
literature faculties to the study of literature alone. Treating literature as one
discourse among others seems an effective and commendable strategy.

Each of these turns, then, can be justified with plausible, even convincing
arguments, but the result of the two moves would be a discipline of over-
whelming scope, charged with the study of discourses and cultural produc-
tions of all sorts throughout the entire world. If one had the resources to
create a university from scratch, one could construct a large department of
comparative literature devoted to global cultural studies, but this would
doubtless provoke at least two questions: should such a department still be
called “comparative literature”? And should there be any other humanities
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departments in this university? This second question is especially pertinent: if
comparative literature did indeed cover global cultural studies, what other
departments would be needed? what sort of studies would the new compara-
tive literature exclude? Should we also have departments that study different
sorts of cultural productions on their own, without relation to others—art
history, music, film studies?—or is this sort of approach rendered obsolete by
comparative literature in its new dispensation? And should different regions
or even countries have departments devoted to their study, or should not
American literature, for example, always be studied in the comparative per-
spective that the new comparative literature represents?

As soon as one begins to think about the place that the new comparative
literature should in principle occupy, one confronts the fact that the vision the
report offers seems less a recipe for a separate discipline or department—one
among many—than a recommendation about how literary and cultural
studies of all sorts should proceed.

Since existing universities are not likely to take kindly to an imperialism
in which comparative literature departments lay claim to all existing human-
ities and social science faculty or at least to all new and replacement positions
in these domains, the recommendations of “Comparative Literature at the
Turn of the Century” call for a comprehensiveness which, in practice, depart-
ments cannot even begin to achieve. Departments of comparative literature
concretely face such questions of direction when they decide what sort of
faculty member to appoint and what students to admit; and since such
appointments and admissions are likely to be severely limited these days,
departments risk spreading themselves impossibly thin [if they adopt this
broad definition and try to do everything at once.

Such considerations might lead us to return to the fundamental fact that,
like the linguistic sign, disciplines and departments have differential identi-
ties. As Ferdinand de Saussure put it—though not with comparative litera-
ture in mind— “their most precise characteristic is to be what the others are
not” (Cours de linguistique générale, ed. Tullio de-Mauro [Paris: Payot, 1972],
162). Once upon a time, when literary study was organized according to
national literatures, comparative literature was defined differentially as the
place where the study of literature was organized by other sorts of units:
genres, periods, themes. And since the question of what sorts of units were
most @mwmnmﬁ could not be avoided, as it could be in national literature
departments, comparative literature soon became the site of literary theory,
while the national literature departments frequently resisted—or at least
resisted sorts of theory which did not emanate from their own cultural sphere.

But as the national literature departments opened themselves to theory and,
through theoretical questions, to projects that crossed national boundaries,
the identity of comparative literature became a problem. It is in this context,
where English professors may be writing about the history of the body and
German professors about modernist film, that the insistence on reading texts
in the original has come to be the distinctive, perhaps the only differentiating
feature of comparative literature. It is striking that previously, while most
comparatists did work on texts in the original, this had not been made the
- defining feature of the enterprise, and books by leading comparatists, such as
Harry Levin’s The Gates of Horn, presented their material in translation, Only
as comparative literature came to lack other differentiating features did the
insistence on work in the original languages come to seem so crucial.

Today, when national literature departments have increasingly become
sites where a wide range of cultural objects are studied—not just film and
popular culture but discourses of sexuality, conduct books, and any discourse
that contributes to the construction of cultures and individuals—the turn
from literature to other cultural productions will not help to differentiate or
define comparative literature. Indeed, to the contrary, the turn from literature
to culture makes sense for these national literature departments in a way that
it does not for comparative literature. While national or linguistic divisions
were never a particularly cogent way of organizing the study of literature—
literature has always been transnational-—they make much sense as ways of
organizing the study of cultures in general. Perhaps, finally, as German litera-
ture departments, for example, turn into German studies, taking on all the
cultural products that appear in their domain, the names of fields will repre-
sent divisions that are intellectually cogent. And as the national literature
departments turn to culture, they will leave comparative literature with a
particular role. If it resists the rush into cultural studies, comparative litera-
ture will find itself with a new identity, as the site of literary study in its
broadest dimensions—the study of literature as a transnational phenome-
non. The devolution of other fields will have left it with a distinctive and
valuable identity at last.

This does not mean, of course, that members of comparative literature
departments should be discouraged from studying literature in relation to
other discursive productions—far from it. As always, comparatists will par-
‘ticipate in the most interesting methodological and theoretical developments
in the humanities, wherever these take them. Since literature is not a natural
‘kind but a historical construct, the study of literature in relation to other
discourses is not only inevitable but necessary. But in contradistinction to the
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other departments that would now be defined by their area of focus—French
studies, American studies, Indonesian studies, or Japanese studies—and now
charged with the study of cultural productions of all sorts, comparative
literature would have as its central responsibility the study of literature, which
could be approached in the most diverse ways.

This definition of the field—comparative literature by contrast with
nationally based cultural studies—would not attempt to predict what sorts of
approaches are most likely to advance the study of literature. On the contrary,
any lively field must be animated by conflicting projects and priorities; so
studies in poetics should occur alongside and in tension with, say, the investi-
gation of contemporary world fiction as a multinational commodity, or with
the attempt to test psychoanalytic models of identification on the various
cases of Greek Qmmmm& horror films, and popular romance. And even if the
newly distinctive charge of studying literature were falsely thought to entail a
preference for more formal approaches over the more interdisciplinary, the
differential definition of a field does not, in any event, constrain the activities
of its members. To resist the recommendation of the report that departments
of comparative literature simultaneously attempt to go global and to take on
cultural productions of all kinds is not to restrict the work of individual
scholars but only to insist that the injunction to focus on cultural productions
of all sorts would not define the field of comparative literature, as it might the
new departments of area studies. |

The committee appears to suggest that comparative literature should be
redefined in order to include or make central the most interesting work being
done by people in literature departments today, who might then identify with
a newly defined comparative literature. This seems both excessively imperi-
alistic and unnecessary. Why should we redefine comparative literature so
that Charles Bernheimer’s Figures of Ill Repute—to take the latest book by the
chair of the ACLA committee—counts as a work in this field rather than in
French studies, to which it manifestly belongs? (Its subtitle is Representing
Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century France, and it studies the figure of the
prostitute in literature, painting, and sociological and medical discourses of
the period.) Let me stress that I do not want to deny Professor Bernheimer’s
credentials as a comparatist (his first book was on Flaubert and Kafka), whicl
are at least as good as my own, but only to stress that there is no need t
redefine comparative literature as comparative cultural studies so as to in
clude works that have a perfectly logical place elsewhere in the academi
scheme of things. |

Speaking as chair of a comparative literature department which, lik
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most such departments, is given few resources and
what it wants to do with them, I think that there is much to be said for
allowing the national literature departments to progress down the road to-
ward cultural studies, which is eminently logical in their cases, and for accept-
ing Em distinctive identity and important function that this |
ing literature comparatively and attempting to attend
manifestations. French literature is obviously a part of French culture, so let
French departments become departments of French studies to examine it in
.ﬁEm way; but it is also part of literature in general, and to study it as such, in all
1ts ramifications, is the task—still daunting and requiring all the resources we

can command—of comparative literature. The evolution
ments will, perhaps,

must consider carefully

eaves us: study-
to its global

of other depart-
let us become comparative literature at last.





