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Grounds for Comparison

But no sooner have they been adumbrated than all these groupings
dissolve again, for the field of identity that sustains them, however
limited it may be, is still too wide not to be unstable; and so the sick
mind continues to infinity, creating groups then dispersing them
again, heaping up diverse similarities, destroying those that seem
clearest, splitting up things that are identical, superimposing differ-
ent criteria, frenziedly beginning all over again, becoming more and
more disturbed, and tectering finally on the brink of anxiety.
~—Michel Foucault, The Order of Things

Those affiliated with comparative literature are probably familiar
with an encounter like this. At a cocktail party, a reception, or a family
dinner, someone leans over and asks what you study. “Comparative lit-
erature,” you answer, to which the interlocutor responds, “Oh, and what
cxactly do you compare?” Besides the usual discomforts of having to ex-
plain academic work, there is always a particular shock of nonrecognition
associated with the sudden spotlight on the word “compare” One might
answer the question simply enough by replying, “literatures” or “cultures,”
but one hesitates at the verb: in what sense does the act of comparing de-
sctibe what one does in this discipline? The adjectival appendage has been
a source of some consternation over the last eighty years or so. Lane Coo-
pet, who balked at using the name for the program he headed at Cornell in
the 9205, took “comparative” strictly as an attribute of the object “litera-
ture” and found it a “bogus term” that no more “sense [or] syntax than say
‘comparative potatoes, or ‘comparative husks.’”! A few decades later, René
Wellek, taking “comparative” as a characterization of the act of a practi-
tioner, or a “method of comparison,” remarked that scholars of literature
do many things besides compare (“reproduce, analyze, interpret, evoke,
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evaluate, generalize, etc.”), and advocated changing the discipline’s name
to “general literature” or just “literature.” 2 But despire its insufficiencies, or
out of sheer institutional inertia, the “comparative” sticks throughout the
years of the discipline’s postwar consolidation. It is notable therefore that
‘¢ should make such a stunning comeback in the 1993 Bernheimer report,
where it supplants the term “literature” as the focal point for a discipline
equal to the challenges of “the age of multiculturalism,” in the words of the
ditle of the volume under which the report and a collection of responses
to it was published. “Compatrison” occurs in various guises thirteen times
in'this brief report. But while sheer repetition would scem to make of it the
‘discipline’s new “standard,” its meaning is far from clear, for compatison is
no longer a misplaced adjective ora method of analysis but a space:

The space of comparison today involves comparisons between artistic productions
usually scudied by differenc disciplines; between various cultural constructions of
those disciplines; between Western cultural raditions, both high and popular, and
those of non-Western cultures, between the pre- and postcontact cultural pro-
ducdions of colonized peoples; between gender constructions defined as feminine
and those defined as masculine, or between sexual orientations defined as straight
and those defined as gay; berween racial and ethnic modes of signifying; between
hermeneutic articulations of meaning and materialist analyses of production and
circulation and much more.?

The “space of comparison” scems to be a synonym or a kind of top-
onym for this long paratactic sentence’s last words “and much more,” in
the sense that comparison here above all connotes inclusiveness in the form
of a potentially limitless serial extension. But if the association of the noun
comparison with an inclusive space comes out clearly, the meaning of the
verb “co compare” as a practice or an act is obscure. In some of the ex-
amples listed, the comparative dimension or approach seems constitutive
to the point of redundancy: it is hard to imagine a study of gay sexual ori-

entation without some comparative reference to heterosexuality, or of the

construction of femininity without comparative reference to masculinity, -

though the precise nature of the comparison is complicated by the very
particular and vexed nature of the comparability in question (masculin-
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pa_rat:: e method, a practice of comparison that classif'ies, differentiates
.;ifdiﬁ;sslﬁﬁlateé, and finally evaluates its objects in a universal field, that
- Jduntsthe activity of comparison as it is described ifl the, passage ofthe B'gr?l«
'+ heimer report. In giving central place to “comparison, Fhe late twenticth-
century self-definition of comparative literature unkflowmgl?f rctunllz tcc)l 1tsf
institutional origins in the comparative method, which subsist as a kin t{:
“ pin buried just below the sutface of the text. Thg 1993 report reu:Erni1 :co ; €
" earlier comprehensive scope of comparison, ex,(,:e.pt that to Shacl orl. s 1871
" “literary productions of all ages and peoplc's, it would ?ldd non- 1t.er;.rg
productions (and much more), but, and this Standfs- out in starkest relief,

" without his basic unifying concept, namely the “universal laws of develop-
ment.” Where comparison was once indissociably'te.m];).or-al—a matter oj
development through time—it now seems .ﬁ'rmly if indistinctly a'sgoa?te
with space. In the broadest sense, the condmc'ms for and thelrarm cations
of the shift of the scope of comparison from time to space will be the cen-
tral concern of this chapter. .

Institutional memory of early champions of the comparative method
at the moment of the discipline’s initial institutionalization dl_lrmg thF last
quarter of the nineteenth century scems to have faded from its dox.mnant
self-perception. With a single cursory exception, none of }:1'1& contnbutorf
to Comparative Literarure in the Age anultzculn‘tml'zsm or its reccn; succes
sor, Comparative Literature in an Age af Globalzzanon. (2006), mil e men-
tion of pre-WWII origins of the disciphn.c. In 'the tac1tly' accepted version
of the story of origins, the discipline begins erth the_arnval, on Am;ncan
shores of the great émigré Romance philologists flecing fascism a11:1 pet-
secution (Leo Spitzer, Renato Poggioli, René Wellek, et al., alLd 0 ccci)uirst;
most prominently, Erich Auerbach) in the 19305 and 1940s. '1.“1 ft:h modi eﬁt
comparative literature they fostered geflerall.}r hel‘d sway until the ah
of deconstruction and the discipline’s 1dcntlﬁcat1o.n with literary t eory:f
Deconstruction, in turn, is followed by the prominence of a iﬁar;loply Z
approaches, many of them originating in other d1s_c1p1.mes, aclll 0ft t ﬁizu-
vocating various kinds of historicism or ?c?ntextuahza.tlon and o lcn o
lating minoritarian or oppositional positions (Marxism, postc:lo onc; th,

feminism, new historicism, etc.), more of less ac?o.mmodacc un er‘ c’
broad rubric of multiculturalism. [ is not surprising that compa.'ratlstsf
sense of the discipline’s trajectory should extend- l1tt!e beyond the time o

their own institutional formations, as comparative llFerature sei;ns to tﬁx—
ceed the requisite amnesia for institutional reproduction. More than other
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disciplines it has been almost constitutively formed around displacement.®
One need only consider, for instance, that {arguably) the most influential
successors to Auerbach in terms of their formative impact on the disci-
pline, Paul de Man and Edward Said, are themselves both émigrés, and
that the decisive changes they brought to the discipline result, to a large
extent, from their lives and educations elsewhere (for De Man the intel-
lectual culture of Europe in the 1930s and 1940s, for Said the colonial world
and in particular the fate of Palestine in the 19405 and 1950s) and are thus
ultimately discontinuous with the disciplinary practice already established
in U.S. universities.” Nor is this particular amnesia regarding the positivist
comparative method limited to this generation. In an essay from 1956, René
Wellek already notes a distinct forgetfulness: “fifty and sixty years ago the
concept of evolution dominated literary history; today, at least in the West,
it seems to have disappeared almost completely. Histories of literature and
of literary genres are being written without any allusion to the problem
and apparently with no awareness of it.”® While he cannot in the compass
of this short essay account for this fact, he speculates that it may in part
have to do with the success of positivism’s critics in the early decades of the
twentieth century, such as Henri Bergson and Benedetto Croce, to which
might add the rise of “vitalism” or “Lebensphilosophie” around figures such
as Wilhelm Dilthey and Georg Simmel. My own interest will not be so
much to explore the causes of this amnesia as to speculate on the disciplin-
ary narrative of comparison it makes possible, particularly at the moment
of the disciplines’ consolidation in the postwar years. I should make clear
also that the disciplinary self-definition I address here is onc that has been
dominant but by no means exclusive. It is overwhelmingly associated with
what one might cail the East Coast establishment (the authors of the four
successive reports on standards for the American Comparative Literature
Association (ACLA) hail from Harvard, Yale, and Penn, and were all, in ad-
dition, educated at Harvard and Yale). What I am calling amnesia is neither
complete nor entirely involuntary, but rather a matter of selective omis-
sion and disregard. ‘The growth of the discipline in the 1960s occasioned
a spate of introductory handbooks, many of which included the writings

of positivist precursors. These precursors wete, thus, not so much strictly
- unknown as without echo.? This has in part obviously to do with a turn

at the time from historicism to formalism, bu, as T will argue furcher on,
" Ldo not think this can by itself account for the amnesia. Furthermore, the
 institutional context I address is, like that of my sources, almost exclusively



. pass over.in silence.
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American. The discipline of compatative literature has a history outside the
United:States, in Europe, of course, but also outside Europe, partxcrlla.rly
in Asia and the Middle East, which most commentators on the dlscxphne
' 10

. The existence of the positivist precursors and the comprehensive com-

) ' s I ” s il
parative scope they envisioned unsettles the one “truth” about the disci

pline that seems universally shared amongst contemporary practitioners:
that comparative literature has until now encompassc?d mainly Eurzpea.n
literatures. In his witty contribution to the Bernheimer v?lume, Geist
Stories,” Anthony Appiah rightly points out that the discig:’hne would be
more accurately named “comparative European literatures land suggests
that it content itself with this historically and regionally coherent scope
and leave comparably transnational assemblages to other discipl.inary for-
mations.!! The name “comparative European literatures” Fertamly chat-
acterizes the practice of most U.S. departments, which, xlmth few excep-
tions, until recently rarely offered the option of studY.ing literatures in any
language besides French, German, and English, but it does not reBresent
the historical scope of comparison in the discipline. To assume thzft it does
has one important consequence— namely, that calls for an mclus.we mul-
ticultural scope of comparison are understood as recent innovations that
develop from critiques of Eurocentrism. Such a claim is no doubt accurate
in its broadest terms, since the directions for the discipline advocateil in
the Bernheimer report are unimaginable without the pressures of an “age
of multiculturalism,” if only because of the unprecedented movement and
migration of peoples characteristic of the postcolonial or ;.gl.obal mogment.
But while the nature of this multiculturalism and the conditions of its pos-
sibility are novel, its scope is not. By attending closely o the structures of
comparison that mediated a previous era’s comprehensive scope, I hope to
arrive at a more precise analysis of the problem of comparison today.

Comparative Reaches Unimagined

The world was never better worth preparing for.
The panorama unrolled before the mind was
never more gorgeous: a new renaissance reveal-
ing reaches unimagined; prophesying splendor
unimagined; unveiling mysteries of time and
space and natural law and human potency.

— Charles Mills Gayley, Idols of Education (1910)
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If we do not take comparative literature’s exclusively European scope
for granted, then the relative absence of non-Western literatures and lan-
guages in the discipline’s formation after WWII becomes a real question.
The discipline’s growth during the 1960s coincides with the final phase of a
petiod of decolonization that by itself would suggest an extension of com-
parative literature’s cosmopolitan scope. Indeed already in 1952, no less a fig-
ure than Erich Auerbach himself writes (however ambivalently) of the need
to extend the notion of Weltliterarur beyond Euro pe’s immediate vicinity. 2
Wellek too echoes such a view in passing, while emphasizing the substantial
practical obstacles to it.'”® And yet no one elaborates upon this possibility,
but for the exception that proves the rule, René Etiemble, whose polemical
writings advocating, in the words of one of his titles, “un comparatisme
planétaire” [a planetary comparatism], seem to extract little more than faint
ridicule from his American counterparts.’ Auerbach and Wellek are to 2 sig-
nificant extent driven toward what we would call 2 multicultural direction
as a logical extension of the historicist philology that grounds their scholar-
ship, a historicism with roots in universal history. One might well argue
that the a- or counter-historicism shared by such dominant movements
as new criticism, structuralism, and deconstruction largely overwhelmed
the historicist impulses that might have broadened the discipline’s scope.
One the other hand, nothing intrinsically prevents formalist criticism from
approaching non-Western works. Institutional factors, particularly those
related to cold war politics, extrinsic to the immediate intellectual history
of the discipline go at least part of the way toward accounting for the disci-
pline’s exclusively European scope in its most recent incarnation.

The postwar period saw a tremendous expansion of higher education
in the United States together with an increased bureaucratization of the hu-
maaities, particularly in those fields, like comparative literature, language
departments, and area studies, that benefited so handsomely from the Na-
tional Defense Education Act (1958), a law explicitly designed to help meet
the U.S. government’s expansive cold war national “security” requirements.
Such exigencies also fueled the growth of area studics and perhaps, insti-
tutionally at least, account for their strict separation from a transnational

.. discipline in the humanities like comparative literature. In addition, and
- perhaps most importantly, the propaganda requirements of the cold war
- spurred renewed interest in the Western tradition for general education.
~ As Gerald Graff points out, the common values such an education was to
. inculcate in citizens were articulated quite overtly as “expression[s] of cold
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war anti-Communism.” * Though the purpose of general cc}ucation is per-
haps definable as a national one, that is to say, as the formation o‘f patriotic
and anti-Communist national subjects, the content that such mﬂugnnal
figures as Harvard’s James Bryant Conant proposed for them was by no
means limited to American works, but rather drew on the whole Westcr.n
tradition. There is a sense in which, as John Guillory elegantdy argues, this
tradition is always called upon, particularly in public de_bate, to support a
national agenda, which its champions accomplish by, in John Guillory's
words, “representing the ideational content of the great Worlfs as an expres-
sion of the same ideas which are realized in the current social order, with
its current distribution of cultural goods.” 16 1 the 1950s and 1960s, thus,:
as the United States is consolidatin_g its role as “leader ?f the frec Wgrld,
and waging the cold war in part over emergent dfacolomzmg nations, 2 gr:;t
tradition that is specifically limited to the West is fai more apposne”ﬁ.)r he
purpose of justifying such key terms as “d(.:mocracy and freeilom in the
new imperial context than one that would include .comparably great” non-
Western civilizations. I do not mean to claim a simple causal rclatllonshlp
between the United States” strategic uses for particular c.onﬁgura,tlon_s of
internationalism during the cold war and cornpaf:ﬁ%ve. ht:eratures excl.u-
sively European scope. Indeed, I think that. the dlSClPllnC.S close assoc1;~
tion with expatriate Europeans and the practice of scholarship they bEOL}g t
with them, both in fact and in spirit, distanced it from the overt expressions
of Americanism in other parts of the university, even s, on the whole, ‘the
major figures in the discipline tend to be mark.edly hostile to communism
and vice versa.’’ What I want to mark is a conjuncture be.tween tlr.Le excl};—l
sively European scholarly scope of the expatriate phllol.oglsts' thatl is cruct
to the formation of comparative literature as we have 1r}her1tccl it and the
particular cold war context in which the discipline flourished. o
If nothing else, this scenario urges caution toviia1:d any uncompl{catzl
opposition between cosmopolitanism and par'ocl‘na-hsm or trans.nfttio:h -
ism and nationalism in the constitution of the discipline, an opposition thar
is so crucial to comparative literature’s self-perception. There. is no question
that its prominent practitioners have articulated powerful critiques of pau:oc—l
chia! and reductive approaches to their subject or tf_lat they have elaborat;:
compatative works that remain exemplary in their ,scope and sympathy.
Nonetheless, the narrow parochialism that is the field’s preat other seerns tz
correspond to little in the postwar geopo!itical field, wh1.ch Wa(s:.l .dc1>m1nate:
not by nationalist contests, but by the delicate maneuvering of diplomats in
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3 awar that figured the world into two huge “blocs” and whose atomic weap-
ons aimed west to east and east to west threatened total annihjlation for
everyone and everything equally, without regard to national identity. This s
not to understate the strength of national identification, but simply to point
out that of all the periods the discipline of comparative literature passed
through in the United States from 1871 to the present, the postwar period
seems to be the one during which the discipline’s “oppositional” cosmopol-
itan self-identification corresponded least directly to external political con-
ditions. What I want to propose here, in a schematic and speculative mode,
is that the cold war created a kind of deferral or a screen between the status
of national languages and cosmopolitanism in the university’s bureaucratic
arrangements and the force of those categories in the geopolitical world
and so contributed to diverting the discipline from what might have been a
. broader comparative scope. The end of the cold war has brought a very sud-
den change in this ghostly survival of autonomous national units (depart-
ments) that now in many cases face dissolution or consolidation into com-
posite disciplinary assemblages, just as it has lified the curtain to spotlight
a globalization, which, in its economic and to an extent political form, had
been developing apace all along.'® From a post—cold war perspective, the
nationalist parochialism comparative literature defined itself against scems
to finds its most direct reference in internal bureaucratic arrangements (turf
battles with national literature departments and interdisciplinary programs
. over courses, students, funds, intellectual prominence, status). My point
- here is that, particularly in view of the growth of the university’s bureau-
cracy; internal institutional factors must seriously be taken into account in
-any attempt to historicize the cultural content of a discipline.-
.+ For those of us weaned on the anti-parochial view of comparative lit-
eratute, it can come as something of a surprise that the discipline did not
* make its first appearance in the U.S. university after or in reaction to mod-
ern national literature departments, but in concert with them. Before ad-
‘dressing larger epistemic questions, I want to take a short detour through
the institutional history of comparative literature in the United States in or-
.der to ground this reflection on comparison in the very institutional frame-
‘work from which it most directly issues. This is important not only because
the discipline is mediated in its relation to society and to the world by its
place in an institution, but also because certain factors that barely emerge
in a conceptual account loom larger and more clearly in an institutional
.account, most particularly in this case, gender. The decisive event for mod-
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et literatures and indeed for the very notion of disciplines govcrncd‘ by
distinct methodologies and divided into departments was the introduction
“# “of the' German miodel of the research university in the 1870s (Graff, 55~ §4).

. Priorto this professionalization of scholarship with its rigorous scientific

i ‘practice and training, the Greek and Latin classics dominated classroom

' teaching while modern literatures were pursued and c'liscussed outsif:lc the
“university’s curriculum in literary societies and debat.m.g cl_ubs. While Fhe
- primary function of the old college had been the socmhzz%tl'on of the Bll.te,
the primary function of the modern university was the training and certifi-
cation of specialists. For Graff, the establishment of the modc.rn or research
* university initiates a contest between specialists and “generalists” or schc.)l—
ars and humanists; that is, between a scientific or empirical approach to lit-
erature associated with philology and a generalist or interpr_etive approach,
a split that, according to him, structures literary cu.l'.cure in the academy
until the time of his own writing in the late 1980s. While useful as a general
distinction, this polarization is often complicated and this is particularly
the case with the field of comparative litera)lture insofar as, on the on(? hani:l,
the comparative method that Charles Chauncey Shackford c_;hamplons in
his lectures (and one must surmise as he elabora{yed it in his course, the
first of its kind—as far as is known—in the United States) aligns with the
new emphasis on rigorous method while, on the other hand, th(? b'reat_:lth
of comparative literature’s scope clearly contests the narrow _specmhzat.xon
associated with philology. To the distinction betwe.en g'encrallst humgmsm
and specialized scholarship, one must add the disun_ctmn.between narrow
specialization and broad systematization, both of which will lay competing
claims to the mantle of scientificity. For Charles Mills Gayley, a crucial fig-
ure in the institutionalization of comparative literature at the turn of the
century, the practice of comparative literature was quitfgexplicitly 2 means
toward wresting philology away from myopic ped.antry. II‘_! Gayley's work,
a systematic approach to literary study goes hancl_xq hand Wlt['l' a .gejncral ap-
preciation of literature, as important for maintaining the soclah_zmg func-
tion of the old college as it was for educating the general publllc. I foc_us
on Gayley here because he was perhaps the most vigorf)us and influential
proponent of a comprehensive and positivist comparatism a t}Te moment
of comparative literature’s institutional consolidation asa discipline. In cut-
rent discussions of the discipline that reach beyond th_e postwar Penod,
Gayley is most often forgotten or erased in favor of his high humanist East

Coast counterpart, George Woodberry at Columbia.
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In the period between 1880—1915, the height of Gayley’s activity, the
U.S. university experienced substantial growth in enrollment spurred by
the entrance of a broader spectrum of the middle class lured by the promise
of careers in business (Graff, 105). The humanists, then as now, bemoan the
new philistine students “impervious to humanistic education,” in Graff’s
words (Graff, 106 —107). Gayley sounds precisely such themes in his writ-
ings, but in his pedagogical practice he finds in comparative literature a
solution both to the loss of the old college’s elite socializacion as well as
to the problem of educating a utilitarian-minded professional managerial
class. When Gayley is brought to the University of California at Berkeley
in 1889 to chair the English department and reform its curriculum, he in-
herits a hodgepodge of course offerings including some of the old college’s
instruction in rhetoric, some philologically inflected courses centered on
language, and others specialized in various authors and periods. Gayley’s
main action is to expand and systematize these offerings so that the depart-
ment would offer, in his words, “a synoptical view of English literature
as the outcome of, and the index to, English thought in the course of its
development.”?® This meant not only the addition of courses in periods
and genres, but more importantly in “Aesthetics of Literature, Principles
of Criticism, and Comparative Literature,” all of which extended the pri-
mary materials far beyond the literature of England.?' The national litera-
ture, in other words, was to be studied in a comparative context. I have
found no record of Gayley attempting to establish a separate department of
comparative literature, and it may well be that in the institutional concep-
tion of the time such strict correspondence between discipline and depart-
ment was less secure than it has, until recently, been for us. Nor were schol-
ars as intimately identified with departments during this formative period

(Gayley himself graduated from the department of literature and science

at the University of Michigan, where he concentrated on Greek and Latin

and later underwent the requisite training in philological methods during

a’year’s study in Germany). Comparative literature in its scientific dimen-

. sion.provided a mode! of specialized study, and in its generalist dimension

a model both for a livelier version of the old college’s course in rhetoric

.. and for the courses in general education designed for the university’s new

{t:niddle-class entrants. Gayley offered a course on “Oral Debates upon
Literary Topics™ for students in the English department and his popular
course on “Great Books” (which, initiated in 1901, was one of the first of

- its kind in the nation), for the larger college population.
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It is not the conflict between the middle class and the elite in the
humanities that looms largest as a problem for Gayley in his institutional-
ization of comparative literature, but racher the contaminating presence of
women and more generally of the feminine gendering of modern literature
itself. In a short parmphlet, Gayley notes that “the disrepute into which the
humanities have fallen” follows from what he calls “the feminization of edu-
cation” (owing to low salaries for secondary school teachers). “For entrusted
to women,” he continues, “the languages, literature, and history have come
to be regarded as feminine and ineffectual studies,” partly to blame for the
“undisciplined character of the rising generation of men.” 22 The question of
women in higher education is a broad one and has been treated ot analyzed
in depth clsewhere.?? General institutional histories, however, tend not to
treat the question separately. Though Graff comments briefly throughout
his analysis on the femininity attributed to modern literature, pointing out,
for instance, that part of the attraction of philology was thar it endowed the
study of modern languages and literatures with “manliness” necessaty to
make it a respectable subject, he never treats the question in depth. Judg-
ing by the references to this subject by Gayley’s biographer, his studentand
collaborator Benjamin P. Kurtz, one could well conclude, reading against
the grain, that Gayley's greatest accomplishment with the institution of
comparative literature was the defeminization of modern literature. Kurtz

reports, for instance, that for “Oral Debates upon Literary Topics,” Gayley
had recourse to the stratagem of “setting up certain prerequisites to which
he adhered with the women but he neglected for the men.”* For those
“fortunate” and “privileged” enough to participate, it was, Kurtz avers, an
unforgettable course: “From its vivid discipline they gained a lifelong mas-
culine interest in great literature” (Kurtz, 110). If Gayley felt it to be expedi-
ent to keep women away from “great literature” in the cffete confines of the
English curriculum in order to conserve a corner for the masculine interests

<o vital to the elite socialization of the old college, he also invited them to . .

leave the site where great literature was made available to the unclean phi-
listine masses, his lecture course on “Great Books.” T quote Kurtz at some

length:

To stimulate such reading, to rescue reading from subservience to the professional

technique of a narrow scholarship, and especially to develop such reading among
students in the colleges of applied sciences, he instituted a one-hour course in

Great Books. . . . And there was a story of some venturesome engineers who dis-

carded jumpers-and overalls, washed the laboratory grime from their hands, and
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sallied forth to a literary lectute room, only to find it so crowded with girls, wom

coeds, pelicans, old maids, and females of every other sort and de.fcnprfn ,tfaat t;n’
fled back to their hill fasness. As a matter of fact, to keep the new cou;se for they
students in the applied sciences and in commerce, jt became necessary to limit thc
attendance of women. This limitation aroused such a storm of protzst in whic}i:
t}}c lecturer was repeatedly accused of being a woman-hater, that the ;ourse was
given one term for the men of the University and the alternate term for all and

sundry. Until this device was invented, the .
emphasis added) » there was trouble enough. (Kurtz, 151—152;

' It is worth considering John Guillory’s point that what is transmit-
ted in the university is not so much a particular content, but the culture of
the school itself and access to the production and distribution of “cultural
capital.” The social relations the university contains and reproduces must
be considered alongside how it defines and organizes objects of knowledge
I have encountered no discussion, whether biographical or analytical o'f

,WOTne.n’s .experience in the rise of the discipline of comparative literat’ure
ot in its institutional life.* The literary theory that dominated compara-
tive literature during the 1980s has often been criticized from an insti-
tutional point of view for the full technocratization of literary studies it
proc‘luced—highly specialized jargon, the successful marketing of expertise
for its own stake, the star system, etc. Yet it must also be observed that,

- to my knowledge anyway, during its founding moment it welcomed and
. promoted women and a certain strain of feminism in comparative litera-
~-tureonan unparalleled scale, thus perhaps finally breaching the subtle and
: implicit cordon between the feminine (intrinsically parochial) social graces
- of modern national literatures and the virility of cosmopolitanism.26g

3 . ¢
In Gayley’s important programmatic essay “What is Comparative Lit-

! erature?” 27 fective © ive” i

I.Jeil_‘gFure. (19_03), the adjective “comparative” indicates first a scientific ap-
Eroz;:h that is at once systematic and historical, and second a global scope
~for the study of literature, a scope so all-encompassing that it depends upon

Prfggd_—basccl c.:ollat.:orative work. Gayley calls for the formation of a “Society

E Comparative Literature,” in which he imagines each member pursuing
L{ P LI

e study of a “given type, species, movement, or theme” and collectively

‘ ' iCCi <« . . N . A
piecing together a “comparative investigation into the nature of literature,

partby part” (Gayley, 85), in time resulting in the discovery of the “com-
mon qualities of literature, scientifically determined” (Gayley, 86), a true
and“‘ un.iversal canon of criticism. He optimistically felt that “this’ dream
ow in a fair way to be realized” (how quaint this seems retrospectively
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E frotm this most uncollaborative of disciplines). This notion of the collab-

o orative nature of the comparative enterprise is important in part because

by aligning the academic practice of compatrative htcratul:e with thaft of

+ experimental science, it replaces single aﬂ—kl'low%ng k.ll:lm.anl.st able to Syn-

" thesize his learning through a kind of historical intuition w,lth the ll_n.nted
:a_rid' specialized investigator.?® It is easy to caricature Gayley s proposm:io;:s,
but they are in fact quite nuanced. For Gayley, the comparative mer_hc.a as

“a fundamental and dynamic historical or temporal cc:‘mponent.. I is this

stress on developmeat, or (the term Gayley prefers') permutation, that
most distinguishes his scientific version of compararive literature from tl:l:c1
high humanism of early comparatists more read-.ll}f rememberefﬂ. toéay, St
as George Woodbetry, who held the first chair in comparative literature
established in the United States, at Columbia. Gayle}.r quotes from qud—
berry’s edirorial comments on the purpose of the discipline of. comparative
literature in the inaugural issue of the Jowrnal of Comparative themr{ure
(1903): “To disclose the necessary forms, the vi}tal. moods ?f tbe beat;tllful
soul, is the far goal of our effort, to help in this, m.the -b,l}:lzrglgmg of those
spirirual unities in which human destiny is accomp_hshed. Gayle)i’com—
ments, “with this the genuine student of literary science must agiee, even
as he delicately faults Woodberry for entirely ignoring the.: p‘ossxblhty of
“srowth” (Gayley, 101). The very discrepancy in tone‘caFd d1ct1c3n be\’:’wccn
the seeker after the “beautiful soul” and the student of hteralry science” goes

along way toward showing the gulf that divided t}:‘e humar,lfst cm.'np.aratlsti
from the scientific practitioners. The question o_f: gr.owth, a ux_nfymg la.n,

roughly evolutionary temporality, is decisive for it w111“undcrwnte Gay. fys
insistence on the inclusion of all literary expression whefevgr fou%}d dells
the proper subject matter for the discipline, a stand th:ftt wﬂ% carn him he
acerbic criticism of East Coast philologists and humanists ah.ke. Ind.ced e
defines the task of this society as “the comparative inveftigat.lon of h'icrary
growths,” and hesitates between “Society of Comparative Literature ai'ld
“Society of Literary Evolution” for its name. Throughfout the essay Gayley
stresses the comprehensive scope of comparison and its dependence upon

a notion of “growth"’:

To repeat, ‘ :
between any elements involved in the history of literature, or any stages in Ell;lc
history of any element. There have been, within my own knowlefig.e-, tgose w1 o
would confine the word literarure to the writcen productions of civilized peoples

and consequently-would exclude from consideration aboriginal attempts at verbal

the comparison is not alone between diverse national literatures, but

- Grounds for Comparison 15

art, Bue students nowadays increasingly recognize that the cradle of literary science
is anthropology. The compararive method therefore sets civilized literaures side
by side with the popular, traces folklore to folklore, and these so far as possible to
the matrix in the undifferentiated art of human expression. (Gayley, 92)

For Gayley the comparative method is not limited to various inter-
actions of European national literatures because it applies across time. A
progressive or teleological temporality allows for the commensuration of
a comprehensive array of verbal artifacts, the “aboriginal” and “civilized,”
the written and oral verbal arts. Gayley’s insistence that “the cradle of liter-
ary science is anthropology” is key here. Besides giving us a glimpse into
the range of interdisciplinarity possible at the moment of disciplinarity’s
institutionalization, this assertion reinforces the intrinsicaily temporal na-
ture of the comparative method. The comparative method thar dominated
lare-ninereenth-century anthropology applied across a single civilizational
scale where all the world’s cultures had their place in an evolutionary hier-
archy progressing from the simple or “savage” to the complex and highly
differentiated societies of “civilization.” In what Johannes Fabian has cri-
tiqued as a “spatialization of time,” savages were, culturally speaking, the
“ancestors” of civilized man, a view that made possible the recovery of the
past in the present.”® Despite hesitation in some quarters about impos-
 ing upon what s visibly only a coexistence of phenomena in geographical
" space with the assumption of a consecutive sequence in time,”' comparison
along the civilizational scale allowed all differences in 474 to be measur-
" able as differences of degree in development or growth.?? It is this tempo- -
“ralized compatison that underwrites the ubiquity of non-Western subject
marter in Gayley’s wotk on aesthetics and comparative literature. To give
just two examples, when Gayley delivers a serics of lectures on aesthetics
“at the University of California in 1890—1891, the first half are devoted to
“learned definitions and disquisitions in the philosophy of aesthetics, with
_prominent attention to Aristotle, G. W. E. Hegel, Arthur Schopenhauer,
and Hutcheson Macaulay Posnett, while the second half introduces an ap-
lication or an example of the development of the form of the lyric in the
ontext of environmental factors over three progressive stages: (1) naive,
reflective, and (3) spiritual, with examples from folk songs of South-
‘ern India and lyric from China and Japan, respectively, to illustrate each
‘stage.” But this is just a sampling of Gayley’s comprehensive scope. The
econd volume of his An Introduction to the Methods and Materials of Liter-
iry Criticism, subtitled “Lyric, Epic and Allied Forms of Poetry” (the first
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ame is devoted to “Aesthetics and Poetics”) gi\fes the fulll panoply. Tk'le
chapter on “Historical Development” of the lyric is divided into two main

“sections; the fitst lays out areas of analysis (e.g., “Beginnings of the Lyric,

“Principles of Growth”), while the second is subheadedf “Historica.}-Study
by Nationality: Special References” and comprises thirty-three different
«_arionalities.” T reproduce the list in full

The Greek Lyric
The Roman Lyric
. Byzantine Lyric
leiistz Greek);nd Latin Hymns of the Dark and Middle Ages
Other Latin Christian Lyric Poetcy From the 24 to the 14th Century
Latin Poetry of the 15th and 16¢h Centuties
The French (including Provencal) Lyric
‘The Tralian Lyric
The Spanish Lyric
The Portuguese Lyric
The English Lyric
The Celtic Lyric (Irish, Scottish, Welsh, etc)
The German Lyric
The Dutch Lyric
The Scandinavian Lyric in General
The Icelandic Lyric
The Swedish Lyric
The Danish-Norwegian Lyric
Lyric Poetry of the Lapps and Finns
The Russian Lyric
Serbian Cheskian, Magyar, and Polish Lyrics
The Turkish Lyric
The Afghan Lyric
The Syriac and Armenian Lyric
The Lyric of Arabia
The Persian Lyric
The Indian Lyric
The Sumerian and Babylonian Lyric
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The Egyptian Lyric

The Ancient Hebrew Lyric
The Chinese Lyric

The Japanese Lyric

Lower Races

Special Forms**

Such a list appears comprehensive: it provides panoramic petspective
on all the lyric in the world. Each “nation” js certainly not treated in equal
depth (English lyric at 41 pages leads the pack, whereas the Afghan, Syriac,
and Armenian lyric, at 2 single page amongst them, bring up the rear) and
the sequence of sections follows roughly three ordering principles: linguis-
tic, racio-geographic, and evolutionary and these are discrepant, as even a
cursory look at this list shows. The main tradition of the Western European
lyric is presented more or less chronologically and grouped by language
families (e.g., Greek, Latin, Romance, Anglo-Saxon, Germanic, etc.) fol-
lowed by the margins of Caucasian Europe (Scandinavia, Russia, Eastern
Europe), then, starting with Turkish lyric, come the darker races of the
East, listed ac first geographically, then starting with the Summerian and
Babylonian lyric, grouped by antiquity. This is followed by the Far Eas,
which remains consistent with linguistic and geographical unities but falls
off the temporal scale. The list ends with the “lower races,” which include
such diverse peoples as Andamanese, Veddas, Australians, Malays, Africans,

* Esquimaux, and North and South American Indians (Gayley and Kurtz,

369). Race, as it appears here, exists outside the boundaries implicit in all
the previous rubrics, outside of unities of language, nationality, geography,
and temporal progression. It stands by itself as the bare signifier for that
which fails to correspond to any of the other criteria apparent in the inven-
tory, a “nonc of the above,” eluding even the overarching idea of “growth”
itself. This inconsistency is irksome enough to warrant Gayley and Kurcz's
only explicit comment on their sequence. Noting that the lyric of “the
lower or so-called ‘primitive’ races” ought to come first since it belongs at
the origin of the art, they aver withour further explanation that an outline
according to “nationalities” is more “perspicuous” than one ordered strictly
according to “the order of development” (Gayley and Kurtz, 369). The

- term “nationalities” seems to refer loosely to linguistic unities rather than
. politico-geographic ones, since, for instance, the list includes Irish, Scot-
tish, Welsh, etc, under the single rubric of “Celtic Lyric,” but even this basic
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index of consistency is foiled by developmentalism’s implicit racial distinc-

tion. For what else could distinguish “Lapps and Finns,” for instance, from

“Lower Races”? The inventory’s departure from the principle of growth so
crucial to Gayley and Kurtz's conception of comparison reveals the limit
of their particular positivist humanism, and that limit is the replacement
of the Greek with the African at the head of any list.** In this compara-
tive scheme, the lower races must remain fundamentally wndifferentiated.
A civilizational progress underlies the list, but it must be read backward
(or from the bottom up) from the “lower races” to the modern European
languages. -

If a fundamental principle of temporal and (if one may say so) Euro-
directional development legitimates comparison’s comprehensive scope, a
supreme confidence in the cumulative and progressive nature of positivist
knowledge underlies the scientific comparatists’ sense of the discipline’s
purpose. Throughout the handbook the authors offer directives for future
rescarch, in full confidence that once enough literary data has been col-
lected, the proper categories or types will be defined and, submitted to
comparison, will at last positively manifest general laws of literature, These
grand plans were to be very short-lived. WWI dashed the unquestioned
cosmopolitan unity of the European nations so vital to comparative lit-
erature’s project both in its humanist and its scientific guises, and broke
the hold of German philology on the U.S. academy. The anti-positivism
of post-WWI intellectual currents, furthermore, turned humanist scholar-
ship away from the systematic and comprehensive approach it had shared
with the emergent social sciences. The discipline of comparative literature
generally waned during the interwar period.*

Compared to post-WWII handbools of comparative literature, the
range and diversity of nations gathered together under the rubric of a genre
or, as Gayley would say, a “type” is quite remarkable. René Wellek and Aus-
tin Warren's Theory of Literature, a very influential handbook continuously
in print since it was first published in 1942, is entirely organized around
concepts and methods, with no separate heading whatsoever relating to
national or cultural scope. The literature of Europe is to such an extent

given as the unified field of comparative literature that it neither requires

argumentation nor prompts even the shadow of a question. Gayley and
Kurtz's An Introduction to the Methods and Materials of Literary Criticism
and Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Literature thus mark a clear shift from
a geographically comprehensive or global Euro-centered comparatism to a
uniquely European comparatism. Besides expanding the petspective of the
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discipline’s institutional history, attention to positivist comparatism has
important consequences for contemporary practice. One concerns post-
colonial critique. Aimed at the idealist, high humanist stance of the early
comparatists, this critique indices them for what one might call a geograph-
ical elision; that s, for excluding the better part of the globe in their com-
parative, general articulation of human creative endeavor. Edward Said in
Culture and Imperialism faults George Woodberry, for instance, for waxing

‘eloquent on the unity of mankind without any reference whatsoever to the

high imperialism. of his time and points to the exclusive focus on the Euro-
pean historical unity of “Romania” as the limited geographical grounding
of the work of Erich Auerbach.” What is left out, Said shows, is precisely
the contemporary imperial relations that carve out the globe and make it
unavoidably present as a totality. The “comparative literature of imperial-
ism” centered on an innovative “contrapuntal” reading of texts from the
imperial metropoles and the former colonies that Said elaborates in this
study aims to restore the historical imbrication of imperialism’s geographi-
cal extent occluded in the restricted scope of a strictly European com-
paratism (CF, 18~19). As we have scen, however, the relation of positivist
comparative literature to contemporary political and economic imperial
hegemony is direct, no less so than that of its disciplinary “cradle,” anthro-
pology. Its methodology, furthermore, draws its authority from a particular
reading of imperial history, as we shall explore further. There is, of course,
no critique of imperialism in this methodology, and no attention or even
mention of relations of domination and coercion. What stands out starkly,
however, is that a comprehensive geographical scope is neither novel nor
sufficient in and of itself as a response to Eurocentrism. Needless to say,
Said’s approach offers much more than such an unmediated inclusivity.
Nonetheless, attention to the dimension of the comparative project that is
not grounded in the representative universalism of high humanism opens
a slightly different angle onto the paths a postcolonial comparatism might
take, particularly because the idea of comparison as a method features so

prominently in the positivist approach.

The Time of Comparison

How much will it still take before the mines of
the past have rendered all the treasures they en-
close? The work of modern erudition will only
be accomplished when all the faces of humaniy,



s; all the nations, will have been the object
f':ﬁﬁi.ﬂti;{e_studics, when India, China, Judea,
Egyi)twﬂlbe restored, when we will defini-
tively possess a petfect comprehension of the
ntire human development. Only then will the
réign of ériticism. [{ critique) be inaugurared.
For criticism will proceed with perfect security
' .(;nly when it will see open before it the field of
‘universal comparison. Comparison is the great

7 critical instrument.
-+ —Frnest Renan, L Avenir de la science:

pensées de 1848

“What is the time of comparison?
~—Shelley Wong

The crucial moment when a comparative approach to scholarship de-
veloped by the Romantic theorist, especially J. G. von Herder and August
and Friedrich von Schlegel, becomes a comparative method Of:curs,.accort'sl-
ing to Wellek around 1850, when “Romantic conceptions fell into dlSCl'-C(-let,
and ideals from the natural sciences became victorious, even in the writing
of literary history.” ® This inaugurates the reign of positivism thoroughly
discredited and later forgotten in the twentieth century. Among the more
extreme transfets of concepts from the natural sciences to the compari-
son. of literature is Ferdinand Brunetiére’s application of Darwin’s the?ryl
of evolution directly to literature, with genres treated as species evolvma%
according to distinct laws and principles, including survival of the fitcest.
From the distance of our time, particularly in the walke of the concerted
critique of teleology over the last forty years or so, the disti’n.ction between
what one might call the humanist historicism of thfflcarly nineteenth cen-
tury and the positivist evolutionism of the later mneteen:t}.l century can
seem blurred, and they do indeed share many general positions, not 1e‘ast
of which is the idea of a basic and temporally inflected unity underlying
human productions. But it is a distinction that is particularly grucial t0 the

practice of comparison precisely because most of the great postwar émigres
would trace their intellectual descent from the former. .

Scientific principles transferred from the social sciences inform the
first work on comparative literature to appear in English, Hutcheson Ma-
caulay Posnett’s Comparative Literature (1886). Widely read and translate'd,
this study excrted a powerful influence on Gayley, among others, th? dis-
cusses Posnett alongside Hegel and Aristotle in his Lecsures. Covering a
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broad range of examples (the Hebrew, Greek, Indian, Chinese, French, and
American, among others) Posnett interprets the development of lierature
according to the principles of Spencerian evolution and defines the disci-
pline’s task in the following manner: “We therefore adopt, with a modifica-
tion hereafter to be noticed, the gradual expansion of social life, from clan
to city, from city to nation, from both of these to cosmopolitan humanity,
as the proper order of our studies in comparative literature.” 4 Though he
admits of regressions, stasis, and various indirections, the governing idea of
his analysis is the “principle of growth,” so central to Gayley’s conception
of the discipline in 1903. Comparative Literature treats literature primarily
as a social phenomenon influenced by environmental factors, amenable to
classification, and governed by large processes and general laws rather than
as the product of individual genius. Curiously enough, comparison itself
turns out to be a prominent measure of social progress: the more a society
advances~—that is, expands and specializes— the more it brings under the
purview of comparison. As Posnett puts it, “the range of comparison widens
from clan to national and even world-wide associations and sympathies”

(Posnett, 77). Thus the ancient Greeks, despite the sophistication of their
institutions, made “poor progress in comparative thinking,” according to

Posnett, because of their contempt for other languages (Posnett, 74). The

civilizational activity of comparison is reproduced “consciously” at the yet
more advanced stage where the critic, or student of literary science, himself
undertakes to track these comparisons: “these external and internal evolu-
tions of social life, rakeplace often unconsciously, making comparisons
and distinction without reflecting on their nature or limits; it is the busi-

ness of reflective comparison, of the comparative method, to retrace this

development consciously, and to seek the causes which have produced it”

(Posnett, 78). The comparative method thus both recapitulates the progress

of civilization and is its highest accomplishment. It follows that empires,

including earlier empires (China, India, Macedonian Greece, Rome) but

especially the contemporary British Empire, simply by virtue of the extent

of their conquest and holdings, have entered into more extensive compari-

sons and have therefore advanced furthest toward cosmopolitan humanity.

Comparison is indistinguishable from imperial progress.

- The discovery of the New World brought this new European civilisation face to
~ face with primitive life, and awakened men to conerasts with their own associa-

tions more striking than Byzantine or even Saracen could offer. Commerce, too,

- was-now bringing the rising nations of Europe into rivalry with, and knowledge



22 GROUNDS FOR COMPARISON

of, cach other. . . . Christian missionaries were bringing home the life and litera-
ture of China so vividly. . . . Then Englishmen in India learned of that ancient
Janguage . . . and soon the points of resemblance becween this language and che
languages of Greeks and Italians, Teucons and Celts were observed, and used like
so many stepping-stones upon which men passed in imagination over the flood
of time which separates the old Aryans from their modern offshoots in the West.
Since those days the method of compasison has been applied to many subjects
besides language; and many new influences have combined to make the mind of
Europe more ready to compare and to contrast than it ever was before. The steam-
engine, telegraph, daily press, now bring the local and central, the popular and the
cultused, life of cach European country and the general actions of the entire world
face to face; and habits of comparison have arisen such as never before prevailed so
widely and so vigorously. . . . [We] may call consciously comparative thinking the
great glory of our nineteenth century. . .. (Posnett 76; emphasis in the original)

It is a bracing passage, not only for its vigorous faith in progress
but because it presents comparatism as an ineluctable consequence of the
great expansion of knowledge in history, Comparison as a “readiness” and
a “habit” seems involuntary, a condition deriving from material circum-
stance rather than the act or the practice of a subject. Until, of course, Pos-
nett reaches the vanguard of modernity from which he writes and then that
comparison, at the apex of its glory, becomes “consciously comparative.’
Imperialism prods “the mind of Europe” toward ever-expanding compari-
son and this historical movement, once it is grasped in the comparative
method, attains the consciousness needed for a privileged production of
knowledge. It is difficult to read a passage like this without noting an un-
canny resemblance to the current discourse on globalization in its celebra-
tory mode; as it announces the great new age of the global village. A similar
emphasis obtains on technological advancement, on an explosive growth
of knowledge, on the transformative cross-cultural encounter, and perbaps
above all a narrative of cumulative ineluctability that interpellates its reader
into a condition rather than a possibility. There are differences, of course,
but what is striking is the persistence both of a kind of deterministic con-

figuration of progress or change and, in tandem, the inordinate claim for
the novelty of the present. The euphoria of having achicved a telos, reached
an acme of development, accomplished in fact what was previously only
imagined, would seem to be a persistent trope of modernity. While I’m'
digressing here, I may as well note another uncanny parallel, this time
with some comments by Homi Bhabha on the comparative method and
2 “new” world literature for which we might well inver Posnett’s phrase:

Grounds for Comparison 23

and say that unconsciously comparative thinking is the great glory of the late
‘twentieth century:

Goethe su “I i
ggests that the “inner nature of the whole nation as well as the indi-

vidual man v?rorks all unconsciously.” When this is placed alongside his idea that
the cultural life of the nation is “unconsciously” lived, then there may be a sense

o ln whcllch _wt;rli literature could be an emergent, prefigurative category that is con-
o c;r;cﬁ I.Wf a form of cultural dissensus and alterity, where non-consensual terms
.of afhliation may be established on the grounds of historical trauma. . . . Where

.. R :

once, the transmission of national traditions was the major theme of a world lit-
eral ' i i
rature, perhaps we can now suggest that transnational histories of migrants, the

: FQlf)anE(:l or political refugees—these border and frontier conditions—may be
. tl}(? terrains of world literature.!

) N . _
: Fog Posnett, comparison’s expansion reaches its highest point in West-
ern empires because these empires combine the greatest variety of cultural

i:so;lzztr (::123 tsil;i::{iﬁf Ij:;)g::tv&rrite “conquest,” but this. aspect of empire
i . : , just as those on the receiving end of con-
gqcst—'pre:llsely the dispossessed or “unhomely” who are Bhabha’s new
internationalists— “we”

such vigorous habita;rz; (?Jﬂi%ﬁiii?ﬁ?tigi t}llf' ;;Ve :ho iy 'dev'el'oped
“.autonomy or consciousness, Posnett’s seatbon s lneoes _Of‘_“dl‘”c_{ual
au . comparatism is imperial in various

respects, but not as one might expect in the most obvious or instrumental
f:ns‘e‘as a pretext or justification for empire, whereby, for instance, Western
iterature and Western society, having reached the highest development, set

oout, naturally as part of an impersonal process to civilize the world. His

omparatism is imperial first of all conceptually in that it is intrinsically
cx;laanswmslt, but most important it is imperia! because by definition it can
nly be available in its most evolved scientific or reflective form to a privi-

;l:i:ged deni.zen of empire. The authority to encompass comparatively all the
'-lltgrature in the world is thus reserved implicitly and withour argument to

he Wes v i i
Vestern scholar because he represents comparison’s highest develop-

‘ment. [t is this evolutionary, teleological unity that allows Posnett to locate

gryﬁcant causes in a great impersonal evolutionary process and at the
dme time to gaze upon them from above. -
‘ -”ljhc great innovation of the comparative method in the view of its
tactitioners was its subordination of the unruly and directionless similari-
ind differences generated by the table or chronological list of earlier
(tempts at ni ) T S .

“al‘.p - u.m?fersa.l literary histories to a meaningful and progressive tem-
orality: Time is to such an extent the motor and frame of the comparative
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method that in Posnetts view the scientific comparatist’s task is not so
much to compare one object to another as to “retrace the development”
of comparison’s progtess. It’s unlikely that anyone would have thought to
ask Posnett (though he would have welcomed the questions, especially as
he claims——quite falsely—to have invented the discipline’s name), “What
exactly do you compare?” since the adjective “comparative” was ubiqui-
tous.at the time in the names of fields of inquiry. But if the question had
arisen he might have answered, “I compare comparisons in time.” The
comparative method is not ultimately directed toward the objects under
comparison, but to an invisible and impalpable entity manifested through
them. Positivism imputes a transparent knowability to the empitical ob-
ject and a corresponding capacity to know in the subject, but the objec-
tive of its knowledge is itself obscure, as Foucault reminds us: “. . . there
is a whole layer of phenomena given to experience whose rationality and
interconnection rest upon an objective foundation which it is not possible
to bring to light; it is possible to know phenomena, but not substances;
laws, but not essences; regularities, but not the beings that obey them.” 4
This mode or condition of knowledge is peculiar to what Foucault calls
the modern episteme, which is grounded in History. Foucault’s definition
of History helps situate the positivist dimensions of comparative literature
in a broader modern epistemic field, particularly to the degree that it high-
lights the crucial link between empiricity and temporality: “History . . . is
the fundamental mode of being of empiricities, upon the basis of which
they are affirmed, posited, arranged, and distributed in the space of knowl-
edge for the use of such disciplines or sciences as may arise” (Order, 219).
The adjective “comparative” indexes precisely this temporal “mode of be-
ing of empiricities,” the archaeological fragment of another era’s positivity
persisting in the discipline’s name into the present.

Approached obliquely Foucault’s seminal study can be read as an ar-
chacology of compatison, since shifts in the modality of relations among
objects of knowledge are crucial elements in the ruptures between the three
epistemes he isolates, pre-Classical, Classical, and modern. What seemns
particularly useful in Foucault’s almost clinical isolation of modes of knowl-

edge from everything that might impinge on them is that it allows one to
reflect on the structure of comparison itself as bounded but historically

mutable. The pre-Classical wosld of knowledge Foucault evolkes is to such

an extent infused with resemblances that these can be divided into various
dominant types. Foucault lists four: convenientia, in which sheer proximity
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in space signals 2 hidden resemblance; aemulatio, the ability of thi
imitate each other over great distances; analogy, which Foucault d Ilings N
subtle resemblances of relations”; and : 5 of e
o e nes of eltic s and sympathy, the tendency of likeness
o g o 0 1dentity, a power counterbalanced by its opposite,
N’ C}L . 1y (Or r,d 18—23). What makes these multifarious similitudes (be-
e mos(:;v;;s;:;gle zl:h s;k}r, apoplex:y.and tempests, stars and plants, shells
e o Dossibl presupposition ofa har.momous disposition in the
e Soveen I :::}rlzfzsm and macrocosm, _Th1s.provides all investigation
s ance that evzrifthmg will ind its mirror and its macrocosmic
jushication on an arz.ger scale{,r s [and], inversely, that the visible
e ighest spheres will be found reflected in the darkest depth
of the earth” (Order, 31). i
Thinkers in the Classical episteme will break utterly with this syst
?f re.semblance as 2 form of knowledge, consigning it to the realm Of}; o
illusion, and the deception of the senses. Both Francis Bacon and Primz
pcscartes claborate formal refutations of resemblance, which hencefo?:h
Blves way to reason as a ground for knowledge. Comparison now emerge
s the central function of thought, not in the service of trackin reseg S
» blances but rather of analyzing them “in terms of identity, diﬁeren%:e m:::
surement, and order” (Order, s1-52). To know through comparison i,s th
-i\no 101-1ger to draw things together, but to “discriminate.” Measurement uj
. oydering, afld they are often indistinguishable, submit resemblance to ri:)f
‘ by,companson, and at the same time open a new possibility for cergzinty

X .Fp%lcault' describes it in comparison with the modern episteme that follo
It, is static in that it presents knowledge in its totality in the fixed for W;
-taxonomic tables and series, Bu if resemblance is contained and subii(z—
] ed to corr}parative analysis in the Classical episteme, it almost vanishe
altogether in Foucault’s account of the modern episteme, in which “fron:
-now on the contemporaneous and simultaneously observable resemblanc
'in space will be simply the fixed forms of a succession” {(Order, 219) i hcs
-'H;:c_alls a “mutation of Order into History” This mutation o% kngowlllezlv ;:
bjcct from resemblances in space to successions in time underlies a crufi |
*asgq;:t of the idea of comparison for the comparative method of the os?—
t;yl:s'g"'c?mparatists: comparison is not primarily a procedure for anal ! in
sity Ilarl'ty and difference in order to determine individual units suitabyli tg
:qyﬁal_‘r_,latlﬁon,‘ but rather 2 means of determining the general laws of develcj
gpfpcnt ascertainable beyond objects of analysis. Comparability as such,

based on enumeration and taxonomy. The form of Classical knowledge, as

E?:
i
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L . on
a prominent concern in this epistemic schema for taxonomic compan'sg é
itivi nifie
does not emerge as a central problem for the positivists because a u !
NN : o
field or totality for knowledge is given in the comprehensive process

temporal development.

The Space of Comparison

[The logical consequences of our.loosely
defined discipline were, surely, to inclufie the
* " open-ended possibility of studying a.l.l litera-
) tures, with linguistic rigor and historical savvy.
. A level playing field, so to speak.- o
— Gayaxi Spivals, Death of a Discipline

In a brief and very influential essay, translated as “Of C.)the_:r Sp;;c;z )
and first delivered as a lecture in 1967 just a year after thn?. publ;lcano;lec; I
Order of Things, Foucault writes: “The p{;‘;cnt e?ol:]l; ;v;ll)lopcic Oafpssi beabore
ch of space.” He continues: “We are in
?i;:dvl; le:: in the Epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the nff 'ind th; }fla;r;
of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are ata mf)ment, 1 c Lev:ljl when
our experience of the world is less thar of a long life developing g

i i ith its-

ime than that of 2 network that connects points and intersects wit !
o O
own skein”#* While this present “epoch of space” is clearly contrasted to

a previous epoch of time, the govcrnin_g terms of. this essay d1ffer0zli11argi};
from those of The Order of Things. At issue here is space as an e[;ion, o
an episteme; space is an object of experience, descnptmfl, per;(;gl 0w1; -
placement, but not a modality for the formal pro’c)iuction 0

The simultancity of juxtaposition ot “heterochrony” emer,

(13
i i develops the concept of “hetero
analyze that spatial comparison, Foucault P

= » . ] ﬁ - - (3 ] j ] . ] ,

tOpla, V\'hl 1’16 d.e nes in COIltIaSt o utopia as re P aces . .. whic are
-

Somethlllg hkf: COunter—SltCS, a l{l[ld Of eECCthCl? eIIaCth utOpIa mn \‘V}llch.

- . . » .
5 F)
th. Al p 180 I museu IIC lle[e otoplaisa s te that ca
Vlllag&s, caters, pr. 18§, a4 d S ms, I p 0
bt‘. OIIStIu. d as an elsewh re t]:la IOdu €S th.e CHCCE O Slocatlilg one
t p C f dl
C € e . .

cemeteries,

ges in “Of Other.:

Spaces” as the primary modality of spatial comparison. To describe and
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world that at once brings the rotality of the world into apprehension and
destabilizes or contests its unity.

This experiential and representational emphasis of spatial heteroto-
pia’s comparative function contrasts starlly with Foucaults articulation of
heterotopiain The Order of Things. Few readers can forget the extraordinary
quotation from Jorge Luis Borges with which Foucault begins his preface

to that text, the description of the Chinese encyclopedia, which reads, in
part:

animals are divided into: a) belonging to the Emperor, b) embalmed, ¢} tame,

d) sucking pigs, e) sirens, f) fabulous, g} stray dogs, h) included in the present clas-
-+ sificadon, i) frenzied, j) innumerable, k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush,
l) et cetera, m) having just broken the water pitcher, n) that from a long way off

““look like fies {Order, xv).

“For Foucault, the assortment of items on this list suggests there is

“a worse disorder than that of the incongruous and of the inappropriate
7 "c”dfnparison; it would be the disorder thar makes the fragments of a great
‘number of possible orders sparkle in a single dimension, without law or ge-
fqﬁiéﬁr)g the disorder of the heteroclite” (Order, xvii). Heterotopia appears

in this epistemic and epistemological context as a figure for absolute in-
commensurability, which paralyzes the knower into aphasia if he looks too
ctly upon it. The taxonomic sites occupied by the disparate elements
sh to the extent that it is impossible to “define beneath them a common
ground [fien commun)? Though the incommensurability of the heteroclite _
: cedes and utterly confounds all the modes of knowing through com-
tison developed in the three cpistemes, it nonetheless performs what one
ght call the foundational comparative function of revealing, negatively,
that there s order. Heterotopic difference in- the preface to The Order of
ingsis the other order at the limit of “our” own thought, for Foucault
ocates Borges® encyclopedia in a “real” place— China—ar the limit of
he Western imaginary. In presenting “the stark impossibility of thinking
Tt reveals the “brute being of order,” the very condition of possibil-
ty for an episteme— that is, for knowledge. In the spatial epoch sketched
n,“Of Other Spaces,” heterotopia, describable precisely as “fragments
a gfeat number of possible orders {that] sparkle in a single dimension,”
onger figures absolute incommensurability. The status of heterogene-
he betero in heterotopia) has shifted quite radically from that which
sand confounds the ordering function of comparison for knowledge
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to that which, on the contrary, generates relationality. Similarly, the status
of place (the zopos in heterotopia) has undergone a marked materialization
from the metaphorical “site” of taxonomic categories to the actually exist-
ing common ground underlying disparate spaces. Borges™ diverse elements
become less forbidding and perhaps even partly intelligible if instead of
seeking a conceptual common ground for them, we attempt to think of
them spatially, using, for instance, the terms with which Foucault describes
the spatial epoch: simultaneity, juxtaposition, the near and the far, the side-
by-side, the dispersed.
* Foucault’s analysis of space has been celebrated as a pivotal critique
of chronocentrism because it offers a historicization of space and sketches a
.framework for considering space not as a static backdrop to social meaning
but as a dynamic constituent of it. I am more interested here, however, in
exploring how it might illuminate the status of space as an epistemic (or
epochal) ground for comparison in the realm of knowledge. The attempt
to cxamine the epistemic frame within which one’s own discourse might
be taking place is indeed an abstract and markedly hypothetical exercise,
but useful in order to defamiliarize what seems given abour the compara-
tive project. Several important studies of the relation of space to knowl-
edge from theoretical vantage points different from Foucault’s arrive at a
paradox quite similar to that which one might read in the cleavage between
his two elaborations of heterotopia. In the first and most thoroughgoing
attempt to elaborate a materialist theory of space, The Production of Space,
Henri Lefebvre insists on the analytical separation and disjunction between
various registers of space: “logical-epistemological space, the space of social
practice, the space occupied by sensory phenomena, including products
of the imagination”* He formulates the paradox of this disjunction in
the following terms: “it is not therefore as though one had global (or con-
ceived) space to one side and fragmented (or directly experienced) space to
the other—rather as one might have an intacr glass here and a broken glass
or mirror over there. For space ‘is’ whole and broken, global and fractured
at one and the same time. Just as it is at once conceived, perceived and di-
rectly lived.” A similar disjunction attends Fredric Jameson’s description
of the totality of the world system in “knowable but unrepresentable.” 6
Developing on the difficulties of this paradox for the aesthetic within the
epochal framework of late capitalism, Fredric Jameson argues that the cul-
tural dialectic that binds experience and knowledge is severed, detaching
individuals from affective access to history. The knowability in question
here is reducible to the apprehension of information: one can know that

Grounds for Comparison 29

this extensive totality exists but one cannot grasp it affectively or through
the medium of representation, He poses the consequences for this wan-
ing of historical consciousness and corresponding prominence of spatial
consciousness in a particularly arresting way in the sequel to that essay, The
Seeds of Time. Reflecting on the early years of the twentieth century he

_ remarks that it is casier today to imagine the end of the physical world in

ecological catastrophe than it is to imagine an end to the (historical) capi-

talist mode of production.47 In these conditions, he argues, political agency

requires a new epistemic pedagogy to orient the subject in space—-some-
thing he calls “cognitive mapping,” a notion he approaches from a radical,
indeed hyperbolic, condition of unknowing,*® At issue is not primarily
space as an object of interpretation, a fundamental constituent of meaning,
but rather space as a perplexing condition of knowledge in which there is a
fundamental cleavage between the possibility of conceiving a spatial total-
ity and the impossibility of experiencing or representing it as such.

To return to our initial juxtaposition between the Bernheimer report’s
articulation of the “space of comparison” and Shackford’s paean to the com-
patative method a century earlier, one might propose the following obser-
vation. Temporalizing comparison encompassed a multiplicity of cultures
as objects of knowledge because the evolutionary scale allowed that com-
parison to discriminate; it welcomed all the difference in the world, so long
as all those differences could occupy fixed places on a hierarchical scale.
The space of comparison, inclusive by virtue of its transversal extensive-
ness, would in a first moment nepare the negation of this temporal unity
and withdraw the discriminating evolutionary hierarchy from the geog-
raphy of the globe as one might lift a distorting temporal veil in order to
reveal space as such. All cultures would thus appear as Fabian would urge—
coeval, or truly “simultaneous.” Simulraneity, itselfa temporal category, be-
comes 2 kind of degree zero of equivalence. Comparability, in the form of a
ground or a space of comparison, remains, but without discrimination. The
grounds of comparison today, thus, are in a first moment, literally ground—
that is, in a rather bewildering way, potentially the globe itself. But if space
provokes comparison, it also confounds its epistemological operations.

James Clifford’s seminal 1992 essay “Traveling Cultures” offers one

. symptomatic instance of this problem. Clifford urges the idea of travel-

ing cultures as a “spatial chronotope” that would dislodge anthropology
from its constricted locations and lingering colonial vocation, and human-
ist disciplines from their national and canonical grounding. This concept
is directed toward a disciplinary practice where it might help “to define a
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very large domain of comparative cultural studies: diverse, interconnected
histories of travel and displacement in the late twentieth century.”* The
" modifier “comparative” immediately undergoes a suggestive estrangement
here in its association with the explicitly post- or even anti-disciplinary as-
semblage of “cultural studies” from its original role as the marker of “sci-
entific” disciplinarity, par excellence. “Traveling Cultures” is shot through
with “comparison” (the word occurs sixteen times in various grammatical
guises), which points in a general way at once 1o the extensive scope of
culture’s possible travels and, as in the citation, to the diversity and inter-
connectedness of those itineraries. Clifford avers thar “a comparative cul-
tural studies needs to work, self-critically, with compromised, historically
encumbered tools,” but there is no mention of compatisor’s disciplinary
history; though it often seems to haunt the text. The supreme teleology of
the comparative method in early anthropology is implicitly revessed in a
phrase like “genuinely compararive and nonteleological cultural studies”
(Clifford, 29). Comparison no longer points to a method but rather to a
scope and a disposition toward knowledge that clearly aims to displace the
Archimedean view of the traditional comparatist with a transversal practice
of comparison: “The comparative scope I'm struggling toward is not a form
of overview. Rather, I'm working with a notion of comparative knowledge
produced through an #tinerary, always marked by a ‘way in,’ a history of
Jocations and a location of histories. . . . The metaphor of travel, for me, has

been a serious dream of mapping without going “off earth’” (Clifford, 30).

The term “comparative knowledge” suggests that comparison might not
be the end or object of knowledge but intrinsic to its processes. Nonethes

less, comparison persists implicitly as a perplexing problem of method,

particularly in some of the examples. Clifford proposes a comparison be-

wween Alexander Von Humboldt’s view of the “New World” and that of an

indentured Asian laboresr:

But although there is no ground of equivalence between the two “travelers,” theré.

is at least a basis for comparison and (problematic) translation. Von Humbol

became a canonical travel writer. The knowledge (predominantly scientific and
aesthetic) produced in his American explorations has been enormously influential,
The Asian laborer’s view of the “New World,” knowledge derived from displace-!
ment, was certainly quite different. 1 do not now, and may never, have access to;
it. But a comparative cultural studies would be very interested in such knowledge

and in the ways it could potentially complement or critique Von Humbol

(Clifford, 35)
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What this passage so presciently grazes but never quite brings into
focu's is a particular form of incommensurability. Incommensurability is
precisely the problem comparison reveals here and Clifford phrases it with
greataccuracy: there isa “basis for comparison” between the laborerand Von
~ Humboldt, presumably the space they have in common, but “no ground
- of equivalence” when it comes to the production, circulation, and analysis
" of their knowledge.”® When Clifford does compare cultures in motionyor ’

. travel, the comparison is of the classic taxonomic variety, in which a type or
- category is reinforced rather than dispersed or diversified. For example, his
_fnf:lusion in the cultural category “Haitian” of both those Haitians resiéin
in'Haiti and those living in New York as a kind of comparative or travcE
1_1ng-culture, can as one of his respondents remarks, easily essentialize the
“‘:cul?ttral identity an.d preclude analysis of the multiple relation into which
_ia;u;zr‘;xzzsoefri;rj Iiznlj?::i)rk, .Haiti, or points in between, The norma- -
tive poy parison here overwhelm the very incommen-
-$urability.the culture’s “travel” has introduced it to in the first place. The
ground of comparison has become a basis of equivalence. . )
e “Incommensurability,” which denotes literally, “thar which cannot
be measured. by comparison” is, I propose, a useful term to name that tenu-
ous space Clifford has briefly identified between a basis for comparison and “
 ground of equivalence because it suspends the relation between compari- !
on and measure. I would reverse the terms here and propose “ground for ~
omparison and basis of equivalence,” since it is the spatial chronotope’s
ggound that brings previously separated objects into comparison, even as
: _hgt ground offers no given basis of equivalence. Incommensurability is
robably more familiar in its maximal, epistemological sense, as the radical
absence of common ground between different orders in Foucault’s initial
efinition of heterotopia or as the rupture between paradigms in the his-
oty of science famously described by Thomas Kuhn, With Foucault’s spa-
al heterotopology in mind we might propose a minimal form of incom-
re.qsurability, which produces a generative dislocation without silencing
iscourse or marking the limit of knowledge. This minimal incommen- ;
urability instead opens up the possibility of an intelligible relation at the
mits of comparison. |
. To say that the grounds of comparison today are literally “ground”
speak heuristically, or within the quasi-figurative language of specula-
,‘::for in the realm of knowledge we know that there is no such thing
sheer ground and that our understanding of the globe derives from

»
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layers of overtly ideological designations for areas (Fast/West; Norch/
South; West/Rest, etc.) determined by successive hegemonies and complex
histories of domination that ceaselessly intertwine knowledge with power.
It is also, however, to pause at an experience of estranging spatial dislocation
or a disturbance of givenness in the knower’s relation to a field or object of
knowledge that js at once constitutive to knowledge and foreclosed in its
production. The decade since the publication of “Traveling Cultures” has
seen the consolidation of an important body of scholarship that elaborates
a thoroughgoing critique of the disciplinary methodologies and presup-
positions thar divide the world’s surface unevenly into areas of knowledge.
On one side the European tradition in the general humanities holding the

_place of an exemplary, implicitly universal form from which theoretical
models can be generated; on the other side all non-Western languages in
the more specialized realm of area studies, holding the place of raw mate-
rial, as it were, on which these theoretical models can be appliecl.5 ! From
the perspective of the discipline of comparative literature, the breaching of
this division has far-reaching and as yet unforesceable consequences.

IncommensuraBilit)r: Postcolonialicy
and the Ends of Comparison

Before, the fetishes were subject to the law of

equivalence. Now equivalence itself has become

a fetish.

—Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of
Enlightenment

The application of this criterion to all of our.

games necessarily entails a certain level of terror,

whether soft or hard: be operational (that is,

commensurable) or disappear.

—Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern
Condition

Les poédtiques muleipliées du monde ne se
proposent qu’a cewx-1a seuls qui tentent

de les ramasser dans des équivalences qui
r'unifient pas,

[The multiplied poetics of the world present
themselves to those alone who attempt to gather
them into equivalences that do ot unify.]
~—Edouard Glissant, Le Disconrs Antéllais
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Future scholars of comparative literature looking back at this time
. may well see in it a formative moment equal to if not surpassing the two
periods examined in this chaprer, the turn into the last century when Gay-
ley was active in the initial consolidation of the discipline and the period
of postwar expansion during the 1950s and 1960s. Over the turn into the
twenty-first century, a remarkable number of innovative studies have ad-
dressed the problems of studying literature in an expanded geographical
scope as well as, explicitly or implicitly, the question of comparison. Un-
.. like the two previous formative moments, however, the present conversa-
tion does not emerge principally from within the discipline of compara-
tive literature and its main thrust, therefore, is not necessarily to establish
methods and approaches proper to 2 discipline nor is it primarily aimed at
specific institutional change or consolidation.’* Indeed all of these works
are conspicuously transdisciplinary in various ways. One of the most star-
tling developments is the reemergence of systematic approaches based on
sociological and scientific models. Preeminent among these is a set of es-
says on world literature by Franco Moretti, which seek to apply various
models from the social sciences and the natural sciences to the elaboration
of 2 comprehensive theory of the novel on a world scale. Comprehensive
and systematic, Moretti’s approach is startlingly reminiscent of Gayleys,
though by all appearances unknowingly. In the first of these essays, “Conjec-
tures on World Literature,” Moretti adapts Emanuel Wallerstein’s world-
systems theory with its uneven divisions between center and periphery to
the worldwide dissemination of the novel. As a way of dealing with the
enormous practical problem of the multiplicity of languages and traditions,
he provocatively proposes a methodology of “distant reading,” the aban-
donment of close textual analysis in favor of “a patchworls of other people’s
research . . . the ambition is now directly proportional to zhe distance from
the text: the more ambitious the project, the greater must the distance be.”>?
The vast collaborative endeavor thus required is uncannily close to the one
envisioned in Gayley’s call for a “Society of Literary Evolution.” Though
lacking Gayley’s positivist certainty (for Moretti, world literature is a prob-
lem requiring conjecture and hypothesis, not a given requiring simple data
collection), his exhaustive scope (the world-inclusive comprehensiveness is
limited to one genre, the novel), and his primary temporal unity of devel-
opment, Moretti shares the basic idea that study of the entirety of world
literature can only be pursued as a collaborative project in which specialists
in the various areas all contribute to elaborating literature’s general laws.>
Moretti’s tone, particularly in the first of these essays, the shortest and the
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most ambitious of the series, is authoritative and provocational whereas
the substance of the argument is tentative and conjectural (by the looks
of it, the volume of text in the footnotes, occupied with qualifications
and hesitations, is at least double that of the essay proper), a discrepancy
that casts a distinct ambiguity on the transparency of the systematic ap-
plication of the world systems model to the novel. Perhaps distant reading
cannot quite overcome the estrangements of spatial dislocation, even as
the impressive charts and graphs cannot completely occlude the inherent
problems in determining comparable units for quantitative analysis from

* feétional forms over so vast and diverse a field. Another study that takes a
systemic approach to world literature is Pascale Casanova’s La république
mondiale des lettres, where she undertakes a sociological analysis, inspired
by Pierre Bourdieus notion of structure rather than Wallerstein’s of systern,
of the complex distribution of cultural capital in what she argues is a single,

semi-autonomous “world republic of letters.”

Overlapping with Moretti’s essays as they appeared in the New Left
Review between 2000 and 2004, a sequence of essays by Benedict Ander-

son elaborates a contrasting, nonsystematic approach to world licerature,

or perhaps more accurately to the global network of literature in history.

Digressive and narrative in form and method, these essays begin with the *;

objective of elucidating a few specific puzzles in a single novel from the

periphery, José Rizal’s Bl Filibusterisme, and in the process they trace an
astounding historical network of global intersections involving “Bismarck
and Vera Zasulich, Yankee manipulations and Cuban insurrections, Meiji
Japan and the British Museum, Huysmans and Mallarmé, Catalonia and
the Carolines, Kropotkin and Salvador Santiago,” to name but a few.56
Considering that Rizal’s other novel Noki Me Tangere, held a central place
in Anderson’s Imagined Communities as an example of the nation’s invest

ment in print culture, these essays, more than his intriguingly but ulti
p 34 y

marely deceptively titled book, Specters of Comparison, constitute a rigorotis
account of the comparative underpinnings of what would normally ‘be
ized ional li 57 The discipli f f th ]
categorized as national licerature. e disciplinary frame of these essays
oscillates between history and literacure; they offer a historical account of
the late nineteenth century finely attuned to the fictional probabilities’of

historical narrative and a literary history of influence grounded in wo

historical events. The method approaches that of ethnography’s “thick.d
scription,” but on a world scale. Extensive, but in no way comprehensiv
the scope of the study takes the form of the intersecting itineraries of th
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k‘mc.:l .ChH'ord describes. Comparison inheres on the one hand in the mul
tiplicity of ove.rlapping encounters, irreducible to any single orga ing
zﬁx;ep; or national ground, and on the other hand in the worldgp?zzi
histo; e:za:; ;zg:iz; Tﬁjzjczi;hfis tha;h of a specific period in world
ety and as rendered by a particular scl:(;;:rly Z}ief;iicig: o Pe“PI?’
v 1 : scholar here is
Et upezgizsg z; ::;g;l;; l;?r:;l:; ;E:l:ighc?ut, a move thacr; both underlines the
generalizability of his stance into a ;rolcll:ieSItlllgz;?li s lmphady"hmlts i
and hypothetical theoretical model for wc;rld li rures M?‘rem o
b ' tterature as a “planet -
. iel;;,b aj\fde;{rson ciescnbes alparticular trajectory through, inphis wa;fdzsa
3 dim " ;1; J;icatpe. :lt 1 pa.r;:Icula.r moment in time. Both studies are fin-
. storical, but Moretti’s on a © " regi iali
. for{nalism first developed in Georg Luiais,ﬁf[ﬁniiiﬁfs i ihma‘l‘tcr'lahs’f
- register of a branchin - i th empiricl dea
i : g, open-ended narrative, dense with empirical detail
: ﬂdo]t)her eclect’lc, nonsystematic, recent approach to world literature Da—.
,md d:erSCh'S Wbﬂf. is World Lz'tem.ture? offers a disarmingly pragr,natic
- m(zlcrz.itlc criterion for world literature (any work that has crossed
-T: th(i):Er;r;essa;f its place of origin) with wide-ranging consequences,®
1o . pling one would have to add the work of Naoki Sakai
on ._transl:;}uon and national “co-figuration,” a crucial intervention o hEIJ
comparative constitution of discrete and equivalent cultural unis: t}il tt ;
;\'}(Z’E:J;er Mignolo on a postcolonial epistemology grounded in “borc’i oo
:L “s+that of Emily Apter on the forgotten “global translatio” thar s:'f: z}'
1 C;T:I;;a.l \)g%%r;s tf::; ;?ﬁiiztli\g lti_teratu.re Encil)crtcf)ok during their time
exile ; . - LDeuenne in his brief manifesto, Comparer
toﬁg@;ﬁ:ﬁzgaék i!_f(“]omparmg. the Igcomgarable]., which advocates the aﬁtive
struction o comparabilities” as a dynamic and collaborative task fo
Gros, ‘discilphr'lary analysis; finally, that of Gayatri Spivak on a “plan ,
Comparative literature” that would combine the linguistic brcadthind rinor
.rea"stuches with philological close reading, and to which I shall r on
b_s_;quently.5 ? Other works could be added to this selective inventorl;tgfﬁ

e thic vt e
p F}ns will suffice to indicate that the central concerns of comparative
cr%turc have made a robust entrance into the

T S,
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I'seek to do so from the standpoint of postcolonial critique, which entails
several distinct emphases. The first involves a particular inflection of the
spatial ground of comparison, which, as Edward Said elaborates in Cultrre
and Imperialism, corresponds in a first moment with the imperial geogta-
phy of the world and hence with a history of domination and presumes,
in its imperial form, the sovereign authority of a single perspective. 'On(-:e a
postcolonial literature emerges— that is, a body of texts that occupies sites
of enunciation, to use Mignolo’s term— outside the metropolitan centers,
that unique perspective becomes untenable. This does not necessarily give
onto a relativistic enclosure into particularism, but rather, as Glissant puts
it, onto a relational and necessarily comparative “degeneralized universal?

. in which worldliness does not inhere in exemplary representativity; that
is, in standing for the world, bur rather in standing in the world, in mful—
tiple relation with its unsystematizable extensiveness. Glissant’s elaboration
of Relation and the Tout-monde, or world-totality, to which I will return
in greater detail in chapter three, bears a striking afﬁnity‘ with'thc kind
of epistemological disjuncture Lefebvre and Jameson associate with space,
patticularly in his insistence on the necessary imbricatif)ns of any given
particular site with the whole, but he artives at it from a different dn'ectlo'n,
that of the master narrative of colonial conquest. For Glissant the spatial
imperative of imperial conquest necessarily gives onto an intrinsically in-
commensurable relationality.

The second emphasis is a critical stance with respect to disciplin-
ary norms of legitimacy and authority, or, to put it another way, a stance
that fully registers the disturbance of givenness in the knower’s relatn?n
to a field or object of knowledge that the imbrications of knowledge in

- colonial domination implies. Comparison is overdetermined at both ends
of colonialism’s culture. Western supremacy was discursively consolidated
'in a binary and evaluative comparison in which the West produced it-

- sclf as the standard and model of humankind. Aschly asserting culture as
a discriminating civilizational value, the coercive comparison of the c?lo-
nial cultural project conflated the ground of comparison with the basis ?f
equivalence. Just as it was in large part the immense wealth produ.ce'd. in

" the colonies that provided Western modernity’s conditions of possibility,
so too the formation of the exemplary autonomous subject of modern
humanism both assumes as its other and disavows from its narrative the °
partial and insufficient figures of racial and gender c.li&"erence. The wide-
spread dissemination of Western modernity’s principal forms, fro-r_n thc.
nation-state to the subject as individual and citizen to the predominance ._

of the written word and a certain idea of literature itself, in wrn produce
their own multiple forms of comparatism in which these forms interact
in various ways with local conditions or pre-colonial forms. A substantial
body of scholarship explores many facets of this constellation. Postcolonial
studies offer a grear number of avenues toward an analysis of colonialism
and comparison. I have chosen to focus my analysis on ideas or figures
- of comparison in a set of colonial and postcolonial texts. The advantage
-~ -of this approach is that it doesn't presuppose a given unit or standard of
comparison (genre, nation, gender, or period, to name the most obvious)
but attends as closely as possible to how postcoloniality and comparison are
- -construed in particular instances. Comparison is, in practice, a normative -
and generalizing activity, and through one medium or another, it nears I'
what Rodolphe Gasché calls the “Hegelian temptation” of mediating or -
sublating contradiction, or of assimilating the singular.® Instead of actually -
comparing one text or region or theme to another, I seek to forestall this |
. assimilatory tendency by foregrounding figures of comparison. As such, r
this study is a ground-clearing cxercise that aims to investigate those forms 5?
of equivalence that do not unify, which Glissant suggests must underlic the i
““multiplied poetics of the world” The idea of postcoloniality subtending -
-this analysis is ultimately beholden to his elaboration of Relation, in which,
- to put it briefly, the overarching commensuration of imperialism’s cultural [
- comparison is overturned and also relayed in the postcolonial condition )
. as cultures come into constant contact without a unifying standard, thus J:
engaging in ubiquitous processes of comparison that are no longer bound
* to'commensuration.
" Given the saturation of colonial others in discourses that purport to
fix and decode them, my approach to postcolonial literary texts doest
- assume that they transparently represent a culture or can be reduced to a
discernible chain of historical causes and effects of to a set of material con-
ditions, I endeavor as far as possible to read texts off the page, as it were,
 presupposing them ultimately to ground their own authority and ro pos-
sess the opacity, to use Glissant’s term, expressive culeure usually presumes.
This approaches a formalism quite different from the materialist formalism
thar informs Moretti’s planetary system of world literature, but also dis-

.

allits conditions of production. A postcolonial formalist criticism rakes ex- .+
trinsic conditions as its point of departure and as its analytical frame and
- thus, in the present case, locates its historical engagements most acutely in

3
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an attempt to trace the conditions of its own production. The history of
the discipline of comparative literature and its practices of comparison are

at least as important to framing the postcolonial incommensurability in,

for instance, Derek Walcott’s Omeros, as Derek Walcott’s biography or the

history of St. Lucia. This postcolonial formalism is also inflected by the

particular history of the postcolonial literature under consideration here.

The Caribbean islands of St. Lucia, Martinique, and Guadeloupe, from

which the principal postcolonial authors in this study hail, are small places

and nationalism played a very small part in their postcolonial trajectory,

particularly for the latter two, which entered the postcolonial era as de-

pendencies of the former colonial metropole. This alone complicates the

task of locating this literature with respect to a discrete political-economic
territory. It is a literature that could not meet any criteria for inclusion in
Gayley’s comprehensive list, since it will not slot into the categories of
peoples, races, language groups, or nations, or in Moretti’s planetary sys-
tem, since it does not possess a longstanding and distinct history of the
novel. These factors already detach it from any obvious conditions of pro-
duction. In addition and perhaps most importantly, it is ultimately the
privileged repository of slavery’s violent history of dispossession so that its
relation to history is not simply mimetic, or ascertainable as one aspect of
a particular political project such as narional liberation, but memorializing
in its attempt to figure an erased collective history and utopian in its at-
tempt to maintain emancipatory hopes.®! In this sense the very autonomy
of this expressive culture has intrinsically political ramifications similar to
those Paul Gilroy claims for the diasporan modernity of the black Atlantic
as a counterculture of Western modernity in which, paradoxically, “the
bounds of politics are extended precisely because this tradition of expres-
sion refuses to accept that the political is a readily separable domain.”%
Despite its temptation to aesthetic fetishism and its tendency toward phil-
osophical nominalism, close reading offers an important approach to cross-
cultural engagement, because it points toward an open model of interlocu-
tion rather than mastery. Gayatri Spivak elaborates this point eloquently in
Death of a Discipline. Opposing the “disciplinary politics of distant re:adin‘g:,r
and the scopic ambitions of mapping the world’s literature and bringing it
under Euro-U.S. rational control,” she advocates a notion of reading over
distance, teleopoiesis, in which the aim is not to master or transcodff a‘text as
representative of a culture, but rather “to affect the distantin a poz‘em—an
imaginative making—without guarantees.”®® This ethic of reading fore-
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grounds the “unverifiable” quality of literary textuality as a crucial, if un-
predictable and unsystematic, access to collectivities.

The loose academic disciplinary assemblage of postcolonial studies,
with its ambiguous and inadequate central term, “postcolonial,” has been
the object of concerted critique, the most stringent of which comes from

* sociologically minded critics who fault the discipline for an aesthetic de-

politicization and deradicalization of political movements as well as for an
occlusion of the discipline’s own historical origins.®* From the perspective
of actually existing social movements and of a measurable effect upon the
political and economic conditions they address, these judgments are cer-
tainly accurate. As an intellectual project, postcolonial studies is not organ-
ically linked to"a social movement, nor s its entrance into the curriculum
reflective of a broader historical mandate. But to dismiss the intellectual
project of postcolonial studies as apolitical ignores the force and value of a
specifically cultural politics within the restricted and separate sphere of the
academic humanities. One aspect of this cultural politics is a concerted at-
tention to the aesthetic value of postcolonized expressive culture within the
remaining disciplinary frameworks that produce cultural capital. Another
aspect of this cultural politics is the concerted transdisciplinary academic
project of what Dipesh Chakrabarty calls the deprovincialization of the

- non-West, a disciplinary alignment that challenges the centrality of Euro-

pean forms as exclusive models of historical and aesthetic experience and
scholarship.* Barely begun and of uncertain outcome, the colossal task of
reducing European racio-cultural predominance and privilege in the forms
of knowledge produced in the university remains a central project of post-
colonial studies.® Thar this project should be undertaken with reference

- to colonial and anticolonial legacies that have an ambiguous and uncertain
bearing upon the politics of the present is the patent paradox I take to be
. éxpressed in the ungainly term “postcoloniality” in this boolc’s title. A cer-

tain hint of mustiness hangs about the rerm these days that cannot entirely
be accounted for by the aura of inbuilt obsolescence that affects academic

+ trends like anything else in consumer culture. David Scott makes a cogent

argument for criticism’s need to look toward what comes after the post-

+ colonial on the grounds of 2 non-teleological periodization built around
- what he calls “problem spaces.” The anticolonial moment culminating in
'+ the- Bandung conference of 1955 was one such problem space centered on
~ the urgency of developing a politics of liberation. The postcolonial prob-
‘ lem space, which he interestingly locates not after colonialism, but after
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anticolonialism, is centered in the “North Atlantic academy,” and adfires'ses
“the demand for the decolonization of representation, the decolomz.ation
of the West’s theory of the non-West.” Parely for internal reasonsr(xt hlas
exhausted its capacity to produce new objects of kn9wledge) and partl! in
response to the exigencies of the post—cold war period, Scott argues, “the
critical investigation of colonialism” in the present must Open oNto a new
problem space, whose exact outlines are as yet uncertain. %ﬂelsympathenc
with the general tenor of his argument, I am wary of the strict demarca-
tions he draws between the various problem spaces. These may hold fctr
.sociological investigations directed at empiricall?r grounded objec':t‘s, butf it
seems to me that postcolonial literature often artlculates'a.more disj unctive
relation to time in which what is at stake is precisely giving expression to
all that is left over, forgotten, or unaccomplished in history’s rapu‘i rnar.ch.
In 2 subsequent study, Scott himself seems to come c.:loscr. to arFlf:ulan'ng
the contemporary problem space of colonialism preciscly ina dlSJL.lnCtIVe
refusal of the “normalization of the present.” 68 Postcolonial S:tudiﬁs has
been successful in ‘garnering intellectual prestige, and perhgps in noicmal—
izing a certain rhetoric of inclusion, but it has bc?en far l.css s?uccessful in es-
tablishing new institutional forms and marshalling 1nst1.tut1onal resources.
‘We thus inhabit institutional and disciplinary forms with a sense of thelr
inadequacy but without any indication of the ways in wl'{lch they mﬁ?}:
be changed or indeed if the historical circumstancets o_btam ll.lnder W
they will or can be changed. The danger of neutralization arises for post-
colonial ctiticism also from conditions internal o the culture produced in
the university. o ) "
Critiques of an instrumental or otherwise mGz;dequate pluralist malti-
culturalism are perhaps broadly familiar by now,™ but the prfnblem arises
most acutely for academic comparatism because of the conjuncture be-

tween the entrance of multiculturalism into the academy and the increas-

ing hegemony of the commodity form in late capitalism. In his analysis
of the impact of a generalized exchange value on the contemporary us.
university, Bill Readings argues that, as an increasingly transnational econ-

omy no longer requires of the university the cultural function of forming -
national subjects, the univessity itself becomes corporatized and the culure -

it distributes therefore is increasingly “dereferentialized”—that is to say,
indifferent as to content as long as, like the commodity, i.t can be success-
fully marketed. 7° This explains, Readings thinks, Fhe raf-nc! success duf;.ng
the 1980s and 1990s of a whole set of para- or interdisciplinary studies

“of multiculturalism’s impulse not to discriminate easily verges into the in-
discriminate and the spatial scope of comparison can open on 2 limitless
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(women'’s studies, ¢thnic studies, cultural studies, postcolonial studies, etc)
whose self-definition is overtly marginal and oppositional. The novel form
of such disciplines can be exchanged for the value of status and renown,
regardless of their oppositional content. Commentarors have rightly drawn
attention to the exaggerations and reductions in Readings’ position.”? All
the same, the crux of Readings’ argument, namely that in the corporate
university the commodity form within a generalized model of exchange ul-

- timately determines the value of academic humanities, seems to me largely

accurate. It also suggests that the institutional considerations, which, I ar-

- gued, largely informed comparative literature’s exclusively European orien-

tation in the postwar period, have, then, only become more acute after the
end of the cold war, For the financial crisis provoked by the withdrawal of
government funding only exacerbates competition among disciplines and
intensifies the institutional determination of their intellectual orientation.

* An extreme institutional and disciplinary self-consciousness, however, cu-

riously coexists with a marked lack of awareness of the disciplinary past.
Even as constructivism or social and historical determination arc every-

.- where emphasized, the possibilities that open up before the researcher and,

implicitly, her capacity to master them seem boundless and at any moment

.. exchangeable. From one point of view, one postcolonial view, this can

amount to an extraordinary and salutary dismantling of the unitary con-

struction of the object and the subject of knowledge. Ideally, this differenti-
-~ ation would reorient learning toward a kind of knowledge grounded in dis-
sensual communities, to use Readings’ term, or pursued as a collaborative -

endeavor rather than the supreme accomplishment of a single great mind’s

- mastery. That this community of comparatists no longer has a general high
“~culture in common, or reads the same books, or attends the same lectures
-is, from this point of view, an occasion for celebrarion, not lament, a wel-

come challenge to invent new forms of collaboration and interchange, to

“claborate ways in which cultures that are not held in common can make
-adifference, and to forge links and cultivate affinities berween the intel-
-lectual projects developed in the university and cognate endeavors in other

institutional and political locations.

i+ Comparison makes its comeback not asa method butas aspace, where

it signifies inclusiveness and a non-hierarchical transversality. But the age

horizon of interchangeable objects. In large part this particular temptation
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1o equivalence has to do with the increasing hegemony of the commod-

ity form in our moment of late capitalism. Detached from the imbrica-

tions of context or what Marx called use value, the commodity is a form

theoserically amenable to any content because what determines its value is

an abstract equivalence derived from a system of exchange. There are no

limits to commensurability on this model insofar as it can hypothetically
bring all objects into relation on the basis of equivalence. The commensu-

rability of the commodity is a comparison in which the comparability of
form is already given and the comparability of content is moot. In the ex-
change of commodities, equivalence is subordinated to commensuration.
As commodification increasingly permeates all aspects of social life, at the
extreme we approach what John Guillory calls “the condition of the abso-
lute commensurability of everything” (Guillory, 322—323). A previous era’s
normativity gives way to a gencralized equivalence and the commodity
foron subordinates normative comparison to its laws of exchange. A gen-
eralized basis of equivalence trumps the grounds of comparison. This is
something akin to what Spivak has in mind with the notion of the “global
commensurability of value” as a massive countervailing force to teleopoiesis,
a kind of pall expressed in the title, Death of a Discipline, which hangs over
the projection of a utopian hope for a planetary comparatism.”

This study is located in the perplexity between these two perspectives
on the renewed scope of compatison. On the one hand the space of com-
parison fulfills a postcolonial cultural promise in which the “fragments of
a great number of possible orders sparkle in a single dimension,” a dimen-
sion that neither reduces those fragments to equivalent forms nor induces
a paralyzing incommensurability. Itis a mode of cultural relation (if not an
inclusiveness) that contrasts with academic comparison's institutional past,
the one remembered and the one forgotten, the cosmopolitan discrimina-

tion of comparative European literatures, and the positivist discrimination

of an evolutionary hierarchy of races and nations. On the other hand, this
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.catalog_s, from storefront roadside banners and drugstore windows, form-
ingan mes.capable backdrop for anyone musing on the modest rcs;r ence
of comparison in academic inquiry. Perhaps the darkest evocation of:{;: this
generahzauon of commensurability is Jean-Francois Lyotard, who a

in T/ae Différend that capitalism and what he calls ics “econ,omic ;guef
inflices the ultimate injury upon the incommensurability producedginnt[;
clash among heterogeneous genres because it subordinates all differend t:e
the genre of exchange in such a way as to render them indifferent, [;‘lti(f

- mately for Lyotard it strikes the fatal blow both to culture and philoso-

phy.”* I do not attempt I i

' ' pt to resolve or conflate these discrepant contexts for

comparison; rather, I articulate figures of postcolonial incomme bili

in their ambiguous interaction. e
This sequence of chapters describes a postcolonial itinerary that pro-

ceeds from the breakdown of imperial comparison in the colonial n:ira—

‘tives of Joseph Conrad, « i
P » to the moment of postcolonial response or: “writing

—_back,” and from there to adumbrations of the possibility of intercultural

" communi ominati i i
* community beyond domination. This arc of the postcolonial comparatist’s

“ desire ﬁ':\r an efnancipated comparatism is qualified and undercut by a focus
on the incursion of contrary and incommensurable forces upon it, espe-
‘c1‘aIly the effects on culture, particularly literature, of the rapidl ev’olvfn

demands of globalization in its neocolonial dimensions and the };isruptivi

g

and compa:rison itself, both centrally involve a meditation on communi
and collectivity as literature represents its aspirations, and often, indeed tty
failures. As will be clear by now this book does not develop a,sin le c’o1 :
tinuous argument about postcolonial comparison. The texts addresgsed ha[.lii
fr m diverse traditions and have no necessary or intrinsic connection; th
oint of postcolonial comparatism here, thus, is precisely to bring them ’int:
tion over a ground of comparison. that is in common but not unified

space coincides with what is variously called late capitalism or globaliza-
tion whose generalization of exchange value neutralizes the ideological re-
sistance and the political consequence claimed for the culture produced
and circulated in the university. I qualify this culture by its institutional
location, as I have throughout, for other forms of culture may well consti-
tute sites of significant contestation in the global order, by no means an
even system whose forms therefore differ according to location.” But the
invitation or taunt, “Dare to Compare!” blares from the pages of computer




