CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Comparative Literature
Congenita]ly Contrarian

LINDA HUTCHEON

Congenitally contrarian: neither a medical symptom nor a political affiliation; not
even a description of departmental politics, though Haun Saussy has remarked above
that “a comparative literature department without confrontations is a collection of
inert elements Although the word contrarian has “contrary” built into it, I do not
even want to suggest that comparative literature as a discipline should only focus on
the contestatory and the oppositional. What I do mean is that I believe compara-
tive literature to be inherently contrarian—that is, by its very nature. Sanssy deems
comparatists fortunate to “inhabit a multipolar profession” in a unipolar, globalized
world. But he notes that “the times” make this a “contrarian® model; it is this off-hand
remark that I take up here in responding to the ACLA’s latest reevaluation of the state
of the discipline.

TheO:g%rdEnglishDicﬁanmyinfnrmsusthatmbecontraﬁmismopposeorre—
ject popular opinion, something comparatists have done quite regularly—regarding
everything from the singularity of national cultures to the fixity of what constitutes
the“Bternya”ThehismryofthisamdemicdisdplineinNmthAmeﬁmoﬁerspknﬁ-
ﬁﬂeﬁdenceofthissideofﬂxcontmimnanmﬂoselyrdatedmthisﬁaoﬁdmt&y
is another obvious fact: that every decade or so, comparative literature on this con-
tinent has reexamined its own working assumptions in the light of changes in both
the profession and the waorld at large in which it professes (e.g., in 1965, 1975, 1993,
and again in 2004). I have not noticed that any of the national language and literature
disdplineshavemdagomtbisldndofregu]usdf-muﬁny,mdmfewothmamlay
claim to comparative literature’s resulting institutional and intellectunl, self-reflexive
self-examination. I would argue that this “mete-disciplinarity” is the real reason why

what we call “theory”.took such firm root in comparative literature departments. It
‘was not simply because they had faculty and students who could speak the languages
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needed; it was because the ground was already prepared for what Terry Bagleton calls
the “systematic reflection on our guiding assumptions” that constitutes “theary™

1t is this habit of self-interrogation that makes the discipline perhaps uniquely
responsive to change: comparative literature has always been open to rethinking; it is
always aware of the state of the intellectual economy, if you will. I deliberately turn
to an economic metaphor here because the dictionary definition of a “contrarian” is
one who resists popular opinion, but does so specifically in stock exchange dealing.
I am well aware that there are very different opinions of this discipline’s success in
the “marketplace of ideas,” 5o to speak. Saussy’s evalustion asserts that, despite com-
parative literature’s institutional “wraithlikeness,” comparatist ideas and practices are
omnipresent now: “Our cdnclusions have become other people’s assumptions,” he
daims. And he may be right, given the number of sessions, for example, at the 2004
convention of the Modern Language Association that dealt with globalization and
comparativity (of everything from Queer to Early American literature). But this very
same focus of scholarly attention can also be found in conferences of many different
stripes around the woxld today. At the other extreme, however, is Gayatri Spivak’s
lament for the end of comparative literature, for the “death of a discipline.™ If she
is right, then I cannot be alone in noting the obvious irony of its demise at the very
moment in history when its disciplinary focus on those mobile networks of ideas,
cormecting and circulating around the globe, can be most useful.

As George Steiner and others have explored, comparative literature’s expansion in
North America after World War I was the direct result of “marginalization, . . . [of]
partial social and ethnic exclusion™ What he meant, of course, is that this became the
discipline of the (largely Fastern and Central) Enropean polyglot exile, Therein lay its
strength—and increasingly its limitation, in geographic and cultural terms. If, to use
Steiner’s image, comparatists are forever “jubilant at the intractable diversity of Ba-
bel" that diversity has been a decidedly limited one. As Franco Moretti has reminded
us, the discipline’s rhetorical reach has decidedly exceeded its geographical grasp.” I
the resolutely Buropean focus of earlier comparative studies. For over a decade now,
the discipline has been facing head-on the need to go beyond its roots and to broaden
the linguistic and cultnral scope of its work to include the rest of the world: the Bast
as well as the West, the South as well as the North.

Yet, if comparative literature really is as “congenitally contrarian” as  hope it is, on
the intellectual stock market, it will not abandon Burope completely, despite its cur-
rent lack of fashionable appeal (and almost palitical correctness), especially among
its younger scholars in North America. In an academic and intellectual environment
Iike the current one, in which we are all grappling with the complex issues surround-
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ingglobalimﬁon,formanynntonlyhasthequesﬁon of Burope not been answered,
meuropeisnawomoftheqnesﬁon (as well as out of fashion). Yet the revival
ofethnicandreﬁgiousnaﬁnnalixmsafmr&edissohﬁonoftheSwietUninnmd
the break-up oftheformerYugoslaviamarkedamajorgeopoliﬁcalrealignment,and
with that camegreatpainalongwiﬂ;somegain.Ourcmrentpreocmpaﬁonwith
Imq,inotherwords,shouldnotmakeusforgetkosovo. Comparatists have always
attended to history and memory.

WhyshouldwenotfnrgetBurope?Intheever—expandingewnonﬁcgronphg

thatistheBuropeanUnion,thereismorethaneveraneedmﬁndaﬂnmlaswenas
economic commonaliﬁesamidmanifestnaﬁonalandhistorimldiﬂ'erencesbetween
BastandWest,NorthandSmnh.'Ibpreciserthisend,inlgutheEUadoptedan
anthem: "Ode to Joy;” the finale oftheﬁmrthmovememofBeethoven’sNinthSym-
phony (in D miner, Op. 125),% but without the famous choral text, the composer’s
shortenedadapmﬁonof“AndieFreude,”aWsodebyFﬁedﬁchSchﬂlenTheoﬁcial
EUorchesu'alversionwasarmngedandshortenedmtwominumbythemnducmr
HerbertvonKarajan.’Whmyouthinkabomit.thischoiceofanthmnwasintmsely
German in its music (anditssilencedtext).'l‘hemusicalonewasdeemedsbare—able,
supranational, “representative of European genius and therefore capable of uniting
theheartsandmindsofalleopeans.”'Itishardnottomakeaconnedionhnre
with the paralle] aspirations of Goethe’s Weltlitei'atxagwithitsilxterweavingoflitexnry
traditions to combmtisolaﬁorﬁsmandmﬁonn]istmogance.ButSteiner’sevalunﬁon
of the actual situation of the union ofthehistnricallywaningcmmtriesofl‘:’mpe,
thoughwﬁttennowadecadeago,issﬁﬂrelevant“fhenoﬁonofaBuropeancon—
oord,ex:eptbnacommercial,ﬁsea],ormemanﬁlebasis...seemstorecedefmm
realistic expectations*

Does this choiceofaEuropeannnthemhelpthecauseofagreater(ideologimland
culnnal)unityinanyredogforthatmattegmysymboﬁcway?Andisthnrealem
mbeleamedﬁomthischoice?SchﬂlefsoﬁginnlhngodehadoEeredamessageof
umpinnunity,throughmagic(“Zauher”),ofwhnwsmmhndonmsuonglydivided
("Was die Mode streng geteilt”). Onemightbeforgivenforthinkingthat,despitethe
obvioudyﬁmiﬁngfeatmeafthemrdsbeinginonlyoneoftheﬂnmpeanhnguages,
this'wouldseemagoodstartforananthemmeamtopruvokeasweﬂassymbolbe
pan-European unity.Beethoven,inhisahortenedvm‘sinn.hadkepttbismassageand
its rousing conclusion that all men shall become brothers (“Alle Menschen werden
Britder”). Both versions celebrate friendship, marital love, and, more interestingly,
the salvation ofmegoodmdtheevﬂmgether(“AlleGlmalleBﬁsen”).Onboth
Ppoem and lyrics, all the world’s “brothers® are exhorted to run their race joyfully, just
asahe;ogoesmvictory(“hufet.nrnder,emeBahmlFreudig,wieethdzmn
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Siegen”). Presumably then, including the nonracing women, the world’s millions are
to be embraced (“Seid umschlungen, Millionen™); they are also to bow down (“ihr
stiirzt nieder”) to the Creator ("den Schipfer”).

In shortening the long ode, Beethoven had deleted such things as Schiller’s mes-
sage of courageous endurance for a better world ("Duldet nmtig, Millionen! / Dul-
det fiir die bess’re Welt”), along with the poet’s urging that anger and revenge be
forgotten and enemies forgiven (“Groll und Rache sei vergessen, / Unserm Todfeind
sei verziechn"). In the original version, the entire world would be reconciled (“Aus-
gesShnt die ganze Welt!”) in the joy of divine forgiveness, But if the composer cut
some of the stanzas of the ode, he arguably retained their general ideology, not to say,
their sentiment. Even though he lived in a less politically correct age than our own,
Beethoven was perhaps wise to cnt the poem’s line about cannibals drinking gentle-
ness (“Trinken Sanfimnt Keannibalen™), as all the reunited others imbibe the golden
wine of joy. But he kept the general message of brotherhood and divinely assisted
human mity.

‘The Buropean Union’s decision to use only the music of the “Ode to Joy” without
any of the actual words of Schiller’s utopian message of brotherhood has a number
ofinhr;ﬁngwnseqnmces.Yes,theremobﬁomlyothuhngmgesﬂmnGema}l
spokanintheUnion,butitisalmlﬂmlyunethatmmyp_eoplehenﬁngthemumc
will recall the sense, even if not the precise words, of the lyrics. More impartantly,
however, as the musicologist Caryl Clark has argued, the decision to omit the words
its “inner conflicts and irregularities” semiotically signals “disorder not harmony, de-
viance not complacency, difference not collectivity1® '

Given this discrepancy, I would like to snggest that the Buropean Union’s symbolic,
if ironic (and I suspect totally unintended), acceptance of discordant mmsical multi-
pﬁcityinsteadofanarﬁuﬂmdmesmgeofunitymaymmstamoddforcompa.ra-
tists to intervene in Buropean (and even global) debates. The reason for my excursion
into the ironies of European musical politics is that I believe these very ironies teach
us, by analogy, that one kind of unity need not suppress or deny diversity and differ-
ence, or even discord. As Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth has argued, in a postmodern world
in which individual as well as national identity is “multi-laminated” and complex,
difference is both constitutive of identity and something to be constantly negotiated.
Difference canmot be denied or reduced to common denominators: that way—the
way of modernity, she argues—lies the conflicts over Truth that have brought our
world totalitarianism and genocide.” .

In the considerably less contentions field of comparative literature, certain ambi-
tions embracings of unity-respectful-of-multiplicity-and-difference stand as exem-
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plars, as both solo and collective models for the discipline as a whole. I am thinking of
works like Franco Moretti’s Atlas of the Buropean Novel 1800-1900 or John Neubauer
and Marcel Cornis-Pope’s multiply authored collaborative mega-project, the multi-
volume comparative History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Eurape: Junctures
and Disjunctures in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries.?

If comparative literature really is (and I believe it is) a discipline that “teaches us
to adjust to multiple frames of reference and attend to relations rather than givens,”
as Saussy claims, then it is incumbent upon it to bring its insights and skills to the
cultural redefining of Burope. That this should not be its only mission should by now
go without saying. The literary, cultural, and historical relations among northern and
southern, among eastern and western parts of the globe are crucisl to its new identity
in the twenty-first century, But I would like to think that this discipline’s contrar-
ian temperament means that it won't forget its roots, that it won't forget Burope.
Congenitally contrarian, it should always be willing to “move the other way*—as in
“contrary motion” in music.

Ilive in a country that shares a contrarian identity with the discipline I study. Like
comparative literature, Canada is intensely self-reflective—another way of saying that
it has a persistent identity crisis, or at least persistent doubts about how to talk about
itself. It too is founded historically upon exile, immigration, and displacement. It too
has warries about separation, that is, about its “intactness™ Quebec, with its recar-
rent sovereignty-or-separation aspirations, may be to Canada what cultural studies
(or area studies, or ethnic and postcolonial studies) are to comparative literature.
Both my country and my discipline are deeply concerned about things they feel are
central to their identity that are threatened today: health care policy, on the one hand,
linguistic polyglottism, on the other. Both fear engulfment by economically and po-
litically more powerful entities: for Canada, it is the United States; for comparative
literature, it is the national literature departments. Bach has experienced what Saussy
calls “a discontinuous history in which it is not always the protagonist.” Like Canadi-
ans, comparatists often have difficulty explaining themselves in other than negative
terms—as what we are not.

This is not the place to attempt to solve problems of my nationalidentity, but per-
haps the moment is ripe for looking for more positive terms of self-definition for our
discipline, paradoxically flourishing yet feeling beleaguered. Saussy uses the image
of comparative literature as a “test bed for reconceiving the ordering of knowledge,
inside and outside the humanities"—a strong and attractive image. I would like to
suggest another image, more modest but, I think, apt: the humble but infinitely useful
device without which few of us would travel these days to any other continent: the
electrical converter, Like this compact, ensbling device, comparative literature makes
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energy (in its case, intellectual energy) usable in different places and in different
contexts. This intellectual energy is contrarian, even counter-disciplinary as well as
meta-disciplinary, as Saussy argues. And, if I may continme the electrical metaphor,
another way to think about comparative literature’s usable but not totally consum-
able energy—whether alternating or direct—is as power.
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