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literature; in their original fields (biology and economic history) the two theories
are simply incomparable.

6. Stephen Jay Gould, Full House: The Spread of Excellence from Plato 1o
Darwin {New York: Harmony, 1996), 220-21.

7. George Basalla, The Evolution of Teclnology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 137-38.

8. See Graphs, Maps, Trees (London, 2005),

9. Thomas Pavel, La Pensée du roman (Paris, 2003).

10. Antonio Candido, O discurso e a cidade (530 Paulo, 1993).

11. It can hardly be a coincidence that the greatest problematizer of narrative
voice in western European literature—Joseph Canrad—had himself worked in the
colonies, and owed his formal breakthrough (Marlow’s laborious, defensive irony) to
his wish to represent the periphery to a metropolitan audience. In his case, of course,
the ingredients of the amalgamation are reversed: a plot from the periphery—anda
style from the core

12. Boris Tomashevsky, “Thematics” (1925), in Lee T. Lemon and Marion J.
Reis (eds), Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays {(Nebraska University Press,
1965), 68.

13. Here, the analogy with biclogical mutation is arresting. ‘In DNA and
protein regions of vital importance for function, one finds perfect—or almost
perfect—conservation,’ write Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza in The History
and Geography of Humar Genes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994, 15);
‘this indicates strong selective control against changes that would be deleterious; it
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Within narrative structure, bound motifs are the equivalent of those ‘protein regions
of vital importance for function,’ where one finds ‘near perfect conservation,’ whereas
the ‘chromosome regions that are not of vital importance,’ and where variation is
therefore quite frequent, have their parallet in the ‘free motifs’ of Tomashevsky's
model, which ‘may be omitted without destroying the coherence of the narrative,’
and which are as a consequence quite variable {*each literary school has its character-
istic stock [of free matifs]’).

l4. Speaking of ‘local’ cultures does not exclude the existence of large regionai
systems (Indo-European, East Asian, Mediterranean, Meso-American, Scandinavian
-+ -)y which may even overlap with each other, like the eight thirteenth-century
‘circuits’ of Janet Abu-Lughod’s Before European Hegemony (Oxford, 1989). But these
geographical units are not yet stably subordinated to a single center like the one that

emerged in eighteenth century France and Britain,
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Emily Apter was educated at Harvard and Princetan Universities. She
works in literatures of France, North Africa, the Canbbean, Germany,
Bnitain, and North America in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Her recent essays have focused on paradigms of “oneworldedness”
especially as conceived by Edouard Giissant, on literary world-systems,
and on translation as a form of intellectual labor. Her books include
Ferminizing the Fetish: Psychoanalysis and Narrative Obsession in Turn-of-the
Century France (1991), and Continental Drift {1999), an important study
of the interplay of writing in France and in France's former colonies.

In The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature (2006),
Apter rethinks translation in light of the September |1, 2001, attacks on
the World Trade Center in New York. in particular; she considers the
expansion of the field of translation studies from its traditional concern
with linguistic fidelity to original texts to include both real-world issues
such as war and conceptual issues such as the use of creoles and pidgins
in literature, and she discusses the place of language and literature in
debates about canon formation. In the book's concluding essay, included
here, Apter seeks to break the identification of language with nation,
What she proposes is “a new Comparative Literature” based on trans-
lation, which she sees variously initiated in the work of Leo Spitzer,
jacques Derrida, Edward Said, and Gayatri Spivak.




ln‘ alllttem[?ling to ret‘hink critical paradigms in the humanities after 9/11
:;’]lt speCI.al emphasis on language and war, the problem of creolization anci
l.te mapping of languages “in-translation,” shifts in the world canon and
tlr :;:gt ir::r;c;:lts, anc.l the i.mpac.l of enhanced technologies of information
) tion, I have .trled to Imagine a program for a new comparative litera-
ure using translation as a fulcrum. I began with an attempt to rethink th

d:s:cnplmary “invention” of comparative literature in Istanbul in the 1930 :
using the work of Leo Spitzer and Erich Auerbach as figures whose namf.'s ’
!Jeca{ne synonymous with defining early iterations of global humani |
in exile. I end with some reflections on what happens to philology when llim
Psecl to.forg.e aliterary comparatism that has no national predicate, and th 1ts
In naming itself transiatio names the action of linguistic self-co. n‘izin t; ,
atterr!pt to bring-to-intelligibility that which lies beyond langug e ( “g. d f
Utopia, I;Iature, PNA, a Unified Field Theory of Expressionism)g. "%

. ‘nnaming a translational process constituti its discipli
nomination cc.;mparative literaturell)areaks the isomc::;hoii lf;: t?;:f:scle?tal:z
n;me ofa nation and the name of a language. As Giorgio Agamben has
o ser;fe‘d (with ref'erence to Alice Becker-Ho's determination that Gyps
:z;g]':: “E:il:ﬁl(:l) :: l?;?cl)llfy;sﬁa la(;lgll:age)since ?rpsies as a people were deemeg
‘ . xed abode), “we do not have, in fact, i
idea of what either a people or a language is” (Means without;ag:;sh eﬁfll;gzh';'?:t
Gyps'y case, for Agamben, reveals the shaky ground on which' Ianéua :
ilonlmnauon :ests. In affirming that “Gypsies are to a people what argotgis
o language,” Agamben unmasks standard language names as specio
attempts to conceal the fact that “all peoples are gangs and co. us"lles ulT
langu?ges are jargons and argots” (65, 66). For Agamben, languagez thatt:l p

containment by structures of the state (as in Catalan, Basque, Gaelic) g’
the‘blo?‘d and soil mythologies of peoples, might conceivably’ rom t.tl(:r
ethlca-l experience of the pure existence of language” (68) “Iltjis orl:l be
breaking at any point the nexus between the existence of lar;gua e ry {
mar, people, and state that thought and praxis will be equal to thge ;S l?m-
hand,” Agamben concludes (69). Y
. Samue'l Weper perfon?'ts a simil_ar dissection of national/nominal

nguage fallacies with more direct pertinence to translation, noting that,

LT]!]E linguistic systems between which translations move are
esignated as “natural” or “national” languages. However, these

40 EMILY APTER

terms are anything but precise or satisfactory. . . . The imprecision
of these terms is in direct proportion to the linguistic diversity they
seek to subsume. . . . The difficulty of finding a generic term that
would accurately designate the class to which individual languages
belong is indicative of the larger problem of determining the prin-
ciples that give those languages their relative unity or coherence—
assuming, that is, that such principles really exist.’

Comparative literature answers Weber’s call for the generic term to which
individual languages belong. As such, it functions as an abstract generality
or universal sign on the order of Wittgenstein's Urzeichen [elemental sign),
which sounds out the forgage* of nation-subject and language-subject in
the process of nomination. We hear this forcage in an expression like traduit
de Paméricain (“translated from the American™), which captures a non-
existent language coming into being through the act of rendering it coin-
cident with the name of a nation or people. There is, of course, no standard
language with discrete grammatical rules and protocols called “American.”
“American” may be the name of a language referring (in nominalist terms)
to a possible world of language, but it is neither a term used by North
American speakers of English to refer to their idiolect, nor a legitimate na-
tion-marker. (As Jean-Luc Godard said recently, “I would really like to find
another word for ‘American.” When someone says ‘American’ they mean
someone who lives between New York and Los Angeles, and not someone
who lives between Montevideo and Santiago.”)* As the name of a language,
“American” implicitly consigns Spanish to “foreign™-language status even
though millions of hemispheric subjects of the Americas claim Spanish as
their native tongue. A new comparative literature would acknowledge this
jockeying for power and respect in the field of language. A new compara-
tive literature seeks to be the name of language worlds characterized by
linguistic multiplicity and phantom inter-nations.

In Poétique de la relation Edouard Glissant authorizes the move
toward linguistic inter-nationalism when he subordinates instabilities of
nomination to geopoetics, replacing the old center-periphery model with
a world system comprised of multiple linguistic singularities or interlock-
ing small worlds, each a locus of poetic opacity. Glissant’s paradigm of the
tout-monde, building on the nondialectical ontological immanence of De-
leuze and Guattari, offers a model of aporetic community in which small
worlds (modeled perhaps after a deterritorialized Caribbean) connect lat-
erally through bonds of Creole and a politics of mutualism centered on re-
sistance to debt. Looking ahead to a day when tourmondisme will surpass
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tiermondisme, that is to say, when the nation form gives way to the imma-
nent, planetary totality of Creole, Glissant imagines Creole “transfigured
into word of the world.” Building on Glissant, the authors of Eloge de la
créolité envision créolité as “the world diffracted but recomposed, a maelstrom
of signifieds in a single signifier: a Totality . ... full knowledge of Creoleness,
they argue, will be reserved for Art, for art absolutely.”” As Peter Hallward
has remarked: “The nation’s loss is . . . Creole’s gain.”®

Insofar as Creole heralds a condition of linguistic postnationalism
and denaturalizes monolingualization (showing it to be an artificial arrest
of language transit and exchange), it may be said to emblematize a new
comparative literature based on translation. Though, as I have argued in
this book, Creole has emerged as an omnibus rubric, loosely applied to hy-
bridity, métissage, platforms of cross-cultural encounter, or to language
as a critical category of literary history; it has also emerged as a synonym
for traumatic lack. Marked by the Middle Passage, and the coarse com-
mands of human traffickers and plantation owners, Creole carries a history
of stigma comparable to that of pidgin translation in nineteenth-century
Chinese. In Haun Saussy’s estimation, Chinese pidgin translation was, for
the grammarians, an exhibition of “incompleteness . . . an unequal rela-
tionship between normal speech in the target language and the halting,
misarticulated, or excessive speech of the source language it represents.” In
Saussy's reading, Walter Benjamin’s sacred, interlinear ideal of translation
offers the possibility of revaluing pidgin because interlinear’s word-for-word
literalism authorizes a translation full of holes: “Pidgin stands for—it makes
audible and visible—the incommensurability of languages. The discussion
of Chinese, that ‘grammarless’ language, gives pidgin its greatest represen-
tational license.™ Recuperated in the guise of sacred translation, Creole, like
pidgin, may be cast as a language “blessed” with the fullness of aporia.

For Derrida, the aporia names the conceptual impasse of death
lodged in the body of language. Beginning with a phrase “Il y va d’un certain
pas [Itinvolves a certain step/not; he goes along at a certain pace],” Derrida
associates the pas with a “recumbant corpse” or limit-condition between
language and that which is other to jtself:'®

a Babel “from and within itself . . . the stranger at home, the invited
or the one who is called. . . . This border of translation does not pass
among various languages. It separates translation from itself, it
separates translatability within one and the same language. A cer-
tain pragmatics thus inscribes this border in the very inside of the
so-called French language.” (Aporias, 10)
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Derrida’s concept of aporia~—heard in the “no, not, nicht, kein” of alterity
—is linked to the politics of monolingualism in Monolingualism of the
Other: Or the Prosthesis of Origin (1996)."* The book’s epigraphs from Glis-
sant and Abdelkebir Khatibi attest to a rare engagement with francophonie
as theoretical terrain. Derrida, with tongue in cheek, competes with Khat-
ibi for title to the stateless status of the Franco-Magrébin subject. The hyphen
signifies all the problems of national/linguistic unbelonging characteristic
of post-Independence Algerians, including the way in which Jews, Arabs,
and French were neighbored, yet separated, by the French language. “This
language will never be mine,” says Derrida of French, drawing from his
own experience of national disenfranchisement the lesson that language
is loaned to communities of speakers. “The untranslatable remains (as my
law tells me) the poetic economy of the idiom” (56). Contrary to what one
might expect, the prosthetic “other” in Derrida’s title “monolingulism of
the other,” is not polyglottism, but an aporia within ipseity, an estrange-
ment in language as such. For Derrida, untranslatability is the universal
predicate of language names.

Derrida’s aporia deconstructs the nationalist nominalism of lan-
guage names by locating an always-prior other within monolingual diction,
The aporia loosens the national anchor from the language name, wedging
a politics of the subject between the name of a nation and the name of a
language. Blocking the automatic association of specified language proper-
ties with the universal set of a given nation, Derrida's aporia approximates
the logician’s “X” in the modern nominalist formula “For any X, ifXisa
man, it is mortal,” which disables the universal qualifier “all men are mor-
tal” and relativizes the human status of the subject in question. X may or
may not be a man in the same way that Francophone speaker X may or may
not be French. The contingency of the subject suggests here that French
speakers who are French nationals constitute one possible world of French
speakers among many. Once the national predicate is dislodged, no speaker
maintains exclusive ownership of language properties; the right to lan-
guage is distributed more freely as language is classed as the property of
X-many lease-holders.

Abolishing the divides of inside/outside, guest/host, owner/tenant,
“the monolinguism of the other” names a comparatism that neighbors lan-
puages, nations, literatures, and communities of speakers. This idea of “neigh-
boring™ is borrowed from Kenneth Reinhard, specifically his Levinasian
understanding of a “comparative literature otherwise than comparison. . .
a mode of reading logically and ethically prior to similitude, a reading in
which texts are not 50 much grouped into ‘families’ defined by similarity
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and difference, as into ‘neighborhoods determined by accidental contiguity,
genealogical isolation, and ethical encounter” “Kant with Sade, Lacan with
Levinas”)."”? For Reinhard, treating texts as neighbors “entaijls creating
anamorphic disturbances in the network of perspectival genealogies and
intertextual relations. That is, before texts can be compared, one text must
be articulated as the uncanny neighbor of the other; this is an assumption
of critical obligation, indebtedness, secondariness that has nothing to do
with influence, Zeitgeist, or cultural context” (Ibid., 796). Departing from
philological tradition, which argues for textual relation based on shared
etymology, tropes, aesthetic tastes, and historical trajectories, Reinhard pro-
Poses in their stead a theory of “traumatic proximity”™ “How [he asks) can
we re-approach the traumatic proximity of a text, before or beyond com-
parison and contextualization? Asymmetrical substitution implies that
there is no original common ground for textual comparison, but only the
trauma of originary nonrelationship, of a gap between the theory and
practice of reading that is only retroactively visible” (804). Reinhard’s no-
tion of “otherwise than comparison” shifts the problematic from language
nomination to the ethics of traumatic proximity,

“Neighboring” describes the traumatic proximity of violence and
love, manifest as exploded holes in language or translation gaps. Such
spaces of nonrelation can be condemned as signs of profanation, but they
are also susceptible to being venerated as signs of sacred incommensura-
bility. These aporias are directly relevant to the problem of how a language
names itself because they disrupt predication, the process by which verbal
attributes coalesce in a proper name or noun.

The difficult process of depredication, otherwise known as secular
criticism, is one of the premier tasks of philology, as conceived by Edward
Said in his final writings. In a chapter of Humanism and Democratic Criti-
cism devoted to “The Return of Philology,” Said wrote:

Philology is, literally, the love of words, but as a discipline it acquires
a quasi-scientific intellectual and spiritual prestige at various periods
in all of the major cultural traditions, including the Western and the
Arabic-Islamic traditions that have framed my own development.

Suffice it to recall briefly that in the Islamic tradition, knowledge is
premised upon a philological attention to language beginning with
the Koran, the uncreated word of God (and indeed the word “Koran”
itself means reading), and continuing through the emergence of
scientific grammar in Khalil ibn Ahmad and Sibawayh to the rise
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of jurisprudence (figh) and ijtihad and ta’wil, jurisprudential herme-
neutics and interpretation, respectively.'?

Said makes a sweeping pass through systems of humanistic education I'Jas?cl
on philology in Arab universities of southern Europe and North Africa in
the twelfth century, Judaic tradition in Andalusia, North Africa, the Leva'mt.
and Mesopotamia, then on to Vico and Nietzsche. He extols 2 humanism
of reading and interpretation “grounded in the shapes of words as be.arers of
reality, a reality hidden, misleading, resistant, and difficult. The S:’ZIEI'ICE of
reading, in other words, is paramount for humanistic knowledge” (58).
Just as Humanism and Democratic Criticism openly engages Leo
Spitzer's philological legacy (Spitzer rather than Auerbach for onc'e!), 50 too
does the 2002 essay “Living in Arabic,” which invites being read in ?andem
with Spitzer’s “Learning Turkish.” Spitzer with Said plays off the epistemo-
logical modalities of “living” and “learning” a language." Where. Spitzer
fastened on the ontological implications of sequencing in Turkish, a.ncl
emphasized how the consecutive unfolding (“one by one”) of an action
mimics the nature of experience, thereby enlivening narrationina umguely
“human and subjective way,” Said gleaned significance from the relauo‘nal
gaps of word-by-word analysis. Spitzer was drawn to modes of expression
that seemed wreathed in scare-quotes, that somehow marked “what is hap-
pening” as things happen. Interrogative enunciations in Turkish sucl:n as
“He saw me, or did he not?” or “Did he or did he not open the door?” epito-
mized for Spitzer a habit of self-questioning that initiated an othering of
self within subjectivity. The term gibi he suggested, whether attached to ve‘rb
forms or just thrown out at random, indexed the speaker’s loss of convic-
tion in his own words. “Words no longer signify a definite event but carry
the ambiguity of comparison within them.” Gibi, then, was int&?rpreted as
a part of speech tailored for the philologist, for it called attention to how
each word internalizes comparability. Similarly, in his conclusion to “The
Return to Philology,” Said fixed on the “space of words” as the aporia of
comparison. Humanism, he maintained,

is the means, perhaps the consciousness we have for providing that
kind of finally antinomian or oppositional analysis betWee'n the ‘
space of words and their various origins and deployments in I?h)fsu:al
and social place, from text to actualized site of either appropriation
or resistance, to transmission, to reading and interpretation, from
private to public, from silence to explication and utterance, and

back again, as we encounter our own silence and mortality—all
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of it occurring in the world, on the ground of daily life and history
and hopes, and the search for knowledge and justice, and then
perhaps also for liberation. (83)

As ifanticipating Said’s lifelong commitment to a lexicon of exile affording
existential humanism, Spitzer delighted in the way in which the grammar
of mitigation—the generous sprinkling of equivalent terms for “buts” and
“howevers” through Turkish speech—afforded felicitous relief “to the think-
ing man from the pressures of this difficult Yfe.” “In this decreasing voice,”
Spitzer asserted, I see our humility. For an instant, the human spirit de-
scends to pessimism to rid itself of numbness, triumphing over difficulty
through reason. Thus a small word like ‘but,’ or ‘yet,’ though a mere gram-
matical tool of negation, becomes an emotional manifestation loaded with
the weight of life. In these small words, we see humanity deal with adver-
sity.” Spitzer traveled down to the micrological stratum of speech particles
to observe “life” swimming against the current of “death.” Grammatical
markers of doubt or negation were cast as valves that released the pressure
that builds up in the course of fighting to stay alive, rallying the subject’s
determination to go on. For Said, these particles comprise a syntax of trau-
matic incommensurability; they contour the aporias of militant love. Said
and Spitzer seem to have entered into stichomythia in their common regard
for word spacing as the “program™ of life and death, the grammar of ground-
ing and unhoming. Saidian-Spitzerian philology portends the advent of a
translational humanism that assumes the disciplinary challenges posed
by Turkish and Arabic in their respective circumstances of institutional
exile. Turkish and Arabic name, for each of them, a crisis of theo-poetics in
secular time,

In his considerations on the status of Arabic language, which one
can only speculate might have been the subject of a book-in-the-making,
Said experimented with using philology to re-articulate the sacred other-
wise, It was as if he were aware of Kenneth Reinhard’s conviction that the
unconscious—like divine language——comes through in the desire to “re-
speak or repunctuate” a language that comes from the outside, bearing “the
marks of its strange desires and cruel imperatives.™ Rather than dodge
the issue of how a secular language copes with the mandate of neighboring
asacred tongue, Said took up the problem of “living in Arabic,” a task compli-
cated in everyday life by the split between classical (fus-ha) and demotic
(‘amiya).'é Though one of Said’s clear intentions in the essay was to reform
Arabic so that it could better deal with classical expression in quotidian
speech, his greatest concern, it would seem, was to use philology to de-
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translate the “fundamentalist” attribution of Arabic. To this end, he re-
called the term al-qua’ida to its philological function (as the word for “gram-
mar,” or “base” of language), justasin Humanism and Democratic Criticism,
he reclaimed jihad for secular usage, contextualizing it as commitment to
“isnad” or hermeneutical community:'?

Since in Islam the Koran is the Word of God, it is therefore impos-
sible ever fully to grasp, though it must repeatedly be read. But the
fact that it is in language already makes it incumbent on readers

first of all to try to understand its literal meaning, with a profound
awareness that others before them have attempted the same daunting
task. So the presence of others is given as a community of witnesses
whose availability to the contemporary reader is retained in the

form of a chain, each witness depending to some degree on an earlier
one. This system of interdependent readings is called “isnad.” The
common goal is to try to approach the ground of the text, its prin-
ciple or usul, although there must always be a component of personal
commitment and extraordinary effort, called “ijtihad” in Arabic.
{Without a knowledge of Arabic, it is difficult to know that “ijtthad”
derives from the same root as the now notorious word jihad, which
does not mainly mean holy war but rather a primarily spiritual
exertion on behalf of the truth.) It is not surprising that since the
fourteenth century there has been a robust struggle going on about
whether sjtihad is permissible, to what degree, and within what
limits. (68-69)

As this passage affirms, Said was committed to extracting the predicate
“terror” from Arabic as the name of a language. But in seeking to secular-
ize the sacred word, Said wandered into the nominalist quandary of how
to name languages otherwise. The need to disrupt the deep structural laws
by which languages are named after nations, peoples, and God-terms
complemented Said’s concern to posit a philological humanism no longer
hobbled by neo-imperialist jingoism, no longer shy of facing off against the
autocracy of theocratic speech-acts, and yet, also no longer able to deny
the idea of “life” as an untranslatable singularity, a “cognition of para-
dise” that assumes tangible guise in Babel or the “afterlife” of translation,'®
Linguistic monotheism (inherent in Derrida’s “monolingualism of the
other”), Said’s paradigm of “Living in Arabic” (the set that excludes itself,
the logic of one sacred language constituted as two—fus-ha and ‘aniiya),
and Spitzer’s paradigm of “Learning Turkish” (which activates standing
reserves of nontranslation) together push the limits of how language thinks
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itself, thereby regrounding the prospects for a new comparative literature
in the problem of translation.
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