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Dorothy M. Figueira

Introduction

This volume is meant to be a retrospective look at our field as it has developed in
the past two decades, as well as a reflection on its future direction if it is to remain
relevant (and innovative) as a field of study. From its inception in the second half
of the twentieth century, Comparative Literature in the United States has been
conceived as a cross-disciplinary, cross-national, and cross-cultural enterprise
that brings together theoretical developments in various fields of the Humanities
and Social Sciences to reflect on the most important intellectual and cultural
trends in various parts of the world from a comparative perspective through the
lens of literary studies. Most of the founders of Comparative Literature were
distinguished European scholars who sought a safe haven from the ravages of
World War II and its aftermath and who, understandably, focused on the Western
literary, intellectual, and cultural traditions, which at the time were in danger of
being annihilated by the onslaught of fascism and communism. With the advent
of the age of globalization, our field has become increasingly diverse and must,
therefore, be reoriented and reorganized accordingly.

This collection of essays starts from the premise formulated in Mihai Spar-
iosu’s most recent work that in a global age, the most productive direction of
development for Comparative Literature and for the Humanities in general is
toward intercultural studies. In this respect, one should draw a distinction be-
tween the field of cultural studies, which deals mostly with pop culture and
narrow, ideological and political interests, and the field of comparative, inter-
cultural studies, which should deal with the interplay and cross-fertilization of
specific cultures within a global frame of reference. In other words, cultural
studies adopt a local perspective with a single (”Western”) culture, whereas
comparative literary and intercultural studies adopt a global perspective on the
mutual feedback between a large variety of literatures and cultures. Cultural
studies often projects one ideology (Marxist, neoliberal, and/or ”Western”) on
vastly diverse cultural phenomena, whereas intercultural studies seeks to look at
each culture as both an independent entity and an interdependent element of
human civilization as a whole. I would go so far as to say that Comparative
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Literature thus configured serves as an ideal locus of “global humanities,” the
purpose of which would be to generate transformative, intercultural, and
transdisciplinary research and academic programs that will remap and integrate
traditional knowledge with the latest developments in information and com-
munication technology. In this process of cognitive remapping and integration,
literature and literary studies can play a key role.

Literary discourse has often situated itself at the intersection of other forms of
discourse, such as philosophical, religious, political, ethical, sociological, and
scientific ones, staging and often challenging them. Literature also situates itself
at the intersection of language and culture, being not only the highest expression
of the language and the repository of the most cherished values and beliefs of a
human community, but also an important vehicle of cognitive, ethical, and so-
ciocultural transformation of that community. In future global and crosscultural
interchanges, traditional cognitive fields and boundaries will increasingly be
challenged and reconfigured. A broadly envisioned Comparative Literature can
help this process along by contributing to the development of specific blueprints
for future re-conceptualizations of knowledge. Such blueprints might well need
to display the kind of ontological flexibility and epistemological inventiveness
that have always been the mark of literary discourse.

This present volume is also intended as a Festschrift to honor Mihai Spariosu’s
seventy-fifth birthday and celebrate his retirement after a long a fruitful career in
the Comparative Literature department at the University of Georgia. I have as-
sembled in this present volume a group of colleagues, former students, and
present students to pay homage to him as a scholar, friend, and mentor. I am
personally grateful to him, doubting whether I would have survived the perils of
publishing my early quite unconventional scholarly forays in comparative
analyses using Sanskrit material had Mihai not offered me a forum for my work
in his series with the SUNY Press. For me, he epitomizes a type of comparatist
—open to alternative discourses, not compromised by slavish adherence to any
critical fad, cosmopolitan in his perspective—that one encounters not as often as
one might wish today. His wide range of scholarly interests and professional
activities span Comparative Literature, this history of ideas, cultural history,
global and intercultural studies, philosophy of education, and the digital hu-
manities.

Acknowledging Mihai Spariosu and Lionel Gossman’s collective volume,
Building the Profession, Rebuilding the Profession looks at how Comparative
Literature is different today from what it was twenty-five years ago. It also ex-
amines how Spariosu’s work reflects these changes as well as his former and
present worlds. In this opening chapter, I trace the history of Comparative Lit-
erature since that initial generation of American comparatists voiced their vision
of the discipline in Building the Profession. In investigate how pedagogical and
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theoretical emplotments of the Other in academia (particularly in the US) have
fostered a climate in literary studies where otherness and its simulacra play a
vital role in the fetishization of difference and the corporate-style management of
minorities.

Gerald Gillespie picks up this thematic of the state of the profession in his
investigation of how this initial task of Comparative Literature flourished for
many years through the activity of the International Comparative Literature
Association (ICLA) and the activities of its various research committees. But here
too, the international organization has changed to suit developments in the
profession: the ICLA has sought to respond to the challenges posed by the
globalization of Comparative Literature and the subordination it has undergone
to intercultural initiatives and ideological waves.

Part I concludes with Stanley A. Corngold’s return to the sources in his ex-
amination of Walter Kaufmann’s groundbreaking treatise on The Future of the
Humanities. Corngold discusses how, already in 1977, Kaufmann envisioned
how the Humanities (perhaps much like Comparative Literature today) lost their
way. Amidst the visionaries and the scholastics, what rule remained for the
Socratics to play? How would Kaufmann today deal with the demands of
scholarship that sees its task in forms of social criticism far removed from the
university classroom? What becomes the ”correct reading,” especially in the
inter-subjective model that Kaufmann rejected? Corngold sees in Kaufmann the
precision of thought and the consideration of alternative views emanating out of
conviction, those very tendencies so forcefully articulated in Building the Pro-
fession as well as in the world of the scholar we celebrate in these pages.

Part II takes up a more detailed examination of Spariosu’s corpus. Chapter 4
provides a translation of a 1997 Romanian article by Ovidiu Verdeş that exam-
ines the theory of play expounded upon in Spariosu’s Dionysus Reborn: Play and
the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern Philosophical and Scientific Discourse ; God of
Many Names: Play, Poetry and Power in Hellenic Thought, From Homer to Ar-
istotle ; Literature, Mimesis and Play ; and The Wreath of Wild Olive: Play,
Liminality, and the Study of Literature. It examines his theory of play to other
with other theories of play and the rise of scientific discourse in literary analysis
in general and through the optic of Spariosu’s reading of Nietzsche. This com-
prehensive essay synthesizes Spariosu’s major work on play, a topic that Vlad
Jecan takes up in the next chapter, which deals with the implications of Spariosu’s
theories on play in the digital age, with particular emphasis placed on cybernetic
and virtual reality. Jecan examines Spariosu’s theories on play as preliminary to
his more recent work on cultural dialogue and intercultural studies and the
Quantum Relations Principle.

In Chapter 6, Dong Yang examines Spariosu’s work as a late elaboration of
issues raised by the scientific revolution whose origins he traces from the En-
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lightenment encyclopedists through the Romantics, Heidegger, Foucault, Dele-
uze, Latour, and Spariosu. Chapter 7 offers a self-reflection on how Spariosu’s
work influenced Adela Fofiu’s own understanding, development, and initiatives
in ecology in Romania. Fofiu sees Spariosu’s forays into non-linear concepts
from the natural sciences as creating a bridge to the humanities, the arts, and
spirituality. In particular, she examines how Spariosu’s collaborative project on
the Quantum Relations Principle offers a vision for a sustainable future in which
traditional wisdom is combined with scientific knowledge and technology.
Corina Beleaua continues in this same vein in Chapter 8, where she examines
how Spariosu’s theory of intercultural studies can be used in the classroom to
vitalize our approach to the teaching of literature. In Chapter 9, Florin Be-
rindeanu offers a brief analysis of Spariosu’s recent fictional work, in particular
The Seventh Letter. Victor Neumann then shifts emphasis from Spariosu’s in-
dividual works to its context in Romania and specifically, the anti-totalitarian
revolt of 1989 and the role of his native city in the events of the day. For those
readers unfamiliar with the timeline, development, and ramifications of this
event, this essay offers a clear analysis of the manner in which political change
began in Romania. Part II concludes with Rjbert G#frik’s analysis of an over-
looked chapter, even for Indologists such as myself : the emplotment of the Orient
in Central Europe. G#frik frames his discussion using the intercultural model
influenced by Spariosu’s theories on mentalities of power.

Part III opens with Mikhail Epstein, who carries on the discussion of the
former Soviet-controlled world of Part II to post-atheist Russia and its spiritual
life. Specifically, he investigates what he terms the concepts of poor faith, a
notion he compares to Grotowski’s poor theatre and its expressions in literature,
science, theodicy, and theocracy. Epstein focuses on the dynamics of poor faith
as it manifests itself in poor messianism. Chapter 13 begins with Gabriele
Schwab’s reading of the Surrealist Remedios Varo’s painting Mimetismo through
the lens of Marx. She then embarks on a more general study of commodity
fetishism in the literary theory of Derrida before engaging in an analysis of
animism in the contemporary cultural imagination in the works of Freud, Del-
euze and Guattari, and Latour. Chapter 14 takes the concept of reversed mimesis,
elaborated upon by Spariosu in his book Mimesis in Contemporary Theory, to
examine the British rural novel genre, particularly Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort
Farm. Monica Spiridon views its reversal of mimesis as an attempt to forge an
alternative universe to the real world. In Chapter 15, Dragan Kujundžić follows
up on this discussion of mimesis with an examination of Auerbach’s vision of
Comparative Literature as diasporic experience. He brings us back to the initial
impetus of this volume: the manner in which Comparative Literature at its
inception in the US was a discipline marked by its initial practitioners’ experi-
ences of immigration and exile. Kujundžić investigates how this legacy of up-
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rootedness continues to inform our understanding of mimesis and is encoded in
current theories of alterity in literary studies.

Finally, this volume concludes with a poetic tribute to Mihai Spariosu by
Frederick Turner.
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The Profession
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Dorothy M. Figueira

Chapter 1: How Have We Rebuilt the Profession?

Introduction

I remember reading Mihai Spariosu and Lionel Gossman’s collective volume on
Building a Profession at the beginning of my career and being impressed both
with the accounts the contributors gave of why they became comparatists and
what they left unsaid. My appreciation for this book has not waned over time, as I
learned when I assigned it a few years ago to a graduate course that touched upon
the contours of the discipline. In fact, it was in rereading this 1994 volume that I
came up with the idea of compiling a follow-up volume to commemorate Mihai
Spariosu’s seventy-fifth birthday.

What I appreciate most about Building a Profession was the manner in which,
through personal reminiscence, it caught the spirit of the discipline of Com-
parative Literature (CL) in its initial configuration in the United States after the
Second World War. It illuminated what was the impetus for forming this “new”
discipline in the US and how, in its development, it differed from European CL
configurations. I will summarize how and in what direction the discipline of CL
has developed in America in the intervening years. I would also like to investigate
how the persona of the comparatist has evolved.

In current political discourse, discussions regarding immigration and refugee
status have become omnipresent and the topic of choice, it seems, from pulpits
(both ecclesiastical and secular) throughout the nation. So, since the field of CL
deals increasingly with theoretical conceptions regarding the Other, let us begin
with a rather trite statement: “There are refugees and there are refugees.”
Somehow, between the post-World War II era and the present, the exile and
refugee have taken on a more metaphorical connotation. At the inception of CL in
the US, the refugees and exiles were real. They first escaped the Nazis and
subsequently fled Communist regimes. CL was marked by their experience of
exile or multiple exiles. In Building a Profession, a number of newly American
comparatists speak about their experiences of forced exile as the result of na-
tionalism gone berserk. Most of them began as national literature scholars, but it
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was their experiences of what “national” could morph into that pushed them in a
more cosmopolitan direction. As Europeans, they were the recipients of a broad
philological training and a breadth of knowledge that only the German concept
of Bildung could have installed in them. The average European scholar of any
literature would, of necessity, have ancillary knowledge of Latin and Greek
philology in addition to familiarity with their native European literature and,
perhaps, another literature or two and, maybe some English. So, when they had
to flee from either the Nazis or Ceausescu, they had considerable scholarly skills.
The breadth of their knowledge is documented in their ensuing work and alluded
to in Building a Profession. They came to an America that, while not harboring
ALL the poor, hungry and persecuted, was willing to harbor members of the
educated elite. There was support from those who emigrated a bit earlier, and
certain institutions were quite willing to make room for Jewish academics fleeing
the Nazis. To call the discipline they created here “elite”1 because its initial
practitioners were highly educated and often quite cultured when they fled and
survived in exile by using the skills they had, borders on the obscene.

The accounts of Ulrich Weisstein, Wolfgang Holdheim, and Lilian Furst (to
name a few examples from the book) make clear how this process functioned. My
students today (from India or China) marvel at how jobs were found, stipends
made available, and career trajectories facilitated. While elite institutions were
often anti-Semitic, there was recognition before and during World War II, not
always shared in Washington, that some accommodation for European Jews was
needed. There were exiles and there were “exiles.” Moreover, those persons doing
the hiring were often themselves Europhile snobs.2 It is important to distinguish
the World War II- and Cold War-era exiles, from today’s “exiles,” individuals
who call themselves “exiles” for having chosen to attend graduate school in the
US or having accepted remunerative (compared to salaries in Europe, Asia and
Africa) employment in America. How, in recent years, these two populations
have merged is the interesting story I now wish to explore. It has to do with
developments in the profession, the rise of Identity Studies, and the contrived
institutionalization of inclusion practices.

1 This designation of CL as “elite” was voiced in the first two ACLA reports. CL was elite in the
sense that it demanded considerable language proficiency and such standards were a source of
pride (Robert J. Clements, Comparative Literature as Academic Discipline: A Statement of
Principles, Praxis and Standards [New York: MLA, 1978]: 52–54).

2 The role of an intellectual such as Mary McCarthy is representative. Just as Simone Weil would
never have been immediately translated and promoted in the US, there would have been no
Paul De Man without Mary McCarthy.

Dorothy M. Figueira16
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Pedagogies of Alterity3

The conceptual roots of Identity Studies can be traced to Black Studies and
Women’s Studies Programs that came into existence in the 1970s and were
devised to represent the experience and cultural production of then under-
represented Blacks and women in academia. The addition to the curriculum of
texts written by Blacks and women closely followed administrative efforts to
diversify the faculty under the mandate of Affirmative Action. Over time, the
recruitment of underrepresented groups expanded to include other minorities
(such as Hispanics and Native Americans) and hyphenated ethnicities (such as
Asian Americans). Such diversity initiatives coincided with attempts within the
humanities to revamp their curriculum. These two separate events—diversify-
ing the canon as well as the university community—resulted in the formation
and implementation of a broad range of courses dealing with issues of identity
that came to be popularly known as multiculturalism. These new courses were
supported by a theoretical superstructure that was devised to justify their ex-
istence.

Multiculturalism was, therefore, institutionalized in American academia from
its inception as a bureaucratic structure purporting to foster minority rights.4

Ideally, it sought to facilitate dead white authors in the canon being supplanted by
authors from underrepresented groups and dead-wood white male professors
being supplanted in the classroom by women and minorities. Multiculturalism
claimed to re-envision the world from a decolonizing and antiracist perspective.
Its rapid growth is attributable to a concerted effort on the part of administrators
to appear more cutting-edge and inclusive. In an odd twist of fate, this search for
relevance coincided and competed with the theory craze that was then sweeping
the United States. English Departments that under multiculturalist initiatives
had increased their subject material to include a broad range of American ethnic
literature were now emboldened to incorporate continental theory into their
syllabi. French and German literary theories, traditionally housed in smaller and
more vulnerable CL departments, were now being taught in translation (and
often not well) in English Departments.5

The next stage in the process of “engaging” multiple cultures extended beyond
the American context. With the dismantling of Cold War-era Area Studies pro-
grams6 and the emergence of postcolonial criticism as a discipline, Identity

3 For a more complete investigation of these pedagogies, see Dorothy Figueira, Otherwise
Occupied: Pedagogies of Alterity and the Brahminization of Theory (New York: SUNY P, 2008).

4 It also existed to rectify an institution’s racist history, particularly in the American South.
5 Figueira, Otherwise Occupied.
6 Charles Bernheimer warned against the adoption of Area Studies as a model (Comparative

Literature in the Age of Multiculturalism [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1993], 14).
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Studies and multiculturalism now expanded to include the study of those pop-
ulations that had been colonized. Postcolonial criticism claimed to offer a broad
critique of the history of Western hegemony over its others by revealing the
discourse that informed the West’s assumption of cultural superiority.7 Just like
identity studies and multiculturalism before it, postcolonial criticism presumed
to offer a reading of previously unstudied texts and authors, as well as an op-
positional examination of canonical authors and an alternative literary history. It
also posited the existence of a body of texts that purported to share a common
project that differed from canonical literature in its narrative structure and
political, economic, and cultural concerns. Also, like multiculturalism and
Identity Studies, postcolonial criticism claimed to focus on the lives and strug-
gles of the oppressed and underrepresented masses.8 Postcolonial studies shared
multiculturalism’s pragmatism, since it too claimed to offer a new and cutting-
edge theory. It took great pride in its alleged progressive project.

However, essentialism soon beset discussions of postcolonial criticism. What
could be included under its rubric quickly expanded to the degree that any
society, it seemed, could be labelled postcolonial. In other words, the term
“postcolonial” became over-determined so quickly that it was rendered mean-
ingless. Even though postcolonial critics pretended to engage the special and
distinctive regional characteristics of the cultures and literatures under inves-
tigation, more often than not, their analyses revealed little cultural and historical
specificity.9 Postcolonial critics were often ignorant of key cultural signifiers in
the narratives they sought to deconstruct. The postcolonial archive proved to be
quite limited, a handful of endlessly recycled articles by a small group of theorists
and a discrete body of published texts in English. Over time, texts in French were
added to this corpus, once Romance Language Departments realized the boon of
this new critical trend. Practitioners of postcolonial criticism never really
questioned that these two languages of empire did not represent the totality of
what could be termed the postcolonial experience. Besides, knowledge of in-
digenous languages would have required the cross-cultural work of a comparatist
even under conditions of controlled simplification, because truly engaging the
Other requires precise linguistic expression as the basis for thoughtful dialogue.
But, if postcolonial criticism could study the globalized colonized world and

7 Figueira, Otherwise Occupied.
8 Contrary to what English Departments and narrowly focused comparatists might assert, there

had existed and there continues to exist in ever-increasing numbers, comparatists working
with Asian and African languages and literatures. In fact, these areas of studies could be found
in university curricula well before English Departments and Postcolonial Studies discovered
their existence!

9 Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, “The Third World Academic in Other Places; or, the Postcolonial
Intellectual Revisited,” Critical Inquiry 23.3 (Spring 1997): 603–05.
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could do it in an English department, then why not? How much better was it if
postcolonial criticism could ignore those texts, vernacular or not, that did not fit
its discourse of oppression and voicelessness? In short, the scope of postcolonial
criticism differed radically from that of CL: It not only sought to deal with the
world on a global level without CL’s linguistic competency ; it also eschewed CL’s
openness to engage alternative theoretical and discursive approaches.10 In fact,
the acontextual and fragmentary analyses of postcolonial criticism appeared, at
least to those working in these literatures, to exhibit a deep cynicism regarding
the other as a fossilized object of clinical experimentation. But, by now, cynicism
was the order of the day.

Just as multiculturalism could bring a field such as Native-American Studies
onto campuses as a “polite pseudo-intellectual vehicle to provide the appearance
of ethnic diversity,” so now the cultural production of Asia and Africa could now
be taught in a diluted and uninformed manner in order to validate the insights
and conclusions of Euro-American academia.11 But, as opposed to the potential
investigation that non-Western literatures might undergo in the CL context, with
care given to their anthropological, religious or historical context as well as their
languages, the project of multiculturalism and postcolonial criticism offered no
alternative to Eurocentrism and its institutions. In fact, they obscured issues of
power and privilege. If non-white authored texts are perceived as “addons” to
white structures, they never address the centrality and dominance of the latter or
the institutional and structural determinants of inequality.12 Rather, they pro-
moted an ethos of recognition that did not question Euro-Amerocentric defi-
nitions of knowledge. They ultimately delivered stasis and consolidated control.
Class divisions and systemic inequalities remained intact. The non-white culture
must seek legitimacy and recognition from white culture in order “to be” or

10 With its closed and rigid system, postcolonial criticism could even be said to mimic colonial
thinking. While it claimed to problematize the binaries of Western historicism, it still ordered
the globe according to the colonial and the postcolonial (Anne McClintock, “The Angel of
Progress: Pitfalls of the Term ‘Post-Colonialism,’” Social Text 31–32 [1992]: 86), the colonized
and the colonizer. In postcolonial theory’s reliance on this binary logic, the very oppositional
structure that it claimed to dismantle, there was little room for cosmopolitan and ambivalent
voices to surface. One colonial experience came to resemble another. Relying exclusively on
the experience of modern colonialism, the postcolonial critic divided history into mana-
geable and isolated segments, while at the same time arguing against the false homogen-
ization of orientalist projects (Deepika Bahri, “Once More With Feeling: What is Post-
colonialism?” Ariel 26.1 [1995]: 52).

11 M. Annette Jaimes Guerrero, “American Indian Studies and Multiculturalism,” in Mapping
Multiculturalism, eds. Avery F. Gordon and Christopher Newfield (Minneapolis: U Min-
nesota P, 1996), 56.

12 Christopher Newfield and Avery F. Gordon, “Multiculturalism’s Unfinished Business,” in
Mapping Multiculturalism, eds. Avery F. Gordon and Christopher Newfield (Minneapolis: U
Minnesota P, 1996), 79, 87.
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“speak out.” Non-white or non-Western culture must use the languages of white
Western culture to produce itself.13 This same criticism can be leveled against the
next pedagogy that surfaced promising to replace CL: World Literature.

There is nothing new about the recent American formulation of World Lit-
erature; it is just a reformulation of the old rubric of “General Literature.”14 It is
actually a rebranding of the old Area Studies concentration, the Cold-War
Pentagon construct for managing the Second and Third Worlds. Some theorists
suggested that CL remold itself in this format, not realizing that Area Studies had
fallen into disrepute decades ago,15 when it was forced to question the colonizing
impulses that underpinned its methodology as well as its use (or exploitation) of
native informants to perform the actual labor for white Western academics.16

Here was yet another bureaucratic academic structure under which the literary
production of the world could exclusively be read in English translation. Like its
precursors, World Literature also shared a messianic claim to recognize the
contributions of neglected groups and offer a reform project heralding diversity
and promoting a progressive politics. What I have termed pedagogies of alterity
(Identity Studies, multiculturalism, postcolonial criticism and now World Lit-
erature) all tend to honor difference on a superficial level and implement a co-
optive strategy of canon revision justified by an ethos of recognition. They seek
to “liberalize” the canon by the addition of minority or non-Western literature.
However, such tokenization has been seen as monolingual arrogance and cul-
tural isolationism,1718 despite its avowed liberal (and liberatory) agenda. Its

13 Fazal Rizvi, “The Arts, Education and the Politics of Multiculturalism,” in Culture, Difference
and the Arts, eds. Sneja Gunew and Fazal Rizvi (St. Leonards, Australia: Allen & Unwin 1994),
63.

14 Dorothy Figueira and Gerald Gillespie, “Comparative Literature, Translation Studies and
New Disciplines,” Critical Practice 19 (2014).

15 Roger Sanjek, “Anthropology’s Hidden Colonialism: Assistants and their Ethnographers,”
Anthropology Today 9.2 (April 1993).

16 The native informants, who had become an embarrassment to Area Studies and cause for its
ill repute, are now functioning in American WL as translators. In a curious parallel move-
ment, Western social scientists, sensing that their fields were slightly tainted from years of
speaking on behalf of mute subalterns, are now rehabilitating themselves as newly minted
comparatists (one thinks of a scholar such as Sheldon Pollock in the field of Indology). As CL
scholars became Area Studies enthusiasts, Area Studies scholars yearned to be comparatists.
Neither seem to realize exactly what the other was doing.

17 Mary Louise Pratt, “Humanities for the Future: Reflection on the Western Culture Debate at
Stanford,” in Falling Into Theory : Conflicting Views on Reading Literature, ed. David Richter
(Boston: St. Martin’s P, 1994), 59.

18 Rey Chow, Writing Diaspora: Tactics of Intervention in Contemporary Cultural Studies
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1993), 113.
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“prematurely congratulatory”19 political project merely promises to speak in
terms of intervention and resistance.

CL never really had such a defining mission, even though it regularly used
theoretical approaches that individually might claim to engage in a political or
social process of reform. However, once the myth that scholars were engaged in
real political action invaded the academic consciousness a few decades ago, each
new theoretical school would claim to offer a unique and valid campaign
promise. Theory was no longer a tool for reading, it now had become a con-
venient form of activism. Many literary critics sincerely believe that our present
condition, although seemingly benign, imposes an existential limit and that
theory alone can liberate us from systemic and violent constraints that limit the
reader.20 With the politicization of theory, the text recedes from view to be
replaced by ideological postures. Yet, in the various pedagogies of alterity that
have arisen since the publication of Building a Profession, we see few attempts to
question how a text’s appearance as a network of hegemonic or subversive
gestures suits the state of literary theoretical professionalism. Few have specu-
lated how theory allows critics, who are cut off from any effective social action
and buoyed by their security as academic professionals, to claim solidarity with
the disenfranchised. At work here is the pretense that academic criticism can
function as a political act and “textual culture” can displace “activist culture.”21

The critic’s location and theory’s narrative of oppression have become over-
arching, eclipsing the very historical situation and exegetical context that a
comparative analysis champions.

Rather than studying and comparing cultures on their own terms, as was the
practice of CL, the American academic focus on the study of the Other has
prioritized recognition, tolerance and the acknowledgement of victimhood. A
sense of empathy had always been an operant factor in Identity Studies, from its
inception. It was then carried over to Multiculturalism, Postcolonial Studies and
into more recently theorized forms, such as Queer Studies, White Male Studies,
and Fat Studies. In these latter sub-disciplines, there are seldom any literary texts
even involved in analysis, just some theoretical articles. On the rare occasion
when there is a literary text involved, one looks less at the actual text and more at
the critics’ experience of it in terms of their subjectivity (as Queer, White, Fat,
etc.). So, in opposition to CL, where the literary texts being compared still count

19 Anne McClintock, “The Angel of Progress: Pitfalls of the Term ‘Post-Colonialism,’” Social
Text 31–32 (1992): 87.

20 Winfried Fluck, “Literature, Liberalism, and the Current Cultural Radicalism,” in Why Li-
terature Matters: Theories and Functions of Literature, eds. Rüdiger Ahrens and Laurenz
Volkmann (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1996), 216.

21 Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory : Classes, Nations, Literatures (London: Verso, 1992), 1.
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for something, one need no longer even talk about cultural products, since critics
can talk about themselves.

Interestingly, the discipline of CL was quite aware of the underlying issues
social and procedural concerns that brought these various pedagogies of the
Other into being and fostered their agenda. Already the Levin Report on the
Profession (1965) suggested that “peripheral” languages might be read in
translation. Such a formulation, however, betrayed the understanding that
English and the major European languages (French, German, and Italian)
comprised the central languages of the discipline.22 The next state of the dis-
cipline document, the Greene Report on the Profession (1975), repeated the need
for knowledge of foreign languages as still fundamental to CL. The WWII ref-
ugees had now been followed by another generation of polyglot comparatists
fleeing Eastern Europe. So, while the inability of non-immigrant American
students to be multilingual was still a problem, it was not yet a full-blown crisis
situation. Both the Levin Report and the Greene Report lament the language
problem, yet hold the line on not using translations. The Greene Report also
sounded the clarion call on the dangers of the discipline’s overreliance or in-
toxication with theory. Cross-disciplinary work was also seen as a dangerous
trend, adding to the dilution of the field.23

The Bernheimer Report (1993) reiterated the problem of language profi-
ciency,24 but also noted (for the first time) that CL needs to be progressive, i. e. CL
needs to be global in its perspective and interdisciplinary.25 Bernheimer here
acknowledged the role of multiculturalism as a key element of CL. The dis-
cipline’s canon must reflect this mandate by “reconceiving the canon or offering
non-canonical readings of canonical texts.” So, if one cannot read those “pe-
ripheral” texts,26 one can at least read them in a non-canonical way. We can avoid
non-canonical literatures and language acquisition by this theoretical detour of
the “non-canonical reading.” The Bernheimer Report also announced CL’s
adoption of a politics of inclusion. In response to this position statement, two
“solutions” to the issues plaguing CL could now be proposed. CL could morph
into what would be called World Literature,27 a pedagogy that accepted the
linguistic proficiency problem found among American students. Whereas the
language proficiency problem had initially been interpreted in 1965 as a failure of
the discipline to bring students up to the linguistic capacity to effect dialogue

22 Bernheimer, Comparative Literature in the Age of Multiculturalism, 40.
23 Ibid, 40.
24 Ibid, 45.
25 Ibid, 47.
26 Ibid, 40.
27 I prefer the formulation “American World Literature” since it differs significantly from what

scholars in Europe and Asia consider World Literature in its aims.
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among cultures, it was now presented in quite different terms. We can read the
world in translation, and it is not illegitimate or imperialistic to do so. In fact, as a
theorist of World Literature has opined, it is a democratic endeavor. With World
Literature, those who are not in elite institutions and have fewer opportunities to
learn those foreign languages that CL demands, can still study literature from a
global perspective. As someone who works in a CL department in a state uni-
versity that houses programs in Vietnamese, Yoruba, Swahili, Chinese, Korean,
Japanese, and Hindi, this understanding of how non-elite universities in the US
function is not only dismissive but ill–informed. It begs the question: what vision
do scholars in elite institutions who write these reports on the discipline have of
what actually occurs in the trenches of the public universities?28

In first-tiered institutions, the effects of such a reformulation of CL can be
negligible, as is reflected in the Saussy Report (2006) which announces the op-
timistic news that the CL controversy is over, everyone wants to be a comparatist ;
transnational and interdisciplinary specializations are the order of the day. This
response, while comforting, is misguided. It pertains only to those institutions
where CL is safe—private elite institutions. A far cry from the experiences in
those universities, such as my own, that function at the whims of predatory,
budget-crunching administrators answering to university trustees who are ac-
tually car sale franchise owners and wealthy chicken farmers rather than peda-
gogical visionaries. CL in such places is not a priority department. It can be the
dumping ground for otherwise unemployable spousal hires (even from other
specializations), professors rejected for some reason from their home depart-
ments, and faculty rerouted from moribund or no longer economically viable
departments. All can be lumped together, as in the reconfigured CL program at
SUNY Stony Brook in the 1980s that consisted of Talmudic Studies, Korean
Buddhism, Classics and Comparative Literature or simply shut down, like the
once significant CL program at the University of Alberta or the University of
Illinois in the 1990s.29

Vulnerable CL programs run the risk of being replaced by World Literature.
This rebranding can be justified by the argument that CL has died, is im-
perialistic because its “elitist” level of engagement demands content-based and
linguistic expertise. With World Literature, so the logic goes, those of us who are
not at Harvard can still study literature in a global perspective. We no longer, as a

28 This disconnect between the fate of CL in private elite institutions as opposed to the publically
funded institutions has been highlighted by Clements (1978).

29 When the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was told to reconfigure itself, the
faculty was asked to look at how other departments had made such a transition, we spent
hours talking to the bovine fertility people who had joined with bovine anatomy. We were
asked why we could not just join with some other literature program. Seven years later, after
its closure, CL at Illinois was reopened with considerable input from the English Department.
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comparatist would, have to enter into the target culture, learn its languages and
histories, study it on its own terms as distinctive enough to compare and contrast
with other internal and external cultures and their products. World Literature’s
response to the “dumbing down” of the US curriculum in languages and liter-
ature is to universalize it.30 What CL saw as serious and respectful is now seen as
hegemonic. The foreign culture need not exist in its own right; it can now exist as
a construct molded to suit undereducated students in the corporate university,
large publishing conglomerates churning out anthologies, and a consumer-
savvy professoriate.

The various pedagogies of alterity outlined in this essay stand in sharp con-
trast to CL. They set the standard for how little we can expect from literary
engagement with the Other in the age of globalization. Moreover, they all seem to
reach the same conclusion. By exposing the existence of unequal distribution of
power and the underrepresentation and marginalization of certain groups, they
claim to deconstruct repressive metaphysical modes of thought.31 Yet, in the
thirty years that theory has been reaching these conclusions, its insights have
effected no change and liberated no one.

Politics of Projects

The question then is the following: Why, in this age of globalization, when we are
presumably engaging the world in a more informed manner and on its own
terms, is CL being replaced by a pedagogy in which the literatures of the world
are promoted in English translation? Why is an academic study of literature that
follows a Cold War political project of managing the Other in the language of the
hegemon not deemed hegemonic? Why should CL, a discipline focused on
reading literatures in their own context and language, be replaced by such a
pedagogy? What is at work in this levelling out of the world’s literary production
and the linguistic triumphalism of the English language? How are these projects
of “doing” the Other in translation and in the fragmentary form offered by
anthologies not cause for ethical concern?

One reason is that the corporate university is not concerned with ethics. It is a
business and its monolingual administrators (often scientists), whose main task
is budgetary oversight, immediately recognized the advantages of such co-op-
tations. In the world of STEM research priorities, literature is not that important.
It does not bring in grant money. If English departments can “do” English

30 Figueira and Gillespie, “Comparative Literature, Translation Studies and New Disciplines.”
31 Alfred J. Ljpez and Robert P. Marzec, ”Postcolonial Studies at the Twenty-Five Year Mark”

Modern Fiction Studies 56.4 (Winter 2010): 677.
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literature, why should they not handle other literatures as well, including the
literatures of the whole world?32 With such logic, there was really no reason to
retain those “boutique” national language and CL departments33 especially since
English departments could now recruit scholars trained in English literature
from “postcolonial” areas and thereby also diversify the faculty. It is significant
that the new “diversity” often involves elites from the “Third World,” rather than
members of traditional American minority groups, who remain grossly un-
derrepresented in American universities.34 But this imbalance did not partic-
ularly matter, since the introduction of foreign English-literature trained
scholars from “postcolonial” sites provided a rather ideal solution to institu-
tional racial politics.3536 University administrators could now transform their
monochromatic campuses into something more “colorful” without having to
confront the racism still operant in American universities or address the con-
tinued disenfranchisement of America’s traditional minorities.37 Yes, faculties
were racially enhanced by the presence of scholars from abroad, who inevitably
stemmed from privileged segments of the population (where the study of English
literature still carries a significant class marker) and could “represent” their
country of origin and all its cultural production by their mere presence, even if
they had actually never studied their home cultures.38

I wish to emphasize here that the problem was not the increased hiring of
immigrants and certainly today, with the controversies surrounding anti-im-
migrant sentiments, I am not suggesting any such thing, as a child and parent of
immigrants myself and a practitioner of CL, a largely immigrant discipline as
Building a Profession so aptly showed. The problem centers on the discrepancies

32 This was the logic behind the dismantling of the CL program at the University of Illinois in the
1990s.

33 As in the University of Illinois debacle, a dean’s career can be made by such “innovative” cost-
cutting reorganizations of departmental units and staff. Illinois closed down an excellent
state university program and saved the price of half a secretary’s salary.

34 Thomas Sowell, Affirmative Action Around the World: An Empirical Study (New Haven: Yale
UP, 2004).

35 Vijay Prashad, The Karma of Brown Folk (Minneapolis: U Minnesota P, 2000).
36 Figueira and Gillespie, “Comparative Literature, Translation Studies and New Disciplines.”
37 While campuses become less monochromatic, the numbers of African American, Hispanic,

and Native American faculty and students (particularly male) in institutions of higher
education between 1970 and the present plummeted, as has their representation in under-
represented fields, such as the hard sciences. For a summary of this literature, see Figueira,
Otherwise Occupied.

38 In the age of Identity Studies, ethnics are thought to be genetically suited to teach their own
ethnicity, hence the numerous interviews I personally experienced where someone on the
hiring committee would ask me, as someone trained in Hinduism, how I would teach Li-
beration Theology, assuming it to be my natural field of expertise.
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