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Abstract

The main objective of this dissertation was to provide
researchers interested in the history and evolution of
“conparative literature” with a collection of references
delineating the evolution of the concept and the
devel opnent of academ c departnments dedicated to its study.

The paper includes a first section describing the main
issues contributing to the “identity crisis” wth which
studi es and departnents defi ni ng t hensel ves as
“conparative” were consistently confronted ever since the
termwas coined.

The “prelimnary concepts” section offers an overview
of the elenments that usually confer a “conparative” quality
to a Iliterary study, such as interdisciplinarity and
multiculturalism together with a few relevant definitions
(in chronol ogical order) describing the comonly accepted
meaning of the termat a particular point in tine.

The next chapter, “chronol ogical overview, continues
the analysis wth additional details, references and
comments also in chronological order, dividing the matter
in sub-chapters dedicated to as many historical periods,
from the Antiquity until the nid-20'" century. A separate

section, offers a review of the nobst inportant institutions



and publications contributing to the developnent of the
conparative field.

The last chapter is a sketch of the current status of
the concept and of the institutions dedicated to its study.

The research for the present dissertation focused
primarily on facts and docunents from the European and
North American continents. Its min purpose is not to
arbitrate the nultitude of trends and opinions trying to
associate the term with a singular neaning. It nerely
attenpts to provide the reader with a systematic

perspective of the subject matter.



Ar gunent

The term conparative literature generally provokes
enotion. The dilettante greets it effusively. A study wth
so anple a descriptive title wll provide him he expects,
with a short and easy road to an appreciative understanding
of all the inportant nodern literatures. The scholar is
likely to regard the term with severe disapproval. He
suspects that the profession of an interest in conparative
literature is a form of intellectual presunption; and he
believes the peculiar virtues clainmed for its nmethods and
its ainms to be identical wth those inherent in all
scientific studies of literature.

The above lines could find easily their place in any
recent article published — for instance - in The Yearbook
of Conparative Literature, reflecting the current status of
what is naybe the nost “enbattled approach and discipline
of the study of Iiterature.ﬂ’ Yet, they were witten at a
much earlier date, in 1926, when this energing domain was
seeking not only a framework of its own (a process still in

action today) but also general recognition. Their author,

1 Steven Totosy de Zepetnek, in the Introduction to “Conparative
Literature Now. Theories and Practice” Paris: Honoré Chanpion, editor,

1999.



Gscar Janes Canpbell, was anong the firsts to establish a
|l ong succession of scholars who attenpted to answer a
guestion remai ning the brainteaser for many a researcher in
cont enpor ary literary st udi es: “What IS Conparative
Literature?” At the tinme, the concept evoked a tradition
introduced by a series of witings dating back to the
begi nni ng of t he ni net eent h century, openi ng t he
perspective of a vast, unexplored area where “The harvest
truly was plenteous, but the |aborers were yet fGMLﬂ’ Li ke
every other branch  of human  know edge, Comparative
Literature underwent continual shifts and changes during
its developnent fromits early stages to its present form
in concordance with the knowl edge and cultural nornms of the
tinmes. However, the discipline always seened to Dbe
confronted with “identity crises” leading its prospects in
blind alleys in a larger nunber of occasions, if conpared
with the related, “traditional” areas. At the turn of the
century, scholars |ike Posnett or Texte warned their
| ecturers about t he necessity of a wel | - defi ned
nmet hodol ogi cal frane to validate conparatist studies. The

response to this demand materialized in a plethora of

2 Hutchenson Macaulay Posnett, in Conparative Literature, New

York: D. Appleton and conpany, 1886, p. VII.
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articles trying to offer possible solutions to the problem
However, they lacked unity, and analysts |ike Paul van
Ti eghem were conplaining a few decades |ater about “the
overwhel mng variety of the publications claimng their
belonging to the field.” Post-war overviews started to
speak about “crises” because of simlar reasons, and nost
of the contenporary studies agree about the need of a
conprehensive reconsideration and re-definition of the
fundamental principles wunderlying what is called today
“conparative literature.”

This peculiar and unfortunate status quo seens to be
energing from several causes, but the nobst inportant is
probably the extraordinary versatility of the donain.
Conceived as an interdisciplinary field since its very
begi nni ngs, “conparative literature” evolved from an
initial philological and historicist enterprise involving
vast bi bliographical know edge to an omnium gatherum for
every study expanding outside the limts of a statutory
humani ti es program - becom ng eventual | y a pl ace
accomodating everything unfit for one of the “classic”
areas of study: history, national literature, philosophy,
etc.

Various trends and scholarly organizations whose

mar gi nal status prevented them from being included in the

3



mai nstream of a national literature and/or a traditional
humani ties program persistently reclainmed it — to a greater
or lesser benefit for them and for the discipline. It is
not unconmon for a “ConpLit” course to be offered under the
auspices of a programin theatrical studies or listed as a
requirenent for a degree in social sciences — and this kind
of “identity displacenent” concerns only the rather nundane
aspect of academic admnistration, Ileaving aside any
di scussion of general theoretical principles. On the
i deol ogi cal level, domains as “wonen's and gender studies”
or “cultural studies” constantly challenge and/or append
the “classic” acceptation of the subject: the concomtant
study of works belonging to two or nore national
literatures. As a general rule, the area of study is
affiliated either with the departnment of English, either
with one or nore foreign |anguage departnents, and the
prof essors teaching courses in conparative literature are
often “borrowed” from the respective chairs. Naturally, the
approaches and the references used in those courses are
essentially tributary to the traditions and nethods
particular to one culture or another. Recurring attenpts

tried to circunscribe a proprietary “subject matter” and to



i npl ement sone of the *lacking nethodol ogyEl’

specific to our
field of study. However, not even scholars “officially”
specialized in conparative approaches are always willing to
agree on these points. The debate remains open and
different views allowng the domain for instance, to
expand, its subject matter beyond purely “literary” objects
of study or to focus on the same objects as products of a
national spirit depends nostly on academc traditions well
identifiable with a tinme, a place, and very often with a
name.

In the neantine, despite its controversial nature, the

phenonenon continues to evolve. As Robert J. denents

remarks, “It is a fact of life that the often maligned term
“conparative literature” is here to stay and we nust live
with it. Indeed it has achieved a rank of distinction in
many quarters — in the titles of many inportant literary

journals and books, a plethora of articles on every

continent, and nost college catal ogs. L The nmultitude of

3 Prerequisites for an acceptable “study” mentioned by Rene Wl ek
in The Crisis of Conparative Literature, (Concepts of Criticism New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1963.)

4 Robert J. Cements, in Conparative Literature as Acadenic
Di sci pline. New York: The nodern Language Association of Anerica, 1978,

p. 11.



publ i cations and texts gr ouped under t he generic
denom nation of “conparative |literature” has definitely
reached a point where it cannot be ignored, and if its
conplete, theoretical, and nethodol ogical systematization
seens to be inpossible yet, its sheer magnitude alone -
| eaving all the other argunents aside — demands at |east an

obj ective description.



(hj ecti ves

The present research is an attenpt to provide an
obj ective, factual perspective upon the discipline (as
not ed above) through a synthetic, conprehensive overview of
its historical evolution as an academic field, wth
particular focus on the FEuropean and North Anerican
continents. Another objective of this work is to account
for some of the nost significant prenises contributing to
the actual form and status of conparatist theories. |Its
main purpose is not to arbitrate the nmultitude of trends
and opinions trying to associate the term with a singular
authoritative neaning and/or educational pur pose, but
rather to allow the reader a systematic perspective of the
t opi c.

This study will need therefore to take into account
several mmjor features of the problem which although
intimately interrelated are as many distinct elenments
contributing to the devising and evolution of the term
“conparative literature.” A first prerequisite wuld be a
“wor king definition,” which would conciliate the variety of
perspectives adopted by scholars of significant stature in
the field. Another inportant aspect is the historical one:

VWhile in itself it mght not concern directly the essence

7



of the matter (conparatist theories, literary studies) the
hi storical perspective is nevertheless necessary for the
correct under st andi ng of today’ s t heoreti cal and
adm nistrative issues. It may also prove useful in the
solving of sone problens concerning the curricular
organi zation of dedicated departnments, their possible

solutions, and their consequences.



Prelimnary Concepts

The Subject Mtter

“Conparative literature” can be (and often is) an
extrenely confusing term Its constituents alone are prone
to many controversies concerning their neaning. W will not
even attenpt to touch upon the possible understandi ngs of
“literary” — due to reasons all to easy to understand. For
the sake of convenience, we wll wunderstand by “literary”
manly texts deliberately witten for an artistic purpose.
However, the other elenment of the term deserves at |east a
brief examnation, as is the possible cause for nost
controversies and critiques of our discipline. Essentially,
“to conpare” is the act of putting together two or nore
objects and revealing their resenblances and differences.
On the other hand, any literary analysis is essentially the
sanme. An analysis wll necessarily attenpt to define the
subject of its inquiry, according to a randonmly chosen set
of criteria. Wuether it is a description, <critique or
praise, the literary study wll inherently state: this
(novel, poem play, article, novie, etc.) is sonething
(good, bad, simlar to, revolutionary). Accepting the

evidence, we will have to identify any literary study wth

9



sone sort of definition. Yet how exactly does a definition
work? By making use of a genus proxinus and a specific

difference. Thus, the conclusion: every literary study is

necessarily “conparatist” to sone extent, and any
“conparatist approach” 1is actually no different from a
“mere,” “sinply literary” study.

The only specific area where conparative literature

could claim originality is limted thus to the domain of
the subjects studied. The criteria organizing those
subjects will be, however, nore or less arbitrary. Assum ng
(partly) the classical fundanentation of sonething called
“conparative literature” upon concept as “nation” and
“period” we could safely assune that the domain is in fact
nothing nore than the study of various instances of

rhetoric, determned in tinme and space.

Hi storical Prerequisites

If we accept as “conparatist” any study entailing
si mul t aneously aspects of philosophy, Iliterature, visual
arts and sociology (and the list could go on), the history
of this specialty would have to begin with Aristotle’'s
works; he and many of his followers added to the tine-

honored European literary theory many a concept traceable

10



in contenporary studies. On the “admnistrative” side, the
tradition dating back to the Mddle Ages of teaching
literature as part of the trivium and the conjunction of
the latter with the quadrivium also favored a global,
“conparatist” perspective of literary works. Also, nany
critical texts, dating from before the nineteenth century
(the generic period accepted for the birth of the concept)
up until present days may be consistent with one or nore

criteria qualifying themas “conparatist.” However, as the
discipline in its present form is relatively recent, the
present study wll thus focus mainly on texts expressly
concei ved as contributions to t he devel opnent of
“conparative literature” - whatever the particular meaning
assigned by their author to the term Historically, “the
nanme of the game seened to have been forned on the nodel of
ot her ni neteenth-century usages such as “conparative
anatony” or conparative linguistics,” in a kind of
pseudoscientific claim [italics mne] that there was a
conparative nmethod that could be universally applied, to

the production of acceptable results.ﬂ However, the

approach that established the discipline as an acknow edged

5 Peter Brooks, “Must We Apol ogize?” in Conparative Literature in
the Age of Milticulturalism Baltinmore: The John Hopkins University

Press, 1995.
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academ c branch was eventually challenged in the second
half of the twentieth century. René Wllek and other
influential scholars following his exanple labeled it as
“artificial and mechanistic.”

| deol ogi cal aspects as those nentioned above bring
forward another topic of this study, the theoretical one.
The rationales behind a form or another of “Conparative
Criticismi are very diverse. Froma “conparatist” vision of
universal literature as a response to the canonical
“Eurocentric” perspective to a neans to contrast one
mnority’s particularities W th t he “mai nstreant
i deologies, the field proved to be a generous all-
enconpassi ng shelter to many a theory. A brief review of
sonme of the nobst significant contributors to this diversity
is not only useful but also necessary for a conprehensive
overview. Wile the inherent act of conparison renmained
unchanged in al nost two centuries, its ideol ogical
notivation, and the way in which it was acconplished has
undergone several changes. These changes raise a set of
guestions for any researcher. Are the initial nornms and
nmet hods conpl etely obsolete or is the domain facing only a
“cosnetic” rearrangenent? |Is there nore than one way to
conpare two (or nore) elenents of a relationship? O can be

“conparison” replaced by sonething else? Wile not trying

12



to solve these questions itself, our study wll try to find
out if there are any answers on the contenporary
conparati st scene. Finally, yet inportantly, the practical
educati onal purposes of Conparative Literature departnents
contributed to a significant degree to the “redefinition”
or “reshaping” of the specialty during its history. A brief
preview of the norns and regulations in existence within
today’s academ c environnents could also be an informative
factor for an accurate perspective upon the matter.

Finally, the (narrow) limts of this survey need to be
further defined in order to fit its actual dinensions and
pur poses. Contenporary conparative studies require a
perspective as objective and exhaustive as possible.
Ideally, a “history” or an overview of the discipline wuld
inply the extensive analysis of literary periods beginning
at least with the ancient tines, and including a
consi derabl e nunmber of “exotic” cultures from all over the
five continents (Indian, Islamc, and far East literatures
in particular). The present exam nation tries to follow the
evolution of “conparative literature” essentially as a term
originated and developed by the European intellectual
comunity from the Mddle Ages until the nodern period,
inherited and brought to its actual form by scholars on

both the A d and the New Conti nents.
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Definitions

Conparative Literature is inherently a difficult term
to define. The difficulty arises from the vast and
uncertain territory the discipline is covering and fromthe
al ready controversial nature of the two words constituting
its nane. The two (or nore) elenents of a conparison can be
contained exclusively within the realm of literature, but
sone of them (not all) can also be part of another field of
study. Moreover, each scholar has his own understandi ng of
“l'iterary” and “conparison,” determning the final neaning
of the concept. CQur discipline never had a really unique,
“standard” characterization. The npbst comonly accepted
definitions evolved through tinme in function of the
period’s norns and practices, generally following the
outline recomended by one of the nost influential figures
in the field. Here are, in chronological order, a few of
these definitions as postulated by sone of the nost
influential scholars in this donain:

Joseph Texte, 1898:

L’ étude conparative des littératures. Relations
des diverses littératures entre elles, actions et

r éactions si mul t anées ou successi ves, i nfl uences

14



soci ales, esthétiques ou norales qui dérivent du

croi sement des races et du libre échange des idées...

Oscar Janes Canpbel |, 1926:

René

Conmparative literature ...endeavors, in the first
pl ace, to discover general laws which transcend any
one literature, such as the devel opnent of types and
forns under the progressive relationships of different
literatures. In the second place, it seeks to reveal
relations of affinity within two or nore literatures.
Finally, through the discovery of simlarities and
differences by neans of conparison, it endeavors to
explain the inception and growth of individual works.
That is, like all scientific studies of Iliterature,
our methods are primarily investigations of the
processes by which a work has cone into being and
appraisals of the forces which produced this result.
In other words, the nethods of conparative literature
do not seek to produce or enhance aesthetic delight,

but rather to create new nodel s of understandi ng.

Wel | ek and Austin Warren, 1942:

Conparison is a method used by all criticism and

sciences, and does not, in any way, adequately
describe the specific procedures of literary study.
The formal conparison between l|iteratures — or even
novenents, figures and works — is rarely a central

15



Paul

theme in literary history [.] in practice, the term
“conparative” literature has covered and still covers
rather distinct fields of study and groups of
problens. It my nean, first, the study of ora

literature, especially of folk-tale thenmes and their
m gration [.] Anot her sense of “conparative”
l[iterature confines it to the study of relationships
between two or nore literatures. [.] A third
conception...identifies conparative literature with the
study of Iliterature in its totality, wth “world-

literature,” with “general” or “universal” literature
Van Ti eghem 1946:

L'objet de la Ilittérature conparée ... est
essentiellenment d étudier les oavres des diverses
l[ittératures dans leurs rapports |les unes avec |es
autres. [.] le caractere de la vraie littérature
conpar ée, comre celui de toute science historique, est
d enbrasser le plus grand nonbre possible de faits
différents d origine, pour meux expliquer chacun
d eux; d élargir |l es bases de |a connaissance a fin de
trouver les causes du plus grand nonbre possible
d effets. Bref, le not conparé doit étre vidé de toute
val eur esthétique et recevoir une val eur historique ;
et la constatation des analogies et des différences
gu of frent deux ou plusieurs livres, scenes, sujets ou

pages de | angue diverses, n'est que le point de départ
16



nécessaire qui pernet de découvrir une influence, un
enprunt, etc., et par suite d expliquer partiellenent

une oalvre par une autre.
Henry Remak, 1971

Comparative Literature is the study of literature
beyond the confines of one particular country, and the
study of the relationships between literature on one
hand and ot her areas of know edge and belief, such as
the arts (e.g. painting, sculpture, architecture,
nmusi c), philosophy, history, the social sciences,
(e.g. politics, economcs, sociology), the sciences,
religion, etc., on the other. In brief it is the
conmparison of one literature with another or others
and the conparison of literature with other spheres of

human expressi on.
Steven ToOt 6sy de Zepetnek, 1999:

In principle, the discipline of Conparative
Literature is in toto a nethod in the study of
literature in at least two ways. First, Conparative
Literatures neans the knowl edge of nore than one
national |anguage and literature, and/or it means the
know edge and application of other disciplines in and
for the study of literature and second, Conparative
Literature has an ideology of inclusion of the Qher,

be that a marginal literature in its several nmeanings

17



of marginality, a genre, various text types, etc. [.]
Comparative Literature has intrinsically a content and
form which facilitate the cross-cultural and
interdisciplinary study of literature and it has a
history that substantiated this content and form
Predicated on the borrowing of nethods from other
di sci plines and on the application of the appropriated
method to areas of study single-language literary
study nore often than tends to neglect, the discipline
is difficult to define because thus it is fragnmented

and pluralistic.

As the preceding paragraphs denonstrate, the concept
has undergone a few ideological mutations from its
begi nnings wuntil present tinmes. Also, it becones evident
that no definition has nmanaged to cover in a satisfactory
manner all the aspects and theoretical details of this
conplex field called “conmparative literature”. As Robert J.
Clements states in his Conparative Literature as an
Academ c Discipline: “there is little that anyone at this
| ate date can contribute to the realm of definition” [of
this term n. n.] Nevertheless, they are abundant, and
while a few general principles appear to be ubiquitous, a
singular, universally accepted explanation of the concept

remai ns yet to be established.
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A brief summary of the above definitions would have to
poi nt out several common elenents as well as the essenti al
differences between their perspectives. First, they all
envision the relating of a I|imted literary domain
(national literature, genres or trends) to a literary or
non-literary factor, each of them including in some manner
the ideas of its predecessor. The definition introduced by
Texte conceives conparative literature as limted to the
study of a factual/historical relationship between two
national literatures, as caused by various social norns.
OCscar J. Cdenents introduces another formal criteria of
classification (innately related to conparison), that of
“type” and “form?” Paul Van Tieghem stresses the
hi storicist approach, “le not conparé doit étre vidé de
toute val eur esthétique et recevoir une valeur historique,”
the very factor challenged by Wllek, who shifts the weight
of the investigation from content towards nethod for the
profit of literariness, whi ch shoul d super sede
“scientifismi in the discipline: “Conparison is a nethod
used by all criticism and sciences, and does not, in any
way, adequately describe the specific procedures of
literary study.” Henry Remak tries to update the concept
including features inposed to conparative studies by the

progress of nodern know edge, including in his definition

19



“other spheres of human expression.” Finally, Totosy
i ntroduces the much nore general term “the other,” in his
at t enpt to re-establish t he di scipline upon new

epi st enol ogi cal grounds. Wile it seens inpossible at this

tinme to find an excl usi ve, exhaustive definition
conciliating all the principles previewed so far, the
present study wll adopt as a “working variant” the one

suggest ed by C aude Pichois and André Rousseau:

La littérature conparée est |’'art méthodique, par la
recherche de liens d analogie, de parenté et d' influence,
de rappr ocher | a littérature des autres domai nes
d’ expression ou de |la connai ssance ou bien les faits et les
textes littéraires entre eux, distants ou non dans le tenps
ou dans |’ espace, pourvu gqu'ils appartiennent a plusieurs
| angues ou plusieurs cultures, fissent-elles partie d une
nméme tradition, afin de meux les décrire, les conprendre

et |es golter.

20



Chronol ogi cal Overview. The Evol ution of the Concept

Antiquity and the Mddle Age: Early Precursors

The act of conparing national literatures originated
long before it was established as an acadenic donain,
i ndi vi dual theoretical works and considerations enmerging in
sever al nat i onal literatures before “conparative
literature” became an “institutionalized” di sci pli ne.
Influential cultures as the Ancient Geek already inposed
the conparison of their features on the artistic
institutions of other civilizations. Early scholars wote
about Hellenistic and Babylonian literature (Berossos) or
Hel l enistic and Phoenician literature (Philon of Byblos).
These early works may |ook closer to what we call today
et hnogr aphi cal research, rather than literary studies,
according to contenporary standards. The resenbl ance
bet ween sone conparative anal yses and ethnographi es remains
mani fest to our days, the “cultural” being the first of the
three functions assigned to the term “conparative

literature” by René Wllek and Austin Vﬂrrenﬂ The

® René Wellek, Austin Warren: Theory of Literature, New York:
Harcourt, Brace and conpany, 1942. Chapter V, “General, Conparative and

National Literature,” p. 38.
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phenonmenon is easily justified: the essential constitutive
elenents of early literatures were nmainly nmyths, and
simlar themes are to be encountered under various formns
t hroughout the known ancient world. Consequently, *“Sargon
breeds Mses, Mses breeds Karna, Karna nakes Cedipus
possible, and so on through the concatenation that Oto
Rank established for us. Perseus and Androneda evolve into
Saint Ceorge and his rescued nmiden. Horace, ‘the Geek
little pig,” bade Roman witers to leaf through Geek
manuscripts by day and by night, urging those who Iiked
Vergil to conpare himto Honer, those who |iked Plautus to
nmeasure him agai nst Aristophanesﬂ” Macr obi us and Aul us
Gellius were early conparatists, evaluating Roman poets
with their Geek prototypes and anal oguesa. These writings
were already a form of “conparative study,” although the
authors may have not deliberately sought to confer them
such a quality, nor to establish a specific scholastic
met hod.

Many Mddle Age authors continued the tradition
i naugurated by their Greek and Roman predecessors. Classic

works |ike those of Homer or Cicero were copied, imtated,

" Robert J. Clements, in Conparative Literature as an Academc
Di sci pline, published by MLAA, 1978, pp. 2-3.

8 To look for: Frank Chandler, in Yearbook of Conp. Lit. (66)
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annotated, or interpreted, and the new witings allowed
their conmparison to the originals. However, at this tine
still, the various occurrences of conparative studies were
rather accidental, than an established principle. It was
not until the Renaissance period that this kind of work

gai ned a proper form

The Renai ssance: First Cccurrences of a New Worl dvi ew

One of the firsts to introduce a form of “conparative
philology” in a work of academ c consequence was Dante. H's
De WVulgari Eloquentia (c.1304-06) is a pioneering inquiry
of linguistics and style pleading for the use of the
vernacul ar in serious works of literature and for conbining
a nunber of Italian dialects to create a new national
| anguage. The conparative nature of the work is inplicit,
as are the subjects of several chapters: the description of

several |anguages and their distinctive elenents, based on

nor phol ogic criteria (book 1, particularly chapter X); a
defense of the poetry in vernacular, nmaking use of
ref erences gathered from several literatures (book 11). The

immnent rises of scientific inquiry, of the individual and

23



national consciences® were to bring forth as well the
di scovery of the “other,” the category of things extraneous

to these consci ences.

Pre- nodern Approaches: the Enlightennent, Romanticism

This opposition between national and universal was
also famliar to another historical novenent continuing the
progressive tradition of the Renai ssance. The Enli ght ennent
al l oned the expression of considerations as the follow ng,
through the pen of one of its nost influential figures,
Vol taire, who practiced an enpirical form of conparatismin
sone of his works (i.e. Lettres philosophiques, revealing
the English literature to a rather isolated French public
of the tinme), acknowledging that: “Presque tout est
imtation...il en est des livres come du feu de nos foyers;
on va prendre ce feu chez son voisin, on | allunme chez soi,
on le communique a d autres et il appartient a tous.” The
cosnopolitism of the novenent opened a new “relativist”
perspective wupon the world s Iliteratures and cultures,

reflected in nearly all the witings of its adepts and

® The essential traits of the Renaissance, according to M chel et

and Bur ckhar dt
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fol | owers. Lessing’s |literary and social perspectives
illustrated in Briefe die neueste Litteratur betreffend or
The Freethinker, or wrks as The Persian Letters of
Mont esquieu nmaterialized this perspective in the realm of
literature. The Sturm und Drang novenent and its successor,
Romanticism inherited it and refined it in a systematic
form Friedrich von Schlegel’s thought is crucial to the
evolution of nodern aesthetics, illustrated in studies
ranged from classical antiquity to Asian studies and the
phi |l osophy of history and religion. Witings as Geschichte
der Poesie der Giechen und Ronmer (Hi story of the Poetry of
the Greeks and Romans, 1798), Uber die Sprache und Weisheit
der Inder (On the Language and Wsdom of the Indians,
1808), or Lectures on History and Literature (1815) are as
many |andmarks in the evolution of (conparative) literary
hi story, and inplicitly, conparative literature. Hi s
brother, August WIlhelm is also recognized as a nost
influential author and theoretician in the field, either
directly, through his published |ectures: Vorlesungen uber
schone Kunst und Literatur (Lectures on the Fine Arts and
Literature) and Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature, or
as an authority actively involved in the European
intellectual scene. Wthin the domain of |inguistics, using

approaches conplying wth, if not defining the nodern
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scholarly standards, the conparative studies of |ndo-
Eur opean | anguages pioneered by the Gimm brothers founded
norms still in use today. Herder, who is seen by sone

scholars as “the father of conparative Iiterature,EL

wr ot e
in Reflections on the Philosophy of the Hi story of Mankind:
“Every man who didn't learn to understand the world other
than in the marketplace, the café or for the nbst part in
The Hanburg Correspondent, is appalled in Paris by the
arrival of an Indian prince, or when he opens a storybook
and finds out that the climate, the region, the nationality
change. He takes any foreign nation’s custons as a | unacy,
and why? Because they have a different nmanner of thinking
than his respectable nother, his conmendable wet nurse or
his venerable conrades.” Faithful to the principles of
relativity and tolerance, his witings reflected critical
and historical approaches open to new perceptions of the
world. He wote (or intended to wite) a “Hi story of song
through the tines” a “General history of poetry” or “A
parall el between English and German poetry.” Joseph Texte

identifies his work as the cornerstone of the forthcom ng

discipline: “Il posait en un not, et du néne coup, il

10 pescribed as such or acknow edged as very influential by

Posnett, Texte, Van Tieghem Wellek, and others.
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éclairait de toute la puissance de |a philosophie, les
principes de la littérature conparée. Il |la constituait a
| état d’ étude distincte, anbitieuse peut-étre, difficile
assurénent, mmis conbien supérieure a la critique étroite
et pur enent dogmatique d'un Voltaire ou néne d un
Di der ot !Eﬂ Anot her inposing figure of his tine, Goethe,
spoke about “Weltliteratur” as the result and the
collection of national literatures, a universal entity to
be considered in order to avoid nationalism and other

prej udi ces.

The Mbdern Peri od

Al though all the witings nentioned so far were of
significant inportance for the historical advance of our
subject matter, one of the nost vital and interesting
periods of nodern history was really the era leading to
changes of prevalent inportance for its evolution: the
ni neteenth century. This historic stage has special
interest as the formative period from which mny nodern

literary conditions and tendencies derived. Under the

11 Joseph Texte, in Etudes de Littérature européenne Paris: Armand

Colin, editor, 1898, p. 19.
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i npact of the unprecedented technical devel opnent, Wstern
soci ety underwent profound transformations reflected also
in the realnms of philosophy and literature, being the ideal
nmonment to confirm conparative literature as a substanti al
el ement on the academ c scene.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, a
passi onate Dutch traveler naned WIlhelm de Cercq was
publishing conparative Iliterary studies issued by the
cultural observations nade during his journeys. In France,
a scholar naned Francois Noel published in 1816 a course
book juxtaposing studies of French witing to Italian,
Latin, or English counterparts, gathered under the nane
“Cours de littérature conpareée.”

However, it was Abel-Francois Villemin, professor at
Sor bonne, who was the first to offer an academ c course of
full academ c stature bearing the sane title in the sunmer
of 1828. Its declared purpose was to denonstrate “through a
conparative panorama the things gathered by the French
spirit from foreign literatures, and those it offered in
return.” The course was continued in 1829 and published
thereafter. The subject matter of the several studies
contained concern nmainly the reciprocal inpact between
French and English Iliteratures, as well as the French

i nfl uence upon ltalian witings during the 18'" century. The
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aut hor disregarded CGerman literature, nostly because he was
unable to access directly its witings (he could not speak
German), confining hinself to mentioning the contributions
of Mme de Staél on the subject as an adequate conplenent to
his own. Although the opening towards foreign cultures and
a universal perspective upon the developnent of literary
history is a significant ideological evolution in the
domain of literary criticism “universal” is nore often
than not identified with “European,” and even this concept
was nmeant to include only a few “mgjor” literatures - an
assunption which would remain unchanged until nuch |ater
Wthin this frame, the “Editor’s Foreword” opening the
second volune notes that the eighteenth century trends
favored “this conparative study of literatures, which is
the philosophy of literary critique,” perhaps the first
theoretical nmotivation for such an approach. Villemin
continued his courses and their publishing until 1838-1840.
In 1830, Jean-Jacques Anmpere (the son of the renowned
physicist) presented at Mrseille a dissertation about
Nordic Poetry, from the Eddas to Shakespeare. This was the
result of an older, anbitious project of his to study “the
conparative literature of all poetry” dating from 1826, and
|later materialized in “De |'histoire de la poésie,” (1830)

a text di spl ayi ng a prom nent i nfluence of t he
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“scientificisnt of the period. Anpére was perhaps the first
to trace an analogy between the conparative nethod in
natural sciences and literature: “W have to establish
here, anong the objects we classify, just like in botanic
or zoology, not arbitrary divisions, but natural series and
fanilies.Eﬂ’ H's coursework was conducted under the
principle that if literature is a science, it has to bel ong
to history and phil osophy, because it is yet premature to
focus on a philosophy of literature and arts studying the
nature of beauty. Consequently, “The philosophy of the Arts
and Literature has to be issued from their conparative
history.” The success of the inquiry brought its author to
t he Sorbonne, where he continued to advocate the necessity
for the objectivity of literary studies in a manner nuch
influenced by his liberal principles: “Literary history
woul d be inconplete without the conparative studies; and if
during these studies we shall find that a foreign
literature was influential wupon ours, we shall admt it,
equitably proclaimng this benefit; we are too plentiful in

glory to need that of others, and to proud to be unjust.”

12 Jean-Jacques Anpére, in his inaugural discourse at the

Marseille Athenaeum in 1830, cited by Sinobn Jeune, in Littérature

Générale et Littérature Conparée, Paris: Mnard, 1968, p. 34.
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The effects of Ampére’s works found an echo in the
French literary world. Sainte-Beuve credits himas the sole
founder of “conparative literary history” in his articles
published in the Revue des Deux I\/bndesEI. However, these
articles ignore not only the already nentioned efforts of
Villemain, but also those of Philarete Chasles, another
renowned French philologist, (according to the nonencl ature
of the tinme) whose works focused either specifically or in
general ternms on conparative studies. Many of his titles
were pioneering works in the field Etudes sur |'antiquité,
précédées d'un essai sur les phases de |'histoire
littéraire et sur les influences intellectuelles des races;
Etudes sur W Shakespeare, Marie Stuart, et L' Arétin; le
drane, les nmomrs et la religion au XVlie siecle, and nost
remarkably, his coursework at the Colléege de France,
entitled “Questions du tenps et problenes d' autrefois.

Pensées sur |'histoire, la vie sociale, la Iittérature.@”

13 The first in the edition of February 15, 1840, followed by
anot her, al nost three decades later, in Septenber 1868.

Y aher titles denoting his conparatist (and unusually modern and
objective, for its tine) perspective are: Etudes sur la littérature et
les nmoars de |'Angleterre au Xl Xe siécle, FEtudes sur |'Allenagne,
anci enne et noderne, Etudes sur les hommes et les nmoairs au Xl Xe siécle,

Un exanen historique des biographes et historiens d divier Cromwell,
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Al these works were founded on Chasle’ s belief that
literature, philosophy and society evolve in a close
i nt erdependence during their history, aimng to construct a
general image of the human thought where all the nations
reci procally influence each other on a gl obal scale.

If the French literary scene was understandably
prolific, due to the effervescence of cultural life at that
period, other European nations were also making rapid
progress, even though on a smaller scale. In Swtzerland,
Joseph Hornung presented a course in Conparative Literature
at the Acadeny of Lausanne in 1850. In Ceneva, a simlar
course was offered beginning in 1858 by Al bert Richard,
within the <chair of nodern Iliterature. Eventually the
course generated a chair of its own, <called “nobdern
conparative literature,” which survived until 1895. Gernmany
continued the tradition of “cosnopolite” literary studies
i naugurated by Schlegel, Herder, and Goethe and in 1854,
Moriz Carriere published “Das wesen und die Fornen der
Poesie,” where the first occurrence of the coinage

“Ver gl ei chende Li teraturgeschichte” (the Ger man

etc. He was also one of the firsts to show interest for the then
relatively ignored American culture (Etudes sur la littérature et les

noeurs des Angl o- Américains au Xl Xe siecle).
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denom nation for Conparative Literature) is to be found[a
Carriére’s min intention was to integrate conparative
literature and the history of civilization within a single
field of study, an idea illustrated in his later work and
in the courses he gave at the University of Minich. He was
not the only German schol ar preoccupi ed by  such
undertaki ngs. Another notable work dating from the sane
period belongs to Theodor Sipfle, whose Geschichte des
deutschen Kultureinflusses auf Frankreich mt besonderer
Ber ticksi cht i gung der litterarischen Ei nwi r kung was
considered a reference work in the fieldﬂq The | arge domain
of inquiry allowed by “conparative literature” suited wel
the exploration of wvarious |literary themes and notifs
preferred by German literates under the appellation
“stof fgeschichte.”

In England, at the mddle of the century, WMatthew
Arnold was aware of the conparatist perspectives cultivated
on the French literary setting. He enbraced sone of their

i deas, and was the first to translate the term “littérature

15 of. Baldensperger, cited by René Wellek and Austin Warren, in
Theory of Literature, chapter V, “Ceneral, Conparative and National
Literature”, New York: Harcourt, Brace and Conpany, 1942, p. 38.

8 . daude Pichois, La Littérature Conparée, Paris : Armand

Colin, éditeur, 1967, p.20.
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conparée” into English, according to his belief that “the
English literary critic must know literatures other than
his own and be in touch wth European standards.” The
foreign influences were to be noticeable in his later
critical wor k, guided by the principle that noder n
criticismshould be "a disinterested endeavour to |learn and
propagate the best that is known and thought in the world,
and thus to establish a current of fresh and true ideas.Eﬂ
The nodern critical spirit was to consider not solely
“"literature” as an independent object of study but
t heol ogy, history, art, science, sociology, and politics as
well, in order "to see the object as in itself it really
is.” Another renmarkable work preparing the background for
the studies to conme is Henry Hallams Introduction to the

Literature of Europe in the 15'", 16'" and 17'" centuri es.

At this stage, and for a considerable amount of tine |ater

on, “conparative literature” was still conceived as a
branch of or <closely related to “conparative literary
hi story.”

The ot her European countries were also trying to keep

the pace with a transformng world of literature. In Italy,

7 Matthew Arnold, in "The Function of Criticism at the Present
Tinme," Essays in Criticism (First Series, London, Canbridge, Mcnillan

and co., 1865.)
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Francesco de Sanctis also presented a course in conparative
literature in Naples. The exceptional cultural diversity of
Central Europe was also a profitable ground for the
devel opnent of humanistic (social, historical, literary)
conparative studies of any kind. Professor Hugo Meltzl
founded in collaboration with Sanuel Brassai in 1877 a
Journal of Conparative Literature at the wuniversity of
Kl ausenburg (Kol ozsvar, Cuj,) published in six, then ten
| anguages, and replaced in 1882 wuntil 1888 by Acta
conparationis litterarum universarum By this tinme, the
domain was already gaining recognition in the academc
world. It only needed to define its standards in order to

acquire uni versal acceptance.

Towards a Status of Academ c Aut onony

The year 1886 was to bring about two events considered
as crucial for the history of conparative literature: the
publication of the German Zeitschrift fur Vergleichende
Literaturgeschichte under the direction of Mx Koch, which
included in its first nunber a foreword-nanifesto trying to
delineate a nunber of principl es of st udy. Most

inportantly, the sanme year witnessed the publication of a
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book naned “Conparative Literaturéa” by Hut chenson Macaul ay
Posnett, considered today by many scholars as the
foundati onal work for the studies gathered under the sane
nanme during the follow ng century.

The tonme is published as “Volume LIV of The
International Scientific Series,” anmpbng other titles such
as “The History of the Conflict Between Religion and
Science”, “The Life and G owh of the Language”, “Mth and
Sci ence” or “The Commobn Sense of the Exact Sciences”. Such
titles illustrate the influence of the unprecedented
progress in all the areas of the human thought (whether or
not claimng a scientific status) upon their respective
academ c domains at the end of the century. Consequently,
an essential feature of Posnett’s enterprise is “To assune
a position on the border-lands of Science and literature”
trying to conciliate t wo traditionally opposed
perspectives. The author intends his volume to be a
contribution to the “rational study of Literature” in “an
effort ...to treat Literature as sonething of higher inport
to man than el egant dilettantism.. The book makes therefore

use of a technical tone and of the structure of a manual.

18 «“Conparative Literature” by Hutcheson Macaul ay Posnett (author

of “The Historical Method”); New York: D. Appleton and Conpany, 1886
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The subject nmatter is defined in the manner of a scientific
approach, the follow ng chapters describing and analyzing
as separate entities “Clan literature,” “The city
commonweal th,” the “Wrld” and “National” l|iteratures. The
claimed “scientific” approach is strongly associated (if
not identified) with “the historical approach,” the author
pl eading for a definition of “Conparative Literature” as a
“Conparative Literary History,” closely related or even
enconpassed within the academ ¢ domain of history. *Nothing
but historical reflection can restore the real order of
devel opment out of this <chaos; [of non-scientifically
organi zed literary matter] and historical reflection, as a
work of science [italics mne] is only the tardy product of
the present century.”

At the same tine, the work introduces terns and ideas
that anticipate the conparative study of literature
according to the norns in use today. The definition of the
subject matter is attenpted at a universal scale. Posnett
sees “Literature” as a constantly evolving phenonenon
intimately related to the social dinension of the human
exi stence from Ancient Geece to Chinese literature to the
French and English literatures of the nineteenth century.
He notes the fact that attenpts to conpare Honer to Vergi

or Denosthenes to Cicero are hardly new within the literary
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realm The ancient scholars have studied the influence of
Greek sources upon the Latin authors since the Roman
Enpire, and such texts re-occurred in all literatures until
the present day. The novelty in his kind of approach is the
systemati zation of the conparison raised to the status of
scientific norm which is to becone the fundanental
constitutive elenment of the “science” he tried to define.
Al so, wusing principles admrably ahead of his time (1886)
such as “objectivity,” “decentralization,” “relativity [of
opposi ng perspectives],” etc. which were comonly adopted
by his fellow conparatists only nmuch later in the twentieth
century, he dedicates entire chapters to the study of
“Wrld Literature in India and China” or to the “Relativity
of Literature.” Probably the min significance of this
nonment ous publication consists not as nmuch in the
bi bl i ogr aphi cal contribution it brings, but in the
i nnovative perspectives it opened within the discipline.

Anot her scholar whose work was to be influential for
generations of (French) conparatists to cone was the editor
of the celebrated Revue des Deux Mbndes, Fer di nand
Bruneti ére, who “dedicated his conbative ardour to the

proliferation of ideas favouring the cause of conparative
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Iiteraturem’

in his articles and particularly in the
courses he held at the Ecole Normale. The main attribute of
conparative literature, was according to his vision “Being
an instrunent to constantly relate the five great
literatures of nodern Europe.” He instituted a tradition
honored and continued by the nobst distinguished French
conparatists: Joseph Texte, Louis-Paul Betz, Ferdinand
Bal densperger and others, the chronological |ist continuing
until (but not ending with) Paul Van Ti eghem

The first anong the nost inportant of Brunetiéere's
successors was Joseph Texte, author of another reference
text quoted in alnost all studies of Conparative Literature
history, nanely “FEtudes de Littérature FEuropéenne.” The
volune was (and still is today) considered as a main source
for research within the field. However, the tackling of the
subject matter and the attitude of the author during this
process does not necessarily progress from Posnett’s work.
The latter’s objective, universal perspective upon the
realm of literature is (re) replaced by a strongly
Eurocentric view. The matter of the book (except perhaps

for the introduction) confines itself to the study of

19 paul Van Tieghem in La Littérature Conparée, Paris: Armand

Colin, editor, 1946, p. 34.
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various instances of |literary influence between French,
Engli sh, German and Italian authors. The respective
anal yses do not attenpt to surpass this limted condition

nor does the author intend to extend his inquiries on a
uni ver sal scal e. Thi s attitude s under st andabl e
considering the European academ c environnent at the tineg,
especially within a discipline, which was yet trying to
define its limts and objectives. The questions concerning
the “major” works and literatures, commonly known at the
time, had to be answered before any attenpt to include
details concerning either “exotic” elenents (i.e. Asian
poetry) or countries whose productions still awai t ed
uni versal recognition (such as Norway, Poland, or many
ot hers).

SSmlarly to Posnett’s publication, this book 1is
rat her remarkable due to several “firsts” in the
nmet hodol ogy of the critique, which remained either as
points of future reference or even principles inherited by
contenporary scholars. Perhaps the best known of these
“firsts” is the deliberate attenpt to define “Conparative
Literature” as a scientific field by analogy with (anong
others) the natural sciences. Although Posnett already made
this associ ation, Texte’s expl anati on IS t hor ough,

systematic and nost of all, meticulously docunmented. The
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foll ow ng argunent describes the notivation leading to the
denom nation of the discipline, <cited in every study
including the two words inits title:

“Si les Ilittératures peuvent se conparer, dans une
certaine nesure, aux espeéces aninales par |la nature de |eur
evolution, il faut donc Iles étudier par une nethode
appropri ée, assez délicate et assez pénétrante pour
expliquer la conplexité des faits auxquels on |’applique
Et cette méthode ne peut étre, comme toute nméthode vrainment
scientifique, que |la nméthode conparative, celle-la néne qui
constitue le lien commun entre |les sciences aussi €l oi gnées
que |’ anatome et |a gramuaire, la zoologie et la
| i ngui sti que, | a pal éont ol ogi e et la  science des
religions.ﬂi The principle was “borrowed” from biology,
based on the consideration that a literature or a nation is
developing simlarly to an aninmal organism 1in a strict
interrelation with the other organisns, that is to say, the
nei ghboring countries and civilizations. And since the

study of a live animal is nostly the study of the relations

it develops between itself and the environnment “like an
invisible network”, every literature, and possibly every
20 Joseph Texte, in FEtudes de Littérature Européenne, Paris:

Armand Colin, editor, 1898, pp. 17-18
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witer has a history reaching beyond the borders of its
country. The acceptance of such a setting would lead to the
necessity of a conparative study of every literature. These
theoretical considerations are also supported by practical
details and exanples, another “first” of this work being
the postulation of a few principles concerning the required
abilities of a conparatist (nanely, the know edge of
several |anguages, a vast know edge of the Iliteratures
whose works are analyzed, and the necessity of the
discipline to Kkeep the pace wth the ever-evolving
scientific theories. Texte' s groundbreaking contribution
i ssues expectedly the recognition l|later scholars such as
Van Tieghem gave him “On voit que Texte peut étre
considéré a juste titre comme |le premier en France, et |’ un
des premers en Europe, qui se soit fait un spécialiste
attitré de cette discipline.”

Anot her successor of Brunetiére was Louis-Paul Betz,
(a close friend and collaborator of Texte, whose fate
seenred to be bound to the study of the ~cultura
interactions: born in New York from German parents, student
and later professor at Ziurich.) He gathered his domain-
related work in a collection named “La Littérature
Conparée” and published in 1902. The nost inportant

contribution to the developing field was the attenpt to
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organi ze and docunent materials contributing to its grow h,
conpiling and organizing the resources and articles
publi shed up-to-date in a “Bibliographical Essay” printed
in 1897. The work was setting the grounds for a
bi bl i ography which was to be devel oped | at er by
Bal densperger (anobng others), including materials from the
nost various sources: books printed in numerous | anguages
and countries, articles contained in periodicals nore or
| ess wel |l -known by the general public, or even publications
hard if not inpossible to find by the possibly interested
resear cherm.

The last among the works that need to be nentioned
from the sanme period - the turn of the twentieth century,
whi ch brought significant changes and innovations to the
discipline - is yet another reference recurring in nost of
the studies concerning the history  of conparative
literature: Frédéric Loliée’s “A  Short Hi story of
Conparative Literature from the Earliest Tinmes to the
Present Day.” Wiile chronologically it was published after
the ot her books presented here, it is the nost distant from

the contenporary neaning of “conparative literature.” The

2 Loui s- Paul Bet z, La Littérature Conpar ée. Essa

bi bl i ographi que. F. Bal densperger, editor, Strasbourg: Tribner, 1904.
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book is really an inpressive academc effort within the
realm of literature, but its conparative side derives
rather from its exhaustive dinensions than from the ideas
behind it. It is essentially a history of literature
(nostly European), which by the sheer anmobunt of covered
i nformation becones “conparative literature.” The author’s
understanding of the notion and of the task he is
undertaking is that of a historiography enconpassing all
the available know edge of that tinme about the world s
cultures, their social settings and literary productions.
The notivation for this work (and also the ideology behind
it) is presented in its preface: “Can we grasp the notion
of a world-wide civilization, founded on the nutual respect
of different nations, and on the diffusion of those ideas
and feelings which are at once its consequences, Iits
consecration, and its guarant ee?” The book is above all an
ultimate instrument for the general study of world
literature

While the discipline was evolving ever faster at the
turn of the century, some countries were already

establishing a tradition in the study of conparative

2 M Géard, in the preface to “A Short History of Conparative

Literature,” Kennikat Press: Port Washi ngton, 1970
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literature (Bal densperger was to continue the Betz's
unfini shed bi bl i ogr aphy, St udi en zur Ver gl ei chende
Literaturgeschichte followed the Zeitschrift with the sane
title), other countries were taking their own academc
initiative within the field: In Russia, one of the first
conparati sts was Al exander Veslovski, who in an effort
foregoing perhaps the formalist novenent (he was also a
folklorist) tried to organize the conparative literary
studies in a rigorously organized science, synthesizing
general rules based on particul ar observati ons.

The United States becane early aware of t he
intellectual concerns of the old continent and readily
adopted the new discipline. A first chair of Conparative
Literature was created at Colunbia University in 1899,
foll owed by another at Harvard, five years later, and yet
another at Dartmouth in 1908. Also at Colunbia a collection
was inaugurated called first “The Conparative Literature
Li brary” and renamed after 1912 *“Studies in English and
Conparative Literature.” George Wodberry founded at the
samne uni versity t he first Jour nal of Conparative
Literature, although short-lived. Nevertheless, the concept
was gaining ground as a fertile and pragmatic approach,
determ ned by the sanme “scientific” approach called upon by

ni neteenth century scholars. WIIliam Mrton Payne was
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pleading in the favor of the conparative approach with an
argunent differing from the one used by Texte only by the
exanpl es used: “The study of literature in the evolutionary
sense tends nore and nore to becone a conparative study.
Just as the geological series of deposits, confused or
abruptly broken off in one country, may be continued
el sewhere, so sone |line of devel opnment anong the genres of
literature, clear up to a certain point in the product of
one nation, may from that point on be better traced by
transferring the scrutiny to some other field.” American
literary scholars adopted the new discipline with an
enthusiasm that was to bring its status and acknow edgenent
beyond the sinple acceptance it wtnessed on the old
continent. Perhaps due to its relatively detached position,
the intellectuality of the new world found the call for a
“uni versal” and objective perspective nore suitable for the
needs of a world about to suffer a profound shift fromits
traditional Eurocentric or gani zati on. Conparative
Literature was ready by this time to beconme a universal
i ssue.

One of the nbst promnent figures that contributed to
the success of the discipline in gaining such a status was
Ferdi nand Bal densperger. He continued the pioneering works

of both Texte and Betz, filling the position of professor
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at the chair of Conparative Literature in Lyon left vacant
by the first and continuing the bibliography |left
unfinished by the other. The latter enterprise materialized
in an influential reference work still wused by today’s
scholars. His Etudes d histoire Littéraire (1907-1939) are
an exanple of nmeticulous conparative work about European
literary influences. The <chair at Sorbonne where he
professed since 1910 becane perhaps the nobst inportant
center of research and academc initiative within the field
during his lifetime. The publications and series he founded
(partly in collaboration wth Paul Hazard): Revue de
littérature conparée and its Bibliothéque, or FEtudes de
littérature étrangére et conparée collected and illustrated
the mpjority of the works, ideas and researches of the
discipline. In the sane category of notable publication is
yet another <collection of essays he edited, Ml anges
d histoire littéraire et conparée, nentioned by Van Ti eghem
as “historical,” and “the first publication dedicated
exclusively to Conparative Literature studies.a’ Simlarly
to Baldensperger, nost of +the scholars beginning their

conparatist activity during the first decades of the

2 paul Van Tieghem op. cit., p. 49.
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twentieth century extended their work and influence until
the present tines.

Apart from the cultural events related to one (or
nore) of the personalities nentioned above, the academc
field continued the progress (although at an inconsistent
pace) brought by the new century. In France, the already
existing chairs of Conparative Literature (at Sorbonne and
at Lyon) were followed by others at Strasbourg (1919), at
the Coll ége de France (1925) and at Lille (1930). A Revue
Latine / Journal de littérature conparée appeared under the
direction of Enmile Faguet between 1902 and 1908. In the
United States, other new departnents were created after
those of Colunmbia and Harvard: in North Carolina (1923),
and California (1925) as a result of the enthusiastic work

of the sane Bal densperger, and in Wsconsin in 1927.
Early Twentieth Century
In 1926, GOscar Janes Canpbell tried to find an answer

to the question “Wat is Conparative Literature?@’ for the

students of the newy created departnents, based on the

24 Oscar James Canpbell, “Wiat is Conparative Literature?” In
Essays in Menory of Barrett Wndell, Canbridge: Harvard University

Press, 1926, pp. 23-40.
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prem ses |aunched by Posnett and Texte. It was also
i ntroduci ng new perspectives inherent to Anerican culture,
with a methodology nore detached from Texte's Eurocentric
t hi nking and Posnett’s historiographic inquiry, adapted to
the needs of the academc life on the New Continent. H's
i nnovative approach materialized in the equal consideration
of all the national cultural factors contributing to the
gl obal image of literary history (unlike the works of Texte
and his colleagues, stressing a prinordially the French
culture and influence), and one of the first attenpts to
integrate Anerican witings and theories in the elenents of
conparison constituting the subject matter. (Anong the nost
commonly nentioned nanes are those of George Kittredge and
Francis Gummere). O her scholars, like Irving Babbitt, were
also taking part in the effort to establish the grounds of
the discipline with referential works such as “Masters of
French Criticisnt (1913), “Rousseau and Romanticisn (1919)
or Spanish Character and other essays (1940). These
instances were to be only the precursors of an inportant
and influential afflux of studies from this country, which

followed in the second half of the century.
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Significant Institutions and Publications

The international academ c comrunity becanme soon aware
of the recent progresses nade, and of the need for an
organi sm keeping account of the nultitude of articles,
researches and other publications contributing to the
growh of the field. Under the initiative and supervision
of Paul Van Tieghem such an institution was created in
1928, in Gslo, during the works of the Congress of

Hi storical Sciences. This early precursor of the ICLA was

still tributary to the historicist perspective defining the
domain. It was <called “The International Commttee of
Moder n Literary Hi story.” The rat her short-1ived
organi zation held congresses at Budapest , Lyon and

Anst erdam between 1931 and 1939, but nost inportantly
engendered anot her reference publication, The Chronol ogical
Repertoire of Mdern Literatures. During the first half of
the century, the phenonenon was gaining on a global scale
nore and nore the status of an academ c discipline, instead
of a secondary, alnost incidental matter. It had nost (if
not all) of the instrunents and resources required for such
a status: synchronic and diachronic critical accounts of
nat i onal and i nt ernati onal literary exchanges, of

interactions and influences, a functional (although ever
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unstabl e) framework of definitions, nethods and categories,
i nportant centers of activity, publications, and sufficient
personalities of inposing academ c stature to sustain its
cause. However, the mmjor changes the Second Wrld War was
to bring in the existence of humanity equally affected the
domain of conparative literature, which was to suffer
significant adjustnents caused by the social, cultural and

even political shifts in the post-war world.

Post - WAr Era: Expansion and Crises

These shifts were materialized in what C aude Pichois
called “the extraordinary expansion of the field follow ng
its rather slow maturationt® The rmultitude of works
illustrating this expansion were a natural continuation of
the prem ses and ideas developed during the first half of
the century, nost of them (at |east during the post-war
period) being the creations of scholars whose activities
originated from the sane period. The witings of Paul Van
Ti eghem René Wellek or Werner Friederich published in the
forties, fifties and even early sixties were in fact the

coronation of a sustained work whose origins can be traced

2 Claude Pichois, op. cit., p. 25.
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as early as the first decades of the century. Wile the
di scipline was becomng increasingly popular on a global
scale, its expansion followed different patterns in each
country, according to the various factors of influence
mentioned above. Countries that had little or no interest
in conparative studies before the Second Wrld War began to
take an active part in the devel opment of the discipline.
Two of the nost representative of such cases are Japan and
the Netherlands. The first founded its National Society of
Conmparative Literature in 1948, followed by the Institute
for Conparative Literature (at Tokyo university) in 1953.
The latter followed a simlar pattern, inaugurating in 1948
at Ut recht the “Institute for Conmparative Literary
Sciences” and an Institute of General Literature in 1962

The efforts of both these nations produced sone of the npst
acknow edged research centers within their discipline and
geogr aphi cal area.

The cultures with an already established tradition in
the study of general and conparative literature continued
to build on the foundations provided by the pioneers of the
field, although the term gained slightly different
connotations in each particular instance. The European
academ c scene continued to conceive conparative literature

as an interdisciplinary (or even “over” disciplinary) neans
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for the study of literature from a global perspective,
probably best described by André Rousseau and d aude

Pichois as a vast and diverse reflection of the
inquisitive spirit, of the taste for synthesis and opening
towards any kind of literary phenonenon, no matter its tine
or place of occurrence.” However, while the very general
frame of the definition is open towards the new tendencies
and ideas occurring in the nodern literate world, it is not
really an alteration of the “classic,” historical concept
of the conparative nethod. This definition falls short from
setting the grounds of a nodern discipline where all the
nodern incidences of “conparative literature” would find
their proper place (literature and film |literature and
nmusi c, etc.) [ The European scholarly studies remain
faithfully within the old domain of philology, regardless
t heir updated denom nati on. ]

The United States academ c environment had a somewhat
different conception about the discipline, issued partly
fromits relative detachnment fromits European counterpart,
and partly from the concerns of pragmatic nature
encountered by the universities and chairs having a program
in conparative literature. The initial notivations and
goals of these departnents, acknow edged as “the conmon

i nheritance of Anerican conparatists” by Thomas G eene
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were: “...a new internationalism ... broader perspectives on
works and aut hors, a FEuropean grasp of hi stori cal
novenents, larger contexts in the tracking of notifs,
themes and types as well as |arger understandi ngs of genres
and nodes ... the clarification of the great theoretical
issues of Iliterary criticism from a cosnopolitan vantage
point. [.] Beyond even these boundaries, the Conparative
Literature novenent wanted to explore the relationships of
literature with the other arts and humanities: wth
phi | osophy, history, history of ideas, linguistics, nusic,
art, and fol kl ore anong others.£a

The comon elenent behind all these goals and
principles was “the urgent need [.] before our subject goes
to thinly spread [.] for a set of mninal st andar ds&?
organi zing the extrenely vast anount of natters enconpassed

in such a discipline. The task was (and remai ned) extrenely

difficult, requiring, as Paul Van Tieghem observed, “a

26 The “Report on Standards to the Anmerican Conparative Literature
Associ ation,” 1975 (the Greene report) in Conparative Literature in the
Age of Milticulturalism Charles Bernheiner, editor. Baltinore: The
John Hopki ns University Press, 1995.

27 Harry Levin in the “Report on Standards to the American

Conparative Literature Association,” 1975, cited in the sane source as

above.
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si zeable and precise erudition ...encountered only in great
scholars.” One such scholar was the one who is considered
by many to be the real and undisputed “father” of nodern
conparative studies, René Wllek. |Its fundanental work,
witten in collaboration with Austin Warren, the Theory of
Literature is anong the first defining Conparative
Literature in its versatile, contenporary context, as well
as one of the first studies signaling and trying to answer
the problens arising in the systematization of the
di sci pIineEI. The nost inportant anong these was issued by

the old, “classic” acceptation of the term based on the

ni net eent h century “conparative-scientific” approach
“confining conparative |iterature to the study of
rel ati onships between two or nore literatures.” His

conclusion, further explained in “The Crisis of Conparative
Literature” was that “No distinct system can, it seens,
energe from the accumul ati on of such studies. & | ronical l Y,

al though this major flaw of the discipline was the first to

28 René Wellek and Austin Warren: Theory of Literature, New York:
Harcourt, Brace and conpany, 1942. Chapter V, “General, Conparative and
Nat i onal Literature” — probably the first att enpt to define
“Conparative Literature” in concordance with contenporary facts and
norns within the domain of literary studies.

2 Op. cit, p. 40.
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be wunveiled, it remained its nost inportant unanswered
nmet hodol ogi cal question until present days. Sonme scholars
tried to solve the riddle with nore or |ess success, while
others ignored it altogether, continuing to produce
conparative studies (many of special quality and interest)
bei ng | ess concerned about the exact boundaries or possible
limtations of their inquiries.

The European post-war setting was marked during the
sanme period by the publication of another two influential
books. The first, continuing the spirit and tradition
i naugurated by Betz and Baldensperger was Paul Van
Tieghemis La Littérature conparée, an erudite witing
conpiling a conplete preview of the discipline s historical
evol ution, achievenents and nethods, with some of its nost
inportant issues at the tine. However, the author’s
approach and the matters covered by his work were to prove
soon insufficient to keep the pace with the evolution of
the field. The second book, published in 1951 by Marius-
Francois Guyard tried to overcone this problem the book
called also “La Littérature conparée” being conceived as
“initiation source” for those interested by the subject -
apparently an ever increasing public, constituted not only
by a little group of highly specialized researchers, but by

nore and nore students at both undergraduate and graduate
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|l evels. By the md-sixties, their nunbers were already
considerable. In France, fifteen thousand students were
auditing during the 1967 academ c year one form or another
of Conparative Literature course. The United States had
during the sane period eighty departnents enlisted as or
of fering cour ses in “Conparative Literature.” Thi s
“expl osion” was also reflected in the nunber of congresses
[and publications] dedicated to the speciality: The |CLA
(I'nternational Comparative Literature Associ ati on)
i naugurated in 1955 in Venice its existence as well as its
first congress. OQhers wll follow regularly every three
years. A French Association of Conparative Literature was
founded in 1954, followed by its Anmerican counterpart in
1960. Mst of the European countries followed their
exanpl e.

Considering the matters of minly pragmatic nature
menti oned above (programmatic and curriculum issues,
adm nistrative and organizational problens) the Anerican
academ c envi r onment f ocused its efforts on t he
standardi zation of the various progranms functioning under
the general denom nation of “conparative literature.” The
ACLA mandated its nenbers to submit a “Report on Standards”
for every decade of its activities, beginning with 1965.

These reports, known largely by the names of the chairman
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of its redactional commttee (Levin, Geene, Bernheiner)
were reference docunents reflecting each the status of the
discipline, its concerns and perspectives at the tinme. The
aspects covered were various: from theoretical issues (the
net hodol ogy, the subject matter and its relations wth
other domains) to - nost inportantly - educational and
adm ni strative aspects. The influence of these reports on
standards was crucial, nost of the Conp Lit departnments in
the United States structuring their program and curricul um
based on their indications, until present tines. Anong the
nost significant contributions of these reports to the
devel opnent of our discipline there twb deserving a

particular highlight. The first regards the opening of a

new perspective on what was until recently considered a
purely “literary” domain: the interaction of literature
with other art forns: “W need to consider here the
rel evance of other than literary disciplines: notably

| i ngui stics, folklore, art, nusic, history, philosophy, and
possi bly psychol ogy, sociol ogy, and anthropol ogy. Qur rigor
in defining our own position should help us to clarify our

i nterdisciplinary reIationships.Ei The second ground-

30 The “Report on Standards to the American Conparative Literature

Associ ation,” 1965 (the Levin report) in Conparative Literature in the
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breaking contribution was the particular attention accorded
to nost of the admnistrative problens affecting the
exi stence and functionality of the academc chairs. The
reports were anong the first docunents trying to offer
realistic solutions to the structure and nunber of the
cour ses i ndi spensabl e for a conparative literature
departnment or the selection and training of the students.
The Eur opean institutions wer e faci ng simlar
probl ens, reflected in the docunents presented at
i nternational conferences (Utrecht, 1961; Fribourg, 1964,
Beograd, 1967). However, an aspect conferring a particular
distinction to the conparatist community during that period
was generated by a new factor influencing nearly al
aspects of social life on the continent: politics, nanely
the 1ideological 1issues generated by the Cold War. This
interaction between academ c research and political dognas
is illustrated by the docunents of the |International
Congress of Conparative Literature held at Budapest in
1962, and in René Etienble s publication, Conparaison n’est
pas raison, based on his own lecture held at the sane

congress. The dispute was generated by the comruni st theory

Age of Milticulturalism Charles Bernheiner, editor. Baltinore: The

John Hopkins University Press, 1995.
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i dentifying “conparati snt wth “cosnopolitanism” an
essential trait of bourgeois society, a term inconpatible
with the isolationism professed by comunist ideology. A
paradoxi cal situation was reached, where this arbitrary
limtation of a domain essentially linked to the concept of
universality had to be rejected (by René Etienmble) with the
argunments of the very patron of the socialist dogma, Karl
Mar Xx.

These  epheneral frictions were soon surpassed,
however, and the scholars re-focused their attention on
nore founded subjects of inquiry. The late sixties and the
seventies was the period witnessing the creation of the
majority of the inportant contributions to the devel opnent
of the discipline. Virtually all of themtry to solve the
difficult problem of defining the subject-matter of a
domain interdisciplinary par excellence. René Etienble,
Conparai son n’est pas raison, 1963; Caude Pichois, La
littérature conparée, 1967; U rich Wisstein, Einfihrung in
die Ver gl echende Litteraturw ssenschaft, 1968; Onen
Al dridge, Conparative Literature: Mtter and Method, 1969.
The list could go on, the works of authors as Quillen,
Corstius, Renmak or Block being as nany necessary reference
points in any conparative literature bibliography. However,

none of them succeeded in inposing a unique framework for
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this very controversial field, and no publication did so
up-to-date.

The Anerican acadenm a seened to be the npbst productive
regarding the nunber of studies concerning the donain,
either in form of books or periodicals. The phenonenon was
evi dent during t he ei ghti es, consequently to t he
publication to the second Report on Standards of the ACLA
However, as stated in the third such Report, the studies
seened to reach a crisis point, due to the lack of unity in
the theoretical principles underlying them The previous
acceptation of the term as innately and strictly confined
to literary theory was being challenged by perspectives
borrowed from other domains: sociology, anthropol ogy,
ethnic studies. The departnments and progranms begun to be
seen as “accessories” to “classic,” national |anguages and
literatures chairs. The discipline was less and |ess
regarded as significant, due to the lack of theoretical

scientifically founded principles.
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Present Status and Possi bl e Perspectives

The decaying status quo of the domain during the |ast
two decades was synthesized by Susan Bassnett, in her
Conparative Literature: A Critical Introduction: "Today,
conparative literature in one sense is dead". Conparative
Literature in the traditional centres -- France, GCernany,
the United States -- is undergoing both intellectual and
institutional changes and a certain |oss of position ow ng
to factors such as the takeover of theory by English, the
inmpact of «cultural studies, the dimnishing nunber of
Conparative Literature professorships, etc., this |oss of
presence is occurring in the centres of the discipline and
with regard to its own natural context of Eurocentrism and
Eur o- Areri can centre.

This decline of the discipline could be explained by
its shifting from an organized, particular nethod of
studying literature (and related fields) operating in a
wel | -defined framework and having all the benefits of a
hi ghly regarded academ c subject towards the status of a
phenonenon nore |ike a syndronme, whose instances can be
occasionally grouped wunder the sane denom nation, if
needed, but wthout a set of well-determned criteria

prerequisite for a “serious” classification. In a situation
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simlar to the one experienced during the nineteenth
century, conparative literature needed to redefine itself
as an approach enul at i ng (if not assum ng) t he
characteristics of a science. However, learning from
previous m stakes, this new approach had to extend beyond
the mere “accunulation of facts” criticized by Wllek, and
add to its fundament a set of operative principles and
nmethods wthstanding a confrontation wth theoretica

interrogations. Such an attenpt to solving this challenge
was undertaken by Steven Totosy, a Hungarian-Canadi an
scholar who initiated in 1995 a series of publications and
activities dedicated to the revival of “Conparative
Literature,” through its redefinition upon a conpletely new
set of rationale. In order to re-confer conparative
literature its lost “scientific” status, this distinguished
professor tries to found the principles of the discipline
on a conpletely new set of theories, based on “The Ten
Principles of Conparative Literature” and “The Scientific
and Met hodol ogical Approach.” H's theories offer the
tenpting alternative of redefining the field on a
conpl etely independent theoretical basis, structured upon
new principles. Wile the trend seenms to offer the nost

interesting and viable alternative to every contenporary
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theory, it wll have to prove its vitality with a yet

hesitant and di sappoi nted public.

64



Bi bl i ography

Al dridge, A Owen, editor: Conparative Literature: Matter

and Method. Urbana: University of Illinois (at U bana)
Press, 1969.
Bassnett, Susan. Conparative Literature: A Critical

| ntroduction. Oxford: Blackwell, 1993.

Ber nhei mer, Charles, editor: Conparative Literature in the
Age of Milticulturalism Baltinore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1995.

Bl ock, Haskel | M Nouvel les tendances en littérature
conpar ée. Paris: Nizet, 1974.

Brunel, Pierre, and Yves Chevrel. Précis de littérature
conpar ée. Paris: PU de France, 1989.

Brunel, Pierre, daude Pichois, and André-M chel Rousseau.
Qu'est-ce que la littérature conparée? Paris: Arnmand
Col in, 1983.

Cl ements, Robert. J. Conparative Literature as Acadenc
Di sci pline: A  Statenent of Pri nci pl es, Pr axi s,
Standards. New York: WMdern Language Association of
Anerica, 1978.

Corstius, Jan Brandt. Introduction to the Conparative Study
of Literature. New York: Random House, 1968.

Didier, Béatrice, editor: Précis de littérature européenne.
Paris: PU de France, 1998.

Eti enbl e, René. Quverture(s) sur un conparati sne
pl anetaire. Paris: Bourgeois, 1988.

@Quill én, daudio. The Challenge of Conparative Literature.
Trans. Cola Franzen. Canbridge: Harvard University
Press, 1993.

GQuyard, Marius-Francois. La Littérature conparée. 1951.
Paris: PU de France, 1978.

Jeune, Sinon. Littérature générale et littérature conparée.
Essai d'orientation. Paris: Mnard, 1968.

65



Jost, Francois. Introduction to Conparative Literature.
I ndi anapol i s: Pegasus, 1974.

Kirby, Kohn T., editor: The Conparative Reader: A Handli st
of Basic Reading in Conparative Literature. New Haven:
Chancery P, 1998.

Koel b, d ayton, and Susan Noakes, editors: The Conparative
Perspective on Literature: Approaches to Theory and
Practice. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988.

Kdrt 6si , Kat al i n, and Jozsef Pal , eds. Cel ebrating
Comparativism Szeged: Jozsef Attila University, 1994.

Leersen, Joseph, and Karl Urich Syndram eds. Europa
provincia nundi: Essays in Conparative Literature and
Eur opean Studies. Ansterdam Atl anta, GA: Rodopi, 1992.

Levin, Harry. Gounds for Conparison. Canbridge: Harvard
uP, 1972.

Marino, Adrian. Conparatisne et théorie de la littérature.
Paris: PU de France, 1988.

M ner, Earl. Conparative Poetics: An Intercultural Essay on
Theories of Literature. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1990.

Pageaux, D.-H La Littérature générale et conparée. Paris:
Armand Colin, 1994.

Pi chois, Claude et André-Marie Rousseau. La Littérature
conpar ée. Paris: Armand Colin, 1967.

Prawer, S.S. Conparative Literary Studies: An Introduction
London: Duckworth, 1973.

Stal | knecht, Newt on P., and Hor st Frenz, editors:
Conmparative Literature: Met hod and Per specti ve.
Car bondal e: Southern Illinois UP, 1961. Rpt. 1974.

Tot 6sy de Zepetnek, Steven. Conparative Literature: Theory,
Met hod, Application. Ansterdam Atlanta, GA: Rodopi
1998.

Weisstein, Urich. Conparative Literature and Literary
Theory: Survey and Introduction. Tr ans. WIliam
Ri ggan. Bl oom ngton: |ndiana UP, 1973.

66



<

Al exandru Bol dor

Romani a. He conpleted his
honmet own, and his secondary
Sat u- Mare and Carei.

In 1990 he began his

literature at the Philology
University in Cuj-Napoca.
He was awarded a degree

maj or in Romanian |inguistics

was born in 1969 in Carei,

Sat u- Mar e,

primary education in his

education in the cities of

studies in linguistics and

Coll ege of the Babes-Bol yai
with a

in philology in 1996,

and literature and a mnor in

French linguistics and literature.

Bet ween 1996 and 1998 he taught

literature at the high schoo

In 1998 he began his
Conparative Literature at

defended his nmaster’s
Currently he

sane departnent.

studies wth
Louisiana State University.
t hesi s

is pursuing his doctoral

Romani an and uni ver sal
| evel .

the Program in

He

in the spring of 2000.

degree within the

67



	Perspectives on comparative literature
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1483774927.pdf.r6_Kn

