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Why Elitists Humbly Acknowledge
Limits
By Gerald Gillespie

In these prefatory remarks I hope to indicate why local expertise is
an essential component of Comparative Literature ( henceforth CL), yet
all serious comparatists are by the very nature of their approach elitists.
My thesis is that the activity of the International Comparative Literature
Association (ICLA) over the past five decades has conducted us into a
new situation of ineluctable elitism. Whatever the size and complexity of
any local culture, and whatever the specialists devoted to it may assert
about it, all cultures have become by the year 2000 of the Common Era
either implicitly or de facto subject matters which international
comparative scholarship appropriates or aspires to appropriate for its own
elistist metanarrative. The question whether such scrutiny, on the part

of comparatists, eventually may enhance or, on the contrary, may
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harm or even contribute to killing certain kinds of cultural expression is
a separate mattet appropriate to ponder if we want to act-as philosophers
of culture, but that is to play a second role and practice a second form
of elitist " discourse. Backlashes ' against international comparative
studies —— for example, through the proliferation. of particularist
agendas ina host of cultures and by scholars who claim, -often correctly
claim, to “represent” specific cultural lobbies and sociolects ~~ are
just one of many signs of resentment -against our elitism.

As of 1990, a book by the:-late Earl Miner, a past president of
ICLA and founder of its Committee on Intercultural Studies, has
forever shut the gate to any unitary paradise of comparison. His
Comparative Poetics: An Intercultural -Essay on Theories of Literature
argues persuasively that the increased borrowing of European notions by
non-European - people worldwide ‘in  recemt centuries must be
disentangled from the literary heritages of such deeply rooted non-
European cultural worlds as the Chinese and the Indic. Prior to- these
more recent cultural convergences, great non-European literary worlds
generated their own habits,; preferences, controversies, and views
that over many centuries conditioned .the formation of distinct literary
conglomerates, with important effects lasting down to the present. Not
only do Western categories often not match up with or apply to other

major literary systems, but there are big gaps in every grand tradition,
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so that we cannot properly evaluate works bhorn in specific territories
without studying their distinct values. The same insight holds in regard
to smaller cultural worlds that exist in a special environment which only
more recently may have been impacted by the intrusion of European or
Eure-American ways.

The lesson for the writing of comparative literary history or criticism
is plain: only an elitist scholarship can cope with abandoning the
comfort of familiar homegrown categories and admitting their
inadequacy. As soon as European or Euro-American comparatists reveal
that they recognize values outside of the norms of their local territories,
they irritate and alienate fellow scholars beholden principally to local
values; the social pressure to conform causes conformity, thus a great
deal of pseudo-compartism results from the compulsion to deny limits.
This proposition cuts in all directions. For example, without good
knowledge of European literary values, an Asian scholar trained as an
Americanist cannot deal adequately with most Asian and African works
simply by applying fashionable Western theory in the absence of deep
knowledge of each of the home cultures in question.

There is little we can do, except exercise patience and reply
carefully, if some fellow scholars who worship “Theory” in general as
some quasi-divine agency, deny that it is possible for us to abandon our

role as theoreticians even temporarily in order to pay heed to the
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particulars of actual cultural expression. True: our act of treating
theories (in the singular!) as parts of cultural systems when we write
Literary history is a k-ind of theoretical statement in itself, because
thereby our scholarly work contributes even more demonstrably to an
elitist metanarrative. This metanarrative, in effect, is posited over the
totality of the literary system under examination, over both its literary
production and consumption, including that special kind of reception or
discursive chiming-in called “theorizing”. Because today’s international
comparatist is burdened by a troubled historical consciousness that
multiple grander and smaller cultural systems exist in their own right,’
he or she is virtually compelled to fashion a higher-order metanarrative
a metanarrative beyond the competence of any single comparatist or the
reach of any older lower-order Eurocentric, or Sinocentric, or
Indocentric, or whatever-eentric narrative.

Now I would Like to sketch some aspects of the role of General
Literature ( henceforth GL) in our contemporary situation. This may not
seem an urgent task at a time when many teaching and research entities
do not use the term GL and some have even been opting to drop the
label CL altogether in their official name or to add Culture Studies to it.
Yet the terms CL and GL still do appear, often twinned, in the names
of many university departments, ‘journals, or regional asseciations. I

helieve it helps clarify our goals today if we ask why some of the older
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concepts associated with GL are .again important and how they relate to
the elitist character of global CL. There is. a diverse range of categories
we could examine, but an abbreviated list should contain at least the
following. A common understanding around the middle of -the twentieth
century was that GL  involved working with texts: which, having
originated. elsewhere or in a remoter. period of history;. had been
imported into and/or were carried-in the cultural stream of a particular
living language. Thus GL was ‘interdisciplinary” insofar as it dealt
with such matters as these: the perennial return of ancient philosophy in
'modern writing; the role of the French Revolution as exhibited in
French, Greek, Swedish, or other literatures; the reception of the
(originally Hebrew, Syriac, and Greek) Bible in Spanish-speaking
territories,, - in = English-speaking territories, in Swahili-speaking
territories; and so forth. Likewise, subjects thought of as more
obviously literary ~— for example, the inroads of classical and Romance
versification  in ~ northern - European languages, : the impact of
Shakespeare in various non-British homelands — were understood to
pertain to GL. Thus GL would account for the persistence of Greco-
Roman - mythological motifs in various local - vernaculars, or would
consider ‘the possibility of applying a particular older or newer
psychological or philosophical doctrine derived from a foreign source,

and the like.
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GL comprehended the teaching of .“werld literature”, that is, a
variety of texts insofar as these were available in translations and could be
conveyed as significant alongside literature written in the local language.
Thus, willy-nilly, so-called * national literature” departments emerging
from’ the nineteenth' century - were put in charge of GL in. the early
twentieth century, often tacitly. .Among the happy exceptions was the
establishment of a new department of General and Comparative Literature
at the Sorbonne in 1901.  Otherwise, in general, the national literature
groups assumed that they had a special mandate because their -academic
activity coexisted immediately with local social practices .of criticism in
the public sphere (for instance, in relation to newspaper and magazine
reviews, cultural movements and programs, and the like). It was only
gradually that the newer breed of comparatists began intruding in the
twentieth century and claimed they -could - offer -a - more informed,
enhanced brand of GL than did the locally entrenched national literature
departments. Now, many decades later, the success of CL has been so
extensive that not just the local national literature departments but many
other local teaching and research entities have, in effect, turned the
tables on the comparatists.. A wide variety :of groups have coopted and
internalized CL materials and approaches, so that with increasing
frequency they claim not to need CL as an academie neighbor. It does not

matter whether. this claim cannot be substantiated intellectually. By
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means of cross-appointments the local departments have often succeeded
in colonizing and even gaining contrel of CL.

To rehearse the many details of the story of the proliferation and
subsequent cooptation of CL exceeds the scope of this Preface. (I point
readers to my articles in the journal Neohelicon and my book By Way of
Comparison for a more thorough treatment. ) Today the practical result
of the competitive overlap is that “hard-core” CL has gradually been
reabserbed in a GL framework in most institutions. This shift has been
happening both within the respective, locally dominant national
literature departments and within the foreign literature departments in a
plethora of host countries. The picture may vary slightly in some smaller
countries where two or more indigenous national literatures exist side by
side, but the regional tendency of each language stream usually is to
insulate itself protectively within a GL framework. The spread of
English as an international lingua franca does not alter these basic
relationships, although there are dramatic consequences in specific
contexts. For example, the predominance of English as an adopted
“national language in the huge polyglot world of India has led to the
creation of powerful English departments which tend to crowd out and
choke off the study of other non-Indic languages, hence te inhibit the
expansion of CL in other obvious areas involving the Romance,

Germanic, Slavic, Semitic, Turkomanic, Japanese, and other



