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Abstract: The present paper focuses on some 
important aspects of the much invoked crisis of com-
parative literature, as manifested in Romania in the 
academic discipline of comparative literature. After almost 
half a century, one of the most difficult problems the 
comparative literature discipline encounters everywhere 
still consists of its methodological crisis. Such an argument 
obviously has its own set of ramifications, all of which 
need to be analyzed in order to clarify the theoretical 
and historical dimensions of the “crisis of comparative 
literature”. Following a brief presentation of the intricacies 
of the crisis debate, the paper analyses the actual state 
of comparative literature in the main faculties of Letters in 
Romania, with an eye for the state policies, the ebbs and 
flows of academic sympathy towards the discipline and 
the possible local resistance to theory and to method in 
literary studies and criticism.
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literature, educational policies, humanities and the 
university, method, discipline, literary history, literary 
studies in Romania.

The most common and most difficult 
question that professors of comparative 
literature must address as soon as they 
declare their specialty – while in a non-
professional context – is: “Comparative? 
Compared to what?” (or “What do you 
compare?”). In other words: “what does 
comparative literature mean?” Indeed, if 
we are willing to see beyond the acade-
mic familiarity of the term “compara-
tive literature”, we cannot deny that the 
concept seems so poorly designed, that 
it requires further clarification; particu-
larly in languages   where the verb “to 
compare” is transitive (as in the case of 
Romanian language). There is always a 
distance (larger than in disciplines whose 
titles are self-explanatory) between the 
term “comparative literature” and the 
content it endorses. Or, at least, this is the 
implication of the perplexity that conti-
nues to surround its occurrence. Albert 
Guerard articulates the same terminolo-
gical dissatisfaction that all specialists of 
the discipline experience at a given mo-
ment: “My attachment to the principle 
of Comparative Literature gives me the 
right to express my opinion that the term 
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Comparative Literature is useless, dange-
rous and ought to be abolished” (Guerard 
1958). However, in a 1940 preface, the 
same author had confessed that, although 
some protest against the term “compara-
tive literature” is needed, not less binding 
is the testimony, “in the same breath” that 
“we have no better one to suggest”.

Definition and legitimacy

More than any other discipline, com-
parative literature everywhere still gives 
a discourse of legitimacy. This is moti-
vated and often claimed by polemic in-
sinuations or direct attacks, as well as by 
the issues still raised by its terminolo-
gy and concept, by its methods and sub-
ject. Finally, a continuous legitimation 
discourse is justified by the allegation 
(made from the distance of other research 
fields) that comparatists are either margi-
nal, outsiders, or imposters and usurpers 
of dominance over territories “previous-
ly assigned”. Even worse, they are some-
times seen as “literary ecotourists” who 
“dwell mentally in one or two (usually 
Western) countries, summer metaphori-
cally in the third, and visit other places 
for brief interludes.” (Susan Lanser, 281)

After almost half a century, one of the 
most difficult problems of comparative 
literature everywhere still consists of its 
methodological crisis. Such a theme ob-
viously has its own set of ramifications: 
a problematic concept and terminolo-
gy, a temperamental history and various 
explanations of the sources, appearance 
and extension of the crisis, very different 
configurations of the crisis in the West 
and South-Eastern Europe or the Far East. 

All these issues need to be analyzed in or-
der to clarify the theoretical and histori-
cal concept of “crisis of comparative lite-
rature”. However, in these pages I intend 
to focus only on some main aspects of the 
above mentioned crisis as manifested in 
Romanian comparative literature as an 
academic discipline today.

One of the most urgent issues that re-
quire discussion covers teaching compa-
rative literature in the main universities 
of Romania. An exhibition of “theoretical 
fashions” of the academic world, of fluc-
tuations of academic sympathy towards 
this discipline is synthetically associa-
ted with my results on the institutional 
conditions of teaching comparative litera-
ture in the main universities in Romania.

In five decades, Romania went from 
“mere manifestations of Romanian compa-
rative” to a proper “Romanian compara-
tive literature” with the few forms of ins-
titutionalization in a scientific and acade-
mic community. 

In Romanian literary studies, first ma-
nifestations of comparative literature ap-
pear in the beginning of the nineteenth 
century (in B. P. Hasdeu’s studies on folk-
lore, Şăineanu’s studies on folk tales or 
in Maiorescu’s studies of aesthetics, in 
Gherea’s sociological analyses, in the pro-
grammatic attempts of Hugo Meltzl de 
Lomnitz to derive comparative literature 
from Goethe’s concept of Weltliteratur). 
However, discipline emerges as such 
only in the second half of the twentieth 
century, after 1948, when Tudor Vianu – 
disciple of the aesthetics professor Karl 
Gross of Tübingen – introduces a course 
of comparative literature at the Faculty 
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of Letters and Philosophy in Bucharest. 
This course will be the basis of the vo-
lume of studies from 1960, reprinted, re-
vised and completed in 1963. To be pre-
cise, one should note that Tudor Vianu’s 
interest at the time was directed especial-
ly towards world literature. He feels there 
is an acute deficiency in Romanian facul-
ties of Letters regarding the study of in-
ternational literature1. 

When arguing in favor of world li-
terature, “Vianu was in fact promoting 
the very method of comparative litera-
ture” (Voia 2002: 204). World literature 
is negotiated between three meanings: 
either “all the literatures of the world”2 

(Vianu 1982: 61) or the corpus of “works 
with such human content, in the forms 
of such perfect organization”, that they 
were universally appreciated or, finally, 
“exchange of literary goods in the same 
period”. Of these, Vianu rejects the first 
one, following Goethe with his preference 
for what Marino will define as “the peak 
theory”. This idea that the most brilliant 
works of literature of all languages be-
longs to world literature is comple-
ted by Tudor Vianu with a most neces-
sary emphasis on translation and trans-
lation studies. Thus, comparative litera-
ture is granted a rather limited extension, 
as a study of influences and parallels, of-
ten methodologically excessive3. Even so, 
Vianu not only recognizes the potential 
of this “completion and deepening of the 
method”, but also conceives a compara-
tism that “ceased to be a mere inventory 
of facts in order to become their explana-
tion about the life and history of human socie-
ties (s.a. – M.U.)”.

Where do comparatists come from?

Researchers of literature from diffe-
rent directions find fertile ground in com-
parative literature, even if their prima-
ry specialty is aesthetics (Tudor Vianu, 
Studii de literatură universală şi comparată 
[Studies of World and Comparative 
Literature] – 1960; Liviu Rusu, Eseu despre 
creaţia artistică [Essay on artistic crea-
tion] – published in French in 1935 and 
in Romanian only in 1972); literary histo-
ry (G. Călinescu, Scriitori străini [Foreign 
writers] – 1967; D. Popovici, Romantismul 
românesc [Romanian Romanticism] – 1969; 
Liviu Petrescu, Romanul condiţiei umane 
[Novels of the human condition] – 1979); 
world literature (Edgar Papu, Barocul ca 
tip de existenţă [Baroque as a type of exis-
tence] – 1977; Vera Călin, Curentele lite-
rare si evocarea istorică [Literary trends 
and historical evocation] – 1963; Romul 
Munteanu, Literatura europeană în epo-
ca luminilor [European Literature of the 
Enlightenment] – 1971); literary theory 
(Paul Cornea, Studii de literatură comparată 
[Comparative Literature Studies] – 1968; 
Adrian Marino, Biografia ideii de literatură 
[A Biography of the idea of   literature] – 
1982-2003 or Dicţionar de idei literare [A 
Dictionary of literary ideas] – 1973).

One should also notice that Romanian 
comparatists are not only concerned 
with specific content, but also with cer-
tain methods or theories (from Alexandru 
Dima’s “typologism” to Edgar Papu’s 
“thematism” or to the history of ideas as 
it was reconfigured by Adrian Marino ac-
cording to certain “dialectic invariables” 
of Basil Munteanu, or respectively to the 
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research of “l’imaginaire” as promoted by 
Corin Braga).

The first Romanian comparative li-
terature conferences were held in 1967 
and 19694, organized under the umbrel-
la of the Institute of History and Literary 
Theory “G. Călinescu“ and resulting, in 
consecutive years, in volumes of rela-
ted studies: Studii de literatură comparată 
[Studies of Comparative Literature] 
(1968); Probleme de literatură comparată 
şi sociologie literară [Problems of compa-
rative literature and literary sociology] 
(1970) and Studii de literatură universală 
şi comparată [Studies of World Literature 
and Comparative Literature] (1970), pu-
blished by the Romanian Academy 
(Bucur 1972: 291-292).

Some specialized publications must 
be added to these, even if the history of 
their emergence and impact has under-
gone major changes5 since 1990. Al. Dima 
has mentioned, as early as 1972, in the fi-
nal chapter of Istoria şi teoria comparatis-
mului în România [The history and theo-
ry of comparatism in Romania] (Bucur 
1972: 292), a Romanian contribution to 
the elaboration of a History of literatures 
in European languages, prepared by the 
International Association of Comparative 
Literature (by writing chapters dedicated 
to: Romanticism and Folklore, Naturalism, 
Expressionism and the Avant-garde), as 
well as the establishment of a “publi-
city organ of the National Committee 
for Comparative Literature”). Prior to 
1989, despite these institutional events, 
the establishment of comparative lite-
rature as a discipline and a profession 
is more indebted to individual initia-

tives, than to a coherent and systematic 
academic project. The above mentioned 
national conferences, organized by the 
Institute “G. Călinescu“ under the lea-
dership of Al. Dima, have the same air 
of imitation of “local” European confe-
rences that Dima’s concepts themselves 
have in relation to Vianu’s. The true de-
finition of a Romanian identity of com-
parative literature at an institutional le-
vel, with the consolidation of a professio-
nal community (but also of associations, 
publications, publishing houses for theo-
ry and world literature) is institutional-
ly founded in 1997. At the initiative of 
the comparative school of the University 
of Bucharest and under the coordina-
tion of the literary theorist and renowned 
comparatist Paul Cornea, the Romanian 
Association of General and Comparative 
Literature (RAGCL) is founded. There 
is also a first conference, the same year 
in Timisoara. The former Romanian 
National Committee of Comparative 
Literature (RNCCL) was founded in 
19706, but RAGCL is autonomous in re-
gard to the Committee, which simply 
ceases to exist after 1989. The purpose 
of RAGCL is to bring together a body of 
specialists, but also to identify and em-
phasize, where possible, some national 
peculiarities of Romanian comparative 
literature while at the same time integra-
ting them into the global debate.

The fact that everyone involved in the 
project of creating RAGCL, and especially 
Paul Cornea – architect of the new struc-
ture – do not encourage in any way the 
association of the new institution with 
CNRLC proves once again the exact ex-
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tent to which the Committee was unders-
tood as a politicized and ideological tool 
of the former regime. The early partici-
pation of Romanian studies to the dis-
ciplinary definition of literature is still 
paradoxically lacking a complex histo-
rical study of national peculiarities of 
Romanian comparatism of the last half 
century and of the Western asymmetries. 
There are only two synthetic volumes 
on Romanian comparatism until today: 
the first is coordinated by Al. Dima and 
Ovidiu Papadima in 1972 (Bucur 1972) 
and entitled Istoria şi teoria comparatismu-
lui în România [The History and Theory 
of Comparative Literature in Romania] 
(profoundly ideological in discourse, in 
the realist-socialist protochronist man-
ner of the time, too little concerned with 
the history of ideas and oversimplifying 
in its determinism, though entirely hono-
rable in intent) and the second is issued 
in 1982 under the coordination of Romul 
Munteanu and entitled Le comparatisme 
roumain [Romanian Comparatism] (freer 
of local inhibitions and somewhat syn-
chronized with Western developments 
of the time). With these two arguable ex-
ceptions, national researches preferred 
sampling local contributions instead of 
composing great historical and national 
syntheses (i.e. M. Bucur , Al. Dima or V. 
Voia). A special mention should be made 
for a study signed by N. I. Popa, still very 
little known (“Comparatismul românesc” 
[Romanian Comparatism], 1971), that 
would have benefitted the development 
of a Romanian synthesis regarding com-
parative literature in our language. The 
latest study of Romanian comparatism, 

unfortunately also limited in size to a 
book chapter, is offered by Paul Cornea in 
“La littérature comparée en Roumanie”. 
The paper is included in the volume edi-
ted in 1997 by Tania Franco Carvalhal. 
Although it tackles the disciplinary his-
tory before 1990, Cornea’s study has the 
great advantage of presenting Romanian 
comparatism to an international public 
and academic community after the fall of 
the communist regime, i.e. without in-
terference from the ideology of socialist 
realism and without the obligation of na-
tional promotion.

Method and taste

One cannot overlook the fact that, 
once the first comparatist manifests are is-
sued, comparative literature in Romania 
assumes the crucial duty of disciplina-
ry self-definition as a secondary aim. Of 
course, this kind of academic selection 
has its own exceptions: the early contribu-
tion of N. I. Popa, disciple of Paul Hazard 
and F. Baldensperger, is an attempt to de-
fine a local methodology and theory of 
comparative study. Such is the case of 
a little-known study entitled “Un uma-
nism modern” [A modern humanism] 
and published in “Însemnări ieşene” on 
September 15, 1937. Popa’s study is parti-
cularly important for its symbolic value of 
Romanian representation as the first stu-
dy – chronologically speaking – of an im-
portant Romanian comparatist to be men-
tioned in Baldensperger’s Bibliography (no 
other Romanian author is mentioned in 
the chapter dedicated to “Comparative 
Literature”). Less concerned with pos-
sible local peculiarities, some resear-
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chers are challenged by various practices 
or comparative schools, and even by va-
rious meanings of the term “comparative 
literature”. Their variable interest for cer-
tain thematic or symbolic concepts, as for 
different methodological frameworks of-
fered by individual or group projects go 
beyond the need for self-definition or self-
explanation, even in the case of works 
that have enjoyed good Western expo-
sure (signed by Basil Munteanu, Romul 
Munteanu, Adrian Marino, Alexandru 
Ciorănescu or, more recently, Corin 
Braga). Of course, the issue of Romanian 
comparative literature is not entirely dif-
ferent from other regional schools at the 
level of disciplinary appropriation (cf. 
Berlina and Tötösy de Zepetnek [forthco-
ming 2013]). An example in this respect 
is, as I have mentioned, the recruitment 
of many comparatists from related fields 
of literary studies. We cannot talk about a 
programmatic recruitment. There has ne-
ver been a project to raise awareness for 
the construction, through praxis or theo-
retical direction, of this discipline and its 
existence under these conditions must 
be accepted as a natural result of a pro-
cess of questioning and problem solving. 
One main motivation to turn to compara-
tive literature is that the limits a subject 
or a topic were felt at some point too res-
trictive7. Another one, just as important 
as the first, gives disciplinary coherence 
to the act of pursuing a certain lineage or 
similarity between objects from different 
cultural contexts8 (see T. Vianu following 
themes and ideas in Arghezi’s creation or 
the motifs of Oedipus and Hamlet in lite-
rature).

Alexandru Ciorănescu evokes, in an 
expressive formula, the acquiring of inte-
rest in comparative literature as an incu-
bation period of a disease, or the “illness 
of comparatism”, as he puts it: “In the 
last stage of the road to assume my aca-
demic specialization, the bug of compa-
ratism got to me, which does not mean I 
had any idea, even approximately, the of 
the significance and methods of this disci-
pline”9. Tudor Vianu confesses in his turn 
the huge effort he had to make in order to 
address the domain of comparative lite-
rature “for such a task that goes beyond 
teaching a single specialty, I had to be-
come a student myself first. There fol-
lowed years of intense work, with nights 
of study until dawn, during which I tried 
to closely acquire the knowledge of more 
Western literatures, that I had less fre-
quented until then “ (Vianu 1966).

The moment must be well unders-
tood: in Idei trăite [Lived Ideas] the theo-
rist talks about the responsibility to par-
ticipate in the “transportation of the great 
goods of the humanist tradition into so-
cialism” (Vianu 1966) – and the reference 
contains a hidden meaning. Through the 
Reform of education in 1948 Vianu’s chair 
of aesthetics was dissolved, probably un-
der ideological pressure to serve the 
cause of socialism, which we find in the 
reference above. To that date, the profes-
sor had already had a course in literary 
methodology between 1944 and 1945 (see 
notes of G. Gană on Vianu 1982, 789-791) 
and another one of interpretation of lite-
rature between 1947 and 1948. In both of 
them, Vianu’s main recommendation fa-
vors a moderate historicism ant the im-
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perative of aesthetic value instead of the 
“vulgar sociologism”. The conversion to 
comparative literature provides Vianu 
with a mid-solution between formal com-
pliance of ideological directives and the 
continuation of his aesthetic investiga-
tion of cultural forms. Even so, his testi-
mony reveals the extent to which compa-
rative literature was considered, by Vianu 
as well as by other Romanian critics, a 
matter of necessity to overcome the “ri-
gorous frame of a single specialty” and 
a matter of intellectual and professional 
reinvestment.

This proves that the turn of Romanian 
literary scholars to comparative literature 
at the time was not the project of an acade-
mic group or school, but rather a matter of 
appropriation through individual effort, as 
confessed by Paul Cornea at a conference 
in 2001 dedicated to “Current trends in 
comparative literature in South Eastern 
Europe”, where he claims to be “self-
taught” as far as comparative literature 
is concerned (Cornea 2001). Today, the 
statement deserves attention especially 
since scholars often state a certain demo-
bilization of Romanian research in rela-
tion to comparative literature, while kee-
ping what Haun Saussy calls “the fruits 
of our collective intellectual Influence” 
(Saussy 2006: 4). In a report of N. I. Popa 
from the early ‘70s, not entirely free of at 
least a formal reverence to the “initiatives 
dictated by the spirit of the new regime”, 
the development of comparative litera-
ture in Romania appears oriented from 
the very beginning towards cultural phi-
losophy: “professors who were meant to 
tackle these problems were recruited pre-

cisely from the specialists in philosophy 
and aesthetics, Tudor Vianu, Al. Dima, 
Liviu Rusu Ion Zamfirescu, Vasile Iancu 
and Edgar Papu, [which] led to an orien-
tation of comparative literature to a phi-
losophy of culture, where comparative li-
terature was involved in the definition of 
the specific of literary creation and in the 
explanation of interferences between wri-
ters, national and universal trends and 
their mutual influences “(Popa 1971: 176). 
However, the footprint of this “philoso-
phy of culture” can be seen at work even 
in the most strictly specialized studies of 
themes or motifs.

Comparative literature is a rather 
“young” discipline when compared to 
others in the field of literary and cultu-
ral study. In these circumstances, its resis-
tance and its fame depended heavily on 
the academic system, even with its per-
manently sanctioned terminological flui-
dity. We cannot therefore ignore the links 
established between a particular acade-
mic fashion and a broader paradigm that 
contains and motivates that very fashion. 
In the United States of the 50s and 60s, 
comparative literature was one of the fa-
vorite areas of specialization, while in 
the late ‘70s the discipline is included 
among “the dinosaurs of a liberal huma-
nist prehistoric age” (Bassnett 1993: 5). 
Instead, favorite fields now included lite-
rary theory, women’s studies, semiotics, 
film and media studies, cultural studies.
In Romania, comparative literature has 
a whimsical position in the “academic 
fashion”. In the early ‘70s, N. I. Popa 
wrote optimistically: “the conditions for 
the development of an original Romanian 
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comparative school have improved by 
the introduction in of the discipline of 
universal and comparative literature in 
university curricula and of universal lite-
rature in high schools.” (Popa 1971: 177). 
Important volumes (of history, theory 
and methodology of comparative litera-
ture, but mostly applied studies) are writ-
ten from the 60s onwards. 

Teaching comparative literature
in today’s Romania

However, as a specialization of aca-
demic study, comparative literature be-
comes attractive only after 1989, and es-
pecially in the second half of the ninth 
decade, when there are founded chairs, 
departments, major specializations in 
comparative literature in all major uni-
versities, both for B. A. and M. A. levels. 
Cultural studies are often traditionally 
configured as comparative literature or 
simply hide under the name “compara-
tive literature” in academic curricula. In a 
brief statistical summary, the present-day 
comparative literature as an academic 
discipline in the main faculties of Letters 
in Romania can be described as follows:
i) At the Faculty of Letters in Cluj, 

there is a Department of Comparative 
Literature from 200210, when a corres-
ponding specialization of World and 
Comparative literature was founded, 
even if the subject has been taught as ear-
ly as the ‘50s (the first special course was 
held by Liviu Rusu, although D. Popovici 
had introduced a course on Romanian 
and European Enlightenment for the stu-
dents of Cluj since 1938). Students specia-
lizing in Comparative Literature are offe-

red six semesters of special courses. They 
follow both a historic criterion and a the-
matic one. Most of them are quite inter-
disciplinary and special attention is gi-
ven to studies of “l’imaginaire”, mytho-
logy, psychoanalysis, history of ideas. 
The number of courses of Comparative 
Literature offered to students from other 
majors was diminished in recent decades 
until, for the undergraduate program in 
the Bologna system, it was stabilized for 
two semesters with a weekly course, ac-
companied by a bi-weekly seminar. The 
MA program of the Department, en-
titled “History of Images - History of 
Ideas” is dedicated to cultural studies 
and includes, among the ten compulsory 
courses (art history, comparative music, 
history of religions, poetics and philoso-
phy, gender studies, image analysis etc.), 
inevitable elements of comparative litera-
ture.
ii) In Iaşi11, a Department of Compa-

rative Literature and Aesthetics was 
founded in 1997, along with a corres-
ponding MA program, at the initiative of 
Professor Ioan Constantinescu. This was 
engulfed in 2008 by the Department of 
Romanian Language and Literature and 
Comparative Literature, and in 2012 by 
the Department of Romanian Studies, 
Comparative Literature and Journalism 
and Mass Communication (in the new 
structure, the Faculty of Letters of Iasi 
only has two departments). A curricular 
specialty of comparative literature and 
cultural anthropology was established 
in 2000, which in time was transfor-
med in Comparative Literature - Foreign 
Language major and, since 2011, mi-
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nor specialty. With the exception of the 
courses for the specialty (where courses 
of comparative literature are provided for 
all six semesters assigned to undergra-
duate program), comparative literature 
courses here are assigned probably the 
lowest number of hours among the sur-
veyed faculties. They occupy a single se-
mester of a weekly course, while for those 
specializing in Romanian language spe-
cialization a supplementary weekly semi-
nar is offered.
iii) At the Faculty of Letters in 

Bucharest12 there is currently no depart-
ment of comparative literature, but a 
more comprising Department of Literary 
Studies in which were merged in 2011, 
the chairs of Romanian literature, compa-
rative literature and literary theory. Since 
2004 there is a World and Comparative 
Literature Department for the undergra-
duate program and a Master program en-
titled “Literary Theory and Comparative 
Literature.” With the exception of those 
specializing in Comparative Literature 
along six semesters of dedicated courses, 
the other departments of the Faculty of 
Letters have a program of two semesters 
of a weekly general course of comparative 
literature, and two other optional courses. 
There are various trends in teaching: at 
the undergraduate level, are taught pri-
marily literary trends and epochs and 
even histories of genres and species, and 
at the Master’s level thematological and 
interdisciplinary approaches or even 
cultural studies are preferred.
iv) At the Faculty of Letters of Timi-

şoara13 there was never a special depart-
ment of comparative literature. The dis-

cipline has been taught within the for-
mer Department of Romanian Literature 
(until 1990 as “world literature”) since 
the founding of the Faculty of Philology 
in 1962. It currently works as a line of 
courses (without distinct specialization) 
within the BA program of the Department 
of Romanian Studies. The faculty offers 
four specialized courses with related se-
minars inside the Master program of 
Intercultural Communication. There is 
also a subdomain of distinct specializa-
tion in comparative literature within the 
doctoral school. At the undergraduate le-
vel, professors of comparative literature 
mainly combine a historic principle and 
criterion (great epochs, great books, li-
terary trends) with thematological ones. 
Courses cover (on a weekly basis, course 
and seminar alternatively) three semes-
ters and approaches of cultural studies 
are mainly reserved for the programs de-
dicated to master and doctoral degree le-
vels.

v) At the Faculty of Letters in 
Braşov14 there is no special Department 
of Comparative Literature, the teachi-
ng of this discipline is provided by the 
Department of Literature and Cultural 
Studies. Although having no particular 
specialization domain of comparative li-
terature, the faculty of Braşov offers the 
largest number of hours to comparative 
literature, to all students of letters, re-
gardless of their majoring field. They are 
offered different courses of comparative 
literature during five of the six semesters 
of the Bologna BA degree cycle. A master 
program entitled “Cultural Innovation” 
also offers comparative literature courses. 
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In teaching, the school of Brasov prac-
tices a historical morphology of European 
cultural models, as described by the great 
books, but also has thematic and critic ap-
proaches of the history of ideas, sociolo-
gy, culture etc.

vi) At the Faculty of Letters of the Uni-
versity of Craiova15 there is neither a dis-
tinct Department of comparative lite-
rature, nor a strict specialization of this 
type, but the discipline has been taught 
since the ‘60s, from the founding of the fa-
culty. As in most faculties in the country, 
comparative literature has lost more and 
more hours of teaching in recent years 
curricula. Nowadays, students who major 
in Romanian language and literature are 
offered a full semester course of compa-
rative literature coupled with a biweekly 
seminar and another full semester course 
course with no seminar, while the other 
majors only get a one semester course of 
comparative literature, with a weekly se-
minar. In teaching, the school of Craiova 
follows a typology of methods and a des-
cription on literary trends and genres, 
preferring mostly a diachronic criterion 
for the seminar.

Educational policies and humanities

Some points need to be made here, fol-
lowing these partial, albeit relevant, sta-
tistics. 

a) The most obvious observation, 
emergent in all discussions with repre-
sentatives of each of the surveyed cen-
ters, was the gradual decrease of the num-
ber of hours attributed to comparative li-
terature since the late 90s. Two reasons 
can be identified for these curricular cuts: 

on the one hand, they were the result of 
institutional directives. In this case, we 
deal with the consequence of a poor un-
derstanding of what synchronization and 
updating mean: it is true that in Western 
universities comparative literature has 
lost hours of teaching, chairs and depart-
ments as a result of the reported discipli-
nary crisis. The inability to impose a pre-
dominant definition of both the field and 
the object, to fix a common method resul-
ted in a general crisis in comparative lite-
rature (one that was also effective in the 
universities). However, as it was noted 
in a different part of my study - the cri-
sis (if it was even perceived as such) has 
not looked the same and did not have the 
same consequences in areas such as the 
South Eastern and Central Europe, the 
Far East or the postcolonial world.

The nature of the specific historical 
context in which countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe found themselves just af-
ter 1990 gave comparative literature a 
new life. This is why the discipline has 
experienced an undeniable revival (even 
reported by Western researchers and stu-
dies). In Romania, the educational esta-
blishment, even at a university level, is 
still not favorable to comparatism: there 
have been clear anti-comparatist trends 
that different systems of education (very 
many in number in Romania in the re-
latively short period between 1990 and 
2010) were quick to adopt not only unwit-
tingly (deciding comparative academic 
policies in the absence of comparatists 
themselves) but especially eager to pro-
mote the “topicality” and “modernity” of 
a given teaching system. In the context of 
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a whole identity issue being resumed in 
1990, requiring that landmark concepts 
that comparative literature would be 
best recommended to provide, the deci-
sion to reduce the number of hours dedi-
cated to comparative literature has been 
nothing but a cultural policy blunder, 
showing both a certain ideological retar-
dation and an inability to take charge of 
the true “current issues” of comparatism 
in this cultural context.

Of course we cannot completely de-
tach the institutional antipathy towards 
comparative studies of a more general an-
tipathy (and often reported) of the esta-
blishment of Romanian literary culture 
towards theory and event towards the 
scientific character of an academic dis-
cipline such as comparative literature. 
Where the policies of “aesthetic taste” 
ruled cultural evaluation for several ge-
nerations, qualifying impressionism as a 
“work method” and feuilletonism as re-
search activity16, it is clear that compara-
tive literature could not enjoy much ap-
preciation.

Let us consider just one example: 
Tudor Vianu. Let us further accept that 
it is somehow justifiable that, in gene-
ral, critical readings of Tudor Vianu turn 
to his writings on aesthetics or on Arta 
prozatorilor români [The art of Romanian 
prose writers]. Even so, it is hard to ex-
plain other than by unconditional oppo-
sition to comparative studies why the 
analyses devoted to Vianu’s works in a 
volume entitled Le comparative roumain 
(1982) also take into account the already 
mentioned studies rather than Vianu’s 

studies on comparative literature (Studiile 
de literatură universală şi comparată, 1960). 
Unfortunately, this resistance to theory 
has proved detrimental to the interna-
tional reception of Romanian literature 
and criticism “theory continues to have 
considerable importance. It is a kind of 
lingua franca of literary criticism, which 
facilitates the highest degree of com-
munication between authorities, scho-
ols and doctrines, especially between 
cultures. After all, this is one of the rea-
sons why the best-known critics of the 
past half-century were, in fact, (also) the 
best theorists: precisely because the criti-
cal discourse of theory is easier to trans-
port (and to export) from one culture to 
others. “(Terian 2009: 656-657).

Another reason for the above-ci-
ted cuts is detectable in the mere com-
parison of the numbers of hours alloca-
ted to comparative literature at the sur-
veyed universities: the greatest number 
of hours of comparative literature in the 
academic BA cycle of a student of Letters, 
not majoring in the field, is to be found 
at the Faculty of Brasov. However, of the 
mentioned ones, the Faculty of Letters of 
Brasov has the youngest teaching stuff 
and is the newest. One should not un-
derstand from this that the age criteria 
would be detrimental to comparative li-
terature teaching: this would be absurd! 
However, one cannot forget one of the fa-
mous René Wellek’s comments on the cri-
sis of comparative literature (1963): part 
of the crisis was blamed by the author 
on the fact that many of the comparatists 
who supported the discipline until 1959 
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had died, leaving an empty space in dis-
course, analysis and conceptualization, 
with visible consequences. Things look 
the same in the late 90s in Romania: most 
of the comparatists who had kept the vi-
vacity of the discipline in the 70s and 90s 
had disappeared, retired or worked out-
side universities. This is how, including 
local policies of faculties of Letters (even 
with the advantage of partial autono-
my) were decided to the disadvantage of 
comparative literature, by specialists of 
other disciplines. In Brasov, for example, 
those who created the first curricula were 
young people, receptive to the opportuni-
ties that teaching comparative literature 
had to offer to an entire body of resear-
chers and students.

These observations are not simply pro 
domo sua pleas, as one can easily prove 
by pointing out the emergence of im-
portant volumes of comparative litera-
ture after the 90s (very well received by 
critics, but generally indexed under “es-
say” or “literary history and theory”), but 
also the great interest that students have 
shown (consistently throughout this pe-
riod, unaffected by the institutional po-
licies detrimental to the discipline) to 
comparative literature courses: profes-
sors and courses in comparative litera-
ture in Cluj, Timisoara, Brasov share ex-
cellent student evaluations both in facul-
ty frameworks, but also in national or in-
ternational ones (with observations such 
as: providing a broadly epistemological 
framework of understanding of complex 
topics, visiting the great aesthetic canon, 
with the possibility of reconfiguration ac-

cording to marginality, opening reading 
to the international literary timeliness, 
opening the field to the study of cultu-
ral representations and projections other 
than literature, related analyses of dis-
courses, history and theory of literature, 
philosophy, anthropology, mythology, 
psychology). We should add to that the 
very large the number of students who 
choose (even majoring in different specia-
lities) to elaborate BA and MA theses on 
topics of comparative literature.

However, things are not the same in 
Bucharest, Iasi and Craiova, where, des-
pite some remarkable historical land-
marks, current schools of compara-
tive studies are still hardly visible (with 
maybe one exception in each center) in 
both the scientific debate in the country 
and abroad, as well as in the extension 
that comparative literature occupies 
among the interests of students or facul-
ties of Letters that host them. The most 
flagrant case is that of the comparatist 
school in Bucharest. After the retirement 
of Paul Cornea, Mircea Martin, Mircea 
Anghelescu (who still coordinate doc-
toral theses), and after the institutional 
move of Monica Spiridon to Journalism 
and Communication (just as Al. Duţu was 
an active comparatist outside the respec-
tive Department), comparative literature 
from Bucharest finds itself in an awkward 
position.

On the one hand, this is the universi-
ty where the main project on compara-
tive studies (of Tudor Vianu) started and 
where all the comparatists who occupied 
at one time the position of Director of the 
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Association of General and Comparative 
Literature (Paul Cornea, Mircea 
Anghelescu, Mircea Martin) activated. 
This is also the home university of the 
majority of comparatists of Romanian ori-
gin who later lived and worked abroad. 
An entire series of high profile persona-
lities for the disciplinary history was rai-
sed at the University of Bucharest. On 
the other, even if such a cultural lineage 
is difficult to live up to in any situation, 
no matter how favorable it might be, the 
current lack of aplomb of the present-day 
group of comparatists of Bucharest is to 
some extent responsible for the institu-
tional17 treatment of comparative litera-
ture in Romania (Romanian traditional 
reflexes in education policy, still decided 
at “the center”, still heavily rely on the lo-
gic of the “nearest term of comparison”). 

Old methods and good old school

b) Another observation concerns the 
resistance of the historic principle in 
teaching, all likely to lead to suspicion in 
regard to the updating ability of the cur-
rent trend of teaching comparative lite-
rature in Romania. I do not refer here to 
the fact that the historic principle is guilt 
freely kept in teaching comparative lite-
rature all over Western Europe (France, 
Italy, Germany) and the United States: 
there is no doubt that, in order to intro-
duce this discipline to young people, the 
organization brought by the respective 
principle is quite welcome, pragmatical-
ly speaking (cf. Vianu 1982: 14-15; 1983: 
587-588). I rather want to take into dis-
cussion and even emphasize the efforts a 
Romanian professor of comparative lite-

rature today must do before teaching any 
own content.

At about the same time the educatio-
nal policies began to have the number of 
hours of comparative literature in the fa-
culties downsized, the same policies have 
caused the dissolution (or the changing 
into “optional subjects”) of a discipline 
called “world literature” in high schools 
of humanistic profile. On the one hand, 
officials argued, humanistic education is 
declining worldwide due to labor mar-
ket policies and the efficiency criterion. 
On the other hand, dedicated teachers 
of Romanian and world literature objec-
ted18, giving up this minimum literacy in 
world literature left high school students 
unable to understand all cultural pheno-
mena, not to mention the aesthetic canon 
landmarks, or differences that arose, for 
example, between local and Western ex-
pressions and manifestations of literary 
currents, genres and species. The fact is 
that secondary education was completely 
closed to comparative literature and even 
to world literature.

This being so, students of compara-
tive literature of first and second years of 
university need a quick update or a short 
course in mythology, history, philosophy, 
religion, trends, genres, species, possibly 
ideologies or the history of private life, be-
fore they can understand, value and cor-
rectly spot any cultural object or subject. 
In this context, the absence of the histo-
ric principle from comparative literature 
courses would be a serious error.

At this point, I return to an observa-
tion of Adrian Marino, who always took 
great pride in repeatedly declaring that 
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he was never part of the university sys-
tem. Referring to obstacles in the way 
of redefining the paradigm of compara-
tive literature, Marino mentions among 
them the lack of disciplinary autonomy, 
the wrongly positivist definition of the 
object, aestheticism and impressionism, 
but also the historic inertia in the teachi-
ng of comparative literature at universi-
ties in the West. Although comparatism 
has appeared “as a chair, a simple aca-
demic discipline” (Marino 1988: 11), it 
is “something other than a simple uni-
versity discipline. It is not essentially a 
teaching activity, an «academic» special-
ty among many others. [...] Comparatism 
is also, and I would say especially, a mi-
litant ideology and theory, a system of ideas, 
and not just a savant game“ (12). Beyond 
the common sense observation that com-
parative literature is not only teaching, I 
must however add that the attention to 
comparative studies and keeping the pro-
blems of comparative literary at the fore-
front of literary studies (including the is-
sue of the crisis) are also due to the fact 
that comparatism was the subject and 
object of schooling, in every sense of the 
word. Therefore, Marino’s observation is 
striking in its tone of personal, too easy 
to psychoanalyze, plea: “It [comparatism 
– m.n.] can be professed equally by tea-
chers and critics, writers, publishers, free 
spirits, finally, by those who are not tea-
chers, nor want to become ones. Should 
they be banned for this from accessing 
comparative studies?“. (12)

Clearly no one has ever denied access 
to comparative studies nor had the autho-
rity to do it, as it is increasingly clear that 

being a comparatist means to find your-
self in a position of intermediate freedom 
(to be between domains, institutions, dis-
courses etc..), so we are dealing here with 
a disturbing outburst of emotion inside 
scientific argument. However, this should 
not prevent us from noting that Marino’s 
outburst gives food for thought. If not all 
comparatists are necessarily related to 
universities, what then constitutes their 
community (at least locally)? What are, in 
other words, the events that we recom-
mend them as a scientific community?

Equally critical, but less emotionally is 
Andrei Terian, who also deplores, among 
institutional handicaps, the fact that, in a 
market characterized by “a culture both 
feuilletonistic and impressionist” but 
trying to adapt to the “requirements of 
a well-organized academic market”, the 
authors of studies of the major academic 
specialized journals in Romania (Euresis, 
Caietele Echinox, A Treia Europă şi Acta 
Iassyensia Comparationis) do not find it ne-
cessary to read each other (as shown by 
the absence of mutual references). One 
can add to this the fact that many young 
scientists, even involved in projects fi-
nanced from European funds, still pre-
fer to publish in literary and cultural ma-
gazines (for greater visibility, but with a 
non-specialized audience) instead of aca-
demic journals having peer-review fil-
ters, the only ones able to maintain the 
professional discussion. Terian concludes 
that comparative literature in Romania is 
characterized by a “state of exception”. 
After he labels the institutional situa-
tion of comparatism in Bucharest as “ra-
ther faltering” Terian notes that: “In a 
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strange way, at least the last decade, the 
most important comparatist contributions 
from Bucharest come from specialists in 
Romanian literature, not from compara-
tists by profession and tend to focus on 
the analysis of postmodernism in the 
Romanian context” (Terian 2013).

In this light, texts signed by Mircea 
Martin, Mircea Cărtărescu, Carmen 
Muşat or Ion Bogdan Lefter about post-
modernism and postmodernity become, 
with no declared intention to belong to 
comparative literature, important Roma-
nian volumes of comparative studies.

Inventing comparatist alternatives

c) Finally, one last observation, al-
though it remains much to be said in this 
respect, regards the viability of alterna-
tives that various schools of Romanian 
comparative studies have offered in com-
pensation, to solve the huge discrepancy 
between the lack of responsiveness of ins-
titutional establishments of educational 
and, on the other hand, the avidity with 
which Romanian comparative research 
meet a real demand (especially at the le-
vel of both destabilizations and reconfi-
gurations of identity).

This situation of alternative compen-
satory is especially visible in masters pro-
grams of several faculties of Letters in 
Romania: the master programs remained, 
until 2012, when they were also threate-
ned by new Ministerial provisions, most 
flexible, generous and liberal. It is not ir-
relevant that, in all these masters, there 
is a high degree of success among stu-
dents who choose to complete their stu-

dies at this level. In addition to these mas-
ter programs, just as important to men-
tion are alternative projects developed 
by some schools of comparative litera-
ture: in Cluj, Corin Braga coordinates 
the center of excellence “Phantasma” 
and its publication, highly-rated in in-
ternational standardized systems, 
“Caietele Echinox”. For several years, 
he organized the Phantasma Debates, 
whose works were partially collected in 
Concepte şi metode în cercetarea imaginaru-
lui [Concepts and methods in the research 
of L’Imaginaire] (Iaşi, Polirom, 2007). In 
Timisoara, Adriana Babeţi has coordi-
nated since 1990, together with Cornel 
Ungureanu și Mircea Mihăieș, the acti-
vity of the Group for Central European 
Comparative Studies “Third Europe”, 
materialized in seminars, workshops and 
debates, as well as in a Dictionary of the 
Central Europe Novel. The team of compa-
ratists of Iasi has already given a dictiona-
ry for student use in comparative litera-
ture (Dicţionar de literatură comparată) and 
the comparatists in Brasov had completed 
an online Dictionary of terms.

Referring, even briefly, the most im-
portant sites of Romanian faculties of 
Letters, we can find a strange polariza-
tion: members of departments or collec-
tives of comparative literature are either 
prestigious personalities of the Romanian 
letters, active researchers in the huma-
nities, or almost invisible, both in the 
world of Romanian letters and in compa-
rative professional circles in the country 
or abroad. Some double their teaching ef-
forts with a keen interest and constant 



66 Mihaela URSA

research, individually or in centers or dis-
cussion groups, proving that – for most – 
comparatism is not only still healthy and 
viable, but also a primary way to par-
ticipate in an international study web. 

Others remain unfortunately to confirm 
the easy label of a general crisis of dis-
cipline, under which lies the often easier 
explanation and the more individualized 
lack of interest in disciplinary actuality.

Endnotes
1. See “Literatură universală și literatură 

naţională” [World Literature and National Li-
terature], presented at the Congress of literary 
history of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 
Budapest, 1955, reprinted in Vianu 1982.

2. Cf. “Conceptul de literatură universală”, 
1962, reluat în Vianu 1982. See “Conceptul de 
literatură universală” [The concept of world 
literature], 1962, reprinted in Vianu 1982.

3. «Handling this method sometimes took 
such exaggerated shapes, that there appeared 
a new type of researcher, possessed by a really 
manic passion, who imagines that there can-
not be in a work, a certain connection of ideas 
or words that do not come from an external 
source. Excesses arising from this ruinous ha-
bit were overloaded, to no avail, the archives 
of comparative literature. «(Vianu in 1962, re-
printed in 1982, 62).

4. Although Al. Dima (Bucur 1972) lists up 
the national conferences in the correct form, 
one should mention that N. I. Popa provides 
a different timeline of the national conferences 
of comparative literature in Comparatismul 
românesc: the first in 1967, with an edited 
volume published by the Academy in 1968 
(Studii de literatură comparată [Comparative 
Literature Studies]), containing works inspi-
red by the theme of the International Com-
parative Literature Association Congress in 
Berlin, that is «national trends within interna-
tional aspects»), the second in 1968, with the 
edited volume published by the Academy in 
1969 (Metodologia istoriei şi criticii literare), and 
the third in 1969, with a volume in 1970, also 
on the theme given by the VIth International 
Congress, that of the «literary creation in the 
Mediterranean and literary sociology».

5. See Cornea 2001, Terian 2013.
6. The Romanian National Committee of 

Comparative Literature is created on the ini-
tiative of the Academy of Political and Social 
Sciences. It is composed, in N. I. Popa’s phrase 
(1971, 176), by «experienced and young com-
paratists, representatives of World and Com-
parative Literature departments and of depart-
ments of foreign languages and literatures.» 
Ion Zamfirescu is elected president of CNRLC 
and Alexander Philippide honorary president.

7. Paul Cornea notes that the first studies of 
twentieth-century Romanian comparative stu-
dies are usually written by «professors of Fo-
reign Languages   and Literatures or by literary 
historians who, wanting to explain the genesis 
of a current or a work, oriented themselves 
towards comparative studies” (1997, 101). Af-
ter this stage, the Romanian preference for 
the French school of comparatism grouped 
around Baldensperger and Revue de Littérature 
comparée becomes predominant.

8. See Bassnett 1993, especially the chapter 
What Is Comparative Literature Today, 1-11.

9. Alejandro Cioranesco, Memorias, apud 
Antonio Alvarez de la Rosa, preface to Cio-
ranesco 2006, 10.

10. In 2002, the Department of Comparative 
Literature was founded here, renamed Depart-
ment ever since 2012. In the same year, all the 
other faculties of Letters in the country, except 
for Cluj, adopted a form including only three 
large departments with dozens of members, 
while certain departments of the sixteen ones 
of the Cluj Letters only have 3-5 members.

11. For information about the Faculty of 
Letters in Iassy, I am indebted to Dr. Catalin 
Constantinescu.
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12. For information about the Faculty of Let-
ters in Bucharest, I am indebted to Dr. Oana 
Fotache.

13. For information about the Faculty of Let-
ters in Timisoara, I am indebted to prof. dr. 
Adriana Babeţi.

14. For information about the Faculty of Let-
ters in Brasov, I am indebted to dr. Adrian 
Lăcătuş.

15. For information about the Faculty of Let-
ters in Craiova, I am indebted to dr. Cătălin 
Ghiţă.

16. For example, let’s consider the uncanny 
frequency of volumes of reviews and articles 
presented as academic publications in a large 
number of university or doctoral resumes in 
Romania – a practice long ruled elsewhere, 
where there is a clear distinction between a 
certain critic activity that keeps an active and 
publicly visible personality and the scientific 
work by which a person builds his reputation 
in specialist circles strictly qualified to eva-
luate themselves.

17. A very pertinent critical analysis of cur-
rent “schools” of comparative studies, but 
also of individual contributions of their mem-

bers is to be found in Andrei Terian (2013).
18. The National Association “Ioana Em. 

Petrescu” of Romanian Language and Lite-
rature Teachers, coordinated by Prof. Mo-
nica Onojescu (ANPRO), deserves a special 
mention. It holds annual symposia devoted 
to the problems of humanistic education and 
linguistics. ANPRO is editing «Perspective» 
– the only magazine dedicated to teaching 
Romanian language and literature (targeting 
not only teachers of Romanian language and 
literature teachers in secondary education, but 
also specialists in didactics, students from fa-
culties of Letters, educators or tutors who are 
involved in teaching humanities. In a number 
still in print, «Perspective» discusses, in the 
context of resizing the study of Romanian 
language and literature in school, according 
to the imperatives of curricular reform and 
current directions of modern didactics, preci-
sely teaching world literature in high schools, 
reaching an entire series of problems arising 
from the lamentable initiative of reducing or 
suppressing the hours dedicated to this dis-
cipline.
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