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ture that appear in the same issue of PMLA. All
these are forms of politics (in Levinas’s sense)
with little revolutionary potential as far as her-
meneutic and ethical theories are concerned.

Here we can also correct Claviez’s under-
standing of Levinas. Levinas’s ethics is about
an encounter with oneself in terms other than
those used to identify “I” and “me” in the West-
ern ethical tradition, which should be obvious
from a sentence like this one that Claviez quotes:
“The alterity of the Other does not depend on
any quality that would distinguish him from
me” (609). The same idea is behind Derrida’s
The Animal That Therefore I Am, which shows
an ethics beyond good/evil, animal/human, and
me/other as its organizing differences. To imag-
ine my relation with Saddam Hussein, or with
any concrete other—a thief, a homeless person, a
neighbor, an outlaw—as an example of Levinas’s
ethics is an exercise in sadomasochism.

In other words, following Levinas, I cannot
tell if I am addressing myself or another, which,
in turn, calls for a relation to the law altogether
different from the one Claviez supposes in his
notion of compromise. Comparative literature
has a great opportunity to be the kind of foun-
dational discourse that Heidegger as well as
Freud would approve of, a discourse that would
reinvent signification, legality, and strangeness
and not only affirm identities that already exist.

Petar Ramadanovic
University of New Hampshire, Durham

Reply:

I thank my colleague Petar Ramadanovic
for his perceptive reply to my essay, in which he
rightly calls for a “new conception” of compara-
tive literature and of “its limits.” His objection
to my attempt at forming such a conception is
that I still seem to be rooted in “a rather narrow
understanding of comparative literature and
deconstruction,” that I do not take into account
that both “might do something other than clas-
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sify already existing terms and their others.”
A “correct” understanding of Levinas’s radical
ethics, in Ramadanovic’s view, “calls for a re-
lation to the law altogether different” from the
concept of compromise that I suggest and pro-
vides an opportunity to conceive of compara-
tive literature as a “foundational discourse . . .
that would reinvent signification, legality, and
strangeness and not only affirm identities that
already exist.”

Although I am in accord with my col-
league’s demand for a new role for and con-
ception of comparative literature, I disagree
with some of his assumptions and objections.
My allegedly narrow understanding of decon-
struction grows out of one of its central te-
nets—namely, to dismiss the possibility and
desirability of creating another alternative
foundational discourse, even one approved by
Heidegger or Freud. A discourse that claims
to reinvent signification, legality, and strange-
ness would simply pose as one more master dis-
course vying for an Archimedian point of view,
establishing a new logos and thus another en-
gineer’s myth. This is why I urged a rereading
of Lévi-Strauss’s conception of myth that, when
liberated from the Barthesian ballast of ideol-
ogy, offers a new take on myth as bricolage—an-
other word, by the way, for compromise. In fact,
the impatient cry for an alternative foundational
discourse seems to echo the impatience with
otherness that my essay begins by addressing.

I am afraid that I was not able to develop
my concept of metonymy sufficiently in the es-
say. My redefinition of this trope implies that it
could allow us to avoid the desperate search for
a metaphorical “third”—a third that would pop
up again should we search for another founda-
tional discourse or a reinvented legality. A con-
ception of myth as metonymic and contingent
rather than as minimetaphor attempts to retain
strangeness, not as reinvented but as unrecog-
nizable; that is why I took such pains to criti-
cally reassess the concept of recognition and its
genealogy. And metonymy, if taken radically, as
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a trope for contingency, defies representation.
My essay “Traces of a Metonymic Society in
American Literary History” offers a more de-
tailed analysis of metonymy, contingency, and
their interrelation (American Studies Today; ed.
W. Fluck et al. [Winter, 2013; print]).

As for a “correct” reading of Levinas, the
command of the Other, as I tried to show in
Aesthetics and Ethics (Winter, 2008), would
have to retain some aspects of the unrepre-
sentability of the sublime but should not be
turned into another Kantian variety of the
“law.” I would add that Levinas’s pairing of the
“Saying” and the “Said” (Otherwise Than Be-
ing [Duquesne UP, 1981; print]) exemplifies, if
anything, the “promising” compromise that
I subscribe to. I do not subscribe to my col-
league’s claim that “Levinas’s ethics is about
an encounter with oneself,” nor do I share his
opinion that “following Levinas, I cannot tell if
I am addressing myself or another.” Provided

Forum

that there is a correct reading, I would insist
that such a conclusion is incorrect, since the en-
tire Levinasian edifice is based on the possibil-
ity of making this differentiation. If the Other’s
alterity, as Ramadanovic points out, does not,
in Levinas’s words, “depend on any quality that
would distinguish him from me,” this qualita-
tive lack implies not that distinction evaporates
but solely that we cannot pinpoint its quality,
since otherwise we would fall into the trap of
judging the Other on the basis of such a quality.

In the light of these remarks, I would urge us
to retain—or regain—a concept of comparative
literature as “compromised” in the sense that it
defies the law and any “legality” of its own, a con-
cept that does not affirm either “identities that al-
ready exist” or reinvented identities but that puts
both kinds of identity perpetually into question.

Thomas Claviez
University of Bern
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