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Résumé: Le besoin de redéfinir l’objet de la littérature dans l’époque actuelle passe 
inévitablement par un questionnement de l’historiographie littéraire. Les nouvelles 
histoires littéraires, dont A New History of French Literature, par Denis Hollier (1989), 
Literary Cultures of Latin America: A Comparative History, par Mario J. Valdés et 
Djelal Kadir (2004) ou History of the Literary Cultures of East‑Central Europe: 
Junctures and Disjunctures in the 19th and 20th Centuries, par John Neubauer et Marcel 
Cornis-Pope (2006-2010) s’efforcent d’éviter les erreurs des narrations historiques 
structurées autour du concept romantique de la culture nationale. Nonobstant leurs 
mérites, ces nouvelles histoires des littératures peuvent présenter l’inconvénient de ne 
pas offrir aux non-spécialistes une description acceptable de leur objet, ce qui se doit 
le plus souvent à des raisons qui ont affaire avec le côté normatif des études littéraires. 
À titre d’exemple, on commente la situation de la réception de la littérature 
latino-américaine de la seconde moitié du XXe siècle dans l’espace académique des 
États-Unis, telle qu’elle est commentée par le réputé critique d’origine cubaine Roberto 
González Echevarría, et on observe les limites de la nouvelle historiographie littéraire 
en ce qui concerne l’étude des littératures étrangères. 
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In his 2011 study Petite écologie des études littéraires, Jean‑Marie Schaeffer stated 
that the element which led to the crisis of literary studies we have been witnessing over 
the last decades is the missing agreement on the epistemological object of literature, 
and, as a result, the confusion between the two functions of literature: on the one hand, 
a function aimed to reproduce and promote cultural values which societies or dominant 
actors within the field consider worth conveying; on the other hand, a strictly cognitive 
function, enabling the approach to literature through a descriptivist discourse. The aim 
of Schaeffer’s study was to prove the possibility – questioned by many – to offer a 
descriptivist discourse on a literary text, by revealing a few confusions which generally 
prompt one to think that an axiologically neutral approach to literature is impossible. 
A thesis Schaeffer expounds on in his book reads as follows: the fact that we make use 
of a fabric of assumptions determined by the historical moment we live in, or in other 
words, the fact that we have an inevitably mediated access to the reality under in‑
vestigation, does not necessarily mean that it is impossible to distinguish between these 
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mediations (related to tradition, to prejudgments) and the object under investigation. 
The acute awareness of this mediation empowers us to perceive, on the one hand, the 
“hermeneutic drift” (Schaeffer 100) affecting throughout the years the literary texts 
engraved in the readers’ consciousness, and, on the other, to go back to these texts with 
spontaneity, “oblivious” of the contexts in which they were produced and interpreted.

The distinction Schaeffer highlights can make us wonder to what extent literary 
history is related to normativity and to what extent is it indebted to description. It is a 
common illusion of the 19th century to believe in the objective description of the past 
(literary phenomena included, be they texts or to the configuration of literary life at a 
given time). However, the last decades have engendered an illusion of their own: the 
illusion that the historicity of the objects under study, on the one hand, and that of the 
conditions of scrutiny, on the other prevent humanities from claiming to have access to 
truth in their research. Dealing with the issue of the cumulative dimension of human 
sciences (one of the major traits which separates them from objective sciences), Jacques 
Revel argues that, although the historians’ programs are based on “axiological evidence” 
cognate with a certain intellectual and scientific “climate”, it would be wrong to 
completely deny their scientific relevance. These programs delineate classes of objects 
of study and conventions which, as Revel suggests, should be seen as “spaces of 
truthfulness in which we can, for a while, produce and exchange observations, in which 
we can build our arguments” (Revel 109). These spaces of truthfulness are transient; 
eventually they will have realised their potential and fade away, as was the case of past 
paradigms, but they are stable enough to produce acceptable descriptions of our object 
of research. It suffices to look back to the literary histories written since the 19th century 
to easily identify their underlying conventions and still notice that this fact does not 
delete their capacity to provide more or less reliable information on literary texts or 
literary life at a given time and in a given space.

While this claim concerning the possibility of description in literary history depends 
on the degree of objectivity which can be reached by historiography, the connection 
between literary history and the normative side of literature (the one related to conveying 
values) is much easier to understand: as a matter of fact, the histories of national 
literatures have been from the onset associated with the glorification and exaltation of 
the past. The main objection concerning this way of perceiving literary history is that 
national literature, while seen as the reflection of a specific collective identity insensibly 
becomes the generator of this identity. As a result, collective identities turn out to be 
artificially built on more or less conscious ideological premises. The “canonisation” or 
“decanonisation” of certain authors, the creation of a “golden”, “bronze” or “dark” age, 
the practice of dividing the historical flux into arbitrary periods are the best known 
features of this endeavour whose main mechanism is forcing history into a narrative, 
carbon‑copied after the model of “the great legitimising stories” denounced by the 
postmodern discourse. 

We know that innovative projects have been developed against this obsolete type of 
making literary history – for instance, the projects based on “knots” in A New History 
of French Literature, edited by Denis Hollier in 1989 or the great comparative histories 
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on Latin America (Mario J. Valdés & Djelal Kadir, Literary Cultures of Latin America: 
A Comparative History, 2004) and on Central and Eastern Europe (John Neubauer & 
Marcel Cornis‑Pope, History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe: Junctures 
and Disjunctures in the 19th and 20th Centuries, 2006‑2010). However, even these 
projects, firmly determined to stand up against the “grand narratives”, can be criticised 
on justified grounds. A literary historian who worked to develop a new history of 
Hungarian literature, József Szili, mentioned a colleague a colleague’s remark about the 
fact that the “knots” of Hollier’s history did not succeed to cancel altogether the 
narrative scaffolding underlying the project:

The initial and the closing entry – “778: Entering the Date” and “1989: How Can One Be 
French” – both dealing with issues of dating and nationality, which are the underlying 
notions of the literary historical genre, signal that this postmodern encyclopaedia of over 
eleven hundred pages nonetheless preserves a narrative template. (Juvan, qtd. in Szili 276)

Faced with dated or datable “knots”, the reader is encouraged to look for blank 
spaces, shadows or vague contours in order to fill in the “grand narrative” he is part of. 
On the subject of another large‑scale academic project, closer to comparative histories 
and dedicated to Hungarian literature, the same József Szili mentioned the remark made 
by one of the coordinators of the book, who said that although certain outlooks (for 
instance, the divide between the central and the marginal, the canonical and the 
non‑canonical, between majority and minorities) are fully accepted by academic circles, 
they do not appear as important to public opinion. The public, notes Darko Dolinar, 

requires answers not only to the epistemological, but also to the ideological, ethical, and 
aesthetic questions triggered by contact with literature; in other words, lay readers today 
want literary history to deliver precisely the same kinds of things that it delivered in its 
“golden age” but are beyond its resources or even ability – given the new academic, 
ideological, spiritual, and social climate and theoretical and methodological innovations 
within the discipline itself. (qtd. in József Szili 278)

The question Dolinar raises is whether this divide between researchers and the public 
does not excessively minimize the social role these works are supposed to play within 
the community, at least among the educated or the simply inquisitive sectors. The 
Hungarian researcher appears to suggest that the seemingly hyper‑sophisticated research 
projects, combined with cultural relativism, may bring forth that “barbarism of 
specialisation” once denounced by Ortega y Gasset, producing more and more “men of 
science”, but fewer “cultivated” men” (173).

Far from questioning the merits of the new approaches to literary historiography – as 
long as they observe the distinction Gustave Lanson postulated between “literary 
history”, which is close to sociology, history and politics, and “the history of literature”, 
dealing with literary facts as such1 –, the only goal of this paper is to point out some of 
its traps, more exactly the one related to foreign literatures. They are often barely or 
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quite inaccurately known, only through decontextualised elements which at one point 
seemed to function as magnifying glasses for national or continental literatures. It is the 
case of Latin‑American literature, which for some time enjoyed an extraordinary 
success, seen by all literary histories to be its moment of “boom”. The discussions on 
how relevant this success really was, on its political component, on the intertwinement 
between literary quality and the editorial market breeding super‑stars and unbeatable 
recipes started even while it was in full progress, that is in the 1960s, and have never 
ceased in certain circles, though they seem to be quite out of breath. It is already trite 
to say that this moment is linked to the Cold War and to the last wave of leftist 
enthusiasm in the West and in a large sector of Latin‑American society. It is quite 
well‑known that the group of writers, initially united by their enthusiasm for the Cuban 
revolution, split up in 1971, the year of the “Padilla case” – the imprisonment of poet 
Heberto Padilla, accused to have written a book of antirevolutionary poems, a fact 
which several Latin‑American writers, who had already acquired their fame by then, 
stigmatised in their letters to Fidel Castro. Things were interconnected: right after its 
triumphant revolution of 1959, Cuba had established the institution of Casa de las 
Américas to take on the role of a guiding force of culture at a super‑continental level at 
a time when, the US cultural policy was also promoting internationalisation, but with a 
different purpose in mind: by financing magazines and creating literary prizes, it 
intended to counterbalance the nationalism of left‑wing regimes (Franco, Decadencia 
y caída de la ciudad letrada 64‑72). The creation of a supranational phenomenon, 
through the selection of the happy few representative writers from extremely different 
national literatures, has its roots in the circumstances of that time. Likewise, the fact 
that the works of a pleiad of writers begin to be printed in hundreds of thousands of 
copies and are circulated in the entire subcontinent, shortly after the age of “hand‑made” 
editions with an extremely limited circulation, is the effect of a sudden transformation 
of society. It speaks of the demographic, economic and educational boom of the ’60s, 
which, among other things, triggers major changes in the reception of literature. Firstly, 
a wider public emerges for a literary production which until then circulated only among 
the members of a very small elite. Secondly, that was the age which saw the birth of 
mass culture. Blurring the line between culture and entertainment through its magazines 
and TV programmes, it began to phagocytise what used to be called “high culture”. 
These facts of literary history fully contributed to the international success of the 
“boom”, but they may have also worked as deforming lenses for the history of 
Latin‑American literatures. 

The Latin‑American “boom” does not look the same if we look at it from the 
perspective of its space of origin or from the outside. It does not look the same if we 
look at it from the perspective of the ’60s and the ’70s or from a contemporary vantage 
point. At its peak, the most successful writers had a quite vindicative attitude when it 
came to the so‑called rediscovery of Latin‑American “identity” through literature. There 
are countless examples. For instance, Carlos Fuentes, in La nueva novela hispano-
americana, a comprehensive critical essay of 1969 which can be read as a manifesto of 
his generation, did not hesitate to assert that the literature of the day read as a retaliation 
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for the past injustices and proclaimed “the invention of a new language of Latin 
America”, able to voice “everything that the official history has suppressed” (127). The 
question is what could possibly be called “official history” in the late 1960s, when the 
historiographical discourse of nationalist bent, with its roots in the 19th century, was 
already in crisis. But trying to oppose “official history” with a Latin‑American historical 
“truth” (claimed to be reachable through literature, already questioned by modern 
historians) ultimately means embracing the anachronistic vision on the authenticity of 
the national or continental spirit? What we see here is the influence of the postcolonial 
discourse in a cultural space which, nonetheless, is nothing like that of African or Asian 
countries, former colonies of the great Western powers. Julio Cortázar himself insisted 
on explaining the continental and super‑continental success of the Latin‑American prose 
of that time through the issue of rediscovered identity: “all in all, what is this boom if 
not the most extraordinary recognition of the Latin‑American people? And what is this 
recognition if not an essential part of the process of dis‑alienation?” (qtd. in Bermejo 
78). The answer to be given to Cortázar would be that, as pertinently noticed Ángel 
Rama in an important article from 1984, the writers of the boom generation, instead of 
looking for the socio‑economic explanations behind their cultural reality (in the line of 
Peruvian writer Carlos Mariártegui), would rather use a discourse with natio‑
nalist‑metaphysical accents, in the line of Enrique Martínez Estrada, who was making 
the “radiography of the pampas” in the ’30s (Rama 63). Not to mention the famous 
speech García Márquez held at the reception of the Nobel Prize, centred on the idea that 
the great powers are to be blamed for the isolation of Latin America and claiming that 
this culture cannot achieve “recognition” unless the great powers abandon their attitude 
of superiority toward it. In 1982, when the Columbian writer held his speech, 
globalisation was already part of reality, which gives an anachronistic tinge to Márquez’s 
claims. Certainly, this belief in a subcontinental “cultural identity” creates a rather 
dangerous myth concerning the unity of this space – a space which is actually extremely 
varied – and adds a metaphysical tint to a socio‑cultural phenomenon with quite 
mundane historical and literary causes. Granted, the “causes” of a phenomenon like the 
Latin‑American “boom” are not easy to determine, and the same goes for any other 
similar phenomenon, but there are a few elements which we can undoubtedly identify 
as aspects leading to its emergence: first of all, the “boom” is linked to the dawn of 
internationalisation and to the appearance of the masses on an editorial market oriented 
towards creating bestsellers and superstar writers. Secondly, it cannot be taken out of 
its given historical context, i.e. the fascination of “First World” Western countries with 
the left‑wing revolutions of the Third World. Under these circumstances, the distortions 
created by the Latin‑American “boom” are quite significant: it is true that the great 
authors of the “boom” generation aspire to win over the masses, but they continue to 
assume a condition similar to that of 19th‑century writers, who struggled to preserve the 
autonomy of the artistic field (Franco, “Memoria, narración y repetición” 124). Mario 
Vargas Llosa’s Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter is, in this sense, a clear example of the 
interest taken in mass culture by a writer who, at the same time, through the voice of 
his narrator, opts for preserving the privileges of the high culture author. The Western 
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fascination with Latin‑American exoticism is closely connected to a penchant for 
violence at a time when capitalist welfare awakens, in a seemingly paradoxical way, the 
spectre of revolution2. The success of the Latin‑American “boom” in the West is 
indebted to a certain horizon of expectation of the Western public, tempted to look for 
an alleged lost innocence in an area both remote and familiar, where utopia has not 
exhausted its mobilising potential. The reception of Latin‑American literature in the 
’60s and ’70s brought about a number of problems, one of which is its (wrongful) 
integration into the Third World when, actually, Latin‑American culture is far from 
belonging to this space. As we have seen, this error was perpetuated in the discourse of 
the “boom” generation, who adjusted their stance to the expectations of the public in 
the historical moment in which they happened to live. 

It is now the time to draw the conclusions from this long list of distortions created 
by the circumstantial interpretation of a propitious moment for a literature once seen as 
marginal in relation with “central” cultures. The question is to what extent the un‑
mistakable success of the “boom” generation, partly indebted to socio‑political 
circumstances, can indeed make Latin‑American literature known throughout the world. 
In an article of 2002, Roberto González Echevarría, the author of the critical essay Myth 
and Archive, of seminal importance for the popularisation of Latin‑American literature, 
noticed how little was done to integrate this literature into the history of world literature, 
despite the fact that innumerable Latin‑American literature chairs had been founded in 
Europe and the United States. The Euro‑centrist model still prevails, argues the 
Cuban‑born critic, who established his reputation in major North‑American universities, 
while Latin‑American literature is far from being discussed on an equal footing with 
central literatures. With bitter humour, González Echevarría remarks that in the 
English‑speaking academic circles nobody is shocked if Márquez is pronounced as Mar 
Case, Vallejo as Valley Joe, Borges as Boar Jess, whereas to mispronounce the names 
of Rimbaud, Proust or Goethe is taken as a serious offense brought to the academic 
spirit (Echevarría, “Latin American and Comparative Literature” 2). Latin‑American 
literature is still under the sign of a “Euro‑centrist cultural arrogance”, the critic says, 
while its integration into the North‑American academic discourse, through postcolonial, 
deconstructivist or feminist theories, only downsized it to the object of an approach 
Rolena Adorno called “pop lit‑crit” (qtd. in Echevarría, “Latin American and Com‑
parative Literature” 3). The attempt to shift the focus from the texts of great “West‑
ernised” writers like Borges, Sábato, Octavio Paz, Cortázar or Vargas Llosa to the 
productions of the so‑called “marginalised” writers (Rigoberta Menchú, for instance, or 
Che Guevara) only falsified the true structure of Latin‑American literature, namely the 
continuous interrogation of the difference between the West and Latin America – a 
difference not so much in substance but in degree (Echevarría, “Latin American and 
Comparative Literature” 7). The effort of line up Latin‑American literature with Third 
World literatures was a fiasco, because it was part of a political agenda with no historical 
basis (Echevarría, “Latin American and Comparative Literature” 2). Somewhat tempted 
to jump to conclusions, the Cuban‑born critic bitterly appeals to egalitarian principles, 
which in their turn can be seen as reflections of ancient resentments and of a political 
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status running counter to the prevailing (neo‑liberal) current in the United States: “The 
field of Latin‑American criticism [in the North‑American academic milieu] is so 
colonized and so terrorized by the fear of being politically unfashionable that a host of 
followers of Said and Jameson spring up immediately, willing to trail along, overlooking 
as minor flaws their boundless arrogance towards our culture” (Echevarría, “Latin 
American and Comparative Literature” 3).

Admittedly, the claims to a Latin‑American spiritual specificity belong to the 
normative register, proving that the wish to instil and promote values (egalitarian, in 
this case) is a constant feature of literary historiography, even when placed within a 
comparative horizon. Latin‑American literature aspires to be received through its 
specificity, which González Echevarría identifies with the propensity towards a cosmic 
worldview, different from the social standpoint characteristic to the Western centre3. As 
a matter of fact, Echevarría felt the need to write an extremely brief history of modern 
Latin‑American literature, because he considered that the international public needed 
to know the most important landmarks of the Latin‑American literary production in 
order to be able to properly situate the famous authors of the ’60s. He wished that by 
reading his book, the public should be eager to read Latin‑American literature 
(Echevarría, Modern Latin American Literature 1). Furthermore, such an exercise in 
concision (two centuries of literature in just 120 pages) can dissipate certain confusions 
which not even comparative literature scholars are not exempt from making. On the 
contrary, scholars in North‑American academic circles are all the more prone to make 
such confusions as they insist on resorting to post‑colonialist or feminist discourses – or 
any other type of discourse which qualifies as “pop lit‑crit”) –, thus distorting the 
literature of Latin America beyond recognition.

As far as the descriptivist approach to literature is concerned, literary history will 
probably make use of it only when the nationalist‑metaphysical discourse on regional/
national/continental identities will become a thing of the past. It is difficult to predict 
when that time will arrive: what can be said without fear of doubt is that so far, literary 
histories have been shaped by the view that there is a regional/national/continental set 
of cultural values which can be made known abroad and acquire universal validity. 
Despite their flaws, the “traditional” histories of literatures, and especially those of 
foreign literatures, are still useful, at least as long as the literature produced within a 
given space is seen as an important part of the patrimony.

NOTES

1 It is useful to compare the chapter Antoine Compagnon dedicates to history in Le démon de la théorie [The 
Demon of Theory] (1998) with Gérard Genette’s article “Poetics and History”, written in 1969, to see that, 
in broad lines, the three decades which separate these texts did not radically change the reflection on the 
connection between history and literature. In fact, both texts start from Gustave Lanson’s distinction, 
namely that between the history of literature and literary history, and pay special attention to the 
dissociation between the literary text seen as document (of a given age) or as (timeless) monument. To put 
it simply, historicising literature can be done either by emphasizing the context (e.g. works pertaining to 
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the history of ideas written by Lucien Febvre, Paul Hazard and Paul Bénichou) or by emphasizing the text 
(which produces investigations of literary forms, like codes, techniques, conventions; an example is E. R. 
Curtius’s work). For Genette and Compagnon, Roland Barthes’s 1960 paper titled “History or Literature?” 
stands as a major landmark of the reflection on the relation, deemed to be impossible, between the history 
of (the institution of) literature, akin to sociology, and literary criticism applied to creation itself, which 
cannot be the object of a history. Nonetheless, the difference between Genette’s and Compagnon’s 
theoretical suggestions is a reflection of the age in which they were written: Genette, writing at a time 
when literary studies were dominated by the ahistorical view of structuralism, foreshadows an unavoidable 
passage from synchrony to diachrony (from text to context); Compagnon, instead, faced with the vast 
production of cultural studies (from Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams to Bourdieu and finally to 
the New Historicism of the ’90s), considers that the approach to the literary fact from en extrinsic 
perspective fails to establish a connection with the intrinsic analysis of the literary text. Genette, who 
firmly relies on the Russian formalist theories about a possible articulation of literary series onto the other 
historical series through the detection of the structural laws underlying them, looks towards the future with 
optimism. It is not with the same optimism that Compagnon sees the future of the history of literature; 
after all, he witnessed the crisis of historiography triggered by the works of Foucault, Hayden White and 
Paul Veyne and was forced to admit that the difference between text and context was completely swallowed 
by the text, contexts being nothing else than narrative constructions or representations. Modesty suits best 
the literary historian, whose task, in fact extremely useful and toilsome, is to continuously “put to test the 
canon conveyed by tradition” (Compagnon 265). 

2 With his corrosive humour and gift for finding the perfect adjective, Tony Judt makes the following remark 
in his monumental work Postwar: “The peasant revolutions in the non‑European world had a further 
attribute that appealed to West European intellectuals and students at the time: they were violent. There 
was, of course, no shortage of violence just a few hours to the East, in the Soviet Union and its satellites. 
But that the violence of the state, of official Communism. The violence of third‑world revolts was a 
liberating violence” (406).

3 What Roberto González Echevarría denounces is, in fact, the attempt to submit the literature produced 
within this space to Western models based on exploring the individual’s position in society, whereas in 
Latin America the prevailing model is, in his opinion, that of man’s integration into cosmos. The best 
examples are Canto general by Pablo Neruda and Piedra de sol by Octavio Paz (Echevarría, “Latin 
American and Comparative Literature” 6).
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