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When a history of mid-twentieth-century literary criticism is written that is 
not by Rene Wellek but about his role in comparative studies, one focal point 
will be the opening chapter of his Confrontations, "German and English 
Romanticism: A Confrontation", which was originally presented as a lecture 
in 1963. This is a startling essay. Wellek begins by rehearsing the gist of his 
celebrated refutation in 1949 of Arthur 0. Lovejoy's argument that "the 
'Romanticism' of one country may have little in common with that of an­
other." Wellek goes on to observe that a survey of the studies of the sub­
sequent fourteen years leads to the conclusion that "students of the issue 
agree with my general view or have arrived independently at the same or 
similar results." 1 Then, however, Wellek "radically" shifts his perspective: 

I shall assume, however rashly, that the basic argument has been won, that there 
is a common core of Romantic thought and art throughout Europe. I shall [ ... ] 
present a comparison between German and English Romanticism which will rry 
to bring out the distinct and original features of the German movement.2 

In effect, Wellek adopts Lovejoy's position, and with his customary clarity 
and thoroughness (although his omission of Jane Austen from among the 
distinguished authors of early nineteenth-century Britain reveals one of his 
spectacular biases) marshalls evidence demonstrating the striking differences 
between German and English Romanticism! He concludes that he cannot 
account for the dichotomy between the two Romantic literatures he has 
delineated: 

I would be the first to admit that causal explanation and even historical antecedents 
do not accomplish much. We must leave something to chance, to genius, to a 
constellation of circumstances, possibly to that obscure force, national character. 

I Rene Wcllek: ConfrontAtions (Princeton: Princeton UP, I 965), 3. 
2 Wcllek, 4. 
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Why not agree that we are faced here with some ultimate data? It is variety that is 
the spice of life an� of literature. 3 

In thus seeming totally to accept Lovejoy's point of view W ellek exposes not 
only the spuriousness of their debate between "Romanticism" and "romanti­
cisms" but also the ineffectuality of Comparative Literature conceived of as a 
discipline of comparisons. For the past twenty years the Wellek-Lovejoy 
debate has been of little interest to leading scholars of Romanticism because 
its terms have seemed arbitrarily restrictive. If there is a unity to "Romanti­
cism", which is used as a term devised by later critics as a shorthand reference 
to an earlier period and style, it is a unity encompassing what Coleridge called 
"multeity". More significant, it seems to me, is Wellek's inadvertent admis­
sion that Comparative Literature is, at the least, poorly named. If "variety" is 
the spice of life and literature, contrastive rather than comparative studies 
must be more enjoyable. And as Wellek's essay demonstrates even to him, the 
explanation by comparison leads to an intellectual dead end, breaking down 
into appeals to chance, to "national character", or "a constellation of circum­
stances" - whatever that may mean. If comparative studies lead us to this 
swamp of obscurantist banalities and cliches, we had better develop some new 
method. 

During the past twenty years much attention has, in fact, been given to 
articulating new methods of criticism, but with surprisingly little attention 
paid to the specific methodology of what continues to be called Comparative 
Literature, even though many of our leading theorists are themselves compar­
atists. I should like to propose as a start that the name Comparative Literature 
be changed, along the line suggested by Wellek's essay and the book in which 
it appears, to Contrastive Literature, with its basic approach recognized to be 
confrontational. Especially when one extends one's literary interest beyond 
Wes tern Europe and into so-called Third W odd literatures, comparisons are 
not merely odious but often impossible. Contrasts, however, can be illumi­
nating in more than one direction. And whether or not variety is the spice of 
life, it is the essence of art; works of art are unique and are valued as unique 
(uniqueness is not, of course, to be confused with autonomy). Worthwhile 
criticism seeks understanding by definition of the individuality of unique 
works of art; of necessity, when one criticizes simultaneously more than one 
work of art, contrast will constitute a fundamental operation of the critique. 

A contrastive approach, though not amenable to vast, easy, overarching, 
and untrue generalizations, is useful also for studies of more than a single art. 
"Comparisons" between works in diverse media, as I have observed in British 

3 Wcllck, 33. 
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