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The world (or rather our world) has been in a state of permanent crisis since, at least, the
year 1914. Literary scholarship, in its less violent, muted ways, has been torn by conflicts of
methods since about the same time. The old certainties of nineteenth-century scholarship, its
ingenuous belief in the accumulations of facts, any facts, in the hope that these bricks will be
used in the building of the great pyramid of learning, its trust in causal explanation on the model
of the natural sciences, had been challenged sharply even before: by Croce in Italy, by Dithery
and others in Germany. Thus no claim can be made that recent years have been exceptional or
even that the crisis of literary scholarship has reached anywhere a point of solution or even
temporary accommodation. Still, a re-examination of our aims, and methods is needed. There is
something symbolic to the passing, in the last decade, of several of the masters: Van Tieghem,
Farinelli, Vossler, Curtius, Auerbach, Carré, Baldensperger, and Spitzer.

The most serious sign of the precarious state of our study is the fact that it has not been
able to establish a distinct subject matter and a specific methodology. I believe that the
programmatic pronouncements of Baldensperger, Van Tieghem, Carré, and Guyard have failed
in this essential task. They have saddled comparative literature with an obsolete methodology
and have laid on it the dead hand of nineteenth-century factualism, scientism, and historical
relativism.

Comparative literature has the immense merit of combating the false isolation of national
literary histories: it is obviously right (and has brought a mass of evidence to support this) in
its conception of a coherent Western tradition of literature woven together in a network of
innumerable Interrelations. But I doubt that the attempt to distinguish between “comparative”
and “ general” literature, made by Van Tieghem, can succeed. According to Van Tieghem
“comparative” literature is confined to the study of interrelations between two literatures while
“general” literature is concerned with the movements and fashions which sweep through several
literatures. Surely this distinction is quite untenable and impracticable. Why should, say, the
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influence of Walter Scott in France be considered “comparative” literature while a study of the
historical novel during the Romantic age be “ general” literature? Why should we distinguish
between a study of the influence of Byron on Heine and the study of Byronism in Germany?
The attempt to narrow “comparative literature” to a study of the “foreign trade” of literatures is
surely unfortunate. Comparative literature would be, in subject matter, an incoherent group of
unrelated fragments: a network of relations which are constantly interrupted and broken off from
meaningful wholes. The comparatiste qua comparatiste in this narrow sense could study only
sources and influences, causes and effects, and would be even prevented from investigating a
single work of art in its totality as no work can be reduced entirely to forcing influences or
considered as a radiating point of influence only toward foreign countries. Imagine that similar
restrictions would be imposed on the study of the history of music, the fine arts, or philosophy !
Could there be a compress or even a periodical exclusively devoted to such a mosaic of
questions as, say, the influence of Beethoven in France, of Raphael in Germany, or even Kant
in England? These related disciplines have been much wiser: there are musicologists, art
historians , historians of philosophy, and they do not pretend that there are special disciplines
such as comparative painting, music, or philosophy. The attempt to set up artificial fences
between comparative and general literature must fail because literary history and literary
scholarship have one subject: literature. The desire to confine *comparative literature” to the
study of the foreign trade of two literatures limits it to a concern with externals, with second-
rate writers, with translations, travel books, “intermediaries” ; in short, it makes “comparative
literature” a mere sub discipline investigating data about the foreign sources and reputations of
writers.

The attempt to set apart not only the subject matter but also the methods of comparative
literature has failed even more signally. Van Tieghem sets up two criteria which supposedly
distinguish comparative literature from the study of national literatures. Comparative literature is
concerned, he tells us, with the myths and legends which surround the poets and it is
preoccupied with minor and minimal authors. But it is impossible to see why a student of a
single national literature should not do the same: the image of Byron or Rimbaud in England or
France has been successfully described without much regard to other countries and, say. Daniel
Monet in France or Josef Nadler in Germany have shown us that one can write national literary
history with full attention to ephemeral and forgotten writers.

Nor can one be convinced by recent attempts by Carré and Guyard to widen suddenly the
scope of comparative literature in order to include a study of national illusions, of fixed ideas
which nations have of each other. It may be all very well to hear what conceptions Frenchmen
had about Germany or about England-but is such a study still literary scholarship? Is it not
rather a study of public opinion useful, for instance, to a program director in the Voice of
America and its analogues in other countries? It is national psychology, sociology, and, as

literary study, nothing else but a revival of the old Stoffgeschichte. * England and the English in
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the French novel” is hardly better than “the Irishman on the English stage” or “the Italian in
Elizabethan drama”™. This extension of comparative literature implies a recognition of the
sterility of the usual subject matter at the price, however, of dissolving literary scholarship into
social psychology and cultural history.

All these floundering are only possible because Van Tieghem, his precursors and followers
conceive of literary study in terms of nineteenth-century positivistic factualism, as a study of
sources and influences. They believe in causal explanation, in the illumination which is brought
about by tracing motifs, themes, characters, situations, plots, etc., to some other
chronologically preceding work. They have accumulated an enormous mass of parallels,
similarities, and sometimes identities, but they have rarely asked what these relationships are
supposed to show except possibly the fact of one writer's knowledge and reading of another
writer. Works of art, however, are not simply sums of sources and influences: they are wholes
in which raw materials derived from elsewhere cease to be inert matter and are assimilated into a
new structure. Causal explanation leads only to regresses ad infinitum and besides, in literature
seems hardly ever unequivocally successful in establishing what one would consider the first
requirement of any causal relationship; “when X occurs, Y must occur.” I am not aware that
any literary historian has given us proof of such a necessary relationship or that he even could do
so, as the isolation of such a cause has been impossible with works of art which are wholes,
conceived in the free imagination, whose integrity and meaning are violated if we break them up
into sources and influences.

The concept of source and influence has of course worried the more sophisticated
practitioners of comparative literature. For instance, Louis Cazamian, commenting on Carré’s
book Goethe en Angleterre, sees that there is “no assurance that this particular action made this
particular difference.” He argues that M. Carré is wrong in speaking of Goethe’s “having,
indirectly , provoked the English romantic movement” merely because Scott translated Goetz von
Berlichingen.(L But Cazamian can only make a gesture toward the idea, familiar since Bergson,
of flux and becoming. He recommends the study of individual or collective psychology which,
with Cazamian, means an elaborate, totally unverifiable theory of the oscillations of the rhythm
of the English national soul.

Similarly also, Baldensperger, in his programmatic introduction to the first number of
Revue de literature compare (1921) saw the dead end of literary scholarship preoccupied with
tracing the history of literary themes. They can never establish, he admits, clear and complete
sequences. He rejects also the rigid evolutionism propounded by Brunetiere. But he can
substitute for it only the suggestion that literary study should be widened to include minor
writers and should pay attention to contemporaneous evaluations. Brunetiere is too much

@D “Goethe en Angleterre, quelques réflexions sur les problemes d’influence,” Revue Germanique, 1921

(12), 374-375.
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