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Comparison and Contrast: Discovering Family 
Relations 

Thomas Austenfeld 

What do we look for when we compare: the similarities or the differenu:s'? 'l'IH· 
graphic design of the poster announcing our conference calls attentio11 10 1111• 
many well-known sayings about the impossibility of comparing differenl ki111h 
of fruit. Such sayings appear to be common to many languages and t:11l111 n", 
German speakers aver that someone who sets two incompatible categoril':- 111111 
relation is in fact comparing "Äpfel und Birnen". South American speakt·11-o 11 1 
Spanish echo the sentiment with "comparar peras con manzanas". ThL: i 111pl1t•d 
objection here is based on logic: since the two are different, a compa riso11 is 1111· 
gitimate. If I were to ask my friend how long it takes him to drive l'nu11 M111111 II 
to Berlin, he might say "five hours". If I object and say that il lakes 111l· 1·11ol1I , 
he will protest that his sports car and my station wagon can nol he k gil1111,11t · 
ly compared. In essence, because the difference in our cars went 1111111l·11l11 1111 ·d, 
we have constructed a defective syllogism; one that omits a crut:ia l 111·n11i.•H· 111111 
hence produces false conclusions. Although both of us arc talking :iliCIIII .111111 
mobiles, or varieties of fruit - and we know, even as we speak , 1lw1 11111 t1h1n 1 
partake of these shared categories - we subtly accuse our convcrsal irn I p,11 111, 1 

of sloppy thinking. By refusing to acknowledge the commonalil y ol II I!' 11'11111 
we insinuate that we are capable of finer powers of dis1int:tio11 lhn11 rn1I , w1v1 1·, 
sation partners. 

Americans are more likely to say that you cannot cornpare applvs :11ul rn,11111 

es. Even if we disregard for the moment that apples and ora 11gcs :ic t11 .dl y lio1 ,1 
similar shapes, unlike apples and pears, thc importanl part or llw plirn .¼1' 1~ 1111 
"not". The negation, the denial of comparability, is always p:irl ol III\' M' ll i! 1H 1 
lt ca lls attention to the fact that English speakers co11111101ily 11rnkl' 11 di., 1I111111111 
between "comparing" and "contrasting". T hc fon11 L: r ;1t: ti vi1y look s lni •, 11111!,111 
ties, thc latter for differcnccs, always assu111i11g, or w 11rs1.:, 111111 IIH· 1wn 11h1111 
submitted to such scrutiny share a suffi t: ie111 1111111hL: r or li::i l11rvs 10 lw t'1111111,11 i1 
hie yet also differ suffi t: ie111ly 10 111ake holh tlH.' rn111parison a11d III!• t·111111w,111 •,1 
ful cxert: ises. The "comparison/wntrnsl " l'Ss:iy is a slaplr l\•1 1l11 n· ol A1111111 ,11 1 
educa lional cullu re l'ro111 pri111a1 y school righl 11p 10 l'11lkgt· 'l 'lw lwn ,111I v1111 
:in: t:onsidcred insl'p:tralll l', 'lhgt•llil'I', lht·y Im 111 11 1·rn11p l1·11 · t·pi-.11·11101!11•\ 1111 
lilll' of 011 r t·rn1lt·n• 11t·t·, " Vt·1glt•it·l1t•11 /( '111 11p,111·1" d(l( :1, 11111 n plh 11l y 11 11 11 1111 
t·rn11ra :-1i 11g 11111 n· l it •:-, 111Nl1 ·1 1d 11 11 ilw ( h·1111 11 11 111ul 1•11 1u li l1· 1111 ~ 1111 111111po111 I11• 
l' IINl111111111l y t· 111pl11y1 ·d 111 111 1 l i ll \ r. 111di1", 
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0 Thomas Austenfeld 

t ies because, in doing their comparative work, they naturally discover the con­
slit u tive differences among their objects of study as well. Their commonly ac­
n :pted English counterpart, "General and comparative literature", also elides 
1 he notion of contrast in its name, though not perhaps in its practice. The eager­
ncss of discovering commonalities that rise to the level of generalities seems to 
takc cxisting differences for granted yet seeks to surmount them quickly in order 
lo arrive at abstractions. "Fear not the new generalization", says Ralph Waldo 
Emerson in his 1841 essay "Circles", as he illustrates the forward-moving impe­
t11 s of civilization by way of a constant replacement and absorption of the old by 
lhe ncw.1 Yet not so quick: at the outset ofthis conference, I want to urge the val­
tll' or contrasting, of appreciating difference that does not resolve into a greater 
wholc, of celebrating the incommensurable, the particular, the resistant residue 
1 hal rcfuses categorization. I want to suggest that comparison without contrast 
is i11eomplete. Contrast alone would merely show the gulf between two things; 
l'<H11parison alone establishes facile harmonies. Together, they enact the creative 
trnsion bctween disparateness and identity. 

1 r wc write "comparison" on our banners, our program is clear and our di-
l l'l·t in11 onc-climensional: we accept the differences as temporary, as "acciden-
1 :il " (1 hc Scholastics would have said) and we go straight for the "essentials" in 
:,.t·t·ki 11g 10 ovcrcome with mental constructs the messiness ofthe physical world. 
'l'hl· rcsult of this operation may be intellectual mastery but not necessarily intel­
krt11al honcsty. For in seeking to abstract, we must neglect. Looking for the for­
l'SI , we disrcgarcl the trees ... as well as the bushes, grasses, mushrooms, beetles, 
n11d i11seels without which the forest would not be a forest. The distinctions we 
disrnvcr i11 contrasting may well be more fascinating than the supposed shared 
11'11111rl·s. 1 hazarcl a hypothesis: "comparing" allows us to discover the familiar 
111 lhl· sccmingly unfamiliar. Once we have attained some familiarity with the 
lnn11L·rly unfamil iar, we yearn to investigate that which is different and as yet 
1111krn1w11 within thc now familiar. "Contrasting" now takes over. The search for 
tlll' 1111known 11cccssarily proceeds by contrast. 

111 turning from botanical to literary examples, I ask an apparently simple 
qtll'stion : Wl10 is 1hc greater poet, William Shakespeare or John Bunyan? The 
:i 11 SWl' l' is 1101 as obvious as it appears. After all, for about two hundred years 
,lt1h11 llu11ya 11 's 1678 allcgory, The Pilgrim's Progress, was the best-selling book 
111 E11gla11d a11d Norlh Amcrica after the Bible. The importance of The Pilgrim's 
/ 'l(),!i/'/',1'.I' 11)1' North A1rn.:rican settlement, religious sentiment, and daily life can-
1H1t ht· OVl' rcsl i 111 atcd a nd hancl i ly supersedes Shakespeare's significance. Still, 
11111st of' 11 s would ha11tl thc crown of achievcment to the Bard. lmplicitly, then, 
w<· il:tw rn11tr;1s(l·d poclic quali!y wi th missionary fcrvor, clrama and poetry with 
.dkgrn il :t l pl'<lsl', a lari.:c ocuvrc wi th a sma llcr onc, c:ontcmpora ry standarcls of 

1 (l11 lpli W1ild 11 l 11111 ~1111 ,, / '/,dn " /',0 11rt\' I 1111,I /1 •'11111 ·,1 N1·w Y111I, '1'111' 1 il11111 y nl 
\ 1111111 11 i'IHI I0-1 
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taste with those of the early nineteenth century, and have in all cases prcfcn vd 
the former and found the latter wanting. The contrasting helps us see that crn11 
parison does not get us very far. Though both are English writers, Bunya11 :11HI 
Shakespeare inhabit two different worlds. It's a case of apples and orangcs. 

How remote, then, may objects of comparison be so as not to appear ridi1·11 
lously incomparable? In his 1851 novel Moby-Dick, without doubt a work firn1l y 
in the canon of world literature, Herman Melville resorts to a compariso11 ot' 1111 
likely things in familiarizing his reader with the leviathan. Setting hi111st:II tht· 
task of writing a novel that is !arge enough to contain American ambitio11 , th1 • 
world's oceans, and the largest creature living on this planet, the whalc, Ml'l vill 1• 
wrote a book to rival Paradise Lost as well as Faust I and II. In approacll i 111: lt 1 •, 
vast subject, what does he do? He uses comparison as his first instinc1 or w it•11 
tation. From the familiar to the unfamiliar, from the tame to the wild , fro111 llw 
visible to the invisible - this is the necessary direction of the think ing or h is 1ir11 
rator, Ishmael. Says Ishmael in the chapter entitled "Cetology": "I haw sw11 111 
[sie] through libraries and sailed through oceans." 2 The conccit yoki 11g sw H11 
ming and libraries allows us to see that libraries are filled with books all(! 11< T.i11 ~ 
with whales. Ergo, if oceans are vast libraries, then whales arc books , Yl· t, li.1 v 
ing once made this somewhat forced comparison by which to cstabli sh la111tl1 ,11 
ity, the narrator turns at once to contrast for greater specificity. Not l'011lt·111 w11h 
whales as such, he moves to classify them into distinctive ca tcgoril'S . 1 k p, 11 
ceeds to classify whales by size as if they were books on shclvcs. A g1HHI p111111111 
ofthe "Cetology" chapters of Moby-Dick is thus taken up by invcstig: 1111111 ~ 111111 
the FOLIO whale, the OCTAVO whale, and the DUODEC IMO whalt• , 1 

The comparison is absurd, but it is not prepostcrous. Qui lc to tlH· 1·1111t n1 1 \ 
in addition to performing the familiar act of conclucling from thl' k1111w11 1,1 1111 
unknown, this comparison opens up the possibilitics of sy 111hol 11 11<1 11w1 ,1pl1111 
Books can be read, and thus whales can bc "rcad". Thc rcadcr wh11 1t•;11h 1111 
books about a whale reads about more than wha lcs. The wh:ile i1 sdl 1~ sy11q1 
tomatic. Comparing whales with books a llows Mclvillc a 111ise 1.: 11 :ihy111r ,,1 111 
own text. Contrasting whales with each othcr allows him to play wi th 111 •, 11H t,1 
phor. The scientific question, "how arc whalcs like hooks'!" is 111ispl11c1·d '1111 y 
are not at all like books, of course, anti thc c:ompariso11 L'O ll si<ll-1·1·d :1.~ n f. l.111 
ment of essentia lity is cloomccl from thc start. Thc eo111r:1st, par:idml(';1ll y, 11 
vcals poinls of contact hctwccn whalcs and books. 111 lit n:1ry st 11d y, r111111m1 
with in compar isons cstahl ish rclationships that are rl'la1io11:il : rl'ia111111•,l11p•, 111111 
look för fa 111ily rescmhlancc. 

The 1101io11 or (hiologic: il ) l:1111ily l'l'S1· 111hl1111tT h:111 lll'l'11 111 vol,1•d 111 v11111111 
ti111vs as n calq:ory 1h11t 11 llow1, i<H' 11 1·t·r111i11 " li1 nl 1wss" whtlt• 1i1·111111•, ,11111·,~ 1111 

llt-1111111111 M1 ·lvlll1 A/11/11• 111, A, 111 , 1/11 • l\/111/, • 18~/ N1•,w \1111 N,1 1111111 11111 .tl llili 
111111•, 'IH 11 , 1 111 

' t '11111p1111 1111111,11111 1\.11111111 A/11/•1 /ird . ,-., 1/1, 11 '1,,,1,, 185 1, NC\\ \1111 N1111„11 
t '11111 ·1 1' 1 1'1111111 ~ 111111 1 IH 



22 Thomas Austenfeld 

important point. A strictly Platonist, or idealist, approach to a definitional ques­
tion, "what is x?" presumes that the answer to this question is both essential and 
qualitative.4 Thus, the more a fruit can be described to share the features we 
know makes up an apple, the more likely it is to approach the essential quality of 
"appleness" and the higher its apple quality is likely to be. But American prag­
matists at and immediately after the time of Melville, C. S. Peirce and William 
James, for example, were more interested in the family relation metaphor that 
would also soon engage Wittgenstein: not identity in features, but shared fea­
tures that suffice to make the relationship visible, allow us to make comparisons. 
In a family, for example, the daughter has inherited the father's eyes, the moth­
er's mouth, and the grandmother's hair color, but the class membership, family, 
is not dependent on a single one of these features. Only their unique appearance 
in her person identifies her as a member. Yet this same daughter, though visibly 
a member of a biological family, is just as visibly an individual. In her particu­
lar combination, the features she shares with others are at the same time our in­
dicators for her distinction from these others. She contrasts with others. She is 
an individual. 

How are whales like books? They come in all sizes. What legitimizes com­
parison among texts, literatures, and arguments? The pleasure of discovering not 
just what unites them, but what distinguishes them from each other. Comparison 
and contrast are as surely two sides of a coin as the two asymmetrical halves of 
a human face. Only together do they make sense. Only together do they advance 
our understanding. 

1 111 lh is Nl" lli l"llt"l', 1 1111n1pl1 rii s(· l lagll(·1·1\'s l"i1•s1 p11r:1gra ph . ( ::ir ry L. l l11ghl' l'g: l11111/./ 
llll'r l lr/1 •l(ff/lr '1 l11t11/J111g1,11il11• ol 0 111• Nl'l/lril 'r' 111 N1•11 • I 111•1111 \' 1//1/01 v IK , 1 (}Oll /) 
lctl I K 1 

Andere und ganz andere: 
Warum Oblomov nicht verglichen werden will 

Jens Herlth 

Man muss nicht unbedingt ein literaturwissenschaftliches Kompendiu111 J-1111',11 I 
tieren, das in den 1930er Jahren in Moskau erschien, um einen l linweis :1111 d1 11 
Zusammenhang zwischen der Etablierung komparatistischer Ans~il ze i11 dl 1 141 · 
teraturwissenschaft und dem Aufkommen des globalisierten Kapi1alis11111 •, 111 , 1 
halten. Aber man kann dies tun und dabei wenn nicht von der Difli.:rrn t1l' 111 11 II 

der Argumentation, so doch von der Schärfe und Klarheit der These prol 1111 11 11 
„Der Komparativismus konnte keine weitere Verbreitung erfa hren, lll'VOJ 1111 l1 1 
die Blüte des industriellen Kapitalismus aufkam, der die naliona le11 ll i11dl 111 1~ 
se vom Antlitz der Erde fegte und die Wege eines breiten int ernal io11 11 l(·11 i\1 1 
tauschs in den Sphären von Volkswirtschaft, Kultur und Kunsl erilf"I 11t· I! · "1 1 >11 
ökonomisch bedingte Nivellierung der kulturellen Besonderheiten wi1d hw1 11 1 
notwendigen Voraussetzung der Komparatistik erklärt: Yerglid1e11 wi rd , \\1 1111 
ohnehin schon alles gleich ist. 

Die strukturelle Wechselbeziehung zwischen Welllilera tu r und W1·l111 111 il.i 
ist auch anderen aufgefallen: Schon Goethe oder Paul Ya lcry n:lll·k 111 11111 i11 
ökonomischen Begriffen über clen internationalen Austausch der ld lT 11 11 11 h 1 
de der Literatur. Ging es ihnen nicht zuletzt um die Erii r1 c1·1111r, VOi i 1;11111111 
wie literarischem „Wert" oder „Prestige" und deren ve rgleichl' 11d 1·v, d11 .i11 ,1 
Konzeptionalisierung2, so befassten sich clie Arbeiten der i111 ll't 1l(' 11 1>1111, 1 il1 
19. Jahrhunderts aufkommenden „vergleichenden M<.: lhodc" dn rn s~ h1 1111 1 I 111 
raturwissenschaft eher mit motivischen lnvariant <.: n 1111d rck 1111 inrnd1 11 11.111 ,111 
ven Strukturen. Die Formalisten konnten spiil<.: r au f diese prils l111k1111 ,il1 •.t1 •,1 Ir, 11 
Ansätze zurückgreifen uncl Texte nach Konsl ru k t ionsprin zi pil' II 1111d 11 1,, , }' 11 1 
lcnclen Erzä hlschemata untersuchen. lnl <.: ress;in 1<.: rw<.:isc Hpil'lt t· 111 1•1111•1 •, 11,11111 
Phase fo rmalisti scher Theorieent wick lung ah <.:i n.:a 19211 dk l1~rn 1111 111 ~1 l11 111 
mension, die Prage des sozialen Prestig<.:s und der k11ll11rL· lll'II /\ 111 rn 11 /1 1 d1 1 11 11 
und ihr<.: r Autoren, <.: ine zu n<.: hrnend ze11tralt.: Rolle: ll'i lwl'isl· 11 ol'11 111 1°1111 h111l11 
~is ti sclw M<.:laphorik gek leicl <.: I (Ju rij 'l'y 11j: 111ov u11d dit· ., li1 l·1n1'1M 'l11 • l•v11 lt11 11111 l 
1L:i lwdsc alx:r au t.: lt 111it <.: i11er kl:1rc11 li1 en1l111 ·so,r,iolo1•,i.~l'IH· 11 i\11,~111 11 111 111• ( 111111 
i'1jl'l1rnh:1111111111d dvr „li1 nn lurnyj hyl" llin: 11 i:,l'i 1t·s All1 :11:s l1·IH'11, I 11 11,11111l11 

1 Al1•k•m 11d1 1 :, C '1• 111 111 Mr •fillit ' rl11111r11A 111/1A11~11 lltr '/,1/11w1•1•,/1•11//11 11 1: i\ 11.11,1 IIJ I ililii 
(111~" 11 1·1 ,il ( II IJ), l 111•11111111111/111111r/A101•, ·rl11,1 t\ l,1~l v11 tH,1/ 11) ~•1 1111•1 lld 
( 1111,1), ,i, p ' 11.1 1 
V1 >1 l',P,1,il1 t '11~1 111111,1 / ,, 111111/r//1//11 · 1111111,lt,,/1 dl'I' /i•111, ',1 ' \1111 l'i11 in ',1111 I 'IIIIM 
', 11 , 




