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ABSTRACT

The Chinese Writer Lu Xun (%&3,1880-1936), who had no
access to Walter Benjamin’s theory of tragedy, is found in this
study reaching a comparable conclusion: the tragic in literature
is constituted by the perception of the irony of words (drama in
Benjamin’s case and story narration in Lu Xun’s). In other
words, whereas Benjamin believes that in experiencing sublimity
tragic silence (the tragic hero’s inarticulateness) is far richer and
much more profound than the tragic pathos, Lu Xun develops
his conception of the tragic in terms of the impossibility of com-
munication between the accused and the accuser. Lu Xun and
Benjamin both base their assumptions on an understanding that
the aesthetic tragic situation is always found in silence—a void
of words, the moral inarticulateness of the tragic hero. That is,
the tragic hero rejects the prevailing moral mores of the com-
munity, on the one hand, and the community accuses the tragic
hero of doing so, on the other. This mutual negation leaves the
tragic hero with no moral standpoint from which to defend him-
self. Since the prevailing moral attitudes are the expression of
the powerful, the vanquished tragic hero “throws only the dumb
shadow of his being, the self, as a sacrifice . . . (Benjamin 109).
Hence, it is not, as Hegel assumes it is, the conflict between two
equally justifiable moral principles that situates tragedy. Nor is it,
as Nietzsche asserts, the Dionysian tragic pathos. it is the irony
of morals, the silence of the tragic hero in death, the irrational
negation of history, that constitutes the tragic sublimity.
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The effort here to establish an affinity between Eastern and
Western literatures is aimed at a more interesting and profound
understanding of the work in question. Furthermore, perceiving
the parallel between Lu Xun and Walter Benjamin as such sug-
gests, in turn, a point of view important to East-West compara-
tive literature which currently has been plagued by doubts about
the existence of theoretical relation between the two traditions.
That point of view is that, through a broader critical and theoreti-
cal understanding, the perceived cultural differences can from a
certain perspective reveal themselves to be embedded in the
same problematic.
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Disappointing or not, the phenomenon of tragedy in the Western
sense of the term is not found in Chinese traditional theater. Hegel has
provided a notable explanation of this absence: “However far Eastern
poetry advanced in epic and some sorts of lyfic, the whole Eastern
outlook inhibits ab initio an adequate development of dramatic art.
The reason is that truly tragic action necessarily presupposes either a
live conception of individual freedom and independence or at least an
individual’s determination and willingness to accept freely and on his
own account the responsibility for his own act and its conse-
quences; . . . In the East these conditions are not fulfilled. . . . There-
fore the real beginning of dramatic poetry must be sought in Greece
where the principle of free individuality makes the perfection of the
classical form of art possible for the first time” (1205-06). This ex-
planation might be able, in my opinion, to settle the search for the
historical reasons for the differences to a great degree. However, as
the consciousness of the individual in the interplay between history
and morality actually is no longer foreign to the intellectual East in
the modern time, tragic literature has become an important part of
modern Chinese literature. Then a typical critical interest of the East-
West comparatist certainly will be and has been in finding answers to
the question: in what relation is the Chinese tragic literature to the
Western tragic consciousness? This essay, attempting a comparison
between the Chinese writer Lu Xun’s (&3 > 1880-1936) conscious-
ness of the tragic and Walter Benjamin’s theory of tragedy, is aimed
not only at establishing a certain relation between Chinese literature
and Western theory, but also in so doing at supporting the assumption
that East-West comparative literature can be a useful and creative
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critical approach after all.]

With this two-fold concern, what is found here is that Lu Xun,
who apparently had no access to Walter Benjamin’s theory of tragedy,
come to a parallel conclusion of the literary tragic element with that
of Walter Benjamin. That is, the tragic element is irony. In other
words, the tragic in literature to both Lu Xun and Walter Benjamin is
not the situation of suffering and death of the tragic hero, nor the very
idea of suffering and death, but the tragic hero’s experiencing abso-
lute selfhood, whose from or expression is nothing else but silence.
The tragic hero’s silence is tragic because it is the ultimate form of
the absurdity of his/herself to his/her community. And speechless is
tragic also because it is the strongest expression of despair. With Lu
Xun, silence as the tragic asserts itself to be the only possible expres-
sion of the profoundest despair of his heroes, the awakening intellec-
tuals who are to him the consciences of the twentieth century’s China.
In Benjamin, the tragic silence constitutes the profoundest moral
irony because the tragic hero’s moral promises the well-being of the
community in the incoming time for cannot be recognized now and is
thus denied by the community the evil. The tragic element in litera-
ture is therefore treated by both Benjamin and Lu Xun as a two-fold
irony: the tragic silence is found to be both the sublimity of the trag-
edy (drama and literature) whose very form is language (though not to
Nietzsche) and the void of moral improvement through which litera-
ture acquires a relationship with history. At this point, the affinity
shared by Benjamin and Lu Xun in defining the consciousness of the
tragic stands to assert the two men’s originality.

To further explain the argument here, let’s go first closer to Ben-
jamin’s theory of tragedy. In The Origin of German Tragic Drama,
Benjamin seems to sound rather Hegelian when he treats the tragic
element in the dimension of morality. He holds that the fundamental
element of the classical tragedy (Greek tragedy) is not the death of the
tragic hero but his despair of speech—his inarticulateness in moral
self-defiance. But when Benjamin explains that, by entering the abso-
lute selfhood in the silence of death, the tragic hero actually finds a
refuge for his or her impossible being, he has already left Hegel by
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indicating that the irony of the moral—the absolute selfhood to which
any moral is actually meaningless—is a higher stage of the spirit’s
being. It is this realization of the moment of the denial of morality in
experiencing absolute selfhood that makes Benjamin associate him-
self not with Hegel but with Nietzsche. Yet, Benjamin must be aware
of the differences between Nietzsche and himself. For Nietzsche’s
way to cancel morality is exactly the opposite: to Nietzsche it is the
selflessness, the nonexistence of subjectivity, that ultimately cancels
the problem of morality. From this point, Benjamin further distin-
guishes himself from Nietzsche. Nietzsche believes that the essence
of Greek tragedy lies in the Dionysian intoxication through music
which creates the void of the rational mind. Benjamin apparently does
not think so. He quotes Franz Rosenzweig: “The tragic hero has only
one language that is completely proper to him: silence . . . . In his
silence the hero burns the bridges connecting him to god and the
world, elevates himself above the realm of personality, which in
speech, defines itself against others and individualizes itself, and so
enters the icy loneliness of the self. The self knows nothing other than
itself; its loneliness is absolute. How else can it activate this loneli-
ness, this rigid and defiant self-sufficiency, except in silence” (108).
And then Benjamin seems also not to want to have his view confused
with Hegel’s theory that the tragic lies in the conflicts between differ-
ent yet equally justifiable morals. Therefore after the preceding quota-
tion, he immediately points out: “Yet tragic silence, as presented in
this important description, must not be thought of as being dominated
by defiance alone. Rather, this defiance is every bit as much a conse-
quence of the experience of speechlessness as a factor which intensi-
fies the condition. The content of the hero’s achievements belongs to
the community, as does speech. Since the community of the nation
denies these achievements, they remain unarticulated in the hero”
(108). In this sense “[t]ragic silence, far more than tragic pathos, be-
came the storehouse of an experience of the sublimity of linguistic
expression . . .” (109) that the dramatic representation of the most
intense moment of life culminates in inarticulateness is indeed an
irony of drama in specific and of literature in general. Yet the profun-
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dity of this perspective lies more in perceiving the tragic in the imma-
nent irony of the tragic hero’s moral being. That immanent irony is
that only in his or her silent experience of absolute selfhood, which is
by nature amoral, can the moral tragic hero gain his or her existence.
The moral idea of the tragic becomes inarticulate since his or her he-
retical ethics is denied by the community. Therefore, the tragic hero
finds him/herself to be empty of moral in the shadow of death. In this
sense, the “tragic hero may, indeed, be described as soulless. Qut of
his profound inner emptiness echo the distant, new divine commands,
and from the echo future generations learn their language” (114).
Assuming that Greek tragedy derives from trial and sacrifice, Benja-
min finds that it is the discrepancy between language and reality that
constitutes the tragic situation; and that it is the discrepancy between
words and the tragic situation that gives to the tragic hero the oppor-
tunity to be himself. “The greater the discrepancy between the tragic
word and the situation—which can no longer be cailed tragic when
there is no discrepancy—the more surely has the hero escaped the
ancient statutes to which, when they finally overtake him, her throws
only the dumb shadow of his being, the self, as a sacrifice, while his
soul finds refuge in the word of a distant community” (109).

Lu Xun’s treatment of the tragic is strikingly comparzble to
Benjamin’s. That is, Lu Xun too perceives the tragic as the prophet
caught up in the interplay between history and morality. Let’s use the
short story, “The Loner” (Guduzhe #[#3%) by Lu Xun as an example.
The story is about a man’s tragic death which is the result of several
conflicts—conflicts between the new morality and the old, between
the impact of Western influence and the resistance of Chinese culture,
and between the self and society. The tragic touch of the story is al-
ready thrilling from the very beginning: “My association and friend-
ship with Wei Lianshu (B83#4), it was really odd to recall, turned out
to begin and end both with a funeral” (Lu Xun 86).2 The first funeral
is for Wei’s grandmother. When Mrs. Wei dies of dysentery, the nar-
rator, whose name is Shen Fei (E23f€), happens to be in her village,
visiting his relatives there. It is autumn. The whole village is anx-
iously waiting for Mrs. Wei’s only grandson to come back. The narra-
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tor has already heard the grandson’s name, Wei Lianshu, from the
gossip in the town of S. where they both teach. The anxiety of the
villagers is roused not only because Lianshu is the only remaining
member left in the family (they think that this “new styled” city
teacher probably will not keep the house and furniture), but also and
mainly because he is a famous odd person. Lianshu is the only one
who has a college degree in the village where there is not even an
elementary school. But this is not the only reason for Lianshu to be
viewed as a foreigner. There is much gossip about him. His college
major was zoology, yet he teaches history in a middle school; he is
said to be arrogant, the evidence of which being that he does not
speak much to the people around; he is also believed to be terribly
radical, for he often criticizes society and even declares that families
should all be destroyed.

However, at the core of the villagers’ concern that day is an im-
mediacy to enforce obedience on Lianshu, to make him follow the
conventions of funeral—wearing white, kneeling down in front of the
coffin to pay respect, and having monks to pray . . . So

Once they had thoroughly discussed this, the villagers
decided that they would all get together in the main room
of the Wei’s house when Lianshu came home. With well
designed tactics, they were ready for an extremely tough
negotiation. All the villagers were curiously holding their
ears wide open. They knew that Lianshu was a person of
“new style” who “made a living from the new stuff,” so he
must never have been reasonable. They believed that a
fight was inevitable. And who knows if there would not be
some unexpected marvelous spectacle. (Lu Xun 87)

The dramatic situation is neatly set. The community is gathering in
the theater, curious yet determined, waiting for the play—the rite of
tradition—to begin.

Shen Fei, the narrator, is one of the spectators. To his surprise,
the terribly odd and therefore well-known Lianshu is short and lean.
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What catches Shen’s attention the most is Lianshu’s sustained silence
and a fixed expression of distance on his face:

Then the body was put into the coffin. Again, the mourners
prostrated themselves and cried, till the lid of the coffin
was laid on. There was a momentary silence in the room.
Afterwards people seemed to be disturbed by something.
There was a mixture of surprise and dissatisfaction in their
emotion. I soon realized that the problem was—Lianshu
did not shed even one single tear from the beginning tiil
the end of the encoffining, only sitting on a pallet with his
two eyes shining in the strange darkness. (Lu Xun 87)

The tension between Lianshu and the villagers here can be clearly
read in terms of the Benjaminian discrepancy between the tragic word
and the tragic situation. Lianshu is a man of “new style,” namely, one
who is influenced by the Western Enlightenment ideas of education,
politics, society, and humanity.3 These ideas of course are repelled by
the Chinese patriarchal tradition. When the villagers have finally cor-
nersd Lianshu, Lianshu knows the absurdity to trying to furnish any
uncerstanding of his ideas in the uneducated minds of the mountain-
, ous villagers. As the tragic hero presented in Benjamin’s treatise, he
“throws only the dumb shadow of his being, the self, as sacrifice”
' {Benjamin 109):

The encoffining ceremony was finished in an atmosphere
full of surprise and dissatisfaction. Everyone there was
somehow rather frustrated and wanted to leave. Lianshu
still sat on the pallet with his eyes shining in the darkness.
Suddenly, tears run down his face. He started crying. And
soon his cry turned into wail. He sounded like a wounded
_ wolf, calling in the wild land at midnight. The sad calling
was mixed with anger and grief. Such a scene was not part
: of the tradition and beyond any one’s expectation or
comprehension. The people there were all confused and
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did not know what to do. Having hesitated for a while,
some thought of stopping him. With more and more people
coming over, Lianshu was surrounded by a crowd. Sitting
in the middle of the crowd, Lianshu still would not stop.
His erect body on the pallet looked like a little iron tower.
(Lu Xun 89)

The cause of this strange violent cry is explained to the narrator later
by Lianshu himself. What makes his cry, Lianshu says, is his destiny
he suddenly sees in his dead grandmother. The woman lived a lonely
life. She was silent through almost all her lifetime. Yet what is tragic
here is not the loneliness he will experience but the will to solitude.
Solitude is longed for not because it is desirable but because it is the
only way, except death, to escape language. Only when there is some-
thing unspeakable can there be the need to escape language. If this
unspeakable thing is the very being of oneself, solitude, or death, is
the only place where the self can find refuge. This is why Lianshu
suddenly cries and his cry sounds like the call of a wounded wolf
mixed with anger and grief. It is the defiance of Lianshu against the
community that accuses his for his so-called madness. The defiance is
wordless because what is defended is incomprehensible to the com-
munity.

The story consists of five events. Each event witnesses one ill
development of Lianshu’s tragic destiny. The first is the grand-
mother’s funeral during which the puzzled and attracted narrator gets
a chance to observe and approach the hero. The second is when the
narrator’s unemployment throws him to Lianshu’s place where he
finds in the host friendship. Being more sophisticated, Shen Fei ob-
serves that it is Lianshu’s own innocence that drives him tc be very
critical of the society. The history teacher believes that his critique is
necessary because he still thinks that the society may hope to change.
Although he believes that the grown-up Chinese are too corrupted to
adopt any new morality, he sees the hope of forging a new soul for
the race by educating children. He strongly holds, or rather, hopes,
that under a proper education, the children’s innate good will and
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innocence could be preserved and grow powerful enough to Jight the
corruption of the morbid tradition and decay of society. This is why
Lianshu likes to be a teacher and teaches the history of China that
witnesses the corrupticn of the soul of the race. And this is why Lian-
shu always loves his srobbish and trivial landlady’s grandsons who
actually have no respect for him because they do not understand his
enthusiasm about them and because their grandma does not respect
this odd person who is also not wealthy. To the narrator, the love of
Lianshu for the children in the household is rather blind. Lianshu
buys various small things to please the children when he has the
money, and he gets terrified to death when one of the boys i3 ill. Yet
one day, with a sad expression on his face, Lianshu tells the rarrator
that in the street he has seen a toddler wielding a reed leaf pcinting at
him and screaming: “Die!” Shen Fel sees that Lianshu is desply dis-
turbed by the episode. He might still believe that children have inno-
cence and good will. But the militant toddler proves that the corrup-
tion of the ill-formed society is far more powerful than education.
Before the toddler goes to school he is already corrupted by imitating
the ill-willed aduits. This episode erases the last hope of Lianshu’s
efforts to relate to the scciety.

Lianshu’s own unemployment is the third step toward his death.
Lianshu lives alone in two rooms rented from an old woman. A few
friends are welcome there only while they are not successful in the
society. The community of the township becomes more and more
impatient about Lianshu’s articles published in the newsgpapers in
which Lianshu criticizes the mentality of the people. Gradually, Lian-
shu finds himself not only the subject of ridicule in the town but also
the target of anonymous attacks in the cheap newspapers. Finally
Lianshu gets fired by the principal of the school where he -eaches
history. Shocked when catching sight of a favorite book of Lianshu’s
displayed for sale on a used-book stand in the street, Shen F2i recog-
nizes his friend’s severe poverty, and comes to Lianshu’s place for a
visit:

As the old woran predicted, shortly the door was oden
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and a person came in quietly like a shadow. It was Lianshu.
Perhaps due to the falling dusk, he looked darker than
before but with the same distant expression on his face.

. We started drinking, while talking about his
unempolyment. He seemed to be reluctant to talk about it.
He said that it was expected and he had had a lot of
experience like it. And that it was not something reaily odd
and worth talking about. So as before, he bent to drinking
the spirits and still delivered his opinions about social and
historical problems. Somehow my eyes fell on the empty
book shelves, and I was thus reminded of the Ski Ji Soyin
(S EERE]) in the Xiguge (JKivED) edition I saw on the
used-book stand. I felt a kind of distant loneliness and
SOITOW. ,

“Your sitting room looks so bleak. , . . Did you have
many guests lately?”

“No. They thought that [ was not happy enough to make
this place interesting. Indeed, a moody host does make
guests uncomfortable. The park in the winter, for instance,
is of course unattractive . . . .” He took one sip after
another, pondering. Suddenly he raised his face toward me,
and asked: “Do you still have a little confidence in your
chance to get the job you want?” (Lu Xun 94-95)

This piece of narration brings out a group of signs of the fatal fall of
the tragic hero—the rejection by the society through condemning him
to poverty, the betrayal by his friends, and the beginning of his com-
promise.

Lianshu is not wealthy even before his unemployment, so a copy
of Shi Ji Soyin in the Xiguge edition is precious to him who has a
strong interest in Chinese history. Lianshu’s giving up his zoology for
history suggests that he, like many Chinese intellectuals of that time,
originally believes that sciences could bring a rebirth to China, a
country plagued by poverty and social injustice, but later changes his
opinion and turns to seeking the possibility of moral and political
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reform of the nation. His main target seems to be the patriarchal sys-
tem of the society, for he declares that families should all be de-
stroyed. At first the community in the township only considers him
mad and foreign. As soon as the public smells out the danger of his
ideas, they begin to suppress his activities. In contrast to the suppres-
sion by the public of the town of S, Lianshu’s confrontation with the
old-fashioned villagers at his grandmother’s funeral is rather comic: a
mystic man wailing like a wounded wolf at midnight and a confused
and intimidated crowd trying to stop him. This time Lianshu is put in
a real tragic situation: he is not listened to and is left alone in the cage
of poverty. Reflecting on the impossibility of his ideas to be compre-
hended, Lianshu remains silent. Poverty makes Lianshu starts think-
ing of a possible compromise, which is implied by his inquiry about
the confidence of his more cynical friend in the struggle for integrity.

The fourth event is Lianshu’s letter to the narrator who is now
teaching at a school in another town. Lianshu has turned socially suc-
cessful—he is well paid by a warlord for serving him with his literary
hack work. Yet when referring to his success in his letter, Lianshu
admits that he has been defeated. Instead of any satisfaction, he indi-
cates that his life no longer makes sense to him. The reason he has not
committed suicide, he says, is that his death would please his enemies.
Lianshu knows that this irony can be well perceived by his friend, so
he ends his letters with these words:

It is snowing here. How is the weather in your town? It
is late at night. I spat some blood, and it woke me up . . . .

From now on, 1 perhaps will not write you any more.
You know my habit. When will you be back? If soon
enough, we shall have a chance to see each other. But I
guess that we are not similar after all. If so, please forget
me. | would like to thank you from my heart for you often
wanted to help me find a job. But now please forget me.
Because [ have been “well.” (Lu Xun 102)

Notably, when the addressee, Shen Fei, is reading this ambiguous and
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ominous letter, snow also falls outside. The whiteness of the snow
“shadows” forth the voids of the universe, and thus stabs us from
behind with the thought of annihilation” (Melville 196). The snow
here appears to be the omen of death. The sentence “I have been
‘well”” is a double irony. The phrase “to have been well” in Chinese
means both “to have turned out good” and “to have finished.” That is,
in addition to the fact that Lianshu is actually very ill (he has started
spitting blood), the morality of Lianshu, which is accused of being
heretical, has turned out good in the eye of the society but corrupt and
finished to himself. What is particularly significant to the interest here
is that Lianshu also feels inarticulate in self-justification even to his
friend. The moral self of Lianshu now suffers its formlessness caused
by the break of the consistence. This complete solitude of morality 1s
exactly the crux of the tragedy in Benjamin’s perception: “The con-
tent of the hero’s achievements belongs to the community, as does
speech. Since the community of the nation denies these achievements,
they remain inarticulate in the hero. And he must therefore all the
more forcefully enclose within the confines of his physical self every
action and every item of knowledge the greater and the more poten-
tially effective it is” (108). When Lianshu’s aspiration and efforts for
a moral reform of the society have been denied by that society, they
have to remain in him inarticulate. Lianshu is deprived of the morality
in which he believes while he denies the morality accepted by the
society. In order to hoid himself physically, Lianshu must cut himself
loose from any form of morality, and thus the self lives only imman-
ently and ironically. Yet such an absolute immanent selfhood is even-
tually impossible. For absolute immanent selthood can be experi-
enced only in death. At this point, Lu Xun’s presentation of the tragic
is found in affinity with Benjamin’s perception. The latter emphasizes:
“Yes tragic silence, . . . must not be thought of as being dominated by
defiance alone. Rather, this defiance is every bit as much a conse-
quence of the experience of speechlessness as a factor which intensi-
fies the condition . . . It is the achievement of his physical alone, not
of language, if he is able to hold fast to his cause, and he must there-
fore do so in death” (108). ’
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The last event unfolds with the narrator catching Lianshu dead.
Significantly, the narrator does not feel sorrow when he sees that
Lianshu’s dead face, although very haggard, is peaceful. Through the
landlady’s eager uttering of the odd behavior of Lianshu who is ap-
parently happy about his fatal disease and wastes all the money he has
made, the narrator sees the tragedy of Lianshu which is not his death,
but rather, his life—a false form of his impossible self. Lianshu has to
choose either to suffer poverty and then die of it by maintaining his
moral integrity or to give in to survive. Moreover, neither the death
from poverty nor the life of the faise self can win the battle of Lian-
shu against the absurdity and corruption of the old morality. Wishing
there could be a way around, as anyone would, he chooses to five. He
explains that this is because he does not want to please his enemies
too soon with his death, so that he chooses to live a life which is not
frue to his self. But it is still profoundly problematic. Living a life of
someone else is a constant betrayal and negation of himself, therefore
such a life is soulless or selfiess, and thus is another form of his death.
When life has become a form of death, Lianshu cannot help feeling
compiletely indifferent to himself and to the world. Only now, when
this impossible life ends, in Benjamin’s terms, “the silent struggle,”
“the mute fight” of “the agonal character of the genuinely tragic” for
experiencing true selfhood in the awakening of the community finally
displays its brilliance:

In the uncomfortable clothing, he was peaceful. His eyes
and mouth were closed. Yet there seemed to be a cynical
smile at the corners of his mouth, laughing at this
ridiculous body. (Lu Xun 107)

It is this “cynical smile” on Lianshu’s dead face that highlights the
tragic irony. Lianshu smiles in his death for the possibility of experi-
encing his selfhood. The smile is cynical because of the irony of the
combination of salvation and death: death is in essence soulless and
thus selfless, yet the tragic hero has to experience selfhood in the
form of selflessness. The smile is cynical also because of the pro-
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found discrepancy between the community and the individual: the
new moral aspects of the life of the community have to be manifested
through the inarticulateness of the individual in death. The silent
smile of the deceased is too mysterious for the people around to feel
comfortable. The moral suspicion is thus thrown back to the commu-
nity. Therefore the old landlady cannot prattle on about the oddness
of Lianshu, and Lianshu’s relatives would “open wide their dead fish
eyes, staring at” the narrator, the “new styled” friend of Lianshu,
“with surprise and suspicion” (Lu Xun 104). And the narrator, closing
his retrospect, feels relieved. No pathos for the death of the hero at all.
As a lost demon, Lianshu has finally preserved his self in death, and
as a sacrifice, he has registered history with his death.

In closure, I would like to speculate a little more on the signifi-
~cance of the demonstrated affinity between Lu Xun and Benjamin in
terms of East-West comparative literature. In other words, the con-
cern now is how this argument is related to the current critical sub-
jects such as those of culture studies. Although the argumentation
here is not intended to be an antithesis to the political speculation on
the East-West literary relation, it is involved in finding a larger per-
spective on East-West comparative literature. By “a larger perspec-
tive” I mean a perspective that should also be able to reflect on the
fact that we do read each other and benefit from it. It might now have
little trouble to admit that any theoretical construction is more or less
an act of interpretation. But it might be disputable that the critical
interpretation is necessarily oriented and constructed both historically
and non-historically. The problem that concerns the argument here is
in what relation the non-historical implication is to the historical. The
relation between Lu Xun and Walter Benjamin, for instance, is estab-
lished here not through any biographical factor but through specula-
tion. This moment of speculation itself exists in history, but its prod-
uct is non-historical. On the other hand, the determination of the his-
torical implication involved in reading is itself a speculation or inter-
pretation. Therefore, the involvement of history in reading has to take
a non-historical form. All this points to a necessity to transcend his-
tory momentarily in reading. Or rather, reading itself is an act of the
suspension of history. Therefore, the non-historical moment of read-
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ing might be recognized as the more essential condition of the theo-
retical construction of criticism. That is to say, it is actually necessary
to transcend the cultural differences to establish a starting point and
an essential working condition for an act of East-West comparative
reading.

Notes

' The heavily politically overtoned claims that concepts of
“historicity” and “fragments” are the only lawful critical position for
the new generation of the Chinese students of comparative literature
to have, in my opinion, actually undercuts the very possibility of East-
West comparative literature.

2 My translation.

3 The most influential Western ideas of modernity among Chi-
nese intellectuals at the beginning of this century were two convic-
tions—the economic power of sciences and social justice through
democracy.

4 Shi Ji Soyin ($EF5]) is a companion to Shi Ji (52E) (the
History of China from mythology to 101 BC. written by Sima Qian
(H]J53) [145-877 BC.]), written by Sima Zhen (8] &) of the Tang
(Jii) Dynasty (618-907). Its Xiguge edition is the reprint of the Song
(5#) Dynasty’s (960-1279) edition by Mao Jin (%) of the late Ming
{(#) Dynasty (1368-1644).
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