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In the beginning of this essay, “Retrospective Look,” I will briefly make
a quick review of some of the distinguishing characteristics of comparative
literature in the Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China Mainland areas as they
have developed historically. Then, in the second section, “Future Prospects,”
I will examine some of the ways the “Chinese School” has been described
ideologically by comparatists from the first time the term appeared over a
decade ago.

'I. Retrospective Look at Chinese Comparative
Literature Developments

In describing some of the special features of comparative literature in
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the China Mainland, we can appropriate Wailim
Yip’s useful “models” concept of intersecting circles. to describe what the
Bast and West have in common and what makes them different. Taking
China as representative of the East, let us modify Yip’s “Eastern” circle, by
adding a set of three smaller intersecting circles in order to represent what
Taiwan, Hong Kong and the China Mainland have in common (the shaded
areas) and what makes them different (See Figure 1).!

Actually, these neat circles do not combine as conveniently as the
diagram ﬂlustrates in fact, each circle more closely resembles a blob of
ever-expanding, ever-contracting protoplasm that defies abstract analysis.

What I wish to call the reader’s attention to here, however, is that the
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unshaded areas of differences considerably exceed the shared areas of
similarity. The former are relatively undefined and unexplored terrae
incognitae and, therefore, are far more interesting and challenging for
comparative studies than merely locating areas which can be held in common.

In an earlier essay, I have traced some of the obvious things Taiwan,
Hong Kong, and the China Mainland have in common unde_r.the general
categories of “Academic and Research Institutions,” “Meetings and
Associations,” and “Books and Journals.”? Cutting across these categories
is the insistence from all three geographical areas that comparative literature
studies should not remain a monopoly.of the West but should also be
investigated from a Chinese perspective. This premise is followed by two
hopeful consequences and benefits: comparative literature studies from
the Chinese perspective may be of considerable use in re-vitalizing the native
literary tradition itself (for instance, in the selected application of alternative
approaches to Chinese works), and these studies may also be instrumental
in enriching world literature by contact with China’s long literary heritage
(for instance, in Chinese-Western comparative translation studies). This
Chinese perspective also has international implications inasmuch as the
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hitherto dominantly Western, pseudo-internationalist coverage of the world’s
literatures, must give way to a more balanced representation of non-Western
literatures in what I have referred as “New Orientations for Comparative
Literature.”® But what are some of the distinctive characteristics of each
of these three geographical areas where comparative literature has prospered
so strikingly in recent decades? I have chosen to juggle the usual chronolo-
gical order of development somewhat because T wish to conclude with Hong
Kong as, perhaps, the best crossroads where a meeting of minds can be
reasonably expected to take place.

A) China Mainland

After efforts made by outstanding individuals in the early part of the
20th century, the late 70s saw a sudden, unprecedented enthusiasm among
China Mainland scholars for comparative literature studies. This individual
enthusiasm promises to continue, though tempered to some extent by
well-organized and active national and local associations which collaborate
in a wide variety of projects. But the single, almost unique, feature which
sets the China Mainland apart from Taiwan and Hong Kong is the immense
diversity of languages and literatures which its literary scholars command.
While Chinese-Western comparatists in Taiwan and Hong Kong have, for all
practical purposes, restricted themselves to Chinese-English teaching,
research, and publication, their counterparts in China have extended the
number of literatures covered to all parts of the world. Not only have China
Mainland scholars been comparing Chinese literature with that of French,
German, Spanish and other West European languages, but also with Russian,
Indian, Arabian, Iranian, Japanese, and Korean! And this s to say nothing
of the wide range of languages and literatures represented by China’s many
minority populations. Therefore, China’s range of activities and the sheer
force of its scholarly numbers (howsoever the quality of their output is
evaluated), is likely to have a strong influence on the way the “Chinese
School” is perceived by the rest of the world.

On the other hand, the majority of China’s outstanding literary scholars
are quite old and it is questionable how effectively middle-aged scholars,
to say nothing of the less well-trained younger generation, will be able to
carry on the high scholarly achievements of the older generation. This is
particularly true in the case of classical Chinese literature which has been
one -of the biggest cultural casualties in the course of China’s various 20th
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century modernizations. The unfortunate likelihood of an entire generation
losing touch with its cultural roots is a crisis of national proportions. The
present policy of trying to re-tool middle-aged literature scholars and to
train junior scholars by giving them opportunities to go abroad for further
research and advanced degrees (usually in modern Western literatures) could,
in the long term, be counter-productive inasmuch as the demanding task of
studying foreign literatures might alienate them farther from their own
classical tradition.

Added to the problem of insufficiently-trained personnel, is the serious
liability of so many institutions which lack adequate research tools because
of depleted or decimated library resources (much of which was caused by
the Cultural Revolution). Although progress has been made of late, building
up a balanced collection of up-to-date library resources is probably still
the most urgent of academic needs throughout most of the country.

Another handicap for many new comparatists in China is their over-
reliance on translations. Although translation work can certainly be an
important way of doing comparative literature, too frequently the com-
parisons are superficial. Many of them are based exclusively on Chinese
translations of the literatures under study or on an inadequate knowledge
of the original sources. One cannot help suspecting such comparisons are
made by those too eager to climb on the latest literary band wagon. Qian
Zhongshu, acclaimed as one of China’s greatest living scholars of classical
Chinese and Western literatures, has been particularly harsh in castigating
this phenomenon, largely because in-depth comparisons cannot be based
exclusively on translations.* On the other hand, the long-term future of
comparative literature in the China Mainland will certainly be assured if
more and more qualified members of Chinese departments continue their
research in collaboration with scholars from Foreign Literature departments.

The single most important feature, however, which distinguishes China
Mainland comparatists from those in Taiwan and Hong Kong, is the Marxist =
ideology which more or less permeates the whole system. As the driving
force behind Chinese modernizations, Marxism seems to favor twentieth-
century literary output over many forms of traditional literature. More will
be said about Marxism below (see letter E under “Future Prospects”).

B) Taiwan

While much of the comparative literature world has been impressed by
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the China Mainland’s active re-emergence into the world of letters after the
fall of the Gang of Four, it should not be forgotten that comparative
literature as an academic discipline began in Taiwan in the eaily seventies.
This gave Taiwan a headstart but it also exposed comparatists there to the
problems connected with being pioneers: inexperience, false starts, and
time-consuming experimentation about what might or might not work.
But working out solutions to these problems continues to bring about a
great variety of exciting results, so amply illustrated by Taiwan’s numerous
publications in Chinese and English. Very important too are the increasing
numbers of reprints of China Mainland publications as well as articles and
books on the China Mainland, which are now being sold in Taiwan bookstalls
and book stores.

Although comparative literature in Taiwan began — and continues —
for all practical purposes, in Foreign Literature departments, Chinese
departments have been cooperating from the beginning. Having a solid
grounding in the scholarship of traditional Chinese literature is certainly
essential to further the “Chinese School” of comparative literature. To
be sure, there is some room for grafting of non-native elements, but it is
the native stock that must be nurtured and strengthened by the soil of
China in order for any graft to take place. In this sense, the skepticism
and even antagonism manifested by some traditional scholars of Chinese
literature against certain forms of Chinese-Western comparative literature
studies, can be a healthy pull back to one’s native roots in order to assure
healthy growth. The future of the discipline will undoubtedly depend a
great deal in maintaining and developing this delicate and tenuous inter-
departmental relationship between scholars of Chinese and foreign literature.
Tronically, many conference papers, theses, and publications prepared under
a “comparative” title are straight Chinese literature with little or nothing
that could be called comparative.

The emphasis in Taiwan is certainly on preserving the tradition even
while the island continues its successful modernization program. The
educational system retains a strong humanities component, even though
science and technology remain the prestigious subjects. There is a much
greater openness in allowing the Taiwan reading public to have access to
literature written in the China Mainland from the 30s to the present from
which they had been cut off since 1949. Students are also taught English
from middle school through college, and are exposed to much Western
history, philosophy, etc., particularly through American textbooks.
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Nevertheless, much effort is expended to preserve a sense of one’s Chinese
identity through courses and programs related to cultural history. Thus,
there is an on-going process of integrating the traditional with the modern,
national characteristics with non-Chinese innovations.

Because so many of Taiwan’s literary scholars have been trained in
America, it is quite natural that their exposure to the “American School”
of comparative literature has conditioned them favorably towards a broader
view of what constitutes the subjest. One of the special characteristics
of Taiwan’s comparative literature make-up is the strong emphasis put on
literary theory and criticism, especially by those who have been trained in
America during the past decade. The many references to Western critics.
peppered throughout academic publications in Taiwan is truly remarkable.
Literary theory has become a virtual academic industry on its own, and
there are even those who would confer upon it the status of a separate
literary genre. We will see more about this below when we discuss the
“Chinese School” and Western criticism (see “Future Prospects,” letter
D).

C) Hong Kong

In the 60s and early 70s, apart from Hong Kong University’s occasional
comparative literature course including Chinese subject matter, sustained
support for Chinese-Western comparative literature studies, literally arrived
when Professors Yu Kwang-chung and Yuan Heh-hsiang left Taiwan to teach
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in the mid-70s. Cosmopolitan
Hong Kong, with its crossroads access to multi-cultural contacts, its many
bilingual students, and its ability to attract an extraordinary concentration
of trained Chinese comparatists, soon became very solid ground for the
- further development of the “Chinese School.”

Hong Kong, like Taiwan, has its share of serious literary theorists, but
attention has also been given to implementing the theories through a variety
of concrete methodologies. This can be seen specifically and concretely
by examining the way the Chinese University of Hong Kong’s master’s
degree program has been set up.® In other parts of the world, some
comparative literature programs do not stress specific courses in comparative
literature methodology at all but, at the Chinese University, through the
initial insights of Yuan Heh-hsiang and his colleagues, as well as the later
input of Wailim Yip, an explicitly methodological approach to the field
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is insisted upon from the very beginning.

Hong Kong is a cultural “free port” and, therefore, has access to recent
theories and methodologies through the constant stream of the printed
word and visiting scholars; moreover, the common use of both Chinese and
English in Hong Kong’s academic circles makes it an ideal venue to com-
municate with the scholarly world at large. (This bilingualism can be a
drawback, however, if it tempts comparative literature scholars to restrict
themselves to only these two languages). In short, Hong Kong comparatists
are actively engaged in operating a kind of international “switchboard,”
linking all comparative literature groups interested in fostering Chinese-
Western literary studies. This “free port” is particularly well located to pool
together resources of scholars and publications from all over the world.

I should like to conclude this section by mentioning some caveats about
Chinese-Western comparative literature developments in the China Mainland,
Taiwan and Hong Kong. Although many of these friendly warnings were
written almost ten years ago, I have since revised them and I believe they
are still worth referring to today. For instance, how can the comparative
literature problems peculiar to China be articulated as it faces the cultural
confrontations to come (particularly, as critical differences arise between
East and West)? What is distinctively indigenous to China’s literary tradition
and what do these special characteristics contribute to the study of other
- literatures of the world in a comparative way? Is there a sufficient sense
of Chinese self-identity in order to make fruitful comparisons? Are Chinese
comparative literature scholars in danger of becoming locked into Western
mind-sets and conceptual categories and critical terminology which confine
and cripple what is creatively and distinctively Chinese? Are Chinese-Western
comparative literature studies, to date, too Western, either carbon copies of
Western theories and methodologies or weak imitations of Western practice?
If Western approaches are truly helpful, how can they be applied to Chinese
literature and how are the traditional custodians of that literary heritage to
be persuaded of the efficacy of these approaches? Is there a Chinese
alternative to Western approaches and can its theory and methodology be
made acces51ble in a more systematic and comprehensive way?

Granting the validity of these difficult questions, we can nevertheless
still be fairly optimistic about future prospects, because there have been a
plethora of “answers” to many of the points I have made. At the very least,
these active responses show an intense interest and admirable willingness to
face the problems head on. The most convenient way of discussing these
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“answers” is by referring to the rich variety of interpretations of what
constitutes the “Chinese School.”

II. Future Prospects for the ‘“‘Chinese School”

What follows is a description of some representative interpretations of
the “Chinese School,” plus my personal critique of them. I will also include
a restatement of my earlier “middle-of-the-road” interpretatlon in somewhat
modified form.

A) The “When” Interpretation

The “When” interpretation of the “Chinese School,” can actually be
sub-divided into three approaches: a) the “established-long-ago” approach;
b) the “not-yet-established” approach; ¢) the “never-has-been-and-never-
will-be established” approach.

The “established-long-ago” approach claims that the “Chinese School”
can be traced back decades (to Lu Xun, for instance), or even millenia.5
Although the great precursors of comparative literature unquestionably
deserve our praise and gratitude, their initial struggles and efforts should
not be confused with comparative literature as an established academic
discipline having institutional support and, therefore, stability as well as
continuity.

Many well-known scholars of comparative literature hold that the
“not-yet-established” approach best describes the current comparative
literature scene.” To counter this view, I would argue that the discipline of
comparative literature has been clearly institutionalized, a phenomenon
which I have traced through its development in universities, associations,
and publications (see note 2). These facts should leave no one in doubt
that comparative literature is very much in the process of being firmly
established. The only point in question is the direction it is taking and the
quality of this ever-changing and developing phenomenon.

The third category in this “When” approach includes those who simply
scoff at the whole idea and say that there “never-has-been-and-never-will-be”
a “Chinese School.” Wu Ningkun of the Beijing Institute of International
Relations states frankly that the so-called “Chinese School” is as irrelevant
and non-existent as “Cathiolic Physics.”® 1 agree that there is no such thing
as a “Catholic Physics,” but only physicists who happen to be Catholics.
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But when referring to a “school of comparative literature,” surely one’s
national literary heritage should influence one’s interpretation, not only
from the point of view of the nature of Chinese literature but also, in the
case of the China Mainland, for instance, the role of Chinese Marxism in
the uses of comparative literature.

According to Y.H. Zhao, there are also those who go to the opposite
extreme of the “When” interpretation and anticipate that the “Chinese
School” will replace other schools of thought. But Zhao misinterprets,
perhaps, the supporters of such a “Chinese School,” when he states: “In
recent years, among Chinese scholars both home and abroad, there has been
much talk about the possibility of ‘establishing a Chinese school of com-
parative literature’ to fake the place of the ‘French School’ or the ‘American
School’ ” (underscoring mine).9 In my reading of publications which discuss
this issue of a “Chinese School,” I have not come across anyone who makes
a claim for the “Chinese School” to “take the place of the ‘French School’
or the ‘American School’.” If such a claim about replacing one school
with another exists, I would be the first to agree with Zhao that such
chauvinistic posturing is, in his words, “more patriotic than academic.”
As will become clearer in my attempted synthesis of these approaches at
the end of this essay (see letter F below), far from one school replacing
another, I wish to see a balanced synthesis of ail their strengths.

B) The “Where” Interpretation

Just as the “When” interpretation discusses the “Chinese School” in
terms of time, so the “Where” interpretation discusses it in terms of space,
that is, in terms of national or cultural boundaries. This interpretation also
lends itself to three sub-divisions: a) the “not-just-the-West” approach;
b) the “other-Eastern-literatures” approach; and c) the “minorities-and-
overseas-Chinese” approach.

The “not-just-the-West” approach is simply another way of saying that
comparative literature studies must go beyond their conventional Western
boundaries in order to include more Eastern literatures. From the time
when comparative literature first became a serious object of study for
scholars of Chinese literature, they have all agreed that China has not been
sufficiently represented in international comparative literature circles. This
dissatisfaction indicates a negative aspect of the “Chinese School” inasmuch
as it protests against what should not be. To offset this neglect of a major
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world literature, Chinese comparatists insist that the “not-just-the-West”
'approach to the field must be cultivated more by Western comparatists
and gradually become accepted by scholars universally. There is no need
to document such a widening of geographical horizons, since virtually all
the publications of those engaged in comparative literature studies from a
Chinese perspective are based on this assumption.

More ‘interesting than the above approach, however, is emphasis on
“other-Eastern-literatures” (e.g., China, Korea and Japan’s literary relations)
which many comparatists have been insisting upon. For instance, this
approach is included as one of the projects of the Peking University
Comparative Literature Association.’® On the other hand, Y. H. Zhao points
out that there are some problems about locating the “where” of comparative
literature studies in the East. As a matter of fact, most studies to date have
concentrated on Chinese literature in Western contexts so, when talking
about the “Chinese School” of comparative literature, we are actually talking
about Chinese-Western comparative literature. Zhao is describing what he
perceives as the de facto situation in China; namely that “nearly all the
comparatists in China” are “scholars of Euro-American literature” and that
the same is true in other Asian countries. Although Zhao may overestimate

-“the distance between two major Eastern cultures [as] much greater than
“between two Western cultures,” and underestimate the abﬂity of both Chinese
and Western scholars to expand their “sphere of expertise to include more
than one Oriental ‘literature,” there is no denying the “considerable
difficulty.”!! On the other hand, mastery of any language (Eastern or
Western), requires: a life-time commitment. Nevertheless, while humbly
admitﬁng limitations, the more adventurous type of comparatist will be
stimulated by the fr»qefwards of learning more Eastern languages and literatures.

The third éattegbry, “minorities-and-overseas-Chinese,” enlarges the
scope of comparative literature beyond its conventional definition and is
certainly the most controversial. But this kind of research 1s well worth
doing for, as in the case of the first group, “minorities” in China often
mean millions of enormously important peoples. There are fifty-five ethnic
and religious minorities, occupying approximately 60% of China’s land mass,
many of whose literary traditions have yet been explored systematically,
let alone in a comparative way. Furthermore, investigating these literatures
comparatively may eventually shed some light on the origin and development
of Chinese literature itself. As Yuan Haoyi has said,
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Conducting comparative studies between literatures of China’s
minorities and Han [Chinese] and foreign literatures will allow
a greater understanding of Eastern literatures and contribute
to the growth of comparative literature in Asia. Moreover, these
new developments may force a reconsideration of the boundaries
of comparative literature. ... Chinese literature [Han literature
and the literature of China’s minorities] is pluralistic and can
only be manifested plurally in its transcendence of nationality,
language, and cultural system. In other words, comparative
studies of literature can be conducted within one nation.'

When turning to the second group in this third category, namely, the
Chinese dwelling overseas, more exciting vistas are opened up. It would be
enormously instructive, for instance, to compare literary works published
in the China Mainland with works written (in Chinese) by Chinese from
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other overseas locations. The comparison would
be analogous to Henry Gifford’s position on comparing British and American
literatures®® since, particularly in recent decades, the sensibilities — both
aesthetic and otherwise — developed within each area have been so different.
Studies could also be made of overseas Chinese writers, in Asia or the West,
for instance, who write in a language other than Chinese but with varying
degrees of a Chinese sensibility. In both cases, comparative literature
methodology would be extremely useful in pointing up distinctive features
of writing by Chinese throughout the world. Although I obvicusly approve
of this tendency, I must confess I would be hard put to include it within
a strict definition of comparative literature as an academic discipline.

C) “Internationalization vs Sinification” Interpretation’

There is no contradiction between these two terms, especially if inter-
nationalization is understood to include the emerging Eastern as well as
Western literatures. But this is still not the case in fact. It is easy enough
for certain Western comparatists to say that the concept of comparative
literature “schools™ is passé and to advocate abandoning all such nomen-
clature in the name of an abstract internationalism. But, it is my contention
that attainment of this international ideal, cannot occur umntil all the major
literatures of the world — East and West — are first recognized and
represented.  Otherwise, the focus of comparative study will remain on
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Western works, and FEastern literatures will be forever “emerging” and
neglected. On the other hand, if internationalism means a more balanced
representation of all the world’s major literatures and their distinctive
features, then, the more “schools” the better.

Yuan Haoyi is probably the most ardent Chinese advocate of the
internationalization aspect of the “Chinese School,” understood as an
invitation to all comparatists of the world for greater collaboration. He
writes:

Comparative literature, by its very nature, demands the
cooperation of Chinese and foreign scholars for work on theory.
. If we really desire to create a Chinese school, we must

‘create it in an atmosphere of cooperation with the rest of the
14
world.

Across the straits in Taiwan, a panel discussion was held on March 2,
1985, entitled “Sinification of Comparative Literature.”!> The expression,
“Sinification of Comparative Literature,” however, might have some
unfortunate implications which were unintended by the organizers Rather
than suggesting that China wished to swallow up the whole world of
comparative literature, the panelists probably wished to suggest proposals
for making the study of comparative literature less foreign and something
more indigenous to China. Although there was no consensus about what
the expression meant, the panel chairman, Professor Yeh Ch’ing-ping of
Taiwan University’s Chinese Department, interpreted “Sinification” as part
of the continuing process of a developing “Chinese School.”'® Another
panelist, Professor Chang Ching-erh, suggested that the “Sinification” notion
be interpreted to include the benefits and contributions comparative
literature has brought to the study of Chinese literature.!” Some outsiders
might interpret such statements as an unfortunate tendency in sub-
ordinating comparative literature to Chinese literature and leading to a kind
of Sinocentrism and uni-lateralism. But the panelists would undoubtedly
agree that there should be an openness on the part of Chinese comparatists
regarding their cultural responsibilities to make contributions to world
and/or comparative- literature rather than just gaining something from it.
Otherwise, the result could be a kind of literary trade imbalance which
might lead to mutually harmful protectionist barriers.

Ulrich Weisstein, on the other hand, in a speech at the Comparative
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Literature Conference in Guangxi University (Nanning) in May, 1984, warned
against Sinocentrism as much as Europocentrism. He first referred to a

statement he had made in his Comparative Literature and Literary Theory
(1973):

1 hesitate ... to extend the study of parallels to phenomena
pertaining to two different civilizations. For it seems to me that
only within a single civilization can one find those common
elements of consciously or unconsciously upheld tradition in
thought, feeling and imagination which may, in cases of a fairly
simultaneous emergence be regarded as signifying common
trends.

Then, after quoting Van Tieghem and Brunetiére about limiting comparative
literature studies to European and subsequently to Western literature, he
went on to say:

This is a view that has long prevailed in comparatist circles and
to which I myself have, from hindsight regrettably, clung in my
handbook [See quotation immediately above]. It took
Etiemble’s militant comparatism to bully us into abandoning
the seemingly ingrained Buropocentrism. ... Yet there remains
one source of apprehension: in some of the ‘exotic’ countries
newly prominent in the ICLA, the justified pride in their national
heritage has so far prevented the formation of an unbiased
supranational point of view, with the result that where franco-
centrisme once reigned sino-, indo-, or Africocentrisme have
reared their heads.'®

A recent book published in China manifests a more balanced view
about the relationship between Chinese and comparative literatures and
approves the two-way cultural traffic that should flow between China and
the rest of the world’s literatures under the auspices of the “Chinese School.”
To paraphrase Professor Liu Xianbiao, the establishment of a school of
thought is of great importance to the development of scholarly studies and
research. A “Chinese School” of comparative literature would not just be
founded for the sake of establishing something new. Its aim would be to
develop further the civilizations of China and the world. The approach to
comparative literature studies would then be mutually beneficial: from the
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world to China, as well as from China ip the world.?® In short, Liu seems
to take a more sensible approach to the question of a “Chinese School”
and he insists that this school is a means, not the end. From Liu’s point
of view, it would serve to develop further research on comparisons between
Chinese literature and other literatures of the world.?®

If the “internationalization” approach can sometimes lead to over-
dependence on the West for guidance and direction, the other extreme of
“Sinification” holds the opposite danger of remaining Sinocentric and
self-contained. Even when probing more deeply into the nature of national
identity, one must never neglect the wider cultural context which binds
one as 4 citizen of the world.

D) “Western Criticism vs Chinese Criticism” Interpretation

Probably no other issue has aroused more controversy than the role
of theory and methodology — be it Western criticism or Chinese criticism —
in describing the nature of the “Chinése School.” In ract. there is a double
problem that must be addressed: can Western theoretical and methodological
models be applied to the Chinese literary tradition (or vice versa) and to
what extent is this acceptable in a comparative literature context?

One has only to peruse the comparative literature publications from
Taiwan to get an idea of the extent and sophistication of applying Western
critical theories and methods to Chinese literature. For some, the “Chinese
School” of comparative literature means the wholesale application of Western
theories and methods to Chinese literature. For instance, Ku Tim-hung and"
Chen ‘Hui-hua, in the Preface to their book on Comparative Literature,
after noting China’s lack of a systematic approach to literary analysis and
the relative scarcity of comprehensive literary theories, assert the following:
“We boldly claim that this adoption of Western literary theories and methods

. In the study of Chinese literature, constitutes the Chinese School of
comparative literature.”® But as Simon H. H. Wong notes about some-of
these attempts, the crux of the problem lies not so much in the impossibility
of applying a Western literary or aesthetic theory to Chinese literature as
the fact that it is often more crucial to know the limitation of the theory
than to adapt and modify it in order to fit it for a new literary context.”?
In fact, the role of “Western criticism” was one of the most debated issues
in the “Sinification” panel referred to above. Professor Chu Limin insisted
upon the preeminence of the literary work over pure theory, especially
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Western theory, at least with reference to Chinese literature.?®> In the China
Mainland, there are also those who oppose the application of Western theories
to Chinese literature and even consider it a distortion of the “Chinese
School.”®* But, in a more neutral tone, Yuan Haoyi raises the question
of “core theory” as related to the “Chinese School.” Among the important
tasks outlined by Yuan, the first is “to re-analyze existing theories of
comparative literature in the light of the realities of China.” He then
continues:

Existing theories of comparative literature in China have been
formed primarily on the basis of developments of the discipline
in the modern West that have gradually found their way to
China. Yet the question remains — what aspects of these Western
theories have remained wvalid through their trans-time-space
importation into China?®

Huang Baosheng, Deputy Director of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences’ Institute of Foreign Languages, also endorses the importance
of theory. He concurs with Zhang Longzi that what is needed is an
East-West poetics which is truly comparative: :

The state of analogy studies abroad and the practical needs of
literary and artistic theory study in China seem to indicate an
emphasis on ‘“comparative poetics.” As Zhang Longxi says,
“Not only Chinese literature but also Chinese literary theory
constitutes a rich heritage going back thousands of years. The
considerable discrepancies between the basic concepts and
modes of expression of classical Chinese and Western literary
theory not only help us pinpoint the peculiarities of classical
Chinese literary theory and clearly define its concepts and
technical terms, they also provide us with a comparative basis
on which to explore universal laws within the sphere of world
literature.”26

Clearly, the “Chinese School” must beware of becoming drawn into
the vortex of Western literary theory and losing its own identity. If too
much foreign interference is allowed to continue uncritically, the articulation
of Chinese characteristics will be further delayed and/or obfuscated. Theory
must be dealt with, of course, but it must also be viewed comparatively,
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engaged on Chinese terms, and integrated into the Chinese tradition. In a
review of a collection of essays on comparative literature, the late James
Jo-yu Liu pointed out, rather harshly but tellingly, some dangers inherent
in the uncritical acceptance and facile application of Western critical
methodologies to Chinese-Western comparative literature studies:

First, what is the point of comparing Chinese and Western Literary
and critical works if the comparison does not throw much new
light on either of the works compared? Second, before applying
any particular Western critical concept or method to Chinese
literature, should one not first consider how necessary or fruit-
ful it may be? Finally, is it too much to ask that a comparativist
be thoroughly competent in the languages involved? Ironically,
although most of the contributors to this volume are Chinese,
some of them appear more familiar with current Western critical
jargon than with Classical Chinese. Is it too quixotic to plead
that before comparing Chinese literature and criticism with
their Western counterparts, one should first immerse oneself
in the former for a few years, without necessarily losing touch
with t£17e fluctuating stock market of the Western intellectual
world?

A more sustained critique of the whole trend of using Western critical
methods in reference to Chinese literature is by Cecile Chu-chin Sun. She
suggests: Instead of treating Chinese literature as merely something beholden
to the West in order to facilitate better self-reflection or as a passive recipient
for Western theorists to use as grist for their respective mills, comparatists
should look to Chinese literature as something worthy of study in its own
right, something which can actively challenge and enrich some of the West’s
most basic assumptions about the nature of literature.® Sun also insists
that there are certain key terms in Chinese poetics which are as central
to the Chinese tradition as, for instance, mimesis is to much Western theory.

The emphasis on Chinese literary criticism in some of the above
paragraphs, is not meant as a replacement for Western criticism. Such an
exaggerated Chinese emphasis would be in danger of becoming as lop-sided
as the current Western practice. On the contrary, suggesting that Chinese
literary theory has a role to play should be simply an attempt to indicate
how “Chinese” alternatives -- in reversing Western practices and challenging
some Western assumptions — can help to balance and enrich the “Chinese
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E) “Marxist” Interpretation

Marxism is a further complication regarding theory in the context of
the “Chinese School,” particularly as it has developed in China. Special
attention must be paid to its role in Chinese comparative literature and to
its relationship to literary theory as interpreted by both Chinese and
non-Chinese theorists. Zhao’s report on the First Sino-American Compara-
tive Literature Symposium concludes:

One question asked by Prof. Dong Hengxun of CASS [the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences] caught the attention of
the entire hall: “Is comparative literature compatible with
Marxist literary theory? If yes, what should be their relations
with each other?” Prof. [Earl] Miner, after a short discussion
with his American colleagues, provided an answer: “The sphere
of comparative literature is large enough to contain any critical
approach.” ... Since the Symposium had to end, no Chinese
scholar had a chance to comment.. But I am sure that their
answer would be the reverse of Miner’s: The sphere of Marxist
literary criticism is large enough to contain any specific
discipline.?’

When we actually try to enter the “sphere of Marxist criticism” in
China we run into difficulties. Peking University’s distinguished Professor
Ji Xianlin has observed: “Naturally, Marxism is our guide, but writers on
Marxist classics have not left us with systematic treatises on the theory
of literature and art. What would the results be if their thinking was linked
up with China’s literary traditions?”*

Not only Chinese-Western comparatists around the world await a more
detailed development of these ideas, but also all literary scholars who are
of this persuasion and take Marxism seriously. They will not be satisfied
with pro forma references, exhortations, or generalities about dialectical
materialism and historical 'materialism, the dialectical inter-connectedness
of all things, or the inter-penetration of opposites. On the other hand,
there are more serious attempts to relate Marxism and comparative literature.
Yuan Haoyi touches on some recent developments and his comments are
worth quoting at length:
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In “A Summarization of the Theoretical Basis for Chinese
Comparative Literature,” by Sun Jingyao, published in 1983,
the author pointed out that the West was still unable to solve
the “crisis” in comparative literature and that a Chinese school
would have to develop in accordance with Marxist theories.
He mentioned that “Marxism provides a guide, a theoretical
base, not only in terms of basic epistemology and universal
principles of literature and arts, but also in the concrete and
characterisitic [sic] principles of comparative literature.” Zhao
Shuangzi also noted that the founders of Marxism not only
possessed a knowledge of comparative literature, but also put
that knowledge into practice. As for the crises in the French
and American schools, he feels the former is due to the limits
of positivism, and [the] latter due to [the] overflow of the
New Criticism while both schools are based on idealism. The
emerging Chinese school, he urges, must take historical
materialism and dialectical materialism as its bases.’!

Referring to Structuralism, Chinese scholars confirm its
features that attach importance to the context of the work
and contribute to the restoration of objectiveness and accuracy
of literary analysis, while at the same time consider that the
theory overly stresses the changes of quantity within the
organization of the work at the expense of quality. Attempts
have been made to re-expound the basic category of structure
by means of dialectical materialism and historical materialism.*

Non-Marxist comparatists, however, often object to these kinds of
statements. - The following is from a review of the first issue of China’s
comparative literature journal, Cowrie:

As traditional comparative literature studies (parallels, myths,
the artist and his problems) these essays are all fairly informative
and interesting. But all lack theoretical sophistication, a fact
which is noted by the authors themselves.... The editors
and authors refer often to comparative literature as a “scientific
theoretical system” (p. ii), which is developing “in accord with
certain theoretical laws” towards a “world literature” (p. 85).
These optimistic statements ignore a great deal of recent history
in which an open, international trend in literature had been an
anathema to those'in power on the mainland. ... We may have
our doubts about the assertion that “the interchange between
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cultures is a worldwide historical certainty (p. 89, my italics),
but nonetheless the atmosphere of internationalism is palpably
present in this volume, and one can only lend a note of
encouragement to their efforts to determine what a “Chinese
school” of comparative literature would be like in terms of this
avowed internationalism, beginning with the “realities of China”
(p.122) asitis today.33

Theorists in China could render a tremendous service by publishing a
bibliography on Chinese Marxist views about literary theory and literature
as well as translating into Western languages and publishing representative
essays on the subject. And, for the benefit of Chinese-Western comparative
literature studies, an on-going critical dialogue between Marxists and others
should help scholars to formulate theoretical generalities more pointedly
as well as to document them in comparative contexts.

F) “Middle-of-the-Road” Interpretation

A “middle-of-the-road” explanation of the “Chinese School” of
comparative literary served as the Epilogue to the first edition of my book.
New Oprientations for Comparative Literature (1978).** In the seond edition
(1982), I enlarged considerably on the historical aspects of the “Chinese
School,” and concluded: '

As the great wise man of the West, Socrates, and of the East,
Confucius, have both said: ‘We must “steer a middle course,”
learning from both extremes and taking just that proportion

from each which makes the best “mix” for each individual
culture.33

In the context of this “middle-of-the-road” interpretation, I would
like to conclude with a few further comments on what I think the idea
and the ideal of the “Chinese School” is as well as to add a few words on the
continuing appropriateness of the nomenclature. I have toyed with the idea
of completely abandoning the term “Chinese School” because of misunder-
standings about, and actual opposition to, the expression. I have even tried
some possible substitutes, such as “Chinese Perspectives,” “China Complex,”
or the “China Dimension,” in an attempt to neutralize the hostile tone of
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opposing camps (French School vs. American School vs. Chinese School
vs. Russian School, etc.). But I have decided to hold on to the term for a
number of reasons.

As T understand the term, there is absolutely no nationalistic or political
implication; rather, it simply stresses an important and, hitherto, unacknow-
ledged supplementary alternative — not replacement — to the prevailing
Western notions and methodologies, be they “French” or “American.”
In this sense, the more schools there are the better, as long as they can
be mutually enriching. In order to extend beyond the hitherto Western
monopoly of the field, my emphasis is on a comparative literature academic
frame-of-mind which is truly international, rather than one which focuses
narfowly on a particular national identity or Western mind-set. I must also
repeat that by “middle-of-the-road Chinese School,” I do not mean to ignore

the many other important literary activities going on around us.. On the
contrary, my interpretation of the “Chinese School” welcomes many positive
aspects of other ways of thinking as long as these complement each other,
are consistent with a Chinese perspective, and can be readily assimilated.
In short, the five interpretations discussed in this essay all have good points
which can and should be related to the “Chinese School.”.

(1) The “When” Interpretation. Although there is something to be
said for the “not-yet-established” opinion, I would rather qualify this
assertion by distinguishing between what has been clearly established versus
what needs to be further developed. The existence of the “Chinese School”
of comparative literature is already well established, as so many learned
organizations and abundant publications exploring all issues of the discipline
from a Chinese perspective amply testify.

(2) The “Where” Interpreation. All the approaches which-fall under
this interpretation are valuable for the full development of the “Chinese
School.” While the “French School” and the “American School” have long
lost their geographical distinctiveness and are understood as methodologies,
the “Chinese School” partakes of both. Geographically, the “not-just-the-
West” approach insists upon a fairer recognition of Eastern literatures.
Methodologically, the “other-Eastern literatures™ as well as the “minorities-
and-overseas Chinese” approaches, use a comparative method. Strictly
speaking, however, they would probably not fall under the cross-cultural
academic discipline of comparative literature. But all of them are useful
in helping to specify and articulate what is distinctively “Chinese” in
comparative literature studies. The relatively new emphasis on comparing
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Chinese literature with other Eastern literatures might very possibly lead to
a fresh kind of cultural unity. Without being confrontational, Eastern
literatures might then be able to articulate a common cultural solidarity
for the East which could be compared as a whole to the notion of “Western
Civilization.” While recognizing the need for a healthy diversity among the
cultures in Asia, attention to some of the common features of “Eastern
Civilization” could prove most enlightening, not only to China and its Eastern
neighbours but to their Western counterparts as well. %

(3) The “Internationalization vs. Sinification” Interpretation. Without
leaving off the essential importance of viewing comparative literature studies
from a Chinese perspective, I would favor placing the emphasis on the
“internationalization” aspect over the “sinification.” There is not much
danger of a culture as old as China’s losing its self-identity, although equating
modernization with Westernization as suggested by some, seriously dilutes
and dissipates the cultural legacy. Ironically, much of the strength and
stability of the “Chinese School” lies in its openness to outside influences.
Unlike the extreme closed-door policy of recent decades, a comparative
approach (in literature and politics), enables China to keep one foot close
to home while exploring strengths and weaknesses among other cultures..

(4) The “Western Criticism vs. Chinese Criticism™ Interpretation. It
is obvious that mutual understanding through some kind of an on-going
“comparative poetics™ exercise is at the heart of how comparative literature
will thrive between China and the rest of the world. I would like to see a
de-emphasis on the theoretical aspects of Western criticism, and far more
attention .paid to traditional Chinese literary criticism. In any case, the
literature itself must not be subordinated to excessive theorizing and there
must be a thorough integration of Western criticism into the Chinese tradition
if China is to maintain its cultural identity.

(5) The “Marxist” Interpretation. Important as Marxism is in the
world, regarding the realm of letters, a great deal of work has yet to be done
on what its contributions are to the field of comparative literature. While
some seem to think the system of thought has very little to say positively
about aesthetic considerations, it is up to Marxist literary theorists from
China and the rest of the world to prove that this is not so or that there
is something more significant to offer.

Other ideas and ideals I wish to incorporate into an enlarged description
of the “Chinese School” include:

(a) Comparative literature is not merely a methodology but also — and
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more importantly — a habitual attitude of mind and an academic discipline.

(b) The remarkable institutionalization of Chinese-Western comparative
literature studies as an academic discipline must continue in order to assure
long-term continuance and continuity but, at- the same time, avoid over-
centralization and fossilization.

(c) There can be no long-term hope for the “Chinese School” unless
there are scholars trained, not only in the theory, methodology and practice
of comparative literature, but also in classical Chinese literature and criticism.

(d) What is crucial is the need to go beneath the surface of comparative
literature studies and, taking the Chinese literary experience as one’s point
of departure, to challenge Western assumptions, concepts, terms, and
definitions (prescriptive or descriptive) about what constitutes literature in
all its aspects (the “international” canon, “universal” genres, literary
movements, etc.).

(e) To stress a point made at the beginning of this section, the “Chinese
School” does not consist of a static, privileged rootedness in some “Middle
Kingdom,” but steers a dynamic “middle-of-the-road” course for, in the
words of George Steiner, “No men inhabit a ‘middle kingdom’; all are each
other’s guests"’37

(f) Comparative literature can have a double advantage for Chinese
literature inasmuch as it can suggest new approaches to re-invigorate an
ancient kliterature as well to assist non-Chinese to appreciate what is
distinctive about China’s literature.

(g) The importance of Chinese Marxism in almost every field (political
science, economics, sociology, philosophy, etc.) makes it all the more
imperative for Chinese comparatists to stress the interdisciplinary (not forget-
ting the ascetic “discipline” amidst all the “inter™!), for literature is to be
understood as an inseparable but distinct feature in the development of the

"whole person, realizing his or her potential not merely as an individual
but as a responsible member of society.

(b) Far more attention has to be given to the “Russian School” of
comparative literature vis-a-vis the “Chinese School,” not only because of
the "strong Russian presence which affected so much of its development
in the 50s, but also because a great deal of China’s thinking (to say nothing
of many other East European countries) derives from a commion Marxist-
Leninist source (howsoever differently interpreted).

() Contrastive literature, as opposed to the more conventional emphasis
on similarities in many studies of comparative literature, finds research into
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differences (more different, perhaps, than even Derrida’s “differance” ever
envisioned!) more interesting and challenging than common points. Such
an approach may help us transcend accidental similarities in order for us
to discover far more substantive issues.

() Theoretically speaking, one might expect comparative literature
to be the main way of bringing the world to a study of “literature” as a
totality rather than to this or that particular national literature; but even
though such an idealistic process is useful, the “Chinese School” would
insist that each national literature highlight and retain its distinct and unique
features, to assure that a study of the world’s literatures would never dissolve
into some common-denominator poetics where a single, universal theory
of literature would dominate all the world’s national literatures. =

(k) Practically speaking, there is now a sufficient corpus of critical
works in Chinese and English which needs to be culled in order to illustrate,
systematically and comprehensively, exactly what are those unique features
_.which characterize and distinguish the “Chinese School” of comparative
literature from other Western approaches. Following upon this will be an
articulation of the underlying theory and methodology of the “Chinese

School.”

Conclusion

As we move towards — not a common but — a composite approach to
fostering the building up of the “Chinese School” a certain amount of
compromise is necessary. Compromise means a willingness on all sides to
view objectively alternative ways of developing what is best for the “Chinese
School” in itself vis-d-vis Western dominance in comparative literature.
This attitude tries to put aside personal preference or pique and works
towards the common good. T also opt for a “composite” type of poetics
which is, indeed, the best word to describe the “Chinese School” as a
combination of many complementary factors.

But “composite” does not have to be an uncritical or uncreative form
of mere juxtaposition or eclecticism. I rather interpret it as a movement
towards ideal synthesis. “Composite,” as I understand the term, also includes
Eisenstein’s sense of montage, where image F (let it stand for the “French”
school) plus image A (let it stand for the “American” school) do not merely
equal FA, but can evolve into a new, even startling, creative expression C
(let it stand for the “Chinese” school).
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This explanation of “composite” stresses the dynamic interplay and
fusion of ideas rather than mere juxtaposition of the many components.
The above explanations can be illustrated best, perhaps, by referring back
to the diagram mentioned at the beginning of this essay, where the abstract
geometric circles are meant to give way to a dynamic and organic inter-
acting protoplasm. This approach necessarily qualifies any conventional
idea of “synthesis.” “Composite,” then, should not mean a homogenization
of all ideas mixed up into some indecipherable mass, but a dynamic
“composite-synthesis” notion where different ideas vie with each other,
often informing and enriching each other by a free exchange and resulting
in the formation of a viable “Chinese School.”
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