To Disagree is Noble;
To Distort Is Not, Definitely Not, Divine:
A Reply to Prof. William Touponce

Dear Editor:

I am quite amazed at, and amused by the critical attitude of Professor
William Touponce in his book review of Literary Theory Today (Vol. XIII,
No. 2, pp. 203-6). It is a curious sort of review, indeed. When he should
focus on those essays he believed to be beautiful, he spent almost all his
time to my “ugly™ piece, — Yes, “ugly” is the word he used. From the very
beginning, his approach to Chuang Tzu and Heidegger differs radically from
mine, which is really quite firze, and, as [ have said, “To disagree is noble,”
but “to distort is not, definitely not, divine.” Since our life-span is short,
we should spend it earnestly on delving deeply into our scholarly projects
rather than arguing over a vacuum, a kind of much ado about nothing.
Still it seems fair for me to point out areas of distortion.

First, when I said, “we find the Taoists and Heidgger speaking the
same language,” this sentence was preceded by “It is on this level that .. ..”
It would be indeed naive to claim that the Taoists and Heidegger speak the
same language; nobody should make such a claim. The phrase preceding
that sentence is, therefore, very important, which Professor Touponce
deleted. Indeed, this is the center of my studies. We are only talking about
one specific level, namely, the priority of things over that of ego. If we
cannot allow this kind of argument, we are literally proclaiming the death
of comparative literature. And such a statement does not imply priviledging
the Chinese over Heidegger. On the contrary, we find ourselves uplifted by
this convergence and want to look toward widening the boundary of outr
understanding. There is nothing ethnocentric about it.

What is really unbecoming of Professor Touponce’s critical attitude
is not his disagreement with my interpretation. After all, all interpretations
are provisional and open for revision; none can claim conclusiveness and
definitiveness. At the end of his critique, Prof. Touponce sneaks in a
translation of Wang Wei’s poem by G. W. Robinson. Mind you, it is Robin-
son’s translation. The mistake of translating = fE into lotus flowers
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is Robinson’s, not mine. And yet, Touponce wants to create an illusion
that I had been relying on this inadequate translation for my entire argument,
(I use one line of Robinson’s translation as negative evidence, and it is not
the line that Touponce singles out for criticism), and, by implication, I
did not know any Chinese. Vicious indeed! Luckily, I am also a writer in
Chinese and have written more works in Chinese than in English, a fact most
people know. Of course, this does not guarantee that I would not make
mistakes elsewhere. I did, as most transtators do, willy-nilly, but I did not
make this one. The job of a reviewer is to point out the strengths and weak-
nesses of each piece under consideration. He is not asked to change white
'into black.

Sincerely,

Wai-lim Yip




