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Introduction

Yan Shaodang
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On My Way Towards Comparative
Literature Research

Yue Daiyun

I’ ve been engaged in comparative literary studies for nearly
20 years.In the middle 1970’ s, Beijing University enrolled some
foreign students and I was assigned to teach a modern Chinese lit-
erature class for them. In order to help my students better appre-
ciate our works, I had to analyze the influence of the Western lit-
eratures upon their modern Chinese counterpart as well as their
reception in China since the beginning of the 20th century. My
Nietzsche and Modern Chinese Literature (1981) is just the prod-
uct of this teaching experience. In the January of 1981 the first
Comparative Literature Association was founded in Beijing Uni-
versity under the name of Comparative Literature Research Cen-
ter, where 1 worked as the Secretary General.

In the summer of the same year, I went to Harvard Univer-
sity to make research under the sponsorship of Harvard — Yeching
Association. From 1982 to 1983, I was invited to the University
of California (Berkeley) as guest researcher, where I got to know

. l .
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Prof. Cyril Birch and Prof. James Liu. I’ ve learned from their
studies that interpreting traditional Chinese literary theories would
lead to some new results, which is unimaginable through one —
track mode of research, yet the innermost “Chineseness” also got
lost thereby. This has constructed the main area of my academic
concern ever since.

When I returned home in 1984, comparative literary studies
in China had made great strides and were advancing towards an
important discipline. I was aware that the next step was to pro-
duce substantial research results. Encouraged by HunanWenyi
Press, we compiled a comparative literature series, then appeared
the Beijing University Comparative Literature Series. At the same
time, I offered such courses as Fundamental Comparative Litera-
ture and Comparative Poetics: China and the West etc. at Beijing
University and Shenzhen University. In 1987 and 1988, I pub-
lished 2 monographs, Comparative Literature and Modern Chi-
nese Literature (PKU Press) and Fundamental Comparative Lit-
erature (Hunanwenyi Press), Apart from the comparative studies
of literary content and form, I was also attracted by interdisci-
plinary studies, especially the cross ~ domain research on literature
and science, such as psychology and sociology .

The year 1989 marked the beginning of the so — called “Post
~ modern Period” in China. In the 1990’s, some cultural funda-
mentalists made much emphasis upon Guoxue, or traditional Chi-
nese studies per se, to stack up to Euro — centralism. I had no
opinion of such cultural nationalism, neither did I embrace the
time — honored opposition between West and East. Correspond-

. 2 .
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ingly, the basis task of current comparative literature studies, so
far as I’ m concerned, is to maintain and promote the diversity of
human culture with an cosmopolitan view. Therefore, compara-
tive literature itself must need undergo a stupendous transforma-
tion.

With the advent of the 21st century, human culture is being
menaced along two dimensions: one comes from the diminution of
the diversity of culture, which will inevitably lead to the loss of
the world’s cultural resources; on the other hand, cultural isola-
tion caused by cultural localism will either engender cultural con-
flict or cultural decay, and the transformation of thinking modes
will exacerbate the collapse of social ideology. How to tackle this
antinomy so that it will benefit the human race — the principle of
“harmonized differences” proposed by ancient Chinese thinkers
might prove a key to this problem — makes one of the important
commitments of liberal arts in the 21st century, wherein compara-
tive literature studies will out of question play the avant — guard
role.

If we define comparative literature studies as cross — cultural
and interdisciplinary studies, it is sure to reside at the growing
edges of the humanism in the new century. Seen from this per-
spective, the ultimate goal of comparative literary studies is to
promote cultural communication, avert disastrous cultural conflict
and ameliorate the cultural ecological system for mankind. We
may as well call it the gist of future comparative literature studies,
which is also the hub and nub of literary creation and research of

any description.
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