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Comparative Poetics in China
PREFACE

...comparative literature would then be irresistibly drawn
comparative poetics.

Rene - Etiemble

Comparative poetics in, then, by its nature an extensive, complex subject.
Any effort to address the subject makes grand claims. Like a family, an
intellectual field of study can be defined both in terms of the entirety or in terms of
the individual members. Comparative poetics is a member of the families of poetics
and of comparative literature. And like other kinds of still-novel intercultural
study. Its history consists of only the last entries in the family Bible.

René Wellek has often told us that the work of comparatives is to study
literature. That widening of our horizon may itself be broadened. Not all theoretical
and methodological problems about literature are immediately comparative, but
comparative poetics certainly is, by definition We need also to construe both
literature and poetics pluralistically. With all the problems of relativism that doing
so may entail. The more diverse the literatures drawn on for evidence. The better
founded will be any poetics we derive-as also the more difficult will be any issues
of relativism. And because diverse literatures have diverse histories . If we are to
claim any lasting basis for our judgments, the histories must be considered not
merely in terms of a single century or movement. For all the many hazards, however,
only intercultural evidence is adequate for an account of comparative poetics. Many
issues besides those raised here are proper to this field. and comparative poetics is
a destined end of comparative literature, as Etiemble was quoted as say my near
the beginning of this study.

Not all roads lead to comparative poetics. That point also needs making. But
others do besides that followed here. Rene Etiemble clearly envisioned another
double route that others have tried to set asunder “By combining the two methods

that consider themselves enemies but that. in reality, must complement each other
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[ the putatively French] historical inquiry and [ the putatively American] critical
or aesthetic reflection—comparative literature would then be irresistibly drawn to
comparative poetics. ” The attitude is visionary in part, lofty, and set in a possible
future. This essay is, in a sense, an attempt to act on that vision in the present.
Others in the same enterprise may wish to follow different routes: ideology,
interpretation translation. The individual, society—the routes involve the manifold
and familiar ones of literary study. It is, as Etiemble envisions, the purpose and
the goal that determine whether a given route leads to comparative poetics.

Liu’s aim for “a better understanding of all literature” comprehends in
“literature” the literary corpus, its history or histories, and theories about it. Not
everyone thinks alike today as to the priorities of those three entities. Rather than
argue with this or that imagined enemy, I shall simply declare my hand. The
literary corpus cannot be understood without historical and theoretical knowledge,
whether that be tacit or explicit-as anyone knows after first discovering with
mystification a poem from some tradition very different from those theretofore familiar.
And yet, historical and theoretical knowledge about literature logically presumes
the priority of the poem and the poet. There is always the poet’s and the poem’s
implicit poetics, and they are of paramount importance. It has been the business of
about four centuries of thought to seek to understand what it was that Shakespeare
knew about his art. That process of study makes up, along with performance and
translations, the history of the plays. That process of study has certainly uncovered
theoretical and historical implications of those plays and of drama more generally,
even while revealing what the searchers needed to discover.

The range reflects my teaching over several years and a number of previous
publications that have developed concepts brought together and developed here.
Because of the novelty of the essay, and because I hope to reach students as well
as their teachers, I have tried to smooth and clarify not only my own work but also
that of others. I do not expect readers to become my followers, but I do wish all
who read to follow my argument. All that is argued, and it is quite enough, is that
comparative poetics requires two things: a satisfy-factory conception and practice of
comparison along with an attention to poetics ( conceptions of literature) that rest
on historically sound evidence The route followed here is based on what can be

inferred from the three genres conceptually and historically.
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Comparatists ( whoever we are) , but not only comparatists, have been drawn
by visions of the full largess of literary theory. Many find greatest appeal in a
theory presumed to be immune to qualification by historical and other relative
factors. To others that appeal is spurious. And what cannot be grounded historically
is not to be taken seriously. In fact, none of us is totally immune to the desire for
literary conceptions safe from tine and change, and few of us are able to write as if
we had doubts about possessing such a theory. As we strive to render immutable
our constantly changing medley of thought, we join—if only as canceled footnotes—
the history of the mutation of literary ideas. The seconds tied and the calendar
turns as we eamestly, and not without a certain engaging charm, devise our

transtemporal theories.

Earl Miner
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