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The Legitimacy of Comparative Literature
and the Variation Studies of Comparative

Literature

Shunqing CAO
Translated by Ying LIU
Sichuan University, China
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In the framework of the comparative literature theories in the West, the
legitimacy of literary comparison between Eastern and Western civilizations has
always been questioned. For example, Ulrich Weisstein, the famous American
scholar, believes that literary comparison between different civilizations is
infeasible since no comparability exists between Western literature and Eastern
literature. In his Comparative Literature and Literary Theory: Survey and
Introduction, he shows his hesitation in the expansion of parallel studies between



literary phenomena to that between different civilizations, although he does believe
some cases are feasible. For him, only in the context of a single civilization, can be
found in thoughts, feelings, or imagination some common factors that help to
maintain tradition either consciously or unconsciously, so it is hard to say that some
similar models can be found between the Western poetry and that of the Middle
East or far East.!") The reason of Ulrich Weisstein’s doubt lies in the opinion that no
similarity exists between literatures of different civilizations. For a long time, many
scholars in the West hold that the comparability of Comparative Literature is to seek
similarity, i.e., the similarity between literatures of different countries. For example,
in the studies of influences the same origin is what can be compared, while in the
parallel studies, the homogeneity between different literatures is what can be
compared, so obviously there is nothing that can be compared without the “origin”
or “homogeneity”. In the traditional disciplinary framework in the West,
comparison between the Eastern literature and Western literature is hard to begin.
As Weisstein mentioned, the attempt to seek for similar patterns between the
Western poetry and mid-Eastern or far-Eastern poetry is difficult. Therefore, it
seems that no legitimacy exists in the comparison between Western literature and
Eastern literature according to the traditional disciplinary theory.

In fact, in the context of globalization, scholars all over the world have to face
many exchanges, collisions, comparisons between different civilizations. Presently,
endeavors have been made in the comparison between the Western literatures and
Eastern literatures. At the same time, Chinese comparatists focused mainly on the
literary comparison in different civilizations. For all these years, we have already
made some achievements in the comparison between Chinese literature and
literatures from other nations, but the studies have not even got any legitimacy in
the field of Comparative Literature. This is not only surprising, but also abnormal
and unreasonable. Thus, this situation needs to be changed and this is the moment
of changes now. Certainly, comparatists have responsibility to clarify the theoretical
legitimacy of comparison between the Western literature and Eastern literatures
theoretically.

So, is it possible to compare Western literature and Eastern literature? Is the
comparison legitimate? Some scholars do believe in the comparability, though
mainly similarity. In the name list we can firstly find Rene Wellek, who maintains
that the legitimacy of Western and Eastern comparative literatures lies in their
similarity. For him, literatures of different civilizations can be compared because of



their common features. He advocates that we should regard the world literatures as
an integrity and seek for the emergence and development of literature in spite of the
distinction of languages. At the same time, he also suppose that one day the study of
the common tendency of different literatures, the study of Western literary tradition
(including Slavic tradition) and the comparative study of any literature including
far-Eastern literature will influence each other.”) One of Wellek's key points is to
call for efforts in seeking for the common secrets and rules of literature through
comparative studies on world literature. As long as we make efforts in this way, we
can grasp the nature of arts and poetry that beyond life and destiny shapes a new
world of imagination, then our extreme national pride will disappear and various
individual human beings will appear anywhere and anytime."”! Another name that
should not be skipped is Qian Zhongshu, a Chinese comparatist who was learned in
both Chinese and Western literature and is regarded a milestone in the development of
Comparative Literature and Comparative Poetics in China. His works Guan Zhui Bian
(Limited View) and Tan Yi Lu (On Arts) are worldly acknowledged. Qian held the same
opinion that the Western literature and Eastern literature have something in common
that is comparable. He tried to find the common Wenxin (“literary mind” ), common
rules in arts and humanity by comparison. He was confident in communication of
humanity, emotion, affection in different cultural contexts. He frequently mentioned that.
In the preface of Tun Yi Lu, he clearly said: “Minds cross the oceans can be
communicated; studies beyond fields are integrated.” ¥ For Qian, since humanity
and human affections have much in common, so literary minds can communicated
with each other, no matter how space and time changes. He himself made his
academic research for the purpose of building a bridge between different cultures.
Apparently, either Wellek or Qian thinks the similarity between different
civilizations and literatures as the basis of comparability. Their opinions really
encourage those who don’t quite agree with Ulrich Weisstein. The fact that they
held similar idea is an evidence to show that the Western literature and Eastern
literature, or the Western civilizations and Eastern civilizations can be compared.
However, stressing on similarity is far from enough. Explanation on
comparability between different literatures in the perspective of similarity is
insufficient. Actually, Weisstein’s question on looking for similar patterns of
Western poetry and Eastern poetry is worth noticing. Neither Wellek nor Qian
Zhongshu has really given a real answer. Seeking for similarity doesn’t give
legitimacy to the comparison between Western and Eastern literatures. Great



diversities do exist in different cultures. Therefore, cross-civilization study of
comparative literature is not the simple equivalence of looking for similarity.
Instead, it is an equal dialogue on the premise of mutual respecting and cultural
individuality and idiosyncrasy maintaining. During cross-civilization comparative
studies, people are inclined to ignore the peculiarity of an individual culture as if
similarity is the only aim while difference is not analyzed. This will further lead to
the ignorance of the complexity and diversity of cultures, which may result in
superficiality in research.

Realizing this problem, French scholar Frangois Julien criticized that Qian
Zhongshu neglected difference when looking for similarity. While much admiration
is paid to Qian and little criticism has been made to him at home, a scholar from
other country gave insightful comments on him. Julien, in an interview in 1996,
pointed out the Achilles’ heel of Qian’s comparative study. i.e., he confused
comparison with analogy. Julien said that he respected Qian very much for his
erudition, knowledge in Chinese tradition and noble personality but disagree on his
analogous study. Julien found that Qian’s research finally led to the analogy
between different quotations and was not very effective.’” Julien also discussed
with James J. Y. Liu on the issue and believed that Liu was wrong from the starting
point by analyzing Chinese poetics with typical Western theoretical model.

Julien’s remarks on Qian Zhongshu make us think: what kind of comparison is
really valuable? How can “comparison’” hold its position in the present context
when Comparative Literature continues to burgeon? What is the basis on which
Julien made such comments on Qian Zhongshu? Is the basis reliable? Therefore, we
realize that what Julien’s comments lead to is not only of sinology, but also, or even
more crucial to the development of Comparative Literature in China and all over the
world. The vital question is comparability and legitimacy between Eastern
civilization and Western civilization. Only after seeking for the answer to this
question could the world Comparative Literature shake off the fetters of “crisis” and
“death” and get rebirth.

From Chinese practice in the field of Comparative Literature, the disciplinary
theory based on analogy bothers us a lot. For a very long time, Chinese scholars
have failed to recognize the heterogeneity between the Western and Eastern
civilizations. Most research were bond to the original disciplinary theories,
emphasizing much on the homologous and parallel studies. Whenever a study is
made, the saying “Minds cross the oceans can be communicated” remains to be a



maxim. Thereafter, papers on so-called comparison between X and Y have been
published. Some meaningless comparison between totally irrelevant objects appear
everywhere. The main reason lies in the lack of proper theories in the discipline.
The existence of such superficial studies proves the lack of the study of variation.

This era is asking for new ideas in the discipline of Comparative Literature, and
the theories on the study of variation may be the key to solving the problems. Study
of Variation gives new foundation to the legitimacy for the comparison between the
Eastern and Western literature. This legitimacy lies on heterogeneity and variability,
which answers the question of Weisttein and makes the comparison between the
East and West possible.

How can heterogeneity become the basis for comparability? In the past years,
comparative studies focused much on analogy. Can we begin to compare
“variation”? Today, literatures in various civilizations are included in the
perspectives of comparative literature. The idea of sticking to parallel studies can
only be put in the same cultural circle, even refusing to seeking for the difference of
various civilizations, held by many Western scholars including Weisstein, is really
out of date. In their opinion, great difference between different civilizations makes
comparison impossible. However, in practice, this kind of comparison has always
been in existence. The pity is that our discipline of Comparative Literature hasn’t
presented clearly the comparability of heterogeneous literatures in the theoretical
system. Therefore, no sufficient consideration is made on this question.

It has been a long time that scholars in the field of Comparative Literature
believe the theoretical edifice of Comparative Literature is perfectly built on the
basis of influence studies and parallel studies. With the respect to the Western
theories of Comparative Literature (mainly the theories of French School and
American School), we cannot deny the fact that Variation Studies is one actual part
of Comparative Literature and the related theories an essential part. Variation is not
only an important concept in cultural and literary communication, but a most
valuable part of Comparative Literature and an essential approach to cultural
innovation as well. It shows that the study of Comparative Literature turn to
heterogeneity and variation from analogy and homology. Both the former and the
latter are brought into Comparative Literature. Only the integration of the four
characteristics can we complete the edifice of Comparative Literature.

The first layer of heterogeneity lies in the variation of communication and
influence between literatures. The past influence studies were based on “analogous”



comparability which was originated from the French School. As they believe, the
international relationship and mutual influences among literatures are certain
empirical relations, causal relations and homologous relations; while collecting
materials, classifying and clarifying, seeking for facts, looking for cause and effect,
and tracing the roots are the main approaches used. There are three important parts
in influence studies: Doxology, from the sender, via the transmitter, to the receiver;
Crenology, from the destination back to the starting point; Mesology, on the process
of circulation. In all the three approaches remains a consistency, which is the
homology in the communication and influences of international literatures. The
actual complicated variation has been neglected.

In fact, during the process of inter-national, inter-lingual, inter-disciplinary and
inter-cultural/civilizational relations of different literatures, variation is
indispensable. The influence relations of literatures should be exposited in both
tracing the origin and seeking for variation. The variability in the studies of
international literatures or influence studies refers to the variation in languages,
images, themes and other elements during translation, circulation and reception,
caused by factors such as various cultural, psychological, ideological and historical
reasons. When literature and culture is transmitted from one country to another, it is
very possible to encounter variation of translation, reception, etc. then cultural
filtering, misreading, creative betrayal of translation and even certain “domestic
appropriation”(such as the domestication of Buddhism in China) may happen. All
these are unavoidable phenomena of variation of the circulation, influence and
reception of literature. The consistency and variation in literary relations are two
sides of a coin. Neither side can be neglected. The past research put too much
emphasis on the consistency while ignored the variation, which made a discount to
the Western theories of Comparative Literature.

On the other hand, in parallel studies, Julien’s questioning on Chinese saying of
“East or West, both lead to the same direction” is a real challenge. In his
questioning, the second layer of heterogeneity is presented: the commensurability
and incommensurability between the Eastern literature and Western literature. From
the perspective of the former, the minds cross the ocean, East and West really can
be communicated. From the latter, difference can exist in harmony, without being
confused to each other.

Chinese Scholar Yu Hong’s work, Chinese Literary Theories and Western Poetics,
is valuable, because it takes a clear attitude to the incommensurability between the



Eastern and Western literatures. However, too much emphasis on the
incommensurability is another kind of mistake. An opposite instance is Chinese
Theories of Literature by James. J.Y. Liu. This is a work that tries to introduce
Chinese literary theory in the pattern of Western literary theory. This work makes an
analogy of Chinese and Western literary theories in a compact way, relating to a
wide range which is rather influential. However, paying too much attention to
similarity is its defect. For example, he tries to explain Chinese literary theory by
rearranging the Abrams’ four elements into a two-way cycle, breaking the integrated
system of Chinese literary theories. As criticized by Francois Julien, Liu’s
adaptation of Abrams’ frame of four literary elements is not suitable for Chinese
context. (! The research based on homologous approach will result in “the lost of
heterogeneity”, which will finally influence the academic significance of parallel
studies. Julien says: “this is a key point that we are now in an era when everything
is standardized in Western patterns. The result is that Chinese people cannot read
Chinese culture and Japanese people cannot read Japanese culture because
everything is reconstructed. Ancient Chinese thoughts are gradually changing into
all kinds of Western notions. Actually, Chinese thoughts have their own logic. In
classical Chinese texts, what lead to consideration are the dependency, symmetry
and networking between words, which are the ways of their mutual reaction.
Without taking these into consideration, the essence of Chinese thoughts will be
lost.” 1t is on the foundation of knowing the heterogeneity between different
civilizations that parallel studies can be developed in the perspective of “dialogue”,
so as to realize the mutual reflection, interpretation and complementation, which is
advantageous to the mergence and communication of different cultures. Analogous
approach is really practical in the parallel studies of literatures in similar civilization,
however in comparison between heterogeneous civilizations, the characteristics of
heterogeneity is even more important and crucial. “Without seeking for the origin of
different civilizations and noticing the different academic rules and discourse in
different civilizations, the Comparative Literature is inclined to become superficial
‘analogous’ literature.” It is heterogeneity that decides the value and significance of
parallel studies.

Some Chinese scholars are accustomed to adapting Western theories as universal
maxim. They don’t understand that it is quite problematic if we apply those theories
blindly without connecting them with the Chinese local soil. When we import
Western theories, we should notice their heterogeneity, instead of regarding them as



absolute truth. Crossing the heterogeneous civilization is beneficial to the
complementation and reference of different civilizations. The emphasis on
heterogeneity is advantageous to the communication and integration of different
civilizations. It is also favorable to the construction of a harmonious world with
difference in coexistence. That is the final aim of the variation studies of
Comparative Literature.

Chinese scholars have proposed the theory of variation studies, which not only
answers the puzzle of Weisstein, but also lays a foundation for the comparability
and legitimacy of comparison between different civilizations and cultures. It is
possible for us to create a new stage in the development of disciplinary theories of
Comparative Literature and promote the development of the World Comparative
Literature.

Notes:

[1] Ulrich Weisstein. Comparative Literature and Literary Theory: Survey and Introduction.
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Those who are engaged in the theory and interpretation of literature very often do
not pay much attention to the practice of literature, i.e. to the simple question how
literature works in public. According to my experience that I gained in the past it is,
however, not sufficient just to prepare a good text for a reading. It might be of much
more importance to take the surroundings of a meeting between an author and his!"]
readership into one’s consideration. In recent years it has turned out that any
organization of literature in public, if it wants to be successful, has to be an event”)
accompanied by a performance. I had to learn this in the past thirty years step by

step. When 1 first started my way of presenting Chinese writers to a broader

! Paper read in Chinese at the International Conference of World Sinology in Peking, Beijing
Shifan Daxue, April 28-30, 2011.



audience, I did not think about it as a certain kind of art, but the professionals soon
forced me to change my pure, ill-considered (academic) style and to search for that

kind of presentation that the listeners expect and the sponsors demand.

I. The Art of Reading

Scholars and students in Chinese studies are very often out of touch with the
world around them. They can hardly imagine that what they do might appeal solely
to their colleagues and friends, and not to those who do not belong to the field of,
for instance, Chinese literature as in our case. Specialists on China are rarely able or
even willing to step out of their academic area and satisfy the need for knowledge
about China, which a broad readership might nourish. And if there are two or three
scholars in Chinese studies, who write in a lucid style and at the same time on a
high level like Jonathan Spence or Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer, and should they attract
attention at home and abroad, they sometimes become victims of suspicion. One
doubts their methodology, the depth of their thought, and might even accuse them
of popular science.

I myself think that it is possible to be a specialist and a professional at the same
time. One only has to know how to combine insider knowledge and professional
circulation. Success in this respect is nothing else than a question of good
preparation and thoughtful representation.

As scholars and translators of Chinese literature we have something in common
with any writer: We share the instruments of language or better to say the art of
language, at least we should. Good language makes a good writer; good language
also makes a good translation. Good language works, it is able to put a spell on
someone who is not only able to read, but also to listen. The sensual success of a
spoken text is based upon two factors: good speaking and careful listening. Both of
them should not be taken for granted as talents one is born with, as just the opposite
is true: They must be learned. We may be familiar with speech training, but not
with the cultivation of hearing ability. Of course, proficiency in listening only
makes sense when the listener is offered different levels and varied timbres. An
interesting sound of language requires a person who knows what time and volume
during the speech act is. B3]

Unfortunately there are not many writers who are trained, by teachers skilled in
performance, to read their texts in public. And the same is true for translators who,

often without any real professional preparation, enter the stage together with the
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