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Preface I The Conference in
Chengdu: A Major Success

Utrecht University Douwe Fokkema

The 6th conference of the Chinese Comparative Literature As-
sociation in Chengdu in August 1999 was a major success. In order
to appreciate its significance we must go back into history.

For a long time comparative literature has been a field studied
mainly in Europe and North America. Since I was trained as a sinol-
ogist I found this an unsatisfactory situation. Many scholars in the
West were simply not aware of the great traditions of literature in A-
sia. The isolation of western comparative literature was mirrored by
a similar isolation of literary studies in the East.

After having spent two years in Beijing in the late 1960s, I was
definitely convinced of the negative effects of isolation. When I be-
came active in the Executive Committee of the International Com-
parative Literature Association (ICLA) in 1973—first as a secre-
tary, then as a vice-president and president—1I tried to persuade my
colleagues to make the comparative study of literature really interna-
tional. This meant that the Congresses of the ICLA should be con-
vened not only in Europe or North America, but also in other parts
of the world. The support of Earl Miner, a comparatist and Japanol-
ogist of Princeton University,in the United States, who was presi-
dent of the ICLA between 1988 and 1991, was essential in this re-
spect, as well as the hospitable response of Haga Toru, of Tokyo U-
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niversity, and other Japanese colleagues.

Thus, in 1991 the 13th Congress of the ICLA was held in
Tokyo, Japan. And next year, in 2000, the 16th Congress of the I-
CLA is convened in Pretoria, South Africa. In all probability, the
congress to be held in 2003 will take place in Hong Kong.

In the meantime, also at grassroot level comparative literature
was accepted as a truly international discipline. As a result of the
sustained efforts of Qian Zhongshu, Yang Zhouhan and Yue
Daiyun, in 1985 the Chinese Comparative Literature Association
was founded in Shenzhen. Together with several colleagues from the
West including Yves Chevrel (Paris), I had the honor to attend that
first national meeting of comparatists in China, since that moment
comparative literature has grown in China— in quantity, in diversi-
ty, and in quality.

The growth of comparative literature and its spread all over the
world has also changed the contents of comparative literature. The
positivist studies of literary influence as well as the New Critical
analysis of texts have yielded to a focus on the cultural context in
which literature is being produced and read. Literary studies have
been conceived as part of cultural studies.

Chinese comparatists have quickly responded to this tendency.
This appears from the theme of the 4th conference of the Chinese
Comparative Literature Association in Zhangjiajie, which was: “Lit-
erature in the multicultural context,” and from the theme of the 5th
conference in Changchun: “Cultural dialogue and cultural memory.”
And it also appears from the theme of the meeting in Chengdu:
“Comparative Literature in an age of multiculturalism. ”

However, the focus on the cultural context has led to a problem

2.



of definition. The question can be asked: to what extent is literary
studies still different from cultural studies? If there is r’io longer any
specific difference, the problem arises that scholars of literature must
compete with historians, sociologists, anthropologists and psycholo-
gists. For they all deal with culture. What could the specific contri-
bution of experts in literary studies be? In fact, literary researchers
are less well equipped for studying culture than, for instance, cul-
tural anthropologists.

I agree that literary production and reception should be studied
in its cultural and historical context, but in the process of this con-
textualization the specific characteristics of the aesthetic epberience
should not be overlooked. In spite of the attempts of some critics,
notably in the United States, to politicize the debate on culture and
to neglect the research on literature, aesthetic perception remains an
important faculty of the mind. In his Zhonguai bijiao wenlun shi
(1998, Comparative History of Chinese and Foreign Literary Theo-
ries) Cao Shunqing argued: although the various literary traditions
have different origins, they all have been looking for the aesthetic
qualities of literature. Indeed, for many readers the aesthetic experi-
ence is a fact that enriches life. However, the aesthetic experience is
more than a luxury. It is not an isolated phenomenon that has no re-
lation with other faculties of the mind, such as ethical judgment, or
the search for truth. Aesthetic perception is perception from a cer-
tain distance; it is perception without immediate commitment to ac-
tion. Nevertheless, it often precedes — and maybe evenprepares —
a reorientation in action or judgment. As such it can be part of an
individual reconsideration of an idea or plan.

The ethical and social effects of literature result from such re-
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considerations. Different from plain political discourse, literature
may break through cultural barriers that separate readers living in
different parts of the world. Different from propaganda, literature
has an indirect effect.

The particular rhetoric of literature is something literary schol-
ars know something about. We should not forsake our own exper-
tise. For if we do not pay attention to the particularity of literary
writing, no one in the university will care for literature anymore. |
would deplore that development. For, as Lu Xun argued in his tur-
bulent and highly politicized time, literature is needed. Literature
should bg defended, also by means of fundamental research and ra-
tional argument.

The conference in Chengdu was a great success precisely be-
cause the participants were interested in the specific role of literature
in the cultural debate. Many papers focused on the aesthetic effect of
reading literature. Other papers related the aesthetic experience to
the cultural context. Moreover, there was a lively international ex-
change of opinions. The intellectual atmosphere of the conference
was excellent. However, without a perfect organization and without
Professor Cao Shunging and his staff, the great success of the con-
ference would not have been possible.

On behalf of all foreign scholars who attended the conference,

allow me to express our most sincere thanks to our hosts in Cheng-

du.
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Preface Il Cross-Culture: A New
Change and Breakthrough of
Comparative Literature
Sichuan University Cao Shunging

At the end of this century, it seems that comparative literature
is facing a new “crisis” again, which stands for, at the same time, a
new change and breakthrough.

We are already on the turning point for such a new option and
important strategy. The history is challenging us and the opportunity
is at hand. But how to meet this challenge and grasp the chance is
necessarily the important task for the scholars in the field of compar-
ative literature, both in China and even the whole world.

In the early 50 s, the study of comparative literature was in a
serious “crisis” . It was, however, that crisis that caused the field to
make a remarkable breakthrough, in which the Parallel Approach,
the American School, was born. Since then this field has been on a
new phase.

In 1958, Rene Wellek pointed out at the second conference of
the International Comparative Literature Association held at Cathe-
dral Hill that the discipline was in crisis with the sign that both the
object and the methodology had not been defined. . . Comparative lit-
erature thus had almost become dead in terms of its methodology.
And right now this field in China is in the similar situation. Mean-

while the discipline theory of the field outside China seems more and
. 10 .



