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A few comparatists, notably René
Etiemble, Earl Miner and Douwe

Fokkema, have early on pointed to the
necessity of engaging more intensively not
only with the literatures, but also the
literary scholarship from Asian countries
as well as from other continents outside
the Western orbit. Lately, and in tandem
with the growing interest in world
literature studies, their attempts have had
a clearer resonance in Western academe.
Of course, since the eighteenth century
various types of orientalism have produced
translations for a Western audience and
later, within a post-colonial framework,
numerous studies and literary works have
relativized the paradigms of creative
writing and literary scholarship of a
predominantly European origin.

Many writers and researchers from
outside Europe and the United States, have
settled there, used the Western languages,
taken up positions or held double positions
both abroad and in their homelands. And
waves of migrants have created new
environments for writing and research.
However, the growing awareness of the
cultural importance of cross-continental
movements and locations has still been
formulated to a large extent within a
Western paradigm. This is so for
understandable reasons: the novel as a
genre has conquered the world of books,
and the disciplines of literary studies were
created in post-Enlightenment Europe, later
to be exported to the rest of the world hand
in hand with the institutions of science and
book dissemination, a development now
reinforced via the digital media.

Many colleagues from, for example, the
home country of Shunqging Cao, China,
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have for years presented valuable studies
on the encounter of East and West beyond
an orientalist and post-colonial
perspective,  but  nevertheless  mostly
fashioned in Westernized discourses. What
Etiemble, Miner and Fokkema, among
others, had in mind was something
different: to pay attention to the literatures
and the traditions of literary studies of
non-Western providence before they are
adapted or translated — in the widest sense
of the term — to Westernized discourses,
genres, communicative strategies, and so
on. Apart from the problems of learning
languages outside the linguistic canon of
comparatism, it also required a capacity to
comprehend different ways of writing
literature  and  conceptualizing  the
phenomenon of literature.

The present volume, promoted by the
late Douwe Fokkema, requires a different
mode of reading from that to which a
Western reader is accustomed. It is not
only about the East-West encounter; it
practises it. The way of presenting an
argument, the use of English and the
conceptual system building contain a
dimension of Verfremdung to a Western
reader that fashions the reading in
important ways. I use the Brechtian term
because it refers to an effect produced by a
text or a performance in relation to forms,
ideas and values taken for granted. In this
case Shunqing Cao, himself a professor of
comparative literature in Beijing and
Chengdu, shows an  extraordinary
erudition with respect to the long
European  tradition in  comparative
literature since its inception around 1800
and a wide-ranging familiarity with the
long history of Chinese meta-reflections on
literature.

On this basis the author forces us to
contemplate differently the tradition we
know so well. His aim is to introduce a
new platform for literary studies which
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would allow us to cross-fertilize these two
large traditions, as well as their
subdivisions as they have developed over
the years in different countries, schools of
criticism, theoretical trends and
institutions. The critical departure is a
systematic, maybe at times too rigid,
contrast between the consequences and
shortcomings of one type of comparatism
based on influences and another one based
on analogies. This happens in a
comprehensive analysis built on a detailed
overview of European and American
traditions and their primary sources.

The new platform Shunqing Cao calls
‘variation theory’, which he has developed
over a number of years for the Chinese
research community in a series of talks,
papers and chapters. Its goal is to turn
comparatism into a study of variations
and of the heterogeneity of both literature
and the concepts of literary studies, also
within a given and allegedly homogenous
tradition, Eastern or Western. The basic
assumption is that literature is constituted
by a foundational exchange across cultures
and that the study of literature, eo ipso,
must respect the same heterogeneity
beyond comparisons between unified and
monopolizing levels of concepts and
discourses.

Shunqing Cau points to different
domains and textual levels where this
programme can be put into practice with
expanded translation studies as the most
interesting focus, at least to me, and also
taking up a large bulk of the book. Two
ideas are worth noting in particular: first,

that non-translatability is not seen as a
proto-metaphysical universal poetic feature
beyond cultural difference — as for instance
in James Liu’s posthumous study on East—
West  poetical encounters, Language,
Paradox, Poetics: A Chinese Perspective
(1998) — but is regarded as a driving force
of creation and cross-cultural literary
variation through translations; second, his
reactualizing interpretations of classical
theories of, for instance, Van Tieghem on
branches of comparative studies and also
the synthesis of translation of text, of sign

systems and translation theory, add
valuable details to ideas that were
launched in early modern translation

studies but often remained headlines.

In line with many studies in world
literature,  Shunqing Cao insistently
maintains a focus on the particular
literariness of texts as it is perceived in
different cultures, but also searches for the
cross-cultural dynamics that generate any
literary phenomenon, its effects and its
conceptualization. Thus, the book is an
invitation to enter into a dialogue with
established Western comparatism. And the
time is ripe for dialogue: world literature
studies, translation studies, genre studies,
studies of the political, studies of the
posthuman, studies of digital media and
literatures — all such partly overlapping
research interests are cross-disciplinary and
open to cross-cultural dialogues to which
this volume is also an invitation.

Svend Erik Larsen,
University of Aarhus
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Foreword

Without the Western world being aware of it. the comparative study of literature has
been flounshing in China for several decades. In 1985 the first Congress of the
Chinese Comparative Literature Association in Shenzhen was a major event in this
development. As newly elected President of the International Comparative Literature
Association, T attended the Congress amnd saw ihe energy and high expeciations in
the eves of the voung participants. However, even before that inaugural Congress,
the international study of literature was practiced by outstanding scholars such as
Qian Zhongshu and Yang Zhouhan, both notable for their impeccable knowledge of
English and Evropean traditions as well as the history of Chinese literature and
philosophy. Another name to mention here 15 Yoe Daivun, of Beljing University,
who has been a powerful organizer of congresses and symposia. A generation of
highly gifted younger scholars has kept the lame of comparative studies buming
with their journals, Both in Chinese and English, and with conferences amd local
associatnons—among them Cao Shunging, Xie Tianzhen, Wang Ming, Zhang Longxi,
and many others.

A said, all these activities are virtwally wnknown outside China, Therefore,
Professor Cao Shunging s book on The Vanation Theory of Comparative Lilerature,
appearing now in English, is a welcome attempt to break through the linguistic
barrier that keeps most comparatisis in China enclosed within their own cultural
domain. Cao’s book wims to open a dialogue with scholars abroad. in Europe and
Morth and South America, India, Russia, South Adrica, and the Arab world. (The
world 15 already a mulupolar svstem longer than most of us have realized.) It would
be a gross mistake not to take up the challenge of Cao’s erudite exposition. Cao
Shumging’s argument coniains many perfinent observations and, where we have
reason W disagree, we mush express our own views sooas o continue the discussion.

The Variation Theory is an answer fo the onc-sided emiphasis on influence studies
by the former “French school™ as well as o the American focus on agsthetic
interpretation, inspired by New Cnticism, which regrettably ignored literature in
nen-Eurepean languages, Our Chinese colleagues are right in seeing the restrictions
of former comparative studies and are Tully entitled o amend these deficiencies.
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Abstract: In their article "About English-language Scholarship on Humor in Ancient Chinese Litera-
ture" Peina Zhuang and Lei Cheng present an overview of scholarship by English-language Sinologists
on humor.Zhuang and Cheng argue that while English-language scholars have played a path-breaking
role in making prominent an important aspect of ancient Chinese literature, their studies also display
weaknesses including questionable choices of source material, decontextualized analysis, or even mis-
translation. They posit that the study of humor in ancient Chinese literature ought to be performed in
a contextual perspective including linguistics, literary history, society, politics, etc.
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“Rose-garden”——T. S. Eliot ‘Four Quartets’

Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage which we did not take
Towards the door we never opened

In to the rose-garden
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