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The Allure of “Modern Realism”: Theoretical
Construction and Methodological Significance of

Jiang Chengyong’s Studies on Realism

HA% (Zeng Zhaozhi) A5 (Zeng Fanting)

NEWE: EFEHCFNERY, ALZXRKPEEROMLE, XHE
RTBMSREMEFN 0BT RARAHMELE L E R TAR, TR, 3
PELEX B FAMFERE, TERRAE AT L E A NMELFREEN—
FEL, BREFANBEHEWERRL, AR AT “EHR" B
REENASGEMFEEERE T E RN “ARALEL" , RXBTHAEL
EXFERTREBANEMEM, FHLEA N — M A IR KR CEHR
R AmER, EAREELE, EFAERER., FEHA, 6 XFR
M5 AR FRANA, BT ARIALE A 19 HLIAR ML
My iy 2 BALF B HENEK S . HAFHIALEXFARLREMT A 19 HA
EHALENARENER, GAFPERALEXIANREEEMRMET &
A ERE G ILAG N ER SR

R FHAE; ALEL ARAZLEX

EEEN: YRY, T ITWAFAREHEFZRBT, TEFRARAEKT
XA ARFET XFE XM GEF, WL THAFET XFE B
REHK, ERHRTBATET XFGRHFEX R

Title: The Allure of “Modern Realism”: Theoretical Construction and Methodologi-
cal Significance of Jiang Chengyong’s Studies on Realism

Abstract: In the context of modern Chinese literature, realism has long occupied
a central position, yet it has consistently been marked by conceptual ambiguity
and divergent evaluations. A systematic review of Jiang Chengyong’s significant
research on realist literature makes it clear that his sustained inquiry into the
problem of realism is not only a central thread running through nearly half a century
of his academic career, but also a distinctive hallmark of his scholarly style and

intellectual orientation. By distinguishing the traditional realist conception based
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on the theory of mimesis from the “modern realism” generated within the context
of scientific rationality, Jiang breaks through the rigid understanding that equates
realism with surface representation, elevating it to a literary concept and cognitive
paradigm endowed with modernity. In terms of research approach, he consistently
proceeds from specific authors and works, integrating interdisciplinary perspectives
from the history of literary movements and the history of natural science, thereby
revealing the mechanisms through which modern realism emerged within the
modern cultural structures of the nineteenth century, as well as its inherent internal
tensions. Jiang’s research on realism not only deepens the understanding of the
modernity of nineteenth-century Western realism, but also provides a theoretical
point of reference with considerable historical depth and contemporary relevance
for the reflection upon and reconstruction of realist literary discourse in China.
Keywords: Jiang Chengyong; realism; modern realism

Authors: Zeng Zhaozhi is Lecturer at the School of Public Affairs, Zhejiang
Gongshang University (Hangzhou 310018, China). Her primary research interests
include the digital cultural industry, as well as modern Western literature and
culture (Email: 1037135350@qq.com). Zeng Fanting is Professor at the Institute
of Western Literature and Culture, Zhejiang Gongshang University (Hangzhou
310018, China). His primary research interest is the relationship between Western
literature and science (Email: fantingzeng@163.com).
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studies. Emphasizing the historical character of the nineteenth century as an “Age
of Science,” Jiang elucidates how the rational spirit, empirical methodologies,
and analogical modes of thought of the natural sciences shaped realism’s mimetic
and truth-seeking orientations. He further clarifies the intrinsic connections and
mechanisms of influence linking scientific progress, literary movements, and the
rise of the novel. In methodological terms, Jiang adopts the study of the human
as a unifying framework, integrating modern scientific findings from biology
and psychology to examine the formation and transformation of “the human,”
with particular attention to the profound changes that occurred when the human
was incorporated into scientific discourse in the nineteenth century, thereby
deepening the study of realism and naturalism. At the level of scholarly practice,
Jiang employs psychological structural analysis, systems-theoretical models, and
cultural personality studies to offer new interpretations of major writers and literary
figures, such as Stendhal, Balzac, Goethe, and Byron. Characterized by systematic
and interdisciplinary research, Jiang Chengyong’s scholarship has broadened the
academic horizon of nineteenth-century Western literary studies, provided a new
theoretical framework for the study of canonical literature, and achieved profound
innovations in both research paradigms and scholarly discourse.
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the Western literary tradition and advances an overarching framework of
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foregrounds the complementarity of desire and reason, and, through a lens
of continuity and variation, traces the evolution of ideas of the human across
major stages of Western literature. Methodologically, he develops an analytical
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Title: “Variant Theory” and the New Perspective in the Construction of the
Discourse System

Abstract: Since the phenomenon of “Aphasia” in Chinese literary discourse was
put forward, scholars have sought solutions by returning to traditional poetics,
which can be named the “Root-Seeking Theory.” In response to this tendency, Jiang
Chengyong proposed a new perspective of integration between Chinese and foreign
cultures and mutual learning among civilizations, which can be named the “Variant
Theory.” The “Root-Seeking Theory” has some flaws. Today, the construction of the
literary discourse system is different from the traditional Chinese discourse system
in terms of context and function. A simple return to the traditional discourse faces
great difficulties. The “Variant Theory” provides a new way of thinking for the
construction of the literary discourse system. It not only validates the exploration of
the Chinese discourse system over the past century with an open cultural vision, but
also affirms the variations that occur in the mutual exchange of Chinese and foreign
literary discourses, believing that these variations contain new possibilities.
Keywords: discourse system; Jiang Chengyong; Variant Theory; variation
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e PAANIE T . 55— NIETE H S HRE, B E S — ARt Fe Ly, 8
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research framework in comparative literature and world literature, spanning literary
currents, humanistic themes, and interdisciplinary literary studies, and marked
by clear methodological self-awareness and theoretical confidence. In studies of
literary currents, he integrates historical, theoretical, and cultural analysis to forge
a sustainable theoretical paradigm for the field in China. Centered on “human
studies,” his work elucidates the generative mechanisms and evolutionary logic of
Western literature. By advancing interdisciplinary dialogue between literature and
science and advocating a critical engagement with Western theory alongside close
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distinct Chinese characteristics, while continuously innovating in teaching and
textbook and MOOC development.

Keywords: Jiang Chengyong; literary currents; human studies; interdisciplinary
studies; teaching philosophy

Author: Ma Xiang is Associate Researcher at the Institute of Western Literature
and Culture, and Researcher at the Institute for Mutual Learning of East-West
Civilizations, Zhejiang Gongshang University (Hangzhou 310018, China). His
academic research focuses on the relationship between 19™-century European
literature and social sciences, and the aestheticist literary trend (Email: maxiang@

zjgsu.edu.cn).

2 AR E AP E S 5 SO LR B, SR B IR SR
PR )R R S THERME. i E 20 HHES 70 SEARHEAN K252 2SN E
SCEASL BRAREHIEN G CHEBCCE T AR, B 80 ARG O
GRS b A 2 Ay, H SRR AR I 5 T i 9] o [ BB S S T R
BV R PIRER A o

K BRI SLY, RFFIT IS ST, 723022 T 7. 3
AR N AT, SO SRR R I AR AU LR R SO R R
1 EL BB 7 A5 U P HOPG B B R R . TE 18 AR X 0 U S RE W B AR L 0
“NT R BHBI RGN R, RN S SR AL RN AT, AR
DU s AR B 5. SRR B o BER DX BB R R AL 52 B2 i
HIRBE TR AR R, TRRBLUANS 22 BN R 45 0 5 TR R T AR 81 &
Ao MIRZARFFEISE R 50 RIR, MK AR O SR B g 5
AR B YETT

—. B#: RNk SEE

B AR S, R AR KA ACRT I R % Gedk & b e it 5
B 2o trJr ik e Al . MU A A S 8. R AR 5 B S S
WA BRI R GERE 2], At 19t 28 B S 3 SO0 2 00 GBI BB 25 4K
L ROLEE A HESR B PP A, IR 2By (Ut 8 S 3 SO0 1Y 3
REPREY —Ho RO T E WA BT S “BRIB” “a i BZIRGA
., BREEHIRARGR. Oy R, LRRPEHIE, KX
CIHTEEL HERRHE . B LIS, A HH . 2581k, K19
20 PG 7 B L 3 SO A BRI 7T, (2 [ A 22 5 B B S e A

FEXF LS F SO KRB, e 7K B3 38 I 12 KT 78 7 S R (R R
ZI B S BRI TR R He 2 R AR PR AR A, R T AR 25 I B i T2 2o TLDY
WOAIBBIRT G, 19 H2g Py S BRI A AR i [ SOz 7 AR TR IR, A



44 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 1, March 2026

RORREE EHES) 7oA %R . B Rk, RIS PEJ7 o I A
SR EMRA SRR, HBEB AR ZERR: — 5, 25 E
P s B AR % I 29, HE AT 5 B i R BB S RS 55—
JiTH, HEONRBENA, SEFUN P SR I R IR A S e . RSk
Rz RN, TR WA 22 S K RGP 7 SO B i & 2, X0
S8 A& ] A R ST T HE AT ) — R

VTAFE R, 3 7 55 5 L [ BA ik 2t 19 thE 20 7 07 S IR 50 ) N B 4O 5
CVEIT S R R ) (HEA) , BRI —A DL o, B
COCESBURRGL” N HASIRTFINESE . fbgR . CPTIE SCEEED &2
TREERSE I S S0 2 SO R IR i R T i B e 3L A B AR T . 2R
IBSRANZ R SR CEARBSE 1D o Mg “3C2 87 A0y — ik
FAEAfiE . AR TE R S SR A TR RS TR X — i TG RS -
PR bl - PIRBT TR I, i o A S5 S W Ja 1 S sh 70 4 5 S AR A il
BLo FEABE R, S AR B — ) o S XS BRI IRARFALE, T AR AR5 I S S
A 2> SCAR BB R T i B B A R R R RSB SR R
(ORI o X —FRARIEM 1 DA SO S T A 527 5 AR 7 IR IR, A
SRA AT, EAAETNERZ IS 7 A LAUR B EAR S Sofe st
JETH IR TT .

£ €19 L7y SCA BRI L) R 5 LR BIA AR I8 L B
LE HARE N MEET N BAEE EBUR T SONKBRIVEEARL R, X
19 BRI R RN EIZ AT T ARG, X — RIS AF B2
HY TS ) AR SRR LG HRI Y O AR T AR A B, A2 DUB AR R 3G
TSI PER - AL - AR DLk, TEMTEIL T 19 ALy S0 R
R 2 AT A BB 0 2 S ke I, RRAER SR, ERA D
HA A emt. AR S0 B, AT 2 B0 B R 2 R IR G5 . K
Bt B, RKREE BIERET 19 i e R EiEE B
R BEZ B 2R LR, HBOCE X
SCEF R I R REEF AR A RIgmE” (4) o KRl \iE5
M SR S, OB 19 T SO R R TSR 1R R A

Bt A R (PR 7 S0 RBR R SR ) A RLEF N 19 22 e =R
iR BRI DR, IR N SCE R 20 2 AN SCE S b L IR
B3 BlsREN. BREN. MERT X RAEE X BURE . IAE X
5 5 BUARTE SCH RS B VRN E A E B R GURT TT 0 5 30 SRR S
FARMNAS, AN T REE B S B, R ORI E T 5 3
W5 30 I S, BEERRARIE SR, O BIR A, 1B e,

1 B0 ¥ABRS: “BF7, Qotaiy SCEEEFR) ANEA, b bRl
Bk, 2022 4, 25 1-2 T,




From Methodological Self-Awareness to Theoretical Confidence / Ma Xiang | 45

FROTIEIAT Z ML, SO TR EATRL. J1 S S0 E. &M
AR TIE R BERE . WA RGN DL E5R AT 5 SR 80y A
R, R T5 SO BT SO R K S R, I R [ R G
AN SCEE SR A AR DL R IS AR 5 HAR I SR A T R .

o 22y e Bt e ) 5 (077 30 R e g ) SR AL
TR BITER A EAR AR DISCA oy sbal, DUBAR SR, BAHECC
FNTTIE, VLRGLWE SN H s XM I AIT R 1 375, SO st 5 18
L2 A IR, M — A BB A1 5 QT S e RO TE .
FARLAEE, HARBIPBEES: 1 B Sp DOk E S “ ISCA
B ks, R 7 AN SCERGERAIRG MBS KES, WLk m
P S A DA BB A% o ANl P S B S e T ORI AR &R, O
AR B SO 5 BB AT FUaR At 1l Rt Eie v ks

= AFE: XENEGES A%

P SR A SC A B SO S SO ST R, AR A S T N S 1 A
BRI AR) “WRE” o BATAE (B30 N7 EHER ) —5
i, CFARAELDR, MEBANBE 5 BRI VIO T8 SE
BHER, MR EU, SO N T (5) o SCHIRGHELR T
sz v, A, WSCAEB FERL A DI, A3 B+ S ERZI AT R S5 < N7 1Y
WIEREE. T IX AR, R BARIE L7 S0 N B K 7 s
A2, MR SRS TR AR S, B (R R
SCCEARIDUARERE) — A5 rh, AR R Bk 3 SO0 20 1Ak b N I7E
EWNE. B RS, BESFLEREMEL. B2 2 MOOR IR R, i
WA B “IHEH” “MEaEER7 MRAZBHER, BT ERE
SMAFERISCA IR, i T ANRIREIRR - BRI Eam A E, <3
ARI SCA AT AR AL G S 2 B A RS B I, B SR AL 43 1 ]
PARE”  (5) o IERRET NI RS, Ao 1 b B 2 S A R mt e e
TSI SR H At S 2 S 1R A B A A 5 U R, X — SR R IR B
T (P30 IR T ARG S IERE) CNPERR) G BB 2 b, 1
Bk, 30t - 30 - N7 = HMAKAE . R R, RRRTEDCE. R
J7SCEEANER PG T S, O N AZ I BL N7 BAEAEAR B S 0 (B VR SR IR A
Ko

Fe R XSO P B NS R ) SRV, FEANRBR T ANE S iEmE, T
I SC5E 5 SO A R IR B T IR BEXS 1, 20 i [ B 2 A 5 PR K B A i
JOIEAE O N7 (1957) —SCHRR I AT O RE R . PR R S BT . A
NFBREDAE IR G IR 5, AR BT A s i s —
WE S B AL IR B 5, )OS (A O R . Al 5K, A SCEEE N



46 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 1, March 2026

H A& E B 5 NEIPR, A2 R A% 7K 5 5047 RO SCAAR S 2 i PR N
B MRS SCARIRA R MR AT W Em A i E
AR C “BEHRAER CRIET 7 500

BRI, NAPEREEIRM, WATE Xz B 1O P SLKE 3R “ N7
RIASTR ? 9K B AEA AT FE R AR B LR 5358 H—= P il Xk
BRSNS R FE 1 i S B 8 8, R S SC R IR RE “ 1
B GRAEA B M W —— R SRR IR CRYISERR A
W SRR (SN BRI AR B 2.
B, PR SSE S AR Z R B A IR, T I A A B i A SO T g s
MR sed . EApidikd, P b N BRI RKASE R A WA
B RVER A AR, X IR IR AR A SR LB “SR R Y, T
AL AR - e - BAT MIRZEEAR. K TRAHEEYE, P
JERFAL ARBERI B E e AR BIFARE N7 MRS, LR
MIAEAE, T AR FL B N AE D S 5 SO R A o e A A PR R 1
FAAE. U530 N7 IBHBZ R BLBE 5 4%, IR PN AEA R ERA
FIEE, WREAETX A B AR € S o fEE R, SO N7 1
TG 1 SN BT TEIZ B 1, R — IS B “ N7 AR %
AR SCALTK 77, IR 226 5 T — B BURRS Rl 5 AR 2F . * =R 40k
A, AR AT o Gk N7 SR EARTIAR BT AR, SO R
FR A 25U FAR B SO TE SR TP AT LU TT o 97K B3 B SCEA I PP OF A R b iR iR
MRMINF A, MRMNERISCAER R, TR AR “ MM . i
— 7 THDE LA S A0 B EHE PR 2 AR EE, Al R BRI SO 2 3L
Ji— 7, XAE B2 AR AR S AR R B, (S M BTy AR
BRAY, T S 2 ST SR AR S AR X 1) o R

IR T N7 BIARBIRIZ TS, %K 5 1A E SCAE TR & DN
FRPBUNZ OB AR L, RSO R IR Al R GE AR VG T S R E L
i S I A, TS P S SR A A L ] 2 AR I R AR R

=, Bf: XF5REHIHE
WK B R R R B R SRR T R H B, AR RS S A
2y BhEE LU S A . b, AR B S kR, AR
GRAEAR T4 52 P St A Ak 2 5o 88 30y JE I B 2 o 52 I A SOt B
WK ERED, TR BUAR. &FF. U¥. SEEZ U ERZEAR

1 S0 AT (T30 “Wa" B pE——Mb A i3 18 thal) , dext:
a2 REE, 2003 4,
2 BWCEAR: (FEC N7 MBHERTEY , L BRI RAE, 2018 4.



From Methodological Self-Awareness to Theoretical Confidence / Ma Xiang | 47

HIEE R " EL, BT TS S0 B AN B A5 B R SO AR 9 A A, A
DI T 5 AT MAME S, RIS AR AR R . RAE X
F B AR B AT AR G W AEESE,  (H RS B A AR AR IR 32 MR ]
IR, EADIEEEN, AMEA A AT B OB B AR S A
TR R —. BEARCH BB S B — Mt e SO Bl g, AT AN AT
o R EAE BN . R E BRI Z oA, DR SR
IR T A2

MR SRR R A EERT TEIE U7 S, fe 0T SO R T SR
MUE. “RE - OIS - 3ol =R, BB LR T SO R
JEMEE R Jy, S0 RGOSR R eSS R Rk, Bk, bR gE
WEW S Y, R S EAEH I ISR R AR AR B AR
2, Wi 5 2RISR AR R B AR T T SO IR E S 77,
R AR JRE R SWEUE, MERZIRNT 1P SO B R, AR
A BHARORMER) 10U A 2 (B ARFE B, T SO R IX — R A
HTRZIEIN RBSEI. B, AR e, B S 530tk S
5 OURLET R e ey SO R, A B TR REET R B AR AT, SR Z M 22
HAR G WEERRZE, I EF It R LR, FE b, %K
S S R A DR LS 3 ST 7E rhost 2 8 938 F AR RE S (1 5 14T 3
SRR, DR, M ERRE ARG ERTE “19 LR
HREERAMR” » IERE BB NRWARGERR, AUR T E B
SIS SR A S A R 5 B G0 B J7 TH A T T A

I PE 7 ST EERE, HSCER DI, B ORRE A I H  Ji Sy HE S B
TG REEENEE R, 18 TR FIB s LR 2 Uit 5 B2 A 1 12
FENRIT, HE T AR SNk, AR S S M B R
M, 19 ALK B AR — BB TSR B SR RAAL sRik T EEE
R, MEP T ICERENAR ST BRI, CEA R
SRR, T HAE I [ AR R A 2, AR S S BSOS A « o
ABARW, ARG IR SRR, i3k k TR LR
Sy HIRAG ORI SE5K JT . SO e BN B B Rk S A B A LA 1A
Z—o 2B, RRIRSCGEE . SEIEFE X S EAEERGE, REEXE
WREE N7 WA E S E— IR A T 5 RHA B 2 (8]
XAk A2

19 B HEN “BEEIHL” , BRBHAR R EA IS 7 Tk

1 W EARBS: <77, QMmO BEa) ANEA, dbnt: Jbat R L,
2022 4, 45 1-8 Tl

2 BOEARTE: “RMEZTOC¥: CBUE ER g ? ——RiRIB S ARREEZ 6
REFAM”,  GESBIEEEZL) 3 (2023) ¢ 146-155,



48 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 1, March 2026

BRI, T HIRZI O 7 R R B ARSE M S RS e 3 . A AEFR 22 B fL
R RO gAYy, S ERHEENS 5N JE U R XL
B RAUR SR AR R T R, T DL R R 570 7 X2 jem A\ ¢
R NSRRI TR ST R AR R . 7E 19 A, PET O
SRR R B, R A A SRR A r 7 X B T FEE A
e

fEN 19 e iy L Bl 2 —, IS URZ AR L H g Stk &
SOBARRIRC . BEAE WSS, SEIG . AGVERLE AR, U I IRIE S
Bl r AL 5 N, 30 N RUSEEE BN ZE R BT IR s m 2 0 'S
Sto BLSEFE SUIEBIRFEITET R TACHE, A T SO ORI S S
et Thae. X— “RHEA” BRAURIONE AL, HhEE HE
DA E % E R A, wTDAUE, B S 19 ARk R 2R Sk
SERRIE AR, BT SR AR AE LR, SR T A s 5 A
KA PN AITIRE .

SIS ESUANFE, IRIEFELBUMERE SR RICEMEER, Eh
MRS RS, HSEhR BE SEYS . Y ST MR Z AR AE
RZIX 1. JRIE T SOIFAER A E R, TR ERCH S KB S PURMEY)
Al b, BB — R R B AR, AR S AE D R - SCEM. i
LA #r (Novalis)  #1 #) £ ¥ (Samuel Taylor Coleridge)  ¥% # (John
Keats) FFIRIBIRIEFZ AN CER =R, 2GR 2 K IE O RS
R A A 0 R e B . AT VR 2R S ANSUAR I 7RIS 3 SR 1Al X)
W, ARG 19 A PE 7 SRR ARG T H R =N 558

AL, 19 A0 T7 S0 B AR dr B R AR 50 B S T IR LS
o WIEIR B TR BI IR AR 5%, /R TCJE I “Eh e Bphg 4
PR KRR, IXERA AR IRZ S TEZ M AR, s, BRI 2
BB . SCRAE SRR “ R B KR RIS, SEINEA SR, e
AN SWENAZ B RR, WEE—FMESHEM AN X—HaAMUES T
X NRE R RIA T B, R EEEE NRY . OB A
B . JUHAERIE O, X “OFEN7 5 R MIRE, i
RSP A P AR T O R K SO B

WM E, FHEFEAMNERZE I Y, il AFRS A,
T HES SR T AT AR o BRI 1 Tk A6 B e 22 g R 13 20 552 R
e 5% K, FEBEHE AN KR, B Ea AR CErigfkirs
HFRIEN . XL AR D E 7T SURE M LU S A
MEZNR R, R SCHAMUAENE BRI N, AN SRS
RAAR R X PO EARE A 19 AP 7 S S RFE R B AR T S
SEAR BIBIIE -



From Methodological Self-Awareness to Theoretical Confidence / Ma Xiang | 49

PRIk, PRAHBEE 19 AP 3R SREA TS, AU BT 34 ] 41 22
figp SC A BUARHE B HE AL I 4T 8 04 0 S B AR B Re i, 1 ELA B HE 5D
T SCAE TG A B . TR LS F SR8 3 SORRE A2 B 1 AN [ [m]
B2, AT G A AR S RIE Ty SR, 19 D Py 3
BEAH ¢ RAEARE T I E5 0 ORI SL, TRy — A RRSE1E . A H
K ZREEIBR I SRR BRSO E SR Z ORR, BB R SO Ry
KR AT 0] B 5 2 5 R AR R R, MREE AL A S RAE B
R RDWE . X BRI — N A AR 5 A SCER M
SRaVEOLE, HEFEE N7 AEONEE S BVEAAAE ROE AR, IR AR
AL IR R

B3 HRFAR S AR UM SCEBE T e —, AMUCE BT
BRCATE S IREE R BRI S RRIZEE, I8 BT EE T R 19 3L
LT B S0 AR M B BBl o X — SUAE [ 2 AT O S, A
EZRE. SCESGRFARRE AN AN T BN BLCHE ORI, i N EE
BRI R P e A B CERBNRE X 1. IR 500 P 4
JERER PG T A, BRE HAEHEA 7 BUACERS 1 5 ARG M AR . X
ot 2 R B A AN BT 5 5 P 5 SO AR R SO, A B TR AL LR
GRS ERMA R EIBRE, . RREBR L, SOR SRR
PUL AR LR R E 5N, IERAEX —Z X b, AT 19 ey
T SRR R T, AMUEA EEARNE, 1 X AN SCER
RAKK e BATIRIZ A7 o

m, f8. BEENMESTE

SCEEL GRS N YRR, SO AR R R I [ th AR i
SIS S R AR IE . SO AR AN SRR IR, T A 5L
FLMAMAE R AR — T, RS AR, FEAKMAAERT, B3
BB 5 1 37 U AT A 20 g D 3 (AR 4R S 2 IR i pb ik . T2, “&
JRE NG R ETT “ R ROV OR [ S S A PR S 5 2
MRS . MISCARITTE. UL R SRR, BRlgd, EMAEmiE
HABSER . 53— 5, AR EEATH “BRd” &k 7 &
XAR SR 2 M SCA ) ol AL IR AR e, AR M SCA L R R IT S
FWIE AR

B 20 DR, P67 SCE B A M R R s S . R AT, B
BT OCHRINT, EW R AT BRI o IERREE SRR, (H
HAE R M 2 3E T 30 2 A Feedth, 245 07 A Szl S0
W, FRZ A& AR “TREAERR TG O B VR N S 2 [ 5 AR I
HILA .



50 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 1, March 2026

X BRI E XM 20 AT 80 AEATITURZ BIHIL Bk, F) 90 4FAX
B S AR, R A BB O R T A WL R, K TR SR
WH) “AECEA” RS A BRI R B AR . KB IAN,
X BRI, r E SR SN U5 s A 1A T S B BRI AR PR T T IR
FisE “BARIT BORS g, b E A SRR P U PR R BRI E
R BB AR B (B IR, X H A B 5 0 SO 2
BT AR IR, SRA R B el sk = 38 )l B o S5 R 0. | RZIM
20 {28 90 AN HIITLG, FEEEE EERIL 515 BRI R, 72 DLSCHRT 7t
NEFRSCER TR R, 75 B SR PR 1 2 R B 2 B R
SCERTIUE ) Iz B . RS B Z G TE R S AR, AR RE
BBREAL 5 SCE OB B BAESS, EE R I SRR 3 SR AR -

BEN 21 Hheg, V2 RPN AR, o E 22 ST a6 BB e A 4
WPy BRI, S FOGHE A PG 7 BEAR A R B AR R i AT B B X
KB, K B B R S BRI, AR B e P S S
TR 22 S B AP 5 S BRI AT SR AL RN 5 E H B A B e AR i —
SEGUTE RN, FRATR T TETE 2 VAT 0 5 AR AS B AR, 02 B2 4R
BRIERE & Ais I A SR K ? s sR s, e “EidHR R
frid e, EHREGRE: SEAEHEBILETIA 7RSI PR IE AR E M
OEPEN? 2 E SR EIS IR REAS LY MR, XIS T
SCRIASE b, PSR RN S TER L. 2 BAES], T CRERH S
AR R 5 SRS R R, DR A Al Gt A7 AR SR S KRR IR [, &
5 E SR G SO R A i Gt B K AR B . BRI, AR
NIRRT, BEAGER LB AR o R . B, AN AR IR
M 5E A F 2. ISR, MR RIS T, W& R
TUES] BHUSMEE, R R S EAR 5T R G S AL, SRk
2o b B 5 SO AR B 5, VISR BR R G 5 B B i I s 9
f£.

e R 5 SO DLER TR W BRGSO B O B v 5 iR ie, B
T RASCA Iy G I FEHUA —— BASCA R R, B SCARARAR, £ Bh 40 0T
BERERERBE, SR M ERSEY, X B AEA RS
SCEEAR A AR BT BB, (RN R SO e T A B R R S 5 T
. M BREIRENZEARPANZOER, ST RIS LS
AR B B E LB B SCE2 AT T AU SR E AR AR, g B o

1 S0 CEAR: (GUEMSSTG T SCE R AR , dbat: REMESR2E L, 2020 4,
i 444-445 T,
2 B CEAR: (GIMEMY ST SCEVONERED » bR EE SRR R, 2020 4E,
5 454-457 T,



From Methodological Self-Awareness to Theoretical Confidence / Ma Xiang | 51

Fr o 5 IR A RMA R A R . 0T UR A 3 N AR BER 5 52
BRI B, WRNES SR U R 551k, B SEE I I B R TR A 5 5
AR, ERAHILICRBIS B = . 7533 s rsh J i .

QoA SEBLIX — EAR? fe R BN, MR SR B AP 5 SR [ i
by BN BULR R ARSI, AR, mlE A RO F5 SR A
i, TERUHEL. B, SCEBEFR IR R AT, fhdEH, B3
FARG ARG VE T, “ SCHHE T Al it R Bk 1 e
FMEZ AN S N R & AN SRR Bt Rb:, ORI AT TN R
L R RS AT TR el B b LR Ol B L2 7 v = G e S O
e SIS FRME A AR L7 B ERN W S SO R TR
700 o AEAtl S AR AR BL S TE BRI O« SCAUmIE T IR, KO0
WEFERE DASC 2 M %0, 8 85 22 B TR IR SO0 TR ARRE 70, T ARHL
POCETTTUA B o 5 22 BHIE T F AR X AR 3022 B8 A A B 22 s A, 1
RAELEE HAB AR, R E 2 BRI, e 5T IA R LA E
SR BATH S, JRIT LRI iR T N IS 22 BT U S i
VB, TR S AR R L — . P X R BRI A X AR Dy vk
5, HRIH —FIRTIH “ AR — X 2R R LiE s
H S GRS RS

T, feA: BEREREXE

ST AR TR FER, R BG4 R/RF “HeeK” B, Bk
TG TH LB S B ENIRER . S BN HMEM, B2 mECRAN
AR S TR AN R E A A g R ZAGE IR 231, 1
HEAN 7 HZARP IR E R . ST HAEZZIIRNR B oTER, K50k
JEoER “CHEF B NIHRIBE I H e e EER @R e # N7 B “rp
BRSNS BUM . &R .

THD B 5 N TR BE I AR R 2057 38 2, 3 7K T 4P 8 O IR AR AR 2B
A& 5N, RHEM “FR7 (MOOC) iX—fH:Fi %5 # 3) LIk
WX R FR T S S I E B IO AR T 2. F At S LT BN = ) A SC 22 58D
(b ™) 5 GFERNF— A E D) PITNEER, al Nk “E
K MRS LT BRE” A1 “H R R —RARRE (& ERE 7 . X
ITERFRUG IR FF “ BRI P OHE, FE AR, 5] S ERAH
fil SCEEAE S A IS ZAR XA . EIRFE B TT S5 8Os se B b, K 55 4F
ANEREM A — AR, WERE. BTHRRARHRNKER, R
L B0 RS “BERARN RS ——SUOHESSCFE MR RAET , (ME
SHER) 3 (2025) @ 46-51.

2 B ERE: (GHMEMSSVEH SCFIF R ONERE , b REAE SRR R, 2020 48,
5 460-461 T,




52 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 1, March 2026

WA SRR, B ORAZ O R RS TE BN . R SRR e S5 Rtk B
UVRATHE 122 5 B IR, (AR 2 A 5 4 o o 38 0 e B IS I b v P B
RN B A2, IR R 5 B o 10 A SR R DL LAY

R B ANR B, TR BRI o 5 e B o i Ak T B BL. B3 M
ZWpr R PEE, WA TR RE. R E T, FRNNBIONEE —
EAESE R T HRERESI L e SRR T2 S oy, AR
4. PR, BERMERON A SRR AE, AU ZHIFS SRR, &
T BT SO KA R E I S5m y. ' BRE, R 0 LA A X — 7 2
HOARAS, REANHES L e 5 AA BRI E &R, R TR 1 1
I bRLE, AN ELE RN, HAT, kS R GEE” FT 6
A, FRedfEdE N TR B R R R .

FEHME BT, NN EC T NSCE B SRR R TR, 1N fem
A5RET AN, HABSSEHE B E B A1, (U
NEEAERS) AR o % A NECT A SRR AU 23R
U, BAENRAE SRR R R S B, AR A AR A 5 S R
B AR AN SCR BUE IR R P06, 5333808 U7 S 4
e, B “MEE BE ST ASCE, W SORH BT AL
Fer 5 ZARME, Ko7 B O S T se ik i, A B TR A A
HEBTRET) SURFRIFFE NIGRI, R I ok T30 B 4 5 AR5
WL S BRI AL

(B o 7 B8 I 2 R AN A SERR, Al LR R RO P SR BHIE R4k 5 55
BSOS, GEH T 2SO S R B AR R AT AT AR, T8
I T NI E R BAR BE N AERR T A E NIE B, JRAE T
AEALGEI, MR R B A RIERBE R T 30 Rk 1 i HE S
AR R TS ST I ZE AN 5047 A “ N7 I BRREVRYZ 31 505 R i R Gi bt
B, MRSCASREANEERRR, A ARTIA DA T EA 30 s
AW 2 A, T HAEAR SR AL R E A BT ERAR I SR SR I R R
28, AT A I AR RS —— il O SO L, SEELT AR R
PR, Dy B IR AR TEE 5 RS @A AR 1 DTk

Works Cited
VAR “EBRARM KRB ——WHESSCFEHFERRERAE” , (OMESCEE D) 3
(2025) : 46-51.

[Jiang Chengyong. “Avoiding Different Forms of ‘Aphasia’: Civilizational Mutual Learning and the

1 W #RE: “BEMESCRAFHEAC ——USEE HMNEScEs 67, (RE
KEHEEY) 9 (2017) : 53-63,



From Methodological Self-Awareness to Theoretical Confidence / Ma Xiang | 53

Construction of an Independent Literary Intellectual System.” Foreign Literature Studies 3 (2025):
46-51.]

——: (GWEMG ST CEFONERTD oAbt TERS RSB ARE, 2020 4,

[—. Reassessment of Classics and Innovation in Research Methods of Western Literature. Beijing:
China Social Sciences Press, 2020.]

—— BT PR M BV 2 ——IREE S AR R KU,

GhoRlEEZR) 3 (2023) : 146-155,

[—. “Science and Literature: Resistance or Acceptance? On the Relationship between Romanticism and
Natural Science.” Social Science Front 3 (2023): 146-155.]

—: “BEEREWSICATTOECHT , GPEDCEFTSE) 3 (20200 ¢ 61-72.

[—. “Interdisciplinary Interaction and Innovation in the Methodology of Literary Studies.” Foreign
Literature Studies 3 (2020): 61-72.]

— (CPUHBSE T SO IR RS (B4 o dbst: hEAESRRE bR, 2010 4E.

[—. A Modern Interpretation of Nineteenth-Century Realist Literature (Revised Edition). Beijing:
China Social Sciences Press, 2010.]

— (VU WA ARG SO R A A IS ) 18 ) o Jbat: P ERRSREA T
Ak, 2003 4E.

[—. Cultural Interpretation of the “Hebraic-Hellenic” Tradition in Western Literature: From Ancient
Greece to the 18" Century. Beijing: China Social Sciences Press, 2003.]

—— (P N7 BIBEERTLY o B ARZRITVE RS U, 2018 4R,

[—. The Motif of “Man " in Western Literature. Shanghai: East China Normal UP, 2018.]

—: BN SCEBE AR ——RERR AhEcE ], CREDREEE) 9

(2017) : 53-63.

[—. “Mobile Networks and Innovation in Literary Education Models: Taking the MOOC A History of
Foreign Literature as an Example.” China University Teaching 9 (2017): 53-63.]

kA (9 P SRR L) ANEA. dbat: dbaURE kAL, 2022 4.

[Jiang Chengyong et al. Studies on Nineteenth-Century Western Literary Trends 6 vols. Beijing: Peking
UP, 2022.]



WbIE “HVR” B SO “isgl” Sl
An Inquiry into the “Movement” History of

Western Literary Thought: A Chinese Perspective

#h i (SunYw) 58 BF (Guo Xin)

NERME: ERENSEXFFARMEELERY, KPFEEFIHFEREL
WA XFRERETEHERA T XFEN, FERBEEFEREN. QHF
P ERIEXFRENFENL, BAEEROAER (19 LT F XFEH
HRIVEZMNUARERB ZABREFFTIOMLHREEL ALENH
KEN, EEN, FMAEL, FEEXERHAHFANEBHURESHF
EARLHAR, #HHRTEEAENASRRZUZLBLEARY AR ES
AXHSHFENEG R, NPERANKER T AXEF XFEHNA
AR R R

KA (9HLEF XFEBHAR) ; PEREMA; ERRBRER; F
B LA

EHERBN: 18, BTV ARFHEEFRHR, TEFE T BN E H
R, FEHFEESHR; 0, BLI LY RFAEEFRHET, TEHARZ T W
AEFEENR, BOXF, AXHERHLHBFHLEATE “19 LN
MXFERFXZFR” [FTEMT . 23&ZD303] o fr Bk ik &

Title: An Inquiry into the “Movement” History of Western Literary Thought: A
Chinese Perspective

Abstract: In research and teaching of foreign literature in China, many researchers
tend to follow theoretical paradigms of Western literary study blindly due to their
lack of holistic view of literatures’ development process, hence fail to deliver
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Title: The Methodological Construction of Canonical Reevaluation: On Canonical
Reevaluation and Innovation in Western Literary Research Methods

Abstract: Jiang Chengyong’s Canonical Reevaluation and Innovation in Western
Literary Research Methods offers systematic explorations across three dimensions:
theoretical consciousness of canonical re-evaluation, methodological construction,
and practical transformation. The work transcends essentialist views of literary
canon by establishing the historical generativity and cross-cultural constructiveness
of classics. Methodologically, it constructs a triple framework encompassing micro-
level close reading, Meso genealogy of literary trends, and macro-level theoretical
reflection. In practice, it organically integrates archetypal criticism, narratology,
and cross-cultural communication studies into an operational research paradigm.

This monograph not only provides methodological resources for “rewriting literary
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history” but also contributes theoretical paradigms to the disciplinary construction
of comparative literature, manifesting the academic turn from theoretical
transplantation to methodological consciousness in contemporary humanities
scholarship.
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IRZVBRAR o SO SRR DT S0, SXOREERI; BEEEE S0 LRI A AR,
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W RV AU P2 u AN GG, DU T
RS M INBHES A, (AU ESCERZ AN T B/ s i
FFFIER . X E A O RFELE T 7k T U S W R E 1, BP
FRAE T T RIS R RF sk B A & B U7 v,  ARAE 0T 8 19 i) B 2 25 18

1 2 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, edited by Charles Bally and Al-
bert Sechehaye, translated by Wade Baskin, New York: Philosophical Library, 1959.
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HEA . BIE X RV A BRI A 2 MOTAN SR i, e
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A FEMBRFIIE T 75, A T REARIE T 700 R il RIGIE I &M 7%, SEBL
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MCEFICA N BIRBOC AR B, (BT SR TTEAREL 7
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CBIBD M2 ARGEAAE T H BRI SRR, AT H iR I 75
FWH AR X CES IR OB TR, R EBOC: i
SCARHIETE IR TRAL , ARARBIL 148 35 AR SRR T 17 IR ZIHE R - 1
HARBAE AT A, (IR RS AR SRR, g5 A b B A S
FUSERR, A EA T E R O SO TR RAR R XM AR A Bl 2
Xt RS ALT BENSE B AN R PG T A S BB AR AT Fe s, 1o
T B S AAREGMISE TR, QLSRR IR

2R, AT AW FEHR A FonT $h e i) 23 [ o AE R N SGEF R I AR,
R KRB b SCARIZ IS R B S R AR R R R, ZES
BB ERR I A (A2 ERFG )7 (Global South) ¥ 1 H 23 52 B EALM 5 F, 41
TR P A SO A R, @M R AR A R 2 SR R,
rE 20 WAl BB N RO, BeAh, BEER AL ASHVE. I AR N B R
AR, 2 AL ] DASRAG IR LT i R S5, B 2 R kit

ZIE AR IR TR, TR — MRS R, R
A EAMLEMLE” (1D o (IFD) RS M EMLRL R, TR
—RIRRWE S ZETEERINERE R, NESEHT R T RS R
St PrREORBIEEARNES], ONJEREIRY] T AT IR SR AR ARSI G4
5“2 WM WEEIEEAL CBIHT) DUHERIREE . J7 iR BT A
ARUEFHIIFIE, FBEATES, QA A R R B, T2 PR
AR B EF AN 08 TR, RILZMAGE O B, Wi se il se A uk
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Works Cited
Bloom, Harold. The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages. New York: Harcourt Brace,

1994.

Bourdieu, Pierre. The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field, translated by Susan
Emanuel. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996.

Wk H: (RMEGSFEITSCHERRINECIHTD o Jbat: EL SR R AL, 2020 4.

[Jiang Chengyong. Reassessment of Classics and Innovation in Research Methods of Western Literature.
Beijing: China Social Sciences Press, 2020.]

Saussure, Ferdinand de. Course in General Linguistics, edited by Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye,
translated by Wade Baskin. New York: Philosophical Library, 1959.



I CRE” IR BIANIEA: . AT A R
L AT

From the Loss of “Aura” to Human-Machine
Symbiosis: The Alienation and Reconstruction of

Literary Emotion in the AI Era

ffi4E (Zeng Yanyu)

Wﬁﬁx XEFREBNT IS EENFEE MR, HFEEXEHE £
GEMEFRARARERF AN EN, AXETEXFHRERNELEELE T
% B, BEATIEGREREN T EESL, 2T EREH & BENE @R
A, mBEEEER MR ELEER, BRI R EAXFHERER
RS HE RN, BARIET KT HRRL NN E RN — T o Fn 7
NEHEROATEA, BRAE B AL, MAIBERENNMINHE—F
BTHEREIMHGAFEEERENEZETR,; ERAU A FRARARETEN
THe, BENRESENNLENASER T EREANTFEE, AXEY “A
MLt ERI1E” By L BEAR, B F R “R¥” ENREAR e i #
W AW “PHAFE" , HEWFEERAFH S AN EZ AAELHE
AL
XEER: R HRER; BRREMA; ADEME; ANWHE
EERIN: YHE, et AFAEEFRAF, TENFALREEX
F,EERRETANF, HEXFRIFETR, AXAHAERXH LB FELE
KIE “HEXFREFHR” [REHE: 22&ZD284] HrBE R K.

Title: From the Loss of “Aura” to Human-Machine Symbiosis: The Alienation and
Reconstruction of Literary Emotion in the Al Era

Abstract: The historical forms of literary emotional expression are intimately
bound to media conditions, as aesthetic experience and subject formation undergo
continuous reconfiguration across different technological contexts. This study
examines the historical evolution of literary affect from traditional societies through
industrialization and digitalization to the contemporary Al environment, analyzing
the structural transformation of emotional experience from holistic to fragmented

modes and from collective to individualized configurations, while arguing for “aura”
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as a core aesthetic quality of literary emotional experience. Technological transitions
have generated dual effects on emotional expression: industrialization and digital
media have induced the standardization, fragmentation, and “entropic decline”
of affect, while artificial intelligence further destabilizes classical paradigms
of emotional authenticity and creative subjectivity. Yet technology also opens
possibilities for reconstruction, as transmedia narrative and virtual reality expand
new dimensions of emotional expression. This article proposes possible pathways
for “human-machine collaborative creation,” demonstrating that digital-age “aura”
is shifting from the static “here and now” toward a dynamic “distributed presence,”
whose reconstruction requires dynamic equilibrium between technological
enablement and humanistic values.

Keywords: aura; emotional alienation; affect theory; artificial intelligence; human-
machine collaboration
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AR R N R IR AR IE A S AL 3 1) B B A, B3 17 Ml B 2 3 B
AL R P s KRR . EAMERAN N iR )il sk, 22 ES MU
AR R BHAICIZ S ER I . AHEY] (Walter Benjamin) £ (HLIK
HHIACKI ZARIESNY  (The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,
1936) TR “Ri#” (Aura) &, W 7 ZARME S 2 E 1k S
AT, IR “ R IR A QER K S IRE R SRR, RN B
W Ye— R, B, RuiEERE” (65 o Elk2 EAREM T E
PERRLBIE” IOARIE, R NZEX F AR o SE 400 SHE 3 6. ° AR, Bl
N LR REHARIREE A NS4, XA T N 2R AR “ RS IR R:
U AR A RS B 2R B IEAE R s FE S AR IR, I I LS 5
SER B T I 5T AT ) AL S L

15K EL R (Affect Theory) #7n, HEANUEOLEIMER, Hig—FisH
L e shds i, BA “Bi84”  (embodied affect) . “¥i
ZE”  (affective flow) Fl “#2=HEh1%” (social interactional affect) [
U BOLARE: GO ROCHHIER) VAR, G, Hebke 1R K L,
2008 fF, 5565 T, “Aura” —IAfESCERA CRET 5 CRE) WAL, FER. K&
BIREACR ] “ 06”7, MASCIE ] “ RE)” DL HAR o0 5 8 S it A3 8k 5 i 3 1
PIMRERAE 2 IR AR R R, A “RE)” .

2 %, Gillian Harkins, “Virtual Predators: Neoliberal Loss and Human Futures in the Cinema of Pe-
dophilia,” Social Text 2 (2013): 123-144.
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. 'WrEEikyh (Baruch de Spinoza) AIff#2% (Gilles Deleuze) 11 5h#H
Wk — PR B AR et SR A, B BRI TN SR O R
G, MIBGEE L MRIEARTT . SR, a8k DL s FEAS B A0 5 A0 1 7
TN B BN, B W Gty ok 1S ERGRIA I “HeRFP AT F1 “ R
FIRIE” ILG, B ST I SRR R A Wt 2 DL R N SR 0 3¢ 1 1 1)
550 MMEGSCEROBAIER R SRS, B TG A 8 5 e e 5 755
S, HIIANLEGE (AD HEARZS5 TFIEE “BERTMME” , KRR
KB E R R A . FEATE BRI SCEAE S, 1 R = B
B LS A AR S T R I — i R ARRAE e TR SR A, M
DA fik J e 8 v Fr s R ) “ EE3 7 CIFEIA 207) ATE 75K (Brian
Massumi) $2HI) “IEE9REZ 7 (intensity) HIVEERI (&£ 46) . °

SRTT, FERMIAN NFFAETE T, BN SR BRI E AR AL TR ] A
Yo Bk, @ E AR SERAPE, v LURBEERE “ ISR 2
IS B ), ESCERBR 2 4RIk . ° ALY RIS BE AT LA 58 3
PG, O] DMEAS SO A B AR AR S T RAR A A fn J1 . ARSCLASCAE
THRON TN R, Gia GBS, WA HMES 2] AT BRI AR, 24
FERNH G R KIE R AR, FEM B[R GUAE A 252 SO B8 AR . W £
BRI RE 5 N R T 2 AR, (8 “RE” ERARE AR E
BER, K RO LT E SO E R S ]

— . XEERSRBHHERE
S RS S R T B LA N R I S b 5 e 5 3

RFEL, HA AT XA BRI 5, AR T AL I 54
SR R ERE . “ R AR — LRI & KB AT BRI, 5

1 Affect (Fi ] tHaffectus) {E AN BRI ZMWZOME, A OHEAEMRIEENE. B
feelings (J&3L) . emotions (1EZE) MG, (HPNMKEFEE . FLEEAFESI, HAT#RH80A
wEBh”, EIFHAILI D RIS R . WRVRE S affectiy B S “RNd” , BEFE 330
M5, MASHEEZ. ESNAERY, affectsZ FIRHUEA, RIS E 2 BRI
ML IR, FEANEF LM, AR B ¥BiL. S0 XIFEIH: ¢ 3 B
WHIER” , (CEBERTITL) 6 (2018) ¢ 203-211; 3. “IHah 5. AT 7T M
HIGHERER” , CUEZEARBIR) 1 (2022) : 44-55; XIWAG: “ @R S0 585
WM EIRER” ,  CY4RBRE) 3 (2022) ¢ 1-17; [Ed%:  “ “REEE N ELEE”
(R RE2AARY) 1 (2017) & 30-38; VERSZ:  (153h. PS5 4MR0E) , Frig: AR AR
Bk, 20224F, #3-2071.
2 RCIRBIMER AL N LESK . AHEIHGRA ¢ R MR E ST B, % 5
T BRI AN 5 A e o AHX PPk FI IR W M BRAST e T B s B AR “ R IENERAS
507l 5 T A 2 1 o) 0 Bl o7 (= W SRR s 0 1 53 S Y TRI L P T B3 1 e oGP
AR .
30 ZWONEEH: ¢ YEEY BERRRER” , CCEERTIT) 6 (2018) ¢ 207,



From the Loss of “Aura” to Human-Machine Symbiosis / Zeng Yanyu | 77

AEAG SCAAEUAE ORI 55 O, AR I — M S IR B2 15 SE R S Ak A
RS AR D ARIEAEII AU, SCEAI R T H A W] & A 1 4 A )
AR v Rl N BT T P R 2 (R o T 155 B 1 Dy BRSO I AR A T BT RS, A
NEEARAEAE LR LGS, B ELK. s8R, BAEME
(RIBKEN 1) R GE. ' W= HETH A IR 4R S AU AMA I B ORE, B2
ERSUATIMER, “PUR” R M R X0 4R R
FRE AR AR SRS . 2 SO RIS LIS F I RO 3L, B
MRS B AL, WA 2R ALl 2GRS EE
AL

oI Sy, AR RN S BRI ER AT, A
H— R P “AH IR (affective field) o WIFEE (FF4) & “HFi
G, HENE” HERSZRRBIEREIRIT & GOk ANE R4
Z IR SIS . XFER B E BRI 1 AR RN RZ R DI R, X
RO AT P H 1) RE AT R, RIS ER S 4 Ak H 4 T %
RS E o AR TE VRIS LT, XA 2R 5 N R 8] (15 I sl o
Al SR EAEGIEFEER” EEIE (3D o A SO R AT IR AR
%, B g s AR (K ) i dris. RSN KRR IR
ZRARER, RIS SRR ST TK /7 - IR 8B 2L S Zhim A WL A, X
s B URAME IR, SR SATAMEREN ), R—MEdmtEYs
SR ELAE T A2 R R B S0 RBITE DL W 1 AN Ay € 2 R A L
TER BT P A B A A R

IS G S AR e AR O B R IR PR . RBAE
R RO T 7RI EARYE, JF SR M PR R 1O B R K AE . 75
TR (W ERD) (M alREGE S othe, R, Bk
LA NI R A . XA ERB S EAAME R T B S BUA R KA
AR E A, T T B thoC BE RE 2R IA T7 50 XA IR
AT AN T BACKR R D BRAEE, AT 1 AHER] I Ud 1 R R LI it
HAE” —— SR RS (R AE T BRI MR I AFAE BT RVE B A TS 7
b

TR T Y, SCEE R B AMEA O S BRI E B
2o X WISCEE SR T KN B AR S B R, B SO RE B S
1 S0 &% “BaSEK SCAERITRARINERFR” , CULEREITL) 1 (2022) .
45-46.
2 2 B. Spinoza, Ethics, translated by W. H. White, Hertfords: Wordsworth Editions, 2001, 146.
3 2 I, Gilles Deleuze, “Lecture Transcripts on Spinoza’s Concept of Affect (1978-1981),” LES COURS
DE GILLES DELEUZE, 2017 Webdeleuze. Tous droits réservés. V. 1.1. Available at: https://www.gold.

ac.uk/media/images-by-section/departments/research-centres-and-units/research-centres/centre-for-inven-

tion-and-social-process/deleuze spinoza_affect.pdf. Accessed 29 December 2025.
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AR, XA R IE SR AR « WiER RKF (Nigel Thrift) $2 H K “AERAL
%3517  (non-representational affect) =& —3, B EGE — MR E &S
R E . 2% (William Wordsworth) $HY 7 2 5 2B I 1 AR
g7, RS NS A RIR L P A AR G 1) S A . A DL B
RONBES, B A AR 8 TR S ) iz Mg, RILT “15i&
B MR EEE. X RIAAMEOR T OER 5 AR MR LR,
WY 1 S REBV SR N T SURHIE . SCRBIRAE X — I AR NGRS
B, SRS N SE ST AR SREN Jr &, RENRTIRA QIR I EEZ

PURTE X H R BARTE R, SRR GRIE TR ik 2Rk, HAE
HAXENE LSRR T ESNHEEE. 8 RBMNG— TR RERIL
s AmAL, HELH N 2 ek, Bl R EE PO Bk
fifo B E X0, Wfhi/R K (Virginia Woolf) [RI{E S, & F IR I (10 T3
FE R A7 AN O B B 24 1 R 0A 1 2 T Bre XA I AR iy Uk e 1
Stz PR SSERC ), I T BN ERRS . pREREAL,
RIERAIHNE . X RBNERSFE RIS SRR, Rk T AE AR
Hah. PREE. KRR “EhEXCT” K5 T A REEA
B, TP S R R

JR B T i — P WU TS AR EE. FLERES
T S 06 4 1 I 5 AR R — AP ICH 2 SO A A i 4 8K (Thomas
Pynchon) SEAE IR fhgtisam] 1 R B € X, AR5 ASTRIERE AL
g, MCERE BERE TR 1A A B e e BV SO R R T 1 J
AN NARIL, HATEMEN B SRR R 73R QMEE X RS A
Wik 52 EEM. X—B5J T BB E# L “Eohing” High
IR, TEREADURFSRIRMAE R, FRNSCFERIL MK I,

HI BT, MO S BB B B, SRS RRIE 2 1 T MRVE T
PG R LIGVERR B, R WRE AL BN WA MBI 3h A
M2 e fE . TR S <RI, IR BRI “ Ui s
PESAERAE” , RGO R IRRIE % O REFTE . AU ST
RN, ERCABMEP AT BRSSO, (302 R 1 i 2 L
BOCALTE SR A A 7T SCR RIS A AR EL T AR AR S
TR G AR, A SRR A E BT 11
1 S0 WA ¢ REEEER STETRERT R HRER , CERUEEY) 3 (2022) ¢ 4,
2 2 5] B M. H. Abrams and S. Greenblatt, The Norton Anthology of English Literature Vol. 2,
London: W. W, Norton & Company, 2000, 303.

3 2N, Gilles Deleuze, “Lecture Transcripts on Spinoza’s Concept of Affect (1978-1981),” LES COURS
DE GILLES DELEUZE, 2017 Webdeleuze. Tous droits réservés. V. 1.1. Available at:https://www.gold.

ac.uk/media/images-by-section/departments/research-centres-and-units/research-centres/centre-for-inven-

tion-and-social-process/deleuze spinoza_affect.pdf. Accessed 29 December 2025.
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. ERTEFEXFERRIENRH EWEE

BEEHARAW KR, CHBERETRNEN T RENESHEZ. H
F L5 1S ARE BRI AR K 1) T AR 3, B B8 AR 145 Bk
BHAR, NERSHERN GBS RAETHREEN . EFAR AR R
TR EWHEA, BELR TIHEREAR LS ——FRRIEMNE
(1) F2 R TG B 3 AR R 2 H R R G SR I bR AL I R AR AR 07 5 95 A Al ) 2%
THEN BRI s, BEAREARAEBRRETES R “ah&JE”  (dynamic
forces) , FFAEEI M HELE A, R E I R IR IA A 2 i, 7EKEE
SCEAZRIA 1 [ Pt A M AR 1 A P FE R .

TE T AR, G ERRIAR . AU A AR = DL R AR B T2 A5 8k,
EAE BRI RIE T R HE P S 5. WNHEARBANWIAERE, S5
KIgH, “BEMs)” — AN AR RG @ gmSL, sy —FmT &, mT
SHIRIE R . 2 X5 19 tha fse eI T —Fin & min 7R A R
AU W /U L B R + R T R BT TR 2 R R [
SEMEN, KT J2 17 AR 56 T A A ] 0 PR ASEAR, 3 R SRR T G — Ak fE L

XA MBS R IR B R T SO S ThRe . O
PRIA A4 B IR s AR, & — PP &S T A 9n i 1 SCAG R e 1K
FE—FR “IHEUHEIE” (affective entropy) —— 15 ERIEMZ L. & ME
WHPREB WA R A AT TR AR FEROR U R, SR KR
WAk B TF R S R, M R AT A A A . X
PRI AL SO BERIA BRI Z 0k, R E T X E A IRIE BRI 1R
ZIZ .

BENBCF GBI, BRI SO R IT I TR e fede, A
IR T A RS I R R A S e X — it . B A S
PE BN ATIEGE 17 KA . TEZRF & K N AR R CInfi/ iy 4138 S Al
3O EFRFRIEBEARAE. HEL AFRBUERLENE, BOIEAR 515K
LEHMEEY . SUFER, ERTHNBE TR, HBERR IR AL
SERT RS . X MERIEANE T M TR TSR (pre-programmed affective
field) (Colman 171) , BMEEEFRIEAF LM F ARG AL 0o, 1156 2 1
ZRFERAGMLAR. Flan, EWECFE T, BENBE 7 U EZ s <R

1 = Gilles Deleuze, “Lecture Transcripts on Spinoza’s Concept of Affect (1978-1981),” LES COURS
DE GILLES DELEUZE, 2017 Webdeleuze. Tous droits réservés. V. 1.1. Available at: https://www.gold.
ac.uk/media/images-by-section/departments/research-centres-and-units/research-centres/centre-for-inven-
tion-and-social-process/deleuze spinoza_affect.pdf. Accessed 29 December 2025.

2 SR ¢ S BIRKIERY . CCZHEIRHITT) 6 (2018) : 208,

3 2 Felicity Colman, “Affective Entropy: Art as Differential Form,” Angelaki: Journal of the The-
oretical Humanities 1 (2006): 169-178.
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f” (affective genesis) . ALR S HIRAEUEHIN] N KRB IKREKIARB A, (HEL
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Abstract: This paper explores the critical possibilities of “specters of realism” as
a conceptual metaphor for realism’s place in literary history, its truth-seeking spirit
as well as its approach to reality. Contrary to René Wellek’s description of realism
as a “period-concept,” realism has made recurrent returns to the literary landscape,
and, in a spectral gesture, disrupted the linear temporality of a literary history
that sees realism as preceded by Romanticism and followed by Modernism and
Postmodernism. Underlying the acts of mimesis is a realist impulse that compels
writers to engage with reality through diverse representational strategies. Drawing
on the “spectral turn” in cultural studies in the past three decades, this paper
examines the circulation of “The Luo Cha Country and the Sea Market,” a mystical
story from Liaozhai, and discusses Yan Lianke’s critical works such as The Veils of
Liaozhai. 1t argues that the concept of mythorealism, proposed by Yan Lianke and
exemplary of the contemporary realist enterprise, is premised on a hauntological
epistemology that places the novel on the liminal position between the present
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In 1848, London, at the height of European literary realism, Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels published their Manifesto of the Communist Party, beginning with
perhaps the world’s most famous statement of the ghost: “A specter is haunting
Europe, the specter of communism” (Marx and Engels 1). A similar fortune of
realism is visible since the advent of Modernism—it was forced to retreat to the
realm of the spectral, and relegated to the status of a “nursery tale” (Marx and
Engels 1) which affords little, if any, import to a literary academia no longer gullible
to the referential illusions after the linguistic turn. The specter, nonetheless, is at the
same time evidence of its undeniable existence, however implicit and incorporeal.
In fact, writers and critics have in recent years hailed for a “realist turn” in literary
studies, and the past decade has witnessed the publications of The Antinomies of
Realism (Fredric Jameson, 2013), Speculative Realism and Science Fiction (Brian
Willems, 2017), The Moral Worlds of Contemporary Realism (Mary K. Holland,
2020), The Bloomsbury Introduction to Postmodern Realist Fiction (T. V. Reed,
2021), Romanticism, Realism and the Lines of Mimesis (Polly Dickson, 2024),
to name a few. The resurgence of realist theories and criticism has been further
buoyed up by important academic journals such as MLQ (2012), Novel (2016), and
Orbis Litterarum (2021) which have published special issues on realism. It is based
on such a status quo in the literary scholarship that one may suggest some slight

alterations to the famous quote from the Manifesto: Specters of realism are still
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haunting the world as we know it. It may also be argued that realism has never been
away from the academic circle despite sustained critiques from both Modernism
and Postmodernism, and that it is a revenant, in every sense of the word, constantly
returning to our contemporary world. In this paper, we intend to explore the critical
possibilities of “specters of realism” as a conceptual metaphor, that is, not only to
use it as a figure of speech or rhetorical device that embellishes what we already
know, but to test its potential as “a discourse, a system of procuring knowledge”
(Blanco and Peeren 1) in realist theorization and criticism.

The Spectrality of Realism

The first point to be established is that realism did not simply die after the rise
of Modernism in the 20" century. It exists with us presently rather in the form of a
specter. To illustrate this point, an example is helpful here: “The Luo Cha Country
and the Sea Market” ( (¥ Z|#FT7) ), a mystical story from the classical Chinese
tale collection, or as Chinese-educated readers have known it since childhood, a
ghost story collection, Liaozhai/Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio ( { Wl 5
& 7)), written by Pu Songling from the 1670s to the early 1700s. The story is
about how a trader’s son, Ma Ji, a youth of astonishing beauty, is carried away by
a typhoon in a voyage across the sea and ends up at a country where the people
are hideously ugly. Having recovered from the initial shock of seeing a devil-
looking stranger, the villagers are much pleased to see him and recollected tales
told by their forefathers about a country named China 26,000 /i to the west of
their own, where the people are the most extraordinary in appearance. Ma Ji later
learns that political advancement in this foreign land of Luo Cha depends not on
literary talent, as in imperial China, but on beauty—the most beautiful are made
ministers of state, the next handsomest are made judges and magistrates, and the
third class in looks are employed in the palace of the king. Ma Ji therefore begs
the accommodating countrymen to show him the capital. So he departs with the
company of the villagers, arriving just about dawn at a city whose walls are made of
black stone, as black as ink, and whose city gate-houses are about 100 feet-high. Pu
Songling interrupted the unfolding of the plot with a detail here: “Redstones were
used for tiles, and picking up a broken piece Ma Ji found that it marked his finger-
nail like vermilion” (356). Here, Ma Ji gets the chance to catch the first glimpse
of the most powerful men in the country. As it turns out, all systems of judgement,
all binary oppositions between the beautiful and the ugly, the high and the low are
completely inverted in this country. The surpassingly gorgeous young man in China

gets a chilly reception and is met with fear and antipathy. Later, in order to have an
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audience with the king, Ma Ji has to smear his face all over with coal dust. The king
is charmed, and at once makes him a privy councilor, giving him a private banquet,
and bestowing other marks of royal favor.

The story continues with Ma Ji visiting a market in the sea, impressing the
Dragon King with his literary talent and marrying his daughter. For the purpose
of the present discussion, the above synopsis will suffice as a demonstration of Pu
Songling’s extraordinary style of relating the stories of the strange. Judith T. Zeitlin
has noticed the singularity of his narratives as classical tales: “Unlike vernacular
stories, which arguably unfold in a space clearly demarcated as fictional, Liaozhai
tales deliberately straddle the border between fictional and historical discourse and
are indeed predicated in part on the ensuing ambiguity” (5). In the particular case
of “The Luo Cha Country and the Sea Market,” this “ambiguity” is unabashedly
unveiled to the readers even in the title, for “Luo Cha” in other classical texts,
especially in the Qing Dynasty, is either the transcription of Russia—a reference
to an actual land, or the transliterated name of a cannibalistic demon according to
Buddhism—an allusion to the ghostly and the spectral. Apart from the title, the
ambiguity of genre penetrates the entire narration. Take for example this initial
moment when Ma Ji arrives at the city wall of the strange country: “picking up a
broken piece Ma Ji found that it marked his finger-nail like vermilion.” Readers
perusing the pages of Liaozhai for excitement and sensation, stimulated by tales of
the strange and the occult, might pause at this description here and wonder: What is
the purpose of this detail which seems to have little to do with the core of the story?
This might remind us of a similar question by Roland Barthes who once mulled
over the inclusion of ostensibly irrelevant details in Gustave Flaubert’s 4 Simple
Heart and Jules Michelet’s History of the French Revolution. Yet Flaubert’s novel
is widely received as masterpieces of realism; to include Pu Songling’s Liaozhai
in the same category would not only be far-fetched, but also anachronistic and,
perhaps, Eurocentric. That a similar realist inquiry might arise from the reading of a
strange-story collection tells us a lot about the potential of the spectral as the source
of inspiration for the real. With narrative seriousness and arresting descriptions
of details, Pu Songling achieves the paradoxical confluence of the real and the
imaginary, the everyday and the strange, the affective and the sarcastic in this short
story.

Also paradoxical are some recent attempts at pursing the real in China which
find themselves end up in the strange world of Liaozhai. A feeling of dissatisfaction
is unequivocally registered in these attempts—dissatisfaction with the available

modes of representing the real in fiction. As Frank Kermode once pointed out, “we
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have a loving-hating affair with reality, we ‘keep coming back to the real’; and this
continually impoverishes us because it is at odds with such concords as we have
achieved” (166). Concords here refers to the existing paradigms and structures of
story-telling. This affect of “loving-hating” prompts the more adventurous realist
entrepreneurs to conjure up specters of realism back to a world no longer spellbound
by its enchantment. In July 2023, Ma Ji’s adventures in the Luo Cha country 300
years ago created a renewed resonance among its contemporary readers, thanks to
the eponymous song composed by Dao Lang. Due to the ambiguity of the lyrics and
the song’s allusion to Pu Songling’s equally ambiguous story, volunteered efforts
have been made by social media users, who delved into the most infinitesimal
details of the song, to discover its referential meanings. Since its release three years
ago, the song became immediately an Internet phenomenon, believed by millions
to be a cryptic yet unreserved revelation of the hypocrisy and imposture of certain
celebrities and fellow singers, as well as an address to our times and to philosophic
inquiries, suggested by the reference to Ludwig Wittgenstein and the last line of
the lyrics. Regardless of Pu Songling’s original intent, “The Luo Cha Country and
the Sea Market” has become a symbol of unearthing hidden truths and exposing
realities long concealed from public view.

The statement that “specters of realism are still haunting the world as we know
it” serves to identify a primary impulse of pursuing truth inherent in realist writers.
Ulka Anjaria identifies “the realist impulse” as “a transition in representational
mode, style, and/or medium that entails a new textual engagement with the
contemporary world, as evident in gestures such as stories set in the present rather
than the past and the trimming of modernist, metaphorical and metafictional
language for a more stripped-down and less ostensibly self-conscious aesthetic”
(278). Meanwhile, the realist impulse may also exist in less unequivocal ways.
In 2010, Fredric Jameson wrote of a utopian impulse that “is not symbolic but
allegorical,” which “does not correspond to a plan or to a utopian praxis,” and
“expresses utopian desire and invests it in a variety if unexpected and disguised,
concealed, distorted ways” (“Utopia as Method” 25-26). He therefore called for
“a hermeneutic, for the detective work of a decipherment and a reading of utopian
clues and traces in the landscape of the real; a theorization and interpretation of
unconscious utopian investments in realities large or small, which may be far from
utopian” (“Utopia as Method” 26). In a similar vein, the realist impulse may be
detectable, throughout history, in the most strange and occult stories, deviating
from our commonsensical methods of perception fine-tuned by the advancement of

modern sciences, as is in the case of “The Luo Cha Country and the Sea Market.”
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Tracing to its Qing Dynasty context, readers may sense a strong note of political
mockery aimed at chastising the realities of the imperial court. And adapted as a
song in 2023, it still fascinates its audience with the power of truth-seeking that it
possesses and may unleash.

This enduring vitality of the realist impulse is exactly what reminds one of a
specter: a being which should have belonged to the past, yet frequently appears in
the present, disrupting the forward flow of time. As Hamlet exclaims upon seeing
the ghost of his murdered father, “Time is out of joint,” implying that the pre-
existing temporal sequence has been fractured and dislocated. Literary realism in
its most restrictive definition is a “period-concept” (Wellek 2) of the 19" century,
according to René Wellek. In his 1961 essay “The Concept of Realism in Literary
Scholarship,” he declared that “realism was a regulative concept, a system of norms
dominating a specific time, whose rise and eventual decline it would be possible
to trace and which we can set clearly apart from the norms of the periods that
precede and follow it” (2). Within this 19" century framework, realism was seen as
established upon some necessary conditions and criteria: “truth of observation and a
depiction of commonplace events, characters and settings” which were “universal in
Victorian novel criticism” (4). In short, realism was “the objective representation of
contemporary social reality” (11). It is indeed a fact that we often find introductions
to realism in literary history textbooks between the chapters Romanticism and
Modernism, overlapping with the historical period of the Victorian era, and that
we are inclined to associate realism with the works of major 19"-century European
writers such as Honoré de Balzac, Gustave Flaubert, and Charles Dickens. After this
period, to speak of realism is to engage either in nostalgia or in critique of a bygone
era—one that now exists for us only as a kind of deceased ancestor who once
stirred the rebellious energies of Modernism and Postmodernism, which claimed a
more sophisticated understanding of what it means to be real. Nonetheless, realism
returns, just as Hamlet’s dead father, a revenant haunting and disturbing his son
while asking for remembrance: “Hamlet, remember me.” Robert Weninger once

explained the meaning of return as in the phrase “the returns of realism”:

The noun return has several meanings; it designates among other things an act
of coming or going back in return for an investment or risk taken. Reflection on
the word “return” in the context of realism reminds us that realism was never
really gone; it might have been sidelined or ostracized, ridiculed or demoted,
but—as we must conclude in hindsight today—that was only because it was
perceived as so omnipresent, pervasive and intrusive that realism-averse critics
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and writers felt duty-bound to bring it down or put it in its place. (687)

And according to the list put together by Mary K. Holland, over twenty different
literary realisms have been proposed so far. Of course, they vary enormously
in narrative techniques, styles and purposes—some of them seem very far from
being sub-branches of realism, for example, postmodern realism, post-postmodern
realism, poststructural realism, meta-realism, metafictive realism, etc.—but they are
driven unanimously by the ubiquitous realist impulse.

The Specter as a Path to Truth and Reality

Hamlet is another case of resorting to the spectral for knowledge of truth. It is
worth noting now that the murdered King of Denmark, “unhouseled, disappointed,
unaneled” (1.5.77), returns not merely to startle, but more importantly to divulge
what has been kept a secret: “Pity me not, but lend thy serious hearing / To what
I shall unfold” (1.5.5-6). What he indeed unfolded next was the truth of the court
of Denmark that unsettled Hamlet’s conception of time (“Time is out of joint.”).
Perhaps not quite paradoxically, truth was obtained not by the intellectual activities

of approaching and scrutinizing—after all, Horatio tried and failed.

MARCELLUS

Thou art a scholar; speak to it, Horatio.

[...]

BERNARDO

It would be spoke to.

MARCELLUS  Speak to it, Horatio.
HORATIO

What art thou that usurp’st this time of night,
Together with that fair and warlike form

In which the majesty of buried Denmark
Did sometimes march? By heaven I charge thee, speak!
MARCELLUS

It is offended.

BERNARDO See, it stalks away!
HORATIO

Stay! speak, speak! I charge thee, speak!
Exit Ghost (1.1.41, 44-50)
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The ghost in Hamlet is analogous to “specters of realism” under discussion in
this paper in two important ways. First of all, it returns to the center of focus, once
and again, in times of considerable confusion and turbulence, providing a path to
truth and reality. Secondly, the ghost is symbolic of the crisis of representation that
many reality-oriented writers have felt since the end of the last century and is still
experiencing today. The readers, just like Marcellus, would expect the professional
(scholar) to have in their possession the know-how of approaching reality. They
urge their championed scholar to speak to it, in the hope of some positive response
that will bring them one step closer to the truth. However, the fact is that realist
writers now often find themselves hesitant about using their representational
paraphernalia, due to the disconnection between language and reality ushered in by
the linguistic turn. Traditionally, realism assumes the role of the scholarly Horatio
who is confident in his intellectual prowess and the efficacy of an investigation. In a
famous metaphor made by Stendhal, the realist writer is a mirror walking down the
road, reflecting whatever there is along the way. Yet the specter, by stalking away,
warns us that there is always a dimension of reality that is evasive to our enquiring
minds and observing eyes. The fleeing specter forces us to take a step back and
re-evaluate our relationship with the object. Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx
encouraged us to have a refreshed awareness of the specter, not only as an object of
exorcism, but also as an analogy to the fundamental condition of knowability itself.

It [specter] is something that one does not know, precisely, and one does not
know if precisely it is, if it exists, if it responds to a name and corresponds to
an essence. One does not know: not out of ignorance, but because this non-
object, this non-present present, this being-there of an absent or departed one
no longer belongs to knowledge. At least no longer to that which one thinks
one knows by the name of knowledge. One does not know if it is living or if it
is dead. (5)

A similar note is reiterated in Jameson’s explication of Derrida: “Spectrality does
not involve the conviction that ghosts exist or that the past (and maybe even the
future they offer to prophesy) is still very much alive and at work, within the living
present: all it says, if it can be thought to speak, is that the living present is scarcely
as self-sufficient as it claims to be; that we would do well not to count on its density
and solidity, which might under exceptional circumstances betray us” (“Marx’s
Purloined Letter” 39). Realism’s description is often understood in terms of the

ancient Greek technique of ekphrasis: the verbal representation of a pre-existing
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visual representation. Yet what is often neglected is that the object of description
is fictitious after all in a work of fiction. In the case of Pu Songling’s story of the
occult, for instance, the vermilion-colored tiles simply do not exist outside the
writer’s world of imagination, despite the remarkable power of visualization the
description possesses.

The second point to be established in this paper is that “specters of realism”
speak to the need for a critical framework that addresses the not immediately
observable reality which may pose a major threat to the conventional notion of
literary representation or mimesis. We opt for the word specter rather than ghost
precisely for the reason that it implies a liminal position between the visible and
the invisible. Stendhal’s catoptric metaphor is our clue that the traditional realist
technique of description hinges primarily on visibility: to see, watch, observe with
various methods of scientific inquiry, and to transcribe the data into detailed verbal
depictions that would, then, form vivid images in the readers’ minds. In the words
of Peter Brooks, realism is “a visual inspection of the world of phenomena,” and
“we tend to believe that sight is the most objective and impartial of our senses” (16),
or Nancy Armstrong, “in order to be realistic, literary realism referenced a world
of objects that either had been or could be photographed” (7). If this is true, then
several questions might be asked: What will happen if reality exceeds the observing
capacity of our senses? What if there is more to it than meets the eye? What if the
hinges fall apart and everything “is out of joint™?

Answers to these questions will instigate the reconfiguration of realism as
not only a style of literature, but also a fundamental method of epistemological
exploration. In the more traditionalist view of realism, its primary goal and function
is to keep as detailed a record of the world as possible—especially a record of the
base and the ugly which were not granted license in literary representations in the
classical era—in order to assist human cognition. It is supposed to be, first and
foremost, about humans, according to Georg Lukacs. In an essay titled “Narrate or
Describe,” he quotes from Karl Marx to highlight the importance of human activity
to realist works: “To be radical is to grasp things by the roots. The root of humanity
is, however, man himself” (110). It is no surprise then that in this essay, Lukacs
targets the French naturalism, personified by Flaubert and Emile Zola, as the foil of
genuine realism represented by Walter Scott, Balzac or Leo Tolstoy, and objects the
naturalist method of meticulously detailed descriptions. The “descriptive method,”
in conclusion, “lacks humanity,” for the readers are insufficiently informed of the
genuinely important social phenomena: the struggle among people and classes, the

epic and heroic actions of the central figure, and the stages of social change and
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progressions, etc.

There seems to be a common frustration among realist critics when they are
confronted with the parts of the realist work which are elusive to the mechanism of
making sense. Lukacs’s reaction was a verdict of capital sentence: admittedly, he
observed, social problems were present in the works of Zola, but they were present
in the form of “caput mortuum™ (113), dead head, eviscerated with the vitalities
of life. Roland Barthes was less radical than Lukacs, but equally condemning the
inclusion of detailed descriptions which bear no apparent relevance to the entirety
of the story. Take for example his theory of “the reality effect” (“I’effet de réel”).
Stumbling upon Flaubert’s barometer in A Simple Heart and Michelet’s little door in
History of the Revolution, Barthes tried to contain them in a meaningful framework
of explanation by asking the questions: What functions do they perform and what
significance do they have? Apparently not satisfied with the speculation that these
were meaningless narrative fillers, he came up with a proposition which was
linguistic in essence—these details perform the function of signifying the real. They
create, therefore, the reality effect, and they are there to make an announcement of
their truth-value to the readers. The operation of creating reality effect can be seen
as a manifestation of the realist impulse underneath that gravitates towards truth.
Teleologically, they operate in a language system of signification that refers not to
the outside, but the inside of the text. Elsewhere, Barthes explained this mechanism
in more straightforward terms: “The discourse has no responsibility vis-a-vis real:
in the most realistic novel the referent has no ‘reality’[...]In short[...], what we call
‘real’ (in the theory of the realistic text) is never more than a code of representation
(of signification)[...]” (S/Z 80) Yet, must we ask the teleological questions about the
function and significance of these details and objects? It would probably make more
sense if they are understood as objects of the Levinasian alterity: the ultimate Other
which is beyond the reach of conceptualization and precedes the foundation of the
subject.’ One would rather think of these details in terms of the specter: they enter
the rooms of Madame Aubain and Charlotte Corday simultaneously with us the
readers, yet they remain invisible until the moment they catch our eye and confront
us as inscrutable intruders. And as soon as we start asking questions and demanding
them to speak, they stalk away and escape, leaving us to wonder if they come from
the limbo, the realm on the borders of the real and the unreal—the world of writings

and languages.

1 In 2002, Julian Wolfreys went as far as to state that “any medium through which we seek to com-
municate today that involves a narrativization of our identities in relation to others not immediately

present is inescapably spectral” (2).
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Mythorealism and the Spectral Reality

To speak of “specters of realism” is to find a way of dealing with the
dimension of reality that is beyond the reach of our current empiricist paradigms
of understanding, be they scientific, linguistic, sociological, or psychoanalytic. As
Blanco and Peeren argue, “what is at stake ultimately is the specter as a figure of
absolute alterity, that should not be assimilated or negated, but lived with in an open,
welcoming rationality” (33). This new rationality is yet to take on an exact critical
or philosophical shape', at the same time, a contemporary Chinese realist writer
and critic, Yan Lianke, has been working toward a solution. In an epilogue to his
own novel, The Odes of Songs ( {XUHER) ) titled “The Non-Existent Existence,”
Yan recalled that on a posthumous marriage ceremony in a freezing winter, he saw
hundreds of red and yellow butterflies sitting on the coffins of his nephew and the
bride. To him, the event of the butterflies appearing out of the blue on a winter day
was both “true and strange” (Odes 352-353), testifying to the existence of certain
realities beyond his understanding. Throughout the years, Yan has created a series
of oxymorons to call our attention to the discrepancy between what we perceive to
be real and the unattainable truth. “The Non-Existent Existence” is a case in point.
Another example would be “the real covered up by the real” in his 2011 monograph
Discovering Fiction. Here, he proposed a variation of realism—mythorealism, by
which he means a style of fiction writing as well as a way of thinking not subjected
to the logic of rationality, but rather the souls and spirits of the writer. This new path
to reality is through imaginations, allegories, mythologies, legends, dreams, visions,
and transformations. Reality is not “reflected” in a mythorealist piece of work, but
“created” by the writer.

Mythorealism is different from its magical realist predecessors. The logic of
reality in Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude is “half-causality,”
according to Yan, as opposed to the “full-causality” of the traditional realism
represented by Tolstoy and the “zero-causality” demonstrated by Kafka. The
grotesque story of a man transforming into a giant bug in “Metamorphosis” is
“zero-causality,” because it is a total violation of the law of nature or society. The
19" century realism, on the contrary, endeavors to give explanations to every single
one of its protagonists, events, and plots so that everything happens with a good
cause, mostly rooted in the social milieu in which the characters are immersed.

Garcia Marquez’s narrative is something in between, and therefore “half-causal”

1 One example might be the recent trend of speculative realism in philosophy, and especially the ob-

ject-oriented ontology.
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in the sense that the events are not explicable following the everyday logic, but not
as incredible as a man suddenly transformed into a bug. In Yan Lianke’s diagram,
“non-causality” and “full-causality” sit at the two ends of the scale, and “half-
causality” is forever flowing in-between, occupying the space of “probability” and
“likeliness” (Discovering Fiction 117-118). Yan himself is after something else—to
him, the “inner-causality” or the “inner-truth” is the new principle of fiction writing
evolved from the whole of the literary experience of the 20th century. Writers are
encouraged by Yan’s manifesto of mythorealism to perform the task of uncovering
this inner-truth, and thus revealing “the real covered up by the real.”

A recent invention of oxymoron, “the real of the unreal” (27) is seen in his
2023 monograph, The Veils of Liaozhai ( { W 75 B ME 18 ) ). The fact that Yan
declared unequivocally in the Preface this time that “literature is solely committed
to the belief in the real” (6) followed by an exclamation mark. He then explained
that the real here is not circumscribed by empirically determined facts, realities and
possibilities, but also “the real of the unreal,” “the real that transcends the real,” “the
real with no verifiable evidence,” or “the real that is counter-real” (31). In this new
critical work, Yan extended the view that literature oscillated between the real and
the unreal in different historical periods. In the 19" century, the criteria of literary
quality were based entirely on its faithfulness to the limitations of experience. From
the 20" century onward, the unreal and the impossible reappeared in literature.
Specifically, about the Chinese literature, Yan contended that little progress had
been made in terms of writing the real since Lu Xun’s 1921 novella “The True
Story of Ah Q” ( il Q 1E4%) ). In order to push for some progress, Yan proposed
not to follow that trail blazed by the 19" century realists, and perhaps not even the
modernists and postmodernists, but to return to an age that was pre-modern and pre-
Englightenment—the age of mythologies and folklores. Indeed, China has a zhiguai

& ) tradition—writing of the strange and supernatural—from A4 Search of the
Supernatural ( (i) ) in the 4" century to OId Tales Retold ( (HtZEH4m) )
written by Lu Xun in the height of the New Culture Movement. Yan was confident
that there was much to learn from the understandings and dealings of the real in
these strange story writings.

The trick is to make readers believe—not so much demanding a degree of
suspension of disbelief on the readers’ part as providing enough serious evidence of
reality as the writers’ responsibility. Liaozhai, the pinnacle of the zhiguai tradition
according to Yan, is indeed a strange story collection written in Classical Chinese,
but it demonstrated the same narrative seriousness as any realist fiction. It is worth

now returning to the story of Ma Ji. As was mentioned, when the young man arrives
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at the capital, he sees city walls made of black stone, as black as ink, and gate-
houses about 100 feet-high. Immediately after this depiction of the wonderous,
Pu Songling invited the readers to have an intimate touch with the fantasy world,
and commanded Ma Ji to pick up a piece of redstone. Here, Pu Songling has
achieved a displacement effect—the most realistic description is displaced from
an expected story of realism, but inserted in a most strange and occult story of the
Luo Cha Country. These descriptions serve as the “ocular proof,” an eye-witness
that gives credit to the otherwise incredible beings and happenings. They also serve
metaphorically as a bridge—a word used by Yan in an interview explaining the
mechanism of mythorealism. It is a bridge that helps us to cross the treacherous
river of superficiality and reach the other shore which is the real. Intentionally or
unintentionally, “the other shore” is an allusion to the ultimate Buddhist pursuit
of truth, a destination that appeals to us the mortals, with its looming and mythic
appeal in the distance.

Specifically, Yan spoke of specters in Liaozhai as well as in “Pedro Paramo,”
a novella by Juan Rulfo.! Of course there are differences: the boundary between the
living and the spectral was unmistakably demarcated in Liaozhai, and the line was
ambiguously drawn in “Pedro Paramo.” Yet the same impulse drives their specters
and urges them to visit us, once and again, through 300 years and across two
antipodean points on the planet earth: the realist impulse. Like the contemplation
of the utopian by Jameson, perhaps what is important about realism is “not what
can be positively imagined and proposed, but rather what is not imaginable and
not conceivable,” the limits of our own perception, and the “lines beyond which”
we do not seem able to go in imagining what is real and what is not. This speaks to
the necessity and urgency of the contemplation and theorization of the specters of
realism today.

In the case of realism, the concept of the specter serves as a metaphor that
reconfigures both its existence in literary history and the nature of truth it seeks
to reveal. It has yet another dimension which joins together the past and the
present. Blanco and Peeren point out that the specter is not only a disruption of the
chronological flow of time, but also a non-present presence that achieves the effect
of synchronization: “For Derrida, the ghost’s story is not a puzzle to be solved; it is
the structural openness or address directed towards the living by the voices of the

past or the not yet formulated possibility of the future...because it cannot (yet) be

1 It might be of some interest to know that the latter was alternatively translated into Chinese as liter-

ally “Between the Man and the Specter.”
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articulated in the language available to us” (58). Yan Lianke’s theorization of “the
real of the unreal” is, viewed in this light, itself a spectral activity. So not so much
different from Dao Lang or Marcellus, Horatio and Hamlet, Yan is also approaching
a supposedly dead past for the revelation of truth in the here and now. More
importantly, Yan’s critical effort is based on the activity of reading Pu Songling’s
Liaozhai, which, according to Blanchot, is fundamentally an act of resurrection.'
There have been constant calls for revisiting realism in literary scholarship in the
past decade because realism has been in turn revisiting us all the time, and we have
every reason to believe that the specters of realism will not stalk away, but keep

coming back, and perpetuate their visitation to us, now and in the future.
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W72 WAAIR A — R RIRAL 1 3 A i AR e T EME SIE S B, th
NBRATT S AR D 2 A T (Augustine) JHiE T iE R, LE
WA 7E (I ZTY  (On the Teacher, 389) Wik & BHAfFEH, “FFS I8N
AR S, MRRMNELFRERN WK F97 C GRHERF)
171) o AW, BT 76 2 52T b e L 1 0 i i ARG A 1 5 ) — ekt Sz
Mo AERXMAT LI “PIR —on” & d, PRI RS g i, A5
SR, TS A I R KL < 58 ) o 3K A R A [A) B B T 5 35 (vox ) R, £
H CGR=LL—1)  (The Trinity, 399-420) X H B # “ 18P & A 1] %
HRE] Ve R, BTN “EF7 (Word) Y EL “NE 7S LR AR )
FOARPRET NSRS X “WIEZE” M CRRIAES” 7 X7, 55
P CBATF AW T A FHIFARET FEH, MIEFHERA, AT
REMETRE” (418) o K, & BN S a] LG A AN A & B
FHH, HEAFAIHEREREE, EAETEMTS, BEEA R
SEERLI] L1

BT O SR A A0 ek 23 X B A [ R A R R O e ST - sR
(Jakob Bohme) IS AAIIREAG Bk AR K i, PEBAEMAT CIMIZESA)
(Signatura Rerum, 1621-1622) Hi&H, JiWIH0 N TE & 18 i S SR 5 A
FEARJFTECE WAL BGEN, CLSOvH “247 o ERERER, FEBER LU
NMERER “%47, M RMERERNENA; Koy b 2iE
i “EF” (Logos) HIHRzNENGHEF, JERFHM My “MEAER” (Divine
Voice) R4, ARMFEENL “RYEBEW” A e qRPrmEsE L., °
P ARV R A Ay — M A E A OB G, MR AE S 5 AR, 18
1 Z 0 ERIE « fRiE: (BIEFITFRD) , RIFR. AR, M. TR R A hAL,
2010 4, #5329 1.

2 ZIEKARE « BUREE: (BT FATIRD  ARITR EAREE, HEAR RGN RS R,
2010 4, f 326-328 T,
3 %), Jacob Boehme, The Signature of All Things, translated by John Sparrow, revised for the 1781

William Law Edition, The Works of Jacob Behmen, The Teutonic Theosopher 1V, London: M. Richardson
& Robinson, 1781, 9-11, 59.
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AMWEAT 7, NEMEE S, BRGS0 MR, 1ok
FIPIEAE R 2 A4 I, M RAE TN R — MMEAEVR A TSN R, FaiE 3
RPN, WAUE AR ST B3R E BT

NEJRZEBAR, TS o SRR (Jean-Jacques Rousseau) 7FE (it if 5 ik
Ve WS & RHAG)  (Essai sur I’ origine des langues, oul il est parlé
de la mélodie et de |’ imitation musicale, Essay on the Origin of Languages[: Where
It Speaks of Melody and Musical Imitation], 1754-1761, 1781) i F &5 B X &
t, “FHif (speech) X7 7 NS5a¥” (R 1D, 4kmsmid NKTE 5 &)
A “voix” (N, Fil) RIAM ', SRR R B RREEIER, 5
PlE (passion) EHKHE. * NULEVIMIE 5 & RAEMEN, B & s
HRALB IR, TR 2R S A BMES .  TA  O N E TR
B NRIEAER NI B ARE I, A A Se e T X AR S A ER 5,
A MRS TP, M2 T NRA BRI EE), R yiE
BRI S AVERA BT, g AL T

(H, IR RRE RIS AR T EBAERNEE. Mk, i
AdR—NEUEEHEM SRS, B2 T/EHER - 5% Jacques
Derrida) X3 & M pots 32 SCHOHEA) by, 72 AR 335 305 n) 38 75 507 Pl oy i
AL, TR “TCBE R R/ARMIBRE /R Z 0], ME—BEH 38— MR 1A
AT & M FIE R F S F IR RFEIN” ERE, (BT )
122) o FAREMAEFEREAR, FFEBAEIE GBIEFREE) KT irm
FORHRIAR S “Rr. A DA E R NEER T, NSRBI i 5
O SRR, AR, RRERTHOCC XA B, BUONEUE L
THE . HORMRRAE, RIS R R, AR F IR A SR

7 (85-86) o KRR N, F. W REIETEAE LN A TR R A A E Y]
HH IR A REAEBK 2% 4 o

—. EENRERA SRR

B EE, &R SR S AR IR ZI S R 1 RS TE A
TR, BRI X 3 B “Bpie” R, RS KES 7 R e
B RAB T EATH A, ML RIKE, A ReiE 77 Hx 5 MBS 1E K .

W2 (RF) hEFEFRS “BOR7 , Mgt SRR
Hil, GER B (e ) BIR, X UIR R AR AT, BT S
1 voix HHEB T “vox” , MIE-FHRARAMIES, SIHAIPEN, S, BH. HE. Eh%.
S KA G (R TEDOE R , JkRT: @S ENTIE, 1988 4, £ 585 1.
2 AR - e AR GRIEB SRR Heiem S5 Ry, wiEE, b b
NESH A, 2003 4F, 5 14-15 71,
30 WAk - - AR (RIEE MR SRR ST RME) , EE, 1. Ll
B ARAL, 2003 4, 45 18-19 T1.
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CERFR MG BN IWEATES T Q27 o S ENRE. KK
BIACH “THeT" AR, VR EZEER, “ NI —DX
ARAE T N BT, JFE B0 3RS 7RI AR, “HEA NHSRE AR
DI ER R AR BIPR” (47) o e TR R E ANATE), AR
BUR, I 5] A AR AT X e 5 RS B (63D, JREIAGE] i
£”  (Katharsis) »

Wy 2 W2 YR A B 0 T T REAR. E AR ISR A CBLTIR T o
TE A B KL JE « $7 /R & (Diogenes Laertius) ¥ ( % ¥ 5 47 %) (Lives and
Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, 3 40 A7) idstd, & & —Hr 2 )k
FENN CRRIR — R R, CERAMAECTRET , R
FMNFRRIEMEA” (3300 o fEXH, AERTERREA S BN 1 RFoE
SCAERHIHLE. HE 2 AR R T, AT EE L RS AR R AR
EEBAAEN, BeaFEMEN, FHEE &Y  MERF. G
T FRFMEN TS &, AR RS, B A IR E 9 RS
oo W TAE B R)  (On Music, 387-391) Hol35 SAl N 30 FliE 5
PHERRIT BB, Begl R BRI b, o v B 0 i 78 26 0 3 o A
O .

BT SR CIMRAL) T, REC I E T — e R e 2R E B 1Rl
FET B, JRRD B NTEAR T AMNE . (HIE S 1R E &5 &M iR
L2 R, WHARSMANS EEHR X RARNKILL— “BHK
—UIA BT A5 2 O RE Ty A pls N Pt/ 1) A i R A R ORI, R
BAKERHNEZAR. HIXAERENCEPREE, WaEN, ZmHA
AR RS, TBAEE S IE A B R RS S oY 2 5 frik
[RAREERS I (10) 7

P SENTT R E S RTINS SR I B B T A L
WAL, HEZ M ;7 e mek A R p SR R R P ) “RIRL T, 6 INAE
PIEFRIR ) “BAL” , DLERE AN “%47 hNAERIE “Ehd” ER. (H
o XA AR R B 10 R S TR I e Ak, FUONI R R BRI )
[2E42) HEASERIEA MO T “MEER”  (Stille/stumm) i

AR LR =TI, BERETF, FHZATELMim, FH
Tk H IR fFGG (eeeee ) R E AT BEL, RREBEAZ TR, £
I BWORENT: GeBE) B 6%, AHEGE Jbst PEESREHAE, 20216, B
181-186 UL, 25 197-201 i,
2 JURHRIRVER, SIS0 AR M. AA R (TTMREA) 151 3K A Jacob
Boehme, The Signature of All Things, translated by John Sparrow, revised for the 1781 William
Law Edition, The Works of Jacob Behmen, The Teutonic Theosopher IV, London: M. Richardson &
Robinson, 1781. LA R 5] SANARETLRY, ANH——Ui.
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AR R A TR REMA TP r T iE A RRA, (9)
BELIHGRFERZRY, MARZNER, KEEXEE, BALEL
BETARY, b E0EE, EREL—MFTEZY, 2R ek
MA, MALCHHBRACHRAGHXFATF, AREHIEL YT HIED
WE, R, ARGELELBX P AR LA TR, RIEEIFHRE, &
&Y IR A A RIS, AL EEmE, (9-10)

NFF SRR R A, BT R A U, A W
B7ORE, Wi, MARBRIREM. WAk “FU” . MARAIEH A AT
— V)& R B PN CMEER” s — RN AR RSk B “RURT PR
HIL, Xhok 4S8 “X5/1E” (Logos) MBEBEK—HH “F
o CBE) o Bk, BT (RRIE) WA CREER” SR sk . fEYK
AR, ANBE S Ml A R AU ER, P DL I A A R 56 A2 B] ) —
Bl “HEMTER” , (EUUERRP SRS —.

PSR PR T CMEBR T B OCTE, WARE R TR ERIZ IR B RS
gk, WELAIHT (Novalis) ) (#&4ii) (“Hymnen an die Nacht”, 1800) 1, f{f
AEFERIIR, LA TANAT L ANAT & U b n] DU SR R ) o ANTIERH (Walter
Benjamin) ff] (BB S A S 5 AMIES) (“Uber Sprache im Allgemeinen und
das Wesen der sprachlichen Symbols”, 1916) — 3 o t45 3¢ T A5 #1415 5 16
BERIEW DL “HYKIESRATER, ENZ2LER” (269 . X—
FORT T ATREFARME T 75, 1 o] BT 4s T U BR W AR K 4%, 7EMG 8% /R
(Martin Heidegger) [ (i&%) (“Die Sprache”, 1950) — K “Fiff” (die
Stille) kb 73 31| | 7K #e  AEHFAEAG KRB K, BUEIFE TR, R & A ERE, B
Bt “IX - 73”  (Dif-ference) 44 5t A NH AN “oREE” ¢, i
T E NG — ZM “X -7 28 dn, @il R BaAEEE
ETHAEMROT S, BEOE S FIARE—— “BEcE” o BEE/REE, 15
FHAEAM TR, M2 “HEtcE” B ARNE A LRI WREOX A
AW EERXNEFRN “NA7 , mMIEEshtliE. EmER, “AREPRFICE
ARRHEEFTH—ANm@real, BIbEE. mkTit, HESIREZ— Mg
WS T g e TR, MR LA AR EME " (24)

MG EAG R 5 U SRR A “ERER” WUNEARTREIRES, WAERRIE S
/ T AR “T6” Fg R BURILH R, Bl ARYEAR T EUTER, B DA
Wt gk SN B, (H SRR “REER” A A BRI - FH IR AR, i
TERGIRIY) “RER” R —MEER - IR ERIMES, BAFE (Sein) HEHIIEIT
J730 SREAELER B AT IR - MR I2 5 . BV AT DU AR IR I “ R A
X CREER T B R AR IESE

I Z R, VE E 3 AR/R « BL3KE B (Paul Valéry) BT HEE KR /R 20 434 (1 4
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R PR U SEAG ) MM T SR AR R EHE SR CBRULRHE,  “alifg”
303) , JRBIIESRFFAGE S 1B SEH L 1800 TSR RR R R AR, B “ 4l
"7 (Poésie Pure) . fEFLERE R, WlARETESEAALAT (BFE. 1
Z2. W BRINAE) P ARMeL T HE G Z MR . XM “4i” 1Y
RS — PP EEAEA R, " A 7R B E I B O . = E AR 2 R
Fhe, [ENESHRRAEPREE RS HNE” R SEm, {§H &M
MOGEM AR RE B ORI TR EE I E BT

AIDLUG, FUSEHL “aliny” AR R “RER S AE e
X R MG G R B AT T, B RS REON ISR 1
REMEIEE AR TR, RMERES. FEASGMAE TN, RRWH
IR T AR . AN I B3R BLIE SR A R A B R B ARR A, i A
KRB B AR RAFER “TEl” -

=, iEE. EEMIENES

20 20 SR FNE L K A 3 =8}« fL#F Jé (Gianfranco Contini) # &
Hy BORFIEUL F R AR FEA TR ELE « MW A (Giovanni Pascoli) 1)
W ECE — R “FEIE S 7 (la lingua morta) [{J3E R (qtd. in Agamben
62) o TMERKF ALK EH BTF « FIH A (Giorgio Agamben) NITE— R4
FiRH, AR RS B, R ST T IRAIR S . BT H AT
“OUIET T MELE, MU S TUSREM “Aing” L ERRE “REC S ¥
BN, A7) ) — SR A DG 1 3R SRk 4

XN EREBRXTIESHRNF, (GBEFH5ET: HEcih)
(Language and Death: The Place of Negativity, 1982) w1, [ H A B %
B HT . B HTAE G AR AR, B A A B AN R
WH A, W “metheglin” , fFIERXZ—MFS, BIEEBEDARA,
MAUL RN R, DASHBLEREFRXMNEE L, FAN 4l
WEXA R —A [k A Fi Hg — MNP S, At A8 AERAR: M
FRAENIE T ERMNRTS, REA BEAIRMIE TR (262) o %R
T R, X T IX R AL T R S ) B R R O B AR S, B — AT
SR RZ AR S

B[ H Ak T I, 11 H 20 p) AR = JEe 2 (Gaunilo) 7EXf 20 #5258 &
B # K 2t (Anselmus)  “ EAFARAE” WUEREAT RIS FE b, XTiE S
5 SRR RWIEAT TS, WATTRAAE—F T RIAETHEEE S
HR AR R AR, BT — I R R Fe AT AT WA A 1 R SO B B 75 B S AR

1 2, Gaunilo, “Gaunilo’s Reply on Behalf of the Fool,” Monologion and Proslogion with the Re-
plies of Gaunilo and Anselm, translated, with introuction and notes by Thomas Williams, Indianapolis/
Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1995, 123.
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BIH AN, mETRMA N “BEEERSG” WS “FHE T N2
JARSIIE, EFRINAE — P AR HCIE T PR e 1 B S HT T L S B I Al AR
f%” (Agamben, “Pascoli” 72) .

Bl 5, B H AR 1 rE 44 R B AR SIS (R (Roscelin) SEBE A RIL T “ 5
BRI A B, IEE “EEMAE” (flatus vocis) HHREF] T
FAREIR “HETREM” (Geist) MU —R B, RBEEESFARGMER “BAE
BE R ARARS®wE: A7, W “fFE, 5 gkt —8, fFh—
P e T S, R IR R S AR (Agamben, “Pascoli”
73) .

B H AR H, £ ERKET, S airE S (phoné) 11
WAL R 2, A E X BITEE T Re A il X5 S0RE 75 e A7 [X 43
PINRFEH, BB RS A E (Voce) » HTERIF “AHAAE” 1
FEME A AR BRI RS, LR A S E R LERE . T, AR
BOAE R Z AR R B — Py A 4R 5 ) “ R¥E 7 (Voce) K
a7 o BN SEA% JRAE CRE PRI ) FE AR R T — ANl A 75 08 PR A o

EETPHRMNACABETET HAGEG (oo ) TiE T AL ERE
XA AL BBANIe RN E B — ARG ERESDLE SRR 74
R R,

(eeeeee ) hBEERAE—F ABEW ARG, WmA—FA T e A
HARRGFET, B mE R BN ER AL, T2 LA MR A
i e ML R B (66)

B H AN “AE B R A% IR 1) 8 2 v B A AR 0 75 8 5708 N R A
MEMGEERIRR” BTHA, GEFERT) 7D  £EEHEEKRK, X “X
B BB RRE R DL SR AR S R (0 78 O SRR RO R AT B 1], LA
BEHE H VR 2 2 3 AR R RNES .

B 2)5CT “TEIET 7 B, B Ao 9 e el ) 1 5 a sk A £ f 3L
T AR S MR A R R, MR R R R — L AT RER
VRIS, @A AERRARTE “77 57 A s R ma gk AT
LA IR, HAR G e AR B AR . A QIR R 5 s 0 AR
(“Pascoli and the Thought of the Voice”) — CHY, Fif H AFEH, 1XLiEE R
flEH “RUE S & S SO 4ERE IR B 5T ) A 2 B CAMUAN 2 = Fa Aok
R &, SRR B s F AR R4iE &) 7 (Agamben, “Pascoli”
67) .

1 2 Giorgio Agamben, “Pascoli and the Thought of the Voice,” The End of Poem: Studies in Poet-
ics, translated by Daniel Heller-Roazen, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1996, 66.
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2 WAARE LA RS AR eS8 Ko, “TAliE2 B HRIMAE S (i
IRE 328) o HARKISCIEY: (grammatica) ERF )PS5 (R RE AR P= AR, (H 24
VEONZIRE E AR P W (75 & JF RN SR AR R . O AR B AR X0 N
RIFE SN ER, NERFEEEE LW 20, s 07 & WE
AR AL S LU S 0. A2 BT H AT A R B i 4 (S
HEMRNEAGESD F, “WFEE" gD W5 A 0T, IS
ANETE e E) b o ]S e AL R U DL (5 A R R
VrZ AR AL, B H AR SR Y, SR A R R AR AR B AR, A
AN, B33 TR AN L T I R e R 35 3 b 7 22 BT 1
7, RRIBEIEE, AR TS

Rk, BIHAA SR PR RIE S R A S T, JERE S
FBCHI B RO — 135 RAAETRH, REETARF, A Remiie ik h
FEH 28 B P B T A0S S S B ROXE B R s SR, R, At RT AAE
TS HRUUE N B ASET B WE R S5k, RIS EL, 38 B A&
M I, BN BERA ) BARITN” (Agamben, “Pascoli” 700 . 5]
T, BRRAEN CABERA”, GRS . XML R RS
B5 . SGEFERA IR, WTUUOSBTH A T B AR g e
ARG )RR

A AR T A E TR LT IR A AR ). A R RIEA AR B ?
PB4 FEURIERE X 7 (BRI T 75 5 e A e
], BB ARSI LB e 1) “ RS E A F AR, B R
EREZRRE” , Bifl, FEASIHAEEE, HRFNINRTHIZH M
AW LB, R R R, MG SR H W I A A A A,
WA TR RIE. Frilz “MEER” $e1a “REET B AT, AR
“OEEE 7 B, JEAREMRE N IREHE R T e AL R, A
FEAE R I B Al B T, TR AE AN A [ H R A 2 AT IR
frE, BAABRAWETE 5 R A AR . Bl H AR AR SR
XF A R — N RS S ORGSR A T RERAE
PEFRIRE . EG, A BRI R, SR, XMEAF AL
KB ERAAEF Oy L. T AR T E . VAT E AR R
TS E B IR OSSO A A5 S R, A AR RIE RIS
IR, TR T AE SO AR R ER P A XA B R v B, &
RIS S SEAR B AR SR T — R A A R

1 2 Giorgio Agamben, “Pascoli and the Thought of the Voice,” The End of Poem: Studies in Poet-
ics, translated by Daniel Heller-Roazen, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1996, 68-69.
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Title: Spatial Production in the Beijing School of Literature

Abstract: This paper takes Henri Lefebvre’s theory—the production of space as its
analytical framework and, from a feminist perspective, examines how the historical
evolution from the Beijing School (of literature) through the New Beijing School
to the Greater Beijing School has participated in shaping the cultural identity and
symbolic geography of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region. The Early Beijing School
of Literature constructed poetic spaces that transcended utilitarian concerns through
aesthetic sensibility. The New Beijing School sought to integrate local memory
through a cultivated spirit of erudition, while also implying forms of cultural
exclusivity and symbolic power. In the phase of the Greater Beijing School, writers
from Beijing, Tianjin, and Hebei collectively engaged in a reinterpretation of the
region, redrawing a polycentric and negotiated spatial imagination. Throughout
this process, female writers have continually challenged gendered spatial orders
and have remained a key force driving heterogeneity and spatial reconfiguration.
Through theoretical dialogue and close textual analysis, this study reveals the
complex mechanisms through which literature, space, and gendered power relations
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are mutually produced, offering a new interpretive pathway for understanding
regional writing and the construction of cultural identity.
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feminist literature
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Reimagining Postcritique and Literary Reading: An

Interview with Rita Felski

Shi Xue & Rita Felski

Abstract: Rita Felski, John Stewart Bryan Professor of English at the University of
Virginia, and former editor of New Literary History. She is one of the leading figures
in contemporary literary theory. Her work has touched upon various fields, including
theories of interpretation, literary sociology, modernity studies, and feminist
criticism. She has played a pivotal role in ongoing debates about postcritique. This
article features a scholarly interview with Felski by Shi Xue during her visit to the
Royal Holloway University of London. This interview is presented according to the
internal logic of Felski’s intellectual development and the theoretical positioning of
postcritique, focusing on three interrelated themes: her transformation from feminist
criticism to a postcritical stance and her underlying concerns; the foundational role
of literary reading and audiences within her broader framework; and the theoretical
limits and methodological tensions of postcritique. In the interview, Felski looks
back on her academic path and emphasizes that her intellectual trajectory does not
represent a paradigmatic rupture but rather a continuous process of engagement
with the sociality of literature, reading experience, and affective structures through
a critical reassessment of the tradition of critique. She also responds to questions
and doubts raised by other scholars, clarifying that postcritique is neither an
anti-theoretical gesture nor a closed methodological system. Instead, it’s better
understood as an open critical stance. The conversation further discusses the cross-
cultural dissemination of postcritique and the institutional conditions of knowledge
production, with a focus on its translation and reinterpretation in Chinese academia.
For Felski, the significance of postcritique lies in its effort to reestablish a
connection between everyday life and the public aspect of literary studies.
Keywords: Rita Felski; postcritique; literary reading; everyday life; critical
orientation
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Languages of Shanghai Jiao Tong University (Shanghai 200240, China). Her
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research areas include aesthetics, interpretation, literary theory and methodology,
as well as feminist theory, modernity, and cultural studies (Email: felski@virginia.
edu).
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Intellectual Trajectories and the Centrality of Everyday Life

Shi Xue (Shi for short hereafter): Your early work was deeply shaped by
feminist criticism and engagements with high theory, while later your writings
emphasize the uses of literature, particularly its social dimensions, as seen in the
influential books you have published—Uses of Literature (2008), The Limits of
Critiqgue (2015), and Hooked: Art and Attachment (2020). You once described
your intellectual development as “a weird trajectory” (Williams 122). How do you
understand this shift in emphasis? What were the key experiences or reflections that
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contributed to this change in orientation?

Rita Felski (Felski for short hereafter): First of all, I would not say that there
has been a dramatic rupture in my work, but rather a shift in emphasis. I do not
repudiate anything I’ve written. My earlier books in feminist criticism, when [
reread my first or second book, I still find myself largely in agreement with their
arguments. There has not been a major intellectual volte-face. What has remained
consistent throughout is my commitment to examining how theory relates to
everyday life. I have never considered myself an advocate of “high theory” in the
conventional sense. I always wanted to think about how theoretical debates relate to
the everyday lives or the books that ordinary people read.

My first book, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics (1989), was a critique of feminist
literary theory on several grounds. On the one hand, certain strands of feminist
criticism emphasized a notion of female identity, but I was skeptical of the idea
that women share a unified or homogeneous set of experiences. On the other
hand, poststructuralist critiques by figures such as Derrida deconstructed identity
altogether, yet I had little sympathy for this tendency as well, because it often
resulted in abstract, esoteric academic debates that bore little relation to women’s
lived experiences. My aim in that book was to develop a more sociologically
oriented way of thinking about women’s writing, suggesting that its significance
lay in the social changes it could bring about, rather than its presumed expression
of some pre-given female identity. Even then, I focused on popular feminist fiction
rather than solely on canonical texts and asked why such fiction matters and what it
does for its readers.

My second book, The Gender of Modernity (1995), was also not an exercise in
high theory. It includes a chapter on women and shopping—“Imagined Pleasures:
The Erotics and Aesthetics of Consumption” '—and another on Marie Corelli’, often
described as the queen of bestsellers. Again, my intention was to connect theoretical
arguments to the everyday lives of people outside the academy, and that has
remained a consistent thread in my work. The main difference is that my first four
books were focused on feminism, whereas I later moved in a broader direction and
began to comment on literature more generally. Eventually, I became more explicit
about my reservations concerning critique. But this should be understood as a shift
in emphasis rather than a rejection or a radical break.

1 See Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995, 61-90.

2 Marie Corelli (1855-1924) was the most famous and highly paid novelist of the late 19™ century.
Her novel The Sorrows of Satan (1895) sold more copies on first publication than any previous English
novel and became one of the best-selling works of its time. Felski discusses Corelli extensively in The
Gender of Modernity as an example of popular fiction and its relation to femininity and modern culture.
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Shi: Given that your intellectual formation was deeply shaped by feminist
criticism, to what extent do you think your feminist background provided you with
distinctive conceptual perspectives or methodological sensibilities that continue to
inform your subsequent critical trajectory?

Felski: As I mentioned earlier, my interest in feminism has always involved,
on the one hand, a critique of sexism, hierarchy, and gendered forms of exclusion,
and on the other hand, an attention to the ways in which women have often been
associated with everyday life—an association that has long interested me. Where |
diverged from certain strands of feminist theory was in the assumption—especially
prevalent at one point—that “woman” designates a coherent set of characteristics or
dispositions. According to these accounts, women were presumed to share particular
personality traits: for instance, an emphasis on relationships, weaker ego boundaries,
or a tendency toward submissiveness. These descriptions failed to reflect the
diversity of women’s experiences, including my own. While I remained committed
to feminist critiques of sexism, I rejected essentialist definitions of female identity,
even when they came from within feminist discourse.

At the same time, I was—and remain—sympathetic to feminist emphases on
everyday life. In my essay “The Invention of Everyday Life” (2017)', I examine
how the category of the everyday has been consistently associated with women
and often devalued within modern theory. Everyday life becomes linked to the
domestic sphere—cooking, shopping, domestic labor—activities that critical theory
frequently dismisses. It is associated with repetition and routine, qualities often
framed as undesirable or intellectually uninteresting. My aim in that essay was to
defend these qualities and to argue that repetition, habit, and domesticity have their
own forms of value and are indispensable dimensions of human life. In this sense,
my engagement with feminism has been grounded in a feminist appreciation of the
everyday. That emphasis, I would say, is the most enduring influence I carried from

feminism into my later work.

Shi: Theoretical inquiry, in my view, offers ways of thinking about society
rather than a mere operational methodology, as in the works of Edward Said or
Gayatri Spivak. You have noted that Literature After Feminism (2003) was partly
motivated by your frustration with the media’s distortions and vilification of

feminism.” Could The Limits similarly be understood as arising from a sense of

1 See Rita Felski, “The Invention of Everyday Life,” New Formations 39 (1999): 13-31.
2 See Jeffrey J. Williams, “Articulating Feminism: An Interview with Rita Felski,” Minnesota Review
63/64 (2005): 113.
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dissatisfaction—specifically, a frustration with the disciplinary inertia of critique'
and the broader sense of crisis within the humanities?

Felski: I would say that the inertia of critique is indeed part of what I was
responding to, but the turning point came somewhat earlier, before I wrote Uses
of Literature. It actually began during a conversation with an editor at Blackwell.
She asked me what I thought about the state of literary studies, and I found myself
complaining about how bored I had become with certain routinized forms of
critique. She suggested that I turn those frustrations into a book, and that eventually
became Uses of Literature. After that point, I began to articulate more directly
about the limitations of critique as a dominant method in literary studies. One
issue, however, is that I do not believe that a shift to “post” criticism or postcritique
could transform the humanities. Such a change would not be realistic. The decline
of the humanities is driven by political, economic, and institutional forces that
methodological shifts alone cannot address. Nevertheless, I do think postcritique
has the potential to be productive in certain ways. I see real value in postcritique.
It opens up more space for readers outside the academy. After The Limits was
published, I received emails from people who told me that they had been hesitant to
pursue doctoral studies in literature because they felt disheartened by the dominance
of suspicion and critique. Reading the book gave them hope again and renewed their
sense of possibility. At an individual level, postcritique can make a difference, even
if it cannot singlehandedly transform institutions—a hope that would be unrealistic.

Reading beyond the Academy:
Readers, Publics, and the Social Meaning of Literature

Shi: Your reflections on everyday life also lead naturally to questions about
readers outside the academy and about the broader publics addressed by literary
criticism. When you were writing The Limits, did you anticipate that it would
provoke such wide-ranging discussions, or even become entangled with political
debates? How do you perceive these debates now? During your lecture at Queen
Mary University of London, the moderator Matthew Rubery remarked humorously
that everyone knows Felski is controversial—but not too controversial.” The
term “controversial” has almost become a playful label attached to both you and

1 Here “critique” primarily refers to the dominant mode of suspicious interpretation in contemporary
Anglo-American literary studies, often associated with the hermeneutics of suspicion. It does not en-
compass the full range of critical traditions such as the Frankfurt School or ecocriticism, which involve
different theoretical agendas.

2 The remark was made by Matthew Rubery during Rita Felski’s public lecture, “Expert Readers/
Amateur Readers,” delivered at Queen Mary University of London on 1 October 2024.
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postcritique itself. How do you respond to this characterization?

Felski: No, I did not anticipate that the book would provoke such extensive
discussion. My earlier books certainly did not attract that level of attention, and
even Uses of Literature, which was published by Blackwell in the U.K., received
relatively little promotion and relatively modest responses. So, I had no particular
expectation that The Limits would be widely taken up and considered especially
controversial. What I was saying felt almost like common sense—that was precisely
why I wrote it.

What has been difficult, however, is that some of the responses have been
quite upsetting. Thoughtful and substantive critiques are one thing; I welcome
disagreements from readers who understand what I am arguing and then take issue
with it. Such debates are productive and necessary. But I have also encountered a
number of caricatures of my work—often in the form of brief dismissals suggesting
that I hate theory or am opposed to critique. These responses give the impression
that the writers have not actually read what I have written. Some critics, including
Bruce Robbins, have gone so far as to claim that following my arguments would
somehow lead us to stop caring about, for example, “drowned children” (375)."
Such claims are, frankly, extraordinary distortions. In the United States especially,
I have sometimes been portrayed as an advocate of aestheticism or even a neo—
New Critical position, which is incorrect. My background is in British cultural
studies, and I have never been interested in “art for art’s sake.” I argue that literary
experience itself deserves serious attention, since this is why people read. Serious
critique is one thing; blatant misrepresentation is another. The latter has been, from
my point of view, quite troubling.

Shi: Since Uses of Literature, your writing has become more accessible, and
you have expressed a desire to reach a broader readership. How have questions of
readership—both academic and non-academic—shaped your work, and do you
see this concern becoming more central in your future projects? You also draw on
pragmatist thought, particularly Richard Rorty. To what extent has pragmatism
influenced your interest in expanding the audience for literary criticism?

Felski: As I mentioned earlier, when discussing my first book—which grew
directly out of my doctoral dissertation—and also Beyond Feminist Aesthetics and

1 Bruce Robbins offers one of the most forceful critiques of Felski’s postcritical arguments. In his
PMLA review of The Limits of Critique, he contends—mischaracterizing her position—that taking
Felski’s arguments seriously would lead critics to ignore questions of injustice, even suggesting that
her framework would require us “to talk about flowers rather than drowned Syrian children.” See Bruce
Robbins, “Not So Well Attached,” PMLA 2 (2017): 375.
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The Gender of Modernity, 1 was certainly interested in popular readers in terms of
content. For instance, I wrote about Marie Corelli as well as popular feminist fiction.
But in terms of my own writing style, those early books were unquestionably very
academic and, frankly, quite unreadable. At the time, I did not think about questions
of readability. I completed my PhD in a German department, where the emphasis
was on argumentative rigor rather than style. I still remember that one of the readers
for my Harvard University Press manuscript was Elaine Showalter. She liked the
book but commented that it was written in an extremely dull manner—and at that
point it struck me that I had truly never considered questions of readability. It had
genuinely never occurred to me that style was something to consider. However,
I realized it was rather absurd to write in such a dry academic voice. I still aim
to make substantive intellectual arguments. Admittedly, my books remain too
academic for a general audience, but I now try to write in a way that is at least
accessible to advanced undergraduates, not only doctoral students and professors. |
seek a balance between intellectual seriousness and readability. As for pragmatism
and Richard Rorty, yes, I mention him often. He was a colleague of mine at the
University of Virginia. One thing I admired about Rorty was that, although he was
an extraordinarily intelligent philosopher, he managed to write in a remarkably clear
and engaging way. In that sense, he has certainly been something of a model for me.

Shi: You have spoken about your lower-middle-class background, and you
have noted that your years teaching in Australia shaped your perspective on
academic culture and readers outside the academy.' To what extent has this position
influenced the way you think about critique, especially its relation to classroom
teaching, scholarly communities, and wider publics beyond the university?

Felski: The largest influence on my sense of self has been my social class, and
that is not surprising in an English context where class remains a pervasive category
of thought. When I went to Cambridge as an undergraduate, the university was—
then as now—dominated by students from elite schools and affluent backgrounds.
I grew up in a very different social environment. I did not know the right wine to
drink; to be honest, I still don’t know. I am not complaining—I feel grateful to have
entered that world—but I was acutely aware that my background differed from that
of many of my peers. At times, I still feel a certain anger or frustration when I hear
academics speak about non-academics—especially the lower-middle class—in

condescending ways. Terms such as “petit bourgeois,” for instance, are sometimes

1 See Anneloek Scholten et al, “The English Studies Interview: Rita Felski,” English Studies 6 (2024):
972-973.
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used almost as dismissive labels. More broadly, there is often a tendency within
academic culture to describe people without much higher education in reductive
or disparaging terms. When I encounter such attitudes, I find it difficult to listen
dispassionately. My family came from a social world where supporting right-leaning
or populist political figures was common. Their political outlook grew out of their
environment rather than any supposed intellectual deficiency. This has made me
attentive to how political choices emerge from social and educational circumstances.
Those views were shaped by people’s daily life, their economic conditions, and
their community affiliations. They are not, as is sometimes implied, the product of
ignorance or stupidity. This kind of class blindness is, in my view, one of the more
persistent blind spots within academic discourse.

As you are no doubt aware, in much of the West, there is now increasing
political polarization organized around education. Parties that once appealed
primarily to working-class voters—such as the Labour Party in the UK or the
Democratic Party in the United States—now draw much of their support from
the highly educated. Blue-collar working-class voters, by contrast, often feel like
intellectuals look down upon them, and are turning to right-wing or populist parties.
Many parties that once identified as center-left now draw much of their support from
people with college degrees. Meanwhile, voters who feel excluded by the cultural
authority of intellectuals often look for other political options. This divide continues
to grow. The highly educated and the working class often struggle to understand
each other. This polarization shapes not only the contemporary political landscape
but also how we imagine, address, and understand different kinds of readers, inside

and outside the academy. It is an issue I think about a great deal.

Shi: You have argued that your aim is “to deconstruct—not abolish—
oppositions between literary critics and everyday readers” (Scholten et al. 973).
How can we understand the relationship between these two modes of reading
once we move beyond this simple opposition? What possibilities does this
recontextualization present for thinking about the broader social role of literary
studies today?

Felski: What [ am trying to argue is that we need to acknowledge the
differences between academic readers and everyday readers, while also recognizing
their similarities. They are neither opposites nor identical, and paying attention
to their distinctions and overlaps offers a more accurate picture of how reading
works. I also think this position is more democratic in a certain sense, insofar as it

avoids placing academic critics in a position of implicit superiority over ordinary
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readers. I do not imagine that such an argument will fundamentally transform the
field; intellectual interventions typically have limited effects. But I hope it might
at least diminish a tendency I often notice—an unreflective condescension toward
non-academic readers. As Karolina Watroba has observed, academic scholarship is
largely read by other academic readers, who are “a small fraction of all readers—
an exception, not the rule” (2). Literature is not written exclusively for academic
readers, yet academic criticism often proceeds as if it were. Nevertheless, scholars
frequently advance claims about the political meanings of texts without considering
who their actual readers are. This strikes me as puzzling: if we do not know—or do
not care to know—who our fellow readers are, then to whom are our interpretations
addressed? This question becomes increasingly crucial when we reflect on the
broader social significance of literary studies.

Reconfiguring Criticism: Postcritique, Method, and the Question of Approach

Shi: Postcritique is often described as responding both to theoretical develop-
ments and to the institutional condition of literary studies. How would you
characterize its conceptual orientation: as a theory, a method, an approach, or a
critical stance? In The Limits, you resisted defining postcritique as a prescriptive
method, yet later you suggested it is “best understood as an approach rather than a
method” (Scholten et al. 977). How should we understand these formulations? Do
they indicate a shift in your thinking, or simply a clarification of its scope?

Felski: These questions are closely connected. Postcritique certainly relies on
theory; it depends on making theoretical arguments. However, it is not a theoretical
system in the sense of a self-enclosed framework governed by a canonical text.
There is no equivalent of a Marx or a Freud whose writings lay out their parameters
in advance. Postcritique is far more ad hoc and flexible in its orientation. At one
point, I described postcritique as more a method than a theory, largely because
theory, for me, often evokes the sense of a comprehensive world picture—such as
a Marxist or a Freudian worldview. Method, by contrast, initially seemed to capture
something more practical: a way of working with texts or a way of developing
arguments. But even this term has limitations. As Toril Moi once pointed out to me
in our discussion of this topic, the word method is, for her, too closely associated
with the scientific method and its connotations of fixed procedures and rule-bound
steps. Postcritique is certainly not a method in that sense. This is why the approach
may well be the most appropriate term.

I am frequently asked what it means to conduct a postcritical reading, and

whether it can be spelled out in a set of steps. But that is precisely what postcritique
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resists. It cannot be codified; it depends on who the reader is, what questions they
bring, and what they want to understand. Unlike some forms of criticism—feminist,
Marxist, psychoanalytic—it does not begin with a predetermined lens or object
of suspicion. It’s not a matter of saying, “I’m a feminist, so I will look for gender
hierarchies,” or “I’m a Marxist, so I will look for class relations.” Postcritique
can include many different kinds of approaches. Still, certain commitments do
characterize postcritical work. One treats the text and fellow readers as equals rather
than assuming a position of superiority. One attends not only to the experience of
reading but also to the activity of interpretation, and one avoids reducing a text
to a mere symptom of some larger social or ideological system. These negative
commitments define clearly what postcritique is not, while leaving considerable
room for what it can be. I should add that I use the term somewhat hesitantly.
Many scholars now grouped under “postcritique” do not use the term themselves,
and their approaches differ significantly. This makes it difficult to generalize about
postcritique as a whole. Even more than feminism or Marxism, it lacks a unifying
set of assumptions. Perhaps the only shared premise is that critique has limits; what

follows from that recognition can lead in many different directions.

Shi: Some scholars have described postcritique as a hybrid formation, drawing
together heterogeneous resources from phenomenology, pragmatism, and new
Actor—Network Theory, while also intersecting with debates in reception theory and
new formalism.' Do you agree with this characterization? Would you consider this
hybridity a strength of postcritique?

Felski: Yes, I think that is exactly right. In fact, my own work in many ways
exemplifies this hybridity. What I offer is simply my version of postcritique; other
scholars may have quite different versions. And one reason my trajectory looks

1 Representative works in these traditions—cited or discussed in Felski’s writings—include the fol-
lowing. For reception theory, see Hans-Robert Jauss, Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics,
translated by Michael Shaw, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982; Wolfgang Iser, The Act
of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978; Tony Bennett,
“Texts in History: The Determinations of Readings and Their Texts,” Journal of the Midwest Modern
Language Association 1 (1985): 63-81, as an example of cultural-studies approaches to reception. For
phenomenology, see Don lhde, Hermeneutic Phenomenology: The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur, Evan-
ston: Northwestern University Press, 1971; Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and
Transcendental Phenomenology, Evanston: Northwestern University Press 1970. For pragmatism, see
Richard Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays, 1972-1980, Minneapolis: University of Minneso-
ta Press, 1982. For new formalism, see Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. For Actor—Network Theory, see Bruno Latour, Reassembling
the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005.
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somewhat distinct is that I have moved across several departments and engaged
with a range of intellectual frameworks. I have never been committed to a single
overarching framework. What I draw on depends very much on the questions I
am asking. In Hooked, for instance, | turned to Actor-Network Theory; while in
my forthcoming book, I engage contemporary German critical theory. Rather than
beginning with a conceptual framework and applying it to texts, I start from the
text and the problem, and then consider which theoretical resources might be most
illuminating.

Different scholars have their own versions of postcritique. There is a helpful
genealogy of the term that I can share with you. Even a brief look at the Wikipedia
entry is revealing: it brings together Eve Sedgwick’s reparative reading, Bruno
Latour’s reflections on critique, Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s account of
surface reading, and Toril Moi’s Cavellian approach, among others. Yet most of
these scholars do not identify themselves as postcritical, and their frameworks
diverge significantly. This diversity also generates misunderstandings. Because Best
and Marcus are often grouped with me, I am sometimes described as practicing
surface reading, even though I have never used that term and explicitly note in The
Limits that it does not capture what I am doing." For anyone working on postcritique,
it is therefore important either to differentiate clearly among these frameworks or to
focus on one or two critics, rather than generalizing across a highly heterogeneous
field. In short, postcritique has no unifying doctrine. The only thing we all have in
common is that we think critique has limits. Beyond this negative premise, there is
an open field of possible directions, if you like—something I see not as a weakness,
but as one of the strengths of postcritical work.

Shi: As you have argued, critique continues to function as a form of cultural
capital within academia. If postcritique is understood as an approach rather than
a fixed method, what institutional trajectory might it follow? Once an interpretive
orientation circulates within university curricula, journal publication, or research
assessment, does it also face a certain risk of institutionalization or demands to
demonstrate applicability? Can postcritique sustain its openness while negotiating
the institutional structures that shape academic work?

Felski: I do not make any grand claims for postcritique. One of my long-
standing concerns about critique—particularly in the existentialist sense of bad
faith—is the disjunction between how critique represents itself and how it actually
functions. Critique is frequently portrayed as radical, avant-garde, oppositional,

1 See Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015, 54-56.
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and even transformative. Yet in practice, it has become thoroughly embedded in the
everyday business of academic life. In many North American universities—certainly
in graduate programs—Ilearning the skills of critique is effectively a requirement
for entering the profession. If one wishes to complete a PhD or obtain an academic
position, critique is often taken to be the default mode of scholarly competence. For
this reason, it seems rather ludicrous, even untenable, to continue describing critique
as inherently radical or oppositional.

In contrast, I make no such claims for postcritique. I see it as important not
because it offers a revolutionary alternative, but because it opens up questions and
possibilities that have been sidelined. It will inevitably become institutionalized,
as all approaches do. Institutionalization itself is not the core issue; the problem,
rather, is that critique pretending it’s not institutionalized; it often presents itself
as if it stood outside institutional structures, even though it is deeply embedded
within them. Once postcritique circulates through universities, it will be subject to
the bureaucratic mechanisms that shape all academic work. It may even become
a way of securing tenure or professional advancement. It will also be simplified,
reduced, and eventually displaced by yet another approach. This is entirely normal.
Postcritique is not a timeless doctrine but a contingent intervention that questions
what I take to be certain forms of intellectual dogma.

Shi: Postcritique developed within specific institutional and cultural frame-
works. Its significance may vary across different cultural or national contexts.
From where you stand, how does its relevance change as it travels across academic
contexts like the US, Europe, or China? Do different intellectual traditions or
institutional settings create new challenges for its openness?

Felski: Postcritique is not an absolute or universal doctrine—it grew out of
certain historical and institutional moments. So, its impact really shifts depending
on where you look. In The Limits, | was responding to a certain intellectual climate
in American universities, especially within graduate education, and to a lesser extent
in the UK. My argument was directed at that specific environment rather than at
critique everywhere or for all time. This point becomes evident when postcritique
travels. In some places, the concerns I raise resonate strongly; in others, they may
be largely irrelevant. When I lectured in Poland, for example, I suggested that some
of my arguments might not make much sense there. Literary teaching in Poland
has long carried a strong national and cultural inflection—seeing literature as an
embodiment of collective identity. In such a context, scholars have not spent much

time questioning canonical texts. One could even say that more critique might be
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useful. This is why I resist any notion that postcritique is a one-size-fits-all model.
Whether critique requires reassessment—and in what form—always depends on
each place’s own intellectual history, educational system, and cultural politics. The
international trajectory of postcritique will therefore be uneven, contingent, and
deeply shaped by national and institutional specificities.

Shi: In China, people started talking more about postcritique after the Chinese
versions of Uses of Literature (2019), The Gender of Modernity (2020), and The
Limits (2023) came out, but the discussion is relatively small. Most of the scholars
who do join in seem to circle back to the same questions: What exactly is the
normative grounding behind postcritique, and does it really work when you try
to apply it to actual texts? So, how do you answer that kind of pushback? And do
these debates hint at bigger issues—Ilike, is posteritique just running into the same
roadblocks whenever it moves into a new cultural or academic setting?

Felski: It is not surprising that the reception of postcritique in China is still
quite limited, with many scholars unsure of what the term means or how it might
be used. When new ideas travel, they are often taken up selectively, misread, or
treated primarily as tools to be slotted into preexisting frameworks; this happens
everywhere. As for questions about whether postcritique has a clear normative
foundation or can be applied in textual practice, much depends on what is meant by
a “clear” normative foundation. If this implies a single overarching framework—
whether philosophical, political, or theoretical—as an ultimate explanatory truth,
then posteritique certainly does not claim that there exists one framework capable
of explaining everything in the world. To my mind, this is not a weakness but an
advantage, since no single framework can fully capture social or literary complexity.

However, it is mistaken to say that postcritique is uninterested in normative
questions. On the contrary, it engages them directly—a point I discuss at length in
my new book. I have long been concerned with norms, and in literary studies—
particularly in the United States—there is often a pronounced suspicion toward
them, especially within certain strands of queer theory. My training in German
thought has led me to a different view: norms are inescapable. Any critique of norms
inevitably presupposes normative assumptions of its own. The moment we describe
something as good or bad, just or unjust, we invoke a normative vocabulary.

Postcritique, then, is hardly indifferent to normative foundations. Some
misunderstandings may also arise simply because people have not read the work
closely. Uses of Literature addresses normative concerns directly—especially

in the chapter on recognition, which explores the deeply human desire to be
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acknowledged, ethically and politically. This is a profoundly normative question.
In Hooked and in subsequent work, I argue that we cannot be separated from
our attachments. These attachments are not limited to feelings, love, empathy, or
pleasure; they also involve moral commitments—what matters to us and what we
value in our lives. We all have normative foundations; what differs is that we do not
all share the same one. The question, therefore, is not to eliminate normativity but to
negotiate these differences. I would insist that I am deeply interested in questions of
normativity. Sometimes people assume that postcritique is concerned only with the

“positive” in the sense of affect or emotion, but the positive is also normative.

Shi: Finally, as these debates about critique and postcritique keep going, what
do you hope literary scholars keep in mind when they think about reading and the
social role of literary studies today?

Felski: I hope scholars stay aware that literature matters to people’s lives
in many different ways. Literary studies has long been strong at critique, but
sometimes it pays less attention to other parts of reading—the attachments, the
pleasures, and the moments of recognition that shape how we connect with texts.
If postcritique has any value, it lies in encouraging a broader view of reading—
one that invites us to acknowledge both interpretation and experience, both analysis
and attachment. In the end, I think literary studies means something when it keeps

asking why literature matters and how it reaches readers outside of the academy.

Shi: Thank you so much for your time and for this thought-provoking
conversation.

Felski: You’re welcome. I actually enjoy talking about works.
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Since the start of the 21* century, underpinned by the burgeoning cultural
confidence of the Chinese nation, the study of foreign literature in China has
undergone a profound paradigm shift. This transition marks a departure from
the erstwhile uncritical veneration of Western theories and discourses toward
an emphasis on sinicization—a concerted effort to dismantle Western-centrism,
foreground Chinese characteristics, and construct a Chinese intellectual system.
This transformative evolution in the new era is a historical inevitability.

At the theoretical level, since the 18" National Congress of the Communist
Party of China, the Party Central Committee, represented by General Secretary
Xi Jinping, has attached great importance to cultural confidence, emphasizing
its significant practical importance for enriching socialist culture with Chinese
characteristics, promoting excellent traditional Chinese culture, enhancing national
cultural soft power, and achieving the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.
This actually reflects the practical needs of the Chinese nation’s gradual movement
toward the center of the world stage, and serves as a strategic guide for how
Chinese culture should manage its relationship with the world’s diverse cultures—
considerations that are particularly important for foreign literature scholars.

On May 17, 2016, in his important speech at the Symposium on Philosophy
and Social Sciences, General Secretary Xi Jinping pointed out the need to “focus
on constructing philosophy and social sciences with Chinese characteristics, fully
embodying Chinese characteristics, Chinese style, and Chinese ethos in terms of
guiding ideology, disciplinary system, academic system, and discourse system”
(376). On April 25, 2022, during his inspection at Renmin University of China,
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General Secretary Xi Jinping further pointed out that “accelerating the construction
of philosophy and social sciences with Chinese characteristics ultimately means
building a Chinese intellectual system” (Xinhua 1). General Secretary Xi Jinping’s
speeches have pointed the direction for the development of China’s philosophy and
social sciences, and have also prompted further transformation in foreign literature
studies.

The essence of the transformation of foreign literature studies in the new era
is to achieve the Sinicization of foreign literature research. So-called Sinicization
means that Chinese scholars engaged in research on foreign literature should
employ China’s own perspectives and vision, treating and handling foreign literary
materials as research objects in a realistic and truth-seeking manner, while striving
to manifest Chinese qualities and characteristics in these materials.

From a historical perspective, the Sinicization of foreign literature studies
has been the persistent pursuit of Chinese scholars for a century. The older
generation of scholars well-versed in both Chinese and Western learning—such
as Qian Zhongshu, Zhu Guangqian, Wang Zuoliang, Yang Zhouhan, and Chen
Jia—achieved outstanding academic accomplishments. Although their works
were inevitably influenced by the political discourse of their time and contained
certain biases and partialities, they all practiced, to varying degrees, a problem-
consciousness oriented toward Sinicization in their writings. For instance, Mr. Qian
Zhongshu’s Limited Views: Essays on Ideas and Letters (Tan Yi Lu) and Pipe and
Awl (Guan Zhui Bian) stand as exemplary works that uphold a Chinese academic
standpoint and implement the principle of mutual interpretation and elucidation

999

between Chinese and Western cultures. Lu Xun’s “doctrine of ‘taking over’” (nalai
zhuyi) embodies both a global vision and adherence to national cultural subjectivity,
fully manifesting his profound cultural confidence as a pioneer of modern Chinese
culture.

From a practical perspective, as China’s national power has gradually streng-
thened, Chinese scholars have developed an increasingly self-conscious awareness
of the Sinicization of foreign literature studies. Whether in scholarly research,
various project funding programs, or journals and publishers, there is a growing
emphasis on grounding foreign literature research in contemporary Chinese needs,
manifesting a distinct Chinese standpoint, and articulating Chinese scholars’ voices.

This article will summarize the achievements in the transformation of foreign
literature studies and the construction of a Chinese intellectual system in the
new era from three aspects: first, innovating literary theory and contributing to

the construction of a Chinese theoretical system; second, foregrounding Chinese
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characteristics and striving to construct a diverse academic and discourse system for
foreign literature studies; third, emphasizing mutual learning among civilizations
and endeavoring to construct the theoretical and practical system of a Chinese
School of Comparative Literature. The works discussed are primarily those from
the past decade or so that have been selected for the National Philosophy and Social
Sciences Library of Achievements, received the Higher Education Outstanding
Scientific Research Achievement Award from the Ministry of Education, or been
funded as major projects by the National Social Science Fund of China.

I. Innovating Literary Theory: Constructing a Chinese Theoretical System

In the new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics, constructing a Chinese
intellectual system has become an important component of the national cultural
strategy. In recent years, Chinese foreign literature scholars have consciously
adopted Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New
Era as their action guide, and based on the national cultural development strategy,
have endeavored to foreground their distinctive features and disciplinary strengths,
contributing to the construction of philosophy and social sciences with Chinese
characteristics.

Foreign literature scholars generally recognize that “constructing a Chinese
intellectual system for foreign literature research and advancing contemporary
Chinese scholarship and Chinese discourse to the forefront of international academia
represent the new mission and responsibility that the new era has bestowed upon
foreign literature researchers” (Jiang 16). In my view, a Chinese intellectual system
can be understood in both narrow and broad senses. In the narrow sense, it refers
to “a Chinese theoretical system.” Concerning the discipline of literary studies, a
Chinese theoretical system contains the following elements: first, it is an innovative
literary theoretical system proposed by contemporary Chinese scholars; second, it
possesses independent problem-consciousness and, particularly, develops innovative
conceptual frameworks that form a theoretical system; third, this theoretical system
has extensive explanatory power, influence, and universality, capable of both
explicating Chinese literature and applying to the analysis of foreign literature. In
the broad sense, a Chinese intellectual system for foreign literature refers to foreign
literature and comparative literature research with distinctive Chinese characteristics
conducted by Chinese scholars. For foreign literature and comparative literature
scholars, it is necessary to embody Chinese perspectives and a Chinese standpoint
in foreign literature research, engage in Sino-foreign dialogue on the basis of mutual

civilizational learning, and thereby gradually form a research system with Chinese
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characteristics. Whether in the narrow or broad sense, a Chinese knowledge system
cannot be achieved overnight; it requires long-term accumulation and continuous
development to reach maturity gradually.

For a considerable period, foreign literature scholars in China have been
accustomed to employing Western theories and discourse systems, even harboring
a worshipful mentality toward Western theory. However, this situation has been
undergoing transformation since the new era. Chinese foreign literature scholars
have made substantial efforts in constructing a Chinese theoretical system and have
already achieved a number of gratifying results. These breakthroughs in specific
research domains have resonated strongly both domestically and abroad, leading
and promoting interactive discussions in the international academic community,
and injecting vitality into international comparative literature and world literature
theoretical research.

1. Marxist Literary Theory and Criticism

Since entering the new era, Chinese scholars have endeavored to construct
the theoretical form and discourse system of Marxist literary theory with Chinese
characteristics, presenting to the world the spiritual qualities and core values of the
Chinese path. Chen Zhongyi published a series of articles titled “A Reflection on the
Marxist Outlook of Literature” in New Perspectives on World Literature, arguing
that cultural consumerism has caused the destruction and subversion of literary
classics, emphasizing that revaluing the classics is the primary task of current
comparative literature and literary studies as a whole. From the Marxist perspective
of literature and art, he critiqued various maladies in literary creation that are
divorced from real life, stressed the importance of viewing the relationship between
ancient and modern, Eastern and Western literature historically and dialectically,
while also responding to certain biased understandings of cultural confidence. The
major National Social Science Fund of China project “Research on the Sinicization
and Contemporization of Classical Marxist Literary and Artistic Thought” led
by Duan Jifang, through in-depth theoretical research on the canonical nature,
systematicity, and scientific character of Marxist literary theory, highlights the
theoretical trajectory and relationship from the classical form to the contemporary
form of Marxist literary and artistic thought, addressing current problems in Marxist
literary theory research such as neglecting classical texts, mechanically applying
concepts, confused theoretical methods, and the failure of critical practice.

The book series “Research on the Chinese Form of Marxist Literary Criticism,”
the concluding achievement of a major project of the National Social Science

Fund of China with Hu Yamin as chief editor, offers pioneering summaries and
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constructions of the Chinese form of Marxism, presenting new explorations
in research paradigms, research methods, and research approaches. The series
possesses both theoretical depth and practical relevance, manifesting the distinctive
features and theoretical contributions of Chinese Marxist literary criticism.
Among the volumes, Contemporary Construction of the Chinese Form of Marxist
Literary Criticism received first prize in the Ninth Higher Education Outstanding
Scientific Research Achievement Award. The book received high praise in a
lengthy book review titled “Hu Yamin’s New Book on Chinese Marxist Literary
Criticism” published on January 13, 2025, in the prominent American media outlet
People’s World. According to the book review, “Hu positions Chinese Marxism
as historically and ideologically distinct from Western Marxism, challenging the
idea that Western theoretical models can be universally applied to all societies.
Instead, she contends that Chinese Marxist literary criticism has developed unique
problems and frameworks separate from Western thought that no longer qualify as
simple adaptations. Chinese Marxist literary criticism possesses its own identity”
(Wendland-Liu). Currently, Hu Yamin is leading another major project of the
National Social Science Fund of China, “Recasting and Contemporary Development
of Marxist Literary Criticism.” These achievements all contribute to advancing the
construction of the academic and discourse system of Marxist literary theory with
Chinese characteristics, creating a Chinese intellectual system that is indigenous
to Chinese civilizational traditions, oriented toward Chinese practice, addresses
Chinese problems, and possesses universal value.

2. Ethical Literary Criticism

As a literary criticism theory and method originally created by a Chinese
scholar, ethical literary criticism stands as one of the representative achievements
in the construction of a Chinese theoretical system. Ethical literary criticism was
founded by Nie Zhenzhao in 2004 and, after more than two decades of development,
has successfully constructed a theoretical and discourse system with distinctive
Chinese characteristics and Chinese style through its features of originality,
contemporaneity, and national character. Nie Zhenzhao’s Introduction to Ethical
Literary Criticism was selected for the National Philosophy and Social Sciences
Library of Achievements; Studies on Ethical Literary Criticism (five volumes), with
Nie Zhenzhao and Su Hui as chief editors, received first prize in the Ninth Higher
Education Outstanding Scientific Research Achievement Award from the Ministry
of Education; Su Hui’s major project of the National Social Science Fund of China “A
Study on Theoretical Resources and International Dissemination of Ethical Literary

Criticism” and Yang Gexin’s major project of the National Social Science Fund of
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China “The Compilation, Translation and Research of Literatures on Contemporary
Western Ethical Criticism” are both grounded in Chinese issues and strive to
provide research exemplars for resolving universal problems of global significance.
Ethical literary criticism has also achieved remarkable results in international
academic dialogue and exchange. It has not only generated considerable
momentum domestically but has also received high praise in the international
academic community, and is capable of leading international academic discourse,
“providing an exemplar for Chinese scholarship going global and competing for
international discursive influence” (Su 36). Influential international academic
journals in the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, Estonia, South
Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan (China), Hong Kong (China), and
mainland China have successively launched special issues or columns on “ethical
literary criticism,” publishing related articles by internationally renowned scholars
and attracting the attention of the international academic community. In 2015,
The Times Literary Supplement, the most authoritative international humanities
magazine, published an article titled “The Fruit of Collaboration: Ethical Literary
Criticism in Chinese Academia,” led by William Baker, a renowned international
literary theorist. The article highly praised ethical literary criticism, viewing it as
Chinese academia’s response to the Chinese Dream proposed by General Secretary
Xi Jinping and as representative of “the rise of Chinese discursive influence”
(Baker and Shang 15). This article changed the long-standing situation in which
The Times Literary Supplement had rarely reviewed Asian original humanities
theories for decades, providing powerful proof of ethical literary criticism’s
recognition by the mainstream international academic community. Galin Tihanov,
member of the Academia Europaea and Chair Professor at Queen Mary University
of London, pointed out in the preface to the Russian edition of Introduction to
Ethical Literary Criticism: “Professor Nie Zhenzhao is undoubtedly an outstanding
literary scholar and one of the few Chinese scholars in the humanities who have
gained an international reputation. [...]His ability to offer different perspectives on
literature and to bring Chinese literary scholarship on par with Western and Russian
literary scholarship is clearly demonstrated by this work, which is a testament
to this originality” (15-17). Shin Inseop of Konkuk University in South Korea
believes: “Ethical literary criticism not only stands out distinctively in literary
criticism, forming its own school, but is also becoming a social trend of thought.
Reviewing the development of Chinese ethical literary criticism, one cannot help
but feel exhilarated for Eastern scholars. Ethical literary criticism has allowed the

contemporary East, this dwarf in literary criticism and theory, to regain confidence,
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and through ethical literary criticism, to have a place of its own in the club of
literary criticism and theory dominated by the West” (197).

3. Research in Narratology and Semiotics

Shen Dan’s Narrative Theory in British and American Fiction, published in
2018, and her concluding achievement of a project of the National Social Science
Fund of China, 4 Study of Dual Narrative Progression, propose the original theories
of “covert progression” and “dual narrative progression,” demonstrating Chinese
scholars’ theoretical and discursive innovation in narratology research. These works
represent one of the exemplary achievements in the construction of a Chinese
theoretical system and have been recognized by experts as “a breakthrough not only
for Western narratological theory that has been prevalent in China and abroad over
the past half-century, but also for traditional literary criticism and literary theory.”
They are “significant evidence of Chinese literary theory, especially narrative
poetics, establishing itself in the world and transcending Western scholarship.”
Some Western scholars believe that “Shen’s contribution takes a step beyond the
heritage of Aristotelian poetics in that it diverges from the traditional emphasis on
plot to explore textual undercurrents running parallel to and sometimes counter to
the plot development” (Pier 123).

Fu Xiuyan was the first to propose studying “Chinese narratology” from a
comparative perspective. Chinese Narratology analyzes the gains and losses of
Western narrative theory with a strong dialogic consciousness, conducts in-depth
research on Chinese narrative traditions, and outlines the genealogy of Chinese
narrative traditions. The concluding achievement of Fu Xiuyan’s major project
of the National Social Science Fund of China, Comparative Research on Chinese
and Western Narrative Traditions (seven volumes), systematically compares the
differences between Chinese and Western narrative traditions, “adhering to the
principle of equal comparison ‘using the West to reflect upon China,” combining
‘point-line-plane’ to construct a complete comparative system, and contributing rich
original achievements to ‘a Chinese knowledge system of narratology’” (Lu 169).

In the fields of narratology and semiotics, many other scholars are also
conducting deep cultivation: Shang Biwu’s Research on Contemporary Western
Post-Classical Narratology and the concluding achievement of his major project of
the National Social Science Fund of China Translation and Research on Cutting-
Edge Theories of Contemporary Western Narratology (nine volumes) have
substantially enriched the theoretical resources of domestic narratology research
and built an important platform for exchange and dialogue between Chinese and

Western narratology. Tang Weisheng has published works such as Research on
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Thing Narrative and is leading the major project of the National Social Science
Fund of China “Research on Western Thing Narrative.” Long Diyong’s Research
on Spatial Narrative constructs a theoretical system of spatial narratology, while
his Research on Intermedial narratology explores the creative patterns and internal
logic of transmedia narrative. Zhao Yiheng’s major project of the National Social
Science Fund of China, “Semiotic Research on the Current Cultural Situation
and Development in China” studies contemporary cultural issues from a semiotic
perspective. His Philosophical Semiotics: The Formation of the World of Meaning
represents an ultimate pursuit and answer to how signs generate meaning, and
has generated considerable response in both domestic and international academic
circles.

4. Research on Foreign Literature Principles

Chen Zhongyi’s major project of the National Social Science Fund of China
“A Study of Foreign Literature Principles” reflects upon and examines Western
modern and contemporary literature, literary principles, and certain important
theories, criticisms, concepts, and methods, establishing a set of literary principles
that both deconstructs and constructs, both inherits and innovates, providing a
discourse system that can serve as reference for the healthy development of Chinese
literature. Chen Zhongyi points out: “Reshaping literary principles in the new era
is not only necessary but also urgent” (“One Arc of Discourse” 128). The greatest
problem in Chinese literary principles research is that there is much introduction
but little analytical criticism; much Western learning but little self-affirmation;
frequent citation of texts, and even many who follow Western authorities blindly.
Chen Zhongyi’s article “Variables and Constants in Literature: ‘Extrinsic Research’
and ‘Intrinsic Research’” published in Social Sciences in China, directly targets
the popular literary “undefinability” thesis and the “text-only theory” that negates
“external research,” as well as its extended or derived extreme formalism, nihilism,
and anti-essentialism. The article reviews and analyzes relevant concepts and
methods, investigates their causes and reasons, rectifies a series of dialectical
relationships, and proposes basic solutions to problems on the basis of the new
era, such as redefining the basic constants and variables of literature, the external
and internal, inheritance and innovation, etc. This demonstrates that the series
of questions raised by this project regarding basic literary principles and critical
practice are all devoted to changing the current theoretical chaos and prompting
literary criticism to return to the right path. The author points out: “Raising the
issue of variables and constants in literature is not only conducive to advancing

the construction of the disciplinary system, academic system, and discourse
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system of literary theory with Chinese characteristics in the new era along the
spiritual dimension of ‘not forgetting our origins, absorbing what is foreign, and
facing the future,” but also beneficial for clarifying some basic literary principles.
Reconstructing literary principles must return to the basic standpoints, viewpoints,
and methods of Marxism, rather than simply listing theories and juxtaposing
concepts” (“Variables and Constants in Literature” 98).

I1. Foregrounding Chinese Characteristics: Constructing a Diverse
Academic and Discourse System for Foreign Literature Studies

In his speech at the Symposium on Philosophy and Social Sciences, General
Secretary Xi Jinping pointed out: “In accordance with a strategy that is rooted
in China while learning from abroad, digging into history while grasping the
contemporary, and caring for humanity while facing the future, we must strive to
construct philosophy and social sciences with Chinese characteristics” (376).

1. Holistic Research on Foreign Literature

As the concluding achievement of a major project of the National Social
Science Fund of China, 4 Review of Post-WWII World History and the Development
of Foreign Literature (4 volumes) by Wang Shouren, et al., analyzes the relationship
between post-war social existence and the occurrence and circulation of foreign
literature from historical and aesthetic perspectives, reexamining the evolutionary
process of post-war foreign literature in historical context and grasping the
developmental trends of foreign literature in the new century. Wu Di’s concluding
achievement of a major project of the National Social Science Fund of China, Studies
in the Formation and Dissemination of Foreign Literary Classics (8 volumes), takes
the Chinese standpoint of foreign literature research and employs interdisciplinary,
cross-cultural, cross-linguistic, and transmedia research methods to conduct thorough
theoretical exploration of the formation and dissemination of foreign literary classics,
while providing detailed textual investigation and analysis of the formation and
dissemination of numerous ancient and modern foreign literary classics.

2. Foreign Literature Studies from the Perspective of Area Studies

Area Studies, approved in 2022 as a first-level interdisciplinary discipline,
is “not only a field serving national strategy and great power diplomacy, but also
a field serving mutual learning among civilizations and global governance, and
a field of university learning serving government, industry, academia, research,
and media” (Peng 10). In the contemporary era, “promoting the systematic
restructuring of foreign literature research under the guidance of area studies is not
only an inevitable path for internal disciplinary development, but also an important
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expression of proactive engagement by national cultural strategy within the global
discourse system” (Zhou 71). Foreign literature studies from the perspective of
area studies both continue and innovate upon traditional foreign literature research
methods.

2.1 Literature of Specific Countries as Samples for Area Studies

Foreign literature studies in the new era emphasize using the literature of
specific countries as samples to deeply explore issues such as national identity,
language politics, and historical memory. For instance, Yin Qiping’s concluding
achievement of a major National Social Science Fund of China project, British
Literature Midst Changes in the Idea of Culture (6 volumes), examines the formation,
circulation, and evolution of literary classics within the historical evolution of
British cultural concepts, excavating the important shaping role of literary classics
in national imagination, public culture, and the core value system of the nation,
providing reference from the academic perspective of foreign literature research for
building a great socialist culture in China and constructing a human community with
a shared future. Jiang Hongxin’s concluding achievement of a major project of the
National Social Science Fund of China, The Study of 20"-Century American Literary
Thoughts (5 volumes), promotes mutual learning and exchange between Chinese
and American literary cultures through systematic, comprehensive, and profound
research on twentieth-century American literary thought. Fang Weigui’s Essays on
Tventieth-Century German Literary Thought examines literature within the context
of Germany’s distinctive philosophy, history, and social transformation, deeply
exploring the intellectual trajectory and aesthetic transformation of German literature
in the process of modernization. Peng Qinglong’s Australian Literary Criticism
Since 1901 systematically reviews and analyzes the writings on literary creation and
literary research by important writers and critics since the federation of Australia,
comprehensively discussing the social consciousness, ideological viewpoints, and
aesthetic standards embodied in Australian literary theory criticism and practical
criticism, and exploring its localized characteristics and cross-cultural interactions in
the context of globalization.

2.2 Holistic Regional Literary Studies in Service of National Strategy

Many scholars position the literature of specific regions within the global
geopolitical landscape, systematically studying their history, culture, and values to
serve national strategy and mutual learning among civilizations. Jiang Chengyong’s
Classical Reassessment and Innovation of Western Literature Research Methods
advocates a problem-oriented approach and a perspective of Sino-Western dialogue,
not only conducting systematic reflection on Western literature research methods
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but also embodying Chinese scholars’ consciousness in constructing academic
subjectivity in the context of globalization. Jiang Chengyong’s concluding
achievement of a major project of the National Social Science Fund of China,
Research on Nineteenth-Century Western Literary Trends (6 volumes), takes the
important issue of the reception of nineteenth-century Western literary trends in
the development of modern Chinese literature as the foundation for investigating
nineteenth-century Western literary trends, conducting genealogical analysis and
reflecting on the value of these trends for contemporary literary research. The book
series “Studies on Oceanian Literature from the Perspective of Multiculturalism,”
with Peng Qinglong as chief editor, “comprehensively and systematically reviews
and explores the developmental history and characteristics of Oceanian literature
under the dual perspective of world literature and area studies, [...] achieving
significantly innovative research results in Oceanian literature studies, [...] which
helps further strengthen the exchange and mutual learning between the people of
China and Oceanian countries, further develop mutually beneficial cooperative
development building upon the Belt and Road Initiative, and jointly construct a
human community with a shared future” (Liu 18).

In terms of the selection of research subjects, for a considerable period in the
past, foreign literature research in China has consistently centered on European and
American literature, marginalizing the study of literature from regions such as Asia
and Africa. In the context of the new era, foreign literature research in China places
greater emphasis on grasping foreign literature as an integrated whole, not only
paying more attention to non-Anglophone literature, especially Asian and African
literature, but also fully embodying the exchange and mutual learning between
Eastern and Western literature, and among the literatures of different regions and
countries.

Liu Jianjun’s Byzantium: A Literary History of the Eastern Roman Empire,
unlike the cursory treatment of Byzantine civilization from traditional Eurocentric
perspectives, systematically traces the millennium-spanning literary lineage of
Eastern Rome, revealing the unique contributions of this long-underestimated
civilization in the literary field. This work is not only an important milestone
in Chinese Byzantine studies but also provides crucial textual evidence for
reunderstanding Eurasian civilizational exchange. The book was selected for the
2024 National Philosophy and Social Sciences Library of Achievements.

Wang Lixin’s Literary Studies of the Hebrew Bible in the Context of Ancient
Jewish History and Culture systematically studies the Hebrew Bible as literature
within the historical, cultural, and social context of its formation. It is a monograph
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of milestone significance in the field of biblical literary studies in China and was
awarded first prize in the Eighth Higher Education Outstanding Scientific Research
Achievement Award from the Ministry of Education. Chen Ming’s monograph
Indian Buddhist Mythology: Writing and Transmission adopts a cross-cultural
perspective to systematically trace the textual genealogy, narrative characteristics,
transmission pathways, and cultural impact of Indian Buddhist mythology, revealing
the formation and evolution of Buddhist mythology in India and its surrounding
world, and providing new pathways for research on the cultural and literary history
of Indian Buddhism. Zhong Jikun’s History of Arabic Literature (four volumes)
traces the historical development of Arabic literature over more than a thousand
years, encompassing all literary genres and forms, and will play a role in promoting
Sino-Arab civilizational dialogue and facilitating humanistic exchange under the
Belt and Road Initiative.

African literature studies have emerged as a rising new force. Numerous
domestic universities have established research institutes dedicated to African
studies, and the field is progressively deepening its scope—transitioning from a
traditional focus on “post-colonial studies” toward a more comprehensive “Area
Studies.” Zhu Zhenwu, leading a major project of the National Social Science Fund
of China “The History of African Literature in English,” has explicitly proposed
the concept of “African Literaturology.” This initiative seeks to break through the
long-dominant Western academic paradigms and evaluation standards, advocating
for the construction of a “coordinate system” for African literature grounded in
Chinese scholarly perspectives and indigenous African cultural contexts. Zhu has
proposed an analytical framework including the “Three Kinds of Diaspora” theory
and the “Africanness” theory for systematically explicating African literature, with
the ultimate goal of establishing an independent critical discourse and theoretical
system for Chinese scholars—thereby advancing mutual civilizational learning and
the diversity of world literature.

Research on Caribbean literature in China has developed rapidly, although it
started relatively late. The field is currently transitioning from a phase of translation
and fragmented research to a new stage characterized by systematic and theoretical
construction. In 2021, Zhou Min received approval for the major project of the
National Social Science Fund of China, “Research on the History of Caribbean
Literature (Multi-volume),” which aims to construct a history and poetics of
Caribbean literature from a Chinese perspective. The Caribbean Studies Center at
Hangzhou Normal University has emerged as a vital research platform within this

burgeoning field.
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3. Research on Important Foreign Writers and Literary Genres

3.1 Research on Foreign Drama

Dong Xiao’s monograph, The Comedic Nature of Chekhov'’s Drama, selected
for the National Philosophy and Social Sciences Library of Achievements, takes
the comedic as its entry point to holistically examine the dramatic creation of
the Russian classical writer Chekhov, exploring the comedic essence that marks
Chekhov’s unique comic spirit and the characteristics of his artistic world. He
Chengzhou’s major Arts project of the National Social Science Fund of China
“Research on Cutting-Edge Issues in Contemporary European and American
Theatre Theory” focuses on frontier issues in contemporary European and American
theatre theory, covering foundational theory, theatrical practice, cultural theory, and
performance studies, powerfully promoting the interdisciplinary development of
theatre theory, Sino-Western theatrical theory dialogue, and the construction of a
theatrical research discourse system from a Chinese perspective.

3.2 Research on Foreign Poetry

Zhang Ziqing’s History of Twentieth-Century American Poetry (three volumes),
using the evolution of literary movements as its framework, systematically traces
the developmental trajectory of twentieth-century American poetry and received
the second prize in the Second “Wang Zuoliang Award for Foreign Literature
Research.” Dong Hongchuan’s Anglo-American Modernist Poetry and Aesthetic
Modernity, integrating the context of twentieth-century sociocultural transformation,
systematically examines modernist poetry’s critical reflection on the problems of
capitalist modernity, contributing to the reconstruction of the cognitive coordinates
and humanistic values of Anglo-American modernist poetry within literary history.

3.3 Research on Important Foreign Writers

Foreign literature scholars emphasize contemporary interpretation and analysis
of classic foreign literary writers and works. For instance, Jiang Hongxin’s work 7.S.
Eliot’s Literary Thought, selected for the National Philosophy and Social Sciences
Library of Achievements, systematically distills Eliot’s system of “literary thought”
and adopts a paradigm of Sino-Western mutual learning to conduct comparative
research between traditional Chinese literary theory and Eliot’s thought, promoting
a paradigm shift in Eliot studies and is regarded as a milestone in the history of
Eliot scholarship. Yang Jincai’s monograph Herman Melville Reconsidered: A New
Interpretation reexamines Melville’s creative work from a contemporary academic
perspective, systematically investigating Melville’s thematic ideas, characterization,
narrative methods, and their connections to American society and cultural traditions,

employing cultural studies theory to reveal Melville’s contradictory worldview,
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demonstrating an Eastern perspective, and advancing the deepening and expansion
of Melville studies.

4. Research on the Academic History of Foreign Literature Studies

Since the new era, Chinese comparative literature and world literature scholars
have completed a series of historical and theoretical works summarizing Chinese
foreign literature research, representing important achievements in research on
foreign literary exchange and dissemination. Major representative achievements
include: the “Research on the Academic History of Foreign Literature Studies”
series edited by Chen Zhongyi, divided into two series: “Research on the
Academic History of Foreign Classic Writers and Works” and “Collected Studies
on Classic Writers and Works,” with over twenty monographs on the academic
history of classic writers and works and accompanying collections of academic
history research already published. 60 Years of Foreign Literature Studies in New
China (6 volumes in 7 books), edited by Shen Dan and Wang Bangwei, and The
Academic Course of Foreign Literature Studies in China (12 volumes), edited by
Chen Jianhua, both represent writings on the academic history of foreign literature
research, comprehensively displaying the vision and achievements of China’s
foreign literature research. Wang Yong’s major project of the National Social
Science Fund of China, “The Development and Application of the Index for Chinese
Foreign Literature Research,” has actively explored new research paradigms based
on bibliographic databases and corpora. This effort has led to the publication of The
Yearbook of Foreign Literature Studies in China (6 volumes, 2017-2022).

5. Foreign Literature Research from the Perspective of Comparative Literature

Within the field of comparative literature, the pursuit of a Chinese perspective
on foreign literature research stands as a significant hallmark of the paradigm shift
in the new era. In terms of scholarly publications, the 17-volume series History
of Sino-Foreign Literary Exchange, edited by Qian Linsen and Zhou Ning, is
particularly representative. This set of books relatively comprehensively reflects
the multilateral and multifaceted aspects of literary exchange between China and
foreign countries, providing important materials for further research. Liu Jianjun’s
concluding achievement of a major project of the National Social Science Fund
of China, 4 Series of Investigations on the Process of “Sinicization” of European
and American Literature in the Past Hundred Years (6 volumes), comprehensively
examines the entry of European and American literature into the Chinese literary
scene over the past century and holds important implications for how foreign
literature research should uphold a Chinese standpoint.

While we emphasize the Chinese perspective and standpoint in foreign
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literature studies, we must also guard against nationalism in a narrow sense. Instead,
we should uphold the position of “open nationalism” (Hu 98), recognizing that the
concept of the “nation” in a globalized context exhibits characteristics distinct from
those of the past. Different nations are inherently interconnected, and the “national”
itself contains elements of the “universal.” On the premise of fully acknowledging
the heterogeneities of national literatures and cultures, we should adopt a critical
approach—assimilating the essence while discarding the dross—and strive to
establish organic links with our own national culture. Ultimately, this process should
reflect the deep-seated consciousness of the nation, fostering a field of foreign

literature research that possesses a distinct national character.

II1. Prioritizing Mutual Learning Among Civilizations: Constructing the
Theoretical and Practical Systems of the Chinese School of Comparative Literature

“Civilizations are made colorful through exchange, and enriched through
mutual learning” (Xi 228). Since the 18" National Congress of the Communist Party
of China, General Secretary Xi Jinping has repeatedly elaborated his views and
propositions on civilizational exchange and mutual learning. Continuing to promote
cultural prosperity, build a great socialist culture in China, and build a modern
civilization of the Chinese nation at a new historical starting point represents
our new cultural mission in the new era. Over the past several decades, Chinese
scholars have continuously innovated in comparative literature and world literature
theoretical research, gradually advancing from cross-cultural perspectives toward
the theoretical construction of a Chinese School of Comparative Literature, forming
theoretical and practical achievements with the nature of a Chinese knowledge
system.

1. From Cross-Cultural Dialogue and Trans-Civilizational Research to the
Rewriting of World Civilizational History

Yue Daiyun, as the second president of the Chinese Comparative Literature
Association and a leading figure in Chinese comparative literature since the new
period, is the foremost representative of cross-cultural dialogue theory. She was
among the first in the humanities to emphasize the vital importance of cultural
diversity, advocating that comparative literature should serve as a bridge of
communication between diverse cultures. Through initiatives such as editing the
bilingual (Chinese-French) book series Proche-Lointain and founding the journal
Dialogue Transculturel, she significantly advanced the exchange and mutual
understanding between Chinese and foreign cultures. Yue Daiyun’s collected works

A Bridge Across Cultures includes over forty essays on her teaching and reflections
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on cross-cultural and interdisciplinary literary research, demonstrating her profound
thinking on the relationships among literature, culture, tradition, and modernity.

Yang Huilin, as the third president of the Chinese Comparative Literature
Association, has also proposed many important perspectives on cross-cultural
dialogue theory. He advocates resolving the “dispute between ancient and modern,
Chinese and Western,” transcending civilizational barriers and singular discourse
models. His 2025 anthology, Correlation In-between: Selected Essays in Sino-
Christian Studies, features a title that encapsulates his core methodology: seeking
correlations and spaces for dialogue “between China and the West, between the
past and the present, and between diverse academic principles.” His English
monographs, such as China, Christianity, and the Question of Culture, have also
garnered extensive international acclaim. These works complement his theoretical
constructions in Chinese—particularly in areas such as “bidirectional hermeneutics”
and the “logic of correlativity”—together constituting a comprehensive system of
intercultural research.

Cao Shunqing, as the fourth president of the Chinese Comparative Literature
Association, proposed the theory of trans-civilizational research since the new
century, advocating research that transcends cultural differences between East and
West to promote mutual learning among different civilizations. Zhang Hui, the
seventh president of the Chinese Comparative Literature Association, proposed the
theory of “hermeneutic circulation and breakthrough,” emphasizing the breaking
of unidirectional transplantation in Sino-Western poetics dialogue, and achieving
localized transformation and re-creation of theory through “intertextual reading”
and “contextual reconstruction.”

In recent years, Cao Shunqing has proposed the initiative of “rewriting
world civilization history,” which centers on critiquing Eurocentric views of
civilization history and, through dialogue between Chinese and foreign scholars,
reshaping the global view of civilization from the perspective of “mutual learning
among civilizations,” thereby promoting the construction of a Chinese knowledge
and discourse system. Since 2023, Cao Shunqing has established the column
“Civilization Writing and Mutual Learning Among Civilizations” in the Journal
of Sichuan University, attracting participation from many renowned scholars from
institutions such as Harvard University and Peking University, forming an open
international academic dialogue arena. Furthermore, as the editor-in-chief of the
book series Mutual Learning Among Civilizations: China and the World book
series (the first collection has been published, and the second has been initiated),

he emphasizes the rewriting of global civilization history based on the principles of
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“civilizational equality and mutual learning among civilizations,” aiming to break
the Eurocentric narrative and construct a Chinese discourse system of civilization.

2. Variation Studies of Comparative Literature

Based on trans-civilizational research, Cao Shunqing uses the transcendence and
literariness of comparative literature as a fulcrum to construct the variation theory
of comparative literature. “The research focus lies in seeking the comparability
of ‘difference,” and the research scope includes transnational variation studies,
interlingual variation studies, cross-cultural variation studies, trans-civilizational
variation studies, and studies of the foreignization of literature” (Cao 57). His English
monograph The Variation Theory of Comparative Literature was published overseas
and attracted considerable attention in the international academic community. In the
preface to the book, Douwe Fokkema writes: “The Variation Theory is an answer to
the one-sided emphasis on influence studies by the former ‘French school’ as well as
to the American focus on aesthetic interpretation, inspired by New Criticism, which
regrettably ignored literature in non-European languages” (V). This work represents
Chinese comparative literature research’s response to the theoretical construction of
the world comparative literature discipline, which is conducive to breaking Western
academic hegemony and of exemplary significance for building a “Chinese School”
of comparative literature. The Chinese version From Southern Oranges to Northern
Trifoliate Oranges: Professor Cao Shunging on the Variation Theory of Comparative
Literature and Wang Chao’s The Variation Theory of Comparative Literature also
provide systematic expositions of the variation theory.

3. Research on Globalization, World Literature, and World Poetics Theory

Wang Ning, the fifth president of the Chinese Comparative Literature
Association, was among the early scholars to engage in the field of international
globalization research and has made unique contributions to globalization theory
research. He not only promptly introduced cutting-edge Western theories to the
Chinese academic community but also combined them with China’s specific
practices, publishing articles in Western languages in international journals and
engaging in direct dialogue with international peers.

In recent years, Chinese academia has actively participated in discussions of the
new constructivist trend in world literature, fostering deep-level dialogues between
China and the West. Building upon the foundations of comparative poetics and world
literature, Wang Ning has proposed the theoretical paradigm of “World Poetics.”
His extensive publications in both Chinese and English—including Comparative
Poetics, Cognitive Poetics, and the Theoretical Construction of World Poetics and

From World Literature to World Poetics: A Theoretical Construction—have exerted
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a broad international influence. “World Poetics” offers a critical reflection on the
issues arising from the long-standing practice of treating literary theories developed
within Western contexts as universally applicable. By anchoring itself in the study of
world literature and the methodology of comparative poetics, this framework strives
to construct a truly universal system of “World Poetics” that can be applied to the
research and interpretation of global literary and theoretical phenomena.

The essay collection Ideas and Methods: World Literature Between the Local
and the Universal, edited by Fang Weigui, shares significant content with the
English anthology Tensions in World Literature. Both volumes feature representative
essays from leading global experts in world literature. The simultaneous publication
in two languages and the inclusion of scholars from diverse linguistic and cultural
backgrounds underscore the profound Sino-Western dialogic character inherent in
contemporary world literature studies. Liu Hongtao was also among the earliest
Chinese scholars to engage in the theoretical and practical study of world literature.
By tracing the historical trajectory of world literature as a discipline in China
and excavating indigenous theoretical and practical resources, Liu advocates
that world literature should play a more pivotal role in constructing a theoretical
system for comparative literature with Chinese characteristics. Furthermore, he
explores the application of the world literature paradigm to the study of the overseas
dissemination of Chinese literature.

4. Research on the “Oriental Discourse” of Comparative Literature

In the mid-to-late twentieth century, scholars such as Ji Xianlin and Jin Kemu
pioneered the “Oriental Discourse” research approach in comparative literature. In
recent years, the construction of “Oriental Discourse” has become more theoretically
and systematically self-conscious with the guidance of the national strategy of the
“Belt and Road.” This is exemplified in two major projects of the National Social
Science Fund of China: “Research and Documentation of Important Categories
and Discourse Systems in Ancient Eastern Literary Theory,” led by Cao Shunqing,
and “Eastern Literature and the Construction of an Eastern Literary Disciplinary
System from the Perspective of Silk Road Culture,” led by Li Yuejin. Additionally,
Yin Xinan leads a key project on “Research on the Natyasastra.” The successful
advancement of these projects not only facilitates the systematic organization of
“Oriental Discourse” but also holds significant practical implications for “East-West”
trans-civilizational dialogue in an era of globalization and diversity.

In the field of East Asian civilizations and comparative literature, research
has focused predominantly on intercultural comparative studies of Sino-South

Korea and Sino-North Korea. The representative figures and achievements are



Foreign Literature Studies in China / Su Hui

exemplified by three major projects of the National Social Science Fund of China:
“Documentation and Research on the History of Sino-Korean Modern Literary
Exchange” and “Compilation and Research on the History of Brush Conversations
Among Modern East Asian Scholars,” both led by Jin Bingmin, as well as
“Documentation and Research on Twentieth-Century East Asian Anti-Japanese
Narratives,” led by Niu Linjie. These projects conduct empirical influence studies
on literary relations within the East Asian cultural sphere. In the field of Japanese
Sinology, Wang Xiangyuan has further deepened the disciplinary construction of
“Japanese Sinology” established by Yan Shaodang. He leads the major project of the
National Social Science Fund of China “Construction of an Oriental Studies System
and China’s Oriental Studies Research.” Work in this field largely involves locating,
organizing, and compiling rare editions of Chinese classics both domestically and
abroad, holding significant value for comparative literature and philology.

5. Literary Anthropology: A New Paradigm

Over the past thirty years, the Literary Anthropology Research Branch of the
China Comparative Literature Association has made unremitting efforts to construct
a comprehensive set of theories and interdisciplinary methodologies, namely the
Quadruple Evidence Method and Cultural Text Theory. Under the leadership of
Ye Shuxian, the sixth president of the China Comparative Literature Association,
the research team has completed three major national projects over the last decade.
Their representative works—A Mythological Approach to Exploring the Origins
of Chinese Civilization, Jade Myth and Belief and the Chinese Spirit, and Black
Jade Age: New Evidence of 5000-Year History of China—have all been selected
for the Chinese Classics Translation Project of the National Social Science Fund
of China. With a total of 20 editions published in various languages, including
English, French, Russian, and Korean, these works have become a paradigm
for the internationalization of Chinese scholarship. The “Quadruple Evidence
Method,” exclusively advocated by literary anthropology as an interdisciplinary
methodology, has provided an operational solution to the scholarly bottleneck in
the major national research projects on tracing the origins of Chinese civilization
through twenty years of practice. It fully utilizes transmitted texts, excavated
documents, oral traditions, and intangible cultural heritage as living culture, as well
as excavated artifacts and images, forming an intermedial and multimodal cultural
interpretation paradigm. In 2025, this methodology was selected for the third
volume of the Blue Book on a Chinese Intellectual System as one of the “Original
Research Methodologies in Chinese Philosophy and Social Sciences.” Furthermore,

the seminal work Quadruple Evidence Method has been published in both English
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and Russian editions.

6. Interdisciplinary Research in Comparative Literature

By its very nature, Comparative literature inherently encompasses
interdisciplinarity, and interdisciplinary research has become a crucial pivot in the
development of many disciplines. As early as 1989, Le Daiyun and Wang Ning
authored Research on Supradisciplinary Comparative Literature, establishing the
methodological foundation for interdisciplinary research. In recent years, this field
has witnessed a surge of brilliant highlights and prominent achievements.

In the field of digital humanities, Chen Yuehong’s article “Change and
Innovation: Iterative Development of Artificial Intelligence and the Future of the
Humanities” argues that constructing a Chinese intellectual system in the humanities
requires open participation from abroad and comprehensive organization through Al
intelligence. However, it depends even more on autonomous exploration by China’s
domestic scholarly community. Vigorously promoting the organic integration of
these two aspects can open new paths for the future construction of the humanities.
Introduction to Digital Humanities, co-authored by Peng Qinglong and Du Lanlan,
is an academic textbook responding to the convergence of digital technology and
the humanities. Based on new liberal arts education principles, the book aims to
cultivate students’ ability to conduct humanities research using digital technologies
through interdisciplinary methods.

In the field of literature and cognitive science/cognitive poetics, major
projects include Xiong Muqing’s National Social Science Fund project “Research
on Cognitive Poetics in Anglo-American Literary Studies” and her 2020 major
project of the National Social Science Fund of China “Cognitive Poetics Research
and Theoretical Landscape Reconstruction,” as well as He Huibin’s key project
“Cognitive Research on Dramatic Performance and Spectatorship.”

In addition, numerous innovative achievements have emerged in fields such
as literary geography, literary sociology, and interdisciplinary studies between
literature and economics, law, and ecocriticism. Notable works include Mei
Xinlin’s two-volume Principles of Literary Geography and Guo Fangyun’s Literary
Cartography, both of which represent significant milestones in the interdisciplinary
research of literature.

Further Discussion

The aforementioned achievements demonstrate that, since the arrival of the
new era, scholars of foreign and comparative literature have made significant strides

in constructing a Chinese intellectual system. Nevertheless, the “Sinicization”
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of foreign literary studies remains a task of great magnitude and long-term
commitment. Further expansion and development should be pursued in the
following dimensions:

First, uphold a Chinese standpoint and further eliminate Eurocentrism. We
must transcend source language contexts. Foreign literature researchers, due to
their long-term immersion in the languages and texts of their target countries,
often unconsciously succumb to the influence of those cultures, falling into their
cultural paradigms without self-awareness. We should strive to overcome this
cognitive bias by partially detaching ourselves from the source language context
and conducting objective, multi-dimensional interpretations from the perspective of
our own national culture. Furthermore, we must engage in reflection, questioning,
and critique of Western literature and culture. Chinese scholars should maintain a
Marxist standpoint, employing dialectical and historical materialism to examine
research subjects. It is particularly crucial to maintain a healthy intellectual distance
from foreign works involving religious or political themes, approaching them with a
spirit of critical inquiry. We should also avoid the mechanical application of Western
theories. Instead, we must flexibly utilize new theories, methods, and perspectives
to study foreign authors and their works. This involves critically analyzing
various contemporary theories and critical methods to select and synthesize those
perspectives most suited to the specific research object.

Second, further strengthen the construction and innovation of indigenous
theories and discourse systems. In future theoretical and methodological research in
comparative and world literature, we must continue to expand and deepen existing
frameworks, including Marxist literary theory and criticism, Ethical Literary
Criticism, the theory of “Dual Narrative Progression,” Chinese narratology from
a comparative perspective, principles of foreign literature, the Variation Theory
of comparative literature, World Poetics, and Literary Anthropology to amplify
their domestic and international influence. Simultaneously, we must construct new
indigenous theories and discourse systems by excavating local theoretical resources
while judiciously drawing upon foreign intellectual contributions.

Third, further advance international discursive influence in foreign literature
studies. The CPC Central Committee, with General Secretary Xi Jinping at its
core, has consistently emphasized strengthening international communication
capacity. This involves innovating external communication methods and building
robust discourse systems that “develop new concepts, categories, and expressions
integrating Chinese and foreign perspectives, tell China’s stories well, and amplify

China’s voice,” thereby enhancing international discursive influence (Xi 147-151).
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As global comparative literature increasingly turns toward the East and China,
Chinese scholars must strengthen indigenous theoretical discourse while cultivating
a sense of a human community with a shared future. Through more effective
dialogue and exchange with the international academic community, Chinese
scholars should secure international discursive influence and guide global research
directions, injecting new vitality into world literature studies.
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TR AL, M A 2 S S AR ol (R 2 A 7
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Ethical Choices and Contract Justice in Fae Myenne
Ng’s Steer Toward Rock
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RNBRE: EEAN DN (ZE) UAREIN “Haitxl” v&, RE
RAZABROBERZEESHER, BRI EESF. FRMEEZ [ H
WA, “WERR f EHEEE BaT Eaitk” xARENHA
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TWAGFBEREH T EN, AEMEHNERE, RBRHEABRERD &
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Bragwr R, M BR AT ELNRENA%E, —FEHENT HE
W HEEFE, AT HLKMBATNHAECEARKTHHA;, 7 —F @
BT ML E S WA B, WREKBRNAEEHEFARMBET
H SR

KR mEN,; (£5); BE®RE;, ZAEX

EERIN: HFEHh, RRAEXFRELE, TENBFEEXFHARE, AX
AEZAMELEARTE “XFEFREFZHITFNELTRLS SIMEHFAR” [0
B#5: 21&ZD264) b EH +t At £ 4T LR T E [FHE # 5.
2025M773846] i Fo M R R

Title: Ethical Choices and Contract Justice in Fae Myenne Ng’s Steer Toward Rock

Abstract: In her novel Steer Toward Rock, Faec Myenne Ng explores the ethical
predicaments and identity anxieties faced by Chinese immigrants during the Cold
War-era “Confession Program,” revealing their choices between survival, emotion,
and morality. The Confession Program, with its core features of moral panic and the
prisoner’s dilemma, placed Chinese immigrants in the midst of a morally charged
arena. In such a context, the protagonist Jack’s notion of survival ethics undergoes
a process of construction, adjustment, and deconstruction. This journey reflects the
efforts of Chinese immigrants to overcome historical difficulties and pursue moral
and emotional ideals, revealing the ongoing conflict and negotiation between their
survival ethics and contract ethics. Through the generational perspective shifts of
Jack and Veda, the novel not only reconstructs the obscured history of Chinese
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exclusion and criticizes the so-called contractual justice, but also transcends binary
conceptions of identity and historicist modes of thought, offering a powerful literary
defense of the legitimacy of immigrant existence.

Keywords: Fac Myenne Ng; Steer Toward Rock; ethical choice; contract justice
Author: Su Xuelin is Post-doctoral Fellow at the School of Chinese Language
and Literature of Wuhan University (Wuhan 430072, China). His current academic
research mainly focuses on British and American literature (Email: 00035807@
whu.edu.cn).

(HAY  (Steer Toward Rock, 2008) 2 {0 H L H/E XM EH (Fae
Myenne Ng) 4k (‘B) (Bone, 1993) 2 Ja GIE M 3Kk /M. 1Z7E 5
PL20 et A2 R85 = e N i “H 31k 7 (The Chinese Confession
Program) NFE L 5, YA TENEFFRAERE (N B L “REL)ILT7 &5
PRI, NmAEE LTI ES EshSm “HEa”, JUE g
oR” FIESHIKE R, B Ok 5L E EFE R S SRR . L
WK B SR BEA T SR RN “ YL+ 251 LSO ¢ Se sk Ty b it
A (EA) MR, MHBCO8IM “RABRR” 5 “HAaiR” s
AL R ) —E SR

CERU PR B NFEER N PR BOR ) R B R R
fi]”  (Madeline Yuan-yin Hsu 74) , f& (E75) FIMARTERE X REHY
ARG, HITENIM AR EZEZMCB Sy, L0 E. A EREE. X
AR AR, AR R T HE SR, (B <8407 B
TS E R RIR MR B Z . N, A3 BhE AR B A VR
ik, diGrhes . BUREIIACNES, I8 b 28 v A4k 1 46 B PR 55 A0
WHLIERE, RITEELANREFEL 3407 5 5B R0 B 2 8] 1 R
51z, e s AN w78 7 Fhog T2 L5 1 B LA RN F2AREE I S E AR A
(R H e, DUHNIR N SCOBHEAE D S B VR . Bl A, FRAR e N R 1A
A7 NS A AR I FR A 2 5 7 o

—. REIEEFERNERIEER. BEEDRSRERE
0 SCEE R B AR s AL SR R R T e AR B B S BAE B R (G

1 Z 0 EANG: “UUEATT BRI RIS 5o R —— DR (A ABIRIaT

CEAFHENTTLTIFL) 3 (2016) = 9-16; FRME:  “Hig L E 0% A S 5y 55 40 FR ik 4%
MIEAE——LL (BA) M CSUREREZ 2) N7, (HMESCAHESED) 6 (2016) @ 53-61;
Xiujuan Lan, “Imagined community: Chinatown narrative in Fae Myenne Ng’s Bone and Steer Toward
Rock,” Journal of Postcolonial Writing 6 (2023): 798-811; Anna Pehkoranta, “Displaced Desires: The
Dislocated Self and Melancholic Desire in Chuang Hua’s Crossings and Fae Myenne Ng’s Steer Toward
Rock,” Amerikastudien/American Studies 2/3 (2015): 255-273.
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B 256) o (HER) PAREREEH EERAET 20 AL 50 2 60 A, R
(HEHEEZEDY  (Chinese Exclusion Act, 1882) #f (LIS ZE#R1EZE)  (Magnuson
Act, 1943) Ry, SEEBUN R4 THNEE 105 MR 28 ANFH
R R H, g AT b, DLURAE 2 B S FR G R B 28 00E, 513 E
BRI B A A T T N FEVE NI I 200 | 5 A 32 4URE IR R RN 4%, 28
E# /T 1956 FE5h “4E RN B “HEaR” , s AN R I35
HH M A ERS XS RR, DN EIEAENARS D, HE
(1965 FH R S5 EFEFIZIER)  (Ummigration and Nationality Act Amendments
of 1965) WA Ji & 4

CHATHR B EAMEIZE S A ES:, BRI EINESIERT
() — P 18 £E 2L ” (moral panic) I o AR 5 5 [ 41 2> 22 5 B 4H ] « 4] S (Stanley
Cohen) MIfAERE, 495 & BEARHE Ft e N0t +k 2 55 A0 (E WA SRR, AR
T 2 R AR AR XA i 77 BB, it AU LA AT 51 5, AT
Sl R 2 %00 X PR AT REAE R N T AR TH IR, AT et Fy
ABEBRL, 1 RIEEBOR A SN Y. ERBERRGTER &
J& . REBURF BRI B AR I B IR, H 2] T HRR BRI B 1 2 )
B, IRZR R BIE A E AR RAR R TME. 50 FARAIH, KEENZE
R FE UG =T, BRAESAREEEERRE—E, NEERER
Jei 55 B 45 Bt RS R 2 SR R0 TR S S BURF ST T I B 5] A MR SR 4 1 3201 324K
4 B A AR 152 g [B) V5 225 110 IR SR U, L A7 T 52 M) 8 E AR Vi el AN W sk, A
BURTRE N4 M “HATHR” ENIEmAE, FHELIRFIHET . 2

Fsr b, XRPEME X BT EEE A S T RREA, B
R E B T F K RE R W RO ESRRR T2 )5, W2 EAMN
FAO AR TAE A TR NEE P57 30 71 hid, 4t ARSI
Wi IR EIAEE AR IR . 0 S5t ) B A G R B A WL S HEAR IS 26, A
Wra AL ANANTT[RIL . EFEAR A HITE R, A MR SO HE BV R R T,
BT (R RY KEs— RAFFREER. £ “CEMERTE HFAHEE X
R, HSEZ AR N SO NI B ER A S, AMUERER S X ER
HfmA, T H BN S A R R, N 19 2 pt 2] 20 BT, B
SEATINE RN & BRI R EDmFETE §e (the pollutant) | 7 /] (the
coolie) . BZHIEH (the deviant) . 354" (the yellow peril) PUFp, Hrp4

1 2 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and Rockers, New
York: Routledge, 2002, 1.

2 BN (EERE: YRR EE A2 1940-1965) , Bifg: 5 E R,
2006 2, 55 185-192 71,

3 2% W, Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda, “Moral Panics: Culture, Politics, and Social Construc-
tion,” Annual Review of Sociology 20 (1994): 149-171.
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FE R ST — RIVEAIE G X ST BT AN [ e 30 (E 35 36 5 5 I 46 6
FEREREA, KT AANESEEGE . S5 e BESE e 48 N KA 7E
HIF G RAR . ORI B2, fEHERR e s B “RABR” MR, KkiT
SR EIE T 5HEEM M RNG 4, HORHRER A ABUR B Se R T
AHEMERE. °

ERHE RS, AR 2R E A U R R LS R R,
WO AE T RS EERE 7 vl B B RA 1R Z AR RS TAE “IH AR ke s
BRH, ISR T 7R — B, B A X AR A S BN 5 S B
BEA AR s 25 . (E R E TTE MR R IR,  “HatRl” &
A CIERAMPECEREFE R RN, W ‘R AR EFEAER T 17
L5 AR AT — MR T BRI GRA /NG 208 ), HoAZ 5 bt 05 RN,
ERGEA B RABEAERE” G/ 209) o IR TR EATE H 1,
WHERNES “HA” , BRYBEGICHEEIKZ, sk FFHTE AT
frbg “HEHR” AR, BRREAEAEHNEISERE, A=)
F 55 B SETF B “MATIR 17— NBIAbIE R, B B A s B 200, 2
Mgk ZWERE Y, LRIEEB] 7 IR —ALIm 5B A LEBUR 1) /NS4
fATE SESIREZ O, WERMEKEREMASEEIEAT” 56) %

XHENNMETE, B “HEWR” TR THMA “NERE” (the
prisoner’s dilemma) °, I ZI[IGIE M, FEFF 52 A &R, “HA” =
WRE AL EIRE RS, (HFEB SRS NG E. B4 N
e NEMEAE SRR E RN, —BEFAS5“HA”, HgxhE., #
PR BEMFE Sp P S 2 2 B i, e NALIX A BRRR T 2 2 Hosgmm . /)
UEMEHZ B FHA “HA” B EREMZH LK, DU ERER
eI 7R R R AL 4. R ER, e A EE o AR AL SR Al 32
PAERIME A K, EEAZ R AR F E KA SR E S HT AR
R,  “CBAACE” mfEEMEDN “RAEILTT E AREREE; A
FAENFIGESRISEAE LT, WG R 7 36 E 4k ST B ml i () 72 lk. “3HE

1 2 Robert G. Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture, Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1999, 8-9.

2 %l Mae M. Ngai, “Legacies of Exclusion: Illegal Chinese Immigration during the Cold War Years,”
Journal of American Ethnic History 1 (1998): 6-7.

3 ZWAEY: (EE) , Btk K& SHRRBIERARSTEA R, 2012 4F, 55 57-58 i,
4 KRCHX (HAE) Mook ey, (BE) , iR (KE SR IARERA R T
AT, 20124F) o PUN 31 SCAUbRE RS, A ——3H.

5 INAENEE 2 AT AR — PR RIG 5L, S B AN RO SO TR () 2 B, dn
SN F S DA D)% R 5 AR IR AR, WU A S A& HARE AR RAE, R H A — A
RN AT G TR, T — AR 10 R, INGER S —FhAEH iR R I, 25
HEI IR E AR SR . SR D AR R SEAR S ETT R EILER. Tws5E
B ARG SR a5, 0SSR S0 it N AR B AR PR AR AR J5  A RE i
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H AT BRI AR S ARG B AT R R B AR, E 2 R AN
R A, HERZEW BRI,

SR, B T AERE 524 A U, A TS HROIn R AN R0 B A R
R WG ARG, T2k, WA TR AR AL
HIAHs . AMEERBATHERZ. —PDRFH —DEE, EE—DRERS R
HOA T REME FR VR SR A4 7 RINSOCRTESG RER B AR, wERITE—
EAMU AR T —FR T 5HMAA4E” (Ng 117D o (EE) KXo
Moy “CEENERRAR”  (238) , RN ESEENANPREIEALSE. 25
LUR, T X RARE K A B AN %, dEik i TRIRMEIR, i “ A
ANV, AEE A, AES IR AEERA T (238) o “AHEDL” (Don’t
tell) Ry NAERFRE I S 39) E ORORAZ IR SR, SRy “IX A4~ 56 [ /b A
B AR R ——TER . (R 25) .

£ TR RRIR I SR, BT AR R RS A
RIFEREIG 4, ERIDVEANRREZA L OB, “HA” BAREE
PR 0 FARAT s TR — D el JE 5 5. AERE R P S S Rh R
FEREELR L. (A D) RN BT 2R “ INGEN ST ” ITEE R Rz,
Ao FRE ELAt o T s 160 40 S A0 358 R A8 HE S BRI B, 0 IRIE TR N A P A
e NTERETE G, JfHR7R “3407 R “HER” B EREECE .

=, REERNFENR: £FECESRAMCEMNIETE

PIEAEAAE B, 245 N2ETAAF 76 2 5 HA N BREFEM S5 R R 7, &
FRVE RS MEE A EE SRR A B B AR R
FRAMEZERI SRR B ERAETTAESFTE” ERH 109) o FHHEA
BRI HE 2 R ER, HE 2 HNETROREFIFSCE AT 5. Kk, £
5t E e BN S, B BN E T E A () TR MBI “H
PLEAE” 48 TIRUBE” “HivreR” | R, RIAAEN TAEINEER
o FAKEG, NEREACEE P 1. RN A AR,
BEREHL 7 A8 ANAS BB M 7 SL N G . B SR R AN B AR A 55 /), B
NHVEFACELS « 48 1 5 B RAME B L AR AW bR 5 1855

N EPORAE RS2 e, HEAZRATNREZE TR, ¥
J3R 7 T bR i B = 3 B T 2N S0 B WA SRR (R0 BN 477, AN B RS At xR
AU ERIEAS AR, 0 HAR (AR AR AL S S A B R AR AF 2 B Rt b, #
BB LI B ORAF O ESNE B & o 28 TRt R AE < A L-F-#R i T 32
LR A AR, MRS SRTE I B Rk . AR RGeS “0%”, “HH
WA By 2, AL EEIA T AT « B e mIAET R A IORIR
LA, FEA A CRIERMIU TR (8) o N T ARE IR AR

1 SRALEY. (A . Mgk, K& SHIMBERRARIUEAT, 2012 48, 55 7-9 7T,
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TRF I BEIE, ANSIE N H CSL T — B E G AT e EAHE JE
g, CHNFEMITRE LEE T (9) 5 AEART NG, WA K IR
W wsr o, S, AR CEARBINZRPE” (9) . nTRAT, ZFI. 57
Ay B AR, EdISEEE T, RN B B 2 MR I 5 LS b B A
TE I ) A A SRS RN A

T ) 2138 [ 1 ) iR, AN e I AR AR BRI R e [ Se s AR B FE ) AR
TEORAT ST, AT AA[EE B AR A7 2 T R38R FB P N B (S T fa s () £ 4, Xk &
BT HL A S R AN T R R SR 5 T B AG BRI B 2 TA) 0 7 A X DL R
KIF & « ZRT0JR A4 N “4 (5" (To Have Trust) , HI#AMKFERAH hriEAd, N
AR R S NER “OWRRR, BEMHAER” (9, ERAWIFLEH
AR C TR SRR AXY. U)W E N e K EE, SR I S ia fE
2 H TSR S RA N AR N A 2 X, (BERT S k-
KRS ME DA R S AT 3R AR Ak AN IR 4 LB AR A R R, B
KOG 18 545 U AT BEBh AR L AE A7 SR A . ANUL VRS 2 T A e T sh i afn A 11
IR 2, DA SR 7~ At 0 0 S By Al B S IR s Zve B, (AN Ao H
EHARE . A HSEEETIRE S

N TRV PRI B, AT AR BEA A AFAC EIAN H . IS
I, TR, AR BRI GRS = A7 2oV N WA [ A7 FE AL R 1 Bt H A A2 (1) A
WX T7o Al NTRER BT H IS 2 o I e 410 ) 47 2645 DL R AR, kAT
BN A S AEARAAEERTE R RS, “TFoEREER
Bk, BEIBRELG” (19 . UMBRBEAZERERE “HE” 5, 0
Ko —iEEm M B IEEE: ¢ HE BRIERRIEMELE” (51) o “UF
B — a4 7~ 2N e PG VR AR 1) 28 e 2 B At 3 1) et AR B8 I e AL %2 1 S8 Ok, I
BB O R 2T NN A B SRS e 7. TR iR DUfS,  BIRE A1
) LGEIR O T AR T AR S AR KA E e A
TLEOEE R 6%, MU RIESIEANEREAIKN, HILEFN T K
RINRIZE AT, FHdt— DR EIER AT R BE 4.

RS FIER IS SRR, ER L HE R FIRA AT, XASRINH
KA T ARG R BB IR, R AN 18] AR B i O 2 T6 v v AT
P, 2k, Aw5afEsz B 204G N R, 2l TR
F KRR S RKAMEROCR A 50 M m) DU 55 98 R KT e W
77, (HHT B A ES R ZE TR, R A T R e
MR AE AR — RS, TR ER AL B TE AR IS A A ]« SRR R TR 1 1 2%
BRI, SCEFR M2 TR FIMFHE K ICIE”  (Steer Toward Rock 4) . 5“7 #)
NG AERRZE, A IE A e AR IR A B 43 1 A A7, 1T HoE R
PR AR Z T AL 2R, DRI S NS AN H 18 45 D93 M 3 o 4 2
fEll. HILIME, Awz5 “HE” BIETWAFRSCIESR, W T3
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P A8 B PRSP S 5 22, LA O JR T R 0 SR A

MY AL, AN 00 IAG B B8 5 L AR 77 2% AR A2 AL % DT AR
Ko FIBIRES, ATEAEFIHE AR AT 7 BUBSEXO G &K, (ATl 3
T IR 25 A5 MU A 000, e JE O BREEDT « DEAR T “AAE T i is 5%
Al — oA A BRI, BAR “KBREATE T H ORI (1D, HER
TZ B KATIKEEW)E, KT 7R, B oL
—IFE CBRIEZ T, MIRIERAT TN TERA R EEAS Al AT IR R E
SEBIRRMNEAAC TR T, AR S EIRGE, @ “HE” &
R, HE” HMEEE, ANwRE TR, PR NETARE
AiE . BRI BIMASE AR, SR T — 254 DLSE oy A, el 232
ZHTRAE RS, H RN R T Z AR A . GO S E A FBY B
WEAEOL, 5 — MBI L IF I VAR RN T W kA 2k B
R FE BN, — B IR EY BOA i 3508 & 32 P R i), £ B AT % [l
BB B o

CHESCEAE ST, BT IRIR R AT LA, TR MR A R AT, AfRE
R HORA M B IEE AR GEEAI 255) o BIRPIRME RS HE
ARSI “HEA” JE AR, AT T UTEA . AT HIEEE
W2 Fir AR e, A2 T EE T — M as e R R R R, F 32
P LR A REE TR, R PRIRGANG 5 L TR R AL,
NALIX BB A8 R L) EOR YU IO SR AR 5 A 3L D 2R 48 A 4
He RXR=FRAEA MR, EARTTIER I TIEFE ST F LT IEK;
I, AT A AT LA F A A R AR AR € B2k, MEAT 2 L b R 32 24 5%
AWATHL XAME BN B A W] BERE o

SN B 2, ARSI R R RARRIL L,
I SL R A B B 3 AN EL S A ARG B B 3 2 18], JF AN AP AT Jh
L, TMRAFAER SEORERAL (eeeeee) XSS RO AR BE B 1y, iEZRTEFAN
TG ERELAMG AR (IRIE 57) o SXOMR B BT L AUAN BB
AN TCERFEAR I EAF YRR, ATCIANE Hl 2 AN3T 55 AR IRAE R URoR. 2
MG E R BUR SIE A SR, A BRI R A A TEREAS
RIVEIR A, R[PSS RINERH R BORRIZ, BUARAFE NN
BReHENSENEE LTRSS, Wi 7 HEARRA AR, #AZ
RUIX A 2 18 A B R S5 (AR VE AR 5 o X 3 TE B 2R 0 6 F 0 a8 Pt ™ i ——
COXRBURAFBA TS (242)

=, BEZEEAMENRD: CEMIERXELAIE X Fh
(BEA) P — B LS 2 1A se 8 B 32 4T v e J L A 5t R RS
MEIRZS . RSP RER G, N ZITFLIMYEE, A5 i R S 2 2
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gL m £t R ARE R4S RAME R S8 TFEEA LB
1?7 EEHARERIE? AN RAG-E TR A58, b5 05 W) L7ER
= LS — i R AT I A4 o o T E R R PR AR 223, B
AEPRTGUAEER S IR . 48X T 024, iR Rs R fER %
TRFEAEME L, AT RKEIMR AR, SUS SRR . K]
BRELIL, Bl “URABZERM Y ? RAEZERNE S 1?7 3
T ANNIKARIETE 1, WELRE TVl WIXPAEMILI? 7 (56) 7
AN TEIL T AR, /TR QIR 5 1306 76 7 18 B SCAUAR S A 4 A H%
RAFAENMEL PR ZI 50 0. S 7 SEPT i i« 320 1 307 12 1 A 15
PEREVENVE? L DIRAR B iy 4 RAEAF . FESRE A S| PR AR T RA
AW AEENRKIT?

WA BRI A REENCELE G —. hiE R R AL
TAMRAERS A P B B o, AR AR MIHES) IR RR E K 1B iR
FeRL, Rt R RN R O R WL B HE ALy AR A 2 B IE A
B FTE. | BT “RAIE " WA 2 M T EFE MR, BN
iR 2 BT NI IME R . 2R, X ARSI SR AR B ER I Atk
B WM, BION T SRS Z T AR O SCRE R, T R JBH A 2 i 18
YRR . 2 58 [H 24 KR 7 (Charles W. Mills ) M 522514 v & it HH K 1 B2 B Fr) “
JEHZ)” (the racial contract) 1iF, HEMGIE | A IE LHIHE TR, KR
WriaH, 3L U T e IEE . BOM AR 25 ) A, C 2RI AR
St 2 WANVEBUG A PR 2], ESehr BRI RA LR A A A
No AR AL 2 A R B Y42 AR B 5, KAEA ARy B RIS T
AR, AWOZ AT E RN PR AR R FON A O B BT
T2 (16) , BiEH — BT E R AR, 38 B AR
VA LB B R — R B AR

b “ R HAES” Bmdb3e Kk, #ho 322 BAR L NRKHAL NSE I, il
NIEAS “RLE R MR, ' EEE D RLBAMNFER, Y5
PR LR 5 C BRI BTEL, XAE MR A 8 R BSICN B 2. 72 (HE
VLR RGERZNT, REBURX ARSI~ LRSS
JEE FRO B B SRR Y A RO ) 352 24 JEAE AR S A0S S0 SR o ) AR, 411 il A 2
FHENKMRER, KBGO NERNSERNS LIS R £24
I 2 [ 2 BEE T HER S LA B AR A il 231 AN R SR R R
1 2 David Gauthier, “The Social Contract as Ideology,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 2 (1977):
130.

2 ZRRE: (RAEGE) , dbst: EEHkRAE, 2007 4, % 217-218 1.
3 2 Charles Mills, The Racial Contract, New York: Cornell University Press, 1997, 16-18.

4 ZREERE. TR (RUERNEES 5L USREDIWRNA) , duat: St
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Abstract: Approaching the Features of Urbanization in 21°-Century American
Fiction (2026), coauthored by Yang Jincai and other scholars, is a pioneering
Chinese study to systematically explore the interplay between contemporary
American literature and its urban culture in the 21* century. Focusing on more than
40 representative 21*-century U.S. novels, the book maps a dual process in which
literature and the city mutually construct one another. The work is distinguished by
its clear trajectory: it moves from literary-textual interpretation to the production
of an indigenous Chinese intellectual system, and finally to the intervention of
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literary criticism in urban development and governance. Methodologically, it sets
an exemplary model that not only foregrounds a Chinese perspective on American
literature but also inaugurates a new research paradigm. Interdisciplinarily, it
integrates urban studies into literary inquiry, examining how literary narratives
bear the problems of urban governance through sociological and geographical
lenses. Ethically, it fuses the aesthetic gaze of literary study with public-ethical
interpretation, insisting that literature does not merely depict the city but actively
participates in the representation of urbanization. In so doing, the book expands
the frontiers of literary scholarship and reveals the ethical values embedded in the
representations of urbanization.
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Abstract: Introduction to Interdisciplinary Research Methods in Literature focus-
es on interdisciplinary research methods, offering a systematic exploration of the
interactions between literary studies and other disciplines, including linguistics,
geography, history, film studies, and journalism. Drawing on recent interdisciplinary
scholarship, the book emphasizes its application to pedagogical practice, responding
to contemporary challenges in literary and humanities education within the context
of the “New Liberal Arts” construction in China. By integrating a wide range of
literary theories with representative case studies, the volume develops a highly op-
erational methodological framework for interdisciplinary literary research. It aims
to inspire students to engage in further interdisciplinary thinking. As such, the book

holds important reference value for both textbook compilation and scholarly explo-
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Deconstruction, Literary Criticism, and American

Academia: An Interview with J. Hillis Miller

Ning Yizhong & J. Hillis Miller

Abstract: This interview with J. Hillis Miller, the late renowned Yale literary
critic, reflects on his intellectual journey across decades of literary scholarship.
He explores the philosophical roots of deconstruction, tracing its ties to European
thinkers like Heidegger, Husserl, and Rousseau, and its expansion through
figures such as Derrida and Paul de Man. Miller discusses the institutional rise of
deconstruction in the United States, particularly at Yale and Johns Hopkins, and its
compatibility with the close-reading tradition of New Criticism. He offers personal
insights into the academic and political dynamics of the MLA, the evolution of
English departments, and his shift from phenomenological criticism to a language-
centered, deconstructive approach. The interview touches on the “hegemony” of
English literature in American universities, issues of national identity in literary
studies, and Miller’s reflections on criticism as an act of imaginative empathy.
Intertwining memory and theory, the conversation presents a vivid intellectual
history of late 20th-century literary criticism through the lens of one of its most
influential practitioners. It will be 5 years since his death in 2021. This interview
serves as a tender memory of this great literary figure.

Interviewee: J. Hillis Miller (1928-2021) was a distinguished American literary
critic and theorist, best known for his influential work in deconstruction and literary
theory. He held professorships at Johns Hopkins University, Yale University, and
the University of California, Irvine. Over the course of his career, he authored
more than fifty books on English and American literature, ranging from studies of
Dickens and Hardy to theoretical explorations of reading, rhetoric, and textuality. As
a central figure of the so-called “Yale School” of criticism, Miller played a pivotal
role in introducing and advancing deconstructive approaches in literary scholarship.
Interviewer: Ning Yizhong, Professor of English at Beijing Language and Culture
University, currently professor of English at South China Business College,
Guangdong University of International Studies, China. He did postdoc research
under the supervision of Professor J. Hillis Miller at the University of California at
Irvine, during which he interviewed Hillis Miller on a wide range of topics.
Correspondent Author: Lan Xiujuan, Associate professor, School of International
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Studies, Guangdong University of Technology. This interview is part of a research
project funded by the Chinese Ministry of Education for the Humanities and Social
Sciences [N0.22YJC752006] and Guangdong Provincial Social Science Foundation
[No.GD22YWWO03].

1. On “The Deconstructive Angel”and “The Critic as Host”

Ning: M. H. Abrams published a paper titled “The Deconstructive Angel”
carried in Critical Inquiry, to refer to the “deconstructionists. I was wondering how
his naming is grounded and how is it accepted.

Miller: Well, it’s a joke. It’s a play on a much more idiomatic English,
which would be “Destroying Angel.” I thought Abrams would have made up
the “deconstructive angel.” It’s a subtle joke because many of those “Destroying
Angels” are very ambiguous. On one hand it might refer to the divine emissary sent
by God, and the “Destroying angel” is sent to do something destructive, to take
revenge on somebody bad, so those are “Destroying Angels.” It would be divine,
but also angels are the materially impalpable, conceptual into pretty far away from
the physical world, so to speak. Being “Deconstructive Angel” would describe
the work of the deconstruction as abstract and impalpable like angels. Also, it has
angelic power, that is to say, the supernatural power, that is, having a power, which
is ambiguously good because it is being deconstructive.

Ning: Adams named it so as to indicate the tow-sidedness of deconstruction,
the good and the bad at the same time. .

Miller: Exactly. “Destroying Angel” also has to do with a kind of extremely
poisonous mushroom. I remember that there is a family of a really poisonous
mushrooms that are common in the United States people call “Destroying
Angel.”they grow up about this high and you can tell them. They look very edible,
and fairly known for their color. If you see one of those, and eat even a little piece
of these mushrooms, you will die, so that’s what we call the “Destroying Angel.” It
looks beautiful. So you see Adams’ way of going from the “Destroying Angel” to
the “Deconstructive Angel.”

Ning: In the “Manifesto of Deconstruction,” Deconstruction and Criticism, you
have a wonderful article titled “Critic as Host,” in which you explored the complex
relationship between critical interpretation and the texts they analyze. You began

by questioning the nature of citation and its impact on the host text, suggesting that
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critical readings, especially deconstructive ones, can be seen as parasitic. You argued
that both the “obvious” reading and the deconstructive reading were intertwined,
forming a triangular relationship rather than a simple binary opposition. You used
the metaphor of the “host” and “parasite” to illustrate how each reading feeds off the
other, creating a dynamic of mutual dependence and conflict. You further extended
this metaphor to the broader context of literary tradition, where each text is both a
host and a parasite to its predecessors and successors. Through examining Shelley’s
“The Triumph of Life,” you suggested that the act of criticism itself is parasitic,
as it both relies on and transforms the texts it engages with, revealing the inherent
complexity and instability of literary interpretation. I heard that you and Professor
Adams had diferent views about the parasitical nature of criticism, and you two had
some detates.

Miller: Yes, as I remember, there was some kind of session of Modern
Language Association meeting in Chicago, in which Abrams, Wayne Booth
and I were in a panel. Both Wayne Booth and Abrams are old friends of mine.
Nevertheless, they had strongly negative things to say about deconstruction.
Before that, I challenged Abrams by writing a negative review of a great book
which is called Natural Supernaturalism'. You know Abrams has published a very
important book The Mirror and Lamp. He worked for many years on the second
book called Natural Supernaturalism. I wrote negative reviews for that book, and
I think correctly that Abrams has oversimplified the homogeneity and benignity of
Hegel, Plato, the
German tradition, and the English tradition. Abrams was also very general, because

the western tradition, It is essentially a reading of idealism

it represents a moment for this new kind of intellectual history. Deconstruction is,
among other things, a new kind of intellectual history.

What I was attracted to Abrams was a part of a panel session of MLA. Abrams
defended himself by pointing out that deconstructive reading of any author,
Wordsworth, Rousseau, Abrams, is parasitical on the normal reading. In other
words, it presupposes the normal reading, the reading by a person with any common
sense will make, namely. That’s the common sense for anybody who reads, and
then deconstructions comes along. And then conversely, and willfully it destroys
that reading by proposing another one. It presupposes that critics’ commonsensical
reading is parasitical. And I found that is an interesting term if you start thinking of
the word parasite, so I sort of start studying parasite and host’. Parasite originally

meant someone who are invited to your house, stays and eats the parasitical plant

1 Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature, 1971.

2 For more information about parasite and host, see “The Critic as Host” by Miller in 1977.
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and destroys the plants. Think about the word parasite, as one can see, the word
parasite was used to describe literary criticism.Then we should track the word,
right? So I had a wonderful writing and it was really fun. I’'m afraid probably
Abrams was unhappy when we seemed to be making fun of him. Abrams was a very
nice guy but he doesn’t have a big sense of humor.

2. On the Origin, Development and Influence of Deconstruction

Ning: Thank you for your explanation. Now I would like to ask a few
questions about the philosophical background of deconstruction. My first question
is about the philosophical basis and origins of deconstruction. The second concerns
the development of deconstruction in America, as well as the peak or “summit” of
its influence there. The third question is about the broader impact of deconstruction.
I understand that deconstruction is applied not only in literature, but also in fields
like art and archaeology. I’ve read some articles suggesting that there are even
deconstructive styles of architecture—these reflect the ideas of deconstruction—
so I believe it has had a strong influence across many disciplines. Finally, if time
permits, I’d like to ask about the specific strategies used to interpret literature
through a deconstructive lens.

Miller: Those are good questions. The first one has to do with the philosophical
basis or origin of deconstruction. If we take Derrida and Paul de Man as the
originators of deconstruction, we can compare their different approaches. Derrida’s
is the more widely recognized one, so you mentioned one, but it’s also helpful to
bring in the other. The obvious point is that both of them were European-trained,
though in different ways—Derrida in France and de Man in Belgium. So, the most
direct answer to your question would be to say that the origins of deconstruction lie
in European philosophy, particularly as interpreted within the French and German
traditions. Derrida was educated at the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris. Many
of the teachers there were deeply influenced by Hegel, and modern phenomenology
played a central role. At that time—just before, during, and after the Second World
War—Derrida and de Man were in school during what was known as the period of
French existentialism, associated with figures like Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty.

But the basic philosophical text that influenced generations of students
was Hegel’s Phenomenology, as interpreted in French translation by one of
Derrida’s teachers. In addition, Derrida’s early works focused on Husserl, another
major phenomenologist. You could say that de Man’s education was not strictly

philosophical, but he certainly would have read key philosophical texts. Among the
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philosophers who influenced both Derrida and de Man was Martin Heidegger. So,
deconstruction emerged from that philosophical background, but it also developed
alongside contemporary linguistic theories, particularly Saussure’s structural
linguistics, as well as new developments in structural anthropology, especially with
Claude Lévi-Strauss.

Derrida and de Man approached things quite differently. De Man’s training
was much more literary, while Derrida was trained in philosophy, though both were
shaped by early literary critics like Georges Poulet, and perhaps Auerbach or Shaw,
who were important to both in different ways. As for my own education, all of that
came later—it was not what we were taught in school. I had to learn these things
after I arrived at Johns Hopkins, where figures like Heidegger, Husserl, and Derrida
became more central to my studies.

That kind of development couldn’t have been predicted. I think what followed
from these influences—what thinkers like Derrida and de Man went on to do—
was not something foreseeable. If we focus on Derrida for a moment: it’s not easy
to explain. Though his early writing engages with Husserl, some of his major
books are about Hegel and include essays on Hegel and Heidegger. Officially, one
might say that Derrida read more of Heidegger than anyone else, but he was not a
Heideggerian. Deconstruction, rather, was a way of taking the tools of philosophical
thought and turning them against themselves—a process that could not have been
predicted. It took great originality. Why did Derrida do this? I have no idea. I don’t
think it can be explained causally. Some might argue it has something to do with his
identity—as a Jewish Algerian outsider coming into French intellectual culture—
and therefore perceiving things differently. But even that doesn’t explain everything.
In both Derrida’s and de Man’s cases, one must acknowledge a certain brilliance
and originality that defies easy explanation.

I think another unpredictable element is the originality or innovation—one
might even call it a decisive break, interruption, or rupture—with the tradition that
Derrida and de Man represent. At the same time, they continually turn against that
tradition to question it. How did they do that? How did they succeed in doing it?
I would say two things in response. First, there were other values and influences
that were important for both of them. One major figure is Rousseau, and it’s no
coincidence that Derrida and de Man knew each other’s work and were both deeply
engaged with Rousseau and saw him as a turning point in Western intellectual
history. Interestingly, they both independently focused on the same work by
Rousseau, Essay on the Origin of Languages'. They both found it interesting. The

1 Essay on the Origin of Languages, published 1781 (Essai sur l'origine des langues)
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other two key influences—again, independently for both thinkers—are Nietzsche
and Mallarmé. Both Derrida and de Man were serious readers of Nietzsche and
were inspired by his philosophy. Mallarmé, a very difficult French poet, also played
a crucial role in their intellectual development. These three figures—Rousseau,
Nietzsche, and Mallarmé—are very different. Rousseau was an 18th-century
revolutionary thinker, best known for his writings on education, politics, and the
social contract. Nietzsche, writing in aphoristic style, defied philosophical norms
with brilliant insights. Mallarmé, on the other hand, was a highly obscure symbolist
poet. For most ordinary readers—Iike you or me—it would be very difficult to read
Nietzsche, Mallarmé, or Rousseau and make the kind of interpretive leaps found in
Of Grammatology or de Man’s essays on Rousseau in Allegories of Reading.

What do they have that other people don’t have? My answer would be that
they were exceptionally gifted readers. That is to say, they had a kind of instinct as
readers of canonical, familiar, and important texts—an instinct for noticing what is
difficult or problematic in those works. Both de Man and Derrida had a remarkable
and unusual ability to detect these inconsistencies—for example, noticing what
was strange in Rousseau, or what was truly peculiar in Mallarmé. The same applies
to Pynchon or Husserl, for that matter. Take Derrida’s early work La Voix et le
Phénoméne (Voice and Phenomenon)', for instance. In it, he observes something in
Husserl’s thought—an inconsistency, a contradiction, an aporia. Therefore, it was
“un-Husserlian,” so to speak, is the part of Husserl that doesn’t fit Husserl. Derrida
wrote two early books on Husserl. The second was Edmund Husserl’s Origin of
Geometry’, and the third—Voice and Phenomenon (1967)—came a few years
earlier. But both books are already deconstructions of Husserl, in that they identify
that aspect of Husserl’s thought which doesn’t fit the general systematic account of
what Husserl said. In a way, you could say that the birth of deconstruction lies in
the ability to recognize those tensions within a major thinker’s work—tensions that
disrupt the otherwise coherent and rational narrative that one would expect to find
in intellectual history or a history of philosophy. You would say something like:
“Here’s what Husserl believed.” But Derrida and de Man noticed things that didn’t
quite fit this summary. And very often, those things had to do with language. Rather
than viewing these philosophers as constructing only conceptual systems, Derrida
and de Man noticed the oddness the way which those concepts were expressed—

1 Speech and Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs, or Voice and Phenome-
non: Introduction to the Problem of the Sign in Husserl’s Phenomenology. 1967.

2 Edmund Husserl, Origin of Geometry: An Introduction, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. Lincoln & Lon-
don: University of Nebraska Press, 1989.
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particularly in figures of speech that we used to express those concepts. So you
could say that deconstruction begins at that point—noticing the instability of

language in the most systematic thinkers.

Ning: I have several questions. The first major one is about the philosophical
basis of deconstruction. I also want to know the answer to my second big question:
how did deconstruction develop in America?

Miller: You know it is hysterical how it happened.

Ning: Well, I’'m curious about how deconstruction developed. It seems to have
spread widely—not only in America, but also in other countries. But I think the first
major place was America.

Miller: That’s certainly true. Deconstruction became a world power largely
through the United States, especially because translations of Derrida into English
were much more widely read around the world than the original French. In that
sense, Derrida became a world author through English, not French—simply
because more people globally read English than French. That would be especially
true in places like Japan, where probably more people read Derrida in the English
translation of Of Grammatology than in French. The same applies to other regions—
for example, India, where English, though Imperial Conquest, serves as a linking
language among people who speak different native languages, like Bengali and
Hindi.

Historically, it’s easy to say that Johns Hopkins University was very important
in the diffusion of so-called deconstruction in the U.S., partly because of the
famous 1966 conference, which marked Derrida’s first visit to the United States.
The conference, titled “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man,” was
hosted by Johns Hopkins and funded by the Ford Foundation.It brought together
scholars such as Jacques Derrida, René Girard, Lucien Goldmann, and many others
for several days of discussion. Derrida’s talk, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the
Discourse of the Human Sciences,” which was really an attack on Lévi-Strauss and
structuralist narratology. That was a time when we had to read Derrida in French,
because no English translations were available yet. In the United States, the ability
to read French was probably even less common than it is now, so Derrida’s work
was not easily accessible to most people. Paul de Man had not yet begun publishing
his major research and was not yet at Hopkins, but he arrived soon after and
delivered two influential lectures titled “The Rhetoric of Temporality.” These were

presented at Hopkins before being published, and they marked the first exposure
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many American readers had to English-language essays that strongly represented
that emerging way of thinking.

A short time later, there was another conference, after de Man had moved
to Yale, where he invited Derrida to participate—creating another key moment
in the spread of deconstruction. What followed was that Derrida began teaching
at Hopkins. Students listened eagerly to his lectures, and he soon began giving
talks at various institutions across the U.S. Around this time, his books also
began to be translated into English. One of the most important translations was
Of Grammatology, translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and published by
Johns Hopkins University Press. As Derrida’s books continued to be released, they
were translated fairly quickly, and by then both Derrida and de Man had moved to
Yale. Notably, Barbara Johnson, who translated Glas, was one of Derrida’s best
translators. He was fortunate to have translators who could render his work with
such clarity and precision. Thanks to these translations, so-called deconstruction—
as practiced by Derrida and de Man—became more widely available in English.
My own work also began moving in that direction, and we eventually established a
framework for deconstruction at Yale, which led to the publication of our book on
deconstruction'—a work that received a great deal of attention.

The real question is that it’s hard to explain why this mode of reading—
this way of interpreting Western culture—spread so widely. Why did it take hold
particularly in the United States? That is, why was it so quickly institutionalized?

One reason is that it proved effective for teaching writing. It was even effective
for people who were doing something else or reacting against deconstruction. Many
scholars today who would not describe themselves as deconstructionists—feminists,
queer theorists, cultural studies scholars, and so on—still rely on tools that would be
impossible without deconstruction. I don’t have a full answer to that. But one could
compare it with other Continental traditions that never gained the same traction. For
example, structuralism in the technical sense—like structural narratology—has been
of interest to some in the U.S., but if I told my colleagues I had become a structural
narratologist, they might think that it is a form of criticism which was very
influential on me or had strong influence on people. By contrast, phenomenology or
“criticism of consciousness” was more influential for some, including people like
myself, Geoffrey Hartman, or Richard Halliburton at Stanford, who sees himself as
a phenomenological critic more than I ever did. But again, phenomenology never
became deeply institutionalized in the U.S. So the question remains: Why did
deconstruction— represented by Derrida and de Man—become so intellectually

1 Deconstruction and Criticism, Continuum Intl Pub Group, 1995.
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powerful in the U.S.? I think the answer is complicated and ultimately speculative.

One explanation is that deconstruction shares a structural affinity with New
Criticism. For American scholars trained in New Critical methods in the 1960s
and 70s—approaches that emphasized close reading and textual analysis—
deconstruction felt familiar. Although it was philosophically radical, its pedagogical
method that’s based on close reading was continuous with what already existed.
That made it easier to adopt. A second reason, though harder to pinpoint, may lie
in something about the American temperament. While it’s hard to define exactly,
there’s a recognizable tradition of independent thinking, suspicion of authority,
and critical questioning in American intellectual life—even if, paradoxically,
there are also strong conservative and regressive forces. The United States is, in
its foundational ideology, a Protestant Christian country— despite the presence of
Catholics, Jews, Muslims, and others. This ideological background includes a deep
suspicion of idolatry, rooted in the Old Testament, and by extension, a suspicion
of fixed truths or absolute systems. In this sense, deconstruction’s skepticism—its
refusal to accept final meanings or ultimate truths—resonated with that Protestant
sensibility. That may explain part of why it was so successful in the U.S. From that
point of view, the radical dimension of cultural criticism today—its ideological
critique and its democratic, even revolutionary energy in literary studies—is
consistent with the political orientation of deconstruction.

It’s not an accident that both Derrida and de Man began their work with
Rousseau, the great 18th-century Enlightenment thinker who influenced both
the French and American Revolutions. Rousseau helped inspire what might be
called “initiatory” or foundational political events. He himself emerged from
Enlightenment ideals of reason and simplicity. Derrida and de Man, in different
ways, shared an early and deep common interest in Rousseau, and that was
partly how they became friends. Over time, Derrida engaged more and more
with 18th-century thought, which proved crucial. So while American scholars
may not have fully understood Kant or Rousseau, or may have misunderstood
them, the intellectual culture in the U.S. was, in a way, already prepared to
receive deconstruction—more so, perhaps, than other cultures that might seem
philosophically better prepared, like the French.

If there is a connection between pessimism and deconstruction, then that might
also help explain it. But ultimately, the best explanation I can offer is this: Derrida’s
work was rapidly translated and published, and it found an audience among younger
scholars. Those scholars became influential, and even if they were a minority, their

work wouldn’t have been impactful if it hadn’t been usable and adaptable for others.
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Ning: The education you each received—Derrida, de Man, and yourself—was
quite different, with different philosophical and social backgrounds. You also seem
to have different practical approaches and interpretations when reading literary texts.
While you’re all considered critics or deconstructionists, there are many differences.
So, what exactly is the definition of deconstruction?

Miller: Well, remember that people like Harold Bloom and Geoffrey Hartman
were often grouped under that title. But they would never have said, “We are
deconstructionists.” That book you’re referring to—probably Deconstruction and
Criticism—is about deconstruction and about criticism. Hartman and Bloom were
critics working in the same intellectual space, and in the introduction to that book,
Hartman takes a very cautious, even distanced position from radical deconstruction.
I, on the other hand, wouldn’t.

When asked to define deconstruction in three sentences, my response has
always been: I can’t. There is something that the five of us—Derrida, de Man,
Bloom, Hartman, and myself—do share, although it’s a little difficult to define
precisely. I certainly wouldn’t call it a strict definition of deconstruction, but it
could be described as a shared approach or spirit that brought our work together.
It’s hard to find a name for it that isn’t misleading, but I would describe it as a kind
of intellectual joy or pleasure in the act of interpreting texts. For me, it always felt
like a great adventure—you discover the most unexpected and wonderful things
in poems and novels. It’s exciting to write about those things, and even more so to
teach students how to see them. That’s something all five of us had in common.

Even though what Bloom was doing is very different from what Derrida
or I was doing, and there are also important differences between Derrida and de
Man, we all shared that tremendous excitement in the process of deep reading and
discovery. You read a powerful literary work and feel like you’ve found something
no one else has ever noticed before—and then you write about it or teach it with a
kind of energy that’s hard to describe. Bloom’s teaching, for example, much like
Derrida’s and de Man’s, embodied what I call intellectual joy. It was infectious,
and catching. Derrida could make a text sound so interesting—take for example
his interpretation of the episode of the Bible, “the sacrifice of Isaac Abraham”—he
made it exciting, made you want to go back and read it again with close attention
to the actual language. Because for us, the power lies not in abstract ideas or
traditional interpretations, but in the words themselves, in their texture and sound.
That feeling—the deep, almost magical experience of language—is something we

all shared: Derrida, Bloom, de Man, and myself. It’s what gave our teaching and



Deconstruction, Literary Criticism, and American Academia / Ning Yizhong & J. Hillis Miller | 221

writing its energy. But to be clear: that’s not the formal definition of deconstruction.

It doesn’t explain the theoretical distinctions, like those between Derrida and

Bloom. Still, what I can say with certainty is that de Man’s teaching was like that

too—thrilling and full of surprises. It wasn’t just intellectually stimulating; it was

joyful. And that’s my best answer to your question.

Ning: That was the second moment when people tried to define deconstruction.

I read a book by a Chinese scholar, Sheng Ning ( %% ). I’'m not sure whether he

fully grasps the key elements of deconstruction, but his understanding is that the

first deconstructionist scholars are those who attempt to trace language back to its

very root. That’s his interpretation. I also recall a word used by Professor Murray

Krieger in The Institution of Theory. The term he used to describe their approach

might be intellectualism.

Miller: That’s true in a certain way. All of these thinkers have what you might

call an instinct for genealogy—that is, the sense that behind every text, or even

behind every use of a single word, lies the entire history of that word’s use. You can

clearly see this in Derrida’s teaching. Derrida’s teaching is very scrupulous and he

often talks about the nuances of this word. He explored how German differs from

French, and how those differences impact translation—especially in the context of

religious texts like the Bible. For example, using the King James Version in English

compared to a French translation can reveal very different implications. De Man

did similar work. At the same time, I would add that all of these critics were aware

of the importance of philology—of a kind of archaeology of language. In their own

ways, both Derrida and de Man were responding to Heidegger’s idea that there’s

some kind of magic, aboriginal power in certain German words that goes back to

the Indo-European root, and that there is an unbroken line of meaning stretching

through time.

But there’s also a suspicion on Derrida’s part—shared by de Man—toward

etymological essentialism, the idea that the original meaning of a word is somehow

closer to truth or remains embedded in it. Derrida and de Man both seek to

demystify this notion. Nevertheless, the history of a word is the history of those uses

varied from one time to another, and nothing prevents a word from being used in a

completely new context, even one that is discontinuous with its previous context.

But at the same time, even in this discontinuity, you cannot completely forget the

earlier meanings.

Ning: In your conversations with Derrida over lunch, did you ever disagree on
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the translatability of certain philosophical concepts? Could you share an example
where your views on the limits of language or translation diverged?

Miller: Languages differ in how deeply they engage with meaning—some
are more rational or superficial than others. For example, the Greek word logos is
commonly translated into Latin as “verbum” (word), which, according to Heidegger,
is an oversimplification. In Greek, logos carries much richer meanings, such as
gathering, fire, essence, and reason, but these are lost in the Latin translation.
Heidegger believed that these deeper layers were flattened by Latin and that the
German language, in contrast, retained more of the original philosophical richness.
So, in Heidegger’s view, Greek could be deeply thought, but not easily written in
Latin. German, he believed, allowed for similar depth of thinking. French, however,
derived more directly from Latin, was seen by him as a more superficial language
in terms of its philosophical potential. There’s no doubt that certain philosophical
concepts are more readily expressed in German than in French. But from that
observation arises a dangerous kind of Germanophilic nationalism—as seen in
Heidegger’s own involvement with National Socialism, which was just one of the
ideological errors that lies behind them. It’s not just that Heidegger was “temporarily
a Nazi”; rather, some of the nationalistic elements in his philosophy seem embedded
in his thought itself, which ties back to longer intellectual traditions in Germany,
especially early 19th-century German Idealism.

I don’t believe you must be from a particular country to think philosophically.
Anyone, anywhere, can do philosophy. But Heidegger sometimes implied that to
do it properly, one had to do it in German—a dangerous and exclusionary idea. |
don’t think that view is shared by Derrida or Paul de Man. In fact, many of us are
fascinated by the difficulty of translating philosophical ideas from one language
to another. For instance, just today over lunch, Derrida and I were discussing the
subtle differences between the English word “stupid” or “stupidity” and the French
word “stupide.” While they appear to be exact cognates, Derrida pointed out that
their connotations differ slightly. To be “stupide” in French is not quite the same
as “being stupid” in English—and I think he’s right. These nuances show how
misleading apparent equivalence can be, and they illustrate the deep idiosyncrasy or
idiomatic quality, or specificity of each language. In fact, this highlights a broader
point: no two languages say exactly the same thing. This is a fundamental reason
why translation is always imperfect, and why comparative literature, as a discipline,
is a disappointment. It’s a rich but frustrating practice, because meaning is always
shifting across linguistic boundaries, which is a real center of this problem in

translation.
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Ning: This brings us to the topic of deconstructive strategies. I’d like to
save that question for another time, as it’s quite important. But for now, I have a
few smaller questions. I heard that you have dinner with Professor Derrida every
Tuesday to discuss ideas?

Miller: Lunch usually. We have a habit of having lunch this year once a week
usually on Tuesdays, where we used to have lunch there once a week with Paul de
Man.

Ning: Was Geoffrey Hartman also in the English Department during that time?

Miller: Yes, they both were. Hartman is retired now, but during his time at
Yale he was Professor of English and also held a joint appointment in Comparative
Literature, which was a separate department. Like myself, he was a full member of
both.

When I first came to Yale in 1972, Hartman was a member of the English
Department. But by around 1976 or 1977, he got a battle with people in the
English department. He negotiated a way to step outside of it—not by moving to
another department per se, but by being almost a professor of humanistic study or
something, not in any department. As for Paul de Man, he was a member of the
French Department, not English. He also held a role in Comparative Literature
before his passing. For a time, he even served as Chair of the French Department,

and later became Chair of the Comparative Literature Department.

Ning: I imagine that during those years, you must have had many opportunities
to talk with them. I wonder if those conversations still resonate with you today.

Miller: That’s a bit of a misunderstanding. After 1977 or 1978, 1 was no longer
in the English Department in the same sense. But Paul de Man always was.

There was a woman named Julie Ellison. She worked on Romantic poetry,
which is why she was called Professor of Romanticism. And interestingly, Derrida,
when he was here, was also called Professor of Romanticism, though of course that
wasn’t officially the case. Derrida didn’t formally belong to any department. His
position was appointed directly by the university president. The same was true for
Harold Bloom.

Ning: [’ve read quite a bit of your work, and I was thinking—perhaps your
literary career could be divided into three phases. I’'m not sure if that’s entirely

accurate, but maybe: first, a New Criticism phase; then a consciousness or
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phenomenological phase; and then a deconstruction phase—and possibly a phase
beyond that. It seems your books and essays reflect those transitions.

Miller: That’s more or less correct, and it does follow the chronology of my
publications. By the time I published my first book on Dickens', I was already
moving into phenomenological criticism. Of course, there are a few very early
essays, like one on D.H. Lawrence that I published in The Harvard Advocate back in
1952. But even my first serious academic essay, “The Creation of the Self in Gerard
Manley Hopkins,””” written when I was at Hopkins in 1955, was heavily influenced
by George Poulet and other phenomenologists. My book on Thomas Hardy’ marks a
kind of transitional phase—a bridge between phenomenology and what would soon
be known as deconstruction. That Hardy book still carries traces of phenomenology,
but also anticipates the methods and questions of deconstruction.

Everything I wrote after the Hardy book falls under what might broadly be
called the deconstruction phase. In fact, when Yale hired me, they assumed they
were getting a critic of consciousness. But what they got instead was someone who
had begun doing deconstructive criticism. That’s the story. The only real exception,
perhaps the only work that could be categorized under New Criticism, would be my
Ph.D. dissertation. It’s still there, boxed away somewhere. Would you like to read it?

Ning: Yes, sure. Dickens’ World?

Miller: That’s right, Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels. It was
published in 1958. That book is based on my dissertation, though it’s important to
note that the dissertation itself was strongly influenced by Kenneth Burke. If you
wanted to categorize it as a kind of New Criticism, this book is quite different from
later works, such as those influenced by Allen Tate. Most of my major writing at
that point had been completed before I began reading George Poulet and developing
what later became known as criticism of consciousness.

Ning: So this book came directly from your dissertation?

Miller: Yes. After finishing graduate school, I spent a year teaching at Williams
College. During that time, I started changing quite a bit and began reading thinkers
like Jean-Paul Sartre. By the time I began revising the dissertation the following
year, when I had moved to Johns Hopkins, I was no longer quite the same. In fact,

1 Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels. New York: Columbia University Press, 1958.

2 “The Creation of the Self in Gerard Manley Hopkins.” ELH, vol. 22, no. 4, 1955, pp. 293-319.
JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/2871890.

3 Thomas Hardy: Distance and Desire. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970.
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I discovered, almost by accident, that I couldn’t just revise the dissertation; I had to
rethink it entirely. This was during the summer of 1953, I believe. So when the book
was finally published, it had become something very different. While the topic was
still Dickens, the approach had changed significantly. The published version bears
very little resemblance to the original dissertation.

Ning: So would you say this book was a kind of transitional work?

Miller: Well, yes. It’s still structured around a series of individual chapters,
each focused on a specific Dickens novel, very much in line with traditional
literary criticism. This is not what Poulet did. Poulet wrote more synthetic essays,
where the unit of analysis was the author’s entire body of work in relation to his
personal consciousness. For example, my ELH (the journal of English Literary
History) article, “The Creation of the Self in Gerard Manley Hopkins,” published
in 1955 during my time at Hopkins, is much more of a Pouletian essay. It draws
citations and quotations from a wide range of sources to build a portrait of authorial
consciousness. By contrast, the Dickens book still focuses on individual novels, but
its underlying aim is already shifting. Nevertheless, its target is the consciousness
of Dickens that is manifested in those novels, so you’re absolutely right, the book
represents an uneasy combination of the critical commitment to the organic unity of
individual works.

On the other hand, phenomenological criticism of consciousness breaks down
the idea of textual unity and replaces it with something else: a personal and inward
community of consciousness. This approach focuses on the distinctive interiority
of the author, and Hopkins becomes a particularly powerful case for this kind of
reading. That’s one of the reasons I was drawn to Hopkins. I tried to say something
about this in my early work, and I even conducted a seminar here partly because
of a remarkable passage in Hopkins’s religious writings. In that passage, he speaks
about the absolute uniqueness, singularity, and definiteness of what he calls “the
taste of myself.” He says that this taste is unlike anything else, not like anybody
else, not like everything else, nothing, nothing at all. He writes that when he tastes
himself, it is more distinct than even the taste of ale or alum, ale meaning beer, and
alum being a kind of sharp, bitter powder sometimes used as a medicine or fertilizer.
That metaphor, this sharp, unrepeatable taste, fascinates me. It asserts the idea that
each person is utterly unique, and we can’t really imagine what it would be like to
be somebody else.

That idea, the radical uniqueness of every individual, is a kind of basic premise

of Poulet’s work, and it resonates with a Proustian sense of interiority. There is an
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active self-consciousness for each author, and that self-consciousness is different for
each author. The goal of criticism is to reconstruct that inward uniqueness, a value
that cannot be fully explained away by external frameworks like ideology, class,
gender, race, or any other sociological factor. This kind of lingering commitment
to individual interiority is part of the reason why I resist so-called cultural studies
today. Cultural studies often seeks to explain an author’s work by returning to
an interest in context—by saying things like: “Well, of course he wrote that way,
because he was a male, from this class, in this country, during that historical
moment.” But Poulet, and I would agree, would say: you should know all those
contextual facts, but they are not fully explanatory. They do not fully explain
Baudelaire, Hegel, Proust, or Rousseau.

That’s why I remained interested in Gerard Manley Hopkins, because he is
clearly someone who asserts his own uniqueness in a way that directly illustrates
Poulet’s ideas. My essay “The Creation of a Self” was really about that. It’s not
built around new critical readings of particular poems. Instead, it draws from across
Hopkins’s writings, his letters, journals, and poems, in an effort to synthesize a
unified portrait of his inward consciousness.

I never thought of the change that occurred after I began reading Derrida,
Paul de Man and others as a complete break. Rather, it was a return to my original
fascination with literary language. It is kind of my deconstruction, and a kind of
New Critical deconstruction, a label others have used, and one I don’t deny. In
that case, that doesn’t gave up the category of self-consciousness, which remains
central. And it’s not as the basic explanation anymore, but it still provides a general
direction for my work. We should remember that I am still engaged in close
readings of individual texts. For example, there’s a whole series of essays, including
quite recent ones on Hardy’s poetry, which are readings of individual poems.

Ning: Will they be published soon?
Miller: Not yet. They haven’t been published. If you look at my list of works,
you’ll see them. I would like them to be published soon, but the process takes time.

Ning: So they’re readings of Hardy’s poems?

Miller: Yes, readings of specific poems. I still do individual readings, not
of collected works, but of single poems, which shows that I retain a kind of New
Critical instinct for the integrity of individual works. To some extent, this goes
against the idea that the consciousness of the critic should serve as the main

unifying force. My book on Hardy, for example, is an uneasy attempt to do both:
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it presents a dialectical trajectory across Hardy’s works, while also preserving the
integrity of individual readings. It brings together quotations from both the poetry
and the novels, and is based on a complete reading of all of Hardy’s poetry and
fiction. This is also true of The Disappearance of God', which is built on extensive
reading of each author’s work and takes quotations.

Ning: The question of unity is not necessarily a matter of comparability.

Miller: That’s right. I take that from my good friends from college, and from
Derrida’s so-called deconstruction, and Paul de Man. They gave many seminars,
lectures, and wrote essays that were essentially close readings of individual works.
Derrida would often organize an entire seminar around reading an episode from
the Bible or poems. Paul de Man, similarly, would write about Nietzsche, or
Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past’, or Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Heloise’.
The difference is particularly evident in de Man’s work. That’s one point where 1
feel some affinity. In my book Black Holes (1999), for instance, I follow a similar
approach. De Man’s essay on Julie doesn’t trace the entire trajectory of Rousseau’s
novel, but focuses on a particularly striking episode. It’s the same with Derrida.
He doesn’t write an essay on Kafka’s The Trial as a whole. Instead, he zooms in
on the parable “before the law,” offering a deep reading of just that part. That’s a
hallmark of deconstruction: the method of concentrated reading, or procedure of
reading, or strategy of reading. It is so great that we get a huge amount out of the
very small piece of the text. This method involves a kind of rejection of the idea
of unity. Instead of analyzing the entire work, say, all of The Trial or Rousseau’s
Confessions', Derrida or de Man selects a fragment and shows that the implications
within that one part are so rich that there’s no need to reduce it to a function of the
whole. If you tried to write about the whole work, you’d end up with a thousand

pages.

Ning: So this kind of close, fragment-focused reading is one of the prominent
features of deconstruction? These short passages seem to carry a reactive power that
grabs our attention.

Miller: Exactly. It catches your attention. You feel compelled to say something
about them, but they always seem to offer more. It’s hard to put them into a box,

1 The Disappearance of God: Five Nineteenth Century Writers. Cambridge: University of Illinois
Press, 1963.

2 Ala Recherche de Temps Perdu.

3 Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise, 1761.

4 Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Les Confessions), 1770, published 1782.
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because their implications keep expanding.

Ning: How would you compare the Geneva School’s approach to
phenomenology in literary criticism with the more directly Husserlian-influenced
criticism emerging in the U.S. during the same period?

Miller: The phenomenology of that group is what is commonly referred to as
the Geneva School. I should mention Jean Starobinski, as well as Jean Rousset, both
of whom were based in Geneva. One could say that they did not spend a significant
amount of time reading phenomenology in the strict sense of Husserl. Whereas in
the United States, at about the same time or a little later, there developed a form
of literary criticism, practiced, for example, by Richard at Stanford and others,
which was directly influenced by Husserl. These critics were serious readers of
phenomenology.

In the case of Georges Poulet, one wouldn’t say that he read Husserl deeply.
Poulet was slightly younger than Marcel Raymond and Albert Béguin, and he
learned tremendously from them. But I believe the true source of this school of
thought was a certain kind of French or Swiss tradition that we might (though the
term is misleading) call “spiritual.” That is to say, it had a certain religious tone,
both Raymond and Béguin were profoundly religious. Their readings of Rousseau
and the German Romantics reflected that interest. Poulet didn’t study consciousness,
he was interested in states of consciousness rooted in religious and meditative
traditions. Both Raymond and Béguin, for instance, began with an introspective
approach grounded in Christianity, where there was a deep concern with meditation,
states of consciousness, and earnest concern of what’s going on inside. Poulet
was fascinated by minor 17th-century French theologians, not just Pascal, but a
wide range of lesser-known thinkers from the same period and from the decades
following Rousseau, who remained a key figure for them. There were people who
were aphoristic writers around the time of the French Revolution. Another influence
on Poulet came from German aesthetic theorists.

Poulet also belonged to a modern French tradition that began with Proust
and included earlier figures who preceded the Geneva School, such as Jean de
Bosschére, Ramon Fernandez, and later Maurice Blanchot. I first heard about
these writers from Poulet and began reading them. So Poulet’s exploration of the
origins of states of consciousness looked back to figures like Proust, Bosschére, and
Fernandez, rather than to Husserl, which the label “phenomenology” might lead you
to think. Although I don’t recall Poulet saying much about Heidegger and Husserl,
I was reading Heidegger myself, not because of Poulet’s influence, but because 1
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think Heidegger is important.

In any case, my own project became an attempt to ask: could one do something

similar with English literature? Could you apply this phenomenological approach to

Dickens, for example? And if so, how?

That led me to develop this line of inquiry in my own classes. Charles

Dickens: The World of His Novels was the first major product of that effort. In fact,
both The Disappearance of God and The Poets of Reality came out of this broader

intellectual trajectory. Those two later books are much more like what Poulet did in

the full sense. The Dickens book is a serious study focused on individual novels. It

attempts to do both: to pay attention to language while maintaining a critical respect

for the form of each individual work. That’s something Poulet never did. He didn’t

write, for instance, a chapter specifically on Great Expectations or on Our Mutual

Friend. But in my book, the chapters are organized in such a way that all the novels

appear connected as part of one overarching vision.

The second and third books I wrote—The Disappearance of God and The Poets

of Reality are more like Poulet’s essays. Each chapter, however awkwardly, borrows

from his method: taking quotations from across an author’s work and building a

kind of dialectical progression. That is, they construct a timeless structure, as both

Rousset and Poulet tried to do. There is no real difference between the ends, because

consciousness remains the same from one end to the other. Poulet was fascinated by

time, temporality, and how an author’s work might be read as if it were atemporal.

In this view, time becomes a closure, and the writer essentially says the same thing

in every work, just in different ways.

I remember once when Poulet was writing something about Hawthorne, the

American writer, for the concept of time in Hawthorne. When he came back after
one weekend, he said to me, “I found it, I found it.” And I asked, “What did you
find?” He explained that he had discovered a kind of dialectical arrangement of

motifs or themes in Hawthorne, and that these had to be logically connected in order

to trace a progression. There was one missing element, a gap in the pattern, which

he had hypothesized must exist to complete the structure. And that weekend, he

found the passage that filled the gap and proved that his intuition of this was right.

That was a great chance for him, because he saw the act of criticism.

Ning: You mentioned that reading Derrida inspired a shift in your focus from

consciousness to language. How did Derrida’s work specifically challenge or

reshape your earlier views influenced by Poulet?

Miller: As you know, for a critic, there is often a sense of identification
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between the critic’s mind and the author’s mind. The pleasure in literary study and
writing about literature comes from the sense, not imagined, but somehow real,
that you might succeed, however imperfectly, in becoming another consciousness
through reading. That is what happens when you read: it may be only hypothetical
or imaginative, or only partial, but in some meaningful way, you become the author.
You learn what it feels like to be that author. I haven’t always done that.

Some said there must be a certain idea or motif to guide a reading. That idea
that a reader could trace a writer’s inner logic seemed like a wonderful goal to me
at the time. But now, [ would say no. I’'m more skeptical than I used to be about
whether we can ever truly identify ourselves with another person or fully enter
another’s consciousness. On the other hand, I believe Poulet was onto something.
When you read Proust as if you were Proust for a while, you begin to think a bit like
Proust, or feel the emotional atmosphere of that language. Poulet was an excellent
reader of Proust. He saw Proust as a forerunner of his kind of criticism, especially in
Proust’s preface to the Bible translation. Poulet suggested that when reading a given
work by an author, the reader should have a total memory of everything that author
has written, so that every passage echoes with others across the whole body of
work. This breaks down the form of the individual work and leads instead to essays
that draw quotations from everywhere, an image of internal distance, as though
everything the author ever wrote existed in one vast interior space. The essays
Poulet wrote would then trace a trajectory through that space.

The transitional book, from this Poulet-inspired criticism to a different kind of
criticism, was my book on Thomas Hardy. That book represented a return to writing
about individual works, each with its own emotional form, and it raised questions
about Poulet’s notion of unified authorial consciousness. You could say that it marks
a shift from using “consciousness” as the primary category of literary criticism, back
to “language” as the central category. You can see that in New Criticism, in Burke
and Empson, for example, but for me, it was really inspired by reading Derrida.

I would like to talk about the shift from Poulet to Derrida during my time
at Hopkins. I was at Johns Hopkins with my wife, as I mentioned, from 1953 to
1972. During that period, I published the Harvard books that allowed my thinking
to develop. Both of us were also involved with the Modern Language Association.
It was at Hopkins where I served the Academic Council, which is elected by
professors.

Reading Poulet was one of the ways I learned to do literary criticism. What
I learned from him was not simply how to interpret a single work, but how to

begin with the idea of a continuous community consciousness, that could serve
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as a theoretical basis for considering the entire body of an author’s work. I think
that hypothesis is that certain elements remain the same across an author’s works.
Poulet’s essays also offered me a way of organizing the material one gathers from
reading an author’s different works. His approach was quasi-dialectical. I say
“quasi” because it wasn’t dialectical in the strict sense of criticism and antithesis of
synthesis, but rather a matter of identifying recurring features in a given author’s
writing. It might be thematic, formal, or figurative features.

The presumption in this approach is that when something shows up repeatedly
in an author like Dickens or Hardy, it matters. Now, that’s an important assumption,
because you could just as well argue that something which happens only once is
more important. But Poulet’s method values repetition and recurrence. For example,
if you’re reading Hardy, you might notice that there are numerous passages where
someone inside a house is speaking to someone outside through a window. That’s
interesting. It suggests that the imagination is working in terms of a situation in
which there’s somebody inside and somebody outside. So you begin to collect those
instances and identify them as recurring features. The presupposition is that it has
to happen more than once to be important. That is to say, all these assumptions are
very problematic, just as the assumption that consciousness remains unique in a
given person.

What do you do with this material? You gather it as you read, perhaps by
indexing recurring situations or figurative patterns. Every time you come upon
another episode involving the inside-outside window motif in Hardy’s twenty
volumes, you examine its special features, some of which may be dramatic, others
more subtle and figurative, like an unusual frequency of personification. Once
you’ve identified six, eight, or ten such patterns, you begin to work with them.
That’s what I learned to do. When you come to the actual work of writing an essay,
I often begin with this material, often from notes or an index. That’s how I wrote my
book on fictional repetitions.

What Poulet did for me was to offer a method for handling literary material,
namely, to set up what looks like a logical, inevitable, dialectical sequence, in which
one element is taken as a kind of beginning or presupposition of a starting point,
and the others are arranged in a structure that makes them seem to flow naturally
from one to another, either by contrast, antithesis, or a sort of causal relationship:
this leads to that, which leads to the next. This process forms a quasi-dialectical
sequence. It often doesn’t involve an opposition but instead fills in a “missing
opposition” through the arrangement of ideas. This method leads automatically to a

final stage, a kind of culminating stage, which you may call a kind of endpoint. The
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idea is that by the time you reach that conclusion, it feels necessary and justified;
you couldn’t have arrived there without having passed through the earlier stages.
Each earlier step becomes necessary to make the final point clear or possible. The
final point is kind of leisure, exposure, climax or something. It’s a dramatic way
of organizing materials that doesn’t necessarily follow the sequence of the literary
work itself. It might begin in the middle, abstract ideas, and rearrange them into
thematic or structural categories. I found this technique in Poulet’s essays to be
effective. My own attempt was to see if I could apply that approach to my own
work.

It seemed especially appropriate in my book on Dickens, which is a series of
essays on individual novels. While the chapters in that book focus on individual
works, they were organized according to this dialectical model, but they still obey
that new critical respect for the integrity of the work.

I still believe this is a productive approach—to trace thematic development
and internal shifts in such a way that they reveal deep structural or psychological
patterns. That’s the method I aimed to apply in my critical work: a technique I
learned largely from Poulet. I tried to adapt it to my own critical procedures and

make it a consistent method of interpretation.

Ning: In 1986, you were elected as the President of the MLA (Modern
Language Association). That was a very influential event in the American literary
circle, and The Los Angeles Times, along with many other newspapers and
magazines, reported it. Is there any story behind it?

Miller: Yes, many newspapers did report it, but the actual moment of the
election took place three years earlier. That’s because of the way the election process
works in the Modern Language Association, which has roughly 25,000 to 30,000
members. The Modern Language Association of America includes anyone who
teaches English, French, German, Russian, Italian, Spanish, Chinese, or Japanese,
but not Latin or Greek. “Modern languages™ here refers to the vernaculars, and
anyone who teaches them in the United States can be a member. This is the standard
professional organization for college and university language and literature scholars.
The election process begins with a nominating committee of three people who
select nominees. You are first elected as Second Vice President. Then, you serve
successively as First Vice President and then President. So by the time I officially
became President in 1986, I had already served two years as an officer, first as
Second Vice President, then as First Vice President. Once you’re elected Second

Vice President, it is automatic that you’ll move up through the ranks the following



Deconstruction, Literary Criticism, and American Academia / Ning Yizhong & J. Hillis Miller | 233

two years. Every year, someone new is elected as Second Vice President, and they
then proceed up the chain. So there are always three officers: the Second VP, the
First VP, and the current President. There is also a group called the elected council.

It’s part of what is called the Elective Council or something like that, which
includes elected representatives. These positions are filled through mail-in ballots
sent to anyone who wishes to vote. Of course, not all 25,000 members actually
vote, many fewer people return their ballots, and not everyone takes it seriously. I
had already served on the Elective Council while I was still at Hopkins, which gave
me a certain degree of familiarity with how things worked. I also served on various
other committees for the MLA. When I was elected, I have to be honest. I think
it happened partly due to what the French might call coup de chance—a stroke of
luck. The nominating committee put forward three men, and the other two, besides
me, were much more conservative, old-fashioned scholars. They were highly
respectable and distinguished. Now, I don’t know what was going through the minds
of the nominating committee exactly. But I do know that one of the members of the
committee was a friend of mine, someone I knew, a professor at USC (University of
Southern California). You could have anticipated that I was going to win once I was
nominated. The nominating committee may have set things up in such a way that
my election was quite likely. That was the case. You still need a majority of votes to
win. If no candidate gets a majority, there’s usually a runoff election through another
round of mail ballots. But in my case, I received more than 51% of the vote, so no
runoff was needed.

Now, I don’t mean to downplay the honor of being elected. It was a great
honor. But part of what made it possible was that the field of candidates wasn’t
particularly broad. There were no women on the ballot, so all the women members
of the MLA had to choose among three men. And if you were someone who
supported forward-looking ideas or literary theory/criticism, that likely tipped the

balance in my favor.

Ning: Did you read any reports about that last election? I heard it had a great
impact on the literary circle.

Miller: Yes, I wasn’t entirely aware at the time, but I did give a speech at the
MLA that they requested. I saw it as an opportunity to say what I truly thought.
Typically, MLA presidents give polite, reassuring speeches filled with generalities
about how great literary studies are. But I felt this was a rare chance to speak
honestly about how I saw things and to point toward the future of the profession,

especially for young scholars. I wanted to talk about the radical changes taking
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place, such as the changes in cultural studies. What I said may have surprised some
people, and I’m sure it upset others who opposed such changes.

Ning: So the presidency is a four-year term?

Miller: Not quite. The full cycle lasts three years: one year as second vice
president, one year as first vice president, and one year as president. So I serve as
president only for a single year.

Ning: I heard that a Chinese scholar—Zhao Yuanren, I believe once served
as president of the MLA. I’m not sure exactly when, but it was seen as a source of
great pride.

Miller: Yes, that may be. Serving in that position also involves a great deal
of work. For those three years, | was deeply involved in the operations of the
MLA, which has a large annual budget and publishes PMLA (Publications of the
Modern Language Association of America). It requires your support during multi-
day meetings, where major decisions are made. I had already served in similar roles
before, but one of the most interesting and rewarding tasks I had was serving as one
of the editors of PMLA.

Ning: How do you see the relationship between institutional prestige, like that
of the Ivy League, and the development or dissemination of critical theory such as
deconstruction?

Miller: “Ivy League” is the name for a group of eight private universities in
the northeastern United States, especially the three most elite ones: Harvard, Yale,
and Princeton. Why are they called the Ivy League? I believe it’s because many of
the buildings, especially at Yale and Princeton, were built in a pseudo-Gothic style,
modeled after the medieval architecture of Cambridge and Oxford. When you go
into the campus of Yale or Princeton, it’s like going back in the Middle Ages. These
buildings were designed to look old and prestigious, with ivy plants growing on
the walls. By a kind of metonymy, the name of the plant that grew on these Gothic
buildings came to refer to the schools themselves--Ivy League. The so-called “Yale
Critics,” located within one of these Ivy League universities, is dispersing because
two of those original five people, both Derrida and I, were living outside that league
at one point.

Ning: I’m very interested in life at Yale. But first of all, I have another

question: Why is Bloom called a “General Professor of the Humanities”?
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Miller: The historical fact is that Bloom was originally a professor of English.
However, he later quarreled with some members of the English department.
The conflict arose because Bloom, although hired as a professor specializing
in Romantic literature, was directing dissertations on American literature. One
professor in particular, whose field was American literature, objected to this
and said, “This is not right! you’re poaching on my territory.” Bloom, who is an
aggressive and strong-willed person, became angry and responded, “Fine. I’ll never
direct another dissertation for the English department. I’m not going to be permitted
to direct dissertations whatever I want, because the principle was wrong. Because
a professor at Yale, a principle, your professor of English there, you could direct
dissertation than anything.” On the other hand, you can understand the concern. For
example, if I had suddenly started supervising dissertations on Beowulf or Chaucer,
areas taught by other colleagues, those faculty members would likely have felt
annoyed or undermined.

The difficulty in Bloom’s case was that, Bloom is a superb specialist in
American literature, even though he wasn’t hired for that, specially canonical
figures like Emily Dickinson and Wallace Stevens. His work in that area was widely
respected. Eventually, Bloom went to the president of Yale and said, “I want to leave
the English department.” At that time, I was the chair of the English department and
I said, “Well, it might be a good idea to allow it.” So Bloom was made a Professor
of the Humanities and assigned to a different department, separate from English.

Ning: So the English department belongs to humanities?

Miller: Sure. For all practical purposes, it does. But there is still a distinction.
Bloom continued to teach, and he gave graduate seminars and undergraduate
seminars, and he taught brilliantly. He used classrooms and spaces associated with
the English Department to do so. In other words, he succeeded in getting out of the
hard and often tedious service work required of English Department faculty, while
still doing the parts he enjoyed, mainly teaching. Actually, he directed a fair number
of dissertations informally. I know this because I served as the shadow director for
several of those dissertations, good ones. Bloom was the one truly guiding the work,
even though his name wasn’t formally attached, including one on Emerson.

Ning: Thank you, and my last question would be your perspective on the study
of national literature evolved over time, especially regarding the role of English
literature in American academic culture?

Miller: If you want to study literature, and if you’re interested in poetry,
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novels, and plays in the United States, at least until fairly recently, the most obvious,
easiest, and almost inevitable way to do it was to study English literature, to be an
English major. For example, that’s what I did at Harvard because I was interested
in literature. Most Americans don’t know French or German or any other foreign
language, so relatively few Americans choose to study French or German literature
simply because they don’t know the languages. What had not occurred to me as odd
at the time was that what you study isn’t American literature—not the literature of
your own country—but the literature of a foreign country. And that never struck me
as strange. But if you look over here on my shelf, you’ll see a whole lot of books
not about American literature, but about English literature, Dickens, Carlyle, George
Eliot, several volumes on Shakespeare, Sterne, Trollope, and so on. That’s been, at
least initially, my profession.

At Hopkins, you could be examined in American literature, and the same was
true at Yale, but it was maybe one-sixth of the total, just a small part. At Harvard it
was called the Department of English Language and Literature, but it really meant
British English. There was a separate department for American Studies. But that’s
strange, isn’t it? It never occurred to me how strange it is that the United States built
its cultural ethos and values, its national identity, insofar as those are embodied in
literature, not on its own literature, but on the literature of a foreign country. And
not just any country, but the one we defeated in the Revolutionary War over 200
years ago. We defeated them and then we went right on studying their literature.

It’s only fairly recently, in departments like this one, that we’ve seen more
emphasis on the history of criticism, theory, the development of Women’s Studies
and other interdisciplinary programs, and a strong growth in American Studies. I
borrow a word I don’t really like: the hegemony of English literature has begun to
weaken, and that’s probably a good sign.

On one hand, I regret the loss of an integrated, historical approach to studying
English literature. I think that’s largely disappeared in this country. On the other
hand, I understand why it’s happening. And I see the argument: Who really cares
about Beowulf in the United States, except in an antiquarian way? Beowulf,
Chaucer, Shakespeare, great as they are, masters of the language as they were, don’t
belong to us in the same way they belong to citizens of England. They’re foreign to
us in all kinds of ways.

That’s something I hadn’t thought much about before. So to be a specialist
in English literature as an American is really not all that different from being a
specialist in German, French, Italian, or Chinese literature, except that English

literature is written in the language we speak. But even then, the deeper cultural
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assumptions, about the self, about human relationships, are very different in the
U.S. from, say, those in Trollope’s world. I hugely admire Trollope. He helped me
understand British people to some degree. I like him because he’s different from
Americans, not because he’s like us.

Ning: Thank you very much for this interview.
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