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Wang Ning and China’s Perspective on World

Literature: An Introduction

Zou Li

Abstract: Wang Ning is one of the most important and influential scholars in
humanities studies in contemporary China. This special issue analyzes his world
literature studies in the context of the global debate about the notion of world
literature, aiming to explore Chinese critic’s contribution to the development of
this field. It consists of 10 articles and 1 commentary contributed by scholars from
institutions of different parts of the world, such as the United States, Belgium,
South Korea and China. It argues that the contributions of Wang Ning’s world
literature studies are as follows: 1) constructing Chinese literary critical discourse; 2)
securing the place of Chinese literature and scholarship in world literary academia;
3) deconstructing western-centrism in the world literature studies of current
international academia.

Keywords: Wang Ning; China; world literature; international academia

Author: Zou Li is Assistant professor at Shanghai Jiao Tong University
(Shanghai 20040, China). His research mainly focuses on comparative literature
and transcultural studies. His publication appeared in journals such as Journal of
Modern Literature and Comparative Literature Studies (Email: zouli@sjtu.edu.cn).
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Wang Ning is one of the most important and influential scholars in humanities
studies in contemporary China. Wang has held professorships in prestigious
Chinese institutions such as Peking University and Tsinghua University, and is now
working as Distinguished University Professor of Social Science and Humanities at
Shanghai Jiao Tong University. In previous decades, he made eminent contributions
to challenging Western-centric assumptions and knowledge production practices in
the present construction of world literary system and to worlding Chinese literature
and Chinese scholarship in international academia.

Wang has published an impressive number of articles in a wide range of
journals such as New Literary History, Modern Language Quarterly and Critical
Inquiry, and his theories for understanding the present global system of literary
exchange and consumption have been well recognized by his Western counterparts.
For instance, in 2011, he had an in-depth discussion about world literature with
another eminent scholar, David Damrosch, at the Fifth Sino-American Symposium
on Comparative Literature, which was published in the journal ARIEL: A Review
of International English Literature (2011). In this dialogue, Wang shared his
four world literature criteria: 1) whether a work has been translated into other
languages; 2) whether it has been included in “some authoritative anthologies of
world literature”; 3) whether it has reached a wide range of readers and become the
“inheritance of different generations of writers”; 4) whether it has been critically
responded to by critics of other countries or cultural contexts (177). Damrosch
admitted that while there was some difference between their views on world
literature, he did agree with the criteria Wang put forward, especially Wang’s views
on the role of literary anthology, translation and the quality of literary texts in the
formation of world literature system.

Due to Wang’s impressive contributions, dozens of institutions in countries
such as the United States, the UK and France have invited him to give lectures
about his views on comparative literature and world literature studies. For
example, in 2005, on the invitation of Gayatri C. Spivak, Wang gave a lecture on
post-colonialism and world literature at Columbia University. Three years later,
in 2008, Wang was invited by Homi Bhabha and Damrosch to give a lecture on
reconstructing Neo-Confucianism in a post-colonial context at Harvard University.
In the same year, Wang shared his perspective on comparative literature and
world literature studies at the Center for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and
Humanities at the University of Cambridge. In 2015, Wang was invited to lecture
at the National Humanities Center, United States, on Chinese literature as world

literature. At Sorbonne Université in France in 2015, Wang presented his views on
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cosmopolitanism to French scholars. In 2019, Wang gave a keynote speech at the
triennial conference of International Comparative Literature Association about his
visions of world poetics. In line with Wang’s eminent contribution to comparative
literature and comparative culture studies, the Academy of Latinity and Academia
Europaea elected him as a foreign member respectively in 2010 and in 2013. Wang’s
world literature scholarship enjoyed immense popularity in the Western countries.

Wang’s scholarly oeuvre of world literature studies, which leads to his wide
reputation at home and abroad, are inspiring and beneficial for our further research,
especially, in positioning Chinese experience in the development of world literary
tradition and examining the deficiency of the present structure of world literary
system, which constitute the main motivation for this special issue. Chinese
experience, specifically, Chinese literary writing and theoretical constructions,
played an important role in shaping the world literary tradition. In the introduction
of the special cluster Twentieth- and Twenty-First-Century Chinese Fiction in
the leading English literary journal Modern Fiction Studies, Wang, together with
Charles Ross, offers an extraordinary analysis of the role of Chinese fiction in
forming the notion of world literature and its map. Through reading the relations
between Eastern and Western literature, their analysis shows that Chinese fiction is
of great value to the development of the western literary tradition and has served as
a critical resource in inspiring the critical tradition of western literature. Wang points
out that “Thomas Percy’s 1761 translation of Hau Kiou Choaan (The Pleasing
History), as well as some other Chinese literary works of minor importance”
inspired the German literary giant Goethe to form the Utopian conception of world
literature (582). Goethe did not have “access to the better Chinese novels, such as
Dream of the Red Chamber, if he had, he would have been even more astonished at
the great achievements made by eminent Chinese writers” (582). Implicit in Wang’s
argument is that it is important for the western literary field to translate and read the
masterpieces of Chinese literature.

In contemporary era, in resonance of China’s increasingly important role
in the process of globalization, Chinese experience becomes an integrated part
of the world system in all sorts of aspects. Wang puts the case succinctly in the
introduction of the special issue Chinese Encounters with Western Theories, which
he edited with Marshall Brown in Modern Language Quarterly:

Still, it remains a society undergoing rapid change, and powerful winds
are blowing from China toward the rest of the world. Political, economic,

ecological, and even, in recent years, public health concerns have been thrust
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from China into the western consciousness. We, as well as literary scholars in
the west, cannot stop thinking about China [...] Every year Chinese scholars
publish original theoretical works and translations of western scholarship,
organize many conferences on literary theory, and engage in discussions on
issues of literary creation and criticism. There also continues to be enthusiastic
debate on cutting-edge theoretical issues in the Chinese context, such as
postmodernism and its critical and creative reception in China, Derridean
deconstruction, Edward Said’s orientalism, Fredric Jameson’s Marxist-
postmodernist theory, the crisis of comparative literature and the rise of world
literature, and parallel elements of cosmopolitanism in the West and in ancient
China. (Wang and Brown 245-246)

The truly radical idea in Wang’s arguments is that the development of world literary
thoughts and literary traditions was not possible without experiences from China.
It is hard to imagine how Chinese experience might ultimately be excluded from
the global system of literary studies. Sadly, our current world literary system lets us
down. Chinese cultural and literary experiences in the global system and Chinese
scholars’ theoretical contributions are not appropriately treated in the dominant
world literary theoretical constructions. Revathi Krishnaswamy makes precisely
this point in his article “Toward World Literary Knowledges: Theory in the Age
of Globalization” published in Comparative Literature: “assorted texts from the
world’s literary traditions are not only sorted into genres identified and defined by
the Western theoretical tradition, they also are interpreted and judged according
to Western literary norms” (402). Present world literary academia mainly takes
experiences from the western cultural and literary contexts as the epistemological
framework to address the world system that deals with the production, circulation,
exchange, and consumption of literary texts from all countries.

In What is World Literature? David Damrosch points out, regarding world
literature, “a category from which nothing can be excluded is essentially useless”
(110). This remark is reasonable and implies complex power relationships both
between the world literature agencies and object literary texts, and between the
included and the excluded. Regarding the ways literary texts from non-European
countries are included in the running of the current world literature system,
Damrosch notes that they have to objectify themselves, constitute themselves
as subjects, and at the same time bind themselves to violent reshaping of the
mechanisms and calculation of the Anglo-American cultural political power. The

American institutions, book market and cultural economies, or, in other word, the
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American experience in the era of globalization, become the dominant forces in
shaping the world literary system. We also see the dominance of western agencies
in the works of another leading world literature scholar, Franco Moretti. In his book
Distant Reading (2013), Moretti proposes to treat literary texts as digital data, and
tends to use computational methods to investigate the law of the global literary
system. It is not hard to notice that the digital system analysis technologies Moretti
recommends are the hallmark strengths of western countries.

As we look at the dominance of western experiences in these leading western
critics’ construction of world literature, we face the daunting situation that
international literary academia still does not give enough attention to experiences
from non-European countries such as China. As a response, this special issue offers
a set of articles to address the eminent Chinese critic Wang’s literary theoretical
constructions so as to highlight China’s contribution to the international literary
academia. These articles mainly analyze Wang’s contributions in the following five
aspects (some of these articles addressed all five aspects; nevertheless, we have
categorized them according to their main focus):

1) Comprehensive analysis of Wang’s world literature studies and his
theoretical contributions. Shang Biwu’s “From World Literature to World Poetics:
Wang Ning’s Scholarship of Literature Studies” examines the significance and
implications of Wang’s studies in Chinese literature and world literature, Chinese-
Western dialogue on and reconstruction of literary theory, and world poetics and
cosmopolitanism. While discussing Wang’s achievements in these fields, Shang
shows that Wang not only goes deep into the cutting-edge issues of international
academia, but also “goes beyond the hedgehog-fox divide and is well-accomplished
in all and each of the scholarly areas,” such as psychoanalysis, postmodernism, post-
colonialism, globalization, translation studies, literary theory, world literature and
comparative literature. Simon C. Estok in his article “Wang Ning and Shakespeare”
explores the similarities between Wang Ning’s scholarship and Shakespeare’s
literary writings. Based on an analysis of the shared characteristics in Wang and
Shakespeare’s works, he points out that “like Shakespeare, Wang magnifies and
reflects the trends of his time” and brings to international society a “vibrant [Chinese]
culture.” He also suggests that the “growing immensity of his impacts, both in
established scholarly areas and in newly emerging ones” is difficult to calculate.

2) Wang’s construction of Chinese literary critical discourse. Yao Lingling
in her article “Chinese Literature as World Literature: Re-imagining the World
Literary Scene and Re-visualizing Chinese Literature in the Age of Globalization”

analyzes Wang’s studies of the world literature system, East-West literary relations

195



196 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 6, No. 2, June 2022

and film adaptation of literary works, arguing that Wang is “a visionary Chinese
literary theorist and comparatist ” who attempts to construct and promote a Chinese
literary discourse in international academia. It shows that Chinese literary critical
discourse features in most of Wang’s oeuvres not as a utopian concept but as a
specific system that includes strategies in translation, film adaptation of literary
works, sinicized world literature concepts and reevaluations about the function of
western literary institutions. Yao notes that Wang’s efforts in constructing a Chinese
literary discourse contributes to a more democratic world literary system and a
new understanding of cosmopolitanism, which consistently influences the works
of Chinese humanities scholars. In resonance with the emphasis on the critical role
of translation in Yao’s studies, Liu Dan and Xiong Hui in their article “Translation
and Reconstruction of World Literature: A View of Wang Ning’s Concept of World
Literature” delivers a comprehensive analysis of the function of Wang’s translation
theories in constructing his world literature discourse with Chinese characteristics,
and points out that Wang’s translation strategies not only provide a path for the
literature of those less powerful nations to enter the core of the world literary arena,
but also deconstructs the superiority of western cultures.

Yang Chan’s article “Wang Ning’s Theoretical World and Its Application:
Cosmopolitanism, World Literature and the Internationalization of the Chinese
Humanities” works from Wang’s reconstruction of western world literature concepts
in his development of Chinese literary discourse to his strategy to promote it in
international society. Through an analysis of the sources of knowledge in Wang’s
reconstruction of the notion of world literature and cosmopolitanism, and his
strategy of promoting Chinese literary discourses, this article shows that with
his broad knowledge and vision about culture and literature from both China and
western countries, Wang draws critical resources from Chinese social, literary and
intellectual experiences in the era of globalization as well as resources from western
philosophers such as Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx and Johann Wolfgang Goethe to
form his own notion of world literature and cosmopolitanism.

3) Securing the place of Chinese literature and scholarship in world literary
academia. In the article “Wang Ning: Sinicizing World Literature,” Theo D’haen
notes that Wang is “one of the most productive Chinese comparative and world
literature studies scholars of the past four decades.” Through reading the relationship
between Wang’s treatment of “native-grown Chinese works, traditions, methods, and
approaches” and his “translating, interpreting, and adapting Western models for
use with reference to Chinese literature and literary studies,” this article shows

that Wang has been “instrumental in securing for Chinese literature and literary
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studies a more prominent place on the maps of comparative and world literature
studies, paralleling China’s growing global importance in all other fields.” Thomas
O. Beebee’s article “Wang Ning, Inc.: Intercultural Collaborations in the Study
of World Literature” addresses specific activities Wang conducted to secure the
place of Chinese literature and scholarship and promote transnational academic
communication. After examining Wang’s achievements in “areas of collaboration
and team-building that have taken on the dimensions of a corporate approach to
literary and cultural investigations,” Beebee shows that Wang’s academic activities,
such as “hosting of international scholars and conferences, production of journal
special issues with cogent introductions, engagement in translation projects, and
intervention in critical debates and controversies,” opened “spaces for Chinese-
North American intercultural communication.” Liu Kang’s article “Chinese
Encounters with Western Theories: A Metacommentary” analyzes Wang Ning and
several other scholars’ essays about the relationship between western and Chinese
literary theories published in the special cluster “Chinese Encounters with Western
Theories” in Modern Language Quarterly, arguing that “the historical facts of
modern China, especially the history of reform and opening up of the last four
decades, show that China is in the world and the world is in China,” and that “the
relationship of universalism and exceptionalism” is “overdetermined by multiple
factors of integration and complementarity.”

4) Deconstructing western-centrism in the world literature studies of current
international academia. In the article “The Conception of World Poetics and the
Forming of a Global Academic Community,” Sheng Anfeng examines Wang’s
“achievements in the fields of comparative and world literature, and in the
promotion of Chinese scholarship in the world during the past forty years,” and
notes that Wang’s theoretical constructions, especially his reconstruction of the
concept of world poetics, contribute significantly to “break the Western-centric
mindset” in literary studies, and to make Chinese scholars’ voices “heard in the
international academic community, and to construct a Chinese literary theory
discourse.” “A loosely-structured, preliminary global academic community”
featuring non-western countries, such as China’s voices, begins to take shape. In
the final article in this special issue, together with Yang Yi, I stress as well Wang’s
achievement in deconstructing western-centrism in current world literature studies
and note that Wang is one of the most important figures in this international
debate about world literature. In our article titled “New World System and New
World Literature Framework: A Comparative Analysis of Wang Ning and David
Damrosch’s World Literature Studies,” we argue that Damrosch’s construction
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of world literature has traces of ‘enlightened conservatism’,” and “Wang’s world
literature studies deconstructed Damrosch’s world literature framework by first
revealing the referential crisis in Damrosch’s theory and then re-establishing the
referential connection by reconsidering the ordering principles, interpretation
framework, and agencies of world literature according to newly emerging world
structures.” Instead of providing an expanded version of the previous Euro-
American-centred notion of world literature, Wang brings forth “a more balanced
notion of world literature which takes into account literature of all countries and
regions and at the same time emphasizes the quality and world influence of certain

literary texts.”

Over the past forty years, Wang has worked with all his energy to invent and
practice new approaches to advance scholarship in literary theory, comparative
literature and world literature studies, deconstruct western-centrism and develop
Chinese literary discourses. His eminent achievement in these areas not only
provides new and important theoretical frameworks for international literary
academia, but also will continue to shed light on the researches of future scholars

both from China and from other countries.
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Wang Ning: Sinicizing World Literature

Theo D’haen

Abstract: Wang Ning has been one of the most productive Chinese comparative
and world literature studies scholars of the past four decades with numerous
publications in both Chinese and English. In his scholarly trajectory in English
we can discern an evolution from translating, interpreting, and adapting Western
models for use with reference to Chinese literature and literary studies to advancing
the claims of native-grown Chinese works, traditions, methods, and approaches to
be treated on a par with Western ones. As such, he has been instrumental in securing
for Chinese literature and literary studies a more prominent place on the maps of
comparative and world literature studies.

Keywords: Wang Ning; world literature; china; comparative literature; translation
studies
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My argument in what follows will be that Wang Ning’s scholarly trajectory
narrowly parallels that of his country.

Born in 1955, Wang came to intellectual maturity when Deng Xiaoping opened
China to the international community. This was also the moment when the study of
comparative literature in China was revived. As Xiaoyi Zhou and Q. S. Tong argue
in their 2000 article “Comparative Literature in China,” comparative literature had
under Western influence taken root in China in the first half of the twentieth century,
first and foremost at Tsinghua University, where the English literary theoretician
LLA. Richards taught as a visiting professor from 1929 to 1931, but from about 1950
on it had lain dormant. Although Western texts and handbooks on comparative
literature such as Hutcheson Macauley Possnett’s 1886 Comparative Literature,
Frédéric Loliée’s 1903/1906 Histoire des littératures comparées des origines au
XXe siecle | A Short History of Comparative Literature from the Earliest Times to
the Present Day, and Paul van Tieghem’s 1931 La Littérature comparée played
an important role in the grounding of the discipline in China, actual interest of the
early Chinese comparatists mainly concerned the relations between Chinese and
Indian, Russian, and to a lesser extent European literature, the latter often through
Japanese intermediaries, as extensively documented by Karen Thornber (2009). The
interest in Russian and particularly Soviet literature was fuelled by the interventions
of Lu Xun, without question the most important Chinese author of the first half
of the twentieth century, and his brother Zhou Zhuoren. Zhou and Tong note
that with respect to Indian, especially Buddhist, and Russian literature, pre-1950
Chinese comparatists focused on how these literatures had been received in Chinese
literature, while with respect to European literature they paid most attention to the
reception of Chinese literary works in Early Modernity. At its revival in the 1980s,
Chinese comparatists rather focused on American developments in literary theory,
mostly New Criticism as filtered through Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Literature
(1948), or in comparative literature via the writings of H.H. Remak.

The 1980s and 1990s is also when Chinese comparatists started looking for
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international contacts and actively began to participate in the workings of the
Association Internationale de Littérature Comparée/ International Comparative
Literature Association. The latter was mainly the work of Yue Daiyun and Meng
Hua, both then at Peking University’s Department of Comparative Literature, where
Wang also received his training as a comparatist. In 1990-1991, he did postdoctoral
research at the University of Utrecht in the Netherlands, under the guidance of
Douwe Fokkema, a noted Dutch comparative literature scholar of postmodernism,
but also of Chinese literature. Wang first prominently appeared in person on
the international scene at the 1997 ICLA triannual Conference in Leiden, in the
Netherlands. In the meantime, however, he had already broken into the English-
language publication market. Not surprisingly given his links to Fokkema, he did so
with “Constructing Postmodernism: The Chinese Case and Its Different Versions”
(1993). As is evident from this article’s title, even at this early stage of his career he
already reflected on Chinese literature in an international context. This shows even
more strongly from his next English-language publication, in the very prestigious
journal New Literary History, “Confronting Western Influence: Rethinking Chinese
Literature of the New Period” (1993). But he also already paid attention to issues
of translation, as witnessed by “Toward a Translation Study in the Context of
Chinese-Western Comparative Culture Studies” (1996), and of postcolonialism,
for instance in “Orientalism versus Occidentalism?” (1997) Nor did he neglect the
theoretical dimension, as testified to by articles such as “Toward a New Framework
of Comparative Literature” (1996), or “‘Decolonizing’ Chinese Culture in a Post-
Colonial Era?” (1997). Over the next thirty years he would go on developing
his interests in all these fields via a true deluge of publications, in Chinese and
in English, the latter in almost all prestigious comparative literature, translation,
and theory journals: New Literary History, boundary 2, Canadian Review of
Comparative Literature, Social Semiotics, Neohelicon, Comparative Literature
Studies, Critical Inquiry, Modern Language Quarterly, Semiotica, Minnesota
Review, Narrative, Modern Fiction Studies, Third World Quarterly. But he did not
neglect paying tribute to whom he considered important predecessors and mentors,
such as Douwe Fokkema, but also Ralph Cohen and Northrop Frye, and to his
colleague Shunqing Cao. In more recent times Wang also branched out into ecology,
with “Global in the Local: Ecocriticism in China” (2014), and, as the title of the
article just mentioned already betrays, world literature studies, with again a number
of articles, in Chinese and in English, too numerous to mention.

Such a swerve to world literature studies in fact fully chimes with the history

of comparative literature in China itself as well as with more recent developments
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in comparative literature in the West. Zhou and Tong note that comparative
literature in China, as actually in most Western countries, has often, if not to say
most often, and this in apparent contradiction with the ostensibly and avowedly
idealistic international push of the discipline, been used to promote, sometimes slyly
sometimes openly, one’s national literature via “comparison” with the literatures of
other countries. The same thing holds for world literature studies, from one of the
earliest works in the genre, Richard Moulton’s 1911 World Literature and Its Place
in General Culture, which only studies the world’s literatures to the extent in which
they had been of influence on the formation and growth of the “literature of the
English-speaking peoples,” to the way the subject was taught in US undergraduate
curricula in the 1950s, with the difference that in the latter case it was not one
national literature but the “major” European literatures that of old had formed the
core subject also of comparative literature studies that implicitly were foregrounded
as making up “world literature.” Werner Friederich (1960), a Swiss comparatist
working in the US, at the end of the 1950s scathingly remarked that world literature
courses in the United States were undeserving of the name as they only taught the
literatures of one fourth of Europe’s NATO members. Even earlier, Albert Guérard,
a French scholar likewise teaching in the US, had suggested that it would be more
accurate to speak of “Western World Literature: a literature for Westerners, wherever
they may be, and for Westernized Orientals” (Guérard 34). And René Etiemble,
another Frenchman, in the mid-1960s lambasted world literature’s Euro- or Western-
centrism and called for the inclusion of Arabic, Indian, Japanese and Chinese
literature(s) (Etiemble 1975). A. Owen Aldridge in the mid-1980s warned that for
non-European critics the way world literature was taught smacked of a “colonialist
mentality” as “even when Eastern masterpieces have been recognized as such, they
have often been treated as precursors of later European works, not as models or
cultural achievements in their own right [...] it is now time for the classics of the
East to be viewed as the foundations of independent traditions and made available
to Western students” (Aldridge 10). Etiemble had even provocatively suggested
that the future of comparative literature and world literature might well lie with
Chinese comparitivism. In this context it is useful to mention, as indeed Wang
himself reminds us in a 2006 article (163), that the Chinese Ministry of Education
in 1998 integrated comparative literature and world literature into one discipline
for graduate study in China, and that since 2016 Beijing Normal University Press
has been publishing a journal called Comparative Literature and World Literature.
Although the editors-in-chief of Comparative Literature and World Literature issue

from Beijing Normal University, and the associate editors, while being Chinese,
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are stationed at Arizona State University, the Advisory and Editorial Board are
internationally constituted, comprising luminaries such as Susan Bassnett, Hans
Bertens, Thomas O. Beebee, David Damrosch, and Subha Chakraborty Dasgupta,
next to Yue Daiyun, Luo Liyang and Chen Guangching. Against this background
it is no surprise that when Wang turns to world literature studies he not only
subscribes to the de-European- and de-Westernizing agenda of Guérard, Etiemble
and Aldridge, but does so from a Sinicizing perspective.

As of the final decade of the twentieth century we see an increasing tendency
in the broad field of what is commonly called the Social Sciences and Humanities
to, borrowing Dipesh Chakrabarty’s (2000) words, “provincialize Europe,” and
to upgrade the study of other continents, which in our particular case means other
literatures. In first instance this tendency manifests in the more recent editions of the
Longman and Norton anthologies of world literature, under the general editorships
of, respectively, David Damrosch and Martin Puchner, where European literature
is no longer favoured over Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Indian or African literature.
It also transpires from the critical discourse on world literature shifting from an
exclusive focus on European literature(s) to postcolonial literatures, as in the works
of Pheng Cheah (2016), Aamir R. Mufti (2016), and Baidik Bhattacharya (2018).
But said discourse increasingly also broadens to include literatures in non-European
languages, not necessarily postcolonial, as in recent discussions by May Hawas
(2019) and Robert Young (2021). In the numerous publications he has devoted
especially since the turn of the twenty-first century to the relationship between
Chinese literature and world literature, Wang inscribes himself in the latter trend. In
his early work he is intent on discussing Chinese literary works with a methodology
and terminology imported from Western discourse, though not without “Chinese
characteristics.” And notwithstanding the title of his very early article, “Confronting
Western Influence: Rethinking Chinese Literature of the New Period” (1993),
and his claim therein that “Chinese literature is no longer a small tributary of the
mainstream of world literature. At the present time, no scholar, either from the West
or from the East, could undertake to write a book with The Mainstream of Literature
in the Twentieth Century [a reference to Georg Brandes’s extremely influential late
nineteenth-century Main Currents in Nineteenth-Century Literature] as its title
without including the development of contemporary Chinese literature” (905-906),
the article essentially chronicles the influence of Western philosophers and theorists
such as Freud, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Sartre, and currents such as modernism,
postmodernism, and the avant-gardes, on Chinese literature. At the end of his essay

Wang asks: “Since Chinese literature has its own grand tradition and its great writers
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and writings, how has it influenced other literatures, for instance, the literatures of
the Western countries?”” Citing difficulties of language, Euro- and Western-centrism,
and various other reasons, Wang arrives at the conclusion that “the results in the
study of Chinese influence on Western literatures are not satisfactory at all” (922),
but he expresses his hope that through increasing East-West collaboration this gap
might soon be filled.

Even in the early 2000s, in his 2005 New Literary History article “Translating
Journals into Chinese: Toward a Theoretical (Re)Construction of Chinese Critical
Discourse,” Wang still emphasizes how Chinese critical discourse then remains
largely tributary to Western and particularly American influences. In fact, he starts
off his article by drawing a parallel with what happened in the early twentieth
century when, he says, “During the May 4 period, almost all the Western cultural
trends and critical theories flooded into China through translation, mostly from
English and occasionally from Japanese and Russian, exercising a strong influence
on Chinese literary creation and critical interpretation. Many Chinese writers, such
as Lu Xun, Guo Moruo, and Cao Yu, and literary theorists would rather recognize
being inspired by Western literature and theories than by their Chinese precursors”
(2005 649). Likewise, he finds, after a period in which Western influence was
largely dormant, from the Communist take-over of 1949 to the end of the Cultural
Revolution, since 1978 “more and more foreign, especially Western, cultural trends
and literary theories have been coming into China through translation, directly
influencing the critical and creative construction of contemporary Chinese literary
and theoretical discourse. [...] Almost all the cutting-edge Western critical theories
have been echoed in the Chinese context, for there are quite a few translators,
including myself [i.e. Wang Ning], who follow the most recent advances in Western
literary and cultural theories and who take the initiative of translating them into
Chinese as well as interpreting them to Chinese scholars and critics” (650). In line
with this ambition, Wang, as he explains in the article in question, took it upon
himself, along with some colleagues, to translate into Chinese such major American
journals as New Literary History, Critical Inquiry, and boundary 2; for the first
two of these Wang served as editor of the Chinese versions. From then on, though,
Wang, at least in his English-language publications, which are the only ones I, being
illiterate in Chinese, can access, starts to adopt a much more critical position vis-a-
vis Western theory, as for instance in the issue of MLQ he guest-edited, along with
Marshall Brown, in 2018.

Indeed, as of the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Wang
assumes an increasingly more self-confident Chinese stance and calls for an
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authentically Chinese approach in literary studies, including comparative and world
literature studies. As such he picks up on the long-standing claim that there is, or
there be, a distinctive Chinese School of Comparative Literature, a claim forcefully
put forward also by Wang’s colleague Shunqing Cao, a.o. in the latter’s 2013 The
Variation Theory of Comparative Literature. Cao is one of the editors-in-chief of
the journal Comparative Literature and World Literature mentioned earlier. In the
very year Cao’s volume appeared, Wang published a perceptive review in CLCWeb,
in which he also gave an outline of Cao’s entire career up to date. Throughout,
Wang emphasizes how “at the time when few scholars of classical Chinese literature
realized the importance of comparative literature, Cao took the initiative to apply
a comparative approach to study Chinese classics. While Cao was inspired by the
work of such as James Liu and Earl Miner, in his later work he transcended what
he presented in his 1988 Chinese and Western Comparative Poetics where he
interpreted Western critical concepts from a Chinese perspective. Cao’s objective
to develop a home-grown Chinese comparative literature culminated in his 2012
four-volume edited collection 4 History of Chinese and Foreign Literary Theory”
(Wang “Variation Theory and Comparative Literature: A Book Review Article about
Cao’s Work™ 3). Wang does not hesitate to rate this work on a par with the ICLA’s
Comparative History of Literatures in European Languages. “The strength of the
work,” Wang argues, “lies in that it for the first time put Chinese literary theory
in a broad context of world literary theory highlighting its different characteristics
and unique position. It also demonstrates that to write a comprehensive history of
world literary theory should not overlook the literary theory and criticism in those
non-Western countries, especially China, where there is its own autonomous body
of literary theory with The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (by Xie Liu)
as its landmark™ (3). Regrettably, however, Wang remarks, “Since the collection is
available in Chinese only, it has not made an impact outside the Chinese context”
(3). Obviously, Wang himself has no intention of falling into the same trap—while
in China his standing is comparable to that of Cao, he is much better known abroad
precisely because from the very beginning of his career he has taken care to publish
extensively in English. At the same time, he leaves no doubt that he underwrites and
shares Cao’s ambition for a “home-grown Chinese comparative literature.”

Wang’s growing assertion as a Chinese comparative and world literature
scholar clearly shows from a 2010 article, “Global English(es) and Global
Chinese(s): toward rewriting a new literary history in Chinese,” in which he reflects
on China’s enormous population, its numerous diaspora, and its rising economic

might, which make it inevitable that the Chinese language will gain ever greater
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purchase on the world. Comparing the fate of the Chinese language to that of
English, and the possible consequences of its spreading beyond China proper, he
recognizes that this might bring with it a certain measure of hybridization. Instead
of worrying about this, as he says some of his colleagues are doing, he welcomes
it, because “if it really achieved the effect of being inclusive and hybridized like
English, Chinese would become the second major world language next to English,
for it could play the unique role that English cannot play, and in more aspects, it
could function as a major world language in an interactive and complementary
way to English” (167). With the “rise of ‘Chinese fever’ in the world,” he asks,
“what shall [Chinese] literary scholars [...] do to remap world literature?” (Wang
“Global English(es) and Global Chinese(s): toward rewriting a new literary history
in Chinese” 170). Like English literature, so too “Chinese literature: also from
a national literature to a sort of transnational and postnational literature” (172).
Invoking “Tu Wei-ming’s concept of ‘Cultural China’,” Wang defines “Chinese
literature in two senses: one is the literature produced in greater China: mainland
China, Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan in Chinese which is the people’s national
language or mother tongue; and the other is the literature produced overseas in
Chinese which is the writers’ mother tongue although not necessarily their national
language” (173). Such international Chinese literature studies will become,
“like its counterpart of international English literature, a sub-discipline in the
broader context of comparative literature and world literature [...] since to Spivak
[2003], a new Comparative Literature must be encountered within area studies,
international Chinese literature studies will have both characteristics and, therefore,
will undoubtedly have a bright prospect along with the popularization of Chinese
worldwide” (173-174). Literature in Chinese, then, as a world literature, similar to
literatures in English, French, Spanish, or Portuguese; only bigger. Wang holds up
especially English and literature(s) in English as examples only, but it is clear that
he means for Chinese world literature eventually coming to rival these examples.
Picking up on Zhou and Tong’s claim at the beginning of their 2000 article
that in the West comparative literature is “dead”—they based themselves mostly on
Susan Basnett’s 1993 Comparative Literature: A Critical Introduction, in which she
posited that comparative literature was to be subsumed by translation studies, and on
their perception of what since then has been labelled “the age of theory,”— Wang in
another 2010 article, “World Literature and the Dynamic Function of Translation,”
posits “that the globalization of material, cultural, and intellectual production,
accompanied by the dissolution of Eurocentrism and ‘West-centrism’ and by the

rise of Eastern culture and literature, has assisted at world literature’s birth from the
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ashes of comparative literature” (2). World literature, he argues, implies translation,
and while translation in Chinese literary history has frequently served foreign
literatures to colonize Chinese literature and culture, “the recent trend of cultural
globalization in the Chinese context [...] will help promote Chinese culture and
literature worldwide™ (13). This almost sounds like a far echo from Goethe’s belief,
in an earlier wave of globalization following the Napoleonic wars, that German
literature, because of what he saw as the German genius for translation, was to play
an important mediating role in the coming into being of world literature. At the
same time this would promote German literature’s standing in the world concert of
literatures. Ultimately, it would serve to foster the ideal of a German Kulturnation at
a time when what we now know as Germany was still divided into sundry smaller
entities. Wang seems to have something comparable in mind with respect to the
Chinese situation in a global context.

Constant awareness of modern Chinese literature’s involvement with and
indebtedness to, but also resistance against, emancipation from, and ultimately
transcending Western influences keeps running also through Wang’s more recent
scholarly production. In “Chinese Literature as World Literature” (2016) he argues
that contemporary Chinese authors should read as much foreign fiction as possible,
preferably in English translation as this makes the world’s literatures available to
them, but that they should also recognize their indebtedness to their own native
tradition. At the same time, he posits that more, and better translations from Chinese
into other languages, and again primarily English, are needed to make Chinese
literature part of “mainstream” world literature. Wang’s argumentation here chimes
with ongoing discussions in world literature studies regarding the importance, the
advantages, but also the dangers, of translation in the practice of world literature.
Whereas comparative world literature scholars from the very beginning have
emphasized the inevitability of translation for “doing” world literature, their more
“orthodox” comparative literature counterparts, often schooled in German-inspired
philological practices, have consistently insisted on sticking to literary works in the
original. The debate was fanned over the last twenty years—practically speaking
since the re-emergence of world literature as a scholarly paradigm first triggered
by Sarah Lawall’s Reading World Literature: Theory, History, Practice (1994),
and then fuelled by the appearance, in rapid succession, of Pascale Casanova’s La
République mondiale des lettres (1999), Franco Moretti’s “Conjectures on World
Literature” (2000) and David Damrosch’s What is World Literature? (2003)—and
pitted in particular Damrosch, as main editor of the Longman Anthology of World
Literature, but also as theoretician of world literature in the book of his just listed,
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versus Gayatri Spivak, with Death of a Discipline (2003), and at a later stage also
Emily Apter with her Against World Literature (2013). Perhaps most famous in this
respect is a debate on the issue between Damrosch and Spivak at the 2011 American
Comparative Literature Association meeting in Vancouver (Damrosch 2011). Spivak
denounced how world literature studies as promoted by Damrosch led to what
Jonathan Arac in 2002 has labelled “Anglo-Globalism,” i.e. a regime whereby the
literatures of the world are all turned into “literatures in English”, and therefore in
effect become extensions of an Anglo-Global culture suppressing their specificities
and singularities. Against this, Damrosch, as had done other world literature
scholars such as Moulton (1911) and Guérard (1940) before him, objected that even
if something might be lost in translation something undoubtedly was also gained,
first and foremost the very basic fact that without translation many works would be
lost to a wider audience, practically speaking most of the world unable to read the
work in the original. This is an argument Wang also recognizes, and it is precisely
why he advocates wider translation of Chinese works into English, although he at
the same time also insists on better translations.

In “Chinese Literature as World Literature” Wang also goes into what should
constitute a “good” translation, arguing that this depends on the target audience.
He distinguishes between two kinds or forms of translation via the example of two
English-language translations of Honglou meng as, respectively, A Dream of Red
Mansions, by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang, and The Story of the Stone, by David
Hawkes et al. While he recognizes that the former is the better from a philological
or translation equivalence theory perspective, yielding what Lawrence Venuti
would call a “foreignizing” translation, he also admits that the Hawkes translation
“reads” better and is therefore more likely to reach a wider public. Obviously, both
kinds of translation, or remediation, to use a term coined by Jay David Bolter and
Richard Grusin (1998) and elaborated by Jan Baetens (2022), or rewriting, using
the term popularized by André Lefevere (1992), are useful, and indeed necessary,
the one because it allows for a scholarly approach elucidating as many aspects
of the original as possible also for a readership unable to access the original,
and the other because it allows a wider audience to enjoy what otherwise would
remain hidden from them, and to do so in a reader-friendly version unhampered by
foreignization and uncluttered by a heavy scholarly apparatus. Ironically, of course,
nothing gainsays the argument against untranslatability and Anglo-Globalism more
effectively than the fact that Casanova’s book only really gained traction outside
France than when it was translated into English as The World Republic of Letters
in 2004, or that Spivak only enjoys the fame she does because of her writings in
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English and her position at Columbia University in New York. For better or worse,
and whether one likes it or not, publication in English is the necessary condition
for gaining world renown—or at least it is so for the time being. In a not too distant
past, as Casanova argues, it was French. And as | mentioned before, Wang in
various articles has hinted or claimed that in some not too far away future Chinese
might well assume this role.

Wang’s growing assertiveness on behalf of Chinese literature and literary
studies likewise transpires from his 2015 article “On the Construction of World
Poetics,” which starts off with the programmatic statement that “Goethe’s dream of
world literature was largely inspired by his reading of some non-Western literary
works, including Chinese ones. By the same token, Western scholars’ construction
of comparative poetics has also been influenced by Chinese literary theory, though
in the great majority of mainstream scholarship this debt is unconscious or even
rejected. Now that world literature is becoming an aesthetic reality, the ‘post-
theoretic era’ has arrived in literary theory. Its advent enables the previously
marginalized theoretical discourses to come to the forefront in a break from a
unified West-centric orthodoxy, and enables scholars from small ethnic communities
or non-Western groups to engage in dialogues with heir Western and international
counterparts on a level playing field” (187). Consequently, he argues, “now is the
time to develop a Chinese theoretical discourse” (187) with respect to a world
poetics. Wang invokes the work of Zhang Jiang as an example of how this might
be done when he says that “formulating the concept of world poetics can further
improve the theories of world literature and enable a remapping of existing world
literature and literary theory. We can gain some idea of the former through the
experiments with ‘reconstructing Chinese critical discourse’ that have recently
emerged in contemporary Chinese theory. In this regard, Zhang Jiang has boldly
articulated the concept of ‘ontological interpretation’ in questioning Western literary
theory. We can take a step further and say that simply to use existing theories to
interpret literature is not the ultimate goal; the key is to construct our own theories
so that we can make our unique voice heard in the clamour of different theoretical
discourses in today’s globalized context. Of course, our voice may be low and
weak at the beginning and may even go unheard by international academia. But as
Chinese literature occupies a growing place in the domain of world literature and
the country’s world importance continues to increase, there will be a corresponding
rise in the international position of Chinese literary theory.” And he concludes that
“we must renew our dedication to this goal” (195).

I started off this essay by saying that I see Wang Ning’s scholarly trajectory
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as paralleling that of his country over the last forty years or so. This is also the
era in which the world has gone through the most intense globalization process
ever seen. The dates at which globalization was kickstarted by Ronald Reagan’s
coming to power in the United States and China’s Opening Up policy initiated
by Deng Xiaoping narrowly concur: 1980 and 1979 respectively. Reagan’s
economic reforms—deregulation, doing away with tariff barriers, etc.—hastening
globalization were meant to consolidate and even extend American hegemony.
In retrospect, we can see that this policy backfired, leading to the outsourcing
of American industrial production south of the border and to what were then
still called “third world” countries, leading to or at the very least hastening the
rapid decline of traditionally manufacturing regions in the US itself, accelerating
demographic shifts, and ultimately causing the political destabilization that made
possible Donald Trump and the 6 January 2021 debacle. At the same time, it
facilitated the rise of China from a mostly agricultural nation to workshop of the
world, undercutting wage and production costs in much of the rest, and certainly the
more developed part, of the world, and in the second half of the 2010s emerging as
the main challenger to the US for global hegemony. Wang’s call for greater attention
to Chinese literature in a world literature context, then, reflects his country’s
growing self-confidence on all fronts, including the cultural-intellectual. He himself
addresses this issue in some of his most recent publications, such as “The Impact
of Globalization on Chinese Culture and ‘Glocalized Practices’ in China” (2020)
and “(Re)Constructing Confucianism in a ‘Glocalized’ Context” (2020). While in
the first of these texts Wang primarily concentrates on the more economic aspects
of the impact of globalization on China’s position in the world, in the second text
he specifically focuses on Chinese culture under globalisation. He sees particularly
Neo-Confucianism and what he calls “Sinicized” Marxism as constitutive of
modern Chinese culture. The latter he considers a ‘glocalized’ form of Marxism.
Together, for Wang these lead to a particularly Chinese idea of cosmopolitanism. To
this end he compares two famous talks on art and literature delivered, respectively,
by Mao Zedong in the 1940s in Yan’an, and Xi Jinping in the late 2010s at the 19"
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in Beijing. In Mao’s talk, Wang says, “the
national sense is more emphasized, while in Xi, the international and cosmopolitan
significance of Chinese literature and art is particularly emphasized.” In Xi’s talk,
he continues, “numerous world literary masterpieces are mentioned which indicate
that China’s literary and artistic works are not only produced for Chinese people,
but also for people of the entire world” (1011). And he seamlessly makes the
transition to Xi Jinping’s “Belt and Road” initiative which he sees as serving all of
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mankind, and not just the Chinese people. It is also in this same spirit that one of his
most recent articles in English to date, “Transvaluing the New Cultural Movement:
Toward the Construction of a Cosmo-Humanism” (2021), offers a re-interpretation
of the New Cultural Movement partly underlying, partly issuing from the May
Fourth Movement (1919), arguing that “apart from its revolutionary spirit and
pioneering role, NCM has contributed to the grand narrative of global humanism”
(6). And he adds that it has done so “with unique Chinese elements” (7). The start
of the NCM according to Wang is to be located already in 1915, with the founding
of the journal New Youth. The ideas vented in the latter he sees as influenced by a
form of humanism introduced already earlier in Chinese literature and culture by
Lu Xun and Zhou Zhuoren, who labelled it “literature of human beings” (ren de
wenxue) (7). In doing so, Wang argues, they by-passed “the fact that China had its
own tradition of humanism in its ancient philosophy and the thought of Confucius,
who can be taken as one of China’s first humanist teachers and thinkers” (7-8).
By now interpreting the NCM as having contributed to “global humanism” Wang
brings things full circle: from Chinese culture and literature importing foreign, and
particularly Western elements, spurning its own cultural, philosophical and literary
traditions, to that same culture, moreover in the guise of the very same literary
works, making an important contribution to a global culture encompassing both
Chinese and Western art, philosophy and literature—once again a cosmopolitanism,
this time a “cosmo-humanism.”

Clearly, Wang’s ideas with respect to Chinese literature and literary studies,
comparative literature and world literature, and the relations between all of
these, keep evolving. What is already certain, though, is that with his numerous
publications, in Chinese but perhaps even more so in English, he has already
secured not only himself, but also his country’s literature and literary-critical
thought, a more prominent place in world literary studies than they occupied at the
outset of his career. In this sense again, Wang’s career closely parallels that of China

itself on the global scene.
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I coin the title of my paper off of Michael Hill’s 2013 study of the famous Chinese
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translator, Lin Shu. Hill titles his book Lin Shu, Inc.: Translation and the Making
of Modern Chinese Culture. The basic story of Lin Shu (1852-1924), who became
responsible for the popularity of the modern Western canon in China by rendering
into classical Chinese the oral reports of those who could read the original in
French or English, is known to pretty much every scholar working in the late Qing
to May Fourth period of Chinese literature. Hill’s study points out two aspects of
Lin Shu’s incorporation into the efforts of others: the “translation workshop” that
he established and supervised, and the backformation of translation effects on Qing
intellectuals that made Lin Shu a powerful cultural broker in the late nineteenth
century.

Fast forward almost exactly a century, and we find one strong similarity,
namely the importance of what Zhang Chunjie has designated as “interculturality”
to the modification and hopefully betterment of Chinese intellectual trends (Zhang
Chunjie, Transculturality and German Discourse 9-10). In Wang Ning’s terms,
Chinese literary scholars in the last decades of the twentieth century recognized
that Chinese thought needed to be regenerated through synthesis with Western
theories and ideas. We could even compare the tole played by the Taipei Rebellion
in Lin Shu’s early years to the impact of the Cultural Revolution in Wang Ning’s.
Both were nativist, restorative upheavals that gave rise to cosmopolitan counter-
movements in subsequent decades. In the following, I will deal with the second
parallel associated with the counter-movement: intercultural collaboration in
the form of articles and special issues published in North American journals.
In particular, Wang Ning has been tireless in his contracting for, assembling,
contributing to, and providing insightful introductions to special issues that have
facilitated Chinese-American interculturality.

Indeed, Wang Ning himself has spoken of the special role of organization and
intercultural exchange in an article honoring the editing and mentoring prowess
of one of his North American collaborators, Ralph Cohen, best known as the
founding editor of New Literary History. Wang Ning writes: “In the history of
literary studies, as well as in the humanities more generally, there are two sorts of
people who influence and push forward the development of literary studies in a
particular cultural context: one by means of insightful theoretical thinking, the other
by means of organizational ability” (Wang, “Ralph Cohen” 739). Besides Cohen,
Wang Ning also praises Fredric Jameson as uniting these two talents. Jameson,
even more than Cohen, is known as a brilliant critic and theorist. Quite likely Wang
Ning is all that too, but the side of him that I can testify to on the basis of thirty
years’ acquaintance, and that I have been able to follow in English, is that of an
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intellectual entrepreneur and synthesizer. This brief article examines the vision of
world and comparative literature, and of Chinese literature and criticism’s place in
these formations, that he has promoted as a collaborator and promoter of Chinese
scholarship in English. This approach will give, most certainly, only a partial view
of Wang Ning’s contributions to world literature. I will be leaving out his own
concentrated area of scholarship, for example his work on the Norwegian dramatist
Henrik Ibsen, and of course the hundreds of articles and chapters that he has
published in Chinese.

As an intense scrutinizer and interpreter of developments in Western literary
theory, Wang Ning has moved nimbly to address one topic after another in the
fast-moving development and counter-development of critical positions. The first
of his engagements that I will talk about is with postmodernism. When I was an
undergraduate college student, postmodern authors such as William Gass, John
Barth, and Donald Barthelme dominated the syllabuses of courses in American
literature. In the Spanish Department where I spent more of my time, magic realism
was the rage, and [ remember hearing a talk given by José Donoso. (I also heard one
delivered by William Gass). Graduate school was more of the same, though now
with the addition of poststructuralism into the mix. The trend seemed to peak with
the publication in 1991 of Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism; Or, the Cultural Logic
of Late Capitalism. Only a mature cultural formation could be defined and explained
as well as Jameson did it in that book.

Like a tsunami wave sloshing slowly eastwards, postmodernism finally
arrived in China about the time that Jameson’s book appeared. Or was that really
Chinese postmodernism? According to Jameson’s formula, postmodernism
was a phenomenon of late capitalism. Could we apply that descriptor to the
Chinese economic formation in the 1990s? This was the question that Wang Ning
chose to tackle in the first essay I will be examining, “The Mapping of Chinese
Postmodernity,” published in boundary 2 in 1997. Wang Ning is the sole author
of this article, but clearly it is the result of a collective effort at achieving an
intercultural understanding of postmodernism for which he was both witness and
catalyst. Nothing tells this story of interculturality more clearly than footnote 18 of
the article:

Ihab Hassan was invited to lecture at Shandong University and Nanjing
University 1982, but he did not speak on postmodernism; Fredric Jameson
gave a series of lectures on postmodernism and contemporary Western cultural

theory at Peking University and Shenzhen University in 1985, and lectured
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again on issues relevant to the question of postmodernism in Shanghai
and Beijing in May 1993; Douwe Fokkema lectured on post-modernism at
Nanjing University and Nanjing Normal University in 1987, and at Peking
University in September and October 1993; Hans Bertens gave a keynote
speech at the International Conference on Postmodernism and Contemporary
Chinese Literature in 1993 in Beijing; and Terry Eagleton and Jonathan Arac
gave keynote speeches on postmodernism at the International Conference on
Cultural Studies: China and the West, in Dalian in 1995. (Wang, “The Mapping
of Chinese Postmodernity” 27n18)

It is hard to decide whether Wang Ning’s being present at all these events is more
or less remarkable than his having knowledge that they all took place. I am not sure
which is the case here, but either way, the result is an abbreviated cultural history
of when and how critical evaluations of postmodernism arrived in China (Adoption
of postmodern techniques by writers and artists no doubt preceded this critical
reception).

Years later, Wang Ning made another collab collaborative attempt at a
more inclusive view of what constitutes—or by this time, what constituted—
postmodernism by organizing a special issue for the journal Narrative that
appeared as the third number of 2013: Postmodernist Fiction: East and West. The
international cast of contributors was especially impressive, ranging from Theo
D’haen in Belgium to Tatsumi Takayuki in Japan. Brian McHale, the dean of
postmodernism studies, contributed an afterword. Wang Ning’s own chapter dealt
with the avant-garde in China, focusing on a single author, Mo Yan, who had been
awarded the Nobel Prize in 2012, as Wang Ning mentions in his article. He chooses
for his analysis one of the celebrated author’s lesser-known works, Bliss. Wang Ning
concludes, “If we [...] analyze Bliss from the perspective of psychoanalysis, we
readily find further elements of postmod ern psychoanalysis, such as the paranoid
and even schizophrenic dream of Yongle, which certainly diverges from orthodox
Freudian psychoanalysis, sometimes in an antithetical and ironic way” (Wang,
“A Reflection on Postmodernist Fiction” 305). That Mo Yan’s constant narrative
experimentation arises from the fact that he takes the calling of literary creation
seriously is also an important factor to consider, Wang Ning reasons (loc. cit.).

Following on the heels of postmodernism and world literature came the next
wave, in the first decade of the twentieth century: an extensive discussion of the
“death of theory.” Terry Eagleton’s After Theory (2004) and Gayatri Spivak’s Death
of a Discipline (2005) were exemplary publications contributing to this debate.
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With his usual acuity, Wang Ning arranged for a symposium called “The Ends of
Theory” co-hosted between Tsinghua University and the journal Critical Inquiry.
This was the occasion when I made my own first trip to China at the invitation of
Wang Ning, taking part in a panel presentation by journal editors, and presenting
nearly the last paper of the conference, a trial run at my concept of transmesis that
would eventually be developed into a monograph and published in 2014. Two years
later, Wang Ning co-authored a retrospective of the conference with the editor of
Critical Inquiry, the eminent scholar W. J. T. Mitchell. Wang Ning, as shown above,
has spent much time and effort explaining the capacity of Western literature and
culture for reshaping critical discourses in China. Was it Wang, or was it Mitchell
who decided to reverse the question? Here is the sentence where the reversal
happens: “One must ask [...] what is happening to Western traditions of literary
and cultural theory—and of critical thought more generally—as they encounter the
overwhelming reality of China: the unrivalled depth and antiquity of its intellectual
and cultural traditions; the sheer abundance of its human resources?” (Mitchell and
Wang 278). It is a question that we all continue to grapple with.

This Mitchell/Wang speculative question was redefined in a remarkable
epistolary dialogue between Zhang Jiang of the Chinese Academy of Social Science
and J. Hillis Miller, emeritus professor at Yale and University of California—Irvine.
Their exchange was published in the journal Comparative Literature Studies as an
“Exchange of Letters About Literary Theory” (Zhang and Miller 2015) preceded
by Wang Ning’s introduction. In retrospect, Zhang appears in this dialogue to be
warming up for his 2020 publication in Philosophy and Literature on what he calls
the “theory void.” Zhang’s concluding paragraph to the later article provides a
summary of his position:

How should we criticize and learn from the diversified Western theories of
our age—specifically for their conclusions, achievements, value orientation,
methodological stance, and influence on human spiritual science and
ideological progress—in order to change the habit of blind compliance
and following that we used to have, and then how should we promote the
healthy growth of China’s own theory? This is not only a major problem
in contemporary literary theory but also an important issue that humanities
scholars should ponder seriously and then offer their responses. (Zhang Jiang,
“On Theory-Centrism” 104; emphasis added)

I have highlighted the repeated use of “we” in this passage, given that it is a shifter
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and the reader is unsure how inclusive it is meant to be—until the appearance
of “China” as a possessive, that is. The exhortation to “us” to halt our “blind
obedience” to theory is apparently aimed at Chinese scholars, who are asked to
develop their own theories (It is not clear why Zhang does not acknowledge some of
the theoretical developments that had already occurred, such as ethical theory, neo-
Confucian strains, and variation theory, all of which have a Chinese pedigree, and
all of which have been circulating for some time now).

Zhang’s earlier exchange of letters with J. Hillis Miller, published in CLS
Zhang’s earlier exchange of letters with J. Hillis Miller, published in CLS with an
introduction by Wang Ning, makes the later article seem like an effect caused by
the teaching moment in that correspondence when Miller tries to explain, one-on-
one, what deconstruction is and isn’t. The exchange of letters resembles a fencing
match with much thrust and parry, more about getting out of the other’s way than
landing a blow. True to its topic of deconstruction, it is characterized more by
refusals to answer than by positive assertions. Zhang wants Miller to recognize the
paradox of his identification of themes in literary works as dependent on an idea of
the stability of textual meaning that deconstruction denies the existence of. Miller
is happy to discuss what deconstruction is and isn’t, while also denying the label of
deconstructionist, inasmuch as every attentive reading of a text will have elements
that escape the straitjacket that a theory—any theory—might try to impose on its
reading: “To a considerable degree, a literary work’s excess over theory results from
the ways a poem or a novel is not like a mathematical equation to be solved or a
philosophical argument to be judged true or false” (Zhang and Miller 587).

What Miller wants from Zhang, and never gets, is a confession of what is
at stake for the latter in accepting or denying the claims of theory. Miller uses
supposition to create straw positions for Zhang concerning the fundamental
questions of why and how literature should be interpreted. For example, in the first
letter:

You [Zhang] say: “The question haunting me for [a] long [time] is whether a
definite text has a relatively definite theme which could be generally identified
by most people.” Just why is that so important a question for you? Please
explain so I can understand better what is at stake. My guess is that you
believe that if “most people” will identify a “relatively definite theme” in a
given “definite text,” then most readers will agree about how to read the work
in question. That will create a community of readers who are in tune with one
another. (Zhang and Miller 572)
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Zhang does not respond to this invitation to clarify his motivations. His second letter
asks whether deconstruction can provide a “universal guide” to the implementation
of literary criticism. Miller tries once again to get to the bottom of this quest for

universality:

My guess is that you [Zhang] think this is important because if such a complete
set providing universal guidance exists, then we have a basis on which we
can all teach and write about literature in the same way. All students can be
expected to know this “complete set.” All will use this set and this set alone in
the practice of reading literature. Examinations can be based on this universally
agreed upon “set of systematic criticism.” A universal community of those who
know, accept, and use it will be created and maintained. Tremendous social
and educational advantages would seem to follow from the creation of such a
community, you appear to assume. (Zhang and Miller 586)

Zhang responds in his next letter that “my concern with this issue expressed in
the previous letter is not based on educational considerations, but on doubts about
the position of deconstruction” (Zhang and Miller 593). Miller goes to elaborate
lengths of mind-reading in his attempt at creating a specific purpose for Zhang’s
(dis)engagement with deconstruction as a necessary framework for determining the
value of deconstruction. Zhang finally throws off the mask of innocent questioner
and confesses that his real motivation is to refute deconstruction, as he will in the
2020 article apparently refute all of “Western” theory.

Wang Ning’s task in his introduction was to create value out of questions
and answers that do not directly engage each other. J. Hillis Miller was among the
most prominent theorists in the US and a good friend, while Zhang Jiang was a
close colleague. Wang starts by assigning the best of motives and intentions to both

correspondents:

The following exchange between two eminent Chinese and Western literary
theorists will reveal to our international audiences how Chinese literary
scholars are enthused by Western literary theories, how they conscientiously
study an important Western literary critical work and raise relevant, challenging
questions, and how they are very eager to have dialogues with their Western
counterparts on issues concerning literary studies. Readers will also see how

a senior Western literary theorist like J. Hillis Miller patiently and seriously
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answers his Chinese colleague’s questions and gives his dynamic responses.
In this way, a dialogue between Chinese and Western literary theory and
scholarship has been effectively carried out through the international lingua
franca of English. (Wang Ning, “Introduction: Toward a Substantial Chinese—
Western Theoretical Dialogue” 562)

Wang Ning goes on to identify and quote the most informative points made by each
of the two interlocutors. By the end of his introduction, the reader is ready to absorb
the most useful points made by each interlocutor. Wang Ning has coached the two
sides into a team effort.

Owen Aldridge, the founding editor of Comparative Literature Studies,
had forged a strong relationship with scholars in Japan, especially ones at Nihon
University, and together with Masayuki Akiyama he created a biennial East-West
issue of CLS that began in the early 1970s, and that was quite forward-looking for
its time. Upon the retirement of Professors Akiyama and Aldridge, the enterprise
struggled to find interest and support at Nihon, and Wang Ning and Kang Liu of
Shanghai Jiao Tong University were eager to accept the challenge of holding up the
“Eastern” pillar of the comparative enterprise. Special issues of CLS sponsored by
SJTU have addressed the following topics: Modern China and the World: Literary
Constructions 49.4 (2012); Global Maoism and Cultural Revolutions in the Global
Context 52.1 (2015); Comparative Literature in East Asia 54.1 (2017); Ecocriticism
in East Asia: Toward a Literary (Re) Construction of Nature and Environment 55.4
(2018); and Technology in Comparative Literature Studies 57.4 (2020). My own
favorite of these was, of course, the one on comparative literature in East Asia.
As a complit nerd, I am obsessed with discovering how scholars in various parts
of the world play at the game of comparison, and thus I was greatly rewarded in
seeing the diverse voices weigh in on the topic of comparativism. I profited from
Youngmin Kim’s account of the status of comparative and world literature studies
in Korea. (Kim is university distinguished professor, and director of the Institute
of Trans Media World Literature at Dongguk University in Seoul.) I learned from
Biwu Shang of Shanghai Jiao Tong University about the peculiarities in the Chinese
versions of narratology (prompted, of course, by the distinctive tradition of Chinese
narrative), while Massimo Verdicchio of the University of Alberta taught help me
recognize Du Fu as a world author. Wang Ning’s own contribution revealed Chinese
perspective on gender studies in the post-theoretical era. He made use of his vast
array of scholarly connections to bring together these and other brilliant writers for

this issue, an even dozen in all.
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Among the more recent collaborative projects of Wang Ning, and the last
one I will speak of, is a special issue, “Modern Chinese Literature from Local to
Global,” published in the Journal of Modern Literature in 2021. Wang Ning co-
edited this with his colleague at Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Peng Qinglong. The
ten articles are meant to open readers’ eyes to the many contributions that Chinese
literature has made to world literature. Wang Ning’s opening statement, that “the
relations between world literature and modern Chinese literature have not yet been
fully discussed” (Wang, “Editor’s Introduction” 1) strikes me as accurate. First of
all, the aspect of world literature that cause it to function as a hypercanon in some
contexts has meant an outsize focus on classical works—the Tang Dynasty poets,
the great novels/romances, and the classic works of “philosophy” such as the work
that has received the most translations into English, the Tao Te Ching. The millenia-
long Chinese literary tradition blots out the sun for most contemporary works,
whereas for many postcolonial literatures the opposite is true—many African
literary traditions are treated as though they began only with the introduction of
writing in a European language.

Translation must certainly be recognized as a form of collaboration, often of
a unique nature in that the parties—author of the text in the source language and
translator of the text into the target language—do not confer directly with each
other and the final product—the translated text—is created in a serial process.
Thus, an enormous collaborative program set in motion by Wang Ning involved
the translation into Chinese of three journals known for their theoretical approach
to literature: boundary 2; Critical Inquiry; and New Literary History. He indeed, he
reports on the results of the earliest parts of this effort, which have sold many copies
in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. He recognizes the resistance to his
project in some quarters in China: journals that fear the competition; and scholars
who are not fully attuned to the advantages of being able to dialogue with the rest of
the world through the medium of a shared critical and theoretical. Wang Ning puts a

brave face on the eventual success of his translation project:

Chinese literary and cultural studies, due to the translation of these journals,
will move closer and closer toward the international community, thereby
having equal dialogues with the latter. Since most of the articles published in
the above-mentioned journals antici pate their authors’ substantial research and
profound thinking of cutting-edge theoretical issues, they will certainly provide
illumination to our own theoretical reflections. (Wang, “Translating Journals
into Chinese” 653)
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I am unable to give an overall assessment of how long this project lasted, or how
many total pages from these three journals ended up being translated into Chinese.
Certainly, the connection with Critical Inquiry remained strong into the next decade,
as noted above.

In conclusion, the main thesis of The World Republic of Letters by Pascale
Casanova reminded us in a forceful manner that our view of world literature remains
partial and misleading if it restricts itself to texts and authors. World literature is
equally—or perhaps more—a product of its mediators: translators, publishers,
literary critics, teachers of literature, government functionaries, and literary
entrepreneurs. Wang Ning is a prime example of a mediator, and his contributions to
the development of interculturality between China and the US, Orient and Occident,
have been considerable and very much worth praise and celebration.
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Wang Ning is a name that rings much familiarity to all of those working in the area
of world literature. To borrow the words of Theo D’haen, Wang, as of the early
1990s, “has been one of the most prolific, and I would say almost ‘seismographic,’
interpreters of the relation of Chinese literary scholarship to Western theory and
practice” (D’haen, The Routledge Concise History of World Literature 171). Wang’s
scholarly interests entail a wide range of fields. To name a few, psychanalysis,
postmodernism, postcolonialism, globalization, translation, literary theory, world
literature and comparative literature. Among all these fields, it is world literature
and comparative literature that attracts Wang most. This paper attempts to
examine Wang’s contribution to the studies of world literature with regard to three
dimensions: Chinese literature as world literature, Chinese-Western dialogue on and
reconstruction of literary theory, and world poetics and cosmopolitanism.

Chinese Literature as World Literature

Wang has invested much energy exploring world literature. In particular, he tries
hard to promote Chinese literature in the arena of world literature with a sense of
mission, arguing that “Any history of world literature, if not including the great
achievements made by Chinese writers, would be regarded as incomplete and
imperfect.” (Wang, “Chinese Literature as World Literature” 391). Wang’s claim has
been shared with Theo D’haen, who admits that “Undoubtedly, Chinese literature
is a very important part of ‘world literature’ ” (D’haen, “Modern Chinese Literature
and World Literature from a European Perspective” 157). In the first decade of the
21* century, literature as world literature has attracted increasing attention from
comparatists. Edited by Thomas Oliver Beebee, Bloomsbury has launched a book
series Literatures as World Literature, which includes such works as Thomas Oliver
Beebee’s German Literature as World Literature (2014), Mircea Martin, Christian
Moraru, and Andrei Terian’s Romanian Literature as World Literature (2017), Mads
Rosendahl Thomsen, and Dan Ringgaard’s Danish Literature as World Literature
(2017), Eduardo F. Coutinho’s Brazilian Literature as World Literature (2018),
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Theo D’haen’s Dutch and Flemish Literature as World Literature (2019), Jeffrey
R. Di Leo’s American Literature as World Literature (2019), Christian Moraru,
Nicole Simek, and Bertrand Westphal’s Francophone Literature as World Literature
(2020), Mihaela P. Harper, and Dimitar Kambourov’s Bulgarian Literature as
World Literature (2020), Ignacio M. Sanchez Prado’s Mexican Literature as World
Literature (2021), Mostafa Abedinifard, Omid Azadibougar, and Amirhossein Vafa’s
Persian Literature as World Literature (2021), Burcu Alkan, and Cimen Giinay-
Erkol’s Turkish Literature as World Literature (2022), and Alexander Fyfe, and
Madhu Krishnan’s African Literatures as World Literature (2022). Regrettably, there
has been no work on Chinese literature as world literature. Such a lacuna is well
found Wang’s works. It is to be noted that as early as the year 1993, Wang published
a paper “Confronting Western Influence: Rethinking Chinese Literature of the New
Period” in the internationally prestigious journal New Literary History, introducing
and promoting Chinese literature to international academia. He optimistically claims
that “as a consequence of the increasing cultural and academic exchange between
Chinese and Western scholars and writers, such a gap as the Chinese influence on
Western literature will be filled up in the near future” (Wang, “Confronting Western
Influence: Rethinking Chinese Literature of the New Period” 922).

Ever since then, Wang has consistently devoted his energy to moving Chinese
literature into the mainstream of world literature. In “Chinese Literature as World
Literature” (2016), Wang argues that “When talking about Chinese literature as
world literature we should first of all confront two issues: historically, Chinese
literature was regarded as world literature due to Sino-centrism; nowadays, Chinese
literature should be regarded as an integral part of world literature” (Wang, “Chinese
Literature as World Literature” 380).

The basic assumption, in Wang’s works, is that world literature is not a singular
form, instead it is rather diversified and encompasses translations of literature of
all countries, which reminds us of Wang’s previous argument about the dynamic
function of translation in world literature. In Wang’s view, “translation has been
vital not only in building up national and cultural identities but also in constructing
a literature with the potential to cross the boundaries of languages and nations as
well as those of literary and cultural traditions” (Wang, “World Literature and the
Dynamic Function of Translation” 1). David Damrosch also places much weight on
the role of translation in constructing world literature. In What Is World Literature
(2003), Damrosch defines world literature as follows:

1. World literature is an elliptical refraction of national literatures.
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2. World literature is writing that gains in translation.

3. World literature is not a set canon of texts but a mode of reading: a form of
detached engagement with worlds beyond our own place and time. (Damrosch
281)

Wang makes a survey of how Lu Xun, Hu Shi and Guo Moruo in the May 4"
movement emphasized on the role of translation and participated in translating
foreign literatures to China. While in today’s global context, China is getting
increasingly powerful both economically and politically, it is more urgent than ever
for Chinese literature to move from the marginalized and periphery to the center of
world literature. In this process, translation plays an irreplaceable role. Thus, a shift
from translating Western literature into Chinese to translating Chinese literature
into other languages is much needed. Wang proposes translating Chinese literature
on two levels: on the interlingual level but on the intercultural level. Wang explains
that “for the latter plane will most sharply highlight Chinese literature and culture
before the world, while the former, with its attentiveness to linguistic rendering,
will enable Chinese literature to become better known to the non-Chinese-speaking
world” (Wang, “World Literature and the Dynamic Function of Translation” 13).

However, the process is easier said than done. Wang keenly observes that:

Although many Chinese scholars are able to translate literary or theoretic
works from foreign languages into Chinese, very few of them can translate
Chinese works into foreign languages. Sometimes, even when they have
translated great Chinese literary works into English or other major foreign
languages, their versions are either not appreciated by native speakers because
of their foreignizing elements, or are unable to be circulated in the target
book market. Therefore, many translated Chinese literary works published by
China’s Foreign Language Press are chiefly circulated domestically rather than
internationally. (Wang, “Chinese Literature as World Literature” 386)

It is indeed an embarrassing dilemma: on the one hand, everyone recognizes the
importance of translating Chinese literature and culture into other languages,
while on the other hand, those translated Chinese literary and cultural works have
not been well received in Western countries. To approach such a problem, Wang
suggests that Chinese translators should collaborate with Western sinologists and
international publishers, claiming that “Through the joint efforts to be made by us in

collaboration with our Western sinologists and publishers, we will most effectively
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translate excellent Chinese literary works into English and promote them throughout
the world” (Wang, “Chinese Literature as World Literature” 391)

Even though it is a hard and long process of Chinese literature moving towards
the arena of world literature through translation, we still need to be aware of the fact
that “translation will continue to function dynamically in deconstructing the West-
centric mode of world literature and reconstructing new world literature” (Wang,
“Translating Modernity and Reconstructing World Literature” 111). In addition
to translation, Wang also offers two other suggestions for Chinese literature to get
into the mainstream of world literature, namely the follow-up work done by critics
and scholars, who are encouraged “to write their critical and introductory works
directly in English and publish them either with the leading publishers or in the
prestigious academic journals” (Wang, “Translating Modernity and Reconstructing
World Literature” 111), and the anthology of Chinese literature, and thus Chinese
scholars are expected “to join in anthologizing world literature in which Chinese
literature will occupy a considerable part.” (Wang, “Translating Modernity and
Reconstructing World Literature” 111).

It needs to be mentioned that with Wang’s effort a number of important
contemporary Chinese writers are getting better known in the world. In 2016, Wang
collaborated with Charles Ross in editing a special issue “Twentieth- and Twenty-
First-Century Chinese Fiction” in the prestigious journal Modern Fiction Studies.
In this special issue, a group of eminent contemporary Chinese novelists and their
works are introduced and explored, including Mo Yan, Liu Zhenyun, Tie Ning,
Li Rui, Su Tong, Wang Anyi, and Xu Xiaobin, Yan Lianke, Yu Hua, Jia Pingwa,
Ge Fei. Another case in point is Wang’s edited special issue “Modern Chinese
Literature in the Context of World Literature” in Journal of Modern Literature in
2021, in which Yu Hua, Jia Pingwa, Cao Yu, Ba Jin, Lu Xun are introduced and
explored.

Wang’s pioneering work making Chinese literature as world work opens many
avenues and possibilities for critics and scholars to follow. For instance, inspired by
Wang, Theo D’haen thinks about how the other literatures from other parts of the
world to become a part of world literature. To end this section, let me quote D’haen’s
argument in full:

The same is true of other literatures, from other parts of the world, that hitherto
have not received their dues within the context of world literature as practiced
until recently. It is not just their literary works that deserve their place in

world literature, for as long as the theories, concepts, approaches that form
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an inherent part of these traditions do not gain their rightful place in literary
studies, not just in their own traditions but also beyond, as equivalent elements
in the “global” discussion, “world literature” will not be a level playing field
(D’haen, “Modern Chinese Literature and World Literature from a European
Perspective” 157).

Chinese-Western Dialogue and Reconstruction:
Literary Studies in Post-Theoretical Era

In After Theory (2003), Terry Eagleton declares the end of theory, arguing that:

The golden age of cultural theory is long past. The pioneering works of Jacques
Lacan, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes and Michel
Foucault are several decades behind us. So are the path-breaking early writings
of Raymond Williams, Luce Irigaray, Pierre Bourdieu, Julia Kristeva, Jacques
Derrida, Héléne Cixous, Jurgen Habermas, Fredric Jameson and Edward Said.
Not much that has been written since has matched the ambitiousness and
originality of these founding mothers and fathers. Some of them have since
been struck down. Fate pushed Roland Barthes under a Parisian laundry van,
and afflicted Michel Foucault with Aids. It dispatched Lacan, Williams and
Bourdieu, and banished Louis Althusser to a psychiatric hospital for the murder
of his wife. It seemed that God was not a structuralist. (Eagleton 1)

Eagleton’s argument is mainly based upon his observation that those well-
established literary theorists such as Jacques Lacan, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Louis
Althusser, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Raymond Williams, Luce Irigaray,
Pierre Bourdieu, Julia Kristeva, Jacques Derrida, Héléne Cixous, Jurgen Habermas,
Fredric Jameson and Edward Said either have passed away or approach senior age.
That said, literary theory seems to have lost its momentum and power, and thus it is
no longer magnetic. Eagleton’s lament of theory has been followed and consolidated
in Nicholas Birns’s Theory after Theory (2010), Jane Elliott and Derek Attridge’s
Theory after “Theory” (2011), and D. N. Rodowick’s Elegy for Theory (2015).
How is literary theory like? What’s fate of literary theory? To address these issues,
the journal Critical Inquires has organized two successive conferences “The Future
of Criticism—A Critical Inquiry Symposium” (2003) and “The Ends of Theory:
The Beijing Symposium on Critical Inquiry” (2004). As an editor of the journal,
W. J. T. Mitchell first raises a number of questions concerning the future of literary
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What, in your view, would be the desirable future of critical inquiry in the
coming century? If you were able to dictate the agenda for theory and criticism
in research and educational institutions, and in the public sphere, what would
you imagine as the ideal structure of feeling and thought to inform critical
practice? And, above all, what steps do you think need to be taken in the
present moment to move toward this desirable future? What, in short, is to be
done? (Mitchell 330)

To address these questions, Mitchell offers five suggestions:

1. It has been suggested that the great era of theory is now behind us and that
we have now entered a period of timidity, backfilling, and (at best) empirical
accumulation. True?

2. It has been suggested that theory now has backed off from its earlier
sociopolitical engagements and its sense of revolutionary possibility and has
undergone a “therapeutic turn” to concerns with ethics, aesthetics, and care of
the self, a turn of which Lacan is the major theoretical symptom. True?

3. It has been suggested that the major challenge for the humanities in the
coming century will be to determine the fate of literature and to secure some
space for the aesthetic in the face of the overwhelming forces of mass culture
and commercial entertainment. True?

4. It has been suggested that the rapid transformations in contemporary media
(high-speed computing and the internet; the revolution in bio- technology; the
latest mutations of speculative and finance capital) are producing new horizons
for theoretical investigations in politics, science, the arts, and religion that go
well beyond the resources of structuralism, poststructuralism, and the “theory
revolution” of the late twentieth century. True?

5. Following on number 4, it has been suggested that the criticism and theory
to come may have to explore other media of dissemination besides those of the
printed text, the scholarly article or monograph, or even language as such in its
prosaic, discursive forms. What is likely to happen or ought to happen to the
“arts of transmission” of knowledge in coming century? (Mitchell 330-331)

Coupling Mitchell’s questions with his follow-up suggestions, one cannot find it

hard to grasp his proposal for exploring literary theory in its transformed forms and
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its expansion to other relevant fields of work. That said, to talk about the death and
survival of literary theory is to reconsider its past and investigate its transformations.
The heated discussions about the future of literary criticism, to some degree, suggest
its crisis in the beginning of the 21* century. At issue is what Chinese critics can
engage with critical enterprise and make their due contributions?

As an editor of the journal Frontiers of Literary Theory, Wang has been one
of the most important scholars promoting literary theory in China. Against the
backdrop of waning tide of Western literary theory, Wang has taken it as a rare
opportunity to reconstruct critical theories from a Chinese perspective in the first
place and initiates China- Western dialogue on theory subsequently. As a rejoinder
to Martin McQuillan et al.’s Post-Theory: New Directions in Criticism (1999)
and Eagleton’s After Theory (2003), Wang proposes that we are entering a post-
theoretical era. In his view, “the concept of post-theory is aimed to prove that
theory is not dead as it has permeated in the empirical studies of various literary and
cultural phenomena. Its function does not only lie in critiquing other things but also
in reflecting itself. The proposal of post-theory has activated the ever increasingly
weakening literary and cultural theory enabling it to have new energies and new
moments” (Wang, “Gender Studies in the Post-theoretical Era” 17). Using gender
studies and Butler’s theory as a particular example, Wang still finds the value of
queer theory which is rather effective in illuminating contemporary Chinese gender
culture. In doing so, Wang argues that in the post-theoretical era, “theory is no
longer so powerful as usual but still effective if used to interpret literary and cultural
phenomena only” (Wang, “Gender Studies in the Post-theoretical Era” 17).

Apart from his proposal for reconsidering the effectiveness of literary theory
in the post-theoretical era, Wang is also actively engaged in China-Western
Dialogue on literary theory by dialoging with Western scholars, organizing
conferences, and editing special issues. For instance, at the Fifth Sino-American
Symposium on Comparative Literature, held in Shanghai, August 2010, Wang
talked to David Damrosch on world literature (Wang and Damrosch 171-190). In
the summer of 2004, Wang and W. J. T. Mitchell collaborated and co-organized
“The Ends of Theory: The Beijing Symposium on Critical Inquiry”, in which
Fredric Jameson, Hillis Miller, Louis Schwartz, Knut Brynhildsvoll, Mingdong Gu,
Sheldon Lu, Wang Ning, Shen Dan, Liu Kang, Xie Shaobo, Yu Haiqing, Lu Jie, He
Donghui and some others participated and exchanged views. In this symposium
there was also workshop for editors of theory journals, including Elizabeth
Helsinger, Richard Neer, and Jay Williams of Critical Inquiry, Luo Xuanmin of
Perspectives: Studies in Translatology, Pamela McCallum and Xie Shaobo of
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ARIEL, Knut Brynhildsvoll of /bsen Studies, Thomas Beebee of Comparative
Literature Studies, Milan Dimic of Canadian Review of Comparative Literature,
Robin Tsai of Tamkang Review, Chen Jianlan of Wenyi yanjiu (Literature and Art
Studies), Chen Yongguo of Wenxue lilun gianyan (Frontiers of Literary Theory),
Tao Dongfeng of Wenhua yanjiu (Cultural Studies), and Guo Jun of Waiguo
wenxue yanjiu (Foreign Literature Studies).

In addition to organizing symposiums and workshops for Chinese literary
theorists to have a face-to-face dialogue with their Western colleagues, Wang
has also edited numerous special issues on China-Western Dialogue on literary
theory in international journals. For instance, he edited and promoted “Exchange
of Letters About Literary Theory Between Zhang Jiang and J. Hillis Miller” in
the 3" issue of Comparative Literature Studies in 2016. About the significance
of the dialogue, Wang comments that it helps “Western readers understand a bit
about the current Chinese literary situation: when literature and literary theory are
on the decline in the West, they still have a considerable number of readers and
scholars in China, although they are no longer so popular among them as ten years
ago” (Wang, “Introduction: Toward a Substantial Chinese—Western Theoretical
Dialogue” 566).

What deserves our particular attention is Wang’s co-edited special issue
“Chinese Encounters with Western Theories” with Marshall Brown in Modern
Language Quarterly in 2018. In this special issue, three important Chinese
literary theorists Wang Ning, Zhang Jiang, and Zhu Liyuan have talked about
French theories in China and the Chinese theoretical (re)construction, imposed
interpretation and Chinese construction of literary theory, and Hillis Miller’s view
of the end of literature. Correspondingly, their arguments have been responded to
and commented by three Western literary theorists, namely Theo D’haen, Liu Kang,
and J. Hillis Miller. The aim and significance of this special issue, in Wang and
Marshall’s view, is “to expand the dialogue between Chinese and Western theorists
and literary scholars” (Wang and Marshall 246). I do think such a dialogue is
timely and significant, which is largely set against the imbalanced communication
between Chinese literary theorists and Western literary theorist. As is observed by
Wang and Brown, “Almost all the important Western theorists have had their major
works translated into Chinese, whereas few Chinese theorists and comparatists
have published internationally or have been introduced to or translated for English-
language academic circles” (Wang and Brown 246) It is due to Wang’s effort that
Zhang Jiang’s work on imposed interpretation has been known by Western scholars

and makes them rethink about the value and mechanism of literary theory.
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Comparative Poetics, World Poetics and Cosmopolitanism

In most recent years, Wang has been increasingly interested in the issue of world
poetics. In tradition, poetics is related to the study of poetry, and thus it is generally
defined as “the theory of poetry, in particular emphasizing principles of composition
and structure” (Cuddon 545). Aristotle’s Poetics has been generally seen as the
earliest exploration of this issue, which has been followed by a number of well-
known poets. To name a few, Horace’s Ars Poetica (18 bc); Longinus’s On the
Sublime (1st / 3" ¢.); Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesie (1595); Alexander
Pope’s An Essay on Criticism (1711); and William Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to
his Lyrical Ballads (1801, 1802). In the arena of contemporary literary theory,
the term poetics to designate the general theory of literature. I agree with Peter
Childs and Roger Fowler, who point out that “In modern usage poetics is not the
study of, or the techniques of, poetry (verse), but the general theory of literature”
(Childs and Fowler 179). Largely informed by structuralist linguistics, structuralists
have invested utmost effort to work towards a type of poetics that tries to reveal
governing patters and mechanism that produce meanings and effects. In his
Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of Literature (1975,
2002), Jonathan Culler puts poetics in opposition to hermeneutics. In Culler’s view,
the goal of poetics is to arrive at “an understanding of the devices, conventions and
strategies of literature, of the means by which literary works create their effects,”
while the goal of hermeneutics is “to discover or determine the meaning of a text”
(Culler vii). In favor of pursuing poetics, Culler proposes that “literary studies
should seek to understand how works produce the effects they have for readers
(effects such as meanings)” (Culler viii). Along somewhat similar lines, we can well
find the significant works in doing studies of poetics. For instance, Vladimir Propp’s
Morphology of the Folk-Tale (1928), T. Todorov’s The Poetics of Prose (1965), and
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan’s Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (1983). In
the beginning of the 21" century, with reference to cognitive science and cognitive
linguistics in particular, a number of critics have been striving towards a cognitive
poetics. Noteworthy are such works as Reuven Tsur’s Toward a Theory of Cognitive
Poetics (1997), Peter Stockwell’s Cognitive Poetics: An Introduction (2002), and
Joanna Gavins and Gerard Steen’s Cognitive Poetics in Practice (2003).

However, when approaching and elaborating their principles of poetics,
Western scholars are somehow constrained by their hemisphere blindness and
ignore those periphery literatures and Eastern literatures accordingly. Inspired
by Earl Miner’s Comparative Poetics: An Intercultural Essay on Theories of
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Literature (1990), Wang attempts to work towards a world poetics. Wang argues
that “If we have re-read Miner’s book, we might well be inspired by his pioneering
but incomplete work to construct a sort of world poetics or world literary theory:
which he himself was doing implicitly in any case” (420). In doing so, Wang
aims at “constructing a sort of cosmopolitan literary theory of common aesthetic
principles and universal standards.” (Wang, “Earl Miner: Comparative Poetics and
the Construction of World Poetics,” 421) At issue is how such a poetics be like? In
Wang’s view, a world poetics is to be constructed with reference to the following six

preliminary terms:

1. It should be expressed both in the singular as well as plural forms, as is the
case with world literature(s);

2. It must be characterized by crossing the boundary of languages and cultures;
3. It must be applicable to the interpretation of all literary phenomena, be it
western or eastern, ancient or modern;

4. It must be constructed by taking into consideration both universalism and
relativism;

5. It should be open to dialogues with other fields of the humanities and means
of representation, since literature itself has changed a great deal in the past
hundred years;

6. It must be subject to translation, so that it can travel to other countries or
language environments. (Wang, “Earl Miner: Comparative Poetics and the
Construction of World Poetics” 419-24)

A close look at the above six parameters would reveal that Wang’s proposal is
largely concerned with the universality of literatures in different languages and
countries. If a world poetics is to be constructed in the way proposed by Wang,
all literatures will enjoy an equal treatment. As a return, world poetics will also
contribute to the development of world literature and cosmopolitanism, both of
which have been intensively elaborated by Wang.

Wang’s elaboration of world poetics is first of all related to the diversified
forms of world literature. In “ ‘Weltliteratur’: From a Utopian Imagination to
Diversified Forms of World Literatures”(2011), Wang continues to think along
the line of universality-relativity duality of world literature emphasized by
Douwe Fokkema (Fokkema 1290-1291). By modifying universality-relativity to
canonicity-readability, Wang proposes a number of criteria to evaluate whether

a literary work should be regarded as world literature: grasping the Zeitgeist of
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a given historical period with its high aesthetic quality; crossing the boundary of
national languages and cultures; included in an authoritative anthology edited by
major literary scholars; taught in universities and imitated by writers of different
countries in different languages; and inviting critical studies in other cultural and
literary contexts. (Wang, “Weltliteratur” 299) Wang uses Chinese literature as a
particular example, elaborating how Chinese literature could well go to the arena of
world literature to make it diversified.

Secondly, Wang’s conception of world poetics is related to the issue of
cosmopolitanism. As we know, the last two decades witnessed an explosive interest

in the issue of cosmopolitanism. As is observed by Gerard Delanty,

Over the past two decades there has been very wide interest in cosmopolitanism
across the human and social sciences. Where earlier it had been largely
a term associated with moral and political philosophy, cosmopolitanism
has now become a widely used term in the social sciences. In many ways
cosmopolitanism constitutes an interdisciplinary area for the human and social

sciences. (Delanty 1)

In a similar vein, Bruce Robbins claims that “Cosmopolitanism has never been
so popular. Across a variety of academic disciplines and in the more respectable
regions of the press the concept is repeatedly evoked whenever attention is paid
to the movement of peoples and cultures and the creative mixtures that emerge
as they interact” (Robbins 2). Etymologically speaking, the word derives from
the Greek kocpomolritng, or kosmopolités, formed from “kécpog”, kosmos, i.e.
“world”, “universe”, or “cosmos”, and moAitng, “polité€s”, i.e. “citizen” or “[one]
of a city”. Contemporary usage defines the term as “citizen of the world.” Despite
the popularity of the term, cosmopolitanism seems to be very elusive, and thus
there emerge a number of related concepts, such as vernacular cosmopolitanism,
rooted cosmopolitanism, critical cosmopolitanism, comparative cosmopolitanism,
national cosmopolitanism, discrepant cosmopolitanism, situated cosmopolitanism,
cosmopolitan patriotism, cosmopolitan nationalism, cosmopolitan democracy,
and cosmopolitan postcolonialism. What are the features of cosmopolitanism? In
Conceiving Cosmopolitanism—Theory, Context, and Practice (2002), S. Vertovec
and R. Cohen list a typology for six characterizations of cosmopolitanism:

1. cosmopolitanism as a socio-cultural condition;

2. a kind of philosophy or worldview;



238 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 6, No. 2, June 2022

. a political project towards building transnational institutions;
. a political project for recognizing multiple identities;

. an attitudinal or dispositional orientation; and

AN L AW

. amode of practice or competence. (Vertovec and Cohen 9)

In his active engagement of the issue cosmopolitanism, Wang tries to revisit
and define it from “a literary and critical perspective in general and a Chinese
perspective in particular” (Wang, “Ibsen and Cosmopolitanism” 124) Wang argues
that cosmopolitanism can be defined within the following ten

. as something that transcends nationalist sentiment;
. as a pursuit of moral justice;

. as a global and universal human concern;

. as a diasporic and even homeless state;

1
2
3
4
5. as something decentralizing, which pursues a pluralistic cultural identity;
6. as in the service of human happiness and unity;

7. as a political and religious belief;

8. as the realization of global governance;

9. as an artistic and aesthetic pursuit; and

10. as a critical perspective from which to evaluate literary and cultural
products. (Wang, “Cosmopolitanism and the Internationalization of Chinese

Literature” 172)

Noteworthy is Wang’s elaboration of cosmopolitanism in relation to Chinese
literature and culture. In “Cosmopolitanism and the Internationalization of
Chinese Literature” (2014), Wang points out that “in China’s recent past to talk
about cosmopolitanism from a literary point of view was mostly to identify
Chinese literature with Western literature.” (Wang, “Cosmopolitanism and
the Internationalization of Chinese Literature” 167). In Wang’s view, literary
cosmopolitanism enables scholars to go “beyond a particular national cultural and
literary tradition but to engage with excellent works in world literature” (Wang,
“Cosmopolitanism and the Internationalization of Chinese Literature” 173). Mo
Yan, the 2012 Nobel Prize in Literature, is a successful example. Influenced by
William Faulkner and Garcia Marquez, Mo Yan also writes about those fundamental
issues and experiences shared by all humans, and thus he writes as a local novelist
with common human concerns and moves into the mainstream of world literature

enabled by cosmopolitanism and translation.
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Conclusion

In “The Hedgehog and the Fox” (1953), Isaiah Berlin revisits the remark of the
Greek poet Archilochus that the fox knows many things, while the hedgehog knows
one big thing. Half a century later, Stephen Jay Gould picked up this issue again in
The Hedgehog, the Fox and the Magister s Pox (2004). In both Berlin and Gould’s
muses and elaborations, one can easily discern an interesting phenomenon that
the fox-type scholars work on a wide range of different issues and achieve a broad
mastery over the whole area, while the hedgehog-type scholars are content to plough
a deep furrow, and pursue a single issue. Wang Ning works a number of different
fields including psychanalysis, postmodernism, postcolonialism, globalization,
translation, literary theory, world literature and comparative literature, but he is
also deep in each of those cutting-edge issues. Just like his long-time pursuit of
bridging China-Western literary studies and his challenges to Eurocentrism and
American-centeredness, Wang also goes beyond hedgehog-fox divide and is well-
accomplished in all and each of the scholarly areas that attracts his interest. As
Wang’s colleague in the same university, | always find it satisfying and rewarding
working with him. Re-reading and commenting on Wang’s scholarly works, I would
now like to make this point again, with renewed emphasis.
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Introduction

Since the 1970s, there has been a lot of doomsaying of the humanities, literary
studies in particular, in the Western academy, which could be justified somehow by
the sharp fund-cutting in the universities, the shrinking of enrollment in literature
and literary theory, the gloomy prospect for the graduates, and the cry of crisis every
now and then in the humanities. Things are a little bit different in China though.
Although the humanities have been in a disadvantageous position compared with the
science and engineering, they have still achieved considerably and developed fast
during the past forty years. Different from the situation in many Western countries,
China has been stressing the international cultural exchanges, in recent years in
particular, and actively promoting the mutual appreciation between different nations
and cultural tolerance. Globally speaking, the process of globalization has been
frustrated in various ways especially by the Covid-19 pandemic beginning from the
end of 2019 and the international trade sanctions by some Western countries. But
the trend of globalization is unstoppable. In general, the pandemic situation in China
is well-controlled, people’s life has been safeguarded, and the national economy has
been steady and growing. Looked at from China’s domestic policies, the government
has begun to adopt the monumental plan for international cooperation “The Belt
and Road,” which includes the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Maritime
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Silk Road, aiming to develop economic cooperation with countries along the lines,
promote cultural tolerance, and construct communities of mutual interests, reliance,
and responsibilities. In addition, since 2000 Chinese government has adopted the
strategy of promoting Chinese culture to the world and stressed cultural exchanges
in both governmental and non-governmental levels. It’s against these international
and national backgrounds that the Chinese humanities have gained the momentum
to push forward and made great achievements. A group of Chinese scholars who
are familiar with both Chinese and Western literatures have been trying to break
the barricade between the East and the West, and bridge different cultures for the
purpose of mutual appreciation. They not only try to introduce the latest literary
trends and philosophic thoughts from the West to China, but also devote themselves
to bringing the best academic achievements in China to the outside world. During
this process they have been trying to construct a Chinese academic discourse of
their own on the basis of amalgamating the East and the West, the ancient and the
modern, thus contributing to the progress of a global academic community. And
Wang Ning is an excellent example of these scholars.

A General View of Wang Ning’s Academic Achievements

Starting his career from teaching English in Nanjing Normal University since
1978, Wang has never left his pursuit of teaching and researching in the field
of foreign literature studies. He has taught in such distinguished universities in
China as Peking University, Beijing Language and Culture University, Tsinghua
University, and now Shanghai Jiaotong University. Familiar with both Chinese and
English literatures and skilled in writing in both languages, Wang has been taking
the lead in introducing Western literary theories into China. He is also enthusiastic
about practicing those theories in his criticism while at the same time introducing
Chinese literature to the outside world. Wang’s achievements are mainly in the
fields of psychoanalysis, modernism, postmodernism, globalization, cultural studies,
translatology and world literature.' He has by far published three monographs
in English, more than twenty books in Chinese, and near 600 papers, including
over 130 in English. More than 100 of his papers have been indexed by A&HCI
and SSCI database and many of his works have been translated into over a dozen
of other languages, including Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Germany, Russian,

and French, exerting profound influence on the international humanities. Due to

1 In addition, Wang has also written a lot of influential articles about post-colonialism, diasporic liter-
ature, ecocriticism, Marxism, digital humanism, posthumanism, and studies on Northrop Fry and Henry

Ibsen during the past 30 years.
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his outstanding achievement and esteem, Wang was selected as member of the
Academy of Latinity in 2010, Changjiang Distinguished Professor by the Ministry
of Education of China in 2012, and foreign member of Acadamia Europaea in 2013.
Wang has led the trend of comparative literature and become an unprecedented
academic landscape in the humanities in China. The following is a brief review of
his major academic achievements in the past forty years.

As early as the late 1980s, Wang began to study Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis
and published translations and monographs such as Deep Psychology and Literary
Criticism (1992) and Literature and Psychoanalysis (2002), becoming the main
promoter of the second wave of psychoanalytic theory in Chinese literary criticism.
Wang not only introduced psychoanalytic theory to China, but more importantly,
he excelled in applying this theory to the analysis of Chinese texts. His analyses
of modern Chinese writers include Cao Yu, Liu Naoou, Zhang Xianliang, Mo Yan,
Wang Anyi, and Xu Xiaobin (Wang, “The Influence and Flux of Freudianism in
Modern Chinese Literature” 10-19). Wang does not merely use “advanced” foreign
theories to interpret those texts, or treat them as local resources to prove Western
theories. Rather, he uses the perspective of Chinese scholars to test and even
question foreign theories on the basis of specific textual analysis, thus forming an
equal dialogue between China and foreign countries.

In terms of modernity theory and postmodernism, Wang is the “trendsetter” of
our time. He was the first to convene the “International Symposium on Postmodern
Culture and Contemporary Chinese Literature” (1993) and to publish a number
of important papers. He has also published books such as After Postmodernism
(1998) and Beyond Postmodernism (2002). Based on a detailed analysis of more
than thirty contemporary writers in China and abroad, Wang points out that
although culturally Chinese society is not a typical postmodernist society, due
to the deepening of cultural exchanges between China and foreign countries and
the uneven development of China’s economy and urban culture, contemporary
Chinese literature clearly carries postmodern factors, which can provide us with
an opportunity to engage in an equal dialogue with Western scholars (Wang, “The
Mapping of Chinese Postmodernity” 40; “Rethinking Modern Chinese Literature in
a Global Context” 1-11).

In the area of comparative literature and cultural studies, Wang has taken an
extremely open view of the impact of cultural studies on literary studies. He has
not only published a large number of papers, but also published several books
include: Comparative Literature and Contemporary Chinese Literature (1992),

Comparative Literature and Chinese Hermeneutics (1996), and Comparative
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Literature: Theoretical Reflections and Literary Interpretation (2011), and has
organized several international symposia. In Wans view, the original comparative
literature is clearly Western-centric and we can take advantage of this opportunity to
establish a new school of comparative literature—an “Oriental School” with China,
India and Japan as its mainstays, which “is characterized by parallel comparative
studies and poetic dialogue across Eastern and Western cultural traditions” (Wang,
Comparative Literature and Contemporary Cultural Criticism 38, 51). We can see
here not only Wang’s efforts to advocate equal dialogues, but also his ambition to
construct a “World Poetics” that transcends Western centrism. It is no wonder that
some Chinese scholars have called him “a pioneer in the internationalization of
Chinese comparative literature” (Li Lin 151), and even the late J. Hillis Miller once
applauded Wang “for contributing so much, in their essays in this issue and in their
other work, to the broadening of once-Eurocentric comparative literature to include
literature from all over the world” (“Reading [about] Modern Chinese Literature in
a Time of Globalization” 190). As one of the pioneers of cultural studies in Chinese
academia, Wang has consistently taken the position of eliminating the dichotomy
between literary studies and cultural studies, pointing out that the two can fully
complement each other and produce constructive exchanges between them (Wang,
Comparative Literature and Contemporary Cultural Criticism 81-83).

In the field of translation studies, as early as 1987, Wang published almost
simultaneously his works on translation such as History of Western Art and
Freudianism and the Literary Mind. After that, combining translation studies
with the study of world literature, he conducted continuous in-depth research on
the function of translation and strongly supported the construction of translation
studies as an independent discipline—"translatology.” He has organized at least
four international symposiums on translation, published Globalization and
Cultural Translation (2004), The Cultural Turn in Translation Studies (2009),
and Comparative Literature, World Literature and Translation Studies (2014) in
either Chinese or English. In Wang’s view, both translation and translation studies
are extremely important and play an irreplaceable role in the current revival of
world literature studies; translation needs to go beyond the primary stage of literal
translation, and should pay more attention to the cultural perspectives. The cultural
turn of translation has become a trend (Wang, Cultural Translation and Classical
Interpretation 3-17).

In the field of globalization studies, Wang’s main influence is in the cultural
side and his rare global horizon and vision make him even more remarkable

in foreign literature studies. Since 1980s, Wang has realized that globalization
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is an irreversible trend and we can become the trendsetters if we can seize the
opportunity. Since 1998, Wang has organized at least four major international
symposia on the development of humanities in the era of globalization, published a
large number of papers and books include Globalization and Postcolonial Criticism
(1998), Globalization and Culture: The West and China (2002), and Translated
Modernities: Literary and Cultural Perspectives on Globalization and China (2010).
In Wang’s view, the rapid development of globalization since the second half of
the twentieth century is one of the results of technological progress, especially the
information technology revolution, and for China as a whole, we have become the
biggest beneficiary of the globalization process due to our accession to the WTO. To
promote the modern transformation of traditional Chinese culture and the strategy
of going international of Chinese culture (literature) (Wang, Globalization: Cultural
Studies and Literary Studies 41-60; Globalization and Cultural Studies 193-293;
Globalization and Cultural Translation 1-15).

In addition to his remarkable achievements in the above-mentioned fields,
Wang has also accomplished prominently in the fields of world literature, the post-
theoretical issue, cosmopolitanism and World Poetics in the past ten years. In
addition to organizing several international conferences on related topics, Wang has
published dozens of papers in well-known journals at home and abroad and several
important books such as Comparative Literature, World Literature and Translation
Studies (2014), Literary and Cultural Studies in the Post-Theoretical Era (2009),
and World Literature and Modern Chinese Literature (2021). In Wang’s view, the
revival of world literature at the end of the twentieth century is closely related to
the process of globalization and cosmopolitanism; after the twentieth century, we
are now in a “post-theoretical era” in which Western theories tend to weaken and
ours is an age of carnivalistic “heterglossia.” But this is also a good opportunity for
Chinese scholars to discover the spiritual core of Chinese culture and to present our
excellent cultural traditions to the world (Studies in Comparative Literature, World
Literature and Translation 201-290). It is in this context of cultural globalization

that Wang puts forward his own concept of “World Poetics.”

World Literature, Cosmopolitanism and the Conception of World Poetics

Wang’s conception of World Poetics has a profound international and domestic
background. Internationally, due to the rapid advancement of science and
technology, human society entered an information age at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, and globalization was no longer limited to the initial financial

and economic fields, but soon extended to global governance, politics, and culture.
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The humanities academics worldwide are also thinking about the crisis and the
way out and the reorientation of theory. At home, the Chinese initiative of “Belt
and Road” and the policy of Chinese culture going international have encouraged
Chinese scholars’ cultural self-confidence and courage to go global, while the
shame suffered by Chinese since the nineteenth century have stimulated scholars to
discover the spiritual core of our cultural tradition.

It is in this international and domestic context that we have conceived a
variety of theoretical achievements in the last three decades that have impressed the
international academia. In the field of literary and cultural studies in recent years, |
can cite a variety of theoretical innovations proposed by Chinese scholars, including:
Fu Xiuyan’s Chinese Narratology, Nie Zhenzhao’s Ethical Literary Criticism, Zeng
Fanre’s Aesthetics of Eternal Engendering, Cao Shunqing’s Variation Theory of CL,
Zhang Jiang’s Chinese Hermeneutics, and Wang Ning’s World Poetics. Among these
theories pioneered by Chinese scholars, the most influential ones include Ethical
Literary Criticism, Chinese Hermeneutics, Variation Theory, and World Poetics.
This wave of theoretical innovation is not only influenced by the aforementioned
foreign and domestic environments, but also related to the consciousness of Chinese
scholars towards academic innovation, their increased awareness of innovation and
cultural self-confidence, and China’s increasing cultural soft power.

According to my observation, Wang explicitly proposed the construction of a
“World Poetics” in two papers published in 2014. However, this theory is closely
related to his research on world literature and cosmopolitanism in the past twenty
years. The concept of world literature was first proposed by German scholar August
L. Schloézer, Christoph M. WieLand the poet, and the literary giant Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe in the early nineteenth century (Fang Weigui 9), but it was not until
the end of the twentieth century that this concept was rethought and discussed
by scholars, as globalization deepened and cultural exchanges between countries
became increasingly close. Representative researchers of world literature include
David Damrosch, Martin Puchner, Theo D’haen, Pascale Casanova, Thomas
Beebee, Franco Moretti, and Chinese scholars such as Wang Ning, Liu Hongtao,
Fang Weigui, and Cao Shunging.

Influenced by the discussions of Western scholars, Wang has been concerned
with the elaboration of the concept of world literature since the beginning of this
century, trying to clarify the relationship between comparative literature and world
literature, and advocating the strategy of “glocalization” to actively participate
in the debates in the international academic community (Wang, “The ‘Death’

and ‘Regeneration’ of the Comparative Literature Discipline” 113-115; “The
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‘Glocalization’ of the Chinese Comparative Literature Discipline and Its Direction”
93-100). After several years of exploration, Wang concludes that when people
use the term “world literature” now, they have actually endowed it with three
meanings: 1) a classic summary of the best literature in the world; 2) a global and
cross-cultural perspective and comparative vision on which our literary research,
evaluation and criticism are based; 3) a literary historical evolution through the
production, circulation, translation and critical selection of literature in different
languages. And the criteria by which we judge world literature should include: 1)
whether it captures the spirit of a particular era; 2) whether its influence transcends
the boundaries of its own nation/language; 3) whether it is included in anthologies
of literary classics; 4) whether it can enter university classrooms; and 5) whether
it is critically discussed in another cultural/linguistic context (Wang, “‘World
Literature’: From Utopian Imagination to Aesthetic Reality” 5). Inspired by the
translation ideas of Walter Benjamin, Wang also places special emphasis on the
role of translation in world literature, arguing that it is the translation that gives the
original work an “afterlife.” (Wang, “‘World Literature’ and Translation” 23).
Wang’s conception of World Poetics is also related to his understanding of
cosmopolitanism. Two years before he proposed “World Poetics,” Wang began
to pay attention to the revival of cosmopolitanism in recent years. He examines
cosmopolitanism in detail, mainly as a cultural phenomenon, and sorts through
the works of the ancient Greek Cynics through Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, to Emmanuel Levinas, Jacques Derrida, Martha Nussbaum,
Kwame Appiah, Ulrich Beck, Craig Calhoun, Pheng Cheah, and Bruce Robbins.
He elucidates its development and contemporary connotations and the reasons for
its revival in the late twentieth century. He argues that, today, with China’s growing
integration into the world, this concept is becoming increasingly relevant and
constructing a “new cosmopolitanism” will help us go international in an era of
globalization (“Cosmopolitanism and Its Significance for Contemporary China” 49-
55). Then, Wang made a concise exposition of today’s cosmopolitanism from the
dimension of literature and culture: 1) as a form of transcending nationalism; 2) as
a pursuit of moral justice; 3) as a universal humanistic concern; 4) as a way to feel
at home in the world; 5) as a way to dissolve central consciousness and advocate
multicultural identity; 6) as a way to pursue the happiness of all human beings; 7)
as a political or religious belief; 8) as a way to achieve global governance; 9) as
an artistic and aesthetic pursuit; 10) as a critical perspective from which literary
and cultural products can be evaluated (“Cosmopolitanism and World Literature”

12; “The Significance of Cosmopolitanism in Contemporary Times” 116). Wang
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also points out that the ancient Chinese Confucianism also nurtures the idea of
cosmopolitanism, the idea of Great Unity of the world (shijie datong), parallel to the
Western tradition, which provides a good platform for Chinese and Western scholars
to start a dialogue. This is certainly a prospective and insightful view.

After several years of contemplation and brewing, Wang formally proposed
the idea of “World Poetics” in 2014 on the basis of a revaluation of Earl Miner’s
“comparative poetics.” He points out that although Miner’s comparative poetics
research has been proud of his peers and previous scholars, he has failed to
make further theoretical constructions of a World Poetics (Wang, “Earl Miner:
Comparative Poetics and the Construction of World Poetics” 415). Wang’s World
Poetics is not a replacement of Western literary theory with Eastern literary
theory, nor is it a simple addition of Eastern and Western literary theory, nor is it
a traditionally Western-centric literary theory, but “a new literary and interpretive
theory, to be constructed on the basis of substantial studies of excellent world
literatures and theories.” The purpose of this new theory is to construct a universal
literary theory that shares common aesthetic principles and universal standards
(Wang, “Earl Miner: Comparative Poetics and the Construction of World Poetics”
421). The World Poetics, “a theoretical summary and sublimation of world literary
creation and experience..., will help to further refine the theoretical concept of world
literature and to change and revise the existing map of world literature and literary
theory”; “it becomes very important and very useful for rewriting the history of
world literature and thus expanding the position of Chinese literature and theory on
the map of world literature and literary theory” (Wang, “The Conception of World
Poetics” 176).

So what are the main features of Wang’s conception of World Poetics? First,
Wang points out that World Poetics can be divided into an overall “world literary
theory,” i.e., a poetic system as a whole, and specific theories of world literary
interpretation, the former referring to the sublimation and crystallization of the
world’s excellent literary theories, while the latter takes into account the specific
literary theories from different national literatures. Secondly, World Poetics must
be characterized by the crossing of linguistic/cultural boundaries, and the history
of World Poetics should include non-Western but important literary works such
as Wen Xin Diao Long (The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons) by Liu
Xie (465-520). Third, World Poetics must be applicable to explaining all literary
phenomena in the world. Fourth, in constructing a World Poetics we must pay
attention to the combination of universality and relativity. Fifth, World Poetics

should be open and actively engage in dialogues with other disciplines in the
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field of humanities and social sciences. Sixth, World Poetics must be mediated
by translation so that it can circulate and be available to various cultures (Wang,
“Earl Miner, Comparative Poetics, and the Construction of World Poetics” 34-35).
Soon afterwards, as Wang’s thinking deepened, he made it clear that World Poetics
must break through the limitations of Western centrism and embrace all the literary
theories that emerge from the world’s cultures; that World Poetics can never be used
to “compulsively interpret” literature; that the vitality of World Poetics is reflected
in its unfinished state of being constantly used for interpretation; and that World
Poetics can be constructed, and that literary theorists of each era can interpret it in
their own critical practice (Wang, “The Conception of World Poetics” 173-174). In
the conception of a World Poetics, on the one hand we can see Wang’s attempt to
portray an overarching literary theoretical paradigm in a comprehensive manner; on
the other hand, we can also see that Wang sometimes tends to go to extremes, as in
his description of the third characteristic of the World Poetics.

In my opinion, Wang’s vision of World Poetics has the following characteristics.
1. It emphasizes the subjectivity of Chinese scholars and Chinese theory, with a
strong sense of rights. This is because Chinese discourse has long been suppressed
and marginalized. 2. The concept of World Poetics has a strong sense of the times.
On the one hand, the true advent of globalization has made people around the world
live in a “global village.” On the other hand, the rapid development of information
technology and Internet has made it possible for scholars to propose global theories
that cross ethnic, linguistic, and national boundaries. 3. The concept of World
Poetics is highly inclusive and has both synchronic and diachronic dimensions. It
attaches importance not only to literary works from ancient times to the present, but
more importantly, it pays particular attention to absorbing achievements of small
cultural groups outside the mainstream Euro-American theoretical circles. 4. World
Poetics is constantly developing, generative and reconstructive, and there is no fixed
theoretical systems or theoretical texts of World Poetics. 5. World Poetics is global,
which is reflected in the fact that the theorists or participants are from all over the
world, and on the other hand, its objects of interpretation also cover the literature
of different countries all over the world. 6. World Poetics is interdisciplinary, and
after the post-structuralist wave of the second half of the twentieth century, the
theoretical approach to literary research and literary criticism can no longer be “pure”
literary. 7. World Poetics is dialogical. There is no single authority in the world of
poetics and there will no longer be a monopoly like Euro-American centrism. World
Poetics is not only formed in multilingual, multicultural and multiethnic dialogues,

but dialogue is its main form of existence.
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In Wang’s view, “World Poetics is a theoretical sublimation of the research
results of world literature and comparative poetics; it is not a whimsy of theorists
hiding in ivory towers, but is proposed according to the practical needs of literary
creation and theoretical criticism” (Wang, “The Conception of World Poetics”
174). Overall, Wang’s conception of World Poetics is not only extremely forward-
looking, it is also sufficient to influence and even guide the development of world
literary studies and literary theory studies in the future. It is important to emphasize
that Wang’s vision of World Poetics is not intended to “seize power,” but to truly
envision a universal literary theoretical discourse that transcends linguistic, national
and cultural boundaries. What Wang wants to emphasize is that we, as a vulnerable
group and a disadvantaged culture, should be aware of and fully use our rights, so
that we can make our voices heard in the international academic community and
form a truly equal and effective dialogue. Moreover, we should not regard World
Poetics as a panacea for literary criticism, because literature is alive, literary genres
are constantly emerging, and new literary works are coming out all the time, so
World Poetics as a theory of interpretation must also be constantly developing,

changing and evolving.

The Emergence of a Global Academic Community

From a global perspective, the development of theoretical ideas such as World
Poetics, Ethical Literary Criticism and Variation Theory is not merely the
individual achievement or credit of a certain scholar, but is closely related to the
gradual formation of a global academic community in our time. The concept of
“community” has been discussed by many scholars both at home and abroad. For
example, in the view of Ferdinand Tonnies, community is a social organism formed
on the basis of natural will, such as emotions and habits, as well as on the basis
of blood and geographical ties.' The English word “community” means society,
community, social group, etc. Community also has the abstract meaning of common
and shared responsibility. In the modern sense, community refers to a social unit
that often shares social norms, religion, values, or identity. While community was
often associated with geography and ethnicity in the past, it can now also include
virtual communities created through online platforms, or refer to a community of
values rather than a physical community based on geography or race, etc. (Wang,

“On the Cosmopolitan Vision in American Indian Literature” 126-127). My main

1 For an in-depth discussion of community, see Ferdinand Toénnies, Community and Society, trans.
Lin Rongyuan, Beijing: Commercial Press, 1999; Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization: The Human Con-
sequences, trans. Guo Guoliang and Xu Jianhua, Beijing: Commercial Press, 2001; Zhongjian Mou,
Community: The Chinese Experience of Human Destiny, Jinan: Jinan Press, 2020, etc.
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consideration here is the possibility of a global academic community in the field of
humanities in the age of globalization and its potential role in the construction of
literary theories.

In the past forty years, Wang has not only been a dedicated scholar, but has
also moved around the world in humanities circles and stayed close to world class
literary figures such as J. Hillis Miller, Douwe Fokkema, Ralph Cohen, Fredric
Jameson, Jonathan Culler, Terry Eagleton, Martin Puchner, Gayatri C. Spivak,
Theo D’Haen, Homi Bhabha, Marshall Brown, Roland Robertson, Lawrence
Venuti, Howard Goldblatt, and many others, all of whom were his good friends.
He not only pays attention to uniting Chinese scholars and collaborate frequently
with them, but also places great emphasis on exchanges and collaborations with
international colleagues. In addition to serving as visiting professor at nearly 30
institutions in China, he has also served as visiting professor/researcher at many
prestigious institutions abroad, such as Harvard University, Yale University,
Columbia University, Sorbonne University, Cambridge University, and Gottingen
University. He has served as President of the China Comparative Literature
Association and for many years as Secretary General of the International Society
for Literary Theory. Because of his distinguished scholarship and prestige, he has
also served as editor-in-chief, advisor, or member of editorial board of nearly a
dozen prestigious journals in China and abroad, including Perspective: Studies in
Translation, Comparative Literature Studies, Arcadia, Philosophy and Literature,
Neohelicon, and Comparative Literature and Culture, among others. Since 1993, he
has organized more than thirty international symposia on cutting-edge topics, which
have greatly contributed to strengthening academic exchanges at home and abroad
and promoting Chinese humanities scholarship. In addition, with his academic
reputation and connections, Wang has guest-edited nearly thirty issues of various
internationally renowned journals and published papers of dozens of Chinese
scholars. It is precisely this global vision and frequent international peer interaction
that gave birth to Wang’s vision of a World Poetics.

Over the past century or so, with economic and financial globalization
has come the steady development of cultural globalization. This is the cultural
foundation and international cultural context for the construction of World Poetics.
In terms of technology, the rapid development of transportation technology from the
twentieth century onward has enabled people to fly from one side of the globe to the
other in a single day. We are now accustomed to taking classes online, listening to
“cloud” lectures, and attending conferences online, not to mention quickly learning

about the latest academic and theoretical developments at home and abroad,
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purchasing books online and downloading electronic resources, and searching for
materials. It is no exaggeration to say that the rapid advancement of information
technology has had a revolutionary impact on the field of literary studies, driving
innovation and development in almost all fields of research, including the
humanities.

I would also like to emphasize that the conception of a World Poetics
benefits from the scholarly resonation among scholars who have an international
perspective, a rich theoretical reserve, and a great deal of academic sensitivity. Let
us call it “academic resonance.” It is precisely because of this kind of spiritual echo
among scholars, this kind of sympathy for each other based on their passion for
academics, this kind of mutual attraction and mutual support due to their interest in
academics, that scholars from different cultures can collide with each other to strike
sparks of ideas, stimulate theoretical inspiration, and generate new theoretical ideas,
thus forming a worldwide academic community. If we say that the development of
the globalization has given people a real sense of global village and thus liberated
the originally closed minds, and the development of information technology and the
Internet has provided us with the technical conditions, then the ambition of scholars
from all over the world to study world literatures, appreciate world cultures, and
promote cultural exchanges and mutual appreciation of civilizations, is the human
factor for the gradual formation of a global academic community. As the first two
decades of the twenty-first century have passed, we are pleased and grateful to
see that an academic community composed of scholars from different countries,
different backgrounds, and different cultures is taking shape, and has produced a
considerable number of remarkable theoretical achievements through academic
exchanges and spiritual stirrings, such as Wang Ning’s conception of “World
Poetics.”
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Abstract: There are a great number of similarities between Wang Ning and
Shakespeare. Each, in their respective time and place, have sought to bring their
culture (and their enthusiasm for that culture) to the world stage. To be compared
with Shakespeare seems the very height of flattery, but such is not the intent
of this article; rather, the intent here is to see the work of Wang Ning for the
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Shakespeare. Wang’s corpus is many things, sometimes a combination of opposites,
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brings to the global platform a richly vibrant culture. To appreciate fully this work
is to be critical and not simply to glorify, to see the missteps and the achievements,
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It is hard not to notice some of the remarkable similarities between Wang Ning and
Shakespeare. Wang Ning has, for much of his storied career, sought to bring Chinese
culture and scholarship to the forefront of the global stage. The degree to which he
has succeeded (or failed) is not the concern of this article; rather, “the process rather
than the result,” to cite Wang out-of-context (2002a: 284), is not only fascinating
but points to an important emerging trend in Chinese literary scholarship—mnamely,
a trend that aims toward a global readership and impacts. Like Shakespeare, Wang
magnifies and reflects the trends of his time, unabashedly articulating his personal
and professional hopes and visions, all the while acutely aware of his audience and
its needs.

In his discussion about Hamlet, Wang describes how Shakespeare re-tells a
story that others have told: “Before Shakespeare, other writers had also tried to
write about this legendary story. But it was Shakespeare who has endowed this
old story with new spirit [sic] of the time, thus making it a great work” (2019a:
19). It is “his completely new way of representing this old story [...] with new
elements of the spirit of the time” (2019a: 20) that make Shakespeare’s play a
success. Wang’s discussion of the lack of interest in Shakespeare’s history plays
among Chinese scholars is very relevant to the discussion here. Wang suggests that
most Chinese scholars of Shakespeare “still focus on his tragedies and comedies,
simply neglecting the historical significance of his history plays. Perhaps to them,
Shakespeare’s history plays merely describe what had happened in a remote country
long time ago [sic] far from the current Chinese reality” (2019a: 19-20). From this
set of observations, Wang wonders about Chinese writers and their readership and

raises several issues:

Chinese writers should also question themselves: do they write for all the
readers of the world or merely for their native fellow readers? If they merely
want to restrict their writings to the domestic reading public, as some of these
writers expressed, we will not be able to go on with our discussion. If a writer
writes not only for his own contemporary readers, but rather for all the readers
of the world, he will at least think over whether the subject matter he deals

with is his own initiative, and whether it is of certain universal significance.
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(2016a: 390)

It is with the question of “universal significance,” then, that Wang is grappling.
For Wang, it is “universal” themes that allow “works [to] transcend the limits of
given national literatures becoming world literature” (2013a: 391)". Some of his
arguments are surprising.

Among the arguments Wang makes is that “China [...] does try to prevent its
culture from being ‘globalized’” (2002b: 112). This is obviously more an opinion
than a verifiable fact, and Wang offers no examples of government mandates,
public proclamations, media campaigns, or legislative policies to support the
claim. Certainly it is a daring move (perhaps, one might even venture to say,
seditious) to make a claim against China in such a manner, but it is not initially
clear precisely what purpose such an accusation serves. One thing, however, is
certain: it is a provocative statement that seems to fly in the face of the facts, since
even in 2002, China was clearly not shunning the international cultural stage. Two
films were entered that year at the Cannes International Film Festival (where they
had been making regular appearances since 1983), renowned translator Howard
Goldblatt had already translated a dozen or so Chinese classics into English (and
had started his work on Mo Yan’s Red Sorghum) without any resistance from
the Chinese government, and China had already entered the WTO (an event that
clearly had important global implications for Chinese culture). Wang goes on to
argue that China should encourage its culture globally, that “its first step should be
‘decolonizing’ itself in the ‘homogenizing’ context of globalization” (2002b: 112).
It is here, then, that his purpose in using the straw man fallacy becomes clear: it
is to bring attention to his key point—namely, about globalizing Chinese culture.
Clearly, since I am commenting on it here, the strategy is an effective one, and it
is a daring one in that it seems wrongly to malign the Chinese government. While
I perhaps would not go as far as to suggest that Wang courts controversy in order
to popularize or expand the reach of his work, it does seem that his strategies of
reaching a broad constituency are, for the most part, effective. He is, I dare say, the
Shakespeare of “worlding” Chinese literature.

Wang’s opinion is that “China ought to make greater contributions to world
civilization and the construction of world culture not only economically but also

1 The philosophical problems associated with “universals” and “universalist” beliefs have a very long
history in Western thinking, ranging from the time of Plato to the present day. Wang uses the concept
of “universals” unproblematically and writes, for instance, about “a universal criterion by which to
evaluate literature of the greatest world significance” (2010a: 4), but he does so without explaining how
to determine such a criterion.
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culturally and intellectually” (2002b: 116). Wang is, without a doubt, at the very
head of the movement to promote Chinese literature and literary scholarship to a
world that is very much ignorant of the spectrum and vibrancy of this material.
For him, “Chinese literature has largely been marginalized on the map of world
literature since the late Qing Dynasty” (2016a: 384). Wang himself is a staggeringly
erudite scholar of enormously diverse interests and critical capacities. He writes on
ecocriticism, Shakespeare, comparative literary theory, Ibsen, Earl Miner, Chinese
fiction, Chinese drama, globalization, postcolonialism [...] and the list goes on.
What is equally remarkable is that he has his finger on the very pulse of Western
scholarship. He is, I must repeat, the Shakespeare of “worlding” Chinese literature.
It is difficult to calculate the growing immensity of his impacts, both in established
scholarly areas and in newly emerging ones.

Among the most recent concerns in Western literary and cultural scholarship
has been the work done in ecocriticism and the Environmental Humanities, and
it is therefore not surprising to find Wang involved with these issues. Alert to the
realities that “ecocriticism, environmental studies, and eco-ethics [by 2014 had
become] largely talked about in China not only by literary scholars and humanities
intellectuals but also by ordinary people” (2014a: 739), Wang seeks to bring (as he
does in virtually all of his work) China to the rest of the world. Because “there are
rich ecocritical resources in classical Chinese philosophy and thought, especially in
Daoist (Taoist) and Confucian doctrines” (2014a: 740), resources that are virtually
foreign to most Western scholars, Wang could hardly be timelier. His 2014 Special
Cluster in the flagship journal of the Association for the Study of Literature and
Environment (ASLE) brings together a collection of articles that, along with his
introduction, Wang hopes will allow readers “to learn about the state of ecocritical
studies in China” (2014a: 747). Wang begins his introduction to the special cluster
with a few comments about the clear skies of Beijing that he was experiencing while
writing, skies made clear by the government’s temporary shutdown of factories for
the APEC meeting. Six years later, in 2020, and continuing sporadically throughout
the entirety of 2021, the skies were again clear—and as abruptly. There are several
issues that require comment here. One has to do with misconceptions about China.
As everyone knows, the air quality in much of eastern China is poor, and, to be
sure, as Wang observes, “in the capital city Beijing and its surrounding areas, people
often endure hazy, smoggy air, seldom seeing blue sky and white clouds” (2014a:
739). Yet, I worry about not addressing the remarkable difference between China
and the rest of the world in terms of per capita pollution. Wang does not mention

these. To put things in perspective, China (considered by many to be one of the
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worst polluters) has a per capita CO, emission rate of 7.38 tons; Canada (considered
by many to be one of the cleanest nations on earth) has a per capita CO, emission
rate of 18.58 tons (see Worldometer, Works Cited). Per capita, China is remarkably
clean; Canada, filthy. The other thing that really stands out about the clear skies of
Beijing, both in 2014 and at the turn of the decade, is that “we can do it,” to borrow
a phrase from Barack Obama. Without a doubt, we can shut things down, stop the
madness, and get ourselves onto a better trajectory—but there will be economic
consequences, and we are more frightened of these than we are of climate change.
That’s a problem. Wang Ning is clearly a part of the solution in how he brings the
world together and teaches the West lessons from the East. Yet, the binary such a
comment suggests is misleading. Indeed, hybridization is an important topic about
which Wang theorizes, though he does not seem to use the term very much—even
s0, it is clear in his scholarship that he is familiar with the concept (see 2013b: 6).
He talks about the importance of dialogue and of the cross-fertilizations that happen
when cultures meet, about “glocalization” and “Sinicized” theory.

A global influencer of the very meaning of “world literature,” Wang fashions
himself an objective commentator. There seems an impulse to work within a kind
of objectivity (one we imagine driving the hard sciences) in Wang’s message:
“literary history should only be written as the history of literature rather than as
that of ideology or political movement [sic]” (2004a 57). This kind of a statement
is obviously open to accusations of naiveté and tautological thinking, for surely
literature is first and foremost ideological (how can it not be?), while literary history
itself must therefore be, whether we like it or not, a history of ideology and its
discontents. Perhaps Wang’s comments are really about the need for scholars and
critics to keep an eye on the potentials for literature to be used for the purposes
of propaganda. Yet, when Wang goes on to state that “politically oriented literary
historians always identify literary history with political or ideological history,
thus ignoring the internal logic and law of development of literature and culture
proper” (2004a: 58), it is clear that Wang either misunderstands theories about new
historicism and cultural materialism or simply disagrees with them. It is a mistake
to argue that these theories are in opposition to or ignore “the internal logic and
law of development of literature and culture.” Another problem here is that Wang
isn’t simply talking about literature and culture but, to use his words, “literature and
culture proper” (emphasis added), as if literature and culture exist in some ethereal
zone outside of ideology. If indeed it is possible to view, as Wang does, “Chinese
literature as a code of the time and culture” (2004a: 58), which I firmly believe it is,
then we must also recognize that there is no time or culture outside of the ideologies
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that produce and are reproduced by them.

While there should be no doubt that the work of Wang, like that of
Shakespeare, has global impacts, Wang is far from being a detached or objective
voice—no more than was Shakespeare. Indeed, Shakespeare’s bigness of spirit and
his inclusive thinking are well documented, but he was, nevertheless, all too human
in his prejudices. The credulous Moor, the bloodthirsty and spiteful Jewish money-
lender: one does not need to look too far to see Shakespeare’s prejudices. Perhaps
he was simply reflecting the prejudices of his time, but this does not exculpate him.
His deeply humanizing portrait of Shylock is a perfect, if ambivalent, example:

Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Fed
with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases,
healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and
summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us,
do we not laugh? If you poison us do we not die? And if you wrong us shall
we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that.
(Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice 3.1.59-68)

One short phrase, as any Jew will know (and I am a Jew), gives the lie to
Shakespeare’s magnanimity here: Jews are not fed with the same food—no pork, no
sirloin steaks, no rabbits, no oysters, no shrimp, no lobsters, no crabs, no squid, no
octopus. No, we are not “fed with the same food.”

Wang Ning’s all too human prejudices are, like Shakespeare’s, just below
the surface. His work is unmistakably peppered with a nationalist enthusiasm that
perhaps sometimes may seem out of place in a scholarly article. For instance, in one
set of discussions, he explains that “the Chinese economy has become the second
largest world economic entity and will hopefully surpass the United States in the
years to come” (2017a: 34). Why “hopefully”? I would imagine that the Chinese
response would be swift and condemnatory to an American author expressing a
hope for China to fall behind in any way. It is a small phrase, like those we find
in Shakespeare, that reveals a lot about the author’s nationalist footing, and it is
something to keep an eye on. The anti-Semitism of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of
Venice was not lost on history. In an article entitled “Shylock and the Pressures of
History,” James Bulman explains that “the Third Reich exploited [The Merchant of
Venice] as comic propaganda against Jews who—hook-nosed devils all, intent on
bringing Germany to financial ruin—were being herded toward the Final Solution”

(143). One can never tell what uses history will have for even the very best minds,
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to be sure, and the work of Wang Ning, like that of Shakespeare, is positively
brimming with wit and wisdom and should be weighed judiciously for the good that
it does rather than the bad that it could do—even so, some may find the nationalism
chilling.

One of the things that characterizes a lot of Wang’s work is the notion that
there is something pernicious going on in the world, some xenophobic force that
is marginalizing Asia. He states, for instance, that “Chinese literature has largely
been marginalized on the map of world literature since the late Qing Dynasty”
(2013a: 393), but the passive construction here leaves out the agent. Later in the
same article, he answers the implied question about who is doing this marginalizing
and for what reason, explaining about the prejudices of the Western audience. We
should note at the outset that this is an essentialist and misleading statement in that
it assumes a monolithic stance and argues for a oneness, and this is just not a very
honest representation of the diversity of the West. Surely the Norwegian audience
is as different from the American as Chinese cultures' are from the Japanese? To
say that “the Western audience has some long-standing bias against the Orient
and Oriental people” (2013a: 394) and that “Chinese people are uncivilized”
(2013a: 395) in the eyes of this mono-racial, monolithic constituency that Wang
imagines simply lacks credibility. Wang does not specify to whom he refers
when he talks about people “many of [whom] have never been to China, [and to
whom] the country is backward” (2013a: 395). It seems to me that rather than
flailing in dithyrambs of his own racist abstractions, it might be better to cite how
specific examples of racism in the United States work in the continuing global
marginalization of Asia in general. The lack of representation of Asians in film and
television in the twentieth century (except as stark stereotypes) would be one place
to start, but Wang does not seem much interested in this matter. He talks about
how “numerous Western literary works [are] available in Chinese, but very few
excellent Chinese works [are] translated into other languages” (2013a: 393), and
he wants to “bring [Chinese] culture and literature to the world” (2013a: 393). It is
a noble goal, one would suppose, despite its ringing overtones of nationalism, and
to achieve this, there is a clear need to understand why the flow of culture has been
largely one-way. For Wang, there are three reasons. One of these has to do with the
racism Wang sees, the “long-standing bias against the Orient and Oriental people”

1 I use the plural, since there are many different ethnic groups—some recognized, some not—in
China. It is surprising and troubling that Wang does not recognize the diversity in his “West,” since he
clearly recognizes the folly of assuming cultural homogeneity in China: “Since China is a large country

containing multiple nationalities, its cultural identity should be multiple” (2004b: 595).
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described above that Wang imagines in “the Western audience.” There is certainly
anti-Asian racism in the United States, as there is in New Zealand and Germany,
but it would perhaps not be prudent to see them as being the same. Surely, as there
are multiple cultural identities, so too must the kinds of biases be understood as
multiple and complex. Wang’s over-simplification is a liability, not a valuable
addition to thinking on this topic. Moreover, one has to challenge the notion that it
is all of the Western audience that has a “bias against the Orient and the Oriental
people.” Wang’s unqualified statement that “the Western audience” is racist is surely
an example of precisely the kind of broad generalizing that Wang is supposedly
criticizing. Wang’s second theory about the uni-directionality of cultural flows has
to do with “the disability and absence of excellent translation” (2013a: 395) of
Chinese works into English. To me, this looks tautological: the reason for the lack
of translation is a lack of translation. Wang’s third reason is that classical Chinese
literature is “far from the reality of the current consumer society [and therefore] may
not be attractive to contemporary readers even if English translations are available”
(2013a: 396). This does not make much sense to me either, since surely Homer and
Beowulf are similarly distant. Of Wang’s three reasons for the uni-directionality of
cultural flows, it seems to me that the premise of anti-Asian racism needs the most
attention, even though his discussions clearly miss the precise target.

It is curious to me how Wang misses what seems to be obvious—namely,
that it is less that mainstream America imagines China as being backward and
uncivilized than as being a potent threat