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STUDIES OF SINO-FOREIGN LITERATURE RELATIONS AS A
RESEARCH AREA: METHODOLOGIES AND IDEOLOGICAL

FACTORS

ZHOoU YUNLONG *

ABSTRACT In Mainland China, “Sino-foreign literature relations” is not only a descrip-

tion of the transcultural exchanges between Chinese and foreign literatures, but also
refers to a set of disciplinary discourses in Chinese comparative literature within the
historical context of modern China. Studies of Sino-foreign literature relations are
always labeled as a field that typically shows the academic achievements of Chinese
comparative literature. In the beginning of the 20th century, research on Sino-foreign
literature relations often used western literature models to justify the New Literature
Movement. With the disciplinary development of Chinese comparative literature,
studies in the field further advanced since the mid-1930s. The nation-state theme from
the May 4th period has continued to be the primary concern. The focus changed to
the relations between China and the Third World literature from the early 1950s to the
late 1970s, while class-based friendship became a priori in place of aesthetic analysis,
and the dominant (or even the only) criteria. After 1978, studies of Sino-foreign lit-
erature relations carried out a paradigmatic shift from the theory of class to aesthetic
analysis. Though it looks like a return to literature for its own cause, the methodology
was highly ideologized in essence, particularly in that it has been utilized to invali-
date, reject, and replace the previous methods of pan-politicized class analysis. With
the end of the Cold War and the beginning of globalization, thinking and culture in
Mainland China started to transform, and the issues and methods that scholars in
the field had to face changed drastically. Research in the ontology of literature that
formed the mainstream in the past 20 years gave way to a trend of more radical post-
colonial criticism. If the keen concern of the former was “human nature” in the era of
New Enlightenment, the main question of the latter should be “the local” in the age of
globalization.
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