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The Essence of “Literary Thought” and Its Origin

Lao Chengwan

Abstract: Obstructive on the way to the essence of “literary thought” is a tremendous theoretical roadblock, i.e. the
intermixing of heterogeneous cultural elements of China and the West that infests nearly all the so called “Chinese
Perspectives” of Western literary thoughts. The study of literary thoughts should begin with the demarcation
between the Eastern and Western traditions, also with the locating of their respective fountain heads. In the West,
literary thought originates with the causal element in the law of causality, with “rationality” in the chain of sensibility,
understanding, and rationality, with “beauty” in the trinity of truth, goodness, and beauty. In terms of History
Genetics, the plots of all ancient Greek tragedies (such as Antigone) are all pivoted upon the law of causality. The
spectacularly shattering effect is stipulated by the all-determining cause. In addition, Western literature also observes
the law of representative types: to have typical personalities in typical situations (with the origin of the types as the
cause, the development of fictional plot as the effect, and representative characters as the multi-level enactment of
causality). In terms of logical thinking, understanding (general introduction to literature or literary theory) and
sensibility (specific literary phenomena) are all dominated by philosophical aesthetics or philosophy of art, a product
of the rationality in Kants chain of sensibility, understanding, and rationality. In terms of cultural studies, literature in
the West is generally believed to have its source in beauty, which according to Aristotle is the contemplation of forms
(artistic appreciation). In this sense, the origin of literature is pushed further back to be aligned with the paradigm of
creation, thus unifying cause, rationality and beauty with the all-permeating mathematical logic. Different from what
it is in the West, Chinese culture has a feature unique to itself: the inter-mixture of literature, history and philosophy,
with meaning, words, and textual research all in one. “Words” in this context can be regarded as equivalent to
literature, while “meaning” is the Chinese counterpart for literary thought. The gem of Chinese literature is its
poetry, and the essence of its literary thought lies in the philosophical teachings of benevolence and morality.
Thus the search for the source of Chinese literary thought must be directed toward the realm of meaning (moral
conceptions that often arise in form of spiritual or physical experience, but not to be deduced by mathematical logic)
rather than be limited to the verbal level. Moreover, with moral meaning sitting at its center, Chinese literary thought
when subjugated to the scrutiny of Western philosophical aesthetics or philosophy of art suffers the detriment of
being shoehorned into an incongruous theoretical framework, which renders the demarcation between Chinese and

Western literary thoughts a matter of foremost importance.
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