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Text of the keynote

I can't thank the organisers of this conference enough for invi3ng me as keynote speaker.

In fact, the more I consulted the programme, the more I realised what a wealth of exper3se had been brought together for these three days of mee3ngs, and the incredible erudi3on of the par3cipants, the more I realised that it must have been by mistake that I was in this place.

To speak before you, dear colleagues, is an immense honour, but also a humbling experience.

When I read the programme for these days, I said to myself that the last thing I would do would be to think that I was there to teach you a lesson, or to try to give you some kind of lecture. I have neither the means nor the pretence to do so. I believe that unless they risk ridicule, keynote speakers know that they are there less to deliver knowledge than to assess the situa3on, just to offer a brief moment of pause and reflec3on in the midst of the flood of intense exchanges that make up a conference such as this one.

In any case, that's how I see my role today, one in which I fully assume my posi3on as an outsider.

An outsider to so many areas of exper3se in which the dis3nguished colleagues gathered here have made their mark through their work, their research, their teaching and also their methodological innova3ons.

An outsider who, as an ordinary scholar, does not boast any par3cular knowledge of any aspect whatsoever, whether technical or theore3cal, in the field of digital humani3es, but who nonetheless hopes to see it developed.

An outsider, finally, who is a foreigner, a European, a Frenchman, who necessarily observes Chinese culture and its heritage from afar, with an admira3on and fascina3on that has sur 2 never waned for... many years, and who is genuinely interested in everything that can be developed to beHer know and understand it. With all that caveat by way of introduc3on, and a request that you forgive me in advance for anything I might say that seems naive, uninformed or completely beside the point, it's s3ll with great pleasure that I'll take the liberty of sharing a few experiences or reflec3ons with you, however illegi3mate my posi3on may be -and bearing in mind that we're at the end of the day and that I'm not allowed to be (too!) boring! As I was preparing this speech with the programme of the conference in front of me, I thought that there were many things, in the 3tles of the panels for example, that resonated with my concerns and interests.

I was delighted to see how the legi3macy of the digital humani3es was not only growing steadily, but also affec3ng an increasingly wide range of fields.

Even before hearing today's talks, as I prepared this paper, many of the 3tles of the programme's panels and individual communica3ons resonated in my mind with a certain familiarity. For example, reading about "accurate judgment and situa3on restoring" as "The Only Path Which Must Be Passed to Humani3es Research"; or reading about digital humani3es in rela3on to ques3ons of "Methodology and Hermeneu3cs" in the fields of "Literature, Language, Classics & History"; or about approaches to "Named En3ty Recogni3on and Extrac3on in Classical Chinese Texts", or more generally about "Classical Literature Text Analysis and Digital Humani3es".

Before listening to them, I also had a feeling about what the papers in the panel "Taking the risk of digital sinology: A mindset and its methodological challenges in France" might be about. When I read the word "mindset", I thought that my French colleagues and I must be thinking about the same things...

sur 3
Being one of them, I'd like to share with you my personal experience and some of the problems I've encountered.

These problems are part of a cri3cal vision of some areas of knowledge, a cri3cal vision that dates back long before the emergence of digital humani3es, and even before the spread of computers.

I am referring to the very cri3que of the no3on of the "human sciences", a no3on that the philosopher Michel Foucault was highly cri3cal of. For his contemporary, the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, accep3ng the no3on of "human sciences" to nothing less than giving in to "the call of servitude". Was the knowledge produced by the "human sciences" objec3ve knowledge, or was it merely the emana3on, in all its possible forms, of a discourse, ideological and pre-oriented as such? Should the humani3es be condemned as sciences from the outset? Without wading into this long history, we can only observe that, just about everywhere in the world, humani3es are currently experiencing a crisis, while the usefulness of the knowledge they produce is being ques3oned, and the teaching of humani3es is in decline everywhere. In universi3es all over the world, en3re departments are being closed. In the West, if Chinese studies are rela3vely protected, it is not so much because of the knowledge they produce as because they are qualified to teach the Chinese language.

It is not insignificant that this crisis is occurring at a 3me when the humani3es are increasingly faced with new possibili3es, in par3cular that of seeing their knowledge move from what has long been one form or another of empiricism to an increasingly objec3ve ra3onality. So, hard sciences or so_ sciences? Where do the humani3es stand today, given the possibili3es offered by the development of digital tools? I've always had a certain distaste for the term "hard sciences", which is o_en used by my academic colleagues -it's a highly inappropriate expression, whereas we should be talking more accurately about "experimental sciences".

But instead of being so-called "so_ sciences", why shouldn't the humani3es have the right, the possibility, even the duty, to produce objec3ve knowledge, and to be themselves experimental?

In my life as a researcher in premodern Chinese literature, I have, like you in all your different fields, read hundreds of ar3cles and books, and something that has o_en struck me is the extent to which, in our fields, we move easily from the par3cular to the general in a way that is some3mes very bold, even unfounded. This is probably a feature that is much more salient in Western sinology than in the sinology of Taiwan, the Chinese mainland, Japan or other East Asian countries. In the West, people love to generalise about China and Chinese culture. This is something I have o_en encountered, and frequently cri3cised, when scholarly journals have sent me ar3cles for review. I've read some remarkable and some3mes highly researched papers on all sorts of subjects, where the author, on the basis of what they presented, ended up venturing into generali3es without the slightest hint of proof.

What authorises you, for example, to speak of all the women of the literate classes of the eighteenth century on the basis of the par3cular author you have studied? Or to decide on the commentary prac3ces of an en3re period when all you have done is study a few samples that you consider to be representa3ve, and when your conclusions are perhaps more the result of a selec3on that you have more or less deliberately pre-orientated? (Here I am hin3ng at actual experiences.) Such research has o_en struck me as impressionis3c, working on intui3ons -not necessarily wrong, by the way -but insufficiently supported by evidence, and very o_en oversimplifying the complexity of actual situa3ons.

In short, ideological bias, some3mes well-inten3oned, the desire to find what we want to find, can be a danger that threatens all research in the human sciences in a way that is obviously more acute than in the experimental sciences, where we would undoubtedly be more quickly disqualified if we indulged in such prac3ces.

Many of my fellow sinologists in France and Europe are s3ll visibly wary of the digital humani3es, perhaps because, by increasing the objec3vity of the data, they would reduce the degree of free interpreta3on in which they put a lot of themselves -and their narcissism as scholars, I would be tempted to say.

They are unaware that this resistance is dangerously eroding the discipline, preven3ng it from regaining the legi3macy conferred by the objec3vity of the knowledge it produces.

I am firmly convinced that the accumula3on of objec3ve data, the construc3on of proof through experimenta3on, far from reducing the room for manoeuvre of the human sciences, can only serve to establish their legi3macy, by drawing up new, some3mes unsuspected objects.

In Europe, in France, there are s3ll an incredibly large number of colleagues who, as soon as you talk to them about digital resources applied to the humani3es, history and literature, s3ll roll their eyes and start by saying that you shouldn't fe3shise the digital humani3es -when it's they who are fe3shising their old rou3nes.

I was recently struck by the case of a colleague who gave a series of lectures on terms of politeness and civility in novels of the Ming-Qing period. The talk focused mainly on terminology: terms of address, expressions of courtesy, but also references to sartorial aHributes in all their social and hierarchical func3ons. When his audience asked him, understandably enough, if he used automated searches for terms in corpora, which he could have done very easily on such a subject, he replied that he didn't believe in sta3s3cs and that he didn't think going in that direc3on would change the results in any way. He went on with his rather banal presenta3ons, which clearly had the effect of oversimplifying data that was in all likelihood much more complex than what he was presen3ng.

This kind of reac3on may seem surprising to you, but it is s3ll widespread in Western sinology in general. In any case, this is clearly the case in my field, that of literature. But perhaps more worryingly, we also can see this abtude among historians. It seems that one of the fears felt in the face of technical means that could change the way we see things and their complexity lies in the fear of a loss of control over discourse, of the disappearance of personal construc3ons which, they believe, is what gives the scholar their true value.

However, the scien3fic method, if there is such a thing, consists in allowing oneself to be surprised by what one has not seen, or not seen well enough before, but also in suspending one's judgement un3l one has collected sufficient evidence.

I recall a recent ar3cle by a researcher from Finland in The Journal of the European Associa5on for Chinese Studies. <Slides # 2-3>

He was interested in the construc3on of discourse in the famous 1695 anthology, Guwen guanzhi 古⽂觀⽌, which he began by recalling what a reputa3on it had for being the bearer, through the choice of its texts, of a rather rigid Confucian ideology, made within the framework of imperial orthodoxy.

He then developed a method for systema3cally searching for terms and calcula3ng the rela3ve importance of the texts included in the anthology, and arrived at conclusions that largely contradicted this conven3onal belief. Analysing the collected data, he showed, on the contrary, how the anthology promoted a wide range of opposing points of view, gave pride of sur 7 place to individual judgement, and even included numerous allusions to the very opposite of authoritarianism in poli3cs.

He showed two things: firstly, that it was possible to speak of "Guwen Guanzhi as a Subtle Challenge to State Orthodoxy", but also indirectly, from a methodological point of view, how the use of digital means enabled "Reading between the Lines", in other words enabled the emergence of new avenues of vision.

He was able to demonstrate the complexity hidden behind an appearance of unity, but also how extrac3ng digital data from texts translated into a form of commentary on the text, without the researcher having to put a great deal of subjec3vity into it.

I am a specialist in vernacular narra3ve literature from the late Ming/early Qing period.

I have long studied seventeenth-century huaben 話本 literature, the collec3ons published by authors and editors such as Feng Menglong 馮夢⿓ (1574-1645), Ling Mengchu 凌濛初 (1580-1644) and many others.

I was a student of André Lévy (雷威安, 1925-2017), and was involved with him and other colleagues in the publica3on of a major five-volume collec3on in French en3tled Inventaire analy5que et cri5que du conte chinois en langue vulgaire (Analy3cal and cri3cal inventory of Chinese vernacular story, or 話本總⽬提要). <Slides # 4-5> This undertaking, although not widely known, is nonetheless unique in Western sinology. With more than two thousand pages, this collec3on gives detailed summaries of more than five hundred huaben 話本 and nihuaben 擬話本 stories, accompanied by technical notes bringing amoun3ng to a great wealth of factual and textual informa3on.

In a way, this series of publica3ons, which were published in the last two decades of the last century, cons3tuted a form of database long before there was any ques3on of databases in the field of the humani3es and sinology in par3cular.

sur 8 My par3cipa3on, when I was a young sinologist, was very forma3ve, as it confronted me with working on close reading of very detailed aspects, but whose accumula3on in large quan33es was to lead to broad, almost encyclopaedic perspec3ves. This enabled me to read a lot of texts very early on.

In the second half of the twen3eth century, André Lévy was one of the two sinologists in Western sinology who explored huaben literature most extensively, the other of course being Patrick Hanan 韓南 . The laHer is much beHer known, however, because his work was more pleasant to read than Lévy's, wri3ng in English gave him a considerable advantage in terms of dissemina3on, and he trained many students who ensured the great development of studies in Chinese vernacular literature in American sinology.

In the study of huaben, one thing has always fascinated me, from my first readings of this literature to the present day, and that is the rewri3ng phenomenon. As we know, huaben are to a large extent texts that are composed as rewri3ngs and transforma3ons of earlier texts.

Of course, this characteris3c is not peculiar to this genre, and exists in all genres, at all 3mes, in China as elsewhere in the world. But in this case there is a fascina3ng systema3city. Many of these stories are true literary masterpieces, extremely well wriHen, but for the most part not the product of authors' imagina3ons, but the result of the rewri3ng work of editors and compilers. Many of them have remained famous, to the extent that it is to them that we owe the spread of certain literary themes. These huaben have almost always remained far more famous than the sources from which they originated.

The descrip3on of the shaping of these vernacular language narra3ves as regard with their sources, as it has o_en been presented by authors specialising in the field, is for me typical of the impressionis3c, vague, intui3ve and liHle-served-by-factualevidence approach o_en found in the sinological works I sur 9 men3oned earlier. These are typical cases of what I would call a simplifying approach to complexity.

If the case of huaben is par3cularly interes3ng, it is because it is a literary genre for which we have an excep3onally high level of documenta3on on the sources of the texts.

En3re volumes, such as those by Tan Zhengbi, for example, <Slide # 6> have been devoted to cataloguing the sources of stories. New sources are constantly being discovered, both for individual stories and for en3re collec3ons, and regularly published.

In the chain of transmission of textual knowledge, it is this diachronic aspect that has been studied the most. We know, chronologically, which sources were at the origin of which stories, and we can establish more or less who rewrote them.

If we consider the number of master's theses and doctoral disserta3ons currently being prepared in mainland China and devoted to the way in which novels in the vernacular are wriHen from other sources, it is clear that this is an area in which the younger genera3ons of scholars are increasingly interested.

What we have here is a process of textual transmission chains similar to those found in transla3on, between ST (Source Texts) and TT (Target Texts). <Slides # 7> But while over the last few decades Transla3on Studies has developed in considerable depth all the technical aspects of how these transfers are carried out, in this case the descrip3on has always remained remarkably vague.

Patrick Hanan s3cks to a descrip3on that is more of a general outline, and refuses to go into detail. One gets the impression that he is embarrassed to describe this process with any precision, that he finds it difficult to account for all the elements involved in such a transfer from source text to target text. In the end, you even get the impression that he is abandoning the subject as unimportant. This study, a_er all, may not be a worthwhile challenge.

André Lévy is no beHer, and in general the work of subsequent genera3ons has remained vague on this issue.

Chinese authors do not develop this aspect much further. Hu Shiying, for example, makes a brief reference to this process of transforma3on, using the general term 敷衍, but says liHle more about it. <Slide # 13> However, there is a trend towards integra3ng how this transfer process takes place. <Slide # 14>

For myself, I'm convinced that when Chinese authors wrote a story based on an earlier one, they were as sensi3ve to what was being transferred as to how it was being transferred. They paid aHen3on not only to the 'what', but also to the 'how'.

In this respect, we should recall how much they insisted on being accessible, on using the vernacular, on being understood by new audiences and new readers. In different ways, they o_en men3oned the concern to open up the text, to comment on it so as to make it intelligible in a different way. The prefaces to collec3ons of stories, but also to many novels, are very explicit in this respect.

To achieve this, they were me3culous technicians of language, style and the art of changing points of view and ways of gebng access to the text.

If we look closely at the way they operated, we can see that they had developed different means of achieving different objec3ves, and that they combined them together. It's also clear that they were working with the original text in front of them, on their desks.

In some cases they would simply translate: <Slides # 15-16> sur 11

It is very easy to find such cases, which demonstrate a keen awareness of the differences between literary language and vernacular language, and of their correspondences, but also of how to switch from one to the other in the most flexible way possible.

Incidentally this raises the ques3on of how, and where, authors learned to master the wriHen vernacular with such skill, when the educa3on they had received was wholly focused on the classical language.

Apart from transla3on, there are a number of other techniques.

For example, amplified transla3on : <Slide # 17> This is a massive phenomenon, present in all forms of narra3ve literature. Moreover, it has been observed, including in other cultural contexts and in other languages, how this phenomenon is typical of what is known as intralingual transla3on, where the transla3on itself is most o_en accompanied by addi3ons that are integrated into it with the aim of making the transla3on more expressive, and bridging places where the original text is supposed to present "gaps" or "lacks". This feature is found in another of the microstrategies used by the authors, explanatory transla3on, or reformula3ng. <Slide # 18> Conversely, rewri3ng in the vernacular can remain so close to the text that it can be a simple verba3m quota3on, as in this other example: <Slides # 19> Quota3ons are not always verba3m, and may include slight differences from the original text. They are rarely the result of an error: even very small differences are mo3vated and carry significance.

I can't give examples of all the techniques in use, but the textual comparisons I've made between huaben stories and their sources show that micro-strategies for rewri3ng are limited to a sur 12 rela3vely small number of techniques, no more than 10: <Slide # 20> That said, these micro-strategies are not the whole story when it comes to comparing a target text with its source text(s).

While these micro-strategies are about what I would call a denota3onal level, accoun3ng for the content of a narra3ve, its uHerance, there are s3ll other things that make up the narra3ve, and which belong not to a denota3onal level, but rather to an indexical one.

This indexical level includes linguis3c aspects as well as aspects of enuncia3on. Enuncia3on is not the same thing as uHerance. It's not just what you say, but how you say it.

It is not enough, as a maHer of fact, to translate a source text into a target text by finding other formula3ons, other words to say the same thing, or more or less the same thing, to find synonyms to recreate a statement.

You need to know what language you're transla3ng into. Is it vernacular or literary Chinese? When wri3ng a vernacular story, it's common -in fact, it's the most typical case -to perform a transforma3on from literary to vernacular. But this is not always the case. A story belonging to vernacular literature may very well be wriHen, from the point of view of grammar and lexicon, in classical, or literary, language, and even be the product of a transla3on, or an amplified transla3on, of a source text in classical language, into a text which will also be in classical language, but wriHen differently. You can find many such cases.

As for the enuncia3ve aspects, the varia3ons are especially rich. A source text narra3ve is o_en, typically, wriHen in a fairly neutral type of exposi3on, in the third person. But when an author takes this story and rewrites it as a vernacular narra3ve, they have a whole range of ways of giving life to the narra3ve. They can rewrite in all these different modes: <Slide # 21> sur 13

In some cases, it is a maHer of changing the point of view, for example by crea3ng dialogue situa3ons where the original text was simply a third-person statement. In other cases, the aim is to create and maintain a very important func3on in the narra3ve, the pha3c func3on, whose purpose is to establish a link, a form of dialogue, between the author and the reader. This is the case, of course, in passages where the author/ publisher, by mimicking the manner of a storyteller, affects to engage in dialogue with the reader.

As we can see, far from having to be reduced to vague and general descrip3ons, a descrip3on of the processes of transforma3on between source texts and target texts in the forma3on of narra3ves in the huaben genre obeys unspoken rules that have nevertheless been observed by many authors and publishers.

There is in fact a great deal of complexity in all this, and I've become convinced that taking the best possible account of the data rela3ng to these seman3c processes would be a way of gaining a beHer understanding of this literature, as we can definitely infer a great deal from the factors involved in the way these narra3ves are given shape.

To account for this complexity, we need to be able to simultaneously consider several orders which do not belong to the same hermeneu3cal categories, but which are nonetheless indissociably linked. For each narra3ve in rela3on to a source, we need to be able to encompass in the same analysis both the denota3onal aspect (that of the micro-stratagies) and the indexical aspects (those of the characteris3cs of language and enuncia3on).

I therefore carried out a few experiments, simply using spreadsheets, and made concrete textual comparisons sentence by sentence -which takes a lot of 3me, by the waywhile pubng associated tags on each significant segment of the text. In this way, mul3ple sta3s3cal results can be obtained, quan3fied according to the por3ons of the text concerned by a given procedure, allowing dynamic iden3fica3on of what happened during the rewri3ng process between ST and TT.

<Slides # 22-23-24-25-26>

On the basis of these experiments, I started to accumulate data, but in a rela3vely simple way, by storing them in spreadsheets.

By studying them, using the data in different ways and construc3ng graphs, I realised their poten3al to highlight certain procedures that might be specific to a par3cular story, collec3on, author or type of story.

The data extracted show that they are capable of construc3ng a form of commentary about the texts. They also provide a means of documen3ng issues that have not yet been sufficiently explored in the field of Chinese commentary, especially those of intralingual transla3on, the various forms of which seem to me to be very strongly involved in the cons3tu3on of chains of transmission of textual knowledge.

As the work of examining texts and carrying out text comparisons is extremely 3me-consuming, I asked myself how I could automate certain tasks in order to increase the amount of data that I had so far compiled manually.

For several months I worked to find technical solu3ons with someone whom we call a research engineer, a technician with no Sinological training, working for our research centre. He was more of an XML specialist. We even started experimen3ng at length, which led to the beginnings of an interac3ve online database. <Slide # 27> And here I came up against difficul3es that have proved insurmountable to this day. The complexity of the data to be processed simultaneously, as well as the extrac3on of informa3on in various forms, proved to be tasks too complex for the technical level and skills I had at my disposal. The technician in ques3on had no mo3va3on to acquire new skills, as his employer, the Centre Na3onal de la Recherche sur 15 Scien3fique (Na3onal Centre for Scien3fic Research, CNRS), offered him no incen3ve to do so. I quickly realised that I was faced with the same necessity that plagues most of my colleagues in France interested with new methods, namely that if a researcher wanted to carry out innova3ve experiments, he would have to learn yet another trade, that of an expert in digital tools, or even a programmer. This is obviously something I won't be doing, as it would take 3me away from my work as a sinologist, which, especially for a Westerner, takes up all our 3me as it is so long and difficult to acquire, though we never achieve more than a very modest mastery.

We are therefore confronted with a collec3ve problem of scien3fic policy. In Europe, in France at any rate, sinologists, especially when they are scholars of ancient or pre-modern 3mes, cons3tute a fairly conserva3ve milieu, as I alluded to earlier. In the absence of interest in the uses of digital humani3es in our fields, or even because of a silent opposi3on to their development, we lack the means to carry out innova3ve experiments, which hampers the possibility of demonstra3ng how new methods can help the discipline to evolve. A vicious circle is ini3ated, where resistance and conserva3sm are fuelled by the absence of anything that might challenge them.

Generally speaking, when you give a paper at a conference, and especially when you're in the posi3on of keynote speaker, you're rather impa3ent to present your successes, and I'm sorry to have to report, for my part, if not a failure, at least mixed results, which, for reasons more technical and administra3ve than theore3cal, led to a dead end.

As I said at the beginning, I didn't feel in a posi3on to give you a lesson, and I simply wanted to share with you my personal experience as a prac33oner from a European country with a fairly long sinological tradi3on, but a prac33oner who is keen to develop his discipline.

The French sinological tradi3on is quite conserva3ve, and unlike in the United States, where there is liHle prejudice against popular culture, in France even the simple fact of studying classical novels and theater can be viewed with suspicion. Literature in the vernacular is a long way from the noble speciali3es of philosophy, religion above all, or archaeology. But even in the United States and elsewhere, we absolutely need to move away from a sinology that is s3ll preHy much based on individual intui3ons, on paths where a person seeks to put forward their personal, original ideas in order to stand out from the others, and where the search for objec3ve truths thus runs the risk of taking second place.

The processing of objec3ve data, anything that can help to reduce prejudice and subjec3ve bias, seems to me to be the only possible future for our discipline, without which, in the West at least, it risks declining, as it is already beginning to do. I thank you for your aHen3on. 

➜

• Its language verges on Classical Chinese.

➜ Attempt at describing the language

• An example of the most economical adaptation possible.

➜ Attempt at characterizing the rewriting technique

• It has set pieces, but on at least two occasions they occur just where a sequence of descriptive phrases comes in the Classical, and some of the language is kept.

➜ Partial account on the enunciative techniques associated with language characteristics

• This is not to say that nothing is changed. There are subtle differences of character and theme.

➜ Use of the double negative; vague descriptions ("subtle", but how so?)

• A guilty dream which the short story inserts is clearly intended to show the hero's crisis of conscience. There si also a development in the girl's character.

➜ Reference to techniques ➜ addition or diverging addition

• Some of the "natural" changes made when translating a Classical tale into a vernacular story.

➜ Use of the translation paradigm in passing; difficulty to find accurate words to describe (use of inverted commas)

• The mode of commentary, including the prologue, is a lens through which the whole work appears different.

➜ Reference to rewriting as commentary; use of images to describe ("lens")

• The descriptive mode is set off clearly, by prosodic means; and so forth.

➜ Reference to techniques ➜ enunciative characteristics

• But there are differences also ni the mode of presentation, quite apart from the story's tendency to particularize; the vernacular sometimes multiplies incidents that occur once in the Classical.

➜ Difficulty to characterize wholly: "there are differences" (which ones?); "tendency to"; "sometimes"

• In dialogue the vernacular often builds up a climactic series of questions and answers which, though common enough in the drama, is rarely found in the Classical. 

  For example, let us examine what he writes about one such huaben story: <Slides # 8-9-10-11-12> sur 10

➜

  Complexification of points of view (transformation of ST into dialogue in TT), associated with linguistic characteristics Liu, Yongqiang 刘勇强. 2015. Huaben xiaoshuo xulun: wenben quanshi yu lishi goujian 话本⼩ 说叙论b a t i m q u o t a t i o n
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