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INTRODUCTION

The present volume brings together seven articles by scholars from the Czech Repub-
lic, Italy, Latvia, and Poland. Some were recently presented at two conferences organized
by the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation International Sinological Center at Charles Uni-
versity in Prague held to commemorate the twentieth anniversary of its existence. The
article by Barbara Bisetto was first presented at a conference organized by Ca’Foscari
University in Venice in collaboration with Beijing University, in which Charles University
was also involved as a partner to both institutions.

The first four articles deal with translation issues associated with ancient Chinese texts,
approaching them from different perspectives and with different further agendas. In
doing so, the authors attempt to mediate a better understanding of ancient Chinese cul-
ture. The starting point of these explorations is the awareness of the limits of our present
knowledge. Contextualized close reading is employed as the main tool for exploring the
possibility of translating ancient Chinese culture into our current conceptual frameworks
and making better sense of ancient China today.

Luka$ Zadrapa, translator of the complete Hanfeizi and Xunzi into the Czech lan-
guage, outlines a vast lexical field of terms within the broadly defined concept of ‘normy’
in his exploration of the (un)-translatability of ancient Chinese texts. The author dubs
this study an “introductory survey;” even though it is highly detailed and draws from
a vast amount of material. In it he indicates directions for further research, gathers basic
material, and outlines a broadly based complex methodology rooted in the methods
of cognitive linguistics as well as in classical philology. The author uses rich data from
a variety of sources important for the history of Chinese thought and society, which
enable him to present a broad picture of the distribution of the “norm-words” under
investigation and their different usages in different textual contexts. On this basis he
also proposes a tentative typology reflecting different streams of early Chinese thought.
In the appendix he provides all relevant ancient Chinese ‘norm’ terms with a translation
and brief explanation.

Katetina Gajdosovas research adds to the ongoing debate about the nature of “philoso-
phy” in ancient China. She sides with those who have recently challenged the assumption
that ancient Chinese thought is “acosmotic” and somehow radically different from West-
ern philosophy. Through close readings of relevant passages in excavated manuscripts she
offers a microstudy of cosmological inquiry in early Chinese thought and juxtaposes it
with Greek pre-Aristotelian traditions. She demonstrates the analogous points between
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early Chinese and Greek thought and in doing so implicitly suggests the possibility of
translating between these two cultures.

Questions related to understanding and translating ancient Chinese concepts are also
at the core of the second article by Dusan Vavra. His exploration, however, is much nar-
rower; it concentrates on the much discussed first chapter of the Laozi and its key con-
cepts. The main argument here is that proper understanding of a concept can be arrived
at only by its proper contextualization. This means going beyond the usually adopted
framework of a sentence, a chapter, or a book. For Vavra the syncretic nature of the
Laozi is the point of departure for his inquiry, and he theorizes that given the presumed
discursive diversity of the Laozi, specific passages have to be interpreted in relation to
different discourse traditions presented in a variety of other ancient texts. Thus, he aligns
the passage under discussion with the Guanzi and the Hanfeizi, and through comparison
he arrives at a possible innovative understanding of the meaning of the key concepts in
this chapter. He also critically examines existing translations and eventually proposes his
own English version of this proverbially enigmatic text.

Marcin Jacoby also proposes innovative translations of the word yuyan # =, which
is both an ancient term encountered in the Zhuangzi and a concept that emerged in
modern Chinese literary history. Jacoby approaches Chinese yuyan from a comparative
perspective and uses Ruben Zimmermann’s study of the parables of Jesus as his point of
reference. By examining the contents and function of yuyan-type narratives in early Chi-
nese philosophical texts within this framework, the author proposes that a more suitable
translation of this term is “parable” instead of the more common “fable” A closer look at
the “parables” in the Zhuangzi follows, in which their content, the embedding of yuyan
in wider literary structures, and the systematic construction of the central persona of the
presumed author, Zhuangzi, are all analyzed. This study reveals the booK’s literary and
philosophical achievements.

These four probes into ancient Chinese philosophy, each with a relatively well-devel-
oped comparative dimension, are followed by two articles addressing the phenomenon
of translation within Chinese language and culture itself. Barbara Bisetto explores a four-
teenth-century explicatory commentary on the poetry of eighth-century poet Du Fu as
a case of intralingual translation. She places her discussion informed by general theories
of intralingual translation within the context of the Chinese commentarial tradition.
Examining in detail the commentaries that explain the meaning of Du Fu’s “Qiu xing
ba shou F(HI/ \E™ or “Autumn Meditations” cycle, she observes two main tendencies:
either a direct explanation with mainly pedagogical aims, or a kind of translation of the
poetic original into prose, where also new literary preoccupations are involved. In the
end, she also assesses the impact of these tendencies on the way they make the original
understood.

Frank Kraushaar’s article discusses a recent Taiwanese film adaptation of a medieval
Chinese story about the female assassin Nie Yingniang #£F&4E. The author offers a new
interpretation of the film informed by intimate knowledge of the original story (or rather
stories, because the film adopts motifs and themes from at least two sources) and its his-
torical background. Unlike Barbara Bisetto, Frank Kraushaar does not ponder theoretical
translation issues, although his comparative reading of the source texts and the film in
fact also presents a special type of translation that is made within the same language
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space between different artistic forms and much more distant moments in time than the
commentaries in Bisetto’s article.

The last contribution to this volume by Ondrej Klimes turns to contemporary China
and explores the cultural soft power of the People’s Republic of China and its national
image-building project. The author engages in a close reading of Chinese texts as the
basis for further analysis. Working mainly with official sources from the period of Xi
Jinping’s leadership, the author presents the rationale, values, and instruments of Chi-
na’s cultural soft power strategy. He details how the explicit subordination of culture
to political goals has so far undermined the CPC’s efforts to present China as a major
cultural power.

In the addendum to this volume an article by Leo Ou-fan Lee dedicated to Jaroslav
Prasek is included, in which the author offers a rereading of groundbreaking research
on modern Chinese literature by Jaroslav Priisek whose theoretical insights have made
profound impact on the discipline and have remained a constant source of inspiration for
Chinese literature studies. This essay is based on the author’s presentation during a gath-
ering in Prague organized by the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation International Sinologi-
cal Center to commemorate Jaroslav Prisek’s anniversary in 2016.

Olga Lomovd
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STRUCTURAL METAPHOR AT THE HEART

OF UNTRANSLATABILITY IN ANCIENT CHINESE
AND ANCIENT CHINESE TEXTS: A PRELIMINARY
STUDY OF THE CASE OF THE LEXICAL FIELD

OF ‘'NORM’

LUKAS ZADRAPA

ABSTRACT

The article is an initial complex study of the lexical field NorM in Ancient
Chinese with focus on the classical (Warring States) period. It attempts
to bring together as many terms with the meaning ‘norm, standard, rule’
as possible, classify them according to their origin and conceptual back-
ground and describe them from various perspectives, including the ety-
mological and metaphorical one. A brief comparative glimpse on the state
of affairs in Ancient Greek and Latin is offered at the end of the text, and
further directions of research are suggested.

Keywords: Ancient Chinese; lexicology; lexical field; normativity; com-
parative study

Introduction

It is not uncommonly asserted that virtually any utterance or expression in one lan-
guage can be expressed in another language, although it may be at the expense of ele-
gance, brevity, or pregnancy. Although this claim may be true of isolated sentences or
utterances of basic everyday communication, when we focus on discourse, the linguistic
conceptualization of important social and cultural domains, and the networks of struc-
tural relations between lexical units matters become more complicated. When translating
an Ancient Chinese text, one can rely on various means to convey its original sense,
including, for example, footnotes, yet there is one phenomenon that seems, at least to me,
to confound even the best of translators — namely structural, or, more broadly, concep-
tual metaphors. Succinctly put, the translator is often forced to choose either the literal
or the figurative meaning of a given word in an Ancient Chinese text, and the words in
the target language employed to render the literal and figurative meanings are often dif-
ferent and unrelated. Thus, the reader of a translation is deprived of knowing that what
appear to be completely different words, though with related meanings (this relatedness
being usually far from self-evident), are in fact just different meanings or even semantic
nuances of one single word in the source language. Although this consequence may seem
trivial, it is the main cause of the relative untranslatability of discourses because they are
built upon conceptual systems shared by the speakers of a given language.

https://doi.org/10.14712/24646830.2017.39 11



Although the terms conceptual metaphor and structural metaphor (actually a type of
conceptual metaphor) were introduced by Lakoff and Johnson in their 1980 seminal
work and since then elaborated within several strains of cognitive linguistics, the role
of figurative extensions (metaphor and metonymy) had been well known long before,
both in structuralist lexical semantics and classical philology.! This study is not crucially
dependent on any particular theoretical model, but it loosely refers to the discourse on
conceptual metaphor and metonymy among cognitive linguists, as it provides the most
up-to-date, and terminologically convenient account of the conceptual metaphor, and
also extends into non-linguistic disciplines. Moreover, this cognitive perspective deserv-
ingly emphasizes the cognitive dimension of human language and its use and addresses
the issue of conceptualizing reality, which is of primary importance for us who aim to
capture the structural asymmetries between Ancient Chinese and European languages.

On the basis of my own experience, both with reading and translating pre-imperi-
al Chinese texts, I have decided to demonstrate the role conceptual metaphor plays in
language and culture in general, as well as, quite naturally, in the rendering of some key
structural elements of these texts untranslatable into other languages and cultures by
examining the vast array of terms subsumed under the lexical field of Norm.? Indeed, one
is astonished how rich the Ancient Chinese lexicon in this domain is, and this extrav-
agant abundance will be exposed below. Of course, modern English and other modern
European languages in general, as well as Latin and Ancient Greek, do possess a certain
array of norm words, such as norm, law, standard, rule, pattern, model, order, instructions,
and other terms indicating a norm that must be followed, they cannot be compared to
Ancient Chinese, where the domain of general words for a norm or standard based on
figurative extensions of the many kinds of measuring devices that exist is much richer.?
Not only is the terminological richness in this domain impressive, but the very topic of
norms was one of the most popular in ancient writing; words relating to it can be found
in all types of texts irrespective of the strain of thought they represent, from the earliest
times up to the end of the Warring States period.

1 An immense body of literature examining figurative extensions from the perspective of lexicology and
theory exists. Modern linguistic descriptions of these phenomena in Ancient Chinese can be found
in monographs on lexicology or lexicological semantics in that language, e.g., Zhao Kéqin 1995, Jidng
Shaoyu 2005, or Zhang Lianréng 2000. Of course, this topic is quite popular and has also been dealt
with in innumerable articles typically focusing on case studies.

2 Surprisingly, little attention has been given to studying the Ancient Chinese lexicon systematical-
ly as a reflexion of the conceptual system of Ancient Chinese. In the West, Christoph Harbsmeier
has worked most on this issue; he has been investigating several specific concepts, frequently from
a comparative perspective, for years and, with the assistance of many distinguished scholars, has been
creating the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae database intended to facilitate precisely this kind of analysis
and record its results (cf. Harbsmeier 1999, 2003, 2010, or 2015). A similar approach, but one with
more emphasis on etymology and palaeography, can be found in Behr’s studies (cf. 2009 or 2015). As
far as recent publications are concerned, cf. also, e.g., Schwermann 2011, Goldin 2008, 2011, Ames
2011, von Falkenhausen 1996, or Kern 2001. Earlier papers on selected aspects of ancient Chinese
philosophical vocabulary exist, of course; I refer the reader to the extensive literature on the history
of Chinese thought for further details. Substantial research on Ancient Chinese normativity has been
conducted (cf. Roetz 1994, 2005) and is of relevance for the subject of this article, but cannot be seri-
ously discussed due to limited space.

3 See also De Reu (2010).
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I originally intended this article to be a deep-delving and, ideally, comprehensive study
on the issue, with most if not all aspects addressed in considerable detail. Although an
extensive body of Western scholarship on normativity exists (little of which, however,
focuses on linguistic issues, as far as I know),* to my knowledge the present study is
the first of its type. My initial idea, however, turned out to be completely unrealistic
as it would require writing a full-size book. Such a monograph may materialize in the
future, but for the time being I have created an introductory survey in which I have
gathered basic material and indicated possibilities for further research. In doing so, I rely
on extremely robust textual material: I manually selected and examined all occurrences
of every norm word adduced in this paper from the corpus of pre-imperial® transmitted
texts available in the Academia Sinica Tagged Corpus of Old Chinese combined with
the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae database; in addition, in order to learn about the state
of affairs in early times and to compare it to the Book of Documents and Book of Songs,
I consulted the convenient anthology of bronze inscriptions Jinwén jinyi léijidn (2003).6

Living and dead metaphors

Metaphor and metonymy are involved at different levels of linguistic semantics. These
two phenomena are interrelated and the distinction is typically a matter of degree, but
two extreme points should be in principle distinguished: a dead metaphor or metonym,
surviving secretly only in the etymology of a given word, and a living, fresh metaphor or
metonym, which starts, for example, as a simile. An ample array of intermediate stages
exists between these two poles, the conceptual metaphor being one of them. This type of
metaphor is obviously based on figurative mapping from one conceptual domain onto
another. Its character is still recognizable for the speakers of the language, though fre-
quently only after they pay closer attention to it, but, on the other hand, has long become
well entrenched, conventionalized, and thus lexicalized. This fading of the figurative
effect is, of course, a gradual process. Living rhetorical and conceptual metaphors and
metonyms consist in the projection of the more basic meanings of a word into other
spheres. If the figurative nature of a certain meaning becomes practically undetectable
by the average speaker, it is accessible only through historical semantics. In this study,

4 The Western literature on normativity is immense (cf. Thomson 2008, Kelsen 1990, Kripke 1982); ide-
ally, it should be taken into account, but once again, this task must be undertaken in future research.

> I will not go into the discussion about the authenticity and dating of Ancient Chinese texts. This
study is based on an extensive selection of transmitted texts (apart from a few exceptions) that are
considered as representative of the preimperial period by relatively conservative scholars (see, e.g.,
Loewe 1993, Brooks and Brooks 2015, Qu Wanli 1964, 1983), with some overlaps with the Early Han
period. The list of texts can be found at the beginning of the appendix along with the abbreviations of
the titles used in the overview of the distribution of particular words. The details of dating the texts
should not hinder the basic objectives of this study, because at this stage of research I have employed
a very coarse-grained diachronic stratification (basically preclassical up to Warring States, Warring
States, and Han, i.e., very roughly 1000-450-220-100 BC); in fact, the observations made here may, to
a large extent, be read without the diachronic perspective, with the focus more on the texts and their
groups, their style, and (tentative) affiliation with a certain strain of thought.

¢ Twould like to express my gratitude to both anonymous reviewers, who have greatly contributed to the
improvement of my article. Of course, all mistakes that might have been left in the text are exclusively
mine.
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I focus mainly on concept of the half-dead, half-living conceptual metaphor I mention
above partly because it is typical of the Ancient Chinese philosophical discourse, in
which reviving and updating partially worn-out metaphors and metonyms, as well as
constructing new ones, is extremely popular.

The figurative extension hidden in etymology is typically a matter of the relationship
of one word to other words, and, most importantly, to the lexical root the word is derived
from. It is the ‘literal’ or word-formative meaning of the word we are usually interested
in, as well as the family of words based on the same root. It is quite common not to
conceive of the relationship between the word-formative and actual lexical meaning of
a derived word as a figurative extension. Yet I would still say that the word-formative
motivation is a kind of conceptualization of one thing on the background of other things,
and in this sense belongs to the domain of research on conceptual metaphor, though as
a quite special type. Here, I resort to etymologizing largely when the lexical meaning of
aword is not obviously based on a figurative extension; in such cases I attempt to discover
such possible motivation with the means of historical semantics and etymology. Being
aware of the perils of the etymological fallacy, I also embrace the view that one should
avoid the etymological fallacy fallacy, that is, an approach denying any significance of
a word’s etymology for its synchronic semantics and its understanding by the speakers of
the language.” On the other hand, if the normative meaning clearly displays a figurative
relationship to a more literal meaning of the word, I do not explore the word’s etymology,
though it naturally does have one (and could be dealt with in a more extensive study).

In any case, the task of ascertaining the etymologies of Ancient Chinese words is seri-
ously hampered by the state of research. In comparison with Indo-European compara-
tive linguistics, Sino-Tibetan comparative linguistics and Chinese etymology are grossly
underdeveloped, and, as a consequence, only a minority of Ancient Chinese words has
a reliable etymology to date.! Only one comprehensive handbook drawing on advanced
reconstructions of Old Chinese exists (Schuessler 2007), although the etymologies of
many words have been analysed in recent monographs (Sagart 1999, Baxter and Sagart
2014), as well as in quite a few articles by other historical linguists of Chinese. I have
chosen to rely on the model of Old Chinese phonology characterized by the six-vowel
hypothesis, which has become the standard in the West as represented in Baxter’s works
(above all, Baxter 1998), and on the reconstruction of Old Chinese morphology as rep-
resented by Western scholars such as Axel Schuessler, Laurent Sagart, William Baxter,
Zev Handel, Wolfgang Behr, Guillaume Jacques, and Edwin G. Pulleyblank, as well as
by a handful of Chinese scholars working in a similar framework, such as Pan Wuyun or
Zhéng-Zhang Shangfang. I do, however, occasionally consult older, more conservative

7 As far as the domain of Ancient Chinese terms in concerned, I refer here specifically to Wolfang
Behr’s balanced attitude exposed in his study on the key concept of rén 1~ (2015: 200). Cf. also a short-
er article on the same topic and in the same vein by Mei Tsu-lin (1994), speaking very fittingly about
“morphology of ideas”.

8 See, e.g., Handel's summary of the state of the field of Sino-Tibetan comparative linguistics (2008).
Modern Chinese etymology is in a sense still in its infancy, though it can draw on a range of valid
observations and basic approaches coming from the domain of traditional Chinese philology, espe-
cially as represented by the authors of its “golden age” (eighteenth cent.). Although it has been devel-
oped somewhat in the twentieth century, it has been partially hindered by the state of reconstruction
of Old Chinese pronunciation.
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Chinese sources (such as Wang Li 1982), including premodern ones, on which modern
historical studies Ancient Chinese semantics depend.

Ancient Chinese words in the lexical field of ‘'norm’

We can open our survey into the Ancient Chinese normative lexicon with a quotation
from the Eryd or Approaching towards Correctness (Ch. Shigii Fz1 or Explaining the Old
Words), which is considered the oldest extant Chinese “dictionary” or “onomasticon,” but
is actually a compendium of glosses to the canonical texts, mostly to the Book of Odes
(possibly third cent. BC or somewhat later®):

LN = N NN 1IN ENENY =N [T e NI S R

Didn, yi, fd, zé, xing, fan, jii, yong, héng, lii, jid, zhi, zhi!® mean ‘constant (standard)’.

EN- SN NN NSNS AR e 8

Ke, xian, xing, fan, bi, li, jii, zé!! mean ‘standard’.!2

Some of these words are only marginally attested with these meanings, such as ké
or zhi B. But in general, all of them are interesting for us because they include words
with various etymological and figurative backgrounds, which emerge from the analysis
of the material explored in this study. Thus, here we can encounter words connected with
constancy (yi %, yong J&, héng i, chdng ', very probably also dicn i), with measure-
ment and measures (jii %, Li 1), with moulds and models (xing 4,13 fan &), or with
order (zhi FK). Fa {%: and zé /] belong to the commonest terms in this domain, but they
do not yield to a satisfactory explanation of their origin, and the source of jid & and bi
F¥ remains unclear as does that of xian 7&.14

The lexical macrofield under investigation constitutes a complexly structured cate-
gory, with a core and periphery, radial extensions, and overlaps with other categories,
precisely as the cognitive theory of categorization would predict (Lakoft 1987, Langacker
1987). Thus, we have prototypical norm words whose semantic content is concentrated
on the very notion of normativity and which simply mean ‘norm, rule’, but with certain

©

For a discussion about the dating see e.g. Coblin 1972 or Carr 1972.

10 Tn the reconstructed pronunciation: *ta[r]?, *[1] [a]j, *[p.k]ap, *[ts]*ok, *[c]®en, *[b](r)om?, *[k]¥(r)a?,
*lon, *[g]*an, *[r]ut, *k'rik, *tok, *lik, *[d]an.

11 Tn the reconstructed pronunciation: *[k]‘ar, *q"ar-s, *[c]*en, *[b](r)om?, *[N]-pek, *[r]ut, *[k]¥(r)a?,
*[ts]*ok.

12 The word fé 17 has several meanings, including ‘standard, ‘model’, and ‘law’, and its semantics has
been discussed repeatedly; see Goldin 2011. I chose to employ here the more neutral term standard,
but different translations are not ruled out either.

13 For the sake of clarity, I write the word xing ‘mould > model’ with the normalized modern character
1, except for direct quotations, even though it is usually written simply as fi] even in transmitted texts
(bronze inscriptions usually have just the phonophoric f — which, by the way, poses an unpleasant
problem for Baxter’s reconstruction: ffi] *[c]en, but H *tsen?; Zhéng-Zhang Shangfang’s solutions
work better here: *geen and *sken?). It is quite possible, however, that both words are related.

14 Cf. Schuessler 2007 under the respective entries.
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sematic overtones that distinguish these synonyms from each other. Semantic analysis
of certain words reveals normativity to be one possible meaning. There are also words in
the semantics of which normativity is only one of the components of a varying degree of
prominence. It is then not easy to cut off the concepts that already do not belong to our
category, but this emerges from the very nature of the category and conceptual categori-
zation in general. There is thus certainly a difference between words like 1. norm or rule,
2. pattern (to be followed), (right) method (to be employed), 3. decree, order, or instruc-
tion, and so forth. In fact, normativity is systematically implied in Ancient Chinese, for
example, in dao & ‘way, method” > ‘the right way to be followed’, xing T ‘conduct’ >
‘proper conduct, or wang I ‘to become the king’ > ‘to become the true king’; this kind
of systematic semantic extension is, after all, a conspicuous feature of the language. When
collecting the data for my survey, I tried to capture a broader category of norm words,
including words denoting instructions, yet I am aware that determining whether a term
implies normativity involves arbitrary decision-making and that, therefore, this category
can be defined in many ways.

Quite naturally, words with specific word-formative or figurative backgrounds have
different semantic overtones and are woven into different conceptual, discursive, or ideo-
logical contexts. It is thus expectable that there may be a correlation between a text or
group of texts, or a period of time and the genre favoured for norm words therein. For
a better understanding of Ancient Chinese Begriffsgeschichte, it would be advisable to
trace the diachronic as well as diatextual patterns of distribution of the various types and
subtypes of normative terms. Although I roughly outline these patterns in this survey,
they deserve much more attention and care than I can afford here, and therefore a more
complex statistical analysis and detailed annotation have been left for another occasion.

A tentative typology of norm words in Ancient Chinese

The typology I present below, which is based on the systematization of the data
obtained from the corpus, is only a preliminary scheme open to modifications, correc-
tions, or rearrangements. Be that as it may, the main dividing line runs between mea-
surement-derived words and other words, among which the most prominent group is
derived from the model-pattern metaphor, which is in a sense the opposite of the mea-
surement-based metaphor. This crucial opposition, as it emerges from the texts, will be
discussed below.!>

15 The reconstructions for these words, w1th the exception of the words reconstructed already above,
are as follows: J'L *[b]rom, ey *1ak, R *g-rut-s, P m(e) ro?, 3 * me = A *tan, 8 k- lfen, s
*[6] ¥alj]-s, il *kfan, ji fc K(r)o?, HE *G‘”r) (< *GWu)) 7 *thup- (s) H "k‘on s, 1 *kvru? , A *
[g](r) ok, r/ﬂi s-m-ta?, F *s-ro?-s, iy *[r]ul n], $H *[r]ult]-s, B *N-kva?-s, ddo JE *Su?-s, i
*Co-lut, *E' “I<r>en, & *[d]ak-s, 5 *[g]"ij?, 1‘& vrar, #*(g]ran, Fi/FE *mo-thon-s, & *[r]an-s,
R *[k]%[t]-s, ﬁ *tur?, $1 *kve, Hll *Co-m.ron, 7= *C mfak, %% r)(r)a), 7 *p(r)aw?, 5 *nlet, 1
*ten-s, /7 * pan, E r)(r)a) s, fifi *tsvik, A * [k]r[a] m? F& *Isij, ME*p<r>ok, 4 *rin-s, 47 *m-rin-s (dia-
lect: *m-r- > *mr-, *-in> *-en), & *kr[o]m-s, #ll *Lu[n]-s (dialect: *1- > x-), I *[t-1]ewk, &
*[t]<r>ip-s, i *[r]%?, H *15ij2.
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MODEL, such as xing i ‘casting mould > model’, fan & ‘bamboo mould > model > rule’,16
fd 7% ‘model > law’ (possibly related to fdn JL. ‘general pattern’), shi T\ form > model’;
yi [ ‘measure’,'” zé HI] ‘model, rule’ (etymology unclear; Duan Yucai [1988: 179] sug-
gests that the original meaning was to ‘categorize things’ according to what Xt Shén
says'®); less clear: shuai B4

STRUCTURE GENERALLY, [i 3 ‘structure, order > rule, principle’

SUBTYPES OF STRUCTURE:

PATTERN, such as wén 3 “(a type of) pattern’!® and zhang & “(a type) of pattern’
subtype of patterns: prominent linear objects as guidelines: THREAD AND ROPES, such
as jing £ ‘warp’, wéi #& ‘weft, gang flil ‘head-rope of fishing net’, ji f ‘(main) head of
silk thread’,20 wéi #f ‘ropé, tong #7t ‘main silk thread’, guan B ‘string’
also: gui #f] ‘tracks, tentatively ji ¥ ‘ridgepole’

ORDER, such as xi /%% ‘order’, zhi #% ‘order

NUMBER, such as shit #{ ‘number > method’

CATEGORY, such as in liin ffii ‘category’ and léi FH ‘category’, both > ‘rules of conduct’

CONSTANCY, or possibly CONSTANT PATTERNS, such as yf %, chang H, héng &, dign B,
yong &, all meaning, apart from other things, ‘constant, usual > constant (pattern >
rule)’, jitl £ old

WAY, such as dao JE ‘way’, shi: fii7 ‘(a kind of) way’

MEASUREMENT:

chéng #2 ‘measure (in general)’, di: [ ‘length measure’, kuf % ‘direction measure’,
‘weight’, héng 7 ‘arm of steelyard > balance, chéng T3/FT ‘steelyard, liang & ‘vol-
ume measure’, gai ff ‘levelling stick’, zhin % ‘level’, gui #i ‘compass,, jii % ‘carpen-
ter’s square’, shéng bl ‘carpenter’s rop€’, mo 2% ‘ink line (for straight sawing)’, Li 7
‘tuning pipe’, bido 2% ‘marking pillar, gnomon’,2! perhaps ni¢ % in the sense ‘gnomon’

RIGHTNESS, STRAIGHTNESS, such as zhéng [~ ‘upright > nornt, perhaps fang /3

PROPRIETY, such as yi #£ ‘social or moral appropriateness’

CONTROL, RESTRICTION, such as zhi ifi| ‘control > regulations, system, regime, also of the
rather moderating type - jié £l ‘bamboo joint > restrain(t); rhythm, standard, rules of
conduct, moral integrity’;?2 possibly also jidn 1 ‘examine, restrain > laws, statutes’ and
ji it ‘examine; control’ (both once in a binome), fii & ‘cloth width (standard) > standard’

16 The etymology of fan, written most adequately with the character {11, is far from certain, but it has
been traditionally (since the Shuowén jiézi, s. v.) understood to originally mean a bamboo variant of
a mould. There is also the word xingfan JI{ti/JYE ‘mould’ attested in Xiinzi 16.1.1.

17 However, one of the many meanings of this word is ‘measure; measuring device’, so there is a connec-
tion to another group of words. In any case, these meanings seem to be peripheral and secondary.

18 Although there exist several hypotheses about it — cf. Boltz 1990 or Takashima 1987.

19 Cf. von Falkenhausen 1996 or Kern 2001.

20 The etymology of ji is not as straightforward as it might appear; in premodern glosses, it appears as if

it originally had a verbal meaning (‘to sort/arrange silk’); see Duan Yucai 1988: 645. Unger and Behr

have argued that is in fact a *k- prefixed version of the word Ii ¥ in its original meaning ‘to draw

boundaries’ (see Behr 2005).

‘Marking pillar, marking pole’ is a common meaning of the word, ‘gnomon’ is a less frequent special-

ization of that meaning (cf. e.g. Gudnzi 30.1.4, 35.1.82, Liishi chiingiii 2.5.1.1, 15.8.2.1, 25.6.5.1, Xinzi

27.2.1, Zuézhuan 7.12.2.67).

22 Cf. Zhang Lianréng 2000: 204.

2

17



DIRECTION, such as fang 77 ‘direction > method’, or straightness ‘rectangular, straight,
upright > (right) method’?
P =ax3 > 7y AN ¢ > \ AN > v AR ¢ >
DECREE, such as xidn 7= ‘decre€’, ling 77 ‘order’, ming i} ‘order’, jin 2% ‘prohibition
INSTRUCTION, such as xtis 7l ‘instruct, instruction’

(TARGET, such as di 1Y ‘target’, zhi B ‘target’ [unconventional metaphor])

One could add Ii 5 (‘rites’) somewhere to this overviews; its etymology, however, is
unclear.?? If forced to do so, I would tentatively put it under propriety. Generally, I do not
aim at delving deeper into prominent philosophical and long-discussed terms such as
dao 18, yi 25, I P, wén 3, or li g (and some others). They have been dealt with exten-
sively and in high detail in the literature on the history of Chinese thought. This study has
a different goal and the larger picture plays the dominant role here, in which these terms
are merely single items of the same importance as the others.

Etymological notes:

Etymologies worthy of our attention can be found for some of the items above. For
example, the secondarily normative term [/ H ‘structure, order, arrangement’, recon-
structed as *m(a)-ra? by Baxter and Sagart, appears to be related to the verb chi/zhi {3
‘order/rule’ (*Iro, Iro-s), at least according to Sagart 1999 (see also Schuessler 2007 s. v.
zhi J8), but it is almost surely cognate with the large group of words derived from the
root *ra: cf. i & ‘administer/order’ *ro, shi - ‘affair/serve’ *m-s-ra-?-s, or *s-lra-s, shi
{efi ‘deploy/cause’ *s-ro-?, *s-ra-s, i tH ‘executive official’ *ra?-s, shi - ‘freeman/official’
*n-s-ra-?, and shi {I- ‘serve in office’ *m-s-ro-?. The nature of the relationship between
*Ira and *ra in the present Baxter-Sagart system remains a moot point.

Further, the word xzn Flll ‘instruct, instructed’, reconstructed as *Jun-s, has been long
known to belong to the word family including xiin 7§ “follow” Schuessler *slun, Bax-
ter-Sagart so-lun (which itself is an important verb in the realm of normativity), JIf shin
‘conform, obey’ *m-lun-s, Baxter-Sagart Co.lun-s (again a word endowed with an inher-
ent normative moment), as well as xzn il ‘tame’ Baxter-Sagart *so-lun (NB instead of
Modern pronunciation xtin; cf. Zhang Lianréng 2000: 198).

However, the most revealing are the members of the word family derived from the
root yéu F “follow” *lu, or from different roots very probably somehow (but closely)
related to and ultimately cognate with it at least in Proto-Chinese. These expressions
constitute an array of salient norm words: dao 1 ‘way’ *Ca-1°u?, shi: ffif ‘way > method
> political technique’, Baxter-Sagart *Co-lut, Sagart *m-lut, shi 7i “follow” with the same
pronunciation (see Behr 2011: 24-27, who formulated this very promising and actually
straightforward etymology; see also Huang Shtixian 2009, Wei Péiquan 2009).24 Further,
there are several words from the *m-lut group: shuai K Yead *s-rut-s; lii {£ ‘regulation,
norm’ *rut, Bodman *lut; and yu EEs ‘follow(ing), then’ Schuessler *lut, Baxter-Sagart
*m-rut, N-rut. The archaic word di 3 *I°uk ‘follow; road, reason, plan’, characteristic
for the Book of Documents, might be related as well. Of course, the precise nature of the

23 It seems, however, to be cognate with 7 B8 ‘structure, body’.

24 There are many more studies on various aspects of this prominent lexical field, and especially, as one
would expect, on the semantic development of ddo - cf. at least Wi Dan 2013, Liang Yiqin 2012, Guo
Jingyn 2009, Bao Zhiming 2008, Pang P 1994, or San Xigud 1992.
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1-/r- distinction must be first determined: different reconstruction systems and their
subsequent versions indicate - and r- almost randomly in some cases (cf. also Schuessler
2015), and thus I can maintain that these words based on *-rut- and *-lut- according
to the above-mentioned reconstructions pertain to the identical root. The alternation
-u(?)/-ut is of a more serious nature. These codas are clearly distinguished in all modern
reconstructions of Old Chinese and there is no productive morphological process of
t-suffixation posited for the Old Chinese period by Sagart and his followers. However,
Schuessler (2007: 70) describes the Proto-Sino-Tibetan to Proto-Chinese suffix **-t,
which would be relevant in this case, even though its precise function in *lut/*rut, and
thus the mutual relationship between *lu and *lut/*rut remains to be seen. The same is
true of di; however, even Schuessler lists it under yéu (for the pre-Old Chinese suffix
**_Lk, cf. Schuessler 2007: 68).

A proper abundance: the disyllabic normative lexicon

The monosyllabic words presented above, though already quite an impressive set, con-
stitute only a smaller part of the whole normative lexicon under investigation; in fact,
most of them occur more often as the building blocks of disyllabic compounds, the abun-
dance of which is truly amazing. One quick look at the list in the appendix will tell much.

There are two basic types of compounds - coordinate and subordinate (Packard 1998:
12-15, Zadrapa 2017a). They are not, however, of equal value and significance. Coordi-
nate compounds consist of two (exceptionally three) synonyms or words of the same cat-
egory, the inherent semantic differences between which are neutralized and the meaning
of the entire compound becomes generalized.?> Most, if not all, of these compounds have
the basic abstract meaning ‘norms/standards (of all kinds)’, although the meanings of the
original components may survive and imbue a specific semantic overtone, as I argue in
this paper. Thus, the disyllabic word yibico %7, composed of the words ‘model, stan-
dard’ and ‘marking pillar, gnomon, both with a well-established figurative meaning of
‘standard, norm’ when occurring on their own, simply means ‘norms, standards (in gen-
eral)’. Coordinate compounds are also relatively easily identified as single unitary words,
primarily because of their semantics.

Subordinate compounds, on the other hand, tend to retain the meaning of their com-
ponents and the distinction between them and the usual attributive syntagmas are often
elusive. In the expression xiandidn 581, consisting of the adjective ‘former’ and the noun
‘standard’, the modifier xian could be considered a syntactic element (for more informa-
tion on this type of compound, see Wil Zongwén 2001: 264-295; for more on the difficul-
ties of identifying compounds, see Wli Zongwén 2001: 71-147). If the compound has the
structure noun + norm word, where the first noun is in the genitive case, it is very close
to a syntagma; such constructions usually mean something like ‘the standards/rules of/
for N’, and one can certainly expand along these lines almost freely. Thus we have wiili )
H ‘rules of (all) phenomena’ < ‘thing’ + ‘structure, pattern > order (> principle) > rules’,

25 There are hundreds of such compounds recorded in the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae database, typically
with the gloss ‘N of all kinds
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but also shili 5B ‘rules of affairs’ < ‘affair’ + ‘structure, pattern > order (> principle) >
rules’, and several others of this type; the possibility of further formations is, in principle,
open. As far as adjectival modifiers are concerned, we frequently encounter semantically
near-empty words, such as da K ‘great’, which just underlines the importance of the
norm; we also have such modifiers as jiti £ ‘old, xian JC “former’, or chéng & ‘constant’,
which combine easily with the nouns because norms are typically construed as constant
and often as inherited from the past, and some of the norm words are directly anchored
in the conceptual domain of constancy.?6 Numerals are another popular modifier, either
real (though often symbolic) or near-empty, indicating merely plurality or even totali-
ty — usually bdi [ ‘hundred’; while instances of the latter type may be considered com-
pounds, those of the former type may be better seen as syntactic phrases, although they
are tagged as words in the Academia Sinica corpus.

Disyllabic compounds are typical of the Warring States texts and their distribution
will be discussed below.

Metaphors kept alive and revived

A considerable amount of passages in Warring States texts reveal, right before our
eyes, the metaphorical momentum of norm words, which could have been hidden from
us because of the lexicalization and fading out of the original figuration. They are invalu-
able for re-enacting - in a much neater manner - the original mental process that even-
tually led to setting up the mapping from one conceptual domain to another. Sometimes
a word literally denoting a kind of physical measure is found in a text in a metaphorical
context as a simile, but it is not attested elsewhere as a lexicalized metaphor; thus it seems
that this particular word did not develop an abstract normative meaning. These cases
are interesting instances of a term’s unexploited figurative potential, especially given that
these expressions very often co-occur with similar words that actually developed into
full-fledged general norm words, which can be observed below (e.g., the merely met-
aphorical chidii RE “foot’ + ‘(length) measure’ vs. the fully developed qudnhéng FEf#i
‘weight’ + ‘(arm of) steelyard’).

Here I would like to quote some of the many metaphorical uses of “measuring words”,
although it is not easy to choose the most instructive ones from such an immense selec-
tion. I have tried to pick longer passages with concatenations of figurative uses or qua-
si-definitions. The terms to which I would like to draw the attention of the reader are in
bold face. I use available published translations into English, but with the caveat that their
precision varies from author to author and from passage to passage. Compare:

iz ia#, SREETERLGE, B2 AT Rl Se LR, SR, mMESLZ, K
JrEA K REHER T BT EC EE, BRI I R, B, AR, s H AL MGk,
B2 REM AL, AR T ERLRE, B RIRE M AN LUARR AR BN 3, M, 1 [
NEAZE, B T EREBL A AMER, BOTEA D, PREE L, BRERZ,

26 It may be of interest that, e.g., jit, but largely also xidn, combine mostly with the norm words related
to the ideas of model, instructions, constancy; etc., but not measurements. This certainly makes sense.
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Bk ik, RRHS, SRR RE TE, AU, A EAE T E Ik, S EHE
I, AUk~ o (Shangjanshi, Xiaquén, 14.5)

Those who are engaged in governing, in the world, chiefly dismiss the law and place reli-
ance on private appraisal, and this is what brings disorder in a state. The early kings hung
up scales with standard weights, and fixed the length of feet and inches, and to the pres-
ent day these are followed as models because their divisions were clear. Now dismissing
standard scales and yet deciding weight, or abolishing feet and inches and yet forming an
opinion about length - even an intelligent merchant would not apply this system, because it
would lack definiteness. Therefore, laws are the standard scales of a state. Now, if the back
is turned on models and measures, and reliance is placed on private appraisal, in all those
cases there would be a lack of definiteness. Only a Yao would be able to judge knowledge
and ability, worth or unworth without a model. But the world does not consist exclusively
of Yaos! Therefore, the ancient kings understood that no reliance should be placed on indi-
vidual opinions or biased approval, so they set up models and made the distinctions clear.
Those who fulfilled the standard were rewarded, those who harmed the public interest
were punished. The standards for rewards and punishments were not wrong, and therefore
people did not dispute them. But if the bestowal of office and the granting of rank are not
carried out according to the labour borne, then loyal ministers have no advancement; and
if in awarding rewards and giving emoluments the respective merits are not weighed, then
fighting soldiers will not enter his service.?”

HCA F A E AR L 2 9%, RAERIE S W, BRI IEAT L sl SV R,

R LA AT T o BORNEL B8, BRI, BRI A S 22, A ERIETTER,
FHIARET RIS AN RS 220 B0 T9 1R B B AR, ZA e LIS A 0 A FEER TR, LU
T2 1 P o ORI AT A, MBS = R, REMR BT 2R 25 S, AR 24w o i
DUERER, 2451 O 226 IR &, Sl Eeih, W 2 Frin, &5 FhaeRt, SBE 90T ]
MAEER L, BB IR, MU 228, 55 N 20, I6ELIE, ahREsIE, — B2,

Si1i4 (Hdnfeéizi, Youda, 6.5)

And similarly the enlightened ruler sees to it that the ministers do not stray beyond the law,
and that they do not show generosity [even] within the law, that in everything they do they
follow the law. Through formidable laws one prevents transgressions and keeps egotism
away; through strict punishments, one has orders carried through and inferiors chastised.
Authority must not be imposed from two sources, and control must not go through a com-
mon gate. When authority and control are shared in common, then all the kinds of wicked-
ness will show themselves; when the law is not reliable, then the ruler’s actions are precar-
ious; when corporal punishments are not decisive, then wickedness will not be overcome.
Therefore it is said: The skilful carpenter will hit the ink-line by visual intuition, and yet he
certainly first takes the circle and the square as his standard; the superbly competent man
will act gingerly and get everything right, and yet he certainly takes the laws of the former
kings for comparison. Thus as long as the ink-line is straight then warped wood will end
up straight; as long as the water balance is even, great unevennesses will be levelled off; as
long as the scales are evenly hung then weights will be levelled out; as long as bushels and
stones are standardised, quantities will be levelled out. Thus ruling a state by use of the law
is simply a matter of carrying out standard measures. The law does not pander to the noble,
the ink-line does not get all bent according to what is crooked. Where the law applies, the

27 Tr. J. J. Duyvendak 1928.
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crafty cannot make their excuses and the courageous will not dare to fight against it. The
physical punishing of transgressions should not spare great ministers; the rewarding of the
good should not bypass the ordinary person. As for correcting the ruler’s oversights, as
for pursuing subordinates” wickedness, as for sorting out insubordinacy and unravelling
mistakes, as for removing the superfluous and evening out the incorrect, as for uniting the
tracks for the people to follow, nothing is as good as the law.?8

it R BRI SRA, A RS S, Sl 2 A E T, (Xiinzi, Daliie, 27.41.1, par-
allel with Liji, Jingjié, 26.1.12)

The relationship of ritual principles to the correct governance of the nation is like that of
the suspended balance and steelyard to the determination of weight or that of the dark-
ened marking line to straightness.?

B AR R T it o2 T DA B, 2 ey 2 RS SR 4, bl 2 r it th, R
FATTIEH, BESE 2 1 AN B2 BEFH, (Xiinzi, Wangba, 11.3.1)

If a state lacks ritual principles, then it will not be rectified, for ritual principles are the
means whereby to rectify the state. This is analogous to the steelyard for the measurement
of weight, the blackened marking-line for determining crookedness or straightness, or the
compass and square for testing squareness and roundness. When they are set up as stan-
dards, then no one can deceive him.

BT EH THEEER TN, FELUAH R B Ak, S .2 AWM, s
WOR T~ 2 B[R H B3 1, | (Mozi, Shangténg shang, 11.4.1)

Therefore, Mozi said: The sage-kings of old devised the five punishments to rule the people
in order to be able to lay hands on those who did not identify themselves with their supe-
riors — a device of the same nature as threads are tied into skeins and a net is controlled by
a main rope.*®

FEEREMN, =5 |5, EE L, =515, 55 &5E, 2 KA 2 auth =
o (Liishi chiingia, Yongmin, 19.4.4.2)

In employing the people, there are small lines and a main cord just like those found in
a net. With a single tug of the small lines, the net is lifted; with a single pull of the main
rope, the net is made taut. What are the small lines and main rope in handling the people?
They are desires and aversions.3!

FRFEHITEERE, EEW N 268, EAZEMH, s R, DOERT 2
7HE, B ThE RN, AREIE SR T2 EEF2F, Ao, S NrEE!
EREEEE, RS, HAM AR ] DU ? RIS R R 2 BBELUE S . |
(Mozi, Tianzhi shang, 26.8.1)

28 All translations from the Hdnfeéizi by C. Harbsmeier (n. d.), Thesaurus Linguae Sericae.

9 All translations of the Xiinzi by John Knoblock (1988-90).

30 Tr. W. P. Mei 1929.

I This whole passage is actually rhymed: *-ang in gang fff] and zhang 5 and *-o? in ji #! (NB the mod-
ern pronunciation does not conform to the Middle Chinese one with regard to the tone) and gi jtC.

)
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Mozi said: The will of Heaven to me is like the compasses to the wheelwright and the square
to the carpenter. The wheelwright and the carpenter measure all the square and circular
objects with their square and compasses and accept those that fit as correct and reject
those that do not fit as incorrect. The writings of the gentlemen of the world of the present
day cannot be all loaded (in a cart), and their doctrines cannot be exhaustively enumerated.
They endeavour to convince the feudal lords on the one hand and the scholars on the other.
But from magnanimity and righteousness they are far off. How do we know? Because I have
the most competent standard in the world to measure them with.3?

Equally worthy of attention are passages in which the meaning of the word is stretched
between the literal and figurative poles: the word is basically employed in the literal sense,
but in a normative context which adds clear metaphorical overtones to it, breaking thus
ground for a gradual abstraction of the term. These instances represent a bridge to the fully
figurative meaning (but sometimes are just a re-evocation of the original literal meaning).3
These instances are not easily identifiable, as one is never sure to what extent the word is
meant metaphorically. They represent a large portion of all occurrences of norm-related
words in the corpus and should be carefully studied in their own right. Compare:

M, TEE N LIS B TEEREL BT, GH = TNVEARR, REEE, ¥R T2
W, A2 At BB B 155, 2 LUBUHHERE, DA 77 BT, AR
BERE /755, #.2 DUSHE, IR A0S, AT A BEE.OERS, #2 IR N ZE, fil
TR £, (Méngzi, Lilou shang, 4A.1.2)

Hence we have the saying: ‘Virtue alone is not sufficient for the exercise of government; laws
alone cannot carry themselves into practice’ It is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘Without trans-
gression, without forgetfulness, following the ancient statutes’ Never has any one fallen
into error, who followed the laws of the ancient kings. When the sages had used the vigour
of their eyes, they called in to their aid the compass, the square, the level, and the line, to
make things square, round, level, and straight: the use of the instruments is inexhaustible.
When they had used their power of hearing to the utmost, they called in the pitch-tubes to
their aid to determine the five notes — the use of those tubes is inexhaustible. When they
had exerted to the utmost the thoughts of their hearts, they called in to their aid a gov-
ernment that could not endure to witness the sufferings of men - and their benevolence
overspread the kingdom.34

Finally, it is of eminent importance for the study of this lexical field to analyse con-
catenations and the parallelism of norm words used with a fully abstract meaning, as
well as, of course, the definitions and quasi-definitions of these terms, which is a popular
strategy of argumentation in Ancient Chinese texts in general. Again, such passages are
truly abundant and prove once more the key position of the entire conceptual and lexical
field under investigation. Compare:

B2 EE, Mo AR, LAY, B2 8, 702 KY), & 25, A2 HE, B
B, 5[ El, T2 b, T2, BOZ BRI, 222 WRk, G LA, RIE R

32 Tr. W. P. Mei 1929.
33 See Harbsmeier (2015: 527) on the inseparability of literal from figurative meanings.
34 Tr. James Legge 1872.
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+H, RER, Mg, BBEE., SHELLER R, M ] B LBE, #ELIE
22 (Zudzhuan, Weéngong, 6.3.4)

The ancient kings, knowing that their life would not be long, largely established the sagely
and wise (as princes and officers); planted their instructions in the soil of the manners (of
the people); instituted the several modes of distinguishing rank and character; published
excellent lessons; made the standard tubes and measures; showed (the people) the exact
amount of their contributions; led them on by the rules of deportment; gave them the
rules of their own example; declared to them the instructions and statutes (of their pre-
decessors); taught them to guard (against what was evil) and obtain what was advantageous;
employed for them the regular duties (of the several officers); and led them on by the rules
of propriety; thus securing that the earth should yield its proper increase, and that all below
them might sufficiently depend on them. It is after they had done all this that those ancient
kings went to their end. Succeeding sage kings have acted in the same way. But now, grant-
ing that duke Muh had no such example to leave to his posteriority, yet when he proceeded
to take away the good with him in his death, it would have been hard for him to be in the
highest place.>

R NP RE RERA R, 25 OREM, ABHIIS, LUERAIZ, (Hdnfeéizi, Anwéi, 25.2.1)

If one makes the whole world exert all their competence on the ‘standard’, if they put in all
their effort into the ‘objective weighing’, if then they take action they will succeed, and if
they stay inactive they will be at peace.

P& Wy el it | 2 et R B, mELUE R TELURN, RELURE , FLEIZ$
AR, A R R B SR T S, AR R M ES BN, T 2t AR LU,
(Xuinzi, Zhishi, 14.6)

Measures are the standards of things. Ritual principles are the standards for obligations.
Measures are used to establish modes of calculation, ritual principles to determine the
constant relationships, inner power to assign each his proper place, and ability to assign
official positions. It is a general principle that in handling the obligations of one’s office and
in making reports strictness is desirable, and in providing a living for the people generosity
is to be desired. When official obligations and reports are strictly maintained, the result
is good form. When the people are provided a generous living, the result is security. When
the upper classes have good form and the lower classes security, this is the acme of accom-
plishment and fame, for it is impossible to add anything to it.

B, B2 R IR, BRI i, B2 (RN SE G IRAIS
77, FERA DT (Guanzi, Xingshiji¢, 21.1.118)

Good form sets the pattern of conduct for all things. Laws and procedures set the stan-
dards of good form for people as a whole. Rules for propriety and righteous conduct
set the standards of good form between the honored and lowly. Therefore, if [the ruler’s]
movements adhere to good form, his orders will be carried out. Otherwise they will not.3¢

3 All translations from the Zuozhuan by James Legge 1872.
36 All translations from the Gudnzi by A. Rickett (1985).
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WHBUE, s RBUEREE L, KR I, RRTLUR T MERME, RATLEKRIE, (Gudnzi,
Qichén qizhu, 52.1.31)

Laws, administrative statutes, and official orders, are the compass, square, and mark-
ing line of government functionaries and the people. If the square is not true, one cannot
expect it to produce squareness. If the marking line is not stretched tight, one cannot expect
it to produce straightness.

AR, —JEht, T8, RSS2, SO NI B 1, K 2R, EE ik
o 55, R ikt O £ 2 6, EINEEE 2, EREER L, BUIEHRIE,
HI ARSI AR, LA Wt Th, Rl A2 B i efi s, (e DA EREE 2 D, (Gudnzi, Ming-
f3jié, 46.1.56)

The enlightened ruler unifies his procedures and measurements, establishes his standards,
and steadfastly observes them. Therefore, when orders are handed down, the people follow
them. Law sets the pattern for the empire and the standards for all undertakings. Civil
functionaries become the ones who post his commands. Now, the enlightened ruler, in
maintaining good order, rewards what accords with the law and punishes what violates it.
Hence when he uses the law to punish the guilty and people are killed, there is no resent-
ment; when he uses the law to measure merit and people are rewarded, there is no sense of
gratitude. This is what is accomplished by putting the law in place.

A structural metaphor could or even should be reflected in the collocability of the
terms with verbs, for example. Nevertheless, very little is to be gained from Ancient Chi-
nese: norm words tend to co-occur with general verbs that do not depend on the original
literal semantics or etymology of the respective norm words. Certainly, one can encoun-
ter an array of verbs with the basic meaning of ‘follow’, for example, yéu FH, zin 18, xin
11, cong 1€, shu 78, ziishu fHIR, yudn #%, shuai %, and also di i, some of which are
etymologically cognate with certain norm words (see above, the roots *lu, *lut/*rut, *luk,
and *lun), but apart from them, the choice of verbal predicate is relatively free.3”

Diachronic and diatextual distribution

As already mentioned above, the inquiry into the distribution of particular norm
words as well as of their types and subtypes across the texts can reveal diachronic trans-
formations and synchronic differences in the conceptualization of norms and the whole
normative discourse. Given the large numbers of the norm words I register, and, above
all, given the number of their occurrences in the corpus, I attempt only to present an

37 Except for follow’ verbs and many other verbs, the subsequent verbs typically occur in the predicate:
you % ‘have’, wii i ‘have not, shou 5T ‘observe’, shou 2 ‘accept’, yong Ji| ‘employ’, zht 41 ‘under-
stand’, xing 17 ‘carry out, shén £ ‘pay careful attention, shén % ‘examine, shim JIH ‘conform to’, yin
‘rely o, cdo 2 ‘take in hand, operate’, i 17 ‘establish’, shé &% ‘set up’, zhi il ‘make’, zhi & ‘set up’, bi bisl
‘announce’, dé 15 ‘succeed’, shi 5% “fail’, fin [ ‘go against’, wéi j& ‘go against’, béi 15 ‘turn one’s back or,

10 1E ‘surpass, shi =3 ‘rely on, zhi 1 hold’, wo 2 ‘grasp, hold’, zhdng 2 ‘hold, jin % ‘exhaust’, long
7%% ‘deeply respect’, xi & ‘practice’, xiii {% ‘cultivate, shi % ‘put aside’, shé #& ‘put aside’, i Z ‘abandon,
féi 8% ‘abandon’, hui # ‘destroy’, ming B ‘clearly understand/propagate’, zhéng IF- ‘make correct, ping
¥ ‘make level/just’, yi — ‘unite, tong [A] ‘unite, bian % change’, yi 7 ‘change’, and gé # ‘change’.
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overall overview of the basic trends and patterns of distribution that emerge from this
material. In fact, many passages deserve closer attention and commentary, and perhaps
even a small case study. Moreover, one must realize, among other things, that the occur-
rences of these words may represent instances of their various semantic uses - literal,
figurative, freshly metaphoric (in a simile, for example), or symbolic — and, what is worse,
they sometimes blend into each other or effect distinct semantic overtones (this phe-
nomenon can also be observed in the examples quoted in previous section). A detailed,
comprehensive display of the data and their analysis is beyond the scope of the present
study, as is the fine-grained statistics necessary for such analysis. Therefore, I will limit
myself to an overview capturing the most important trends.

Let us first look at the inventory of norm words attested in the earliest texts from my
sample, which I deliberately chose in order to have a diachronic counterpart to the War-
ring States material:

Bronze inscriptions (BI): shuai Bfl/32,38 shudixing B, shudiyong BV, xing H="Y, jing
K=K, bi BE, ji 02=H, zéshang §] (=R, li T, xian &

The Book of Documents:

Earliest chapters: fd %, ni¢ 5, lin ff, jid &, xing 8, dian Y, yi 2%, shuai 3%, bi B, du [,
ji W2, ji A, yixim $E3, feiyi IEFE, shi =X, xin FIl, and perhaps zhinrén HEN ‘officers
of law’

Intermediate chapters: xing %, yi 3%, ni¢ 5., dian i, lun ff, fid 1%, chdng &, yi %%, dit
[, bian K, xin 7l

Late chapters: xing &Y, didn U4, lun i, yi 2%, chang ¥, xiu 8¢, zhi ¥, {18, xian 7&, shuai
3R, 26 U, ji WL, yi 5%, jiusfis IR, shuaidicn 28, yilin F(, baikui FHE, i F, du £,
liang &, héng 4], fan %01, fadi 1%, didanxing R, jigang H il

The Book of Songs:

According to sections:

Guéfeng: dir &, chdng & (tentatively)

Ya: jiu B8, zhang 25, jilizhang EE 5, didanxing H17Y, z¢ HI], jing 5 (v), gang #, ji #c, gangji
Mk (v), wéi #E (v), yixing 5, di [, chéng ¥2, chang &, lin i, xian Z&, xin
V), liyi T8, shi =X, xing

Song: yishixing F\, z¢ A, dian I, chang &, xim FIl (v), lii F& = i 1, xing %!

According to metaphorical background:
model-structure-pattern: shi I\, jit &, zhang &, jitizhang E &, xing i, didnxing BL5Y,
yishixing (B, z¢ HI, jing € (v), gang #, ji #c, gangji #iAC (v), wéi #E (v), yixing (#7

38 There is a problem with the reading of the word written as #; modern dictionaries usually indicate
the reading lii for the meaning of ‘standard’ or something similar, and sometimes even identify the
character as a variant for /ii {3£. But given the fact that the word is obviously sometimes written as Fifl
in bronze inscriptions, the character standardly having only the pronunciation shudi, I prefer to render
it as shuai. Moreover, both the reading lii and shudi are based on the root *-rut-/-lut-, with shuai being
distinguished from the former only by the prefix *s- and the suffix *-s.
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constancy: didn H, chdng &
category: lun fii

instruction: xian 2, xun #l (v)
measurement: di: &, chéng 12
other: liyi T3, 1ii*° & = li i3

Overlap of BI and the earliest parts of the Documents: shudai Fill/Z%, bi ¥, xing 7, ji 1t
Overlap of BI and the Odes: dii =, xing B dicin 1
Overlap of all three early sources: xing %!

One can easily notice that in all these corpora, measure-related norm words are rather
scarce, although not absent altogether. The prevailing metaphoric backgrounds include
the MODEL-STRUCTURE-PATTERN subgroup in first place, followed by consTaNcY and
INSTRUCTION, and some miscellaneous others. This observation is basically true of the
late chapters of the Documents, where, however, several measure-related terms appear,
such as li {#, liang &, héng 181, and fidi: 1%, making these sections intuitively remi-
niscent of Warring States texts. Dz: & seems to be a very basic general norm word across
all texts encountered from the very beginning, as do some other ubiquitous terms with
different backgrounds (fd i%, chdng ¥, etc.), but it is not dominant in this discourse. In
my opinion, this pattern of distribution is its characteristic feature and can be explained
with reference to by and large purely historical social-cultural developments. If we look
at all the data presented in the appendix, we can observe that the same metaphors were
the principal normative metaphors of the Zhou aristocratic culture and of its ‘Confucian’
appropriation, embodied in such texts as the Linyui, the Méngzi, or the Zuézhuadn and
Guoyii. Although the overall picture of distribution is extremely complex, MEASUREMENT
stands out as the opposite pole, representing the principal metaphor of the newly (early
to mid-Warring States) emerging ideologies of state administration (referred to as the
“pragmatic” or “legalist” strains of thought), represented by such texts as the Shangjin-
shii, the Hdnfeizi, and also, in a different manner and only to a certain extent, the Xiinzi,
as well as the all-embracing Gudnzi. Naturally, it is also simply the language of a new
urban society born from the far-reaching reforms and transformations of the Warring
States period, of cities inhabited by craftsmen, merchants, and many other specialists
possessing command of various techniques.40

At this stage of research, several general observations have emerged from the chaos of
the available data. As a matter of course, some lexical units have a specific distribution
that reveals their connection with a certain type of discourse; some terms may be limited
merely to one single text, being fully or nearly a hapax legomenon. In contrast, some
particular texts may be quite specific with regard to the occurrence of norm words, but
not all in the same way: it is expectable that texts representing different strains of thought
display a preference for partially different normative figurations. The Xuinzi is highly

39 The pronunciation /i does not conform to the Middle Chinese pronunciation of the word, which
should give modern I; lii is reconstructed as *rij-?, Ii as *1*ij-?, and thus, they are supposed to have
been homophonous except for the syllable type A/B distinction.

40 See Yt 2003 or Lewis 1999.
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remarkable though in its own right for containing an unparalleled range of normative
terms. At first sight the Gudnzi appears to be similar in this respect, but in fact, the fre-
quent presence of the title in the lists of the texts a given term occurs in is most probably
caused by its composite, syncretic nature (and, of course, its length), which is not quite
the case of the Xiinzi, though both books are of relatively late origin (late Warring States).
Thus, the texts tell us much about the terms, and vice versa the terms inform us about the
character of the texts.

Distributional analysis is naturally and necessarily only relative. But even terms that
clearly prefer a certain type of discourse usually occur in admixtures of different textual
and intellectual traditions. Again, this is to be expected, as only special technical terms
are strictly limited to particular texts or environments. The Ancient Chinese texts I have
examined largely contain non-specific language and do not indicate a particularly high
degree of technical specialization. As a consequence, analysis, especially preliminary
analysis, reveals rather general trends and tendencies, or possible semantic overtones;
moreover, the results may be distorted by various random factors related to the character
of our corpus. A deeper analysis is far beyond the scope of this article: one would have to
study the combinatorics of constituents of disyllabic words in the light of their diachronic
and diatextual distribution, both from formal and semantic perspectives (I touch upon
this issue above when introducing the basic types of compounds). A very wide array of
semantic issues remains to be formulated and addressed, including the level of abstrac-
tion in relation to the relative semantic distance and compatibility of the constituents.
When one look on the data in the appendix, it would seem promising to start with appar-
ently (and, of course, to a large extent subjectively) unusual compounds, such as yifd {#
/%, because the distance is greatest in their case, but eventually a full-fledged theoretical
framework would need to be developed and comprehensively applied on the data. This
task would have to involve a better, more detailed description of the conceptual category
of NORM that covers its inner structure, carefully distinguishes core norm words from
mixed and peripheral domains (INSTRUCTION, etc.), and maps their mutual relationships
and overlaps with other conceptual fields.

It is interesting to note that some norm words are attested exclusively, or nearly so,
in explicitly metaphorical contexts. They can appear repeatedly in one text or in several
texts (as can be seen from the list in the appendix, this kind of behaviour is mostly true
of monosyllabic terms*!). Such words should be in principle distinguished from the other
types of terms that feature at least somewhere as more or less abstract words: their figu-
rative meaning is already conventionalized and lexicalized. This, however, does not mean
that both these types of figuration cannot pertain to the same environment and have the
same metaphorical background. For example, the normative figurative meaning of some
measurement-based words is well entrenched to the point that the original metaphor
may already be unrecognizable to the average speaker, whereas similar words from the
same group are found with a normative sense only temporarily in a simile or similar

41 Tt is obvious from the data that the rapidly growing disyllabic vocabulary based on measurement
words often covers more abstract meanings, whereas older monosyllabic words tend to retain
their literal meaning, though sometimes side by side with a figurative meaning and metaphorically
exploited.
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environment without traces of lexicalization. Finally, other words from the same group
may never appear in an abstract normative context, always denoting actual measurement
tools - sua fata habent verba.

Some norm words are, on the other hand, used only or predominantly verbally:
although in this study I focus on nominal expressions, that is, designations for various
types of normative concepts, I sometimes register verbally used lexemes as well, primarily
when there seems to be an extremely close relationship between them and clearly nom-
inal lexemes. Such connections typically arise when the expression in question is the
verbal use of a word that occurs elsewhere as a noun (for word-class flexibility in Ancient
Chinese, see Zadrapa 2011 or 2017b), or when a word itself does not occur as a noun
but its constituent parts or closest synonyms do. Their inclusion can be then considered
informative; in any case, the situation would require greater elaboration.

To start off with an example, I tried to figure out which norm-denoting words occur
predominantly in the texts of the 71 {3, or “ritualist” or “Confucian”, discourse, and which
are typical of “legalist” discourse.> Although this perspective seems to involve extreme
simplification, I believe that such an initial step may demonstrate the applicability of
the method and its potential merits (and naturally also point out any complications and
limitations); the systematic fine-grained analysis of the collected material is a matter of
future research.

When looking at monosyllabic words either as independent words or compound
constituents, we discover, besides ubiquitous general terms, a group of words or word
constituents occurring only, or primarily, in the “ritualist” or “traditionalist” discourse.
The Xuinzi belongs to this strain of thought, but is peculiar in including, or perhaps even
introducing, many other expressions not found elsewhere. It is significant, though not
unexpected, that they largely belong to non-measurement, non-technicist backgrounds
typical for soft-power approaches to ruling society, including instruction (only weakly
represented in the other set). I register the following units:

MODEL: xing ! ‘casting mould > model, fan &I ‘bamboo mould > model > rul€, shi T\
‘form > model, z¢é Al ‘model, rule

PATTERN: wén X (a type of) pattern’, zhang Z ‘(a type) of pattern’

PROMINENT LINEAR OBJECTS as guidelines: jing #§ ‘warp’, gang il ‘head-rope of fishing
net, ji fl ‘(main) head of silk thread’, tong #/t ‘main silk thread’, guan B ‘string’; ji
‘ridgepole’

CATEGORY: liin ffi ‘category’, l¢i ¥H ‘category’, both > ‘rules of conduct’

CONSTANCY: yi %% ‘constant,, didn # ‘constant’, jizi £ ‘old’

42 T am aware of the controversy surrounding this distinction, but this matter cannot be entirely avoided.
I do not intend to deal here with the heavily disputed issues of different strains of thought and tradi-
tions in ancient China, and arguments about the correct terminology and the proliferation of new,
supposedly much more suitable and much less misleading terms. For my present purposes, I take
the “ritualist” tradition to be represented by the ancient canonical books, ritualist works (the various
“Rites”), the historiographic works of the Zuozhuan and Guoyii, the works traditionally connected
with great “Confucian” thinkers (the Liinyii, the Méngzi, and with certain reservations, the Xiinzi),
and writings traditionally understood as supporting to some extent “Confucian values”, such as the
Yanzi chiingiii or, in part, the Liishi chiingiil. In contrast, the legalist discourse is primarily represented
by the Shangjinshii and Hanféizi, but it is largely typical of the Gudnzi as well and overlaps with other
non-ritualist traditions.
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PROPRIETY: i 2% ‘social or moral appropriateness’

CONTROL, RESTRICTION: jié 7 ‘bamboo joint > restrain(t); rhythm, standard, rules of
conduct, moral integrity’ fii i§§ ‘cloth width (standard) > standard’

INSTRUCTION, such as xtiz 7l ‘instruct, instruction’

MEASUREMENT: kui % ‘direction measure’, (zhiin ¥ ‘level )43

I find this overall and relatively rough scheme telling; it demonstrates the promise of
studying the peculiarities of normative discourse in other groupings of texts using the
same method, though ideally in a much more sophisticated manner.

A comparative glimpse

Although a comparative study of the analogies and asymmetries between Ancient
Chinese on one hand and Ancient Greek and Latin on the other would be very useful,
such an inquiry is far beyond the scope of this paper, although the issue should be care-
fully addressed in the future. However, I would like to suggest some comparisons that
might indicate further research directions and draw attention to its potential merits. Let
us consider the following facts:44

The Chinese jui %H is the literal equivalent of the Latin norma ‘square; norm’; it is high-
ly remarkable that the root of this word (*gneh; ‘to know’) is the same as in the Greek
gnomon ‘pointer, gnomon’ (Beekes 2010: 273 s. v. gignosko), which has a Chinese parallel,
namely, bicio 7%, an important norm word.

The closest word to the Ancient Chinese fd 77 ‘law, model’ in Greek is possibly nomos
‘Taw’ (Beekes 2010: 1006 s. v. nema), which is based on the root *nem ‘to take’ (Gr. nemo
‘to distribute’); the Latin word numerus ‘number; rhythm; rank; class, category; order,
duty etc’, with overlaps to other Chinese normative terms, is its cognate (de Vaan 2008:
419), and, at the same time, its meaning can be directly rendered by the Ancient Chinese
shit 1 ‘number > method’. The Latin counterpart is [éx ‘law’, based on the root *leg ‘to
gather, collect’ (de Vaan 2008: 337), which is also found in the preeminent Greek key
term logos ‘word, speech, thought, reason, proposition, principle’ (Beekes 2010: 841 s. v.
lego); logos, in turn, appears to be close in meaning to such ancient Chinese words as
dao iE ‘the right way, method™* or Ii # ‘structure, order’. None of the Ancient Chinese
norm words are, as far as I know, derived from a root with this meaning.#¢ Thus, we do
encounter some interesting connections, but they are highly asymmetrical.

43 This type of measurement device is untypical, being an indicator rather than measuring devices in the
narrow sense.

44 For the meanings of the Latin and Ancient Greek words, I rely on the entries from dictionaries dig-
italized as part of the Perseus Project (Lewis and Short 1879, Lewis 1890, Liddell and Scott 1940,
Liddell and Scott 1889).

4> For a comparative study on ddo and logos see Yéo Xidoping 1992.

46 But one could think of a connection between Ancient Chinese liin ffii ‘category’ and the relatively rare
word liin #fii ‘to choosé’.
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The family of Greek words based on the root *deik ‘to point out’, Ancient Greek dei-
knymi ‘to show’, such as dike ‘justice’, dikaios ‘just’, dikaiosyné ‘justice’, paradeigma ‘pat-
tern, example’ (Beekes 2010: 309 s. v. deiknymi), and their cognates, such as the English
token, has no simple parallels in Ancient Chinese, which has many different words for
paradigm, or pattern or model (paradeigma). None of these terms seem to be based on
such a root, though the etymologies of many Ancient Chinese expressions are uncertain.
Nonetheless, the Greek etymological connection between justice and a model might be
quite interestingly mirrored in the Chinese pair y7 {# *1n(r)aj ‘standard, model’ and yi £
*n(r)aj-s ‘social propriety, righteousness), itself perhaps derived from yi . *1(r)aj ‘appro-
priate, deserved), that is, if the words are related.?”

The ancient Chinese terms dao i& ‘way > right way, right methods’ and shi: ffi ‘way >
method, technique’, both metaphorical extensions of ‘way’, perhaps based on the root *Iu
(yéu FH), have their less prominent counterpart in the Greek methodos ‘method, system’
with a similar range of meanings, which stems from meta ‘along’+ hodos ‘way’ (the root
*sod ‘to walk, go’, Beekes 2010: 1046 s. v. hodos), and the even less important Latin iter or
via, both ‘way’, with the same semantic extension as the English way.

In Ancient Greek and Latin, and also in other Indo-European languages, there is
a large and conceptually exceedingly important word family ultimately derived from the
root *her ‘to fit, fix, put together’;*® many of these terms have good translations into
Ancient Chinese (sometimes multiple ones due to polysemy), in which they represent
noteworthy norm words. The etymologies of these words, however, differ, and they do
not constitute an interrelated network. Compare the Ancient Greek arithmos ‘number’
(shir BR); areté ‘virtue’ (dé 1&); harmonia ‘harmony’ (hé H1) (see Beekes 2010: 123 s. v.
ararisko, 128 s. v. aresko and arete, 131 s. v. arithmos, 135 s. v. harmonia); ratié ‘(among
many others:) fashion, method; reason, propriety, law, rule, order’ (several Ancient Chi-
nese synonyms), and Latin ritus ‘rite, manner, mode, way’ (de Vaan 2008: 524) (e.g., Ii
Ti&); ordo ‘order, right order’ (de Vaan 2008: 434) (e.g., xi1 [¥/A%); and ars ‘art, skill, con-
duct, science’ (de Vaan 2008: 55) (e.g., shi: B or shi: i, or ji £ - all with the meaning
‘art, technique’).4

A similar group of normative terms is ultimately based on the root *h,reg ‘straighten,
right, just, possibly via the extension ‘to stretch out an arm’ > ‘to show’ > ‘to lead, to give
orders’, again with asymmetrical parallels in Ancient Chinese — compare the Latin réctus
‘right’ (zhéng 1F ‘right, correct > norm’), régula ‘ruler; rule’ (shéng i ‘carpenter’s rope’
can be considered a somewhat more distant analogue), and also réx ‘king’ (for all see de
Vaan 2008: 517 s. v. rego) and its derivatives and cognates in some other Indo-European
languages, such as the English right and the German Recht (‘right, law’) and all their
abundant derivatives related to law, as well as the German rechnen (‘to count’), the trans-
lation of which into Ancient Chinese is shii £§.

47 Cf. Zadrapa 2014, or Jia and Kwok 2007.
48 The closest parallel may be yi {# and yi %, both derived from yi . ‘appropriate, fitting’.
49 T suggest these equivalences on the basis of an approximate synonymy between the words.
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Further, the Latin norm word modus ‘measure, method, way” has a perfect counterpart
in the Ancient Chinese di &, as it is based on the root *med ‘to measure’ (de Vaan 2008:
384), and many less perfect but still very good counterparts in the multitude of Ancient
Chinese words for various kinds of measuring devices. The Latin terms iis ‘right, justice,
duty’ and izstus ‘right, just have a good counterpart in the Ancient Chinese yi %, but the
etymological connections do not offer any revealing parallel, as the Latin words are ulti-
mately based on the root *h ey ‘vital force, life’ (de Vaan 2008: 316), or more precisely on
its derivative h,0yu. The Latin formula ‘small pattern, mould > rule, method’ is analogous
to xing ! and the rare fan &, but, of course and expectedly, with a somewhat different
figurative radiation of the central meaning. Other Latin words for a rule, praescriptum
and praescriptio ‘precept, order, rule’, stem from prae + scribere ‘to write’, and, as far as
I know, have no parallels in Ancient Chinese.

The following Latin and Greek words can be found among the correlates of Ancient
Chinese xzn 7l| “instructions’, and perhaps xian 7& ‘statutes’, although they do not seem
to indicate the same word-formative motivation:

All meaning, among other things, ‘instruction’

disciplina < discipulus ‘disciple’ < dis + cap-ulus (*keh,p ‘to seize, grab’) (de Vaan 2008:
172 s. v. discipulus, 89 s. v. capio)

instructio < instruere ‘to set in order, to instruct’ < stru (*strew ‘to spread’) (de Vaan 2008:
592 s. v. strud); instriumentum ‘device’ is based on the same root (ibid.)

All meaning, among other things, ‘decree’, all transparent deverbative formations:

institutum < instituere ‘to institute, to regulate’ < ultimately sta (*steh, ‘to stand’) (de Vaan
2008: 589 s. v. stare)

statutum < statuere ‘to impose a condition or law upon one, decree, order’, based ulti-
mately on sta as well

décréetum < décernere ‘to decide, decree’ < dé + cern, *krei ‘to separate, discern’ (Latin
crimen ‘verdict, crime), certus ‘determined, certain’; Greek krino ‘to separate, distin-
guish, decide’, krisis ‘decision, judgement’) (de Vaan 2008: 110)

dogma < dokeo, *dek ‘to take, perceive’ (Latin docere ‘teach’, dignus ‘worthy’, decet ‘it is
suitable’, decor ‘what is seemly, grace, ornament’, discere ‘to learn’; Greek doxa ‘notion,
opinion’) (Beekes 2010: 320 s. v. dekhomai and 344 s. v. doked, de Vaan 2008: 176)

axioma < axio ‘to deem worthy’ < axios ‘worthy’ < ago, *h,eg ‘to drive’ (Beekes 2010: 111
S. V. axios)

praecéptum < praecipere < prae + cap- *keh,p ‘to seize, grab’, meaning also ‘maxim, rule,
order’ (de Vaan 2008: 89 s. v. capio)

Conclusions
It should be clear after this exposition that translations of Ancient Chinese texts into
modern European languages cannot but fail to render the conceptual metaphors crucial

for the normative discourse. When one translates various Ancient Chinese words into
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English as “norm’”, “rule”, and so forth, there is a painful awareness that these “norms”
may be quite different norms, for example, in the Shiijing on one hand and the Gudnzi
on the other. However, this problem is not only associated with translating particular
passages — translators necessarily fail to convey systematic relationships, the whole com-
plex network with its own structure and own rules that cannot be reasonably rendered
in a relatively distant language.

This article is a preliminary study of the conceptual and lexical field of NorRM. Much
work remains to be done to investigate it in closer detail and in all its complexity, not
to mention to make a well-founded comparison with the state of affairs in ancient and
modern Europe. The material is extraordinarily extensive, as demonstrated by the over-
view in the appendix, and the only way to thoroughly exploit it is to use the old, lengthy
“manual” method of closely reading each occurrence of a norm word in its broader con-
text and evaluating it from the different perspectives outlined in this article. Passages in
which symbolic, metaphoric, and half-concrete/half-abstract meanings come into play
are especially elusive but crucial; they should be analysed extensively and in high detail,
as they open the way to the very core mechanism of figurative derivation in this domain
and to the conceptual foundations of the whole lexical and conceptual field, which in
turn shape the given discourses. I am not aware of any study of this kind on any lexical
field in Ancient Chinese. This lack of literature might be an excuse for the fact that this
paper is certainly sketchy in many places and, on the whole, draws the reader’s attention
to hopefully interesting data and possible methods of interpretation rather than presents
neatly sorted results and extensive conclusions, for which a monograph would be a better
format.
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APPENDIX
* = not especially typical example
d = definition
a = abstract
m = metaphoric
¢ = concrete

s = symbolic

v = (only) verbally

adj = adjectively

? = dubious case

I =well attested, good examples

Shii = Shiijing, Shi = Shijing, ZY = Zhouyi, ZL = Zhouli, YL = Yili, L] = Liji, ZZ = Zuozhuan,
GY = Guéyu, LY = Lunyii, ZGC = Zhangudcé, MD = Mozi, Zh = Zhuangzi, XZ = Xunzi,
HF = Hdnfeizi, LS = Liishi chunqii, GZ = Gudnzi, LZ = Ldozi, SJS = Shangjinshii, YZ =
Yanzi chiingiii, Sin = Sinzi, WL = Weéilidozi, LT = Liutdo, HGZ = Héguanzi, SHD =
Shuihiidi, X] = Xidojing, Shen = Shénzi

Monosyllabic terms and constituents: Commentary to distribution:

xing Fiil/%Y ‘casting mould > model untraced, but starting already in Shii and Shi

fan & ‘bamboo mould > model > rule 1x Shit, 1x verbally MZ

fa 1% ‘model > law’ untraced, but early and most general term,
incl. Shii
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shi X “form > model’
z¢ HIf ‘model, rule

\ o SEF
shuai 2% ‘model, rule’

Ii B ‘structure, order > rule, principle’

wén 3 “(a type of) pattern’

zhang & “(a type) of pattern’
jing £ ‘warp’
wéi F& ‘weft

gang il ‘head-rope of fishing net’
ji #c ‘(main) head of silk thread’

s Y < >
wéi #f ‘rope

tong £ ‘main silk thread’
su6 & ‘rope’
guan B ‘string’

gui | ‘tracks’
ji 12 ‘ridgepole’

xit /5% ‘order’

zhi & ‘order’
shir B ‘number > method’
lin ff@ ‘category’

léi # ‘category’, both > ‘rules of conduct’

yi #% ‘constant, usual > constant
(pattern > rule)’

chdng T ‘constant, usual > constant
(pattern > rule)’

(héng K ‘constant, usual > constant
(pattern > rule)’

dicin #1 ‘constant, usual > constant
(pattern > rule)’

Shii, Shi, ZL (%), L] (£), LZ, GZ (strange),
SHD
Shu, Shi, ZY, ZL, L], ZZ, GY, LY, MZ, MD
rare; XZ, GZ
untraced in detail; very frequent in
later texts; from ZY

almost everywhere, with various
meanings; (a/m, c/a) ZY, ZL, GY (s), XZ
(1), HF (d), LS, GZ (?), HGZ

Shi (£), L] (%), ZZ (%), GY, Zh (%), XZ, LS,
YZ (%)

everywhere, starting from Shii, earlier
rather verbally

only in compounds

Shui (£), Shi (typ.), MD, HF=LS, HGZ

both verbally and nominally; Shi, ZL, L],
77, GY, MD, Zh, XZ, HE, LS, GZ, YZ,
LT, HGZ, SHD

Shi (v), ZL (v), Zh (v, ?), GZ (1), YZ (3),
HGZ (?)

YL (?), XZ (1), GZ (3)

77

XZ, but somewhat problematic, Zh
dubious

ZZ,Zh, HF (1), §JS (adj), GZ

Shui, Shi, maybe HE all problematic and
unreliable

Shit, Shi, ZY, L], ZZ, GY, MZ (+), Zh, XZ,
HF (+), LS, GZ, YZ, HGZ ()

Shir (%), LJ (%)

untraced, extremely widespread

Shii, Shi, L], LY, Zh, MZ (+), XZ, YZ (+)

ZY and L] special (+), practically limited
to XZ (1)

Shit, Shi

practically everywhere, frequent, starting
from Shi

sometimes parallel with chdng, but usually
‘constancy’, rare)

Shii, Shi, ZL, L], ZZ, GY, MD (?), LS
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yong J& ‘constant, usual > constant
(pattern > rule)’

jitt B ‘old (good methods) > ancient
norms’

dao & ‘way > method > norny

shi: fir‘way > method > right method’
chéng F£ ‘measure (in general)’
dir [ ‘length measure’

kui 5 ‘direction measure’
qudn FE ‘weight

héng 17 ‘arm of steelyard > balance’

chéng F&/FT ‘steelyard’
liang & ‘volume measure’

gai B ‘levelling stick’
zhiin 7 ‘level

gui #i ‘compass’

jii H ‘carpenter’s square’

shéng # ‘carpenter’s rope’

mo 5= ‘ink line (for straight sawing)’
lii 13 ‘tuning pip€

yi {7 “indicator’

bido 7% ‘marking pillar’

ni¢ 5% ‘gnomon’

zhéng IE ‘upright > norm’

yi #% ‘social or moral appropriateness’

zhi fiil] ‘control > regulations, system,
regime

jié fifi ‘bamboo joint > restrain(t); rhythm,

standard, rules of conduct, moral
integrity’

38

Shii
Shi

untraced, ubiquitous, general word,
starting from Shii

ubiquitous except for Shii and Shi

Shi (v); XZ, HE, SJS, SHD

untraced, ubiquitous, general word,
starting from Shii

MZ, HF (v, +)

ZL (%), L], GY (m), MZ (v, m), XZ (v, m),
SJS (m)

(Shii c/s), (L] ¢/s), L] (m), XZ (!), HF (m),
GZ (m)

GZ, Sun

untraced, ubiquitous, general, from
Shu (s) onward

XZ (1), GZ (?)

XZ (m), HE, GZ, Shén (v)

LJ (m), MD (m), HF (“admonish”), GZ

LJ (m), LY, MD (m), XZ (m), (LS m),

GZ (m)

LJ (m), MD (m), Zh (m), XZ (!), HF (!),
Shen, LS, SJS, GZ, HGZ

only in compounds

(Shis), ZY (1), L] (v), ZZ, GY (+), XZ (1),
SIS, GZ, WL, SHD (!)

Shi and Shii misleading, meaning usually
‘dignified manner’; ZZ, GY, MD, XZ
(m,!), GZ

L], XZ (m, !), HF (m, !), LS (m), HGZ (m),
SHD

Shii

common, starting with Shi

untraced, ubiquitous, beginning with Shi

common; ZY (?), ZL, L], ZZ (1), GY (!),
ZGC, MZ, MD, (Zh ?),XZ (!), HE LS,
SJS, GZ (1), YZ, WL, HGZ

untraced, common word, all over later
texts



e v LN ¢ . .
(jicin 1% ‘examine, restrain > laws, statutes’

(jt & ‘examine; control’ (both once in

a binome),
fui & ‘cloth width (standard) > standard’
fang 77 ‘direction > method’

xian & ‘decre€
ling 73 ‘order’

ming fin ‘order’
jin 25 ‘prohibition’

xum 3l ‘instruct, instruction’
di 1 ‘target’
(zhi & ‘target’

Disyllabic words:

wénzhang L& < ‘pattern’ + ‘(a kind of)
pattern’

wénli SCHE < ‘pattern’ + ‘structure,
arrangement’

bidoyi 1% < ‘marking pillar’ + ‘standard’
yibicio {75 < ‘standard’ + ‘marking pillar’

diichéng FEFE < ‘length measure’ +
‘measure’

v 7 N (| 3 > 3 >
fichéng {:F2 < ‘model’ + ‘measure
chéngshi F21X < ‘measure’ + ‘pattern,

model
guichéng IFZ < ‘track + ‘measure’
liichéng F#F2 < ‘tuning pip€ + ‘measure’

qudnchéng FERE < ‘weight’ + ‘balance’
chéngliang FE & < ‘balance + ‘volume
measure’

jiufi EAR < old’ + ‘rules’

jitizhang EEE < ‘old’ + ‘regulations
(< patterns)’

jindican EEHL < ‘0ld’ + ‘standards’

only in a compound)
only in a compound)

77=YZ

common, often non-normative “method”;
L], ZZ, GY, ZGC, LY (+), MZ (), MD,
Zh (+),XZ,HE LS, GZ

Shii, Shi, ZL, L], GY, ZGC, MD, GZ

ubiquitous, general word, starting from
Shii

ubiquitous, general word, starting from
Shii

ubiquitous, but missing in Shi, Shi or ZY,
later texts

Shi, ZL, ZZ, GY, MZ

HF (m)

only in a compound)

Commentary to distribution:
(ZGC?).XZ (c/a,!), HF (c/a), YZ (c/a)

1x L], all XZ ()
77,XZ, GZ, HGZ
HE GZ

(LJ=LS s)

LS
1x SJS, 3x GZ

GZ
SHD

XZ,GZ
Gz
Shii
Shii

77, GY, LS
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jiufa &7 < ‘old’ + ‘models, laws’
jitichdng &' < ‘old’ + ‘constant rules’
jitiguan EEE < ‘old’ + ‘rules (< string)’

qudngai FERE < ‘weight’ + ‘levelling stick’

yiluin i < ‘constant rule’ + ‘category’

yixun %%l < ‘constant rule’ + ‘instruction’

feiyi IEFE < ‘not be’ + ‘constant rule’

yixian ¥7E < ‘constant (rule)’ + ‘statutes,
rules’

xingbi filF¥ < ‘punishment’ + ‘law’

fafen 1557 < ‘model, law’ + division;
status’

fazhéng 7 1E < ‘model, law” + ‘(upright >)
norm

faling 17 < ‘model, law’ + ‘order’

faxing 1] < ‘model, law’ + ‘punishment’
xingfa Hili£: < ‘punishment’ + ‘model, law’
fajin 152 < ‘model, law” + ‘prohibition’
fabi 1£E¥ < ‘model, law” + ‘norm, law’
gufa £ < ‘old, former’ + ‘model, law’
chdngfa 17 < ‘constant’ + ‘model, law’
jinfd Z51%: < ‘prohibition’ + ‘model, law’
jinfaling 25757y < ‘prohibition’ + ‘model,
law’ + ‘order’
daofd (% < ‘right way, method, norm’ +
‘model, law’
liféi 517 < ‘ritual standards’ + ‘model, law’

baikui F#% < ‘hundred’ + ‘measure’
kuidn 25 < ‘measure’ + ‘length measure’

dianxing #1% < ‘standard’ + ‘model
(< mould)’
shuaidicn Z2# < ‘norm’ + ‘standard’
dianli BLiG < ‘standard’ + ‘rite’
dicnyao H12 < ‘standard’ + ‘key point’
dianchdng BL% < ‘standard’ + ‘constant
rule
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77,GY
GY
LY ()

(LSs)
Shii
Shii
Shii
Shii

77,GY,XZ,HE YZ
GZ
XZ

LJ, ZGC, MD, XZ, HF (1), LS, LZ, SJS (1),
GZ, Sin, LT, HGZ, WZ

GY, HFZ

77, GY

HF, GZ, LT

HE GZ

HE LS

77, GY, XZ, HE, GZ, YZ, WL, Shén

HF

SIS

XZ
XZ

Shu, ZZ
HGZ

Shu, Shi, GY, MZ, XZ

Shii
7Y
zY
zY



xiandicn 5t < former’ + ‘standard’
numeral + didn H

genitive + dicn i

xtndicn Fl|# < “instruction’ + ‘standard’
lingdian TT#t < ‘good’ + ‘standard’
sidicn fiifl 2 < ‘inherit’ + ‘standard’
dianfa B17F: < ‘standard’ + Taw’

dicnzhi H] < ‘standard’ + ‘regulation’

dalun K < ‘big’ + ‘category’

linli f@ ¥ < ‘category’ + ‘structure’ (,)
linléi fafH< ‘category’ + ‘category’
lindéng <5 (2) < ‘category’ + ‘degree’
lunlie f@51] (2) < ‘category’ + ‘row, rank’

bdisuo FH52< ‘hundred’ + ‘rule (? < rope)’

jiéwén Hix < ‘regulation, moderation’ +
‘pattern’
jitiwén B < ‘old’ + ‘pattern’

jingji #4842 < ‘guideline (< warp)’ +
‘guideline (< silk thread)’

dajing RS < ‘great’ + ‘guideline (< warp)

jingli #SBE < ‘guideline (< warp) +
‘structure’

numeral + jing #§

jingwéi <48 < ‘warp (> guideline)’ +
‘weft (> guideline)’

chdngjing F £ < ‘constant’ + ‘guideline
(< warp)’

jingshi #¢7X. < ‘guideline (< warp)’ +
‘model’

jingchén KEEL jingsa ££14 jingchan 7

jingchdng 875 < ‘guideline (< warp)’ +
‘constant rule’

jingzhi £EH] (v) < ‘organize (< warp) +
‘regulate’

jingling ¥847 (v) < ‘organize (< warp)’ +
‘order’

jingfi #87% < ‘guideline (<warp)’ + ‘law

YL

77, GY
77
GY (+)
Zh, GZ
XZ

LJ (), LY (%)

Lj

XZ

GZ

MD

XZ

L], XZ

(XZ - rather concrete use)
L], XZ, LS, GZ,YZ,LT

L), ZZ,LS, GZ

X7

often verbally, ZZ, GY, Zh, XZ
7GC, GZ

Zh

GZ
GZ

WL (v)
WL (v)

HGZ

41



lijing TG4 < ‘ritual standards’ + ‘guideline ZZ, XZ

(< warp)’

shanjing F4E < ‘good’ + ‘guideline 77
(< warp)’

shijing S4% < ‘affairs’ + ‘guideline HF
(< warp)’

numeral + shit fif7
genitive + shui ff (large amounts)

fashiy M < ‘law’ + ‘(ruling) method’ ZGC, HF (), SJS, GZ, Shén
yaoshit Zft < ‘key’ + ‘method’ XZ
shushi i781 < ‘method (< way)” + ‘method HEF, GZ, HGZ
(< number)’
jingshi K47 < ‘guideline (< warp)” + Stiwen
‘method’

daoshi JETfT < ‘right method (< way)” + MD, zh (1), XZ, HE LS, GZ, YZ
‘method (< way)’

fangshii 7317 < ‘method’ + ‘method XZ,LS
(< way)’

béngang A5 < ‘basis’ + ‘head-rope HF
of fishing net’

zhiinshéng UERT < ‘level’ + ‘carpenter’s MZ (c/a), LS (m), GZ (m)
rop€

shéngzhiin F1E < ‘carpenter’s rope’ + GZ rather concretely
‘level

zhiinrén €N < ‘level > norm, law’ + Shii
‘people’

shéngmo 52 < ‘carpenter’s rop€ + ‘ink ZGC (%), MZ (m), Zh, XZ, HF, §JS (1), GZ
lines’

minji AL < ‘people’ + ‘guideline, rule L], GZ
(< silk thread)’

jilii fOE < ‘guideline, rule (< silk thread)’  ZZ
+ ‘rule (< tuning pipe)’

jiji %A < ‘guideline, rule (< silk thread) + ZZ
‘rule (< extreme)’

jitong AC#7 < ‘guideline, rule (< silk GY
thread)’ + ‘guideline (< main thread
of silk)’

numeral + ji fir!

daji KAc < ‘great’ + ‘guideline, rule GY, LY
(< silk thread)’
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daoji JEfC < ‘right method’ + ‘guideline,
rule (< silk thread)’

bénji AHd < ‘basic’ + ‘guideline, rule
(< silk thread)’

zhéngji 1E#C < ‘correct’ + ‘guideline, rule
(< silk thread)’

gangji il ‘hear-rope of fishing net’ +
‘guideline, rule (< silk thread)’

siwéi VOHE < four’ + ‘guideline (< rope)’
wéigang A < ‘guideline (< rope)” +
‘guideline (< head-rope of fishing net)’

zhidi B < ‘target’ + ‘target’
digou fYZ% < ‘target’ + ‘shooting range’

zhéngdi IEAY < ‘norm (< correct)’ + ‘target’

guiliang {15 < ‘track’ + ‘volume measure’
buigui N#fl < ‘not’ + ‘track’

guiyi BI{f < ‘track’ + ‘standard’

guijié 181 < ‘track’ + ‘regulation’

guidi 1] < ‘track’ + ‘measure’

guijii Hi¥E< ‘compass’ + ‘carpenter’s
square’

guishéng FifE < ‘compass’ +
‘carpenter’s rope’

numeral + chdng H

genitive + chdng &

dachdng KH < ‘great’ + ‘constant rule’

glichdng T 5 < ‘ancient’ + ‘constant rule’

youchdng H i < ‘have’ (or prefix?) +
‘constant rule’

héngchdng 5 < ‘constant (rule)” +
‘constant rule’

guichdng U < ‘old, original’ + ‘constant
rule’

numeral + ji i
minji MR < ‘people’ + law (< extreme)’
tianji RAR < ‘heaven’ + ‘law (< extreme)’

Shi (v), XZ

Gz
Zh, GZ

XZ (m)
HF (m)
HF (m)

ZZ (+), but strange
77

GY

HF

ZZ (v), LS

LJ (m), MZ (m), MD, Zh (m), XZ, HF

(m,!),LS,GZ,YZ
XZ

Zh
YZ
Shii

GY

Zh, HF

Shii, ZL
GZ (?)
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baidi F € < ‘hundred’ + ‘(length) GY

measure’
zhidu I < ‘regulation’ + ‘(length) L], 27, GY, XZ (1), SJS, GZ, WL
measure
dingdii TEJZ < “fix’ + (length) measure’ GZ
fadi 75 < ‘law’ + “(length) measure’ Shu, 77, 7ZGC, LY, Zh, XZ, HF (!), SJS,
GZ (1), LT, Shén, HGZ, SHD
dichéng [E4% < ‘(length) measure’ + (LJ=LS c/s)
measure
duliang £ & < ‘(length) measure’ + LS (s), GY, MZ, XZ (1), HF (1), SJS, GZ,
‘(volume) measure’ Shén, HGZ

diyi [£1% < ‘length measure’ + ‘gnomon, ~ GZ
indicator’

dushii FE5Y < ‘length measure’ + ‘number ~ ZL, L], Zh, HF (1), SJS, GZ, HGZ
(> method)’

liidi {8 < ‘regulation (< tuning pipe)’ + ZZ, GZ
‘(length) measure’

yidi ZZ[% < ‘social propriety” + ‘(length) ~ Zh

measure’
shidi 8% < ‘number’ + (length) 7Y (s), (ZL), Zh ()
measure
dédi TEE < ‘virtu€ + ‘(length) measure’  ZZ, but spurious
qudndu HEFE < ‘weight + ‘(length) 71, GZ
measure
liangdi 2% < ‘(volume) measure’ + ZL

‘(length) measure’

fashi 17 < ‘model, law’ + ‘model, pattern’ Zh, XZ, LS, GZ

jinshi 757X (v) < ‘advocate’ + ‘model, MZ
pattern’

chdngshi H 1\ < ‘constant’ + ‘model, GZ
pattern’

yishixing (X! (v) < ‘model, standard’ +  Shi
‘model, pattern’ + ‘(mould >) model’

jianshi #2 7 < ‘laws, statutes (< control GZ
< examine)’ + ‘model, pattern’

jishi F&7X < ‘laws, statutes (control LZ
< examine)’ + ‘model, pattern’

féiyi IFE= < ‘be not’ + ‘social propriety’ 77

biiyi 835 < ‘not’ + ‘socially proper’ L], ZZ,ZGC, MZ, XZ, HE LS (!), GZ, WL,
X]

rényi A% < ‘man’ + ‘social propriety’ L]
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liyi 3% < ‘ritual propriety’ + ‘social
propriety’

liyi FHEE < ‘structure, order’ + ‘social
propriety’

numeral + yi &

gongyi InF= < ‘public’ + ‘propriety’

fényi 73%% < ‘social rol€ + ‘social propriety’

dayi K% < ‘great’ + ‘(social) propriety’

generally many genitives + yi 7%
and yi % + noun

zhéngyi 1F3% < ‘correct > correctness,
standard’ + ‘social propriety’

fayi 753 < law’ + ‘social propriety’

gaoyi 5125 < ‘lofty’ + ‘moral principles’

chdngyi 2% < ‘constant’ + ‘principles’

tongyi 1B < ‘general’ + ‘principle’

jiéyi HiF% < ‘social rules’ + ‘social
propriety’

yizhéng F1E < ‘social propriety’ +
‘(correct >) norm’

yifa #1% < ‘social propriety’ + ‘law’

yishuai 528 < ‘social propriety’ + ‘norm’

yili F£H < ‘social propriety’ + ‘order,
correct structure’

yili i < ‘social propriety’ + ‘ritual
propriety’

daoyi % < ‘right method (< way)” +
‘socially proper conduct’

yidaoF=iE < ‘socially proper conduct’ +
‘right method (< way)’

lilling 77 < ‘regulations (< tuning
pipe)’ + ‘order’

falii 1513 < ‘law’ + ‘regulations (< tuning
pipe)’

liiguan 3 & < ‘regulations (< tuning
pipe)’ + ‘guidelines, system (< string)’

zhénglii 1F73 < ‘(correct >) norm’ +
‘regulations (< tuning pipe)’

dalii KiF < ‘great’ + ‘regulations (< tuning
pipe)’

xianlii FE{H < ‘statutes’ + ‘regulations
(< tuning pipe)’

ZY, 1], ZZ, GY, ZGC, MZ, Zh, XZ (1), HE,
GZ,YZ,HGZ
MZ, 1S, GZ

MD, XZ, HF, Sheén
XZ

ZY,1J, ZZ, GY, Zh, XZ, LS, GZ, YZ, LT
XZ, LS

HF, HGZ

7ZGC, Zh, HGZ
GZ

MZ, XZ

GY, GZ

MD, GZ

MD, XZ

Shii

L), HE LS, GZ, YZ
GZ

7Y, 1], XZ, GZ, YZ

L), GZ

7GC, SHD

Zh, HE, LS, GZ, SHD
XZ

SJS

SJS

GZ
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shilii F13 < ‘affair’ + ‘regulations GZ
(< tuning pipe)’

yonglii 7 < ‘employ(ed)’ + ‘regulations ~ SHD
(< tuning pipe)’

numeral + y7 {3

zhéngyi IEA# < (correct> ) norm’ + XZ
‘standard’

dayi KiF < ‘great’ + ‘standard’ GZ

fayi {45 < law’ + ‘standard’ MD, GZ,YZ

yixing [#% < ‘standard’ + ‘model Shii

yidi R < ‘standard’ + ‘target’ HF

yifd #1E < ‘standard’ + law, model’ MD,YZ

yizé (Al < ‘standard’ + ‘rule’ Zh

yijié f#Hi < ‘standard’ + ‘regulation, rules ZZ

héngyi {113 < ‘(arm of) steelyard’ + GZ
‘standard’

liyi g < ‘rites’ + ‘standard’ ZL, 1], XZ

jiézhi Fiifi] < ‘regulations, rules’ + XZ, WL
‘regulations’

zhijié FLHT < ‘order’ + ‘regulations, rules’ L]
dajié KE < ‘great’ + ‘regulations, rules’ 77Z,GY, LY, XZ,YZ

dazhang KF< ‘great + ‘pattern’ GY

tongléi £/ %< ‘guideline (< main thread ~ XZ, special
of silk)’ + “(category >) rule of conduct’

béntong ARFfE < ‘basis’ + ‘guideline (< main XZ
thread of silk)’

tongshuai #t% (v) < guide (< main thread (LS)
of silk)” + ‘guide’

zhiliang | & < ‘regulation (< control)’ +  GY
‘(volume) measure’
zhishi: %1 < ‘regulation (< control)’ + XZ
‘method (< number)’
fézhi 1] < law’ + ‘regulation (< control)’ LJ, ZZ, GY, HE LS, §JS (1), GZ (!1), WL,
Shén, HGZ
many genitives + zhi |
héngzhi [l < ‘constant’ + ‘regulation GY
(< control)’
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shéngzhi BEH] < ‘sage’ + ‘system
of regulation’

lizhi TG < ‘rites’ + ‘system of regulation’

qudnzhi FEfi| < ‘weight + ‘regulation
(< control)’

zhiling |77 < ‘regulation (< control)” +
‘order’

zhéngqudn TEME < “(correct >) norm’ +
‘weight’

héngqudn TIME < (arm of) steelyard’ +
‘weight’

qudnliang F#EEE < ‘weight + ‘(volume)
measure’

qudnhéng FETT < ‘weight’ + ‘(arm of)
steelyard’

shiliang B < ‘number’ + ‘(volume)
measure

xianling &Y < ‘statute’ + ‘order’

xianfd FIE < ‘statute’ + law’

xianzé Bl < statute’ + ‘rule

xianshiy FEANT < ‘statute’ + ‘right method
(< way)’

xianzhang FEE (v) < statute’ + ‘pattern’

lixian e 2 < ‘ritual standards’ + ‘statutes,
rules’

chdngxian 7 < ‘constant’ + ‘statutes,
rules’

chéngxian )& < ‘completed, fixed +
‘statutes, rules’

dashit KEX < ‘great’ + ‘method
(< number)’
bénshis Y < ‘basic’ + ‘method
(< number)’
fashiy 18] < ‘law’ + ‘method (< number)’
chdngshi H ¥ < ‘constant’ + ‘method
(< number)’
shityao B2 < ‘method (< number)’ + ‘key
point’

fazé R < law’ + ‘rule

LS

L], XZ,GZ
SJS 1x

77,7GGC,SJS, GZ

XZ (m)

7GC, Zh, XZ, HE, LS, SJS, GZ, WL, Shén,
SHD

(ZL c/a), LY

SHD

(XZ c/a)

77, GY, HE, GZ

GY,GZ

ZL, GY

GZ

L
XZ

Shii

L], ZZ, GZ (+), LT, HGZ
Zh

XZ,HE, GZ
7ZGC, XZ

ZL

LJ, ZZ, MD, Zh, XZ (1), LS, WL, HGZ
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many genitives + zé Hi]

baizé FHI| < ‘hundred’ + ‘rule’ GY
bénzé A < © + ‘rule GZ
xunzé Bl < ‘instructions’ + ‘rules’ GY
lizé i Hl] < ‘ritual norms of conduct’ + 77
‘rules’
qgidnxun A7l < former’ + ‘instructions’  GY
mingxtin WA and similar GY
glixtm Tl < ‘ancient’ + ‘instructions’ Shii
daxun K7l < ‘great’ + “instructions’ Shiz
jiaoxim Z5FIl < ‘instruction’ + 77,GZ,YZ
‘instructions’
xidxun 2l < Xid' + ‘instructions’ 77

xtinci 7l[FF < ‘instructions’ + ‘formulations’ ZZ, GY
yixin 157 < ‘leave over’ + ‘instructions ~ GY

dafang KJ7 < ‘great’ + ‘method’ Zh,1S,1LZ
weifang 1477 < ‘deceive’ + ‘method’ LT, rather non-normative “method”
fafang 1777 < ‘model’ + ‘method’ XZ
fangshi: 7317 < ‘method’ + ‘method Zh, XZ, HE, LS
(< number)’
fangliié 771 < ‘method’ + ‘strategy’ XZ
fangji 777 < ‘method’ + ‘technique, art ~ MD
fangzhéng 73 1E < ‘upright’ + ‘correct’ HF
fangxin 770 < ‘upright’ + ‘thinking, GZ
attitude’

yifang 577 < ‘social propriety’ + ‘method’”  ZZ, GY

gongli INFR < “(pro)-public’ + ‘structure,  GZ
pattern > order > rules’

sili RAER < ‘(pro)-private’ + ‘structure, Gz
pattern > order > rules’

many genitives + i ¥

dali K¥E < ‘great’ + ‘structure, pattern >  XZ, HE LS, GZ
order > rules’

shili SEFE < affair’ + ‘structure, pattern>  XZ
order > rules’

chéngli i FE < ‘complet(ed)’ + ‘structure,  Zh
pattern > order > rules’

tingli 7L < ‘courtyard’ + ‘structure, HF
pattern > order > rules’
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dingli TEPE < ‘fix(ed)’ + ‘structure, pattern
> order > rules’

widi ¥JEE < ‘thing’ + ‘structure, pattern >
order > rules’

zhili 7B < ‘order’ + ‘structure, pattern >
order > rules’

feili JFEE < ‘not be’ + ‘structure, pattern >
order > rules’

zhéngli B < ‘political measure’ +
‘structure, pattern > order > rules’

tidoli f6FH < ‘system, order’ + ‘structure,
pattern > order > rules’

changli 4 < ‘constant’ + ‘structure,
pattern > order > rules’

daoli JEHE < ‘right way’ + ‘structure,
pattern > order > rules’

zheéngli 1IEH < ‘upright, correct
(> norm)’ + ‘structure, pattern >
order > rules’

many genitives + dao 18 ‘way > method >
right methods’

biidao /B ‘not’ + ‘way > method > right
methods’

feidao FFIE ‘not be’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

dadao KJE ‘great’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

zhéngdao 1F3E ‘correct’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

duandao ¥iiiE ‘correct’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

zhiddo £38 ‘ultimate’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

midodao #VIE ‘superb’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

mingdao BHIE ‘bright’ + ‘way > method >
right methods’

yaodao ZiE ‘key > crucial point + ‘way >
method > right methods’

shéndao 3 ‘supernaturally efficient’ +
‘way > method > right methods’

HF

HGZ

HF

GZ

GZ

MZ (%)

HGZ, HE, Shén

Zh, XZ, HF (!), Shén, ZGC

HE GZ

77, GY, MD

XZ

L], 27, MZ, Zh, XZ, HE, LS, LZ, GZ, WL,
Shen, HGZ

LJ, XZ, HE, GZ, Shén

HF

L], ZGC, Zh, XZ, GZ, LT, HGZ

Zh

LZ

72GC, X]

zY
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chdngdao F1E ‘constant’ + ‘way >
method > right methods’

shidao 7i1iE ‘way > method’ + ‘way >
method > right methods’

daobén JE A ‘way > method > right
methods’+ ‘basis’

daoguan JEH ‘way > method > right
methods’ + ‘string > basic method’
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THE TURN TOWARDS PHILOSOPHY IN THE EARLIEST
COSMOLOGIES: A COMPARATIVE STUDY

OF SELECTED EXCAVATED WARRING STATES-PERIOD
MANUSCRIPTS AND PRE-SOCRATIC FRAGMENTS

KATERINA GAJDOSOVA

ABSTRACT

Excavated texts from the fourth century BC bring new elements previous-
ly thought missing in the earliest Chinese thought. They develop cosmo-
logical theories comparable to those found in the pre-Socratic tradition,
especially in processual thinkers such as the Milesians and Heraclitus. The
article explores the resemblances, suggesting that the Eastern and Western
thought may have not been so radically different at the beginning. On
both sides, the texts attest to a new stage of intellectual independence of
an individual, using strikingly similar patterns of explanation and means
of expression.

Keywords: early Chinese thought; cosmology; metaphysics; excavated
texts; pre-Socratics; Anaximander; Anaximenes; oneness; process philos-

ophy

The excavated texts from the Warring States period have brought substantial new
material to the ongoing debate on whether the earliest Chinese thought should be treat-
ed as philosophy in the sense established in the Western tradition. The earliest cosmolo-
gies, as well as the intense questioning of the structure and functioning of the universe,
expressed in fourth-century-BC texts such as the Taiyi shéng shui X—427K, Héng xian
5.5, and Fdn wit liti xing NLYIRIF, represent an important turn towards the intellectual
independence of the individual: these works lay out cosmological dynamics for an indi-
vidual to accept through intellectual understanding, and subsequently, this understand-
ing can guide how individuals adapt their actions to the whole of the universe.

In ancient Greece, a similar turn took place with pre-Socratic thinkers, most notably
the Milesians and Heraclitus, giving birth to the tradition of what we today regard as phi-
losophy. If we try to do justice to pre-Socratic fragments and disentangle them from the
heavy terminological burden of Aristotelian, Platonic, and Peripatetic interpretations, we
discover striking similarities with the above-mentioned Chinese texts, both on the level
of expression and concerns involved. Also, the comparative perspective shows how, on
both sides, researchers deal with similar methodological challenges related to the textual
linguistics of fragmented material.
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Newly discovered cosmologies
and the Chinese philosophical narrative

The Warring States-period texts excavated towards the end of the twentieth century
brought new stimuli to the ongoing debate about the “philosophical relevance” of ancient
Chinese thought. This debate, as has been pointed out,! is plagued by ideological and
emotional arguments. The question of “philosophical relevance” easily becomes a ques-
tion of the superiority of one history-of-thought narrative over another. As a result, Chi-
nese scholars often try to forcibly adapt their interpretation of ancient Chinese texts to
the framework of Western philosophical discourses. In this context, it might be useful to
treat “philosophy” not as a highly worshipped value label but rather as the indication of
a specific genre or type of questioning.

The recently discovered texts of the Taiyi shéng shui X—"47K (TYSS), Héng xian 5.5
(HX), and Fdn wi livi xing NI (FWLX), dated roughly to the mid-fourth century
BC, contain elements that have previously been thought missing, or at least marginal,
in the development of Chinese thought: cosmological inquiry and the questioning of
the nature and structure of the Universe as a cosmos, or a well-ordered whole, from the
perspective of an independently thinking individual. These elements challenge the belief
that Chinese thought is somehow radically different from Western and that therefore the
two cannot be compared.? Hall and Ames have even proposed a neologism, acosmotic, to
emphasize the difference between ancient Chinese and Greek thought:

The classical Chinese are primarily acosmotic thinkers. By ‘acosmotic’ we shall mean that
they do not depend in the majority of their speculations upon either the notion that the
totality of things (wan-wu &%) or wan-you &7, ‘the ten thousand things’) has a radical
beginning, or that these things constitute a single-ordered world (Hall and Ames 1995: 184).

Today, this position is being widely re-evaluated. The excavated texts, such as the TYSS
or HX, are considered to contain the earliest examples of cosmogonic and cosmologi-
cal thought. In the light of these texts, some previously neglected pieces of well-known
received texts are being rediscovered and reinterpreted. The Neiye (Gudnzi), Zhuang-
zi, Liishi chingiii, and Hudindnzi contain interesting cosmological passages. Moreover,
thanks to the fairly reliable dating of at least some of the excavated material, these ele-
ments seem to have appeared as early as the mid-fourth century BC. Some scholars even
talk about a “cosmogonic turn” or a “fundamental shift in the philosophical terrain” of
early Chinese thought.?

Is Chinese cosmology metaphysics?

In the debate about whether such a “turn towards philosophy” really took place, we often
encounter questions about elements of metaphysics, transcendence, permanence, and

1 Cf. Defoort 2001.
2 Cf, e.g., Mote 1971; USA: Knopf 1971; Hall and Ames 1995, or Hall and Ames 1998.
3 E.g., Perkins 2016.
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truth in ancient Chinese thought. To the detriment of the debate, these concepts are often
applied vaguely and without taking into account their historical context. The late Professor
Yu Jiyuan, in his article Ts Chinese Cosmology Metaphysics?” (Yu 2011), summarizes the
confusion caused by the inconsistent use of terms such as metaphysical and cosmological
when it comes to ancient Chinese thought. He poses an important question: If Chinese
thought supposedly lacks interest in metaphysical pursuits, being preoccupied with merely
practical affairs (the functioning of the human world and society), how can it still have
cosmological concepts? Are Chinese cosmologies not metaphysical? If not, what does it
tell us about our understanding of the relationship between cosmology and metaphysics?
Building on this inspiration, I would like to suggest that metaphysics may not be the
most appropriate reference frame when it comes to the earliest cosmological question-
ing, both in ancient China and Greece. We should be aware that metaphysics as a special
discipline was born together with the specific Aristotelian perspective. Aristotle himself
understood it as a special type of science that studies “the first causes and principles of
things” or “being qua being” (to on héi on). Metaphysics* is not concerned with the dif-
ferent aspects (to symbebekos) of this “being’, understood as an entity (fo on), but with its
substance (ousia), explained through its principles, and causes (archai kai aitiai):

navtayod 8¢ kupiwg Tod TpwToL 1 EmaThpn, Kai ¢§ 00 T& &AXa fipTnTal, kai 8t & Aéyovrar.
€l 00V TODT’ €07Tiv 1) oola, T@V 0VoLOV &v Gé0L TAG ApXAG Kal TG aitiag Exety TOV PLAGGOPOV
(Aristotle, Metaphysics 4, 1003b20).

Now in every case knowledge is principally concerned with that which is primary, i.e. that
upon which all other things depend, and from which they get their names. If, then, sub-
stance is this primary thing, it is of substances that the philosopher must grasp the first
principles and causes (Aristotle, Metaphysics 4, 1003b17-19, tr. Tredennick 1933).

This quote hints but slightly at Aristotle’s specific approach, which is based on a very
different kind of questioning: the question here is not “what there is” but rather “what
can be correctly known and how” Such an approach naturally takes “entities” as the point
of departure and searches for the underlying stable structures behind them. Thus, the
world is ontologically split into two layers: behind the changing and incidental aspects
of a thing, there is its substance, or essence, which makes it what it is. This “crack in
reality” later developed within the Peripatetic school into a more pronounced dichotomy
between two layers of reality: the layer of changing aspects accessible through perception
and a deeper layer accessible through thought, one of invisible substance and primary
causes. In line with Plato, metaphysics as a primary science became concerned with the
realm of eternal validity behind the veil of changing appearances.

The language of being

The conceptual framework of Western philosophy is so deeply rooted in Aristot-
le’s vocabulary that it is almost impossible to talk philosophy, especially metaphysics,

4 More precisely ‘the first philosophy’; the title originally just reflected the ordering of Aristotle’s works
(meta ta physika).
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without talking Aristotle. In the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger encountered this
problem when trying to retrace the earliest roots of philosophy - the point where this
specific type of questioning gradually emerges from religion, myth, and poetry. In his
lectures on the pre-Socratics, he sought to disentangle their thought from the Aristotelian
and later Peripatetic interpretation. In discussing the origins of metaphysics, Heideg-
ger observes that metaphysics is concerned with entities as distinct from “being” itself.
“Being” is not thematized. Unlike Aristotle, he sees in some of the pre-Socratics (the
Milesians, Heraclitus) a stage where entities are not yet conceptualized as distinct from
their being and are essentially “one” - not in the monistic sense of ‘one entity’ or ‘one
kind of entities’, but as ‘one (way of) being’.> At this stage, the concept of entity is not
yet sufficiently stabilized and it blends with being itself. Yet, as Heidegger points out, the
truth can arise as alétheia (‘non-covered’) only in the uncovering light of being, whereas
in the metaphysical realm truth is only accessed as true cognition (epistémé) and true
statement.® A discourse immersed in being itself — not yet reduced to an entity - con-
stitutes a different genre that, in my view, may be more relevant for describing the early
pre-Socratic and early Chinese cosmological concepts in question.

Oneness or “one being” of the cosmos in the Milesians

When referring to his Milesian predecessors of Thales, Anaximander, and Anax-
imenes, Aristotle reports that they posit “one” as the principle and origin of all things - in
his interpretation, this “one” (water, aér, apeiron) is arche, or a primary cause, and within
Aristotle’s distinction of four types of causes, it is the material one. The “one” from which
everything arises is therefore interpreted as primary matter, or hylé. As we can see, for
Aristotle such cosmology is incomplete because it lacks an explanation of movement and
force behind the process of the generation of all things.

If we now look at Anaximander’s and Anaximenes’s cosmologies through Heideg-
ger’s eyes, we may find a different “one”: a “one” that is neither thing, nor entity, nor its
material cause. The following fragment from Simplicius is probably the most direct tes-

>«

timony about Anaximander’s “one’, or apeiron:

Aéyel & avtiyv [apxnv] ppte HOwp prite dANO Tt T@V Kahovpévwy elvat otoigeiwy, aAN’
ETépav TIVAL @UOLY dmetpov, ¢ fig dmavtag yiveobal Todg ovpavods kai Tovg v adToig
kOopove: (B 1) ¢€ dv 8¢ 1) yéveoic 0Tt Toig 0vaL, kal TNy PBopav €ig Tadta yiveoOar katd
TO Xpewv- Stddvau yap adta Siknv kai tiotv dAARAoLg TG ddikiag katd TV ToD Xpovov
Ty, momTikwTépolg obtwg dvépacty adtd Aéywv (Anaximander, fr. A9/B1 - Simplicius,
In Physica 24, 13, DK 12a9).

He [Anaximander] says that it [archeé] is neither water nor any other of the so-called ele-
ments, but some other boundless nature, from which come into being all the heavens and
the worlds in them. And the source of coming-to-be for existing things is that into which
destruction, too, happens according to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to

> Cf. Heidegger 1967.
¢ Cf. Heidegger 1931.
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each other for their injustice according to the assessment of time, as he describes it in
these rather poetical terms (Anaximander, fr. B1 - Simplicius, In Physica 24, 13 (DK 12a9),
tr. Kirk 1957: 105).

Anaximander’s apeiron, presented by Simplicius as arché, is often translated as “infinite”
or “boundless”” Tradition sees this fragment as the first example of “conceptual abstrac-
tion, in essence metaphysical,” (Havelock 1983: 53) or even as the first occurrence of the
concept of infinity (Nietzsche, Diels). Sometimes it is read as “infinite space”8 Yet the use
of the word in Anaximander’s time was much closer to ‘boundless’, lacking boundaries’,
‘undefined’, or even ‘wrapped up in itself in a way that no end can be reached’. When we
look at the above example, this ‘boundless nature’ is something from which all things,
being defined and possessing boundaries, arise and into which they perish when these
boundaries dissolve. Their complementarity and mutual interdependence is evocated
through the image of penalty and retribution. The “one” or “boundless” is the guarantee
of justice, in the sense that everything arising from it as definite is indebted to the rest
of the whole and will eventually repay this debt by returning to it. Behind this principle
of justice is the idea that all phenomena are essentially “one being”, their existence is
interconnected, and the being of any one of them is indebted to the being of the others.

Anything that becomes defined within the undefined “one” necessarily brings about its
opposite. For every A, there is a non-A. These two are complementary and inseparable,
being essentially “one”. Anaximander’s cosmology contains examples of such interacting
opposites:

£vo000G Yap TAG EvavTIOTNTAG €V TQ DTTOKEWEVW, Amteipw GVTL odpatt, ekkpiveadai enoty
> Avagipavdpog, (...). évavtidtneg 8¢ iot Oeppov yoxpov Enpov vypodv kai ta dAAa (Anaxi-
mander, frag. A 9/2 - Simplicius, In Physica 150, 22-24).

Anaximander says that the opposites are within the substance that is a boundless body, and
that they separate from it. (...) The opposites are hot, cold, dry, wet, and other.®

A distinctive feature of Ionian cosmologies, present also in Anaximander, is perpet-
ual motion. Change and motion are seen as fundamental characteristics of the world as
accessed through our everyday experience.

00TOG eV 0DV dpxTV Kol oToLKElOV elprkev TV SvTwy TO dTelpov, Tp@TOG Tobvopa kahéoag
TG apxiG. TPpOG 8¢ TovTwL Kivnow &idlov eivay, év it ovpPaivery yiveoBat Todg odpavovg
(A 11 - Hippolytos, Refutatio 1, 6 ,1-7, tr. Kirk 1957: 105).

He [Anaximander] said that the principle and element of existing things was the apeiron,
being the first to use this name for arché. In addition to this he said that motion was eternal,
in which it results that the heavens come into being.

7 Contrary to the traditional view that Anaximander uses the nominalized form to apeiron, Couprie
and Kocdandrle argue that this nominalization appeared only with Aristotle and his followers, and
that apeiron should be understood as an adjective, i.e., as “undefined/boundless X”; cf. Couprie and
Kocandrle 2017.

8 Kahn 1994: 223: “The Boundless is in fact what we call infinite space (...) But this space is not as yet
thought of in the abstraction from the material which fills it

°  Any unreferenced translations are my own (shorter excerpts or excerpts where a traditional transla-
tion is modified to demonstrate an idea of the text).
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For Anaximander, the tension and interaction of opposites is itself the explanation of
change and movement. Opposites remain the “one being” of the whole cosmos and, as
such, maintain each other in a dynamic equilibrium. Through their interaction, different
modes of being arise as distinct — for example, the heavens on one hand and the earth
on the other; hot, bright heavenly lights and dark, damp earthly depths, and so forth.
However poetic or mythical Anaximander’s cosmology may sound, it in fact leads to very
concrete proto-scientific considerations about the nature of the physical world, astrono-
my, meteorological phenomena, and so forth.

Moreover, the whole process of generating differences from differences, down to the
level of the subtlest phenomena, is not situated in the remote mythical past but is ongoing
and continues to repeat itself. The movement of the opposites is as eternal as the rest of
the undivided whole. The undivided whole, being essentially at rest and without change,
is paradoxically a source and guarantee of the perpetual movement of the opposites. That
is why the “one/boundless” can be characterized as “everlasting and unageing” (aidion kai
agero)!0 and surely has divine connotations, as observed by Aristotle:

kai o7 elvat 10 Belov: dBavatov yap kai avadeBpov, @¢ enotv 6 Avagipavdpog kal oi
TAEIoTOL TOV PUOLOAGYwY (Anaximander, fr. B 3 — Aristotle, Physics Book 111, 4; 203b13).
Further they identify it with the Divine, for it is ‘deathless and imperishable’ as Anaxi-
mander says, with the majority of the physicists.

In the case of Anaximenes, the candidate for the “one” would be aér. The situation is
a bit different here: aér is the term otherwise used for air as one of the elements, or more
correctly, as one of the “simplest bodies” (hapla somata) of which the world is composed.
Yet Anaximenes seems to use it differently, in a way that preserves characteristics similar
to apeiron: it is all-encompassing and nothing is outside of it; it is boundless and unde-
fined, and from it all things arise; and its “oneness” is what holds the cosmos together
ontologically:

"Avadipévng 8¢ Edbpuotpdtov Midfiolog, étaipog yeyovawg *Avafipdvdpov, piav pév kai
avTog TV DITOKELHEVIV QUOLY Kai ATtelpdv noty doTep €keivog, 0Ok ddptotov 8¢ domep
¢KeVoG, AN Wplopévny, !t dépa Aéywvy adthv- Stagpépety 8& pavotntt kol TuKVOTNTL KaTd
TaG ovoiag. kal apatodpevov pgv mop yiveoBat, mukvolpevov 8¢ dvepov, eita vépog, €Tt
8¢ pahov Hdwp, elta yiy, eita AiBovg, td 8¢ GANa €x TovTwWV. Kivnow 8¢ kai 00Tog &idlov
notel, St fijv kai v petaPoAny yiveoOat (Anaximenes, frag. A5/1 = Simplicius, In Physica
24, 26, tr. Kirk 1957: 144).

Anaximenes, son of Eurystratus, of Miletus, a companion of Anaximander, also says that the
underlying nature is one and infinite like him, but not undefined as Anaximander said but
definite, for he identifies it as air; and it differs in its substantial nature by rarity and density.
Being made finer it becomes fire, being made thicker it becomes wind, then cloud, then
(when thickened still more) water, then earth, then stones; and the rest come into being from
these. He, too, makes motion eternal, and says that change, also, comes about through it.

10" Anaximander, fr. B 2 - Hippolytos, Refutatio I, 6, 1.

11 In this fragment, the description of aér as definite has to be attributed to Simplicius’s (Theophrastus’s)
reading — he would regard aér not as apeiron but as one of the hapla somata and therefore defined; yet
in the same fragment, the other somata are explained as variations of aer.
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Compared to Anaximander, the focus may be shifted from the “stabilizing role” of
the “one” to the “mobilizing role”: at the same time, aér, as all-encompassing, is itself the
energy and vehicle of change and movement. It also guarantees the temporal stability of
phenomena, in the same way as the soul (pneuma) is believed to preserve the unity of
a human being. Different stages of being derive from it through rarefaction and conden-
sation (manoteés, pyknotes).

Oneness in recently excavated cosmological texts

If we now use this interpretive key to read the early cosmological texts, specifically
in the Taiyi shéng shui JX—4-7K, we can observe a comparable dynamics of opposites
arising from the “one’, or taiyi K—:

KK, IR —, TR LA R o RIS A —, LU, R [T AR 1, J2 DUpfe
B AREATR AR, 2 DURRIERG. FRRA 1 AR, 2 DURPURs . PURF 1R (AR B, 2 DA
R A PVEARS L, 2 LURIR IR IR R AR, pliakm ko

The great one gives birth to the water. The water returns and assists the great one, thereby
completing the heavens. The heavens return and assist the great one, thereby completing the
earth. The heavens and the earth [again assist each other], thereby completing the spiritual
and numinous. The spiritual and numinous again assist each other, thereby completing yin
and yang. Yin and yang again assist each other, thereby completing the four seasons. The
four seasons again assist each other, thereby completing the cold and the hot. The cold and
the hot again assist each other, thereby completing the wet and the dry. The wet and the dry
again assist each other, completing the yearly cycle, and that is where it stops.

Following Anaximander’s example above, a proposed key to interpretation here would
be not to regard the stages of cosmological development as entities but rather as modes of
being that are in fact “one being” of the undifferentiated whole. The entire system holds
together ontologically, guaranteed by “oneness”. The fact that the “one” seems to remain
continuously present within the changes supports this reading:

TE R/ AT, JEI T (46, PAC#3] (slip 6) B ERE, —R—%2, DICA EYIHE,
That is why the great one is present in the water, moves with the seasons, returns in circle
and [begins anew, making of itself] (slip 6) the mother of all things. Now emptying and now
filling, it becomes the warp of all things.

In the Fdn wi liti xing, the idea that the “one” is tangibly present and directly accessible
in our immediate experience is even more pronounced:

T —, W2 G0k, B 2GR, 82 A%, 2m] &, 2 mTH,

Therefore, the one can be tasted when chewed; its scent can be perceived when smelled; it
makes sound when clapped; it can be seen when approached; it can be managed when an
attempt is made to manage it (tr. Chan 2015).

In the TYSS, opposites arise together with boundaries and, within the ‘one’ as a whole,
define each other through lack and abundance:

57



AR EVE, BERIN T, ANER NS, BERIN Lo
That which is deficient above has a surplus below; that which is deficient below has a surplus
above (tr. Cook 2012).

In another Warring States-period cosmological text, the Héng xian H%, more is
said about the undifferentiated state of being, which can be also understood as the “one/
boundless™:

(ERFEIENE NN N NN AN =N =S

At first, there is constancy, there is no defined being. It is simple, still, and empty. Its sim-
plicity is Great Simplicity, its stillness is Great Stillness, its emptiness is Great Emptiness. It
fulfils itself without repressing itself.

The undefined “one” is characterized as simple, still, and empty, that is, lacking any
prominent feature or definition. Still, this very lack of definition is what makes it great and
majestic. The use of da K (or tai X in taiyi X—) suggests that the “undefined one” has
a superior ontological status. Similarly to Anaximander, it can be understood as divine.!?

As soon as a delimited area (or a limit or a boundary) appears, opposites arise on each
side of it, and, being essentially “one”, these opposites define each other. Again, it is not
necessary to regard the stages of cosmological sequence as some kind of entities:

B AEEER EREER, AERER GinEE .

Boundary!3 arises. Since the boundary is there, there is gi. Since gi is there, there is some-
thing defined. Since something defined is there, there is beginning. Since beginning is there,
there is returning.

The image of gi %, the vehicle of change that perpetuates the movement and inter-
play of opposites, highlights the dynamics of generation through mutual definition. As
such, it is strongly reminiscent of aér, including the evocative image of condensation and
rarefaction:

WA, TESRAER,
Turbid qi gives birth to the earth; clear gi gives birth to the heavens.

The role of an individual seeking to understand

When we put aside the special interpretive framework that we have used so far, the
above cosmological sequences may well be read only as evocative poetic images. Also,
their close connection with the mythical and religious context cannot be denied. It is not
by accident that we find the few earlier examples of cosmology in mythical and man-
tic contexts (e.g., the Zhouyi). But what makes these early Warring States texts unique
as a genre and brings them closer to their distant pre-Socratic counterparts is the role

12 References to taiyi X— as a deity and an object of worship are well attested. Cf,, e.g., Allan 2003.
13 Huo 8Y is frequently read here as yi: 12X ‘territory, delimited area’; on reading yi! as ‘boundary’, see Zhit
Yuanqing 2007.
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attributed to an individual who seeks to understand and explain the structure of the
universe.

The Fdn wu liti xing NUY)IRIE opens with a series of intense questions that have no
match in other texts from this period. To cite only a few:

RS S, B BERe S K2 Sasith s ERehe s LREM T2 KRS
i BALR FML: BEEEMIS? KNZE, .z KE2ZE, HE Tmtz?
One asks of Heaven, what is it that makes it high, and of Earth, what is it that makes it far?
What is Heaven made of? What is Earth made of? What is the Spirit of Thunder? What is
God? Why is the Earth flat? Why is water clear? Why do grass and the woods grow? Why do
the beasts and birds cry? When the rain comes who is spitting? When the wind blows who
is inhaling and exhaling? (Tr. Chan 2015)

These intense questions reveal an inquiring mind that seeks new and better answers -
not ones imposed on it from a position of authority (from a ruler, priest, or shaman, or
through some mythical account), but ones that can be intellectually grasped and accepted
or rejected on one’s own accord. They attest to a certain stage of intellectual maturity. As
Aristotle famously observes, philosophy - desire for knowledge for the sake of knowing -
arises precisely with this new type of questioning:

Sté yap 10 Bavpalerv oi dvBpwmot kai vov kai T TP@TOV Tip§avto PLAoco@ely, ¢€ dpXAg pev
TA TIPOXELpA TOV TOTIWY BavpdoavTeg, elta katd kpoOv obTw mpoiovTeg [15] kai mept TV
pellovwv dtamoprioavteg, olov mepi Te TOV TG GeAVNG Tabnudtwy Kai Tdv mept TOV fAtov
Kal doTpa Kal mepl TG TOD MAVTOG YEVETEWG.

It is through wonder that men now begin and originally began to philosophize; wondering
in the first place at obvious perplexities, and then by gradual progression raising questions
about the greater matters too, e.g. about the changes of the moon and of the sun, about the
stars and about the origin of the universe (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book I, 982b11-16, tr.
Tredennick 1933).

In this light, the earliest cosmologies can be seen as an attempt to provide new answers
to new questions. The overall tone of the texts is exhortative: the reader is challenged
to intellectually consider the proposed worldview and encouraged to look for answers
within himself:

TYSS: B FHILLZFE[E, THIZ 32 &,
A noble man who knows this, is called [wise/knowledgeable. The one who does not know
this, is called ignorant].

FWLX: .2 H: BES—, BV WARES:—, RIE YIRS, WA —, (Ifmz,
iz, MK, REE.

I have heard it said: if one is able to examine the oneness, he will not fail in any of the hun-
dred things; if one is not able to examine the oneness, he will fail in them all. If you seek
to examine the principle of oneness, look up and you will see it, look down and you will
perceive it. Do not go far to seek the guidelines but examine it within yourself.1#

14 An even stronger exhortation of the reader is to be found in the Guanzi chapter 49, Neiye N2, dated
roughly to the same period as the excavated texts in question: “Can you be ‘one’ with it? Can you rec-
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More importantly perhaps, the cosmologies of the TYSS, HX, and FWLX all con-
tain significant passages about names that address their status within the cosmic whole,
their generation (related to boundaries between the opposites), and their role in correctly
grasping the structure of the cosmos. Naming (language and speech) appears as a key
device, thanks to which an individual can assume an active role in universal becoming.
But this topic is beyond the scope of this paper and will have to be developed elsewhere.

Conclusion

Euro-American civilization tends to regard conceptual thinking as its own exclusive
achievement that sets it apart from other world civilizations. It has developed a particu-
lar narrative of the history of thought, one in which the earliest philosophy is viewed as
a separate genre breaking away from religious, mythical, and poetic thinking in some dis-
tinct form. In searching out the beginnings of “philosophy?, it is common to turn to the
earliest Greek thinkers to look for the development of this strain of thought. The thought
of Anaximander and Anaximenes, and even more so of Heraclitus, is often misinterpret-
ed as some vague pre-stage of conceptual thinking, evocative maybe, but illogical and
inconsistent, full of contradiction and impenetrable images. Yet, if we do not force our
idea of philosophical genre onto them and recognize them as representatives of a genre
in its own right, with its specific means of expression — not logical but not vague either -
we may realize that they introduce a new type of questioning, a new attitude towards the
relationship between the individual and the world and its structure.

We have observed that similar characteristics of this genre can be found in certain
excavated Warring States texts that are otherwise difficult to categorize and interpret.
Despite the huge gap between the two periods and cultural and social contexts, the War-
ring States thought environment may have seen a similar transition towards greater intel-
lectual maturity and the autonomy of the individual. This autonomy does not consist in
liberating an individual from the forces that govern universal becoming of the “one”, but
in understanding the universe. In these texts man is no longer victim of unfathomable
forces, but through knowledge becomes their partner and, potentially, co-actor.
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ABSTRACT

This article explores the issue of contextualization in translating early Chi-
nese texts. It takes the example of Chapter 1 of the Laozi, which is analysed
sentence by sentence with the focus on possible contexts in which the
sentences can be read. Three types of contexts are distinguished in the
article — immediate textual context, edited context, and discursive con-
text. While the former two types of context (paragraph, chapter, book) are
evident and naturally taken into account in any translation, it is stressed
in this article that the discursive context is often overlooked or at least not
regarded properly. The article argues that discursive context is crucial for
translating early Chinese texts in general, and in particular an ambiguous
text like the Laozi.
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Chapter 12 of the Ldozi %13 is one of the most famous pieces of early Chinese liter-
ature and also one of the most abstruse and difficult to translate. In the following, I use
Wang Bi's 15 received edition of the Léozi,* which reads as follows: 3

Dao ké dao féi chdng dao AT EIERE
Ming ké ming féi chang ming EZLIEZE £

Wil ming tian di zhi shi AL R M2 ih7
You ming wanwir zhi mii B a2 R

G chdng wii yis yi guan qf miao  HUH TEAR L B LD
Chdng you yii yi guan q jicio WAL

2 Chapter 1 of the Ldozi in the received version of the text (for details about the extant editions, see
notes 3 and 4). In the excavated manuscripts that contain this chapter (the Mdawdngdui 55 THE man-
uscript and Peking University manuscript; for details, see note 3), however, the chapter is placed in the
middle of the text. In both manuscripts we find the order of two parts of the text — Daojing (ch. 1-37
in the received text) and Déjing (ch. 38-81) — reversed.

3 The text is also known as the Daodéjing JE{EAE (The Canonical Book oéthe Way and Virtue). It is tradi-
tionally attributed to Laozi (“Old Fellow”) identified by Sima Qian 7] /53 as a Zhou & royal archivist
called Li Er ZZH living in the sixth c. BCE (cf. Loewe 1993: 269-271). This attribution as well as the
dating is usually not accepted in modern Western scholarship, which dates the origin of the text to the
Warring States period (453-221 BCE), most likely the fourth c. BCE (see, e.g., Henricks 2000: 1-5).
Furthermore, it is assumed that the text underwent a centuries-long period of formation before it was
fixed in the received form during the Han % dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE). This process is fragmen-
tally documented by the excavated Ldozi manuscripts, namely the Mawdngdui (MWD) manuscripts
(early Western Han dynasty, 206 BCE - 9 CE), the Guodian (GD) manuscripts (sealed in a tomb in ca.
300 BCE), and the Peking University (PU) manuscript (early Western Han). For a full translation and
discussion of the Mdawdngdui Ldozi, see Henricks 1992; Lau 2001: 155-325. For the Guodian Ldozi
manuscripts, see Henricks 2000; Cook 2012: 189-322. For the Peking University manuscript, see the
edition Béijing daxué 2012.

4 The textus receptus of Wang Bi's Ldozi is the edition most commonly used from premodern China
up to now. There are several extant editions of the Ldozi - both received and excavated - as well as
a number of modern critical editions. For an overview of the transmission of the text, see Loewe
1993: 271-286; Wagner 2003: 33-68. As for the name ‘Wéang Bi’s Ldoz?’, it refers to the most famous
and influential commentary to the text by Wang Bi (220-249 CE). It should be noted, however, that
the textus receptus is actually different from the text Wang Bi used, while it is virtually identical with
another famous edition of the text with commentary - the Héshang gong Ldozi (ﬂ&f&%% See
Wagner 2003, Loewe 1993.

5> This wording of the chapter is Wang Bi’s textus receptus. We find textual variants in this chapter in the
Mdawdngdui manuscripts, the Peking University manuscript, and the “real” Wang Bi’s Ldozi, as recon-
structed by Rudolf Wagner (2003). I add the different readings of each line in the following footnotes.
Throughout this paper I quote Ldozi chapters primarily from Wang Bi’s textus receptus, unless a com-
parison with other editions is needed. Wang B’s textus receptus is always quoted according to Lou
Yulie 2008.

¢ Mdwdngdui manuscripts (both A and B): EAEW, JEEEN, %, FEES W, See Gao
1996: 221; Lau 2001: 266. The Peking University manuscript has 38 A] &, JE{H3E t, % 0] 43, JE[E
%4, The substitution of héng {8 (which we find in both Western Han manuscripts) for chdng
(in all later editions) is due to a tabooing of the word héng after the death of Emperor Wéndi 37
(r. 180157 BCE, personal name Lit Héng ZIJ/H).

7 Wang Bi’s Ldozi as reconstructed by Wagner: 644 1.2 It (Wagner 2003: 119). MWD manuscripts:
T E 25, See Gao Ming 1996: 222; Lau 2001: 266. PU manuscript: &% &2 A, See
Béijing daxué 2012: 144.

8 The MWD manuscripts and PU manuscript add a final yé H1 to this line, like in the previous lines. See
Gao Ming 1996: 222; Lau 2001: 266; Béijing daxué 2012: 144.

° For these two lines, Mdwdngdui manuscripts A and B differ slightly from each other and contain
several problematic characters. The two lines in the MWD reading can be summarized as follows (for
details and discussion, see Gao Ming 1996: 223-225): E’ﬂ(‘lﬁ?ﬁﬁﬂ%, DUBLE R, TEA AR, DB
Fft¥o The wording in the PU manuscript is almost similar; see Béijing daxué 2012: 144.
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Ci licing zhé téng chii ér yi ming R ] T 4 10
Téng wéi zhi xudn Az n
Xudn zhi you xudn zhong mido zhi mén 2.2 XL AD.2 F12

When reading the existing translations of this text into various European languages,
one basic observation can be made. The translators often include rich references to eluci-
date the complexities of the text at the lexical and syntactic level, as well as the complex-
ities of the textual context (the chapter, or the Ldozi as a whole). Seldom, however, does
one encounter attempts at contextualizing individual terms or passages as belonging to
specific discursive practices.!? The textual context of the book is often preferred, which
adds to the idea of the unique nature of the text (created according to the traditional
dating and status of the Ldozi as the first book of Chinese philosophy).!* Besides, the
context of “Daoism” is often employed, which is a retrospective term of doubtful value
for reading Warring States texts.

The absence of discursive contextualization of individual terms or structures often
results in translations that simply leave the text’s vagueness not only unexplained (expla-
nation may not be fully possible anyhow) but even untouched. I would argue, however,
that the vagueness of an original text in Classical Chinese on one hand, and the vagueness
of a modern translation on the other, is not the same thing - the translator always makes
choices and in a vague translation these choices are simply not made clear to the reader.
It must be the task of the translator to firstly understand the text itself in all its complexity
and, secondly, transform this understanding into the target language (using footnotes or
longer commentaries, if it is impossible directly through translation alone).

Compare, for example, the following translation of the beginning of chapter 1 by D. C.
Lau (2001: 2-3):

The way that can be spoken of is not the constant way; SECIPEREI ST
the name that can be named is not the constant name.’> %A%, JEHEH,

In D. C. Lau’s book this translation is left practically uncommented; the translator does
not answer the questions his translation may evoke:

(1) “The way that can be spoken of”. We can easily base our understanding of “the
way” on the context of the whole Ldozi. The Ldozi speaks frequently of “the true way”

10 Wéng Bi’s Léozi as reconstructed by Wagner lacks the initial ci [t (Wagner 2003: 120). The same is
true for the MWD and PU manuscripts, which, in addition, omit ér [f]. See Gao Ming 1996: 227; Lau
2001: 266; Béijing daxué 2012: 144.

The MWD manuscripts connect this phrase to the previous line: 2% [F]'5, See See Gao Ming 1996:

227; Lau 2001: 266. The same is true for the PU manuscript; see Béijing daxué 2012: 144.

12 MWD and PU: mido B for mico #b. See Gao Ming 1996: 222; Lau 2001: 266; Béijing daxué 2012: 144.

13 For example, the words dao & and ming % have variable and very distinctive discursive uses across
the ‘landscape’ of early Chinese texts. I argue that we should ask, in the first place, what is the par-
ticular discourse at play in the given context, and translate the term or passage in light of it. See my
discussion of ‘discursive context’ later in this paper.

14 Tn some translations, the syncretic nature of the Ldozi is stressed - see, for example, Lau 2001: ix—xl.
Still, however, D. C. Lau’s concern seems to be the unique nature of the syncresis, rather than discur-
sive diversity.

15 We can find a very similar rendering of the first two lines in many other translations. Cf., for example,
Krebsova 1997: 29; Kral 1994: 39.

65



(as compared to other “ways”), which guides processes in nature as well as the proper
ordering of society. The phrase “that can be spoken of” is problematic - the book really
“speaks of” it a lot. In the context of the Ldozi it is said repeatedly that the way cannot be
“named” (bix ké ming ~NA]%4), but ké ming is evidently different from ké dao.

(2) “Is not the constant way”. "Constant” is a very vague term, and better contextu-
alization of chdng is needed. Moreover, although there are chapters in the Ldozi where
the “true ddo” the text speaks of is represented as something lasting from ancient times
to the present,'® many other chapters (or sometimes the very same chapters) stress its
abstruseness, imperceptibility, and changeability.!” There, we can ask, in what sense is it
“constant’?

(3) “The name that can be named is not the constant name”. If the meaning of “the dao
that can be spoken of” is difficult to grasp and the “constant dao” too vague, this phrase
then is a complete mystery. It makes no sense, and there are no other instances of “names
being named” or “constant names” not only in the Ldozi but in the whole body of early
Chinese literature. Moreover, this translation obviously parallels the “constant way” and
the “constant name’, as if both referred to some “constant” mysterious entity. There is,
however no support for this reading in the Ldozi. On the contrary, the way is said to have
“no constant name” (GEHEH %) in chapter 32 (Léu 2008: 81).

Chapter 1 of the Ldozi is definitely difficult to translate. In this paper I do not intend
to present just another translation, and surely not one I would consider “definitive” in
the sense that it solves all the problems presented by the text. Instead, my ambition is to
expose the textual and discursive possibilities we must consider when reading the chapter
and thus present various possible contexts in which the chapter could be read. Indeed
when translating a text written in classical Chinese, the translator has to make choices
based on four types of contexts: the lexical and syntactic context, the immediate textual
context, the edited textual context, and the discursive context.

First, the text must be fully decoded on the lexical and syntactic level. The words and
their grammatical functions must be identified. For example, in the first line of the Ldozi,
we get the following:

Dao ké dao, féi chdng dao.  3EF]3HE, IEHHE,
‘Dao that can be dao-verbed, is not chdng-modified dao’

This semi-finished translation makes the syntax of the sentence completely clear. The
semantics is, however, not clear at all. Only the words ké FJ and féi JF can be unequivo-
cally translated on the basis of a purely lexical and syntactic analysis. All the other words
(left in pinyin within the English sentence above) require contextualization and cannot
be translated without it.

Second, we must take into account the immediate textual context, which can further
establish the meaning of a word. This context consists of a sentence or textual unit.!8 It

16 Ldozi 14; 21. In: L6éu Yulie 2008: 31-32; 52-53.

17 Ldozi 4; 8; 14; 21; 25; 41. In: Léu Yulié 2008: 10; 20; 31-32; 52-53; 62-63; 111-113.

18 Tt is difficult to precisely define the term textual unit. Here I tentatively define it as a piece of text
structured by internal criteria - a continuous narrative or dialogue, continuous exposition on a given
topic. For the problem of “textual unit’, see, e.g., Boltz 2005: 50-78.
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is, of course, often difficult to define what “immediate” means. I define it for the purpose
of this paper simply as the section of a text that clearly forms a homogeneous statement
(a piece of text that clearly “belongs together”). Usually, a sentence is a safe example of an
immediate textual context, such as the following sentence from Master Lii’s Spring and
Autumn Annals:

Shang wang da luan, chén yii jii dé. P EREL, ThTEEE,

“The Shang king was extremely disordered and sunk into the power of alcohol’1®

In this sentence, the modifier jizi {7 (alcohol) contextualizes dé & in a specific, less
usual manner. It makes clear that power (dé) refers here to a distinct characteristic of
alcohol (its power, the threat of alcohol addiction) and not, for example, to the virtuous
qualities of a sagely ruler (a common meaning of dé). The immediate context, however,
does not necessarily answer all the questions the text elicits - the text can be vague and
equivocal, like, for example, the first sentence of the Ldozi quoted above (and chapter 1 of
the Ldozi as a whole too). The immediate textual context can be a longer section of a text
as well — a continuous narrative, dialogue, clearly framed exposition on a theme, a whole
chapter. In these cases, however, questions about the text’s integrity may arise that are
difficult to answer - see below my discussion of the edited context.

The immediate textual context may also include certain formal features we often find
in texts written in Classical Chinese, especially various forms of parallelism.?? These
formal features are often key principles of textual construction and must be taken into
account in the process of establishing meaning for a text. For example, the first two sen-
tences of the Ldozi are parallel, and this feature contributes substantially to the formation
of the meaning of the text:

Dao ké dao, féi chdang dao. EAE, JFEE,
Ming ké ming, féi chang ming. %2R %4, IEFE %,

There are more parallel structures in chapter 1 of the Ldozi, and their potential impli-
cations are complex. They will be discussed below.

Third, we must consider the edited textual context. All received early Chinese texts
traditionally dated to the Warring States period (453-221 BCE) or earlier are edited.
They certainly include a large amount of Warring States (or older) material, but some
parts can be later (typically Western Han). Above all, though, the received form of this
material in its entirety (for example, the Ldozi) is the product of later editing during
the Han dynasty or even later.?! The prevalent view in the recent scholarship has it that
before the Han, the texts circulated as relatively short textual units and were put together
in various ways over centuries of circulation.?? The excavated manuscripts corroborate

19 Liishi chiingiii 16/1.3. Knoblock and Riegel 2000: 374.

20 For various formal features contributing to the construction of meaning in early Chinese texts, see
Gentz and Meyer 2015.

21 On text circulation and book formation in early China, see, e.g., Li Ling 2004; Boltz 2005: 50-78;
Fischer 2008-2009: 1-43; Meyer 2011; Richter 2013; Defoort and Standaert 2013.

22 It must be noted, however, that views on this question vary widely. There are influential scholars, both
in China ad in Western academia, who tend to accept traditional dating and notions of authorship.
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this view.?? This interpretation means, above all, that received texts contain a great deal
of heterogeneous material that may have originated at different times and in different
social contexts and discursive practices.?*

Acknowledging the composite nature of early Chinese texts has an unavoidable impact
on translating them. If we read a text as a homogeneous whole, we naturally compare
words and expressions across the text and build the translation within the context of the
whole text. (In other words, we take the whole book as the immediate textual context.)
But the composite nature of early Chinese texts problematizes this approach because dif-
ferent parts of the text may have originally belonged to different discourses and different
textual practices, and may have even originated during different periods of time. Thus,
the approach to translating early Chinese texts advocated in this paper is based on the
conviction that it is the task of the translator to retain discursive differences, as long as
they are discernible.

Having pinpointed the composite nature of early Chinese texts as a factor with crucial
impact on the reading strategy we should adopt when approaching the texts, I must add
the following: It does not mean that these texts cannot be read as books (as meaningful
wholes). It only means that we must be more careful when reading a meaning into these
texts. Just as we are supposed to read the texts closely, with perfect understanding of the
complexities of the language in which they are written (Classical Chinese), I argue that
we must be equally sensitive to the discursive practices that are at work in these texts.

Finally, the discursive context must be considered. For the reasons stated in the above
discussion of the edited context, I believe it is necessary to establish the discursive con-
text(s) for the text we are translating. In Classical Chinese many characters represent
a number of different words with several meanings. Syntactic patterns in concrete cases
are often open to multiple interpretations, and the textual context itself may not suffice to
narrow the range of possible meanings either. Choosing the most appropriate meaning of
a word and interpreting the syntax of a sentence often relies on correctly identifying the
discourse the text represents.

The key questions we must ask when translating a text like the Ldozi are: What are the
actual discursive uses of a word, a term? Which of these are instantiated in the passage
in question? In seeking out answers, it is necessary to realize that various discourses are
spread across the Warring States texts and do not necessarily conform to the established
classifications of “philosophical schools” or other traditional categories. While it may be
viable to conceive of a “Confucian discourse’, for example, it is probably less helpful to
think of a “Daoist discourse”, since “Daoism” is a much vaguer and more artificial cate-
gory.?> Above all, however, many early Chinese discourses are shared across classifica-

For the Ldozi, see, e.g., L Xuéqin 1995; Lit Xiaogdn 1994. Lit Xiaogdn is the main proponent of the

traditional view in the West. See Liu 2014a.

See especially Richter 2013: 22-35.

24 T use the word discourse in the Foucauldian sense to mean a set of (usually unspoken) rules of what
can be said in a given social and historical context. Foucault defines discursive practice as “a body
of anonymous, historical rules, always determined in the time and space that have defined a given
period, and for a given social, economic, geographical, or linguistic area, the conditions of operation
of the enunciative function” (2004: 131).

25 For problems concerning the traditional categories of “philosophical schools”, see Csikszentmihalyi
and Nylan 2003; Smith 2003.

2.
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tions of texts established ex post, and many do not have a “name” within the traditional
classification framework.

Consider, for example, chapter 18 of the Ldozi, where the discursive practice at play is
quite evident but still, as we shall see, requires careful examination:

Dadao féi, you rényi; KIERE, 1%,
Zhihui chii, you dawéi; B, AR
Liugin bu hé, you xidoci; TN, B

Gudjia hiinluan, you zhongchén.  BISEHL, BHEE,

When the great way is discarded, morality appears.

When there is intelligence, great deceitfulness appears.

When the clan is not in harmony, loving care for parents appears.
When the state is in disorder, loyal ministers appear.2®

This piece of text is rather unproblematic, and it is basically translatable on the lex-
ical and syntactic level.2” The expression liiigin 7<# presents the only problem. Most
modern interpreters follow the medieval commentators, who, beginning with Wang Bi,
understood this term to mean ‘the six family relations’, that is, the relationships between
father and son, older and younger brothers, husband and wife.?8 There are, however, a few
earlier instances of this expression, dating mostly to the Han dynasty but also possibly to
the Warring States. One of the earliest, found in Jia Yi's Eaf (ca. 200-169 BCE) Xinshi
#12 actually contains a rather detailed description of the term, which differs from that
of later commentators. According to the Xinshii, litigin refers to the six generations of
one’s clan as they stem from one “father” to the next generation.? The meaning of the
term thus seems to be simply ‘clan’ (or ‘kin’), similar to the more frequent jitizti /L%, The
other Han or Warring States occurrences of the term are less specific but seem to confirm
the Xinshii interpretation rather than that of later commentators.3°

A full understanding of the chapter requires discursive contextualization. The text
contains substantive references to the Confucian discourse; it discusses morality (rényi),
loving care for parents (xidoci), and loyal ministers (zhongchén). These three concepts
associated with the Confucian discourse “appear” when another set of categories is aban-
doned or in a chaotic state - the great way (dddao), the clan (litigin), and the state. In the
context of this chapter, the way clearly means “order”.3! The nature of this order is not
specified, although it obviously is one that existed prior to the advent of Confucian val-

26 Léu Yulie 2008: 43-45.

27 There is, however, an important textual problem. The second line of this chapter is missing from
Ldozi Guodian manuscript C (see Cook 2012: 311-313). Some modern editions (e.g., Chén Giiying
2009) omit it based on the GD manuscript. The following discussion of this chapter shows, among
other things, that its parallelism and overall meaning would work better without the second line. The
inclusion or omission of this sentence, however, does not make a difference to the argument here.

28 'Wang Bi: “Six relations’ refer to the relations between father and son, older and younger brothers,
husband and wife” 7, 225~ Ji 26 KA. See Lou Yulie 2008: 43.

29 See Xin shiz 8.4. Jid Yi 2000: 317.

30 For example, Liézi' 1.10: “There are people who leave their native village, part from their kin, abandon
their family business, roam in the whole world and do not return back — what kind of people are
they? 5 NEAR L, B/ SH, BESEE, IR TR, AL ABL? In: Yang Béjun 1979: 27.

31 The complexities of the meanings of the word ddo are discussed below in this paper.
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ues and institutions (and is thus “more natural”). This understanding of the ideal social
order is in tune with many instances of the word ddo in the edited context (of the Laozi
as a whole). The same can be said of the “clan” (natural organization of the large family
prior to the Confucian ordering of family relations) and the “state” (the natural, or “right”
organization of human society prior to Confucian-style government). We find numerous
instances of the clan and the state being organized “naturally” in the received Ldozi. In
sum, this chapter critiques Confucian values and institutions - they are said to appear
only when true order disintegrates. Identifying the discursive context (Confucian vs.
“Laoist”) is crucial for understanding this chapter.

The lexical problem concerning the expression litigin discussed above has an impact
on the discursive contextualization of the chapter that should not be overlooked. Some
translations of this chapter insert the following addition to the text: “When the great
way is discarded, [the idea of] morality appears” (they also amend the third and fourth
sentences in a similar way).3? The insertion of “the idea of” (or “the concept of”, “the
demand of”, etc.) suggests that the “natural” conditions stated in the left column of the
text3? already include the Confucian values stressed in the right column (probably in
a “spontaneous’, non-discursive way). It is as if Confucian family relations already existed
in a “natural” state in the ideal human society, and the decline represented by Confucian-
ism was just a less perfect way to the same goal marked by defining specific values and
enforcing their realization in human society.

It is crucial to note that this common approach to the chapter is, first, brought to play
solely by reading liuqin as ‘six family relations’. As we have seen, this reading is based on
medieval commentators, Wang Bi above all. If litigin means ‘six family relations’, then
the Confucian web of human relations is present already in the “natural” state, at least in
rudimentary form. If we, however, read this expression as ‘the clan’, then there is noth-
ing necessarily Confucian about the dao-clan-state triad. Second, the reading of Daoist
texts as a sort of “spontaneous Confucianism’, in the sense that they share values with it
but differ in the ways to implement them (spontaneously by human nature in the Ldozi
or Zhuangzi, by enforcement in Confucian texts) is a specific discourse developed by
xudnxué X2 thinkers in the third century CE. Wang Bi’s commentary, the origin of
the “six family relations” commentarial entry to the litigin sentence, was one of the most
important texts promoting this discursive practice.

Thus, two different discursive contexts are established for the chapter by choosing
one of the two possible explanations of the expression litigin. In one, the chapter is read
simply as a critique of Confucian values. In the other reading, it is not a critique of the
Confucian values as such but only of a certain way of implementing them in human
society.

In the following, I will go through chapter 1 of the Ldozi sentence by sentence and
term by term and try to distinguish the possible contexts into which we can read the
chapter.

32 E.g., Henricks 2000: 112; Sehnal 2013: 139; Kral 1994: 49.
33 Except the second line, which is omitted in GD manuscript C.
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Dao ké dao, féi chdng dao. Ming ké ming, féi chdng ming. 38 W38, JEH 1, 444, JE
W

(1) dao &

The character J& refers to two words, ddo (written also &) and ddo.34 Ddo means ‘to
guide, lead’” (somebody). Dao as a noun means ‘way’ in the physical sense (road), and
it also has several abstract meanings, including ‘method’ (the correct way to do some-
thing), ‘order’ (the correct way of doing things implemented or realized in human society,
the human body, or the natural world), and ‘teaching’ (the correct way of doing things
expressed in words). As a verb, ddo means ‘speak’, and it has several other verbal mean-
ings linked to the concept of ‘way’: ‘regard as the right way’ or ‘follow as the right way’,
‘walk through’, and ‘to be in conformity with the right way’.

When denoting the natural world order, dao is often used in a context traditionally
understood as “Daoist” and associated primarily with the Ldozi.3> In this discursive con-
text, ddo refers to hidden principles of the world (of reality as whole) and simultaneous-
ly to a source of life through which everything exists (sometimes even conceived of as
a metaphysical entity beyond the empirical world). In this cosmological discourse, dao
has the following characteristics:3
- It is more fundamental than other traditional cosmological categories. (It was here

before Heaven and Earth, it shelters Heaven and supports the Earth, etc.)

— It cannot be grasped with senses and cognition. (It is “empty”, “formless”, etc.)

— It has universal characteristics; it is both big and small, and so forth. (“Unroll it, and it
blankets the six directions, roll it up, and it is less than a handful”37)

- Things are born of it and raised by it; everything becomes what it naturally is by virtue
of it (“by virtue of it, mountains are high”38).

- If the ruler rules by means of the dao, the world is in order.

In sum, the ddo is omnipresent but invisible and unknowable; it is the hidden principle
or structure of reality. It is manifested in the world by the fact that the world is orderly -
mountains are high, valleys are low, animals fly, fish swim, and so forth. The dao makes
every single thing what it is. In some texts, in this context it is called the dé i, ‘the inner
natural characteristics of every being’.* The dao is universal, the dé is particular; the dé is
the dao in things.%° This world-structuring power is, furthermore, usable by the sage-rul-

34 This short description of the semantic range of ddo & is based on the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae.

35 Dao appears rarely with this meaning in the Zhuangzi 11, but it is common in some later texts, like
the Hudindnzi #FE+.

36 The most comprehensive and explicit account of this kind of cosmology is probably the “Original
Dao” chapter (Yudn dao JF38) of the Hudindnzi. See Lau and Ames 1998 for a full translation of this
text.

37 “The Original Dao” (chapter 1 of the Hudindnzi). In: Lau and Ames 1998: 60-61.

38 Ibid.: 62-63.

39 Dé has several interrelated meanings: ‘the inner natural characteristics of every being’, ‘inner power’,
or ‘charisma’. All these meanings refer to substantial features of a thing or a person as manifested out-
wardly. The most common meaning, ‘charisma’ or ‘virtue’ of a ruler, indicates ruling by moral qualities
(as manifested outwardly), in contrast to ruling by force.

40 The idea is explicitly expressed in this passage in “Techniques of Mind I” in the Gudnzi (the text is
corrupted, as is usual in the Gudnzi; in the following, various amendments and alternative readings
have been proposed, according to Rickett 1998: 77 and Li Xiangfeng 2004: 770-772): “The dao of
heaven is empty and without shape. Being empty, it cannot be bent. Being without shape, it cannot be
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er and can be implemented to make order in human society as well (the meanings of
cosmic order and method of government are typically interrelated). In the following,
I call this ddo-based cosmology the “cosmological discourse”.

When reading and translating early Chinese texts, it is often very difficult to distin-
guish this cosmological discursive context from more common usages of the word dao -
a specific order or method. Moreover, the characteristics of the cosmological dao sum-
marized above can sometimes be applied to a specific dao as well. For example, in chapter
30 of the Gudnzi, we read the following:

EHBNZ M I, B IR A =AM .2 Bt BHGA A HFE, A
s

Hi o

The way [of right government] truly produces men but it is not inherent in them. The sage
kings and enlightened rulers are those who are good in understanding this and guiding
them [the people] properly. Therefore, there is a constant way in governing people and there
are constant models for producing wealth.*!

In this passage, we learn of the “constant way” (chdng dao), and there is also a verbal
use of the word ddo. Both these features can be reminiscent of the first line of the Ldozi.
It is only through the context of the chapter that we learn the ddo here means a specific
and practical method of government of a (broadly speaking) “Legalist” nature. Ddo here
clearly refers to specific methods of government only. Despite this, in another section of
the chapter, the ddo is said to have an “empty set-up” (xit shé iz 7%) - it exists only when
embodied in the right ruler, and it cannot be embodied in reality and thus known to
everyone. The image of the hidden and mysterious way pervades many discourses on
government, not only the cosmological discourse.

In the Ldozi, we find clear examples of the cosmological discourse but also many sec-
tions describing a way of government where the presence of the cosmological discourse
cannot be ascertained. The following example from chapter 25 is definitely an instance of
the cosmological discourse:

AR, SRt [...] AIRAAR MRk B NHIEA, T2 FIE, A2 HHE K.
There is a thing born out of chaos, preceding the birth of heaven and earth. [...] It can be
regarded as the mother of the world. I do not know its name but when forced to designate
it, I call it “the way”. When forced to name it, I call it “great”*?

opposed. This is why it permeates all things and does not change. Dé is the abode of dao. All things
obtain it to live. The living beings obtain it so that they can perform [the behaviour allotted to them
by] the essence of ddo. Therefore ‘dé’ (= the natural characteristics of a given thing) means ‘dé’ (=
obtain). “To obtain’ refers to the [characteristics] things obtain so that they are what they [naturally]
are. When ‘doing nothing’, it is called ddo. When abiding in things, it is called dé. This is why there is
no difference between dao and dé? K23, jif HIRT o iz AR, A RIS o7, SREFIT (37, MORR B
WA EEE 2 &, IS LU LIS DURE 2 K S8 E 15, 15, HABATR LA,
DU 2 7838, 5.2 2 ETE, HoE 2 BUEEERS, In: Li Xidngféng 2004: 770.
In Hénféizi 20 (chapter “Analysis of Lioz{, Ji¢ Ldo fi#€), a similar argument is made by using the
opposites of dao and Ii B (= ‘structure’). In: Wéng Xianshén 1998: 146-147. For a Czech translation,
see Zadrapa 2011: 275.

41 Gudnzi 30. In: Li Xidngféng 2004: 563. The character £ in the original edition has been amended to
4, according to Li Xidngféng 2004: 563.

42 Ldozi 25. In: Lou Yulie 2008: 62-63.
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The following introductory sentence from chapter 37, however, can clearly be read in
two ways:

EHE LTINS EEARET .2, BYIRE L.
(1) The true way is constantly doing nothing and still nothing is left undone. If the dukes
and kings were able to keep to it, the myriad things would get civilized by themselves.

Or:

(2) The true way is to constantly do nothing and still nothing is left undone. If the dukes and
kings were able to keep to it, the myriad things would get civilized by themselves.*3

The idea of “doing nothing” in the Ldozi can be applied to both the way and the ruler,
and in this chapter both readings are possible. The import of the text is not changed much
by choosing one translation over the other. We must be aware of the fact, however, that
the former translation brings into play the cosmological discursive context, while the
latter employs just the common meaning of a governance method.** This is an important
difference, which can be less clear in and have more important consequences for the
translation of other passages.

Most interpreters of the Ldozi consider chapter 1 a clear instance of the cosmological
discursive context. This view can be supported by the immediate context of the chapter -
the “nameless” is described as “the beginning of all things, the mother of all things” These
formulations clearly place the chapter within this cosmological discourse. The actual
instance of dao in the first line can, however, still refer to specific governing methods.
Choosing one of the discourses makes an important impact on the translation and even-
tually the whole meaning of the translated text. It will be demonstrated below.

The verbal form of ddo in the first line of the Ldozi can be translated in several ways:
the way that can be spoken of, the way that can be walked, the way (the method of doing
things) that can be followed, and the way that can be regarded as the true way. It is proba-
bly impossible to contextualize the expression ké ddo, since it is not a part of a distinctive
discourse. When trying to assess the possible translations of ké ddo, we must turn to the
modifier chdng, which can shed more light on it.

(2) chang &

Understanding the meaning of the modifier chdng (chdng dao) in chapter 1 of the
Ldozi'is no less important than comprehending other terms. This word has several inter-
related meanings that all refer to regularity and predictability (= regular, as a rule, con-
stant, enduring, normal, common, ordinary). Since ddo means ‘order’, the first choice for
translating chdng dao should probably be “regular, unchanging order” (or regular “way”,
of course). This might fit well into the context of many other expressions conveying the
meaning of stable order (“regular laws”, for example, chdng fi #1%).

43 Ldozi 37. In: Lou Yulie 2008: 90-91.

44 The method of governance can be derived from the model of cosmological dao, which it clearly is
in many instances in the Ldozi. It does not change the important fact, however, that two different
discourses are employed.

73



Chdng can also be used as an abstract noun meaning ‘regularity, regular procedure,
regular principles’. Consider these two examples from the Hdnféizi:

B2 NG EEN A H Rz, B 2 BRI 22

The duke Mu [of Qin] asked him: “T have heard about the way but I have never seen it with
my own eyes. I wish to hear about the regular principles by which the enlightened rulers of
the ancient times gained and lost their states”4>

M ELUEA R, IR A,

Therefore the former kings took the way as the regular principle and the laws as their basis.*®

These two sentences belong to a discourse (represented by the Hanféizi and many
other texts) that emphasizes the importance of regularity in governance. The “way” (ddo)
is a natural part of this discourse, and its regular implementation in government is appre-
ciated.

The Ldozi lacks comparatively clear passages. Sometimes, chdng is positive, but the
immediate context is never clear. Chdng can also be negative, however, like in this passage
from Ldozi 49:

BENIEH O, DA OO
The sage does not have a constant mind-set. He takes the people’s mind-sets as his mind-
set.47

This sentence brings into play another discourse, one associated with Legalist and
Daoist writings, but above all with those texts that are traditionally labelled as “Huang-
Lao”#8 This attribution is not without its problems,*® but, for the sake of convenience, in
the following I will call this discourse the “Huang-Léo discourse”. One of the principle
ideas in this discourse is the absence of the ruler’s “mind-set” (that is, intentions, plans,
etc.), while the activity of the ruler rests in reacting to outer impulses only. In this dis-

45 Hdanféizi 10. In: Wang Xianshen 1998: 70.

46 Hdnféizi 19. In: Wang Xianshen 1998: 126.

47 Ldozi 49. In: Lou Yulie 2008: 129.

48 The attribution of specific texts to “Hudng-Lao” is extremely problematic, and in this paper I refer to
“Huang-Lao” as a type of discursive practice present in various texts classified usually as either “Dao-
ist” or “Legalist”. The most conspicuous feature of Hudng-Lao discursive practice can be described
as using “Daoist” terms in a clearly political fashion. For a more detailed discussion of the con-
tent of “Hudng-L&0”, see Chen and Sung 2014. The term Hudng-Ldo appears several times in Sima
Qian’s Records of the Grand Scribe (Shiiji 5230 as well as in the History of the Western Han (Han-
sha ¥2). Modern scholars often identify Hudng-Ldo with “Daoism”, as conceived of in these texts,
which is supposed to be the principal understanding of Daoism during the Western Han dynasty.
This is a political Daoism with a pronounced affinity for those thinkers identified as “Legalist”. For
this understanding of Huang-Lao, see Chen and Sung 2014 and other chapters related to Huang-Léo
in Liu 2014b. The concept of Huang-Lao is set against the later (Eastern Han and onwards) concept
of Daoism based on identification of the Ldozi and the Zhudangzi as the principal texts (in this cate-
gorization, a larger part of the Zhuangzi does not belong to Huang-Lao, see Liu and Wong 2014). It is
this concept of “Daoism” that is still prevalent today (and not that of Huang-L#o, which is viewed as
a distinct Western Han interpretation of Daoism).

49 For a thorough criticism of identifying the term Hudng-Ldo with Western Han Daoism (see the pre-
vious note) and a different definition of the term, see Ess 1993.
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course, it is wrong to be chdng because it is inflexible. The correct way of doing things is,
on the contrary, based on flexibly reacting to changing circumstances.

So, if we get back to the first line of the Léiozi — 18 A] JEJFH1E — how are we supposed
to contextualize ddo and chdng in this sentence? Based on lexical and syntactic consider-
ations, three possible translations emerge:

(1) Dao that can be expressed in words is not the constant dao. In this variant, the first
dao is negative, the second is positive (“the true way”). Chdng is positive too (the correct
way is constant or regular). This reading assumes the true ddo to be a regular principle
or procedure, and it may be understood in the cosmological discursive context as well as
in the context of specific governing methods. In this reading, ddo refers to regularity in
nature and in human society.

(2) Dao that can be followed (or: walked, regarded as the true dao)Y, is not regular dao.
In this reading, the first dao is positive (the true dao), and “chdng dao” is negative (regu-
larity is unwelcomed). Again, the meaning of ddo can be either cosmological or refer to
governing methods.

(3) Dao that can be followed (walked, regarded as the true dao), is not an ordinary dao.>!
This is a variant of the previous translation. Here the “true ddo” is not denied a specific
feature (regularity), like in the Huang-Lao discourse, but it is simply identified as ‘not
ordinary’. This translation seems to reference only government methods because it is
hard to imagine the difference between “true” and “ordinary” in the cosmological context.

The nature of the difference between readings (1) and (2) is significant and it must
not be overlooked. It reveals the discrepancies between two discourses that inform an
immense portion of early Chinese thought: human action based on following regular prin-
ciples versus human action based on the proper response to changing circumstances.>?
This difference pervades a huge number of texts across various strands of Chinese thought.
It is at least interesting to note that the first sentence of the Ldozi (known as a popular text
open to many interpretations) can be read in line with both these discourses.

(3) ming %

Ming means ‘name’ (noun) and ‘to name’ (verb). It also means ‘fame’ or ‘reputation’
in addition to having several other related meanings. This word figures prominently in
a broad and common discourse, that of “matching names and realities” (ming shi % &)
or “correcting names” (zhéng ming IE.%4).53 This discourse is spread across a vast range
of different texts of differing traditional classifications. It is concerned with proper “nam-

%0 These possible translations have the same impact on the meaning, and we need not distinguish them.

51 This translation was suggested by Sehnal (2013: 80-82). Sehnal typically reads obscure passages in
away that rids them of any reference to a discursive context and establishes a sort of “down-to-earth’,
common sense interpretation. Cf., for example, Sehnal’s reading of the first line of the famous chapter
40: “The right way produces the first thing, the first thing produces the second thing, [...], the third
thing produces all things” EE—, —4 T A= #%I%%o (Sehnal 2013: 215; translation from
Czech by Dusan Vavra).

52 The former is represented above all, by Legalism and Confucian ritualism, the latter by Huang-Léo,
the five phases, or yin-yang discourses, many Daoist texts, especially the Zhudngzi, and those strands
in Confucianism that stress the personality of the “gentleman” (jiinzi #1-) as the source of proper
decision-making.

53 For a thorough discussion of the topic of “names and realities” in early Chinese thought, see Makeham
1994.
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ing,” that is, attaching the correct names to the realities encountered or achieved. In texts
traditionally categorized as “Legalist”, matching names (that is, appointed tasks, orders,
or promises) with achievements (the results of actual work on the task) is one of the
principle methods of ruling. Confucians, on the other hand, were concerned with “cor-
recting names”. They believed that well-ordered rule depended on attaching the “true”
names to (primarily) social realities. In both cases, naming is not just a formal task of
“giving a name”. It was believed that “naming” has a direct and profound impact on order
in human society.

The sentence “ming ké ming, féi chdng ming” is one of the most abstruse in the whole
Ldozi. Its meaning is already unclear on the lexical and syntactic level. First, as was noted
by Sehnal (2013: 82-83), the common translation of “name that can be named” is gram-
matically wrong. Ming is a transitive verb and it forms the construction ‘to name (call)
somebody something’.>* Thus, a name cannot be “named”, but it can be “uttered” Ming,
however, has a different meaning. The expression “chdng ming” (constant name) is less
clear still, and it occurs nowhere else in early Chinese literature.

The sentence is parallel to the first sentence and thus should probably be read in simi-
lar syntax. This does not help much in understanding this passage, however, because the
meaning of “name” is unclear (unlike dao).

The text of the Ldozi offers a possible clue for interpreting the expression ké ming. It is
used several times in the text, and, apart from in chapter 1, it invariably refers to the dao
that “cannot be named” (b1 ké ming), that is, no name can be permanently attached to
it. There are several instances of “naming” the ddo as well, again with the characteristic
emphasis on the provisional character of such naming.

The concept of “nameless” (wiiming #%4) dao (and, analogically, of the sagely rul-
er) is a constituent of the Hudng-Lao discourse mentioned above. In texts sharing this
discourse, we can find a distinctive concept of “naming;” which bears important resem-
blance to the Ldozi. Consider the following quotation from “Cleansing the Mind” (Bdi xin
F1.0)), a chapter from the Gudnzi & .55 This text contains many difficult and probably
corrupt sections, but its basic tenet is still quite evident. The text demands cleansing and
quieting (jing &%) the mind, which must be devoid of all activity and only react to external
stimuli. The ruler is quiet, inactive, and “nameless” (wiiming) and only judges and classi-
fies (attaches “names”) to what is happening:

RUEN 26, BE U2, MIZEM %20 IEX HIR, 714 BB, % ik e I 5\ f
£

The governing of the sage is like this: He quiets his person and thus awaits what is coming.
The things come and he attaches names to them. If the names are correct, things are put in
order naturally on their own. If the names are not correct, things are abandoned naturally
on their own. If names are correct and laws complete, the sage has no business.>®

5t Bg, %2 LIl “They called him a fraud”

5 “Cleansing the Mind” is one of the four “Daoist” texts from the Gudnzi. The others are “Inner Train-
ing” (Néiyé A12£) and the “Techniques of the Mind I-1I” (Xinshi shang UM _E and Xinsha xia 0Vl
7;g). For a translation and discussion of these texts, see Rickett 1998: 15-97.

6 Bdi xin. In: Li Xidngfeng 2004: 789. The original text amended according to Li Xiangfeng 2004:
792-793. Cf. a similar passage in Hdnféizi 5: “Thus [the ruler] remains empty and still and awaits
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BEEZ N, CDEERE, FEEREN. Emm L E,

As for the former sages, their mouth was not engaged in empty rehearsing, their hands were
not engaged in empty pointing. Things appeared and they named them, and that was all.>”

AT, fEEm B KBS, HEZE, FRMBREY GEE Y, (EFE
HEEMA, MEYIFTH.

This is called being lenient towards punishments, merely stay and wait and attach names
[to things as they appear]. If [the ruler] abandons speeches about good and [instead] does
good things, the things get completed and he reverts back to the “nameless”. The capable
ones are nameless [or: without fame] and in their undertakings they are without [their own]
undertakings. They inspect going and entering and observe what things are carrying.8

In this text, the ruler is engaged in “naming’, an important constituent act of his ruling
practice. The ruler, however, remains hidden (“nameless”, or perhaps, “without fame”),
and the act of naming is presented as a spontaneous activity based on the nature of things
and the circumstances of their appearance. The ruler’s naming lies in properly reacting to
situations at hand, without a rigid pre-established concept of naming. The ruler’s being
“nameless” can simply stress the fact that he is the source of naming (and is not “named”
himself). It can also refer to his being without reputation. The ruler certainly engages in
undertakings, but nevertheless he enacts them in such a way that his subjects have no
knowledge of his ruling activity.

Can this analysis of the meaning of ming % be of any help when reading chapter 1
of the Ldozi? Let us check the translations of the second line against the translations of
the first line stated above. Both are clearly parallel in the original and that is our main
guideline to the abstruse second line.

(1) Dao that can be expressed in words is not the constant dao. This translation of the
first line is commonly followed by the straightforward parallel line: The name that can
be named is not the constant name.>® However, I really cannot see what this translation
is supposed to mean. It is devoid of any context, even edited context.®® I find the parallel
between ddo and ming in this rendering hopelessly obscure and I see no way to solve this
problem.!

what is coming. He makes names name themselves and things fix themselves. Because he is empty he
understands the true essence of things. Because he is still, he understands the movements of things.”
WERRRLURE, T4 Hinth, %%E%iﬁo HERIIE 215, ARSI E B In: Wang Xianshén 1998:
26. For a Czech translation, cf. Zadrapa 2011: 126.

57 Bdi xin. In: Li Xiangféng 2004: 802.

38 Bdi xin. In: Li Xidngfeng 2004: 794.

59 Cf. Lau 2001: 3; Krebsova 1997: 29; Kral 1994: 39.

0 As noted above, the problem of bis ké ming exists in the edited context but always in relation to dao,
not “name”. Additionally “constant name” does not appear in the Ldozi or anywhere else.

6l Tt must be noted, however, that Wang Bi’s commentary (probably the oldest extant commentary to
chapter 1 as a whole) puts forth this exact rendering. Nevertheless, Wang Bi seems to be putting the
commentarial entry in a way that deliberately avoids the problem: “A way that can be spoken about
and a name that can be named refer to a demonstrable process and created shape, but not to their
Eternal. This is because their Eternal cannot be spoken about and cannot be named?” P &2 38, A] %4
2%, FEEIEY, JEEE M, HANRTHE, NR[#4 4, (tr. Wagner; see Wagner 2003: 120-121). Wang
Bi comments on both dao and ming simultaneously and, moreover, takes ming as actually referring

°
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(2) If we read the first line as referring to governing methods (and, by extension, to
the cosmology of the ddo as well), we could arrive at the following translation, which
stresses the ordering activity of the ruler in the social world: The way that can be fol-
lowed (or: walked, regarded as the true way) is not a constant (regular) way. The names
that can be regarded as true (right, correct) names are not regular (rigid, pre-established)
names.

The Hudng-Lao discourse, employed in this translation, puts to the fore the activity
of the right ruler. The way is something to be followed by the ruler and it is not fixed —
the point is in responding flexibly to the changing circumstances. The “names” (or the
ruler’s act of naming) refer to the same order-making activity described more explicitly
in the above passages from the Gudnzi chapter “Cleansing the Mind”. Again, the point is
in flexible ‘naming’ according to the situation at hand.

The reading of the first sentence does not exclude the presence of the cosmological dis-
course in the text. The way that is followed by the ruler can still be the cosmological ddo,
which would assume a close parallel between the functioning of the ddo and the ruler.
This is well-attested in the Ldozi as well as in other texts. In this reading, the cosmological
meaning of the dao (the undifferentiated source of the differentiated, empirical reality) is
linked with the concept of naming, which is analogous (naming as making order in the
otherwise undifferentiated social world).

This translation has an undeniable advantage - it constructs a clear understanding of
the parallel of dao and ming that is so strongly suggested by the original text, it constructs
the parallel completely in all three positions of dao and ming, and, above all, it places
the Ldozi passage into a discursive context in which the terms and concepts used in the
passage have a well-attested and well-defined meaning.

Wit ming, tian di zhi shi; you ming, wanwii zhi mii. 6%, K2 05 G4, 8.2 Bk,

(1) wii ming 44

The expression wii ming is found several times in the Ldozi, as well as in many other
texts. Wil ming can mean ‘without fame’. As for the discourse of attaching proper names
to realities, there are two possible lines of translation: “unnamed” or “being without nam-
ing”. The former refers to the dao, or the position of the ruler. The latter refers to the
dao’s and the ruler’s lack of ordering activity towards the world. Both are common in
Daoist texts and the Hudng-Lao discourse.

Furthermore, we can distinguish two basic connotations of wii ming found in differ-
ent contexts: negative and positive. Negative connotations (it is wrong to be “unnamed”
or “without naming”) can be found in texts occupied with the need to properly name
things, either in Legalist or Confucian fashion. Being “without proper naming” refers
to a disordered society and chaotic state. In the Gudnzi, for example, we find the fol-
lowing:

to named things (“created shapes”). In this reading a particular dao (process) and a particular thing
both have their “that by which” they are created, called by Wang Bi “chdng” (Eternal), among other
expressions. It demonstrates a common feature of Wang Bi’s commentarial practice — reducing the
plethora of (often obscure) images of the Ldozi into a well-defined set of terms. Cf. Vavra 2006.
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HIEAG, HErRlEL, ERAE, Bt EE .

When the naming is correct, there is order. When the naming is deviant, there is chaos.
When there is no naming at all, there is death. This is why the former kings valued proper
naming.5

Positive connotations (it is good to be “unnamed” or “without naming”) can be
encountered in many Daoist texts and in the Hudng-Lao discourse. In these texts, being
‘unnamed’ is a desired state but only for the ruler and the ddo. The ruler is expected to
keep in hiding and it is precisely his hidden position (“not being there”: wii f) that
enables him to rule properly (and “name” properly, which can be interpreted as ‘not
naming’).

In the Ldozi (besides in chapter 1), the expression is invariably linked to the position
of the dao or the ruler (or both):

Chapter 32:

EH Y A, R NRAER . (REAREST .2, BV HE.(...] tafl a4, 2 7REE
A, RINERILE, FEATLAAYA,

The dao is constantly without naming.%* Although it is small in its simplicity, nobody in the
world can subdue it. If the dukes and kings could keep to it, all the things would respect-
fully submit on their own accord. [...] When we start to regulate things, names/naming
will appear. Names/naming being already there, we must know how to bring it to a halt.
Bringing it to a halt is the way how to not get into danger.®*

My translation of the first sentence, “the ddo is constantly without naming”, already
presupposes the “naming” discourse being at play here. Of course, the translation might
as well be “the ddo is constantly without name”. However, the whole context of the chapter
(the immediate textual context) strongly suggests the activity of “naming” as a means to
bring the world to order (the ddo does it without naming; the ruler cannot dispense with
naming but must be able to stop it in time).

The juxtaposition of wii ming and you ming in this chapter presents an important
edited context for chapter 1. We will get back to it below.

Chapter 37 includes another interesting instance of wii ming in the Ldozi:

EHF S TS IR EAREST .2, BV Bt (EMATE, Bz LIRS 2 8%
2Kk, IR AL, K TR EE

The dao is constantly without action and still nothing is left undone.® If the dukes and kings
were able to keep to it, all the things would get civilized on their own accord. If they get civi-

62 Gudnzi, chapter 12, “Cardinal Sayings” (Shi ydn 1 ). In: Li Xidngféng 2004: 242.

63 Other possible translations are “The dao is constantly without name” and “The right way is to be
constantly without name/naming.” The translations differ in whether they stress the dao or the ruler,
and the state of being nameless or the (lack of) activity of naming.

64 Ldozi 32. In: Léu Yulie 2008: 81.

5 Or “The right way is to be constantly without action and still nothing is left undone.”
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lized and desires still emerge, we will restrain them by means of simplicity without naming.
Simplicity without naming will surely lead to absence of desires. If [we] do not [deliberately]
desire to quiet them, the whole world will get stabilized by itself.®6

This chapter is in many ways parallel to chapter 32 quoted above. Here, wii ming is
explicitly associated with the ruler’s activity, which supports the idea of “naming” as
a plausible framework for translating ming. Being “without naming” is in this chapter
the correct attitude on the part of the ruler that can prevent the world from reverting to
chaos. “Naming”, on the other hand, would be harmful.

(2) you ming §%4

This expression is opposite to wii ming and refers to the presence of fame or names (or
the act of naming). In the Ldozi it occurs twice, in chapter 1 and chapter 32. Chapter 32
brings important edited context for chapter 1; you ming is clearly presented in chapter 32
in the context of “naming”, a governing activity of the ruler (see above).

(3) shi U and mui
In chapter 1, shi’ (‘beginning’) and mii (‘mother’) are paralleled:

The absence of names/naming is the beginning of heaven and earth.  #&%4, K24,
The presence of names/naming is the mother of all things. T4, B2 R,

Wit ming and you ming are evidently opposites. “Beginning” and “mother” should thus
be read as opposite expressions in the same manner. “Absence of naming is the beginning
of heaven and earth” can be read straightforwardly in the cosmological discursive con-
text. The cosmological state before heaven and earth must be an undifferentiated state
before anything was “born” and thus “named” (put in proper cosmological order). The
relationship between you ming and “mother” of all things is more complicated.

The expressions shi and mii are similarly linked in chapter 52:

KB, s K Mk BHSHEAL, DUTE T, BUNHE T, B HAL, 1Bk,

The whole world has a beginning that can be regarded as its mother. Once we get to the
mother, we understand her progeny by it. Once we understand the progeny, we get back to
hold on to the mother. Until the end we will not be in danger.¢

The chapter makes clear an important distinction between “beginning” and “mother”
because it makes explicit the close connection between the mother and the progeny, that
is, in the cosmological framework, between the origin of things and the things. While
“beginning” seems to be simply a beginning (an undifferentiated state before heaven and
earth were born), “mother” refers to that beginning too, but stresses another aspect: the
beginning retains a mother-like contact with the world of which it is the beginning and
the mother.

6 Ldozi 37. In: Lou Yulié 2008: 90-91.
67 Ldozi 52. In: Léu Yulié 2008: 139.
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This difference is well in tune with the wi ming-you ming distinction. “Beginning”
belongs to wii ming (nothing yet there), while “mother” belongs to you ming, the differen-
tiated state (the empirical world being there). In other Ldozi chapters, we find yet another
similar distinction - that of ddo and dé. Again, ddo is associated with the “beginning’,
while dé refers to the nurturing aspect.®

As for the “naming’, both the cosmological context and the Hudng-Lao context are
possible frameworks of this part of chapter 1. Naming can be cosmological (the birth of
things from the undifferentiated state) or connected to ruling (the birth of naming, that
is, governing). Moreover, it cannot be excluded that both these discursive contexts can
be applied at once.

Gi1 chdng wii yi, yi guan qi miao. Chdng you yi, yi guan qi jido. WU TERR, DUBIH
s HEATR, LABLEDY,

Compared to the previous section of chapter 1, this one seems to follow a similar par-
allelism in juxtaposing chdng wii yi: H &A% and chdng you yi k. “Being constantly
without desires” can thus be understood as parallel to wii ming and “being constantly
with desires” as parallel to you ming. The expression wii yii appears several times in the
Ldozi in two immediate contexts: First, it is recommended to the ruler to keep the people
“without desires” (wi yit).%° Then, the ddo is said to be, or the ruler is required to be,
“without desires” in order to rule properly.”?

“Being constantly without desires” is meant to “observe its subtle points” (guan gi
mido BIHEND), “being constantly with desires” leads to “observing its fringes” (guan qi
jicio BAEL). Tunderstand gi F here as referring to dao (the beginning and mother of all
things), following most of the interpreters of the Ldozi, whether pre-modern or modern
ones.

The word mido can mean ‘mystery’, ‘subtlety’, and ‘the subtle points of something’. It
typically refers (just like its synonym, wéi %) to something difficult to grasp by discur-
sive thinking but crucial to understanding the given problem. Thus, I understand it as
‘subtle points), that is, that what is crucial to the way and difficult to understand. It can be
understood only in the specific state of “being without desires”

Jido is a rare word found in chapter 1 and its interpretations vary widely. The only
guidance we have is the parallelism of the text: jido should be opposite to mido. In this
respect, it can mean ‘to be marginal, peripheral’, similar to the much more common mo
K (tip of a branch). Thus, I understand “observing the fringes” as insight into the fur-
thest manifestations of ddo in the world. Together “observing mido and jicio” refers to the
capacity of observing reality, from its most minute subtleties the things originate in, up
to the furthest fringes of reality’s development.

68 See Ldozi 10 and 51. In: Léu Yulie 2008 2008: 22-24; 136-137.
% Ldozi 3. In: Lou Yulié 2008: 8.
70 Ldozi 34, 37, 57. In: Léu Ytlié 2008: 85-86; 90-91; 149-150.
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Ci liding zhé, tong chii ér yi ming, tong wéi zhi xudn. Xudn zhi you xudn zhong midao

zhi mén. BLRH, [N, 2 K K2 X Z, Jibz M.

The last sentence of chapter 1 of the Ldozi can be understood on the basis of lexical
and syntactic analysis and the immediate textual context.

I present my translation first: “These two emerge together but differ in name. Together
I call them mystery. Mysterious, and mysterious again, the gate of many subtleties”

I believe the interpretation of this final section is in fact the simplest of all from chap-
ter 1, no matter how abstruse it may at first sound. The “two” can refer only to the repeat-
ed parallel “twins” from the previous part of the chapter: wii ming - you ming, shi - mii,
witi yu — you yu. On the basis of the previous analyses it has already been repeatedly
stated that these all express the twofold nature of the dao: it refers both to the primordial
undifferentiated state before heaven and earth and to the nurturing state of “mother” of
ten thousand things.

Conclusion

On the basis of the above analysis I present my own translation of chapter 1 of the
Ldozi:

The way that can be regarded as the right way is not a constant way.

The names that can be regarded as the right names are not constant names.
The absence of naming is the beginning of heaven and earth.

The presence of naming is the mother of all things.

Therefore, by being constantly without desires we observe its subtle points,
By being constantly with desires we observe its fringes.

These two emerge together but differ in name; together I call them mystery.
Mysterious, and mysterious again, the gate of many subtleties.

As we have seen throughout this paper, almost every line of this text can be translated
in many ways. The translation presented here is thus one of many possible. The most
important thing about this translation is not the individual decisions themselves but the
way the decisions were made, by contextualization. Two types of contextualization were
crucial in producing the translation: first, textual contextualization within the chapter
(the chapter is interwoven with parallelisms that play a crucial role in the chapter’s con-
struction of meaning), and second, discursive contextualization (the first four lines were
translated by finding context for its terms in other related texts).

Discursive contextualization must be emphasized as the most important method used
in the translation. Several discursive contexts have been suggested for various terms in
the text, especially for dao 18, ming %, chdng ', and wii ming % Discursive contex-
tualization is based on a reading of the Ldozi as a part of larger discourses common in
Warring States philosophical thought. The advantage of this approach lies in the disam-
biguation of the abstruse lines in chapter 1 of the Ldozi. While not denying the ambiguity
of this piece of text as such, the paper argues that the concrete solutions offered for the

82



ambiguous text can convey a clear-cut and well-established meaning within the proposed
discursive context.
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PARABLE AS A TOOL OF PHILOSOPHICAL
PERSUASION: YUYAN & & IN THE ZHUANGZ]

IN THE CONTEXT OF LATE WARRING STATES PERIOD
CHINESE LITERATURE
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ABSTRACT

Yitydn is an important part of the legacy of pre-Qin Chinese literature,
and is widely used in persuasive texts of the late Warring States Peri-
od. These narratives closely resemble Western parables, especially of the
New Testament tradition. The author discusses in detail the history and
uses of the term yitydn, and its definitions and interpretations in modern
Chinese research, concluding that ‘parable’ seems the closest English-lan-
guage equivalent of yiydn. The famous philosophical work Zhuangzi is
central in this discussion. The author discusses the persuasive function of
the parables in Zhuangzi, and points to several distinct features of these
narratives compared to other works of the period. These include wide
occurrence of purely imaginative texts in a quasi-mythological setting,
structural complexity, and the intriguing ‘self-portrait’ of the legendary
Zhuang Zhou. As such, parables in Zhuangzi should be treated as a dis-
tinct group within the wider parable tradition of China, retaining the
original name of yiiydn.

Keywords: Zhuangzi; yuyan; parable; fable; persuasion; pre-Qin literature;
Warring States Period literature

From the perspective of literary analysis, the Zhuangzi is the product of a particular
historical period, deeply rooted in the wider context of stylistic developments in Warring
States prose. As such, it exhibits certain traits that make it “typical” despite its unques-
tionable uniqueness. Perhaps the most visible connection between the Zhuangzi and oth-
er works of the period is the preponderant use of ytiydn 5, usually short narratives
with allegorical content, which have been defined in numerous ways and have often been
labelled as “Chinese fables”. In the present article I shall attempt to examine distinctive
traits of yuydn in the Zhuangzi and argue that the word parable seems far more suited for
rendering the term yiydn in English in its modern understanding. I shall also reflect on
the unclear identity of yuydn, which to some scholars form a separate, independent liter-
ary genre, while to others they represent just one of many rhetorical or stylistic devices for
instruction or persuasion. Yirydn form about two-thirds of the content of the Zhuangzi
as we know the text today. Thus, it contains more yuyan than other largely parable-based
works, such as the Hin Féizi #JFF, the Zhangué cé BX[ETR, and the Liishi chingii =
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[XAF The yiydn in the Zhudangzi are very distinct, and in many ways differ from those
in the other texts. The purpose of this paper is to discuss these differences in the wider
historical and stylistic context.

Yuydn research

Much has been written about yiiydn in the last forty years or so, although it seems that
the topic has mainly attracted researchers from the PRC and Taiwan but not so many
sinologists from outside the Chinese-speaking world. Starting with Wang Huanbiao and
his early, ground-breaking work from 1957, and followed by Gong Mu 1984, Ning Xi
1992, and especially Chén Puqing 1987 and 1992, a whole group of researchers who have
published dozens of monographs and hundreds of articles devoted to pre-Qin parables
has emerged. Most of this research concentrates on literary analysis of yuydn, treating
them as representatives of a separate genre or at least of a distinct device employed widely
by writers of the fourth and third centuries BC.

Scholars have proposed numerous definitions of yiiydn. Although no one denies the
fact that the term itself was first used in the Zhudngzi (Chapters 28 “Metaphors” and 33
“All Under Heaven”),? the modern understanding of yiiydn rests heavily on the ancient
Greek tradition of the fable, which somewhat adds to the general terminological confu-
sion. Let us briefly examine the whole situation.

The original definition of the term yuydn presented in the Zhuangzi is as follows (in
Victor Mair’s translation): “borrowing externals to discuss something. A father does not
act as a matchmaker for his son” (original: ji wai lim zhi; qin fir bi wéi qi zi méi ¥&5Vem
2o A ) (Mair 1998: 217). This definition is typically interpreted through
three commentaries:

1. ‘borrowing from the outside’ (jie wai fE41), as explained by Gué Xiang Z5 of the Jin
dynasty;
2. ‘transferring to others’ (ji zhi tarén 752 ftfi \), as explained by Chéng Xudnying /il %

T of the Tng;

3. ‘as people do not believe us, we entrust others with it’ (yi rén bt xin ji, gui tué zhi tarén

PINME B, #EEZ M), as phrased by Gué Qingpan ZLEHE of the Qing.3

And so, the traditional understanding of the term yiydn as used in the Zhuangzi is
‘to say something indirectly in order to make it more understandable or credible’. Here,
most Chinese authors also evoke the expression ‘to speak of something, meaning some-
thing else’ (ydn zdi ci ér yi zai bi Z TEILIMEATIK), which was first used by Qing dynasty
member of the literati Ye Xi¢ BE&£ (1627-1703).4

L There is also the Liézi 51|, which exhibits many similarities to the Zhudngzi and in half consists of
yuydn, but because it is a later compilation of miscellaneous texts, it shall not be discussed in detail
in the present paper. Of course there are also many other Han dynasty and later compilations that
contain pre-Qin parables, especially the Hudindnzi, the Yanzi chungin, and the Shuoyuan.

2 All English translations and references to chapter titles and passage numbers in the present paper are
after Victor Mair’s translation of the Zhuangzi (1998). Transcriptions of Chinese words have been
changed to pinyin.

3 All three commentaries can be found in Gu6 Qingpan’s edition of the Zhuangzi (1974).

4 See Ye Xié and Jising Yin f§ 5 2014. It is worth notlng the existence of interesting parallels between
such an understanding of yiydn and the Shijing 7€ and Wénxin didoléng SCUNMESE tradition of the
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Unfortunately, like several other terms found in the Zhuangzi, yuydn is not used in
other known works of the period. In fact, even though in the Zhangué cé, the Hdn Féizi,
and other texts we find stylistically similar passages to the yiiydn of the Zhuangzi, the
term yuydn does not appear in any of them. Han Féi calls his series of parables chiishuo
f##7, meaning probably ‘collected stories’. The character i (pronounced as shui) is also
used across several works of the period with the meaning of ‘persuade’.” In the Zhan-
gudce, the authors of parables are called bianshi Ei1o, shuishi 812, or shanshuizhé E5
#, terms J. I. Crump renders as “persuaders” and which further attest to the importance
of the character Fft in this context. Finally, in the Han period compilation Shudyuan &t
41, in the “Shanshuo” ¥ chapter (perhaps better rendered as “Shanshui”), we can find
an interesting anecdote devoted to none other than Zhuang Zhou’s favourite rhetorical
adversary, Hui Shi E/jfi. He is portrayed as someone notorious for the constant use of
pi & in his speech. When the king of Wei asks him to speak without using pi, Hui Shi
declines, and responds with another pi, explaining:

RATE, 18 DCRFT IR AT A, T ARTZ,

The persuaders use what is known to explain what is unknown, so as to make it known (Lu6
Shaoqing and Zhou Fengwii 2009: 350)

But what is pi? In modern literary studies, pi is understood to mean ‘metaphor’. We
know, however, that historical use of this and other terms indicate very flexible, or broad
semantic fields. Here, I believe pi relates not just to metaphor, but to allegorical commu-
nication as a whole, as do yuydn Fii =, piyt "Z Wi, byt LLHT, and other terms used across
Chinese literature throughout the ages.” Although these terms were used with much
ambiguity, Chinese authors seem to have been highly aware of the phenomenon of alle-
gorical communication and to have consciously used different tools of indirect discourse.
There was, however, no consensus on the terms to describe such discourse, and the word
yiiydn B 'S was used only in the Zhuangzi.

It was only in 1902 that yiiydn made a great comeback in the Chinese language. This
term was used in the title of the first Chinese translation of Aesop’s fables by the famous
translator Lin Sht #4F (assisted by Yan Qu &%), who chose to call his work Yisuo
yiydn (FEE S (Aesop’s yiydn). In 1919, writer Mao Duin 75 & (orig. Shén Déhéng 71
E15) published the first collection of similar texts from the Chinese literary tradition
under the title Chinese yiiydn HB{E 5. From this time on, the term yiydn was used to
denote both European fables and various Chinese narratives, including fables, parables,
folk stories, and historical anecdotes. This is probably the reason behind the tendency of
Chinese scholars to explain the newly conceptualized yiydn tradition of ancient Chinese
literature using the English term fable. In fact, only a small number of preserved pre-Qin
ytydn can be categorized as proper fables as understood in modern literature studies.

simile and the metaphor (bi L', xing ). Also, the whole Chinese dictionary and leishi £E=5 tradition
of defining through words close in meaning and through analogy contains similar logical traits.

5 According to the Thesaurus Linguae Serica (TLS), the character &ft should be pronounced shui rather
than shuo when it has this meaning.

¢ See Crump 1996.

7 Chén Ptqing (1992: 1-2) in his discussion on yiiydn also evokes the term yinydn & 5 used by Lit Xié
S5 in Wénxin diaolong SOUERE.
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Therefore, as I argue later in the paper, the term parable seems much more fitting as the
English-language equivalent of yiydn.

The terminological ambiguity in classical Chinese discourse should not be surprising,
as we can find exact parallels in ancient Hebrew and Greek traditions. In both, there are
numerous texts stylistically and functionally similar to the yiydn of the Zhuangzi and
the Warring States tradition of the parable as we understand it today. In Greek, the terms
parable (parabolé) and allegory (allegoria) were often used interchangeably to describe
allegorical texts (Czerski 1993: 211); other terms used in a similar context include enig-
ma, symbol, and metaphor.® The key term in the Hebrew tradition is masal (masal), but
its meaning also oscillated between proverb, maxim, and parable (see Swiderkéwna 2006:
127). In New Testament exegesis, masal specifically denotes the parables of Jesus, which
clearly stem from Hebrew tradition but form a group of texts with distinct traits of their
own. Finally, through the combination of Greek and Hebrew Biblical exegesis a con-
nection was made between the Greek parabolé and the Hebrew masal. In fact, the term
masal is translated as parabole for the first time in the Septuagint, the first translation of
the Old Testament into Greek (and at the same time into any European language). Today,
both Greek parabole and Jesus’s masal as recorded in the New Testament are commonly
referred to as parables.’

Perhaps due to a certain reluctance of Chinese researchers to engage in Biblical stud-
ies, connections between pre-Qin Chinese parables and Jesus’s parables contained in
the New Testament are rarely made. At the same time, however, the Greek tradition
of Aesop’s fables is commonly evoked by Chinese scholars, even though Aesopian lore
differs greatly from Chinese yitydn, or rather, the Chinese yiiydn is a much broader term
than the English fable. Chén Piqing in his study of world parables Yiiydn wénxué lilun.
Lishi yii yingyong (Literary theory of the yuydn. History and usage) does mention the Old
and New Testament traditions (Chén Puqing 1992: 262-266), but fails to find similarities
between Jesus’s masal and the Chinese yiydn. But the similarities are striking, both on
the stylistic level, as well as in terms of social and rhetoric function.!? Let us quote Ruben
Zimmermann’s definition of the New Testament parable, which is perhaps the best one:

A parable is a short narrative (1) fictional (2) text that is related in the narrated world to
known reality (3) but, by way of implicit or explicit transfer signals, makes it understood
that the meaning of the narration must be differentiated from the literal words of the text
(4). In its appeal structure (5) it challenges the reader to carry out a metaphoric transfer of
meaning that is steered by co-text and context information (6) (Zimmermann 2009).

This definition perfectly corresponds to the characteristics of the yuiydn, with only one
minor difference: the reality of the narrative. Zimmermann further explains:

A parable demonstrates a close relationship to reality... That which is narrated in parables
could have indeed taken place in that way... Parables are clearly different from fantastic

8 Domaradzki 2013: 59. For a similar discussion in English, see Cernuskova 2016: 138.

9 See Bartnicki (2010: 231-239) for a detailed discussion.

10 Unfortunately, a more in-depth comparative analysis of Chinese yitydn and New Testament parables
falls outside the scope of this paper.
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narratives (science fiction) or apocalyptic visions. This relationship to reality also differen-
tiates them from fables, in which, for example, animals or plants can speak and act anthro-
pomorphically or from myths, which extend beyond the general world of experience (ibid.).

As we shall see below, many Chinese yiiydn, especially in the Zhuangzi, are deeply
rooted in the imaginary and are far from real human experience.

Does this discrepancy discredit in any way the usage of the term parable in the context
of Chinese yuydn? I argue it does not. In Western literary studies there is a strong consen-
sus that ancient Greek parabolé and New Testament masal, regardless of their differences,
can be commonly called parables. While Chinese pre-Qin short narratives conceptu-
alized as yuydn by modern Chinese scholars include some texts that could be perhaps
better defined as fables or fantasy tales, they do not overshadow the bulk of the preserved
yuydn, which conform to Zimmermann’s definition. Therefore, the close resemblance of
the Chinese yiiydn tradition to Greek and Hebrew parables indicates that the use of the
term parable in the Chinese context is fully justifiable.

The Zhuangziand pre-Qin parables

As mentioned above, the Zhudangzi belongs to a group of texts that demonstrate ample
usage of parable as a tool of instruction or persuasion. In this respect, the Zhuangzi is
part of a wider phenomenon that made its mark on the prose of the fourth and third
centuries BC. Although most Chinese scholars trace the history of the parable back to
the metaphors of the Yijing 7% and the Shijing 5#$11, the earliest examples of parables
in their full, mature form can be found in the Méngzi i ¥-.

The appearance and popularity of the parable in the third century BC is the effect of
two processes. On one hand, the rise of this genre bears witness to the rapid development
of prose and discursive writing. Starting with the writings of Mozi 22 and Shangjinshii
%72, philosophical texts from the fifth to the third century BC became increasingly
personalized and direct. Rather than merely preserving the verbal utterances and oral
teachings of the masters, they began to function as truly discursive prose, written to be
read, and building argumentation aimed at persuading readers rather than listeners. This
change is demonstrated by the marked difference between works such as the Liinyii Fiae
and much of the Méngzi on one hand, and, on the other, highly personalized and strongly
persuasive works such as the Xiinzi %+ and the Hdn Féizi, where we almost feel as if
we are debating their authors, Xtin Kuang %j{/t and Hén Féi ##JF, respectively. Almost
without exception, the later into the third century a text comes from, the more persuasive
and the more personal it becomes.

The second factor behind the rise of the parable is closely linked with the first, but it
is of a sociopolitical nature. With the increasing mobility of educated elites working as
advisers, strategists, diplomats, and ministers of kings and nobles, competition for the
most lucrative posts became the dominant force shaping the careers and lives of these
erudite experts. Also, with growing tension between the states, and the emergence of

11" See Wang Huanbiao 1962: 8, Gong Mu1 1984: 28-32, Chén Puqing 1998: 6, and others.

89



Qin as the most powerful and expansive kingdom, the demand for knowledge among
the rulers rose as well, as expertise was viewed as the most effective way to strengthen
one’s influence and preserve one’s rule. As explicitly shown in the Zhdnguo cé, parable
became a popular tool of persuasion used in political and diplomatic discourse. More
than ninety parables have been preserved in this book, in addition to a similar number
of other passages that use some form of indirect, metaphorical speech. Together, they
comprise nearly one-third of the Zhdngud ce.

The Liishi chingiii contains far fewer parables. This intriguing almanac was ordered
by Lli Buwéi 51~& and was intended to have an instructive function for the Qin ruler;
it therefore exhibits a very orderly structure in which there is only limited space for per-
suasive discourse.

Lii Buwéi and Han Féi lived just before the brutal climax of the unification process of
‘All under Heaven’ under Qin rule in 221 BC. Zhuang Zhou, as we believe, lived a century
earlier, when Qin did not yet dominate the political scene, but when the kingdoms were
already engaged in ruthless rivalry and warfare. From this perspective, the wide use of
yuydn in the Zhuangzi falls within the general tendency of prose from the period.?

So what exactly are the traits of a pre-Qin parable? Some easily noticeable characteris-
tics enumerated by earlier scholars (but ones which are by no means distinctive), include
1. brief form: these parables can be as short as one sentence and rarely develop into sev-

eral paragraphs;

2. embedded nature: most parables are embedded in longer narratives, usually the dia-
logues of historical characters;

3. concentration on human characters, rather than animals or imaginary characters: his-
torical or legendary figures are usually evoked, as are the “common types” of contem-
porary China, such as “a man from Song”

There are, however, many exceptions to these generalizations. For example, many
yuydn in the Zhudngzi are long, and not all are embedded. In the Hdn Féizi the majority
of them function as fully-independent texts. Also main characters are not always human.
In the Zhuangzi they can be inanimate objects and imaginary beings, while the Zhanguo
cé includes several fable-type animal stories.

Because formal descriptions failed to define Chinese parables successfully, in the late
1980s and in the 1990s scholars turned primarily to two aspects of such texts: their narra-
tive form and allegorical content (Chén Puqing 1987: 4). Other researchers also explored
philosophical and moral messages (Ning X1 1992: 4, also Li Fuxuan and Li Yan 1998:
4-5). Thus, pre-Qin parables were found to be narrative in form and persuasive in their
mode of communication. Their primary function is not informative, but rather instruc-
tive. They communicate a certain moral, philosophical, or political truth through indirect
means (such as metaphor or allegory).

More recently, however, researchers in China, such as Rdo Léngstn (2001), Chang Sén
(2005), and Lin Wénqi (2006), have questioned such definitions as well, pointing out the
open nature of pre-Qin parables and their complex and unobvious communicative value.

12 See especially Gong Mu 1984: 71, and Chén Puqing 1992: 199-202.
P y g qing
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How do the yiiydn of the Zhuangzi fit into the picture? Not particularly well it seems.
The vast majority of pre-Qin parables is built around historical or legendary figures and
events that contemporary readers were familiar with.!3 The Zhuangzi rests heavily on
characters from mythology or those that we often cannot place exactly in any known
context. Jian Wa J& & and Lidn Shu 3#£{ from chapter 1, Nanguo Ziqi Fd #0545 from
chapters 2, 4, 6, 24, and 27,14 Qin Shi 222K from chapter 3, Béhiin Warén & A
from chapters 5, 21, and 32, Buliang Yi M2 from chapter 6, and many others figures
concreate the world of the Zhuangzi, but are hardly present in any other pre-Qin con-
texts.!> Of course, numerous parables are built around well-known characters: kings,
hermits of ancient times, and especially Confucius and his disciples (there are no less
than thirty-seven yiydn in the Zhuangzi with Confucius as one of the main characters).
Nevertheless, we can see distinctly that the bulk of yuydn in the Zhuangzi do not origi-
nate from the historical anecdote tradition, but are clearly creations of a literary genius
of unmatched imagination. Thus, they differ greatly from the strongly political Zhangué
cé and from works which are built on the vast, historical knowledge of their authors, the
Hdn Feizi and Liishi chungii.

Another aspect that makes analysis of the yuydn in the Zhuangzi somewhat problem-
atic is the fact that not all of them can be clearly interpreted from the didactic or even
persuasive point of view. We have no trouble explaining why the authors of the Zhangué
cé, the Hdn Feéizi, and the Liishi chiinqgiii use particular parables. They are either well
embedded in historical context (as in the Zhangud cé) or in discursive context (as in the
Hdn Féizi and the Liishi chunqii). The Zhangué cé usually reveals the actual practical
effect of a given parable (for example, a ruler changing his decision about an important
issue or the increased effectiveness of a given action). In the Hdn Feéizi’s “Chuishud’, para-
bles are grouped according to topics, which make their persuasive goal extra clear. In the
Zhudangzi, on the other hand, the reader is often left in the dark as to the true persuasive
intention (possible interpretations?) of a certain yuydn. Let us just mention two passages
about Nanguo Ziqi (passage 4 of chapter 6 “The Great Ancestral Teacher”, and passage 9
of chapter 24 “Ghostless Xu”) as two examples of texts that can be interpreted in several
ways and cannot be reduced to simple tools of rhetoric persuasion.

The Zhuangzi is a very special piece of literature in respect to its use of parables as
well. This fact was pointed out by Rdo Longstin (2001), who calls for separating the yiiydn
tradition in the Zhuangzi from all other pre-Qin parables. Rdo concludes that in the
Zhuangzi, the yuydn function as a separate, independent genre, while in other texts of the
period parables (in his words “zhizi yiiydn 755", or ‘parables of the masters’) are
nothing more than a persuasive, stylistic device (Rao Longsun 2001: 200-205). To further
underline this difference in the English language, I propose using the term parable to
describe all pre-Qin allegorical narratives as defined by Zimmermann, and reserving the

13 In this way they fit closely with Zimmermann’s definition of “fictional text that is related in the nar-
rated world to known reality”; see Zimmermann 2009.

14 The alternative names of Nanbé Ziqi #4{H 1%, Nanbo Zikui #4{H 2%, and Donggué Ziqi HRES T
%5 probably refer to the same person.

15 With the exception of the Liézi, in which many of these characters also appear, including Nanb¢ Ziqi
Fi{AF%t and Béhan Warén {HEE A. These commonalities are not surprising because both texts
share many passages and show close affinity in theme and style.
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untranslated term yuydn to refer to the very unique parable tradition of the Zhuangzi. In
this way, the term yuydn can symbolically “find its way back” to the original context in
which it first appeared in the Chinese language.

The unique traits of the Zhuangzi’s yuydn

The yiiydn in the Zhuangzi possess three unique features that set this work apart from
other writings from this period: the wide occurrence of purely imaginative narratives in
a quasi-mythological setting, structural complexity, and the intriguing “self-portrait” of
Zhuang Zhou himself.

Eighteen yuydn in the Zhudangzi can be labelled as “pure fantasy”, nine of which are
hardly in any way connected with ordinary human experience. They epitomize literary
creativity and imagination. Perhaps the most widely known are the short passages about
boring holes in Wonton (Handun J#iill; Zhudngzi 7.7) and the Amorphus (Xiangwing
5[¥) finding the Yellow Emperor’s lost pearl of mystery (Zhudngzi 12.4). Without elab-
orating too much on the content of each of these fascinating and intriguing passages, let
us just list the main characters: Penumbra and Shadow (Wanglidng [“#i and Jing &,
respectively; 2.13; 27.6), Anonymous (Wamingrén %4 \; 7.3), Vast Obscurity (Héng-
méng #55%; 11.5), the Wind (Féng J&; 17.2), Wearcoat (Piyi #74<22.3), and Nonexistent
Existence (Waydu fiE5; 22.8).

The form of these passages is consistent with other parables, but the content puts them
on a completely new level of abstract thinking. As such they have absolutely no parallels
in pre-Qin literature. This small sample from chapter 22 “Knowledge Wanders North”
demonstrates their unique nature:

Resplendent Light inquired of Nonexistent Existence, saying, “Master, do you exist or do
you not exist?”

Not getting an answer to his question, Resplendent Light looked at the other’s sunken, hol-
low appearance intently. For a whole day, he looked at him but couldn’t see him, listened to
him but couldn’t hear him, groped for him but couldn’t grasp him.

“The ultimate!” said Resplendent Light. "Who else could attain such a state? I can conceive
of the existence of nonexistence, but not of the nonexistence of nonexistence. And when it
comes to the nonexistence of existence, how can one attain such a state?” (Mair 1998: 220)

Some yiiydn in the Zhudngzi are embedded in larger narrative passages, as is the case
with other texts of the period, and are clearly used to enhance the persuasive force of
argumentation. This device is often employed in the Zhdngué cé, where parables usually
depend heavily on specific situational context. In the Zhudangzi, on the other hand, many
yuydn function as fully independent texts. Some, such as chapters 30 “Discoursing on
Swords” and 31 “An Old Fisherman” in their entirety, can even be considered short stories
of their own right.

There are, however, many others that are shorter and embedded in larger narrations.
Apart from the more typical form of embedding present in the Zhangud cé and other
pre-Qin texts, some yitydn in the Zhudngzi are embedded in a very intricate way. In three
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instances, two separate yydn are placed in the very same passage.'® The last passage of
chapter 19 “Understanding Life” contains an interesting example of “double embedding”
The whole passage is written as a parable and tells the story of one Siin Xitt £&{K, who vis-
its Bian Qingzi J/ B asking for instructions. After Siin leaves, Master Bidn converses
with his students, and answers one of their questions using a yziydn on a bird kept captive
by the ruler of the L state. This yiiydn is embedded in the whole passage, which itself is
a typical yuiydn, hence the double embedding.!”

Perhaps the most interesting internal passage structure found in the Zhudangzi is that
of the very opening. The first two passages contain one yuydn each, but these yuydn are
embedded in a complex structure, which can be broken down schematically as follows:

1. story 1: Kiin and Péng
. story 2: Péng
. example 1: boat versus mustard seed = a question of scale
. yuydn 1: cicada and dovelet versus Péng
. example 2: going for a trip to the suburbs versus a long journey = a question of scale
explanation
. example 3: mushroom = short life
. example 4: locust = short life
. example 5: tortoise Dark Spirit = long life

O 0N ORI

10. example 6: cedrela tree = long life
11. example 7: Progenitor Péng = short life, a question of scale
12. story 3: Kiin and Péng

—
w

. yutydn 2: marsh sparrow versus Péng
. explanation
. example 8: Master Song = a sage, but also limited
. example 9: Liézi = a master, but also limited
. concluding message: “the ultimate man has no self, the spiritual person has no
accomplishment, and the sage has no name” (Mair 1998: 5-6)

Three versions of the story of Péng and Kan are provided, and the notion of scale and
point of view is illustrated through no less than nine different examples and two yiiydn
(or perhaps two versions of the same yiiydn).!8 These two passages arguably offer one of
the most complex narrative structures found in pre-Qin prose. Also, one cannot help but
wonder how badly the concluding message fits into the whole philosophical argument.
This attests to the fact that the text as we know it today must have gone through numer-
ous editorial changes.

As observed by Li Fuxuan and Li Yan, the Zhuangzi’s yiydn feature one more unique
trait in comparison to other works of pre-Qin prose - the intriguing “self-portrait” of
Zhuang Zhou himself.!? In other texts of the period, authors appear in two ways: they

e el
N O U

16 These are the following passages: 17.4, 20.5, and 24.5.

17 For some reason, the passage is excluded from this chapter in Victor Mair’s translation of the Zhuang-
zi, whereas it is present in all main Chinese editions of the text.

18 Example is a simple device drawing parallels and showing similarities. It thus differs from parable due
to lack of narration and, most of all, lack of allegorical content.

19 1 Fuxuan and Li Yan 1998: 102. Given the complicated history of the Zhuangzi like that of any other
ancient Chinese text, the presumed “self-portrait” has to be understood as a quality of the text, not
necessarily as the “autobiography” of one single author.
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are either interlocutors in dialogues or their appearance and behaviour is described
indirectly by their disciples, who in this way build his image. We can find hundreds of
examples illustrating the first case, as a large part of pre-Qin philosophical and political
prose is in the form of dialogues. The second case is clearly visible in the Liinyii, where
Confucius’s habits (his refusal to sit on an unevenly spread mat or to nap during the
day), behaviour towards others (sympathy, forgiveness), character (humour, eagerness
to study), and so forth are recounted by disciples. But it seems that only in the Zhuang-
zi can one encounter the presumed author as a consciously created literary character.
Twenty-seven passages are devoted to Zhuang Zhou, not including the description in
chapter 33 “All Under Heaven’, which is clearly a later addition. Ten of them explore the
relationship between Zhuang Zhéu and Hui Shi E2/iff (Huizi 2£+) and record (often
with much humour) their philosophical disputes. Others give anecdotes about the mas-
ter, which of course might not be true (it is almost certain that most of them are later
interpolations), but that paint a vivid picture of the eccentric thinker.

Zhuang Zhou is portrayed as a hermit who despises fame and career and looks down
on authority; he prefers to fish in the Pu River rather than accept a post at the court of
Chti (Zhuangzi' 17.5) and refuses a similar offer likening it to a sacrificial ox prepared for
slaughter (32.13). He is portrayed as a sage indifferent to death, whether his own (32.14)
or that of his dear wife (18.2). He understands human minds and hearts perfectly, ridi-
culing the pride and cowardice of “sages” (21.5) and exhibiting mistrust towards the true
intentions of despotic rulers (32.12). Finally, he is pictured as a person full of sharp wit
and inner pride despite suffering poverty (20.6, 26.2, 32.5).

Two other interesting passages can be found in chapter 20 “The Mountain Tree”. In the
first one, a disciple challenges Zhuang Zhou about the contradictory experiences of “the
usefulness of being useless” (or “worthlessness and worthiness” in Mair’s rendition). Two
examples are given — one of a big, old tree and one of a pair of geese. The tree is not felled
by a woodcutter because of its seeming uselessness as a source of timber. One of the two
geese must be slaughtered. When a host has to choose which one of the two to butcher, he
chooses the one that does not honk, as it is, in a way, “less useful” than the other one. And
so, while a tree survives because of its uselessness, a goose loses its life for the very same
reason. Zhuang Zhou laughs and admits that there is no absolute recipe for success in his
teachings: “I suppose I'd rather find myself somewhere between worthlessness and wor-
thiness... [although] it can’t keep you out of trouble” (Mair 1998: 187) Another anecdote,
similar in tone, is recorded in passage 8 of the same chapter. Zhuang Zhou watches ani-
mals hunt one another, each forgetting about its own safety while pursuing prey and thus
falling victim to bigger predators. Ironically, he does not notice that by focusing on the
animals he is making exactly the same mistake; he is caught in the act by a park watchman,
who takes him for a poacher, and needs to flee. Zhuang Zhou is shown as a keen observer,
but also as an absent-minded and perhaps slightly clumsy man. Both passages are humor-
ous, painting a very friendly, down-to-earth, and humble picture of the poet-philosopher.

In this context the yiydn of the Zhuangzi demonstrate a very unique approach to the
notion of the author, who not only tries to instruct or persuade us through the use of
allegorical narratives, but also decides to “walk into” the very stories themselves. It would
be difficult to find similar parables in the Hdn Feizi or the Liishi chiingiii. There is but one
similar narrative in the Zhangué cé, “Zéou Ji féng Qi wang na jian 5325 EANEE” in
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the first chapter of the Qi Strategies, where Zéu Ji #= recounts to King Wei of Qf what
happened to him at home and uses the story as a tool of persuasion. It is, however, just
a singular example, and one which structurally resembles a humorous anecdote more
than a typical parable.

Conclusion

Parables as defined by Ruben Zimmermann occur in many major pre-Qin works of
literature, including the Zhuangzi, which through the wide use of yiiydn proves to be well
anchored in the history of discursive prose of the fourth and third centuries BC. At the
same time, the ytiydn tradition in the Zhudangzi, with its focus on the imaginary, diverges
somewhat from Zimmermann’s definition and is also clearly distinct from other pre-Qin
parables. Therefore, treating the yiiydn in the Zhuangzi as a very special type of Chinese
parable seems fully justified.

While discussions continue among scholars on whether pre-Qin parables as such can
be treated as a separate literary genre or rather as a stylistic device only, the yiydn of the
Zhuangzi, whether a separate genre or just a tool of instruction, arguably represent the
highest literary achievement of the time. The yitydn develop in the Zhudngzi in a par-
ticular, spectacular way. They demonstrate a complex and heterogeneous structure, an
unrivalled richness of themes, and the unmatched imagination of the (real or presumed)
author, whose intriguing “self-portrait” is presented to the reader. Most importantly, the
yuydn of the Zhuangzi usher in a new standard of philosophical prose, where all limits
on form, imagination, and concept are lifted. Thus, the yiiydn in the Zhudngzi prove to
be much more than mere tools of persuasion, but rather a way to move philosophical
essay-writing to new realms of imagination and abstract thinking.

At the same time, the Zhudangzi’s yuydn do not cease to be highly effective rhetorical
devices. The images created, whether it be the huge, “useless” tree or the many others
not mentioned explicitly in this paper, make a lasting impression on the reader and are
indeed exceptionally persuasive.
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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a preliminary discussion of the status of translation
practices embedded in the commentarial entries of the Yuan dynasty
anthology Du lii yanyi #1##% [Explanation of the Meaning of Du
Fu’s Regulated Verse] by Zhang Xing 55/ The research moves from
a definition of ‘translation’ that extends beyond the prototypical dis-
course on the relations between different languages to encompass more
varied discursive processes and products within a single language and
more extensively within the field of metaliterature. As a case study, the
paper examines the characteristics of the commentarial entries appended
to two poems of the sequence “Qiu xing ba shou FXJi/\ 5™ [Stirred by
Autumn] in the anthology Du lii yanyi. It analyses how the commentarial
notes are related to units or whole portions of the poetic prototext, and
for what purpose. As a result, the paper brings to light the juxtaposition
and the combination of two fundamental approaches to the mediation of
the prototext: one leaning towards commentary by way of explanatory
reformulations, and the other leaning towards translation in the form of
imitative reformulations.

Keywords: Commentary; intralingual translation; prose reformulation;
simplification; Du lii yanyi; Du Fu reception

The process of diachronic translation inside one’s own native tongue is so constant, we per-
form it so unawares, that we rarely pause either to note its formal intricacy or the decisive
part it plays in the very existence of civilization.

George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 1998, 29-30.

I would like to thank Olga Lomova for her positive and unflinching support in writing this article
and her accurate and helpful remarks on a previous version of the text and all the translations. I also
thank Maria Franca Sibau for her timely help in sending me a copy of Brian Holton’s translation of Du
Fu’s “Qiuxing ba shou” sequence published in Renditions. I am grateful to Rainier Lanselle for sharing
with me many reflections on aspects of translation while working together on the project “Intralingual
Translation, Diglossia and the Rise of Vernaculars in East Asian Classical and Premodern Cultures”.
Obviously, I am fully responsible for the ideas conveyed in this study. Unless otherwise indicated,
translations in this study are my own.
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Steiner’s quotation in the epigraph reminds us that matters of translation are relevant
not only to the relationships between different languages, but also, and to some extent
in a very pivotal way, to phenomena within a single language, hence the significance of
intralingual translation.! Steiner addresses this issue from the point of view of diachronic
variation, but his perspective can be validly extended to other dimensions (diastratic,
diamesic, diaphasic) as well.

These phenomena, as Steiner suggests, go mostly unrecognized, or at the very least
underrecognized, and above all they are rarely discussed in terms of “translation”. To
some extent this neglect downplays the role of translation as a fundamental communi-
cative practice within any given linguistic and cultural reality, and in some cases it may
constrain the study of the past to a “monolingualism” that is hardly plausible.

In ancient and premodern China, as in other civilizations, translation practices in
the form of glosses, paraphrases, and rewritings represented a common component of
scholarly work in the commentarial tradition. In literature on commentaries, however,
the study of these practices as translational phenomena and their significance in terms
of translation practice are relatively marginal topics, usually relegated to a secondary
level. In this study, I contend that these phenomena deserve more attention and that
the analysis of the different approaches to verbal reformulations within single texts or
larger groups of texts could yield valuable (albeit still hypothetical) information on the
nomenclature of the commentarial tradition in diachronic and synchronic perspective.

In this paper, I first propose a preliminary outline of the theoretical framework of my
research approach and then move to an analysis of the commentary on the poems of the
sequence “Qiuxing ba shou” F i/ \ 5 (Stirred by Autumn) by Du Fu 1 H (712-770) in
the Yuan anthology Du lii yanyi 18 %% (Explanation of the Meaning of Du Fu’s Reg-
ulated Verse, hereafter DLYY) by Zhang Xing 5 /%. Rather than being a point of arrival,
this study aims to represent a point of departure for more elaborate analyses of the status
of translation practices within commentarial literature.

Commentary, translation, and metatext

In the last two decades, increased interest in studying the role of commentaries in
ancient and premodern China has emerged in the West. This interest sprang from the
observation that commentarial writing represents, as highlighted by Gardner, “a stan-
dard, even dominant, mode of scholarly and philosophical discourse for Chinese litera-
ti”, and that research into the long and dynamic traditions of literary and philosophical
writings “must begin - in a systematic and historically sensitive manner - to take account
of the vast commentarial corpus” (Gardner 1995: 397). Therefore, several publications
examining the characteristics of individual or collected commentaries that shed light on
the position of this genre in the traditional system of scholarly writing have appeared.

In critical discourse, however, commentaries are commonly discussed in relation to
exegesis and hermeneutics, while minor attention is paid to their relevance to matters of

1 The notion refers to the categorization of the translation types advanced by Roman Jakobson in his
seminal 1959 essay on the linguistic aspects of translation. See Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic
Aspects of Translation”, reprinted in Jakobson 1987: 428-435.
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translation. The term translation, for example, considered both as process and as product,
is rarely indexed in scholarly works on commentaries, while, on the other hand, research
on translation and translation history seldom refers to data retrieved from commentarial
literature. There are, however, a few notable exceptions, such as the works of Wagner
(2000, 2015). In his study of Wang Bi’s commentary on the Laozi, Wagner singles out
translation, and more specifically “intralingual translation’, as a fundamental commen-
tarial strategy, while in a more recent paper he openly advocates the need to discuss
matters of commentary and translation within the framework of the communication
process, highlighting the role of commentators as “brokers of meaning” alongside trans-
lators, teachers, and other professional figures. As he aptly observes, “the translator and
the commentator plow the same field” (Wagner 2015: 490).

The idea that commentary and translation are proximate, similar fields was not
unknown in premodern criticism. We find an interesting instance of this perspective in
the opening remarks to the chapter on xiaoxue /[N (philology) in the Dongshu dushuji
FHENGEZE R (Records on Reading by the Eastern School) collection by Qing dynasty
philologist Chen Li B (1810-1882):

A, e TSR E, 2 AR SRR A &, WA, AR, flRERS
AR NIEZR, MR G B, BpE A ARG, A BRI RE R BIAN4RE, AR HIRER &
SUEE, Fragis L, JIEhz kR 12

Glossing (gui &) is like ancient (gt T7). Languages from past and present are different; to
connect them is to allow people to understand.? In time there are past and present, as in
space there are East and West, South and North. They are distant from each other, and
therefore their languages are not mutually comprehensible. In case of spatial distance, there
is translation; in case of time, there is glossing. Through translation it is possible to consider
different countries as fellow villagers. Through glossing it is possible to consider past and
present as morning and evening. This is what is called to connect them. How great is the
achievement of glossing!

Chen Li builds his argument on the authority of Kong Yingda fL#H:% (574-648) and
his view on lexical glossing, but he further enhances it by noting the comparability of
glossing and (interlingual) translation (fanyi #l7%) in terms of motivating causes and
intended outcomes. However simplistic his formulation might be, there is merit in his
suggestion that commentary and translation are similar in the communicative function
they aim to achieve in a shared awareness of distance? and dissimilar in relation to their
primary focus on either time or space.> The use of the term tong i is in my view par-

2 Chen Li, “Xiaoxue,” in Dongshu dushuji, juan 11, 1a. Digital edition of the text in Beijing University
Library available at https://archive.org/details/02096557.cn (accessed 25-06-2016).

3 This quotation is from Kong Yingda’s subcommentary (shu) to Mao’s edition of the Shijing (Maoshi
zhengyi, juan 1). See http://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=84776 (accessed 03-03-2017).

4 According to Cesare Segre, a third fundamental dimension must be added to the chrono-geographical
one. This third dimension is culture, and together with time and place it envisages an “epistemic dis-
tance”: “Commentary is the gauge of difficulties in communication. The most obvious case is that of the
chronological or geographical distance between sender and receiver: ancient texts or texts in other lan-
guages are most frequently embellished by a commentary. We could talk, more aptly, of epistemic dis-
tance: it would consider the cultural distance, alongside the chrono-geographic one”” (Segre 1993: 264).

> It may be of interest to note that, in a short essay dedicated to the theme of communication and
society, Roman Jakobson defines in very similar terms the role of language as a communicative tool:
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ticularly interesting because, while it conveys a sense of channeling and connecting, it
also entails the removal of hindrances - that is, things that may prevent the possibility
of knowledge.®

Besides a communicative dimension, commentary and translation also share a com-
mon metaliterary (Holmes) or metatextual nature (Popovi¢, Torop), or in other words,
both activities (as processes and as products) have a second-degree relationship with
a (real or presumed) text or group of texts.” The perspective elaborated by Holmes is
particularly relevant for the subject of this study because in his analysis of the variety
of metaliterature that a poem can accumulate, he explicitly places prose translation and
verse translation (or the metapoem) in a contiguous position, at the intersection between
interpretation and literature.

Commentary and translation are therefore in a relation of similarity because they
strive for the same communicative function and are also in a contiguous position from
the perspective of the kind of relation they establish with a text. It is from this perspective
that I aim to consider their interplay in the premodern anthology Du lii yanyi.

Reformulation in the commentarial notes of the
anthology Du lii yanyi

DLYY is an anthology of 151 poems selected from the corpus of Du Fu’s heptasyllabic
regulated poetry.® Each poem is followed by a commentarial note written by the hand of
Zhang Xing, a late Yuan dynasty scholar hailing from Jiangxi who probably flourished
in the middle of the fourteenth century. The work is also known by the alternative
titles Qiyan liishi yanyi 1.5 #F{#E# (Explanation of the Meaning of Heptasyllabic
Regulated Verse) and Du lii giyan yanyi #1115 1578 (Explanation of the Meaning
of Du Fu’s Heptasyllabic Regulated Verse); extant editions of the anthology date to the
Ming dynasty. During the early Ming period, a very similar work started to circulate
under the name of the more famous Yuan poet Yu Ji [£%£ (1272-1348) with the title
Du lii Yu zhu #113:E7¥. However, arguments against the authenticity of this work and
its attribution to Yu Ji, and claims upholding authorship by Zhang Xing, were already
formulated at the end of the fifteenth century (see Zhong Zhiwei 2005: 263-267, Xu
Guoneng 2015: 68-70). It is nonetheless a fact that the edition published under the

“When speaking of language as a communicative tool, one must remember that its primary role,
interpersonal communication, which bridges space, is supplemented by a no less important function
which may be characterized as intrapersonal communication. [...] While interpersonal communica-
tion bridges space, intrapersonal communication proves to be the chief vehicle for bridging time.” See
Jakobson 1985: 98.

¢ To some extent, the term fong may offer another perspective from which to consider the process of
translation. This perspective would not be limited only to the figure of “transfer” rooted in the term
translation, which as Stecconi has pointed out can be misleading, but would also consider the condi-
tion of opening a channel for communication by removing what (at a certain time) may prevent the
possibility of circulation. For the view of Stecconi on the figure of “transfer”, see Stecconi 2004: 21.
In the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae the term fong is included in the group for ‘communicate’ (accessed
15-08-2017). I am grateful to Olga Lomova for bringing this reference to my attention.

7 See Holmes 1970: 91-105; Popovi¢ 1975 (It. tr. 2006); Torop 2010 (It. transl. 2010).

8 All references from the DLYY in this study are taken from the photostatic edition published by Tai-
wain Datong shuju in 1974.
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name of Yu Ji achieved great popularity during the Ming dynasty, in terms of number
of editions and readership,” and thus it actively contributed to the popularity of its
commentarial style.1?

Previous studies on the DLYY have already pointed out the singularity of Zhang’s work
compared to earlier collections of Du Fu’s poetry, particularly in relation to the structure
of the commentarial notes. If it is true that the large corpus of richly annotated editions
of Du Fu’s poetry that were compiled during the Song dynasty is indicative of the high
esteem in which the Tang poet was held by contemporary literati, it is also a sign of the
level of knowledge required to fully grasp the poet’s imagery and a mark of its difficulty.
As suggested by Ji Hao, the traditional form of the “annotation”, focused on explaining
difficult terms and identifying intertextual references, meritoriously pays attention to
every minute detail of each poem but at the same time might lead to the loss of the “big
picture” (see Ji Hao 2017: 107). Unlike in earlier models, in his notes Zhang limited the
use of lexical and exegetical glosses to a minimum and devoted greater effort to convey-
ing the meaning of each poem or couplet by fully or partially reformulating it in prose.

A detailed analysis of the features of the commentarial notes in Zhang’s work extends
beyond the scope of this study, and for the moment I limit my considerations to briefly
describing a typology of his commentary. Commentarial entries can be classified accord-
ing to the following categories based on specific content and style: (i) lexical and inter-
textual glosses, which provide information on specific terms and expressions or explain
literary and cultural references; (ii) brief expositions of the general meaning of a poem;
(iii) partial or full paraphrases of a poem, which consist of fragmentary prose reformu-
lations of single verses or couplets, sometimes linked through an explicit reference to the
jargon of poetic criticism (e.g., hanlian i, jielian F&Hjf, etc.), or of a paraphrase of the
whole text; (iv) explanatory notes on the formal structure of the poem; and finally (v)
references to other editions, for example, to contest the use of a particular term.!! In the
Ming dynasty edition that serves as the base of the present study, the first and the last of
these categories are usually marked with a white circle either before or after the specific
textual note to visually separate it from the more explanatory parts.

Explanatory components (particularly points ii and iii on the above list) constitute the
bulk of the commentarial entries and are arguably the defining traits of the yanyi J##%
category referred to in the title.!? In what follows I provide a description of the charac-
teristics of these components in relation to the poetic sequence “Qiuxing ba shou”, which
offers a good starting point for a preliminary investigation of the role of translation in
Zhang Xing’s commentarial approach. Being a series of eight poems, it allows the com-
parison of multiple texts, but at the same time it safeguards against the risks of working
with a large corpus. On the other hand, given its thematic cohesion, it offers the possibil-

©

The work spread to Korea and Japan.

10° See Luo Lu 2004: 320-321. On the complementarity of the two works, cf. Ji Hao 2017: 106-107.

11 Zhong Zhiwei (2005: 268-278) divides the commentarial notes into two main groups, “neizhu” &t
(internal annotation) and “waizhu” #}&% (external annotation), further subdividing each group into
different kinds.

12 T expand on this notion in a forthcoming work provisionally titled “Intralingual Translation and the

Making of the Yanyi Textual Category”, which is part of the project “Intralingual Translation, Diglossia

and the Rise of Vernaculars in East Asian Classical and Premodern Cultures” that I have developed

with Rainer Lanselle.
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ity of considering if and how the global vision of the sequence may affect interpretative
and translational practices.

The sequence is classified under the “Shixu” Ff/¥> (Time) category.!® Unlike in earlier
collections, Zhang Xing did not split the series by inserting the poems into different cat-
egories, and thus he actively contributed to highlighting the structural continuity of the
individual texts (see Ji Hao 2017: 106-107).

As I mentioned above, the explanatory part of the commentarial note is opened by
a short explanation of the general meaning of the poem, as illustrated in the following
excerpts:

1) JEbRes ] SR ok 5 1 e B Ny = 2 B T AR M S o2 (DLYY, 31)
In this poem, [the poet], inspired by the view of the mid-autumn scenery at the gorges,
touches upon his homeland in Chang’an, and in the end speaks about it in detail.
2) IHEFEFIR R B ST B R 2 5 KT .2 Y (DLYY, 32)
In this poem, [the poet], after seeing an evening scene in Kui prefecture, gazes towards
Chang’an, and speaks to the utmost about his yearning desire to return.
3) RPN AT RRCR T B G amE AR Z 2 /DM (DLYY, 34)
In this poem, the poet, because he sits in the river pavilion and sees the autumn scenery,
laments that his fate is miserable and not like his youth in Changan.
4) IFHERRZ ZBHERIERMIEERZE L2 E TR IR ELZ &
B T BRI N E B & = [...] (DLYY, 35)
In this poem, because of the disaster in Chang’an, and furthermore because of the
autumn season, [the poet] is moved and thinks back to Chang’an. From its fall by the
hand of An Lushan to the chaos caused by Zhu Ci at the time of Daizong, when the
Tibetans seized it and the emperor fled, the poet was living as a stranger in Ba and Shu
and that is why he said [...].
RS FH 22 S DR B R T 5 M 5 B R B 2 B e B R L A 25 9k
SREEIH A ORI B 2 B A B A R TR A8 ) T 1L S B (DLY'Y, 36)
In this poem, [the poet] uses the events in Chang’an to evoke feelings and in the end he
sighs over himself, full of nostalgia. During the Tang, since the “Bright Emperor” started
to venerate the “Divine Ancestor of the Mysterious Origin’, they were giving great atten-
tion to deities and immortals, but already in the third year of the Longshuo reign, when
the Emperor Gaozong remodeled the Daming Palace into the Penglai Palace, there was
already the idea of worshipping the immortals. For this reason, this piece takes matters
of immortals of the Zhou and Han periods as a source of inspiration.
6) ILFFEHhImEt (DLYY, 37)
This poem was composed thinking of the Twisting River.
7) BLEF R R S L5 S R (DLYY, 38-39)
In this poem, because of the scenery of the Kunming Pond, [the poet] sighs that he now-
adays cannot see it.
8) AP AN L S FHoE i 78735 | =T 55 B EE) | 1E L s b EE DA =
LN oK A HEER R X = N B e R m] DR R 5 (07 ) iR

5

~

13 The DLYY anthology classifies the selected poems according to twenty-one thematic categories, fol-
lowing an organizing principle that was already popular during the Song dynasty. See Ji Hao 2017: 97.
In some of his commentarial notes, Zhang Xing refers explicitly to the collection of Du Fu’s poetry
edited by Huang He #5#5 (Song dynasty), which is also thematically arranged into a total of seven-
ty-two categories. This edition probably served as the primary source of the Yuan commentator.
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M ERRE SRR L2 I G T B AR 2 B R MR e E S B E L) 1]
Ty R R A BT aE B AR iR L2 (DLYY, 40)

This poem is dedicated to the scenery of Meipi. According to the Comprehensive Mir-
ror, Guo Ziyi led three thousand cavalry from Yusu Brook following the hills to exit at
Lantian in the north-east, towards Chang’an. In the poem of “Meipi”!4 the poet says: “On
the water’s surface the moon comes out over Indigo Fields Pass” and again “Receding
downward endlessly is the blackness of Mount Zhongnan.” It is evident that Kunwu and
Yusu are places near Meipi. Purple Tower is the name of a crest overlooking the lake.
When the poet went travelling from Changan to Meipi, he had to pass through the Kun-
wu Mountains and Yusu Brook to see the shadow of the crest entering into the lake. This
is what it said: “The southern half of the reservoir is purely soaking the mountain.”

The introductory part typically focuses on the link between the contextual situation
and the poet’s feelings, and it gives contextual details useful for understanding what
stands behind the composition of the poem (as in excerpt 8 above).

The text that follows this explanatory introduction retells the content of the poem,
presenting various degrees of correlation with the first part: from more explanatory refor-
mulations, in which the commentator intervenes in the text to stress a particular point
in order to make it more evident (e.g., tracing it back to the general meaning indicated
in the introductory part), to more imitative reformulations, in which the commentator
almost withdraws from the verbal surface of the prose text and shortens (and sometimes
effaces) the distance between his explanatory text and the poem.!® It should be noted that
this last case is usually marked by the presence of a metalinguistic marker such as yan &
or yun Z at the beginning of the reformulation.’6 A continuum of options occupies the
middle position between the two forms of explanatory and imitative reformulations in
a mixed text format.

The commentarial note added to the first poem of the series presents a good example
for examining the interplay of the two forms. The poem reads as follows:

TR VR EHRAK, Jade-white dew withers and harms forests of maple trees,

AR L AR ISR e AR On Wu Mountain and in Wu Gorges, the atmosphere, bleak and
dreary.

ANENRIES SREA Between river’s margins the waves churn level with sky,

3 PR ZEREMEE,  wind-driven clouds over passes touching earth in shadow.

AR IR, Chrysanthemum clumps twice have bloomed forth tears of another
day,

A —¥H5 0 alonely boat tied up once and for all a heart set on its homeland.

HENEEMET N, Everywhere clothes for cold weather hasten ruler and blade,

FIRE I 2. Walls of White Emperor Castle high, pounding block urgent in dusk
(tr. Owen 2016: 353).

14 Tt refers to the ballad “Meipi xing” ZE[1T [Meipi: A Ballad] by Du Fu. See Owen 2016: 132-135. In
the following part of the commentarial note, the text marked off by inverted commas refers to quota-
tions from Owen’s translation of “Meipi xing”.

15 Here I adapt, with some changes, the classification of reformulations into “reformulation a visée expli-
cative” and “reformulation a visée imitative” formulated by Catherine Fuch (1994: 7-12).

16 On the use of yan in commentary, see also Wagner 2000: 276-281.
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The first part of the commentarial note opens with three glosses to explain the use of
the terms yulu 7% (jade-white dew), guyuan i[5 (homeland); Baidicheng FI75 3 (the
walled town of the White Emperor):

EEBREMA AR R i K2 SEE R AL 75 0 0 B 57 A A SRR
M (DLYY, 31)
Yulu: At autumn dew is white. Guyuan indicates Changan. The ancestors of the Du family
were in Du qu, in the southern outskirts of the city. Baidicheng: Gongsun Shu styled himself
as the White Emperor and built a walled town in Kuizhou.

The note continues with a brief explanation of the general meaning of the poem (see
excerpt 1 from the above list) and moves then to the reformulation. The underlined parts
in the following text indicate passages in which the commentator openly engages in prose
reformulation to provide causal links, additional information, and further explanations
of difficult passages, as well as critical interpretations:

B2 PR ZE R TR PR R R R 2l A LR 2 SRl R T A AR YL R IR R T 2 2
e S I R AR L SR R R %Ef%ﬂﬁﬂﬁﬂ(zz%ﬁiﬁﬁ%@r% LT RTRZR
SR NI R o e — BRI R 2 Ot H S 7] H A — B S dad& O E R T S e AT
FRER S HIFT B DR B AR MGR F AR /M R A H ElﬂiZEF‘%iZZ 4R R AT
IR ZISATERAERKK (DLYY, 31)

Dew withers maple leaves until it covers the whole forest, this means that it is late autumn.
For this reason, the atmosphere on Wu Mountain and in Wu Gorges is desolate and drea-
ry. Amid the River of the gorges, the waves dash to the heavens. Over the passes of Chu,
wind-driven clouds surround the earth. These are all indications of the desolate atmosphere.
Moved by this scene, the poet sighs to himself [that] he has already been in Kuizhou for
two years and therefore says, “the bloom of Chrysanthemum clumps, as I see them I shed
tears” Thus a lonely boat heading down the gorge still lingers here drawing together my
feelings for the homeland. Ta ri means former days’. Yi xi means ‘all along’. The heart is
at the homeland while the body is constrained on the boat. The constrained body actually
means that the heart is constrained. At the end it says, “The people are feeling the dreariness
of the autumn’s air and have started to prepare the winter clothes” Therefore, it tells of the
sound of pounding clothes in the White Emperor Castle. The weather is cold, the year is
ending, [everything] is more and more moving. How would it be possible not to express all
this in sighs and verses?

By comparing the reformulated parts in the above text with the corresponding parts
in the original poem, it is possible to observe the following:

i) recurrent shifts from connotation to denotation, as in the following cases: the term yulu
T 5% jade-white dew’ becomes simply lu &% ‘dew’, daoshang {5 ‘withers and harms’ is
reduced to the single verb dao i ‘withers’, and the expressions cui daochi f£ 7] )X ‘hasten
ruler and blade’ and ji mu zhen SN ‘pounding blocks urgent in dusk’ are substituted
by the more common terms bei hanyi §%E4< ‘prepare the winter clothes’ and dao yi 13
7 ‘pounding clothes’;

ii) the insertion of synonymous terms to intensify in a very direct manner a particular
description, as exemplified by the use of the term xiaosen 7fi#x ‘bleak and dreary’ in
the second verse, which in the reformulation is preceded by the synonym susha %
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‘desolate and dreary’, a term commonly associated with gi 5 to describe the atmosphere
during the autumn and winter seasons;
iii) some (albeit weak) instances of parallelism, as in the case of the second couplet, which
maintains a parallel structure in the reformulation as well:
YT 2 [ IREE R Amid the River of the gorges, the waves dash to the heavens.
587 FJEZEMM Over the passes of Chu, wind-driven clouds surround the earth.

The co-occurrence of these elements is particularly significant. On one hand, the prev-
alent shift from connotation to denotation is an important mark of general simplification
that indicates reformulation, and the same can be said for the transformation from poetry
into prose as well. As pointed out by Zethsen in her studies on intralingual translation,
the process of simplification centers around the parameter of knowledge and points
towards the general ability or level of expertise that is required to access the prototext
(see Zethsen 2009: 795-812). In the case of the reformulated text above, the shifts from
connotation to denotation, and to a minor extent, from poetry to prose, produce a highly
functional text, which reduces the complexities of the metaphorical language in order to
make it comprehensible and in order to allow the reader to eventually return back to that
language with a higher level of expertise.!” On the other hand, the attention, however
minimal, paid in the reformulated text to formal elements (parallelism) and semantic
amplification (i.e., the focus on the description of autumn, which is the inspirational
element of this piece and the whole series) reveals an effort to balance the predominance
of the dimension of meaning with a consideration for some basic elements of the poetic
mode (form and imagery). The fact that this balancing act is achieved within the bound-
aries of the reformulated text and its intermingling with considerations on the functional
aim of the derived text is in my view particularly relevant in terms of the translational
approach of the reformulated text.

Besides the explanatory model exemplified by the note to the first poem,!8 which
features the repeated, visible involvement of the commentator in the reformulated text,
other examples in the sequence present very minimal commentarial intervention thereby
revealing a more mimetic approach to reformulation. The commentarial notes to the sec-
ond, fourth, and fifth poems of the series can all be considered illustrations of this kind
of imitative recasting. The second poem reads as follows:

SRS HRY, On Kuizhou’s lonely walls setting sunlight slants,

ISP EE,  then always I trust the North Dipper to lead my gaze to the capital.

PEE N —=HK,  Listening to gibbons I really shed tears at their third cry,

ZAIEERE/\H%E,  accepting my mission I pointlessly follow the eighth-month raft.

EATEENRM, The censer in the ministry with portraits eludes the pillow where
1 lie,

AR BEFRAE . hill towers’ white-plastered battlements hide the sad reed pipes.

17" The possibility to immediately turn back to the original text is constitutive of the commentarial format
and has a fundamental effect on the status of translation within commentarial literature. Similarly to
bilingual editions, it envisages a way of reading that requires or stimulates constant comparison and
complementarity between the original text and the metatext. Cf. Karas 2007: 137-160.

18 Similar cases can be found in the commentarial notes added to the third, sixth, seventh, and eighth
poems of the sequence.
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sEE A _LIEFEA, Just look there at the moon, in wisteria on the rock,
ELMUMNATEIK/E, it has already cast its light by sandbars on flowers of the reeds (tr.
Owen 2016: 353).

Zhang’s commentarial note opens with a series of annotations on the intertextual ref-
erences and allusions used in the poem:

FIMIGE F AR = R 22 — B TR R A (T a e Rt U 4\ H R AR A
P FIR EHIFRBRAEEH . BEERE A MM EFLAER L AN IE5E
SELUEMMEIR T 228 DU H H 32 (DLYY, 32)

The Jingzhou ji (Records of Jingzhou) says: At the three gorges in Badong, when the gibbons
cry, those who listen end up shedding tears at their third call. Zhang Qian accepted orders
and went for his mission in the Western territories. According to the Bowu zhi (Records of
the Myriad Things), every year in the eighth month, when he saw that the raft had arrived,
he would ride to the sky. These events are not related to Zhang Qian, but the poet uses them
together every time. Hua sheng indicates the Department of State Affairs. When the Minis-
ter entered in service, two dames were allowed to follow holding an incense burner. Fen die:
On the city wall, the battlements were plastered with white clay.

Following is the introductory explanation of the meaning of the poem (see excerpt 2

above) and then the reformulation introduced by yan 5 (it says):

SN PR RN B S TSI MR R Z ARG th S bk
P — B RIRE S BAEHAIE R NRR SRR A= ST T
BRI 3Rt 2 SRR R PR A T8 B VAR ik E e NE 2 S IEhE & & LR
ZHUBRE IS R R ERERE 2 rl ARt B s R RIS 3 RO
bz A EBAem IR A HoE S AL RIAEEL (DLYY, 32-33)

Kuizhou’s walls stands isolated, at the time when the sun slants, the poet climbs upon them,
saying: “T always trust the North Dipper to lead my gaze to look [at what is] under it, wish-
ing to return to Chang’an, but still cannot achieve it yet. I've learned that at the gorges, when
the gibbons cry, at their third call tears naturally fall down from travelers’ eyes. And now
that I really listen to them while standing here, I shed tears. I've learned that in the eighth
month Zhang Qian rode the raft to accept his orders and carry out his mission. But now
that, in autumn, I am not able to return, the fact of riding the raft in the eighth month has
become pointless. Although I'am Acting Vice-Director of the Ministry of Works, I am sepa-
rated away from the censer used in the Department of State Affairs when entering in service,
because of an illness. Merely to listen to the melancholic sound of the reed pipes among the
crenellations on these towers is so sad. But this is not the only reason. A moment ago, [I] saw
the sun slanting, and now just look there at the moon above the rock, it has already cast its

light on the flowers of the reed. Light and shadow [i.e., day and night] replace one another

at such a speed, how could it not be even more sorrowful?”

Apart from the reference to the poet as gong 7 in the opening line, and maybe the
interpretative remark by the commentator disguised in the final rhetorical question, the
text of the reformulation reveals here a more marked tendency to shorten the distance
between the two texts, and between the reformulated text and the reader, to the point that
even new elements introduced for explanatory purposes, such as making explicit that
the expression fuzhen {AFL ‘the pillow where I lie’ refers to an illness that prevents the
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poet from fulfilling his official duty, are seamlessly incorporated into the text. The most
evident sign of this imitative mode is represented in this case by the recurrence of the
pronoun wo ¥ T, which is used four times in the text of the reformulation to refer to the
persona in the poem. The use of I in the reformulated text makes explicit that the persona
talking in the poem is the poet and that his voice is the one conveyed in the reformulation
as well. Finally, as in the case of the first note, in this text the parallelism of the second
couplet is reproduced in the reformulated text as well.

Conclusion

The preliminary analysis of the notes added to the poems of the “Qiuxing ba shou”
sequence in Zhang Xing’s work has shown the juxtaposition and the combination of two
main approaches to the mediation of the prototext (as well as of its author and his world):
one leaning towards a direct explanation, the other towards intralingual translation in
the form of prose reformulation. If both approaches are based on a common and fun-
damental condition of distance, they differ in the possibilities they offer to the reader to
come to terms with this condition. On the one hand stands the simple acknowledgment
of its existence and of the commentator’s role in its mediation: what is said supplements
the original to facilitate understanding, focuses on something particularly relevant, or
provides a summary outline of a portion of text. On the other hand stands the attempt
to bridge the distance by offering the reader an optional reading, saying something in
a different way. This reading reveals its translational character not just at the surface level
of meaning, but also, and primarily, at the deeper level of the residue that this meaning
creates. There is certainly an immense distance in metaphorically saying cui daochi
JJR ‘hasten ruler and blade’ and explicitly saying bei hanyi {ii3£7X ‘prepare the winter
clothes’, but once the relationship between these two expressions is established, its prop-
erties and meanings can be explored.
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FIGHTING SWAYING IMBALANCES OF POWERS:
THE TRANSFORMATION OF SPIRITUAL FREEDOM
IN TANG TALES INTO INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM

IN HOU HSIAO-HSIEN’S THE ASSASSIN
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ABSTRACT

The appearance of Hou Hsiao-hsien’s % film The Assassin in 2015
and its distinction the same year with the Best Director’s award at the film
festival in Cannes has launched an avalanche of confused and confusing
reviews in print-media and on the internet. This partly may have been
due to the gap between expectations the film’s attribution to the wuxia
genre generated in the public and what actually Hou expects from his
audience. Despite an unmistakable historical contextualisation at the heart
of power-struggling between the Tang imperial court and the ruling house
of Weibo, a state that manages to assert its de facto independence behind
a diaphanous diplomatic veil of loyalty, the story of the young female
assassin Nie Yinniang develops into a sphere of its own, which seems to
extend beyond the confines of history and strongly suggests a freedom
unspeakable within the intellectual parameter of Tang. This paper traces
back the film’s narrative based on Tang dynasty tales and its cinematic
language, and arrives at an interpretation related to contemporary social
and political topics such as the female/male body and violence. It also
touches upon the cross-strait relations’ issues and the “Western” idea of
freedom expressed in an apparently traditional Chinese narrative context.

Keywords: Hou Hsiao-hsien; The Assassin; Tang chuangi; Taiwan cinema;
gender; freedom

Although today the chuangi' “Nie Yinniang” #F& 4 has been transmitted to the wid-
er Chinese-reading public in the collection of Tang tales compiled by Wang Bijiang {1-5¥
48 in 1936 which contains many of the early literary fiction classics from late medieval
China, the text itself can hardly be called a classic in the proper sense. Rarely mentioned
by Western sinologists and so far outside the focus of traditional and modern critics from

1 The term chuangi {%# is historically complex. Here, it refers to a new genre of urban prose that
arose in the eighth and ninth centuries in the Tang capital and other major centres of commerce and
bureaucracy. Although the authors of these stories refer, or pretend to refer, to factual events and
real personalities, the intervention of “strange” (gi #T) beings or supernatural powers is the most
crucial factor in the development of the storyline. Thus, interaction between narrative and fictional
elements seems to be a defining element of the genre. However, modern twentieth-century literary
critics accentuate the fictional nature of this prose type and its innovative potential.
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East Asia, “Nie Yinniang” by Pei Xing ZE#l also indirectly questions the general preoccu-
pation with romance as a fictive prism of society’s desires that seems to be commonplace
in the modern perception of chuangi. With a single exception, the Indiana Companion to
Traditional Chinese Literature lists only amorous stories among the “notably influential”
chuangi and notes that in general “sympathy lies with young and aspiring officials or
with those who have withdrawn from the official life” (Nienhauser 1986: 356). In fact,
withdrawal from “the human world”, or from any form of social engagement, is a motif
so popular in Chinese traditional literature that even the female hero in Pei Xing’s tale
ultimately withdraws from the human realm. On the other hand, the figure of the young
female assassin, of which Nie Yinniang is the literary archetype, became popular again in
the so-called women’s fiction (niizi xiaoshuo 2Z-/\&ft) of the early twentieth century as
a symbol of modernist radicalism. In this context, the female assassin clearly stands for
political engagement in a violent sense, not for withdrawal from the human world (Tsu
2008: 167-195).

However, the fact that Pei Xing chose to depict a young woman as the protagonist in
a scenario that would otherwise be dominated by men without indulging in her erotic
charms contributes greatly to the exceptional nature of the tale. Stephen Owen in his
essay “Romance” states: “These Tang stories [of romance] do not represent the social facts
of the demimonde; they represent the culture of the demimonde embodied in fictions
that are motivated by its deepest concerns” (Owen 1996: 133). If we accept that romance
in the elite society of late-eighth-century Chang’an was understood as a metaphor for the
“deepest concerns” of society, then the meaning that unfolds in the story of the female
assassin Nie Yinniang is likely to concern unspoken thoughts, fantasies, and longings that
linger under the surface of language as a means of social communication.

It seems that director Hou Hsiao-hsien and screenwriter Chu Tien-wen approached
“Nie Yinniang” and the film’s other literary source, “The Story of Hong Xian” (Hong
Xian zhuan FUERE), attributed to Yuan Jiao E 41 (ninth century AD), from the angle
of contemporary literary criticism, putting the character of the female assassin on the
same level as the much more famous “fragile scholar” figure.? Scholars widely agree that
the experimental nature and allusive breadth of many Tang chuangi in general not only
stimulated the contemporary reader to whom they were first directed to reflect upon the
experience of their own age in a more pluralistic manner but have since then never ceased
to have an impact on the literary production of later ages. Because romance is highly
valued in both the traditional Chinese view and the modern perception of the genre, The
Assassin meant a significant shift in the cultural perception of literary tradition in the
contemporary Sinophone world.

The literary archetype

Since Sima Qian’s “Biographical Sketches of Assassin-Retainers” (Cike liezhuan ]
& %1/{#) in chapter 86 of the Shiji, the narrative material subsumed under the topic of

2 For a comparison of the “fragile scholar”, a concept invented by cultural anthropologist Song Geng to
designate the object of a study published in 2004, with the female assassin, see further below.
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assassins, in as far as its protagonists mostly linger between open violation of the law
and propriety and secretly legitimate personal motives, also evokes associations with the
demimonde. Their fortunes are similar to those of the protagonists of romantic Tang tales
who, in their freely elected relationships, most often seem to luckily escape the dangerous
twists and turns of fate, but sometimes are straightforwardly led to mental ruin or death.
The best-known examples are “The Story of Huo Xiaoyu” (Huo Xiaoyu zhuan /N £ (%)

be a star-crossed lover, both mean sacrificing one’s life for a transcendent goal. As in the
Shiji account of Zhuan Zhu &%, who murders his ruler on the order of the ruler’s son
and sacrifices himself for the future prestige and prosperity of his own children, who
are likely to be promoted to high positions by their father’s sponsor, the virtue of the
assassin-retainer lies in making himself indispensable for his master the very moment
the master faces the obstinate resistance of social norms against his own will. It is merely
in the mutuality of this master-client relationship (zhu = - ke %) that self-interest and
selfless love outweigh each other, and thus this apparently egoistic bond becomes compa-
rable to that of an erotic relationship on a give-and-take-basis and, potentially, may result
in family fortune. Thus, the virtue of the assassin, which lies in his personal staunchness
rather than in his “moral” nature, nevertheless stems from a reciprocal relationship as
an elementary precondition of morality. It is for this reason in Sima Qian’s account that
the assassin Yu Rang 747%, after his last master — who had esteemed him more than any
of his previous sponsors - is defeated and killed and his corpse abased by the victor,
exclaims: “As the knight-errant dies for the one who knows him so the woman presents
the one who takes delight in her with her beauty!” (Shi wei zhi ji zhe si, nii wei yue ji zhe
rong TARICEIE, 1437 L. 7).> Whereas beauty is seen as a sacrifice to sustain
a heterosexual erotic relationship, death is not feared by those engaged in platonic love
(between men). The ‘transcendent goal’ in both types of erotic relationships is, of course,
not extramundane in the sense of classical metaphysics but in the sense of the otherness
or strangeness (gi 7T) of the beloved one. Thus, in the perception of Tang-era cosmopoli-
tans educated in the letters, lovers who have chosen each other may have had something
in common with assassins.

Owen hints at this commonality in his 1996 essay, in which he insinuates that the
paradigm of romance calls for variations: “Balances of free choice and compulsion play
an important role in romance narrative, as they do in all Mid-Tang attempts to represent
spheres of autonomy” (Owen 1996: 134). Theorizing about autonomy makes the story
of Nie Yinniang comparable to other Tang-era fictional romances, which have thus far
attracted much more critical attention. Nie Yinniangs fate, like the fates of the protag-
onists in the two romance stories mentioned above, unfolds in a succession of almost
coincidental events; however, unlike the emotionally overwhelmed, rakish lovers of Cui
Yingying or Huo Xiaoyu, this heroine autonomously - and therefore unexpectedly -
avails herself of each possibility to go around another bend on a winding path that will
eventually take her into the realm of mountain-wandering, cloud-soaring immortals,
which is the utopian Daoist vision of ultimate freedom. In Tang chuangi, this realm is

3 Han Zhaoqi 2008: 3582. Christopher Lupke has made similar observations previous to my own. See
Lupke 2016: 217.
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located beyond the limits of a world that incessantly ruins itself, as demonstrated by
the fate of Nie’s former lord’s son who, in the final episode of the story, proves unable to
realize her warnings.

Likewise, Yuan Jiao's Hong Xian ultimately escapes from a banquet (the social world)
under the pretext of being drunk (having transcended social obligations) and leaves
behind the disruptions she appeared to have overcome by her previous selfless interven-
tion in what seemed an unfolding scenario of just another disastrous game of political
intrigue. The two female assassins make their ultimate decisions autonomously, follow-
ing an imperative free of any desire for personal gain that would hold them down in the
human realm. Ascending to immortality for both means to become impersonal.

Distance, silence, and slowness

The narrative laconism of the literary text obviously defies any temptation of the
author to spoon-feed his audience. This feature lends to Nie Yinniang’s story a transpar-
ency I do not hesitate to call magic and which as such is splendidly recaptured in Hou
Hsiao-hsien’s adaptation. Unlike Hou’s heroine, the Nie Yinniang of Pei Xing’s story does
not demonstrate any “difficulty communicating verbally and communing with others”
(according to one critic, such behaviour might otherwise indicate Asperger’s syndrome;
Lupke 2016: 220). Like all typical chuangi characters, however, she remains frugal in
her use of speech but can express herself straightforwardly and without hesitation when
she is compelled to make crucial decisions. These features of the protagonist strike the
reader of the Tang tale in a similar manner as the silence that accompanies and creates
distance from action sequences in the film captivates the spectator. This silence deliber-
ately slows down the film’s pace of action. The first scene establishes a certain dynamic
to action sequences that sees energetic movement transform into wind. Nie Yinniang,
tasked with assassinating a military commander, leaps out of a roadside thicket, slic-
ing her victim’s throat. He slumps down on his horse before falling into the grass; this
movement is immediately converted into the swoosh of a breeze rustling through tall
willow trees. From this very first moment of the picture, wind is a peregrine companion
of human action, blowing curtains and lush vegetation and flickering candlelight, but
never interfering directly. This device is a cinematic adaptation of the poetic yuanfeng i
J, the “far-going wind”, a metonym for changes/transformations (bianhua #{t.) that do
not mingle with human purpose but follow upon and are borne by great shifts in timely
conditions concocted somewhere far beyond the scope of human subjectivity. However,
there seems to be a clear interconnection between this windborne distance and the slow-
ness in the way that things come to pass and in the way the camera establishes distance,
yet at the same time remains intimately involved in the dynamics of each shot. Several
of the numerous visual motifs expressing the flow of gi 5& (‘vital breath, atmospheric as
well as organic’) originate in lyrical poetry, such as lush foliage and blooming trees in the
spring wind, or — more frequently in the film as a whole - transparent curtains waver-
ing in the breeze, haze wafting at the shores of silent waters, and meadows withering in
autumnal mountains. The transparent curtains wavering in the breeze (shulian Fii§&) are
particularly pronounced and owe their efficacy to the fact that the invisible moving power
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(of wind or gi) transcends the frame of the camera. As Victor Fan opines, this type of
shot calls to mind “that the camera and the viewer are part and parcel of the general envi-
ronment that we observe, and from which we see our own reflection” (Fan 2015). Later,
we will discuss Fan’s evaluation of The Assassin as a “mirror” and its spiritual function to

=
7

“illuminate the heart” (zhaoliang xinling M5/ 0\8%).

Two tales intertwined to make a new story

For those not familiar with both chuangi the filmmaker drew from, I shall now briefly
summarize their plots and main characters before continuing to investigate critical struc-
tures and narrative paradigms of The Assassin that cannot be discovered and explained
without picking up on allusions to these earlier works.

Pei Xing’s story “Nie Yinniang” recounts the life of the daughter of historical figure Nie
Feng f&#%, a general of the quasi-autonomous province of Weibo Z#[2, whose leader at
the time was Tian Jian FHZEZZ (781-812), grandson of the notorious Tian Chengsi H
K (705-779), a former henchman of An Lushan ZZi# (L (c. 703-757), whose rebel-
lion and ephemeral Yan dynasty 78 (756-762) convulsed the eighth-century Chinese
world. At the time the story was taking shape - first as urban gossip and later in the writ-
ten form authored by Pei Xing - it was well-known that Tian Chengsi, thanks to his wit
and cruelty, had managed to maintain the autonomy that An Lushan once had granted
him by paying lip service to the sovereignty of the Tang court after it had succeeded in
gradually re-establishing its political power. Thus, Nie Yinniang’s father, Nie Feng, was
in the service of a ruling house that was sanctioned by the imperial court as a part of its
system to “rule the tianxia X 7 literally ‘the All-under-Heaver!, and whose claim of
autonomy, especially concerning the right of hereditary rulership, remained challenged
by continuing interventions from the imperial government.

However, the story presupposes this historical context and does not elaborate on its
details. Not even Tian Ji’an is explicitly mentioned by name because the author strictly
focuses on the figure of Nie Yinniang. The six-year-old Nie Yinniang is kidnapped on the
threshold of her parents’ house by a Buddhist nun, who five years later returns the girl to
her home as an accomplished assassin. When Nie Yinniang reveals her fate to her worried
parents, she gradually loses their trust and love. This ultimate loss of family intimacy
must have embittered her even more. In recalling her years in the nun’s custody, she tells
her parents that she once failed to carry out an assassination that had been ordered by
her mistress because she pitied the child her would-be victim held in his arms. The nun
returns Nie Yinniang to her family due to her “humane failure” Under these circumstanc-
es, she decides to marry a young peddler, whose only skill is mirror polishing; when her
father dies shortly thereafter, she becomes a retainer in the ruler’s (Tian Jian’s) house-
hold. However, when she is commissioned to assassinate Liu Changyi 2| £ %5 (752-813),
a powerful military leader and at the time the loyal governor of a neighbouring province,
she meets in her victim a man of superior spiritual power and, surprisingly, does not
hesitate to switch loyalties. After Nie successfully uses her magic skills to overcome two
assassins dispatched by Tian Jian to take revenge for her treachery, she and her husband
continue life as Lius retainers. Years later, Liu is appointed to a high government office
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in Chang’an, whereupon Nie decides to leave his service and - after gaining his consent
to pay a maintainable rent to her husband - abandons the world of men in search of an
“accomplished person” (zhiren %= \) in the mountains. As the story draws to an end, Liu
suddenly dies and is buried in the capital. Nie is reported as having shown up at the burial
among other guests. Then, more than a decade later, Liu’s son, on his way over a moun-
tain pass in Sichuan, meets Nie again. Nie, who already seems to have reached a stage of
Daoist self-perfection (immortality) warns him to resign from office and presents him
with drugs to avoid forthcoming calamities. He, however, ignores her warnings and, soon
after, dies. The final remark assures the reader that, from then on, no one would ever
again hear of Nie Yinniang.

Compared to Pei Xing’s narrative laconism, the style of Yuan Jiao’s “The Story of Hong
Xian” differs significantly. Hong Xian initially appears as an extraordinarily talented
maid, serving in the household of Xue Song E¥ & (d. 773), another former henchman of
An Lushan, who had also returned under the dominion of the imperial court and become
an enfeoffed military governor (jiedu shi Hfif£{#) of the loyal province of Luzhou. In
contrast to Nie Yinniang, Hong Xian’s personality shows no signs of obstinacy and her
personal fate is not exposed to the reader’s eyes from the very beginning. Initially, Hong
Xian appears only as an extraordinary female servant because she possesses qualities that
one would not expect from a “simple maid” (gingyi 75 7), such as musical and intellec-
tual skills as well as intuitive intelligence.

After introducing Hong Xian’s character, Yuan Jiao makes an excursion into the polit-
ical background of the age with its swaying imbalances of regional powers that the impe-
rial court strove to manage by building and maintaining family networks between leading
clans. Xue Song, a member of such a network, senses that his daughter’s father-in-law,
Tian Chengsi (the governor of quasi-autonomous Weibo), is planning to attack him.
Hong Xian intuitively understands her master’s distress, approaches him in an undis-
turbed moment and, upon gaining his confidence, reveals herself as an “unusual person”
(yiren £ \), a term that implies the possession of supernatural powers. Thanks to her
abilities, Hong Xian reaches Weibo the same night and finds Tian Chengsi asleep in his
palace. But instead of kidnapping or killing him on the spot, as the reader might expect
of her because upon her departure from Luzhou she was depicted dressed in the style of
a professional assassin and armed with a dagger, she intuitively decides to steal a gold-
en box lying on the floor next to his bed that contains the “Eight Characters” (bazi /\
“¥) and some jewellery.4 After having returned with her plunder to Luzhou, she reports
everything to Song and in conclusion exclaims: “Feeling worried, I left; filled with joy,
I return” (you wang xi huan 211 E15) (Wang Bijiang 2008: 261). Thus, she left for her
mission full of distress because of the perfidious plot planned by Tian against Song, but
eventually returned full of joy because in a crucial moment her intuition showed her the
way to resolve the problem without bloodshed.

4 According to the translator of the story Cao Weiguo, the Eight Characters “indicated the year, month,
day and hour of a person’s birth, each consisting of a Heavenly Stem and one Earthly Branch” Com-
pare Nienhauser 2010: 13, footnote 48. In fact, the information contained in the Eight Characters
refers to the cosmological existence of a person. One who possesses this information might be able to
foresee coming events, evaluate options and non-options, and, thus, interfere in the fate of the original
owner, which explains Tian Chengsi’s consternation.

> Modified translation after Cao Weiguo, Nienhauser 2010: 15.
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Song understands his servant and orders a messenger to swiftly return the box to
Weibo, an action that deeply moves the already desperate Tian Chengsi, who apologizes
to Song in a letter sent back to Luzhou and immediately calls off his murderous plans.
At this point of the story, Hong Xian appears as an unexpected saviour in a disastrous
world. It seems, however, as if a single deed sufliced to complete her mission, and soon
after the two neighbouring provinces reconcile, Hong Xian declares her intention to
leave Song. To justify her decision, she reveals to Song her own fate, which is condi-
tioned by her previous incarnation as a male healer. It turns out that her heroic deed was
intended as repayment for sins she had committed in a previous life. Thus, she concludes
that the time had come to “withdraw myself from the mundane world and rest my heart
on that which transcends secular affairs” (Nienhauser 2010: 21). And so she does soon
after in the midst of a farewell banquet that Song has arranged in loving respect for his
former maid who had saved him and his like from the impending carnage that would
have been the only logical outcome of the tensions produced by their own greed and
vengefulness.

Hong Xian is a model of virtue and, in the way she carefully observes and approach-
es her master from her very inferior position in his household, even displays a certain
handsomeness. In comparison, Nie Yinniang remains obstinate, brittle, even queer, from
the beginning to the end, when she forgoes insisting on her warnings to the son of her
beloved master Liu Changyi, leaving him to his ruin. Her behaviour can be explained by
her characteristics, which are highly specific for the heroes of Tang tales. She resolutely
fights the cruelty of a fate she alone can face, and, regardless of others, she pursues a path
that is more complicated and certainly more individualistic than Hong Xian’s exemplary
road to salvation. I believe the discrepancies between the two stories have been meticu-
lously explored and skilfully exploited by filmmaker Hou Hsiao-hsien and his scriptwrit-
er Chu Tien-wen in an attempt to fuse them into a new character, the Nie Yinniang of
The Assassin, which bridges the millennium between the crisis of the world of the Tang
and ours.

A critique of the historical narrative as political
metaphor

Hou and Chu intentionally complicated the storyline of The Assassin by interweaving
many details from the two Tang tales that were briefly summarized and discussed above.
Both take place in the same historical setting, during an epochal stalemate in the tense
political power struggle between the imperial court in Chang’an and an autonomous
ruler, the hereditary governor of Weibo province, which also involved several other
provincial governors in the region, both loyal and autonomous. What many historians
of the Chinese empire (and of modern Chinese national history) interpret as a political
dilemma during the late eighth century and the first half of the ninth century was actu-
ally a textbook example of realpolitik. The imperial court and the hereditary house of
the rulers of Weibo, the Tian clan, had entered into a contract of sorts that would enable
both to save face, notwithstanding mutual intrigues instigated by either of the two sides
to subtly optimize its own position. In fact, this historical balance of power can help
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reflect on current-day tensions emerging under the umbrella of the One-China policy
(yige Zhongguo zhengce —{EHEIIXER) in the contemporary context of regional and
global politics.

Of the two literary texts, “The Story of Hong Xian” alone elaborates on the politi-
cal complications in the aftermath of the An Lushan rebellion (755-763) by explicitly
mentioning the imperial court’s diplomatic efforts at building a system of diplomatic
marriages between provincial clans, whose leaders, very often former supporters of An
Lushan, could not be forced to abdicate their positions as quasi-hereditary rulers who
had to be formally recognized by the imperial government. By resorting to kinship diplo-
macy, the court, however, palliated, rather than resolved, the problem of mutual rivalry
and potential violence between the elite clans, and, as we have seen earlier, this state
of affairs led to the vital problem faced by Hong Xian. Hong Xian’s heroism is clearly
displayed against the backdrop of turmoil between provincial powers and in the general
context of gossip about intrigues, slander, and conspiracy among members of high soci-
ety in the provinces and in the capital.® Thus, aspects of Hong Xian that are absent from
the literary version of Nie Yinniang, such as the charity Hong still bears from her former
life as a healer and her pity for those who are willing to harm others, are fused into the
character of Hou and Chu’s Nie Yinniang, who, in face-to-face-situations, appears aloof,
almost numb, but as an emotional subject remains deeply intertwined with the fate of
the world she was born into. The historical imbalances of power that roiled relations
between the imperial court and regional elites generated a culture of slander, intrigue,
and assassination plots which produced an environment that can easily be compared
with today’s atmosphere of wariness bordering on anguish, as well as of latent cynicism,
that dominates relations between the two political, and increasingly also cultural, rivals
on both sides of the Taiwan Strait.

The Assassin is far from being a mere adaptation of the literary text whose Chinese
title it borrows. Brian Hioe does not err in judging that The Assassin follows in a series
of productions that, over the past fifteen years since Zhang Yimou’s Hero, have sought to
blur the boundaries between ‘martial arts’ film and art film (Hioe 2015). But Hioe clearly
overemphasizes the importance of a film’s use of political metaphor for helping it achieve
art film status. Although Hioe’s assumption may adequately apply to Zhang’s Hero, the
political agenda of the Pro-Unification Left is hard to distinguish in the metaphorical
language of The Assassin. Unquestionably, however, imbalances of political power have
a strong impact on the classical human dilemma embodied by Hou’s main character. The
allusive style and principles of selection applied by Hou in his references to both literary
sources reveal a psychological dichotomy. It is rooted in the desire for love, which for
both main characters, Hong Xian and Nie Yinniang, is a desire to become recognized
by those who can appreciate them (zhi ji 1C.), and by those to whom they belong, and
a yearning for freedom of choice, which ultimately leads both of them to leave the human
world.

¢ The most recent and probably one of the most topical discussions of the problem of fictionality and
narrativity in Tang chuanqi, which, in a way, contradicts the discussion about the legitimacy of read-
ing a political metaphor in The Assassin, has been produced by Sarah M. Allan (2014); see especially
chapter 2, “Filling the Gaps: Tales on and against History” on pages 0-118.
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The historical backdrop and the main characters

In the second half of the eighth century, An Lushan’s rebellion had exhausted the
country, decimated its population, sparked a dangerous migration of impoverished ref-
ugees, and destroyed mutual trust between the regional elites as well as between these
elites and the imperial court. The mid-century rebellion created a moral vacuum in the
minds of those who had survived civil war and experienced the ensuing disorder. These
events can perhaps be legitimately compared with the series of brutal dictatorships East
Asia and many other regions of the world suffered for several decades during and after
World War II.

Military commanders were commissioned with upholding “standard rules” in the
provinces and controlling potentially disloyal elements. Cruelty was often considered
a practical, indispensable tool wielded by rulers to maintain order. But the arbitrary use
of power had negative consequences, and to mitigate them the court sought to encourage
marriages between imperial clan members and provincial elites as well as between the
families of military governors or jiedushi fif& i (literally: ‘those charged with upholding
standard rules’). This method, it seems, led to greater success than that acknowledged in
the mainstream historical narrative, which presents a political history of the Tang empire
after the suppression of An Lushan’s rebellion in which central power is in permanent
decline. As a matter of fact, from the 820s until 880, an overwhelming majority of provin-
cial governors were again directly appointed by the imperial government (Tackett 2014:
figure 4.2). Therefore, in a recent study on the crisis of medieval Chinese aristocracy
Nicolas Tackett suggests that ‘the dynasty remained relatively stable until quite late in the
9th century’ (Tackett 2014: 145). If we accept his view — which seems well grounded -
then the historical situation becomes even more interesting. Historians write about Hebei
jiushi FIILEE S, or “Hebei-custom”’ with respect to the exceptional autonomous status
of the three provinces located on the territory of present-day Hebei; here, the position of
governor was inherited during practically the entire period beginning with the rebellion
and ending with the final collapse of the dynasty. According to Tackett, none of the three
clans ruling these de facto autonomous provinces had a history of sons having served as
officials under the Tang and had almost no active ties with the empire’s heart of power
brokerage, the “capital marriage network”. These autonomous lineages were founded by
military leaders who had sided with An Lushan during the period of open civil war
shortly after the mid-eighth century. As we have seen in “The Story of Hong Xian’, Wei-
bo’s founding father, Tian Chengsi, in fact figures as the main character in an intermar-
riage network between the governors of autonomous and loyal provinces initiated by the
court in a strategical attempt to appease the territories to the north and south of the lower
Yellow River valley. With the exception of such periodical and more or less successful
attempts to gain more influence via intermarriage, the central government’s role in the
politics of the region was often that of a mere bystander.

In the plot of The Assassin, the cinematic character of Princess Jiacheng (Jiacheng
gongzhu ZZa /> F), the mother of Tian Jian, and her twin sister in the film, the Daoist

7 The term goes back to Charles Allen Peterson’s study “The Autonomy of the Northeastern Provinces
in the Period Following the An Lu-shan Rebellion” (Peterson 1966). See Tackett 2016: 151.
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nun who educates Yin'niang and later orders her to assassinate Tian Ji'an, personify the
schizophrenic political constellation, a theme that lurks under the surface of the narra-
tive. In Christopher Lupke’s words, Jiacheng

was the daughter of Emperor Daizong of the Tang (fX./5%; 727-779), and the princess’s broth-
er, Dezong H51% (742-805), betrothed her to Tian Xu [governor of Weibo to whom she
bore Tian Ji'an] as a way of maintaining amity between Weibo and the central court. This
becomes a crucial plot in the film because Princess Jiacheng is portrayed as a forlorn wom-
an, living outside her own land with no one to share her culture, and she is extremely lonely
(Lupke 2016: 221).

It is as if, in the meanwhile after her death, Princess Jiacheng’s loneliness had spread
among those closely related to the court of Weibo. During her first encounter with her
returned daughter, Nie Yinniang’s mother, Nie Tian shi &K, gives her a broken jade
ring and explains its meaning as a symbol of rupture between Princess Jiacheng and her
own imperial family, which had sent her to Weibo to improve relations with the court.
Soon after the princess’s arrival, Nie Tian shi continues, she sent her imperial entourage
back to the capital and decided to stay alone as the wife of the governor of Weibo. “From
that moment on’, she tells her daughter with a sigh, “the court was the court, and Weibo
was Weibo”. After the ultimate severance of the princess from her imperial family, the
princess devoted her life to her son and husband. But she had already sacrificed what
must be seen as her free will because the rupture had been forced upon her by the contra-
dicting political interests of others, and her personal decision to stay loyal to her husband
reflects her lack of interest in becoming involved in political machinations. Thus, Nie
continues to tell her returned daughter the story of the

Blue Bird Dancing in Front of a Mirror, in which a blue bird is caged by a king - a parable
of her [Princess Jiacheng’s] own entrapment. The bird refuses to sing for three years, when
one day the king offers her a mirror and asks her to dance. Upon seeing her own image, she
lets out one last cry and dies. The reflection that the blue bird sees is her incarcerated self,
and she dies in her state of imprisonment (Fan 2015).

In this central parable the entanglement of love, freedom, and death on a human level
is apparent. It is the core of the aesthetic and psychological dynamics that form human
relations in the film and urge Nie Yinniang to make the decisions that free her from being
governed by the interests of others.

After Jiacheng’s death and during the concrete time period covered by the plot of The
Assassin, political affairs in Weibo became even more complicated. In one scene Tian
Jian, confronted with the imperial government’s policy of pinpricks, listens to his advi-
sors in his palace’s audience hall, but soon proves unable to bear their debate on whether
to take a more affirmative stance or to try to actively avoid getting roped into a military
confrontation provoked by the imperial court.® It is not clear which adviser’s doctrine

8 'This depiction of Tian Ji'an’s behaviour and character is by and large congruent with the way he is
portrfazed as a cruel ruler who lacks self-control in Universal Mirror of Governance (Zizhi tongjian ¥
VeI, juan 238) by Sima Guang TS (1019-1086).
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enrages him most. He seems overburdened with his responsibility as a ruler. Hardly
understanding himself anymore, he grows angry.

This scene makes the most obvious allusion to contemporary cross-strait relations.
It is hard to imagine that a viewer familiar to any degree with the official and unofficial
political discourse on the legitimacy of the de facto independent state of the Republic
of China would miss the parallel while listening to one of the disputing advisers explain
that violent action from the side of the Tang court to overthrow Weibo, despite successful
precedents elsewhere, could only fail “because the ruler and government of Weibo enjoy
the trust and full support of the population”.

This is one - and in my understanding the only - spot in the film where contemporary
political problems shine through the dense historical texture of the plot in a scene that
seems to reflect a historical situation. This narrative ambiguity bears some resemblance to
the traditional literary technique of “satirizing the present by referring to the past” (yi gu
feng jin LATTEH4). Tt is worth noting that Tian Ji'an’s eruption only silences the advisors
but does not seem to entail resolute action.

Nie Yinniang and Hong Xian

What kind of woman is Nie Yinniang? Hou’s character outwardly differs from all other
female characters in the film. Tian Ji'an’s wife in the film, Tian Yuan shi FH7T.EX;, calls her
the ‘black female knight-errant’ (hei niishi 2222 1-) and later appears as a knight-errant
herself, but whether she does so to protect her own children (and the state?) or to satisfy
her jealousy remains unclear. Nie’s outfit flouts the court fashion of lush, coloured robes,
her sparingly adorned hairstyle differs radically from the “cloud-style” fashionable in
the milieu of Tang-dynasty high society, and - in stark contrast to the meticulous work
that was spent on every historical detail of dress and furniture as well as on aspects of
language and gesture — her slim body bears not even the slightest resemblance to the
Tang concept of female beauty. According to van Gulik, the men of the era “liked sturdy
women, with round, chubby faces, well-developed breasts, slender waists but heavy hips”
(Gulik 2003: 188). The authors of Tang tales preferred a kind of aristocratic or exotic
beauty that Nie Yinniang obviously lacks; likewise the audience of such stories enjoyed
gossiping about the power this beauty could have on effeminate young men, who lusted
after such women. Nie, veiled in a black garment whose darkness blends into that of her
glossy long hair, carries herself with an unwavering bearing that expresses enigmatic,
unyielding resolution; therefore, she could almost be interpreted as a female counterpart
of the popular “fragile scholar”, whose bodily appearance “with his narrow shoulders,
frail physique, slim waist, and tender gesture, is highly feminized” (Geng 2004: 69). This
makes the main figure of The Assassin appear even stranger in the eyes of the spectator
who bears in mind the stereotypical gender roles of Tang chuangi narration.

By referencing Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, Song Geng in her study The Fragile
Scholar: Power and Masculinity in Chinese Culture

reveals the body as an object of knowledge and as a target for the exercise of power. “The
body is shown to be located in a political field, invested with power relations which render
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it docile and productive, and thus politically and economically useful... a body is docile that
may be subjected, used, transformed and improved.” This procedure of training or coercing
bodies is done through the technique of power termed discipline’ by him [Foucault]. The
political technology of the body thus links power relations, knowledge and the body (Geng
2004: 69-71).

In this sense, Nie Yinniang’s body is almost overdisciplined. During her years as the
nun’s apprentice, a time when she reached sexual maturity, she remained isolated from
society, with the exception of a few other girls who were also trained by the nun. Thus
emancipated from social and political power relations between the sexes, she is trained
to kill smoothly and without leaving traces. But the fraud inherent in this independence
from social and gender hierarchies can be observed at the very beginning of the film,
when Nie is presented as the “docile and productive” instrument of her nun-mistress,
a hidden player in a major power game. In fact, she appears trapped in her disciplined
and invincible body, and the story Hou tells is one of growing subversive hesitation in
playing the role assigned to her. Employing this practice of hesitation helps her ultimately
succeed in undermining the “political technology of the body”, allowing her to proceed
on her heroic path to freedom obtained through her personal strategy of non-action
(wuwei flE2).9

Now, let us return to Nie’s antagonist, female assassin Tian Yuan shi, who was men-
tioned briefly at the beginning of this section. It is important to note that her true identity,
the zealous wife of Tian Jian and a mother determined to defend her children, whom
she probably deems threatened by Nie Yinniang’s incursions into the palace, can only
be revealed by the viewer by decoding her facial expressions hidden behind a mask. In
her first scene, she appears alone in the palace park, pacing back and forth in search of
her antagonist and holding a long, curved dagger (Nie’s only weapon is an almost invis-
ibly short knife) without uttering a single word. Her purple robe differs starkly from
Nie’s black garment, and in several other details, her outfit recalls the description of Hong
Xian as she prepares herself for setting out on her mission: “She combed her hair into
a wuman 5% bun,10 clasped with a golden phoenix hairpin, dressed herself in short
robe with purple embroider, tied on a pair of light shoes with green silk ribbons, strapped
a dragon-patterned dagger around her breast, wrote the name of the God of the Grand
One on her forehead”!! Hong Xian is talented and well educated, serving her patron,
a governor, in offices that would have been the privilege of male aspirants. Later, sexual
ambiguity turns out to be part of her identity as she declares herself the female rein-
carnation of a learned healer who had inadvertently killed a pregnant woman and two
male embryos in an attempt to cure the would-be mother. Thus, her existence as a mean
female servant is explained as a form of atonement for a sin committed in a former life;

° The crucial function of this hesitation/non-action in the plot may be the, or at the very least, one
reason why “Hou and company changed the Buddhist nun from the original Tang text to a Daoist
priestess in the film version” (see Lupke 2016: chapter 6, endnote 11, 228).

10 Translator’s note: “Wuman was a minority nation which lived in the south-west of Tang China. The
‘wuman’ bun is to comb one’s hair into a high bun on the top of the head” (See Nienhauser 2010: 10,
footnote 38.) This description seems, at least in part, to coincide with the hairstyle Yuan Tian Shi
wears as an assassin in the film.

11 Tr. Cao Weiguo (Nienhauser 2010: 10).
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her former vow as a healer to “save the world from calamities” (giu shiren zaihuan F
NS ) also accounts for her eagerness to protect and save her patron from misfortune
and to prevent the greater calamities that might be caused by unleashing the political
conflicts looming over him. The complex nature of Hong Xian’s motives is obviously
echoed in the character of Tian Yuan shi as a female assassin, because her jealousy as
a wife must be intertwined in some way with remorsefulness — she had been placed at
Tian Jian’s side despite his engagement to Nie Yinniang — and at the same time with
concern for the future of the state and its de facto ruling house whose patriarch has come
under direct threat.

Both characters, Nie and Hong, clearly differ from the archetypical femme fatale
famous from Tang chuangi; Hong, however, bears certain traits of an alternative liter-
ary archetype, the female beauty in caizi-jiaren ¥ {£ X (scholar-beauty)!? tales, best
represented by Lady Li (Li Wa Z34£) in Bo Xingjian's influential story. Not unlike Lady
Li, Hong does great things by serving her male counterpart in a most unselfish manner.
However, the relationship between Hong Xian and her patron is not romantic. She is
initially a simple servant before disclosing her magic powers, with which she offers to
help her patron who has found himself in great trouble. In the end, she forsakes her
patron’s offer to stay in his household and departs under false pretences from her farewell
banquet. Hou’s Nie Yinniang has even less in common with Hong Xian than the original
literary character in Pei Xing’s tale. Nevertheless, in a psychological reading of the plot,
Tian Yuan shi, bearing several of Hong Xian’s traits, appears to be the protagonist’s alter
ego. Thus, the climax of the film occurs when the two women, both emotionally attached
to Tian Ji’an, meet as two assassins in a birch grove. They seem to have used telepathy
to find each other and do not exchange a single word before, during, or after the fight.
Clearly, Tian Yuan shi is the one who seeks confrontation first, by exceeding the limita-
tions imposed on her by her social roles of the heir apparent’s mother and the ruler’s wife.
During the duel, she lashes out several times against her adversary until the latter, in
a counterattack barely perceptible on screen, slashes Yuan’s golden mask. An alter ego
once unmasked loses the hidden power provided by a facial covering. After the fight,
these two similar characters separate, each walking her own way out of the grove.

Successive decisions

In Pei Xing’s tale, Nie Yinniang seems particularly apt to make decisions completely
on her own. In this story, five life-changing decisions are made; the first, the Buddhist
nun’s decision to kidnap the girl, and the third, the Weibo ruler’s (Tian Jian’s) half-heart-
ed decision to take Nie Yinniang, of whose skills he has only the faintest idea, together
with her husband into his household after the death of her father, were not her own. Ini-
tially, her hesitance to kill cannot be properly described as her decision, but rather as her
inability to obey the order of a person who had stolen her childhood to destroy the life
of another innocent person. This idea remains unspoken in the literary tale, but the film

12 For a more detailed investigation into this literary genre from a gender- and body-culture studies
perspective, see Geng 2004, which focuses on romance fiction.
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explicitly demonstrates that Nie is aware of the fact that another person had stolen the
right of her parents and, thus, disrupted her development by depicting her return to her
former master in the mountains for a final farewell before travelling back to a place of her
personal choice to re-establish the autonomy she lost the moment it had been taken from
her parents. (In the Tang tale it is on the contrary in the mountains where she departs
from the human world to join the realm of immortals). However, in the eyes of some
critics, Hou’s Nie, by ultimately returning to that ulterior and perhaps utopian land at the
other end of the tunnel, practices “aesthetic escapism”.!3 I disagree with this widespread
understanding; this misjudgement resonates with the wholesale neglect of classical, pre-
modern literary aesthetics due to the domination of twentieth-century ideological stereo-
types. Instead, we should consider the act of “returning” (gui ) to a place that opposes
the hitherto experience of reality as a poetic gesture of making one’s own, free choice, to
which the plot ultimately amounts. This gesture is the quintessence of Nie’s rigid engage-
ment with a social and political environment whose logic of violence has exploited her.

The second decision in the Tang tale, the first one she makes alone, comes as a surprise
to everyone except herself. One day, a peddler appears at the same door where several
years before the Buddhist nun had begged for alms. He is young and unsuspecting, and
Nie, in open violation of protocol, declares her will to marry him: “This one may become
my husband” (ci ren ke yu wo wei fu IFt N\ FTHLEZ37%) (Wang Bijiang 2008: 271). She
shows no passion at all for the man, and at first it seems she merely sees in him an oppor-
tunity to change her primary social status because she feels her parents have lost true
affection for her. On the other hand, she responds so rapidly that she obviously does not
have the time for deliberation and instead of acting on careful calculation, she acts on
intuition. This time her queerness happens to be in accordance with the resigned mood
of her father, who only fears the murderous skills of his daughter and is relieved to get
her out of the house. Soon after this turning point in her life, her father dies, and she and
her husband continue their existence under the custody of Tian Jian (whom the tale does
not mention by name).

The fourth decision is made a few years later, when Tian experiences trouble with the
chief of a neighbouring commandry, one that maintains closer relations with the court,
and decides to send Nie Yinniang and her husband to assassinate his rival. On their arriv-
al at the gate of their declared victim’s residence, Nie Yinniang again intuitively perceives
his extraordinary skills and his sympathetic nature, which in her mind may substitute for
the family intimacy she had lost years ago: “Vice-chancellor Liu must be a genius. If he
would not be one, how could he have recognized me?!” (£ ZE5 AN, IR, (A[LL
{IFAl#E ). At first Liu resolutely rejects this idea: “This must not be. Each loves his patron;
this is a common human thing!” But Nie Yinniang knows more than “common human
things”, and Liu ultimately accepts her statement.

Her final decision comes after her new, self-chosen patron Liu has been appointed to
an office at the imperial court. Given the fact that she had voluntarily chosen to abandon
her previous patron, the quasi-ruler of autonomous Weibo, in favour of the governor of
a loyal province whom she subsequently defends against attempts from Weibo to take
revenge, her indifference about her master’s promotion is rather unexpected as was her

13 See Hioe 2015: “Conclusion: A Flight from Politics into Aesthetics”
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resolution a few years earlier to change social affiliation without being authorized. Also,
her implicit decision to “delve into mountains and waters in search of an accomplished
person, however, not without asking for a bit of a pension for her husband” (zi ci xun
shan shui, fang zhiren, dan qi yi xu gei yu qi fu BItt=I LUK, FiE N, (HZ—HFfaElH
K contravenes the rules. She also does not seem inclined to discuss the decision with
her husband. At this point in the tale, however, Pei Xing adapts his Nie Yinniang to the
literary scheme of the Daoist hero who seeks to leave the world. With her last, stunning
decision, she has fulfilled her mission in the literary cosmos produced by Tang culture
and can leave the stage to become an impersonal hero of immortality (Daoist transcen-
dent freedom).

It must be acknowledged, however, that the main character’ line of action is motivat-
ed by two mutually engaged factors: disillusioned self-awareness and a strong intuition,
which together trigger a sense of personal liberty that was unheard of among the standard
values of Tang society. The Nie Yinniang of the tale is depicted as a subject who gradually
gains control over fateful decisions until she can make them independently. With the last
of her decisions - not to accompany Liu Changyi to the capital, but to forsake all social
bonds, including wedlock, and to “go into the mountains” (ru shan A|Ll) - she person-
ally stands up to and rejects imperial (and society’s) power over her own body, liberating
herself and achieving the impersonal freedom Tang society’s spiritual culture seems to
have valued so much higher than moral purity or righteous conduct.

This-worldliness and freedom

Both tales that have been reworked and merged to create the film’s screenplay end with
the literary trope of escaping from the world of the narrative into a spiritual void; the
film, however, at least as I perceive, does not. Recalling Hioe’s quite assertive suspicion
that “The Assassin may be Hou’s attempt to flee into an aesthetic wonderland as a way of
avoiding confronting political reality” (Hioe 2015), I feel it now appropriate to address
the fact that in the film Nie Yinniang never really escapes the dilemma of her cruel fate.
She does, however, seem to avoid being consumed by it.

At first sight Hou seems to completely ignore Nie Yinniang’s husband in the tale,
a “young mirror polisher” (mojing shaonian [E$%/4F). The film, however, features
a young man, who first appears along the roadside amid the carnage of a fight between
soldiers from Weibo and their adversaries. At this very moment, it seems Ni€’s father,
Weibo general Nie Feng, is posed to die as yet another victim of the political hazards all
protagonists are equally exposed to. Barely armed with a wooden pole, the youngster
courageously jumps into the fray and manages to protect the general before Nie Yin-
niang suddenly arrives to turn the tide. Then, this company of three continues travelling
through landscapes both lush and desolate until they pass through a long cave reminis-
cent of the one which in Tao Qian’s (365-417) utopia “Peach-blossom Spring” (Taohu-
ayuan ji BRAEJRED) leads from a world dominated by dynasties, officials, and history to
a realm free from all such matters. After the group arrives in a village somewhere inside
this new landscape, whose grand mountains and valleys remain unstained with the gaudy
colours of flying banners, robes of travelling entourages, or sophisticated architecture,
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the young lad sits down among the peasants to polish mirrors and to amuse the locals.
In an illuminating reading of this scene, Victor Fan interprets The Assassin as conveying
an ideal central to Zen (or in Chinese, Chan) Buddhism: mingxin jianxing B0y,
‘illuminate the heart’, thus allowing nature to reveal itself:

... The film cuts to a long shot of the mirror polisher demonstrating his work to a group
of children. After he removes the dirt from the surface of a mirror, the children see their
reflection. Contrary to the blue bird, which lets out her last cry upon seeing her state of
incarceration, the children see in the mirror nature that illuminates from within themselves.
In this sense, Yinniang and the mirror polisher are not forming a romantic relationship;
rather, they are letting go of all relationships, setting themselves free from human troubles
and sufferings (Fan 2015).

Inconsistent with Fan’s assumption that Nie Yinniang and the mirror polish-
er in Hou’s film reject forming a relationship in order to transcend human suffering
is Nie’s intense, passionate quest for freedom, not in a metaphysical, but rather in an
individual sense. Compared to her counterpart in the Tang tale, her proper character
is modern because she does not need to get married to the mirror polisher in order to
obtain a new, if only intermediate social status as a wife, nor does she seek out a better
patron whose personality is more worthy of her own talent. These moves within the
social texture of traditional Tang society are absent from the plot of the film. Hou’s Nie
Yinniang approaches her fate — the cruelty of which is equal to the cruelty of her own,
highly professionalized art of assassination — from an angle of radical worldliness. Her
stalwart hesitance to carry out the assassinations she has been tasked with means a rejec-
tion of the impersonal cruelty that eliminated her childhood and the emancipation of her
individual humanity from what her nun-mistress ultimately calls the “Way of the Sword”
(jiandao %]3&), or as I call it the prerogative of violence in a world of swaying imbalances of
power. Gradually liberating her body from the impertinence of being “politically useful”
in others’ interests, she reveals an unfaltering desire to cut her own path through a world
whose fate is as unpredictable as the winds that pervade its landscapes. Ultimately, it is
this unpredictability which like a mirror reflects free will as the unconditional property
of the individual.

Conclusion

Christopher Lupke has called The Assassin a “beautiful rendering of a classic, even
clichéd, topic”, “a story of tragic love undermined by politics”, and “an excursion into the
complicated details of internecine historical conflict in premodern China” (Lupke 2016:
224). To his assessment I would add the main insight I gained from my attempt of a close
reading of some of the main structural elements of this cinematic work. Hou Hsiao-hsien
and Chu Tien-wen’s reinvention of Nie Yinniang and Hong Xian in the main character of
The Assassin (named Nie Yinniang) implies a subtle reading of the historical context of
those two unusual Tang chuangi as metaphors for imbalances of political power and their
impact on individual freedom in a contemporary — and perhaps even universal — sense.
Watching the hero disappear in the autumnal meadows of a wide valley, followed only
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by companions of her personal choice, makes one think of Mill’s equally timeless and
laconic definition of individual freedom: “The only freedom which deserves the name, is
that of pursuing our own good in our own way.'14
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ABSTRACT

China’s leaders are aware that the country’s emergence as a major pow-
er in the twenty-first century is preconditioned by acquiring soft pow-
er and a favourable national image. Culture and cultural projection are
seen as essential resources in international strategy, which is conceived
with regard to the domestic political objectives of the Communist Party
of China (CPC). This paper examines the conceptual framework of Chi-
na’s cultural soft power during Xi Jinping’s first term as general secretary
(2012-2017). Drawing mostly on official statements by central party
organs, the research identifies the rationale, values, and instruments of
China’s cultural soft power and national-image-building strategy, and also
briefly assesses the limitations of this strategy. The article finds that CPC
leadership does not clearly differentiate between domestic and foreign
cultural work and instead considers domestic cultural security and inter-
national soft-power-building a single ideational and discursive enterprise
designed to maintain the CPC’s rule and gain international acknowledge-
ment for it. The alleged uniqueness of China’s culture and civilization, and,
therefore, the China development model, is the main argument of this
discourse. The central leadership’s concept of culture as a political instru-
ment for maintaining power thus shows little innovation from previous
eras of the CPC’s cultural governance. Its impact thus remains limited by
the objective of legitimating authoritarian politics and compromises the
CPC’s efforts to present China as a major cultural power.
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Introduction?

In the essay The Captive Mind, Polish intellectual Czestaw Miltosz recounts how
communist regimes in Central and Eastern European began to rule the minds of their
subjects shortly after World War II. He writes that in order to win the acknowledgment
of their citizens, “people’s democracies wage[d] a struggle over the human mind. Peo-
ple need to be ushered to understanding; once they understand, they will also accept”
(Milosz 1992: 174). Although today’s People’s Republic of China (PRC) is vastly differ-
ent from the Eastern Bloc of sixty years ago, in both contexts the main political actor is
a communist party seeking to elicit acceptance of its rule. Not only is domestic toler-
ance for the regime vital for its survival in the face of multiplying challenges to its rule,
but also international approval is requisite for the intention of the Communist Party
of China (CPC) to make China a global leader commanding soft power equivalent to
its economic might. The CPC realizes that in order to hold and project power in the
Information Age, it must have a good reputation at home and abroad. Although in the
new millennium the party has dedicated substantial efforts at enhancing China’s soft
power and national image, and indeed “China’s idea of China is [now] more noticeable
around the world” (Rawnsley 2015: 460), international perceptions of China remain
mixed. In liberal democratic countries, to whose opinions Chinese leaders attach high
importance (as this paper shows below), the country is generally viewed in a neutral or
unfavorable light, while it is seen favorably by developing and non-democratic states,
which value China’s “non-interference” in their internal politics (e.g., CSIS 2016, Pew
Research Center 2016). Nonetheless, due to its lack of soft power, China remains what
has been called “a partial cultural power” (Shambaugh 2013: 165).

China’s public diplomacy and efforts at engendering positive public opinion about
China have been analyzed in several recent studies, which agree that the state is no lon-
ger the exclusive actor in these processes. A volume edited by Jian Wang illustrates that
China’s primarily political project of national image management interplays with the
powerful, fluid dynamics of business and the popular national consciousness (Wang,
ed. 2011: 10-11). Ingrid d'Hooghe points out the growing number of actors involved
in China’s public diplomacy since the early 1990s. Among state actors, she notes a hor-
izontal proliferation of governmental and party actors and a vertical proliferation of
provincial and municipal governments. She also observes the growing diversity of what
she calls “non-state” actors in China’s public diplomacy that generate a diverse image of
China which is perceived as more interesting and genuine than the image projected by
the government (d'Hooghe 2015: 132-162). Falk Hartig sees China’s Confucius Insti-
tutes as an example of the post-Cold War era’s “new” public diplomacy. He contrasts the
“old” public diplomacy, which was primarily designed to persuade, with the new public
diplomacy, highlighting its emphasis on understanding the needs of foreign countries,
finding common interests, and fostering collaboration, dialogue, communication via new

' This study was supported by a Czech Science Foundation grant China’s Cultural Diplomacy: Role of
Non-State Actors and Regional Variations (GACR GA5-21829S - 2015-2017). It is an outcome of
the Oriental Institute’s Power and Strategies of Social and Political Order research platform (http://
power.orient.cas.cz/). The author is thankful to two anonymous reviewers, Olga Lomova, Jitka Panek
Jurkova, and Adrian Zenz for valuable comments and suggestions.
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technologies, and the emergence of new actors such as NGOs, advocacy groups, and non-
state actors (Hartig 2016: 7).

These studies, nevertheless, agree that in spite of the new trends China’s cultural
diplomacy is still primarily conceived and performed by state actors. Wang finds that
“China’s image building project remains largely a state-centric project”, while Hartig
sees China’s public diplomacy as a “state-centric endeavor” of the old public diplomacy.
D’Hooghe notes that China’s authoritarian regime greatly impacts its public diplomacy
and state actors far outnumber “non-state” actors. Moreover, ‘non-state’ actors are not
fully autonomous, but, like all other social organizations in China, are regulated, super-
vised, and coopted by the party-state, which ensures that their activities do not conflict
official policies. Kingsley Edney examines in detail the link between the CPC’s domestic
propaganda and the PRC’s international communication, arguing that soft power strate-
gies are designed with a simultaneous view to strengthening the political regime domes-
tically (Edney 2014: 101-121).

The persisting prominence of party-state actors in China’s public diplomacy and
its link to domestic political objectives is the starting point for this research. In other
words, since the party-state remains the central actor in China’s public diplomacy, and
indeed in all other political processes, this research shows that culture features strongly
within the CPC’s ideological outlook on how to solicit international understanding and
acceptance, claim international discursive space and soft power, improve national image,
and project the values of the People’s Republic of China. This paper, therefore, explores
how the CPC’s central leadership conceptualizes China’s cultural diplomacy, or, in other
words, how it employs culture as a resource for public diplomacy, defined by one study
as a country’s communication and engagement with foreign publics in order to support
national interest and to facilitate or project soft power (Hartig 2016: 1, 49; for a detailed
conceptual overview of public diplomacy and soft power, see, e.g., d Hooghe 2015: 16-46,
Hartig 2016: 32-56).

This article approaches the CPC’s central concept of China’s cultural diplomacy as
a basis for concerted ideational?® activity exerted both to reinforce domestic political
order and to gain soft power abroad. The study focuses on the latest ideational design of
“cultural soft power” (wenhua ruan shili S {E# 52 77) during Xi Jinping’s 213/~ first
term as general secretary beginning in 2012. The research purposefully draws on the
monolithic official message uttered in the robotic newspeak of the CPC’s central propa-
ganda apparatus because it views these statements as a coherent and candid image of the
party’s cultural work and cultural diplomacy situated within the framework of both its
overall ideational action and overall governance. In other words, this study explores the
vision of the central leadership because this vision has a major impact on the practical
doings of all political actors in the PRC. The pivotal source is Xi Jinping’s keynote speech
at the National Propaganda and Thought-Work Conference on 19 August 2013 (Xinhua
2013a), which can be considered the CPC’s policy statement on propaganda and thought-

2 This paper generally prefers the term ideational to ideological in reference to the CPC’s post-Mao
“propaganda and thought-work” (B 1% 8 T.{F) because since 1978 the party has not aimed to
inculcate a “hard” abstract ideological system, but rather a set of “softer”, easily comprehensible ide-
ational concepts, such as economic development, social stability, national rejuvenation, comprehen-
sive deepening of reforms, and so forth.
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work for Xi Jinping’s era of leadership (2012-?). The tenets of the speech were replicated
and elaborated on in statements by the central propaganda apparatus, including leading
official media and think tanks. These documents are a secondary source. The limitations
of the central concept of China’s cultural diplomacy are also briefly assessed at the end
of this article.

Culture as ideology and propaganda in the PRC

In general, all CPC activities are organized into several major “systems” (xitong EAZ AR
or policy spheres, that are coordinated in a top-down manner by the highest-ranking
party leaders. Thus, the party’s central leadership controls subordinate party organs and
state institutions responsible for policies and processes in all policy spheres in the PRC.
The layout of the systems thus conveys the party’s cosmogonic vision of how its domain
is ideally arranged. While there is disagreement on the number and structure of these
systems,’ there is consensus that the “propaganda, ideational, and cultural system” (xuan-
chuan sixiang wenhua xitong S & B3R 4t) is of major importance.

In fact, ideology and propaganda have been a quintessential pursuit for the CPC since
its first statecraft endeavors in revolutionary enclaves in the 1930s. Ideology, which can
be broadly defined as “a symbolic system of meanings and practices to embed the ruling
group’s beliefs in mass consciousness” (Su 2011: 310), also remains at the heart of the
political system of post-Mao China. The PRC as such has been classified as an ideolog-
ical one-party state, where ideology plays two legitimating roles - the governing role of
legitimating the regime’s policies and the political role of legitimating the regime itself
(Brooker 1995: 15, 91-95). The interrelated ideational and practical aspect of ideology
has also been noted by Franz Schurmann in his seminal study of ideology and organiza-
tion in Maoist China. He treats ideology as a consistent yet changing “systematic set of
ideas with action consequences serving the purpose of creating and using organization”
through which the CPC “created a web of organization which covers all Chinese society
and penetrates deep into its fabric” (Schurmann 1968: 17-8).4

In post-Mao China, that is, since 1978, the CPC’s guiding thought (zhidao sixiang 5
5 J84H) encompasses the core ideology of Marxism-Leninism and its derived operation-
al ideologies - Mao Zedong Thought (Mao Zedong sixiang E% %= B 4H), Deng Xiaoping
Theory (Deng Xiaoping lilun X5/NF-FEiL), Jiang Zemin's Important Thinking of Three
Represents (sange daibiao zhongyao sixiang — MUK EZE L), and Hu Jintao's Sci-
entific Development Concept (kexue fazhan guan 17 W), as well as all the par-
ty’s other guiding principles (zhidao fangzhen 153 75 %1), principles (yuanze J51 M), and
general and specific policies (fangzhen zhengce 7% E{H; Heath 2014: 189). Guo Sujian
observes that in the contemporary Chinese Leninist party-state, ideology continues to

3 Kenneth Lieberthal distinguishes six systems (listed in Saich 2011: 144), while Zheng Yongnian and
Chen Gang identify seven major systems of the CPC’s operations: military, political and legal, admin-
istrative, propaganda, united front, mass organizations, and organization and personnel (Zheng Yong-
nian and Chen Gang 2015: 68-9).

4 David Shambaugh’s article lists the major works on ideology and propaganda in Maoist China (Sham-
baugh 2007: 26).
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function as both a means of legitimation and a practical base for the CPC’s operation, as it
guides the actions of the political elite, justifies the CPC’s monopoly on truth, virtues, and
power, establishes the party’s moral superiority in defining and creating the new socialist
moral order, and legitimates its proclaimed historical mission of building socialism (Guo
Sujian 2013: 91). Ideology has an interrelated discursive function — besides being “linked
to practices, institutions and organization, legitimating and operationalizing their key
objectives,” ideology also serves the CPC as “a means of control over key vocabularies,
linking them with power systems in order to achieve goals” (Brown 2012: 53).

Ideology is no less important for the CPC after 1978 than it was in the Maoist era.
Timothy Heath posits that, despite the various transformations in the PRC’s politics and
the CPC’s more pragmatic and rational policy agenda in the post-Mao era, the party rein-
vigorated its ideology at the beginning of the Hu-Wen era (2002-2012). The CPC’s rule
is conditioned upon attributing its achievements to its political theory; the party is well
aware that “the moment that the citizenry concludes that the government’s policy out-
comes have little to do with the party’s ideology, the argument for the necessity of the
CPC’s monopoly on power weakens considerably” (Heath 2014: 41). Therefore, the CPC
has since 1978 amended Marxist-Leninist and Maoist orthodoxy with an updated theory
featuring a more pragmatic and realistic worldview through “a much thinner ideological
screen”. But in fact, the importance of ideology has grown in comparison to the Maoist
era, as today the party-state cannot rely on the Maoist era’s egalitarian ideals, mass enthu-
siasm, coercive violence, and the charismatic power of CPC leadership. The CPC is thus
obliged to employ persuasion and manipulation to convince the public of the legitimacy
of its rule, and therefore, to articulate “a well-argued and intellectually serious ideology”
to support its legitimating arguments (ibid.: 42-43).

The above-described functions of ideology in the post-Mao PRC are effected through
propaganda, which can be understood in a party-state context as an “attempt to trans-
mit social and political values in the hope of affecting people’s thinking, emotions, and
thereby behavior” (Kenez 1985: 4). Anne-Marie Brady argues that the CPC’s contempo-
rary thought-work (sixiang gongzuo 88 T{F) and thought-management (sixiang guanli
EEE ) have successfully innovated mass communications, media, and the cultural
economy to create a “market-friendly, scientific, high tech, and politics-lite” form of pro-
paganda conducive to “stability, harmony, and happiness” (Brady 2012: 1, 201). Kingsley
Edney views the CPC’s contemporary propaganda as efforts of the party-state to artic-
ulate desirable discourses and suppress undesirable ones. Thus, domestic propaganda
seeks to reshape politics and society within the PRC, while external propaganda seeks
to channel international discourses on China. In other words, domestic ideational and
propaganda dynamics greatly determine China’s international communication (Edney
2014: 21).

The interrelation of culture, ideology, and propaganda in the contemporary Chinese
party-state is not new in Chinese politics. The idea that political power derives from cul-
tural and moral authority has been present in China’s diplomacy and governance since
its early beginnings. A constructed cultural, political, and historical identity of Chinese
civilization (Huaxia ¥ &) generated a sense of superiority over surrounding states,
which were expected to “come and be transformed” (laihua 3&{l; Dikétter 1992: 2) by the
superior culture of the central polity. Domestically, the emperor was seen as the embod-
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iment of moral and cultural values, while the gentry saw themselves as entitled to rule
because of their literacy, education, and morality. Rule by “culture and refinement” (wen
) was theoretically preferred over rule by “military power” (wu [i{). Late Qing literati
inspired by Western models wanted to “awaken the people” (jue min %) to modernity,
to transform them, and to instill them with civic values by the means of a new press and
education. The CPC was founded in 1921, partly based on the avant-garde ethos of the
New Culture Movement of the late 1910s, in which intellectuals called for reevaluating
China traditional sense of itself and for embracing Western cultural, social, and political
values. Throughout the 1920s, China’ intellectuals increasingly related literature and arts
with political ideals. Simultaneously, the Kuomintang claimed to forward both traditional
cultural values and modern nationalism during its rule from 1928 to 1949.

The CPC first experimented with embedding culture in its political order in the Jiangxi
Soviet of 1931-1934, which introduced cultural organizations and literacy programs as
a means of political mobilization. Mao disciplined intellectuals at the Yan'an Forum on
Literature and Art in May 1942, when he discussed “revolutionary literature and art”
(geming wenyi T X 2, which can be alternatively translated as “revolutionary cul-
ture”). He specifically called for the subjugation of culture to politics: “The cultural and
military fronts are among the fronts where the struggle for people’s liberation is fought...
The purpose of our meeting today is precisely to ensure that literature and art fit well
into the whole revolutionary apparatus as a component part, that they operate as pow-
erful weapons for uniting and educating the people and for attacking and destroying
the enemy, and that they help the people fight the enemy with one heart and one mind”
(Mao Zedong 1949: 1-2). In the early PRC era (1949-1976), Mao perfected the political
employment of culture and education in numerous uncompromising and anti-tradition-
alist campaigns, such as the Anti-Rightist Movement, the Socialist Education Movement,
and the Cultural Revolution, which also carried strong anti-intelligentsia overtones.
Zhou Enlai considered cultural and economic diplomacy to be the “two wings” of Chi-
na’s political diplomacy.

After Mao, the CPC continued to pose as a cultural and ideational authority. In the
1980s Deng Xiaoping conceptualized China’s future development as encompassing
“material civilization” (wuzhi wenming ¥))5i SCPH) and “spiritual civilization” (jingshen
wenming & {1 3ZHH). As some Chinese intellectuals were seeking to break away from the
political establishment at the time, Deng launched the Campaign against Spiritual Pol-
lution (gingchu jingshen wuran yundong {5 SRFE {15 Y42 3))) to fortify the party’s ide-
ational domain against liberal ideas. In the 1990s, Jiang Zemin expanded Deng’s binary
division of China’s future development to a tripartite system, adding “political civiliza-
tion” (zhengzhi wenming BUIESCHH). As a part of the crackdown on the “superstitious”
Falungong in 2000, Jiang also articulated the concept of “scientific civilization” (kexue
wenming F+"#3CHH), which contrasted with “superstition and ignorance” (mixin yumei
K(E BIE; People’s Daily 2000). He also included culture in his Important Thinking of
the Three Represents, in which he argues that the party “represents the orientation of
China’s advanced culture”. The concept of political civilization and the Three Represents
were included in the amendments to the preamble of the PRC’s constitution in 2004. In
the following decade, Hu Jintao elaborated on the concept of science and introduced the
Scientific Development Concept, which sought to address the income and growth dispar-
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ities spawned by the tumultuous 1990s. Hu’s concept also includes an ideational aspect
as it seeks to shape and transform a “healthy” worldview and morality. It specifically
regards “cultural construction” (wenhua jianshe SALZE ) as on par with the economic,
political, and social development of China.

The concept of culture in the Xi era

The Xi leadership continues to stress the importance of culture in China’s overall
development. A new formulation was raised in the work report of the Eighteenth Con-
gress of the CPC in 2012, which expands Hu Jintao’s previous fourfold development into
“five-in-one” (wuwei yiti 71.{i/—1K) development by including “building ecological civi-
lization” (shengtai wenming jianshe =75 SCHA%1%). The CPC continues to frame culture
within its orthodox worldview as “socialist culture” (shehui zhuyi wenhua £+ 233 XX
{b), or “advanced socialist culture” or “progressive socialist culture” (shehui zhuyi xian-
jin wenhua 1723 U5 3Z{E). The above-described concept of three civilizations is
reflected in the CPC’s belief that “the economy is the flesh and blood, politics is the skel-
eton, and culture is the soul of a society” (zai yige shehuizhong, jingji shi xierou, zhengzhi
shi guge, wenhua shi linghun {£—"tEH, KU 2IA, BUa=EH, b2 R 3
China Cadre Learning Network 2016). There is also a dialectical relationship between
culture and ideology: “culture is the base and carrier of ideology, while ideology is the
core and soul of culture” (wenhua shi yishixingtai de jichu he zaiti, yishixingtai shi wenhua
de hexin he linghun AU EIRE AT, BN A RSO R BE; ibid.).
Leading propagandist Liu Yunshan Xl z<[1] argues that “culture is a spiritual banner of
a party and of a nation” and that “the building of socialist culture must be guided by
Marxism” (Liu Yunshan 2010). Through Shen Haixiong fE{##, deputy-director of Xin-
hua News Agency, the party argues that China’s national culture consists of “traditional
culture” (chuantong wenhua 154t 3 {b), “ethnic culture” (minzu wenhua FI5E (L), “red
culture” (hongse wenhua 21143 {t), and “contemporary culture” (dangdai wenhua 41X
{t; Shen Haixiong 2014).

Culture is also a means of legitimating the CPC’s rule through fostering national
sentiment, social cohesion, and loyalty to the party-state. This link is reflected in the
concept of “cultural confidence” (wenhua zixin AL E{Z). Since its first mention by
Xi Jinping at the thirteenth collective study session of the politburo in February 2014,
the notion has been widely debated, lately in relation to the ninety-fifth anniversary
of the CPC’s founding on 1 July 2016 (SCIO 2016). Cultural confidence complements
“confidence in the path, theory, and system of socialism with Chinese characteristics”
(Zhongguo tese shehui zhuyi daolu zixin, lilun zixin, zhidu zixin HHERFOLT 2 SGHE
S EAE, it 815, T E{S). The CPC posits that the “moderately prosperous society”
(xiaokang shehui /NEEFEZ2) it vows to build by 2021 reflects the immemorial Chinese
vision of an ideal society because the concept of “moderate” (xiaokang /|NEE) prosperity
appears first in the Record of Rites ligaC. and the Book of Songs &#£%, where it is translated
as “tranquil” or “happy” (e.g., Legge 1876: 317). The excellence of China’s culture and
national might and the strength of its people justify cultural confidence and pride. In
the words of Xi Jinping:
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Standing on the vastness of 9.6 million square kilometers of land, having absorbed the
cultural nutrients accumulated in the long struggles of the Chinese nation, and relying on
the majestic strength assembled by the 1.3 billion Chinese people, we are going our own
way towards an unprecedentedly large stage with an unprecedentedly strong determination.
Chinese people should have this confidence; all Chinese should have this confidence (Zhao
Yinping 2016).

As the CPC is increasingly concerned with maintaining power, leadership under Xi
views a growing number of domestic issues as a matter of regime security. Domestic
cultural security (wenhua anquan AL %) is thus an important component of the
PRC’s national security (guojia anquan [E|ZX%4 %), which also includes security in poli-
tics, social issues, science, information, technology, and all other areas of life in the PRC.
An online database search reveals that Chinese scholars started publishing about cultural
security in 1999 and the concept received more attention in the 2000s, gaining promi-
nence under Xi’s leadership starting in 2012. China’s leaders argue that in the contem-
porary world, influencing people’s ideational values is a more effective way of destroying
a country than using military or economic power. In other words, culture is a part of
the domestic ideational order, whose degradation can lead to the collapse of the regime.
Following a statement ascribed to Qing reform-minded scholar Gong Zizhen ¥2HZ
(1792-1841) - “in order to annihilate another country; it is necessary to destroy its histo-
ry; in order to destroy a people, it is necessary to destroy its culture” (yu yao wang qi guo,
bi xian mie qi shi; yu yao mie qi zu, bi xian mie qi wenhua A{E T HE, w5k L5, Ax
FEILIR, I SE) - the party sees culture as a potential political threat (China
Cadre Learning Network 2016).

The concept of the CPC’s domestic cultural security is closely linked to the concept of
China’s soft power abroad. Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power has been widely debated
by Chinese academics (Hartig 2016: 64-66), who have developed it into the concept
of “cultural soft power” (wenhua ruan shili SC{EESE ). It was first voiced in Hu Jin-
tao’s report to the Seventeenth Congress of the CPC in 2007, where it was considered one
of the major factors determining “comprehensive national power” (zonghe guoli 455
[ /), the sum of a country’s political, economic, military, and ideational strength. The
CPC’s foreign propaganda therefore seeks to construct and project an international image
of China as a country with both ancient and modern culture. The CPC wants China to be
perceived not only as culturally significant, but also as a stable, responsible, trustworthy,
and reliable partner and member of the international community.

The party also hopes to generate acceptance and support of its political system and
policies. These efforts are conceived to refute what Chinese policy makers and experts
customarily refer to as the “China threat theory” (Zhongguo weixie lun H[E B it)
and to fight against the Western media’s bias against China. Chinese leaders also seek
to ameliorate the negative image the regime acquired as a result of the violent suppres-
sion of the June 1989 demonstrations, which the CPC has not yet managed to improve.
China’s public diplomacy therefore seeks to remove this tarnish by presenting a national
image of China as a developing country in transition entailing certain difficulties, and/or
as a successful model of development based on the so-called Beijing consensus focusing
on economic development without necessary political liberalization. In sum, the cultural
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sphere is crucially important in the CPC’s domestic ideational order and its interna-
tional projection. Chinese leaders’ statements that “raising China’s cultural soft power is
a matter of national destiny” (guoyun [E/iZ) are correct in the sense that it conditions the
CPC’s grip on power.

Raising China’s cultural soft power

The Xi administration’s emphasis on cultural work signals its cultural insecurity and
awareness of its lack of cultural soft power. These weaknesses are acknowledged in state-
ments claiming that although China has strengthened its cultural work, rather than being
a “cultural power” (wenhua giangguo SCALSEE) it is merely a “major cultural coun-
try” (wenhua daguo Xt K[E]) whose cultural soft power does not correspond with its
“material hard power” (wuzhi ying shili ¥)Jfii55/]) and its economic weight, or in
other words, that “the superiority of [China’s] cultural resources are not sufficiently well
transferred into superiorities in cultural diplomacy” (Zhao Kejin 2014).

Boosting both domestic cultural security and international cultural soft power are
part of the CPC’s broader long-term objectives for improving domestic governance and
raising the PRC’s international status. These objectives are entailed for instance in the
“Two Centenary struggle objective” and the somewhat vaguer Xi Jinping trademark of
“realizing the Chinese Dream of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”. Improving
cultural security and cultural soft power is a part of the CPC’s greater emphasis on “pro-
paganda, ideational, and cultural work” (xuanchuan sixiang wenhua gongzuo A% EE
AETAF). But while the party does generally distinguish between internal and external
propaganda, its approach to domestic cultural security and cultural soft power does not
draw the line very clearly and implies a transborder, globalized discursive enterprise
targeting both domestic and foreign audiences.

The CPC’s concept of cultural work was outlined in Xi Jinping’s keynote speech at the
National Propaganda and Thought-Work Conference on 19 August 2013, which can be
taken as the new administration’s blueprint for all ideational work. Overall, the party
signals that it will intensify and innovate its external and foreign propaganda by “creating
and accommodating new concepts, new categories, and new expressions, both domestic
and foreign” to create more attractive, appealing, proactive, focused, cutting-edge, and
in other ways updated propaganda. It promises to cultivate China’s cultural excellence
and cultural strength and raise its cultural soft power, with the overall objective of build-
ing China into a “socialist cultural power” (shehui zhuyi wenhua qiangguo tt2>3 X
Ab5E[E]). The party also clearly recognizes the importance of China’s national image
and narrative, both domestically and internationally. One of the major tasks of the par-
ty’s ideational work is to “grasp the discursive power” (zhangwo huayuquan S 1515
) and to make sure people “comprehensively and objectively understand China and the

5 The ““Two Centenary’ struggle objective” (‘liangge yibai nian’ fendou mubiao W 1>— H 4> 752} HAx)
is a CPC policy goal to double the 2010 GDP and per capita income of urban and rural residents and
to finish building a “society of initial prosperity” (xiaokang shehui /NEE{t23) by the CPC’s centenary
in 2021, and to make China “a modern socialist country” that is “prosperous and strong, democratic,
civilized, harmonious, and beautiful” by the PRC’s centenary in 2049 (Baidu Encyclopedia 2017).
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outside world”. In this enterprise, the party professes to rely on “explaining China’s story”
(jianghao Zhongguo gushi YHf FHEHE) and “broadcasting China’s voice” (chuanbo-
hao Zhongguo shengyin 1% 3%%f H [E 5 &; Xinhua 2013a). The Xi administration has
articulated a much more assertive international strategy, which includes exporting, or
at least offering, to the world the “China model” (Zhongguo moshi HEETL) of devel-
opment, including its values and worldview. In February 2017, Xi remarked that China
should “guide” (yindao 5 %) the international community in building a new world order
and maintaining international security (China Cadre Learning Network 2017). This
announcement signals the end of the “hide your capacity and bide your time” (taoguang
yanghui 17777 ) low-key approach to international strategy promoted in the 1980s by
Deng Xiaoping.

The party declares it will ensure domestic cultural security by maintaining its ideolog-
ical leadership, cultivating and implementing socialist values, claiming and promoting
the exquisite traditional culture of the Chinese nation, preventing and resisting unhealthy
cultural influences, and improving overall cultural strength and competitiveness (China
Cadre Learning Network 2016). This domestic cultural security strategy extends into the
CPC’s international cultural power strategy. Echoing central leadership’s stance, Zhang
Guozuo 7K[F ¥, the head of the National Cultural Soft Power Research, Collaboration,
and Innovation Center (Guojia wenhua ruan shili yanjiu xietong chuangxin zhongxin
S ST IHZE 3 [EII#TH0), specifies that strengthening national cultural soft
power should entail four major actions: First, the socialist core value system” and the
socialist core values outlook® should be cultivated. Second, as the superiority of Chi-
na’s national cultural soft power dwells in its traditional culture, its essence should be
promoted and guarded against potential impurities (literally “dross” zaopo f&£f). Third,
cultural industries should be developed. Fourth, ideational and political education in
universities should be strengthened. Zhang also argues that culture is at the base of the
PRC’s international development strategies, such as the One Belt, One Road (OBOR) ini-
tiative. According to Zhang, only such cultural framing of the OBOR will forge “a com-
munity of common interests, destiny, and responsibility with mutual political trust, eco-
nomic fusion, and cultural inclusion” (SCIO 2015).

The party has also stated how it will relate China’s story, or, in other words, it has
outlined its discursive strategy in constructing China’s national image. It views culture

¢ This consortium of universities, research institutes, and party and state organs was formed in early
May 2015, succeeding the Chinese Cultural Soft Power Research Center (Zhongguo wenhua ruan shili
yanjiu zhongxin qi'fd LK SESITSE L. In the press, it has been lauded as a leading authority
on national cultural soft power, yet the institution does not seem to have a publicly known address or
website, nor does it publish a publicly available journal.

7 The “socialist core value system” (shehui zhuyi hexin jiazhi tixi #1227 XALDIMEASR) was adopted
by the Seventeenth Congress of the CPC in 2007 and comprises 1) the guiding thought of Marxism, 2)
the common ideal of socialism with Chinese characteristics, 3) national spirit with patriotism at the
core, 4) the spirit of the times with reform and innovation at the core, and 5) the socialist concept of
honor and disgrace (Baidu Encyclopedia 2017).

8 The “socialist core value outlook” (shehui zhuyi hexin jiazhiguan #1223 SR UMNME L) is another
component of the socialist core value system. It was adopted by the Eighteenth Congress of the CPC in
2012 and consists of the so-called twenty-four-character definition: 1) value objectives on the national
level (wealth, democracy, civilization, harmony); 2) value orientation on the social level (freedom,
equality, justice, rule of law); and 3) value criteria on the personal level (patriotism, dedication, hon-
esty, amiability; Baidu Encyclopedia 2017).
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as the most suitable communication channel for “explaining China’s story” (or, alter-

natively, “Chinese stories”). Glorious, ancient Chinese culture should be presented to

the world in order to explain China’s civilized progress and peaceful development and
to elucidate the plentiful meanings of the Chinese Dream. The pivotal notion of the

CPC’s argument is “uniqueness” or “specificity” (te '&f), which conceptually links Chi-

na’s “unique” (dute JH¥F) traditional culture with its “special characteristics” (tese F ),

and thus also with “socialism with Chinese characteristics” (Zhongguo tese shehui zhuyi

FREFF L fE 223 X). The CPC argues along the Marxist line that the country’s contem-

porary situation is preordained by the principles of historical development. Thus, what

the party portrays as the continuous and unique five-millennia-long history of Chinese
civilization and culture is also what justifies the political order in the PRC. According to

Xi Jinping, in constructing the narrative of China, the party should specifically elucidate

the following four points (also known as the “Four Explanations” sige jiang qingchu P4

DY)

1) The historical traditions, cultural resources, and essential national conditions of every
nation are different; therefore the respective national paths to development are also
different.

2) Chinese culture accumulates and nourishes the spiritual aspirations of the primordial
and advanced Chinese nation.

3) Traditional Chinese culture is the precious asset of the Chinese nation and the source
of its cultural soft power.

4) Socialism with Chinese characteristics is rooted in the fertile soil of Chinese culture.
It reflects the Chinese people’s aspirations, suits the requirements for the development
and progress of China, and has ancient historical origins and an extensive practical
basis (Xinhua 2013a).

A commentary on Xi’s speech published by the People’s Daily is more specific about
the CPC’s argumentation strategy. The “basic logic” (jiben luoji 7512/ %#) behind “Chi-
na’s special characteristics” (Zhongguo tese HEHF 1) is that “unique cultural traditions
(wenhua chuantong X AVAL4t), unique historical destiny (lishi mingyun [J]517712), and
unique fundamental national conditions (jiben guoging 3= [E &) predetermine the
inevitable and suitable path of Chinas development”. This logic should be specifically
“analyzed” (jiexi fif##T) from the perspective of China’s tumultuous history and the Chi-
nese people’s perilous ordeal since the beginning of modern history in the mid-nine-
teenth century. This starting point for argumentation is clearly chosen because, according
to the CPC, the 1840s were the beginning of “a century of humiliation” (bainian guochi
E4E[EHL) inflicted on China by foreign powers. Thus, this decade marks the advent of
Chinese people’s struggle for modernity, prosperity, freedom, and other values the party
claims to perpetrate. The party asserts that if the national strategic narrative follows the
historical thread, people will develop “a scientific grasp of contemporary China and of
our path, theory, and system” (People’s Daily 2013).

At the twelfth collective study session of the CPC politburo in December 2013, Xi
Jinping offered further guidance on how to “exhibit the unique charm of Chinese culture
in raising national soft power”. The party should be modern and innovative, employ vivid
imagery to explain China’s story, and use plausible and participatory communication to
expound the “spirit of Chinese culture” as globally appealing and comprising both time-
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less charm and contemporary values. The party should “speak through history;” that is, it
should utilize the resources of traditional culture, such as the treasures of the Forbidden
City, China’s archeological heritage, and ancient writings. It should innovate exchange in
the humanities and rely on mass media, social communication, and personal communi-
cation. In constructing and transmitting China’s “national image” (guojia xingxiang [E|Z%
TE52), the CPC should strive to elucidate China as

1) a civilized power possessing a long history, an ethnically diverse yet unified national

identity, and a heterogeneous yet harmonious culture;

2) an oriental power boasting clean politics, economic development, splendid culture,

a stable society, a united people, and natural beauty;

3) aresponsible power that contributes to humankind by effecting peaceful development,
promoting common development, and safeguarding international justice;
4) a socialist power that is increasingly open, approachable, optimistic, and energetic.

In boosting cultural soft power, Xi specifically calls for increasing “international dis-
cursive power” (guoji huayuquan [EF51% 75 4) and building an “external discursive sys-
tem” (duiwai huayu tixi X} 7} 75 K3R). China’s story, voice, and special characteristics
should be explained through new media, and the discourse targeting international audi-
ences should be more creative, appealing, and credible. This foreign discourse is again
conceptualized as an extension of domestic ideational work, as Xi calls for stronger
positive propaganda focused on China’s history and culture via school education, polit-
ical studies, historical research, film and television productions, literature, and other
channels. Patriotic, collectivist, and socialist education should be revised so that people
have a correct view of history, nation, state, and culture, and so that they strength-
en their confidence in being Chinese. Thus, each out of the 1.3 billion should become
a disseminator of Chinese culture, as well as of traditional, Marxist, and socialist values
(Xinhua 2013b).

In sum, this survey of the Xi administration’s central statements reveals that although
the CPC conceptualizes culture in a number of novel ways, it, nevertheless, also contin-
ues to grasp culture as a means of fulfilling political objectives in much the same way
as it has since at least Mao’s consolidation of power in Yan'an in the 1940s. Such use of
culture for political ends is not exceptional. The CPC’s approach, however, differs from
that of democratic states in that it sees legitimation as the most important function
of culture, in that this legitimation is used to justify an unattractive non-democratic
regime, and in that the party monopolizes domestic visions of national culture and
history, while simultaneously suppressing alternative interpretations. Domestic cultural
work is a vital part of ideational and propaganda work in instilling internal ideational
order and garnering acceptance for the CPC’s rule, while cultural diplomacy seeks to
establish cultural soft power and win international acknowledgement of the regime. In
other words, the CPC uses culture as a means of legitimating its regime both domes-
tically and internationally. The legitimating role of the PRC’s cultural diplomacy thus
merits expanding one standing definition of China’s cultural diplomacy as “foreign
communication activity aiming to broadcast China’s culture” (Zhao Kejin 2014). The
cultural diplomacy of this non-democratic regime can be also defined as the “use of cul-
ture in public diplomacy aiming to gain international support and strengthen domestic
political order”.
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China’s public diplomacy apparatus

The legitimating function of the PRC’s cultural diplomacy is revealed also by the struc-
ture of what can be called the CPC’s ideational apparatus.” As mentioned above, CPC’s
cultural diplomacy falls within the “propaganda, ideational, and cultural system”. Within
this and all other systems, work is managed by “central leading small groups” (zhongyang
lingdao xiaozu M43 T /N ; CLSG), the highest-ranking party institutions consisting
of top leaders who head party and state institutions within the particular system. At the
same time, the agendas of some CLSGs cover more than one system and therefore over-
lap with those of other CLSGs.!0 In contrast to the top formal organs of the CPC, such
as the Politburo Standing Committee and the Secretariat, CLSGs, are informal, evolving
task forces operating in non-transparency regarding their membership and operations.

Besides the CLSG for Activities Implementing the Party’s Mass Line Education
(Zhongyang dangde qunzhong luxian jiaoyu shijian huodong lingdao xiaozu MRS FNEE
NS LR BB SRS 541 5]\ 4 ), the Party-Building Work CLSG (Zhongyang dangde
jianshe gongzuo lingdao xiaozu MR HYEE R TAF4F/N4), and the Central Guid-
ance Committee on Building Spiritual Civilization (Zhongyang jingshen wenming jianshe
zhidao weiyuanhui " IE ISR TR FZ2 1 %), it is mainly the Propaganda and
Ideational Work CLSG (Zhongyang xuanchuan sixiang gongzuo lingdao xiaozu "1 RE
& EAE T /F41 57N 4H; PIWCLSG) that organizes the party’s work within the ideation-
al system. All of the CLSGs concerned with ideational work are headed by Politburo
Standing Committee member Liu Yunshan, who is often dubbed by foreign media as
China’s “propaganda czar”. The PIWCLSG also coordinates with other CLSGs or cen-
tral-level organs involved with ideational operations, for example, with the Cybersecurity
and Informatization CLSG (Zhongyang wangluo anquan he xinxihua lingdao xiaozu /1
LR 22 2 AE B4 S /N4 or with the Political Work Department of the Central
Military Commission (Zhongyang junshi weiyuanhui zhengzhi gongzuo bu HRFEHZ
RERBGE TAERD).

The PIWCLSG then controls the CPC Central Committee’s propaganda department
(Xuanchuanbu ‘S AEE), which in turn “leads” (lingdao 41'F) or “guides” (zhidao &
3)1 all party and state organs of the PRC’s ideational apparatus. Through this network,
the CPC is able to conduct or control all activities and means involved in communica-
tion and the spread of information, such as media, publishing, advertising, information
communication technologies, social science research, education, culture, health, sport,
and tourism (Shambaugh 2007; Brady 2008: 9-12). Besides domestic/internal propagan-
da (duinei xuanchuan %t N'E1%), the apparatus also covers foreign/external propagan-

® The term “ideational apparatus” builds on Louis Althusser’s concept of ideological state apparatuses
(ISAs) that disseminate a particular ruling ideology. Althusser tentatively identifies religious, educa-
tional, family, legal, political, communications, and cultural ISAs (Althusser 2014: 243).

10 One source identifies twenty-two central leading and “coordinating small groups” (xietiao xiaozu 1
/[\4H), some of which were founded alongside the PRC in 1949, whereas others were established
only after Xi Jinping assumed power in 2012 (Wang 2015).

11 The term “leadership” (lingdao %1 '5:) means direct tasking and overseeing, whereas “guidance” (zhi-
dao 1§'3:) implies a looser superordinate relationship, often in cooperation with another organ. In
practice, the actions of a particular state organ are led and guided by more than one party organ.
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da (duiwai xuanchuan %19V E1£).12 The PIWCLSG thus directly controls many of the
organs engaged in China’s cultural diplomacy, such as the National Internet Information
Office, the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film, and Television, Xin-
hua News Agency, the National Tourism Administration, and so forth.

The PIWCLSG also articulates the ideational software of China’s cultural diplomacy
running on the hardware of other systems, mainly the “foreign affairs system” (waijiao
xitong Y2 F5E). This system entails the Foreign Affairs Work CLSG (Zhongyang waishi
gongzuo lingdao xiaozu M RIVE T F415:/\4) headed by Xi Jinping and coordinates
the work of the CPC Central Committee’s Propaganda Department and External Liaison
Department (Duiwai lianluobu X171k 24550), the State Council, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Ministry of National Defense, the Ministry of Public Security, the Ministry
of State Security, the Ministry of Commerce, the Overseas Chinese Affairs Office, and
others. The PIWCLSG thus directly formulates or indirectly supervises the ideational
message of all of China’s cultural diplomacy actors.

Hartig quotes Chinese expert Han Zhaoying (Han 2010: 296) in classifying the cen-
tral actors of China’s public diplomacy into two categories: governmental actors and
instruments conducting information programs, and actors conducting educational and
exchange programs. Information actors include the State Council Information Office
(Guowuyuan xinwen bangongshi [E|55 5515 75222, which is in fact a media outlet
of the CPC’s Propaganda Department), China’s embassies and consulates, the Public
Diplomacy Office and the Public Diplomacy Advisory Committee of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Con-
sultative Conference, Xinhua News Agency, China Global Television Network, China
Radio International, China Daily, Global Times, and the Beijing Review (Hartig 2016:
84-90).

The Ministry of Education is the primary player in culture and exchange. It is in charge
of the State Office of the Leading Small Group for International Promotion of Chinese
Language (Guojia Hanyu guoji tuiguang lingdao xiaozu bangongshi [E/ SRS EFRHE
415/ NH J1NZE; officially translated into English as the Office of Chinese Language
Council International), which manages the Confucius Institutes, “the star of China’s pub-
lic diplomacy” (Hartig 2016: 98). These institutes then implement a number of the Minis-
try of Education’s other cultural diplomacy projects, such as the Chinese Bridge (Hanyu
giao PG HT) language proficiency competitions.

Another major actor of the cultural and exchange type is the Ministry of Culture,
which, often through China Cultural Centers (CCC), organizes Happy Chinese New Year
celebrations, China Cultural Years in collaboration with partner countries, art exhibi-
tions, book fairs, movie festivals, and so forth. Other actors include the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Institute of Foreign Affairs (CPIFA) and the Chinese People’s Association for Friend-
ship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC), which declare themselves to be NGOs but are
closely tied to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the People’s National Congress. Finally,
the Chinese State Forestry Administration and its China Wildlife Conservation Associa-

12 English speakers view the term “propaganda” (xuanchuan ‘51%) as having negative connotations, and
therefore the CPC tends to use the more palatable term “publicity” in its official English translations,
such as in the Publicity Department of the Central Committee of the CPC.
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tion, and the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development and its Chinese Asso-
ciation of Zoological Gardens engage in China’s “panda diplomacy” (Hartig 2016: 90-93).

D’Hooghe lists other central actors involved in the PRC’s public diplomacy informa-
tion program, particularly the People’s Liberation Army and the Ministry of National
Defense, the Ministry of Commerce, PRC leaders, and the CPC itself. She further con-
siders “sub-state” actors (provincial and municipal governments; here, the term “sub-cen-
tral” is perhaps more apposite) and “non-state” actors (“civil society” groups, individuals,
such as celebrity ambassadors, business companies, “people’s” diplomacy associations,
intellectual elites, academic institutions, and overseas Chinese) as actors in China’s public
diplomacy (2015: 132-162). All the actors identified by d'Hooghe and Hartig are ide-
ationally and operationally regulated, supervised, or coopted by party-state mechanisms.
One Chinese expert underlines that almost all of the diplomatic activities conducted
by so-called non-state and non-governmental organizations should “not be regarded
as public diplomacy, but as a special form of traditional government-to-government or
semiofficial diplomacy” (Zhao Kejin 2015: 56).

The limitations of China’s cultural diplomacy

There are limitations to and contradictions within the PRC’s cultural diplomacy that
stem from the nature of the CPC’s work. Such issues are widely debated even within Chi-
na’s politically sanitized intellectual establishment beyond the party’s central propaganda
outlets. For instance, Chinese academic debates at the end of the Hu era as summarized
by d’Hooghe pointed out organizational shortcomings, such as the lack of coordination
among involved actors, the shortage of public diplomacy professionals, and the absence
of an institution exclusively in charge of China’s public diplomacy. Some experts criticize
the fact that the process is still too top-down, that China’s civil society is not mature
enough to play a major role, and that the growth of civil public diplomacy organizations
should be encouraged by the government. Others argue that China needs to have a better
sense of its own identity and needs before it starts building a national image. Others have
identified Western hegemony in the global media and discourse or the lack of credibility
in China’s reporting and the non-appeal of China’s values as the principal problems of
China’s public diplomacy. One academic has specifically commented that China’s cultural
diplomacy does not address the problem of “liking traditional China but not contempo-
rary China, liking Chinese culture but not Chinese politics, and liking Chinese people
but not the Chinese government” (d’Hooghe 2015: 125-128).

In a more recent article written in the Xi era, Zhao Kejin /X A<, China’s leading
expert on public diplomacy at the Charhar Institute and the Carnegie-Tsinghua Center
for Global Policy, argues along similar lines. He points out that one of the fundamental
general traits of culture is its fluidity. Referring to Xi Jinping’s statement during a visit to
Russia that “cultures, souls, and friendships thrive only if they are exchanged around”,
Zhao underlines that every country’s cultural diplomacy should entail exchange and
communication. Without referring specifically to the official cultural security concept,
Zhao also posits that cultural soft power is only commanded by strong countries, whereas
in weak countries cultural exchange can become a security issue.
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Zhao sees the limitations of China’s current public diplomacy as follows:

1) The excessive role of government in drafting and implementing cultural diplomacy
objectives and the lack of innovative input from institutions, commercial subjects, and
social organizations. The main actor should be society, and government should play
only an auxiliary role.

2) Overemphasis on traditional culture and disregard for contemporary popular culture.

3) Confinement of cultural exchange to the elite layers of society and its inaccessibility to
people with limited finances or possibilities.

4) Lack of foreign communication methods and perspectives on China. China’s cultural
diplomacy should respect the values of other cultures and should deemphasize the
official institutional perspective and state interests (Zhao Kejin 2014).

Each point in Zhao’ critique is directly or indirectly related to the above-illustrated
fact that China’s leaders conceive cultural work as an act legitimating the power of an
authoritarian regime. Zhao first addresses the institutional and processual aspect of Chi-
na’s public diplomacy. The CPC has indeed managed to massively expand China’s cultural
diplomacy apparatus. A typical self-praising official evaluation of China’s rising cultural
influence usually lists the expansion of Confucius Institutes, cultural centers, and other
state-sponsored outlets of China’s soft power, which allegedly produce an avalanche of
events that draw in massive audiences. The same push can be seen in the CPC’s efforts to
acquire tools of international discursive power; the country has raced to establish or pur-
chase media outlets abroad in order to take control of international discourses on China.
But it is questionable to what extent the institutional proliferation of cultural diplomacy
and media is able to transmit a globally attractive cultural message and transform the
audience’s perceptions and viewpoints. When the above-quoted Shen Haixiong argues
that “we have the ability to create stories of China, and we certainly also have the ability to
explain stories of China” (Shen Haixiong 2014), he fails to recognize that not even a mas-
sive expansion of and innovation in the ways the CPC tells its tale of China will address
the major problem - that the narrator is a dishonest authoritarian government. Stories
told by dictators are uninteresting because the general audience is often well familiar with
the moral of the tale of the wise and dexterous Party “sacrificing” itself for the good of its
inept “subjectizens”

Zhao's plea for more non-Chinese involvement in China’s cultural diplomacy bespeaks
the conceptual limits of the PRC’s ideational order. The dilemma of how to endow the
“Chinese essence with Western practicalities” (Zhongti Xiyong H#274 ), which Chi-
nese intellectuals and policy makers faced in the late nineteenth century, has reemerged
today in the question of how, and indeed whether, a Leninist ideological party-state can
operate in a globalized world of ideas conveyed by a burgeoning free media. On the one
hand, Chinese leaders openly seek to emulate the successful cultural diplomacy and soft
power of democratic countries. Zhang Guozuo argues that unlike in “Western devel-
oped countries”, where cultural industries can make up to ten per cent of the GDP (with
some twenty-five per cent in the US), in China it is a mere four per cent (Qiushi 2016).
Shen quotes Churchill’s famous quip that he “would rather lose India than Shakespeare”
(Shen Haixiong 2014). Other models of countries with soft power are France, Japan, and
South Korea. At the same time, China’s leaders seek to bar the corrupting influence of
“Western bourgeois and liberal culture”, which can not only erode the alleged purity of
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China’s culture, but can also topple the entire sociopolitical order of the PRC. Similar-
ly, Chinese political and intellectual circles’ indignation at Western hegemony in global
discursive space and at the alleged concerted efforts of “anti-China forces” to tarnish
China’s national image contrasts with the central leadership’s desire to catch up with the
Western approach to international communication. The CPC’s central concept of cultural
diplomacy is therefore trapped in the logical pitfall of imitating a phenomenon that it
simultaneously views as threatening and unjust.

Another conceptual challenge for the CPC’s cultural diplomacy again stems from the
domestic political system. Even the CPC’s very complex analysis and carefully managed
adoption of selected “Western” mores of international communication sooner or later
run aground of the CPC’s ideological orthodoxy. A good example is the argument of
Fan Dagi /1Kl of the CPC Central Compilation and Translation Bureau (Zhonggong
zhongyang bianyiju F - R4 /). Fan observes that China is being extruded from
global discursive space and her national image is often misunderstood, distorted, or even
“demonized”. But at the same time, Fan calls for a more elaborate analysis of the response
to China’s international discourse. Speaking primarily about China’s international polit-
ical communication, he proposes to deemphasize “dull theoretical proselytizing” and
instead to imitate Western models by telling stories of China’s reform accomplishments
or the systemic advantages of the China model. Interestingly, he also believes that “Chi-
na’s international political discourse can to a certain extent improve the projection of Chi-
na’s traditional culture” (Fan 2016). Yet it is precisely the reputation of the PRC’s politics
that tarnishes the image of China as an appealing cultural power. Similarly, China’s ambi-
tious international development initiatives, such as the OBOR, entail a decisively “hard”
approach, that is, state-centered, top-down investment, implementation, and labor force
transfer, often without regard for local labor and environmental concerns. The soft-pow-
er-building enterprise can easily misfire as it is designed to benefit primarily the Chinese
side in tandem with local holders of power and capital at the expense of local society.

The CPC’s embrace of traditional Chinese culture is also problematic and has been
pointed out during previous administrations. Elizabeth Perry describes what she calls
a “re-orientation” of propaganda since the 1990s. To reassert its ideational authority and
moral credit tarnished by the June 1989 Tiananmen massacre, the party leaned away
from ideological orthodoxy and instead started to portray socialism with Chinese char-
acteristics as the successor to traditional Chinese culture and ancient civilization. The
rehabilitated traditionalist and culturalist line surprisingly easily mutes the CPC’s past
anti-traditionalist and internationalist leanings and builds well on the party’s patriotic
ethos present in its ideational work since its inception in 1921. Both the culturalist and
the patriotic argument became the main themes of the Patriotic Education (aiguo zhuyi
jiaoyu %2 E F X #(E) campaign launched by Jiang Zemin in the 1990s in order for the
CPC to resuscitate its ideational hegemony over Chinese society. Perry calls this approach
“cultural nationalism” and concludes that the effort “to commingle revolutionary and
pre-revolutionary symbolic resources as though there were no inherent contradiction
between Confucian ‘culturalism’ and modern ‘nationalism’ is but the latest twist in a com-
plicated and circuitous process aimed at justifying the Communist Party’s right to rule”
(Perry 2013: 25). David Shambaugh moreover notes that by harping on its own unique-
ness and specificity, China’s national-image-building misses the point of public diplo-
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macy, because the essence of soft power is “to possess national attributes that transcend
one’s own country and appeal to others. Here, China seems to have few responses other
than ‘peace and harmony” (Shambaugh 2013: 169).

The credibility of the party’s allusions to cultural history or citations from the Chi-
nese classics is limited. The CPC’s mouthpiece’s quotation of Lu Xun’s famous procla-
mation that ”it is the soul of the people which is precious; only if it thrives can China
truly advance” (People’s Daily 2013) is an absurdity found customarily in authoritarian
speech. Lu was an outspoken critic of Confucianism and traditionalism, but his clash
with CPC propagandists in the 1930s suggests that due to his liberal and anti-totali-
tarian thinking he would have most likely been brutally uprooted as a poisonous weed
during the first purge of “counter-revolutionary and reactionary intellectuals” had he
lived past the founding of the New China in 1949. Secondly, since Lu Xun called for
nourishing the nation’s spiritual values, the CPC’s policies have inflicted major damage
on the souls of Chinese people. The official claims that China has been a pacifist cultural
power since time immemorial conflicts with its history of military expansion, attested in
the least by the PRC’s current borders, which are largely congruous with those secured
by Qing empire-building conquest. China’s declared resolve to build a harmonious world
is refuted by its aggressive demeanor in defending its alleged territorial integrity in bor-
der disputes in surrounding seas. The allegedly “biased” Western books on China from
a century ago show that China’s traditional culture and civilization commanded a much
more favorable reputation at the time than does today’s PRC, which has been spiritually
devastated by thirty years of Maoism and thirty-five years of neo-socialism. Admiration
and respect for China’s traditional culture is present, for instance, in a book on the coun-
try’s politics, economics, society, culture, religion, and customs written by Czech sinol-
ogist Rudolf Dvorak (1900) in reaction to the increased demand for expert information
about the country after China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895).

Shen’s quotation of a statement found in the Analects attributed to Confucius - “when
distant subjects do not submit, attract them by cultivating refinement and virtue” (gu
yuan ren bu fu, ze xiu wende yi lai zhi HGENR, AMESCEELIA.Z ; Shen Haixiong
2014, Yang Bojun 1993: 194) - is a misinterpretation because the passage also extols the
equal distribution of wealth (gai %), harmony (he 1), and security (an ) as necessities
of effective governance. But it is precisely these qualities that are missing in today’s China
riven by a yawning wealth gap and low social mobility, where hundreds of millions of
people are concerned more with survival than with culture. It is mainly these immediate
concerns that Zhao Kejin’s third critical point alludes to. The concept of harmonious
society (hexie shehui {11 1:%3), which the party claims to draw from the traditional
Chinese concept of harmony (ke F), is more a propagandistic image of an ideal world
than a serious development plan. The usage of the ancient term by CPC propagandists
thus articulates the lack of harmony in today’s China. There is also no basis to conclude
that contemporary China has preserved its traditional culture more than other countries,
and Zhao's criticism of the excessive focus on tradition in China’s cultural diplomacy
therefore seems valid also for the domestic debate on China’s cultural identity. One atten-
tive observer of contemporary China quotes Han Han %, a blogger once critical of
the government, on the future of Chinese culture: “We can’t always use pandas and tea...
What else do we have? Silk? The Great Wall? That isn’t China” (Osnos 2015: 176).
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The credibility of the CPC’s argument of China boasting a lasting and refined cultur-
al tradition is also refuted by “seeking truth from facts” (shi shi qiu shi SEFKIE). As
elsewhere today, in China there is a correlation between cultural creativity and commer-
cial dynamics, which is particularly evident in the party’s technocratic resolve to reform
the “cultural system” to profitably discharge “cultural products” (wenhua chanpin XAt
77 mh) made by “cultural industries” (wenhua chanye SAt;7)k) and “cultural institu-
tions” (wenhua shiye X {t55)\V). But in the PRC, state-supported mercantilist pressure
coalesces with coercion, which seeks to purge culture of all politically subversive poten-
tial. In the Maoist era, the party’s radical sociopolitical projects and anti-traditionalist
campaigns wreaked immense havoc on Chinese culture. The most notorious is perhaps
the “Destroy the Four Olds” campaign unleashed during the Cultural Revolution in 1966,
which brought about the barbaric destruction of oceans of cultural relics, including the
family mansion and cemetery of Confucius, the trademark of today’s PRC’s rehabilitation
of traditional Chinese culture.

In the post-Mao era, the CPC’s shelving of abstract communist tenets and their
replacement with the dictum of development and wealth as pillars of its ideational order
has led to irreversible losses in material and intangible culture. Myriad centuries-old
towns and villages with traditional cultural practices surviving “construction” and “mod-
ernization” since 1949 have been razed in the reform era since 1978. The destruction
of old Beijing accelerated by official efforts to portray the capital as a thriving modern
metropolis during the 2008 Olympics is a case in point (Yardley 2006). Another tragic
example is the razing of old Kashgar, Yarkend, and other ancient Silk Road oases, where
the cultural barbarity of the communist party-state bonded with the majority national-
ity’s repression of a dissenting ethnic minority (Levin 2014). Altogether, the post-Mao
construction boom wiped out tens of thousands of historical sites, possibly more than the
infamous Cultural Revolution (Branigan 2009). The propagandistic mantra that China is
a large and populous country boasting a rich, ancient, and exceptional culture therefore
proves self-defeating because it implies that the party’s governance inflicted unparal-
leled damage on Chinese culture. It is precisely the cultural governance of the CPC that
destroyed China’s image as a cultural power.

The credibility of the CPC’s cultural rhetoric is also compromised by the fact that the
party keeps exerting concerted efforts at curtailing cultural expression that conflicts with
its political interests. Zhao Kejin points out that culture resembles floating water in that
it only releases its drive when it circulates freely in a society (2014). Being an intangible
expression of free will, culture is not likely to thrive in an unfree polity where ideas are
often censored and criminalized. The CPC states that “cultural exchange is just like a clas-
sical principle of modern management: if two people each have an apple and exchange
it, they both end up having one apple. Whereas if they each have an idea and exchange it,
they both end up having two ideas” (Shen Haixiong 2014). But the CPC strictly polices
the free flow of ideas; indeed, many people are in prison in the PRC at this moment for
trying to “exchange apples”

Despite all its assertions of innovation and reform in the cultural sphere, the reality
is that in the twenty-first century the Chinese party-state continues to ban inconvenient
artistic works and persecute critical artists in much the same way it has done since the
beginnings of its cultural governance. Under Xi Jinping, the troubled relations between
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the CPC and artists and intellectuals have culminated in a massive crackdown on civil
society, lawyers, NGOs, ethnic minorities, religious communities, non-political educa-
tion, and other discontents of the ideational order engineered by the CPC. Ironically, it is
often these artists and liberal personages who become globally respected icons and there-
with enhance China’s cultural soft power. Indeed, the fame of artists like Gao Xingjian,
Ai Weiwei, Yan Lianke, and others implies that China’s culture can do very well when it
is not used as the political instrument of a draconic regime.

In order to deliver on its promise to build a modern state and society, the party must
allow for the free flow of ideas but has not done so yet. The use of culture in communica-
tion with foreign publics can be hardly effective when it advocates authoritarian ideology
and practices. The overall lack of truthfulness in the CPC’s statements is perhaps the
gravest obstacle to telling China’s story in a way that the international audience might
find plausible and attractive. This shortcoming, moreover, violates a classical Chinese rule
of discourse attributed to Confucius: “if names are incorrect, then what is said cannot be
followed; if what is said cannot be followed, then tasks cannot be accomplished” (ming
bu zheng, ze yan bu shun; yan bu shun, ze shi bu cheng %4~ 1E, RIIE Al -~ HIIE
ANB¥; Yang Bojun 1993: 144). In other words, if the CPC’s international communications
are not truthfull, China’s unfavorable national image in democratic countries is unlikely
to change.

Conclusion

This survey of the ideational and institutional framework of China’s cultural diplomacy
under Xi Jinping’s administration since 2012 shows that central leadership understands
cultural governance primarily as a political act of creating an authoritarian ideational
order. By extension, it envisions China’s cultural diplomacy as a process of external pro-
paganda, which seeks to generate favorable international perceptions and to strengthen
the domestic political regime. To achieve domestic and international acceptance, the CPC
uses the argument of “specificity” to link the purpoted uniqueness of China’s culture and
the specificity of China’s model of development. The allegedly singular “China’s story”
told by the CPC has several interrelated narrative lines — Marxism-Leninism, Maoism,
authoritarianism, and cultural nationalism.

Geremie Barmé writes that attempts by governments or cultural “.. authorities,
regardless of whether elected or self-appointed to define or articulate cultural nation-
hood and boundaries can be deadening” (Barmé 2012). But when culture is coopted
by an authoritarian government it can be even more deadening. The credibility of the
PRC’s cultural diplomacy remains compromised by the authoritarian dimension of the
CPC’s approach to culture and cultural governance. Regardless of how many resources
the CPC invests in its propaganda, the truth remains that contemporary China is not
a country where the party-state makes culture thrive. It remains to be seen whether and
how the Xi administration’s cultural diplomacy will resolve the “contradictions in ambi-
tion, rhetoric, and reality” of the PRC’s soft power strategy (Rawnsley 2015: 468). As
the success of communication depends to a large extent on whether and how the target
audience receives the message of communication, foreign publics are unlikely to empa-
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thize and accept China’s leaders’ advocacy of authoritarianism in the way described by
Czestaw Mitosz. Even a superb marketing campaign is unlikely to help a disreputable
peddler sell unattractive goods to well-informed buyers on the global market of ideas in
the twenty-first century.

The above survey of the central concept of China’s cultural diplomacy also generates
follow-up questions for further research. Jian Wang calls for employing Frank Pieke’s per-
spective of party-state as society in looking at China’s public diplomacy and contem-
porary China in general (Wang, ed. 2011: 17; Pieke 2009: 12-15). When it is applied to
the above findings, China’s cultural diplomacy should not be examined solely as a set
of ideational principles enforced in a top-down manner by institutional networks and
mechanisms, but also as the actions of individual actors who do not necessarily commu-
nicate and project China’s culture in accordance with the central vision. The CPC is not
a monolithic entity, and therefore observing whether and how particular party groupings,
constituencies, and networks envision culture and cultural work, and whether and how
these differences resonate in China’s outlook on cultural diplomacy, could be interesting.
Another question is how the cultural agenda of the ideational system relates to Chi-
na’s commercial, political, and military interests, and whether and how these concerns
are taken into consideration by the country’s cultural diplomacy actors.

Neither the outline above nor the existing literature on the institutional network of
China’s cultural diplomacy provide much detail on how the above-described central
vision is implemented by particular central actors, for instance, Chinas diplomatic mis-
sions, Confucius Institutes, China Cultural Centers, and other institutions, or on how
their printed materials, websites, and other media related to cultural diplomacy are
designed. It is also important to observe how China’s cultural diplomatic practice varies
in a particular regional context, and to what extent this regional variation is reflected on
or initiated by central leadership. The role of central authorities is an interesting issue also
in looking at cultural diplomacy conducted by China’s sub-central and “non-state” actors.
An issue with significant overlap is to what extent, based on a particular message and way
of conducting cultural diplomacy, sub-central actors can be considered non-state actors.
The same probe should apply to individual actors, where the interesting question is to
what extent and why are the messages broadcast by individual actors in China’s cultural
diplomacy different from or the same as those described above in this article.

These issues reflect the fact that the central vision of cultural work is necessarily adapt-
ed, shifted, ignored, or even contested in a variety of ways by all actors who conduct
China’s cultural diplomacy. Fortunately, China’s story is told to the world by many nar-
rators besides the primarily politically motivated central leadership of the CPC. Such
diversity will likely increase and more contesting narratives of China will emerge. These
probable developments will be beneficial to China’s cultural life. At the same time, recent
developments show that diversification in politics often makes the CPC feel cornered,
forcing the party to defend its position by strengthening its hold on a particular issue,
as can be seen above in the party tightening its grip on sensitive ideational matters and
politically subversive constituencies. Therefore, in the future it will remain important
to keep observing central versus non-central dynamics in Chinese culture and cultural
diplomacy, as the interplay between contesting visions and actors is likely to continue and
become more sophisticated.
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ABSTRACT

The essay was written in commemoration of Jaroslav Pragek (1906-1980)
by his former student Leo Ou-fan Lee. The author offers a rereading of
Prusek’s groundbreaking research on modern Chinese literature assess-
ing his theoretical insights which have made profound impact on the dis-
cipline and have remained a constant source of inspiration for Chinese
literature studies. It discusses the implications of Prusek’s two famous
papers - one on individualism and subjectivism, the other on a “confron-
tation” between traditional Chinese literature and modern European lit-
erature - and re-examines their relevance to the study of modern Chinese
literature today as cultural history.

Keywords: Jaroslav PriiSek; Chinese literature; modernity; individualism
and subjectivism; lyricism; methodology of literary studies

On this occasion of the 110th anniversary of Professor Jaroslav PriiseK’s birth, I have
come to Prague to pay tribute to his lasting scholarly impact. With the passing of
C. T. Hsia, we are also bemoaning the loss of two scholarly giants who separately (one in
Europe and one in the US) and jointly (via their debate) established the field of modern
Chinese literature in the West. While Hsia’s legacy has received major attention in all
parts of the world, it is perhaps fitting to remind ourselves that Prasek’s work has also
inspired a great number of scholars, myself included.

This belated tribute essay focuses on two seminal papers by Professor Prigek: “Sub-
jectivism and Individualism in Modern Chinese Literature” (1957; hereafter abbrevi-
ated as “Subjectivism”); and “A Confrontation of Traditional Oriental Literature with
Modern European Literature in the Context of the Chinese Literary Revolution” (1964;
hereafter abbreviated as “Confrontation”). Both articles are included in a collection of
Prugek’s papers edited by myself under the title of The Lyrical and the Epic: Studies of Mod-
ern Chinese Literature (Prusek 1980). I consider them to be the crux of Prtisek’s concep-
tion of modern Chinese literature that deserves repeated reading and further elaboration.

1 A preliminary version of this paper was presented during the Symposium Commemorating the 110th
Anniversary of the Birth of Jaroslav Prii$ek orgaized by the International Sinological Center at Charles
University in Prague on June 3, 2016.
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The very fact that David Wang, who has enjoyed a long and close relationship with
C. T. Hsia, has found in Prti$ek’s concept of the lyrical a model for his new and path-break-
ing work, The Lyrical in Epic Time: Modern Chinese Intellectuals and Artists Through the
1949 Crisis (Wang 2015) is an illustrious example of the sustained impact of Priisek’s ideas.
The two terms “Iyrical” and “epic” in the bookss title are obviously Prusek’s, but Wang uses
them in a most subtle way as a yardstick to describe not only a large corpus of modern
Chinese literary texts but also the fate of their authors at the crucial watershed event, the
triumph of the Chinese Communist Revolution in 1949. Wang extends Prii$ek’s argument
by asking the critical question: what is the meaning of Chinese “lyricism” in a new “epic
time” of revolution and what choices confronted a whole generation of Chinese writers
and artists.

Another young colleague from Hong Kong, Leonard Chan, who has been working
on the topic of Chinese lyrical tradition for a long time, has collaborated with Wang
in editing a compendium in Chinese: Shuqing zhi xiandaixing: shuqing chuantong lun-
shu yu Zhongguo wenxue yanjiu 3715 2 BN 716 E 7R IR B BISCETSE (The
Modernity of Lyricism: Essays on Chinese Lyrical Tradition; Chan and Wang 2014), that
includes a translation of Prusek’s “Subjectivism” article, which is preceded by a long intro-
ductory guide written by Chan. Chan has also written several articles on the work of
Prisek as a Sinologist, including one on his conception of the lyrical. My debt to these
two scholars is obvious. In some ways the present essay can serve as a supplement to
their work.

Literary history vs. literary criticism

Prusek and Hsia epitomize totally different sensibilities and scholarly approaches.
Hsia’s magnificent book, A History of Modern Chinese Fiction (Hsia 1961), is in substance
an original work of literary criticism, not strictly speaking a literary history. It contains
chapters of brilliant textual readings on the representative works by individual authors
linked together by other narrative chapters of political-intellectual-cultural trends. On
the other hand, Prisek seldom enters into close textual criticism per se — that is, to sub-
ject the individual text to rigorous close reading and analysis by using standards drawn
from New Criticism as Hsia does. For Prusek, a literary text does not exist by itself, but
is always part of a larger context, which it illuminates. He is always aware of the dynam-
ics between literary texts and historical background, particularly that of revolution. His
Marxist convictions are inevitably expressed by his commitment to the Chinese Commu-
nist Revolution, of which the May Fourth movement formed the intellectual and cultural
spearhead. I would venture further to say that in fact PriiSek has woven his Marxist beliefs
into a complex methodology of literary history that blends literary texts with historical
dynamics, and literary form with cultural content. This is the thread I would like to trace,
to the best of my knowledge.

As a multilingual scholar, Pridek chooses to write in English, a language in which he
does not feel entirely at home. One wonders how he would discuss the same subject in
Czech, French, or German? I would like to characterize his English style as somewhat
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long-winded, though fluent and elegant in its own way. He tends to use fairly long sen-
tences, which impart a formal academic air, in order to build up his arguments and paint
larger frescoes. (This is in sharp contrast to C. T. Hsia’s brilliantly concise English.) Above
all he employs big concepts like “subjectivism” and “individualism” to characterize a very
complex range of literary features which he then proceeds to unpack, but sometimes the
issues involved are so complex as to exceed the examples he has chosen to illustrate. Thus,
as one of his students and editor of his last volume of scholarly papers I feel it is my duty
to continue this task. To do so I must attempt to do a thorough re-reading of the two
essays listed above and, wherever appropriate, to make a few comments.

Subjectivism and Lyricism

“Subjectivism and Individualism in Modern Chinese Literature” is perhaps the most
quoted work by Pruisek, according to his student Marian Galik (Galik 1998: 184). With 28
pages in print it is also one of the longest. Pridek declares at the beginning that he wishes
to follow “a single complex of features which can be summed up under ‘subjectivism
and individualism™ (Pri$ek 1980: 1). His initial definition is as follows: “I understand
these terms to cover an emphasis on the creator’s personality in art and a concentration
of attention on the artist’s own life” (ibid.). He considers it a feature of modern Chinese
literature, because “it is natural that the birth of a modern, free, and self-determining
individual was possible only at the price of shattering and discarding these traditional
views and customs and the whole social structure on which they were based” (ibid.: 2).
At first glance, this statement looks like a specimen of standard May Fourth intellectual
discourse, but he wishes to apply it to literature and art as well. Prisek then adds a few
qualifications: such tendencies when “joined with pessimism and a feeling for the tragedy
of life, along with an inclination to revolt and even the tendency to self-destruction, are
the most characteristic qualities of Chinese literature from the May Fourth Movement
of 1919 to the outbreak of war with Japan” (ibid.: 3). This is, to say the least, an all-en-
compassing generalisation. It brings up a further complication: how can an outlook of
life and intellectual value be turned into a literary and artistic mode and stance? Content
and form are interrelated, of course, but they are not the same thing. As we read on,
a third term is introduced, “lyrical” or “lyricism’, which becomes all but interchangeable
with “subjectivism” and is contrasted with opposing pair of terms — the “epic” and the
“objective’, such as the following statement: “We should most certainly find it in the
greater emphasis on the lyrical and subjective aspects of literary production as compared
with the predominantly epic and objective character of folk literature” (ibid.: 9). Here
Prisek is referring to classical Chinese literature in which “the lyric occupies the foremost
place” (ibid.). The crucial issue then becomes: how do the two strains interact with each
other not only in traditional Chinese literature but in modern Chinese literature as well,
which has inherited both the lyrical and epic legacies? The problematic can be turned
into a specific question: if the lyrical tendency is a predominant feature of classical Chi-
nese literature, how can it be transposed to modern Chinese literature, especially since
“ground-plan” of May Fourth writers is of the novella and short story which “have their
epic origins” and “poetry and literary essay are no longer privileged as in the past” (ibid.:
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26). Prusek is not unaware of the problem, for he proceeds to delineate this transforma-
tion in the rest of the essay by primarily concentrating on some of the prominent literary
works produced in the Qing period, in which he detects a certain “loosening of the bonds
which the feudal order imposed on the individual” (ibid.: 28). Leonard Chan considers
this last point “debatable”; it can only be regarded as “a general truth in various phases
of literary history”, for “there is always a desire for any conscientious writer to quest for
freedom against restrictions and confines of any kind” (Chan 2008: 26). I would argue
that the issue is also connected with literary genre: since Priisek finds the lyric in the pre-
dominant genres of poetry (shi #+f), song (ci #i) and rhymed prose (fu fi{), he seems to
demote the epic form of the popular novel to a lower place of folk literature. How would
this implied hierarchy be redressed to reflect the modern tide of emancipation and rev-
olution, which obviously calls for the “epic” forms? Prtidek tries to resolve this seeming
dilemma in two steps: first, by arguing that some of the subjective elements have sneaked
into the traditional tales and short stories, especially in the Ming huaben (hence echoing
a similar point made by C. T. Hsia in his other book, The Classic Chinese Novel); and
secondly, by reinforcing the same procedure in some modern novels of epic proportions
such as Mao Dun’s > & Midnight (Ziye T-1%). In other words, he tries to inject a positive
and transforming energy into his concept of the lyrical. Still, in my view, the “epic” side
seems to have fallen short, but Prusek’s “ground-plan” has become a springing board for
David Wang’s monumental book, The Lyrical in Epic Time. With copious examples drawn
from a variety of twentieth-century Chinese writers and artists, he has demonstrated that
the “lyrical” (shuging ¥71%) has indeed become a more active trope in “epic time”—that
is, in the new epoch of 20th-century China which is dominated by collective “history”.

The Lyrical in Traditional Literature

Let us return to PriiSeks initial inquiry as evolved in the “Subjectivism” essay. As men-
tioned earlier, in his view “the lyrical and subjective aspects of literary production” in
traditional Chinese literature belonged to the literary elite whereas “epic in the form
of narrative poems, tales and novels scarcely appears in the work of the literati at all”
(Prisek 1980: 10). This last statement is, however, subject to debate, since it begs the
question: who wrote the epic forms of literature? Some scholars have argued that there
are narrative poems of epic scope written by the literary elite and that some historical
narratives (such as Sima Qian’s 7] 55 Shiji H30) and historical romances do contain
sufficient epic elements. Priisek was certainly aware of this, but his interest lay elsewhere:
not the long novels of the 16th century such as The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, The
Outlaws of the March, or The Journey to the West, but more recent works of prose pro-
duced in the 18th and 19th centuries. Is it because in such works the elite-lyrical and the
folk-epic strains were already mixed, thus serving as formal proof that a “loosening of the
bonds” had already taken place — or more likely to be expected? In works of the late Qing
period, he makes only brief comments on the “strongly personal tendency” in the late
Qing works such as The Travels of Lao Can (Lao Can youji £ 55il770) and Strange Things
Seen during Twenty Years (Ershinain mudu zhi guaixianzhuang — 4 E & 2 [ZEIHK)
and Exposes of Officialdom (Guanchang xianxingji B ¥ 3/ 5c; or A Picture of the Pres-
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ent-day Class of Officials in Prusek’s translation). But he reserves his highest compliment
to the famous collection of ghostly Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio (Liaozhai zhiyi
1755552 by Pu Songling, an early 18th-century writer and frustrated intellectual. He
praises Pu Songling as a writer of “the perfect short-story” who was ahead of his time. He
considers the “author’s preface” as a text of “intense lyricism and pathos” (Prusek 1980:
13). Yet in this article he does not treat the fox-fairy stories in this famous collection at
all, but chooses instead to mention Pu’s poetic works. One is left with the impression that
Prusek prefers non-fictional prose works, particularly the more intimate genres, over the
multi-chapter long novels.

In fact, the middle part of this long article is devoted entirely to a lengthy discussion
of classical prose works of a personal nature, as included in a collection called Selection
of Diary Literature (Riji wenxue congxuan Har ) £25%1%) edited by Ruan Wuming [t
B, This seeming digression is intended to gather enough evidence to show the general
tendency toward subjectivism in classical Chinese prose. Here Prtsek does not distin-
guish prose and fiction at all because he is interested only in the “penetration of subjective
elements into literature in various descriptions of nature, where ... the tableau or lyrical
picture, striving to evoke the impression of pure and perfect beauty, was always set off by
some intimate experience, reminiscence or anecdote” (Prisek 1980: 24). Like Lin Yutang
#GEE and others, he has a special soft-spot for Shen Fu’s /18 autobiographical account
Six Chapters of a Floating Life (Fusheng liuji %4 7<5r)). Expectedly Prtisek lavishes high
praise on the author’s ability to bring diverse personal materials and intimate experiences
into a unified conception so that the whole work becomes “a uniform, one-piece trag-
edy of human life” (Prasek 1980: 26) - not knowing that at least two of its six chapters
proved to be forgeries, which are sandwiched between the more intimate chapters about
his beloved wife Yun Niang 7= who dies prematurely of sickness. Whether Prisek was
aware of it or not, his central argument about the lyrical nature of this rather unique work
remains undamaged. But when he turns to another late Qing work, a “novel” in the form
of a travelogue, The Travels of Lao Can, his views seem to tilt toward a socio-political,
rather than lyrical-subjective, interpretation.

Prusek criticizes the work’s traditional structure of chapter breaks and dismisses the
most lyrical middle chapters (Chapter 8-10), which in my view evokes a lyrical and alle-
gorical landscape of the protagonist’s inner aesthetic world. Prtsek faults the entire epi-
sode as “medieval wild fantasy... the result of purely artificial architectonics, dictated
by aesthetic principles and not by the needs of the story” (“Introduction to Studies in
Modern Chinese Literature”, in Prisek 1980: 45). If so, don’t “aesthetic principles” carry
any lyrical weight at all? He has obviously adopted an ideological interpretation of the
middle chapters as reactionary and anti-revolutionary (i.e. against Sun Yat-sen’s revolu-
tion). Nor does he pay sufficient attention to the characterization of the protagonist, Lao
Can except to say that he is a projection of the author, Liu E £/%8. Yet the hero’s prob-
lematic position in the whole fictional landscape also deserves attention. I have argued
elsewhere that Lao Can is portrayed as an “in-between” figure who is both an inactive
traditional scholar-official and a precursor of the self-alienated (from political service)
modern intellectual (Lee 1985).2 On the other hand, another late Qing novel produced

2 My article was itself inspired by PrageK’s idea of lyricism, as Gélik has correctly pointed out.
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at the same time (1906), A short history of civilization (Wenming xiaoshi SCBH/N52) by
Li Boyuan Z={F17T (Li Baojia ZXEf3%) who also penned Expose of Officialdom (Guan-
chang xianxingji B/ a0), has all the formal characteristics of a modern “epic” in
its objective portrait of Chinese society in a crucial decade (1900-1910) which witnessed
the trials of the “New Policies” movement (xinzheng #TI) initiated by the Qing regime
and the immense waves of social and political ferment before the Republican Revolution.
Thus in the same year we find both lyrical and epic works of fiction (xiaoshuo /|Nift). Of
course, PraseK’s studies of late Qing fiction are not confined to this one article, but can
also be found elsewhere, such as “The Changing Role of the Narrator in Chinese Novels
at the Beginning of the Twentieth-Century”, in which he deals perceptively with a num-
ber of late Qing novels, including Flowers of Retribution (Niehai hua B£{f#{t), which can
be regarded as a prime example of historical romance and a variant form of the epic. At
Harvard, he gave a seminar devoted entirely to a close reading of this work. He may have
used this seminar as preparatory ground for a new research project on the “epic” varieties
of the late Qing novel, including historical romances. If so, his scholarly plans were sadly
cut short. After he returned to his homeland, the political situation changed radically,
which made it impossible for him to engage in normal scholarly activities.>

Half a century after the event, I now realize how deeply Prtsek’s legacy has been
imbedded in my own work. I started as a young student from a totally different cultural
and ideological background. As one of his “guest pupils” (since he was a visiting guest
at Harvard), I intentionally challenged his positions, but he always welcomed it with
gracious tolerance (see Lee 2006). Only five graduate students took his seminar, who
all bore the imprint of his ideas in their subsequent work.# My own interest in late Qing
literature was the direct product of that seminar. Following Prusek, I wish to relate the
forms and subgenres of the late Qing novel to the unprecedented socio-political changes
of the period. Moreover, to rephrase David Wang’s term of “repressed modernity”, I wish
to ask anew about the formal features of the late Qing novels and how beneath their
seemingly traditional structure there may have lurked new elements (though repressed)
which eventually led to the modern literature of the May Fourth period. Like Wang,
I tend to seek continuity rather than rupture from the late Qing to May Fourth. Thus my
small disagreements should be taken as a kind of “anxiety of influence” under the mantle
of a great master.

Renegotiating theory: the Czech connection
One striking feature of PriiseK’s essays is that although as a Sinologist he is deeply

steeped in Chinese literary and aesthetic tradition, his formulation of concepts seems
to be underpinned by certain theoretical thinking from European sources. The most

3 Marian Galik mentions that when in August 1968 the Soviet army invaded Czechoslovakia, it forced
the cancellation of the conference of the European Association for Chinese Studies in Prague devoted
to 50th anniversary of the May Fourth movement at which nearly 500 Sinologists would like to partic-
ipate (Galik 1998: 159).

4 Galik has listed several in his article. I recall only Don Price, Janet Walker, Sue Fawn Chung, and
a graduate student from Hong Kong who was doing a dissertation on Niehai hua.
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relevant are, of course, the Prague School and Russian Formalism. Yet theory is never
foregrounded in his essays, nor rigorously applied. Thus it is impossible to trace the exact
sources of origin. The following is merely a preliminary inquiry.

I had no clue of Prusek’s theoretical background when I took his two courses at Har-
vard: in his general lecture course, he did mention the Prague School but did not go into
any detail (the lecture course was geared toward undergraduates). Recent research by
Leonard Chan has now convinced me that indeed Prusek had close connections with
the Prague Linguistic Circle: “Most of his working concepts, such as artistic structure,
composition, social and aesthetic functions, can be easily traced back to the theory of Jan
Mukarovsky (1891-1975) and Felix Vodicka (1909-1974), two colleague of Prueks at the
Charles University” (Chan 2008).>

But Chan did not go into any detail. Lacking any expertise on the Prague School
myself, I can only surmise that Priisek may have been influenced by Mukatovsky’s views
on the aesthetic function of language in a work of literary art, be it prose or poetry. The
aesthetic structure of a work of art, according to the general principles of the Prague
School, has its own intrinsic value and autonomy. Accordingly, its theories of form - be
it poetry or prose — must also be based on actual texts. This impression comes from
my limited exposure to one of its luminary practitioners, Professor Lubomir Dolezel,
author of Major Modes of Czech Fiction and many other theoretical articles, at a schol-
arly conference on the modern Chinese short story in Honolulu. I recall that Dolezel,
together with his then wife, Professor Milena Dolezelovd, impressed upon me the
rule that any literary analysis must stem from the texts themselves and not from the
author’s background or the historical circumstances of their production (as cultural or
literary historians like myself tend to do). I can now openly acknowledge their great
impact on my thinking. Still, this does not seem to solve the issue of historical context,
especially in view of Prusek’s great sympathies with the Chinese Revolution, to which
the New Literature contributed a large share. How do we reconcile the formalism of
Prusek’s method with his historicism? The clue may be found at least in part in his own
background of Czech literature.

I suspect that there may be a hidden parallel between Prusek’s sympathies to mod-
ern Chinese writers and his devotion to modern Czech writers. The few times when
he mentioned the name of Mukarovsky in class, he invariably invoked a few names of
Czech writers, particularly Karel Capek (1890-1938). This led me to believe that theory
and creative writing are closely related in Prti$ek’s mind. He did not specifically mention
Vodicka, another member of the Prague School who may have been a closer colleague of
his at Charles University. Vodicka was the author of Paths and Goals of National Revival
Literature (Cesty a cile obrozenské literatury),® which Praisek may have read. I have not
read this book, but believe that it must have contained chapters on the two major modern
Czech writers, Capek and his fellow writer Jaroslav Hasek (1883-1923). Capeks transla-
tions of French poetry further inspired a new generation of Czech poets.” Leonard Chan

> Galik also mentioned F. Vodicka in his memorial article, a fact confirmed by Dr. Dusan Andr$ of
Charles University as this Symposium.

¢ Tam deeply indebted to Dr. Dusan Andrs who introduced this book to me at the Symposium.

7 Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. The entry cites the biography of Capek by Ivan Klima, a famous
contemporary Czech writer.
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is the only scholar who has noted this possible connection. In his introduction to the
chapter “Distant Voices” in the volume, The Modernity of Lyricism (Chan 2014), Chan
states succinctly that Prasek’s studies of Chinese literature are informed by two Czech leg-
acies: the structuralist method of the Prague School and the Bohemian romantic spirit of
the National Revival movement since the end of the 18th century: from the romanticism
of Karel Hynek Macha (1810-1836) to the avant-garde experiment of “Czech Poetism” of
the 1920s and 1930s, which “nurtured an emancipatory power”. Accordingly, Praisek may
have seen a Chinese resonance in the gurgling current of ‘lyrical spirit’ in the long river
of Chinese literature” (Chan and Wang 2014: 309). This is a most valuable finding. In the
same vein, we can argue that HaseK’s parodistic novel, Good Soldier Schweik, is a parallel
text to Lu Xun’s “The True Story of Ah Q”. I would make a further conjecture that the
lyrical strain must have been the primary strain in the Czech literary tradition which has
freely entered Czech poetry and prose as an active agent.

Another issue is related to Prtisek’s theoretical knowledge of Marxism. I recall that
when I first met Prasek as a graduate student I naively saw him as a Communist. Yet
never once did he make any statement in support of Chinese Communism. Rather, in
private and with his seminar students he deplored the outbreak of the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Gradually I came to the realization that he was a humanist with refined tastes who
“was very fond of life” rather than a Party apparatchik. He was certainly not a “vulgar
Marxist’, for never once in class did he cite any Marxist theory of literature, not even
Georg Lukacs. But he did mention the work of the Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky,
which provides another clue to Prusek’s theoretical background. It seems that for Prasek
the two schools were closely connected and that for his studies of Chinese literary history
Russian Formalism may be more relevant.

In his paper on “Lu Hsun’s .l ‘Huai chiu [#: A Precursor of Modern Chinese
Literature”, he remarks on a notable modern feature in this pioneering story written in
the classical wenyan language: “Lu Hsiin’s approach to his plot is one of simplification,
a reduction of the plot to simplest components, and an attempt to present his subject
without the framework of an explanatory story” (Prisek 1980: 106). He also cites Lu
Xun’s story “Shizhong 7R~ as another example, in which “the plot has completely
disappeared”. The basis for this remark is Capek’s “Story without Words”, which rep-
resents a new literary experiment for a writer who used to excel also in detective fiction
(one might also add that Capek is also a writer of science fiction, and invented the word
“robot”). He then remarks that “by the same time the Soviet literary critic V. Shklovsky
devoted a whole chapter of his book, The Theory of Prose (Czech translation by B. Mathe-
sius, Prague, 1933) to “literature outside the plot™ (ibid.: 107). Shklovsky is here dealing
with three books by the Russian writer Rozanov.® Here I quote a passage from the chapter
in English translation:

“These books are not entirely formless, since we see in them certain constancy in the
device used in their formation. For me these books represent a new genre, a genre that

8 Prasek used the Czech translation by B. Mathesius, Prague, 1933; note here that the Czech translation
is done by the same Mathesius who collaborated with Prtidek in translation of Tang poetry. (On their
collaboration see Lomova and Zadrapova 2016).
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resembles, above all, the parodistic novel, that is, with the weakly expressed framing story
(the main plot) and without a comic tinge. Rozanov’s work represents a heroic attempt
to go beyond the confines of literature, ‘to speak without words, without form’ and the
work has turned out splendidly, because it has given birth to a new literature, a new form”
(Shklovsky 1991: 1991).

This is typical Shklovsky, whose theoretical insights stem from his interest in the for-
mal features which are marked by the development of technical “devices”. (Chapter I of
Theory of Prose is titled “Art as Device”.) Apparently in Rozanov’s works even the "paro-
distic novel” form is being torn apart by diverse prose materials such as letters, newspa-
per articles, biographical or autobiographical accounts, even photographs — that fill up
Rozanov’s fictional canvas. Prisek seizes on this point to bring in Lu Xun'’s story:

“This to some extent was what Lu Hstin tried to do: he substituted sketches, reminiscences,
lyrical descriptions, etc., for the traditional belletristic forms of China and Europe. These
tendencies shared by Lu Hsiin and that of modern European prose writers could, I believe,
be called the penetration of the epic by the lyric and the breaking up of the traditional epic
forms” (Prasek 1980: 107).

He then makes a more daring argument that Lu Xun’s innovation should not be con-
sidered as being inspired by “the peculiar nature of the old Chinese prose in the classical
language, where prose without a plot was predominant”. Rather, this Chinese writer was
“making use of devices that European prose did not discover until much later. Hence
the emergence of modern literature “is not a gradual process involving the adaptation of
various foreign elements and the gradual change of the traditional structure, but that it
is fundamentally a sudden process” (ibid.). This bold argument may agree with his con-
ception of revolution, but does not entirely follow the principles of Russian Formalism.
Shklovsky also states that literary development in general “progresses along a broken
path” with many ruptures, but this path itself has its own trajectory: “No, the real point
is that the legacy that is passed on from one literary generation to the next moves not
from father to son but from uncle to nephew” (Shklovsky 1991: 189-190). Applied to
the transformation of Chinese literary genres, it means that the canonical genres such
as classical poetry and prose may not carry the main legacy in literary development; it
is the subsidiary genres, often of a more folk or vernacular origin, such as vernacular
tale or novel, that performs the task. “New literary forms are emerging out of the lower
stratum of society to replace the old ones. The old forms, no more consciously felt than
grammatical forms are in speech, have lost their artistic character to assume an official
status that precludes sensation” (Shklovsky 1991: 190).

My own sense of Prusek’s citation of Shklovsky’ theory is that he uses it to privi-
lege modern Chinese literature, and not vice versa. In stressing the “sudden process” of
change, he has made it more difficult to deal with the transition from traditional to mod-
ern forms. How can the subjective and lyrical tendencies of belletristic forms of prose be
transformed into the “epic” forms of revolutionary fiction, especially since the old epic
narratives are both structured and driven by plot? Through another sudden process by
another modern writer? Here we must again make a digression to his discussion of Mao
Dun’s fiction.
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Literary dynamics between the “lyrical” and the “epic”

Priasgek’s analysis of Mao Dun’s works can be found in his long chapter on “Mao Tun
and Yu Ta-fu” A5 K taken from a book Three Sketches of Chinese Literature (Prisek
1969). It is full of subtlety and insight because he delves into the problem of narration.
Unlike most scholars of Mao Dun who focus only on the author’s Marxist ideology as
revealed in his work, Prtisek chooses first to approach it formalistically by contrast-
ing the roles of the narrator with old Chinese novels - by arguing that his traditional
passive role is changed into that of the “modern epic first person” who, though omni-
scient, is equipped with “a constant shifting viewpoint” (Praisek 1969: 124). Not only
that, Mao Dun is also capable of “the subjectivization of the narrative in the sense that
it is transmitted through a certain character, is colored by that character’s participation
and aspect, passes through the prism of that personality... And so modern narration is
broken down into a number of sections and ‘each of these sections has a different subjec-
tive coloring’... The linguistic device employed in this kind of subjectivization is ‘mixed
speech’... This leads to a ‘constant intermingling of inner monologue with narration,
which implies a constant confrontation of ‘outer’ epic reality with the ‘inner’ spiritual
world of the character” (Prasek 1969: 125). This long and elaborate passage with internal
citations contains theoretical insights by Lubomir Dolezel here quoted by Priisek to bone
up his high praise for Mao Dun. (In contrast, C. T. Hsia’s evaluation of the same author
is much lower.) At least, it clarifies for us what he means by the phrase “the penetration
of the epic by the lyric”.

It seems to me that Prusek quotes Dolezel’s theory of mixed speech also to buttress
his point about the penetration of the lyrical into Mao Dun’s epic form, for the novel is
conceived grandly as a modern Chinese epic (which Mao Dun called a “Romance”). In
so doing, Priisek seems to have lost sight of the historical totality of the novel’s design. In
other words, the specter of Lukacs nevertheless looms large. As David Wang perceptively
noted, both Lukacs and Prusek “share the yearning to reinstate the epic world, and to that
end, both entertain the Romantic motif of the epic world as one of affective plenitude and
semantic immanence. In a peculiar way. Prtisek could have cited Chinese lyricism, thanks
to its lyrico-epic potential, as a remedy whereas its Western counterpart, in Lukacs’s opin-
ion, falls short” (Wang 2015: 34). Wang tactfully fills the lacunae in Prti$eK’s articulation
by invoking not only Lukacs but Adorno as well:

“Whereas Adorno looks into the agency of negative dialectics in modernistic lyricism,
PriiSek tries to revitalize the synthetic power of premodern Chinese lyrical poetry. For him,
even if Chinese literature proceeds inevitably toward epic revelation, the lyrical ethos arising
therefrom does not serve as its estranged other but rather provides cohesive power, endow-
ing Chinese social subjectivity with a synthetic quality of its own. The mutual implication of
the lyrical and the epic can exemplify the ‘singular plural socialist vision” (Wang 2015: 35).

Thus in one grand stroke of theoretical negotiation, Wang has subtly put PraseK’s lyr-
icism in a positive light.

But what about the epic in its modern transformation? Does it offer some new features
from the old epic form governed by plot? In his Mao Dun chapter Prtiek mentions only
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three Western authors in the epic category: Zola, Capek, and John Dos Passos. Of the
three perhaps only the last fully qualifies. In introducing this now neglected American
novelist, Prisek adds his own comment: “With Dos Passos, it is the endeavor to over-
step the tradition of a unified and oversimplified single-rail plot, and also perhaps the
striving to render adequately the polyphony of city life, combined with a desire to create
a more complex composition” (Prisek 1980: 142) that made his novel Manhattan Trans-
fer a great modern epic. This “polyphony” aspect may be the most important feature of
the modern novel from Dostoevsky to Passos, if we can stretch Bakhtin’s theory to some
extent. But what about Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, and for that matter, his earlier masterpiece
Ulysses? Or the great novelists of the Austro-German lineage: Broch, Musil, and Canetti?

Confrontation or Convergences between East
and West?

>«

At this point, we must proceed to Prusek’s “Confrontation” essay. It is also a condensed
meditation on an issue of the grandest comparative scope. It is much shorter and more
succinct than the “Subjectivism” article to which it is related, yet offering us greater
insights. Its main thesis is stated near the end:

“The main literary stream in Old China was that of lyric poetry, and this predilection runs
through the new literary production as well, so that subjective feeling dominates and often
breaks up the epic forms. A similar wave of lyricism flooded European literature, too, after
the first World War, and had the same disintegrating influence on the traditional objec-
tive forms, as was particularly evident in the break-up of the form of the classical nine-
teenth-century novel. Taking the place of the strict epic structure is a free grouping of purely
lyrical or lyrico-epic elements. In this point, there was a convergence of the old Chinese
tradition with contemporary European moods” (Prasek 1980: 84).

I find these passages to be endlessly fascinating. Several of his usual key words recur
but here placed in a context of comparison between Chinese and modern European lit-
erature. A new key word also emerges: convergence, or its more dynamic twin, confron-
tation (as in the title of the article). By convergence Prusek does not necessarily mean
that one literature influences the other or vice versa, because the word invariably puts
the two literatures on an unequal footing (usually in favor of Europe, but not for him;
see later page). What he means is something like a literary “affinity” rather than contrast.
I would suggest an additional term, counterpoint (from music), which implies that the
traditions and currents in China and the West are different and have different trajectories
of developments, yet they can “converge” as parallels on a certain historical time-frame -
in this case, the interwar period of 1919-1939, which corresponds with the May Fourth
period in China.

Beyond making a grand statement, Prisek does not go into much analytic detail in
this grand comparison. If his copious remarks about the penetration of lyrical elements
into traditional epic forms in China in his other articles have made the picture somewhat
clear, apparently he does not feel the need to do the same with the development of Euro-
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pean literature: how did the wave of lyricism that flooded European literature managed
to exert a “disintegrating influence” on the “strict epic structure” of the classical 19th-cen-
tury novel? What are the traditional belletristic forms of Europe? What constitutes the
“penetration” and the resulting “breaking up”? Prisek’s has left these issues unexplained.
After all, as a Sinologist he is not responsible for such an explanation.

Allow me to fill in some small gaps. As David Wang has pointed out, Lukdcs and
Adorno have contrasting views about lyricism, yet both place lyrical poetry at the center
of the European crisis: if Lukdcs “suspects that modern lyricism epitomizes the degener-
ation of Western civilization,” Adorno worries about its power and legitimacy of survival
after the Holocaust. PriiSek, on the other hand, glorifies its “break-up” potential against
tradition, thus assuming the role of a precursor of modernism. In my Foreword to The
Lyrical and the Epic, I made some reservations about this claim. Leonard Chan comes to
Prusek’s defense by arguing that if we explore the issue in a broader context, “we might
put forward the speculation that the modern European avant-garde movement might, to
a certain extent, be initiated or at least inspired by the oriental lyrical art and literature”
(Chan 2008: 28). Consequently their affinities should not be considered accidental. For
evidence Chan has pointed to the Czech translations of classical Chinese poetry by none
other than Prusek himself, which deeply influenced modern Czech poetry and theory.
Still, this East-West connection needs further contextualization. If I erred before due to
my narrow knowledge by tracing a different genealogy of Western modernism (i.e. from
Baudelaire to Eliot), thereby leaving out the German and Central European variations,
which indeed put great stress on the lyrical, I now stand corrected.

Still, this does not fully resolve the “internal” issues of Prigek’s final argument. In
its grand comparative scope, Prisek obviously gives more weight to the power of lyric
poetry in Old China than to the wave of modern European avant-garde. Moreover, in
Prusek’s articles he obviously has a predilection for prose than poetry. In matters con-
cerning prose literature, Prisek does not wish to distinguish prose from fiction or short
stories from long novels. Perhaps Shklovsky also obscures the boundary by an all-in-
clusive generic view of prose. Thus it does not really matter whether Rozanov’s three
books are fiction or prose - just the contrary, their mixed-up quality is what made it new.
More importantly, PriiSek has given Lu Xun and Yu Dafu the principal role as carriers
of the power of lyricism to break up traditional forms, but ignores the fact of their con-
scious or unconscious inheritance from the traditional essay form. Reading his articles
together, we cannot but have the impression that he favors the “lyrical’, which is a more
active artistic agent than the “epic”, whose “objective structures” look rather static and
unchanging.

In fact he has not described the nature of the “objective epic forms” in traditional
Chinese literature except to pinpoint their conventional, non-progressive nature. In the
“Confrontation” article he mentions as illustration only the attempt of some late Qing
writers (Wu Jingzi %#{(#¥ and Li Boyuan in particular) in painting a “broad social fres-
co” and compare their work with the new realistic novel by Mao Dun, Ding Ling ] 7,
and others (Prtisek 1980: 79). His foregone conclusion is made possible by his conviction
that “the revolution made a clean sweep of the old stock of literary forms. The more
crystallized the form and the more categorical the adherence to it demanded, the more
complete was its disappearance”. Thus “in poetry practically all the old forms have been
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done away with because here norms were enforced most rigidly of all” (ibid.: 79). If so
why did both Lu Xun and Yu Dafu choose to continue to write poetry in the classical
form and did so brilliantly? And how does one account for the emergence of a modern
Chinese epic-novel? And on the European side, did the same process take place or not?
Was the First World War comparable to a revolution in causing the breakdown of tradi-
tional forms? And what about the case of Soviet Russia, which is positioned between the
West and the East? The more I am mesmerized by PraseK’s grand comparison the more
questions come to my mind. To help answer some of the questions, I began to seek more
theoretical guidance from new sources. Two books proved helpful:

1. Ralph Freedman’s The Lyrical Novel is a somewhat theoretical treatise based on
a detailed analysis of the works of three major writers - Hermann Hesse, Andre Gide, and
Virginia Woolf. At first sight, these writers from three different countries have nothing in
common. But Freedman nevertheless finds a common trait, which he defines as “Iyrical”
According to him, the lyrical novel is a modern genre, a long prose form derived from
the 19th-century novel. It has the following key characteristics: it is “plot-less” (thus com-
parable to Rozanov’s works d la Shklovsky?); its hero is more passive and pensive; and
external action is turned into inward probing. Above all it depicts a world “reduced to
a lyrical point of view, the equivalent of the poet’s T the lyrical self” (Freedman 1963: 8).
Such a technique is originally the formal property of poetry, especially Romantic poetry,
but it is used in this special type of fiction which applies the technique of lyrical poetry -
its reliance on subjective images and its pictorial qualities — to the narrative framework of
the novel. In so doing, it deemphasizes plot in favor of poetic imagery and the temporal
narrative is changed into “spatial form” (the term first coined by Joseph Frank). “Lyrical
novels... exploit the expectation of narrative by turning it into its opposite: a lyrical pro-
cess in the workings of the mind and imagination” (ibid.: 6). It turns narrative into “a voy-
age of discovery onto a strange subterranean sea in which the lyrical mood... is acted out
in worlds of fiction populated by an imaginary of figures, emblazoned by an imagery of
scenes” (ibid.: 283). According to Freedman, the lyrical novel as a new genre reached its
prominence in the interwar period (hence a part of the lyrical current that flooded the
European avant-garde?) and thereafter declined except in Germany.

Freedman’s model includes most of the formal features as in Pras$ek’s lyrical scheme,
but gives a slightly different shading: the lyrical elements in the creative process seem to
be more inward-oriented as it turns the “Iyrical self” into self-probing and self-alienation
from the outside world. As such it definitely does not have the revolutionary potential
to break up traditional norms as PrtiSek argues in the case of modern Chinese literature.

Does this mean that since lyrical poetry in the European tradition does not carry the
positive and “synthetic” power as in Chinese lyricism, hence its decline? Still, Freed-
man’s mode clarifies for us at least one point: the lyrical novel is evolved from the novel,
not prose essays or shorter prose forms. It turns the narrative for realism into a more
imaginary and symbolic form. As such its lyrical mood runs counter to revolutionary
mood of modern Chinese fiction as described by Prusek. I can well imagine Prisek
arguing along this line, that this basically German model does not fit China — with the
possible exception of Yu Dafu, who openly acknowledged his indebtedness to German
literature and in fact used lyrics in the German language in his early story “Moving south”
(Nangian F#3&). In his long discussion of Yu Dafu who is paired with Mao Dun as two
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contrasting representatives, Prusek talks about Yu's stories in connection with European
romanticism (Prasek 1980: 169). He cites Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (in
German), a key Romantic text, and the Czech poet Vitézslav Nezval, but no novelists. He
mentions a number of European and Japanese writers, but not Hesse, Gide and Virginia
Woolf. Apparently PriiSek has in mind a different genealogy of this European “flood of
lyricism” whose progenitors consisted more of poets than novelists. Nor does he indicate
its future fate, as for instance whether it would degenerate into kitsch. In this regard, I am
reminded of a comment on European modernism by Milan Kundera, Prasek’s former
countryman:

“What was ‘modern art, that intriguing storm of the first third of the twentieth century?
A radical revolt against the aesthetic of the past; that is obvious of course, except that the
pasts were not alike. In France modern art... extended the great lyrical rebellion of Baude-
laire and Rimbaud. It found its privileged expression in painting and, above all, in poetry,
which was its chosen art. The novel, by contrast, was anathematized (most notably by sur-
realists); it was considered outmoded, forever sealed into its conventional form. In Central
Europe the situation was different: opposition to the ecstatic, romantic, sentimental, musical
tradition led the modernism of a few geniuses, the most original, toward the art that is the
privileged sphere of analysis, lucidity, irony: that is, toward the novel” (Kundera 2006: 49).°

It was a pity that Prusek did not have an exchange of ideas with Kundera, since they
both shared the Central European background. Yet Kundera’s notion of the modern novel
in Central Europe - as epitomized by “a few geniuses” such as Franz Kafka, Robert Musil,
Hermann Broch, and Witold Gombrowicz - and his demand to concentrate only on the
essentials of analysis, lucidity and irony is nowhere to be found in Prusek’s article or, for
that matter, in modern Chinese literature in general. For Priisek, the modern Chinese
novel is inevitably bound with reality and the demand of realism, which unfolds a large
socio-political fresco of human action, rather than Kundera’s “thinking novels”

2. Franco Moretti’s masterful book Modern Epic is basically a study of three master-
works: Goethe’s Faust, Joyce’s Ulysses, and Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Sol-
itude (Moretti 1996). But it offers nothing less than a theoretical construction of a new
“super-genre”, the modern epic. The new term is needed because, according to Moretti,
the old world was changed forever. This explains Goethe’s difficulty and long delay in
writing the second part of Faust. The emergent “world system” which arrived in the early
20th century is driven by global capitalism, which the 19th century novel form no longer
sufficed to accommodate. Thus in a way Moretti answers the question: what happened
when the old epic forms were broken up. Answer: a new kind of modern epic as “world
text”, a form used in utterly diverse ways by Joyce and Garcia Marquez.

Moretti’s method owes much to Russian Formalism but supplements it with his own
version of Darwin’s theory of evolution as applied to literary history. Thus he considers
Joyce's Ulysses not so much a lyrical work of stylistic experimentation or inward probing
but as an objective “world text” which is filled both with a linguistic polyphony of styles
and a plethora of material artifacts — all laid out in the textual surface (something akin to
Shklovsky’s view of Rozanov’s works?). The modern epic is a text that tries to encompass

 Tam indebted to Guangchen Chen for this reference.
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the totality of the contemporary world itself. In Joyce’s novel it is mirrored in the city of
Dublin, his hometown, which he tries to recapture “polyphonically” much as Dos Passos
in Manhattan Transfer later seeks to do with New York. The enlarged space of the city is
squeezed into a compressed time-frame of a day and a night.

In contrast, Prisek has mentioned Joyce several times, but all in a lyrical vein. Perhaps
one could also claim, a la Moretti, that Li Boyuan’s novel, Brief History of Civilization (dis-
cussed earlier), can also be regarded as a modern epic, for it seeks to capture a Chinese
world of late Qing China across a large territorial span - all in the time-frame contempo-
raneous with the novel’s writing, which is also a feature of Mao Dun’s fiction.

One could explore more late Qing fiction texts along this line, if only to argue that
their ambitious scope but incomplete structure (as compared to the classic 19th-century
European novel) bespeaks the emergence of a new “half-baked” epic form that contains
realistic, lyrical, parodistic, and even fantastic elements. It also suggests that the lyrical
and the epic can co-exist and sometimes intermix, especially in a period of social tur-
moil and political transition such as the late Qing, the May Fourth period, and interwar
years in Europe. We may also cast our gaze at the present and ask: whether the dialectic
between the lyrical and the epic is manifested in contemporary (post-1949) Chinese lit-
erature or whether the era of revolutionary epic and epic time is gone forever.

A last tribute

After all that has been said, I still think Prtsek — perhaps alone among his generation
of European Sinologists — has set a great example of writing literary history. His theoret-
ical insights have opened up new comparative vistas. Whatever quibbles and nit-picking
we may still raise, we are forever in his debt.
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