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Abstract  Literature, in the age of globalization, has gradually been
marginalized with the blossoming of electronic art, while its position as an icon
of culture has been highlighted. The tension between these two tendencies
currently cannot be relieved by maintaining the mainstream Western definition of
literature (literature as fiction, poetry and drama), but alternatively, the definition
of literature in Chinese culture (literature as the beauty of language) may provide
a better solution. Thus the redefinition of literature through Chinese culture is
necessary and essential for literary development in the global age.
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Literature: The Dilemma in the Globalization Age

Chinese literature, under the influence of a new wave of globalization and the
complex logic of the evolution of contemporary culture in China, has been
approaching a marginal area. Electronic media, among all the influential factors,
has taken on the significance by replacing the printed media and occupying the
mainstream. Since the popularity of television in China in the 1990s, literature
has forfeited its past glory, despite the facts that writers still harbor a passion for
innovation and creation, that publishers still hold an enthusiasm for literary
works and that published works emerge in increasing numbers. With the large
quantity of literary works appearing on the market, however, few of them can be
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accounted as masterpieces. Literary works are no longer able to break through
the confinement of the literary circles or further impose their social impact in a
general sense. Nowadays, the high point of literature when literary masters, such
as Lu Xun 3, Guo Moruo F{i#, and Mao Dun )& pioneered the cultural
trend in the early half of the 20" century has passed into history, and even the
later times when “scar” literature and avant-garde writers enjoyed a worldwide
reputation and influential power upon the entire society are unlikely to recur. In
contemporary culture, by mentioning the word art, people instantly think of the
famous film directors such as Zhang Yimou 7K Ziif, Feng Xiaogang /M| and
Chen Kaige FrILEK, or television comedians like Zhao Benshan #4<1li, Huang
Hong # 7% and Feng Gong {5, and so on.

Nevertheless, what should be noted from the macroscopic perspective of world
cultural development is that, synchronized with the marginalization of literature
throughout society and culture, the importance of literature emerges. The real
success of globalization is maintaining a cultural diversity during the process of
mutual assimilation and promoting indigeneity while proceeding towards
communality. It is a complicated and grand theoretical proposition to discuss
how to realize the interaction and mutual benefits between globalization and
indigeneity in a dialectical way. The principal and most important tool to
maintain the indigeneity and nationality of a culture is language. Different from
visual and auditory forms, which demand no translation, language can only be
transferred and understood through translation. The visual and auditory forms of
a culture can be communicated precisely and perceived in another cultural
environment merely through imitation and duplication, while by comparison, the
written works of a particular culture are inevitably contorted during the process
of translation. The essence and charm of the language are non-translatable in any
circumstances.

In terms of philosophy, the basic notion in Western philosophy is “being,”
which cannot be well understood when translated into Chinese, nor can it be
explained in Chinese. Likewise, the basic notion/concept in Chinese philosophy
qi <. can neither be well perceived nor exactly explained through the English
translation. In terms of art, Westerners use “form” and “content” to translate the
concepts xing % and shen ff in Chinese art theory: form corresponds with
xing, while content is seemingly equivalent to shen. This treatment seems to have
understood the meaning, but is actually misrepresents the concepts. To be more
exact, such translation seizes only the superficial meaning but leaves the essential
part untouched: when a piece of art work is appreciated in the sense of xing and
shen, it is deemed as an object of life; comparatively when it is appreciated by
Westerners in the light of form and content, it is treated as an object of thing, of
which the physical body can be anatomized, analyzed and divided in a laboratory.
Such an analytical approach cannot be applied to a life: once it is anatomized, it
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is already dead, deprived of both spirit (shen) and vitality (gi). Despite this
meticulous and profound anatomy, the anatomized life no longer possesses its
essential quality. Therefore, Chinese art theories highly emphasize the lifelike
and dynamic spirit (shen), emotions (qing 1), breath/vitality (¢i) and resonance
(un #]). On the contrary, Western art theories usually lay the greatest
importance on the static subject, its motifs, complexity, details, structure,
stratification and kind.

It is a similar case with daily life: if you bring a foreigner into a Chinese
village, when encountering your bofu {15 (father’s older brother), you would
introduce him to your foreign friend with “This is my uncle.” After a while, when
you meet your jiujiu 55 (mother’s brother), the introduction would again be
“My uncle,” and then, when you see your yifu %% (husband of mother’s sister),
you would still say “Give you my uncle.” Actually, bofu, jiujiu and yifu indicate
different relations, but why are they addressed the same as “uncle” in English?
The reason is that in Western culture, patrilineal family and matrilineal family are
equivalent in sociality and familial status, while in China they are different. In
Chinese family, if you have something valuable and you give it to your bofu but
not to your jiujiu, the latter would probably have nothing to complain. However,
if you give the present to jiujiu rather than bofie 1H5L, the latter will accuse you
of mistaking the degrees of intimacy in kinship: who on earth is closer to you in
the family? The entire Chinese society is organized on the basis of a hierarchical
network of relationships which goes from paternal relatives to maternal relatives
and from close relationships to remote ones.

The basic social attitudes ren 1~ (benevolence) and ai % (love) also
distinguish the hierarchy between close relations from remote ones. The emperor
should be firstly affectionate to his parents, and secondly lovingly disposed to
people generally. He is lovingly disposed to people generally, and finally kind to
creatures. Common Chinese people abide by the aphorism to provide firstly for
your own aged father and mother, then for the elders in the families of others (if
you have much more financial capacity); to foster, firstly your own children, then
the children in the families of others (if you have much more financial recourse).
All the members of one family in Western culture are collectively called
“relatives”; while in China, patrilateral relatives are called gin 2%, and
matrilateral relatives are called gi Ji& to indicate the distinction. The history
book Hanshu {15 (History of the Former Han dynasty) includes a chapter
called “Waiqi zhuan” 4MNgA% (The biographies of the Queens’ relatives), and it
cannot be mistakenly written as “Waigin zhuan” %b>%4% in light of this
distinction.

In the Qing-dynasty novel The Story of the Stone, Jia Baoyu ¥{E=E is not
prohibited to marry Lin Daiyu # &+ or Xue Baochai f# %40 because, in
terms of kinship, they are gi which is not accounted as consanguineous relatives.
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In Western kingdoms, the king’s daughters’ daughter (#F#)hZc waisunnii) is
allowed to inherit the throne, because there is no distinction between daughter’s
daughter and son’s daughter (#h% sunnii)—they are all “granddaughters.”
Therefore, when the foreigner heard your introduction “my uncle” for your jiujiu,
he only understood the superficial meaning but missed further cultural
implication. If you add the information “he is my mother’s brother,” he is still
incapable of fully understanding, or worse, he may think you are verbose. Only
on the premise that he knows well both the language of the Chinese and the
cultural implications within the language, can he get the real meaning of “jiujiu.”

The above examples of philosophy, art, and life reveal the argument that
cultural uniqueness is mainly reflected by language. Literature, furthermore,
presents a language to the greatest extent in respect of system, exuberance,
perfection and detail. From the discussion above, it can be asserted that literature
holds the status of subjectivity in culture. The splendid Chinese language always
prospers along with the glorious development of Chinese literature. Chinese
literature, in past several thousand years, has presented us with the Shijing ¢4
(Classic of poetry) and the Chuci ##& (Lyrics of Chu) of the pre-Qin dynasties,
the Fu W& and Yuefu 'KAF songs of the Han dynasty, the wuyanshi 1.5 ¥F
(five-syllable verses) and pianliwen Yt (rhythmical prose) in the Wei, Jin,
Northern and Southern dynasties, the /i-shi £5F (regulated verses), jueju 4i1)
(quatrains), the Songci K (lyrics), old style prose, chuangi 1577 (tales) of the
Tang and Song dynasties, and the novels, drama, xiaopinwen /)53 (informal
prose) in the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties, and so on. In this impressive and
long history, the ancient Chinese language developed with literature. By
analyzing modern history, it is evident that the origin, growth, expansion,
development and systematization of modern Chinese also corresponds with the
evolution of literature through literary revolution, revolutionary literature, the
urban literature during the Republic era, and the combination literature before the
establishment of the PRC, until the blossoming of a variety of literature after
reform and opening-up policy of the 1980s. In confronting the urgent demand of
cultural diversity brought by the inner logic of globalization and the necessity of
fulfilling such a demand by propagating the indigenous culture, the significance
of literature in this global age is brought to center stage. Thus there appears a
paradox of the age: globalization highlights literature, but electronic media, as
the prominent aspect of globalization, becomes the mainstream and push
literature to the margins of social culture. Literature is due to be marginalized by
electronic media, but at the same time, it is unprecedentedly important during
globalization for the aims of maintaining cultural diversity and characterizing
cultural indigeneity.

How to resolve this conflict? It cannot be explained with current literary
definitions that China received since the modern period from Western countries,
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including Soviet Union, which was greatly influenced by Western culture.

Origin of the Dilemma: The Western Definition of Literature

The Western definition of literature focuses on two aspects: first, literature is
fictional, differing from reality. Although this fictional form reflects the essence
of reality in a prototypical way and creates the so-called “essential reality,” it is
still fictional. That is to say, literature is the reflection and presentation of
subjective and objective world in reality in the way of fictionality. Secondly, on
the basis of fictionality, literature is specifically categorized into three genres:
fiction, poetry and drama. Theoretical texts on literature in modern China contain
or accept this argument wholeheartedly, as it seen in the Chinese translation of
influential Western texts such as Some Principles of Literary Criticism by C. T.
Winchester (translated in 1924) and Methodology of Literature Study by W. H.
Hudson (translated in 1930), Japanese texts like Literary Principles and
Criticism (F3X2Wi2) by Honma Hisao (translated in 1925), and Soviet texts
like General Introduction of Literature (the first part of Teopus aumepamypwi) by
Timofeev (translated in 1953). These theoretical works in Chinese also include
those compiled by Chinese scholars which were influenced by Western ideas, for
example, Wenxue gailun jiangyi CZEMERYE X (Lectures introducing literature)
by Lao She &% in 1931, Wenxue gailun C°##%i& (General introduction to
literature) edited by Cai Yi %%{¢ in 1979 and Wenxue lilun jiaocheng C*#¥i
HFE (Course on literature theory) with Tong Qingbing ZJKX4H as editor-in-chief
in 1992. The Western definition of literature (also regarded as a global view), in
terms of basic approach, is established upon the differentiation principle of
Western culture.

Western society, as a whole consisting of independent individuals, is the same
with the universe, which is known as a whole divided into the true, the good and
the beautiful. The true are science and philosophy established on logic; the good
is ethics founded on the human will; and the beautiful is aesthetics based on
feelings. Further differentiation in feelings and aesthetics results in two types of
beauty: realistic beauty and artistic beauty. Realistic beauty, connected with
ordinary consciousness such as utilitarian thinking and entangled in everyday
events, is hard to perceive, or even if it is perceived, the impression is not deep
enough. In comparison, art represents the beauty of the universe in a typical and
intense way by beautiful forms. The human sense of beauty can only be
represented typically and profoundly through art on one hand, and on the other,
humans can only sense beauty profoundly and typically in artistic form. Art is
born for beauty and for pursuit of beauty. In this sense, aesthetics is the
philosophy of art. Art in Western culture encompasses six major categories
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including architecture, sculpture, painting, music, performing arts, and literature,
and currently the range of art is expanded with film and television arts, altogether
now totaling eight categories. From the discussion above, it can be concluded
that the differentiation principle in Western culture defines literature by means of
three points: firstly, literature is regarded as a fictional body (or imaginary body);
secondly, literature is examined within the general spectrum of art; and thirdly,
literature as an art form different from reality is stereotyped as three
genres—fiction, poetry and drama.

It is such a definition of literature in Western culture that determines
literature’s destiny of being marginalized in a globalization era when electronic
media has become the mainstream. The reasons are as follows. First of all, when
literature is examined within the general spectrum of art, it is inevitable that
literature is incapable of competing with the ubiquitous visual forms of film and
television art. The fate of literature being marginalized under the pressure of
mainstream media is unavoidable. Secondly, literature is confined within the
frame of three genres and consequently unable to achieve a broader vision to
develop and innovate with time. According to the sociological observations that
social elites with the majority of wisdom in a certain society normally tend to
congregate and flow into mainstream and that the public focus in a mass society
is always on the mainstream issues, once literature is marginalized, it is to be
degraded and neglected with slim hope to realize and perform its due
significance in this globalization era. The dilemma that Chinese literature has
been trapped in since the 1990s is also caused and restricted by this definition to
some extent. In order to extricate literature from this dilemma, we should in the
first place get rid of the stereotyped Western definition of literature. But how?
The answer is to return back to the ancient Chinese definition of literature.

Conceptual Basis of the Chinese Definition of Literature: The
Origin and Development of Wen

The basic notion of ancient Chinese literature, if condensed in one word, is the
Chinese character wen 3C. The word wen means tattoo in archaic Chinese, which
is the bodily decoration created during primitive /i fL (rituals) according to
tribal and clannish beliefs. Primitive rituals encompass four principal elements:
clan members who are decorated with tattoos (represented by the character wen),
ritual vessels (represented by the character /i), the location of a ritual
(represented by the character Zhong ') and lastly ritual patterns (represented by
the character wu #£)." With these four elements, wen represents the appearance

! See Zhang Fa, 2006, chapter 1.
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of humans with qualities of systematization, sophistication, and aestheticization.
Owning to the significant status that those in the whole ritual ceremony hold,
wen is also applied to denote the appearance of the whole ritual. Thus, wen can
signify the performance of the whole ritual as the equivalent of /i and yue ’&
(music) on one hand, and can also signify the appearance of each part of the
ritual, and, further, to the entire ritual on the other hand. In its visual form, the
five colors comprise wen and the patterned drawings are wen. In its auditory
form, the five tones comprise wen, yue is the wen of sounds and when sounds
have wen (patterning), they are called tones. In its language form, language is the
wen of life. In primitive rituals, the character wen is a symbol of the prototype of
later mature language and characters. The vessels in a ritual performance are
called wenwu %) (the vessels of wen). The entire village system expanding
and centering around rituals is called wen, and, on this basis, further developed
the institutions of imperial court, palaces, ancestral temples, tombs and etiquettes,
which are generally all called as wen.

Confucius glorifies the ancient emperors Yao and Shun as “How glorious in
the elegant regulations (wenzhang) which he instituted!” and he also extols the
Zhou dynasty (1046BC-771BC) as “How complete and elegant are its
regulations (wen)!” The elaboration of these compliments provided by Zhang
Binglin =/ (1869-1936) is:

Confucius glorifies Yao and Shun with their elegant and bright wenzhang 3C
I is because wen 3 is the term that indicates the hierarchical order between
the monarch and subjects, between external court (8] chao) and inner palace
(JZ ting), and between higher and lower ranks, as well as between the gentle
and the simple. Wen also indicates the distinction between wagon and cart,
garment and adornment, palace and chamber, drink and food, marrying a
husband and taking a wife, as well as funeral and sacrifice. Zhang %
indicates obedience to the regulations and the refined institution of the tribes.
Wenzhang is the special address for /i and yue.”

While human beings are creating civilization (the wen of society), they also view
nature from the same perspective, so we have the wen of sun, moon and stars
(called Heaven’s wen, and means astronomy or astrology, as well as the wen of
mountains, rivers, animals and plants (called Earth’s wen, and means topography
or natural history). Song Lian 7 (1310-81) in the Ming dynasty points out,
“The rule that keeps all the creatures between Heaven and Earth in order is
wen.” If we consider the only origin of the universe as Tuo i (the Way)

? Zhang Binglin, 1980, 302.
3 Song Lian, 1980, 9.



Redefine Literature through Chinese Culture 377

according to Chinese philosophy, all forms of external beauty in the universe is
the wen of Tao (the pattern of the Way), as has been expounded in the first
chapter “Yuandao” )i (Its source in the Way) of Wenxin diaolong SC.UMHfESE
(The literary mind and the carving of dragons) written by Liu Xie X}
(ca.465—ca.520). He writes:

All colors are compounded of two primary colors, the purple that is Heaven
and the brown that is Earth. All forms are distinguished through two primary
forms, Earth’s squareness and Heaven’s circularity. The sun and moon are
successive disks of jade, showing to those below images (xiang) that cleave to
Heaven. Rivers and mountains are glittering finery, unrolling forms that give
order to Earth. These are the pattern of the Way.... If we consider further the
thousands of categories of things, each plant and animal has its own pattern.
Dragon and phoenix display auspicious omens by their intricacy and bright
colors; the visual appearance of a tiger is determined by its stripes, and that of
a leopard, by its spots. The sculpted forms and colors of the clouds possess a
subtlety that transcends the painter’s craft; the intricate luxuriance of trees and
plants does not depend upon the wondrous skill of an embroiderer. These are
in no way external adornments: these are of Nature (ziran).

The above quotes by Zhang Binglin, Song Lian and Liu Xie actually reflect the
philosophy (though rationalized) that Chinese people held from primitive times
till the Warring States Period (475BC-221 BC). During this long period of time,
wen is equal to beauty, which contains two layers of meanings: first, it is the
embodiment of the virtuous and essential Nature (“wen is the beauty of virtue);
second, it is external adornments and decoration. These two meanings are
actually one with the first meaning as basis and the second one as elaboration.
Chinese culture is properly based on the foundation of wen (namely, /i and yue,
meaning rites and elegant music), then further civilizes the entire country and
spreads wen across the land. Nevertheless, with the collapse of rites (/i) and the
disappearance of elegant music (yue) during the Spring and Autumn Period
(770BC-476BC), these two meanings of wen disintegrated. Se &4 (colors),
sheng 7 (sounds) and wei W (flavors), which used to denote holy and
ritualistic meanings, were degraded to simple decorations and adornments for
pleasure. Only a small part of elegant music, like the ritual music and language,
still retained the ritualistic meanings. Since the majority of music—the dance
music in the Court and the secular music among commoners, had become shi
only for the sake of sensuous pleasure, music as a whole departed from wen and
became luxurious and sensuous objects (as what was discussed by Mencius and
Mozi). For this reason, the ritualistic and spiritual implications of wen only
remain in language and writing. Thus, notions as wenzi 3 (characters of wen),
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wenxue X% (study of wen, literature) and wenzhang (3 (patterns of wen,
article or essay) become things merely related to language. The concept of wen,
developed from tattoos in primitive society to the idea of pervasive beautiful
appearance during the Guguo Period (ca. 3500 BC—ca.2500 BC) and Fangguo
Period (ca. 2500BC—ca. 2070BC) and the dynasties of Xia (ca.
2070BC—ca.1600BC), Shang (ca. 1600BC—ca.1046BC) and Zhou. While after
the variations and mutations during the Spring and Autumn Period and then the
Warring States Period, this concept of wen was narrowed down to things related
to language, writing and Chinese characters. Despite the fact that the broad
meaning of wen is still cited by scholars, the narrow sense of it has become the
basic meaning. Wen, related to language and writing and containing the
implication of beauty, is the pursuit of beauty at its original stage. Therefore, the
literature of ancient China is the study of wen, which is equally the study of how
to make language beautiful. Upon this very foundation develops literary theory in
China.

The Chinese Definition of Literature

Chinese literature, in ancient discourse, was wen. This definition of literature in
China was established on two basic points utterly different from the Western
literature. First, it was founded on language (wen) and it focuses on the
embellishment of language (wer), which does not include crude, oral language
but the parole/speech based on language. Secondly, wen should be realistic rather
than fictional. The Chinese conception of literature, based on the first point, is
the embellishment and refinement of language, which means that any genre
composed of language can be embellished and should be embellished. This
refined literary genre is qualified to be literature. This viewpoint is typically
revealed in Wenxin diaolong by Liu Xie (ca.465—ca.520). This major work of
Chinese literary criticism enumerates thirty-five literary genres in total, with an
additional sixteen in the chapter “Zawen” 223 (Miscellaneous writings) and an
additional twenty-four genres listed in the chapter “Shuji” 15ic (Epistolary
writing and miscellaneous records). A large part of these genres, from today’s
perspective, do not belong to the category of literature. After a detailed comment
on each genre, Wenxin diaolong takes twenty-four chapters from “Shensi” i /&
(Imagination) to “Chengqi” Fi#s (Moral integrity) to introduce the fundamental
principles of literary creation and appreciation, which can be applied to all the
literary genres mentioned above, all of which are concerned with a basic issue of
Chinese literature—how to polish and refine them so as to be as beautiful as
possible. The Tang dynasty ranked scholars according to their ability to write
poetry. In terms of the general concept of literature, poetry is within the range of
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wen, while in terms of genre, poetry is a parallel genre to wen (prose).

Simply viewed from its narrowed meaning, wen covers a variety of styles
including pre-Qin prose, historical prose, rhythmical prose, the old style prose of
the Tang and Song dynasties, the eight-legged essay and the informal prose in the
Ming and Qing dynasties. These kinds of prose, with their distinctive temporal
features and formal styles, encompass the rich resources of historic documents,
political expositions, bureaucratic reports, daily records, and so on, all of which
are by no means regarded as literature from the Western standpoint. In Chinese
literary thought, on the contrary, all of these types of prose are literature, which
have been studied and taught with unified aesthetic principles. This, for sure, is
an absolutely different way and method from Western literary theory to
understand literature, and these thoughts and theories of interpreting “wen” were
even not recognized as consistent with the theory for interpreting the poetry in
ancient China. Instead, they were regarded as consistent with theories and
expositions on fiction and drama. Jin Shengtan 4250, in his prefaces to his
commentaries on Shuihu zhuan /K% (The water margin) and Xixiang ji VHJf
it (The western wing) categorized the Six Classics (Lunyu ®i, Yijing 54,
Shijing 7% and so on), philosophical works like Zhuangzi £F, academic
prose like Gongyang zhuan A% and Guliang zhuan 4 %:4%, lyrical literature
like Lisao 2% and Dushi ¥-%f (the poetry of Tu Fu), as well as histories
collectively into the range of wenzhang X3 (prose). He further emphasized
that these texts of prose share exactly the same principles of wenfa ik
(composition) with the novels The Water Margin and drama The Western Wing.
Judged from the perspective of Western contemporary literary theory, these two
types of writing take on distinctly different features and it is impossible for them
to share the same rules of creation. If we keep this question in mind and go
deeper into this issue, a Chinese definition and conception of literature will
emerge.

The second basic standpoint of the Chinese definition of literature is that
literature should be realistic rather than fictional. This point relates to the peculiar
characteristics of the Chinese definition of literature and the evolution of Chinese
literary thought; meanwhile, it also has to do with the difference and
communication between Chinese and Western literary thoughts, as well as the
redefinition of literature in a global age. Chinese literature is centered on shi
(poetry) and wen (prose), with the expression of one’s ambition and emotion as
its internal motive. The world for ancient Chinese is comprised of two parts: the
natural world (Heaven and Earth) and human society (ethics). The emotion and
ambition that are represented by ancient literature are mainly the experiences in
the natural world (between Heaven and Earth) and the feelings towards human
history and ethics. Literature, containing both poetry and prose, serves as the
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representation of this worldview, thus it is required to be realistic rather than
fictional. As we have seen, Chinese literature covers a huge variety of genres,
which are also regarded as certain genres according to contemporary/Western
literary theory, but different from what we maintain today, these literary works
stress more on the realistic description.

For describing nature, ancient Chinese encouraged creating a poem through
scene. Zhong Rong #hi (ca. 468—ca. 518) “Shipin xu” ¥ (Preface to
Moods of Poetry):

In composing poetry to express personal emotions, it is not necessary to cite
historical documents or to include rational arguments. The line “flowing as
water is my yearning for you” is inspired by sight; the line “upon a steeped
terrace sweeps the gloomy wind” is also what the poet sees; the line “climbing
up the top of a mound in the auroral morning” is not a record from a historical
event; and the line “the bright moon shines on drifts of snow” is also not a
quotation from the classics. After a thorough survey of the beautiful lines in
the history of poetry, we may find most of them are not created with past
documents, but improvised spontaneously with the poets’ instinctive feeling.

Yuan Haowen JG#4f i) (1190-1257) further highlights the contrast between
spontaneous poetic creation based on sight and the meticulous wording of poetic
works merely with intellectual thinking. In his Lunshi jueju sanshishou & #4iH]
— 4 (Thirty quatrains on poetry), he writes:

Magic verses are inspired in the heart by a scene;

A careful study of poetic technique is never genuine.
Painters portray the valley of Qin* so vividly;

But who has really visited the Chang’an city.

There is another quatrain expressing similar idea that:

On pond growing lush grasses is the spring described by Xie Lingyun,

whose five-line verses are never obsolete through all eternity.

Can you kindly pass a message to Chen Shidao, the reclusive and diligent
poet?

His industry can be of no avail but to debilitate his spirit.

Wang Fuzhi maintains that “what one has passed through with one’s own body,

* The valley of Qin: an ancient place name denoting the region of nowadays Shaanxi and
Gansu provinces.
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what one has seen with one’s own eyes—these are iron-gated limits.” Whether
it is facing the natural world or human society, the literary description and
representation should be what one has passed through with his own body and
what he has seen with his own eyes.

Qian Mu comments on Tu Fu that his poetry in fact contains the whole
experiences of his real and solid life:

Tu Fu lived through the Kaiyuan Fjt (713-41), Tianbao K= (742-56) and
Resurgence % (756-820) Periods. He put all the experiences of his
personal life, his family, his contemporary society and the country, as well as
everything related to himself into his poetry. Every fragment of his life during
this long duration of several decades is embedded in his poetry. Thus later
generations bestow his poetry with the honor of “poetic history”.... In our
reading of Tu’s poems, it is better for us to read chronologically, to investigate
the historical background of each poem in every sequential year. Only after we
understand in what place, in what time and under what circumstances that he
created the poem, can we obtain enough information to perceive the
extraordinary merits and beauty in Tu’s poetry.6

In terms of facing social reality, the most representative poet is Bai Juyi
(772-846), who maintains that literature is “created for the emperor, ministers,
subjects, natural creatures and social events.” The content of poetry should be
consistent with reality, “the event should be solid and real, so that the poet can
compose with it and pass it on with authenticity.” The structure of a poem also
should be appropriate for performing the practical function that:

The objective should be highlighted at the beginning of the verse, and for its
ending the outlook should be presented.... One should compose with direct
and unaffected words so that readers can easily understand. One should
express with blunt and sincere speech so that the audience can be seriously
admonished.’

Bai Juyi holds the opinion that “no poem is allowed to be void of content, and
every sentence should fulfill the teaching function.... Poets write about the
miseries and hardship of common people to hopefully to inform the emperor
based on reality.”® In Bai’s viewpoint, literature is obliged to be a sort of news

3 Wang Fuzhi, 1981.

6 Qian Mu, 1987, 70.

7 Bai Juyi, 1980, 108-9.
8 Ibid., 108.
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report combined with political passion and poetic form, which describes real
sentiments and incidents from life. In sum, reflecting both the personal accounts
of Tu Fu’s poetic style and the social records of Bai Juyi’s poetry, one argument
becomes more obvious: Chinese literary theory requires the realistic
representation of life and resists fictional composition.

Nevertheless, sentiments and feelings play important roles in poetry and prose.
On some occasions, in order to express accurately the real emotions and
sentiment, factual description is far from enough. On other occasions, certain
sentiments and emotions are not proper to be expressed directly and bluntly, so
that there appear the techniques and theory of i [t (comparison) and affective
image >% (xing) in poetry. The poem “Splendid Woman” in the “Wei Airs”
section of the Shijing contains lines of comparison (bi) such as:

Hands white as rush-down,

Skin like lard,

Neck long and white as the tree-grub,
Teeth like melon seeds.

The poem “Big Rat.” also in “Wei Airs,” contains the lines of comparison such
as:

Big rat, big rat,

Do not gobble our millet!

Three years we have slaved for you,
Yet you take no notice of us.

The former comparison is a descriptive one, while the latter is a personified
comparison. The famous poem “Osprey” in “Zhou South” of the Shijing starts
with:

“Fair, fair,” cry the ospreys
On the island in the river.
Lovely is this noble lady,
Fit bride for our lord.

These lines use the form of affective image (xing). Xing is the poetic form that
“clicits the poetic expression by describing outer world in advance,” which
indicates the relationship between the image and the emotion stirred. Xing is said

% Zhu Xi, 2000, 884.
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to be “The meaning/emotion that still lingers at the end of the poem.”'® The
poem “Fishhawk™ not only stirs human activity by describing birds’ singing, but
also suggests the underlying meaning of “the virtue of the Queen Consort.”

This poetic form of comparison (bi) and affective image (xing), comprised of
the holistic comparison and the underlying meaning, was then developed further
by Qu Yuan J#)ii (ca.339BC—ca.278BC) in his Chuci and became a basic and
conventional pattern, for instance, using poor girls to allude to unrecognized
talented scholars, and using deserted wives to indicate dismissed officials. From
today’s theoretical view, this poetic form is apt to be categorized into fictional
writing. However, for ancient Chinese, there existed a homologous relationship
between deserted wives and dismissed officials, and between poor girls and
unrecognized talents. From this perspective, ancient Chinese did not regard the
form of comparison (bi) and affective image (xing) as fictional composition;
instead, they are a way to represent reality. In the hierarchical society of ancient
China, the so-called “yuan” 4% (complaint) and “ci” #| (criticism), which are
opinions and complaints from below to above, are conventionally required to be
not stated or presented directly. Instead, they are announced in a more subtle and
euphemistic way, corresponding with what has been mentioned in the Mao shi xu
FE#7)¥ (“Preface to Classics of Poetry”) as “an admonition given when
governed by patterning (wen).” Therefore, in the poetry and prose containing
comparisons and affective images, when the writer “fabricates” or “fictionalizes”
an image, he is actually presenting his own innermost emotions and true
sentiments that are not convenient or proper to be expressed directly but which
also have to be uttered. From this perspective, comparisons and affective images
are realistic rather than fictional. They are fundamentally literary styles derived
from the beauty of language.

One distinction between Chinese and Western literature is that the main kinds
of Chinese literature are lyrical poetry and prose, while Western literature is
mainly about narrative drama and fiction. Therefore, Chinese have been stressing
the realistic representation since the pre-Qin period, while Westerners have been
focusing on fictional representation since ancient Greece. Narrative literature in
China was initially divided into two groups: one is real historical and
biographical records which enjoyed a high status as literature, while the other is
tales and novels containing a certain degree of fictionality, which was regarded
as a debased genre and not even mentioned among the secondary genres in the
Wenxin diaolong. Ban Gu Ht[ll (32-92) in the chapter “Yiwen zhi” of the
Hanshu 15 - £30E (“Treatise on literature,” History of the Former Han
Dynasty) expresses the idea that the work of fiction writers is to fabricate street
talk and gossip. Though it may have something of value to learn about, it is not

1 Zhong Rong, 1980, 309.
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for more significant and meaningful effort, that is, it is “not for a nobleman’s
deed.” However, with the wide dissemination of Buddhist stories among the
ordinary people during the Tang dynasty, tales with a tint of both fictionality and
reality developed greatly. In the Song dynasty, ballad literature won broader
audiences, and later, in the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties, drama and novels
were flourishing.

Given these historical facts, what role fiction plays in narration becomes an
inevitable question to discuss. In traditional and orthodox Chinese literary
thought, poetry and prose are the description of reality, history is definitely a
record of reality, thus drama and novel also should be realistic representation.
But the flourishing of drama and novels is mainly associated with the
development of the consumer culture in a civil and secular society; consequently,
fiction attained its necessity and prosperity in light of the function of moral
teaching among the masses, the commercial effects in the market, and the quality
of narration itself. Under these circumstances, a new relation between the nascent
fiction and the conventional literature of reality has been constructed. Zhang
Xuecheng F2%yk (1738-1801), a literatus in the Qing dynasty, distinguishes
three types of fiction in his book Bingchen zhaji W)ZLic (Reading notes in the
year of 1796):

Most historical romances are mainly realistic recordings, such as Lieguo zhi %
& (Romance of the states of Eastern Zhou), Dongxi Han #V47{ (Romance
of the Western and Eastern Han), Shuo Tang #i# (Story of the Tang dynasty)
and Nanbei Song ®lt7R (Romance of the Southern and Northern Song);
while literary works like Journey to the West and The Plum in the Golden Vase
are completely fictional.... Three Kingdoms contains seventy percent of facts
and thirty percent of fictional representation.

Concerning the issue of fiction and reality, there are two factions of theoretical
opinion. One side maintains that the quality of fictionality or reality in literature
should be thorough and complete. Li Yu 4=t (1611-80) in his Xianging ouji H
#1475 (Sketches of idle pleasure) argues that “fiction should be utterly fictional
and realistic literature should thoroughly reflect reality.”'' There should be no
ambiguity between the two. The other side holds that fiction and reality should
be intertwined in literary works. Jin Feng 4= (ca. 17" century) in “Shuo Yue
quanzhuan xu” WiFE2ALF (Preface to The Complete Story of Yue Fei) expounds:

Talking of literary creation, it is inappropriate to be composed completely in
fiction or totally derived from reality. If everything in it is fictional, it would

' LiYu, 1980, 274.
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be too absurd to convince the audience; while if everything is real, it would be
too mediocre to arouse their interests.... Therefore, this novel contains the
realistic representation of the loyal Yue Fei, the treacherous Qin Hui, and the
tyrannical Jinwuzhu, who are real historical figures that can be traced and
verified. Meanwhile, it also contains the ups and downs of fictional plots and
dramatic events to satisfy the audiences’ appetite. Reality is fictional, and
fiction is realistic. Thus the audiences will be attentively absorbed in the story
and never get weary.

From the second half of this commentary, we can see that the argument of “half
fiction, half reality” virtually takes the same position with the “utterly fictional”
argument. Li Yu explains “utterly fictional” with this exposition that:

Tales are no reality, and the majority of them are actually fables. If the writer
tries to convey the admonishment of filial duty, he just needs to name one
filial son and write about him. It is unnecessary that every story recorded
should be his own deeds—the writer is justified to take other proper events of
filial piety into his account.'

In this exposition, fiction still means derived from real life. Although it stresses
that it is unnecessary to find real life materials, these stories still should be
“proper” with life, which means they should coincide with the inner logic of
characters and real life. They are not real, but they are virtually reality. As the
headnote by Zhiyanzhai i for the second chapter of The Story of the Stone
indicates, “The thing itself might not really exist, but the truth it conveys must
exist.”

Xie Zhaozhe %3 (1567-1624) thus discusses the issue of “half fiction,
half reality” in his book Wuzazu H.Z<M (Miscellanies): “All the novels and
drama should contain half fiction and half reality. Only in this way can the
literary work touch the inner mind (Samadhi). The scenes and emotions might
reach the utmost, but there is no need to quest into its true existence.”
Considering the original sources of literature which are derived from life and
history, we see that they are a combination of fiction and reality; but when we
consider the artistic form of literature, it is not a crucial issue to discuss its
feature of being real, nor to judge its quality by this feature.

With regard to the common characteristics of literary theories throughout the
world, the fiction principle of Chinese novel and drama is consistent with
Western literary theory since the ancient Greeks. However, judged from the
disparity among world literary theories, Chinese literary theory is actually based

12 Ibid.
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on a different premise. Fiction, in Western literary theory, is discussed as in a
dichotomy against reality. In contrast, the fictionality in Chinese novels and
drama originates from the beauty of wen in Chinese literary theory. For the
ancient Chinese, the essence of wen is beauty of language, of which the
derivative branch in narrative genres is the beauty of narration. Therefore,
fictionality becomes one of the techniques that embellish narrative literature. The
commentary by Jin Shengtan, in which he uses the sentence “create story for
wen” to discuss fictionality, corresponds with this idea, implicating that fictional
stories are fabricated for the wen of narration. Yuan Yuling = T4 (1592-1674)
holds the argument that why “Journey to the West and The Water Margin together
enjoy fame and reputation around the country” is because they possess the
“wonders of wen.” He argues, furthermore, that the fantasy (fiction) of Journey
to the West is also derived from the wen of narration with the commentary “wen
is not wen if it is not fantastic, and fantasy is not fantasy if it is not of the utmost.
It should be noted that the utmost fantasy of the world is also the truest fact; the
extremely fantastic idea is the truth of the truest. Thus fantastic stories are more
favored than true stories.”" Despite that the fictionality of novels and drama is
derived and created from wen, if it is examined more profoundly by its essence, it
shares the same essential foundation with the Western theory on fiction. Liaozhai
zhiyi WiF5 &SR (Strange stories from a Chinese studio) is the telling of stories
about ghosts, foxes and lies, but Feng Zhenluan /&7 (1760-1830) in his Du
Liaozhai zashuo H:W752%ii (Commentary on Liaozhai) argues that “just as the
proverb goes that even lies must be told fully.... We read the stories of ghosts
and foxes in Liaozhai, which actually reveal human ethics and the deeper nature
of the world, and the stories are told so fully that every aspect is reasonable. They
are told equally tactful so that they touch every reader’s heart and
understanding.” This is exactly the same with Aristotle’s argument that literature
with no historical phenomena paradoxically reflects the essential reality. In this
sense, telling lies is to tell the truth, and the story of ghosts is actually the story of
human beings.

In retrospect, the problem with fictionality emerges with the development of
narrative literature. The principles of fiction in Chinese literary theory were
synchronously born with the flourishing of fiction and drama in the Ming and
Qing dynasties. It was from this foundation that the Chinese to understand
Western literary theory. What should be emphasized here is as follows. First of
all, although the Chinese theory on fiction shares some common qualities with
the Western one in terms of phenomena and narrative method, it is still derived
from the basic notion of wen (the beauty of language) in terms of general
framework. Therefore, the fictionality of fiction includes real contents, and at the

1> Yuan Yuling, 1980, 255.
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same time it also contains a content opposite from reality, including an
entertaining aspect produced by fictionality. Accordingly, fiction and drama had
been regarded as trivial genres in the long history of ancient China. Great efforts
had been made by novelists and playwrights, but fiction and drama remained
inferior compared with poetry and essays. Secondly, because Chinese theory on
fiction is derived from the basic notion of wen (the beauty of language), it is
possible to return back to wen from fiction, and go back to the basis of Chinese
literary theory, the reality required by wen, which is the fundamental quality of
Chinese literary theory. In this way, readers are able to apprehend the unity of the
theory of reality on poetry and essay (shiwen) and the theory of fiction on novels
and drama. This unity is a proper embodiment of Chinese philosophy. On the
other hand, we can appreciate better the pro-fiction principle of Western literature
as well as the genres of novel, poetry and drama produced under this principle,
by standing upon the basis of the two standpoints of Chinese literary theory
mentioned above, viz. the beauty of language and the portrayal of reality
(including the narrative fiction derived from the beauty of language and the
portrayal of reality). Following this direction, we may finally discover a new
approach for breaking out of the dilemma of world literature, which is currently
guided by Western literary theories in this global age.

Using Chinese Philosophy to Define Literature in the Global Age

Chinese literary theory has derived narrative fiction from the beauty of language.
In the process of China’s integration into world modernization, influenced by
literary concepts from the Western world, Japan and the Soviet Union, Chinese
literary theory gradually embraced the definition of literature which places
narrative fiction as the core. Such a transformation led to the marginalization of
Chinese literature and created in the new era of globalization. At the same time,
Western literature also witnessed a series of mutation. For example, the idea of
“poetry” in classical times, meaning a literature based on dramatic verse, the epic
and lyric verse, has given way to the new notion of “literature” in modern times.
The word literature, derived from its Latin root, which was interpreted originally
as literary works, documents and even culture in a broad sense, now has been
narrowed down to a literature only including fiction, poetry and drama, under the
guiding impact of Western literary thought. Since the 20" century, greatly
influenced by the linguistic bent of Western philosophy as a whole (e.g.,
analytical philosophy, structuralism and hermeneutics), literature also accepted
the tendency towards language, which emphasizes the logic of language instead
of the beauty of language. The universality that the logic of language possesses
connected literature with every aspect of society and culture, which in
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consequence resulted in literature turning to cultural study. Text, in this tendency,
became a popular word. This cultural turn of literature produced a unified
interpretation of the rules of texts. However, it failed to unify literary texts with
other types of textual resources, since this concept still specifically denoted
fiction, poetry and drama. From another perspective, such a cultural turn resulted
in the separation between literature and literary criticism. Literary criticism has
already shown the association of literature with other social phenomena, while
literature is all the same staying within the confinement of the genres of fiction,
poetry and drama, now including broadcast dramas and film scripts. Hence,
literary criticism remains a cultural pioneer, while literature lingers on the margin
of culture. On the occasion when the marginalization of literature attains its
universality, it is universally meaningful to redefine literature with Chinese
philosophy. The solution is returning to the traditional Chinese definition of
literature.

Literature is the beauty of language. When this definition is accepted, the
scope of literature will be greatly expanded from not only fiction, poetry and
drama, but also to news, editorials, reports and documents. It will also encompass
advertisement texts, cell phone text messages, blog articles, critical essays,
argumentative essays and scientific essays. Even texts in pictures, films and
television programs can be counted as literature. All these types of literature
share the common problem of how to make language more beautiful. The whole
concept of literature can be observed or analyzed from four perspectives.

First of all, literature can be grouped into two major categories. One is the pure
composition of language including fiction, poetry and the like. The other
category is literature inlayed in other cultural forms such as visual images, songs,
film and television. The former category can be regarded as the development of
pure parole in primitive society, while the latter one can be taken as the evolved
achievement of the unified form of verse, music and dance in primitive rituals.
These two categories are able to be further divided into sub-categories and
separated into a variety of literary genres.

Secondly, the variety of literary genres based on these two categories can enter
into different media including the print media (e.g., newspapers, magazines, and
books), the electronic media (broadcasts, film, television, mobile phones and the
Internet), performance, college lectures, the body of a car, walls, and blackboards.
Different sorts of media must have certain requirements and limited genre and
style according to its own features, thus developing different literary genres
based on their affiliated media.

Thirdly, in accordance with the content and style of different expressions of a
language, literature can be divided into three types: lyrical literature,
argumentative literature, and narrative literature. These three types of expression
can be embodied by three literary genres: lyrical (poetry), argumentative (prose)
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and narrative (fiction and drama). They can also correspond with three linguistic
styles and appear in the various genres mentioned above in different proportions.
Rhetorical techniques such as comparison (bi) and affective image (xing) in
poetry, as well as metaphor and metonymy in prose can be regarded as the
smallest narrative element. Poetry, essay and fiction can be applied wholly to
lyrical expression, and it is equally possible that poetry is created for
argumentative and narrative purposes. Narrative should contain lyrical
expression; lyrical poetry should contain certain arguments; and argumentative
essays should equally have their emotional characteristics. Therefore, narrative,
argumentative and lyrical expressions of language are three basic styles running
through all the literary genres.

Finally, in light of the relationship among language, phenomenal reality and
historical reality, literature can be divided into reality and fiction. For the reason
that real life and history are distinguished as phenomenon and essence, as well as
subjective emotion and objective reason, the literature of reality and fiction
virtually have no distinction between high and low class, or between true or false
representation. Certain facts in real life cannot be imagined and fabricated by any
genius, while some fictional scenes can never be presented in real life. Therefore,
the key issue is not the debate between reality and fiction; rather, it should reside
in particular application, that is whether to refine and embellish the language or
not. In this very sense, Jin Shengtan groups various genres of literature together
as one and reviews their common principles, including philosophical writing like
Zhuangzi, religious treatises like the Saddharmapundarika Sutra, historical
records like Zuo zhuan, theoretical essays like Gongyang zhuan, lyrical pieces
like poems by Tu Fu, and narrative fictional literature like The Water Margin and
The Western Wing. Based on the Chinese definition of literature—the beauty of
language—it is practical and feasible to broaden Jin’s idea to apply it to all
genres of literature around the world in this global age. The achievement of this
process is a new viewpoint towards literature for this globalization era.

The definition that literature is the beauty of language provides the literary
world in the global age with a new panorama. For every culture and epoch, the
beauty of language is the most important idea. It does not only embody the
distinctiveness of one culture and epoch, but also mirrors its particular history
and zeitgeist. There is a large variety of literatures, which are respectively placed
in different positions of culture according to the requirements and features of
different eras. In spite of the changing positions that different literary genres
confront in their own cultural structures, in spite of their being marginalized or
crowned as mainstream in different historical periods or circumstances, there are
always certain types of literature that occupy the center of the culture. The type
of literature which serves as the center of a certain culture always exhibits
perfectly the temperament of literature and the cultural spirit. It might be true that



390 ZHANG Fa

literature (fiction, poetry and drama), of Western literary definition, is
marginalized in this era of globalization. It might also be the fact that the
advantages in narration that novels used to possess in the time of a print culture
have currently been seized by the films and television programs of an electronic
time, and the advantages in lyrical expression that poetry used to enjoy have been
forfeited to auditory arts of electronic era. If, however, we re-examine literature
with the new notion that literature is the beauty of language, the situation would
be much more positive. On one hand, the language used in films, TV programs
and in pop songs is highlighted in the alternative form of inlayed literature. On
the other, new genres of literature, for instances, mobile phone literature, web
literature and advertisement literature, are gathered onto the stage with a
glittering and popular image. Furthermore, literary genres for practical purposes,
in conforming to the social demands, are continuously active in every aspect of
cultural life. What we need in the age of globalization is to treat these literary
genres and styles which are pioneering the cultural trend of this age with a new
definition and concept of literature, to recognize clearly the literary role these
genres and styles are playing as the embodiment of the contemporary spirit, and
to consider a way to compose a symphony of all genres of literature in this new
era. In fact, these literary genres have already performed their functions in our
contemporary time, and have been treated and surveyed as a new literature. Some
prominent examples are Chuanmei shidai de wenxue cunzai fangshi 1%L
24718 J7 A (Existence of literature in the media age) written by Jiang
Shuzhuo #¥i&4 and Li Fengliang Z= X+ (2010) and Wangluo wenxue gainian
W2 302442 (Concepts of web literature) written by Ouyang Youquan KKBH A&
B (2008). What is required now is to transform the old concept of literature to a
new definition in a general sense, with which to integrate world literature afresh
in this age of globalization and to create opportunities for the emergence of a
new system of literary characteristics that is advancing with the time during the
process of interaction between world literature and the resources of literary
criticism. The Chinese definition that literature is the beauty of language
provides the innovative transformation of world literature in this global age with
a theoretical foundation. In particular, the significance of literature in the arena of
culture is made prominent based on this foundation. This definition provides a
new theoretical outlook and theoretical support for discovering the literary genres
that demonstrate the significance of literature in this global age.
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