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Abstract  Erotic fiction produced during the 16th and the early 17th centuries 
used different strategies to create settings for subversive sexual desires. This 
article examines one of these strategies: Authors of Ming erotic stories often 
associated the sexual expressions that challenged the existing social order with 
portrayals of the foreign. This article demonstrates that historical accounts and 
literary traditions informed the representations of the foreign in Ming erotic 
stories produced during the mid- and late Ming period through the examination 
of Ruyijun zhuan and “Jinhailing zongyu wangshen.” I argue that both narratives 
exoticized the erotic in order to exclude unsettling elements of sexual desire from 
China. However, due to their different views of sexual desire, they depicted the 
foreign differently. This paper concludes that the different strategies for 
appropriating sexual desire into foreign settings may be related to the historical 
contexts within which the two works of fiction were created. 
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Introduction 

Tolerance, and even encouragement, of the expression of sexual desire is a notable 
characteristic of the late Ming period. In Martin Huang’s important study of the 
fictional representation of desire, he connects the pursuit of sexual gratification to the 
search for shiwai zhi le (pleasure outside of this world).1 This shiwai zhi le, which 
refers to the “enjoyment of ‘mountains and rivers,’” is often associated with the 
sensualization of nature, and can be used to channel an individual’s sexual desire.2  
                                                               
1 Martin Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China, 13.  
2 Ibid., 13.  
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In addition to serving as a channel for venting sexual desires, nature also 
provided the late Ming literati with an ideal locale for expressing ideas that were 
subversive of Confucian teachings. Yuan Zhongdao 袁中道  (1575–1630) 
describes the pleasure he receives from listening to the sound of the Jade Spring: 

 
The music from the past and the present is all produced by the musical 
instruments made of eight different materials. I now know that besides these 
types of music, the music produced by the spring is unique. People who 
occupy high positions in this world are not able to, and do not have time to, 
listen to it. It is used exclusively by talented recluses and solitary literati to 
nurture their personalities. Even Xianchi, Liuying, Chao, and Wu, all of 
which are the music of emperors, cannot match this unworldly sound, let 
alone the other types of music!3 
 

Yuan Zhongdao believes that the sounds of nature have the potential to subvert 
both tradition and authority. This sound is not part of the music of the past and 
the present. Moreover, it is superior to any mundane music, including the music 
of the emperors. Yuan Hongdao 袁宏道 (1568–1610), brother of Yuan Zhongdao, 
also regards nature as a venue for expressing ideas that deviate from Confucian 
teachings. His poems include lines such as “I would become a slave of West 
Lake, rather than the king of the Wu Palace” and “I would die in a deep, clear 
spring, rather than with the weeping and crying of my children.”4 Nature offers 
possibilities that can free Yuan Hongdao from the human relationships and 
obligations that constitute the basis of Confucius society.  

The views expressed by the two Yuans reflect an ideological trend during the 
16th and early 17th centuries, which challenges social conventions and stresses an 
individual’s subjectivity in seeking moral cultivation.5 In many respects, nature 
represents an ideal venue for this type of thinking, because it is independent of 
human society. It allows for the maximized expression of the self, and all of the 
binding conventions and regulations do not apply to nature. This is probably one 
reason why those late Ming literati associated desire with nature, particularly 
sexual desire, which was often considered to be subversive of Confucian traditions.6 
This may also help explain why the notorious sexual bout between Ximen Qing 
                                                               
3 Yuan Zhongdao, “Shuanglaiting ji,” 655–56. The English translation of Chinese texts is mine 
in this article, unless otherwise noted.  
4 Yuan Hongdao, Yuan Hongdao ji jianjiao, 409–10 and 1454. Wang Lin argues that these 
lines indicate the author’s passion for nature. Wang Lin, “Mingdai shanshuishi gailun,” 19.  
5 For an extensive discussion of this trend, see Willard Peterson, “Confucian learning in late 
Ming thought,” 716–69.  
6 For an in-depth discussion of how desire is understood in the Confucian tradition, see 
Anthony C. Yu, Rereading the Stone: Desire and the Making of Fiction in Dream of the Red 
Chamer, 53–109.  
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and Pan Jinlian in Jin Ping Mei takes place in a garden instead of in a bedroom in 
Ximen’s house. The garden is close to nature and is itself a miniature version of the 
natural world. The power of human morality exerts less influence in the garden, 
which makes it an appropriate place for deviant sexual acts.  

However, the garden is part of Ximen’s property, and is, after all, artificial, 
despite being an approximation of nature. In this sense, the garden implies the 
boundary set by society, and in turn limits the subversive power of the sexual 
bout between Ximen and Jinlian. No matter how violent and perverted the sexual 
orgy might appear, it still takes place between a husband and a wife, and the 
husband takes full control of the act of intercourse. It thus does not contradict the 
orthodox view of marriage, which regards the husband as the person in charge of 
the relationship. However, if a fictional narrative should depict erotic expressions 
that truly challenge the social hierarchies prescribed by Confucian teachings, 
what sorts of places would be appropriate for such subversive activities? 

One important concern of erotic novels produced during the 16th and early 
17th centuries was to create special settings for subversive erotic portrayals. 
These settings usually allow for the temporary suspension of Confucian morality 
and rules so that these sexual activities can proceed without immediate 
obstructions. Nature appears to be one of the ideal settings for these activities. 
Interestingly, late imperial erotic novels rarely place sensuality in the wildness. 
Nature may allow for the unrestrained expression of sexual desire. However, the 
subversive power of sexual desire becomes irrelevant if it exists only in places 
that are completely alienated from the world of human affairs. Yaohu yanshi (An 
erotic history of wicked foxes), which may have been completed during the 18th 
or early 19th century, demonstrates the importance of connecting nature to the 
human world. Mingmei, a young scholar, apparently has sex with two foxes in a 
cave on a wild mountain. However, the foxes use their magic to give Mingmei 
the illusion that they are in a pleasantly warm pavilion.7  

One strategy adopted by the authors of Ming erotic stories is to associate 
sexual expressions that challenge the existing social order with portrayals of the 
foreign.8 Ming China maintained close and dynamic relationships with a number 
                                                               
7 Yaohu yanshi, 62–64.  
8 This tradition of placing sexual desire in an exotic setting can be traced back to You xianku 
遊仙窟, a sensual tale completed in the 7th century. The protagonist enters a paradise-like place 
and sleeps with a woman there. The tale contextualizes sexual desire within a setting that 
significantly differs from our everyday world. However, there is a distinct difference between 
You xianku and many Ming erotic stories in terms of their depiction of sexuality. The carnal 
desire portrayed in You xianku does not pose a serious challenge to orthodox morality, whereas 
sexuality is often depicted in Ming erotic fiction as threatening human relationships that are 
prescribed by Confucianism. Correspondingly, the otherworldly beauty of the Shangri-la 
created in You xianku is used to highlight the sensual pleasure that the tale portrays. But this 
Shangri-la is still in China and does not have any foreign flavors, despite the fact that China 
maintained close relationships with many foreign countries during the 7th century.  
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of foreign countries. As a result, late Ming Chinese fiction often depicts the 
exotic, and erotic stories are no exception. However, this does not mean that 
these novels aim to provide objective representations of the foreign countries and 
people. Xiyouji (The journey to the West) is derived from Xuanzang’s journey to 
India during the 7th century, and Sanbao taijian xia xiyang ji (The voyages of the 
Eunuch Sanbao into the Indian Ocean) portrays the maritime expeditions led by 
Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433) during the early Ming dynasty. However, the 
representations of the foreign in both novels are imaginary rather than realistic, 
and both of them are often classified as fantasies. This may have induced Liu 
Yongqian to claim that “the imagination of the foreign [in the novels of the Ming 
and the Qing dynasties] is often unclear, generalized, and even inaccurate” and 
that “the level of knowledge that an average novelist [during the Ming and the 
Qing dynasties] possessed about foreign countries is apparently below that which 
geographical and historical records had already introduced.”9 Liu may be correct. 
However, it would be unfair to demand that these novels show the same level of 
accuracy and objectivity as historical narratives. Moreover, generalized and 
unrealistic representation of the exotic does not necessarily mean that these 
novelists lacked knowledge of foreign countries.  

It should be noted that many Ming erotic stories focus on domestic and urban 
life. This is probably a result of the increasing pace of urbanization during the 
mid- to late Ming dynasty and the desire of writers and publishers to cater to the 
tastes of an educated, urban readership.10 For example, the story of Jin Ping Mei 
primarily transpires in Ximen’s house in Qinghe, a town in Shandong province. 
However, the appearance of an Indian monk in chapter 49 marks the tipping 
point where sexual desire becomes truly subversive. An overdose of an 
aphrodisiac provided by this foreign monk is the direct cause of Ximen’s death. 
The image of Jinlian sitting on an exhausted Ximen for purposes of carnal 
pleasure immediately before Ximen’s death best indicates that sexual desire 
subverts Confucian morality and challenges the dominance of husband over 
wife.11 Similarly, Chipozi zhuan, another Ming erotic novella, largely takes place 
in a domestic setting. It depicts a woman who maintains sexual relationships with 
a number of men, including her father-in-law. Despite the domestic backdrop of 
the novella, its beginning reveals that the last name of the protagonist’s mother is 
Helian, a clear indication that her maternal ancestors were Huns. While most of 
these erotic stories portray domestic and urban life, the foreign references often 
serve to suggest the subversive nature of the sorts of sexual desires depicted in 
                                                               
9 Liu Yongqiang, “Ming Qing xiaoshuo zhong de shewai miaoxie he yiguo xiangxiang,” 143. 
10 For an extensive discussion of printing culture in late imperial China, see Cynthia Brokaw 
and Kai-wing Chow eds., Printing and Book Culture in Late Imperial China.  
11 For a detailed discussion of Ximen’s death and its significance, see Katherine Carlitz, The 
Rhetoric of Chin p’ing mei, 93–94.  
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these narratives. My examination of Ruyiju zhuan and “Jinhailing zongyu 
wangshen” further illustrates this point. 

In what follows, my analysis of Ruyijun zhuan (Lord of perfect satisfaction) 
and “Jinhailing zongyu wangshen (Prince hailing of Jin dies from indulgence in 
lust)” will demonstrate that historical accounts and literary traditions inform the 
depictions of the foreign in Ming erotic stories produced during the 16th and 
early 17th centuries.12 The authors of these stories carefully choose foreign 
countries to serve as settings for the representations of sexual desire. Examining 
these settings can help us understand not only how the exotic has been 
represented in some of the Ming erotic stories but also how it can be used 
creatively to highlight the subversive nature of sexual desire. I hope that this 
article can shed new light on the dynamics between the erotic and the exotic in 
Ming erotic fiction and more importantly, attract more critical attention to this 
issue.  

The Extent of Foreignness in Ruyijun zhuan 

Ruyijun zhuan, which was probably completed during the early 16th century, is 
one of the earliest works of fiction that explicitly portrays sexual encounters. It 
exerted a strong influence on the erotic depictions found in later novels such as 
Jin Ping Mei.13 The plot of the novella centers on the relationship between Wu 
Zetian 武則天 (624–705), the only female emperor in Chinese history, and her 
lover, Xue Aocao 薛敖曹.  

A crucial moment in the relationship between Wu and Xue occurs when Xue 
takes the sexual initiative with the empress while she is sleeping. Before this 
moment, Wu is depicted as the one who initiates their sexual activities. However, 
after this point, Xue appears to take full control of their relationship. He even 
places the breasts of the empress in wine, and Wu drinks the wine at the request 
of Xue. Xue’s actions apparently violate the sangang (three guides), which 
constitute the basic principles of Confucian ethics. The first guide states that the 
emperor guides the ministers. The ministers are expected to be obedient to the 

                                                               
12 Lord of Perfect Satisfaction is Charles Stone’s translation of the title Ruyijun zhuan. He 
offers a complete and annotated translation of Ruyijun zhuan in his book The Fountainhead of 
Chinese Erotica: The Lord of Perfect Satisfaction, 133–72. “Prince Hailing of Jin Dies from 
Indulgence in Lust” is Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang’s translation of the title “Jinhailing 
zongyu wangshen.” Their Stories to Awaken the World: A Ming Dynasty Collection is a 
complete English translation of Xingshi hengyan, in which “Jinhailing zongyu wangshen” 
appears. The title of the short story is hereafter abbreviated as “Jinhailing.” 
13 Charles Stone, The Fountainhead of Chinese Erotica: The Lord of Perfect Satisfaction, 
115–25.  
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emperor, and the emperor should take the lead in all of their affairs.14 Xue’s 
“sexual assault” on Wu marks the beginning of a relationship that subverts the 
proper positions of emperor and ministers prescribed by Confucian morality. 
That is probably why the narrator of the novella comments: “Aocao … no longer 
observes the rites for ruler and subject.”15  

However, the second guide of sangang states that the husband guides his wife. 
This means that men have power over women in marital relationships. It is true 
that Xue and Wu are not married. However, their relationship is almost exclusive, 
given that Wu is no longer involved with her other lovers such as Zhang 
Changzong 張昌宗 and Zhang Yizhi 張易之. Xue’s sexual aggressiveness is 
perfectly in line with this guide. Most important of all, this second guide 
explicitly asserts the superiority of males over females. It is thus inappropriate 
for a woman to become the superior leader in the Confucian society. Xue’s 
sexual power gives him the leverage to restore the patriarchal order. He attempts 
to persuade Wu Zetian to reinstall Li Xian, her son in exile, as the crown prince 
by attempting to castrate himself. Xue’s dramatic behavior and his persistent 
exhortations are important reasons why Wu finally decides to bring Li back to 
the capital and name him as the heir apparent. In this sense, Xue’s violation of 
the proper relationship between the emperor and ministers helps the male 
descendent of the Tang dynasty founders reclaim his throne. This propels 
Huayang Sanren to claim in the preface to Ruyijun zhuan that Xue demonstrates 
loyalty, an important virtue in Confucian morality, despite his indulgence in 
lechery: “And the reinstatement of Zhong Zong was truly due to the efforts of Mr. 
Aocao. Although he attained advancement through lascivious conduct, was he 
also faithful to the state?”16 

In this sense, Xue’s “sexual assault” on Wu, which marks the beginning of the 
power reversal between the two, is morally ambiguous. The scene takes place in 
a pavilion, which is tinged with foreign flavors: 

 
That year in the sixth month on a hot summer evening the empress went to 
the Pavilion of Balmy Breezes. A dragon-scale stone from Nanhai was 
placed in the water in a golden pan. The cool vapors exuded by this stone 
assailed the beholder. A blue-green dust-repellent raw silk soft comforter 
from a country called Quxu had been unfolded, and on top of it was a 
“dragon beard” rush mat from Gaoli. Camphor incense from Funan was 

                                                               
14  Wei-ming Tu, “Probing the ‘Three Bonds’ and ‘Five Relationships’ in Confucian 
Humanism,” 123. 
15 Charles Stone, The Fountainhead of Chinese Erotica: The Lord of Perfect Satisfaction, 154. 
The translation has been modified.  
16 Ibid., 133.  
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burning.  
The empress laid naked upon the mat. When she was in a state of 

slumbering oblivion, Aocao suddenly showed up at her side…. As Aocao’s 
lecherous desires were suddenly aroused, he raised his chowry handle and 
slowly inserted it into her vagina. While in a dream state the empress made 
an anguished sound and then awoke. By the time her starry eyes flashed 
open with surprise, Aocao had already thrust and retracted several tens of 
times.17  
 

This scene stands out because there are a number of foreign objects in the 
pavilion. It is rare for late-Ming fiction dealing with similar topics to depict 
foreign objects in a royal setting. For example, “Emperor Yang of the Sui 
Dynasty Is Punished for His Life of Extravagance,”18 a story collected in Stories 
to Awaken the World, portrays the licentious life of Emperor Yang. The emperor 
engages in egregious sexual activities with women in his royal palace. However, 
no trace of exoticism can be found in the description of Emperor Yang’s palace. I 
have argued that foreign elements are often used to denote subversive forms of 
sexual desire. There is no need to introduce any elements of foreignness here 
because the emperor’s desire is in no way subversive. He is licentious, but his 
relationships with women do not constitute a serious challenge to the Confucian 
sangang. A more interesting example is Nongqing kuaishi, an erotic novel that 
was probably completed during the 16th century. This novel also centers on Wu 
Zetian and describes her relationships with Xue Aocao. Many of these 
descriptions are similar or identical to those found in Ruyijun zhuan. Scholars 
have argued that Nongqing kuaishi copied part of Ruyijun zhuan.19 However, 
Nongqing kuaishi does not depict any foreign objects in describing the 
relationship between Wu and Xue because the “sexual assault” scene in Ruyijun 
zhuan does not appear in Nongqing kuaishi. One possible reason for this deletion 
is that Wu is depicted in Nongqing kuaishi as taking full control of her 
relationship with Xue. It is true that Xue also puts Wu’s breast in the wine and 
asks her to drink the wine in chapter 25. However, his intimate relationship with 
Wu does not translate into any real influence over her. He makes no effort to 
persuade Wu to reinstall Li Xian as her heir apparent, as he does in Ruyijun 
zhuan. In this sense, Xue’s relationship with Wu remains consistent throughout 
Nongqing kuaishi and therefore, the inclusion of a “sexual assault” scene placed 
in an exotic setting would not carry the same significance in Nongqing kuaishi as 
                                                               
17 Ibid., 152. The translation has been modified, and emphasis has been added.  
18 I use Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang’s English translation of the chapter title. See Shuhui 
Yang and Yunqin Yang, trans., Stories to Awaken the World: A Ming Dynasty Collection, 542. 
19 For example, see Li Mengsheng, Jinhui xiaoshuo yetan, 42. 
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it does in Ruyijun zhuan.  
The relationship between Xue and Wu is of a different nature in Ruyijun zhuan. 

The pavilion scene is central to understanding this relationship. The objects from 
other countries create a foreign atmosphere in the pavilion. However, the 
pavilion is, after all, located in China. Most important of all, as I will discuss 
below, most of the countries from which these luxuries come maintained special 
relationships with China during the pre-modern period. China exerted strong 
cultural, economic, and political influences on these countries. The exoticism of 
the pavilion allows for the incorporation of elements that are incompatible with 
orthodox ethics, but the pavilion is not so foreign as to allow for the complete 
suspension of Confucian morality. In this sense, the setting both accords with and 
highlights the morally ambiguous nature of Xue’s behavior. In what follows, I 
will demonstrate that the author of Ruyijun zhuan carefully and conscientiously 
chose the foreign elements in order to create a dynamic interaction between the 
exotic and what transpires in the Pavilion of Balmy Breezes. In order to illustrate 
this interaction, it is important to understand the relationships between China and 
the foreign countries represented in this scene during the imperial period, and 
how these relationships are portrayed in historical accounts and literary works.  

The first foreign object depicted in this scene is “a dragon-scale stone from 
Nanhai.” It is most likely that Nanhai here refers to the approximate area of the 
contemporary South China Sea.20 Naihai was China’s gateway to the Southeast 
Asian countries, and these countries maintained close ties with China during both 
the Tang dynasty (618–907), the historical setting of Ruyijun zhuan, and the 
Ming dynasty (1368–1644), when the story was written. For example, Vietnam, 
which borders Nanhai, was part of China during the Tang dynasty and gained 
independence during the 10th century. However, China conquered Vietnam again 
and dominated it for approximately two decades during the early 15th century. 
Even after Vietnam once again became independent, it remained China’s 
tributary state throughout the Ming dynasty. More importantly, Chinese culture 
exerted a strong influence on the Later Lê dynasty (1428–1788). Its political and 
legal systems imitated those of China.21 During the Ming dynasty, China’s 
influence was felt in many other countries bordering the South China Sea 
through trade, cultural exchanges, diplomatic missions, and immigration. 
Countries such as Siam, Java, and Champa were tributary states of China and 
paid tribute regularly.22 The dragon is a symbol of the Chinese emperors, and the 
                                                               
20 For an overview of the contours of Nanhai in Chinese history, see Han Zhenghua, “Woguo 
lishi shang nanhai haiyu jiqi jiexian,” 81–101 and Han Zhenghua, “Woguo lishi shang nanhai 
haiyu jiqi jiexian (xuwan),” 70–91.  
21 Lü Shipeng, “Mingdai zhidu wenhua dui Yuenan lichao de yingxiang,” 44–45.  
22 For a comprehensive discussion of China’s relationships with the countries bordering on 
Nanhai, see Wang Gungwu, “Ming foreign relations: Southeast Asia,” 301–32.  
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dragon-scale stone from Nanhai may symbolize Chinese imperial authority over 
the Nanhai countries.  

Quxu, the country where the “blue-green dust-repellent raw silk soft 
comforter” originates, is a legendary kingdom that appears in stories of the 
strange. The country of Quxu is not mentioned in any historical records, 
indicating that the image of the foreign in Ming erotic stories is not just a 
reflection of historical facts. However, the exotic was not simply created out of 
the authors’ imaginations. Historical records and literary portrayals of alien 
countries and peoples provided a repertoire that these writers used to construct 
the meaning of the foreign in their works. Quxu is one such example. The name 
of this country first appeared in the Shiyi ji (Record of lost tales) complied by 
Wang Jia during the fourth century. According to Shiji yi, an individual from the 
country of Quxu submitted several precious and rare gifts to King Ling of the 
Zhou dynasty (circa 6th century BCE).23 The author of Ruyijun zhuan may have 
used this story to highlight the value of the comforter on which Wu Zetian 
reposed. An examination of motifs surrounding Gaoli and Funan further 
illustrates how historical records and literary works inform the portrayal of the 
foreign in this erotic novella.  

Gaoli is depicted in this scene as the country of origin of the “dragon-beard 
rush mat.” It may refer to Goguryeo, a kingdom founded northeast of China 
during the 1st century BCE. During the Sui (581–618) and Tang (618–907) 
dynasties, the relationship between China and Goguryeo was often testy. The 
emperors of both the Sui and Tang dynasties fought a series of wars against the 
northeastern kingdom in order to get control of Goguryeo. The allied armies of 
China and Silla eventually conquered Goguryeo in 668. Liu Yongqiang has 
pointed out that these wars became a recurring topic in novels and plays of the 
Ming and Qing dynasties.24  

Wu Zetian played an active role in Tang’s conquest of Goguryeo. Over the 
course of the 660s and 670s, Wu gradually gained control of the court after her 
husband, Emperor Gaozong, became too sick to deal with daily court business. 
She must have exerted a strong influence on, if not fully controlled, the war 
strategies employed by the Tang against Goguryeo. Zizhi tongjian 
(Comprehensive mirror for aid in government) notes that, in 661, Wu Zetian 
opposed Emperor Gaozong’s decision to accompany the army into battle with 
Goguryeo, and the emperor complied with her wishes.25 The “dragon-beard rush 
mat” upon which Wu lays may suggest Wu’s instrumental role in the Tang 
conquest of foreign countries. 

                                                               
23 Wang Jia, Shiyi ji, 75. 
24 Liu Yongqiang. “Ming Qing xiaoshuo zhong de shewai miaoxie he yiguo xiangxiang,” 140.  
25 Sima Guang, ed., Zizhi tongjian, 6324.  
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It should be pointed out that the relationship between China and Goguryeo was 
not always acrimonious. As early as the 1st century BCE, Goguryeo began 
sending envoys to China to pay tribute, and Chinese emperors conferred titles on 
the rulers of Goguryeo.26 Confucianism exerted a strong influence on the culture 
of Goguryeo, and the Confucian canons were used to educate young people.27 
Buddhism and Daoism also traveled from China to Goguryeo and were 
integrated into its culture.28  

Goguryeo’s proximity to China and its complicated relationship with the 
Middle Kingdom often led Chinese people to develop ambivalent attitudes 
regarding Goguryeo’s proper position with respect to the Chinese empire. For 
example, according to Sui shu (Book of Sui, completed in the 7th century), 
Emperor Wen of Sui, when demanding the subordination of Goguryeo, compared 
Goguryeo to Chen, a kingdom he had conquered during his unification of 
China.29 Sui shu also recorded that Emperor Wen initially appointed the ruler of 
Goguryeo as the “liaodong jungong (Duke of Liaodong prefecture).”30 Both 
examples indicate that Emperor Wen regarded Goguryeo as a part of the Chinese 
empire. However, Sui shu also referred to one of the kings of Goguryeo as “di 
(emperor),” a title reserved exclusively for the ruler of another independent 
country.31  

During the 10th century, another state, Goryeo, emerged in the Korean 
peninsula. In 1392, Joseon succeeded Goryeo. Joseon maintained a generally 
good relationship with Ming China and was regarded as “a model Chinese 
tributary state” because it was politically submissive and regularly paid 
substantial tribute to China.32 Joseon’s political system was also modeled on 
China’s, and the rulers of Joseon adopted Confucianism as the state ideology. 
The historical narratives produced during the Ming and Qing dynasties often 
characterize Goguryeo, Goryeo, and Joseon as Korean dynasties which 
succeeded one another and demonstrate an ambivalent attitude towards Korea’s 
relationship with China. For example, the official history of the Ming, the Ming 
shi (18th century), places Korea in the category of “foreign countries.” However, 
                                                               
26 Wei Cuncheng, “Ruhe chuli he queding Gaojuli de lishi dingwei,” 10.  
27 Gen Tiehua, “Gaojuli rushidao ‘sanjiao heyi’ de xingcheng he yingxiang,” 63. 
28 Ibid., 64–69. 
29 Wei Zheng et al. eds., Sui shu, 1816. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 1814. Some Chinese scholars believe that the reference to a king of Goguryeo as the 
emperor in Sui shu was due to a misreading of earlier Chinese historical accounts. For an 
example of this type of argument, see Li Leying, “Gaojuli zhengquan lizhi tizhi yiqi zai 
Zhongguo gudai huangquan tongzhi tizhinei de shijian,” 36. Even if that is true, this 
misreading indicates that the authors of Sui shu were not uncomfortable using the title 
“emperor” when referring to the ruler of Goguryeo.  
32 Donald Clark, “Sino-Korean Tributary Relations under the Ming,” 272. 
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it is also the first foreign country listed in that category, most likely because 
Korea was viewed as the country that was the least foreign in the list. Moreover, 
the Ming shi’s history of Korea traces its origins to a kingdom that Emperor Wu 
of Zhou gave to Jizi, the brother of the last emperor of the Shang dynasty.33 
Ming shi’s account represents the typical attitude towards Korea: Korea was a 
foreign country, but was a “special” one with close ties to China.  

In the Ruyijun zhuan scene, camphor incense is depicted as a product of Funan. 
Funan was founded south of China during the 1st century BCE and is generally 
considered the ancestral kingdom of Cambodia. Chenla conquered and absorbed 
Funan in the 6th century. Both Funan and Chenla maintained amicable 
relationships with China. Well before Wu Zetian’s ascension to the throne, the 
Tang government was fully aware of Chenla’s conquest of Funan.34 This is 
probably why Tang narratives often depict camphor incense as a local specialty 
from Chenla instead of Funan.35 But why does Ruyijun zhuan still designate 
Funan as the country of origin of the camphor incense? 

One possible reason is that Funan was often associated with sensuality. Before 
the fall of Funan, there were sustained cultural exchanges between Funan and 
China. The music of Funan influenced Chinese music during the Sui and early 
Tang dynasties.36 Funan qu (tune of Funan) also became a title used in yuefu 
poetry, and many poems bearing this title deal with love and sensuality. For 
example, Wang Wei wrote five poems using the title Funan qu. The first of them 
makes insinuations about the sexual activities between an emperor and his 
concubine: 

 
A bed was decorated with ostrich plumes and tassels. 
At the dawn of a spring day, people still sleep on it with curtains closed. 
Her shyness is revealed by her countenance, 
Her charm comes along with her voice. 
Having arrived at the palace of the imperial concubine, 
The eunuchs urged the emperor to hurry.37   
 

                                                               
33 Zhang Tingyu et al. eds., Ming shi, 8279.  
34 For example, Sui shu, which was published in 636 BCE, recorded that Chenla had absorbed 
Funan. See Wei Zheng et al., eds., Sui shu, 1836.  
35 For example Chaoye qianzai, a sketch book completed in the late 7th century or early 8th 
century, records that “the country of Chenla is five hundred li south of Huanzhou. Their 
tradition is that people put out betel nuts, camphor incense, and clam pieces as part of banquets 
for their guests.” See Zhang Zhuo, Chaoye qianzai, 22.  
36 For an extended discussion of the influence of Funan music on Chinese music, see Chen 
Xiaochan, “Funan yue shi Tangjiu shi bu yue zhiyi ma?,” 43–44.  
37 Wang Wei, Wang Wei quanji, 4.  
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Yang Shen 楊慎 (1488–1559), who lived during the time when Ruyijun zhuan 
was completed, also composed five Funan qu poems. These five poems treat the 
topic of love. The sexual connotations of these poems are revealed by lines such 
as “The moment is so precious. The crows on the city wall, please do not cry” 
and “Gauze curtains hid two smiling faces. They had not fallen into sleep when 
the lamp dimmed.”38 The link between Funan and carnal pleasure may have 
been used in Ruyijun zhuan to foreshadow the upcoming sexual bout between 
Xue and the empress.  

Funan has also served as a symbol of China’s power over neighboring 
countries. In a meticulous study of the relationship between Funan and China, 
Pan Huiqiong shows that Funan was used in a 3rd-century poem to represent the 
countries that were subordinate to Sun Quan, the king of the Eastern Wu. Pan 
further points out that Funan was also known for submitting to China precious 
gifts, such as a rhinoceros and a gold dragon king statue.39 Pan’s research may 
help explain why Funan is mentioned here as the place from which the camphor 
incense comes. Funan’s submission to China signifies Wu Zetian’s extraordinary 
power, and Funan’s reputation for giving precious gifts to the throne highlights 
the rarity of the incense.  

The many exotic objects in the Pavilion of Balmy Breezes showcase the 
far-reaching power of the empress. The supreme power that the empress 
possesses stands in sharp contrast to Xue’s “sexual assault” on her body. This 
contrast highlights Xue’s violation of the proper relationship between an empress 
and her subject. However, as noted above, the advantage that Xue gained through 
his sexual power helps restore the orthodox, patriarchal order. From the 
standpoint of Confucian ethics, it is thus difficult to make an unambiguous moral 
judgment of Xue’s actions.  

The foreign objects create an ideal setting for the representation of moral 
ambiguity. We might note that none of these foreign luxuries came from nomadic 
tribes, such as the Mongolians, who posed a continual threat to imperial China. 
Japan is also not included. Although Japan maintained friendly relationships with 
China during the Tang dynasty, wokou (Japanese pirates) were often blamed for 
pillaging the coast of China during the Ming dynasty.40 Literary works produced 
during the Ming dynasty generally depicted the Japanese in a negative light and 
often portrayed them as an intimidating and brutal force that threatened the 
                                                               
38 Yang Shen, Sheng’an quanji, 138. 
39 Pan Huiqiong, “Tangqian Zhong Jian chaogong guanxi kaoshu,” 150–52. 
40 Some contemporary scholars have argued that the so-called wokou during the 16th century 
were in fact Chinese citizens who conducted illegal business with foreigners. See Fan Fan 
Shuzhi, “‘Wokou’ xinlun—Yi ‘Jiajing da wokou’ wei zhongxin,” 37–46 and Diao Shuren, 
“Guanyu Jiajing chao wokou de jige wenti,” 22–25. 
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sovereignty of China.41  
All of the objects originated from countries that had been conquered by China 

and/or had long accepted China’s superiority in the regional political and 
economic system. This is probably the primary reason why objects originating 
from Japan and the nomadic tribes were excluded from the Pavilion scene. The 
countries mentioned in the Pavilion scenes maintained some of the closest 
relationships with China within the tributary system, and these relationships 
constantly confirmed China’s preeminence within that system. Homi Bhabha’s 
famous theory about “mimicry” is relevant here.42 The relationship between 
China and these countries may not be of the same nature as that which existed 
between the colonizer and the colonized, as described by Bhabha. However, the 
countries can indeed be counted among those places where China exerted the 
strongest cultural and political influence. Bhabha argues that the colonized 
subjects are both similar and dissimilar to their colonizers.43  If we apply 
Bhabha’s argument to this scene, the contiguity of these exotic objects makes the 
Pavilion sufficiently exotic to allow for a temporary disruption of Confucian 
ethics. However, these objects do not make the Pavilion utterly foreign, which 
would demand a completely different set of rules and morality. This foreign, yet 
not-so-foreign, setting meshes smoothly with Xue’s morally ambiguous actions. 

“Jinhailing” and the Subversive Foreign 

If Ruyijun zhuan presents a sexual relationship which defies an unequivocal 
moral judgment based on Confucian ethics, then what can we say about erotic 
descriptions that completely subvert traditional morality? Where should such 
activities take place? In the following discussion of a story collected in Sanyan 
(three collections of stories), I will demonstrate one method that Ming authors 
used to position these depictions: they placed them in a country which had often 
challenged China’s regional authority.  

Martin Huang’s rich study of the debate over qing during the late Ming period 
points out: On one hand, there existed a socio-cultural trend that encouraged the 
free expression of sexual desires; on the other hand, late Ming literati also sought 
ways to contain desire.44 I would argue that one important reason why literati 
recognized the necessity of restricting desire is that sexual desire, if not well 
controlled, challenges the very foundation of Confucian society: lunchang (the 
                                                               
41 For an extensive discussion of Ming dynasty literary representation of the Japanese, see 
Zhang Zhejun, Zhongguo gudai wenxue zhong de Riben xingxiang yanjiu, 215–317. 
42 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 85–92.  
43 Ibid., 86.  
44 Martin Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China, 45–56. 
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invariable order of human relationships).  
As the word chang (invariable) suggests, lunchang emphasizes the unchanging 

and unambiguous position an individual should occupy in relation to the five 
cardinal relationships of traditional Chinese society: the relationships between 
emperor and ministers, between father and children, between brothers, between 
husband and wife, and between friends. The manner in which an individual deals 
with these relationships should also remain constant. Lunchang helped stabilize 
traditional Chinese society, but also contributed to its stratification. Clear-cut 
lines of demarcation often existed between different social classes because the 
emphasis on lunchang meant that the role played by an individual in society 
should never change.  

However, these impenetrable divisions between social classes were seriously 
challenged on at least two fronts during the late Ming period. First, because of 
the development of the commercial sector during the late Ming, some 
commoners could afford to purchase and display things that had once been the 
exclusive province of the royal family or even the emperor. For example, Chao 
Xiaohong has shown that late Ming local gazetteers criticized local residents for 
using luxury items that were once allowed only at court.45 Timothy Brooks 
argues that wealthy merchants attempted to break down the barrier between the 
common people and the gentry class. One way for them to topple this barrier was 
to purchase precious objects and learn how to consume them.46 

Sexual desire posed another challenge to the hierarchical order. Some late 
Ming literati regarded qing as the foundation of all human relationships. For 
example, Feng Menglong, the compiler and editor of Sanyan, claims: “…isn’t it 
because qing originates from the relationship between men and women! … 
(because of the sage’s effort to channel qing) It flows and is infused into the 
relationships between emperor and ministers, between father and children, 
between brothers, and between friends. But there remains plenty of qing to 
spare.”47 Apparently, qing in this context has a strong sexual connotation, given 
that this qing originates in the mutual attraction between men and women. 
However, Feng’s sweeping argument raises the question: What if the sexual 
attraction between men and women conflicts with the role prescribed for an 
individual by the Confucian lunchang? What if an emperor becomes infatuated 

                                                               
45 Chao Xiaohong, “Ming Qing ren de ‘shemi’ guannian jiqi yanbian—Yiju difangzhi de 
kaocha,” 108–9.  
46 Timothy Brook, “Communications and commerce,” 705–6.  
47 Feng Menglong, Qingshi leilüe, 3. The preface from which the quote is taken was written 
by Zhanzhan waishi. The prevailing view is that this is one of Feng Menglong’s pseudonyms. 
See Fu Chengzhou,“Qingshi jipingzhe kaobian,” 93–94 and Yan “Qingshi lunlüe,” 22. 
However, some scholars argue that Zhanzhan waishi is not Feng Menglong. See Zhang Danfei, 
“Feng Menglong fei qingshi bianzhe kao,” 86–87.  
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with the wife of his minister, or if a man is sexually attracted to the wife of his 
brother? The imperial government had long been aware of this problem. Since 
the Tang dynasty, laws had been created to forbid and punish any marriage 
deemed to challenge lunchang.48 Perhaps also realizing the potential for conflict 
between the qing of men and women and other types of Confucian relationships, 
Feng refused to equate his conception of qing with an endorsement of sexual 
impetus:  

 
The saying goes: “The drive to seek sexual pleasure is as huge as the sky.” 
This is wrong. The correct way to put it should be, “the drive to fulfill one’s 
passion (qing) is as huge as the sky.” Everything under the sun is related to 
an individual’s drive, and this drive boils down to passion (qing).49  
 

However, Feng’s defensive gesture still fails to fully resolve this conflict, since, 
as argued convincingly by Martin Huang, the demarcation between qing and 
sexual desire became blurred during the late Ming.50  

According to literati who lived during the 17th century, the subversion of the 
hierarchical order caused by sexual desire and money wrought havoc on the 
entire state. Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619–92) criticized the late Ming literati 
culture for embracing the power of money and endorsing the expression of 
sexual desire. According to Wang, late Ming culture contributed to the fall of the 
Ming dynasty: 

 
Tang Binyin served as Head of the Imperial Academy and was therefore the 
teacher of the entire world. Pan Zhiheng paid money in order to become a 
student of the Imperial Academy. Pan built upon his relationship with 
Binyin by seducing him into indulging in sensuality. He proudly showed off 
his bestial behavior and even collected and described it in his books. People 
such as Yuan Hongdao, Qian Qianyi, and Zhong Xing vied to support 
Zhiheng and recruited him to be a member of their group of celebrated 
scholars. All sense of honor was lost and a wicked wind blew. This led to 
the irreversible loss of China.51  
 

Wang’s main criticism is that social divisions and human relationships were no 
longer defined and regulated by Confucian ideals, but rather by wealth and the 
                                                               
48 For an excellent overview of how Chinese imperial laws forbade marriages that were 
deemed to disrupt lunchang, see Wu Shulin, “Cong ‘tongxing buhun’ tan luanlun jingji,” 
36–41. 
49 Feng Menglong, ed., Guazhi’er, 26.  
50 Martin Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China, 42. 
51 Wang Fuzhi, “Saoshou wen,” 639.  
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“art” of sex. He also attacked major scholars of the late Ming period for 
exacerbating this tendency. In Wang’s view, all of these factors led to the collapse 
of the Ming empire. Wang’s assessment was reflected in late Ming erotic fiction. 
For example, Jin Ping Mei, a late 16th century novel, links the collapse of a 
wealthy libertine’s family to the fall of the Northern Song dynasty.  

“Jinhailing,” a short story collected in Xingshi hengyan (Stories to awaken the 
world),52 also evokes Wang’s ideas.53 The story explores how unrestrained 
desire subverts Confucian social order and eventually leads to catastrophes for 
both individuals and society. Hailing 海陵 (1122–61) was an emperor of the Jin 
dynasty (1115–1234).54 “Jinhailing” depicts him as indiscriminately pursuing 
carnal pleasure. He not only sleeps with the wives of his ministers and generals, 
but also maintains sexual relationships with his relatives, including the wife of 
his cousin, the daughter of his concubine, and even the daughter of his sister. 
When Hailing plans to marry Chacha, his sister’s daughter, his mother points out 
that doing so would subvert the proper bond between father and child, a key 
relationship in the lunchang system: “When the girl was born, the late emperor 
carried her in his arms and told our family to raise her. And so we did until she 
came of age. You are therefore more like her father than her uncle. How can you 

                                                               
52 I use Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang’s English translation of the title Xingshi hengyan. See 
Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang, trans., Stories to Awaken the World: A Ming Dynasty Collection, 
cover page.  
53 Miao Quansun (1844–1919) claimed that he had seen a story entitled “Jinzhuliang huangyin 
[The licentious Jurchen emperor Liang]” in Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo [The Beijing edition of 
popular fiction], a collection of stories completed during the Southern Song dynasty. However, 
Miao did not publish “Jinzhuliang huangyin” due to its eroticism. Some scholars accepted his 
claim. For example, see Nie Enyan, “Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo tankao,” 31–36. According to 
Ma Youyuan, Ye Dehui (1864–1927) later published a “Jinlu Hailingwang huangyin,” which 
Ye presented as part of Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo. The story is almost identical to “Jinhailing,” 
which could mean that “Jinhailing” was completed during the Southern Song dynasty instead 
of during the late Ming period. See Ma Youyuan, “Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo ge pian de niandai 
jiqi zhenwei wenti,” 28. However, Ma has convincingly shown that “Jinlu Hailingwang 
huangyin” was a fabrication and that “Jinhailing” was published after the mid-Ming period. 
Ma bases this argument on the fact that the names of some foreign countries mentioned in the 
story did not appear until the Yuan or Ming dynasty. See Ma Youyuan, “Jingben tongsu 
xiaoshuo ge pian de niandai jiqi zhenwei wenti,” 29–31. Scholars have also challenged the 
authenticity of Miao Quansun’s claim, arguing that Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo was fabricated by 
Miao. For representative opinions, see Ma Youyuan, “Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo ge piande 
niandai jiqi zhenwei wenti,” 19–44 and Su Xing “Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo bianyi,” 71–74. I 
thank Martin Huang for bringing this question to my attention.   
54 Hailing was one of the most sinicized Jin rulers. There are many historical records about his 
admiration of Chinese culture. See Qu Yingjie, “Lun Jinhailing wang,” 46. He also earned 
considerable fame for his Chinese poems. See Wu Yuan, “Minzu wenhua xinli de 
zheguang—Qiantan Jinhailing wang de shici tese,” 126–28. This probably led the Shizong 
Emperor, his successor, to criticize him for being overly sinicized. See Jing-shen Tao, The 
Jurchen in the Twelfth-Century China, 43. 
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do such an indecent thing?”55 However, Hailing eventually marries Chacha 
despite criticism from his mother.  

Hailing’s extreme pursuit of sexual pleasure not only subverts well-defined 
familial relationships but also produces political complications. Hailing 
completely disregards the Confucian guidelines regarding the proper relationship 
between the emperor and his ministers, such as the dictum that “the emperor 
should treat his ministers with respect.”56 He forces the wife of one of his 
ministers to murder her husband so that he can marry her. Moreover, at Hailing’s 
command, the entire official hierarchy is often determined by penis size:  

 
Hailing also gathered his male courtiers together in one hall and made all of 
them bare themselves and compare their endowments. Those with the 
largest members ranked in the first category and were each awarded a plate 
bearing the inscription “marquis of Yang”… Those with intermediate size 
members ranked in the second category… Those ranking below them were 
declared unworthy of awards. With the exception of court sessions held in 
the main hall and major festive occasions when seating was arranged in 
accordance with official ranks, at all other gatherings such as drinking 
parties in the inner halls and night-duty sleepovers, participants were lined 
up in accordance with their plates, regardless of their official ranks, by way 
of amusing themselves.57  
 

Sexual potency replaces Confucian ideals and rites and becomes the protocol 
for governing the relationship between emperor and ministers.  

“Jinhailing” is partly based on the historical narrative of Hailing’s concubines 
recorded in Jin shi.58 It should be pointed out that Hailing is not the only ruler 
accused of committing incest. The most famous incestuous relationship took 
place between Emperor Gaozong of the Tang dynasty and his queen, Wu Zetian, 
who had been a concubine of Gaozong’s father. Hailing is also not the most 
notorious incestuous ruler. According to historical records, Liu Jun 刘骏

(430–64), an emperor of the Liu Song dynasty (420–79), had sex with his 
biological mother.59 The question is: why did Feng Menglong choose to adapt 

                                                               
55 Ibid., 534.  
56 Confucius, Lunyu, 34.  
57 Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang, trans., Stories to Awaken the World: A Ming Dynasty 
Collection, 537. I have modified the translation.  
58 Tuo Tuo et al. eds., Jin shi, 1508–15.  
59 Wei shu describes Liu Jun’s incestuous relationship with his mother: “Jun was promiscuous 
and licentious and was sexually involved with his mother, whose surname was Lu. His filthy 
conduct brought him notoriety throughout the area of Ou Yue.” See Wei Shou, ed., Wei shu, 
vol. 97, 2144.  
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the historical account of Hailing rather than selecting other records with similarly 
disturbing details?  

An obvious answer to this question is that Feng intended to relegate deviant 
desire to a foreign place. However, to what extent can the Jin Empire be called 
“foreign?”60 Funan and countries bordering the South China Sea, mentioned in 
Ruyijun zhuan, can be comfortably classified as foreign from the Chinese 
perspective, but the place of the Jin dynasty in Chinese history is complicated 
and controversial. The generals and literati-officials of the Southern Song 
dynasty (1127–1279), the majority of whom were Han Chinese, mostly 
considered the Jurchen state foreign and inferior.61 However, competing states in 
the Chinese political-cultural arena often labeled their opponents barbarians in 
order to assert their own superiority. For example, the Jin Empire also attempted 
to define the Southern Song as foreign.62  

The confidence with which the Jurchen state vied for control of a unified 
China partly resulted from their success in sinicization. Li Zhaojie points out that 
Chinese people defined their superiority in cultural terms.63 The rulers of the Jin 
dynasty were keenly aware of the necessity of making themselves more 
“Chinese.” Starting in 1123, the Jurchen state began to implement systematic 
political and economic reforms based on the Chinese model. 64  The Jin 
government was also active in recruiting Han Chinese to serve as officials.65 
This sinicization movement was so successful that, by the mid-12th century, the 
Han literati residing in the Jin Empire started to identify themselves with the Jin 
dynasty and even to praise its prosperity. 66  Jurchen efforts at sinicization 
represent an attempt to strengthen their bid for control of a unified China. An 
anonymous Southern Song author made the following observation of the Jurchen 
emperor Hailing: “…he was ashamed of being a barbarian and wanted to inherit 
the legitimacy of the Chinese Empire.”67 The sinicization movement continued 
through the mid-12th century, causing the Jin Empire to become quite “Chinese” 
during this period.  

                                                               
60 I am grateful to Martin Huang for raising this important question.  
61 Qi Chunfeng, “Lun jinchao huayiguan de yanhua,” 112 and Li Suzhen and Wen Bin, “You 
Yang Wanli jiesong jinshi shi kan qi huayiguan de biaoxian xingshi,” 21–22. 
62 Qi Chunfeng, “Lun jinchao huayiguan de yanhua,” 111. 
63 Zhaojie Li, “Traditional Chinese World Order,” 29–31. 
64 Jing-shen Tao, The Jurchen in the Twelfth-Century China, 38–51. 
65 Ibid., 52–67.  
66 Li Shuyan, “ ‘Huayi zhibian’ zai Jinyuan shehui danhua de jieduanxing,” 85. 
67 Anonymous, Zhongxing yuhui lu, 7. According to Qi Chunfeng, this quote suggests 
Hailing’s intention to challenge the distinction between Chinese and barbarian and to unify 
China. See Qi Chunfeng “Lun jinchao huayiguan de yanhua,” 111. I agree and would like to 
add that Hailing’s ambition may have originated partly from his confidence that he had 
become “Chinese” enough to rule all of China.  
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Correspondingly, the world depicted in “Jinhailing” does not have much 
foreign flavor. Yi Yongwen points out that the first meeting between Guige and 
Hailing recalls a typical Han Chinese wedding.68 Moreover, the characters make 
quite a few references to Chinese culture and history during their conversations. 
For example, a female hairdresser boasts about her success in helping Hailing 
seduce Guige: 

 
I’m not a hairdresser anymore. I’m Han Xin, who wiped out three former 
Qin generals and helped Liu Bang found the Han dynasty. I’m Wu Zixu, 
who showed my might at Lintong in support of the house of Zhou. I’m the 
great Prince Wuji of Wei, carrying the commander’s tally to rescue the 
besieged. How can you be thinking hard thoughts of me?” 
… 
Hailing said, amused, “You are indeed smarter than Sun Wu and Wu Qi and 
more cunning than Lu Jia. Even I won’t be able to get free from such a trap!”69  
 

The characters’ persistent allusions to Chinese history indicate that the editor 
did not intend to portray them as barbarians who know little about Chinese 
culture. Instead, they were depicted as people similar to “us.” The sinicized 
settings and characters suggest that the subversive sexual desire depicted in this 
story is not foreign, but exists within “us.”  

However, after the fall of the Jin dynasty, many Han Chinese still considered it 
a foreign or alien regime. The Jurchen state differs from many of the countries 
mentioned in Ruyijun zhuan in that its foreignness is defined not so much by its 
geographical distance from China as by the constant threat that it posed to the 
Song Empire, which predominantly consisted of Han Chinese. For example, 
during the Ming dynasty, many literati proposed to treat the Song Empire as the 
only legitimate dynasty during the period when the Song, Jin and Liao were 
competing for dominance. Their rationale was that both the Liao and Jin regimes 
were “foreign” and “barbarian” kingdoms that posed a serious threat to Song 
sovereignty.70  

Most important of all, “Jinhailing” appears in Xingshi hengyan, which was 
first published in 1627. At that time, the Manchus constituted the most serious 
threat to Ming sovereignty. In 1616, Nurhaci 努尔哈赤 (1559–1626) announced 
the establishment of an independent Manchurian state. The Manchus 
subsequently overpowered the Ming army in a series of battles, finally 
                                                               
68 Yi Yongwen. “Cong ‘Jinhailing zongyu wangshen’ tan tonggusi minzu he hanzu de jiaoliu,” 
66–67. 
69 Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang, trans., Stories to Awaken the World: A Ming Dynasty 
Collection, 521–22. 
70 Liu Pujiang. “Deyun zhizheng yu liang Jin wangchao de zhengtongxing wenti,” 200–202. 
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conquering Beijing in 1644 and establishing the Qing dynasty. The state that 
Nurhaci founded was initially named the “Jin,” and the early Manchurian leaders 
considered themselves to be direct descendants of the Jurchen people.71 At that 
time, people would thus have considered Hailing, a historical Jurchen ruler, a 
distant ancestor of Nurhaci. The story’s depiction of the war waged by Hailing 
against the Southern Song may therefore have evoked the imminent danger 
posed by the Manchus. Feng thus projected transgressive sexual desire onto an 
ethnic group that had repeatedly challenged, and continued to challenge, the 
sovereignty of the Chinese empire. Feng Menglong’s decision to attribute 
subversive sexual desire to Hailing may therefore be related to the geopolitical 
situation of the late Ming. 

The ending of “Prince Hailing” simultaneously resolves the challenges posed 
by both subversive sexual desire and unruly foreign powers. Hailing decided to 
invade Song China because he had heard that a concubine of the Song emperor 
was ravishingly beautiful. The editor apparently fabricated this episode, as the 
Jin shi makes no mention of it. Hailing was deposed and subsequently killed 
because the ensuing war had cost a great deal of money and resulted in large 
numbers of casualties. The Jin threat to Song China disappeared when the war 
that Hailing had waged was aborted. The challenge that his uncontrollable desire 
posed to Confucian ethical codes met the same fate. The emperor who succeeded 
Hanling was Shizong. He and his wife are depicted in “Jinhailing” as models of 
Confucian loyalty. His wife committed suicide when Hailing asked her to see 
him at court. After taking the throne, Shizong never chose another queen in order 
to commemorate the loyalty of his deceased wife. Confucian morality was thus 
restored, even in a foreign country. If anything, “Prince Hailing” reveals anxiety 
regarding both the subversive power of uncontrolled carnal desire and the 
imminent menace of foreign powers. The ending of the story can thus be read as 
a poetic solution to this anxiety. However, this solution also poses questions: how 
could the Southern Song be distinguished from the Jin if the Jin was no longer 
ruled by a reckless emperor, but by an upright person who followed Confucian 
teachings? Whose claim to rule China was more legitimate, if the non-Han king 
was as moral as, or even more moral than, his Han counterpart? These questions 
were not irrelevant to the period when “Jinhailing” was completed, a period 
when a corrupt Ming government and the more energetic and disciplined 
Manchus fought to control all of China.  

Conclusion 

Western Orientalist discourse often eroticizes the foreign. The primary purpose 
                                                               
71 Shen Yimin, “Jinchao shishi dui Qingchu zhengzhi de yingxiang,” 99. 



The Representation of the Foreign in Ruyijun zhuan and “Jinhailing zongyu wangshen” 297 

of this discourse is, according to many critics, to legitimize the West’s superiority 
over the Other. 72  My discussion demonstrates that Ruyijun zhuan and 
“Jinhailing” use a different strategy in framing the exotic. The two narratives 
exoticize the erotic. Such exoticization made it possible to exclude unsettling 
elements of sexual desire from China. However, although both Ruyijun zhuan 
and “Jinhailing” acknowledge the potential for social subversion inherent in 
sexual desire, the two works suggest different perceptions of sexual desire. The 
author of Ruyijun zhuan holds an ambivalent attitude towards Xue Aocao’s 
sexual desire. He places Xue’s aggressive sexual activities in a pavilion filled 
with objects from countries that were receptive to Chinese influence and often 
modeled on China’s political and cultural system. The pavilion thus becomes a 
place similar to China while simultaneously not wholly Chinese, paralleling the 
morally ambiguous nature of Xue’s desire. In contrast, “Jinhailing” demonstrates 
a negative view of sexual desire. The story places a tale of uncontrollable lust in 
a country that constantly challenged China’s regional authority and posed an 
imminent threat to the Ming government. This setting highlights the potential 
danger that sexual desire represents for Confucian ethics.  

The different strategies for positioning sexual desire found in the two works 
may also be due to the different historical contexts within which they were 
created. Ruyijun zhuan was completed in the early 16th century. During this 
period, the Confucian value system was not seriously challenged, the central 
government still functioned, and China remained the supreme power in the 
region. Correspondingly, sexual desire as represented in the novella presents 
some challenges to the orthodox ethics of the era, but ultimately Xue Aocao, the 
representative of sexual excess, plays a pivotal role in restoring the Confucian 
patriarchal order. The foreign countries associated with desire were not 
considered threatening to China. Ruyijun zhuan thus suggests a worldview 
characterized by socio-cultural confidence and a sense of national power. This 
confidence becomes shaky in “Jinhailing.” This may be related to the tremendous 
political, military, and ideological challenges faced by the Ming empire in the 
early 17th century. In this short story, unrestrained desire leads to devastating 
consequences, which are solved only with violence involving murder, death, and 
warfare.  
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