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Abstract

Chinese literature is said to be quintessentialy
lyrical.  This s true not only of Tang poetry which
excels in conveying pure experience. According to
Wai-lim Yip, pure experience liesin the representation
of things as things view themselves. Not only does
lyricism prevail in poetry; it also spills over into other
genres such as narrative and drama. In Andrew
Plaks's widely quoted Chinese Narrative: Critical and
Theoretical Essay, both Kao Yu-kung and Lin
Shun-fu—presumably inspired by Tang Chun-yi—take
up traditional fiction and see it as an adumbration of
one particular spiritual value or another. The value
could be anchored in a specific character (e.g. loyalty
as manifested by Guan Yu in The Romance of the
Three Kingdoms); or it could be embodied in a motif
(e.g- Wang Mian declining an officia appointment as
a critique of the warped sense of justice prevaent at
that time). In the same vein, the emotional pitch of a
play is often reached in the lyrical singing of a victim
(e.g- Tou E singing of her grievances and winning the
sympathy of the gods).

In fact, lyricism is said to characterizes not only
Chinese literature but also other art forms—at time
even the art of living itself. The clam leaves
something to be desired. On the other hand, it loses
sight of generic differences which more often than not
reflect significant mediations between subjects and the
specific socia formation they happen to live in.
Elitist and folk genres are often lumped together
without proper discriminations. On the other hand,
the claim is also historically reductive as it does not
accommodate changes or even ruptures in the course
of time, creating an impression that Chinese literature
remains unchanged through the centuries.

I

Degpite the view that lyricism persists up to the

modern times (e.g. Wai-lim Yip reading modernist




fiction in Taiwan in the lyrical strain), it has also been
pointed out, that Chinese lyricism has run its course.
Lu Cheng-hui, for example, dates the demise of
lyricism after the highlights of the Tang and Sung (the
latter of which has been fully elaborated in Kang-1 Sun
Chang's and Lin Shun-fu’s full-length studies of the ci
mode). Granted that the counter claim is justifiable,
the question remains as to when and how the lyrical
transformations materialize in specific textual and
social formations. One possible avenue of research is
to look into the transformation of the narrative. Asis
well-known, Chinese narrative has come into its own
since the time of Tang when the genre acquired an
autonomous, even organic, structure, independent of
external forces. By the Sung, realism was brought to
an unprecedented level with details of life drawn from
the sector of the merchant class. It can even be said
that from then on Chinese fiction was about to move
into yet another stage in which characters and events
were to be probed from the perspective of
psychological realism. It must be noted, though, that
the rise of narrative also took an increasingly popular
and folk turn as stories of the common people received
unprecedented attention.

The question now becomes even more
complicated when one takes into consideration how
the narrative genre interfaced with its lyrical
counterpart at specific junctures of time.  Specificaly,
the question must be raised on how desire was brought
to the surface by means of these two modes of
representation.  If, in terms of the radicas of
representation, lyrics are characterized by an
overheard voice, by comparison narratives are marked
by a character’ s immediate engagement with the world
which includes higher fellow beings. Admittedly,
there ismore that is mimetic in narratives than in lyrics,
but the dynamics between the two, and desire that
shuttles back and forth between the self and the world
seems to merit our attention. An historical and
generic examination into the interface between the two
modes of representation will highlight the genesis and
evolution of a modern self as different historical and
cultural forces were brought to bear onit.

"

In that connection, it is proposed to conduct a
3-year research into the transformations of the
narrative mode of representation from the 17" to the
20" century.

A. God

Chinese modernity, literary or otherwise, has
often been attributed to two factors: evolution from
tradition to modernity and Westernization (Ambrose
King). The two forces, however, did not descend on
the nation out of nowhere. What actually happened
was a gradual transformation that penetrated literally
all aspects of the Chineselife. Inthe realm of literary
representation, the late 17" century witnessed the rise
of various folk genres which lent themselves to the
narrating of human desire that had not been given
voice to before with such explicitness. The rise of
realism, to borrow a ready-made term for lack of better

terminology, sustained itself well as commerce became
increasingly dominant and helped shape people's out
look on life. For al that, realism specifically came
under scrutiny in the second decade of the 20™ century
as the dynastic structure was dismantled.  For the first
time, intellectuals were forced to reexamine their
relationships with the common people as well as the
power that be. What followed was a blend of
modernism yet to be defined (Lee). Above al, the
appearance of the short story as a genre on the Chinese
ground requires careful studies in terms of its form as
well as the desire it embodies (or vice versa). The
crisis of form (i.e. form seen as being incapable of
bodying forth desire) was further preciOpitated in the
80's and 90's as the nature of desire became further
diversified as a result of the secularization of socid
values and the surfacing of sexuality as a legitimate
domain of representation. Story-telling has by now
reeched a stage of sef denia, and drastic
transformation seemed to have taken place in the
process. The current study thus proposes to
reexamine the evolution of narrative form in
connection with desire. Between the two terms, the
issues of identity, representation and nation will be
looked at with a view to seeing what mediating
mechanisms they each have.
B. Scope

The proposed study covers a considerable span
of time and generic spectrum. It is necessary to focus
on specific case studies in which narrative form as
such is juxtaposed against the desire of characters as
they seek to act out their fantasy through action as well
as representation.  Specifically, three cases studies
will be made: 1) late Ming folk literature as a voice of
radicalism; 2) the May 4™ short stories as mediations
between external and internal redlities; and 3)
contemporary writing as an oblique address to desire
in a modernist/postmodernist environs.

C. Method

Although the study is one of literary history, itis
not meant to be a macrocosmic survey in an overtly
discursive manner. Instead, a series of case studies
will be attempted to document some of the salient
features in narrative styles as they are brought to bear
against the socio-cultural formations of respective ages.
Specifically, three corpuses of narrative writings are
singled out for treatment: 1) late-Ming semi-fold
stories (particularly those by Feng Meng-long); 2)
early-Republic an-era short stories (esp. those by Lu
Xun, Lao She, Mao Dun and Shen Cong-wen); and 3)
post-Cultural Revolution avant gardist fiction (e.g.
Han Shao-gong, Can Xue, Mo Yan, Zhang Cheng-zhi,
etc.) and post-Martial Law era Taiwan narrative (e.g.
Huang Fan, Chang Tachun, Chu Tien-wen, Chu
Tien-hsin, etc.). Both diachronic and synchronic
analyses will be employed. And in order to probe
into the interiority of history along with the people
inhabiting as well as constructing history, textual and
psychoanalytical readings will be conducted to bring
to the surface the unconscious in language and history.
Ultimately, certain theoretica parameters will be



established-evolving around the concepts of desire,

identity, subjectivity, nation, gender, etc.-to

encompass the corpus under examination and,
hopefully, to propose a morphology of Chinese
modernity and as well as its projection toward an
uncertain future.
D. Procedure

In this three-year project, the study will be
double-pronged. On the one hand, a chronological
study will be conducted to trace the genesis of Chinese
modernism.  Of interest here will be to revisit one of
the thesis proposed by Zhou Shu-ren-and endorsed by

Leo Ou-fan Lee—to the effect that the fountainhead of

Chinese modernism can be traced back to the late

Ming Gong-an School. | shall try to retrace Zhou's

and Lee's footsteps and map their romantic view of

Chinese modernism against an empirical chronology

of the period in question. Here | shal employ

Benjamin's theses on history and concentrate on the

future-oriented projection behind the history-making

enterprise.  However, given the scope of my study,
the chronological approach is not expected to be able
to shed much light on the inner history of the period,
and a paradigmatic approach will be used to
complement its diachronic counterpart. Specificaly,

I would like to look into the inter-generic and/or

intertexual dynamics in the transition from the

pre-modern to modern Chinese narrative:

1) 1998-1999. In the first year of my research, the
mina corpus will be drawn from the semi-folk
narratives of San-yan and Er-pai (of the 17"
century)-with some reference to the dramatic
genre of zhuan-gi - with a view to delineating: a)
the individual’s perception of the outside world
(eg. family, society, nature, etc.); b) such a
perception as contributing to and being shaped in
turn by modes of representation; and c) literary
writing as part of the overal process of
history-and ideology-production.  Specifically, |
would like to examine at this stage the identity
formation mechanisms of scholar-officials in the
transition period before the downfall of the Ming.
Contemporary radicalism (esp. Tai-zhou School)
will  be examined aongside mainstream
Confucianism. It will also be investigated in
terms of its impact on narrative representation.
It is hoped that the folk genre can be seen as
yielding one of the significant forms of the period.

2) 1999-2000. The second phase of the project will
concentrate on the second decade of the 20"
century, which witnesses some the most
cataclysmic changes in Chinese history. Two
corpuses will be looked at: the May 4™ short
stories as well as some narrative samples of the
30s. The purpose will be to ascertain how the
Chinese narrative has undergone changes due to
the introduction of Western realism as well as the
rise of the individual (often in the capacity of
intellectuals) in a changing socio-economic
environment. Some of the relevant bipolar terms
(e.g. country vs. city; man vs. woman; salf vs.

3)

society; time vs. space, etc.) will be taken up to
highlight a modernist mode of representation
under the impact of the contemporary flux. Itis
hoped to demonstrate how the narrative medium
is employed as a means of positing a mimetic
object and at the same time providing a
psycho-philosophical alterity to the lived reality
confronting contemporary writers. Literature, as
such, provides us with a field of conflicting
ideologies. Of particular interest in this concern
will be Lu Xun, Lao She, Mo Dun and Shen

Cong-wen.
2000-2001. The 80s witnesses dramatic political
and economic changes in the two

Chinese-speaking communities on either side of
the Taiwan Straits. While Taiwan sees its
martial law lifted after four decades of
authoritarian rule, PRC-albeit to a much less
satisfactory degree-also cam out of its Cultural
Revolution as a much more open society. The
inroads of external economic forces (either from
the city [e.g. as taken up by Han shao-gong, Mo
Yan and Can Xue] or from global consumerism
[e.g. Chang Ta-chun, Huang Fan , Chu Tien-wen
and Chu Tien-hsin] were not only reflected in
contemporary writing. They also helped to give
shape to the way reality was to be represented —
often resulting in the a-narrative mode of writing.
Concomitantly, too, the Chinese writer's roles
underwent some drastic transformations. The
paradox of the contemporary intellectuals feeling
both franchised (to speak on behalf of the
underprivileged) and at the same time powerless
(Lee) was further aggravated in this period. And
what seems to be of particular interest are some of
the changes in subjectivity (i.e. the way writers
view themselves in connection with their fellow
beings). Not only were their self-perceptions
distorted; epistemologically, their grasp of the
outside world was aso put in doubt. The
narrators knowledge of the world was often
placed at a far remove from reason. At times,
the narrators identified themselves with the
mentally incompetent and socially marginalized
characters (e.g. Mo Yan, Han Shao-gong, Chang
Ta-chun and Chu Tien-hsin).  Small wonder that
narrative forms took some dramatic turns at this
stage. Not only were narrative lineality put in
doubt. At times, writers seemed to want to
illustrate to us the connections between
“anarrativity” and the condition of being at our
time. Specificaly, gender and marginality in
writing will be examined to see if the present
shape (or even total absence) of narrativity wasin
any way related to each other. Furthermore,
interstitial writing and border-crossing seem to
have characterized some of the major writing of
the 90s, and special effort will be made to
investigate this strategy of representation.
v
Over the past few years, | have had the occasion



to study and write on some of the aspects related to
thistopic. | have, however, not been able to conduct
systematic research into these aspects with an
overview with some degree of theoretical consistency
and breath. It is hoped that the monographic
research — when finished and submitted for
consideration for publication in a book form — will be
able to furnish an historical overview of some of the
narrative transformations in pre-modern and modern
Chinese-speaking communities here and in PRC.
Readers will hopefully be able to see some of the
continuity and ruptures in the modes of narrative
representation.  Intrinsic mutations within the generic
domain itself as well as extrinsic dynamism between
literary discourse and different social formations as
writers move from one stage of history to another will
be documented.

Keywords: narrative, individual, self, other, redist,
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