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ABSTRACT

Whether iiterary interpretation is defensible becomes a
question since Western literary theories appear to have reached
a point of saturation. To make Comparative Literature a truly
global and cross-cultural discipline, Chinese scholars seem {oo
preoccupied with absorbing Western theories or suffer from
their supposed “aphasia” in literary theory. We may examine
xujing (EEF, emptiness and tranquility)—a traditional Chinese
concept—in conjunction with some recent pleas for “innocent
reading” in the West.

Obviously, neither xujing nor "innocent reading” can be
taken to mean absence of consciousness or of knowledge, for
without consciousness or knowledge, no mind can function at all.
Instead, both concepts refer to a heightened consciousness in
which the thinking mind (or "imagination”) overlooks the pseudo-
scientific division between subject and object. Liu Xie (Z(#f)
refers to the thinking mind as roaming with objects (shen yu wu
you TREASYF), implying a unison between subject and object.
Roger Shattuck and Helen Vendler make much of reading with
“a kind of induced innocence,” presumably to achieve Susan
Sontag's “erotics” (in place of “a hermeneutics”) of art.

Proposed as an essential mode of the imaginative mind in
Liu Xie's Wenxin diaolong (3T JHERE) {ch. 26), the concept of
xujing originated in the philosophical thoughts of Confucianism,
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Taoism, Buddhism, and the metaphysics of the Six Dynasties. It
is probably not until Zhu Xi (Z:3) of the Sung Dynasty, however,
who discussed xujfing as a corollary to the concept of xushi (&,
vacuity and tranquility vs. solidity and action, etc.). He pointed
out that in putting xujing to practice, one should always bear in
mind its opposite mode.

fn the West, as literary interpretation received a great
boom after New Criticism, the concept of “innocent reading” was
conceived as an antidote for the rampant, chaotic usurpation of
the text which, ironically, the New Critics themselves had tried to
rescue by upholding the onfology of the text.

Granted that it is only human nature to have personal bi-
ases and ideological preconceptions, it does not follow that in
literature we can afford to do away with “intrinsic controls.”
Without joining in the stampede for correctness or scientific truth,
literary interpretation will have its own validity once we recognize
these controls to be part of the game. Moreover, unlike an im-
posed external force, these controls should weil up within the
reader’s mind, acting much like the centripetal force that forms a
tension with the centrifugal force in Coleridge's concept of
imagination, or like the yin (&) and xu which accompany yang
(55) and shi in traditional Chinese thoughts. Before this be-
comes a general picture in literary interpretation, or any cross-
cultural communication for that matter, we have to eradicate the
superstition that the “death of the author” or the alleged
“instability of meaning” justifies the birth of any kind of reading
and any kind of readers.
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I. The Return of Innocent Reading

Admitting that posi-“Wasteland” literature has become generally
difficult to read, we may find the bulk, diversity, and complexity of its
theory to be even more forbidding. It is not easy to determine whether
it is the complicated modern world, or the complicity or even opacity
of its literature, or the critics’ insistence on “interpreting” or
“appropriating” the text that has given rise to the current rage of the-
ory. “Theory,” as Gayatri Chkravorty Spivak puts it wryly, “is always
of f the mark, but without it we would have nothing to (un)do” (g. in
Arac, xiii).

Some critics (“foundationalists™) stil go on nursing the hope
that they may eventually find some valid norms or methods to assess
critical approaches and to use them successfully in practical criticism.
The opposite group of critics (“antifoundationalists™) argue, however,
that no such rules or methods are ever to be found. This may have
Jead Stanley Fish to pronounce that “theory’s day is dying; . .. and . ..
not a moment too soon” (Fish in Miichell, ed. 112, 128). After the
author and “theory’s day” are declared dead, what is left would be
naturally the text and the reader, who is disarmed of his/her unwieldy
theory. If things take such a turn, it may be predicted that the general
picture of professional critics and readers alike all engaged in
“innocent reading” may soon emerge. The questions remain, however,
whether “theory” is ever going to disappear after an authority or two
pronounced its death verdict, and whether the birth of “innocence”
has to be the death of “theory.”

If the rapid production of one set of theory after another bewil-
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ders students of literature, neither is the outpouring of twentieth-
century literary interpretations always welcomed as a thriving busi-
ness of criticism. Many critics have come to conclude that the prem-
ises of Russian Formalism and the American New Criticism gave rise
to the present vogue of interpretation. Based on the belief in the onto-
logical existence of the text, the critic’s task is supposed only to show
the intricate interaction of the parts to one another and to the whole.
In an artificially created environment shut off from the historicity of
the text, however, subjectivity of the reader eventually creeps in the
process of analyzing and atomizing the text. Jonathan Culler, there-
fore, asserts that “the interpretation of individual works is only tan-
gentially related to the understanding of literature” (Culler 5).

If interpretive criticism has been found wanting, the search for
alternatives such as semiotics and reception theory will be equally
finitless so long as we continue to maintain that no intrinsic limits or
coherent criteria for validating interpretations can be found. In K. M.
Newton’s view, unlike disciplines such as history or philosophy, in
which “there are intrinsic controls on interpretation but in literature
there is no way of setting limits to interpretation other than by the
exertion of force from without” (Newton 7). Newion does not elabo-
rate what he means by “force from without,” but even if we allow that
the vehicle of interpretation can be driven anywhere, it does not fol-
low that the driver is unable or unwilling to control himself. The traf-
fic police cannot really help to maintain order and safety if the will to
control is not found within.

In discussing his ideas of the three powers that build up human
nature, Matthew Arnold maintains that we have a “perpetual ten-
dency” or “need” to relate “the power of intellect and knowledge™ to
“the power of beauty” and “the power of social life and manners”
(Arnold 388). Theory can be as systematic (“scientific”) and powerful
as possible, but when it is dissociated with art and life, or our senses
for beauty and life, it can no longer be a valid part of humanistic stud-
ies. Once we are convinced of this, we may begin to see that the so-
caltled “innocent reading” makes sense,

“Innocent reading” is not a modern invention. It was there in an-
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cient times when Homer’s Jliad and Odyssey had had their avid lis-
teners, even before Plato issued his ascetic warnings against the sup-
posed lure of irrational emotions in the aesthetic. It must also have
been there in ancient China when the Shijing (FF5%, Poems of Songs)
and Chuci (35%%, Poems of the South) were enjoyed without the in-
tervention of Confucian didacticism in the Han Dynasty. In our un-
guarded moments, we are often led to believe that art can be sacri-
ficed for political expediency, or that works of art can be turned into
useful tools for ideological struggles, or that scientific knowledge
should rule over our “Hearts’s affections” or “Life of Sensations”
(Keats in Adams 493). With our urge to balance our needs for a har-
monious existence, however, we will eventually right ourselves.

Gadamer tells us that “of al! things that confront us in nature and
history, it is the work of art that speaks to us most directly” (Gadamer,
Philosophical 95). “Innocent reading” can take its root under the con-
dition that we do not let extraneous considerations come between the
work of art and us. It is true that a work of art has its historical heri-
tage and we ourselves are confined in our “situatedness,” but it does
not mean that the communication between art and audience always
carries with it a historical character. It should have its immediacy and
presentness. Taking “reading” to mean interpretation, we may say that
it refers not only to reading of a literary text, but to everything that
presents itself for our cognition and valvation. Innocent reading
comes from a heightened awareness of qualities, aesthetic or other-
wise, of things as they are without being warped by self interest or
other irrelevant concerns. Gadamer concurs with Heidegger that an
interpreter’s “first, last and constant task is . . . {to work] out these
fore-structures in terms of the things themselves™ (Gadamer, Truth
236).

In this age of chaos, we may doubt that inner restraints smack
only of impractical moralism. Quite a few men of letters, however,
trust that human beings have the faculty to exercise intrinsic controls.
For example, Wordsworth speaks of “wise passiveness” in dealing
with nature, Keats considers that the essential quality a man of great
achievement especially in literature has is “Negative Capability,”



6 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXVIL, No, 1

Arnold mentions “disinterestedness” to be the highroad to “true esti-
mate,” and Liv Xie (¢c. A. D.465-522) mentions xufing (literally,
“emptiness and tranquility”) in his Wenxin diaolong (The Literary
Mind and the Carving of Dragons) as the quality a creative artist must
have. All these may seem to advocate that we just leave the text alone
so that we may experience its free play. As MacLeish’s famous dic-
tum—*“A poem should not mean/But be”—indicates, we may yet have
to relearn how to read by regaining our innocence. It is controls such
as these that will enable us to come into meaningful interaction with
the text.

This emphasis on “innocent” reading may lead us to think that it
assures “correct” or “perfect” reading, which may not exist at all.
Interpretations are necessary, and so are misinterpretations. In the
words of Ricoeur, “Interpretation does not spring from nowhere;
rather, one interprets in order to make explicit, to extend, and so to
keep alive the tradition itself, inside which one always remains”
(Ricoeur 27). So, interpretation is life itself, without which life cannot
go on. Misinterpretation results from our prior knowledge, “fore-
concgptions” or “prejudices,” but they are also useful in interacting
with other interpretations to generate more valid interpretations. In a
fundamental sense, “innocent reading” stands in a dialectical relation-
ship with all other readings.

A return to “innocent reading” was formally proposed in 1964
by Susan Sontag with her “Against Interpretations™ and other profes-
sionals such as Roger Shattuck in his “How to Rescue Literature”
{1980), and Helen Vendler in her MLA “Presidential Address, 1980”
(Cain 108-09). It is a welcome breeze to find that even in a new edi-
tion of a common textbook on critical approaches, the “Precritical
Approach” has made its way as a “Prologue” (Guerin, et al., 1992).

The primary purpose of this paper is to explore the possible im-
plications of various concepts of “innocent reading” along with xujing,
one that Liv Xie made prominent in discussing “Spiritual Thinking”
(shensu FIE) (ch. 26).
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Il. The Divisiveness of Formalism

Much historical and theoretical discussion has been carried out
as to why theory should have had its heyday since the emergence of
Russian Formalism in the 1920s and 30s and the American New
Criticism in the 1940s and 50s. The loss of common beliefs, the
prevalence of individualism, modern people’s power consciousness in
industrialized, competitive society, and the diversification and reflex- .
ivity of modern art and literature—all this may have contributed to the
growth in demands on human critical faculty. With a purpose of de-
veloping a pseudo-scientific study of literature, Formalism concerned
itself exclusively with “literariness” in its inquiries. Similarly, the
New Criticism advocated a close reading of the text secluded from the
genetic origins of its author and environs, and its affective conse-
quences on the reader.

In spite of their contributions, such self-reflexive approaches to
literature invited various reactions, and in fact became the primary
divisive forces in later developments. The New Critics naively be-
lieved that the text, once separated from history (“genetic fallacy” and
“biographical fallacy”), the author’s intention (“intentional fallacy”)
and the reader’s subjective response (“affective fallacy™), can yield its
meaning to (innocent) readers doing close analysis. There is no gain-
saying that they served successfully in returning the reader’s attention
to the literary text itself, but very litile of literature and other arts, can
be “pure” or “dehumanized” all the time. Like other forms of art, Lit-
erature refers, more or less, to some human elements or cultural expe-
rience in life.

Logically, if a literary text consists of nothing but signs, and if
there are no “signified” references in our experience but only the in-
terplay of “signifiers” in the text, criticism can stay away from pass-
ing any judgment, and any interpretation would be of no use except to
satisfy a small coterie of artists {cf. Ortega 48). Self-referential theory
of literature, by refraining from passing any judgment, has nullified
all critical operation in the name of “fictionality™ or “literariness.” We
may say that by now such rigidly formalistic approaches are genetally
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discredited as being too contrived. When the principle of the text as
the center cannot hold, subjectivity sneaks back into readers reading,
and turns reading into a watered down version of impressionism.,

If theorists succeed in pulling self-referential critics out of their
ivory towers to allow context-dependent theory of literature, our view
of literature or of literary studies may be said to have turned a full
circle: This may well be a reassurance that our aesthetic urge and
political consciousness are no longer at odds with each other, and that
as readers we take both aesthetic and historical elements into consid-
eration in our search for the implications of literature. Before that
happens, the search for the authorities of interpretation that the author
used to hold continues.

ll. The Search for the Authorities in Interpretation

The discussion of the search for the authorities of interpretation
may conveniently begin with the word “intention.” The contention
between the “intentionalist” and “anti-intentionalist” camps of literary
hermeneutics is rooted in a host of complicated issues. The intention-
alist eschews theory and relativity of the textual meaning, while the
anti-intentionalist asserts the reader’s role, espectally his/her free play
with “the political unconscious” within and outside the text {Jameson).
Out of the formalisis® intent, however, to isolate the text for close
reading or analysis, they asserted that the author’s intention is irrele-
vant. The text exists by itself after if has been produced by its author
and, at any rate, the pre-textual authorial intention is unstable and
unascertainable. In the formalistic approach, the only authority is not
the author, nor the reader, nor any outside political forces, but the text.
Before authorial intention was dethroned as a “fallacy” by the New
Critics, what the author intended, or whatever could be discerned as
his/her meaning, seemed to be the only generally accepted authority.

Lentricchia calls E. D. Hirsch’s method of interpretation
“hermeneutics of innocence,” presumable because of Hirsch’s single-
minded devotion to the author’s intention, staunch rejection of theory,
especially subjective theories of reading and relativistic theories of



Theories of “Innacent Reading™ East and West 9

meaning (Lentricchia 256-80). The intentionalist’s method of inter-
pretation is based on the notions that the author’s intention can be
discerned in the structure of the text, what is sometimes called the
“intention of the work,” This intention, moreover, supposedly con-
comitant to the text, interacts or generates a more or less similar inten-
tion in the reader’s mind. Thus, one finds three different kinds of in-
tention—that of the text, the author, and the reader.

Although the formalists may try to avoid the term, constructing
the infentio operis may still apply to those approaches which are pre-
occupied with the textual meaning. Words on the text may be seen to
present an overall meaning of the work, but even if this can be termed
“intention,” how this meaning tallies or differs from that of the inten-
tio auctoris or of the infentio lectoris is the crux of the matter. Um-
berto Eco would have it that “Between the unattainable intention of
the author and the arguable intention of the reader there is the trans-
parent intention of the text, which disproves an untenable intetpreta-
tion” (Eco 78).

It would be ideal for the intention of the text to serve “as a con-
straint upon the free play of the intentio lectoris™ (Stefan Collini in

'Eco 9). The supposed transparency of its existence, however, is at
most an optimistic belief, for otherwise it would be always an easy
task to determine the validity of any given interpretation. Like the
intention of the author, that of the text is difficult to determine how
much of it is really intended by the author, and how much are the sub-
jective accretions of the reader.

In another context, Eco conceives of this intentio operis “as op-
posed to—or interacting with—the intentio auctoris and the intentio
lectoris” (Eco 25). Put simply, this is only an elaborate way of saying
that at the moment of creation, the author discovers/engenders textual
meaning as the text gradually forms itself. In confronting the finished
work, the reader on the other hand engages and interacts with the text
as if in a sort of dialogue to arrive at his/her understanding of the text.
This interaction is in fact the central concern of this essay.

When Hirsch asserts that validity resides only with the authorial
intention, he most -probably means more of the textual intention
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(“what the author intends™) that the intention that actually existed in
the author’s mind at the time of creation (“what the author intended”).
By saying that the “author’s intention is already present in every con-
struing” (Hirsch in Mitchell 50-51), he also naively trusts that the
author’s intention will readily pass on to become the reader’s inten-
tion. In addition to this mixing up of different kinds of intentions, he
makes a distinction of interpretation and criticism, construing the
meaning in the text as the proper domain of interpretation, and the
discussion of the “significance” or “relevance” or criticism. If we
follow this distinction, interpretation must be a more reliable disci-
pline than criticism,

We find it hard, however, to follow either Hirsch or Eco in their
thinking that author’s intention is already transfixed and therefore
transparently there in the text. Without proper discipline, however,
and engagement of the imaginative faculty in the reader’s mind, the
reader may wander off to anywhere far from either the author’s or the
work’s intention. In fact, Hitsch and Eco’s line of thinking merely
adumbrates what Liv Xie had thought about more than fourteen hun-
dred years ago.

In his monumental work, Liu Xie speaks of fenggu (JE/B)
(literally, “wind and bone™) and feng is the suasive force of a work
with gu, one that has been integrally and powerfully built (ch. 28; Chi
“Feng-ku”). Liu also discusses how literary understanding must base
itself on bojian (wide reading and abundant life experience), and
yuanzhao (comprehensive and rounded view of things) (ch.48). The
six points an understanding critic should consider are: genre and style,
verbal skilis, tradition and change, innovations or conformity to con-
ventions, facts and intellectual references, and musical pattern. Fur-
thermore, a critic has to examine the text with his insight so that s/he
may work into “the literary mind™ and experience “inner joy, which
experience may be compared to the warmth people feel while ascend-
ing a terrace in the spring,” or to the feé[ing of a wayfarer halting his
step for music and viands” (Shih 511).

We may see how on such occasion the minds of reader and
author converge, as it were, at the intersection of the two planes of
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unity—the intrinsic horizontal plane that knits the elements of a work
together, and the extrinsic vertical plane that weaves author, reader,
and the universe into a unity. This is presumably Sontag’s “erotics of
art,” and Barthes’s textual jouissance (Barthes 412).

To see how Hirsch’s “validity” of interpretation can be estab-
lished, let us direct our attention to a typical example in a hermeneutic
exercise (Hirsch, Validity 227-44). Wordsworth’s “A Slumber Did
My Slumber Seal,” presumably about a girl named Lucy, is only eight
lines:

A slumber did my spirit seal;

I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;

She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.

In commenting on the two different interpretations of this poem,
one by Cleanth Brooks and the other by F. W. Bateson, Hirsch rightly
points out that the latter reading is “somewhat more probable” than
the former because Bateson “grounds his interpretations in a con-
scious construction of the poet’s outlook” (Hirsch, Validity 240). We
fail to see, however, anything particularly intentionalistic in the
method. Moreover, when we try to trace the source of Hirsch’s re-
served verdict, we find him saying “we shall never be certain what
any writer means,” Where then is the transfixed or transparent author-
ial intention which is supposed to serve as the final authority in inter-
pretation?

Intentionalist or anti-intentionalist, I would simply say that a
reader who is not intent on establishing an unwarranted “bitterly
ironical” tone of the poem will notice that the word “slumber,” which
signifies deep rest or freedom from care, is carried on into the second
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stanza. The speaker may have wakened up from his slumber to find
that his slumber now has become hers: by not moving or hearing, she
enjoys the same carefreeness in the bosom of nature. Such a reading
deconstructs and nullifies Brooks® attempt to picture the lover in an
“agonized shock”™ or the girl in “horrible inertness.” We may be
shocked to find how theory (in this instance, the New Critics’ theory
about the quality of irony in poetry) can warp one’s understanding.
The venerable, old nature is painted to look like a rascal in whose grip
(“chained™) the girl is “helplessly” “whirled about” like an object. Is
Wordsworth’s professed “natural piety” absent in this poem?

The speaker, conceivably a male, may have recovered from his
initial shock and grief to arrive at a sublimated tone of calm accep-
tance. In the text we may read the speaker’s recognition of the con-
trast between appearance and fact, life and death, transiency and im-
mortality, and even human hopes and the actual working out of na-
ture’s cycle. The last four lines convey an august tone of the grand
nature who does not speak. Uniike so many gullible critics and inter-
preters, nature just moves on (For discussion on a deconstructionist
reading of this poem, see Abrams 314-32).

Readers may fail to respond to this tone in the poem if they
bring along the usual preconception that death always has to be con-
fronted with either grief (the usual one) or joy (the other, rather ex-
ceptional view that death means release from pains or ascendancy to
haven and therefore a cause for joy). If we want to emphasize irony,
we may well say that Lucy has become more alive by dying, and more
deeply contented (at least more significant than what the “earthly
years” can give) by merging with nature. Her sublimation comes pre-
cisely from resigning herself to “earth’s diurnal course.” The speaker
sees this as a sublimation and is himself sublimated.

Irony is a literary device, but one can read into it any preconcep-
tion or ideological content. If a practitioner of interpretive criticism
seeks to read into a text a whimsical imtentio lectoris or ideological
persuasion, or read it with one “approach” persistently for an extrane-
ous purpose, the result will be much the same as all random moves on
the chessboard. A few may happen to be useful, but the rest are
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merely rubbish. Let our students try their ingenuity on the Lucy poem
by Wordsworth using different critical approaches—historical-
biographical, moral-philosophical, psychoanalytic, anthropological,
archetypal, feminist, Marxist, post-structuralist, and semiotics, and we
may end up having a big bag of shocks as well as surprises.

The text is indeed open to the readers, but does this really mean
that anything goes? Choosing not to agree with Hirsch’s idea that
interpretation is the construction of the author’s meaning, we may yet
share his fear of “cognitive atheism™ (see Miller), or of the insidious
readers who tend to appropriate texts to their wayward will. Jonathan
Culler’s “Beyond Interpretation” aptly summarizes pervasive disillu-
sionment over the business of interpretation (Pursuit 6, 3-17). In a
more recent essay titled “In Defence of Overinterpretation,” however,
he wrote that “interpretation is interesting only when it is extreme.
Moderate interpretation, which articulates a consensus, though it may
have value in some circumstances, is of liitle interest” (Eco 110). We
may wondet; if overinterpretation is defensible, what is not? Concur-
ring with Krieget’s dictum that “our theoretical movements rarely ‘do
things by halves™ (Krieger 2), one can simply ask: if overinterpreta-
tion is still interpretation, why did he write that “one thing we do not
need is more interpretations of literary works”? If overinterpretation
is creation and not interpretation any more, can it be his solution for
us to move “Beyond Interpretation™?

Etymologically, to “interpret” is to explain, to expound (L. in-
terprefari), and the word “hermeneutic” also meant explanatory (Gk.)
(presumably of what is hermetically sealed and by a skilled being like
Mercury) (Skeat). What we need then is an informed, disciplined,
illuminated reader, io a discussion of this we may now turn.

IV. The Informed, Disciplined Reader

We must be aware that, unlike music which always calls for per-
formers to do the transcoding of the music sheets for the audience,
literary texts—with the exception of foreign or ancient ones, of
course—do not usually need interpreters. When the reader is informed,
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disciplined, and competent enough to provide for him-/herself a satis-
fying interpretation, others’ interpretations may be as useless as tour-
ist guides to the people who are already familiar with the spot.

Be that as it may, what is generally meant by interpretation is or
should be something above exegetical matters. Martin Heidegger says
that in dealing with an art work, a competent reader will have to take
care of both “the thingly element” and “the other authentic element™
which “constitutes ifs artistic nature” (Heidegger 19-20). In other
words, a literary work of art consists in the language and the luminous
entity that shines within, In interpretation, therefore, the disciplined
reader iets the language have its free play so that he may “listen in” to
the authentic element which is its substructure. (Weinsheimer in At-
kins 122).

To the Chinese aesthetic concept of xushi (literally, vacuity and
solidity, but also the hidden and revealed, etc.), we may assign shi to
the thingly element or the language, and x to the luminous entity (see
Tseng ch. 3). In actuality, however, language or image as signs in a
text are very deeply and closely intertwined with the “meaning” that
they seem to contain, so that the disciplined reader keep interacting
with the text before s/he is requited with a measure of understanding,

Most readers and critics will agree that the primary function of
interpretation involves luminous understanding of the work of art as a
whole. It consists, in the words of Joel Weinsheimer, “not in knowing
specific facts but instead in being familiar with an entirety of relations
in such a way that within them one can do, make, and know without
reflection” (Atkins 123). Interpretation in this “primordial” Heideg-
gerian sense suggests a concern with, not just the given phenomena,
but also with what has been covered up. It does not seek to close the
open text with a closure of meanings or murder it by changing its in-
determinacy to determinateness (cf Chu Yu-wai 350-51). Instead, it
discloses in the sense of gaining a heightened awareness of what we
have already known.

Heidegger’s concern with the interpretive unveiling reminds us
of Liu Xie’s expression, piwen i ruching (3L E) (“studying the
words so as to work into the consciousness created in the work™). It is
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important to note that this ching (emotion, consciousness, intent, con-
text, etc.) is primarily intentio operis, as the preceding expression
wenching (3L18) (i.e. ching in the work) indicates (ch. 48). After the
author has successfully invested his creative vitality into the work,
and when the reader is a competent one, this intentio operis will natu-
rally engage its reader into a vibrating, luminous entity. The ching,
therefore, is infentio operis, intentio auctoris and intentio lectoris all
rolled into one.

Liu Xie is convinced that “by tracing the waves back to their
source, one will be able to reveal the hidden” (ch. 48). In his
“Understanding Critic” chapter, Liu uses the term ywanzhao (B
(“rounded view of things,” or “comprehensive outlook™),and specifies
experience and knowledge, penetrating insight (shizhao IR and
alertness of the mind (xinmin 8) as the requisite conditions for the
reader to arrive at the pleasure of the text. Presumably, experience
and knowledge may very well result from cultivation, but penetrating
insight can only come from a disciplined mind equipped with creative
vitality.

To obtain such insight and alertness, the mind must be attuned to
a somewhat mystical state of xujing, emptiness and tranquility. Pro-
posed as an essential mode of the imaginative mind by Liu Xie, the
concept of xujing originated in the philosophical thoughts of Taoism
and the metaphysics of the Six Dynasties as well as Confucianism and
Buddhism (Chen ch. 2). In Laozi’s saying that “the Great Sound is
inaudible,” and “the Great Form is shapeless,” we may understand
that the “Great Sound” and the “Great Form” to be metaphors for the
Tao, the “authentic element,” and the audible sound and shape to be
the “thingly element” in Heideggerian thinking. Fundamentally speak-
ing, then, the imaginative mind disciplines and induces itself to this
state in aspiration toward the Tao.

Contrary to the common mistaken idea that xujing, or its cognate
concept of wuwei (JEXy) (non-action) in Laozi and Zhuangzi, is
merely indolent passiveness, xujing does not signify stark emptiness
or stillness. It means a dormant, hidden, or lying-in-wait state ready
for a greater inclusiveness and leaping forward. This state of concen-
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tration is, therefore, often referred to as the fasting of the mind
(xinzhai {L238), or simply zhai,

Qian Zhungshu quotes from Liji (#82C) (Book of Rites) to ex-
plain that zkai means to be on guard against the invasion of physical
necessities or desires in coming to oneness or stillness. This idea of
spiritual fasting is mentioned frequently in Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and sev-
eral others. In speaking about achieving the “Perfect Way” (zhidao
2238), for instance, Laozi says: “You must fast and practice austeri-
ties, cleans and purse your mind, wash and purify your inner spirit,
destroy and do away with your knowledge” (XXII; Watson 238). And
Confucius tells Yen Hui thus: “Make your will one! . . . The Way
gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of the mind” (IV;
Watson 57-58). Chai is a necessary condition for coming into com-
munion with the gods. It is also general knowledge that emptiness and
stillness of the mind constitute the Buddhist condition for germinating
wisdom, or of attaining purity. (Qian 599)

Qian’s erudite discussion of the related topic ranges from French,
German, English mystics and poets such as Henri Brémond, Verlaine,
Mallarme, Valéry, to German and English Romantics such as Eckhart,
Kant, Brunschevieg, Wordsworth, A. C. Bradley, then to Eastern
Buddhist scripts and poetics. The long array of thinkers on the subject
how poetry, music, and prayer all move toward the sublime must con-
vince us that the exquisite qualities of art are accessible only to the
pure of heart (Qian 268-90, 589-604, esp. 268-72, 290),

Probably as a corollary to the concept of yinyang ([&f5) (the
negative and the positive, etc.), xu () and shi (B) were yoked to-
gether, and the concept of xushi had its efficient application not only
in Sunzi on the Art of War, martial art, gardening, calligraphy, paint-
ing, and practically ail branches of the art. In both painting poetty of
the Tang and Sung dynasties, for instance, people began to see the
importance of leaving some space for “images beyond visible images,
scenes beside presented scenes” (xiangwai zhi xiang, jingwai zhi jing
BHMNC R > BIMZE) (Sukung Tu). Moreover, though xu and shi
complement each other, it is characteristic of the traditional Chinese
and Japanese art to treat xu as the more important of the two. If the
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language of poetry is s#i, and the authentic element (i.e., experience
or feeling) expressed through the thingly element (i.e., verbal medium)
must be xu (Tseng 143-67). Similarly, if the meaning directly ex-
pressed in the words is sk, that only implied between the lines is xu
(Tseng 238). It follows, therefore, though the ineffable seeks to find
its expression through language is essentially a transgression of the
ineffable. And since the two are correlated, one cannot do without the
other. For instance, on being asked where the rain is in his painting
“Returning Boat in the Gusting Rain,” Fang Xun the painter replied:
“The rain is in where it is painted, and also in where it is not painted”
(Tseng 246). T. S. Eliot’s concept of the “objective correlative”
serves as an effective medium of communication, but it should be
understood that what is merely implied is also complementary to di-
rect presentaiion of objects, situations, or events.

In the development of the concept of xyjing, it is probably not
until Zhu Xi of the Sung Dynasty, however, who further pointed out
its significance in the light of esthetic theory of xushi. Zhu Xi ex-
plains the relation between xu and shi as one between ¢ (being, or
ontological entity) and yung (time, or function). He further adds that
although the distinction is there, the two are so closely intertwined
that one may say one is deeply rooted in the other. “One cannot ad-
hete to the principle of x» and forget about that of shi: with shi forgot-
ten one loses substance and credibility. On the other hand, one cannot
not be preoccupied with shi and loses x, resulting in the loss also of
the root (pen) and sincerity (cheng) (III, zhuan 45).

Like Keats’ “Negative Capability,” the concept of xujing implies
the writer’s or reader’s ability to cope with wayward thinkings and
irrelevancies. Like Wordsworth’s “wise passiveness,” moreover, it is
a paradoxical way of obtaining greater inclusiveness by excluding the
insignificant, and of securing meaningful action by non-action.

Obviously, neither xujing nor “innocent reading” can be taken to
mean absence of consciousness or of knowledge, for without con-
sciousness or knowledge, no mind, literary or otherwise, can function
at all. Liu Xie refers to the thinking mind as roaming with objects
(shen yu wu you). Roger Shattuck and Helen Vendler made much of
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reading with “a kind of induced innocence™ without the intervention
of hindrance of theory. Neither of them can be taken to mean mind-
lessness or naive ignorance. Instead, both concepts refer to a height-
ened consciousness in which the thinking mind (or “imagination™)
overlooks the pseudo-scientific division between subject and object.

To save the literary text from the manipulation by the historians,
biographers, philosophers, and scientists on the one hand, and the
“impressionistic” usurpation by the reader on the other, the New Crit-
ics tried to focus their attention on the text. The concept of “innocent
reading” was there at the outset. By now, however, it is clear that,
without inner controls and with an eagerness to “interpret,” the ontol-
ogy of the text is easily broken, The New Critics and the good inten-
tion of rescuing the text from the historians and the subjectivity of the
readers. In the end, in spite of their contributions, their antidote of
close reading of the text led them to become only partial critics.

Literary texts tend to have more plurality of meaning than those
in history or philosophy. Because of this, more “infrinsic controls” in
interpretation may be thought necessary. Without joining in the stam-
pede for scientific truth, literary interpretation will have its own valid-
ity once we recognize these controls to be part of the game. Moreover,
unlike an imposed external force (like the police), these controls
should well up within the reader’s mind. They act much like the cen-
tripetal force (i.e., constraints of the text) that forms a tension with the
centrifugal force (i.e., the historicity of the reader) in Coleridge’s
concept of imagination (BL, 2:262; see also Todorov 9-10). Before
this becomes a general picture in literary interpretation, or any cross-
cultural communication for that matter, we have to eradicate the su-
perstition that the “death of the author” or the alleged “instability of
meaning” justifies the birth of any kind of reading and any kind of
readers,

Because of the decomposition of monistic value systems, con-
temporary criticism has reached a *crisis” in which various critical
persuasions clamor, not merely for academic attention, but for politi-
cal supremacy. No single-minded treatise can ever hope to provide a
way out from such a chaotic situation unless we admit that critical
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effort, like all scholarly efforts, should always involve the discipline
of diminishing bias, be it conscious or unconscious. The question is
not whether bias can ever be eradicated, but rather how critics can
ever come to grips with an artifact by suppressing irrelevant views
that are satisfying merely to their egos. In the Chinese tradition, the
concept of xujing, like that of yinyang, permeates ‘our various—
philosophical, astronomical, ethical, aesthetic, and even economical
and military—aspects of life. In re-recognizing the significance of this
concept in the general picture of literary hermeneutics, therefore, we
find, not only a voice that may serve to dispel the “aphasia” of Chi-
nese literary criticism (Cao 20-22), but also a clue for bridging the
gaps in cross-cultural communication.
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