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ABSTRACT

Grappling with the predominant motif of personal cultivation,
or the lack of it, in JPM, the current essay intends to scrutinize
the coercive ambiance of the Ximen household—acts of voyeur,
self-appointed spies and informants, rewards and punishments
of domestic conduct, and the ubiquitous force of inhibition and
surveillance by token of sight. It seeks fo explore how education
of a sort is viable amidst prohibition and repression, and to dis-
close the negotiable space open to the “social inferiors” of the
Ximen household as an individuated form of agency to get so-
cially and materially ahead. Using Pan Jinlian as the example of
such a self-realization, it attests to the possibility of tapping into
the covert dynamic of a Confucian panopticon and harnessing it
to personal ends. it also calls into question the character of
Yueniang as the official wife; her habitual resign and passive
role are, in the author’s view, only superficial because her role
serves a remedy to moral failures and internalizes the recupera-
tive power of the familial hierarchy. Rejecting an efther-or meas-
ure in judging JPM’s disparate characters, the essay contends
the oversights of attributing their moral lapses or decay to inher-
ent flaws in their individual conduct, psyche or intellect.
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In reviewing the critical insights and limitations of previous Jin
Ping Mei (£3#8) scholarship, | have made it a point to ask myself
these guestions: is JPM simply a cautionary tale?] Does the text of
JPM proper exhibit any evidence at all of functiening Confucian
codes of conducts, latent or manifest? If it does, what are the charac-
teristics that mark them as different from the exemplar of self-
cultivation whose absence from the entire book has often been de-
cried by JPM critics? Granting the fact that Ximen Qing (FAF95E)
fails, in person and as the head of household, to honor the Confucian
decorum on self-cultivation, are we not aware that the power and
wealth with which he is rewarded anyway hold out tempting baits for
those around and under him in the name of Confucian propriety? How
do we assess characters in the book {one that immediately comes to
mind is Chen Jingji Bi8#%) who are motivated, actively or otherwise,
more by what Ximen Qing achieves than by how he achieves it?

It is not hard for us now to see the drift of these inquiries: when
self-cultivation is merely the pursuit of the lettered and/or wealthy
elite in the realm of the intellectual, what counts as attainable for
those inherently deprived of chances of receiving education or inherit-
ing property are scaled down to only a self-realization that is effectual
and expedient. Their impulses of self-promotion, viewed in its sheer
psychological dynamic, boost an individual’s urge to pursue gains in
a manner not unlike what formal education does to instill into the
minds of the educated: the sense of upward mobility. Inguisitiveness
and learning are, admittedly, harnessed largely in service to the up-
keep of the hierarchical order, a kind of social hydraulic whose po-
tency and leverage the underlings can ill afford to ignore. But, apart
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from its repression, it also insinuates tantalizing ways to avoid being
victimized by it. Alongside its cautionary censure, therefore, JPA{ has
imperceptibly embedded modes of education and empowerment for
those “social inferiors” who are observant enough to learn the rules,
emulate their masters (and mistresses) and excel, even though tempo-
rarily, in the game otherwise not accessible to them. In other words,
there has been posited a certain teleological modal that promises get-
ting one somewhere from his/her lowly start. On the other hand, the
same empowering matrix refuses to be delimited by such a fulfiliable
end, punctures the potentials of a linear progression and reigns with
the inescapable law of circularity. The text of JPM proper displays
examples aplenty of how familial authority sets off and preys on such
entangled power/knowledge relationships.

For a conceptual frame of reading, many critics of JPMZ have
discerned the Confucian telos behind its myriad facade of Buddhist,
Taoist as well as Confucian tendencies. They have enframed their
analysis in terms of “the behavioral model for the ordering of the seif
and world” as expounded in Da Xue (75),3 singling out the Confu-
cian precept of “self-cultivation” as the underlying moral matrix to
coerce the apparently discordant social forces. They have all focused
on the microcosm of the individual consciousness as “the locus” to
diagnose social and moral malaise as well as recuperate the cultural
dynamic in an age of dissolution. While enlightened by these readings,
I also think it rather inadequate to rest the whole social dynamic alone
on the mechanics of an inner to outer, mind to body, individuals to
soclety causatity. After all, the kind of personal betterment and social
climbing proposed by these critics remain captive to a working-
through of an ideological assembly—in at one end with crude and
erratic beings and out at the other with efficient but domesticated
“acteurs”. What’s more, their favored operative is primarily predi-
cated upon the classical mode whose systematic coercion consists of
nothing more than total submission of individual subjects by way of
direct, externalized forms of repression. This sort of social anatomy
often tends to reduce the entire culture to a visible and stagnant polar-
ity between the oppressor and the oppressed, between reward and
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punishment and between social mobility and stagnation. Its attendant
effect is their oversight that the familial authority, as is the case with
the Imperial power, was no longer enforced in a stiff, intrepid manner
characteristic of traditional modes of power/knowledge affiliations.

In the case of JPM, expressly, what we observe is a visualized
space (a surprisingly modern ontological notion) that functions to
intermingte repression with “training” and “education”. Here | feel
obliged, in part, to invoke Foucault wiose discussion of the discipli-
nary mechanisms evolved in early modern European societies offers
perhaps the most revealing backdrop for observing how changes were
shaping up a new management of social education and control. Acti-
vating all levels of meaning of the French word “surveiller”,4 Fou-
cault’s theory is especially discerning as to how social space is organ-
ized in such a way that “would operate to transform individuals”. His
‘inspection lays bare the process of how social authority deploys mi-
nor, local and nonviolent mechanisms (such as the organized space of
a modern school, hospital or army barrack) at the low social strata to
enmesh a self-induced censure and correction.> But this subtly regu-
lated space (“a field of force” in Foucault’s term) also atlows those
located in it to realize, up to a point, the potential mobility of the in-
volved individual. This is where Foucault presents his best insight.®
The covertly educational feature intreduces into Foucault’s discipli-
nary modal a constructive ambiguity for negotiating between con-
tainment and development: on the one hand, since social space is em-
bedded with controlling power, anyone, regardless of histher social
status, is capable of evoking the censuring power locally in service to
the overall hegemonic authority; on the other, the individual in ques-
tion is able to now and then utilize the power induced from such sur-
veiliance to his/her own advantage. One such self-serving power en-
actment is to take advantage of the earmarked space for personal bet-
terment, material and social, insofar as the person does not transgress
the limits of such local and automatic mechanisms so as to threaten to
overthrow the entire disciplinary system.

However, to what extent can enactments like this serve as ten-
able though contingent routes of self-promotion in a primartly repres-
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sive society? How would relentless personal pursuits fare in this
structurally coerced political economy? These questions boil down to
the fundamental issue of agency. And absence of individuated agency
from such power-saturated schemes is the impasse Foucault failed to
overcome in his theoretic exegesis of the Panopticon.” If pushed to
the extreme, the visualized space can treat individuals focated in such
power-permeated nexuses as merely bodies to be trained into efficient,
docile automatons, and it seems that their docile responses can be
completely unaffected by their personal feelings and psychological
makeup.8 So the Foucaultdian model must be contested with a certain
dynamic oriented and motored by the personal affect if it is appropri-
ated for a critical anatomy of especially the micro-management of a
body politique. :

One way to vitalize such a dynamic is to look into the formative
process in which the embedding of disciplinary power interacts with
the growth of personal psychology. And our emphasis will be laid on
the interactive relationship underlying what is being rigidly normal-
ized and what is allowed to remain individual. As Leo Bersani writes:

. . . the self, far from being only an ideological construct,
would always have to go through a difficult negotiating
process between its own appetitive energies and both a
world and an internal economy which limit the possibilities
of performing our energies and satisfying our appetites. (8)

Bersani has made it a crucial point here to draw attention to the indi-
vidual’s chaotic energy and desire; it will account for the neglected
realms of human agency as a contingent but energetic process un-
folded between the individual psyche and ideological persuasion. And
since the text of JPM partakes of such mediating function between the
two poles of human endeavor, it merits our scrutiny as to what goes
on in the textual world that acts out the paradoxical drama of personal
cultivation, and how the writing self (of the author), swayed by such a
drama, is caught in a conflicting act of development as well as con-
tainment.
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To do so, however, we need to be situated in the intellectual and
cultural climate surrounding the advent of the work. It is evident that
how these variants of individual cultivation arose had to do with the
complex nature of the Neo-Confucian self as we find in the Ming
society. So we must primarily unravel its duplicitous import by dis-
closing on the one hand the rift separating ethical claims from social
practices, and on the other the blurring of value standards of ethical
orogress and social advancement. The decree to better the self, origi-
nally intended for morally uplifting aims, has now emanated more
diluted stimuli, such as political empowerment and economic gains,
to those who feel urged to appropriate webs of social relations to grat-
ify seif-serving desires.9 It would be indiscreet to suggest that this
kind of self-promotion is fully comparable to the much publicized
notion of self-cultivation. Yet we realize that they both conform to
tules of social mobility which, to say the least, do not conflict with
the way incentives and rewards are geared up in accordance with the
prevailing Confucian ethics.

In the meantime, the enmeshing webs of power relationship but-
tressing the moral siatus quo lends itself to the cultivation of a con-
tinual watchfulness, a Confucian Panopticon if you will, over oneself
and amongst one another, so that others’ errors can be made into
one’s own merits, and other’s violation will lead to one’s own promo-
tion. The consequence of such a self-imposed surveillance is that,
when external authority fails to exemplify codes of conduct (such as
the infamous figure of Ximen Qing), the internalized censor
(embedded deeply in one’s own psyche) is there to back up and en-
force inner coercion. Moreover, we know after all that these codes
can be observed in a hypocritical manner with those in higher order
having unlimited power and freedom to subject to repression those in
lower order, and that even observing them strictly would result in
nothing better than a pecking order of a paternal, repressive house-
hold already beset with problems of polygamy, deception and corrup-
tion.

If we agree to discuss these inquiries as relevant, we have just
construed a premise on which the problem of self-cultivation will be
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addressed from a perspective that entails the energetic of knowledge
and power. We find it necessary to conceive of the self as a social and
cultural construct and its cultivation as basically a process of mediat-
ing between oneself and his fellow beings, whatever identity he en-
visages in this interactive context must be primarily woven out “the
web of reciprocal obligations or moral relations in which man finds
himself, defines himself” (Bary 149). The interior self, I hasten to add,
is still crucial to his identity formation as the repository of ideas, but
it alone (that is by single-handedly conjuring up some idealized image
of sagehood far beyond one’s experiential reach) can no longer seek
perfection for the entire existence of man. Rather the person must also
reckon with his own physical self with its bodily attributes such as
emotions and impulses; even more so must he encounter with those of
other people. All this has committed the self to his infinite ties with
other men, not in an abstract sense, but in day-to-day scenes of life.
So has it prized open gates that have been so long shut on intercourse
amongst social classes. Now the common man has, thanks to the dar-
ing thoughts of some Ming philosophers,10 earned a legitimate berth
in a cognitive process that tends to obscure the barriers between the
earthy, the mystical and eternal; their presence is thus made relevant
to the scholar-officials in their efforts to seek self-cultivation. For the
underclass such a possibility holds out rare chances of realizing up-
ward mobility or gaining material advantages as long as they know
how to participate in the role-play and stay within the boundaries of
the Confucian hierarchy.

Such variants of self-cultivation should enable us to examine in
a new light some of the key issues already acknowledged by JPALs
critics: 1) Given the fact that Confucian Propriety is either enmeshed
in the familial order or internalized by all houschold members, the
Ximen Household as a microcosm of the imperial court exercises
coercive control and tends to a form of domesticating education of all
its members. This carries on even when Ximen Qing himself neglects
his proper role as the head of the household, or he is away from home
busily seducing women or seeking favors with imperial courtiers in
the capital city. Were that not the case, it would be impossible for us
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to explain the novel’s persisient observation of spying and eavesdrop-
ping among the members of the household.

2) A wealth of literature has been devoted to the characterization
of Pan Jinlian (#%£:3%) depicting her as a stereotyped “femme fatale™
who is individually animated by the motor of carnal desire. Yet if we
measure her by the subsets of self-cultivation mentioned above, we
are likely to find in her an intriguing variation on the major theme: a
being whose desires and ambitions are initiated and cultivated in a
social milieu caught between rigid ethical codes and dyramic social
changes. In such a fluid context, no single being can embark on a self-
fulfilling enterprise without first interacting with other surrounding
beings; in other words, no character can be motivated by his/her own
psychic energy emanating solely from within. Only thus can we better
account for her dualistic instinct to emulate those above her while
spying or eavesdropping on others, and by doing so enhance and se-
cure her own proximity to the status of the official wife.

3) What do we make of the character Wu Yueniang (2 HIR) 7
Can we simply write her off as a slow-witted wife who is superficial,
hypocritical in her personal behavior, incompetent in managing do-
mestic affairs, and an inadvertent accomplice to Ximen Qing’s crimes
and fall? Yet it seems rather pertinent to guestion whether her com-
plicity fies merely in not trying to offer timely counse! or warning to
her husband. As the principal wife of Ximen Qing, her very personal-
ity of being composed, withdrawn and tacitly discreet, too often at-
tributed to her apparent belief in Buddhist virtues, is in another sense
a more effective form of complicity to the latent power structure of
familial order. Answering directly to Confucian benevolence, her
virtues set up a double-edged contrast: she stands as the moral anchor
from which characters like Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian have willfully
broken loose; at the same time, her matriarchal posture is revealed
later in the novel through her role in banishing linlian from the
Ximen Household and salvaging the dwindling familial order after
Ximen Qing’s death. Such postures, especially when assisted by the
genealogical imperative (of bearing a male heir to ensure familial
suceession) do impel jealous emulation among the lesser wives and
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maids. Of all the characters in JPM, she eventually turns out to be a
sizable force of containment whose role it is to bring saving grace to
the ruined Ximen Household. And lastly, 4) what do we have 10 say
about the function of narrative in a realist fiction like JPM? It is quite
possible to relate its effective containment to the repressive power we
have mentioned earlier as a way to explain why the novel insists on
submitting all the misconduct of the household to detection and cen-
sure even though the entire society is on the verge of tofal disintegra-
tion.

Corridors of Power: Hierarchical Order in the Ximen Household

The last two points pertain to the nature of coercive power that
has been inscribed into the domestic space of a Confucian propriety,
and it should shed some interesting light on the novel’s obsession
with anecdotes of spying and eavesdropping. A mere ook at the chap-
ter headings will give us plenty of evidence that this power does exits in
the house: “Peeping through the blinds” (& ) (Ch. 13),
“Eavesdropping” (F&%) (Ch. 23), “Disclosing secret liaisons” (3% )
(Ch. 25), “Overhearing while hidden” (7&E8); “Secretly informing on”
(35=) (Ch. 75), “Blurting out the secret” (JEHYTE) (Ch. 83), and the
fist can be easily extended. Reading these acts, we are at once envei-
oped in an atmosphere of illicit doings and “watch these encounters in
clandestine company with other characters in the novel” (Carlitz 239).
We keenly feel that the whole house is ceaselessly exposed to a pry-
ing eve and an inquisitive ear, and we, too, are becoming increasingly
watchful for trifling details that might be invested with clues and
meanings leading possibly to the discovery of secrets and conspira-
cies of all household members. Assisted by the all-seeing narrative,
we can catch characters doing illicit deeds “red-handed,” and feel
ourselves aligned with the side of the omniscient power of detection
and sensure,

This faceless gaze attests the existence of the kind of coercive
power in the Ximen Household not unlike that of the Panopticon ex-
pounded by Foucault. D.A. Miller has rightly pointed out that the
novel is capable of internalizing the mobile “policing effect,” which
has moved its usual beats off the street “into the private and domestic
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spheres” (ix). A more or less similar coercive surveillance, we dis-
cover, has been posited in the inner workings of the Confucian famil-
tal order where the division of the household into subunits of cham-
bers housing Ximen Qing’s wives have localized and objectified dis-
parity in social stature, where zigzag corridors connecting these
chambers allow a direct flow of the power of surveillance and detec-
tion. The entire estate has thus been transformed into a grand theater
where disparate acts of empowerment are staged in uaison to enforce
a less visible, yet no less effectual control. Many instances depicted in
the novel disclose the character’s awareness of such fluid, covert and
potent power of surveillance. in Chapter 26, for example, Song Huil-
ian (SRE) reproaches her husband Laiwang (FRFE) for letting loose
his tongue after he gets drunk:

“You biting dog, you’ve bitten someone without baring
your teeth. You talk a lot of shit, but say nothing. Walls
niere have cracks and ears. (211)

R ARPR R TEE - R TERE - EH#%  #8E -

A more frequent reminder is offered by the narrator in one of
these Kanguan (B'E) passages: “Beware! When you talk on vour
way, somebody is always hidden in the grass” (Z., | B FER5E > EH
A (90).

One of the reasons why this domestic surveillance is so perme-
able and effective within the household is that an entire network of
servants and maids voluntarily participate in it. These are often the
self-appointed “agents™ that try hard to ferret out hidden secrets, un-
cover illicit relationships and sometimes even blow whistles on their
master or mistresses. They also work “under cover”—the cover being
no other than their daily existence in this estate which aliows them
frequent access to bedchambers, boudoirs, in and out of the Ximen
compound, Equally crucial to the invisible cover is their daily rounds
of chat and gossip among themselves so that a kind of inteliigence-
polls are set up through which anything secretive or illicit discovered
seldom escapes being circulated, exposed and reported to the suitable
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quarters in the housdhold. In this way the locus of the detective func-
tion of surveillance is transferred from the visible, central authority of
Ximen to the subordinate individuals who, as we shall soon see,
eavesdrop on, watch over or conspire against one another. In Chapter
12, after Li Jiao’er (ZEEEEL) overhears Jinlian curse her mothei’s
brothel as a place where “shiploads of gold and silver cannot satisfy
the needs of a whorehouse” (FSE(A9SSRETHIEEE) (89-90), she
awaits her chance to avenge, and soon she picks up gossip about Jin-
lian’s seduction of Qnitong (ZEF) and reports it to Ximen Qing who
punished Jinlian by flogging her and the servant in public. In Chapter
25, another servant Laixing (&), compelled by jealousy, eaves-
drops on Laiwang (32 ) who is drunk and is venting his anger about
Ximen Qing’s adultery with his wife during his absence. Laixing telis
Laiwang’s rebellious behavior to Jinlian who in turn informs Ximen
Qing of it; as a result Laiwang was framed with a set-up theft and
attempted murder. In return, the servant informani is rewarded with a
chance to escort a tributary convoy on a profitable trip to the capital
city. Quite often even Ximen Qing and Yueniang cannot escape the
intrusive gaze of this surveillance, although they are usuaily the ones
supervising it at the center. Since this will be my next subject, details
are omitted here. '

It would be imprudent, | admit, to deny that many of these vo-
yeuristic acts are often motivated by the private interests of individu-
als—erther to avenge previous wrongs or to cover up his or her own
secret—to render them willing to assume the role of clandestine sur-
veillance. But psychological motives of an individual can only last
him/her through the particular incidents in question, hardly are they
capable of sustaining the characters in their persistent practice of vo-
yeurism throughout the novel as in the case of Jinlian. Moreover,
sheer force of personal ego is not sufficient to overcome the barrier of
status hierarchy, still less can it be the fatal catalyst that triggers off
the downfall of the entire powerful Ximen household.

These individuals, especially when hampered by their lowly up-
bringing, have to inscribe themselves into an empowering structure,
“the strategic field of power relations” (Foucault, The History 98),
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where they would not so much acquire status or institutional power as
enter into a power-conferring relationship. Voyeurism partakes of
such an inscribing process, an enactment of points, positions and
movements in reiation to the exercise of power, in which the individ-
val, any individual for that matter, can marshal facts and discourses,
taint innocence and sway decisions to their own advantage.

One way to engage in this enactment is to deploy the intrusive
gaze as a matrix through which the dynamics of power can be evoked
to override temporarily the static pecking order of familiai hierarchy
so that whoever masters the gaze possesses, so to speak, the trigger of
the power mechanism. A case in point is the voyeuristic act involving
Qingtong and Dai’an #{Z in Chapter 50, in which the two servants
accompanying Ximen Qing on his illicit fling with a servaat’s wife
overhear the master try out his newly acquired aphrodisiac, and
promptty feel extended to them the license to bend social codes to
satisfy their desires. Their impulse to capitalize this extended power
hasten them to a brothel in the Butterfly Lane, and once there, they
intimidate the brothel-keeper and literally grab two new girl-
prostitutes out of the arms of clients. The fact that they, as servants of
the Ximen Household, can force others to grant them favors and privi-
leges reveals the prompt and overriding effects of a mimicry inspired
by the voyeuristic act.

The whole novel abounds in instances like this, and they suggest
to us readers that some kind of link does exist between what the intru-~
sive gaze enables the gazer to do and how the extension or conferral
of power unfolds on an interactive basis. Jronically, the whole enact-
ment hinges on one premise, i.e. that the underlying power structure
informed by the norms of familial propriety remains to be observed, if
only ostensibly and hypocritically. As long as that is the case, anyone
residing in the web of relations can assume the role the prying eye or
ear, plod through the corridors of this power house, intrude into se-
crets and privacy of others, and manipulate up to a point the coercive
nature of this power to remove rivals for favors from the mas-
ter/mistress, or seek favors from others in the name of the mas-
ter/mistress, or keep harm out their own way. It is on this account that
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I propose that this self-styled surveillance enacted by everyone con-
tributes tn part to the possibility and actual realization of a mutual
conferral of the identity of self.

A Self Being Othered: the Education of Pan Jinlian

Among the cast staging the drama of voyeurism in the Ximen
Compound, Jinlian is most worthy of being called a Bildungsroman
heroine, not because the author intends to portray her as an ambitious,
ruthless and manipulative figure driven by the sheer lust for personal
gains and advances, but because she has demonstrated unusual gifts
of being at once adaptable and strong-willed, imitative and creative,
unfeeling and passionate, self-destructing and self-sustaining. She is
indeed self-made in the sense that she possesses a flexible sense of
independence, fitting her into changing roles demanded by repressive
circumstances without losing her own distinct personality. Of all the
female characters, she displays the most potential to be educated so-
cially and culturally. Let us now follow her along the trajectory of her
personal growth: for her an education in Confucian familial conduct
begins all too early: at the age of nine, she s sold into the household
of Wang Zhaoxuan {F#5E) to receive tutored training in singing,
playing music and boudoir. Right away she is acquainted with a world
of male desires backed up by the familial hierarchy. She is sold, at
eighteen, to the home of another wealthy family named Zhang Dahu
(#EAF) and is given her first lesson by her master in obeying his
illicit sexual demand made in the name of hierarchical legitimacy
{Xiao Xiao Sheng 8).

Her forced sexual awakening has on the surface whetted the ap-
petite of her lust and her marriage to Wu Da (#X) does all but in-
flame her carnal desire rapidly because of the lack of a strong male
stimulus in the house. But to conclude that linlian is hereafter moti-
vated solely by her insatiate lust is misleading, because, as the text
hints early, her lewd misdemeanors with young rogues in the neigh-
borhood will not quench her carnal thirst. It is thus relevant to note
that as long as she is an outcast from the rich and the powerful fami-
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lies, she can oniy be content with her vain instincts of sporting make-
up, dressing herself seductively and flirting briefly with those young
rogues. None of this will get her into any alliance of power which
might improve her social status and help gratify her sexual needs
permanently. Of this objective, even her erotic Liaison with Ximen
Qing would fail short, If she were not married into his house as his
fifth wife. 1 would therefore stress again that it is wrong to see Jinlian
as a born female Don Juan ied hopelessly along from one man to an-
other by her carnal impulses finally ending in moral depravity. I wish
to remind us of the fact that she would not have fared this far into the
life of the social jungle, had she not entered the web of power rela-
tions dictated by codes of Confucian propriety.

Once she crosses the threshold of the Ximen Household, she is
not only able to feast on the erotic privileges with the master, but
finde herself surrounded with accesses to and leverages of power
which Ximen Qing’s other wives, their servants and maids explore to
their own ends. Moreover, Jinlian is initiated into this field of force
with the pains of humiliation and bitterness {as is illustrated by the
spying act we have cited earlier)! | and the pains of initiation have
brought her in touch with the dynamics of power. She employs to her
own advantage the very same power that used to victimize her, as-
suming the role of the prying gaze whenever a chance offers itseif so
that she can penetrate into others” privacy and secrecy. The gains are
prompt and tempting: she can vent her spasms of jealousy, remove
menacing rivals among other wives, be informed of important eveats
of the day, particularly those that give her a vantage point to plot
against her enemies. Conversely, it also puts her on the alert, prevent-
mg her own licit privacy and secrets from feaking to other wives.
Yet all this is done to ensure that she can have the easiest access to
Ximen Qing's favor, an effective hold on his sexual preferences and
the promises of the most gratifying sex she desires with him.

Not only in her precocious eroticism, but also in talent, cunning
and strategy does Jinlian excel all other characters of the novel. She is
quick to observe and imitate how voyeur is executed and fo discern
the points, routes and connections where vital information floating
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around can be intercepted and made use of. Before she installs herself
right in the middle of a spy ring, she never loses a chance to play the
role of the detective herself, lurking in the dark or hiding in the bush
in her attempt to catch others by surprise in acts of secrecy. And for
that purpose, she wears special shoes with soft soles, so that they help
her disguise her movements in stealing upon, dodging or distracting
others’ spying on her (Xiao Xiao Sheng 843). She even keeps a talk-
ing parrot in her chamber to warn her of any unexpected visitors.

Al this, of course, she acquires through her extraordinary in-
quisitive sense, and as she benefits more and more from the power to
know, she becomes more and more drawn to the practice of knowing
and manipulate power, which in turn obtains for her more benefits
from this power. Her first discovery in Chapter 13 of Ximen Qing
climbing over the wall to join Li Pinger (ZE¥§52) in an erotic rendez-
vous may be accidentai, but it surely does not fail to arouse her keen
sense of jealousy. But when she later questions Ximen Qing about his
adulterous union, she agrees to let him carry on the adultery on condi-
tion that Ximen Qing retell her their sexual encounters in detail:

“Every time you sleep with her, you must report it to me in
full detail, without omitting a single word of it.

B EFOMEE T 2RE - RBEHR - —FIIIRHR -

When she finds out that it is Pinger’s snow-white skin that attracts
Ximen Qing, she begins to apply a skin-lotion to make her own skin
tender in order to win back her master’s sexual favors.

If this rivalry is still somewhat peaceful, it escalates into a mat-
ter of life and death when Jinlian discovers, again through her owa
eavesdropping, that Pinger is pregnant.12 She feels the growing men-
ace of Pinger as the arch rival because she realizes that the child as
the only heir to Ximen Qing would continue the Ximen family line-
age, and that this would instantly raise Pinger’s status in the house-
hold. it is this knowledge (the genealogical imperative more will be
discussed in the next chapter) that irritates and instigates Jinlian. And
since Pinger is of equal status as her among the concubine wives, she
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figures that only though her manipulation of the domestic power rela-
tions can she undo Pinger’s advantage and remove this potential
threat. Ironically we can easily detect here another instance of mim-
icry on the part of Jinlian that enables her to inscribe herself into the
bid for supremacy. The mimicry requires her not only regarding a
similar self as the rival other, but also through the other’s eyes (in this
case Pinger’s) looking back at herself as the other. In other words, she
has defamiliarized as well as displaced herself, hence her boosted
motive to rejoin with a divided self via an other.

This she tries to accomplish in several ways: 1) she gripes in
front of Ximen Qing about the fact that Pinger gets too much atten-
tion for bearing a son; the same fact she hints to Yuentang whenever
possible and adds that she as the principal wife is being stighted. Her
remarks would have been made in utter vain had it not been her abil-
ity to transport herself into the minds of others and envisage the tan-
gled refationship from their perspective. In Chapter 39, Jinlian scizes
the fact that only the names of Yueniang and Pinger are written on the
gift-package and accuses the well-wishers of being deliberately bi-
ased right before Yueniang and other wives:

Don’t you think he is being unfair? He has only got the
name of the one who has given birth to a child, and he
thinks that women like us do not count and wants to dump
all of us to the rank of the superfluous! (339)
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2) In Chapter 41, after Jinlian is rebuked by Ximen Qing for be-
ing sarcastic about the engagement between the two babies, she biurts
out in anger her suspicion that the child was in fact conceived before
Pinger was married mto the Ximen family: “Your family has been
uprooted from the original land. Who knows which family has sown
this seed!” (AR - RTHLRHERNOIE M | ) (357). She is in
this instance reading Ximen Qing’s mind so perceptively that she has
aptly given voice to the worst fear he could have about the baby son.
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3) She employs the same factic to her scheme of getting rid of
Pinger’s baby: she is always ready to kick up a row when the baby is
around in order to disturb the baby from the sleep he needs sorely for
his health. Divining what Pinger is most reluctant to do and what
other wives are most sensitive to hear, she reckons that she can
weaken and shorten the baby’s already frail life, and if Pinger dares to
protest, she can complain to everybody about Pinger’s self-assumed
airs.13 Examples of her stratagem are legion, but they all seem to rely
on her inner affinity with multiple personalities and her acute sense of
interacting amongst them in order to locate the gravity of power and
place it at her disposal. One instance that best illustrates her conscious
manipulation of power leverage is her ostensible sense of even-
handedness, which she expressly demands in the interest of Yueniang.
She never fails to calculate her public assertions so that they appear
selfiess and considerate from the humbled Fifth wife heedful of the
interests of the principal one before those of her own.

If she triumphs in this battle of wits—she does to a large ex-
tent—she owes it to her awareness that the battle line drawn between
her and Pinger is indeed precarious, so she needs to bring nto play a
third party not just to muddy the water, but to have as another bar-
gaining chip someone to align or rival with. In her merciless feud
with Huilian, finlian faces a different rival who is clearly marked out
by her inferior position, and it calls for a straightforward appeal to
Ximen Qing’s sense of familial authority and turns it into one of her
lethal weapons o remove her obstacle. Chapter 23 contains one teii-
ing instance of Jinlian’s intent of surveillance: in order to eavesdrop
on Ximen and Huilian in their act of lewd copulation, she is not afraid
of the winter cold and frozen thorny bushes, hiding herself under the
window outside the Grotio of Hidden Spring (3#H3). But what
proves to hurt Jinlian far more than anything else is Huilian’s candid
inquiry about her own aduiterous past: “Your fifth wife, that deserted
Wife of Qiu Hul14 How long has she been married 10 you? Was she a
virgin, or a divorcee?” (FRBENIIHRGIEL  IREMILASRE SR T 7 4
LrER - LB ESEISE 2 ). Undoubtedly, Jinlian sees these as personal
insults about her, but she hates Huilian much more for demonstrating




38 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol, XXVI, No. 3

the same potential drive and resourcefulness as herself in seducing
Ximen Qing and bypassing the status barrier between a master and
the wife of a servant. In a sense, Jinlian’s gut hatred is right: the aspir-
ing Huilian /s pursuing Jinlian’s ascent on the famitial ladder closety,
and has turned herself into the mirror image of Jintjan.

For the same reason, the cui-throat rivalry between Huilian and
Jiniian takes on the rounds of a seesaw battle fought over the confi-
dence of Ximen Qing as well as the lives of other servants, including
Huilian’s own, before Jinlian can emerge as the victor. If we follow
these rounds closely, we find a revealing contrast between their re-
spective ways of appealing to Ximen Qing for power. In the case of
Huilian, she relies on her sexual Haison with Ximen Qin to appease
his anger with Laiwang and keep real harm out of his way. But this
can only be done when they are in clandestine company, thus it limits
her space for maneuver and renders her ineffective unless in private.
Whereas for Jinlian, she can afford to expose the whole matter in
front of the other wives because she is after all trying to save the mas-
ter from risks of being disgraced by this sexual liaison. She also has
the advantage of being able to summon witresses to verify her accu-
sations as she has not only recruited informants like Laixing and ac-
quired information about Huilian’s past, but implicated other servants
and maids who have to comply with her demands, knowing all too
well that Jinlian s doing this all in the name of the master’s reputa-
tion and interest, and that gives her unlimited punitive power,

Such being the case, it is not surprising that she becomes in the
course of a few months such a strategist in domestic power play. Al-
though the novel does not offer direct clues about the reai conspirator
behind the “Laiwang incident,” it is easy to detect Jinlian’s hand be-
hind the premeditated plot to frame Laiwang with a set-up theft and
attempted murder. In public she pretends from the outset that her part
in this plotting is only for protecting Ximen Qing’s reputation from
ruln. When she reports what Laixing overheard from Laiwang to
Ximen (Qng, she distorts the information, shifting the focus of Lai-
wang’s complaint against herself to Ximen Qing, inciting him to take
quick action against Laiwang. Twice as Ximen Qing is distracted
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from the plot of punishing Laiwang due to Huilian’s successful plead-
ing, Jinlian persuades him by weighing the pros and cons in keeping
the matter under control and reminding him of maintaining the out-
look of the familial propriety, and twice she manages to convince him
to carry the plot through. All her advice to Ximen Qing sounds very
rational and genuinely concerned with preserving his interest as weil
as his name, an assumed role so at variance with her own true self.
She admonishes Ximen Qing in Chapter 26 just like another Yueni-
ang, the principal wife:

This itself is not a respectable solution. If it is known to the
outside world, not only would your relatives and neighbors
laugh at you, but ail those in the family would no longer
look up to you seriously. fsn’t that what the saying tells vs:
if the main beam is set askew, the supporting structure is
bound to go crocked.
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For a brief moment, what she warns about the vilifying consequence
of setting a bad example makes acute sense; it is almost a crude ver-
sion of what the contemporary JPM critics deplore as the absence of
self-cultivation. Yet she is wrong about why an erratic master leads
astray all those he reigns over without revealing the power structure
that underlies a master/servant relationship. As said above, such a
structure, especially when rendered implicit, at once neutralizes and
complicates the relationship.

Power spawns all kinds of progeny: when one kind fails, another
thrives, when the master neglects cultivation of an idealized self, ser-
vants stand in enacting the education of disparate selves that fesds on
the inner workings of familial power. If an apparent, superior model
is absent from public sight, power disperses itseif into multiple focal-
ized “sites” where private sight is sought as a means of educaticn 1o
either acquire more power and its reward for oneself, or prevent oth-
ers from enacting the same empowering dynamic. Voyeurism i jux:
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one such means to entice and ensure personal mobility and betterment
m a power network of hydraulic strings. It is thus dues to Jinlian’s
shrewd voyeur and string pulling that the potent field of forces pres-
enis her opportunities to cultivate a self by mimicking and usurping
others above and around her,

Yueniang’s Abs(tin)ence: the Containing Role of Genealogical Irn-
perative

It is already evident from the above examples to what extent Jin-
lian is capable of manipulating the power of familial propriety to pur-
sue and gratify motives of personal ambitions. These few instances
bespeak how well she actually succeeds in her illicit use of power that
she virtually replaces Yueniang as the principal wife. Yet precisely
due to the hierarchial nature of this power, she still has to observe one
tacit limit: no matter how effective her power play is, she will be ill
afforded to attempt to dethrone Yueniang all together, The reason is
all too apparent: such a replacement threatens the very essence of the
Confucian ethical codes as well as the famiiial hierarchy, and eventu-
ally goes so far as 1o usurp such powers themselves. The same econ-
omy of check and balance applies to the act of voyeur: it enacts power
and achieves its end as long as the spectator is localized and evokes a
part or parts of the hierarchical dynamic. Hence, the success of Jin-
Han’s miniacts of power play.

However, the voyeuristic act must be predicated upon a web of
coercive relationships as work from within the spectator, in other
words, it must internalize the entire power network: its omnipresent
center, its potent, yet invisible radius of influence and the multipte
and mobile points of evocation. Likewise, the spectator has to be en-
tatled in the weft and warp woven from an imperceptible center which
he has always already taken for granted. Such complex interaction
offers the raticnale that evoking Foucault’s Pancpticon here is so
compelling and adequate! One direct result from such a critical mode
would be that since the central gosition of power remains intact but
invisible (while being internalized by the empowered), the center of a
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power system can be an ostensible lack, or an absence from its ap-
pearance. If we agree that Ximen Qing’s negligence qualifies him as a
lack—a lack of motive for self-cultivation, we are apt to regard
Yueniang as an absence because of her abstinence from struggles
aimed at personal gains and advance. So could Yueniang be possibly
considered the partial, if not whole embodiment of the familial pro-
priety? To answer this question, we need to observe how the relation
between Yueniang and Jinlian works out in the course of the JPM
story.

In the whole wealth of JPM criticism, Yueniang has so far not
been given as full scrutiny and appraisal as other characters in the-
novel have. The reason has much to do with the biased verdict passed
by the first major JPM critic Zhang Zhupo (RTT3), whose scathing
judgment of Yueniang has discouraged fater critics from treading on
this thin ice. Indeed, according to Zhang, the thinness of Yueniang
consists of her duli intellect, cold detachment and hypocritical rehig-
ious piety. Zhang points out in his JPM Du Fa (ML How o
Read the Jin Ping Mei).

She {Yueniang] does not tearfully remonstrate with him
but instead neither expresses approval, treats him as a
stranger whose welfare is no concern of hers, and regards
her compliance as a virtue, can such an attitude withstand
serutiny?13 (Rolston 215)

While it is indeed false for Yueniang or anyone else fo consider
such moral indeterminacy to be a “virtue,” 1 do not on this account
agree with Zhang that she has simply retreated into passivity and
played no part whatsoever in the domestic power-play. On the con-
trary, much is evident that she is implicitly entailed in the power-
laden web of relations just as any one else in the novel. She is, first
and foremost, a valuable power leverage for Jinlian who often appeals
to her position as the principal wife as an indirect device to control
and monitor others. Secondiy, due also to her familial pesition, she
finds herself entrusted to a genealogical imperative—ic bear and rear
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a male heir to Ximen. The imperative renders her extremely con-
sctous of its flip side at first; her earlier sexual rigidity and sterile
infertility that force her to recoil from the heated rivalry amongst
other wives at the fore. But it serves in good stead later on when she
becomes pregnant with the help of some quack drug and in turn be-
comes impregnated with familial authority on the strength of that.
Thirdly, tied to the above is Yueniang’s own recuperation in the art of
power play: the ebb and flow Yueniang’s domestic power are almost
parallel to her absence from and then presence at the center stage of
feud for supremacy. But the Panoptic effect of surveillance is such
that even during her absence from it the empowered position of the
official wife maintains a discourse of propriety that remains imminent,
while she is able to hoist herself into a detached but wary position of
a spectator, i.e. engaging in a voveuristic act as part of her growing
into political maturity.

As indicated earlier in this paper, Jinlian’s use of Yueniang as a
device to restrain Pinger’s intimacy with Ximen Qing is made possi-
bie by capitalizing on Yueniang’s anxiety over her own guestionable
infertility and the menacing prospect of failing to bear a son to extend
the Ximen lineage. Yueniang’s anxiety here should not only give the
lie to some criticism that she is totally withdrawn into her own Bud-
dhist tranquillity, but suggest that she is quite aware that some free-
floating surveillance can be enlisted in her own interest by deploying
Jintian as z balancing weight. In Chapter 51, after Yueniang has just
taken the quack drug procured from the Buddhist nuns for conceiving
a child, she is naturally anxious to get Ximen Qing to sieep with her
soon enough for the drug to take effect. Her anxiety leaves her in an
edgy mood, exposing her to Jiniian’s intrigua. Such enough when
Jinlian ties to her that Pinger has spoken about Yueniang’s throwing
her weight about in the house, Yueniang seems instantly done in and
fost in temper:

}used to regard her as a kind person, and now it is true that
you can only know a person in appearance, but not in
heart . .. . Who knows what she has reviled before the man?
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No wonder he rushed past me yesterday. My handsome
sister, if he is holed up in your chamber for days without
bothering to step out, my heart would not even make a
light tremor for it. (442)
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‘What makes Yueniang immediately vulnerable to Jinlian’s lie is her
apprehensive unease in hearing about Pinger, and this, we know, 1s
caused by her being self-conscious about the discrepancy between her
fertility and her superior position. But once she is alerted to the Jin--
lian’s stratagem by her confidants, she knows at once the stakes in-
volved in keeping a distance from both Jinlian and Pinger.

However, if we look at what she says in her reply to Jinlian, we
realize that the charge could be leveled at Pinger as well as Jinfian,
both of whom are responsible for currying sexual favors with Ximen
Qing and preventing her from fulfilling the proper wifely duties. The
effect of this particular passage, and her discourse in general, proves
the point I made earlier: whether it is intentional or otherwise, her
speech is already invested with a certain power of containing others’
iflicit and spurious pursuit of desire and gains, regardless of the ad-
dressees or the seftings. Yet she must first be displaced from the cen-
ter of power, and be equally accountable to the effects of power play
as other to discern the imminence of power and be able to recuperate
it. The lesson in power-oriented voyeur is driven home for her when
in Chapter 53 she finds herself eavesdropping through cracks on the
wall on Jinlian and Meng Yulou (ZE#) who are talking in private
about her visit to see Pinger’s baby son. The contemptuous remarks
they make about her sincere concern for the sick baby fill her with
disgrace and anger, waking her up to the painful fact that, once dis-
placed from the empowering center, she has been reduced to just an-
other player at odds with other rivals in this political maneuver game.
She vows to regain her supremacy with a drug-aided pregnancy and
triumph over the demeaning gossipmongers. (470}

In a sense, Yueniang’s displacement is abiy assisted by her mo-
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bility along the power continuum strung across the visible and the
invisible, the manifest and the imminent, and the empowered and
disempowered. Whatever she does or does not do, invariably it exerts
some influence as a role model, if not for Ximen Qing, them defi-
nitely for the other wives and all subordinates. This is the double-
edged position she occupies in a manner distinct from others. It is
also the reason why her habitual resign and passtvity can only be su-
perficial in so far as it disguises the coercive power she has internal-
ized through her submissive marriage to Ximen Qing. Her name con-
tains the character yue (B moon) which fittingly signifies, according
to literary atlusions, aloofness, sobriety and femininity, yet the moon
s also a means of transmitting the sofar illumination whenever the
original source is absent, in metaphorical sense, the character of
Yuentang answers to that insofar as her role reflects and deflects
power of paternal authority. In all these qualities, she stands in con-
trast to Jintian, whose character embodies heat, desire and disruptive
potential. This very contrast seems to embed the seed of enmity be-
tween them, which in time will grow into a full-fledged confrontation.
The stage is set for their final showdown in Chapter 75, when
Jinlian discards afl postures of decency and poses a direct personal
threat to Yueniang, keeping her under close watch by her two wait-
ing-maids, Xiao Yu (/h%) and Yu Xiao {E#/E). She has recently re-
cruited Yu Xiao as a spy to be implanted at the side of Yueniang,
after catching the maid right in the middie of a sexual encounter with
Shu Tong (#3E) (601), and Jinlian offered to cover it up for her in
exchange for her agreeing to spy on Yueniang. Xiao Yu, on the other
hand, has been a free-lance informant ever since she informed Jintian
on the ilficit {laison between Xue’er and Laiwang. 4 In her desperate
attempt to outdo the pregnant Yueniang, finiian has discovered
Yueniang's secret quack drug and has procured it for herseif, now it is
her turn to anxiousty await Ximen Qing to steep with her while the
drug is still in effect. She is infuriated when Yu Xiao reports o her
that Yueniang has prevented Ximen Qing from coming 10 spend the
night with her. For the first time ever, Yueniang confronts her foe
face-to-face and sharply denounced Jinlian’s ulterior motive:
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You have kept him detained in you chamber ail day long
and he has not even bothered to put in an appearance in
other chambers! So only you seem to be his wife while
others are not! (748)

B¢ B IEREIRITRIEE - BT RERBHINE SR | RAE by
B - AT EMWBIEE !

Yueniang’s tirade here marks the turning point in Jinlian’s quest for
the fulfillment of desire and power. It also indicates that the power
frame of familial propriety is being exacted to its very capacity and
can no longer allow Jinlian to exceed the limit. For the very reason,
Yueniang must provide the terminal point to which Jinlian’s usurpa-
tion of power is to be successful. In other words, she will be entrusted
with the task of expelling Jinlian as the disruptive and subversive
forces that are out to break down the codes of the familial propriety. It
becomes her urgent and redeeming mandate, after the death of Ximen
Qing, to oversee the expulsion of such a disruptive heroine in the
hope of saving the Ximen Household from its final ruin.

Containment Deferred: the Futility of Narrative Closure

In the last twenty-five chapters of JPM, the main narrative focus
seems to be on what Yueniang does in her futile attempts fo preserve
what is left of the Ximens’. And dull-witted as she is, she does not
flinch when she finally catches Jinlian and Chen Jingji (BR#&E) “red-
handed” in the act of incestuous sex, to banish them from the house-
hold. The punishment she metes out might amount to littie in saving
the collapsing order, it nevertheless is a decisive act performed in
keeping with the coercive codes of Confucian propriety. The act also
serves an aesthetic purpose for the author whose narrative enterprise
for JPAM must now be brought to a gratifying end. And this cannot be
accomplished unless elements that have become too anarchic and
disruptive in the progression are discharged, and order and harmony
are finally restored in accordance with the initial narrative telos. Or so
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at least claims the realist writer. In this light, we find Zhang Zhupo
quite unfair in his criticism of Yueniang’s management of the domes-
tic affairs: “. .. she is merely adjusting her rudder to the wind without
any convictions of her own™ (Rolston 215). We are convinced that her
decision to expel Jinlian is not made as a desperate expedient. If we
recall that earlier in Chapter 62, as Pinger lies dying, she telis Yueni-
ang "“not to be off guard like herself and become a prey to someone’s
secret plot of destruction in the future” (FREEUR LM » B AREET)
{(582); it is likely that Yueniang has all along remembered this warn-
ing and has been rather consistent in her belief and effort to recuper-
ate the power and interests belonging rightfully to her position.

Once Yueniang is restored to the visible center of power, the
whole empowering act becomes ironically more straightforward and
less intriguing: as the power-latent web of relations resurfaces, moral
and social distincitions are brought out in clear-cut refief; the famitial
pecking order is back to normal; pursuit of personai goals must now
be aligned with the ethical priority of cleansing the body politic; gone
is the possibility of evoking the power mechanism at local sites and
with it the reason for voyeur as a leverage 1o activate the power dy-
namic because everything is now operating in the open. Violation,
sabotage disorder, and so on are in full, direct public display, leaving
the ruler and the ruled little doubt what are in store for them. For the
Ximen Family verging on whole disintegration, the gap couldn’t be
wider and clearer between those who preserve and those who destroy.
Gross acts of theft, deceit and impiety run rampant among the ranks
of the subordinates. Jinlian has let icose moral chaos with her inces-
tuous liaison with her son-in-law Jingji and others following her lead
are making off with properties and money secretly. To top it all, Jin-
lian’s incestuous pregnancy is uncovered and the scandal leaks out of
the walled house, exposing the Ximen reputation to stander and dis-
tortion. Yueniang’s act to drive out Jinlian is carried out without the
famtest hesitation or ambivalence because the moral measure is cast
i such black/white contrast that no one doubts the fact that Jinlian
deserves it. For the same reason, we find the earlier contest between
Jinlian and Yueniang somehow reversed: now Jinlian is reduced to 2
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role of powerless passivity whereas Yueniang has the right to order
Jingji to be driven out and has Jinlian sold out of the family as if she
were worth no more than a waiting-maid. This should not, however,
be misunderstood as Yueniang’s newly acquired taste of tyranny be-
cause her position in the domestic hierarchy has all along been en-
dowed with such power. The only difference between her past and
present is that she can openly exercise the power she alone is entitled
to due to the death of the family patriarch.

Admittedly, there stiil exists surveillance. Yet it is interesting to
note how differently it now operates so that the evocation of power is
direct, global and all visible. In Chapter 83-85, Qiu Ju (¥k%g), the
waiting-maid in Jinfian’s chamber, detects the incestuous adultery
between Jinlian and Jingji, makes three successive attempts to report
it to Yueniang who as a result decides to expel the two lewd and sub-
versive characters. The whole course of happenings follows the right
chain of command from the servant to the head of the household, and
Yueniang is appealed to as the legitimate agent of punitive power.
The expulsion also requires easy visibility as Jinlian, now the villain,
is paraded through chastising rituals to be completely degraded and
made an example of, Furthermore, the character of Jinlian is abruptly
made flat and monotonous once she becomes an outcast living at the
margin of power system. She is really at the end of her wits and
awaiting the hand of Fate to deliver her, She is now shrunk to a heap
of carnal desire without any vital life, easily giving herself into the
faked marriage proposal of Wu Song (#(#2). In the end, she is cruelly
annihilated in Wu Song’s bioody butchery.

While [ do not deny the motivation of personal revenge as a mo-
tor force, it alone is too contingent to be considered the underlying
causality of the entire narrative plot. Given the fact that Yueniang
almost delivers Jinlian into the vengefu! hands of Wu Song, we will
consent that it is Yueniang who finally emerges triumph in recuperat-
ing the dynamic of punitive power while Wu Song is only represented
as a random, peripheral agency of justice. Based on this fact, I would
argue that Yueniang should be regarded as the redeemer, if not the
arbitrator, of the coercive cultivation Plaks regards as missing from
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the novel. Plaks himself has taken due note of the considerable reme-
dial force in Yueniang (Plaks [71), which she exercises in the cli-
matic act of expulsion. For me this remedial force is not only a result
of Yueniang’s recovered power as the principal wife, but a built-in
function endowed by the codes of familial propriety that remains in
effect even if she is temporarily displaced from it. In a sense, | would
argue as well, she personifies that kind of covert yet potent coercive
power. It would be pertinent for us to compare her aloof and 1immo-
bile stature earlier in the novel te the submerged network of a power
structure. We also notice that her practice of observing religious ritu-
als and her insistent absence from the wayward merrymaking of the
family serve not only as a contrast to the carefree Ximen Qing and the
assertive Finlian, but as a sobet reminder of some kind of imminent
containment embedded by the narrator in the novel.

This brings us to examine the narrator’s role as force of con-
tainment in the face of social and psychic disorder, which is typical of
realist fiction in general. Bersani has rightly pointed out:

The novel welcomes the disparate, it generously gives
space to a great variety of experience, but it is essentially
an exercise in containing the looseness to which it often
appears fo be casually abandoning itself. (61)

The censorial containment is achieved, according to Bersani, by the
narrator through his efforts to coerce the chaotic, disruptive experi-
ence into making sense, into certain teleological coherence. In terms
of this containing strategy, the narrator of JPM fuifills his duty as a
realist novelist: e commands an telescopic gaze over the entire gene-
sis of such an anarchic, deviant character as Vinlian, succeeds even-
tually in ending her subversive power and as a result in encompassing
such rebellious force into intelligible and analyzable denouement of
the infinitely complex and insidious potential of human nature. The
role of the Panoptic surveillance in the novel coincides, to a remark-
able extent, to the narrator’s realization of such a containment.

But does the narrator therefore send his society a comforting




The Education of Desire 49

message about its fundamental stability? Does Yueniang, this immo-
bile matron figure, symbolize a rising restorative force for the collaps-
ing social and familial order? The grim ending of the novel obviously
rules out the possibility of the much desired peace or order for the
family or the state. This is where the narrator’s ironical undertone
finally comes through. Whatever containment the novel concludes
with seems largely watered down by the twists and compromises it
has had to accommodate in coping with the shifting domestic and

-social order. The novel ends when Yueniang can claim little as her

reward for recuperating the dissipated codes of propriety: her son,
Xiao Ge (%), the only legitimate male heir is converted to Bud-
dhism by the Buddhist recluse Pu Jing (¥%#&); she has to set up Dai
An, Ximen Qing’s servant, as the head of the family to continue the
Ximen lineage. As the family line is irreparably tainted, so is the no-
tion of filial piety to the familial hierarchy.

Not surprisingly, the same process of dilution is taking place at
the level of the State: the Song Dynasty (5R#H) is overthrown by the
nomadic Mongols who in turn establish the Jin Empire (£87). With
non-Chinese emperors at the throne, the authentic Chinese lineage of
dynastic reign is now seriously challenged and altered; the contain-
ment they fulfill through law and order is all but compromised by the
dire necessity to negotiate between the empowered foreign and the
suppressed native cultures. The aim of coercive cultivation of the
State and the individual posited by the Confucian ethics is helplessly
deferred from its original ideal. Likewise, the novel’s attempt to pro-
vide a neat closure is subject to the same deferral: Yueniang’s con-
tainment of Jinlian at the end of the novel has resulted in a tainted,
displaced state of things. Any verdicts conferred by the revival of
moral decrees through the expose of such fallen characters as Jinian,
Ximen Qing and others are instantly mitigated or overshadowed by
Pu Jing’s offering almost equal chances of reincarnation to all those
that have perished in the novel. The “new” era that has survived
through the rise and fall can at best hope to live with the awareness of
having to mediate between self-cultivation and societal contingency,
between personal empowerment and social coercion. And that may
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well be the truest note yet sounded by the narrator of JPM in the spirit
of verisimilitude.

Notes

Y Jin Ping Mei is hereafter shortened as JPM for textual econ-
omy.

2 All references to the JPM text are made to the edition based o
Xiao Xiao Sheng’s (5£54) edition published by San Min Shujii (=
EFRD) (1985).

3 Andrew Plaks from whom the phrase is quoted, for one, has
valorized such critical grounding and have built on it a causal link
between internal violation and external disarray of the Confucian
ethical and moral codes.

4 As has been rightly pointed out, “surveiller” signifies more
than the English equivalent “discipline™ can bring out. “Surveiller”
stands, among other things, for inspection and regulation, a heavily
visualized mechanism for inducing social conformity. For discussion,
‘see Chow 16-17.

5 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish, Part Gne and Part Two.

6 Ibid., Part Three.

7 tbid. _

8 This is one serious drawback of Foucault’s theoretic model
which even Foucault himself admits, He says: . . . it [the disciplinary
power] functions like a piece of machinery.” See Foucauit, Discipline
and Punish 177,

? For more detailed analyses on the changes that occurred to
Neo-Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist schools of thought, consult
Bary.

‘0 Late Ming philosophers like Wang Yangming (EE583) and
Wang Gen (F_R) are foremost in the ranks of such daring thinkers
whose concepts concerning the individual, the physical self, the
common man and their relationship to sagehood contributed to the
expansion of the Confucian self in the direction of the ordinary, the

{31

practical and the experiential. Consult Bary’s “Individualism and
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Humanitarianism™ as a short-hand summary of these thinkers.

1t See note No. 10, above.

12 See Xiao Xiao Sheng, Chapter 27.

13 See Xiao Xiao Sheng, Chapter 42.

14 «The Wife of Qiu Hu” (FXkiHZE) is an allusion to a character
in a story collected in Anecdotes of the Western Capital City VI by
Liu Xin (ZI#0) of the Han Dynasty. In the original story, the thrust of
the moral tragedy is directed at the husband who forgets about the
look of his wife. The wife is determined to keep her chastity by
drowning herself. Here the emphasis is on the act of flirtation of Qiu
Hu and the wife Jinlian in held in contempt.

!5 1 have quoted here a translation of Zhang’s passage by David
Rolston from “How to Read the Jin Ping Mei.”

16 See Xiao Xiao Sheng, Chapter 25.
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