Chinese Fiction:
A Tentative Generic Appraisal

by Hui-chuan Chang

Being an underdog in the literary tradition of its own country, Chinese
fiction further suffers jest and attack from its neighbors. Labelled as
“immoral” and “undesirable” by traditional Chinese scholars and literati, it
is moreover dragged headlong to bear the brunt of Western critics who, in
comparing Chinese fiction with their own, always find Chinese fiction to be
inferior in almost every aspect. In fact, there are so many doubts hovering
around the identity of Chinese fiction that critics often hesitate to apply the
generic title for Western fiction —“novel”— to Chinese fiction. Granting
that there is difference in the two traditions, is the difference really so
enormous? Or is there really unbridged divergence in between? The present
attempt, therefore, is meant to be a tentative scrutiny of Chinese fiction as a
genre, to see what its distinctive features are, and eventually to evaluate
the applicability of the term “novel” to the Chinese fiction.

I

In his introduction to The Classic Chinese Novel, C. T. Hsia neatly
summarizes the divergence between Chinese and Western fiction and what
seems to be the defect of Chinese fiction. It goes:

The modern reader of fiction is brought up on the practice and
theory. of Flaubert and James: he expects a consistent point of
view, a unified impression of life as conceived and planned by
a master intelligence, an individual style fully consonant with the
author’s emotional attitude toward his subject-matter. He abhors
explicit didacticism, authorial digression, episodic construction
that reveals no cohesion of design, and clumsiness of every other
kind that distracts his attention.!

This apparent “clumsiness,”” however, is what cannot be dispensed
with, since it is exactly in these features that the germ of Chinese
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fiction lies. Dating from the Third Century A. D., in the beginning of the
Six Dynasties 7S 8§, Chinese fiction has seen its first inkling in the kind of
tales known as Chih-Kuai &8 (literally, the recording of the strange),
whose penchant for the supernatural already paved the way for the
development of what was to be one of the major phases of Chinese fiction —
the supernatural novel.? Meanwhile, the introduction of Buddhism also
prompted the prevalence of another kind of supernatural tale known as the
Buddhist miracle tale, whose intention to edify and convert the laity through
stories involving retribution and wonder can be partly respomnsible for the
didactic vein which is held to characterize Chinese fiction.

Yet the didactic vein is never so conspicuously seen as in the classical
tales known as Ch’uan-ch’i 83 (literally, romance) of the T’ang /& Dynasty
(69 C., AD.), whose penchant for narrating “history” and making
comments was to be integral to Chinese fiction. A survey of the table of
contents of any edition of the T"ang Ch’uan-ch’i would have confirmed us as
to the role “history” plays in Ch’uan-ch’i. The title of almost every tale
carries with it words like “Chi” 2 , “Chuan”{& , or “Lu”gss% , terms which
were originally appropriated for the use of editions of history. The penchant
for making comments, which are sometimes so obtrusive as to arouse
criticism, also bears affinity with Chinese historiography in that many
works of history would often, after a detailed description of a historical
event, attach a piece of comment at the end and thus gratify their didactic
penchant. This mixture of history with fiction, which has led Andrew H.
Plaks to say that “[a]ny theoretical inquiry into the nature of Chinese
‘narrative must take its starting point in the acknowledgement of the immense
importance of historiography,”> was later to characterize full-length Chinese
fiction. Indeed, one peculiar feature of the Chinese civilization has been the
cohabitation of history and fiction. It is hard to draw a clear line between
these two, and it is frequently the same group of literati who have indulged
in both official historiography and more fictional (or at least less historical)
forms of narrative. What is more, even when these literati are writing
fictional narrative, they still think of it as a kind of history, i.e., they tend
to regard it as “real.”

The Chinese writers’ insatiable interest in the tailoring. of traditional
historical and semi-historical materials, which sometimes seems unbearably
tedious to certain Western-oriented critics, and which moreover contributes
to the prevalence of historical narrative in’ Chinese fiction, may also be an
- exemplification of this phenomenon. Here a few examples may be helpful.
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In the Sung R Dynasty there are three rudimentary fulllength fictions, all
of which deal with a piece of history: 1. Newly Edited Legend of the History
of the Five Dynasties FHRIINETEE 5 2. Anecdotes of the Hsiien-hé
Period in the Sung Dynasty KR BEXIE 5 3. Legend of the Buddhist
Monk Tripitaka Questing Buddhist Scriptures in the T'ang Dynasty KB =5k
HU#& 55 55 . These three fictions then become a sort of inexhaustible
source for the fictions of the Ming BR and Ch’ing j& Dynasty, with many
literary tailors tailoring and retailoring. Ultimately, Newly Edited Legend of
the History of the Five Dynasties was to become The Romance of the Three
Kingdoms (San-kuo Yernyi = Ei}Ess ).Anecdotes of the Hsilen-hé Period
in the Sung Dynasty was to become The Water Margin (Shui-hu ChuanjK &
), and Legend of the Buddhist Monk Tripitaka Questing Buddhist Scrip-
tures in the T'ang Dynasty was to become Journey to the West (Hsi-yiu Chi
PagEEC /), all of which are hailed as classics in Chinese. fiction. Perhaps the
best illustration of the tradition of historiography in Chinese fiction would be
found in a table suggested by Plaks, in what he terms the “quasi-generic
categories along the narrative continuum from history to fiction™:

Official historiography

Chronicle historiography

Unofficial historiography; geographical compilations;
fictionalized biography '

Fictionalized history

Quasi-historical hero-cycles

Supernatural hero-cycles

Exemplary, fantastic, or anecdotal fiction

Mimetic or “domestic” fiction*

II

If the tradition of historiography is indispensable in the discussion
of the Chinese fiction, then it would be hardly exaggerating to say that
the oral-storytelling tradition is equally or even more important in the forma-
tiop of Chinese fiction as a genre, and indeed many of the indictments that
Chinese fiction suffers can be attributed to the oral storytelling tradition.
Granting the fact that Ch’uan-ch’i of the T’ang Dynasty is the “legitimate”
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precursor of Chinese fiction, miany of the important features of Chinese
fiction would have been left untouched if our research stopped with Ch’uan-
ch’i. It is indeed a truism that Ch’uan-ch’i has seen a significant advance over
previous tales in its rejection of the euphuistic style in favor of the classical
prose. However, there is still enormous distance between this kind of classical
prose and the vernacular language which was to enter most of the full-length
Chinese fiction,® and it is not until a reference to Hua-pen
35 A (literally, the speech text) of the Sung Dynasty (10—13 C.,AD)
that one can see the prevalence of the colloquial language.

In Hua-pen, interspersed with the vernacular, however, are a large
amount of poems, verses, and set pieces of description, making the whole text
rather like a hybrid. What is more, there are often classical passages in the
form of either verses or a short story recited in the very beginning of the tale
(known as té-sheng tou-hui 75 B B8 [O or yin-tsé B] F, ie., foil), to
elicit the attention and interest of the audience, as well as to occupy the time
before the audience throng about. But sometimes, after the narration of a
thrilling or interesting episode, there would also be a classical passage at the
end of it to serve perhaps as a catchphrase. These features, almost all of
which are retained by fulllength Chinese fiction,® have been held as res-
ponsible for the lack of integration in Chinese fiction, there being too many
authorial intrusions & digressions. What is more, the most heated criticism
against Chinese fiction, that it is without any sense of organization and is
totally episodic, can also be traced to its origin in the Hua-pen of the Sung
Dynasty. For business’ sake, the storyteller hardly delivers his story at one
time, but frequently cuts his story into several pieces, and often with the
remark “If you want to know further development, please come and listen
next time” at the end. The point of cutting is always the juncture of suspen-
se. Modelling on this pattern, full-length Chinese fiction, with its piling up
of “incident upon incident, climax upon climax,”” and with its division into
many chapters seemingly loosely-linked, thus appears to be episodic enough.
The title often attached to Chinese fiction — Chang-hui hsiao-shuo =
Bl 7N & (literally, chapter-divided novel) — thérefore carries with it a
sense of disparagement that is somewhat difficult to repel.

I

Confronted with these peculiar features of Chinese fiction, critics are
often keenly aware of the divergence between Chinese and western fiction,
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and the one they find to be inferior is, more often than not, Chinese fiction.
Chang Chien, for example, in his essay “Certain Divergence in the Deve-
lopment of Chinese and Western Fiction,” poses eight points which he thinks
Chinese fiction is “Lacking.””® Although at the end of his essay he launches a
semi-apology for Chinese fiction, it is a rather sentimental one.® Perhaps the
most typical indictment against the Chinese fiction would be found in John L.
Bishop’s essay “Some Limitations of Chinese fiction?” At the very first
paragraph he says,

Chinese colloquial fiction before the coming of Western influen-
ces certainly contains enough of both murder and adultery
to give the average reader a sense of literary familiarity; but
the thoughtful reader must be puzzled by an undefinable inade-
quacy, by a feeling of literary promise unfulfilled, to which even
the student of Chinese stories and novels must confess.

But need the student of Chinese stories and novels really confess such inade-
quacy? There are in fact many points in Bishop’s argument which seem quite
dubious. Judging through twentieth-century formalist standard of “the
notion of unity”’ and “the value of originality,” Bishop finds Chinese fiction
is lacking in -both. Juxtaposed with the Western notion of unity which
preaches ‘““organic whole” and “presumes a state of perfection that would be
violated by excisions or additions,”*! Chinese fiction, with its seemingly
endless processions of incidents, characters, and déscriptigns on the one hand
and digressions, authorial intrusions, and hybrid of verse and prose on the
other, does seem to be episodic enough. However, as Plaks observes, if
Chinese fiction does not observe the kind of “unitary coherence imposed
from the outside by an overall design of narrative shape,” it does observe
another kind of unity, i.e., the emphasis on “the interweaving or ‘dovetailing’
of episodes and smaller units.” In other words, it is the “internal intercon-
necting links between episodes” that have arrested the attention of the .
Chinese writers,’> which moreover testifies to the fact that the Chinese
writer does have a sense of organization.

Yet Bishop’s condemnation of the lack of ‘unity in Chinese fiction
does not end here. Besides the kind of formalistic unity cited above, he also
criticizes the lack of unity of effect in Poe’s sense:

Another characteristic of Chinese fiction disturbing to the
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Western reader is the mingling of naturalism and supernaturalism
within the same narrative. Poe’s requirement of unity of effect
or impression within a single narrative has long prevailed in
Western literature. If a novel or story is to be a fantasy, the
reader demands to know this from the start and to have the tone
of fantasy maintained consistently . . .. The intervention of
ghosts or deities into a perfectly mundane sequence of events
disturbs not only his sense of illusion but his standard of literary
propriety.’®

However, Bishop seems to commit a kind of cultural bias here, since he
does not at all take into consideration the traditional Chinese view of life
which acknowledges the immense role of fate and regards the intervention
of supernatural deity as not only possible but probable. Bishop’s conclusion,
that “[m}uch of its [Chinese] traditional narrative material is frankly
pornographic or immoral in nature, and much of what remains is amoral
inasmuch as it unconsciously pictures a world governed not by the moral
order of philosopher or priest, but by the operation of blind chance,”14 thus
seems quite -controversial. Following Bishop’s value judgment here, one
would like to reply that, granting the fact that the world of Chinese fiction
is governed by blind chance,"® it is nevertheless a way of asserting the moral
order, the wheel of fate turning more often than not in favor of the “good”
and against the “bad.”

Another charge of Bishop’s concerns mainly the lack of originality in
Chinese fiction, which may due to the immense role of historiography and
the writers” eventual incessant tailoring and retailoring of extant materials.
However, this charge can be easily dismissed on the ground that originality,
in the sense of uring fresh materials, is not in itself a virtue; rather, it is the
ability to renew and refresh a living tradition that is a more superb kind of
originality and a mozre precise scale in judging artistic merits. What is more,
if the lack of originality in Bishop’s sense is really a “limitation,” then it is
a limitation that is not peculiar to Chinese fiction. Many Western fictions —
classics such as Joyce’s Ulysses — also employ materials that are already
present.

So far we have only asserted that perhaps Chinese fiction is not so
inferior to Western fiction as is generally held to be. It is thus a little dazzling
when William McNaughton, in his essay “The Chinese Novel and Modern
Western Historismus, asserts that modern West has much to learn from
Chinese fiction, since Western literature in recent years is characterized by
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“the new association of historical writing with imaginative writing — of
historical writing with fiction and verse.” McNaughton finds out that
-regarding this kind of modern practice “the Chinese have been through it
all before, sometimes several hundred years before,”” and that “there can
be found in China the best precedent for an art of history qua fiction.”!6
The question of originality is again put forth, but McNaughton is all
optimistic:

In the process we have sketched above, there is considerable
reliance on the work of predecessors — the storyteller relies
on the historian, the novelist relies on the storyteller and the
historian, and so on. There is often reliance even on their
predecessors’ words, more or less exactly quoted. Would such

reliance be intolerable in Western literature? Certainly not to any
one who knows Western literature well.?’

With NcNaughtons “certainly not” resounding, we may thus go a step
further to investigate the affinities between the two traditions, with a view to
somehow justify the application of the term “novel”” to the Chinese fiction.

v

The defining feature of the Western novel, as Ian Watt points out, has
been “realism,” the characteristic which “differentiates the work of the
early eighteenth-century novelists from previous fiction.”*®  Erich
Auerbach, in discussing the Western narrative literature, also upholds realistic

principles behind it.”°° On the other hand, Robert Scholes and Robert
Kellogg, in discussing modern narrative literature, are of the opinion that

With Joyce, Proust, Mann, Lawrence, and Faulkner, the narrative
literature of the twentieth century has begun the gradual break
w1tb the narrative literature of the immediate past that characteri-
ze all living traditions. Specifically, twentieth-century narrative
has begun to break away from the aims, attitudes, and techniques
of realism.?

However, their remarks nevertheless remain controversial. Granting the fact
that modern narrative literature is significantly different from the narrative
literature of the immediate past, the basic assumptions of the writers in both
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are still the same. They both aim at a “realistic’ representation of human
life, only that their visions of reality are not identical. What Faukner intends
to do in The Sound and the Fury, for example, is still a “realistic” representa-
tion of the mentality of characters like Benjy, Quentin, and Jason on the one
hand and the American South on the other, although in portraying the
mentality of his characters he finds traditional techniques deficient and must
instead resort to some other more satisfactory ones. The novels of modern
period, therefore, may still be incorporated under the banner of realism, or,
morte specifically, psychological realism.

We may therefore proceed to an evaluation of Chinese fiction through
a reference to common threat of “realism.” Part of this work has already
been done by Wu-chi Liu, who nevertheless detects some divergence in the
realism of Chinese fiction: .

The most important type of Chinese fiction, however, is the
social and domestic novel, in which contemporary life and
manners are depicted faithfully, intimately, and almost micro-
scopically in a special Chinese brand of realism. What dis-.
tinguishes the latter from Western realism is the role of the
indispensable narrator. True to the Chinese storytelling tradition,
the narrator is present everywhere, for he not only sees, hears,
and reports on every detail in the story, but in a sly and insinua-
ting manner he also takes the reader into his confidence and
imbues him with his own feelings and attitudes; whenever
appropriate he makes his own comments and asides.?!

Yet is not this brand of Chinese realism a little like the omniscient point-of-
view frequently practiced by Western writers? What is more, authorial
comments and asides are actually not peculiar to Chinese fiction. Just
as René Wellek observes, “[t] he nineteenth-century novelist, even though he
did not write in the first person, used the epic privilege of comment and
generalization — what we might call the ’essayistic’ (as distinct from lyric)
first person.”® The best exemplification of this may be found in Moby-
Dick which, although it has been criticized, is still hailed as a great novel.

1t is, however, in the rejection of the universal and the upholding of the
particular that lies the major tenet of realism and a justification for Chinese
fiction. Following the practice of Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding, Western
novelists have been from the beginning bent on the individualization of
their characters and a minute description of the setting. Except for novelists
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like Dickens, the major effort has been to delineate the characters as “round”
or life-like as possible. The environment is also given a detailed description,
sometimes even to the effect that there is intimate correspondence between
outward setting and character’s state of mind.? Turning toward Chinese
fiction, one would at first be disconcerted by the throng of flat characters —
those fictional personages with only one dimension of personality. However,
a close scrutiny would relieve us of this dismay since, while secondary
characters may be flat, almost all the major characters are individualized to
the utmost. Who can forget the rude, voluptuous, and yet righteous Lu
Chih-shen &2 28 in The Water Margin? - And indeed who is able to efface
the memory of the extremely talented and yet unprecedentally sentimental
Lin Tai-yl k£ in the Dream of the Red Chamber?

Characterization, as Ian Watt suggested, may be made effective through
the employment of proper names (as against historical names or type names),
which are “the verbal expression: of the particular identity of each individual
person,”®  Chinese fiction is quite in keeping with this in that, while
secondary characters somewhat retain type names (such as Chang San i =
or Li Ssé Z=p7), the main characters are all given proper names. What is
more, as is the case with such Western classics as Mark Twain’s Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn, language also helps to differentiate the characters and thus
itself is an effective tool in characterization. C. T. Hsia’s comment on this
aspect is quite illuminating: '

Until the eighteenth century, then, the novelists made strong
use of the vernacular only in the speeches of their characters.
While a literary quality still persists in the speech of the educated,
tradition had early assigned to certain heroes of coarse vitality
and to the lower classes in general the use of the vernacular. This
tradition, which first blossomed in The Water Margin, culminated
in Dream of the Red Chamber, where nearly all the major
characters reveal themselves through their speech, each with
an individual idiom and way of talking.?®

Here the phrase “lower classes” also deserves attention, since the
portrayal of the bourgeoise or even the plebians and the description of
everyday life have been held as one of the leading characteristics of realism,
and it is therefore fit that the plebians should employ a language that is
commonly used by them. '

Detailed description of environment or setting is another way of
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characterization since, as Wellek suggests, “‘environment . . . may be viewed
as metonymic, or metaphoric, expressions of character.”? C. T. Hsia regards
it as ineffectual on the part of the Chinese fiction, since the characters assume
a detached stance from their setting.?’” Given the fact that some of the
Chinese fictions do refrain from this kind of characterization, there are
nevertheless certain fictions which employ this technique quite effectively:
Take, for example, the garden in the Dream of the Red Chamber. At first
it is an embodiment of paradise, with the adolescents there as Adam and Eve
before the Fall. However, as their fate changes owing largely to their altered
state of mind, the garden is also devoid of its Edenic image until, at last it
becomes somewhat a howling wilderness.

Yet the justification for applying the Western term “novel” to the
Chinese fiction can still take another approach. Andrew ‘H. Plaks, for
example, has cited the “strikingly” parallel relations between the novel and
intellectual history as “the greatest justification for applying the term ‘novel’
to the Chinese works.” His reason is that, East or West, the “extraliterary
background of the appearance of the novel” is largely the same.?® This kind
of extrinsic approach is indeed of help in shedding light on the affinity
between Chinese and Western fiction. However, the employment of the
phrase “the greatest justification™ seems a little too emphatic and exaggera-
ting. In seeking a defense of Chinese fiction, it would seem more grounded to
start from an analysis of the intrinsic elements. _

As a tentative generic appraisal of Chinese fiction, this paper has at-
tempted 1) a scrutiny of Chinese fiction as a genre through historical
definition, 2) an apology for the peculiar features of Chinese fiction, and 3) a
justification for the application of the Western term “novel” to Chiense
fiction. Throughout, it has been this writer’s conviction that, for all the
divergences between Chinese and Western fiction, there is still enough
common ground for critical evaluation,-and it would not seem very outrage-
ous if Chinese fiction is accorded the title — “novel”.
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