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Literary Canons and Cultural Discour se:
Two Theorieson the Origin of the Tao in Chinese
Medieval Literature

Cheng Yu-yu
Abstract

When we investigate the “canon formation” of literary rules and models
as atype of cultural discourse, their symbolic meanings and practical functions
cannot always be seen independently from each other. From Liu Hsieh O O
who in the Wei and Chin Dynasties when rhapsodic literary styles were popu-
lar highlighted the “origin of the Tao,” to Han Yu O O , who in the Tang
Dynasty was devoted to ancient classical styles and focused on “returning to
the origina Tao,” ordinary and rhythmical prose exhibited diverse notions of
literary rules and models. As such, these “canonical discourses’ should not
merely be considered innovations in literary style. Instead, the different values
that caused the cultural structure to be reconstructed, the so-called diversity of
the Tao, should be explored.

When Liu Hsieh said that literature originated in the “ Tao” (spiritual rules)
and used the classics to apply the Tao within the cultural systems of his time,
he was merely reiterating the concepts in the cultural essays of Yang Hsiung O
0 and Ssu-ma Ch’ien 0 0 O . In addition, he expressed the concept of
“Taoist and Sagely Writings’ [0 0 [0 within his concrete structure of composi-
tion and exemplary writing style. Liu Hsieh hoped to achieve a concrete social
function via standardized morality by imitating the succinct writings of the
Soring and Autumn Annals 0 O to teach morals and the eloquent phrasing of
the Book of Odes [0 [0 to satirize and admonish. By mid-Tang, literature in the
role of cultural discourse began to change due to a differing in subjectivity. In
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particular, during the Chen-Kuan O [0 era the imperial examination system
was debated and subjected to reforms, causing it to change in form and content.
Clarity of writing gained in popularity, as it could more easily express feelings
and principles. A lack of conformity to a rigid writing style was considered to
depict reality better. It was in this setting that Han Yu strove to define reality
through a systematic discourse on yuan tao [ [0 . Thus, Tang Dynasty writings
marked a watershed between new forms and traditional, classic moral tales. In
other words, the way one faces the problems in his life are affected by various
factors such as the individual’ s personality, the time in which he lives, and his
society, which iswhat Han Yu called “choosing proper words to illuminate the
Tao” 0 0 0O 0O0O0O. Therefore, this movement in classical writing was not to
promote a publicly accepted literary format, but rather to encourage a personal-
ized writing style and an individualistic and sagely Tao.

Key Words: the origin of the Tao, literary canon, cultural discourse, Liu Hsieh
O0d,HanYul OO



