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“I stand alone:” Historical Grounds for the Role of Corporeal Selfhood

in the Classical Chinese Poetic Tradition
The fundamental dynamics of the articulation of the self through the structuring of  experience in poetry that is central to the Chinese literary tradition derives from the  cultural matrix of early China. Discussing corporeal selfhood in the context of premodern  China, however, requires a significant shift in perspective for scholars trained in  European traditions. From the time of the earliest extant records through to the end of  the twelfth century C.E., elite Chinese culture held to a monistic understanding of the  universe and the human. Theirs was a world in which the 性xing, “nature,” of an object  was certainly normative but also merely descriptive of how such a lump of matter (氣qi)  behaves: how it grows (if living), reacts to other objects and events, dies, and returns to  the cycle of production. Early Chinese thinkers viewed the human 心 xin, the “heart-andmind”  as both the mind and as one more physical organ, one of the 天官 tian guan, the six  major organs of perception bequeathed by Tian (which is both “Heaven,” a pervasive yet  still physical power, and “the sky”). The dominant secular culture largely accepted the  epistemological constraints of this view: one could know only what the human faculties  allowed one to know, but the human realm was enough. Language in turn captured the  distinctions that mattered to humans, and although experience supported belief in “natural  kinds” among the objects of the phenomenal realm, the Chinese did not push the claims of  realism very far. Words were the “sounds of the mind,” and written characters the  “pictures of the mind.”  

In the conceptual world of early China, the term for emotion (情 qing) in the  human realm derived from its larger purpose of describing the particular features of  response that articulated (and allowed one to know) the xing, “nature,” of any object.  Desire in early China was one aspect of emotion and part of what Heaven had given  humans as their nature. Desire, however, was unruly and led to strife. Thus the  Confucian thinkers proposed music and ritual as a pair to allow the realization of  individual human desire within the constraints of social organization and limited resources.  They argued that the sage rulers of antiquity developed music to order the inner life and  perfected ritual to regulate the external. Scholars at the beginning of the imperial period  interpreted the extant ritual songs of the royal Zhou court in light of this theory of music,  ritual, emotion, desire, and social order. That collection of songs became the Canon of  Poetry and served as the model for the later Chinese poetic tradition. The Han dynasty  poetics for the Canon of Poetry drew on the theory that music orders response in arguing  that the songs of the collection provided responses to events that Confucius judged to be  normative. In this reading, the writers of the poems encountered events which drew forth  emotional responses from their mind/heart based on their abiding commitments, and  responses had an intensity that demanded external expression. If one’s emotional life were  guided by these canonical poems, which covered a wide range of situations, then one’s  responses would be correct and society well ordered. This model of poetry as the external  articulation of the emotional response to events became the basis upon which the later  tradition was built.  

As the Chinese poetic tradition developed, it exposed and exploited a crucial  implication of this model that derived from the matrix of early Chinese philosophical  anthropology: poetry can preserve the self as the responding mind/heart for all future  time. That is, the sensitive listener, hearing the poem and knowing the circumstances of its  composition, could know the qing of the composer that the poem articulates: if one hears  enough poems drawing on a variety of circumstances, one can come to know the xin, the  mind/heart, of the poet. The dominant role of “occasional poetry” (poetry written in  response to specific occasions) comes from the centrality of the bond between  circumstances and response in the hermeneutics of the self in the Chinese tradition. This  focus on occasion is deeply different from the European traditions and difficult to make  sense of without some understanding of the historical and conceptual background. My  paper will present an overview of the interconnected threads of “nature,” “mind/heart,”  “emotions,” music, ritual, and poetry at the beginning of the tradition and will conclude  with a reading of a poem by Du Fu 杜甫 (712-770), China’s greatest poet, to show how  the sense of a corporeal self defining itself through poetry works in exemplary practice.  

