
ALLEGORESIS: W司ESTERN AND CHlNESE 

By Jamcs C.T. Shu 

10 the West , in addition to bcing a rhetorical figur己， allcgory i5 understood to b他
a modc of organîzing an cxìcnded text as wc lJ as comprehending a tcx t. The fluid 
USC of thc tcrm is thc first major hindrancc to an intelligent discussion of thc conccpt 
fhe classical definition of allegory is by Hcrackitus (first century A.D.) in QlIaestiοnes 

If，ο merlcae “1' h3t is cnlkd aJlegory which. as thc name implies、 say::. one thing but 
means something other than what it says."\ It tclls us what allcgvry "at the mo~t 
gcneral level is bu t fails to specify ho>1' alleogory is produccd. More seriously、，1

hypasses the complex probl巳m of asymmetry between allegory as writing and as 
rcading. It.îs vcry tcmpting to view allegoricaJ writing and allegorica1-reading as two 
sides of an îssuc or di[ferent ways of stating onc sing1c phenomenon. for in thcory 
allegorical writing --- and onJy aJ!cgorîcal writinεprovokes allcgorical response in 
rcadcrs. ln practice, a reading habit informed hy what might be caJlcd an allcgorical 
mcntality often brings to light a "contextual" meaning (fOT example , ~ocio-political 
or theological meaning) independent 叫“intratextual" structure. Conversely 可 th，

allegorical thrust of a tcxt , cvcn if riddled with allcgorical markers, may bc lost on thc 
uninitiatcd. To rcad a work as formal aJlegory onc nceds a set of ruks to guide hit了; (0 
such a rccognition. This may expJain why thc al1cεoricality of á text 0 1' a culture 的
o[tcn 1101 disccrned by readεrs of anothcr culture 

In its most techmcal se11SC aJ\egoricaJ \vriting has !ong becn cla凶1 自己d as onc of thc 
rhctorlcaJ tropes. Howcver, jf one reads，間 y ， thc VCJl crabJe 13cde's "Conccrning 
FigUTCS and Tropes 叮 one 110tices that all巴巴ory is trcatcd with remarkabJe dîffcrcnces 
fTom other tropes. \Vhereas the dccision to \abcl a passagc as metaphor , catachresis、

or hyp巳rbole is obviously prompted by spccific formal traits 0 1' tllc passage , thc same 
cannot be said 0 1' allegory. Bede\ identification of the allegürical tropc oftcn renect只
aωnfl.l sion con臼rning the usc of the term "allegory": he takes aJ\cgoresis to be 
formal allegory. Thus thc first and foremost ~tep in t11e study of allegory is to 
~eparate allegorical reading from allegorical writing. Only by 50 doing can w己 give 1he 
two arcas of interest thcir d l.l c tTeatmcnt and see whatever relations cxist between 
the two in perspectivc. Tbis papcr w jJJ address the problem of allegorical reading 

A l1 CgOTY as a mode of reading has bccn defined as 

lhe syslematic interpre1ation of a texl (usual!y of considerable lenglh) 011 the assumption 
thal thc 叫出or intf'nded that the reauer scek heneath the surface 叫me sccond or indircct 
meaning, or mcanings, which , in thc view ()f thc intcrpreter , can l1e relatcd tu 泣lC apparent 
or direct tneallÍIlg in a fairly 'i,'/stcmatic way. 3 

四
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I t is howev叫 obvio l.l s that this definition. whilc postponing thc prob1cm of fonnal 
allcgory , caonot satîsfactoriJy characterile the nature of alJcgorica\ reading intuitivcly 
coucluctcd. It faib to providc auy adequate version 01' tlte naturc of "secondury or 
m<_lirect meanillg" as much 叫 it fails to clarify what cO l1 straints in factεovcrn ‘ rcading" 

and “ interprctulio l1" under various forms of al!cgoricalliccnse 
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lt is essential to note that the indirection of al1egorical m叫m月 loosely describes 
t l1e repetition of the act of interpretation. Allegorical understanding requires a first 
level of comprehension in which the world described by the text 的 imagined; with that 
job of reading done , a second round of comprehension ensures which assigns m叫自lJ1g

to the elements of the world one can imagine. Indirection , or indirect 5ignification , 
points to the fact that the surface-level meanings of the first round are in turn given 
further meanings. Thus al1egoresis 吐oes not presuppose 50 much that the text has 
“ two meanings" 的 that its meanings have meaning5. In this re5pect , allcgoresis shares 
a common ground with augury and dream interpretation 

It is a150 important to note the justi日cations that relate the surface-level meanings 
to the “deeper" meanings. As with any interpretive act, the discovery of deeper 
meanings in allegoresis may or may not conform to some conventions. In extracting 
meaning from an ordinary text one has the optìon5. at least in theory , of submitting 
to linguistIc conventions or making a Humpty-Dumpty-like autocratic imposition of 
meam月; in extracting further meaning from the entities of a world established in a 
text one may cho05e to fo11ow the conventional assignments of s喀則ficance handed 
down in one's culture (a5 in , say , a hypothetical or real “symbolic dictionary") or act 
in the absence of such gu峙的 and instead rely on inspiration. or even act il1 consc叩us

defiance of the conventions. It is then c1ear that allcgoresis may point to two very 
different kinds of arbitrariness , namely the arbitrariness of convention and that of 
personal whimsicalîties. A proper study of allegoresis will differentiate these two 
kind5 of arbitrariness , investigate the generaJ function of such a strategy of approaching 
a text , and , in the ca5es where convention is adhered to. discover how socio-cultural 
environment and upheld poctics fashion the very working of allegorical reading 

Following thc practice of viewing a lit巳rary phcnomenon from a synchronic as we lI 
as diachronic vantage , we will discuss allegorical reading. first , in the context of the 
gcn巳ral stratεgy of rea cJj.ng and , second , in terms of its historical em叮gence and evolu 
tion within sekcted cultuæs. Here a distinction between nomenclature and substancc 
needs to be brought up. Historically、 thc existcnce of a lit叮叮y phenomeoon does oot 
alw峙 s coincide with the cxistence of critical terminology to deal wi1h it. Whcrcas 
allegoresis has long bcen a practicc in China , i1 is not r巳ferred to in terms suggcstivc of 
thεmanifold connotations of the English word “allegory." The pllrposc of this papcr 
Îs in a scnse to narrow down the meaning of "a l1egory" to a level actually descriptive 
of a special way of reading texts , Western or Chinese 

ALLEGORESIS AS A STRATEGY OF “ NATURALIZATION" 

Rcné Wcllek once remarked that “ the real poem must be conçeived as a structure 
of norms、 realizcd only partially in 1hc activc experience of its many readers"; he went 
011 to say that “ every single experience (reading, recîti泣ιand 50 forth) is only an 
attempt - more or less successful and complete - to grasp this 5et of norms of 
5tandards 叫 Even though the rhetorìc of the statement , in the words of another critic, 
“迅ubordinate5 thc lively and human appreciation of hllman achievement to something 
transhuman ," and '‘puts literature on a pedestal，'巧 the view does ar tÌculate a dclicate 
rclation be1wecn writing and reading. If writing ìs perceived as at one cnd of a com 
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municative transaction , "cncoding" (setting up “norms" or “ standards") 15 effectìve 
onJy when rcaders at the other end succced in • at least partially - decoding (that is 
fDctoring out the "norms" or “ st,mdards"). The view in fad anticipated the increasing 
emph恥的 given the role of the reader in contemporary study of literature 

ln an artic1e characteristically enütled “LÌterature in the Reader: Affective 
Stylistics," Stanley Fish calls “ mealllllg." be it of a sentence or a nove l. an “ event" 
“Jt is no 10n巴巴r an object , a thing-in-itself. but 司n eνent ， something that happens to 
and with the parti口_pation of. the reader."G Fish bclìeves that lîterary analysis should 
he an analysis of thεreader's r t' sponses 

The clltegory of response inc1ude污 any and all of the activities provoked by a string of words 
the projection of the syntactica! and/or lexical probabilities; their consequent occurrence or 
n叩 00凹的I1ce; attitudes towards pers叩S ， or 由m位， or ideas referred to; the reversal or 
questioning of those attitudes; and muc迦 morc. Obviously 出18 imposes a great burden on 
the analyst whù in his observation on any 叩e moment in the reading experience must take 
into iiccount all that has happened (in the reader's mind) at previous moments, each of 
v,rhich was in its turn subject to thc acculnulating pressures of its predecessors (p. 127) 

The “ categ:ory oÍ respo n5c" here described accuratcty points 10 the formidably 
a::omistic an c1 chancy character of reading experience ìn a temporal flow. However , 
as we 311 eλperi E'nce it. one'5 interaction with a literary text often extcnds beyond 
the duraticn of actual reading:: thc “ rethinking" about the tcxt. then , ought to bc 
included as part of the “ event. "“Reìhinking" tcnds to concern itself with morc 
geneml aspωt5 than dctail' for example , it may neglect lexical or syntactical 
characteristics while cngaging in the conso1ídatîon or revcrsal oÌ “attitudcs." rf onc's 
respon5e dllring the actual reading is charact~;rilcd by t11e excitement of immcdiate 
erlcounter with thc vast probabilities ,hc text holds ouL rethinking i5 likely to dwell 
on how succcssfully the text manipubtes those probabilities、 what formal and thematic 
趴在nificance 叩sults from "uch manipulation , and , as a conscquencc、 what conncctions 
then2 3re bctwecn the text and cxtra-literary considerations 

Reading" con叫rucd as a srfÍng of respO l1Ses in a time t10w and further retrospective 
räine ll1 cntsοf 叫 ch proc臼 ses ， lend~ itsdf to ob總rvation and description bccause we 
inevitably cO !1 nect ol日 expcriencc of a text 10 the mind undc t' certainιonceptual 

catègories , or. in Wcll吭'5 phrascology、 norms" and "standards" The ad of rcading 
can be r行 gmded as cssentially cl prOCt"片:ù of expectations beillg roused or erroneously 
fO llsed , fulf il1ed. denied , or lleld in suspcnse. as wclJ as modifi叫tions of 凹p<':ctations
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a l1 d attribuliün of significancc to the path:rn thereo f. We d甘nve OU了 expectations from 凹

lhrte arcas , which are jnterrcbtcd: linguistic competence. sensc of realj肺、 and litcrary 四

conventloo 
Liηguistic COITIpctence is most obvious, In English, for example、 a transitive verb 

is C'xpccted to have a nOUJI as its object: aftcr the artic1c“thc" thcre will inevitably be 
a Jl oun or 斗 modifier. Our sense of a kxt is causcd at thc most fundamentallevel by 
thc cho】U巳址nd ùisposition ()f linguistic ckrnents. Verbal manipulation、 in tUfn , plays 
υn ollr vcrbal expcctution. The encounter of a krm likc “ light-winged Dyad" in 
Kcats's ‘ Odc to a Nighting斗 lc" prcparcs us for tcrm~ of 可imilar grammaticaJ construc 
tion a:r.lÌ斗rchaic f _l avor likc 、 purple-staincd mouth" and “ lcaden-eyed de~pairs 叮 fhc
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syntactic and semantic para l1elism in “ ln the morning I gathered the angelica on the 
mountains;(In the evening 1 plucked the s 巴 dges of the islets" (Li sao , On Encountering 
Sorrow)8 orients us to expect similar paralielism 

The problems of what lies at the base of the sense 0 1' the reaJ or the natural , a口d
what figure as its derivative expectations, are more complicated. As is well known , world 
view is often equated with the sum-total of proposìtional statements hypothesized 
about the world. These are statements about the world or existence we take as in 
tuitively true , such as “ a person who starts d1'inking wHl finally stop d1'inking," or “ a 
pe1'son who is in New Yûrk cannot be simultaneously in Chicago." Thus a writer, 
fo 1' example , does not feel the need to specify thc terminatton of a drinking act unlcss 
the1'e are special reasons for it , since he is confident that thc reader takes it for granted 
that the drinking will stop at a certain poin t. Some statements , which constitute the 
repository of what might be called “public opinion," ring almost intuitively true even 
though they appear so mainly owing to cumulative , reinforced cultural conditioning 
ln Confucian 叩cie'ty of yesteryear, for instance , regicide ranked with patricide as 
among the most abominable 0 1' crimes. Therefore a dynastic story wrîter couid count 
on his contemporary 1'eadership to discern the “ montrosity" of rcgicide by its mere 
presentation , without the further aid of authorial comment “Public opinions" tend to 
be expressed in the form of terse aphorisms. When the persona of An Essay on 
Criticism , by Alexander Pope , says “ A little learning is a dangerous thing;jDrink 
deep , or taste not the Pierian spring ,"9 he obviously thinks of the implication of his 
statement as self-evident , in 110 need of elaboration. The eighteenth-century literature 
of England , which re f1ects a predilecìion for common sense, coηtains unusual1y large 
bodies of aphoristic, maxim-like utterances. After the eighteenth century. when Jane 
Austen begins her Pride and Prejudice with “It is a truth universally acknowledged 
that a singk~ man in pos闊的ion of a go凹:1 fortune must be in want of a wife , "10 she 
achieves some wit by prcsenting a common opinion as if it were absolute truth 

Wc oftcn judge wheìher a text is plausible or not by how well it confonns to our 
sense of the real or the natura l. We expect the events of the text to fall into 
a chronologîcal order at the level of the sujet. 11 the actions and characterization to bc 
psychologica l1y, sodally , or culturally accountable; we a1so expect a geηeral logica1ity 
'Vhile willing to modify our expectations, we use the expectations grounded in our 
sense of reality to guide our exαlTS叩n into a te叫 The expcctations enable us to 
participate in , make sense 0 [, and at times be surpriscd by , a texL An important pa1't 
of our reading process is then an exercisc în correlating the fictÎonal world to our 
間nse of the real world. As far as rcading literaturc îs concerned , our sense of the real 
world is often indistinguishable from literary realism , or morc accuratcly,“literate" 
rcalisl1l, the conventions 0 1' plausible narrative in litcrary as well as non-1îterary (e.g. , 
historical or political) writings. F or example , Chinese vernacular fiction , which imitates 
the dicourse of historical chronicles by taking pains to specify almost cvery single 
character's name , all the placc names, and to account for all the p晶sage of iime , suc 
cceds in conveying a sense of the real even when it may deal with th己 fantastic in its 
subjcct matter 

Aside from “ literate" reaJi sm、 literary convention frequently takes the place of thc 
sense of reality as the basis of our cxpedations. To understand a literary text can 
mean to be able to establish some rapport with a tcxt, such as to classify it in terms of 
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genre , p巳riod ， or mode. As won as 5uch rapport is cstablished , a reader's exp\:ctat lOl1 S 

arc orientcd to the convention in which hc p\acc只 hîs tcxt: hc allows his cxpectlllions 
of thc real to be modified by his expect<l tions of the convcntion where there are 
contlic1s. He expects high coincidentalîty in a11 eightccnth• ccntury plca凹sque novd 
He reads the stereotyped yOllng scho\ar io the Chincse vernacular lïction of ‘ th<.' 
$cholar and the fair lady" caliber as an admirable character and rcads him as a bore or 
a slob 1n a rnilitary rornancc. He is readily satisfied by the deìcctive story、 peculiarJy
genre~conditioned discovery proccdure which is often characterizcd hy circumstantîal 
evidence leading to circumstantial eviden出

F.xpectatîons derived from linguistic compctcncc , knowledgc of Jiterary conveotion 
and the gencral sense of the natural enablc a rcader to pose qucstions and seek their 
answcrs, 10 make predictions and wait for their verificatiom. at every momcnt of his 
rcading process. Lî tcrary experience ÎIl fact cons的ts of a string of prohlem-solving 
situations motivated and oriented by cxpeιta1ions. Whcoever expectations fail to give 
a rcadcr a rcasooablc grasp on a tcxt了 he rcsorts to one of thc followîng thrce options 
First, if hc îs uowilling (0 givc thc tcxt the benefit of doubt , he catcgorically dismisscs 
it as incomprehensible or art is.tica Jly faulty. Second , oppositc to the previom type of 
rcaction, he may drasticaJly modify his o!d cxpectations to accommodate the strangc• 

ncss of thc tcxt. A third possibility , and perhaps a more instin叫rve rcact的n勻的 for a 
rcader to revlse his perceptions of the text in order to fit thcm înto h的 cxpcctatio l1S

Of cQurse , in ac1ua! pra叫icc ， a rcadcr can very well switch from the first optioo to thc 
other two optioos or hc can simu JtaneοusJy modify his cxpectatíons and his pcrcep 
tions of the tcx t 

The cffort to rendcr a potentially uniotelligible text intcllîgiblcι:ao occur at a!l 
levels. For exarnple , the lin叫“And once below a time I lordly had the tree可 alld

leavesjTrail with daisies and barley" io Dylan Thomas's “ Fern Hill"!2 contain at lea~t 
one linguistic abnormality in “ once hc!ow a time." A rcader may justify it as a pJayful 
variation 叫“once UpO I1 a time." He may subsequently choose to sec a willful changc 
in the syntactic catcgory of “ lordly" from adjectivc to advcrb. furthermore he may 
feel the urge to givc his perceptions of the lìnes and the one immediately following 
them,“Down the rivers of the windfall 1ight 勻， semantic coherence by reading thcm 品
descriptive of how a child fccls whiJc swinging the branches of a trec uoder a starry 
sky. On a large scale , 1he cacophony and discontinuity ofT.S. Elio1's "The Wastc1and刊

have becn rationalizcd as thc “objcctive correlativc" of 1hc very scnse encapsulat已d
in the titlc; the irrational i11αdents in K孔fk:a's "Mctamorphosis" have been 拭plaincd

away as re f1ectîvc 0 1' the guilty sense of its author 

5 

Jonathan Culler has advanced a Structuralist fonnulation of thc act of interprcta一四
tion as fo l1ows “ To assimilate or interpret something is to bring lt within 1he modcs 
of Ol"dcr which culture makes available , and this 的 llslla lJ y done by talkiog about it in 
a modc of discourse which a clllture takes as natura l."13 One name for such a process 
is "naturalization," which "emphasizes the fact that thc strange or deviant is brought 
within a discursîve ordcr 8nd thus madc to see l11 natura l. "14 "1'h(' mstin叫jve respO l1 se 
to a strange or deviant text î 可 to tït it into a s 二hemc of critical conccpts which we 
cunently uphold. Thm rnany problemalic texb arc presently b巳 ing naturalized as an 
interìor monlogL肥， as effecting a paradox or irony了 or even as about the difficuJty of 
writing itsc1f. Naturalization oftcn begins as aαHlscrvative dcferencc to establishcd 
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conventions. Upon thwarted , it m<l y provc functional in leading to thc discovcry of 
new convcntions, new critical scheme~. It may , howevcrτtake the form of ::lllegoresis 
which il1 rmny cases means the postponement of confronting the problems which h ::lve 
frustrated other measur巳s of oaturali7.ation 

Allegorization , thc practice of allcgorical r個di月， is then a particular typc of 
naturalizatìo l1. It is a radical measurc to naiuralize a tcxi when othCT means fail whilc 
one is unw î1ling to sce thc iext as "ncw writing" or dismi鉛 it from considcration at 
aU. Undcrpinning allcgorical mcntality arc three tll句。 r assumptions. First. a tcxt 
ultìmately 間fcrs to n:alily. By "refer" 00己 mcans variously “iJlumine." “ critici7.c, " 
“ be a verhal structurc αlrrespondant with ," etc.; by “ reality" one may mcan “ one's 
setlse of this world,"“ thc world as perceived by an ideulogy which one embraces ," 
etc. Sccond , the rcfcrential mcaning of a text exists in ::l dìchotomy of ohvious 
恥:urface) m闊別ng and hidden (dcep) meaninε rhird , "mc ::lnings" differ in significance 
or gravity; 位巳nerally ， “hidden meaßlng" 的 more significant than “obvious meani月"
'Signilïcance" 1n this connection most!y arises from extra-!iterary considcration 

ALLEGORICAL MENTALlTY AND CULTURAL PARADIGM 

fhe a!legorical mentality here is not neces間 rily equivalent to the kind uf Iiterary 
P巳rccption which cnables ()ne to detect、 on the basis of formal features , a special modc 
of w口的ng to bc labcllcd "formal a lJegory." Allcgorical mentality values the hidden 
ness of the sign的問nt meanìng , whìch , carrìcd to its logîcal extrcme、 may well mean 
thc prcsence of allcgorical sigoi日cance 10、組y ， a formally naturalistìc tex t. Th的
paradox of Olllcgorical mentality is most apparent in the classical rcsponse to cano叫'"曰Z叩cd
{旭cx已d山巾ts ， s叩pe凹C臼1泊自C吋a叫Ollly ， Hom巳旺r. t廿h昀c Bi晶ble ， and t仕h叩e

treat thc al口le巨orical re 哈呵pm口1SC to the three corpus ν S of 、writings i11了ηldifferently a~ Ii tcr凹ary

phe叫n叫om已na Wt山11 predictably raise some objection 、 but one musi not be oblivious to the 
historical fact that Homcr and The BοοkοfP，ο etry 011ce enjoyed the privileged status 
of something equivalcnt to sacrcd scripture whereas the Bible is now examined as 
literary data i11 many quarters. There is some truth in Gerald Princc'~ remark “ thc 
ùes叮iption ， cva!uati(川， and ioterprctation of a given text as literary dcpends on many 
purely socîo-cultural nonn-systcms... what is feasible , perhaps, is a grammar of literary 
context or performance 1hat fonnulat出 thc sociakultural conditions which make a 
glV凹 text literary."ls lt holds up just as well to reverse the thrust of this statcment 
by changing "Iiterary" to “non~literary ，" or “para-litcrary." Socio-cultural conditio l1 s 
func1ion prominently 110t mereJy in the taxollomic ùetermination of a text as literary 

四 or oth叮、;V lse. As far as allegoricaJ mentality is concerned , the idea of what constitutes 
the significant hidden truth and how to bring it 10 light depends on lhe hìerarchy of 
values and cpistemological habit of various socio-cultural paradigms, which , needless 
to say , :.lre illseparable from historical causes 

ln antiquity Homer command巳 d dccp rcvercn臼 fro111 1llaoy quartcrs. It was an 
axiomatic truth to Anaxagora~ of the fifth ccntury B_C. thal the subjcct matier of 
Homcr was “ virtue and justice 叫 6 For Crate~ of Mallos, a Stoic of thc second century 
B.C., as for the stoics at largc, Hotllcr was privy to the lruth about things human 
natural , and divine on acçount 0 1" his hving at an earlicr age in human life when thc 
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truth was less warped and obscured.17 Toward the end of antiqui甘、 th巳 Homeric
poems were seen as invested with cvangelical significance and became , in effe叫“the

sa口ed books of Paganism. "18 
l主ut as early as the fifth century B.C., when the con f1ict between philosophy and 

myth was brough1 to the fore , the vallle , particular1y the pedagogical value , of Homer 
and other myth~makers was also questioned from scveml quarters. Plato wanted to 
banish what he regarded as ImpiollS stories in the poets beα.iuse young men were 
unable to te l1 figurative :;pcech from plain speech 、 and he strüngly objected to the vicw 
üf Homer as all-wi盟 19 A by far more vitriolic attack on Homer，恥 we l1 a:; Hesiüd , was 
made by Xenophanes (57日 ?-478?B. C.) as reported by Sextus Empiricus of the late 
second and early third century “Homer and Hesiod recounted as many as possible 
wicked acts of gods, their thefts, adulteries and mutual treachery. "ZO 

What confronted the. myths of Homer and the others was a peιuliar predicament 
In an age when the philosopher was undollbtedly gaining ascendency over the poet , 
their myths could hold the ground only if they were deemed as philosophical state 
menls. But as soon as they were juqged as philosophical statements, the kind úf 
mythology , whi(魚， for instance , had Cronus lead a bli鉛fullife even when he mutilates 
his father Uranus and devours his own children or had his son Zeus dethrone him and 
confine him underground ,'H could hardly be accepted as just and true. To uphold 
Homeric po叩lS above mere poetry without subjecting them to the necessity of being 
defended as regular philosophieal discourse , one had to declare them as a privileged 
body of utterances whose dccoding requircs allegorical exeg巳s"

The al1egorizutio l1 of.Hom叮 may ca訂y with it a set of philosophical implications 
It posits a duality of surface mcaning and deep meaning, attributing greater significance 
to the latter. This lent itself, by a process of association , to be taken as correponding 
to the Platonîc concept which posits a duality of the apparent world and the true 
world. This world , that which can be perceived through the senses, is nM the world; 
it is only an imp叮fect image of a model of pristine perfectîon. (The idea was taken up 
by Christianity and radicalized to maintain that this wo r1d is a transient “ state" rather 
tha11 a “ being".) If the spiritual man can manage to perceive the true world , the 
inspired interpreter can uncover the hidden meaning through al1egorization. The 
affinity in the rationale and contours of Greek, or for that matter Western、 allegorical

m叩tality to Platonic thinking has been 問inted out by Jean Pépin 

If it is tfUe that the visihle ,vorld is the 、 sient image , the approximate sketch of an ex 
emplary world, "L'te first necess:uily [l 1 ， t" ，'~ constant a11usions to the s肘。 ld ， thereby 
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凹的tituting a kind of }deroglyph for tt." ,..., Wl iO are capable ofunderstanding it. The vulgar 四

cannot see beyond n<lmre , but 伽 SJIY 川 al man sees in nat帥， as in a watermllrk, the 0 
indicatíon of the Supranatural , ~he 叫，iHe il(ld the invisible world becoming an exoteric 
and Hn esoteric 11niverse. The duality (l f 也gH and signified in a11egory, however , seems to be 
a pdrticular application of this cosmic hermetism. (p .47. Translatîon mîne) 

It is significant that .even though Plato himself was never sympathetic to 
allegorists,2'.1 his own mode of thinking fOTced its own consequence in making him 
lay out a general scheme of literaTy ìnvestigation which prefigured , among other 
thing吼叫lcgorical criticism. 1n Republic (I1, 376E-379A) , he discusses literature in 
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tcnns of 1) logoi “ lh，叩ntcnt of stories as such"; 2) typos , the “ imprint" which 
stories leavc on the charac1er of thc listcn叫它 and the implicit “己thÎca1 sense" in 
the work itself; and 3) hypnoia , the reality which is to be found in .thc “under 
sense" or “ rcal meaning" lying bcncath the surfacc 01' the text. ~3 

rhe "ethical sense" and the reality 10 be discerncd in the “ real meaning" 
of Homeric narratives are understandabiy con1ingcnt on thc cnvironments in which 
they are read , the varying 叩cio-cultural contexb with thcir moral and intclleclual 
obsessions. Arislotle , for examplc , sees in Homer's attributing a lendcr rdation <

ship b巳twccn Ares and Aphrodit巳 an indication 01' warrio間，日clinalion to love “ lt 
seems not without reason that the first poet imagines thc union of Ares and Aphroditc 
for all the worriors show an inclination toward the love for tncn and women 叫4 More 
typically. Homcr has been read as an allegory concerning the nature of elements. The 
<:trife 成 rnnng t\w g叫is_ f吋叭叭 8 \1 C ，，_ 1<: <;{l卅 tn st ;J\1 0 fnr the flln0 ;J rnent fJ l connicts nf the 
elemcnts which make up the unìverse. Dryness fights humidity , hcat cold , and 1ight 
ness heavìnes日; water extinguishes fire , but fìre dries up air. Thc op抖的itions thus 
perceived account for the deterioration of part> culars but as a wholc thc elements 
enjoy pcrpetual 叫 hsisl巳ncc. A more concrctc example of how Homer can be used to 
cxplain specjfic theories is found in Aristotle's anot11er inslance of allegorizing 
Hom肘 He finds an episode 111 the lliad an allegorical renditi的m川n 0叫f his own the > ry
O叫f the時e “ F卸rirne Mover."叮~5 Zeus challenges ot甘血:h叮 gods to a s叩po剖I山hv叫c tug-of 
1咄ha叫t no effort can draw hi盯，m叮m了n downwar吋d l岫o the ea似rth ， while lle ca叩n 巳as訂圳I1甘y pull éJ ll his 
opponeJ1ts as well as warcrs and earth loward hìm , 10 be hung from the top 01' thc 
Olympus to fluttcr in thc air. This hluster of Zcus、 in Aristotlc、 opinion ， il1ustrates the 
"Prime 附ovcr ，" which causcs the univ盯sc to be in rnolion while itself remaining 
ìmmobilc and above and bcyond the un的 ersc

By thc tbird ccntury A.D. , allegorical mcntality、 \vhich had onc origin a~ a 
particul盯 rnodc of reading Homer and othcr myth-maker5 , came to bc “almost part of 
lhc intelleciual atmospl 巳 re in wllich educated I11cn movcd ,"26 în the H己llenistic
world. The conflict be1wcen Homcr and Grcek rationalism 111at needcd lhe rnediation 
of allcgorization found its counterpart in thc latcr 丸.gc. Intcllcctuals of Judaistic and 
Christian persuasions needed to find a way to reconcilc sophi~tically rational Grcek 
thinking with rel咯的us convictìon that dcmanded acc芯ptance in good faith. for cx~ 
amplc , the prem自己 that、 as the scripture is divinely inspired , it can admit of no errors 
or super f1uous parts in it5 tcx t. 1n the case of the Christians, thcy had thc additional 
lask 01' reconciling the Old and the New Testarnenis 50 凶 to view them as csscntially a 
unlficd messagc. In any case , the allegorization of the scriptures was to some extent a 
mcans of bringing inlcllcctual convÎction to come to terms with religiom convit叫n

九 Whil巳 continuing much of its traditional viewpoìnts e.g. , to see the Old Tcstament 
cvcnts as prophetic of the future biblical alJegorization at ihis stagc registered a 
Grcck influence in it~ teudcncy to treat thc BibJe as a1so a repository of phiJosophi臼l

statements 
rake for example Philo Judaeus (30? ß.C -45 A. D) , ihc most in f1ucntial 

rcprcscntativc of Alcxandrian Judaism. E可\o'cn though hc accepted thc 1raditionul 
rabbinic vîcw that nothing is superfluous or accidental in the scripturcs 了 he was un 
sympathetic to literalism in the scriptural exe皂esis of such instances as the creation of 
the wor!吐 in six days, the creatîon of woman frorn man 's rib , the tree 01' thc knowlcdgc 
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of good and evil , and the temptation of Evc by the serpant. Thus he undcrt∞k to 
aJJegorize the scriptures into statements about psychology or morals. 1n hîs De Legum 
Allegoria he rcads “ Genesis" as if it wcrc about mind , conccption , and pcrccption.n 

For im"tancc llc commcnts “The incrcst (l f Lot's daughters with their 1'ather 
represents Counscl and Conscnt making thcir father mind drunk with fo l!y and from 
Mind produci月 unlawful offspring.'明

In 付lC casc of Christian allegorization. One of it~ 111句 or purposes is to re!atc the 
Old Tcsìamcnt to the Ncw. In fact the strategy was crnploycd by the vcry aurhors 
of the Epistles and Revelation when they cnvisaged almosl cvery pas法gc in the Old 
Tcstamcnt as an lndircct refcr t"! nce to ChrisL Such a practicc dcfinilcly cncouragcd 
thc latcr dcvclopment of a specÍal kind 0 1" Chri叫ian allegorization known as 
typological cxegesis. ln essence Christian typology is a compromise betwcen a 
fundamentalist insistence on the historicity of the scrîptural accounts and the nccd to 
al1egorizc these accounts_ Roughly , it takes thc vicw that al1 happenings rècorded in 
thc scrìpturcs afe actual happ巳nings in time , but they also dcrive significance from 
being part of a divine dcsign: thc Old Tcstament evenb function to prefigure the New 
Testament events (for instance,“thc cros~inεof the Red Sca" is ìnterpreted as pre 
figuring “ Bap1ism"). Thc Platonic duality of the scnsual and the spiritual Is here 
b剖lsformed in10 the duality of thc anterior aud íhc post盯lor

Typological exegesis is not thc only form of Chris1ian allegorization. Morc com• 

mon沛， allegorization carrics on the dichotomy of apparent meaning and hidden 
meaning, but it teηds to further classify the hidden meaning. 1n th巳 Peri Archon 
Origen (1 85? < 254'1 ) argues that sìnce man ls divisible into thc three elcments of body , 
soul, and spir仗， thc scriptures coηcpondingly yicJd threc kinds of mean凹 g: literal 
(f1巳 shly) ， moral (psychic) , and spiritual (intcllectual).H In his reading , thc episode 
about Lot and hls dau的t旺s is, in its lite凹 1 sensc , a histofÎcaJ cvent. In thc 叩i1" itual

sènsc , Lot stands for the law , the daughtcrs, J crusalem and Samaria, thc wife , the 
people lhaí fe l1 Ìn the wildreness. In the moral sen阻 Lot stands for the mînd , the 
daughters vainglory and pride , th巳 wife the !1esh , thc whole cpis(地c the relîgious 
cxperience of Christians. A variat的n Ot1 Origen's classifactory scheme \ocates four 
!cvels of meaning in the scrÌptufcS: thc l1teral 、 the allcgorical , the moral, and the 
anagogîca l. The application 01' this four-level excgetîcal scheme is best illustratcd by 
Dante's exposition of the ver只cs 品、Nh己 n Israel 、Nent out of Egypl , the house of Jacob 
from a people 01' strange Janguage; Judah was his sanctuary , and Israci hîs domin田n."

According to Danle , literally , thc verses describc a historical journey; allcgorically, 
thcy signify “our rcdemption through Christ" 可 moraHy ， thcy signify “ the conversion 
of thc soul from thc 50汀ow and tniscry 0 1" sin to a state 0 1' gmcc"; anagogÍcally, they 
sîgnify “ the passing 0 1' the sanctified sou1 from the bondagc of thc corruptîon of this 
worJd lo the libcrty of cverlasting gJOTy."30 

Thc study of 31legorization in the Greck and Christian traditions revcais thr巳e
sim î1ar conditions whκh fashion alkgorization. First , somc tcxts are singled out as 
privilcged. Thc rcasons undcrlying thc choice of thcse texts arc inextricably rclated to 
socia l. historic訓， and cultural factorsιSccond ， thc values pcrceived in such privile包eJ
tcx ts vary in ac叩rdan凹 with changing p盯adigms (philosophy , theology , or poeti叫
which. in the lïnal élnalysis, confcr valllCS. Third , and most importantly , ît is nece:,sary 
to have :.10 implicit view of signification which affirms thc possibîlity of indirect 
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meam月 and multiple functions of a text. In 5hort , allegorization is a mode of r凹ding

defined simultaneously by two wîdely disparaìe factors: world view and theory of 
communicatioll. It is then noteworthy that the generalizat的 11 holds tfue not onlv in 
the case of the allegorization of Homer and 1hat of the bibl己s --- after all one in f1uenced 
the other - but io the Chinese counterpart ofWestern aJJegorization , specifically in the 
traditional exegesis 01' The Bοok of Poetry , a fact that may attest to the universal 
applicabiJity of 511Ch genera1ization 

No other literary text in Chinese literature has receiv t'd as much allegorica! inLcr 
pretation as The Bοok of PIοetηThe earliest anthology of pLl fl: Chinesc litcratufc , 
comp i1ed in the fifth century B.C., 1刃"仿eBοok ofP，ο叫r吵y cωún叫ta訓ins 305 poe叫ms belie肝ve吋d l 
w，口11忱t巳盯n over a period f:台w凹m the elcve叮nth century to t 缸c sixth century B.C. 3訓I During thc 
period 、when it 、was the sole anthology of poetry in existence , it was virtually 
synonymolls with pοetry ， and for that matter , literature. For instance , when己ver
Cυnfuclu出 ment10ns ‘ poetry. he i.s reterring to the poetry manifested in this 
anthology 

There has been a long trad> tion of allegorizing The Boοkο'fP，οetry. The tradition 
is closely related to a highly pragmatic and functional view of poetry ，、vhich finds its 
most prominent manifestation in Confucian pronouncements on poetry. ln Lun Yu 
(The Analect) , 17 , Confucius makes a revealing remark 

Why is it none of you , my young friends , study the Odes~ An apt quotatωn fc叩1 the 
Ode may serve to stimulate the imagînation , to show 0帥's breedinιto smooth over dif 
ficultîes în a group and to give expression to complaints. Inside the family there is the 
serving of one's father; outsîde, there is the 路rving of one這 jord; there is also the acquiring 
of a wide knowledge ofthe names of birds alld beasts , pl阻 ts and trees.)2 

Remarks such as this induce James J.Y. Liu to think t l1at “Confucius's conception 
of literature was predominately pragmatic , and even tllOUgh he was aware of both the 
emotîonal effects and the aesthetic qualities of literature , these were to him sub
ordinate to its moral and 間 cial functio l1. ";)3 

Confucius' pragmatic view of poetry in fact reflects the tendency of his age to 
utilize poetry for purposes other than literary appr巳 ciatio l1. T.叩 chual1 可 a chroniclc 
written during the 、Narring-State period (403-221 B.C.) , abounds in reι:Hds of a 
spedal way of performing poetry known a也 fu-shih (recitation of poetry)34 . a practice 
institutionalized as part of the diplomatic protocol during the Spring-Autumn period 
(722-481 B.C.). Typically , at a state bänquet given in honor of visiting foreign 
dignitaries, the host and the visitors were expected to altcrnately cite passages from 

bknown exlstlng poems, wullthe aid of verbal orzestLIral expianauon at cruclal POInts1 
to expre且 their respective views on state 01' intcrnational affairs. The recitat.ion was 
often done 110t by the dignitaries themselves but by deputics who were exper臼 in this 
craft 

The passages quoted tended to be partial quotatiolls and were <J llowed to be 
used out of context even though they generally derived thcîr ad hoc meanings by virtue 
of some assQciatÎve link to their meanings in their original cont凹的 “ Recìtation of 
poetry" thus amounts to a simultaneous performance of two levels of d的course: on 
the surface , a match of wit and literary rcsourccfulness which ostensibly adds to thc 
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conviviality of thc fcstivc occasion; deepcr down , diplomatic negotiation with rough 
cdgcs smoothed out and thc impact of direct con曰 ict tcmporarily I1cutralizcd by 
ritualizing the discourse into something of a game. ln order for lhe practice to work 
thcrc nceds to be , lïrst of all , a common discourse. which happens 10 be a body of 
poetry. Morc importantly , it takcs great fincssc for thc participating partie:; to ci缸，

at short noticc , fclicilous passages frum a wide range of sources to match each othcr at 
thc leveJs 01' surface and deep meanings (the deep m阻ning being the αd hoc meaning 
intended for thc occasion)_ All in all, the ritual amounls to a form of institutiollalìzed 
allcgorization. cl.he understandi月 of such a pecu1iar u間 of podry shcds light on thc 
following elliptical TCmark by Confucius on poetry and competence in practical atlairs 
(The Analect , 13) 

If a man wÌlo knows 甘fw three hundrcd Odes by heart fails when gîven adminîstrative res 
ponsîb血ties 3nù proves incapable of exercising his own inîtiative whcn sent to foreign 
states, thcn what llse are the Odes to bim , however m血y he may have learned?35 

ln the Han dynasty (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.) Confucianism was promoted abov巳 a !l

other schooh of thought to he an ideological orthodoxy owing to the appeal of its 
pragmatism and sccularism. lt was small wondcr that Han scholars continued and 
enhanccd with greal enthusiasm Confucius' pragmatíc and functional view of poetry 
AOlong thc theses in the in f1uential "日hih ta hsu" (M勾or Preface to The Bοok ()f 
Poetη) ， by a Han comrnentator, were two highly instrumcntalis1 view話。f poetry 
Poetry is first of all pcrceivcd as uscful in sccuring cosmic harmony and. 00 a 1巳sscr

Icvcl了 tbe moral exccllencc of society 

Therefore , notlùng approaches the Book of Poetry in maintaining corrcct standards for 
success or failurc lin governmcnt] , il1 moving Heaven and Earth, and io appea1ing to spirits 
叫 gods. The Former Kings used it to make permanent [the tie hetween] hushand and 
wife 仙 pcrfect filîal reverence , to deepen human relationshi阱， to beautify moral instruc 
tioo , and to improve social customs.:\6 

忱 的， furthermore , a vehicJc for the rulcr and the ruled to achieve dìalogue aηd 
mutual influence , as manife 弓 ted in the same Preface's discussion of a spccial modc , or 
function , of poe訂y known asfeng 

Ihe one above uses .feng lairsfmoral innuence] to transform those helow , and those helow 
use feng [airfadmonitionJ to critic.ize thc one above; wheo the m也n intent is set to music 
and the admonition is indirect , then the one who speaks does not commit any offensc , 
while it is enough for thc one who listens to take warning. Therefo[e it is calledfeng [air/ 
mo祉 înfluen閃/adminition1 37

The almost consecrated stalus given to The 80οkοfPοetry by the Han corn 
mentators is css巳 ntially re f1cçtive of their revercnce for Confucius、 who provided thc 
guideline for their attitudes_ Howevcr , if poctry and The Book οl }'oetry wcrc 
synonymous Lo Confucius , thc 抽me cannot bc said of thc Han commelltators. for 
rcams of poctry had been added to thc corpus of ChÎnese literature between thc time 
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of Confucius and thc Han dynasty. There was thus some arbitrariness for The Bοok 
of Poetry to bc singled out , which it was , as measuring up to the noble function of 
poctry. The arbitrariness had remaincd uncontcstcd for morc thao fi[tcen ccnturies 
untìl the early part of thi5 ccntury whcn thc Chincsc intcllectual milicu was cha玄ac
tcrized by an iωnoc\astic dcsirc to challcngc all trad卅ooal as叫 mptiom.

For a long period The BoυkοfPoelry was considcrcd lcss as 泣 lit己Iary work than as 
a ching (cJassicjscripture) which embodws historical truth as well as moral and political 
Sl巨nificancc. 11' ancient C;了巳 eks tried to uncovcr the physical and the moral 1們NS m 
Horner、 ancicnt Chincsc endea、 ored to recuperate th已 instonι:al contexts for th已

poelll~ an rJ t11 巳 moral or political 叫monit的ns the poelllS purporte rJ ly embody. In this 
sense Chinese scholars sharcd with theîr Western counterparts a dissatisfactiO l1 with 
the mere first-orùer meaning of the text and an abso!ute r叮cction of thc CO l1 ccpt of 
artistic autonoπ1y 

fhe allegorization of The Book of Poel可 is best exempli Jïed by the traditiona! 
reading of its first poem ， ι'Kuan~ts'u" ， whose text appears as follows 

K帆 Ull.kwan cries the ts'u-kiu hird , on the is!et of the riv釘; the beautiful and good girJ , she 
is a good mate foτthe lord 

Of varying length is the hing waterpla則， to the left and the 日出t we catch it; the heautiful 
and good gir], walking and sleeping he (叩ught her:) wished for her: he wished for her but 
did n ot get her , walki可 and sleeping he thoughl of her; longing , longi呵， he tossed and 
fidgeted 

Of varying length is the hing waterplant , to thc left and lhe right 、Ne gather it; the beau t1ful 
and good girl , guitars and Jutes (hefriend her:) hail her as a friend 

of varying length is the hing wa臼 rplant ， to the left and 出c right weω11 it as a vcgetable; 
the heautiful and good girL be!ls and drums chcer her 站

The inilial impression the poem conveys i5 unmistakably that of a folk song with 
repctitional rcfrains, dcpiding various stages of emotional anxiety , excitement from 
courtship to nuptîaL Howcvcr, thc fact that it is in The BοοkοI Poetry renders it 
necessary for commentator5 who subscribe to the general exegelical principlc of the 
anthology to undertake to uncover the purportcd hidden signifîcancc of the pocm. 39 

To crcdit it with carrying historical truth , some commentators have asserted th叫 (h巳

poem is actually a dclineation of thc m盯ital harmony of Sage-King W<::n of the Chou 
dyna~ty and his qu問n. Guidcd by thc vicw that poetry is of neccssity admonito門
50me have proposed that by culogizing thc propcr relationship betwcen man and 

Ii woman , it helps to consolidate thc vcry corner.stone on which the entire Chinese 叫hic令

political system rests. Sti11 others havc proposed that by prc可 enting amatory obsessioo , 

the poe J11 stands as a negative example to admonish rulcrs against the 祖mc wcakncss 

ALLEGORESIS: A CRITQUE 

Alltògori l.ation. Wcstcrn and Chincse , is characterized by a general vagueness about 
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its rules of operation. Proclus (410? -485 A.D.) 1s considered as most explicit about 
the exegetical principles among the allegorical critics in the Greek tradition. However , 
after an exhaust>ve investigatîon Înto his basic concepts of allegorical exegesi:. , John 
Dillon deçlar的 that it i5 impossible to satisfactori1y define or make a (lIsrinction 
between his two crucial tcrms , symbοlon and eikon , 011 which his exçgetical principles 
are believed to rest 物。ne main complaint about a lJcgorization com:erns the pro
CTustean selection of details to fit into preconceived ideological tì'umeworh. Thus 
Origcn、 exegesis of the Rahab episode il1“Jo~hU (l" has elìcited the fuUowing respünsc 

The exegete wishes to include the doctrînal notion that salvation is God's initiative , but 
in reading the dogma from tMs context he ha的 to dissolve the events and accompanying 
images , in effect th叫gh not in “belief." The particular movement of the narrative and 
images have to be ignored 也

Another complaint freq l1 cntly raîsed îs abo l1 t its arbìtrariness <1nd ìncon吼叫ency 10 

>natching certaîn literal meanìngs of formal features to certaìn purported hiddcn 
meanings , Cheng Chen-to , for example , notices that there is no cl叫r rules governing 
the differentiation of the po巳ms in The Book of Poetry into those with the hiùden 
ìntentîon to praisc (m凹) and those with the intention to reprimand (1511) , for cases 
abound where poems vcry s凡mi1ar to each other have been assigned by commentators 
to opposite categories. 42 Obviously , the issue raiscd by Cheng Chcn-to pertains to the 
larger qucstìon of why some texts such as The Boοk of PIοetry or Homer - and 110t 
the others、 are singled out for allegorical exegesis 

Allegorization ultimately rests on belie f. A Western allegoric 主 1 critic typi吋lIy
believes that a given litcrary text rep間SCHts the absolute natuye of rèêJ!ity , be it 
physic此 metaphysical， or divine , whcreas his Chìnesc counterpart believes thal a given 
literary text contains most profound moral or political wísdom. \Vhi1e proposilig what 
he thinks to be the rules for biblical exegcs口， St. Auguslinc made a statelilent that 
b，吼叫ms up the lack of rules il1 allegorízation and its 1 、 lirll1cc O!l bdief 

Therefore in the consideration of figurative expressions a rule such as this wil1 suve , tllat 
what is read should be subjected to diligC Jl t scrutiηy until an interpretation contributing to 
the reign of charity is produced. Jf this result appears litera11y ín the text , the explession 
being considered is not figurative 的

It was only when changes in socio-historical conditions or general poetics und臼
mined the belicf that had sustained the allegorizatio l1 of Homer or The BοοkofP，ο e t!y 

that 巳ither re-emerged ma>nly as pure literature and has becll appreciJtcd as such 
The allegorizatîon of 叫ch classics as Homer and The Book of p，ο etry rnay fínally 

go out of fashi凹， but the significance of such _practicc extcnds bcyond some 叩ecial

orientations ìn thc history 01' reading these texts. The pr<l ctice has predisrosed and 
fostered a special way of rcading and writing respectively within the Western and the 
Chinese cultures. This nevertheless does not imply th叫 a !legorical mentalìty a l1 d 
formal allegory have their final cause in the allcgorization of a certain chosen texts. the 
choice of such tcxts being in a sense a historical acciden t. The most profüund cause 
of aJ\egory 1íes in the nature of bnguagc itsel f. That langllage is capable 0 1' indirect 
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significatioll enables one to organize a discourse that achievcs an allegorical effect , or 
[0 rcad a text as IJ it were allegory even if it Ìs oot forrnally justified as 5uch. Thc 
significance of the allegorizalioo of Homcr Qr The Book of Poelry should bc secn in 
lhe light of its contribution to a special mode of allcgorical rnentality 30d formal 
aHegory , which is culture-bound 

Thc Homenc allegorization operates from the assumption th3t Homcr points to 
thc absolutc nature of reality Of, more gen巳rally ， that the surfacc detail of a tcxt is 
capable of reprcsenling somcthing ahidingly (that 的 phi!osophically) truc. The as
sumptionωnccrning the representationaJ function of texb has bcen abwrbed in10 
biblical exegetics, only in the laUçr thc reprcsented is specîfîed as the divine meanings 
Ifthe scripturcs conlain thc will ofGod in disguise because thcy wcrc divinely inspired , 
a logical extcns的n is to sec the tota1ity of the world , aJso of God's making, as having 
the same function , Thomas Browne maintains in his ReligÌo Medici 

Thus 也cre are 何 J Books from whβnce 1 collect rny Divini旬; besides that written one of 
God , another Qf His servant Nature , that universal and publick Manuscript , that lies expans'd 
unto 也e Eyes of alJ: those that never saw Him in the or珊， have discoverτd Hîrn in the 
other ... Surely the Heathcns knew bcUer how to joyn and read 吐IOse mystical Lctters th凹
we Christia】詣， who cast a mOIe carele訟 Eye 00 thcsc curnITωn Hieroglyplúcb , and disdain 
lo ，凶心 Divi日ity from 1.hc flowcrs ofNature.41 

If Nature , bcing God's crcaiion, conlains secrct dîvine mcssagcs, man a1so of God 's 
叮eation ， may vcry well Îllvoluntarily encode divinc messages in his literary efforts 
l'his line ()f thinking accùuots for why it was deemed 叩propriate to search myst盯的山
Christian meanings io oon-Christian texts, a common practice in the Late Middle Agcs 
and Renaissance ，仿 and why some rcad Odysscus ~trapped to thc ma~t of his ship as 
prefiguring Christ on tbe Cross. 46 

li is an undeniable fact that Jiterary criticism in the West has reguJarly borrowed 
mcthods :>.nd even assumptions from Christian henncneutics. Dantc了 for example , 
aprlicd the Christian four-fold allegory to 1he rcading of literary texts, and in our agc 
crlt1白， in thcir turn , havc scen four lcvcls of mcaning in Dantc's Di Jiine Comedy 的
Besides the four-fold allegory , Christian typology ..- the view t11at Old Tastament 
character~ a \l d cvcnts are “ types" to be r巳capitulated 3nd fulfilled in Christ and his 
Church has bccn adapted for intcrpreting seαliar literature. ^約uming thc in
t1uentiality of tbc scvcnteenth ιentury protestant concept of typology , which cm 
phasized God's activity in individual Christians and regarded biblical personagcs and 
events as actua1ly recapitul:Jted in thc Jives of individual Christians, Barbara Lewalski, 
typicaJ旬， secs the typological mode ofwriting in John Donne , Milton , George Herbcrt , 

→ ~lnd John Bunyan、 among othcrs. 4B The proclivity of contemporary We治tern lilerary 
or acsthetic thcorists -- for example , such Anglo-American ones as Northrop Frye in 
A間的my ο.f Criticism , Kcnneth Burke in The Philo.\'ophy οf Uteraη， Form and 
La l1Kuage as Symbolic Action , and Susan Langer in Feelingand Form - 10 vic\v cvcry 
litt~rary work , including the most naturalistic one , as "symbolic," shows an a l1 cgorical 
mentality continuous with the Greek and the Crhistian iraditiolls in the way of pcrceiv
ing thc wo r1d , and consequcnily the text 

Allcgorizat的o. Wes1ern and Chinese , both operate frorn the premlse that litcraturc 
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is referential. Allegorical critics in the Wcst tend to vicw a literary. work aδa rcfer巳 ncc
to cxpcricnccs of thc sensibk world which , in turn , rcfcr to a more abstracl stru叫urc

of rcality. Whilc taking a rcferential vjew of literature , Chinese allegorical 叮山臼 lhe 
exegctc臼 of 'J'!日 e Book οj" Foet吟， generally do not see the hidden meani開 as ncccssar iJ y 
more removcd from thc pak of common sense. Instead , it 叫 ill rcfcrs to thc cxpniencc自

of the scnsiblc world. It gains its signiflωnce becaèlSc it fLl llï !ls thc ~巴 culiarlv culiure 
bound cond1tions for significance. cap的 ility for historical verifi叫tion 0γlllora 1/ 
po1iti叫l 吋 ificatioJl. The in f1uence of the allegorization (l f The Book o.(FOd門。口
Chinese allegorical menIality >s fïrsl of all seen in the traditional c)\clu::.ioll of any 
literary genrc other than poetry from a \legorieal reading 的 Asidc from thc fact 1 h叫
poetry vl"Ti1 ing and r 巳 ading werc lraditio立ally a sY l1l Dol of C'Ji tism and a practical :ìid 
in one's bureaucratic 開recr ， poetry com l1landed grcat rè叩ec1. b叫au 弓c the first collec 
tion of poetry , The Boοk o[ Poe[ηwas r己vered as an important sourcc o[ mora! 
inspîT<l tion. This nwy explain why whenever a dassical Chi t1 CSC PO(' 1l1 was singkd out 
for allegorization , it was done in thc m‘lllner of thc exegcsi只 of The 80ο k f)I Poetr) 
Takc , for imtancc , thc allegorizJtion of the followinεpoem by t.i Po 

PI 吋 nix once playcd on Pheonix Tower 
TI,e bi< ds have left il hare now 

only Ùle river f10ws on 
At the palacc ofWu , 

叫Icnt p2. ths 
bu ried nnder grass 仙d blossom; 

Mcn of Chin in theü Jlnc attîre 
hecomc andent gravc-mounds 

The '1'1、 ree Pcaks rcach ha1fway 
into the blue; 

Retween two anns of the riVCI 
Whjtc I 、 grct Island 

Everywhcrc drifting douds that 
dull íhe 叫nlight

Ch'ang- ,<1 is invisible 
and that saddcns me. 50 

Typically , an allcgoricaJ critic would be le~;s interesled in the pocm's ubi sunt 
叩ntiment 甜甜甜d through a 1.1[l l8n仁 ed d的criplion of dynastic trallsilio l1 and dccaycd 
artifacts as well as the ιontf3 stive endurin g: thing丸。 f nat iJ rc. Rat扣 cr. hc would bρmorc 
interesieu in tlle metaphorical potential 0 1" thc Jincs ， ιEvcrywhere driftin且c!ouds

ìhatjdull thc 叫nligh t. "Sl It is true that before Li Po's limc thc image of t Í1c clouds 
obscuring t Ìlc sun had bccn made by alìegorical comrnen t:J. to悶悶to a sd metallhor 
refe訂的g to scheming , seJf-serving courtυfficials obslruding t11，臼nperor'.~ ac c: ess to 
advice from his loyal subordinates. it is perfe叫ly legitimate for readers lO rcaj this 
mclaphorical mcaning into lhc lines. What co Il1t's across as an excessive alle泣。rical

mcntaJity at work is that 叮itics should sec thc impür 1. and merit of t ]1巳 poe ll1 圳市'1l1

the可 e linc的él.nd thus rcad the whole pOC I1l a~ a POli tIC,ll 8llegory. Thcy point out that 
the poem 時， in lcrms of historìcal spcci叮叮叮品11 al Jcgory unγ圳、g K l1o- c:llung (<1 

15 
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trustcd official öf Ernperor Hsuan.tsung of Tang) and his gang's hindering his emperor 
fwm uscfu! advice , 3nd more generally , a l1 allegory 011 wickcd officials' tendency to 
deceive t Ìlc ernpcror and wreak havoc 00 the state. If allegorlcal mentaliiy is typically 
redlld lV e. it îs bcsì manif，也可 ted by t Ì1e allegoriz3tion of this poem , which essentially 
印rluces a pocm Înto an image conveyed by two lincs，忌。 as to bc transJated into 3n 
idca 

AJlcgorical reading $<111lcli ll1 CS C3 l1 be carried to absurd excess , as exemplificd by 
tht' a1J c位。flèSis ()f the following poem by Su Tung.p'o of the Northern Sung dynasty 
(9GO-1127) " 

rlle incomplete moon is hangìng above the bare 
pau!owni.. treeö; 
Thew益tcr-clock stops, and people sctile uown 
Fr叩1 Limc to time , the reclusc comcs and goes , 
Distanl and dim , the shadow nf a solitary , 
wild goose 

Stö;_tled , hi" head Lurns 、
ImpeneLmhle is his bilter ùl凶ght

Su,\'cying the cold br甜ches ，

He chooses to se t11e 00 Done 
Bleak is the e油piy 凶nù isle 

rhe pocm obviously cstabiishcs a special kind of mental1andscapc_ It d目crîb 巳 s an 
äggnev吋 lo])cr in terms of a solitary wjld goose , Howevcr、 both man and bird can be 
cηV\昀S抽詛峙E

p戶k叫叫a缸叫U此圳II盯A甜e üf t的h】甘(' p 叫Dl r附e叮叫S幻叫J(仙山d山恥t机切cs in thc p抖ec叫叫u叫lia缸r me叭la叩iψph加or凹1κca刮1 r叫6叫la油tJo叩n刊咄s咄山hip抖s betwecJl t叭he

了Dl'凡 lhe b亨η1汀rd ， a缸B吋d thc 1a叫T刊\dscape. The cxegetical tradition of The Bοο k of Plοetr j! 

nG i1 ethe !c s凶 induces a critic to specify the poem as an allegory which 巳xpresses

grie'Jallces tO thc ru !c r 

That a wilù go()se is startled refers to a worthy one fceling uncomfortable. That he tUIfiS 
his heaù shm的 his unc.zasing love for ÌÙS emperoL That his thought is illlpenctrablc suggests 
that hi;; emperor 的 not übserving enough. 1"hat after surveying thc 叩Id branches he chooses 
to scttle 011 l10ne sh。附 his unwillingness to seek hîgh position and be compla巳 ent. ThaL th 個

sand isle is bleak and ~rnpty means he canllot fcel al home 

AlJcg0rÎzation , Wcstern and Chi !1 cSC寸的 U::ì ually a convention of reading Împoscd 
on a Í!,,; xt which is not f叫 mal <l llegory. However, thc allegorical mentality fostercd by 
allcgo-ril:ation no doubt COll的butes 叩 som巳 way to <ll1egorical writing. If Wcstcrn 
'-lllegorìzation has inculc叫cd in rcaders the eXI 已 ctation to rc叫pcratc gencralizcd 
often rareficd. llot的ns CVCll frOln natnralistic characters and event臼 it is on!y natural 
for writcr~ toιo ()nt; step furthcr to fOfcground thosc notions by , for example , turning 
them into dramalis per叩開 Consequcntly , we hav己 a mode of writing which stresscs 
no! thc uniquc削弱。r individu <llizcd characters but the c 弓 mplexity (l f individual 
componcnb that go inlo the making of univCfsal human nature; or as C. S. L巳 W1S

n<-:c!y puts it: "that unît斗ry ‘ sou l' Of ‘ pcrsonality、 which intcrests thc novelist Îs for 
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[an allegorist] mercly the arena in which the combatants mcet: it is to thc 叩mbatants

that hc must í:t ttend. "53 A paradox ensues. If “ personificat>on al\egory ," as this 
kind of writing is 的mmonly dcsignated , came into existencc partially owi月 1。自己

prevalcnce of a l1egorical mentalîty , it neverthelcss goes against the vcry grain of 
“ allegory" in it5 original sense , as pointed out by Ellcn D. Leyburn 

The pro1iferation of personi位ied abstractions in medi訊 al works is probably responsibJe for 
the graduallinkinεof'personification wîth the definition of al1egory. rhis has been one of 
the most confllsîng developments in the usage uf the word , fm there is no血泊基 l由，ercntJy

allegorical abαllt personification. The remoteness of personification from all呵ory bcfore 
the assocìation developed in the Middle Ages is indicated by the fact that Quintìli創11 dis 
cusses them in differen1 books in the Institute Oratoril1. lndeed the naming of an abstrac 
tion is contrary 10 the essential conception of concealment which is basic in allegory. rhere 
is no veilinιeither for purp肘剖 of intensification or of actual hiding of m目mn皂， m 侃lling

a qua1ity by name.54 

In China, the allegorical intcrprctation of The Bοοk of Poetry , be it sensitive read
ing or nOl , has resulted il1 some conditioned respOllses to a poetical tex r. which arc 
thcn translatcd into convcntionalized 5tratcgies of writing. The phcnomcnon may 
even bc traced in the fourth-century ß.c. mastcrpiecc. Li Sao (On Encountering 
Sorrow) , by cìγu Yuan. As David Hawkes remarks. when thc 5peaker of the 1叩em

adopts a female role and talks about hi5 h盯ldsome lovcr, the writer is probably uliliz
ing an a l!egorical devicc illspired by the a l!egorical reading of the love poems in The 
Bοοk 0/ PIο etl)' ， which inv、va盯na正abl句y "叫，t巳叮rpr吋eb t吋hωc lover a叫5 th> e ，刊u \e叫r 之a叫:l!H吋d hi臼s mb叫t甘res臼笛 u 
the mi囚m芯ste巳I 吋 Most conspiκcuously ， Pai Chu-i of the T'ang dynast叮y prov叫id已ded for one 
of his co l1 cctions of poetry , Hsin Ylleh-jiJ , thc preface and commentary exactly in the 
manner of the Ban commentators of Thc 1扣。kοfPοetry ， specifying the hidden 
admonitory function of c8ch p間m. And it was the long traditio i1 of employing 171(' 
Bοok of PIοet， νfor multiple communicative pur邪門es that gave risc 的 poem:. like tlle 
fo l1owing by Chu Ch'ing-yu , another T'anεpoel 

“ rhe Approaching Examin的臼1: for CI1叫巴 Chi"

Last night in the brida! chamber 
l'ed candles burned low; 

At dawn she goes to pay re中ect

to her new parents 
Having touche c1 up heT face , 

in a whisper she asks hcr husband 
“ Have I painted my eyeb"ows right 

for the present fashion?"56 

Besìdes being a descripìion of thc youn草 marrieds on t!l"ir first wèdding morn , tb: 
poem, partially indicatcd by the title, is understood to carry a hi位den inquiry flOm its 
writcr (a candidale of an approaching civil service examination) to an influential 
mandarin (Chang Chi) “ Based on this poem , what is yom estimate of my chancc in 
the examination令 "57
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CONCLUSION 

The abovc diachronic study of allegorical reading attempts to cnhancc thc under~ 
standing o[ thc prc叩nt state of aJlegorical reading_ Historically speaking , canonizcd 
texts tendcd to invitc a long tradition 01' aUegorical readîng_ Today wc still utilizc 
allegorization , yct only as a last resort and a temporary expedient to naturalize a 
probkmatic tex t. Befor巳 we can fina l1 y placc a text \vithin the contcxt of hterary 
convention , we fïnd allegorilat lO D a convcnièllt too1. It has acquired dignity through 
its traditional association with texts of monumcntal statu~. H docs not demand 
adherencc to rigorous rules of operation. 1'0 拙y that a text dcrives [ts primary vaJue 
fwm its conce叫以] truth is ano1her way of 回 ying 1hat it$ valuc lic$ in its indi_rcct re 
fιrcnti"lity to :111 order of reality be it psychological , socio-politifal , histoöcal , or 
theologicaJ which , sincc he1ù to be >ndependent üf formal features. very wcll r(':':卅門
outside tht' 1 己xt

ln tì lÌs connect的n ， a distmction nccds to bc madc. To say Lhat “I'heW出teland"

exp間泌的Jl) its chaotic form the sensc of the clîsoricnlation of thc Il10dern worìd is 
to adv斗ncιan illterpretation 、Nhiιh figures as a bordcr• linc case of allegorical reading 
Jt rcωgllizes thc signi打印nce of thc pocm's manipulation of the form - which , in this 
part1cul盯叫se. m t'_ans the absence of an art[叫 Jated theme - but it docs not 叫uate the 
印ntent 0 1' the pocm with its formal 1nanipuJation in thc manncr Victor Shaklovsky , 
for exarnplc, identifiesιιa 'lvareness of form" as thc COlltent of 1'ristram Shandy.58 
Inslead , it proc 已eds 10 assign a m巳anlng ， a humanly sîgnificant on己 at thal，的 thc

pocm's ùdiber<lte :;tructmal di:;organiwtion , or for that matter , lack of app訂'nl

mea l1 ltìg. Thus the very lack 0 1' an a了 ticuJateà meanîng is itself construed as meaning 
ful Tlús modc of re<l din后， which thematizcs formal fcatures , seem~ distmguishablc 
from regular allegoncal reading 

Commenting on the O!d Tas1ament and its intcrpretatlo 口， Frich Auerbach rc 
marks 

As Jωfllposition. thc 01d Tastament is comparably less unjfied th叩 the I-Ion>eric pocms , it 
is lHorc obvi仙sly piecelÌlOgcther - but the variou, components aJJ be[。可 to oncωllccpt 

of uniwrsal lüstory and ìis inletprctaüoIl. If ccrlain elemcnts sl1rvivcd wltich did not im 
mediately fit Ül , iIl lerpretatioIl t以此凶re of thcm; alld so the reader is 3.t eveηr ffioment 
aware of the umv~r叫1 religio-historic叫 perspective which givιs the individuaJ stories th切E

general meaJ1 Îng Jl叫 purp 刁詔"

fhe "interpretatlO tl" as mcntioned by 戶uJcrbach ls obviously ba:;ed on a pa:;sionatc 
九 bclicf - lhat the scripturcωn1ains univers 主 1 and historical truth. lt îs then cmploycd 

的 round out whatcvcr incompiclions, ncutra!ize wbalever contraditions, and work out 
wlwt巳ver incüllcre內 ces Ü1 the text , io order to give the cntire s叮ipture one “ religio
hisorical" pcrspcctive. It is allegorical reading par cxccllence 

八 IlcgoricaJ reading invanõlbJy caJls for helicf of v叮ious sorts and dcgrces_ One 
is oftcn reqllircd to bclicv巳 in thc validity of some doctrine or intellectual prillcipJe , as 
well as in the validity of svch a dodrinc or intdJcctual princip!e's disf!山 SPd p i" C~叩nce

111 J <cxt This character of 8_J] egoricaJ 叩ading applies [0 W的1εrn as w叫 I :;，~ Clincs~' 

allcgori7:ation cvelì t h.üu品、 OW1月 to di叮"crcnt CpiS1CillOlog-l臼 1 liabi此，芒 ;:CCS只 01
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allegorical mcntality is manifcsted in thc West in ihe tendency to read metaphy叫，1

profundity into naturalistic tcxts , whcrcas in China it is likely manifested io critics' 
insiskncc to reduce texts in a way commensurate with their “common~sense" percep 
tion of the world. In any case , what with its lack of methodological explicitne::.s, what 
with its fJussé literary assumptions which takc a dichotomic view of fonn and contcnt 
and cxa1t the latter abovc th 巳 former. allcgorical rcading does not 只 it wcll with the 
criticaJ tcrnpcr of our agc. It is presently at bcst a temporary ploy to natura Jizc thc 
problematic 
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