ALLEGORESIS: WESTERN AND CHINESE

By James C.T. Shu

In the West, in addition to being a rhetorical figure, allegory is understood to be
a mode of organizing an extended text as well as comprehending a text. The fluid
use of the term is the first major hindrance 1o an intelligent discussion of the concept.
The classical definition of allegory is by Heracleitus (first century A.D.) in Quaestiones
Homericae:  “That is called allegory which, as the name implies, says one thing but
means something other than what it says.”' It tells us what allegory at the most
general level is but fails to specify how alleogory is produced. More seriously, it
bypasses the complex problem of asymmetry between allegory as writing and as
teading. 1t is very tempting to view allegorical wriling and allegorical reading as two
sides of an issue or different ways of stating one single phenomenon. for in theory
allegorical writing — and only allegorical writing — provokes allegorical response in
readers. In practice, a reading habit informed by what might be called an allegorical
mentality ofien brings to light a “contextual” meaning {for example, socio-political
or theological meaning) independent of “intratextual” structure. Conversely, the
allegorical thrust of a text, even if riddled with allegorical markers, may be lost on the
uninitiated. To read a work as formal allegory onc needs a set of rules to gujde him to
such a recognition. This may explain why the allegoricality of 4 text of a culture is
often not discerned by readers of another culture.

In its most technical sense allegorical writing has long been classified as one of the
rhetorical tropes, However, if one reads, say, the Venecrable Bede’s “‘Concerning
Figures and Tropes,” one notices that allegory is treated with remarkable differences
from other tropes. Whereas the decision to label a passage as metaphor, catachresis,
or hyperbole is obviously prompted by specific formal traits of the passage, the same
cannot be said of allegory. Bede’s identification of the allegorical trope often reflects
a confusion concerning the usc of the term “allegory™: he takes allegoresis to be
formal allegory. Thus the first and foremost step in the study of allegory is to
separate allegorical reading from allegorical writing. Only by so doing ¢an we give the
two arcas of interest their due treatment and see whatever relations exist between
the two in perspective. This paper will address the problem of allegorical reading.

Allegory as a mode of reading has been defined as:

the syslematic interprelation of a text {usually of considerable lenglh) on the assumption
that the author intended that the reader seek beneath the surface some second or indirect
meaning, or meanings, which, in the view of the interpreter, can be related to the apparent
or direct meaning in a fairly svstematic way *

it is however obvious that this definition, while postponing the problemn of formal
allegory, cannot satisfactorily characterize the nature of allegorical reading intuitively
conducted. It fails to provide any adequate version of the nature of “secondary or
indirect meaning” as much as 1t fails to clarify what constrainis in fact govern “reading”
and “interpretation” under various forms of allegorical license.
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It is essential to note that the indirection of allegorical meaning loosely describes
the repetition of the act of interpretation. Allegorical understanding requires a first
tevel of comprehension in which the world described by the text is imagined; with that
job of reading done, a second round of comprehension ensures which assigns meaning
to the elements of the world one can imagine. Indirection, or indirect signification,
points to the fact that the surface-level meanings of the first round are in turn given
further meanings. Thus allegoresis does not presuppose so much that the text has
“two meanings” as that its meanings have meanings. In this respect, allegoresis shares
a common ground with augury and dream interpretation.

It is also important fo note the justifications 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 options. at least in theory, of submitting
to linguistic conventions or making a Humpty-Dumpty-like autocratic imposition of
meaning; in extracting further meaning from the entities of a world established in a
text one may choose to follow the conventional assignments of significance handed
down in one’s culture {as in, say, a hypothetical or real “symbolic dictionary™) or act
in the absence of such guides and instead rely on inspiration, or even act in conscious
defiance of the conventions. It is then clear that allegoresis may point to two very
different kinds of arbitrariness, namely the arbitrariness of convention and that of
personal whimsicalities. A proper study of allegoresis will differentiate these two
kinds of arbitrariness, investigate the general function of such a strategy of approaching
a text, and, in the cases where convention is adhered to, discover how socio-cultural
environment and upheld poetics fashion the very working of allegorical reading.

Following the practice of viewing a literary phenomenon from a synchronic as well
as diachronic vantage, we will discuss allegorical reading, first, in the context of the
gcneral strategy of reading and, second, in terms of its historical emergence and evolu-
tion within selected cultures. Here a distinction between nomenclature and substance
needs to be brought up. -Historically, the existence of a liferary phenomenon does nat
always coincide with the existence of critical terminology to deal with it. Whereas
allegoresis has long been a practice in China, it is not referred to in terms suggestive of
the manifold connotations of the English word “allegory.” The purpose of this paper
is in a scnse to narrow down the meaning of “allegory”™ to a level actually descriptive
of a special way of reading texts, Western or Chinese.

ALLEGORESIS AS A STRATEGY OF “NATURALIZATION”

René Wellek once remarked that ““the real poem must be conceived as a structure
of norms, realized only partially in the active experience of its many readers™; he went
on to say that *“every single experience (reading, reciting, and so forth) is only an
attempt — more or less successful and complete — to grasp this set of norms of
standards.””* Even though the rhetoric of the statement, in the words of another critic,
“subordinates the lively and human appreciation of human achigvement to something
transhuman,” and “puts literature on a pedestal,”™ the view does articulate a delicate
relation between writing and reading. If writing is perceived as at one end of a com-
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municative transaction, “encoding” (setting up “norms™ or “standards”™) is efTective
only when readers at the other end succeed in -~ at least partially — decoding (that is.
factoring out the “norms” or “standards™). The view int fact anticipated the increasing
emphasiy given the role of the reader in contemporary study of literature.

In an article characteristically entitled “Literature in the Reader: Affective
Stylistics,” Stanley Fish calls “meaning,” be it of a sentence or a novel, an “event™:
“It 15 no lenger an cbject, a thing-in-itself, but an event, something that happens to,
and with the participation of, the reader.”® Fish believes that literary analysis should
be an analysis of the reader’s responses:

The category of response includes any and all of the activities provoked by a string of words:
the projection of the syntactical and/or lexical probabilities; their consequent occurrence or
non-occurrence ;) attitudes towards persons, or things, or ideas referred to; the reversal or
questioning of those attitudes; and much more. Obviously this imposes a great burden on
the analyst who in his observation on any one moment in the reading experience must take
inte sccount ali that has happened (in the reader’s mind) at previous moments, each of
which was in its turn subject to the accumulating pressures of its predecessors (p. 127)

The “category of response” here described accurately points 1o the formidably
atomistic and chancy character of reading experience in a temporal flow, However,
as we all experience it. one’s interaction with a literary text often extends beyond
the duraticn of actual reading: the “rethinking™ about the text. then, ought fo be
included as part of the “‘event.” “Rethinking” tends to concern itself with more
general aspects than detail: for example, it may neglect lexical or syntactical
characteristics while engaging in the consolidation or reversal of “attitudes.” TIf on¢’s
response durtng the actual reading is charactenized by the excitement of immediate
encounter with the vast probabilities the text helds out. rethinking is likely to dwell
on how successfully the text manipulates those probabilities, what formal and thematic
significance results from such manipulation, and, as 4 consequence, what conncetions
there are between the text and oxtra-literary congiderations.

Reading, construcd as a siring of responses in a time flow and further retrospective
refinements of such processes, lends itself to observation and description because we
inevitably connect our experience of a text 1o the mind under certain conceptual
categories. or, in Wellek’s phrascology, *norms™ and “standards.” The act of reading
can be regarded as cssentially a process of expectations being roused or erroneotisly
ronused, fulfilled, denied, or held in suspense, as well as modifications of expectations
and atiribuiion of significance to the patiern thereof. We derive our expectations from
three arcas, which are interrelated: linguistic competence, sense of reality, and litcrary
convention.

Linguistic competence is most obvious. In English, for example, a transitive verb
is expected to have a noun as its object; after the article “the” there will inevitably be
a noun or a modifier. Gur sense of a text is caused at the most fundamental level by
the cholce and disposition of linguistic elements. Verbal manipulation, in tarn, plays
on our verbal expectation.  The encounter of a term like “light-winged Dyad” in
Keats’s “0Ode to a Nightingale™ preparcs us for terms of similar grammatical construc-
tion and archaic flavor like “purple-stained mouth” and “leaden-eyed despairs.”™ The
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syniactic and semantic parallelism in “In the morning I gathered the angelica on the
mountains;/In the evening I plucked the sedges of the islets” (Li sao, On Encountering
Sorrow)® orients us to expect similar paralielism.

The problems of what lies at the base of the sense of the real or the natural, and
what figure as ifs derivative expectations, are more complicated. As is well known, world
view is often equated with the sum-total of propositional 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 drinking will finally stop drinking,” or “a
persen who is in New York cannct be simultaneously in Chicago.” Thus a writer,
for example, does not feel the need to specify the termination of a drinking act unless
there are special reasons for it, since he is confident that the reader takes it for granted
that the drinking will stop at a certain point. Some statements, which constitute the
repository of what might be called “public cpinion,” ring almost intuitively true even.
though they appear so mainly owing to cumulative, reinforced cultural conditioning,
In Confucian society of vesteryear, for instance, regicide ranked with patricide as
among the most abominable of crimes, Therefore a dynastic story writer could count
on his contemporary readership to discern the “montrosity’ of regicide 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;/Drink
deep, or taste not the Pierian spring,”® he obviously thinks of the implication of his
statement as self-evident, in no need of elaboration. The eighteenth-century literature
of England, which reflects a predilection for common sense, contains unusually 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 single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife,”'? she
achieves some wit by presenting a common opinion as if it were absolute truth.

We often judge whether a text is plausible or not by how well it conforms to our
sense of the real or the natural. We expect the events of the text to fall into
a chronological order at the level of the sujet,!! the actions and characterization to be
psychologically, socially, or culturally accountable; we also expect a general logicality.
While willing to modify our expectations, we use the expectations grounded in our
sense of reality to guide our excursion into a text. The expectations enabie us to
participate in, make sense of, and at times be surprised by, a text. An important part
of our reading process is then an exercise in correlating the fictional world to our
sense of the real world. As far as rcading literature is concerned, our sense of the real
world is often indistinguishable from literary realism, or more accurately, “literate”
realism, the conventions of plausible narrative in literary as well as non-literary (e.g.,
historical or political) writings. For example, Chinese vernacular fiction, which imitates
the dicourse of historical chronicles by taking pains to specify almost every single
characier’s name, all the place names, and to account for all the passage of time, suc-
cceds in conveying a sense of the real even when it may deal with the fantastic in its
subject matter.

Aside from “literate’ realism, literary convention freguently takes the place of the
sense of reality as the basis of our expectations, To understand a literary text can
mean to be able to establish some rapport with a text, such as to classify it in terms of
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genre, period, or mode. As soon as such rapport is established, a reader’s expectations
are oriented to the convention in which he places his text: he allows his expectations
of the real to be modified by his expectations of the convention where there are
conflicts. He expects high coincidentality tn an eighteenth-century picaresque novel.
He reads the stereotyped young scholar in the Chinese vernacular fiction of “‘the
scholar and the fair lady™ caliber as an admirable character and reads him as a bore or
a slob in a military romance. He is readily satisfied by the detective story’s peculiarly
genre-conditioned discovery procedure which is often characterized by circumstantial
evidence leading to circumstantjal evidence.

Expectations derived from linguistic competence, knowiedge of literary convention,
and the general sense of the natural enabie a reader to pose questions and seek their
answers, to make predictions and wait for their verifications at every moment of his
reading process. Literary experience in {act consists of a string of problem-solving
situations motivated and oriented by expectations, Whenever expectations fail Lo give
a reader a reasonable grasp on a text, he resorts to one of the following three options.
First, if he is unwiliing to give the text the benefit of doubt, he cateporically dismisses
it as incomprehensible or artistically faully. Second, opposite to the previous type of
reaction, he may drastically modify his old expectations to accommodate the strange-
ness of the text. A third possibilily, and perhaps a more mnslinctive reaction, is fora
reader Lo revise his perceptions of the texl in order to fit them into his expectations.
Of course, in actual practice, a reader can very well switch from the first option to the
other two options or he can simultaneousty modify his expectations and his percep-
tions of the text.

The effort to render a potentially unintelligible text intelligible can occur at all
levels. For example, the lines ““And once below a time 1 lordly had the trees and
leaves/Trail with daisies and barley” in Dylun Thomas’s “Fern Hill”'* contain at least
one linguistic abnormality in “once below a time.” A reader may justify it as a playful
variation on “‘once upon a time.”” He may subsequently choose to see a willful change
in the syniactic category of “lordly” from adjective to adverb. Furthermore he may
feel the urge to give his perceptions of the lines and the one immediately following
them, “Down the rivers of the windfall light,” semantic coherence by reading them as
descriptive of how a child feels while swinging the branches of a tree under a starry
sky. On a large scale, the cacophony and discontinuity of T.S. Eliot’s “The Wasteland”™
have been rationalized as the “objective correlative”™ of the very sense encapsulated
in the title: the irrational incidents in Kafka’s “*Metamorphosis™ have been explained
away as teflective of the guilty sense of its author.

Jonathan Culler has advanced a Structuralist formulation of the act of interpreta-
tion as follows: “To assimilate or interpret something is to bring it within the modes
of order which culture makes available, and this is usually done by talking about it in
a mode of discourse which a culture takes as natural.”!* One name for such & process
is “‘naturalization,” which “emphasizes the fact that the strange or deviant is brought
within a discursive order and thus made to seem natural.”'® The instinctive response
to a strange or deviant texl is to fit it into a scheme of critical concepts which we
currently uphold. Thus many problematic texts are presently being naturalized as an
interior monlogue, as effecting a paradox or irony, or even as about the difficulty of
writing itself. Naturalization often begins as a couservative deflerence to established
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conventions. Upon thwarted, it may prove functional in Jeading to the discovery of
new conventions, new critical schemes. [t may, however, take the form of sllegoresis,
which in many cases means the postponement ol confronting the problems which have
frustrated other measures of naturalization.

Allegorization, the practice of allegorvical reading. is then a particular type of
naturalization. It is a radical measure to naturalize a texl when other means fail while
one is unwilling to see the lext as “new wriling” or dismiss il from consideration at
all.  Underpinning allegorical mentality are three major assumptions. First, a text
ultimately refers to reality. By “refer” one means variously “illumine,”” “criticize,”
“be a verbal structure correspondant with,” etc.; by “reality™ one may mean “one’s
sense of this world,” “lthe world as perceived by an ideology which one embraces,”
ete. Second, the referential meaning of a text exists in a dichotomy of obvious
{surface) meaning and hidden (deep) meaning. Third, “meanings” differ in significance
or gravity; generally, “hidden meaning” is more significant than “obvious meaning.”
“Significance™ in this connection mostly arises from extra-literary consideration.

ALLEGORICAL MENTALITY AND CULTURAL PARADIGM

The allegorical mentality here is not necessarily equivalent to the kind of literary
perceplion which enables one to delect, on the basis of formal features, a special mode
of writing to be labelled “formal allegory.” Allegorical mentality values the hidden-
ness of the significant meaning, which, carried to ity logical extreme, may well mean
the presence of allegorical significance in, say, a formally naturalistic text. This
paradox of allegorical mentality is most apparent in the classical response to canonized
texts, specifically, Homer, the Bible, and the Skih ching (The Book of Poetry). To
treat the allegorical response to the three corpuses of writings indifferently as literary
phenomena will prediclably raise some objection, but one musl not be oblivious to the
historical fact that Homer and The Book of Poetry once enjoyed the privileged status
of something equivalent to sacred scripture whereas the Bible is now examined as
literary data in many quarters. There is some truth in Gerald Prince’s remark: “the
description, evaluation, and interpretation of a given text as literary depends on many
purely socio-culiural norm-systems... what is feasible, perhaps, is a grammar of literary
context or performance that formulates the social-cultural conditions which make a
given text literary.”" It holds up just as well to reverse the thrust of this statemernit
by changing “literary™ to “non-literary,” or “para-literary.” Socio-cultural conditions
function prominently not merely in the taxonomic determination of a text as literary
or otherwise. As far as allegorical mentality is concerned, the idea of what constitutes
the significant hidden truth and how to bring it to light depends on ihe hierarchy of
values and epistemological habit of various socio-cultural paradigms, which, needless
to say, are inseparable from historical causes.

In antiguity Homer commanded decp reverence from many quarters. It was an
axiomatic truth to Anaxagoras of the fifth century B.C. that the subject matier of
Homer was “virtue and justice.”’® For Crates of Mallos, a Stoic of the second century
B.C., as for the stoics at large, Homer was privy to the truth about things human,
natural, and divine on account of his living at an earlier age in human life whea the
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truth was less warped and obscured.!” Toward the end of antiquity, the Homeric
poems were seen as invested with cvangelical significance and became, in effect, “the
sacred books of Paganism.”®

But- as esarly as the fifth century B.C., when the conflict between philosophy and
myth was broughi to the fore, the value, particularly the pedagogical value, of Homer
and other myth-makers was also questioned from several quarters. Plato wanted to
banish what he regarded as impious stories in the poets because young men were
unable to tell figurative speech from plain speech, and he strongly objected to the view
of Homer as all-wise.’® A by far more vitriolic attack on Homer, as well as Hesiod, was
made by Xenophanes (5707-4787B.C.) as reported by Sextus Empiricus of the late
second and early third century: “Homer and Hesiod recounted as many as possible
wicked ucts of gods, their thefts, adulteries and mutual treachery.”*°

What confronted the myths of Homer and the others was a peculiar predicament.
In an age when the philosopher was undoubtedly gaining ascendency over the poct,
their myths could hold the ground only if they were deemed as philosophical state-
ments. But as soon as they were judged as philosophical statements, the kind of
mythology, which, for instance, had Cronus lead z blissful life even when he mutilates
his father Uranus and devours his own children or had his son Zeus dethrone him and
confine him underground,”’ could hardly be accepted as just and true. To uphold
Homeric poems above mere poetry without subjecting them to the necessity of being
defended as regular philosophical discourse, one had to declare them as a privileged
body of utterances whose decoding requires allegorical exegesis.

The allegorization of -Homer may carry with it a set of philesophical impiications,
It posits a duality of surface meaning and deep meaning, attributing greater significance
to the latter. This lent itself, by a process of association, to be taken as correponding
to the Platonic concept which posits a4 duality of the apparent world and the true
world. This world, that which can be perceived through the senses, is not the world;
it is only an imperfect image of a model of pristine perfection. (The idea was taken up
by Christianity and radicalized to maintain that this world is a transient ““state” rather
than a “being”.) If the spiritual man can manage to perceive the true world, the
inspired interpreter can uncover the hidden meaning through allegorization. The
affinity in the raticnale and contours of Greek, or for that matter Western, allegorical
mentality to Platonic thinking has been nointed out by Jean Pépin:

if it iz true that the visible world is the i .nsient image, the approximate sketch of an ex-
emplary world, the fivst necessarily maces constant allusions to the second, thereby
constituting a kind of hieroglyph for vt are capable of understanding it. The vulgar
cannot see beyond nature, bui the spiriiual man sees in nature, as in a watermark, the
indication of the Supranatural, the visible and the invisible world becoming an exoteric
and aa esoteric universe, The duality of sign and signified in allegory, however, seems to be
& particular application of this cosmic hermetism. {p. 47. Translation mine)

It is significant that even though Plato himself was never sympathetic to
allegorists,?? his own mode of thinking forced its own consequence in making him
lay out a general scheme of literary investigation which prefigured, among other
things, allegorical criticism. 1n Republic (I, 376E-379A), he discusses literature in
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terms of 1} logoi, “the content of stories as such™; 2) typos, the “imprint” which
stories leave on the characier of the listeners, and the implicit “ethical serse” in
the work itself; and 3) hypnoia, the reality which is to be found in -the ‘“‘under-
sense” or “real meaning” lying beneath the surface of the text.*

The “ethical sense” and the reality lo be discerned in the “real mezning”
of Homeric narratives are understandably contingent on the environments in which
they are read, the varying socio-cultural contexts with their moral and intellectual
obsessions.  Aristotle, for example, sees in Homer’s attributing a tender relation-
ship between Ares and Aphrodite an indication of warriors” inclination to love: “Jt
seems not without reasen that the first poet imagines the union of Ares and Aphrodite;
for all the worriors show an inchination toward the love for men and women.”™** More
typically, Homer has been read as an allegory concerning the nature of elements. The
strife among the gods, for instance, is said to stand for the fundamental conflicts of the
elements which make up the universe. Dryness fights humidity, heat cold, and light-
ness heaviness; water extinguishes fire, but fire dries up air. The oppositions thus
perceived account for the deferioration of particulars but as a whole the elements
enjoy perpetual subsistence. A more concrete example of how Homer can be used to
explain specific theories is found in Aristotle’s another instance of allegorizing
Homer. He finds an episode in the fiad an allegorical rendition of his own theory
of the “Prime Mover.”*®  Zeus challenges other gods to a sportive tug-of-war, boasting
that no effort can draw him downward to the earth, while he can easily pull all his
opponents as well as waters and earth loward him, o be hung from the top of the
Olympus to flutter in the air. This bluster of Zeus, in Aristotle’s opinion, illustrates the
“Prime Mover,” which causes the universe to be in molion while itself remaining
immebile and above and beyond the universe.

By the third century A.D., allegorical mentality, which had onc origin as a
particular mode of reading Homer and other myth-makers, came to be “almost part of
the intelleciual atmosphere in which educated men moved,”?® in the Hellenistic
world, The conflict between Homer and Greek rationalism that needed the mediation
of allegorization found its counterpart in the later age. Intellectuals of JTudaistic and
Christian persuasions needed to find a way to reconcile sophistically rational Greek
thinking with religious conviction that demanded acceptance in good faith, for ex-
ample, the premise that, as the scnpture is divinely inspired, it can admit of no errors
or superfluous parts in its text. En the case of the Christians, they had the additional
task of reconciling the Old and the New Testaments so as to view them as essentially a
unified message. In any case, the allegorization of the scriptures was to some extent a
means of bringing intellectual conviction to come to terms with religious convition.
While continuing much of its traditional viewpoints - e.g., to see the Old Testament
gvents as prophetic of the future - biblical allegorization at this stage registered a
Greek influence in its tendency to treat the Bible as also a repository of philosophical
statemnments.

Take for example Philo Judaeus (307 B.C-45 A.D), the wmost influential
representafive of Alexandrian Judaism. Even though he accepied the lraditional
rabbinic view that nothing is superfluous or accidental in the scriptures, he was un-
sympathetic to literalism in the scriptural exegesis of such instances as the creation of
the world in six days, the creation of woman from man’s rib, the tree of the knowledge



Allegoresis: Western and Chinese

of good and evil, and the temptation of Eve by the serpant. Thus he undertook to
allegorize the scriptures into statements about psychology or morals, In his De Legum
Allegoria he reads “Genesis™ as if it were about mind, conception, and perception.*?
For instance he comments: “The increst of Lot’s daughters with their father
represents Counsel and Consent making their father mind drunk with folly and from
Mind producing unlawful offspring.””?®

In the case of Christian allegorization. one of its major purposesis to relate the
Old Testament to the New. In fact the strategy was employed by the very authors
of the Epistles and Revelation when they envisaged almost every passage in the OlId
Testament as an indirect reference to Christ,  Such a practice definitely encouraged
the later development of a special kind of Christian allegorization known as
lypological exegesis. In essence Christian typology is a compromise between a
fundamentalist insistence on the historicity of the scriptural accounts and the need to
allegorize these accounts. Roughly, it takes the view that all happenings recorded in
the scriptures are actual happenings in time, but they also derive significance from
being part of a divine design: the Old Testament events function to prefigure the New
Testament events (for instance, “the crossing of the Red Sea™ is interpreted as pre-
figuring “Baptism™). The Platonic duality of the sensual and the spiritual is here
transformed into the duality of the anterior and the posterior.

Typological exegesis is not the only form of Christian allegorization. More com-
monly, allegorization carries on the dichotomy of apparent mesaning and hidden
meaning, but it tends lo further classify the hidden meaning. I[n the Peri Archon,
Origen {1857 <2547 ) argues that since man is divisible into the three elements of body,
soul, and spirit, the scriptures correpondingly yield three kinds of meaming: literal
(fleshly), mora! {psychic), and spiritual (intetlectual}.?*® In his reading, the episode
about Lot and his daughters is, in its literal sense, a historical event. In the spiritual
sense, Lot stands for the law, the daughters, Jerusalem and Samaria, the wife, the
people that fell in the wildreness. In the moral sense, Lot stands for the mind, the
daughters vainglory and pride, the wife the [lesh, the whole episode the religious
experience of Christians. A variation on Origen’s classifactory scheme locates four
levels of meaning in the scriptures: the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and the
anagogical. The application of this four-level exegetical scheme is best illustrated by
Dante’s exposition of the verses: “When Israel went out of Egypl, the house of Jacob
from a pecople of strange language; Judah was his sanctuary, and Israei his dominion.”
According to Dante, literally, the verses describe a historical journey; allegorically,
they signify “our redemption through Christ”; morally, they signify “the conversion
of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin to a state of grace™; anagogically, they
signify “‘the passing of the sanctified soul from the bondage of the corruption of this
world to the liberty of everlasting glory.”3°

The sludy of allegorization in the Gregk and Christian traditions reveais three
similar conditions which fashion allegorization. First, some texts are singled out ay
privileged. The reasens underlying the choice of these texts are inextricably related to
social, historical, and cultural factors, Sccond, the values perceived in such privileged
texts vary in accordance with changing paradigms {(philosophy, theology, or poetics)
which, in the final analysis, confer values. Third, and most importantly, it is necessary
to have an implicit view of signification which affirms the possibility of indirect
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meaning and multiple functions of a text. In short, allegorization is a mode of reading
defined simultaneously by two widely disparate factors: world view and theory of
communication. [t is then noteworthy that the generalization holds true not enly in
the case of the allegorization of Homer and that of the bibles — after all. one influenced
the other — but in the Chinese counferpart of Western allegorization, specifically in the
traditional exegesis of The Book of Poetry, a fact that may attest to the universal
applicability of such generalization.

No other literary text in Chinese literature has received as much allegorical inter-
pretation as The Book of Poetfry. The earliest anthology of pure Chinese literature,
compiled in the fifth century B.C., The Book of Poefry contains 305 poems believed
written over a period from the eleventh century to the sixth century B.C.*' During the
period when it was the scle anthology of poetry in existence, il was virtually
synonymous with poetry, and for that iatter, literature. For instance, whenever
Confucius meniions “poetry,” he is reterring to the poetry manifested in this
anthology.

There has been a long tradition of allegeorizing The Book of Poetry. The tradition
is closely related to a highly pragmatic and functional view of poetry, which finds its
most prominent manifestation in Confucian pronouncements on poetry. In Lun Yu
{The Analect), 17, Confucius makes a revealing remark:

Why is it none of you, my young friends, study the Odes? An apt quotation from the
QOde may serve to stimulate the imagination, to show one’s breeding, to smooth over dif-
ficulties in a group and to give expression to complaints. Inside the family there is the
serving of one’s father; outside, there is the serving of one’s lord; there is also the acquiring
of a wide knowledge of the names of birds and beasts, plants and trees.”

Remarks such as this induce James J.Y. Liu to think that “Confucius’s conception

.of literature was predominately pragmatic, and even though he was aware of both the

emotional effects and the aesthetic qualities of literature, these were to him sub-
ordinate to its moral and social function.”*?

Confucius’ pragmatic view of poetry in fact reflects the tendency of his age to
utilize poetry for purposes other than literary appreciation. Tso chuan, a chronicle
written during the Warring-State period (403-221 B.C.), abounds in records of a
special way of performing poetry known as fu-shik (recitation of poetryy** | a practice
institutionalized as part of the diplomatic protocol during the Spring-Autumn peried
(722-481 B.C.). Typically, at a state banquet given in honor of visiting foreign
dignitaries, the host and the visitors were expected to alternately cite passages from
known existing poems, with the aid of verbal or gestural explanation at crucial points,
to express their respective views on state or international affairs, The recitation was
often done not by the dignitaries themselves but by deputics who were experts in this
craft. '

The passages quoted tended to be partial quotations and were allowed to be
used out of context even though they generally derived their ad koc meanings by virtue
of some associative link to their meanings in their original contexts. “‘Recitation of
poetry” thus amounts to a simultaneous performance of two levels of discourse: on
the surface, a match of wit and literary resourcefulness which ostensibly adds to the
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conviviality of the festive occasion; deeper down, diplomatic negotiation with rough
edges smoothed out and the impact of direct conflict temporarily neutralized by
ritualizing the discourse into something of & game. In order for the practice to work,
there needs to be, [irst of all, a common discourse, which happens o be a body of
poetry. More importantly, it takes great finesse for the participating parties fo cite,
at short notice, felicitous passages from a wide range of sources to match each other at
ihe levels of surface and deep meanings (the deep meaning being the ad Aoc meaning
intended for the occasion). All in all, the ritual amounts to a form of institutionalized
allegorization. The understanding of such a peculiar use of poetry sheds light on the
following elliptical remark by Confucius on poetry and competence in practical affairs
{The Analect, 13):

If @ man who knows the three hundred Odes by heart fails when given administrative res-
ponsibilities and proves incapable of exercising his own initiative when sent to fareign
states, then what use are the Qdes to him, however many he may have learned?*

In the Han dynasty (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.) Confucianism was promoted above all
other schools of thought to be an ideological orthodoxy owing to the appeal of its
pragmatism and secularism. [t was small wonder that Han schelars continued and
enhanced with great enthusiasm Confucius’ pragmatic and functional view of poetry.
Among the theses in the influential “Shih ta hsu” (Major Preface io The Baok of
Poetry), by a Han commentator, were two highly instrumentalist views of poetry.
Poetry is first of all perceived as useful in securing cosmic harmony and, on a lesser
level, the moral excellence of society:

Therefore, nothing approaches the Book of Poetry in maintaining correct standards for
success or failure |in government], in moving Heaven and Earth, and in appealing to spirils
and gods. The Former Kings used it to make permanent [the tie between] hushand and
wife, to perfect filial reverence, to deepen human relationships, to beautify moral instruc-
tion, and to improve social customs.*®

it is, furthermore, a vehicle for the ruler and the ruled to achieve dialogue and
mutual influence, as manifested in the same Preface’s discussion of a special mode, or
function, of poetry known as feng:

The one above uses feng [airs/moral influence] 1o transform those below, and those helow
use feng [airfadmonition] to criticize the one above; when the main intent is set to music
and the admonition is indirect, then the one who speaks does not commit any offense,
while it is enough for the one who listens to take warning. Therefore it is called feng [air/
moral influence/adminition} >’

- The almost consecrated status given to The Book of Poetry by the Han com-
mentators is essentially reflective of their reverence for Confucius, who provided the
guideline for their attitudes. However, if poetry and The Book of Poetry were
synonymaous to Confucius, the same cannot be said of the Han commentators, for
reams of poetry had been added to the corpus of Chinese literature between the time
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of Confucius and the Han dynasty. There was thus some arbitrariness for The Book
of Poetry to be singled out, which it was, as measuring up to the acble function of
poetry. The arbitrariness had remained uncontested for more than fifteen centuries
until the early part of this century when the Chinese intellectual milicu was charac-
terized by an iconoclastic desire to challenge all traditional assumptions.

For a long period The Book of Poetry was considered less as a literary worl than as
a ching (classic/scripture) which embodies historical truth as well as moral and political
significance. H ancient Greeks tried to uncover the physical and the moral laws in
Homer, ancient Chinese endeavored to recuperate the historical conlexts for ihe
poems and the moral or political admonitions the poems purportedly embody. In this
sense Chinese scholars shared with their Western counterparis a dissatisfaction wiih
the mere first-order meaning of the text and an absolute rejection of the concept of
artistic autonomy.

The allegorization of The Book of Poefry is best exemplified by the traditional

LAY

reading of its first poem, “Kuan-ts’u”, whose lext appears as follows:

Kwan-kwan cries the ts'u-kiu bird, on the islet of the river; the beautiful and good girl, she
is a good mate for the lord.

Of varying length is the hing waterplant, to the left and the right we catch it; the beautiful
and good girl, walking and sleeping he (sought her:) wished for her; he wished for her but
did not get her, walking and sleeping he thought of her; longing, longing, he tossed and
fidgeted.

Of varying length is the hing waterplant, to the left and the right we gather it; the beautiful
and good gitl, guitars and lutes (befriend her:) hail her as a friend.

Of varying length is the hing waterplant, to the left and the right we cull it as a vegetable;
the beautiful and good girl, bells and drums cheer her.™

The initial impression the poem conveys is unmistakably that of a folk song with
repetitional refrains, depicling various stages of emotional anxiety, excitement from
courtship to nuptial. However, the facl that it is in The Book of Poetry renders it
necessary for commentators whe subscribe to the general exegetical principle of the
anihology 1o undertake to uncover the purported hidden significance of the poem.?
To credit it with carryving historical truth, some commentators have asserted that the
poem is actually a delineation of the marital harmony of Sage-King Wen of the Chou
dynasty and his queen. Guided by the view thal poetry is of necessity admonitory,
some have proposed that by eulogizing the proper relationship between man and
woman, it helps to consolidate the very carner-stone on which the entire Chinese ethic-
political system rests. Still others have proposed that by presenting amatory obsession,
the poem stands as a negative example to admenish rulers against the same weakness.

ALLEGORESIS: A CRITQUE

Allegorization, Western and Chinese, is characterized by a general vagueness about
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its tules of operation. Proclus (4107 -485 A.I.) is considered as most explicit about
the exegetical principles among the allegorical critics in the Greek tradition. However,
after an exhaustive investigation into his basic concepts of allegorical exegesis, John
Dillon declares that it is impossible to satisfactorily define or make a distinclion
between his two crucial terms, symbolon and eikon, on which his exegetical principles
are believed to rest.*® One main complaint about allcgorization concerns the pro-
crustean selection of details to fit into preconceived ideological frameworks. Thus
Origen’s exegesis of the Rahabh episode in “Joshua” has elicited the following responsc:

The exegete wishes to include the doctrinal notion that salvation is God’s initiative, but
in reading the dogma from this context he has to dissolve the events and accompanying
images, in effect though not in “belief.,” The particular movement of the narrative and
images have to be ignored.™

Another complaint frequently raised is about its arbitrariness and inconsistency in
matching certain literal meanings of formal features to certain purported hidden
meanings. Cheng Chen-to, for example, notices that there is no clear rules governing
the differentiation of the poems in The Book of Poetry into those with the hidden
intention to praise (mei) and those with the intention to reprimand (fsu). for cases
abound where poems very similar to each other have been assigned by commentators
to opposite categories.*?  Obviously, the issue raised by Cheng Chen-to pertains to the
larger question of why some texts - such as The Book of Poetry or Homer - and not
the others, are singled out for allegorical exegesis.

Allegorization ultimately rests on belief. A Western allegorical critic tvpically
believes that a given litcrary text represents the absolite nature of reality, be it
physical, metaphysical, or divine, whereas his Chinese counterpart believes that a given
literary text contains most profound moral or political wisdom. While proposing what
he thinks to be the rules for biblical exegesis, St. Augustine made a statement that
best sums up the lack of rules in allegorization and its reliance on belief:

Therefore in Lthe consideration of figurative expressions a rule such as this will serve, that
what is read should be subjected to diligent scrutiny until an interpretation contributing to
the reign of charity is produced. If this result appears literally in the text, the expression
being considered is not figurative.”

It was only when changes in socio-historical conditions or general poetics under-
mined the belief that had sustained the allegorization of Homer or The Book of Poetry
that either re-emerged mainly as pure literature and has been appreciated as such

The allegorization of such classics as Homer and The Book of Poetry may finally
go out of fashion, but the significance of such praciice extends bevond some special
orientations in the history of reading these texts. The practice has predisposed and
fostered a special way of rcading and writing respectively within the Western and the
Chinese cultures. This nevertheless does not imply that allegorical mentality and
formal allegory have their final cause in the alicgorization of a certain chosen textis, the
choice of such texts being in a sense a historical accident. The most profound cause
of allegory lies in the nature of language itself. That language is capable ol indirect
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signification enables one to organize a discourse that achieves an allegorical effect, or
{0 read a text as {f it were allegory even if it is not formally justified as such. The
significance of the allegorizaiion of Homer or The Book of Poetry should be seen in
the light of its contribution to a special mode of allegorical mentality and formal
allegory, which is culture-bound.

The Homeric allegorization operates from the assumption that Homer points to
the absolute nature of reality or, more generaily, that the surface detail of a text is
capable of representing something abidingly (that is, philosophically) true. The as-
sumption concerning the representational function of texts has been absorbed into
biblical exegeties, only in ihe latter the represented is specified as the divine meanings.
H the scriptures contain the will of God in disguise because they were divinely inspired,
a logical extension is to see the totality of the world, also of God’s making, as having
the same function. Thomas Browne maintains in his Religio Medici:

Thus there are two Bopks from whence I collect my Divinity: besides that written one of
God, another of His servant Nature, thai universal and publick Manuscript, that lies expans’d
unto the Eyes of all: those that never saw Him in the one, have discover’d Him in the
other ... Surely the Heathens knew better how te joyn and read those mystical Letters than
we Christians, who cast a more careless Fye on these common Hieroglyphicks, and disdain
to suck Divinity from the flowers of Nature.

If Nature, being God’s crealion, contains secret divine messages, man also of God’s
creation, may very well involuntarily encode divine messages in his literary efforts.
This line of thinking accounts for why it was deemed appropriate to search mysterious
Christian meanings in non-Christian texts, a common practice in the Late Middle Ages
and Renaissance,” and why some read Odysseus strapped to the mast of his ship -as
prefiguring Christ on the Cross.*® '

Il is an undeniable fact that lilerary criticism in the West has regularly borrowed
methods and even assumptions from Christian hermeneutics. Dante, for example,
applied the Christian four-fold allegory to the reading of literary texts, and in our age
critics, in their turn, have seen four levels of meaning in Dante’s Divine Comedy.®”
Besides the four-fold allegory, Christian typology — the view that Old Tastament
characters and events are “‘types’” to be recapitulated and fulfilled in Christ and his
Church - has been adapted for interpreting secular literature. Assuming the in-
fluentiality of the seventeenth-century protestant concept of typology, which em-
phasized God’s activity in individual Christians and regarded biblical personages and
events as actually recapitulated in the lives of individual Christians, Barbara Tewalski,
typically, sees the typologicai mode of writing in John Donne, Milton, George Herbert,
and John Bunyan, among others.*® The proclivity of contemporary Western literary
or aecsthetic theorists — for example, such Anglo-American ones as Northrop Frye in
Anatomy of Criticism, Kenneth Burke in The Philosophy of Literary Form and
Language as Symbolic Action, and Susan Langer in Feeling and Form — 1o view every
fiterary work, including the most naturalistic one, as “symbolic,” shows an allegorical
mentality continuous with the Greek and the Crhistian iraditions in the way of perceiv-
ing the world, and consequently the text.

Allegorization, Weslern and Chinese, both operate from the premise that literature
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is referential. Allegorical critics in the West tend to view a literary work as a reference
to experiences of the sensible world which, in furn, refer to a more abstracl structure
of reality. While taking a referential view of literature, Chinese allegorical critics - the
exegetes of The Book of Poetry, generally do not see the hidden meaning as necessarily
more removed from the pale of common sense. [nstead, it still refers to the experiences
of the sensible world. It gains its significance because it fulfills the peculiarly cullure-
bound conditions for significance: capability for historical verification or moraly
political edification. The influence of the allegorization of The Book of Poetry on
Chinese allegorical mentality is first of all seen in the traditional exclusion of any
literary genre other than poetry from allegorical reading.*®  Aside from the fact that
poetry wriling and reading were traditionally a symbol of elitism and a practical aid
in one’s bureaucratic carcer, poetry commanded great respect because the {irst colice-
tion of poetry, The Book of Poeiry, was revered as an importani source of moral
inspiration. This may explain why whenever a classical Chinese poem was singled out
for allegorization, it was done in the manner of the excgesis of The Book of Poetry.
Take, for instance, the allegorization of the following poem by Li Po:

Pheonix onge played on Pheonix Tower.
The birds have left it bare now

only the river flows on.
At the palace of W,

silenit paths

buried nnder grass and blossom,
Men of Chin in their fine attire

hecome ancient grave-mounds,

The Three Peaks reach halfway
into the biue;
Between two anmns of the river
White Egret Tsland
Everywhere drifting clouds that
dull ihe sunlight:
Ch’ang-zn is invisible
and that saddens me.*°

Typically, an allegonical critic would be less interested in ihe poem’s ufi sung
sentiment realized through a balanced descriplion of dynasiic transition and decayed
artifacts as well as the contrastive enduring things of natire. Rather. he would be more
interesied in the metaphorical potential of the lines, “Everywhere drifiing clouds
that/dull the sunlight.”’®' It is true that before Li Po’s time the image of the clouds
obscuring the sun had been made by aliegorical commentaiors inte a set metaphor
referring to scheming, self-serving court officials obstructing the emperor’s access to
advice from his loyal subordinates. Ii is perfectly legitimate for readers 1o read this
metaphorical meaning into the lines. What comes across as an excessive allegorical
mentality at work is that critics should see the import and merit of the poem only n
these lines and ihus read the whole poem as a political allegory. They point out that
the poem is, in terms of historical specificity. an allegory on ¥Yang Kuo-chung (a
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trusted cfficial of Emperor Hsuan-tsung of Tang) and his gang’s hindering his emperor
from useful advice, and more generally, an allegory on wicked officials’ tendency to
deceive the emperor and wreak havoc on the state. If allegorical mentality is typically
reductive, it Is best manifested by the allegorization of this poem, which essentially
reduces a poem into an image conveyed by two lines, so as to be translated into an
idea.

Allegorical reading somelimes can be carried to absurd excess, as exemplified by
the allegoresis of the following poem by Su Tung-p’o of the Northern Sung dynasty
(960-1127):°°

The inconplete moon is hanging above the bare
paulownia trees;

The water-clock stops, and people setile down.
From lime io time; the recluse comes and goes,
Distapt and dim, the shadow of a solitary,

wild goose.

Startled, his head turns;
Impenetrable is his bitter thought.
Surveying the cold branches,

tle chooses to settle on none.
Bleak s the emply sand isle.

The poem obviously establishes a special kind of mental landscape. It describes an
agerieved loner in terms of a solitary wild geose. However, both man and bird can be
envisaged separately as haunting a forlorn location on a chill, dark night. Much of the
pleasure of the poem resides in the peculiar metiaphorical relationships beiween the
man, the bird, and the landscape. The cxegetical tradition of The Book of Poetry,
nonetheless, induces a critic to specify the poem as an allegory which expresses
grievances to the ruler:

That a wild goose is startled refers to a worthy one feeling uncomfortable, That he turns
his head shows his unceasing love for his emperor. That his thought is impenctrable suggests
that his emperor is not observing enough. That after surveying the cold branches he choaoses
o settle on none shows his unwillingness to seelc high position and be complacent. Thut the
sand isle is bleak and empty means he cannot feel al home,

Adlegorization, Western and Chinese, is usually a convention of reading impased
on a text which s not tormal allegory. However, the allegorical mentality fostered by
atlegorization no doubi contributes in some way to allegorical writing. I Western
allegonization has incuicated in readers the expectation to recuperate generalized,
often rarefied, notions even from naturalistic characters and events, it is only natural
for writers to go one step further to foreground thosc notions by, for example, turning
them into dramatis persona. Consequently, we have a mode of writing which siresses
not the uvniqueness of individualized characters but the complexity of individual
components that go into the making of uriversal buman nature; or as C.5. Lewis
nicely puts it: “that unitary ‘soul’ or ‘personality’ which interests the novelist is for
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[an allegorist] merely the arena in which the combatants meet: it is to the combatants
— that he must attend.”® A puaradox ensues. If “personification allegory,” as this
kind of writing is commonly designated, came into existence partially owing to the
prevalence of allegorical mentality, it nevertheless goes agamst the very grain of
“allegory™ in its original sense, as pointed out by Ellen I3. Leyburn:

The proliferation of personified abstractions in medieval works is probably responsible for
the gradual linking of -personification with the definition of allegory. This has been one of
the most confusing developments in the usage of the word, for there is nothing inhesently
allegorical about personification. The remoteness of personification from allegory befors
the association developed in the Middle Ages is indicated by the fact that Quiniilian dis-
cusses them in different books in the Iustitute Oratoriy. Indeed the naming of an abstrac-
tion is contrary to the essential conception of concealment which is basic in allegory. There
is no veiling, either for purposes of intensification or of actual hiding of meaning, in catling
a quality by name .

In China, the allegerical interpretation of The Book of Poetry, be it sensitive read-
ing or net, has resulted in some conditioned responses to a poetical text, which are
then translated into conventionalized strategies of writing. The phenomenon may
even be traced in the fourth-ceniury B.C. masterpiece, Li Sao (On Encountering
Sorrow), by Ch'n Yuan, As David Hawkes remarks, when the speaker of the posm
adopts a female role and talks about his handsome lover, the writer is probably ntiliz-
ing an allegorical device inspired by the allegorical reading of the love poems in The
Book of Poetry, which invariably interprets the lover as the ruler and his mistress us
the minisier.®® Most conspicucusly, Pai Chu-i of the T’ang dvnasty provided for ane
of his collections of poetry, Hsin vueh-fu, the preface and commentary exactly in the
manner of the Han commentators of The Book of Poetry, specifying the hidden
admonitory function of cach poem, And it was the long tradition of employing The
Book of Poetry for multiple communicative purposes that gave rise to poems like the
follewing by Chu Ch’ing-yu, another T ang poet:

“The Approaching Examination: for Chang Chi”
1.ast night in the brida! chamber
red candles burned low;
At dawn she goes to pay respect
to her new parents,
Having touched up her face,
in a whisper she asks her husband --
“Have I painted my eyebrows right
for the present fashion?"*

Besides being a description of the young marrieds on their first wedding morn, the
poem, partially indicated by the titie, is understood to carry a hidden inquiry from its
writer (a candidate of an approaching civil service examination) to an influential
mandarin (Chang Chi); “Based on this poem, what is your estimate of my chance in
the examination? %7
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COMNCLUSION

The above diachrenic study of allegorical reading attempls to enhance the under-
standing of the present state of allegorical reading. Historically speaking, canonized
texis tended fo invite a long tradiiion of allegorical reading. Today we still utilize
allegonization, yet only as a last resort and a temperary expedient to naturalize a
problematic text. Before we can finally place a text within the context of hierary
convention, we find allegorization a convement tool. It has acquired dignity through
its traditional association with texts of monuimental status. [l does not demand
adherence to rigorous rules of operation. o say that a text derives its primary value
from its concealed truth is anoilher way of saying ihat its value lies in its indirect re-
ferentiality to an order of reality — bhe it psychological, socio-palitifal, historical, or
theological -- which, since held to be independent of formal features, very well resides
outside the text.

In this connection, a distinction needs to be made. To say that “The Wasteland™
expresses in its chaotic form the sense of the disorientation of the moedern worid is
to advance an interpretation which figures as a border-line case of allegorical reading.
It recognizes the significance of the poem’s manipulation of the form — which, in this
particular case, means the absence of an articulated theme — but it does not equate the
content ol the poem with its formal manipulation in the manner Victor Shaklovsky,
for exampie, identifies “awareness of form™ as the content of Friseram Shandy .5t
Insiead, it proceeds 1o assign a meaning, a humanly significant one at that, 1o lhe
poem’s deliberate stiuctural disorganization, or for that matter, lack of apparent

" meaning. ‘Thus the very lack of an articulated meaning is itself construed as meaning

fui. This mode of reading, which thematizes forinal features, seems distinguishable
from regular allegorical reading. '

Commenting on the OId Tastament and its inlerpretation, Frich Auerbach re-
marks:

As a composition, the Old Tastament is comparably less unified than the Homeric poems, it
is more obviously pieced togother — but the various components ali belong to one coneept
of universal history and iis interpretation. If certain elements survived which did not im-
iediately fit in, interpretation took care of them; and so the reader is at every moment
aware of the universal religio-historical perspeciive which gives the individual stories their
general meaning and purpose *°

The “interpretation”™ as mentioned by Auverbach is obviously based on a passionaie
behief — that the scripture conlains universal and historical truth. It is then employed
to round out whatever incompletions, neutralize whatever contraditions, and work out
whatever incolierences In the text, in order fo give the entire scripture one “religio-
hisorical” perspective. It is allegorical reading par excellence. _

Allegorical reading invariably calls for belief of various sorts and degrees. One
is often required to believe in the validity of some doctrine or intellectual principle, as
well as m the validity of such a doctrine or intellectual principle’s disguised presence
in a text. This character of allegorical reading applies to Western as weil sz Chinese
aflegonzation even though, owing to different ewistemological habils, oxcess of



Allegaresis: Western and Chinese

allegorical mentality is manifested in the West in the tendency to read metaphysical
profundity into naturalistic texts, whereas in China it is likely manifested in critics’
insistence 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 explicitness, what
with its passé literary assumptions which take a dichotomic view of form and content
and cxalt the latter above the former, allegorical reading does not sit well with the
critical temper of our age. It is presently at best a temporary ploy to naturalize the
problematic.

—_—
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