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Abstract
This dissertation looks beyond the prevailing view of Pu Songling’s (1640-1715)

Liaozhai zhiyi as an undisputed classic of Chinese literature, positing that much of the
work’s cultural relevance and popular appeal derives from its status as “minor discourse”
rooted in the tradition of the ghost tale. The first half of the dissertation examines the
ghosts depicted within Liaozhali, reconnecting their tamed and feminized images with
their dark and anarchic origins. The second half studies the reception of Liaozhali,
chronicling the book’s cultural ascension from xiaoshuo, in the original sense of a minor
form of discourse fraught with generic and ideological tensions, to a major work of
fiction (xiaoshuo in its modern sense). However, the book’s canonical status remains
unsettled, haunted by its heterogeneous literary and cultural roots.

The Introduction reviews current scholarship on Liaozhai, justifying the need to
further investigate the relationship between popular perceptions of Liaozhai and the
Chinese notion of ghosts. Chapter One delineates Pu Songling’s position in late imperial
ghost discourse and examines how the ghost tale reflects his ambivalence toward being a

Confucian literatus. Chapter Two reads Pu Songling’s “The Painted Skin” in conjunction



iii
with its literary antecedents, demonstrating that Pu’s uses of both zhiguai and chuanqi
modes are essential for the exploration of the ghost’s critical and creative potential.
Chapter Three takes up the issues of genre, canon and ideology in the “remaking” of the
book by Qing dynasty critics, publishers and commentators, a process in which Liaozhai
gains prestige but Liaozhai ghosts become aestheticized into objects of connoisseurship.
Chapter Four looks at the ruptures in modern ghost discourse that paradoxically create
new vantage points from which Liaozhai regains its “minor” status, most notably in Hong
Kong ghost films. The Conclusion revisits “The Painted Skin,” a Liaozhai story that
exemplifies the complex cultural ramifications of the ghost.

The dissertation combines a study of Liaozhai’s textual formation and its
subsequent history of reception with a dialogic inquiry into the ghost, which occupies a
highly contested field of cultural discourse, functioning variously as a psychological

projection, a token of belief, a literary motif and an aesthetic construction.
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Introduction

The King of Qi had a retainer who was good at painting. The King asked him:
“What is the most difficult to paint?” “Dogs and horses are the most difficult,”
was the reply. “What is the easiest to paint?” “Ghosts are the easiest.” Dogs and
horses are commonly known, and they appear in front of our eyes day in and day
out. One cannot simply approximate them. Therefore they are difficult to paint.
Ghosts are formless. They are not visible to us. That’s why they are easy to paint.

BHMASEES, HEMRB. “EEEE? 7 B CRE#H. 7 “3S
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—Hanfeizi #3F 7!

A ghost, by popular definition, is a disesmbodied soul, and therefore is formless
and invisible. But a ghost also manifests itself in the most varied guises through human
imagination. As the painter in the Hanfeizi parable suggests, ghosts might be the easiest
subject to paint. But the portrait of a ghost—being a mere guess, or at best, an
approximation—might be the most challenging to the viewer. The thing that inspired the
painting is always beyond the viewer’s grasp. Thus the ghost becomes an apt metaphor

for the elusiveness of literary representation. This dissertation is an attempt to view, and
to make sense of, one of the greatest literary portraits of ghosts—Pu Songling’s TR fa &%
(1640-1715) Liaozhai zhiyi 175 & 5.

The mention of the name “Liaozhai” immediately conjures up alluring and yet

vaguely ominous images of ghosts, and the book has, to many, become synonymous with

the genre of the ghost story. Conversely, when the word “ghost” enters into a

! All English translations are mine unless otherwise noted. | thank Prof. Graham Sanders, Prof. Allan Barr,
Roo Borson, and Peter Hajecek for their critique and suggestions.



conversation, as it is not infrequent among the Chinese, the word nearly always brings to
mind Liaozhai, or at the very least certain impressions of the ghost coloured by memories
of reading a Liaozhai story or watching a Liaozhai film. So intimately bound are the
Chinese notion of ghosts and the popular perception of the book that they have become
two cultural phenomena whose interrelations are often tacitly acknowledged, but have yet
to be thoroughly articulated. It is the aim of the present study to describe and crystallize
this interwoven relationship, an aim motivated by two of my personal interests that
mutually reinforce one another: ghosts—a curiosity incubated by childhood experience
with ancestral worship, and Liaozhai—a single body of work, or perhaps a single name,
that evokes and embodies the Chinese ghost sensibility.

Liaozhai is arguably the most read, studied, staged, and filmed Chinese ghost
story collection. Pu Songling’s work was already sought-after during the author’s
lifetime among members of the literati, who avidly copied and circulated various versions
of the work in manuscript form.? After its publication in 1766, half a century after Pu
Songling’s death, a succession of editors, publishers and commentators defended and
promoted the book from personal, ideological, commercial, and literary standpoints.®
Almost immediately after the book’s publication, a long history of popular reception
began: first, there were eighteenth-century southern dramas inspired by Liaozhai; then the

rest of the dynastic period witnessed the sweeping success of Liaozhai adaptations in

% For a detailed account of Liaozhai’s textual transmission in various manuscript editions, see Allan Barr,
“The Textual Transmission of Liaozhai zhiyi.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 44.2 (Dec. 1984): 515-
562.

® See Judith Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange (Chapter 1), for a discussion of Liaozhai’s critical reception
during the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries.



regional theatrical and storyteller’s repertoires.* After a period of hiatus during the
twentieth century, Liaozhai once again thrived in both scholarly and popular circles.
New and repackaged editions of Liaozhai, with commentaries, illustrations, and modern
translations, are quickly put on the book market to compete with new releases of other
literary classics. Liaozhai scholarship is not only flourishing, but has courted new

heights of popularity by scholars like Ma Ruifang & ¥# 75, who appears frequently in
“The Master’s Forum” £452 18 on China Central Television. Film and television

adaptations of Liaozhai tales continue to thrive.”

Yet Liaozhai’s current status as a literary classic and a popular cultural
phenomenon belies the fact that the ghost is still a sensitive subject in contemporary
Chinese media. In the summer of 2003, a new television adaptation of the famous
Liaozhai story, Nie Xiaogian, jointly produced by Taiwan and the Mainland, caused
much controversy in Chinese newspapers, apparently due to its “ghost and demon”

subject. One report warned that the TV series might have trouble passing Mainland

*In 1768, two years after Liaozhai’s publication, Qian Weigiao $%{f:7%; (1739-1806) wrote Yingwumei %&
HEAE (The Parrot Matchmaker) based on the Liaozhai tale “A Bao” [#[g%, the first Liaozhai-inspired
southern drama on record. There are at least fourteen extant southern dramas based on Liaozhai from the
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. According to Ji Genyin’s statistics, Liaozhai stories have been
adapted into more than 150 jingju and other regional theatres, a phenomenon that lasted well into the
twentieth century. By the 1950s, nearly all the main regional theatres in China had staged Liaozhai plays.
See Ji Genyin 40 HRIE. “Pu Songling zhuzuo yu difang xiqu™ i FA RS 35 1 Bl #h 77k i, in Pu Songling
yanjiu jikan JiFA &S BF FCEE T, vol. 2, pp. 363-389. Jinan: Qilu shushe, 1981.

® For information on Liaozhai adaptations into drama, vernacular stories, and film, see Chang Chun-shu
and Chang Hsueh-lun, Redefining History: Ghosts, Spirits, and Human Society in P’u Sung-ling’s World,
1640-1715. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1998; Zhu Yixuan 4<—% ed., Liaozhai zhiyi
ziliao huibian 7% & ¥ & Kl 224w (A sourcebook of Liaozhai zhiyi research material). Henan: Zhongzhou
guji chubanshe, 1986; and Wang Fucong, Liaozhai yingshi pinglun 175 543 ¥ (Review of Liaozhai
film and TV adaptations), Shandong wenyi chubanshe, 1993.



censorship and its official release in China was not guaranteed.® Another newspaper
soon followed with the headline: “To avoid a ban, Xiaogian turns from ghost to immortal
in the new television series.” According to this report, the producers, not wishing to lose

the lucrative Mainland market, had hired the acclaimed screenwriter Chen Shisan [ =

to “de-ghost” the original Liaozhai story.” About a week later, it was confirmed that the
television series had finally passed state censorship and would be aired on Mainland
television in August.®

No doubt some of the perceived threat of censorship is a ploy for media hype.
However, such belaboured and contradictory responses to screen adaptations of Liaozhai
are reminiscent of, and are indeed a continuation of, that time-honoured debate on the
legitimacy of ghosts and the dubious literary enterprise of recording the strange. Such
responses testify to the relevance of the ghost to popular and critical receptions of
Liaozhai, to the ghost’s ambiguity as a source of both fascination and unease, and to its
capacity for generating discourse.

To call Liaozhai the quintessential Chinese ghost story collection is to call to
attention some of the chasms between the general acclaim for the work now and its
earlier struggles throughout its textual transmission and reception. To modern readers
and literary historians, Liaozhai is an undisputed literary classic, best known for a gallery

of beautiful and sensual ghost women whose images are permanently enshrined in a

® “Qiannii youhun sheji “guiguai” ticai; tongguo shencha youdian xuan” 15 & sz ¥ K “ 1% EH 38

i 3R A B &, Tianfu Morning News K JfF %, 2003 (June 27).

" Zhang Xuejun 725, “Qiannii youhun buxiang bei jin: xiaogian you gui bian xian” {5 % f 3 A~ 48 gl 2%
/M 1 554111, Beijing Xin Bao Jb 515 ¥k, 2003 (July 3).

8 Tang Xiaoshi FFEEs%, “Qiannii youhun shenpi guoguan; sida zhuyuan zhenqing gaobai” 1& Zc K42 it
I UK i B 75 1, Shenyang Today 1% F5 4R, 2003 (July 10).



series of elegant tales with intricate plotlines, vivid characterization, and unfettered
imagination. However, the term “ghost story,” now almost synonymous with “Liaozhai,”
obscures the fact that Liaozhai is more than just an assembly of ghost narratives; the
enchanting images of Liaozhai ghosts in the public mind also overshadow many other
Liaozhai images that are grotesque, horrid, and dangerous.

Pu Songling’s Liaozhai is a heterogeneous collection encompassing a broad array

of genres and modes of writing, from records of the strange (zhiguai £ %) to tales of the
marvellous (chuangi {2 #5). His sources range from the oral (folktales, stories, hearsay),

the written (old books, records, tales), to the experiential (personal experiences, dreams,
memories). His theme and subject matter range from ghosts, foxes, and all sorts of
strange flora and fauna, to insightful, incisive depictions of human characters and social
realities. Liaozhai’s textual hybridity, a seemingly literary problem, proves to have
broader cultural implications. The promiscuous nature of Pu Songling’s text reactivated
centuries of critical and ideological debate on the legitimacy of zhiguai writing, and on
the very definition of the genre. Dismissed by the literary establishment as generically
impure and inconsistent, and faring poorly in a genre that was itself under attack,

Liaozhai was excluded from the philosophers section (-F-#%) of the Siku quanshu JY & 4=
= (the Qianlong Imperial library) catalogue. Thus the book’s now-unshakable literary

status threatens to erase the tortuous route of Liaozhai’s literary (and cultural) ascension.
It would be more accurate to describe Liaozhai as a major work in a minor genre

(or a mixture of genres) written by an undistinguished member of the literati, but this

assertion inevitably evokes many of the irregularities, contradictions, and controversies

that have surrounded Pu Songling’s work. It is a collection of tales that has been, and is



perhaps meant to be, always partially read; a literary classic whose renown is founded on,
and is in fact dependent on, a small selection of the entire collection. It is a work whose
author’s social standing is as ambiguous as the literary status of his work; a work whose
reputation and popularity are continuously destabilized, made problematic, but also
fuelled by the subject matter of ghosts. This dissertation is an attempt to examine some
of these contradictions and discrepancies, and to raise the question: in what sense is the
literary status of Liaozhai inextricably linked with the cultural functions of the ghosts that

it portrays?

Which Liaozhan

Lu Xun %13 famously remarked that Liaozhai is a book of zhiguai in the chuangi
mode FH 8 #71 LAZEEL.? The development of these two closely related genres is
indeed the most pertinent literary and historical context for the study of Liaozhai. Much
of the critical debate on zhiguai centres round the genre’s ambiguous position in relation
to historiography and fiction. Chen Wenxin [ 3C#7 traces the roots of zhiguai back to
early philosophical and historical writings, such as Zhuangzi ¥ and Zuozhuan 7= {#,

which contain narrative elements of a fanciful or fantastic nature.*® Many scholars

consider the fictional elements in zhiguai to be the beginning of a narrative trend, which

% See Lu Xun £, Zhongguo xiaoshuo shiliie H[E /N 52 0% (A brief history of Chinese fiction).
Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1998, p. 148.

19 Chen Wenxin [ 331, Wenyan xiaoshuo shenmei fazhan shi 5 /Na a8 255 95 & 52 (A history of
aesthetics in classical fiction). Wuhan daxue chubanshe, 2002.



was developed further in Tang chuanqi tales, and finally blossomed in Ming and Qing
fiction.'

Robert Campany counters the “birth of fiction” theory by arguing that zhiguai, in
its formative stage from the Warring States period to the Six Dynasties, was practiced as
an extension of the ancient cosmographic tradition, in which strange reports from the
periphery were collected in the capital as a way of ordering the world.*? In his book
entitled, Strange Writing: Anomaly Accounts in Early Medieval China, Campany further
explains how authors writing from most of the religious and cultural perspectives of the
times—including Daoists, Buddhists, Confucians, and others—used the genre differently
for their own persuasive purposes.

To a great extent, the scholarly divide on the zhiguai tradition—between
adherents of the “birth of fiction” theory and those who advocate zhiguai as a peripheral
form of writing with clear persuasive ends—has shaped two predominant scholarly
approaches to the study of Liaozhai. These two scholarly orientations—one emphasizing
literary art and the other cultural discourse—and the attempts to reconcile them, also
characterize much of existing Liaozhai studies in English.

In a number of seminal essays published in the mid-twentieth century, Jaroslav
Prisek examines the creative process of Liaozhai and argues that Pu Songling utilizes his
prose to express what writers of an earlier age conveyed in their lyrical poetry, and that

Pu’s work brings to a close the thousand years’ development of Chinese literature in the

1 See Kenneth DeWoskin, “The Six Dynasties Chih-kuai and the Birth of Fiction.” Chinese Narrative:
Critical and Theoretical Essays. Ed. Andrew H. Plaks. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977, pp. 21-
52; Maeno Naoaki, “The Origin of Fiction in China.” Acta Asiatica, 16 (1969): 27-37.

12 Robert Ford Campany, Strange Writing: Anomaly Accounts in Early Medieval China. Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press. 1996, p. 162.



classical language.™ Prasek’s high regard for Liaozhai is echoed in the general scholarly
tendency to treat Liaozhai as a work of consummate literary art. But in the foreword to
his own Czech translation of a Liaozhai selection, Prisek emphasizes Pu’s affinity with
the common people and the strong note of social criticism in his work, which are seen as
an overture to modern literature. By connecting Pu Songling’s writing with the notion of
the “modern,” Prisek seems to suggest that there are certain qualities in Liaozhai that
would help the work move beyond the confines of pre-modern literati culture, a point that
has been amply supported by Liaozhai’s multifarious reincarnations in modern and
contemporary Chinese culture.

Allan Barr’s work on Liaozhai, published as a series of essays in the Harvard
Journal of Asiatic Studies, is indispensable for understanding the textual formation,
transmission, and reception of Liaozhai. His study reveals that the textual boundaries of
Liaozhai remained unsettled long after the author’s death, and that the various manuscript
and print editions, bearing strong evidence of interpolation, intervention and censorship,
have made it difficult to ascertain an “original” version as envisioned by Pu Songling.
This complicated textual history brings up the issue of authorial intention and the need
for carefully qualified strategies of interpretation. Barr’s solution is to reconstruct a
chronology of the tales, and then to chart the trajectories of Pu Songling’s artistic
development and narrative interests.** This chronological approach, as Sing-chen Lydia

Chiang has pointed out, is rewarding but needs to be readjusted as a method of reading.

13 See Jaroslav Priisek. “P’u Sung-ling and His Work.” Chinese History and Literature: Collection of
Studies. Dordrecht: Reidel, 1970, pp. 109-38.

14 See Allan Barr. “The Textual Transmission of Liaozhai zhiyi.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 44.2
(1984): 515-62.



The dating of some of the tales is by necessity tentative. The formulation of a more or
less linear artistic development, based on the earlier and the later tales, might exclude the
possibility of the author revisiting and rearranging earlier work, or switching back and
forth between literary modes.’®> Nevertheless, the thoroughness of Barr’s work is
significant in that it is perhaps the only Liaozhai study in English that takes into account
the entire collection with its full range of tales, from the anecdotal zhiguai to the
elaborate chuanqi.

Most close readings of Liaozhai, owing to the sheer number of tales in the
collection and the reader’s own literary taste and scholarly orientation, have been based
on a limited selection of tales that are often stylistically similar or thematically coherent.
Zhiguai and chuanqi can be seen as two code words that mark two discernible tendencies
in Liaozhai studies: those that favour the long romances and those who prefer the short
anecdotes; those who focus on literary representation and those who emphasize cultural
discourse. This divergence in scholarly approach has also reinforced the two seemingly
contradictory images of Liaozhai ghosts: the enchantingly beautiful and the grotesquely
dangerous.

In Enchantment and Disenchantment, Wai-yee Li describes a particular
mechanism of “taming the strange” that propels Liaozhai narratives, with the effect of
creating a constant textual tension between “desire and order.”*® But in order to
demonstrate how Pu Songling deftly balances the urge toward extravagant fantasy with

moral constraints, Li relies primarily on Pu’s long chuangi romances and does not

1> Sing-chen Lydia Chiang, Collecting the Self: Body and Identity in Strange Tale Collections of Late
Imperial China, pp. 80-83.

16 Wai-yee Li, Enchantment and Disenchantment, p. 94.
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consider how the numerous zhiguai anecdotes might resist her neatly formulated
dichotomy of desire and order. Most of the elliptical zhiguai narratives in Liaozhai are
characterized by an overpowering sense of fear and anxiety that might complicate desire,
and the brevity of such anecdotes often does not allow for the reestablishment of order.

In Historian of the Strange, Judith Zeitlin places her close reading of a selection
of Liaozhai tales under the rubric of “boundary crossing,” identifying three themes—
obsession, gender, and dreams—that were of “keen interest” to late Ming literati
culture.*” Similarly, Zeitlin focuses on the long tales, whose elaborate plots and narrative
turns admittedly allow more space for creative reading. The preference for the chuanqi
mode, in Zeitlin’s case, also seems to accentuate a particular vision of Liaozhai that
situates Pu Songling’s work within seventeenth-century elite culture.'® As is made
evident in her more recent book on Chinese ghost literature, The Phantom Heroine,
Zeitlin reads Pu Songling’s ghost tales alongside the famous seventeenth-century chuangi
plays by Hong Sheng and Kong Shangren, approaching these stylistically divergent
works written by socio-economically divided authors as part of a collective literati
response to the traumas of Ming-Qing dynastic change.

It is debatable if seventeenth-century literati culture is the most fitting context to
historicize Pu Songling’s work. As Prisek has reminded us, Pu Songling’s close affinity
with the “common people” makes his elite status ambivalent. Liaozhai may have taken
the form of literati culture, but the emotional tone and critical stance of Pu Songling’s

tales set his work apart from those of most other zhiguai writers of the time. The book’s

17 Judith Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, pp. 11-12.
18 Judith Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine, p. 8.
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history of reception also indicates that, although Liaozhai was written mainly in the
seventeenth century, critical and popular responses to the work were delayed and
Liaozhai’s cultural function did not come into full play until the late eighteenth century.
Thus the question of situating Pu Songling and his work cultural-historically not only
conditions one’s reading (and choice) of Liaozhai tales, but also affects how one
understands and defines the work as a whole.

In Collecting the Self: Body and Identity in Strange Tale Collections of Late
Imperial China, Sing-chen Lydia Chiang is justifiably critical of the privileging of the
chuanqi tales over the zhiguai anecdotes in much of pre-existing studies of Liaozhai. She
argues that this scholarly neglect of the zhiguai mode is both symptomatic of and
responsible for a biased understanding and acceptance of Pu Songling’s work primarily
as romantic fantasy. Chiang remedies this scholarly imbalance by focusing on the
“horror fiction” in Liaozhali, positing that the grotesque bodies portrayed in many of the
zhiguai anecdotes reveal Pu Songling’s identity crisis as a member of the Qing literati.
Chiang writes: “Similar to the monstrous forms representing terra incognita on a pre-
modern European map... the figures of grotesque aliens are juxtaposed with stories of
marvels in Liaozhai. These tales of disenchantment were meant to contrast with, set in
sharp relief, and perhaps to reinforce, the centrality of tales of enchantment in the famed
story collection.”*®

The short horror tales in the zhiguai tradition and the long romances in the

chuangi style are clearly two identifiable literary modes with which Pu Songling

19 Sing-chen Lydia Chiang, Collecting the Self: Body and Identity in Strange Tale Collections of Late
Imperial China, p. 124.
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negotiated and experimented. But, the inventiveness of Pu Songling’s writing has also
meant that the zhiguai and chuangi modes do not fall into clear-cut divisions in Liaozhai
as Chiang’s image of the pre-modern European map suggests. To ponder the relationship
between the two modes, we are better off with Lu Xun’s deliberately ambiguous
formulation: Liaozhai is a work of zhiguai written in the chuangi mode/method. In this
dissertation, rather than trying to determine which mode represents the “truer” vision of
Pu Songling, I will seek to demonstrate that the juxtaposition of the zhiguai and chuanqi
modes in the reading of Liaozhai can yield surprising connections between the two, and
that both are necessary for making sense of the conflicting emotions of fear, anxiety,

desire and fantasy in Pu Songling’s work.

“Minor Discourse” Revisited
It would be tempting to tell the success story of Liaozhai as that of a work that
reinvents the lowly genres of zhiguai and chuanqi, and elevates itself from the tradition

AN

of minor discourse (xiaoshuo /\g% in its pre-novelistic sense) to the ranks of the great

works of Chinese fiction (xiaoshuo in its modern sense). Such a story of literary
ascension would fit in neatly with the rise of fiction in Chinese literary history, and lend
support to the notion that Chinese fiction developed concurrently in both the classical and
the vernacular medium, and that the classical tale had much to contribute to Chinese
narrative art. It is widely acknowledged that, in terms of literary sophistication, Pu
Songling’s work holds up to the greatest full-length novel that the Ming-Qing period had

produced.
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Yet, as Allan Barr has pointed out, Liaozhai was by no means a famous work
during Pu Songling’s lifetime.”> And as Judith Zeitlin has shown, the literary status of
Liaozhai continued to be questioned long after the author’s death.”* The notion that
Liaozhai was a major work of Chinese literature was not widely embraced until the
nineteenth century. Even then, it remained unclear where Liaozhai was to be placed in
the literary canon due to the ambiguous nature of the work’s form and genre. Since the
early twentieth century, the status of Liaozhai again went through dramatic and violent
fluctuations. It is therefore important to question any complacency about Liaozhai’s
canonical status and ask: in what sense is Liaozhai popular, problematic, but never truly
“major” or “classic”?

In Redefining History: Ghosts, Spirits, and Human Society in P’u Sung-ling’s
World, 1640-1715, Chang Chun-shu and Chang Hsueh-lun argue that Pu Songling’s
writing could be “his private, alternative way to fulfill his scholar-official ambition.”?
Excluded from the centre of the official discourse, zhiguai writers such as Pu Songling
were not willing to give up their own voice, a voice that was self-conscious of its

difference from official history. The Changs’ “redefinition of history” echoes Campany’s
understanding of the zhiguai tradition as an “anti-locative” cosmography: the practice of
writing and collecting anomalies on the margins as a way of challenging the powers at

the centre.?® This definition of zhiguai as a literary practice that resists or challenges

% Allan Barr, “Novelty, Character, and Community in Zhang Chao’s Yu Chu xinzhi,” in Trauma and
Transcendence in Early Qing Literature, p. 282.

2! Judith Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, pp. 17-25.

22 Chang Chun-shu and Chang Hsueh-lun, Redefining History: Ghosts, Spirits, and Human Society in P’u
Sung-ling’s World, 1640-1715. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1998, p. 65.

2% Campany, Strange Writing, p. 168.
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official historiography interestingly corresponds with Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of
“minor literature”: a collective enunciation, a politically conscious literature written from
the margins, where it is possible “to express another possible community and to forge the
means for another consciousness and another sensibility.”%*

These overlapping concepts, with their emphases on the personal, communal,
political, and ideological implications of a writer’s choice of genres and themes, will help
to anchor the critical perspective of the present study. A caveat for studying Liaozhao is
the consciousness of Liaozhai’s fame as a masterpiece of classic Chinese fiction, and the
temptation to treat it as such. Suspending the modern designation of xiaoshuo as fiction
and revisiting the original sense of the term, as a “minor discourse” fraught with generic
and ideological tensions, the dissertation seeks to demonstrate that Liaozhai’s literary
excellence alone cannot fully account for the complexities of Pu’s work and its cultural
function.

The emphasis on the minor status of Liaozhai requires an investigation of not only
what the work is, but also what it does. It requires historicizing the cultural production of
Liaozhai beyond the literati culture of the seventeenth century, thus opening up a line of
inquiry that bridges conventional divisions of the pre-modern and the modern. And most

importantly, the concept of “minor” underscores a deep symbiosis not only between

author and genre, but also between genre and theme.

% Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 16-17.
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Redefining the “Ghost”

It is as a collection of ghost stories for which Pu Songling’s work is the most
celebrated. No other major work in the Chinese literary canon is so singularly
recognizable by a subject matter that serves as a signature or shorthand. Ghosts not only
encapsulate Liaozhai’s main theme and characters, they also offer a vantage point from
which to examine how the ghost tale participates in the larger Chinese discourse on
ghosts. Liaozhai’s critical reception was initially centred on the very issue of belief,
namely the legitimacy of ghosts as a subject matter of discourse. Even though Liaozhali
publishers and commentators sought to circumvent that debate by focusing on literary
and aesthetic issues, the subject matter of ghosts always looms in the background and
comes to the fore from time to time. Ghosts, both as an issue of belief and as a trope of
literary representation, have anchored and carried forward the course of Liaozhai’s
textual formation, transmission and reception, sometimes invigorating it, sometimes
troubling it, but never completely absent from it.

Ghost narratives not only account for a high percentage of Liaozhai stories, they
are also the most read and the best known due to their frequent representation in popular
culture. ® However, Liaozhai scholarship in English has been generally reluctant to
approach Pu Songling’s work from the viewpoint of ghosts. This critical caution may

partly be based on a wariness of the unqualified uses of zhiguai, especially the earlier

2 According to Wang Fenling, of approximately five hundred Liaozhai tales, two hundred and fifty-eight
explicitly deal with ghosts and spirits. See Wang Fenling, Guihu fengqing Y& 1%, pp. 187-195, 219-220.
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collections, as source material for the study of Chinese religion.?® Nevertheless, many
Liaozhai studies are drawn to ghosts and choose to study the ghost tales by using less
culturally loaded terms such as “the strange” and “the grotesque,” or by borrowing
Western cultural concepts such as “the fantastic,” the uncanny,” or “the supernatural.”
To some extent, these terms are useful for communicating specifically Chinese traditions
and ideas across cultural barriers, but over-reliance on these terms has the disadvantage
of universalizing the unique cultural functions of the Chinese ghost tale.

In studies that explicitly deal with ghosts, the approach has been mainly
typological, perhaps due to the need to distinguish the ghost from other forms of spiritual
manifestations. This typological approach is primarily concerned with thematic content

rather than narrative function. For example, Wang Fenling J¥#3¥% classifies Liaozhai

ghost stories into eight broad thematic groups according to each tale’s religious affiliation
or the characteristics of individual ghosts.?” While the typologies afford us a general
sense of the distribution of character types, it tells us little about the relationship between
the types. Some of the clichéd labels, such as karmic retribution or governance of the

underworld, place the ghosts within pre-existing belief systems without sufficiently

26 J.J. M. de Groot pioneered this method of study in The Religious System of China, Its Ancient Forms,
Evolution, History and Present Aspect. Manners, Customs, and Social Institutions Connected Therewith.
(Leiden: 1892-1910). The six-volume work covers all major aspects of the Chinese religious tradition:
Daoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, funeral rites, and ancestral worship. His treatment of the more general
subjects, such as death, worship, and the notion of the soul, relies heavily on zhiguai texts. In The
Changing Gods of Medieval China (1127-1276) (Princeton: 1990), Valerie Hansen provides an account of
the rise of popular religion in the Southern Song period, using sources such as local gazetteers, temple
inscriptions, and Hong Mai’s zhiguai collection, Yijianzhi.

" Wang Fenling divides the total number of 176 Liaozhai ghost stories into eight categories: ghost-human
love stories (28); governance of the underworld (24); demons and malicious ghosts (18); benign ghosts and
reciprocity (10); transcendents, immortals and spirits (38); karmic retribution (29); obsession and object-
spirits (6); and souls (23). She places the fox stories (82) into a separate typology. See Guihu fengqging, pp.
187-195, 219-220.
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accounting for the ghost’s unorthodox, non-institutional lineage.?® The typological
approach reflects a structuralist, synchronic view of the ghosts against a more or less
constant cosmological background. The emphasis on type rather than cultural function
also limits our understanding of the complexity of representation on the level of the
narrative.

Of all the typologies, the fox deserves a special mention due to its frequent
representation in literature and its deep roots in folk worship. Rania Huntington’s study
of the literary fox, Alien Kind, is firmly anchored by a Proppian conviction in the
archetype, and at the same time rich and fluid in its post-structuralist analysis of
discourse. Although her focus on foxes helps to draw out the intricate relationship
between a particular cultural species and the literary genre it inhabits, I will maintain that
the fox-spirit, in literary representation, is not always as distinctive a genre as Huntington
defines it to be. A non-species-based vision of the supernatural world is especially
apparent in Liaozhai. While Pu Songling pays much attention to the differences between
the species, he is mainly driven by the narrative interest of such details rather than by the
desire to differentiate and categorize. Huntington admits to the fact that “Pu’s foxes have

a great deal in common with his other supernatural heroines, often more than they would

%8 The typological approach harkens back to the method of thematic organization of texts in Taiping
guangji, the Song dynasty court-sponsored compendium of zhiguai and chuangi writings up to the tenth
century. This approach is also prevalent in English-language studies of zhiguai. See Anthony Yu, “‘Rest,
Rest Perturbed Spirit!” Ghosts in Traditional Chinese Fiction.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 47.2
(Dec. 1987): 397-434; Robert Campany, “Ghosts Matter.” Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews 13
(1991): 23-34. English translations of zhiguai anthologies also tend to follow the topological format. See
Karl S. Kao, ed. Classical Chinese Tales of the Supernatural and the Fantastic: Selections from the Third
to the Tenth Century. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985. A system based on theme rather than
genre can perhaps enable the scholars to evade the thorny issue of genre associated with the Chinese
tradition of xiaoshuo. Also implicit in this practice of sorting and classifying based on typologies and
species is the desire to bring order to an otherwise chaotic world of multifarious spiritual manifestations.
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with foxes in another collection...”* This admission supports my definition of the ghost,
which is broadened to include a spectrum of spiritual manifestations.

It is evident that ghosts, foxes, fairies, and various human, animal and plant spirits
occupy the same terrain of Pu Songling’s literary imagination. In this dissertation, the

use of the term “ghost™ is almost akin to the gui 53 radical that serves as a common

component in various Chinese characters and phrases with spiritual connotations, such as

hunpo ZEHE and chimei wangliang {54 iE§#. The ghost therefore is not employed as a

catchall phrase that is the sum total of different species of spirits, but rather a concept that
emphasizes the literary and cultural functions shared by all species. While such a
formulation of the term can be interchangeable with the concepts of the strange, the
anomalous, the supernatural, or the spiritual, the word “ghost” provides these abstract
cultural concepts with physical embodiment and offers the added vantage-point from
which literary representations of the ghost can be treated as characters rather than ideas.

To paint a living portrait of Liaozhai ghosts as full-fledged characters is to
understand Pu Songling’s ghost world not as a monolithic, taxonomic vision of the
cosmos, but as a constantly evolving discourse on human identities and on human
perceptions of the world beyond. At the centre of this discourse formation is the figure of
the ghost, with multi-layered functions as a projection of human psychology, as an object
of religious belief, as a literary motif and an aesthetic construction, and finally, as a
contested field of cultural and ideological debate.

Another difficulty in dealing with the ghost, especially as it is envisioned in

Liaozhai, is the need to maintain a balance between the ghost’s roots in popular belief

% Huntington, Alien Kind, p. 248.
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and its representation in literature. Judith Zeitlin emphasizes the latter by fashioning the
term “literary ghost” in her study of seventeenth-century ghost tales, poetry and drama in
The Phantom Heroine. Zeitlin is sensitive to the cultural roots of the ghost, especially the
relationship between ghosts and gender, but she appears to be rather hasty in debunking
the notion of belief as a valid basis for the study of ghost literature.*

Recent developments in the study of Chinese popular religion suggest that belief
could still be relevant to the study of ghosts, even if textual records of them come to us
mainly in the form of literary representation. According to Catherine Bell, beliefs are not
prior to or separate from action; they are not something mental, cognitive, or linguistic in
opposition to the physical or active. Bell maintains that it is more accurate, and more
interesting, to read texts as argumentative practices involving complex sharing of ideals,
not as representations of a static, coherent situation.® In the case of literary
representations of ghosts, the issue of belief seems to be not a question of whether one
believes in ghosts or not, but rather a process in which notions of the ghost are
formulated to serve various cultural functions. As the Chinese discourse on ghosts
suggests, the notion of the ghost has been, and continues to be, hotly debated and
contested, and the ghost tale has been an important participant in that debate. To evade
the issue of belief is to overlook the popular roots and the ontological basis of the ghost,
which are of key importance to the understanding of Liaozhai ghosts not simply as

reflections of cultural ideas, but also as active agents of cultural discourse.

%0 Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine, p. 9.

%1 Catherine Bell, “ “The Chinese Believe in Spirits’: Belief and Believing in the Study of Religion.”
Radical Interpretation in Religion. Ed. Nancy K. Frankenberry. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002, pp. 100-
116.
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The term “popular religion,” says Poo Mu-chou, connotes a wide basis among the
populace, carries an inherent ambiguity concerning its social constitution, and
presupposes the political nature of the relationship between official and popular
religions.* C. K. Yang coined the term “diffused religion,” pitting it against institutional
religion. He argues that in traditional Chinese society, diffused religion was everywhere
and always primary, and therefore, the old model for discussing Chinese religion, which
looked first at the precepts of the organized religions and only secondarily, if at all, at
other forms of religion, needs to be inverted and modified.* It would be erroneous to
assume that the radical broadening of the concept of popular religion means the erasure
of all social, economic, and ideological distinctions. In fact, once the formerly separated
social groups are brought into a common cultural sphere, the study of popular religion
requires a more acute sense of cultural difference and specificity.

Liaozhai, through the telling and retelling of tales from mythology, Daoist and
Buddhist sources, and folklore, offers a perfect textual and literary analogy of “popular
religion” as an ongoing dialogic process. Although there is no lack of Liaozhai stories
with explicit reference to Buddhism, Daoism, or various aspects of Confucian ritual,

simply dividing up the texts into categories such as “pro-Buddhist,” “pro-Daoist,” or
“pro-Confucian” betrays an endorsement of institutional religion. Such an endorsement
is essentially at odds with the ambivalent figure of the ghost—an embodiment of an

unorthodox worldview that is inherently fluid in form, irreverent in spirit, and ambiguous

in moral attitude. As a “diffused” concept largely derived from pre-organized beliefs and

%2 pPoo Mu-Chou, In Search of Personal Welfare. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998, ix-Xii.
¥ C. K. Yang, Religion in Chinese Society. Berkeley: UCP, 1961.
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practices, and an entity capable of engaging with a diverse range of moral and religious
positions, the ghost offers a fresh perspective that avoids conventional sectarian labels
commonly used in study of the Chinese zhiguai tradition.

The significance of ghosts to Liaozhai is not simply as a subject waiting to be
written about; ghosts, in this context, also represent a yet-to-be-inherited literary tradition,
a yet-to-be-continued cultural discourse, a site for negotiation and contestation. The
cultural roots of the ghost and the literary roots of Liaozhai are thus intertwined, and the
present study seeks to unravel and make sense of that entangled history. | will ask the
questions: Why did the ghost tale particularly appeal to Pu Songling as a writer? How
does Liaozhai survive wave after wave of criticism, rejection, and censorship, and finally
establish itself as the Chinese ghost story collection? What might the ghost have to do
with the extra-literary forces that continue to make Liaozhai both popular and
problematic?

To answer these questions, | place Pu Songling’s work in a broader cultural and
historical context while at the same time remaining focused on the theme of the ghost.
Tracing a longer lifespan of the ghost, from its germination in zhiguai to its “rite of
passage” in Liaozhai and to its symbolic deaths and afterlife, | will seek to demonstrate
that Liaozhai not only inherited and internalized a history of fascination and unease with
ghostly images, ideas, and writing, but also, through its many textual permutations and
reincarnations, became instrumental in late imperial and modern developments of
Chinese ghost discourse. Thus the subject of my inquiry is not only the ghost world
within Liaozhai, but also the one outside it—or metaphorically speaking, the ghostly

nature of the book itself.
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Bakhtin, emphasizing the social, political, and anthropological aspects of literary
genres, has succinctly stated that, “every genre has its own orientation in life.”** Both
ghosts and the ghost story have occupied marginal spaces in Chinese culture, and yet they
continuously challenge and inspire responses from the centre. Similar to the way in
which non-ancestral ghosts fill the void and the gaps of a Confucian worldview, Liaozhai
challenges the rigidity and the blind spots in literary orthodoxy, and carves out a niche for
itself in Chinese literature. While Liaozhai has been elevated to the ranks of the greatest
classical Chinese fiction, the ghost reminds us of the book’s humbler beginnings. It
began as xiaoshuo in its original sense of “small talk” or “minor discourse,” and it is as a

minor discourse that Liaozhai has functioned at the key points of its history of reception.

Methodology, Scope and Significance

Authorial intention has been a thorny problem in the study of zhiguai. Evenina
relatively late collection such as Liaozhai, whose author can be clearly identified, the
nature of the authorship remains a contested issue. Sing-chen Lydia Chiang considers Pu
Songling’s collection a means of constructing a literati self vis-a-vis perceived Confucian
norms. She stresses that Liaozhai is the product of individual literati scholarship, and
therefore must be considered and evaluated as a whole. This is an admirable scholarly
position to take, especially in the study of Liaozhai’s textual lineage and transmission.
However, the position is harder to maintain when it comes to the interpretation of the

tales. Considering the complexity of Liaozhai’s textual formation, transmission and

% Bakhtin and Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship: A Critical Introduction to
Sociological Poetics. Trans. A. J. Wehrle. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U Press, 1985, p. 131.
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reception, it is near impossible to reconstruct an “author’s version” of the text on which
his construction of the literati self can be based. Pu Songling’s vision of the literati self,
however self-consciously designed and carefully executed it might have been, would
have been as quickly dispersed as it was collected. The Liaozhai texts we have are but
traces of that literati self—altered and amended by a long succession of editors, critics,
commentators and readers, who may or may not have shared Pu Songling’s vision.

An alternative approach would be to treat zhiguai collections as literati
representations of commonly shared narrative traditions and cultural ideas. My focus on
the ghost, a shared literary motif and cultural construct, thus represents an attempt to
resolve a methodological problem in the study of collections such as Liaozhai. It is
hoped that the thematic focus on the ghost, combined with a fluid intertextual approach,
will allow for the understanding of Liaozhai on the level of cultural discourse without
losing sight of the mediating role of the author.® In Chapters One and Two, when |
examine Pu Songling’s Liaozhai as a case study of how the ghost tale participates in the
larger cultural discourse on ghosts, | place emphasis on the author’s agency. The afterlife
of Liaozhai or its history of reception, as | will discuss in Chapters Three and Four, enters
a more collective sphere of reading and reinterpretation and is therefore largely beyond
the control of the original author.

The present study, however, makes no attempt to give a critical account of the

entire history of Liaozhai’s reception; nor is it based on Western reception theory, which

% Intertextuality as a scholarly approach has been criticized for being ahistorical and not taking into full
account the role of the author. In “Presupposition and Intertextuality,” Jonathan Culler responds to this
criticism by modifying intertextuality and intentionality from two diametrically opposed critical positions
into two ends of a continuum that allows for varying degrees of emphasis on authorial agency or
intertextual relationship. See Jonathan Culler, In The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature,
Deconstruction. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981: 100-118.
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maintains that the readers, not the authors, make meaning. My shift to Liaozhai’s
reception is justified by the fact that much of the controversy over the book’s literary
status and cultural legitimacy persisted long after the author’s death, and many of the
functions of Liaozhai ghosts only became salient in the editorial, critical, and cultural
interventions on the work. A broader conception of reception, which includes
adaptations, is necessitated by the fact that, in spite of a successful publishing history, the
majority of Liaozhai’s audiences have likely received the work in forms other than the
original written text. Many heard it at teahouses or family gatherings; others saw it as
plays and films, and still others read it in Liaozhai-esque new renditions. Often, it is
when a Liaozhai story is transformed into another form that many textual and extra-
textual tensions in the ghost narrative become reactivated. Therefore, strategies of
adaptation become an interesting site to observe how old ghosts resurface, and how their
spectres are dealt with in a different medium or cultural sphere. The many alternative
routes to reading the original text further supports the hypothesis that Pu Songling’s
literary ingenuity and aesthetic refinement alone cannot fully explain the work’s cultural
significance, and that significance lies precisely (and paradoxically) in the “minor” status
of the ghost and of Liaozhai.

Thus the Liaozhai under scrutiny here is more than just a collection of strange
tales whose meaning is contained within Pu Songling’s text; it is a cultural phenomenon
that is capable of generating meaning beyond its textual and historical boundaries. Pu
Songling’s work has been altered, rearranged, censored, or promoted, emulated, and
commercialized throughout its history of reception. But each instance of textual

intervention, rather then being dismissed or deplored as a distortion of Pu Songling’s
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original work or of his authorial intention, must be reckoned with as yet another occasion
to examine the many literary and cultural issues that are embedded in and encrusted onto
Pu Songling’s work.

Taking departure from much of pre-existing Liaozhai scholarship that tends to
consider context merely as the background for textual interpretation, I view both text and
context as having equal authority and seek for meaning at the crossroads of their
intertextuality. The textual matrix that has been spun out of Pu Songling’s Liaozhai
echoes resonantly with Roland Barthes’s proclamation that “a text is a multidimensional
space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash.”*® Or as
Julia Kristeva has formulated it, “intertextuality” designates a meeting point where texts
and contexts interact while authors and readers negotiate meaning.*” My approach thus
reflects larger scholarly efforts to redefine the notion of originality and authorship in
discourse formation as well as to break down conventional disciplinary boundaries
between classical and modern studies, between elite and popular cultures.

This will be the first study in English to examine the cultural significance of
Liaozhai in relation to modern and contemporary Chinese ghost culture. In spite of, or
perhaps because of, a succession of anti-ghost campaigns in the twentieth century,
Liaozhai again becomes a textual space where new peripheries can be located and minor
discourses can be renewed and created. Liaozhai’s ability to cross over to post-dynastic

China and remain culturally relevant, as | shall argue, is largely due to the resilience of

% Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath. London: Fontana, 1977, p. 146

%7 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1980, pp. 66-69.
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the ghost tale. This crossover calls for a mode of investigation that is mindful of the gaps,

but also the parallels and the continuity, in the long literary saga of Liaozhai.

Overview of Content

This dissertation consists of four chapters and a conclusion. In Chapter One, |
survey the terms and concepts associated with ghosts in the Chinese tradition and argue
that the ghost narrative emerged outside of the mainstream discourse on ghosts centred
round the Confucian rituals of ancestral worship. This interest in the non-ancestral ghost,
mainly manifested in literary representation, faced the pressures from Confucian ideology
as well as the fear and danger associated with ghosts that are “nobody’s ancestors.” |
then examine Pu Songling’s moral-religious views and his approach to ghost-story
writing in order to illustrate that Pu Songling’s writing is symptomatic of the many
tensions and contradictions in the formation of Chinese ghost discourse, and to establish
Liaozhai as an important case study for my subsequent analysis of this discourse.

Chapter Two addresses the notion of “taming,” which is one of the central ideas
in Wai-yee Li’s chapter on Liaozhai ghosts, as well as in Rania Huntington’s study of
literary foxes. Based on close readings of a set of ghost/human transformation tales in
both the zhiguai and chuangi modes, | will argue that, in addition to what Wai-yee Li
calls “the interplay between desire and order,” the psychology of fear constitutes an
important third dimension of the ghost-human relationship. 1 will also seek to
demonstrate that, in the process of dealing with emotions of fear and accommodating the
ontological problem of the non-ancestral ghost, Pu Songling’s ghost narratives move

beyond taming to explore new possibilities for both male identity and female subjectivity,
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as well as for creating emerging identities that are provisional and yet potentially
transformative.

Chapter Three looks at the reception of Liaozhai after it was first published in
1766, chronicling the book’s trajectory from a “minor discourse” to a major work of
Chinese fiction. I will illustrate that, as the book is elevated into the realm of major
literature, Liaozhai gains cultural prestige but Liaozhai ghosts become aestheticized into
objects of connoisseurship. The discussion will be centred on two instances of
censorship—Zhao Qigao’s deletion of forty-eight tales from the first published edition of
Liaozhai and Ji Yun’s exclusion of Liaozhai from Siku quanshu. These critical and
editorial interventions bring up the issues of genre, canon, and ideology that had shaped
the remaking of Liaozhai in the hands of Qing dynasty critics, publishers, commentators,
and advocates and detractors of various kinds.

Chapter Four investigates how the ruptures in modern ghost discourse
paradoxically create new peripheries and vantage-points from which Liaozhai regains its
“minor” status, most notably in Hong Kong ghost films. | will discuss the implications of
May Fourth anti-ghost rhetoric, the politicization of ghosts in Mao’s anti-ghost
campaigns, and in what sense A Chinese Ghost Story, the 1987 Hong Kong ghost film

based on Liaozhai, constitutes a new form of minor discourse.
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Chapter One

Pu Songling and the Ghost Tale

Chinese ghost culture, after a long gestation in early myths, legends, rituals, and

inscriptions on oracle bone and bronze, was gradually distilled into the idea of guishen b
1. This term, conveying disparate notions about a broad spectrum of ghosts, spirits and

gods, has found frequent expression in philosophical, historical, and religious writings, as
well as various literary genres since the Eastern Zhou (770-256 BCE). While the
Confucian ritual of ancestral worship cemented its position during the Han (206 BCE-220
CE) as the orthodoxy of Chinese religious life, interests in non-ancestral ghosts, gods,
and spirits persisted and proliferated during the Six Dynasties period (222-589) in a form
of minor discourse now commonly known as zhiguai (records of the strange). Although
zhiguai gradually became overshadowed by chuangi (tales of the marvellous), a more
aesthetically oriented mode of literati writing that flourished during the Tang (618-907),
zhiguai influence remained strong, and the ghost took increasingly varied and
complicated narrative forms. Pu Songling’s (1640-1715) Liaozhai, drawing from the
legacies of both zhiguai and chuanqi, stood at the highpoint, and arguably also at the
closure, of this literary development.

The ghost world of Liaozhai is itself haunted by cultural memory. Pu Songling’s
creative ingenuity notwithstanding, his work is a rich repository of the images, ideas,
concepts, and attitudes from a long tradition of Chinese ghost culture. Where do we
place Pu Songling’s ghost tales in the larger cultural discourse on ghosts? If the ghost
tale has, as | shall discuss in more detail in this chapter, developed outside the purview of

Confucian orthodoxy, how might the fears and desires associated with the non-ancestral
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ghost have shaped and informed the literary genres that it inhabits? Can we establish a
link between the cultural status of the non-ancestral ghost and the discursive function of
the literary genres of zhiguai and chuangi (or of xiaoshuo, as they are often collectively
known)? These questions will be explored as | delineate the relationships among these
cultural concepts and literary terms. The findings will become the basis for my analysis
of the significance of the ghost in Pu Songling’s writing as well as in his moral-religious
outlook. I will examine why the writing of Liaozhai was of special importance to Pu
Songling. And I will seek to establish that the cultural ramifications of the ghost tale
particularly resonated with Pu Songling’s ambivalent position as a Confucian literatus

and as a writer of “minor literature.”

Early Formations of the Ghost Discourse
In the Chinese tradition, ghosts have been a force that humans have had to reckon
with since antiquity. Summing up the complexity of ancient Chinese attitudes toward

ghosts, Zhan Xuzuo Z4& /= writes: “[Ghosts] have been both revered and feared, loved
and forbidden, and they have been kept at a distance and brought up-close” &~ & 7 #
T2yt t The following terms and concepts reflect some of that complexity.

These terms, some philosophical, some religious, some literary, form a larger discourse
on ghosts that is crucial to my subsequent discussions of Liaozhai. This historical survey

is also meant to underline the fact that the ghost tale does not originate solely in literati

! Zhan Xuzuo 4% /=, “Shuosi zhenggui: hanyu zhongde siwang wenhua lunliie” $RZEAE 5 S 2B R HI%E
T 3Z{EEmHE (On death and ghosts: a brief essay on Chinese death culture and the Chinese language).
Journal of Anhui Normal University, Vol. 24, Issue 1 (1996): 59-64.
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imagination; nor is it merely a projection of male fantasy. The ghost can have very

concrete psychological and ontological bases.

Ghosts and Fear

In the Chinese folk tradition, the etymological link between the character gui 5
and the character wei £ (fear) suggests a less than harmonious relationship between

humans and ghosts. The ancient Chinese character for ghost is an ideogram in the shape
of a human being wearing a facemask. Gui, apparently, does not refer to the ghost itself,
but to a representation of an idea and the fear of that idea. At its very etymological root,
the ghost denotes something unknown; it is a reification of a perceived psychological
need and a cultural function. Words, images and concepts associated with ghosts are thus
forever representations, or approximations, of something unknown.

Plato argues that people inappropriately fear death without knowing what it is.
But, human perceptions of the world tend to develop around the fear of the unknown and
the unknowable, and to some extent civilizations are the result of endeavours to
overcome that fear. Humans fear most the invisible. Next they fear the natural forces
beyond their control—fierce animals, severe weather, and their own inevitable death.
These elements found their way into the human conception of the ghost.

The ancient Chinese did not make a clear distinction between ghosts and wild

beasts. Characters bearing the ghost radical gui 53, such as chi §#, mei §£, wang i,
liang &, refer to powerful spirits, monsters and demons of various kinds. In modern

usage, chi mei wang liang are often used together as a four-character phrase to mean all

varieties of monsters and demons, and more importantly, as a pejorative metaphor that
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refers to evil, dangerous, and ghostly people. In ancient usage, however, their meanings

VAN

are more specific and concrete. In Shuowen 732, chi is defined as “a yellow, dragon-
like beast” Z5FE i &, whereas mei £ (sometimes written as 2) is “the spirits of ancient
beings” Z#fE .. According to Zheng Xuan’s #[2; annotation of Zhouli & &, mei is
“the spirit of a myriad of things” /¥~ fEH%Z. In Zuozhuan /={&, chi and mei are used
together as one phrase.? According to Du Yu’s 474 annotation, “chimei are spirits that
are born from the anomalous energy in mountains and forests that are harmful to
humans” {8k - PR EFEFTAE - B AZHE.

The meaning of wang liang ##f#, often used together as one phrase and
alternatively written as fE, is “tree ogres and rock monsters” A7 £%.% But
according to Guo Xiang’s Fi&2annotation of Zhuangzi ;+-, wangliang refers to the
“outer layer of a shadow,” or the shadow of a shadow &4} f#f&tt. In Huainanzi jf:Fg

-, it refers to something that “disappears without a trace” “~#1F{¥. The gradual

hermeneutic change of wangliang from rock and tree spirits to something shadowy and
elusive suggests that early notions of ghosts and spirits were often concrete and
anthropomorphic. As these notions are absorbed into cosmologies and philosophical
systems such as Daoism, they become more abstract, vague, and suggestive. The
etymology of chi mei wang liang demonstrates that the meanings of these ancient

characters, bearing the ghost radical, often had specific references to concrete

2 Zuozhuan 7£{#, “Wengong shiba nian” 32/3 /.
® Ci Hai g7 (Encyclopedia of Words), p. 211.
* Guoyu [E3E.
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manifestations of the forces of nature. The transformation of these four characters from
their etymological origins to their modern usage as a single metaphorical phrase reveals a
process of religious, philosophical, and ideological influences and appropriations. The
ghost, as the character component that is attached to these early images of gods and
monsters, has thus witnessed this process of hermeneutic changes.

The ghost mask, still commonly used in exorcism rituals in rural China, has not
one but two pairs of bulging eyes, long teeth, and sharp horns, looking positively beastly
and monstrous.® The mask, grotesque and angry, represents the displacing of human fear
by projecting it back onto the invisible, and thus intimidating the insidious and harmful
ghosts that are “out there.” But the ultimate function of the mask is to purge fear from
within and to purify the human heart. The ritual of dancing with fearsome masks is a
communal project of purification, an enactment of both exorcism and catharsis. The
ritual function of the ghost-mask, therefore, illuminates an important psychological basis
of the literary portrayal of the ghost: it is the emotion of fear and how it must be dealt

with.

Ghosts and Return

In a more humanized context, the character for ghost, gui 5, is associated with its
homonym gui §F, which means “to return.” The Tianrui X3 chapter of Liezi %11~

mentions that the ancients called the dead “the returned ones.” (53, E59C A HEFAL) In

® For a study of Chinese ghost masks, see Hirota Ritsuko /& FH 437, Gui zhi lailu: Zhongguo de jiamian yu
jiyi SR AR ¢ BRI B B £2 2% (The route of the ghost: Chinese masks and rituals), trans. Wang Rulan
F 48 and An Xiaotie Z2/\% (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005).
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Hanshi waizhuan g&z54Mg, it is also written that the dead become ghosts; and to

become a ghost means to return ZE 5 8, 5835, B, ©

The notion of returning leads to the further differentiation of the human soul into
the part that is heaven-bound and the part that is earth-bound. Classical texts, such as Liji

1820, Yijing Z54%, Zuozhuan /= {#, and Huainanzi jfi:Fg -1, suggest that a person is born
with a hun #f (mental soul) and a po # (bodily soul). These hun and po souls are
constituted of gi &, with the mental soul identified with gi’s expansive aspect (shen 1)
and the bodily soul identified with its contractive aspect (gui 5.). At death, a person’s gi
disperses and “the mental soul ascends to heaven; the bodily soul returns to earth” Zf 57,
BRIAK, TR .

The Han philosopher, Wang Chong T 7t (27- 100), pioneered the line of thinking

which attempted to “naturalize” the inexplicable phenomenon of ghosts and spirits. In

Lun Heng Zwf4r, he argues that gui and shen are simply other names for yin 2 and yang

15

The yin energy inhibits the development of things by returning (gui §F), and thus
is called gui 52; the yang energy guides and gives life to things, and thus is called

shen .

® Other references to the phonetic and semantic link between gui (ghost) and gur (return) include Guo Pu’s
2[E¥ quote from Shizi 77 in his annotation of Erya Fiff: “t & 555 A HER”; the Shixun section of Erya

MR 2 S ER L, Shuowen 5752 “ B, AFTER By W7 the Jifa section of Liji 1850454 “ASEH
", and Jiyi section of Liji 1850435 “MRAE M, SEMER £, IE 2 55 .

" Liji ¥85C.
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Wang Chong’s theory of yin/yang suggests an attempt to dichotomize the notion of

guishen b tH, two characters that are frequently used in early Chinese texts as a single

phrase to encompass an entire gamut of “supernatural” beings that includes ghosts, spirits,
demons, monsters, ancestors, and local gods and deities. ° This lack of emphasis on a
more elevated shen (or gods) highlights the structure of early Chinese cosmology as a
fluid continuum instead of a hierarchy. Implicit in Wang Chong’s differentiation of gui
and shen is a cosmological hierarchy, and his abstraction of ghosts in terms of yin and
yang also implies a more monolithic worldview guided by a sense of orthodoxy and fixed
principles.

In line with Wang Chong’s explication of guishen in terms of yin and yang, the
Song neo-Confucian Zhu Xi (1130-1200) defines gui and shen in even more
metaphysical and “rational” terms. Later sceptics often cite Zhu Xi as an authority on the

“no-ghost theory” (wugui lun). His concepts of li # and qgi 4 are often interpreted as

attempts to explain away the phenomenon of ghosts and spirits as nothing but part of the

& Wang Chong, Lun Heng, “On Death” 37543,

° In the Gujin tushu jicheng 4 B4R (Compendium of Ancient and Modern Encyclopaedias), the
character gui 5 (ghost) appears more than 9000 times, of which 3000 times it appears with the character
shen fii (spirit/god). The term “supernatural,” as Leo Chan has pointed out, is derived from Western
concepts of the “natural” and cannot be applied without qualification to the Chinese context. See
Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, p. 77. The term is nonetheless used in this dissertation for lack of a better
English word to cover the entire range of ghosts, gods, and spirits in pre-modern Chinese discourse.
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natural process of the universe. However, Zhu Xi’s writing reveals that he not only
acknowledges the existence of certain ghosts and spirits, but also devotes much attention
to their functions in ancestral worship.* In spite of his rejection of the popular belief in
ghosts, Zhu Xi emphasizes the continued existence of a person’s qi after death, in the
form of an ancestral spirit that must be gathered and preserved through the rites of
sacrifice performed by the descendents.**

The pantheist and animist notions of ghosts of ancient China would eventually
become subsumed within a human-centred Confucian ritual system of ancestral worship,
a development that seems inevitable once the notion of ghosts is bound up with the
notion of returning. The very concept of returning presupposes a direction, an intended
destiny for the departed soul. However, the direction of return can be ambiguous. As
Judith Zeitlin has perceptively pointed out, Confucian classics typically emphasize the
importance of making sure that the dead are properly tended to so that they go away from
the living, yet literary depictions of ghosts often show that “the dead soul returns to the
here and now to haunt the world of the living.”*? It must be emphasized that this
difference is not arbitrary; it is grounded in very different and perhaps diametrically
opposed religious and ideological standpoints. As I shall illustrate in the following pages,
the ghosts that are cared for in the Confucian system are not quite the same as the ghosts

portrayed in literary genres outside the Confucian canon.

19In Zhuzi yulei 4= F-254H, a record of conversations that took place between Zhu and his disciples, two
chapters are especially devoted to the discussion of ghosts and spirits. See juan 3, guishen 52t and juan
63, Zhongyong Il H1jE .

1 See Zhu Xi, Zhuzi yulei 25 F-5E4H, juan 3, guishen 5.
12 Judith Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine, pp.4-5.
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Ghosts and Ancestors

It has been observed that three kinds of deities have been worshiped in China
since antiquity: heavenly gods (constellations), earthly gods (mountains and rivers), and
human gods (ancestral ghosts). Three kinds of ghosts have been identified in the Chinese

world of guishen: ghosts as the spontaneous activity of the cosmic energy—aqi 5g; ghosts

as spirits, demons, and monsters who threaten humankind; and ghosts as the spirits of
ancestors invoked by descendants in ancestral worship.*® These categories of ghosts and
deities do overlap, notably in the figure of the ancestral ghost.

According to Wang Fenling y£ ;¥ rituals of ghost worship were gradually

mixed and absorbed into ancestral worship in as early as the Shang period, a development
in Chinese ghost culture that reinforced and perpetuated the ambiguous relationship
between ghosts and gods, especially prior to the arrival of Buddhism.'* In Under the
Ancestors’ Shadow, Francis Hsu argues that ancestor worship, rather than god worship, is
the universal religion of China. Living under the ancestors’ shadow is the central link
between the Chinese world of human beings and their world of spirits.*® The emphasis
on the ancestral ghost and on the proper rituals of ancestral worship is of great
importance to establishing fundamental Confucian concepts of lineage and patriarchal

order. A hierarchy of ghosts thus becomes necessary.

13 See Wang Fenling, Guihu fengqing 52 J /&%, Chapter 4, “Liaozhai zhiyi yu gui wenhua”; and Leo Chan,
Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, Chapter 4, “Boxue: Understanding the Supernatural.”

Y Wang Fenling, Guihu fengging, p. 128.

15 Francis Hsu, Under the Ancestors’ Shadow, 144.
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Arthur Wolf has argued that in the context of Chinese religion, ghosts are by
definition “other people’s ancestors.”*® Implicit in Wolf’s argument is the stance that
emphasizes the ghosts’ difference from ancestors instead of putting both of them under
the same category of “ghost.” The term “ancestral ghosts,” to Wolf, becomes an
oxymoron. Similarly, Meir Shahar and Robert Weller place ghosts outside the
Confucian kinship system, defining them as “the departed souls of people who died
prematurely, leaving no descendant kin behind to provide for them in the netherworld.”*’
This is especially true of a young woman who dies before marriage, without children to
worship her deceased spirit. She becomes a ghost that wanders outside the Confucian
patrilineal family. In other words, she is nobody’s ancestor.

The rivalry between ancestral ghosts and ghosts outside the kinship system sets
the stage for centuries of debate that forms a large part of the Chinese ghost discourse. In
spite of its uneasy relationship with Confucianism and its equally ambivalent position
vis-a-vis Daoism and Buddhism, the ghost has been an essential component of Chinese
cosmology and popular belief systems. As Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism
evolved into three major religious establishments, the disenfranchised ghost, owing to its
indigenous roots and popular appeal, became a focus of contention for different schools
of religious teaching. The figure of the ghost—whether it was debunked, refuted,

exorcised, or courted, co-opted, and appropriated for different moral-religious

persuasions—remained the catalyst for important religious debates.

16 See Arthur Wolf, “Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors.” In Religion and Ritual in Chinese Society, Stanford
University Press, 1974, p. 141-176.

17 Shahar and Weller, Unruly Gods: Divinity and Society in China, University of Hawaii Press, 1996, p. 11.
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Confucius himself was famously reticent about ghosts: “The Master did not speak

of prodigies, feats of strength, disorders, and spirits” T ~EEEE 7 EL1H. But he never

categorically denied the existence of ghosts and spirits: “Respecting ghosts and spirits but

keeping one’s distance from them—this is true knowing” & S (2 >, B S5 H1 2=,

These seemingly contradictory remarks from the Analects were frequently quoted by later
philosophers to argue for or against the belief in ghosts. In spite of differences in opinion,
one common ground shared by nearly all schools of thought was the idea of “moral

teaching through religion” T L 18 This emphasis on didacticism allows some room

for ghost culture to develop, but denies the ghost any real legitimacy in Confucian
cosmology.

When Confucian thinkers did speak of ghosts, they either referred to the ancestors
that must be worshipped or the heavenly and earthly spirits that must be revered but kept
at a distance. Rarely did they mention the human ghosts that fall outside the system of
ancestral worship. Thus the non-ancestral ghost constituted a type of popular belief and,
indeed, a form of common grievance that Confucianism failed to address or
accommodate. The fears, desires, and ontological crisis of the wandering ghost, as | shall
illustrate later, would incubate a powerful narrative impulse that shaped the literary
tradition of zhiguai (and to some extent chuangi), a minor discourse forged by literati

members writing from the margins of Confucian orthodoxy.

'8 The notion of “moral teaching through religion” was first expressed in The Classic of Changes & 5):
“The sage establishes moral teaching through religion, and all under heaven are thus conformed” E2 A L/ tH#
Y, oK T ARZ2. The only Confucian philosopher who refuted the existence of ghosts on
epistemological ground was Xunzi &jF- (313-238 BCE). In “Jie bi” fi#i;, Xunzi argues that ghosts are
simply tricks played on us by the senses.
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Ghosts and zhiguai
Although Confucians were either reticent about ghosts, or approached ghosts
mainly from a didactic point of view, the emotional power of the ghost had been long

recognized in Chinese writing, even in official historiography. In Hanshu ;& (The
history of former Han), Ban Gu 3t [&| (32-92 CE) recounts the story of Emperor Wu of
Han ;% 7% seeking to invoke the spirit of Lady Li 225k A, a concubine on whom he

doted:

The Emperor missed Lady Li incessantly, and it so happened that a Daoist
from Qi named Shaoweng claimed that he could invoke the Lady’s spirit.
So he set up candles and draped tents at night, laid out meat and wine, and
had the Emperor sit in a separate tent. The Emperor saw a fine female
figure in the distance just like Lady Li, who sat behind the drapery, then
paced back and forth. But when he could not see her any longer, the
Emperor became even more lovesick and despondent. He wrote a poem:
Is it she? Or is it not? Standing and watching from afar—How slowly she

moves! How late she comes!
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On the level of historical discourse, Ban Gu’s narrative debunks the shenanigans of the
fangshi artist, and soberly points out the inappropriateness of such superstitious
indulgence, especially on the part of an emperor. Yet, from a literary perspective, the
emperor is portrayed in a much more sympathetic light. In the end, the emperor’s blind
belief in Lady Li’s ghost is justified by his poetic expression of genuine emotions. Thus
the poem also transforms the figure of the ghost from an object of belief to a trope of
literary expression.

Ironically, it was the failure of fangshi 75+ or Daoist esoteric artists that

contributed to the mood of pessimism and renewed interests in ghosts and mortality
during the Eastern Han and the Six Dynasties. The ruling class and the cultural elite of
this period were generally disillusioned with the Daoist notion of immortality, which
used to be zealously pursued by their predecessors during the Qin and the Western Han.?
The confirmed deaths of Qin and Han emperors reinforced this disillusionment and gave

rise to a fatalistic notion of life. In Nineteen Ancient Poems &5 J1H, life is often

compared to “a brief sojourn” A 4= 7240125, and people as “passing voyagers” ZU1E1T

19 Ban Gu, Hanshu ;%2 “Waigizhuan” #MNEi{#, item 67.

20 Daoism was not the only school of pre-Han philosophy that promoted the belief in ghosts and spirits.

The School of Mozi -7 (ca. 468-376 BCE) believed in revering heaven and worshiping ghosts Zi-KZ5 5,
whereas the Ying-yang School [£[552 of the same period was even more radical in its promotion of ghost
worship at the expense of managing human affairs <& A =517 {F 5@ f#i. However, the Daoist belief in ghosts
and spirits, mainly motivated by the desire for immortality through the practice of esoteric arts, particularly
appealed to the ruling class of the Qin and the Western Han. See Mozi £&1- and Dong Zhongshu’s {47
(179-104 BCE) explication of in the Ying-yang School [2}52 in Chungiu fanlu ZFfkE4EE.
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. % In late Han to Six Dynasties poetry, especially the poetry of the war-torn Jian’an
777 period (197-220 CE), the ephemeral nature of human life is a frequent subject.?
In “Biandao lun” ###E5q (A treatise on the Dao), Cao Zhi & fH (192-232) argues

that gods and immortals “are talked about year in and year out, but are never verified

even once” 4X4E B FS, 434E—E3. 2 Yu Fan & (164-233) debunks the entire notion of

immortality altogether: “All those rumoured to be gods and immortals are dead people.

How could immortals exist in the mortal world! ” 187 ¥&53F A fisEL, (&S A1l A .2
In Cao Pi’s B (187-226) poem, “Zhe yangliu xing” 715117, not only the notion of

immortality is questioned, but the Daoists themselves are also criticized for their lack of
credibility:

Peng Zu lived to be seven hundred,

But where is he now?

Lao Dan journeyed to immortal lands,

But has not yet returned.

Wang Qiao spoke in false words,

And Red Pine clung to empty talk.

Perfect ones can tell the true from the false,

But fools only spread rumours.

2! Gushi shijiushou 5%+ L. In Wenxuan 23, juan 29, p. 634.
%2 Cao Cao’s &4 (155-220) poem, “Duan ge xing” 5517, is one famous example.
2% Cao Zhi &g, Cao Zhi ji jiaozhu BHEERSE, p. 189.

2 See Li Shan’s Z23% annotation of Yuan Yanbo’s 21/ “Sanguo mingchen xu zan” =B FF. In
Wenxuan 377, juan 47, p. 1054.
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The spread of Buddhism also contributed to the shift towards a less heaven-centred
cosmology during the Six Dynasties. During this period we see the growing acceptance
of Buddhist ideas of hell, karma, and transmigration. With the old cosmological order
shaken up and a new vision still waiting to be born, partisan groups heatedly debated the
reality of afterlife. This debate, however, was not confined to the philosophies, treatises,
or official histories of the ruling class or the cultural elite. Various minor literati figures,
along with disaffected fangshi and Buddhist devotees, seized the opportunity to join the
debate, mainly resorting to the narrative and descriptive genre of zhiguai, or records of
the strange.

It is commonly observed that in Six Dynasties zhiguai writing, the number of

ghost narratives far surpasses the number of stories involving ancestors. Robert

%% Cao Pi R, “Zhe yangliu xing” #1417 7. Li Jinghua Z=E3E, ed. Jian’an shizhuan 7275%{#, p. 202.
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Campany posits that the widespread interest in human encounters with ghosts outside the
kinship system reflects Buddhist and Daoist doctrines that mandate universal offerings
for the dead. These doctrines challenged the Confucian tradition of ancestral worship.
Campany also argues that much of the subsequent scepticism and hostility toward
popular belief in ghosts could be viewed as an effort by Confucian scholars to assail
Buddhist and Daoist teachings, mainly beliefs in the afterlife, reincarnation, and
immortality.?®

This might have been the case during the late Han and the Six Dynasties, when
Buddhist and Daoist influences posed a major threat to Confucian dominance. But since
ghosts had existed prior to the rivalry among the three major religious establishments, the
proliferation of writings on ghosts outside the kinship system could also have been the
by-product of an inherent deficiency in Confucian moral philosophy—the negligence to
account for the disenfranchised segment of the human population. 1 would therefore
argue that, instead of posing a direct threat, Buddhist and Daoist teachings of the afterlife
exposed and accentuated certain blind spots and weaknesses of the Confucian system.
Thus the Confucian hostility towards Buddhism and Daoism could have been more of a
defence than an attack. For Confucianism, the root of the problem lies in its failure to
accommodate non-ancestral ghosts, which explains why the ghost tale proves to be such a
problematic genre for Confucian ideology.

In a pioneering study of the history of traditional Chinese fiction, Lu Xun &3l

(1881-1936) provides an analysis of the cultural-historical background against which

% Robert Campany, “Ghosts Matter: The Culture of Ghosts in Six Dynasties Zhiguai.” Chinese Literature:
Essays, Articles, Reviews, vol. 13 (December 1991): 15-34.
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zhiguai developed and flourished, emphasizing that Six Dynasties writings on ghosts and

spirits were not limited to Buddhists and Daoists:

China originally was steeped in shamanism, and since the Qin and the Han,
legends of gods and immortals were rampant; by the end of Han,
superstition came back with a vengeance, fanning popular beliefs in
shamans, ghosts and spirits, aided by the transmission of Hinayana
Buddhism to China. Therefore from the Jin to the Sui, an extraordinary
amount of ghost tales and anomaly accounts cropped up, some written by
literati members, others by devotees. Although unlike Buddhist and

Daoist works bent on exerting their religious influence, the works of the
literati were not “small talk,” or pure fiction, either. The genre was based
on the belief that, although the light and the dark occupied different realms,
human and ghost were both concrete existences, and therefore, recording
strange things was not fundamentally different from recording ordinary

human affairs; there was no telling which is true, which is untrue.
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Here Lu Xun makes the important distinction between literati writings of zhiguai and
those authored by Buddhist and Daoist devotees. This distinction indicates that during
the Six Dynasties, zhiguai were not simply what Buddhists and Daoists wrote to
challenge Confucianism. Members of the Confucian literati were also actively engaged
in the practice of recording the strange. Therefore, literati writing on ghosts, spirits and
strange phenomena did not constitute a challenge to Confucian teachings from the outside,
but a critical and self-introspective “minor discourse” within the Confucian tradition.
Thus zhiguai can be seen as a continuation of early philosophical debates on ghosts in an
unofficial and marginal literary form. The unofficial nature of this writing expanded the
forum and allowed a much broader range of writers to participate; the marginality of the
writing also meant that the zhiguai writer’s view on ghosts is generally different from, if
not opposed to, that of a Confucian philosopher or official historian.

Many of the zhiguai writers are decidedly “pro-ghost.” Gan Bao & (? -336),
one of the earliest authors of zhiguai, claims that Soushen ji #1#= (In Search of Spirits)
was written to illustrate that “the way of the spirits is no lie SEHAE > R 8 He

further argues: “The ghosts and gods between heaven and earth exist alongside human

2" LLu Xun, Zhongguo xiaoshuo shiliie 5o [E/|\s7 52 #% (A Brief History of Chinese Fiction), p. 24.

8 Apparently, Gan Bao wrote Sousheniji also for more personal reasons. According to his biography in
Jinshu, he reportedly became a staunch believer after witnessing his brother’s resurrection from death, and
learning that a maid who was buried along with his father survived after ten years in the tomb (Jinshu &2,
juan 82, “Gan Bao zhuan” F£{#). See Gan Bao’s preface and Li Jianguo’s annotation in Xinji Soushen ji
e s, ed. Li Jianguo. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2007, pp. 19-20.
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beings. It is only that our energies are separate, and nature different, and could not be
mixed. The living is anchored in yang, and the dead dominated by yin. Our natures are
different, but we coexist in peace” Kb 5 1, BAFRAG 4= &, o @RISR, $5 A1 RIFEZER,
BLREMSED - A H RS, JLE e, M T, &2 Gan Bao’s differentiation

of the dead and the living by using the concept of yin/yang is reminiscent of the Han
philosopher, Wang Chong. While Wang Chong uses yin/yang to render ghosts and
spirits into abstract metaphysical concepts, Gan Bao imagines these categories in
concrete ontological terms.

In his zhiguai tales, Gan Bao has no trouble in envisioning ghosts in full-fledged

human form. In one anecdote, he tells the story of Ruan Zhan [jtH (281-310), a
contemporary who made a name for himself with his “no-ghost theory” (wugui lun 4 &

2AN.
affi ) -

Ruan Zhan, courtesy name Qian Li, had been an adherent of the “no-ghost
theory.” No physical evidence could dissuade him of this belief. Often he
claimed that this theory could explain the phenomenon of light and dark
realms. One day, a visitor arrived and requested to see Zhan. After
exchanges of courtesies, they began to chat about metaphysics. The
visitor was a talented debater, and Zhan engaged him in a long
conversation. The debate became especially heated when it came to the

subject of ghosts and spirits. Finally, the visitor gave in, and said angrily:

2 Soushenji ###E, juan 12.



47

“The saints and worthy gentlemen of today and yore have all passed on
stories of ghosts and spirits. Why is it that you alone deny their existence?
Look, I am a ghost myself.” Upon saying these words, he transformed
into an alien shape and disappeared. Zhan fell silent, and looked as

ghastly as he felt. By the end of the year, he fell sick and died.
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Mixing serious intent with black humour, Gan Bao portrays a ghost that is intellectually
and physically powerful, and a famous non-believer who dies because of his refusal to be
enlightened by the ghost. Such an end for the staunch non-believer might have been an
enactment of poetic justice for Gan Bao, but it also reveals a darker imagination of the
ghost where fear and death are frequently invoked. This anecdote clearly indicates that,
even when it is not directly engaged in a philosophical debate on ghosts, early zhiguai
sought every opportunity to participate in the ghost discourse with intricate narrative

manoeuvrings and a strong discursive bent.

% Soushenii, juan 16.
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Belief in ghosts acknowledges their existence, but it does not necessarily mean

worshipping or respecting them. In another anecdote from Soushenji, “Song Dingbo” 7&
ZE{H (juan 16), Gan Bao recounts how Song Dingbo, a man versed in the ways of the

ghost, first tricks a ghost into believing that Song himself is a fellow ghost, and then
manoeuvres the ghost’s transformation into a lamb, which he eventually sells in the
market for a profit. The moral of this type of ghost tale, as Y. W. Ma and Joseph S. M.
Lau insightfully put it, is that “the ways of the ghost can be learned and that there is
always a way of dealing with the unknown that makes the world of the ghost and the
unknown less terrifying than it otherwise would be. To be versed in the lore of ghosts
thus also serves a practical purpose.”®*

If ghosts represented human fear of the unknown, as ancient writings and folk
rituals suggest, it would seem logical that one function of the ghost tale is to deal with

that fear by acquainting oneself with the facts of the ghost world. “Broad learning”

(boxue fH£2) had indeed been pragmatically embraced by zhiguai writers as a way to

justify their writing of ghost stories. But it is perhaps more accurate to view the vast
body of Chinese writing on ghosts, whether narrative, descriptive or philosophical as a
collective attempt to deal with the fear of ghosts and the ghostly not so much through
learning, but through creative enactments of the ghost/human relationship in its
multifarious forms and scenarios.

While the philosophical discourse tends to deal with fear by