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On "Qisheng Yanyi"
An Exploration of the Path Toward Constructing Chinese Literary Theory

Chen Bohai (Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences)

Abstract The principle of "qisheng yanyi" (% 2 & ‘&, when qi is full, words follow with ease), ad-
vanced by Han Yu, the leading figure behind the Tang-dynasty guwen yundong (& X iZ %), Classical Prose
Movement), was put forward to remedy the pervasive malaise of the Six Dynasties pianwen (5 3, rigidly
parallel-rthythmical prose) for its excessive indulgence in ornate diction and erudite allusions. The signifi-
cance of this doctrine extends far beyond its historical moment. Its intellectual roots stretch back to Mencius's
notion of "zhiyan yanggqi" (%# & 7~ 4., understanding words and nurturing qi), the tradition of "fafen shuqing"
(&% 4%t , venting grievances through lyrical expression) in Chu Sao (# %%, the Songs of Chu), Cao Pi's
maxim that "wen yi qi weizhu" (LA %, 4 £, literary writing is governed by qi), and pertinent arguments laid
out in Wenxin Diaolong ({ 3+ B £.), The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons) and Shipin ({ 3% &),
The Gradations of Poetry). Its subsequent lineage laid groundwork for "shiwen fugu" (% 3. &+, the Revival
of Classical Prose) in Tang and Song dynasties with their emphasis on qi, ge diao (#-1, style and tone) poet-
ics in the Ming and Qing dynasties prioritizing "qige" (%.#%, the fusion of intrinsic vital force and extrinsic
formal stature), and even the Qing-dynasty Tongcheng School's advocacy of "wengi" (X 4., literary vitality).
Accordingly, it holds substantial weight throughout the entire tradition of Chinese literary theory. Its philo-
sophical foundation rests upon the ideas of "qihua shengcheng" (4L 2 1, gi-transformation and generation)
and "wuwo yiti" (47 #& — 4K, the unity of object and self), two concepts anchored in the overarching frame-
work of "tianren heyi" (X A-&~—, the unity of Heaven and humanity). This worldview forms a sharp counter-
point to the Western framework of the "subject-object dichotomy" and also diverges from Western literary
paradigms that foreground imagination and emotion yet lack a conceptual category equivalent to "wenqi". As
a crystallization of national tradition, it deserves sustained scholarly scrutiny and further theoretical elabora-
tion.

Key words natural primal qi; qisheng yanyi; national tradition; the essential spirit of literature
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