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A Genealogy of Wen Zhi:
The Genesis of an Idea in Literary Criticism

Lee Kwai Sang*

Wen zhi is a term widely used in Chinese traditional literary criticism. Informed by
Occidental literary studies, scholars in modern China who specialize in literary theories,
Chinese literary criticism, dynastic history of literature, and even history of literary ideas
often tend to interpret the term, which appeared in the Analects and other classical texts,
as a duality of textual “form” and “content.” Such an understanding inaccurately presumed
that there was a fixed and single meaning in wen zhi, which not only misinterpreted the
ancient texts, but also underestimated the complex journey in which the term has taken in
the field of literary criticism. Analysing various textual resources from the Pre-Qin to the
Six Dynasties, this article attempts to delineate the genealogy of wen zhi and demonstrate
how this terminology, which originated in the Analects, passed through the realms of
political etiquette, human morality, polemic expositions, historical writings, and Buddhist
scripture translation, and ultimately became a paramount idea in Chinese literary criticism.
The genealogy reveals the discontinuities of meanings attached to wen zhi. As its frame
of reference varied from one text to another, it cannot be mechanically translated as the
antithesis of form and content.
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