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Inthe Realm of Desire  The Construction and
Transgression of the Boundary Between
Affection & Allegiance During the T ang Dynasty

Chien-lung Lu
Abstract

During the T ang dynasty, theideological prescription that women marry only
onceintheir lifetimewasvigorously proclaimed through administrative injunctions.
There existed, nevertheless, many tendencies contrary to state policy and traditional
mores; thus, premarital sex, extramarital affairs, and remarriages after divorce or
widowhood were still prevalent in the society. The polarization of ideology and
social reality wasindicative of asocial trend in which affective individualism was
gaining ascendancy over patriarchal authority. Sexual opennesswas aunpreventable
trend given the shifting mood. In the meantime, patriarchal authority had yet to
relinguish its supremacy over the goings-on of many households. The society of the
T’ ang dynasty, in other words, was permeated simultaneously by affectiveindividu-
alism and patriarchal authority, both exerting their influences in a reciprocative
manner.

The two modes of interpersonal relationships discussed in this paper will be
referred to as affection and allegiance. Their mutual adjustment and repulsion
presented a quite complicated pattern, only one or two aspects of which can be
noticed in the various historical documents. | will start with the legal domain.
Affective individualism with regard to the relationship between spouses was

Keywords: text, discourse, field, representation, allegiance, affection
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allowed to flourish, but the law a so put an emphasis on the interests of familism, i.
e, those of the patriarchal authority. Two coexisting forces were thus vying for
dominance.

Next, | will focus on the offical historical compilations, whose texts were still
imbued with male-dominated discriminatory sexual attitudes and whose prodution
was carried out by the state asameans of promoting theideal of female chastity. Y et,
cases of adultery committed by married women were abundantly cited in all the
documents. The question thus presentsitself  under such circumstances, who was
in control of the female body?Wasit thewoman herself, the male, or the state acting
as arepresentation of the collective consciousness? This surely isan issue begging
for illumination.

I will also examine some texts of fiction, an areain which the discourse on
sexual desire was especially rife and diverse. This was the discursive field where
affective individualism came to overwhelm patriarchal authority; many works of
fiction depicted alustful world with cultivated ladies and gentlemen in ardent pur-
suit of venereal pleasure. Were these many romances only the figments of the
literati’ simagination? Or, as has been maintained by scholars, were they areflection
of the real world? | will claim that they contained both a mirror-image of social
reality and an invented discursive construction of sexuality.

Based on the above observations, | will move on to investigate the following
textual genres 1 admonitory poetry; 2 truthful confessions conveyed in
theform of anovel; and 3 unofficial folk history. In doing this| hope to locate
the dividing line between the real and the fictional in the realm of sexual desire.

Finally, I will return to other historical documents and contemporary docu-
mentsto deal with the complicated issue of affection vs. alegiance during the T’ ang
dynasty.





