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Affection and Its Transcendence: The Idea of Affection
in Taoist Conversion and Narration of Heavenly
Banishment — With a Discussion on the Expression of
Affection in Dream of the Red Chamber

Fong-mao Lee
Abstract

Feelingsin interpersonal relations, particularly those concerning the constitu-
tion of self and the subjective emotion, of the Chinese people have received much
critical attention from modern psychologists. Taoism and Buddhism offer religious
doctrines and practices to transcend the sense of angst brought on by affection. In
religious Taoism, the human world is viewed from the perspective of that of the
immortals— through the device of people becoming devotees and fables about
immortal s being cast down to the mortal world— in an attempt to bring attention to
the enormous weight of affection, especially those felt between men and women, in
the worldly folks. This feature, while having both similarities to and differences
from the Buddhist approach, is a clear manifestation of the alternative life view of
the Chinese: relations between people and between the sexes are portrayed against
the backdrop of adeterministic fatalismto explain therole of destiny and fate therein.
Even though the arenain which the contrast between affection and its transcendence
isplayed out isthat of the mortal world, such fablesasused in fiction and dramaare

Keywords: immortals cast into the human realm, initiation and redemption, Dream
of the Red Chamber, enlightenment, redemption

Fong-mao Lee is a research fellow at the Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy,
Academia Sinica.
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ableto give aprofound insight into the religious essence of affection insofar asthey
portray affection in the form of debt that the immortals have to pay off before they
could return to the realm of immortals. Examples of this sort of karmic understand-
ing can befound in fictional works from the T'ang dynasty right down to the Dream
of the Red Chamber in Ch’ ing times. Wherethe Buddhist perspective focusesonthe
doctrinal aspects of emptinessand illusion, the Taoist use of these fablesincul cates
an understanding both that emotional hardshipsin thislife are atype of penanceand
that going from being ensnared by affection to understanding it is atype of initia-
tion and redemption. From thiswe can see that these fables have areligious aspect
to them, and the writing and popularity of awork like Dream of the Red Chamber
proves that classical Chinese fiction was certainly not lacking in the area of reli-
gious overtones.





