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Variations of “Rhetorical Sincerity” in Times of
Cultural Disintegration:

——aAlIso on the Historical Logic of the Growth of Literary Genres

Hu Dalei
(School of Literature, Guangxi Normal University, Guilin, China, 541004)

Abstract: The birth of the Chinese characters (the written words) made possible the “written
language” which came from its antecedent, the “spoken language.” The written form, with its
concrete signs, physically protects the saying of the so-called “rhetorical sincerity.” “Rhetorical
sincerity” is thus a written contract between government officials and the people, serving as
instructions for the people to follow. However, the Spring and Autumn Period is an age of cultural
disintegration when the conventional rites, music and other cultural elements fell apart; and
therefore the idea of‘rhetorical sincerity” was challenged and underwent changes. First, the
idea had to withstand the test of communication between the people and the divinities. There
were then in their dialogues plenty of flattering speeches, empty talks and doublespeak, which
was communication void of “rhetorical sincerity”. When the spoken language became concrete
symbols, the written words were evidence of promises to be kept. Secondly, “rhetorical sincerity”
underwent the test of human relations. In the communication among people, covenants were
made to assure “sincerity” with “rhetoric”. However, in the cultural disintegration of the Spring
and Autumn Period, dishonest conducts of the people including breaching of contracts, and
burning and falsifying of covenants were common. Thirdly, narration of historical events in
works such as Spring and Autumn demonstrates that there are, in the context of “rhetorical
sincerity”, dialectical complexities concerning the concepts of truth, righteousness and law. The
idea turned into a variant concept as embodied in the development of historiography. Fourthly,
there was another challenge from the ongoing maturation of rhetoric skills: advices to rulers
from officials and passages in Zhuangzi were often expressed in words of insincerity. Because
of the transformation or variation of the concept of “rhetorical sincerity,” we see that there is a
logical explanation for the birth and growth of the various genres such as the fu (the rhymed

prose) and the yuyan (the fable) in the history of Chinese literature.
Keywords: rhetorical sincerity; growth of Chinese literary genres

Author: Hu Dalei received a bachelor degree from the Department of Chinese at Ningxia
University in 1982. In 1985 he obtained a master degree from the Department of Literature at
Guangxi Normal University, and earned his PhD in literature from the Department of Chinese
at Hebei University in 1996. Currently a professor and doctoral supervisor at Guangxi Normal
University, he is mainly engaged in the studies of literature of the Han, Wei and Six dynasties,
literary theory and stylistics. His representative works include Medieval Literary Groups, A Study
on the Poems in Wenxuan, Poet, Style and Criticism, Evolution of the Medieval Poets’ Lyrical
Methods, and A Study on the Compilation of Yutai xinyong.
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