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SUMMARY

This paper promises an analytic, empirical, synthetic inves-
tigation of the theory of organic unity from the Chinese, Western,
and contemporary perspectives. Examining and comparing the
views of writers such as Plato, Aristotle, Coleridge, Schlegel,
Collingwood, Yeats, Derrida, Wang Kuo-wei, Lu Chi, Po Chu-i,
and especially Liu Hsieh, the organic theory of literature is
defined and defended. The author points out that deconstruction
theory does not totally exclude the existence of some unified
center. The paper concludes that “it is the urge to construct an
intelligible whole that makes possible not only imaginative
literature but also other forms of human civilization.”

KEY WORDS
organicism Derrida
Liu Hsieh poetry
Plato Aristotle
Lu Chi Po Chu-i

Coleridge Schlegel



564 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIIT, Nos. 1,2,3,4

In this study, I propose to define -in a sense, to defend-- the
theory of organic umity, expounding in a comprehensive
manner how it sees a literary work as a unified whole. In the
West, the concept of organic unity has a long and complex
history beginning from Plato and Aristotle through German
and English Romantic critics and down to the twentieth-
century New Critics. Chinese literary criticism also teems with
implicit or explicit ideas of organicism. However, I do not
intend to provide a historical account of the development of
either the Chinese or the Western concept of the idea.' Instead,
drawing from relevant Chinese and Western critical insights,
including the recent deconstructive criticism, I will attempt to
delineate an analytical, empirical, synthetical, and somewhat
moderate view of organic unity. Yes, a moderate view of
organic unity, for the reason that William K. Wimsat{ has
pointed out: a “homelier and humbler sort of organicism”
rather than that of extreme or absolute view will finally prove
to be more “likely to encourage superior readings of
poetry.”?

The concept of organic unity, both Chinese and Western,
assumes that a piece of literary work is an organized whole, an
autonomous entity with its own integrity, a closed or totalized
structure. This very assumption is now called into question by
the current deconstructive criticism. According to Derrida, the
classical thought concerning structure is self-contradictory,
for it is permeated by what he views as logocentrism of
Western metaphysics which manifests itself in such ideas as
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“presence-being,” “the center,” “the fixed origin,” and “the
transcendental signified.” In one of his most notable essays,
“Structure, Sign, and-Play in the Discourse of the Human
Sciences,” Derrida undertakes to deconstruct the concept of
structure by pointing out that throughout the logocentric
epoch the very concept of structure requires and relies on the
concept of center. In his own words, “structure --or structurali-
ty of structure— although it bas always been at work, has
always been neutralized or reduced, and this by a process of
giving it a center or of referring it to a point of presence, a
fixed origin.”® Derrida then goes on to explain that the
structurality of structure or the imposition of a center
functions to stabilize the panoply of elements in a system:

The function of this center was not only to orient,
balance, and organize the structure-one cannot in fact
conceive of an unorganized structure, but above all to
make sure that the organizing structure of the structure
would limit what we might call the play of the structure.
By orienting and organizing the coherence of the system,
the center of a structure permits the play of its elements
inside the total form. And even today the neotion of a
structure lacking any center represents the unthinkable
itself

The concept of center insures balance, coherence, and
organization. But, at the same time, Derrida points out, it also
closes off the infinite freeplay of language, for it has always
been thought to be “the point at which substitution of
contents, elements, or terms is no longer possible. At the
center, the permutation or the transformation of elements ... is
forbidden.” The concept of centered structure, in Derrida’s
view, is in effect an attempt to conceive of structure on the
basis of a fundamental ground--or in alternative terms, a fixed
origin, an ultimate referent, a transcendental signified, or a
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full presence-which is beyond the play of signification. But, in
Derrida’s analysis, the play of signification can never come to
rest in an absolute presence; it is deferred, put off, delayed--as
his coinage “differance” implies--from sign to substitute sign in
a movement without end. The concept of centered structure,
according to Derrida, is actually the expression of a desire for
a stabilizing factor that affords reassurance and certitude.

Accordingly, Derrida suggests that we begin thinking that
“there was no center, that the center could not be thought in
the form of a present-being, that the center had no natural
site, that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of
nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign-substitutions
came into play.”™ His argument is that “the central signified,
the originating or transcendental signified” is in the final
analysis revealed to be “never absolutely present outside a
system of differences,” and that this “absence of the transcen-
dental signified extends the domain and the -play of significa-
tion infinitely.””

It should be clear now that what Derrida denounces is the
interpretation of structure which seeks to limit the play or its
differential elements by referring them back to a fixed center,
a fundamental ground.. What he proposes, instead, is the
affirmation of a restless play of signs which cannot be fixed or
pinned down for a determinate meaning, and which is offered
to an active interpretation. After all, in the discussion
following his delivery of the article im question, Derrida
acknowledges that the notion of centered structure is
“absolutely indispensable.” He made it clear that he did not
mean that “there was no center, that we could get along
without the center.”

Indeed, in order to make a text of writing or écriture
meaningful, it is necessary for the subject “I” to try to connect
elements and construct patterns out of the diffuse matters in
the writing, or in Hazard Adams’ words, “to constitute
provisionally as some kind of umnity.” From the reader-re.
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sponse point of view, there is a natural impulse or desire in
the human makeup to view a literary ohject as an organized
whole, a totalized structure. In order to understand or
interpret a poem, it is necessary for the reader to assume a
structure which functions as a totality or a harmonicus whole.
As Jonathan Culler observes, “Understanding is necessarily a
teleclogical process and a sense of totality is the end which
governs its progress. Ideally, one should be able to account for
everything in a poem and among comprehensive explahations
we should prefer those which best succeed in relating items to
one anotherrather than offer separate and unrelated explana-
tions.”™ He further points out, “even if we deny the need for a
poem to be a harmonious totality we make use of the notion in
reading.”” The reader’s habit of seeking a form that produces
total closure is even described by Murray Krieger as “an
aesthetic need.””

To take as example J. Hillis Miller’s purported deconstrue-
tive reading strategy. In his reading of Yeats’s “Nineteen
Hundred and Nineteen,” Miller speaks against the traditional
assumption that has tried to find out the amswers to such
questions as “What form of order or unity does the poem have,
allowing the reader to organize every detail around a
beginning, middle, end, and generative center? What is the
literal, nonlinguistic thing, stituation, event, state of mind, of ’
cupernatural reality to which it refers as its center?”” Unlike
typical critics of Yeats, Miller contends that “‘Nineteen
Hundred and Nineteen’ can by no effort be shown to have an
organic unity.”” But somehow he seems to attempt, provision-
ally at least, to impose a sort of order on the whole poem when
he makes the following remarks: “Each image of Yeats’ poem
In a eomplex way records an act of violence and is put into the
text by another act of sundering. The images are then ﬁIaced
side by side with more violence. There are heterogeneous
materials yoked together by violence” (The underlining is
mine).®




568 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIII, Nos. 1,2,3,4

However, taking into acount the deconstructive view of
structure, no one would attempt to reduce a text to a single
homogeneous reading which restrains the free play of its
elements. Neither would one claim that a given work has a
center of determinate meaning which can be fully recaptured
by interpretation. Any interpretation--or misinterpretation as
deconstructive critics would call it-is inevitably what Derrida
describes as “supplementarity of addition / substitution” which
may be supplemented or demarcated indefinitely. In short, no
interpretation of structure or unity can be final. But in order
to make a literary work meaningful, it is necessary for the
reader to construct, at least temporarily, a structure or unity
of the work.

Now let us proceed to the constructive side of the organic
concept. At the outset, it should be understood that the term
“organic” has always been used metaphorically; it is derived
from the analogical comparison between a literary work and a
living being, two things which are believed to be alike in some
aspects. The organic analogy, like any other analogies, is used
to help illuminate an abstract concept as that of unity, and
therefore, should not be explained too literally or carried too
far. As a matter of fact, a work of art is rarely claimed to be
an organism, but only like it. To give two classical examples.
Plato asserts in Phaedrus:

any discourse ought fo be constructed like a living
creature, with its own body, as it were, it must not lack
either head or feet; it must have a middle and
extremities so composed as to suit each other and the
whole work,*

In a like way, the author of On the Sublime, reportedly
Longinus, attributes the excellence of an ode by Sappho to the
poet’s craftsmanship in
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choosing the most suitable particulars and arranging
them so that they form a single living body.”

In the two passages cited above, organism or a living
thing is used merely analogically. Bearing this in mind, one
would not carry the analogy so far as to raise questions such
as “What corresponds to the stomach in a tragedy?” and
“What are the foot, body, and head of a poem?” After all, a -
literary work is, in most cases, a product of conscious effort
whereas an organism is of natural growth. We should not
expect to find in a literary work all the characteristics of a
living body.

Just as Orsini points out, “the organism, although useful
to facilitate understanding, is not indispensable to the actual
definition of organic unity.”® It is called organic, he explains,
simply “because organism was introduced early as an
illustrative simile or metaphor.””® With this view, Orsini
indicates that it may as well be called by a variety of other
less technical names, such as “synthetic unity, total umity,
integral unity, or integrated unity, complex unity, intrinsic
unity, ete., etc.”® The time-honored term “organic unity” is
adopted here, partly because it will conveniently lead us to
many prevailing views concerning the subject.

The Western concepts of organic unity are ususally traced
back to the statements of Plato and of Longinus cited above
and to Aristotle’s Poetics. Aristotle reiterates the idea of
organic whole throughout this classical text. When he defines
tragedy as “an imitation of an action that is complete and
whole,” he brings in the organic simile:

a beautiful object, whether it be a picture of a living
organism or any whole composed of parts, must . . .

have an orderly arrangement of parts. . . . ™

This can be linked to another famous passage dealing with
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the plot of an epic:

It should have for its subject a single action, whole and
complete, . . . . It will thus resemble organism in all
its unity, and produce the pleasure proper to it.”

The basic ideas revealed in the above four passages
concerning organic unity may be reformulated as follows.
First, a work of art should be an integrated whole which
secures its total effect primarily as a consequence of its being
such a whole. Secondly, the integration or unity of a work
consists in the proper arrangment or congruence of the parts
with each other and with the whole. Thirdly, like a living
organism which has a body of its own, a unified work of art
possesses its unique way of organization, defying any definite
description. These three points may be claimed to have
inspired or anficipated most of the subsequent inquiries into
the theory of organic unity in the Western critical tradition.
Obviously, an inquiry into the subject may be carried out
either with a view to the integrated whole or with an emphasis
on the proper interrelation of the parts, or both.

The concept of the integrated whole, with its allied
concept of interconnected parts, is scattered in traditional
Chinese criticism, which, from the Western perspective, might
seem to be brief, accidental, casual, merely suggestive, and
sometimes cryptic, equivocal and elusive® However, the
nature of the concept of organic unity is abstract and elusive;
rarely has it been analyzed or defined in a really explicit and
systematic way even in Western criticism. The Chinese
concept of orgainc unity, like many other traditional Chinese
critical ideas, is often briefly suggested or casually mentioned
n scattererd treatises, including monographs, prefaces, post-
scripts, poetic remarks (shih-hua B¥3% ), epistles, essays, run-
ning notes, and commentaries on classics and literary
masterpieces. A comparatively comprehensive elaboration is to
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be found in Liu Hsieh's 8|8 Literary Mind and the Carving of
Dragons {Wen hsin tico lung XUHEERE ). In his discussion of
organization (fu-hui W&, literally meaning “how to give
coherence to wording and unity to meaning”), Liu Hsieh
states: :

It means a governing principle of a literary composition
which unifies all its parts from the beginning to the end,
which determines what should be included and what
ostracized, and which fills and connects gulfs and
fractures so as to form a whole piece that, despite its
diffuse elements, contains no disordered factors

Therefors, to give coherence to wording and
unity to meaning, one must have the general principle in
view, directing hundreds of routes to converge at the
same destination, orienting one hundred kinds of
thoughts to one end, so that, although the ideas are
abundant, there will be no up-side-down confusion, and,
although the words are many, there will be no mess-up.
BEYE, BEE, TRE . SEE, Bh—%, ERTTEEH

BRUMBEE HHUME, EAURAN, AEEE—
B, FRENYE  BEAB2%, BEHS  EFRZHE -

This passage strongly advocates that a literary work should be
organically organized from the beginning to the end, so that,
despite its disparate constituents, there will be no confusion at
all. Throughout his book, Liu Hsieh reiterates the idea of the
organization of a whole work to which he often refers as
“(from) the beginning (to) the end” (shou wei HRE ). He
concludes his discussion of organization with the remark that
the art of fu hui caunot demand anything more when “the
parts from the beginning to the end support each other” BHFE1H
#£5 In the chapter devoted to editing jung is'ai %%, or
casting and cutting), Liu praises the kind of literary work in
which “the beginning and the end are perfectly unified, and
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branches are connected in an organized order” EEEM , £ 8B5
FF o * In the chapter entitled “Paragraph and Sentence” (chang
chii #4) ), he again explains the idea of a total unity by
drawing an analogy between flower and literary work: “just as
flowers and calyx are connected, so the parts from the
beginning to the end form a single body” W% ,» §E—
" '

The proper order of the parts is also much emphasized in
Lu Chi’s B% Essays on Literature ( Wen fu XB ). In his
discussion regarding selecting and arranging ideas and
expressions, Lu Chi suggests that a literary work, like a
growing plant, “may put forth foliage along branches” B LUE
%E” Again in terms of a living plant, this poet-critic considers
a work a failure when its “passages are upward coerced by the
preceding branches, /Or [when] they shall downward en-
croach the main trunk behind” FMEBRAE , RFEBNHEE® The
analogy Lu Chi draws between the poem and the plant reveals
that he perceives in a work of art an organic relation among
its parts.

Just like other Chinese critics, Lu Chi often illustrates his
literary views in terms of concrete images, especially of plant
images. To give one more related example, he says that “Truth
supports the substance (of the work) so as to erect the trunk;
style spreads its boughs so as to bear abundant fruit” BiHELL
ME XEEWHE™® Lu Chi's analogy between plants and
poems, as Wang Ching-hsien has pointed out in his exegesis of
Wen-fu, may have inspired the T’ang poet Po Chiil’s OES
definition of poetry: “The poem has emotion as its root, words
as its seed, rhythm as its flowers, and meaning as its fruit” &
HoWE, BE, 8, H#.2 It is significant to notice here that
both Lu Chi and Po Chii-l in their remarks touch another
aspect of organic theory, namely, the unity of form and
content. They do stress that form and content should be
correspondingly united; but, just like many other Chinese
critics, they seem to apprehend form and content separately.
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For they suggest that the poet should first and foremost
develop some substantial content, be it personal emotion or
universal truth, and then attempt to express it in an
appropriate form, that is, through proper diction, rhythm,
meter, stracture, and imagery, etc. Even when Lu Chi
explicitly maintains that “Indeed, emotion and expression
should never fail to correspond to each other” EERZFE,
what he actually has in view is perhaps the synthesis or
identity of form and content.® It is somehow different from the
Western recognition of the inseparability and reciprocity of
form and content. This is a broad and complicated topic, to
which we shall return later.

Over sixteen hundred years after the appearance of Lu
Chi’s essay (ca. A.D. 300), the American new critic Cleanth
Brooks announced that “One of the critical discoveries of our
time-perhaps it is not a discovery but merely a recovery-is
that the parts of a poem have an organic relation to each
other.”™ Brooks discovers that a poem is not merely an
assemblage of beautiful or “poetic” elements or sublime truths.
Instead, he detects that “the parts of a poem have a closer
relation to each other than do the blossoms juxtaposed in a
bougquet.”® In his revised version of the same article entitled
“Irony as a Principle of Structure,” he more articulately states
that “the elements of a poem are related to each other, not as
blossoms juxtaposed in a bouquet, but as the blossoms are
related to the other parts of growing plants.”® As if inspired by
the well-known rhetorical question Yeats asks in “Among
School Children” “Q chestnut free, great-rooted blossomer,
~ / Are you the leaf, the blossom, or the bole?” (217)," Brooks
" affirms: “The beauty of the poem is the flowering of the whole
plant, and needs the stalk, the leaf, and.the hidden roots.”®
The essence of Brook’s discovery or recovery is that the parts
of a poem are related to each other organically, modifying and
being modified by each other.

' Brooks’s thesis is indeed only a recovery of an important
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critical idea that has been reiterated since Plato and Aristotle.
As the passages quoted earlier show, Plato maintains that a
discourse ought to be put together like a living creature, with
a body of its own, not headless or footless, but having all the
parts in keeping with each other, and with the whole; Aristotle
declares that to be beautiful, every whole made up of parts
must present a proper order. In the Western critical tradition,
it is Coleridge who in his critical discourses most vigorously
keeps applying the analogy between plants and poems to
expound his view of organic unity. Coleridge’s exploitation of
the analogy is excellently summarized by M. H. Abrams in The
Mirror and the Lamp.® To cite a few examples here, the poem
begins as a “seed” or “germ” in the creative imagination of the
poet; as it grows, it assimilates foreign and diverse materials
into its own substance. As a corollary result, just as the parts
of a plant are interdependent on each other, so “a legitimate
poem,” contends Coleridge, “must be one the parts of which
mutually support and explain each other.”®

It is almost unanimously recommended that the compo-
nent parts of a work be properly interconnected so as to
produce a total effect. But as for how to achieve a fitting order
of parts, both Chinese and Western critics are wise enough to
avoid attempting to lay down fixed rules. Instead, they simply
try to formulate some general principles. The following
principle suggested by Liu Hsieh is a representative example:

The beginning words should preconceive the meaing to
be expressed in the middle part of the composition; the
concluding sentences should follow up the theme
expressed in the preceding part.

T E, WHPREE  BE2E  BENEZE.

This passage explains that the meaning expressed in the
beginning, the middle and the end of a work should be
intimately connected to each other in terms of theme. In a like
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vein, Aristotle declares that “A whole is that which has a
beginning, a middle and an end.”” He then goes on to define
these terms: a beginning is that which requires nothing to
have come before it; a middle is that which naturally follows
something and proceeds something else; an end is that
something else. “A well-constructed plot,” he concludes, “must
neither begin nor end at haphazard, but conform to these
principles.”® In a quite similar way, Chinese critics customari-
ly divide, without much elaboration, a unified work into four
sections, namely, beginning, a develoﬁment (follow-up), a
transition, and an end or conclusion.

Why do all the formulas concerning the principle of
organization seem abstract, general, and almost truistie? It is
probably because organic unity by definition defies precon-
ceived description. If a work of art strictly follows certain
preconceived rules, it is apt to achieve a mechanical form,
exhibiting mechanical regularity, but not necessarily organic
unity. The distinction betwen mechanical and organic form is
most memorably defined by Coleridge, whose formulation is
essentially based on A. W, Schlegel’s idea:* '

The form is mechanic when on any given material we
impress a pre-determined form not arising out of the
properties of the material, as when to a mass of wet clay
we give whatever shape we wish it to retain when
hardened. The orgainc form, on the other hand, is
innate; it shapes as it developes itself from within, and
the fulness of its development is one and the same with
the perfection of its own form.®

According to Schlegel-Coleridge’s dichotomy, a mechan-
ical form represents an ideal pattern or framework which
precedes the content and meaning of the work. It is imposed
from without. A mechanical form--sometimes called abstract
form-such as a conventional poetic form may show itself vital
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and inspiring, but cannot guarantee an organic work. An
organic work must originate and evolve with its own nature,
fusing ir one vital unity both form and content. Its shaping
principle is inherent; its achieved form is directed from within,
and not imposed from without, Consequently, every organic
work of art is an entity that has its own integrity; its form is
unique, expressive of it own special characteristics. This is
much in accord with Plato’s assertion that a work of art must
be like a living being, with a body of its own.

The term “organic form” as Schlegel and Coleridge
formulate it evidently embraces what we refer to as organic
unity, for it designates the individual, dynamic organization
which makes all the constituents of a work, however defined--
content, subject matter, theme, thoughts, words, diction,
imagery, meter, rhythm, style, or structure perfectly cohere
and harmonize into a whole. That is to say that in Schlegel
and Coleridge’s view, content and form are coalesced and
fused, and cannot be distinguished from each other. The
inseparability of form and content was first recognized by
Aristotle, and reasserted with vigor by German romantic
critics including Schlegel, and their disciple Coleridge, the
French Symbolists, Croce, the Russian Formalists, and the
American New Critics, of course in somewhat different ways.
Since this recognition is not our main concern, suffice it to
say: form and content can be separated only on the abstract
level; in any actual work of art, the two are a unity for it is
only by their union that the work exists; form is by no means
a mere container into which ready-made content is poured.

In Chinese criticism, it is often emphasized that content
and form should be unified, or more precisely, “substance and
decoration should be equally esteemed” EXH®E. But as
indicated before, Chinese critics by and large tend to view
content and form as dualism, placing the former of the
seemingly equal opposites in a prominent position. Liu Hsieh
is famous for his recapitulation of the earlier opinions that
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content and form should be eqally esteemed. His discussion of
form and content entitled “Emotion and Literary Decoration”
ch’ing ts’ai #F ) begins with a general observation that the
writings and discourses of the ancient sages and wise men are
generally called literary compositions or decorative patterms
(wen chang X ), supposedly because of their artistic embell-
ishment. It goes on to examine the relation between substance
and decoration in nature. In Liu’s view, that ripples form on
water and that blossoms grow onto trees are examples of
ornamental patterns attaching themselves to substance (chih

% ). The fact that tigers and leopards have variegated,
decorative patterns (wen X ), without which their hides
cannot be distinguished from dogs’ or sheep’s, betrays that the
realization of some substance counts on ornamental pattern.
The Chinese character wen, which is currently used to refer to
literature, has an etymological history too complicated to be
recounted here. To put it at its simplest, it denotes patterns or
configurations of natural phenomena such as ripples, hides
.and heavenly stars, and thus comes to connote adornment,
embellishment, civilized refinement, outward beauty, aesthetic
effect of writing, and so on, usually as a contrast to substance.
In Liu Hsieh’s view, an ideal literary work is one in which
“decorative pattern and substance correspondingly mateh” X
HiBH,° or which “contains flowers and wears substance” #j3E
mRE."

In the same chapter, Liu Hsieh also objectively observes
that there are two kinds of literary writing: one is that which
creates decorative pattern out of emotion, and the other is
that which creates emotion in order to fit decorative pattern.
Yet subjectively, Liu praises the former and condemns the
latter. Just like the majority of Chinese thinkers and writers,
he conceives emotion or substance as the first and foremost
element of a literary work. He explains it in this way:

The purpose of literary embellishment is to adorn
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discourse, and radiance of eloguence is to have genuine
emotion as its root. Therefore emotion is the warp of
litexary pattern, and words the woof of ideas. The warp
has to be straight, and then the woof can be done; ideas
have to be definite, and then words can become fluent.
This is the fundamental principle of literary creation.
MORFTEVENR > MSEARRE - KIS, X8, RSB E; 8
EREER  BEWEAE Xkl .«

This passage, and many others in The Literary Mind as well,
discloses that Liu Hsieh conceives emotion / ideas as signifi-
cant and substantial, and words or linguistic expression
merely as the vehicle, wrapping, or container. When he, like
many other Chinese critics, talks about the unity of substance
and decoration, he actually means that form as a subordinate
element should be arranged so as to match content, or in his
own words, “literary expression should not damage the
substance” X TEHE.~

Behind Liu Hsieh’s privileging substance over expression
there is obviously a presupposition that substance-be it called
emotior, feeling, intent, meaning, ideas, absolute truth, tee H,
or in the deconstructionist’s terminologies, presence, the fixed
origin, ultimate referent, or transcendental signified--is beyond
and behind linguistic expression. As indicated earhlier, this
logocentrie presupposition has been put into question by the
contemporary deconstructionist. The ultimate referent or
transcendental signifier, according to the deconstructive
theory, has never been absolutely present outside the system
of differential signification; it can come forth only as the
signifiler in a chain of differential references. Or to cite one of
Derrida’s famous quotations, “there is nothing outside of the
text” (I n’y a pas de hors-texte).®

Liu Hsieh’s privileging substance over decoration is ofien
explained by later critics as an admonition against the
tendency of his contemporaries towards a showy style of
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writing. Yet, when he makes content predominant, not
following his own observation that in nature there are
examples of substance abiding by decorative pattern, he seems
to take it for granted that the content or meaning of a work is
predetermined and stable. This supposition came under attack,
especially by the New Criticism which saw a work as a
linguistic artifact. The New Critics refuted the notion that a
poet determines an absiract theme first and then fries to
express or embellish it with proper details. On the contrary, as
Brooks puts it, “he must establish the details, must abide by
the details, and through his realization of the details attain to
whatever general meaning he can attain.”” Brooks’s statement
also implies that a work of art as a whole does not really come
into existence until all of its constituent details are created
and function together,

The concept of organic unity has led many critics to stress
the priority of the whole to the parts. Alexander Pope, for
instance, in “An Essay on Criticism” declares: “In wit, as
nature, what affects our hearts, /Is not th’ exaciness of
peculiar parts; /’Tis not a lip, or eye, we beauty call, /But
the joint force and full result of all.” As the mysterious effect
of a whole cannot be easily explained by all its constituent
elements, it is generally assumed, as the English saying goes,
that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. It follows
then that it is the whole that determines the parts; the parts
are what they are in virtue of the overall properties of the
whole of which they are parts. This view is well illustrated by
an analogy to the physical life drawn by Coleridge. “The
physical life,” he explains, “is in each limb and organ of the
body, all in every part; but is manifested as life, by being one
in all and thus making all one.”® It follows that the parts do
not have separate existence from the whole, Pushing this view
to its extreme, Coleridge contends that in an organic body,
“the whole-is everything, and the parts are nothing.”®

With the priority of the whole to the parts in view



580 TAMEANG REVIEW, Vol. XXHI, Nos. 1,2,3,4

perhaps, Schlegel contends that “the whole must be conceived
before the parts.”® Similarly, the twentieth century critic 1. A.
Richards in his “How Does a Poem Know When It Is
Finished?” compares the development of a poem to that of an
embryo, maintaining that each grows organically through the
mutual interaction of it parts toward a form predetermined at
its inczption.® An identical view formulated in the self-zame
embryonic analogy is expressed by the Chinese critic Li Yii Z
# when he interprets dramatic structure:

As for structure ... it is like Nature giving form to a
Fuman being: when the semen and blood are in the
initial state of joining together and the embryo has not
b2en completed yet, it first plans the whole form, so that
a drop of blood will have the potentialities of the five
organs and the hundred bones

ERER oo WISYRE  SLB0ME KR ABNE
2, FRRMRAL TGS

In Li Yus view, that total plan of a work should be
conceived even before the author starts to set his pem on
paper. If a work is merely put together section after section,
insteac of being carried out according to a total design, it
would result in something like a human body that has
numberless marks of breaks and junctures, its eirculation of
blood teing obstructed. Li Yu further compares the process of
compostition to that of building a house. In order to build a
house successfully, before he sets up the structure-frame, an
architect must first have had a whole plan, determining all
details such as where to have a hall, a window, and a door,
what kind of wood is needed for the minor beams, and what
kind for the major ones, etc. Li Yii's view of the whole
structure is once more revealed in an analogy he draws
between playwriting and tailoring, He says that editing a play
is like making clothes: at first, the tailor takes what is a whole
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and cuts it into pieces, and then he puts them together.® Yet,
as mentioned before, although an analogy may be used for
illustration, it should not be understood too literally. The
question we are tempted to raise here is: are there many
similarities bewteen creative writing on the one side and
house-building and tailoring on the other?

In practice, a literary work may begin with a vague
intuition, a flash of inspiration, a seminal idea, or a rough
outline which gradually grows and develeps to its completion.
- At a certain stage of the creative process, an author may be
able to develop a tentative plan of the whole which subsumes
and governs all the parts. The earlier he can conceive such a
fotal plan, even in embryonic form, the easier-it will be for
him to create a unified work. But, after all, it is the parts that
make up the whole; and the whole does not actually emerge or
fully come to life until all, or almost all, of the constituent
parts are created and begin to function together. That is to
contend, if the parts do not pre-exist the whole, neither does
the whole pre-exist the parts. Rather, their relation is
reciprocal. Then, how can the author preconceive, as Schlegel
suggests, a final shape of the whole before the parts; or how
can he design at the outset, as Ii Yii proposes, a definite
structure of a work? From the deconstructionist’s point of
view, the concept of totalization is impossible or meaningless.
Yet, if there is anything the deconstructionist would tempo-
rarily view as the illusion of a whole, it is nothing but the
signification of the signs of the entire piece. This is not to
deny altogether the significance of the emphasis on the
priority of the whole to the parts. As soon as the author is
able to perceive his work in hand as a whole, for instance,
when it is at the stage of completion or near completion, it is
certainly advisable for him to value the whole over the parts,
judging them accordingly. Therefore it seems valid for Liu
Hsieh to make the following pragmatic recommendation: “to
abandon the cleverness of partial virtues in order to realize
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the success of an overall beauty” EfREZY5 , BHEZ B

The view of the priority of the whole also leads to another
famous maxim: in an organic work, no components can be
altered or displaced without damaging the whole. This view
has origins in Aristotle’s discussion of the unity of plot:

The plot, being an imitation of an action, must imitate
one action and that a whole, the structural union of the
parts being such that, if any one of them is displaced or
removed, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed. For
a thing whose presence or absence makes no visible
d:fference, is not an organic part of the whole.”

To give some examples to illustrate this pervasive view first
formulated by Aristotle, A. W. Schlegel in his Lectures on
Dramatic Literature speaks of Romeo and Juliet in this Way:
“with the exception of a few witticisms, now become
unintelligible or foreign to the present taste, . . . nothing
could be taken away, nothing added, nothing otherwise
arranged, without militating and disfiguring the perfect
work.” A modern aesthetician Dewitt Parker in a somewhat
tautological way refers organic unity to “the fact that each
element in a work of art is necessary to its value, that it
contains no elements that are not thus necessary, and that all
that are needful are there.”® In a similar way, Liu Hsieh
remarks that “if there is any sentence that can be omitted, the
writing reveals itself to be loose; if no gsingle word can be
reduced, then we know the writing is tightly knit” 9&TH ., 2
REH ; FTEHE » THEE® The extreme view of this is to be
found in a Chinese cliché to the effect that one centimeter
being subtracted, it becomes too thin; and that one centimeter
being alded, it becomes too fat which is often applied to an
ideal beauty or a flawless artistic object. All those statements
asserting that any alternation of the parts will diminish the
value of the work as a whole may be described as absolute
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idealist doctrines of perfect unity.

As Orsini points out, “Once perfection is mentioned, it
must be readily acknowledged that perfection is not of this
world. Very few works of art, if any, fully deserve that
commendation.”® It will be shown in the following that even if
perfect unity is possible, it is not necessarily always desirable.
However, this is not to deny the value of the concept of
perfection when it is set up as a standard by the creative
writer and the critic. But, if works of perfect unity can hardly
be found in this world, does it make much sense to emphasize
that any alternation of the part damages the whole?

It has been suggested that creative writing is largely a
matter of revision and rewriting, of elimination and substi-
tution. Paul Valery is in a sense very accurate when he points
out that no poem -is ever finished, but only abandoned. A
similar first-hand observation is made by the philosopher and
archaeologist R. G. Collingwood, a man who grew up in a
household of artists: “I learned what some critics and
aestheticians never know to the end of their lives, that no
‘work of art’ is ever finished . . . . Work ceases upon the
picture or manuscript, not because it is finished, but because
sending-in day is at hand, or because the printer is clamorous
for copy, or because ‘I am sick of working at this thing’ or ‘I
can't see what more I can do to it.'® Obviously, the possibility
of improving a work of art does not end with its completion or
abandonment. There are many great poets, remarkably Tu Fu
#HE and W. B. Yeats, who are famous for their habit of
revising and rearranging their poems even to the last grasp of
their deathbed editions. As some scrupulous studies of Yeats’s
revisions and rewriting of his poems demonstrate, different
versions of the “same” poem may be claimed to possess their
own unities, though slightly different from each other.”® The
possibility of improving a piece of writing by conscious
revision reflects that alternation of any part will change, but
not necessarily destroy, the total effect of the work as a whole.
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If an organic comparison may be cited here for illustration, as
Catherine Lord has -remarked, a living creature does not
essentially change if some of its accidental features, such as
the color and the amount of its hair, change slightly.”

A unified whole surely cannot be guaranteed by the mere
assemblage of excellent peculiar details, But this does not
entail that in the process of composition the parts should be
neglected as an extremist of organic theory would suggest, or
that the part without the whole is absolutely meaningless. As
a matter of fact, there are extracted poetic lines which seem so
self-sufficient that they are usually appreciated independently
of their context. The sense of completeness is relative, not
absolute, depending to a large extent on the reader’s
expectation and satisfaction. Wimsatt once remarked, “many
couplets by Alexander Pope are better poems in their own
right than Ezra Pounds’ miniature image ‘A Station of the
. Metro.” ”® This tiny poem by Pound, as well as its model, the
Japanese haiku, a lyric form of seventeen syllables, is
unquestionably taken as a complete poem by most readers. It
is not difficult to find respectively in Chinese and English
poems many short passages of equal length which are
comparable to the haiku with respect to the sense of
compleZeness. It is no wonder that we often find in literary
anthologies =ome exiracted passagpes’ that are treated as
entities of independent value. We can also find that a literary
work of considerable length, such as a five-act play or a novel,
is likely to embrace some pieces of other shorter genres. A
Shakespearean play, for instance, usually encompasses songs,
sonnetg, monologues or other passages, which can be detached
from their context and recited with enjoyment independently.
Classical Chinese novels such as The Dream of the Red
Chamber teem with poems that are composed in the conven-
tional verse forms. Perhaps more convincing examples are to
be found in framework-stories such as the Decameron and the
The Canterbury Tales. Many individual stories that the
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various pilgrims tell, for instance, “the Parson's Tales,” in The
Canterbury Tales, are by no means less complete than typical
modern short stories.

The examples discussed above reveal that the concept of -
wholeness or organicity as customarily employed is rather
vague, abstract, or simply metaphorical. It ranges from the
tight to the loose. In other words, the degrees or grades of
unity may vary with individual works, and more obviously,
with different genres. As Catherine Lord has pointed out,
“there are different degrees of literary unity appropriate to
particular genres.” “An epic should not be expected to have
the unity of a tragedy, nor a tragedy the unity of a lyric
poem.”™ Partially because of its limited extent, the lyric is
likely to exhibit organic unity more fully than other genres of
longer scope such as the marrative poem, the novel, and the
play.

Just as individual wholes possess different degrees of
unity, so the parts of a work exhibit different grades of
relevance. In other words, some parts of a work are more
important than others, if importance means prominence or
impact. It is generally believed that the beginning and the
ending play specially significant roles and therefore deserve
special attention. Kenneth Burke, for example, asserts in
Counter-Statment that “such procedures as the greeting of the
New Year, the ceremony at laying a cornerstone, the ‘house
warming,’ the funeral, all indicate that the human mind is
prone to feel beginnings and endings as such.”” Edward Said
points out in his book Beginnings: Intention and Method,
“Every writer knows that the choice of a beginning is crucial
not only because it determines much of what follows but also
because a work’s beginning is, practically speaking, the main
entrance to what it offers.”™ Barbara Herrnstein Smith in her
study of how poems end, Poetic Closure, affirms that the point
of closure “reinforces the feeling of finality, completion, and
composure which we value in all works of parts; and it gives
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ultimate unity and coherence to the reader’s experience of the
poem by providing a point from which all their preceding
elements may be viewed comprehensively and their relations
grasped as part of a significant design.”® Liu Hsieh contends
that “If a piece begins w:th a glorious tune but concludes with
weak and spiritless sentences, its lingering force will be
constricted and its remaining savor suffocated” HRMELZE , i
Balks, HEBEE , RRATE."

In addition to the beginning and the end, there can be
other high spots and low spots, more integrated and less
integrated parts in a literary work. To give one example for
Hlustration, the poet-critic Lu Chi recommends:

A pithy phrase be set up at the crucial point To become
a rallying whip to the whole piece. Though all the words
are arrayed in neat order, Still it is needed to make them
fully function.

NREMBE, H—RER, #RBIEE  HEETRE

This passage metaphorically expounds that an epigramma-
tic expression at the key position will probably enable all the
words of a literary piece to function efficiently, just as a whip
at the right moment will acquire their values in the light of
the key element. Lu Chi further observes that a striking
expression can even make the plain, slack, or loose language
become significant:

With rocks embedding jades, the mountain glows:

With water conceiving pearls, a river becomes alluring.
Those hazels and shrubberies if spared from pruning,
Will be glorified by the brightly-colored bird.
REETIIIE , AMHTIUE - BREZ Y, FRENER

Both the mountain and the river here stand for the whole
literary composition while jades and pearls represent par-



DEFINING ORGANITY UNITY 587

gicularly beautiful or striking expressions, and. rocks and
water for plain, ordinary or mediocre mass materials. Lu Chi’s
view may be illuminated by Wang Kuo-wei's ZE# famous
interpretation of the role a key word plays in a poetic line. Int
Wang’s analysis, in a line like “Red apricot blooms along the
branch stir spring feeling” AHEEBEM, it is the word
“stir”( [l ) that aminates the world the line creates.® As a
single pivotal word is able to make a line animated, so an
aphoristic phrase or sentence can make a long passage alive,
even if the passage contains some component materials as
glack as hazels or shrubberies. The secret lies in the beautiful
bird --the striking focus that will brighten its surroundings.
The function of the attractive bird in Lu Chi’s delineation is in
a sense similar to that of the jar in Wallace Stevens’
“Anecdote of the Jar”:

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon the hill.
1t made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.

The wilderness rose up to it,
And sprawled around, no longer wild.”

Certain key elements in a work of art are like that jar in
Stevens' poem or the bird in Lu’s essay that impose an order
or value over a world of chaos or plainness. Meanwhile the
parts which at first sight seem as ordinary, slack, or
meaningless as the rock or the wilderness may have their
place, if they, working together with other more relevant
parts, ultimately prove to be contributive to the realization of
the total structure of the work. As Cleanth Brooks judiciously
observes, in an organic work some seemingly unnecessary
details can be as crucial as the tail of the kite that seems to
negate the kite’s function but actually renders it “blown
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crazily down the wind,”™

The value of the constituent parts of a literary work is
perhaps most strongly asserted by Ransom. Ransom defines a
poem as a composite that has both a “logical structure” and a
“local texture.”™ By logical structure, he means the central
argument, the paraphrasable core of a poem. Local texture, on
the other hand, refers to the substance, the context, the
quality of lively component things in their thinginess. Texture,
according to Ransom, is what distinguishes the poetic
discourse from the scientific discourse or other forms of prose.
In a scientific discourse with a logical structure, the details
have no values of their own, but onily instrumental values;
they are always functional and subordinate to the realization
of the thesis. On the other hand, the details of a poem have
their incident values to which independent interests may
attach. In a poetic discourse, some particular details may
seem irrelevant or even impeding to the strict logic of the
whole, but ultimately affect the shape of the totality. The
values of a poem, Ransom asserts, “include not only the value
of the structure, but also the incidental values to be found in
the texture.”™

Ransom goes on to illustrate the dichotomy of structure
and texture by comparing the poem to a democratic state and
the prose discourse to a totalitarian state. In his illustration,
totalitarian state is solely interested in being effective and
regards the citizens only as functional members whose
existence is totally defined by their allotted contributions to
its ends. On the other side, a democratic state is to perform the
work of state as effectively as possible with the hope not to
despoil its citizens of the free exercise of their private and
independent characters. The comparison contends that the
particularity asserted by every part of a poem, like indivi-
duality exemplified by each and every citizen in a democratic
society, should be positively confirmed so as to constitute a
rich, multiple-valued body that has “a context of lively local
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details.”™

The value of the diverse parts, ranging from the loose to
the tight ones, can be examined from the perspective of the
psychic effect on the reader. It is certainly recommendable to
have some high-lighted parts in a piece of writing. But if a
literary work of some length is composed entirely of
components of high relevance and intensity, it will doubtless
become monotonous and perhaps oppressive. It seems then in a
work of considerable length, some loose or slack details are
not only acceptable but desirable. T. S. Eliot once specifi-
cally remarked that “in a poem of any length, there must be
transitions between passages of greater and less intensity, to
give a rhythm of fluctuating emotion essential to the musical
structure of the whole; and the passages of less intensity will
be . . . prosaic.”™ Eliot is concurring. with Coleridge’s
famous judgment that “A poem of any length neither can be,
or ought to be, all poetry,” and with Poe’s observation that a
poem of amplitude consists inevitably of passages of intensity
stuck together with prose® In making these statements, all
these three poet-critics have an eye to variety in a work.

Variety is generally believed to be one of the important
properties of organic structure. Unity is the antithesis of
chaos, confusion, disorder; but it is not uniformity. As J.
Hospers points out, the unity that a blank wall or an
undifferentiated blue sky has is hardly desired in works of art,
which usually have great formal complexity. A unified object
of art, according to Hospers, “should contain within itself a
large number of diverse elements, each of which in some way
contributes to the total integration of the unified whole

. -+ "™ The ideal formula is “variety in unity.” :

Variety in unity is most vigorously advocated by Co-
leridge. He defines the beautiful as “that in which the many,
still seen as many, becomes one,” or in his famous phrase,
“Multgity in Unity.”* The definition emphasizes that beauty
does not characterize homogeneous elements but rather a
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harmonizing of heterogeneous elements. Coleridge believes
that just as a plant assimilates into its substance the most
diverse materials of earth and air, so the magical power of
imagination reveals itself “in the balance of reconciliation of
opposite or discordant qualities.””

Variety in unity is for Coleridge not only a principle of
beauty but also a measure of greatness. In his view, the unity
will be more intense “in proportion to the number and
interdependence of the parts which it unites as a whole”; a
work will be “rich in proportion to the variety of parts which
it holds in unity.”® The statement emphasizes at once the
diversity of the component parts and the tightness of their
integration into the whole work. Accordingly, Coleridge
apotheosizes Shakespeare very much, particularly for the
diversity and seeming dissonance of the materials of his plays.
In Shakespeare, Coleridge discerns, “we see a blended
multitude of inaterials, great and little, magnificent and mean,
mingled.” Variety in unity is certainly what a literary work,
especially an ambitious work, aspires to have. But to
assimilate variety into unity, in other words, to achieve
profundity without confusion, is by no means an easy task.
For, on one side, the demand for unity tends to reduce the
degree of variety. On the other, the greater the variety, the
more confusion and the less unity there is likely to be. This is
the ancient aesthetic problem of the One and the Many.

So much for a time-honored concept that is now under
attack. As promised at the outset, the present investigation
has been analytical, empirical, and synthetical, drawing
largely upon a great mumber of theoretical sources--Chinese
and Western, Classical and contemporary-with the infention
of reaching a modest definition of organic unity which will
prove to be likely to encourage valid or effective interpreta-
tion of the literary text. For, as I have argued, there is a
natural impulse in the practice of reading on the part of the
reader and in the writing on the part of the author to build up

1
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from a literary text an integrated “illusion.” I further believe
it is the urge to construct an intelligible whole that makes
possible not only imaginative literature but also other forms of
human civilization.
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