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On the Argumentation and Narrative of
Chinese Classical Prose in Pre-Qin and
Early Han Dynasties Via “Anecdote”

Tsai, Ying-Ying
Postdoctoral Researcher, Department of Chinese Literature,
National Taiwan University

Abstract

This essay discusses “Jin conquered the Yu and Guo” with the basic narrative theory
of Chinese classical prose “anecdote”. By analyzing the following features in Chinese
classical prose, including different uses and characteristics of the same case in the Pre-Qin
and Han Dynasties, the rhetoric utility and genre characteristics, the differences between
scholars’ arguments and historical prose and the significance of the two traditional
historical systems in “narrative” and “chronicles”. First, this essay explains the different
research tendencies towards the anecdote in the Eastern and Western scholarship. Second,
based on anecdotes in Pre-Qin scholar’s texts, it points out that it reflects the rhetorical
function of the anecdote on/off the brevity, flexibility of its form, and the ambiguity,
adaptability of its interpretation. Third, by exploring the different types of historical
narration of the anecdote in ZuoZhuan and Guoyu, it represented two systems of “narrative”

and “chronicles” and analyze how does anecdote be expanded and tailored into a great

historical narrative framework.
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and Theory 42:2 (May. 2003), pp. 143-168. David Schaberg, “Chinese History and Philosophy,” in
Andrew Feldherr and Grant Hardy ed., The Oxford History of Historical Writing, volume I: Beginnings
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to AD 600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 394-414. Paul van Els and Sarah A. Queen,
“Anecdotes in Early China” in Paul van Els and Sarah A. Queen ed., Between History and Philosophy:
Anecdotes in Early China (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2017), pp. 1-37.

2 David Schaberg, A Patterned Past: Form and Thought in Early Chinese Historiography (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center: Distributed by Harvard University Press, 2001).

3 Wai-yee Li, The Readability of the Past in Early Chinese Historiography (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2007).

4 Kai Vogelsang, “From Anecdote to History: Observations on the Composition of the Zuozhuan,”
Oriens Extremus 50 (2011), pp. 99-124. 3430H7Eh (Z2fE) TEMBIRE | RS -

5 Paul van Els, “Tilting Vessels and Collapsing Walls —On the Rhetorical Function of Anecdotes in
Early Chinese Texts,” ExtrémeOrient, Extréme-Occident 34 (2012), pp.141-166. 3%3CPL (E#EFIME) -
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Yuri Pines, “History without Anecdotes: Between Zuozhuan and the Xinian Manuscript,” in

Between History and Philosophy: Anecdotes in Early China, pp. 263-300.
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entities, such as the talking animals, trees, skulls, and personified abstractions made famous in the
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