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The Theory of Paiyou in Chinese Literary Criticism
Liu Yuan

Abstract: In ancient China, paiyou (actor) referred not only to a profession, but also came to signify a literary
concept — “writing as a form of paiyou”—that challenged the orthodox doctrine of “literature is the vehicle of ideas”.
This concept has long been marginalized by mainstream discourse, and its theoretical implications and historical
evolution urgently require clarification. Originating in Han Dynasty moral critiques of the fu genre by Yang Xiong and
Cai Yong, the idea underwent a critical transformation during the Tang Dynasty when Han Yu described certain writings
as “resembling the words of paiyou”, thus internalizing the critique. What began as a genre—based evaluation evolved
into a deeper expression of identity anxiety and institutional reflection among scholar—officials. From the Song Dynasty
onward, paiyou gradually evolved into a contested concept with multiple connotations: it served as a theoretical tool for
classical prose writers to criticize examination essays and parallel prose, while also being used by Neo—Confucians to
analyze the concept of “literature is the vehicle of ideas”. By the Qing Dynasty, in the debates between parallel and
classical prose, paiyou became an important perspective for reflecting on the limitations of “literature as the vehicle”.
By employing the methodology of “history of concepts”, this study breaks through previous linear narratives to trace the
four transformative trajectories of the “theory of paiyou”, critiques of the fu genre, reflections on the imperial
examination system, Neo—Confucian judgments, and stylistic contentions. This approach reveals the multi-linear structure
of the history of Chinese literary criticism. The academic significance of this research lies not only in recovering a
submerged counter—tradition criticism outside the tradition of “literature as a vehicle of ideas”, but also in providing
new interpretive framework for understanding the identity construction, institutional dilemmas, and aesthetic choices of
traditional literati. It offers important insights for re—examining the tension between “literature is the vehicle of ideas”
and “the consciousness of literature”.

Key words: paiyou; Han Yu; imperial examinations; fu; literary concepts
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