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An Interpretive Study of the Archetypes
of Revenge from Pre-Qin to Tang
Dynasty

Lee, Long-shien”

[Abstract]

This article traces the development of the representations of revenge across six
historical periods, examining the various forms of revenge as they had evolved in pre-Qin
to Tang texts. The multi-faceted nature of revenge is revealed through the following
aspects:

In terms of motivation, most cases of revenge involve blood relations, with the
desire to avenge for a wronged father accounting for the primary motive. This trend
indicates the wide-spread application of the traditional belief that “one may never permit
the enemy of one’s father to live under the same heaven as one.” As for avenging for
one’s ruler, revenge is usually predicated on mutual affection or friendship between the
ruler and minister, but as could be imagined, such a case is rare.

In terms of method, most avengers prefer to take revenge into their own hands, but
due to limiting factors such as one’s age, gender, financial ability, or social station, some
may appeal for assistance from others to ensure a higher rate of success at revenge.

In terms of the target of revenge, in general one’s foe is the immediate target, but on
occasion, the relatives of the enemy are targeted as well, and in extreme cases, entire
lineages are wiped out, though that very seldom occurs, as revenge moved away from its
more tribal roots.

In terms of local official attitude towards revenge, our accounts in traditional

historiography show local functionaries mostly accepting even giving free rein
to acts of revenge. However, upon closer inspection, it would seem that adherence to
legal statutes is still the officials’ main approach toward revenge.

In terms of the central government’s attitude toward revenge, it varies by the

* Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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historical period, and is influenced by the personal predilections and dispositions of the
emperors. But since acts of revenge are governed by the statutes for murder, and local
officials have first jurisdiction over such cases, the central government usually takes a
hands-off approach to revenge, while allowing for historical and regional differences to
determine the extent of its practical influence.

In terms of popular opinion, because the notion of revenge has been traditionally
accepted, contemporaries and historiographers also tend to accept its execution in their
own time. It is only when the avenger shows a blatant disregard for the continuing
support of one’s parents, or when the motives are deemed questionable or otherwise
selfish that the avenger is met with disapproval and criticism from scholars, even if

his/her actions were at one time endorsed.

Keywords: Revenge, Attitude toward Revenge, Medieval China, Morality, Conflict
between Ritual and Legality
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