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The Basic Form of the Poems About Deserted Wives in the Book of Songs

and Their Cultural Relevance to the Poems About Expelled Courtiers

Shang Yongliang
(College of Chinese Literature and Language, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430072, China )

Abstract: There are some differences between different poems about deserted wives in the Book of Songs in
such respects as their marital status, their characteristics and their experiences of being abandoned, but it is
all the same in that these wives were often abandoned owing to their inability to hold their own fates in their
marital lives. Therefore, the main features of the poems about deserted wives consist in mens’ s absolute
dominance, their fickleness in affection because of their lust for women, and the marriage wreckers’ s
malicious false accusation for their self-interest. The characteristics mentioned above are also found in the
poems about abandoned children and expelled courtiers. In some cases, the identities of children or courtiers
could replace those of wives, while the identities of husbands were slightly equivalent to those of fathers or
monarchs. Such similar role replacements between husband and wife, father and son, monarch and his
courtiers brought about the phenomenon of allogeneic isomorphism in the culture of ancient times and led to the
formation of a means of interpretation that used the relationship between monarch and his courtiers as a
metaphor for the relationship between husband and wife, and extended from original meaning to symbolic
meaning in a variety of ways, when interpreting the poems about deserted wives in the Spring and Autumn
Periods. Subsequently, in Lisao ({Z5%)), a ‘Sao-style @F{K )” poem about expelled courtiers, Qu Yuan
used a lot of metaphors imitating the ways in the Book of Songs. He used man and woman as a metaphor for
monarch and courtier, and used deserted wives as a metaphor for expelled courtiers in this poem. These
practices formed a richer symbolic system which expanded the range of reference in the poems about deserted
wives, and deepened the connotation of the poems about expelled courtiers.

Key words: the Book of Songs, poem about deserted wives, basic form, poem about expelled courtiers,

cultural relevance
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