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“Mirrors of Virtue: Biography and the Rhetoric of Culture in Medieval China”

Alan Berkowitz, Swarthmore College, USA

China’s past has been preserved and portrayed in great measure through its individuals,
whether that be within a historical framework, sociological grouping of one sort or another, or
as an example of a particular type of conduct or skill. Biography has also been a vehicle for
the effective dissemination of values, for normative patterns of exemplary conduct often were
expressed through the exposition of the lives of particular individuals, especially in the
context of anthologized collective biographical accounts expressing a common underlying
ethos. On a synthetic level, these portrayals functioned not only as recollections of someone
else’s overt acts, mirrors as it were onto a sector of the Chinese world, but also as Mirrors for

reflection upon one’s own conduct.

The textual medium of biography became established in the literary production of
medieval China, with lasting influence on the literature and culture of traditional China. My
talk will discuss the role of biography in transmitting cultural traditions; the formulation of
the portrayal of the individual and patterned traits; and the reinterpretation of textual traditions
to fit particular contexts. It also will address biographical writings as sources for historical and
literary research, as well as their utility in prosopographical investigation in a variety of areas
such as societal groupings, religious affiliations, geographical and family affinity, and official
life and administrative practice. It also will look at the problematic nature of simple generic
categorization in Chinese biography, and propose an interpretive strategy for mitigating a

variety of seeming contradictions in the portrayal of individuals in traditional China.
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