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In “Dignified” (Yi fI), the 256th poem of the Shijing, we find a turn of phrase that
seems to be metaphorical. “The flaw in the white jade tablet / can still be polished / But
the flaw in these words / cannot be worked upon H=E%5 / a4, [ S 255 /
NH] Bt From the point of view of comparative literature, these lines spur a number
of questions. Can “the flaw in these words” really be called a metaphor, in the sense
stipulated by Artistotle? How, and under which historical circumstances, did Aristotle
define metaphora? And what has mainstream sinology have to say about such “Chinese
metaphors”?

If, instead, we assume the perspective of the Chinese tradition itself, another set of
questions emerge. How were these lines interpreted by the earliest Chinese commentators?
If they did not develop a theory of the metaphor, then how did early Chinese thinkers
theorize turns of speech such as “the flaw in these words”? Are the Western and Chinese
traditions indeed separated by a “cosmological gulf,” as the great sinologist Frederick
Mote claimed?
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