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Abstract: Gift exchange is nec es sary to main tain guanxi, a ubiq ui tous sys tem of social net works in 

China, which has drawn lit tle aca demic atten tion in Chi nese lit er ary crit i cism. The nar ra tive of gift 

exchange for guanxi per me ates Jin Ping Mei. Through gift exchange, the cen tral char ac ter, Ximen Qing, 

achieved his for tune and suc cess. This arti cle sets out to dis cuss the social and lit er ary func tion of gift 

exchange nar ra tives in terms of plot and char ac ter iza tion from the per spec tive of guanxi. It argues that 

the nec es sary asymmetry in gift exchange, as a part of guanxi, pro pels nar ra tive devel op ment, cre ates 

sus pense that arouses the reader’s curi os ity, and leads nar ra tive coher ence. Without direct psy chol

o giz ing of char ac ters’ minds, the nar ra tive of gift exchange offers glimpses into the inner worlds of 

the char ac ters by com bin ing an instru men tal pur pose and sen ti men tal means.

Keywords: Jin Ping Mei, gift exchange, guanxi, Con fu cian ism, Ming dynasty, Ximen Qing.

Introduction
Gift giv ing is a ubiq ui tous and long-stand ing behav ior in social inter ac tion (Ruffle 
1999; Cavanaugh, Gino, and Fitzsimons 2015). The bind ing obli ga tions cre ated 
by a gift are gen er ally recip ro cated (Mauss 2002: 1). However, “rec i proc ity is in 
any soci ety a rule of life, and in some soci e ties at least it is the rule of life” (Noonan 
1984: 3). This is espe cially so in China, where guanxi 關係, a sys tem of infor mal 
social net works, is com mon place, and the rec i proc ity cre ated by gift exchange in 
social con nec tions is cul tur ally unavoid able.

Compared to epi sodes of the other three of the four great mas ter works of 
Chi nese lit er a ture (sida qishu 四大奇書)—Romance of the Three Kingdoms (San-
guo Yanyi 三國演義), Water Margin (Shuihu Zhuan 水滸傳), and Journey to the 
West (Xiyou Ji 西遊記)—the epi sodes of The Golden Lotus, or The Plum in the 
Golden Vase (Jin Ping Mei 金瓶梅) fea ture ample cases of gift exchange as part of 
guanxi. Despite being a lit er ary arche type of Chi nese fic tion (Han 2020), guanxi 
has received scant atten tion in lit er ary crit i cism. Although Jin Ping Mei is full of 
guanxi-related events, which decide the for tunes and mis for tunes of the char ac-
ters, there is inad e quate lit er ary research on this phe nom e non. In par tic u lar, lit tle 
research has exam ined the lit er ary func tion of gift exchange from the aes thetic 
per spec tive of nar ra tion in Jin Ping Mei, the first work of Chi nese ver nac u lar fic tion 
to detail com mon life in the late Ming dynasty.
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To fill the defi  cit in the existing research, this arti cle inves ti gates the social 
mean ing and lit er ary func tion of gift exchange in plot cre a tion and psy cho log i cal 
explo ra tion. It argues that gift exchange has sig nifi  cant social and cul tural mean-
ing in guanxi, an infor mal social net work embed ded in Con fu cian ism. Based on 
social and cul tural mean ing, the gift exchange nar ra tive in Jin Ping Mei con trib-
utes to plot cre a tion and psy cho log i cal rep re sen ta tion. The struc ture of the arti cle 
is arranged as fol lows. First, the arti cle con ducts a lit er a ture review of the existing 
schol ar ship on guanxi, gift exchange, and the gift exchange nar ra tive in Jin Ping 
Mei. Second, it out lines the rela tion between Chi nese li 禮 (“gift”) cul ture and gift 
exchange. Third, it sur veys gift exchange in the Ming dynasty. Fourth, it inves ti-
gates the attri butes of gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei. Fifth, it discusses the func tion 
of gift exchange nar ra tives in plot cre a tion. The sixth sec tion exam ines the role of 
gift exchange in psy cho log i cal rep re sen ta tion.

Literature Review
Guanxi is a sys tem of infor mal social net works through which the asym met ri cal 
exchange of favors func tions. In the past four decades, guanxi research has pros-
pered in anthro pol ogy, soci ol ogy, and busi ness (Chen, Chen, and Huang 2013; Liu 
and Mei 2015); how ever, in spite of guanxi’s crit i cal mean ing in Chi nese soci ety, 
guanxi has gained scant atten tion in Chi nese lit er ary crit i cism. It has three ele-
ments: ganqing 感情, renqing 人情, and mianzi 面子 (Hwang 1987; Yen, Barnes, and 
Wang 2011). Ganqing, trans lated as “affec tion,” “sen ti ment,” or “emo tion,” is the 
psy cho log i cal com mit ment among the par tic i pants of guanxi (Yang 1994); renqing, 
trans lated as “favors” or “obli ga tions,” can enhance mutual trust and con trib utes 
to long-term exchange (Wang, Siu, and Barnes 2008); mianzi, trans lated as “face” 
or “pres tige,” is the rec og ni tion by oth ers of one’s social stand ing and posi tion 
(Lockett 1988).

Scholarly accounts of guanxi empha size two per spec tives: insti tu tional and 
instru men tal. The for mer is char ac ter ized by expres sions and affec tion, and the lat-
ter fea tures busi ness moti va tions and objec tives (Gao and Fennell 2017). Yan Gao 
and Shailaja Fennell (2017: 5) found that the instru men tal and affec tive aspects of 
guanxi are mutu ally inclu sive. Yanjie Bian (2006) defined guanxi as a sen ti men tal 
tie with the poten tial to facil i tate instru men tal exchange. Moreover, Jack Barbalet 
(2018) elab o rated on the deter mi na tive role of emo tions in social exchange in guanxi 
and pointed out that social sen ti ments and emo tion complexes, which are not sin gle 
emo tions, sub stan ti ate assur ance in exchange. The research on guanxi has pro vided 
a the o ret i cal pre req ui site for inves ti ga tion into the con nec tion between psy cho log-
i cal anal y sis and gift exchange in fic tion.

Guanxi can eas ily be transformed into social cap i tal, which is trust in and 
obli ga tions to social con nec tions (Smart 1993). By presenting a gift, an actor can 
earn spe cial favor in social inter ac tions (Yang 1994). Through it, guanxi is estab-
lished, sustained, and reinforced (Yang 1994). Gift giv ing facil i tates brib ery and 
results in cor rup tion in busi ness rela tion ships in China (Steidlmeier 1999). How-
ever, gift exchange per se is not brib ery, in which coer cion pre dom i na tes but is an 
arena of emo tional prac tice (Barbalet 2018). The above-men tioned stud ies indi cate 
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that gift exchange as a part of guanxi is by no means sim ply an eco nomic activ ity 
but also a pro cess with sig nifi  cant social impli ca tions.

Thus, these stud ies pro vide a the o ret i cal basis for ana lyz ing the plot and nar-
ra tive concerning gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei. Significant eco nomic devel op ments 
from the six teenth cen tury onward accel er ated the speed of social exchange in 
Ming soci ety (Rawski 1985). Social exchange the ory and gift exchange the ory pro-
vide a per spec tive for interpreting such a phe nom e non; how ever, the rise of guanxi 
research in soci ol ogy has inci den tally paralleled a decline of social exchange the-
ory (Barbalet 2018: 3). Compared to social exchange the ory, the guanxi per spec-
tive stresses net work attri butes, which are espe cially impor tant in the Chi nese 
rela tion-ori ented soci ety (Hwang 1987). Although gift exchange the ory empha-
sizes rec i proc ity (Frémeaux and Michelson 2011: 67), the guanxi per spec tive 
addi tion ally pro vi des a dimen sion that con sid ers emo tion an impor tant aspect of 
gift exchange (Barbalet 2018). Thus, the guanxi per spec tive is more appro pri ate for 
ana lyz ing gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei to under stand its mean ing in plot devel op-
ment and the dis clo sure of the inner worlds.

Gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei has attracted aca demic atten tion from sev eral 
schol ars. Sarah Dauncey (1999, 2003) noted the rela tion ship between gift giv ing 
and power rela tions and argued that gifts cre ate inti mate con nec tions, dem on-
strate sta tus, and have the func tion of brib ery and bar ter inso far as all  the social 
con nec tions in the work involve the trans fer of money and wealth, usu ally in the 
form of gifts. Moreover, Ning Ma (2009) discussed the func tion of gifts in the pro-
cure ment of for tunes in Jin Ping Mei when com par ing mate rial ego isms in the novel 
and Rob in son Cru soe. Vesna Vučinić-Nešković (2012) argued that in Jin Ping Mei, 
gift exchange empow ers the mer chant Ximen Qing 西門慶 with polit i cal influ ence 
and pro vi des cor rupt bureau crats with lucra tive eco nomic profi ts. Sophie Volpp 
(2013) stated that the nar ra tive of gifts in Jin Ping Mei lim its the read ers’ per cep-
tion about the intrin sic value of the gifts but rep re sents the gifts in cir cu la tion and 
exchange, while gifts such as python robes, as inalien able gifts, indi cate unseemly 
social aspi ra tions. Fuzhi Chen (2018) pointed out that as a com mon gift in Jin Ping 
Mei, hand ker chiefs indi cate social engage ment, awards, and inti macy. The above 
stud ies have inspired this arti cle, which inves ti gates the theme of gift exchange in 
Jin Ping Mei. Previous stud ies have addressed the effect of gift exchange on depict-
ing char ac ters’ social sta tus and inter ac tion, describ ing their pro cure ment of for-
tunes and imply ing their social aspi ra tions. However, although the gift exchange 
func tion cen ters on the inter per sonal rela tion ships of char ac ters, there has been 
no research conducted on the social mean ing and lit er ary func tion of gift exchange 
from the per spec tive of guanxi. To inves ti gate this mean ing and func tion, the next 
sec tion will dis cuss the ori gin of the gift exchange tra di tion in China.

Chi nese Li Culture
The con ven tion of gift exchange orig i nated in the pre-Qin dynasty (Paleo lithic 
period–221 BCE) and deter mined the posi tion of an indi vid ual in the hier ar chy. 
The sinograph 禮 (li) was orig i nally pic to graphic and resem bled a pic ture of a ves-
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sel containing two jades (       ), indi cat ing that it was a ves sel for sac ri fice to the gods; 
later, it came to rep re sent activ i ties of reli gious sac ri fice and polit i cal con gre ga tions 
(Li Yaoxian 1982). Hence, the char ac ter refers to a gift sac ri ficed to the gods or one’s 
ances tors, cer e mo nies, or eti quette and pro pri ety in sac ri fi cial or polit i cal activ i ties. 
Before Confucius, parts of the king dom sent gifts to the royal fam ily, sim i lar to how 
the royal fam ily sac ri ficed gifts to the gods and their ances tors. Hence, a sta ble hier-
ar chy in the king dom was achieved (Shen 2004; Li 2006). Additionally, through the 
prac tice of li but not the use of admin is tra tive means, a sense of sol i dar ity among 
the regions was cre ated. The gifts presented by the char ac ters in Jin Ping Mei dem-
on strate the gift giv ers’ social posi tion—gift giv ers on a low hier ar chi cal level usu-
ally ini ti ate gift exchange with those of a higher social sta tus. It is nec es sary for the 
char ac ters in this work to par tic i pate in gift exchange because the exchange defi nes 
their hier ar chi cal posi tion in guanxi. In addi tion, through this exchange, social sol-
i dar ity arises.

Given its focus on sac ri fice and gift exchange, li also has mean ings related 
to rit ual, cer e mony, pro pri ety, cour tesy, respect, eti quette, and norms of con duct. 
Chi nese li cul ture was hence engen dered. The prac tice of li was exten sively uti-
lized and pre ferred in impe rial Chi nese soci ety (Lee and Lai 1978: 1308–12). Li 
was more impor tant than fa 法, which is trans lated as “law.” Fa in impe rial China 
com monly referred to decrees of the gov ern ment and had a much narrower mean-
ing in scope (Lee and Lai 1978: 1308–12). Additionally, the moral stan dard of li 
is much higher than that of fa, which only pre scribes pun ish ment for ille gal ity 
(Lu 2020: 2). In pre mod ern China, the stress on fa reached its zenith in the Qin 
dynasty of the third cen tury BCE; how ever, through out impe rial China, li was a 
pri mary insti tu tion as a mea sure of rule. It “for bids trespasses before they are com-
mit ted, whereas fa punishes crim i nal acts after their com mis sion” (C. Chang 1960: 
4). Li was so impor tant in impe rial China that it was interpreted as the prin ci ples 
and prac tices with which the inter pen e tra tion of the human and cos mic worlds 
was achieved by human inter ven tion (Zito 1993).

Witnessing the func tion of li in the king dom, Confucius (551–479 BCE) reit-
er ated the impor tance of li in var i ous sit u a tions—for exam ple: “Look not at what 
is con trary to pro pri ety; lis ten not to what is con trary to pro pri ety; speak not what 
is con trary to pro pri ety; make no move ment which is con trary to pro pri ety” (非禮
勿視, 非禮勿聽, 非禮勿言, 非禮勿動) (Confucius 1861: 114); “To sub due one’s self 
and return to pro pri ety, is per fect vir tue” (克己復禮為仁) (Confucius 1861: 114); 
and “If you do not learn the rules of pro pri ety, your char ac ter can not be estab-
lished” (不學禮, 無以立) (Confucius 1861: 180).

Interpersonal rela tion ships, or guanxi, are high lighted in the prac tice of li. 
In Con fu cian ism, li is an “achieved pro pri ety in one’s roles and rela tions” (Ames 
2011: 109) and involves exem plary con duct, embod ied intel li gence, devel oped dis-
po si tions, and def er ence (Hagen 2010). It is ingrained in Chi nese daily life, as it is 
a cul tural foun da tion (Li 2007). Ritualized by Con fu cian ism, li gave rise to guanxi 
(Lo and Otis 2003: 136). Literature rep re sents human rela tion ships, which are 
referred to as guanxi in China. Thus, as an impor tant aspect of li, gift exchange has 
become a theme in Chi nese lit er a ture.
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Gift Exchange in the Ming Dynasty
Jin Ping Mei is a work of fic tion reflecting the Ming dynasty (Carlitz 1984). From 
1368 to 1644, the Ming dynasty witnessed con tinu ing com mer cial expan sion and 
even became the cen ter of the world econ omy (Brook 1999). Commercialism pro-
moted the social sta tus of mer chants and enhanced the col lu sion of the mer chant 
and schol arly clas ses. The pur suit of eco nomic profi ts changed the social ethos and 
par tic u larly boosted the gift econ omy, which was char ac ter is tic of ancient China 
and led to the cre a tion of obli ga tions (Mullis 2008b: 176).

Con fu cian ism had brought about the addi tional den i gra tion of mer chants. 
In Con fu cian ism, mer chants were regarded as mean peo ple concerned mostly 
with profit. As Confucius remarked, “The mind of the supe rior man is con ver sant 
with righ teous ness; the mind of the mean man is con ver sant with gain” (君子喻于
義, 小人喻於利) (Confucius 1861: 34). Merchants were viewed as adding noth ing 
of value to soci ety and hence ranked low est in terms of social sta tus among the 
four pri mary occu pa tions in pre mod ern China, which included shi 士 (“schol ars 
and offi cials”), nong 農 (“farm ers”), gong 工 (“arti sans and craftsmen”), and shang 
商 (“mer chants”). Although some mer chants exerted a sig nifi  cant influ ence dur-
ing the Warring States period in China (475–221 BCE), Chi nese soci ety had been 
guided by the prin ci ple of “empha siz ing agri cul ture and belit tling com merce” 
before the six teenth cen tury (Yü 2016: 223–63).

After the pro hi bi tion of pri vate trade ended in 1567 (Maddison 2006: 69) and  
mer chants accu mu lated huge wealth through trad ing, the sta tus of mer chants 
soon rose in the late Ming dynasty. The Ming gov ern ment even had to solicit funds 
from pow er ful mer chants (Brook 1999: 90–93, 129–30). When mer chants became 
increas ingly rich and some became even richer than the emperor, the rigid sep a-
ra tion between the scholar-offi cial and mer chant clas ses was aban doned (Slatyer 
2015). Merchants could obtain offi cial posi tions by pass ing civil ser vice exam i na-
tions or even by buy ing a pass ing grade. Numerous offi cials engaged in com mer-
cial busi ness, and some mer chants in the Ming dynasty were schol ars in dis guise 
(Fu 2020). Commercialism thus even tu ally raised the social sta tus of the mer chant 
class.

Significantly, to gain com mer cial profi ts, the mer chant class col luded with  
the scholar-offi cial class. Through this col lu sion, mer chants obtained the pro tec tion 
of power and trad ing oppor tu ni ties, while scholar-offi cials obtained a pecu ni ary 
income. The salaries of Ming offi cials were low, and until the mid-1400s, half of 
salaries were unpaid (Ni and Van 2006). Then con cen trated offi cial power, com-
bined with these low salaries, nur tured inev i ta ble cor rup tion (Ni and Van 2006). 
Budgeting of gov ern men tal oper at ing expenses in the Ming dynasty was below the 
nec es sary min i mum, thereby exac er bat ing cor rup tion (R. Huang 1974: 48). The cor-
rup tion was so grave that dis hon est offi cials who obtained wealth through brib ery 
were praised and admired. Before the Jiajing 嘉靖 reign (1522–66), retired offi cials 
with righ teous rep u ta tions were praised pub licly, while after this period, peo ple 
eval u ated retired offi cials according to their wealth, not their moral qual i ties.1 The 
income of offi cials through cor rup tion in the Ming and Qing dynas ties was between 
four teen and twenty-two times their offi cial income (Ni and Van 2006).
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One of the essen tial ways both mer chants and offi cials became rich was 
through brib ery. Guanxi cul ture, which has thrived since the Ming dynasty 
(Han 2020), facil i tated brib ery. In guanxi, brib ery is osten si bly not regarded as 
cor rup tion but as gift giv ing and accep tance. In Con fu cian ism, gift exchange is 
a nec es sary means of estab lishing and main taining social rela tion ships and cre-
ating obli ga tion (Mullis 2008b). Under the cover of warm human sen ti ments, the 
exchange of gifts was de facto for instru men tal and not purely sen ti men tal pur-
poses (Smart and Hsu 2007). With thriv ing com mer cial ism and severe cor rup-
tion, gift exchange, espe cially gift offer ings to offi cials, was extremely pop u lar in 
the Ming dynasty. The Ming scholar He Liangjun 何良俊 (1506–73) observed that 
one day before a Chi nese New Year’s Eve, those giv ing gifts to the offi cials of the 
Nanjing pub lic secu rity bureau were so numer ous that they caused road con ges-
tion and even traf fic jams.2

To facil i tate gift exchange, build ing and maintaining guanxi were cru cial. For  
exam ple, in the civil ser vice exam i na tion, the exam in ees would estab lish guanxi 
although they did not have any pre vi ous con nec tions. Tan Qian 談遷 (1594–1658), 
a his to rian dur ing the late Ming and early Qing dynas ties, recorded that, in his 
times, if the exam in ees for either mil i tary or civil posi tions had the same sur-
name, no mat ter how great the dis tance between their fam i lies, they would build 
con nec tions by call ing each other brother, uncle, or nephew.3 Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 
(1613–82), a thinker dur ing the late Ming and early Qing dynas ties, also high-
lighted the guanxi build ing between exam in ers and exam in ees who had passed 
the civil ser vice exam i na tions and gained offi cial posi tions. He commented that in 
the Ming dynasty, the for ma tion of such con nec tions was pub lic, although polit i-
cal fac tions had neg a tive results (Wakeman 1972: 54–55; Elman 1989: 405).4 The 
pseudo-famil ial con nec tion established was a type of guanxi that could facil i tate 
resource acqui si tion through gift exchange.

Chen Hongxu 陳弘緒 (1696–1771), a scholar in the late Ming and early Qing 
dynas ties, noted that to cover brib ery, dona tors usu ally substituted beau ti ful 
pearls for refined gold as gifts.5 On some occa sions, when cel e bra tions were held, 
offi cials pre pared ele gant and highly adorned scrolls with poems or paint ings as 
gifts.6 Such art works were embed ded in social rela tion ships in the Ming dynasty 
(Clunas 2004). In these con di tions, pearls and art work, which dif fered from 
money in that they were ele gant and pre cious, not only enabled brib ery per se but 
also, more impor tantly, nur tured more affec tive ties through guanxi, which could 
fur ther trans ac tions among the par tic i pants.

As a rit u al ized exchange prac ticed within a Con fu cian cul ture and eth ics, 
gift exchange had aes thetic sig nifi  cance, social impor tance, and cus tom ary sig nif-
i cance (Mullis 2008a, 2008b). Facilitated by guanxi, gift exchange was per va sive 
in the Ming dynasty.

Attributes of Gift Exchange in Jin Ping Mei
Influenced by Con fu cian ism, the rituality of com mon place gift exchange is 
detailed in Jin Ping Mei. The gift exchanges of the char ac ters in this work of fic-
tion fol low Con fu cian rit ual. For exam ple, although the semi lit er ate Ximen Qing 
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is a vil lain, once he pres ents a gift, he seri ously aims to dem on strate the man ner 
of a grace ful Con fu cian scholar, who is well edu cated and hence more pro fi cient 
in Con fu cian rit u als. The Con fu cian rit ual, or li, ratio nal izes and justifies Ximen 
Qing’s gift exchange, at least on the sur face.

Gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei is an end less inter ac tion among the par tic i pants 
as long as guanxi is sustained. All the char ac ter is tics in Jin Ping Mei are involved 
in guanxi, a sys tem of asym met ri cal social exchanges in which the giver increases 
their prom i nence by pro vid ing sub stan tial favors to the receiver, thus cre at ing the 
obli ga tion to return the favor in the future (Lin 2001). In the guanxi established by 
gift giv ing, these obli ga tions must be recip ro cated in the future (Ledeneva 2003). 
The mech a nism orig i na tes from the Chi nese under stand ing of bao (報, “repay-
ment” or “ret ri bu tion”), which is illus trated by the prov erb “A drop of water shall 
be returned with a gushing spring” (dishui zhi en, dang yongquan xiangbao 滴水 
之恩, 當湧泉相報). Influenced by Con fu cian ism, in pre mod ern China, gift 
exchange was crit i cal to main tain rela tion ships and con trol oth ers (Mullis 2008b). 
If the gift was retained, the rela tion ship con tin ued; oth er wise, the rela tion ship was 
rejected (Du 1996). Gift exchange among the char ac ters, espe cially of Ximen Qing, 
is asym met ri cal—the gift of one par tic i pant in guanxi is more valu able than that 
of the other. Under the con di tions of guanxi, a form of asym met ri cal exchange is 
guaranteed to con tinue (Barbalet 2018).

The emo tional and affec tive bonds cre ated by gift exchange are far more 
sig nifi  cant than the gifts them selves. Social exchange as guanxi is imbued with 
emo tion, which con trib utes to the obli ga tions of the par tic i pants (Barbalet 2018). 
The three fun da men tal ingre di ents of guanxi—ganqing, renqing, and mianzi—all  
con tain affec tive and emo tional fac tors. Ganqing lit er ally implies emo tional feel-
ings or affec tive attach ment (Chang 2010: 462). Renqing means both rec i proc ity 
and emo tional fac tors, which “cap ture a broad spec trum of feel ings” (Barbalet 
2018: 941). Mianzi, imply ing dig nity, pres tige, or social sta tus, also gen er ates var i-
ous emo tions (Qi 2011). The nar ra tive of the char ac ters giv ing and receiv ing gifts 
is per me ated with emo tional or affec tive ele ments, although there is no explicit 
psy cho log i cal descrip tion of them. For exam ple, the gift exchange of Ximen Qing 
occurs con sis tently in a joy ful atmo sphere, which is even cre ated inten tion ally 
with drink ing and ban quets to cover its instru men tal ity. Through the spe cial sen-
ti men tal atmo sphere, gift exchange is not deemed an eco nomic trans ac tion but a 
vol un tary and spon ta ne ous social inter ac tion that pro duces social cap i tal. If con-
sid ered only from the per spec tive of mate rial price, gifts in Jin Ping Mei would have 
cre ated eco nomic cap i tal but not social cap i tal based on affec tive bonds, and hence 
there would have been no fur ther poten tially momen tous social inter ac tions.

The form of gift giv ing for guanxi in Jin Ping Mei seems dis in ter ested, vol un-
tary, and spon ta ne ous; thus, it cre ates an atmo sphere of gen er os ity and gra cious-
ness. From the per spec tive of gift exchange the ory, the rec i proc ity cre ated by gifts 
should not be expected to occur imme di ately; it should be expected in the long 
run (Mauss 2002: 45–46). In the spe cific guanxi con di tions of Chi nese soci ety, 
gift giv ing should not only be car ried out with out the expec ta tion of imme di ate 
repay ment but should also exclude explicit acknowl edge ment of instru men tal use 
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rather than an absence of an aware ness about it (Smart 1993: 395). Thus, the emo-
tions and sen ti ment involved in gift giv ing in guanxi are empha sized. On var i ous 
occa sions of gift exchange, Ximen Qing men tions that goods or money are only a 
gift and one should not expect them to be repaid. Furthermore, he never worries 
about the lack of gifts repaid to him and empha sizes the broth er hood and affec tive 
bond of guanxi.

The Role of Gift Exchange in Plot Cre a tion
The asymmetry of gift exchange pro pels nar ra tive devel op ment. In Jin Ping Mei, 
gift exchange is never sym met ric. For exam ple, in guanxi with the other high-level 
offi cials, the gifts Ximen Qing gives are much bet ter than the gifts he receives. This 
is dem on strated by his com mu ni ca tion with Censor Song.

For his first meet ing with Censor Song in chap ter 49, Ximen Qing pre pares an 
extremely lux u ri ous ban quet with one thou sand taels of sil ver. He pres ents Censor 
Song with gold and sil ver uten sils together with the food on his table, a pair of ivory 
chop sticks, two jars of wine, two sheep, two rolls of red silk, and two pairs of golden 
flow ers. Even Censor Song’s ser vants receive fifty bot tles of wine, one hun dred 
mea sures of cooked meat, and five hun dred cakes. However, Censor Song pres ents 
Ximen Qing only with a red vis it ing card on which is writ ten sim ply “With the 
respect ful com pli ments of Song Qiaonian” (侍生宋喬年拜).

The sec ond meet ing between Ximen Qing and Censor Song occurs dur ing 
a ban quet for Grand Marshal Huang 黃太尉 in chap ter 65, which Ximen Qing 
arranges in his res i dence according to Censor Song’s require ments. By rights, this 
ban quet and the gifts for Grand Marshal Huang should be pre pared by the other 
par tici pat ing bureau crats; how ever, Censor Song insists that Ximen Qing arrange 
the ban quet because Ximen Qing has both a splen did res i dence and great wealth. 
After the ban quet, Censor Song hyp o crit i cally tells Ximen Qing that if the lat ter’s 
money is not ade quate for the ban quet, they will make up for any defi ciency.

The third meet ing between them occurs as a result of Censor Song’s sug ges-
tion to arrange a ban quet for Inspector General Hou 侯巡撫 in chap ter 74. During 
his visit to Ximen Qing’s res i dence, Censor Song notices a mag nifi  cent, gilded tri-
pod and praises its beauty, ask ing Ximen Qing where he got it. The next morn ing, 
Ximen Qing orders two sol diers to give the tri pod to Censor Song as a gift.

Superficially, Ximen Qing gains almost noth ing mate rial directly from Cen-
sor Song com pared to the costly gifts he gives. However, he obtains unprec e dented 
polit i cal influ ence in his local area through Censor Song. With the help of Censor 
Song, his rel a tives and those who bribe him gain offi cial advance ment. Addition-
ally, through Censor Song’s manip u la tion, Ximen Qing acquires the oppor tu nity 
to pur chase his toric works of art from which he will gain a profit of four thou sand 
taels of sil ver with seed money of only five thou sand taels of sil ver.

More impor tant, through the fre quent asymmetry of gift exchange, guanxi 
is set in eter nal motion. Guanxi is not sustained by sym met ric eco nomic trans ac-
tions, which can not cre ate indebt ed ness and hence obli ga tion. Only when the gift 
exchange is asym met ri cal can indebt ed ness and obli ga tions be cre ated, the basis on 
which guanxi is sustained. The imbal ance of favors, or the con di tion that one party 
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owes another party, is the per pet ual state of guanxi (Lin 2001: 158). In the guanxi 
between him and other bureau crats, Ximen Qing dona tes gifts that are much more 
pre cious than those the bureau crats pres ent. Thus, he inten tion ally cre ates a con-
spic u ously asym met ri cal gift exchange, which results in the obli ga tion and indebt-
ed ness of the bureau crats as well as the main te nance of guanxi. However, what 
Ximen Qing receives from the guanxi far out weighs the price of the gifts he sends 
out. With the favor it ism pro vided by the bureau crats, he not only pro cures splen-
did eco nomic profit in busi ness but also obtains swift advance ment in his offi cial 
career. The profit and advance ment pro cured from guanxi enable him to con tinue 
his gift exchange. Conversely, the gift exchange per pet u ates their guanxi.

The asymmetry of gift exchange exists through out guanxi. Another exam ple 
is in chap ter 39, in which Daoist Priest Wu 吳道士 pres ents gifts to Ximen Qing 
for the spring fes ti val cel e bra tion. The gifts include pray ers to the kitchen god, 
charms for the com ing spring, heaven and earth pic tures, and four other boxes of 
gifts. Ximen Qing soon gives Daoist Priest Wu a tael of sil ver, and after the spring 
fes ti val, he pres ents a mea sure of fine rice, five jin7 of incense, ten jin of offi cial 
can dles, a sup ply of paper money, six teen rolls of unbleached mate rial, two jars of 
south ern wine, two rolls of bro cade, four live chick ens, four live geese, a set of pig 
trot ters, one leg of mut ton, and ten taels of sil ver, all  of which cost far more than 
the gift he accepted.8

The asymmetry of gift exchange does not mean that one par tic i pant is always 
in a posi tion of pro vid ing more expen sive gifts to the other. The chang ing of the 
hier ar chi cal posi tions of the par tic i pants would influ ence whether one par tic i pant 
in guanxi should pro vide less or more expen sive gifts to the other. However, gift 
exchange is always asym met ri cal. For exam ple, before he is appointed vice cap tain 
and dep uty mag is trate of Shandong Province in chap ter 30, Ximen Qing pres ents 
expen sive gifts to local offi cials. However, in chap ter 31, when the news that he 
has received those offi cial ranks spreads locally, both bureau crats and com mon ers 
donate abun dant gifts to con grat u late him. A local bureau crat, Magistrate Li 李知
縣 of Qinghe County, who had pre vi ously accepted Ximen Qing’s gifts, upon hear-
ing about Ximen Qing’s appoint ment to an offi cial posi tion higher than his own, 
now ago nizes over how to pres ent him with appro pri ate gifts.

The con tin u ous asym met ric gift exchange is crit i cal to guaran tee ing the 
con ti nu ity of the plot. In the guanxi net work, asym met ric gift exchange results in 
obli ga tion, which must be paid back in the future. To recip ro cate, a new asymme-
try will be formed in the exchange; hence, it pro pels fur ther exchange in guanxi. 
Therefore, con ti nu ity in the plot is ensured by the gift. For exam ple, the gift Ximen 
Qing pres ents to Censor Song is far more pre cious and costly than the gift pre-
sented by the lat ter and thus forms a dis tinct asymmetry. To recip ro cate Ximen 
Qing’s gifts, Censor Song pro vi des spe cial favor it ism, which can bring about much 
more eco nomic or polit i cal profit to the for mer through his offi cial power than that 
from the gifts he accepts. Thus, a new asymmetry is formed, and the plot con tin ues 
as a result of the gift exchange.

In the seem ingly monot o nous con ti nu ity of gift exchange, sus pense is cre-
ated in the plot, and the curi os ity of the reader is hence piqued. Ever since Aristotle, 
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Western lit er ary nar ra tive has been adept at establishing sus pense in a nar ra tive, 
which can cre ate curi os ity. For exam ple, to estab lish sus pense, the nar ra tor can 
describe the results of an event at the begin ning of the work and then nar rate the 
rea sons for these results in sequence. As tra di tional Chi nese fic tion nar ra tives 
often relate stories in chro no log i cal order, sus pense seems dif fi cult to estab lish. 
However, the nar ra tive of gift exchanges in Jin Ping Mei nat u rally results in curi os-
ity, although this work does not con form to the Western nar ra tive tra di tion. In the 
fre quent gift exchange nar ra tives, the sit u a tion, qual ity, and quan tity of recip ro ca-
tion are unde fined, even though the gift giv ing in guanxi must be recip ro cated in 
the future due to the social cap i tal of obli ga tion and the trust cre ated by it. There-
fore, sus pense is cre ated with regard to the upcom ing recip ro ca tion. For exam ple, 
in the above-men tioned case, the reader’s curi os ity about the sub se quent recip ro-
ca tion is inspired by the extrav a gant gifts presented by Ximen Qing.

Furthermore, gift pre sen ta tion, which is fre quent in the work, leads to turn-
ing points in the char ac ters’ lives and for tunes. Therefore, the nar ra tive of gift pre-
sen ta tion ensures nar ra tive coher ence. John L. Bishop (1956) claimed that Ming 
fic tional nar ra tives are marked by plots with an epi sodic qual ity and the imper fect 
inte gra tion of con tent. However, the nar ra tive of gift pre sen ta tion in Jin Ping Mei 
ren ders a typ i cal nar ra tive coher ence. Through gift pre sen ta tion, the gift giver 
acquires a new hier ar chi cal iden tity and earns his new for tunes. Accordingly, the 
nar ra tive con tin ues and main tains a gen u ine coher ence.

This phe nom e non is illus trated by the nar ra tive of Ximen Qing’s con tacts 
with Grand Tutor Cai Jing 蔡京太師, his ulti mate polit i cal patron, or kaoshan (靠
山, “backer”), who is the most pow er ful and highest-level offi cial in Ximen Qing’s 
guanxi net work. Ximen Qing’s first con tact with Cai Jing is indi rect. In chap ter 10, 
Ximen Qing asks his rel a tive Chen Hong 陳洪 to implore Marshal Yang 楊提督, the 
pro vin cial com mander in chief, to inter vene in Ximen Qing’s case concerning Wu 
Da 武大, who was mur dered by Ximen Qing because of Ximen Qing’s for ni ca tion 
with Wu Da’s wife, Pan Jinlian. Marshal Yang then seeks help from Grand Tutor 
Cai Jing, who later orders his own sub or di nate bureau crat Chen Wenzhao 陳文
昭 to pro tect Ximen Qing and pun ish Wu Song 武松, Wu Da’s brother and Ximen 
Qing’s antag o nist in the case. The sec ond con tact between Ximen Qing and Cai 
Jing, in chap ter 14, is also indi rect. This time, Ximen Qing’s mis tress Li Ping’er  
李瓶兒, who later becomes his con cu bine, asks Ximen Qing to save her hus band, 
Hua Zixu 花子虛, in prison. Through Ximen Qing’s rel a tive Chen Hong and Chen 
Hong’s rel a tive Marshal Yang, Ximen Qing pres ents gifts to Cai Jing, who later 
orders the release of Hua Zixu. These two occa sions of gift presenting cost Ximen 
Qing lit tle money because he obtains favor it ism through Marshal Yang’s mianzi.

In chap ter 18, how ever, the sit u a tion changes in his third con tact with Cai 
Jing. This time, his rel a tive Marshal Yang is removed from office and sent to prison. 
Hence, as a rel a tive of Marshal Yang, Ximen Qing might become embroiled in the 
case, which could bring disas ter to him. He is fright ened and urgently goes to Cai 
Jing for help. The ser vants he sends out meet the son of Cai Jing, who accepts their 
gift—five hun dred mea sures of the pur est rice. With the lat ter’s intro duc tion, the 
ser vants meet the bureau crat in charge of the case, who accepts their gift—five 
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hun dred taels of sil ver and gold—and hence pro tects Ximen Qing. This time, the 
down fall of his rel a tive Marshal Yang means he loses his kaoshan; there fore, he 
needs to seek out a new kaoshan. Generous gifts now begin to play a key role.

Therefore, in his fourth con tact with Cai Jing, Ximen Qing sends out ser-
vants to pres ent lav ish gifts to Cai Jing for the lat ter’s birth day in chap ter 27. Aside 
from four sets of dragon robes9 pro vided by Li Ping’er, he pres ents four sil ver-cast 
fig ures hold ing gold flag ons with the char ac ter shou (壽, “long life”)10 engraved 
on them and peach-shaped cups made of jade. Such gifts are not only lav ish but 
also—crit i cally—inalien able, unique, and dis tinct in that the fig ures contained 
art work, which con veys the impli ca tion of affec tion and indi cates the gift giver’s 
spe cial bless ing on the receiver. Hence, his gifts for Cai Jing seem not to be brib ery 
but a thought ful way to cel e brate Cai Jing’s birth day. Naturally, his lav ish gifts are 
noticed by Cai Jing. In rec og ni tion of his gifts, Cai Jing not only appoints Ximen 
Qing vice-cap tain and dep uty mag is trate of Shandong but also nom i na tes his ser-
vants for dif fer ent bureau cratic posi tions. Thus, Cai Jing becomes his new kaoshan.

The life and for tune of Ximen Qing, because of this gift pre sen ta tion, sud-
denly reach a turn ing point—he obtains an offi cial posi tion and hence gains a 
new hier ar chi cal posi tion. Then, in his guanxi net work, the recip i ents of his gifts, 
who were once ranked higher than him, begin to seek ways to pres ent gifts to him 
because all  social indi vid u als in the guanxi net work should engage in gift exchange, 
as it instan ti ates the hier ar chy and defi nes an indi vid ual’s hier ar chi cal place (Mullis 
2008b); to refrain from giv ing and receiv ing, which denotes refraining from rec i-
proc ity, is to lose rank (Mauss 2002: 53). The events cre ate a new sit u a tion due to 
the exchange of gifts.

The gifts presented in the fol low ing two con tacts with Cai Jing also cre-
ate a turn ing point for Ximen Qing’s life and for tune. His fifth con tact with Cai 
Jing, which occurs in chap ter 27, hap pens on account of a salt mer chant being 
sent to prison. This time, Ximen Qing pres ents one thou sand taels of sil ver to Cai 
Jing, who, upon see ing the gift, orders the release of the mer chant. In addi tion, 
impressed by these gifts, Cai Jing invites Ximen Qing to attend his upcom ing 
birth day cel e bra tion. In the sixth con tact with Cai Jing, in chap ter 55, Ximen Qing 
brings sump tu ous gifts in per son over a long dis tance from Shandong Province to 
the cap i tal to cel e brate Cai Jing’s birth day. The gifts include dragon robes, silk, and 
gold flow ers. Through his impres sive gifts, Ximen Qing pro cures an oppor tu nity to 
adopt Cai Jing as his god fa ther, which enhances their guanxi as a pseudo-famil ial  
con nec tion. Therefore, he changes his hier ar chi cal posi tion and for tune yet 
again—after the gift pre sen ta tion, he is pro moted to the posi tion of mag is trate from 
dep uty mag is trate.

In this way, Ximen Qing’s gifts induce the devel op ment of the nar ra tive. With-
out these gifts, he would have received no per sonal secu rity, busi ness suc cess, 
offi cial appoint ments, or pro mo tions, and accord ingly, the plot would not have pro-
gressed. With the affec tive attri butes of these gifts, he cre ates a neb u lous obli ga tion 
for Cai Jing. Otherwise, once the obli ga tions were made explicit, it would have 
been per ceived as some thing other than a gift exchange, such as bla tant brib ery 
(Smart 1993). Additionally, his gift-presenting pro cess con forms to the Con fu cian 
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li rule, which sup ports tra di tional ortho dox forms of author ity and hier ar chy (Bell 
1997). Hence, the gifts become social cap i tal, which is the trust and obli ga tion 
between Ximen Qing and Cai Jing, but not eco nomic cap i tal. In the future, social 
cap i tal can be converted to eco nomic or polit i cal profi ts, which are more pre cious 
than the cost of the gifts them selves and con trib ute to chang ing the for tune of the 
char ac ters. Thus, the plot devel ops con se quen tially.

Disclosing the Inner World through the Gift Exchange Narrative
Compared to Western fic tion, pre mod ern Chi nese fic tion does not attach great 
impor tance to direct psy cho log i cal descrip tions. To make up for this, authors 
inserted songs and lyr ics to describe the inner worlds of the char ac ters, which 
include inten tion, feel ings, and affec tion. The nar ra tive of Jin Ping Mei is often 
interrupted by songs and lyr ics. For exam ple, in chap ter 52, to describe the inner 
world of Li Guijie 李桂姐, a song titled “Yellow Warbler” (huangying’er 黃鶯兒) is 
inserted into the nar ra tive. The song expresses her con cerns about her lover Wang 
Sanguan 王三官, who is in prison.

Another impor tant way to rep re sent the char ac ters’ inner worlds is through 
the nar ra tive of guanxi. Guanxi not only involves osten si ble inter ac tions between 
the par tic i pants but also, crit i cally, rep re sents an arena of emo tional prac tice (Bar-
balet 2018). Emotion and affec tion are essen tial in guanxi in that they can trans-
form into social cap i tal, which is crit i cal to social inter ac tion.

Gift exchange involves entan gle ment in emo tion and affec tion in guanxi. 
Through gift giv ing, emo tion and affec tion in human con nec tions are per pet u-
ated (Kipnis 1997). In terms of emo tion and affec tion, gift exchange involves all  
three ingre di ents of guanxi: ganqing, renqing, and mianzi. Ganqing is nur tured by 
empa thy orig i nat ing in the gift exchange (Chen and Chen 2004; Zhuang, Xi, and 
Tsang 2010). Renqing, built up by gift exchange (Yang 1994), includes both recip-
ro cal obli ga tion and feel ings (Chen and Chen 2004; Barbalet 2018: 8—that is, in 
renqing, the bound ary between human feel ing and obli ga tion is blurred. Mianzi, 
which refers to social honor and self-respect (Yang 1994: 141) and hence belongs 
to the realm of feel ings, affec tion, and emo tion, can be pro moted by gift exchange 
in social inter ac tion (Xu 2018). Additionally, the feel ings, emo tions, and affec tions 
are all  for ma tive ele ments and con se quences of gift exchange (Barbalet 2018).

However, that sen ti men tal ity is com bined with instru men tal ity in gift 
exchange is com pli cated. The obli ga tion cre ated by gift exchange has to be repaid 
in the future. Both the gift giver and the recip i ent are deceiv ing them selves about 
the gen er os ity and vol un tary nature of the gift pre sen ta tion, as they fail to acknowl-
edge the instru men tal use of gifts in the per for mance (Smart 1993). Otherwise, 
a bla tant inten tion to obli gate will result in the fail ure of gift exchange—that is, 
only if affec tive and emo tional inter ac tion cov ers the instru men tal func tion of gift 
exchange can the par tic i pants profit from the pro cess.

The com bi na tion of sen ti men tal ity and instru men tal ity in gift exchange 
pro vi des a stage for Jin Ping Mei to rep re sent the char ac ters’ inner worlds. Like 
other pre mod ern Chi nese works of fic tion, Jin Ping Mei has no direct psy cho log-
i cal anal y sis. Characterization in Chi nese fic tion is done through describ ing the 
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appear ance and action of the char ac ters, stressing their actions and speech with-
out describ ing their inner worlds, in con trast to Western fic tion, which “excels in 
sub tle psy cho log i cal descrip tion” (Huang 2018: 14–15). Rather than describ ing 
the inner worlds of char ac ters directly, this work of fic tion exposes and reveals the 
intri cate psy cho log i cal states of char ac ters by detailing their speech and behav ior 
dur ing gift exchange.

In Jin Ping Mei, the nar ra tive of speech and behav ior in gift exchange reflects 
the inner worlds of the par tic i pants. The rela tion ship between guanxi and gift 
exchange is con ven tional and ingrained in Chi nese cul ture; hence, for Chi nese 
read ers, the emo tion and affec tion in gift exchange are easy to under stand. In par-
tic u lar, the absence of direct psy cho log i cal descrip tion sparks the imag i na tion of 
the reader. Every gift exchange in Jin Ping Mei is a means to express emo tion and 
affec tion. For exam ple, the gift of the braised pig head spe cifi  cally pre pared for 
Wu Yueniang in chap ter 23 indi cates the con cu bines’ respect for her (Liang 2014).

Another typ i cal instance of gift exchange representing char ac ters’ intri cate 
inner worlds is the gift presented by the cour te san Zheng Aiyue 鄭愛月 to Ximen 
Qing. In chap ter 67, Zheng Aiyue, a savvy and sophis ti cated cour te san, pres ents, 
through her brother Zheng Chun 鄭春, a box of pastries with fruit fill ings to 
Ximen Qing, a box of pastries shaped like spi ral shells, and a red silk hand ker chief 
with embroi dered hearts, parceled in which are melon seeds cracked with her own 
teeth. As a cour te san, she endeav ors to ingra ti ate her self with Ximen Qing, who is 
rich, pow er ful, and  able to pro vide her with pro tec tion and wealth. To build and 
rein force guanxi with the lat ter, she adopts an orig i nal approach to presenting gifts 
to Ximen Qing in order to improve the ganqing between them. Her gifts, although 
inex pen sive, dis play her affec tion and pas sion for the recip i ent—the pastries are 
selected by her, and she cracked the melon seeds with her own teeth; addi tion-
ally, the hand ker chief with hearts is a clear rep re sen ta tion of her inner thoughts. 
Compared to other gifts that are expen sive but have no affec tive attri butes, all  her 
gifts, selected and per son al ized for Ximen Qing, dem on strate her sin cere feel-
ings. Although her moti va tion is com pletely profit-seek ing—as a cour te san, she 
must uti lize her own youth and beauty to accrue wealth while she can—she pres-
ents her gifts as not instru men tal but sen ti men tal. On account of her unique gift  
pre sen ta tion, Ximen Qing soon indulges her. There is no direct descrip tion of the 
char ac ters’ inner worlds in this epi sode, but the ganqing, or affec tive ties between 
the two, is viv idly exposed by the nar ra tive of their behav iors and words.

The most momen tous rep re sen ta tion of an inner world through the gift 
exchange nar ra tive in Jin Ping Mei is Ximen Qing’s gift exchange, which pro-
vi des the basic impe tus for the nar ra tive. The gift exchange between Ximen 
Qing and the bureau crats is vir tu ally instru men tal. With their unprecedently 
low salaries, Ming bureau crats, in order to main tain a decent liv ing, were 
forced or will ing to accept gifts or bribes from mer chants when com mer-
cial ism pros pered, and the social sta tus of the mer chant class rose as their 
wealth grew (Shao Jinkai and Hao Honggui 2001; Chen 2004). In its his tor-
i cal con text, it is nat u ral for Jin Ping Mei to show that through gift exchange 
with bureau crats, Ximen Qing can reap huge eco nomic profi ts in busi ness and  
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swiftly advance in his offi cial career. However, the instru men tal pur pose of gift 
exchange is masked by or com bined with sen ti men tal dis play.

For exam ple, in chap ter 36, Comptroller Zhai 翟管家, who rec om mends 
Zhuangyuan Cai 蔡狀元 to Ximen Qing,11 tells him that Cai has no money and 
sug gests that Ximen Qing lend some to Cai and that Comptroller Zhai will return 
the money in the future. Considering the polit i cal poten tial of Cai, Ximen Qing 
pres ents a gen er ous gift to Cai with out hes i ta tion and never men tions repay ment. 
He pres ents the lat ter with a roll of gold silk, two rolls of silk for mak ing col lars, 
one hun dred taels of white gold, and five hun dred pieces of sto rax in addi tion to 
a lux u ri ous ban quet, music, dance, games, and com fort able accom mo da tions. In 
the gift-giv ing pro cess, both the giver and the recip i ent indulge them selves in a 
pre ten sion that the gift is not moti vated by self-inter est; oth er wise, the gift would 
be deemed a bribe (Bourdieu 1977: 5–6). In the pro cess, the bureau crats profit 
eco nom i cally from the wealth of Ximen Qing; like wise, the lat ter takes advan tage 
of polit i cal favor it ism from the bureau crats. Although his strat egy is to make the 
max i mum profit from his guanxi with the recip i ent, the gift exchange does not 
seem like bla tant brib ery because the read ers see only ganqing, renqing, and mianzi, 
or sen ti men tal ele ments, in their guanxi net work. The com pli cated emo tional 
inter ac tions and affec tive bonds, although a form of self-decep tion, are high lighted 
through their speech and behav ior, despite there being lit er ally no psy cho log i cal 
descrip tion.

By accom mo dat ing Cai, Ximen Qing is extremely hum ble, polite, and con-
sid er ate. Through his gifts, he endeav ors to show his gen er os ity and will ing ness 
to help Cai with no strings attached. Additionally, the lav ish and joy ful ban quet 
before the gift pre sen ta tion cre ates a highly con viv ial atmo sphere for the pre sen-
ta tion; the unwill ing fare well between them also aug ments the grat i tude for the 
gift and accom mo da tion. The drink ing and music, conforming to Con fu cian rit ual 
require ments, ratio nal ize the gift giv ing and hence jus tify the men’s affec tive ties in 
the guanxi con nec tion. By the gift giv ing, ganqing is reinforced, renqing increases, 
and mianzi is aug mented.

However, their affec tion or emo tion by no means occurs out of friend ship 
based on “mutual affec tion and sym pa thy”; rather, it “pre sumes a much more spe-
cific com mon inter est” (Fried 1969: 226). In the writ ings of Con fu cians, equal ity 
of friend ship was under cut; in addi tion to that, Con fu cian ism empha sizes the 
infe ri or ity of friend ship to other social con nec tions and hence less ens the power 
of friend ship (Kutcher 2000). There is no men tion of friends in Ximen Qing’s pri-
mary guanxi. In the afore men tioned case, fac ing Ximen Qing, Cai calls him self 
“your pupil” (xuesheng 學生). To Censor Song, Ximen Qing calls him self “your 
hum ble ser vant” (pu 僕). Such titles embed their con nec tions within a hier ar chi-
cal order. In the hier ar chy, gift exchange with sen ti ment is for and of the com mon 
inter est—that is, sen ti ment in gift exchange relates to an instru men tal pur pose.

Hence, the instru men tal and sen ti men tal roles of gift exchange are not mutu-
ally exclu sive as a dichot omy. Especially in Chi nese cul ture, the con cept of qing 情, 
which rep re sents sen ti ment, affec tion, emo tion, pas sion, love, sit u a tion, cir cum-
stance, and rea son in var i ous con di tions but which has no equiv a lent trans la tion 
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in English, com bines rea son and sub jec tive dimen sions and hence con trasts with 
the tra di tion of René Descartes’s cul ture in Europe, which stresses the oppo si tion 
between rea son and pas sion (Santangelo 2015). In many epi sodes of Jin Ping Mei, 
the instru men tal goal is real ized by sen ti men tal mea sures, and it may be that one 
can not sep a rate instru men tal goals and sen ti men tal pro cesses unam big u ously. 
For exam ple, in the case of presenting gifts to Ximen Qing, Zheng Aiyue manip-
u lates the sen ti men tal gifts for her instru men tal and com mer cial pur poses, as has 
been ana lyzed above. Another exam ple is that when presenting boun ti ful gifts to 
bureau crats such as Cai, Ximen Qing hum bly tells him that his gift is a tri fling 
object and is noth ing more than a token, never men tion ing the repay ment of the 
gift, as if it truly does not need to be paid back: all  the gifts are de facto recip ro cal 
in var i ous forms and by diverse means. Additionally, deceived by the gift exchange 
mech a nism, both giv ers and recip i ents are embed ded in an affec tive atmo sphere, 
which facil i tates their trans ac tions and fortifies their guanxi. The seem ingly absurd 
affec tive and emo tional expe ri ence is just what the nar ra tive of Jin Ping Mei rep re-
sents. However, direct psy cho log i cal descrip tions can not eas ily por tray such a com-
pli cated state of qing, as they com bine sen ti men tal and instru men tal con stit u ents. 
Through the char ac ters’ behav ior and speech in gift exchange, qing, or the inner 
worlds of the char ac ters, can be effi ciently exposed.

All the major char ac ters in Jin Ping Mei are pro fi ciently and unavoid ably 
involved in gift exchange. Their adroit manip u la tions of gift exchange increase 
the obscu rity of the bound ary between the instru men tal ity and sen ti men tal ity of 
gifts. For instance, in seek ing for tune, Ximen Qing expertly com bines sen ti men-
tal ity and instru men tal ity to facil i tate his gift exchange. To take full advan tage of 
gift exchanges, he chooses fes ti vals, birth days, or other cel e bra tory occa sions to 
pres ent gifts. Among the seven times he pres ents gifts to Cai Jing, two are birth day 
cel e bra tions for the lat ter. When the spring fes ti val approaches,12 he begins to send 
gifts to var i ous bureau crats, as shown in the gift presented in chap ter 78, which 
relates that he closes his office on Decem ber 24.13 This indi cates that Ximen Qing 
is busy arranging gifts on this date, seven days before the spring fes ti val. Cele-
bratory occa sions and fes ti vals, espe cially the spring fes ti val, are ideal moments 
for gift pre sen ta tions in that the gift donor needs no extra excuse to pres ent gifts 
(Ledeneva 2018: 134). More impor tantly, such occa sions, which pro vide a joy ful 
atmo sphere, can eas ily improve the affec tive bond between the par tic i pants in the 
gift exchange. Additionally, on such occa sions, the pre sen ta tion of gifts seems to 
be moti vated by the cel e bra tion and not by other pur poses. This not only exac er-
bates the self-decep tion regard ing the moti va tion for the gift exchange but also 
increases the social cap i tal gen er ated by the exchange. On such occa sions, the 
bound ary between the sen ti men tal and instru men tal pur poses of gift exchange is 
fur ther blurred. Therefore, using the nar ra tive of gift exchange to expose the inner 
world is an opti mal choice for psy cho log i cal descrip tions.

Conclusion
This arti cle set out to dis cuss the social and lit er ary func tion of gift exchange in 
the nar ra tive of Jin Ping Mei. Full of epi sodes of gift exchange, this novel effec tively 
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devel ops its plot and depicts the inner worlds of the char ac ters. The lit er ary func-
tion of gift exchange is decided by the ubiq ui tous guanxi net work in which all  the 
char ac ters are com pletely involved.

Asymmetrical gift exchange is effec tive in build ing, sus tain ing, and reinforc-
ing guanxi, by which char ac ters pro cure mate rial or social resources. Therefore, 
gift exchange is fun da men tal to social con nec tions. Asymmetrical gift exchange 
pro pels plot devel op ment, gen er ates sus pense, and hence piques the curi os ity of 
the reader.

The nar ra tive of gift exchange is also an effec tive way to expose the inner 
worlds of the char ac ters, given the lack of direct psy cho log i cal descrip tions. The 
sen ti men tal and instru men tal pur poses of gift exchange as a part of guanxi are not 
dichot o mous, but they blur bound aries. Thus, the gift exchange nar ra tive pro vi des 
an arena within which to achieve psy cho log i cal anal y sis. Through the descrip tion 
of behav ior and speech dur ing gift exchange, these inner worlds can be exposed 
clearly.

In the li cul ture and given the ubiq uity of guanxi, gift exchange is quo tid ian 
in Chi nese soci ety. Correspondingly, gift exchange inev i ta bly becomes an impor-
tant theme in Chi nese fic tional nar ra tives. Since li cul ture and guanxi have been 
embed ded and per sis tent in Chi nese cul ture, the gift exchange nar ra tive will com-
prise a crit i cal per spec tive from which to inter pret Chi nese fic tion.

NOTES

 1. Fengsu ji 風俗記 [A record of cus tom] in Xinhui Xianzhi 新會縣誌卷之二 [Gazetteer of 
Xinhui County, vol. 2] in the Wanli reign, edited by Wang Mingxuan 王命璿, Huang Chun 黃淳, 
and Li Yilong 李以龍: “When offi cials retired, peo ple eval u ated them according to their wealth 
but not their moral qual ity” (仕之歸也, 不問人品, 第問懷金多寡為輕重).
 2. “When I went out to visit a friend one month before a spring fes ti val, I found that there 
were so many ham pers before the pub lic secu rity bureau that they caused road con ges tion and 
even traf fic jams. Astonished, I asked about the acci dent. People told me that the high-sta tus 
fam i lies in the city were presenting fes ti val gifts to the pub lic secu rity” (餘嘗以除夕前一月偶出外

訪客。至內橋, 見中城兵馬司前食盒塞道, 至不得行。餘怪問之, 曰:“此中城各大家至兵馬處送節物也) 
(He 1997: 103).
 3. “Recently, as long as the exam in ees have the same sur name, then regard less of  
wher ever they live, they will always con nect with each other as one clan and refer to their rela-
tions as uncle, nephew, or broth ers” (近時凡文武科第姓同者, 無論殊方遐域, 輒聯宗敘叔侄兄弟) 
(Tan 1960: 352).
 4. “While in the Ming dynasty, they pub licly called each other mas ters or dis ci ples. Then 
the disas ter caused by fac tion al ism was still not less than that in the Tang dynasty” (而至於有

明, 則遂公然謂之座師, 謂之門生, 乃其朋黨之禍, 亦不減于唐矣) (Gu 2006: 994–95).
 5. “The brib ery is so prev a lent . . .  that recently, they replaced fine gold with beau ti ful 
pearls, which are easy to carry and  able to be concealed from oth ers” (賄賂之盛 . . .  近又以美

珠代精金, 其挾持尤易, 而人不覺也) (Chen Hongxu 1985: 14).
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 6. Fan Lian (範濂, 1605–41) recorded, “Recently, it has become a com mon prac tice for 
schol ars and offi cials to have poems or paint ings engraved on pam phlets or scrolls made of 
high-qual ity golden paint on fes tive occa sions as an effort to flat ter those in power. Decorated 
with splen did cov ers and jade roll ers, these pam phlets and scrolls look pre cious and impres sive” 
(近來各學及士夫承奉有司, 每遇慶賀, 必用上等泥金冊頁手卷, 偏索詩畫。裝綴錦套玉軸, 極其琛重) 
(Fan Lian 1983: 7).
 7. Jin 斤 is a unit of weight. It equals approx i ma tely half a kilo gram.
 8. The price of the widely used paper after the Wanli reign (1573–1620) was 0.026 tael  
of sil ver for one hun dred pieces (Chow 2010). Among the gifts the Daoist pres ents to Ximen 
Qing, the gifts men tioned spe cifi  cally, such as charms, pic tures, and pray ers, are made of paper. 
This indi cates that the prices of the gifts he pres ents is much less than that of the gifts presented 
to him later by Ximen Qing.
 9. Dragon robes in the Ming dynasty were extremely lux u ri ous. In par tic u lar, the four 
sets of robes were from the impe rial pal ace where Li Ping’er’s sec ond hus band’s rel a tive worked.
 10. Shou 壽 is a char ac ter mean ing a prayer to bless some one with a long life.
 11. Zhuangyuan 狀元 is the per son who ranks first in the pal ace exam i na tions in impe-
rial China.
 12. The spring fes ti val (chunjie 春節) is the big gest hol i day in China.
 13. This is according to the Chi nese cal en dar.
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