PART 1

Introduction

I men‘g} L.fﬁ and Work

Zl'l:lng Xuecheng (1738—1801) was a native of the Kuaiji district, located in
present-day Shaexing prefecture in Zhejiang province. He spent most of his
life under the reign ofa singie sovereign, the redoubtable Qi:lniong Emp eror
(r 1736—96). This was a period of relative decline and challenge for the Qing
ciynasty (1644—1905). The combined effects of official corruption, internal re-
bellion, external miiimry ci’uiienges, and a burgeoning popuiarion had weak-
ened the dyn::.sry and made life reiarix-'eiy hard for scholars like Zi'ung. There
were precious few official positions to accommodate a vast and growing sea
of appiicanrs; competition was intense, and it simpiy was impossible for a
i:lrge number ofhighi}' qu::.iii'ied candidates to secure decenrposrs within the
Qing bureaucracy. Many were forced to eke out a strained and precarious
iiving by combining the incomes earned rhrough temporary low-level posts,
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writing, tutoring, and serving as teachers in the many local academies that
had deveio_peci _partiy as a response to the times. While life often was difficult
for scholars like Zhang, the Qianleng Period was a time of remarkable cul-
tural creativity and achievement. Literature, theater, c::iiigr:iphy, ceramics,
and painting flourished, advances in printing made books more pientii:ui,
phiioiogicai studies attained a stunning level oi:so_phistication, and the state
supported a number of massive schoi:iriy projects such as the Campffrf Col-
lection afr.é'c' Four Treasuries, the official aim of which was to produce acom-
_prehensive, organized collection of Chinese written culture.!

Zhang was born, matured, and passed away during this unsettled yet fas-
cinating age. He left behind a substantial body of work, which treats a wide
range of topics, often with great originality and insight. While he was best
known, both during his own age and in contemporary times, for his specu-
lative phiiosop hy of history and his views on historiography, these works are
part ofa iarger concern he had with writing itself.? Zhang’s attempts to un-
derstand the origin, nature, proper form, and signiﬁcance of writing is the
“one thread” running through and uniﬁfing his various essays and letters,
Historical writing was but ene particuiar exarn_pie of this iarger, generai in-
terest, More of his work focused on history simp 1}' because this was the type
of writing which he believed he was es_pecia_iiy suited for by nature, and, as
we shall see in our discussion of his views below, Zhang believed that peopie
in his and later ages should follow their natural intellectual prociivities in
order to find their way to an underst:lnciing of the dao.

Zhang did not enjoy respect, much less fame or fortune, during his life-
time. He and his work iargeiy were ignored while he was alive, and both fell
into obscurity—though Fortunateiy not oblivioh—secon after he died. One
might argue that this, as well as the later accolades he earned from the schol-
:1r1y community, confirms his views about the dii:i:icuity ofbeing understood,
esp ecia_iiy for those whose ideas cut against the grain of the schoiariy fashions
of their age. Tn any event, in the waning years of the Qing ciyn::sty, scholars
such as Kang Youwei (1858-1927) revived interest in Zhangs philosophy by
criticizing several of his most distinctive views.® The Japanese scholar Naité
Torajird (1866-1934) had a much more positive impression and began to
pubiish on Zhang and his writings." Chinese scholars such as Hu Shi (1891
1962) soon followed suit and later were joined by contemporary scholars
such as Yu Yingshi®> Western schelarship on Zhang has been limited but
in general outstanding in quality Paul Demiéville wrote a penetrating and
eiegant essay that remains the best concise introduction to Zhang’s histori-
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cal views.® David S. Nivison's splendid monograph on Zhang is the most
comprehensive and insightFui stuciy of his life, times, and phiioso_[::h)-r.'T Moeore
recentiy, Susan Mann has done excellent work on Zhang’s views on and
relationship to women.? The present work would never have been started,
much less compieteci, had it net been for the work of such pioneering schol-
ars, those interested in Zhang’s life, his theories about history, his thoughts
about historiogmphy, or his views on women’s virtue and education will best
be served by turning to these authors and their works. The aim of the present
volume differs from these studies first in seeking to make a broad selection of
Zh:mg’s most important works available in Engiish and second by i:ocusing
on the ethical features of his writing. The next section of this Intreduction
offers a sketch of the central features of Zh:mg’s ethical _phiioso_phy. It is fol-
lowed by a brief description of the main phiiosophicai points made in the
letters and esSays translated in this volume.

II. The Ethical Pf;'f.l'ampf;'y qf meng Xue.-:‘f;'mg

Zh:mg Xuecheng’s ethical philosophy is inextricabiy intertwined with the
other strands of his thought and in particuiar with his speculative theo-
ries about the nature and meandering coutse of history.q One of the core
ideas animating his ethical _phiioso_phy is that a true understanding of the
1‘\'.iff:l)-r—whic:h is the momily correct life for human beings—requires a
proper grasp of history. This distinguishes Zhang’s thought from a number
of traditional and conhtemporary rivals, whose views were known to him,
who served as foils for the developrnent of his own thought, and who in
a number oi"ways influenced the direction and shape of his _phiioso_phi—
cal specuiations.'o As an introduction to the €s5ay’s and letters translated
in this volume, I shall focus on three related aspects of Zh:mg’s ethical
phiiosophy. First, I will describe what he thought is required in order to
make a proper ethical assessment of the actions of those who preceded
us in time. Second, I will discuss what he thought each of us must know
in order to act _pro_periy in our own _pi:lce and time. Third, T will expiore
Zh:mg’s views about the process of education and training that one must
undergo in order to gain such insights and abilities. As will become clear,
these three aspects of Zh:mg’s ethical phiiosophy are interrelated. The first
two mirror features of one another, while the third—the concern with self-
cuitix-':ltion—perme:ltes his discussion of the first two, as it orients, sh:lpes,

and colors almost every aspect of his phiiosophy.
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We begin by considering what is required fora proper ethical assessment
of the actions of those who preceded us in time, how do we evaluate “some-
one from the past™?'" According to Zhang, we must have an accurate un-
dersranding of hisrory in order to make such judgmenrs; more speciﬁc:ﬂi g
we need to understand the person’s place in history. Zhang had a complex
conception of what constitutes such knowledge. On his view, we really need
three related types of knowledge. First, we must have a clear and detailed
view of the _person’s particular historical context. Second, we have to know
the character of the age in which he or she lived in terms of the specula—
tive historical scheme that Zl'l:lng used to describe different ages since the
brea.ku_p of the Zhou dynasty, what we might call the zeitgeist within which
the person acted. Third, we must, through a process of sympathetic concern
(sha 7)1 gain a vibrant, imaginative undersr:inding of what the person was
aspiring to and aiming at in acting as he or she did, we need to understand
a good deal about how the person’s heart-mind worked. '?

Qur second concern with Zhang’s ethical philosophy can be seen as a
first-person correlate of the first. Just as T must understand the historical
context and zeitgeist of “someone from the _past” in order to grasp the ethi-
cal value of his or her actions, I must have an appreciation of my own pl:ice
in history in order to see what ethics requires of me here in my own age.
Above and beyond such knowledge, T must have a deep ap preciation of the
workings of:my own heartmind. I must come to understand my true moti-
vations and aims and guard against being swayed or influenced by unethical
conhcerns or popular fashions. In addition, I must avoid a kind of tem_poml
provincialism. Just as one needs to exercise sympathetic concern retrospec-
tively to understand the heart-minds of others, Zh:mg insists that one needs
to focus the same kind of sympathetic concern prospecriveiy and imagine
how one would be viewed by posterity. This reflective exercise is designed to
work against the human tendency to induige in the conceit that one’s moral
judgment is flawless and timeiessiy correct,

One can see that both of these first two aspects of Zhang’s ethical philos-
op hy require one hot only to cultivate an intellectual, theoreticaﬂy informed
undersmnding of history but also to cultivate oneself to become sensitive to
the subtle pi:iy of hisrory and the challenges of historical undersr:inding.
That is to say, both require distinctive forms of moral self-cultivation. This
points to our third concern: the process of education and training that one
must undergo in order to gain historical insighrs and abilities. Ethical under-
standing, whether of the past or present, oneself or others, requires a grasp



INMTRODUCTIOMN g

and ap preciation of hisrory in two senses as those rhings that happened in
the past and as a vocation. Zh:mg insisted that a proper undersmnding of
history—in both senses—requires a proper historian. As he puts it, proper
historical undersmnding requires that an historian develop a special form
of Virtue (e {3). " We shall Provide a more detailed discussion of each of
these points below, but in order to facilitate this finer analysis, we must first
sketch Zhang’s specul:u'ive rheory of the nature of hisrory.

Zh:mg saw history as divided inte three distinet periods. The first _ph:u;e
of history was defined by the evolution of the dao. As Zh:mg makes clear
in the e:lrly part of his essay “On the Dao,” which is the first selection that
appears in this volume, the daoc manifested itself in the world in response
toa changing series of necessities. As humans became more numerous and
needed to live and work together, they had to develop ways to coordinate
their activities and organize themselves eﬁecrively. This process of develo_p—
ment described the evelution of the dae. Zhang does not expliciﬂy discuss
the standards for ev::.lu:lring actions taken during this period, but it seems
reasonable to infer that he believed actions that accorded with the smeoth
dex-'elopment of the dao were right, while any attempt to work against the
evolution of the dao was wrong, In this respect, his view is quite close in
form to what one finds in Hegel or Marx.

The second phase of history marks the conclusion of the first and the be-
ginning of the Golden Age of the Zhou dynasty Zhang believed that during
this period, society reached a state of completion and perfecrion. In other
words, the dao had evolved and was Fully manifested in the world. This age
was characterized by a number of distinctive features. For ex::.mple, because
the activities of governing and teaching had not yet grown apart, there were
no private schools or teachers. During the Golden Age, government officials
sirnply went about their normal activities, and their work offered people all
the lessons they could ever need. The texts that these officials left behind
later came to be revered as “classics,” but these works are simply records of
their d:lily, official activities. This is Why the classics are anonymous, unlike
the texts of later ages, and why, Zhang insists, each classic corresponds to
and reflects the function of a separate bureau of Zhou bureaucracy During
this period of time, different approaches to undersranding the dao all were
accorded equal value and practiced as complements to one another, each
ma_king a distinctive and critical contribution to Zhou society. This ideal
state of affairs, rhough, was to change forever with the coll::.pse of the Zhou,
which precipimted the rise of individual schools, teachers, different versions
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of the dao, and competing approaches to undersr:lnding the W:ly. These
different approaches or intellectual disciplines for undersmnding the W:ly
quickiy solidified into three different “fashions” of iearning, which domi-
nated one another in revoiving succession rhroughour subsequenr hisrory. 15

Zhang’s description of the rise and flourishing of the Golden Age enables
us to begin to understand his well-known siogan: “The Six Classics are all
history” (liu jing jie shi ye 733048 £1411).' Among other things, it declares
that the classics sirnpiy are records of different government officials pursuing
their jobs during a time when all was as it should be. They most ciei"initeiy
are not what later ages have taken them to be: books about the dao, that s,
higher—orcier anaiyses or ex_pi:lnations of what the dao itself might be. One
can oniy see and appreciate the signiﬁcance of the classics—and through
them the moral Wa}'—when one reads these works as histories ref‘iecring a
particuiar—very speciai—rirne and piace.

The third and final Phase of history commences with the fall of the
Zhou dynasry and the unr:weiing of its ideal institutions and practices,
Zhang never ex_piicitiy ex_pi:lins what brought about this cat::stro_phe, and
one rnight well wonder how such an ideal state of affairs could ever go
:Wan':,f."T However, in his essay “The Anaiogy of Heaven,’ the sixth contribu-
tion to this collection, Zhang argues that any systematic attempt to capture
the workings of Heaven is bound to go wrong over time The workings of
Heaven are not mechanical in structure or operation and tend to drift over
extended periods of time, ieaciing human attempts to institutionalize them
to suffer eventual inaccuracy and ever-greater error. Perhaps here we can
find the beginnings of an expi:ln:u:ion for the eventual coiiapse of the Zhou.
In any event, in order to understand the signii'icance of any action done
after the breaku_p of the Zhou ciyn::sry, we must see it within the scheme of
a recurring pattern of historical ages or zeitgeists, Each subsequenr age has
been defined by the ascendance of and overemphasis on one of the three
intellectual tendencies or fashions mentioned above. The third _ph::se of his-
tory is dominated in succession by ages oi:p.éffafa_gfmf research, f.r'rfmr_y art,
and Pbifasapbims’ spfc.!fs'af.ﬁan, and this pattern repeats itself again and again,
In iight of such a state of affairs, the task of a rnora_iiy committed individual
is to discern the nature and rendency of one’s age and work to resist the ex-
cesses of the dominant fashion, in order to bring the dao back into balance.
On a smaller and more P:ll‘ticui:ll‘ scale, this means that in order to evaluate
any action, we need to grasp how it accords with or subverts this iarger ef-
fort. On a larger and more general scale, we fully appreciate history as the
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master discipiine—rhe only way to understand the dao and work to realize
it in one’s own age.

Zh:lng shared the ethical particuiarism characteristic oi:Wang Y:lngrning,
a thinker who influenced Zh:mg deeply. '8 Both insisted that correct ethical
judgment is irreducibiy protean and non-codifiable. However, their respec-
tive conceptions of why this is so and how one comes to judge correctiy
differ in important ways. For Wang, ethical judgmenr consists in the un-
impeded operation of an innate moral flcuity, which he called “_pure know-
ing.”'q If one’s pure knowing is Functioning properi}', it will sponmneousiy
lead to the properjudgmenr, and this will initiate a seamless process ofper—
ceiving, judging, intending, wiiiing, and doing. As he put it, there is 2 unity
qf;i’nawmg and acting: “real i«:nowiedge” is inextricab iy linked to action.™
In order to reach this ideal state of character, Wang advocated a process of
self-cultivation that consisted _prirnariiy of efforts to remove the irnpedi—
ments that might be interfering with one’s pure knowing, He insisted that
when carefuiiy examined such obstructions prove to be various expressions
of selfish desire and that a full and vivid recoghition of the nature of one’s
selfishness has the power to relieve its grip upon one’s heart-mind. All that
one has to do is to “have faith” in the power of pure knowing and let it
guide one to the Way.

Zh:lng offered a quite different view. He discussed the non—codiﬁabiiity
of ethical judgmenr largely in terms of the ever—changing historical context
within which human beings must act. Since circumstances consmntiy are
shilcting and transi"orrning, one can’t appiy any set principie of covering law
to understand the moral order?! Instead, one must take stock of the his-
torical moment, and within this framework, the right kind of historian—
one with “Virtue"—will discern what is right and what is wrong, In this
respect, Zhang retains elements oi:w:mg’s intuitionist rheory ofrnor:liper—
ception. As noted above, in order to deveiop this kind of abiiiry one has to
have the right stuff Zhang believed that every person has particuiar natural
talents, and some are fortunate enough to have a SPECi:li gii:r for hisrory.
However, even those with the greatest natural talent must ap ply themselves
to a rigorous coutse of study in order to master the skills and knowiedge
that enable them to refine and :1pp1y their enhanced sensibilities to the low
of historical events. In this respect Zhang differs from Wang. Ethical self-
cultivation requires a demanding course of sustained intellectual training
in the speciﬁc field of hisrory. Echoing an idea seen in China’s first hisrory,
the Records afﬂyc Grand Historian (5!5'.';;."5 HEd), oniy such a person can
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both “understand the past and command the present.”* Only one who has
cultivated proper historical judgment can possess a corn_piete and reliable

ethical sensibility.

I A Br.r.'cf Guide o the Essays and Letters?

“On the Dao” is Zhangs most comprehensive and important essay. ™ It
shares its title with several earlier works by different authors from various pe-
riods of Chinese history, but its most immediate inspiration is the justiy fa-
mous essay by Han Yu with the same ttle. ™ (A compiere English translation
of Han Yu’s essay can be found in the Ap_pendix to this volume.) Like Han
Yu, Zhang understood the title yuan dao |53 to mean both “to trace the
dao or W:ly back to its historical source,” and “to provide acomp lete :m::.iysis
describing what it essentiaiiy is.” Of course, for Zhang, these projects were
inseparable in principle—a view that Han Yu did net seem to share.

In the course of “On the Daon,” Zhang presents many of his most distine-
tive and signiﬁcant ideas. He traces the evelution of the dao through the
three distinctive historical periods described above and exp lains why a grasp
of this hisrory is critical for undersranding how pastas well as contemporary
thinkers misunderstand the nature of the dac and therefore act in misguided
and un_producrive ways, This points toward another sirniiarity between these
two essays: their polemic::l stance. Han Yu used his es5ay to throw down
the gauntlet and challenge both Buddhism and Daocism as misguided and
pernicious teachings res_ponsibie for the decline of Chinese civilization. His
work ends with expiicir and harsh recommendations for combaring their
purportedly malignant influences. Many regard Han Yu's essay as a call to
battle sounding the opening salvo of the neo-Confucian revival, Zhang’s
essay is directed not toward threats from without but threats from within.
His criticisms are aimed primarily at well-meaning yet misguided Confu-
cians who misunderstoed the very nature of the dao and therefere corrupted
and misdirected the Confucian tradition. While more accommodating in
tone than Han Yus diatribe, its essential message is no less radical.

“On the Dac” is one of a group oi:rwenty—three essays, eight of which are
included in this volume, that Zhang comp osed in May of 1789, while resid-
ingin Taiping,:" Zhang had struggied to work out the central features of his
_phiioso_phica_i system for much of his adult life, and as he reached middle
age his various insighrs seem to have flowed rogerher, reinforced the process
of deveio_prnent and expression, and poured forth in a torrent of writing
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during this remarkabiy productive month in Taiping, Zl'l:mg himself rec-
ognized that the €55AYS from this _peried marked a specia_i moment in the
course of his intellectual life, he is reported to have said that, “In all my life,
I have never written :mything better than these”™

Among the Taiping essays is our second selection, “On Learning,” awork
in which Zhang continues to expiere and ex_p:lnd upon the themes one
finds in “On the Dao.” Zhang himself describes “On Learning” as a further
elaboration of the major issues he discussed in “On the Dac” in his letter,
“Repiy to Shen Zaiting Discussing Learning” (Letter 1 below).

“A Treatise on Teachers,” also written in May of 1789, is an expiicit re-
sponse to Han Yu's well-known essay with the same title. (A corn_piete En-
glish translation of Han Yu's essay can be found in the Appendix to this
volume.) Against Han Yu, Zl'l:mg argues that the highest kinds of knowl-
edge can eniy be acquired from certain very sp ecial kinds of teachers. Zhang
deveie_ps this idea into an intriguing distinction between ?‘:?P!:ic’:f’d‘fé‘ff and
irreplaceable teachers. One can learn facts and techniques from the former,
but if one is interested in the sense, styie, and signiﬁcance of the dao, one
must seek the latter: a teacher who personally embodies this knowledge.
Moreover, irreplaceabie teachers can communicate this more esoteric type
of wisdom oniy through direct and intimate interactions with their students
or disci_pies. ]'nvei«'.ing the styie as well as the ianguage of Chan Buddhism,
Zhang insists on a “mind-to-mind transmission” of the Confucian dao.

“Conventional Convictions,” the fourth Taiping essay included among
our selections, ex_piores what it is to arrive at iegitimate moral judgments.
Tt starts off by arguing that all convictions begin with doubt, but then takes
several interesting and unexpected turns, Zhang argues that most people
“knew” in a shallow sense the same moral truths that morally wise peo-
ple know, but that oniy the latter know the justifying reasons behind such
judgments. Wevertheless, those who attain this deeper understanding must
be on guard for a pecuiiar kind of moral failure. They must hot succumb
to the temptation to take their weii—grounded moral knowiedge as a private
discovery or persenai achievement, to do so distorts both the true character
of any truth—that it is simpiy part of the dac and thereby beiengs to every-
one—and threatens to undermine the value of such truths—when people
try to hide away such insights, control their dissemination, or use them to
gain personal fame, wealth, or power. *® In some ways, Zhang can be seen as
oﬁering a variation on the well-known neo-Confucian distinction between
“ordinary knowledge” and “real knowledge."” But while Zhang endorses
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the idea that real knowledge requires a well-tuned personai sensibiiity, his
ana_iysis tends to emp hasize a greater difference in cognitive content than in
affective sense as the feature distinguishing these two types of knowiedge.
Here we see another examp le onhang’s describ ingan idea thatwas dear to
Wang Yangming—the distinction between ordinary and real knowledge—
but offering a more intellectualist account than one finds in Wang, For
Zhang, those with real knowledge understand the reasons why ordinary
moral convictions are well grounded, but they avoid being affected by this
achievement in Ways that may shift the focus off the moral issue at hand
and onto their person::.i achievement,

“The Difhculty of Being Understood” also was written during the same
productive period. In this essay, Zhang argues that reaiiy knowing a person
is not a matter oi:being able to recognize his appearance, manner, or name,
but of seeing into and appreciating his heart-mind. As is clear in a number
of his other €550y, this abiiity is sornething that one can exercise not oniy in
reg:lrd to one’s contemporaries but also toward those in the past. In fact, as
noted in the first part of this Introduction, Zhang argues that such sympa-
thetic underst:lnding is essential for proper historical understanding.

However, in “The Dii:ﬁcuity oi:Being Understood” Zhang’s main concern
is with being understood oneself and oniy indirectiy with the abiiity to un-
derstand others. He argues that real understanding is very hard to come by
and not sornething that one should expect either from one’s contemporaries
or from posterity. Zhang illustrates his points with a number of historical
exa_m_pies that show semblances or counterfeits of genuine underst:lnding.
Taken as a whole, the essay presents an :m:liy‘tic::.i lament, bordering on an
expression of despair, over ever reaiiy being understood or appreciated. Tn
this respect, this essay echoes and cieariy was insp ired by the ciosing ch:l_pter
of the Records ofnf:'f Grand Historian, where Sima Qian expresses a similar
cornpiaint and vows to hide his work in a “famous mountain” to await a
sympathetic future reader3®

“The ﬁnaiogy of Heaven,” another of the Taiping essays, offers a re-
markable argument for the simiiarity between ex::.rn_pies of what today WE
would distinguish as ethical and scientific knowiedge. Given the fact that
traditional Chinese astronomers did not fuiiy understand the structure and
movements of the heavens, it was inevitable that their attempts to predict
reguiariy occufring celestial phenornena would, over time, come to griei:.
For ex:u'npie, without underst:mding the precession of the pi:mets, their pre-
dictions about events like the summer and winter solstices would aiways
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begin to drift and soon become grossiy inaccurate. They addressed such
failures by adding intercaiary months and other _patches to bring the system
back into a.iignment. Tnstead oFseeing this predicament as a sigh that there
was something fundamentally wrong with the theory, Zhang—as well as
other prominent Chinese thinkers—took it as a sigh that there was some-
thing essentia.iiy incomp rehensible about the operations of Heaven.?! Work-
ing from such a perspective, Zhang argues in “The ﬁnalogy of Heaven” that
attempts to capture the deveio_pment and expression of ethical norms with
a formal, unvarying theory of system will deveiop similar prebiems over
time, as Heaven is something beyond the ken of human beings—we only
see traces of its werkings in the _phenomena_i world—and its operation and
future trajectory are things we can at best eniy approximate. The most we
can do is sketch its basic nature, discern its generai direction, cultivate our-
selves to be sensitive to the inevitable drift that is bound to come, and be
_pre_pared to I'espond to and accommodate such deviations. While this argu-
ment does not present us with a wholly compelling account of the natural
sclences, it can be seen as a very sensible stance toward the ongoing process
of histety.g':

“Breadth and Economy” was written sometime toward the end of 1789,
and, as MNivison notes, it is often thought of and shares many of the same
themes as the essays Zhang wrote in May of that year® Zhang sent a copy
of this essay, :Liong with a substantial “cover letter,” to Shen Zaiting, (A com-
plete English translation of Zhang’s letter to Shen appears in the Letters sec-
tion of this velume.) While similar in content to many of the essays written
in May of 1789, “Breadth and Economy” is organized around a distinctive
and perennial theme of Confucian schelars: how does one balance breadth of
learning with a grasp of what is most essential? Taking its cue from Analects
6.27, the essay argues that there is no formulaic answer to this question but
that such a concern must be part of how one approaches learning, Zhang's
Particuiar account of this probiem a_p_peais to and takes shape around the
structure of his speculative historical scheme According to Zhang, it was
I‘eiativeiy easy for those who lived during the Golden Age of the Zhou dy—
nasty to master every aspect of the dao, because they learned about the Way
in the course of their daily lives. In some sense, everything they did was an
expression of the daoc. However, such is not the case for those who live in
the ages feiiewing the brea_i«'.u_p of the Golden Age For peepie of later times,
iearning about the dao is much more difhcult, they do not spend their lives
immersed in the ideal culture of the Zhou. Because of this disadvantage, they
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must dedicate concerted effort even to grasp a single, limited aspect of the
dao. Given their Particuiar historical location, contemporary scholars must
approach the problem of breadth and econemy differently, they must focus
their attention and energies on some P:lI‘tiCLli:lI‘ intellectual speci::.iiz:ltion.
Once they master their chosen specialization, they then can build upon it,
extending and broadening their understanding until they comprehend the
entirety of the dac.

Zhang composed “Virtue in an Historian” in 1791, and it offers his
clearest attempt to describe a distinctive aspect of his view about the more
subj ective side ofprop er historical underst:lnding. Zl'l:lng’s specui:ltive his-
torical scheme offers a unique account of the objective nature and course
of history, but “Virtue in an Historian” seeks to ex_pi:lin asp ecial quaiity or
Virtue (de) needed in the person of a good historian. Nivison has pointed
out that, like “Conventional Convictions,” “Virtue in an Historian” is con-
cerned with the dangers inherent in understanding in generai. As noted
in our earlier discussion of the former £552Y, there is 2 human tendency to
regard ones insights as one’s _persona_i property, but to do this is to commit
a substantial moral error that can be the source of signii'icant, bad conse-
quences, both for oneself and others. In “Virtue in an Historian” Zhang
describes this kind of mistake with language taken from the Zhuang=i. He
cautions that as one comes to understand the dao, one must be careful not
to let the human—i.e., one’s efforts to understand the dao—overshadow or
interfere with its Heaveniy—i. e., natural and spontaneous—character. Even
the good intention of trying to assist the operation of Heaven can lead one
astray. Any effort to heip things :Liong simpiy adds some unnatural element
to the origina.i, pristine state of things: poiiuting the He:weniy with the all-
too-human, *

As Zhang makes clear, historians have to be especi::.iiy careful to attend
to the inner workings of their own heart-minds. In additien to the gen-
eral kinds of errots in understanding that Zhang describes in €55AYS like
“Conventional Convictions,” the nature of historical work—undersranding
ﬁgures from the past—requires historians to engage their emotions in the
exercise of sym_pathetic concern. This kind oi"persona.i engagement also is
in pi:ly when one evaluates the historical writings of others. When one’
emotions are aroused in the course of such imaginative identification with
others, it is easy for these i:eeiings to carry away good judgrnent and repiace
it with prejudice of one kind or another. Zhang feels that even the best his-
torian cannot Fuiiy eliminate such distorting influences—for even the best
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are human—but a proper historian is aware of this rendency and on guard
against it Baiancing syrn_pathetic concern with a vigiiant awareness of our
tendency toward prejudice defines the twin imperatives informing Virtue
in historians.

“Virtue in a Litterateur” was written in 1796 and offers a complement
of sorts to the sirniiariy titled “Virtue in an Historian,” produced five years
before it. In this work, Zh:mg is concerned with the more subjecrive qu::.ii—
tles that those who s_pecia_iize in literature must cultivate in order to be true
to their chosen vocation. As in his views on the writing and ap preciation of
hisrory, in “Virtue in a Litterateur” Zh:mg offers advice that app lies to the
litterateur as both critic of other writers and author of his or her own works.
In either case, in order to perForm well the aspiring litterateur must engage
in a form of moral self-cultivation. One must be a certain kind oi:person in
order to produce the ideal kind oi:writing. While there are signiﬁcant simi-
larities between the cases of the ideal historian and the ideal litterateur, there
are also important differences in the way Zh:mg describes what is needed.

In generai terms, a litterateur needs to work on the same twin impera-
tives that are needed for Virtue in an historian. Whether as critic or author,
the litterateur needs symparheric concern in order to understand the feel-
ings and intentions of others, whether they are other writers or the subjects
of one’s own works. As in the earlier case, this emotional engagement con-
ceals a porenri::.i hazard, for one can e::.siiy be seduced by one’s own i:eeiings
into producing sappy, maudlin, or overwrought writing or reading these
flaws into the work of other authers. In order to counter-balance the need
for emotional :lurhenricity, Zh:mg describes the kind of awareness and self-
watchfulness that he recommended in “Virtue in an Historian.” but in his
later essay he deveiops this idea further and expresses it more cie:lriy. Zhang
counsels the aspiring litterateur to cultivate an attitude of reverential atten-
tion lf_;'."ng 7, a state of mind in which the spirited aspects of ones nature—
one’s gi—are collected and controlled. By combining symp athetic concern
and reverential attention, the litterateur can be emorionally engaged but not
overwhelmed or disoriented by his feeiings. Possessing such Virtue, one can
understand and appreciate the work of others and produce authentic and
powerfui writings of one’s own.

“The Principles of Literature” is another Taiping essay. It engages and ana-
iyzes a cluster of issues that often occupied neo-Confucian thinkers. As the
title suggests, the main theme is the nature oi:gre:u' literature, of equ::.i impor-
tance, though, are four related questions: how one can develop an apprecia-
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tion for such literature, how one can teach such appreciation to others, how
one can become a great writer, and how one can teach the ab iiity to write
well to others,® Zh.'.lngJS primary aim is to argue against any formulaic or
mechanical method for learning to appreciate or produce great literature or
for teaching such appreciation or iiterary artistry to ones students.

The essay begins with Zhang recounting an occasion when he noticed a
copy of a highlighted edition of the Records of the Grand Historian in the
stuciy of a friend The purpose of such editions, which often were used to
learn and instruct others how to write well, was to guicie students through a
text and draw their attention to P:lI‘tiCLli:lI‘ points ofstyie, usage, allusion, or
structure. The idea was that such pointers could hei_p cultivate an ap precia-
tion for great writing and aid in cieveio_ping the abiiity to write well, How-
EVer, Zh:mg notes that such an approach tends to lead the aspiring student
astray, for it offers the impression that great writing is something that can
be reduced to a set oi"_principies, techniques, and the like. Tt inclines one to
focus on imitating rather than appreciating or creating great literature.

While I'e:lding great literature can nourish one’s appreciation of literature
and ones abiiity to write well, the focus of ones stuciy must aiways be to attain
a person::.i understanding of what one is reading. Zh:mg illustrates this point
with the ex:unpies of tasting fine food or feeiing the warmth and comfort of a
well-made coat; onhe cannot ap preciate the value of either without experienc-
ing them for oneself. Creative writing presents the obverse side of this coin.
Any attempt to become a great writer or teach others the craft oi:writing that
relies on imitation of the classics or seeks to draw upon a list oFtechniques or
principies is doomed, for all great writing expresses something uniqiic about
the writer. Great literature manifests the authentic insights and emotions of
an author, and in order to join the ranks of such writers, one must ind one’
own voice and have something of one’s own to say.

As we see in other of Zh.'.lngJS writings, “The Principies of Literature”
manifests the dee_p influence of thinkers like Wang Yangming, the Chan
school of Buddhism, and uitimateiy Zhuangzi. hiluding to the famous
character 1‘Wheeiwt‘ight Pian in the ij'-.!mf.ng:.i, who could not aciequ:lteiy
expiain his skill at carving wheels or even teach it to his own son, Zhang
thinks that writing well involves a kind of knack or know-how that renders
it beyond the grasp of moere orciinary Ways oi:uncierstanciing.y’ As is the case
with his ethical particuiarism, discussed in the i"irstpart of this introeduction,
Zh:mg does not go quite so far as Zhuangzi, Chan Buddhists, or Wang in
acivocating the elimination of all writing and stuciy, but he insists that such
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efforts are oniy like ﬁngers pointing to the moon;, rhey can heip one see but
are not themselves either the abiiity to see or part of what one evenrua.iiy
comes to see.

In this £55aYy, Zh:mg also defends literature against the more strident criti-
cisms of certain Song-dynasty Confucians. Here we see him taking part in
a iong—smnding debate about the relative value of iitemry pursuits, On the
more “conservative side were thinkers like Cheng Yi (1033-1107) who saw
iitemry pursuits as a waste of time and energy and a potentiai ci:mger to
moral self-cultivation. Somewhere in the middle were thinkers like Zhu Xi,
who saw a pi:lce for lirerary pursuits but insisted on keeping them in their
pi:u:e relative to the phiiosophicai study of the classics. On the more “radi-
cal” side were thinkers like Su Shi (1036—1101), Yuan Mei (1716—98), and Li
Zhi (1527-1602) who thought that the appreciation and writing of litera-
ture offered the best way to understand the dao.3” In characteristic fashion,
Zh:mg struck an incie_p endent note within this mest disharmeonious cherus.
While vehemently criticizing his contemporary Yuan Mei as a debauched
and dangerous threat to the Confucian tradition, he also criticized thinkers
like Cheng Yi for failing to see the profound meral potential of literature. **
Indeed, in this essay Zh:mg makes clear that he reg:lrded writing well as
an ethical imperative for all. There is considerable sense and value in such
a view, for if stuciying and Ppracticing the Confucian W:ly uirimateiy is di-
rected at the betterment of society, then moving other people toward the
Way must be an ability that every good Confucian should cultivate. Just as
teaching in genera.i is central to the Confucian Way, writing well is required
to ei:i:ecrix-'ely move and inspire others to take up and support the dao. Zhang
insisted that the iitemry path is not just one _possibie course for pursuing
moral self-cultivation, it is part of every true Confucian’s ca_iiing.g'q

Our last essay, “Disringuishing What Oniy Seems to Be”* also was
written in Taiping during May of 1789, and in it we hear not only a subtle
account of a wideiy condemned human i"aiiing but alse echoes of Zhang’s
person::.i dis:lppoinrmenr in the intellectuals of his own age. The central
theme of the essay originaiiy was addressed by Kongzi, who lamented that
the conduct of one of his disciples made him abandon his originai trust that
peopie would reiiabiy do as rhey say. After several bad ep isodes im-'oix-'ing [his
follower] Zai Wo, Kongzi adopted a new attitude and policy teward others:
“to listen to their words and then cbserve their actions,™! Kongzi also ex-
pressed astrong dislike for rhings that seem to be good but in fact are not,*
this idea appears in the title oFZhang’s essay, and variations of this refrain are
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heard rhroughour its course. Another less evident but cle:lrly present influ-
ence on Zhang’s thought in this essay is Mengzi's warnings about the effects
that subtle but pernicious doctrines can have upon the unsuspecting mind.
Zhang clearly thought that, like Mengzi, he was someone who “understood
words” and had a mission to awaken a slumbering world to the d:mgers of
false virtue

Cne rhing that is wrong and even nefarious about rhings that seem to be
good but are not is that they borrow the power and prestige of goodness and
employ them toward inappropriate ends. One finds an enduring concern
within the Confucian tradition with such semblances and counterfeits of
virtue. People who puton the airs of the good in order to achieve some non-
moral or immoral end are said to be the “thieves of virtue ™** But Zhang is
equ:llly concerned with another aspect of what seems to be good: the Ways
in which it can lead astray those starting out on the path oFlearning.

Zhang begins his analysis of the problem by arguing that it arises, at least
in part, from the very nature of language. Since there are only a finite num-
ber ofways to talk about things, even people with radica_lly different inten-
tions will inevl'mbly employ similar words. The problem then is to discern
the underlying motives and aims beneath what people are saying This is a
problem that everyone faces to seme degree. In most cases, it presents no
real threat, because bad motives or insincerity often are clumsy and Fairly
gasy to detect. But when the spe:lker with bad intentions has developed
an advanced Facility in employing the words and imitating the style of the
good, things become more difficult, even dire.

In focusing less upon what bad agents are able to accomplish—though
he worries about that, too—and more on the effects that their examples
have upon unsuspecting but naive students, Zhang points the traditional
Confucian concern with semblances and counterfeits of virtue in a new and
intriguing direction. Those who have set their hearts upon the Way are easily
led to mistake things like breadth oFlearning or excellence in literary style to
be the true goals of learning. By focusing on such parts as the whole of learn-
ing, they then can come to use these intellectual abilities to vie with each
other for fortune, fame, and power and in the process often eclipse and harm
sincere students of the Way: Such go::.ls and behavior of course are anathema
to the Way, but Zhang insists that the origin of such misbegorten thought
and conduct is found in l::iiling to distinguish what only seems to be

Zhang wrote his “Letter on Learning to Zhu Canmei” sometime around
1783, and in it we find not only descriptions of Zhang’s own course of learn-
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ing and speciﬁc advice to his young protégé but also an :m:llysis of how
people in general should pursue an understanding of the dao. Zhang self-
consciously medeled his compesition en a justly famous letter from Han Yu
to his student Li Yi. (A complere English translation of Han Yu's letter can be
found in the A_ppendix to this volume). But Zhang uses the occasion to re-
view and apply some of the central claims of his geneml philosophic;ﬂ view,

Zl'l:mg notes that while many aspiring students are led astray by mundane
desires for fame, fortune, or powet, others simply are swept up in the par-
ticular intellectual fashion of their age. Doing so can be disastrous, because
contemporary students must pursue the P:lI‘tiCLll:lI‘ intellectual discip line for
which they are best suited by nature, and one’s natural inclination may be
at odds with the parricular intellectual fashion of one’s time. Rﬁcﬂling argu-
ments that he presented in “On Breath and Economy,” Zhang points out
that unlike students in the Golden Age, who could master every intellectual
disciphne in the course of everyday activities, contemporary students must
home in and focus on some p:lrricular speci:ﬂry, knowing that all the vari-
ous, more local avenues of learning eventually will lead them to the great
Why: And so, Zhang advises Zhu to follow his heart’s true calling with sin-
cerity and with confidence that his P:lI‘tiCLll:lI‘ vocation will bring him to an
undersmnding of the dao.

Zh:mg also addresses Zhu's WOrTy that srudying for the examinations will
prove to be an obstacle to his pursuit of the dao. He reassures his young
charge that there is no fundamental incomparibility between studying for
or success in the examinations and the attainment of true learning. D raw-
ing upon ideas that are characteristic of the rhoughr of Wang Y:mgrning,
Zhang insists that the important thing is enes underlying intentien. If one
studies simply to realize worldly success and renown, this of course will
lead one farther and farther from the Way. But one can use ones prepara-
tion for the examinations as a vehicle to cultivate oneself, and one must
realize that only such concrete projects offer real opportunities for moral
self-cultivation.*® One cannot cultivate oneself in a vacuum of inactivity,
one can only hone and sharpen one’s moral edge against the challenges of
actual, concrete projects.

Zhang wrote his “Letter on Learning to My Clansman Runan” in 1766,
the same year in which he met the brilliant and famous schelar Dai Zhen.®
Dai obviously made a strong impression on Zh:mg, and the letter contains
a lengrhy quote attributed to Dai. The central point of the quote, which
Zhang endorsed heartily, is that students need to know a great deal of tech-
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nical, background information in order to read the different classics with
any degree ei:cemprehensien; to srudy the classics without such knowledge
is a waste of time,

Zh:mg goes into considerable detail recounting and lamenring his own,
mostly misguided, e:lrly efforts at learning, but then he uses these pleces of
autobiegmphy, as well as the quote from Dai Zhen, to ern_ph:u;ize several
of his own most cherished and original insighrs. For ex::.rnple, Zhang uses
these resources to _provide a sketch of his idea that contemporary students
must focus upon and devote themselves to some P.’.lI‘tiCUl:lI‘ specia.liz.ation.
In this letter, he highlighrs how such effort requires a kind of heroic inde-
_pendence and fortitude. One must simply bear down and press on, ighoring
what the world says, in the confidence that eventually one will begin to mas-
ter one’s vocation and discern the deep truths of the dao. Zhang takes every
op portunity to weave this more theoretical account oFlearning back into his
own _persona_l intellectual odyssey, at times in rather ebvieusly seli:—serving
ways. He ends the letter discussing several f:lrnily genealogies that he had
been werking oh, _partly in concert with other Fa.mily members, and promis-
ing to send Runan a copy of a local history that Zhang had helped his own
father to compose a number of years earlier and recently had revised.

Zhang’s “Reply te Shen Zaiting Discussing Learning” was written some-
time toward the end of 1789, One of Zhang’s central themes in this essay
is that learning must be aimed at person::l undersr:mding', its true go::.l is
moral improvement. The aspiring student of the daoc must be on guard 50 as
not to be seduced by promises of worldly renown or reward or led astray by
the popularity of intellectual fashions Different intellectual fashions come
and go, and every one has its underlying merits, but one must realize that
each is but one facet of the dao. Students must keep their eyes on the true
prize: :1person:1.l undersranding of the Way, and the first step in this process
is grasping what the dao is and what it is not; this, of course, is the focus of
Zhang’s “On the Dao.”

Zh:mg then presents a summary of his view of the dao. It is what makes
things the way they are. It has no fixed expression, and this has important
repercussions for learning. Since there is no single, definitive expression of
the W:ly, there is no exclusive p:u:h to it One is free to follow one’s own way.
The best course, theugh, is to follow the P.’.lI‘tiCUl:lI‘ intellectual s_pecia.lty in
which one shows the greatest natural Faciliry and ease, Here we see another
argument—in addition to what we have discussed earlie—for ﬁnding and
i:ellewing one’s own particular specia.lty. Zhang bemoaned the fact that
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most students of his d:iy simp iy followed whatever fashion was in vogue and
let their spirits rise or fall with the pepular praise or criticism they might
receive but hardiy warranted,

Zhang goes on to argue that each of the three dominant intellectual
fashions reflects a nascent intellectual abiiity of power and a corres_ponci—
ing mature excellence Pbifafagy is based upon the fundamental power of
memory and when properiy deveiop ed leads to ie:irning. Literature is based
upon our innhate power of creativity and can lead to skill. Pf?ifasapby is
based upon anaiyticai power and when _pro_periy cultivated leads to insight.
In the remaining course of the essay, Z:h:mg continues to meditate upon the
theme of the three dominant intellectual fashions, at times even suggesting
that they can to some degree be reduced to one another. Since Shen has de-
cided to focus on literature, some of Z:h:mg’s most interesting and creative
ideas concern this _particuiar aspect of the dao. For ex:un_pie, at one point
Zh:lng argues that the different forms of writing associated with the three
primary intellectual disciplines offer different avenues to the three forms of
this-worldly immortality described in the Commentary of Zuo.*

Phiiosophicai writing can establish ones immeortal fame through the
deveioprnent of Virtue, phiioiogic:ﬂ writing can establish one’s immortal-
ity through the peri"orrnance of (schoiariy) achievements; iiterary writing
can establish one’s immortal fame through the production of words, Zhang
concludes the essay by encouraging Shen to pursue his own chosen path
while warning him not to fall prey to the reighing intellectual fashion ora
desire for fame He repeats his earlier advice about not negiecting the other
two primary intellecrual discipiines and recommends that Shen study and
emulate those—such as Dai Zhen—who manage to combine meore than
one of them. At the same time, Zhang cautions his young charge to avoid
overreaching, for even the greatest of scholars cannot do it all.

Zhang wrote his “Letter on Learning to Chen Jianting” in 1789, and it is
of _particui:lr value for uncierstanciing the motivation and intention behind
what is :irgu:ibiy Zhang’s most important essay; “On the Dao.” The letter
begins with Zhang’s noting some of the criticisms his essay had received and
responding that at least these critics did not reaiiy understand the central ar-
gument of the essay or the i:irger project, the General Prfnc.ibff_c qf Literature
and Hfsrmj,', of which it is a _[:::1rt.48 He suggests that the iikeiy source of their
rnisuncierstanciing is the fact that his essay shares its title with several fa-
mous predecessors—essays by Liu An, Liu Xie, and Han Yu—but notes that
the point of his essay is i:unci:unenta.iiy different from any of them.® Zhang
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goes on to expi:lin that “On the Dao” was written to show the historical
origins of thedaoina way that would make clear what the dao essenria.iiy is.
He further peints out that “On the Dac” plays a vital role within his larger
work, the Gemeral Prf?zc:'pff_c qf Literature and Histary, which is Why it is the
lead essay in this collection of writings. The General Principles of Literature
and H."srmj.' offers an historical review and :ma_iysis of the achievements and
i::liiings oi:wriring. Zhang argues that writing, in turn, depends upon learn-
ing, but contemporary peopie no ionger understand what iearning reaiiy is
They mistake one of the various intellectual fashions of the ciay as iearning
and fail to see that true ie:lrning is the search for an undersmnding of the
dao. This argument makes clear that the first step one must take in pursuing
ohe’s own iearning or correcting the misundersmnciings of ones age—these
being the primary normative points of the General Principles of Literature
and H."srw_y—is to understand the dao.

Zhang goes on to describe different aspects of his essay that srrongiy sup-
port the need for a work like “On the Dao.” He reviews, for ex:u'npie, his
theory about the three primary intellectual fashions that deminate succeed-
ing ages and shows the connection between this view and his historicaii}'
context-sensitive account of ethics. On Zh:mg’s model, one oughr to work
in ways that resist the P:ll‘ticui:ll‘ fashion of one’s time and hei_p to bring
the dao back into a state where all three of the intellectual disciplines that
underlie these i:::.shions—phiiosophy, phiioiogy, and literature—are equ::.iiy
valued, advocated, and studied. He goes oh to draw out the further imp lica-
tion that modeiing oneself on some past age or i'igure will almost cermini}'
lead one to act pooriy', from an ethical perspective, to do what Kongzi did
is to fail to act as Kongzi did. That is to say, to perForm in ones own age
the types of work that were called for in Kongzi’s age is to practicea kind of
fetish and to forsake one’s moral duty to understand and correct the defi-
ciencies of one’s own pi:u:e and time.

Zhang also highiights his account of the reiarionshi_p and difference be-
tween the Duke of Zhou and Kongzi. He notes how on his account the
Duke of Zhou and not Kongzi is really the person who “summed up the
complete orchestra”—that is, the person who brought tegether all the pieces
of the dao.*” This is so because the former was the one who happened to ap-
pear at that historical mement when the evolution of the dao reached its full
and _peri:ect form. The dao comes from Heaven and is manifested in actual
rhings and affairs; on such a view, the Duke of Zhou had the particuiar task
of being the one who fully realized the Way in the world Kongzi's destiny
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and mission were different. He :1ppe:1red on the historical stage at a moment
when the dao had crested and begun to decline. He saw, as any sage in this
situation would, that for him the most pressing imperative was to preserve
and transmit the essentials of the Way: And so, Kongzi was someone who
learned everything he knew by studying the Duke of Zhou.

Zhang goes on to note that “On Learning” is an addendum to “On the
Dao.” He wrote it to expand upon and make clear issues that he did not
treat fully in the earlier essay. He closes his letter with a meditation upon
how others res_pond to ones writing and how one should interpret both crit-
icism and praise, Essenri:llly, he points toward the theme of his essay “The
Difhiculty of Being Understood” and concludes that truly profound writings
often will be misunderstood and as a result will elicit more criticism than
praise; quick and ready praise, in fact, usu:llly indicates that people have
failed to grasp the true meaning of what one has written.



