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The construction of an empire-wide imperial Daoxue i %% orthodoxy
IE4t was possible only after the local and regional success among Song-
Yuan literati of much more rich and varied streams of “Dao Learning,”
which had both literary 3 % and philological 3 #t components. To a
degree, Daoxue clichés and arguments had become more standardized
within the local traditions of classical learning %2 2% that emerged first
during the Northern Song dynasty. Professor Lu Minzhen’s new book
addresses these currents in local society, and how they contributed to the
emergence of an empire-wide discourse, by looking at the early Song
“Yongjia tradition” of learning in central Zhejiang #f{L.

Fearing repetition of the centrifugal power of regional clans and
military leaders after the reunification of China in 960, Northern Song
emperors promulgated a new civil service to draw new talent in the empire.
They were faced with ruling an empire of extraordinary economic strength
undergoing decisive demographic growth. As part of the process of
developing a broad range of new institutional mechanisms by which to
govern over 60 million subjects (perhaps 80 million by 1100), Northern
Song rulers chose civil service examinations to limit alternative military and
aristocratic power centers and to draw into their government the sons of
elites from newly emerging regions in South China. The Yongjia literati
were one of these local groups of elites who joined the “great enterprise” K

W of building the Song dynasty.
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The years 1000 to 1200 marked the transformation of the shi + from
men of good birth 5 % to men of culture 3¢ A. Significant changes
occurred in the categories that were traditionally important for defining
literati life: culture, birth, and office holding. Changes in the conception
of the primary elite, for example its new character ideals, played a part in
redirecting the literati’s efforts to maintain their status as shi. Once the
“commodity” of good birth ceased to be sufficient to define shi status,
examination status and its correlates of culture and education became the
sine qua non for literati identity. In the process, civilian governance by shi
chosen through Song examinations of unprecedented scope mitigated
against the sort of military threat that had been so prevalent in the late
Tang and during the Five Dynasties H At (907—60).

Because Song civil officials were drawn almost exclusively from the
ranks of the local literati, however, by 1100 the shi had accumulated
enough independence and local power for their role as local elites to
outshine their role as bureaucrats. Their domination of local society based
on shi educational and cultural qualifications was one of the unforeseen
outcomes of the court’s enfranchisement of the shi in the Song political
order. The Yongjia shi were perhaps the most important example of local
elites who cast their future with the fate of the new Song dynasty and
thereby propagated their local traditions of learning at a dynasty-wide
level.

Northern Song debates about classical learning continued to stress the
controversy over belles lettres i+ W versus literati learning + %% that had
marked the late Tang. Yongjia intellectual culture in particular continued
late Tang meditations on the role of guwen # 3{ prose, which established
the guwen writer as agitator for political and social transformation. A
durable literary consensus did not emerge initially, but later men such as

Cheng Yi 2, who thought that wen 3 was irrelevant to mastering the
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dao B and its moral values, championed the radical turn toward a solution
that called itself “ Dao Learning.” Nevertheless, Cheng Yi and his
followers had already been influenced by Yongjia traditions of literati
learning, which Professor Lu’s book reveals so clearly.

Song intellectual culture was initially dominated by the Tang style
literary (shifu iF W) requirements for the civil service. Guwen scholars
from Yongjia led the way in trying to redress this focus on literary
refinement by calling for educational reforms and by requiring guwen prose
essays on the civil examinations and in local cultural life. Such views had
already been prominent in 1029 court discussions about the classical
curriculum. In 1044—45 debates over examination reform, for example,
Ouyang Xiu BEX PH & suggested that policy questions 3K ¥ should be
administered first so that candidates were immediately tested on their
knowledge of practical matters. No one would be able to pass the jinshi #
+ examination based on literary ability alone.

During the Northern Song, classical learning was starting to retake
precedence over belles lettres on civil examinations as a result of the local
traditions of literati learning that penetrated the central court. In the
process, the Yongjia literati emerged as leading voices for a new,
reinvigorated classical curriculum F H, prefiguring the later emergence of
the Four Books in the Southern Song as a discrete family of canonical texts.
Competing visions of the political order, all in the name of the dao, were
invoked by shi, however, to reform the classical curriculum.

The legacy of these Yongjia local traditions of literati learning
continued to be felt when the imperial institutions for selecting candidates
for the Ming dynasty civil service took their final form. In an effort to
bridge the civilian, cultural, and racial gaps in the imperial system that had
emerged under Jurchen {1 & and Mongol 3% i governance during the Jin 4
and Yuan JG dynasties, Zhu Yuanzhang 4 JCEE invited Zhejiang literati in
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1368 to recommend local talents for appointment as prefects and
magistrates. An early adept of the millenarian White Lotus H # #
Buddhist sects that had revolted against Mongol rule, whose themes and
symbols he continued to use to justify the new dynasty to the people, the
Hongwu 3t i, Emperor was also persuaded by literati elites from Jinhua 4
£ , where his forces had sojourned for a time between 1355 and 1360, to
don the ideological garb of a classical sage-king 3% A\ to reunify the literati
of the empire and rekindle the orthodox legacy of the Song dynasty.
Central to his political and cultural legitimation was the emperor’s ability to
recruit talented men and assign them positions in the bureaucracy and local
governance. These Jinhua traditions from central Zhenjiang of course drew
on earlier Yongjia literati learning from the Northern and Southern Song
dynasties.

When describing and analyzing the Yongjia traditions of literati
learning during the Song dynasty, Professor Lu places the classical
discourses of these scholars within the political and social worlds that they
inhabited. Combining “internalist” with “externalist” analysis, Lu’'s book
captures the disjunction between “formal” and “applied” knowledge. We
quickly realize that the forms of resistance and protest taken by Yongjia
literati against their court superiors took place in a social and political space
that is governed more by the situational judgments of daily practice than
purely by the strictures of formal knowledge. Thus Professor Lu does not
privilege the cultural hegemony of Yongjia classical learning. Nor does she
does assume the absolute domination by Daoxue orthodoxy beginning in the
Northern Song, as some have anachronistically read into the history of
Song-Ming “Neo-Confucianism. ” Just as the “hegemony” of ideology or the
institutional reproduction of “pure” knowledge, if used uncritically, are
overdetermined concepts, so too is the contrary claim of the total autonomy

of the “agents” of formal knowledge underdetermined.
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More than just autonomous “individual choice” is involved in cultural
creation and transmission. Social, political, and economic context do make
a difference, as Professor Lu’s book about Yongjia shows. As historians
we need a new middle round, constantly shifting, between ahistorical
functionalisms versus “free will” voluntarisms, which will enable us to
move back and forth more easily between socio-political forms of ideology
and individual or group forms of cultural discourse. Professor Lu's new
book will be welcomed as a major contribution to both the intellectual
history of Song Daoxue and the sociology of literati knowledge in Yongjia

during the Song dynasty.

Benjamin Elman ¥ R £
Princeton University

June 75 2012
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