
A  B O O K  TO  

B U R N  
A N D  A  B O O K  TO  K E E P  

( H I D D E N )

T RA N S L AT I O N S  F R O M  T H E  A S I A N  C L A S S I C S



TRANSLATIONS FROM THE ASIAN CLASSICS



A BOOK TO 

BURN  
AND A BOOK TO KEEP  

(HIDDEN)
S E L E C T E D  W R I T I N G S

LI ZHI
EDITED AND TRANSLATED BY  

RIVI HANDLER-SPITZ, PAULINE C. LEE,  

AND HAUN SAUSSY



Publishers Since 1893



Acknowledgments xi
Conventions and Abbreviations xiii

Introduction xv

SELECTIONS�FROM�A�BOOK�TO�BURN�  
�FENSHU � � �1

PART I :  PREFACES 3

1. Author’s Preface 

PART II :  LETTERS  7

1. In Response to Deng Shiyang 
2. To Yang Dingjian 

6. Three Essays for Two Monks of Huang’an 

CO N T E N T S



PART II I :  MISCELLANEOUS WRITINGS :  
SHORT ESSAYS AND DISCOURSES  75

The Heart Sutra

The Loyal and Righteous Outlaws  
of the Marsh

Explication of Laozi 

The Prose of Our Time

Journeying with Companions

The Medicine Buddha Sutra 



Resolving Doubts About the Pure Land  

 

29. The Pavilion for Worshipping the Moon 
Red Duster 

PART IV:  READINGS OF HISTORY  195

PART V: POETRY  209

 

 

 



SELECTIONS�FROM�ANOTHER�BOOK�TO�BURN�  
�XU�FENSHU � � �231

PART I :  PREFACES  233

 Another Book to Burn

PART II :  LETTERS  241

PART II I :  MISCELLANEOUS WRITINGS :  
SHORT ESSAYS AND DISCOURSES  259

Selections from “A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts”

Unstringing the Bow



The Lotus Sutra

The Diamond Sutra 

PART IV:  POETRY  295

The Lotus Sutra 



FROM�A�BOOK�TO�KEEP��HIDDEN��  
�CANGSHU � � ��������317

A Book to Keep (Hidden)

THE�HISTORICAL�RECORD� �325

Yimao

Chronology of Li Zhi’s Life
Bibliography

List of Contributors
Index



M ANY OF 

shiyou

AC K N OW L E D G M E N T S



Li Zhi , 
Confucianism, and the Virtue of Desire 



C HINESE NAMES 

chan

Princeton Dictionary of Buddhism

Analects Mencius
Zuozhuan

Zuo Commentary Spring and Autumn Annals Classic 
of Poetry Shijing

Shi ji

Shi ji
Records of the Grand Historian

Qin Dynasty Han Dynasty I Han Dynasty II
Records: Qin Dynasty

Records of the Historian
The Grand Scribe’s Records

CO N V E N T I O N S  
A N D  A B B R E V I AT I O N S



ABBREVIATIONS

CS Cangshu 
DMB Dictionary of Ming Biography, 1368–1644

FS Fenshu 
j juan

LZQJZ Li Zhi quanji zhu 

MRXA Mingru xue an 

XCS Xu cangshu
XFS Xu fenshu



T HE TITLE A Book to 
Burn

Book to Burn

A 
Book to Burn Fenshu Another Book to Burn Xu fenshu 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Fonti Ricciane
Rizhi lu



ru
Material Virtue

Zhi fo 
yuan

The Diamond Sutra
Crimson Rain



A Book to Burn 

A Book to Burn

Another Book to Burn

Yong chuang xiaopin

How to Read Four Masterworks



Great Learning Da xue Analects Lunyu Doctrine of the 
Mean Zhongyong Mencius Mengzi 

Daodejing Zhuangzi  

Yinguolu

The Four Books LZQJZ

LZQJZ

Li Zhi

On Friendship.



claimed

Dijing jingwu lue
j Jifu mingji: Li Zhuowu mu

Li Zhi yanjiu
Li Zhuowu ping zhuan Li Zhi nianpu

Li Zhi nianpu kaolue

Rujia pantu Li Zhuowu Li Zhi



Readings
XCS  j LZQJZ

Cultural History Mingdai 
baguwenshi tan



liangzhi 

XCS  j LZQJZ 
Learning for One’s Self

Instructions
Chinese Civilization



A Book to Burn

 

Zhen Chuan Xiansheng ji 
Ladder of Success

FS j. LZQJZ



Another Book to Burn
A Book to Keep (Hidden)

The Left 
Scribes’ Record of Deeds and Personalities Through the Ages Lidai shi ji zuobian 

A Book to Burn

A Book to Keep (Hidden)

Siku 
quanshu Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao



Book to Keep (Hidden)  

fan’an

A Book to Keep (Hidden)

Mingdai shixue de licheng
fan’an

Popular Songs



Questioning Guanyin



wulun
Doctrine of the Mean

Doctrine of the Mean The Chinese Classics



A Book to Burn Another Book to Burn

On Friendship Friendship



any

A Book to Burn



Journeying with 
Companions

Mudan ting Honglou 
meng

qing

Cambridge History



Li 
Zhi: Rebel Against Confucian Ideology Li Zhi, a Herald of Antifeudalism in 

Rizhi lu
Rizhi lu Cambridge History

Guocui xuebao

Guocui xuebao



Sixteenth-Century China.

daotong

Rujiao pantu Li Zhuowu Li Zhi
Li Zhi Li Chih

1587 Li Zhi Li Zhi
daotong Genealogy of the Way



THE� TEXTS� AND� TRANSLATIONS

A Book to Burn
Another Book to Burn

Chiao Hung
A Book to Burn 



A Book to Burn Another Book to Burn

A Book to Burn Another Book to Burn

A Book to Burn

Another Book to Burn

Li Chih
LZQJZ

Li Zhi wenji
Fenshu, Xu fenshu Li 

Zhi sanwen xuan zhu Fenshu, Xu fenshu



A Book to Burn Another Book 
to Burn

Li Zhi nianpu kaolue Li Zhi sanwen 
xuan zhu



A Book to Burn
Another Book to Burn



Shanxi
Province

Henan
Province

Qinshui

Wuchang
Macheng

Taizhou
Nanjing

Quanzhou

Fujian
Province

Yunnan
Province

Yao’an

Beijing

Tongzhou

Datong

Gra
nd   Can al

Wuchan
MachM

Huguang
Province

Huang’an
County



A  B O O K  TO  

B U R N  
A N D  A  B O O K  TO  K E E P  

( H I D D E N )





“AUTHOR’S� PREFACE”

“ZI � XU”

The preface1 to A Book to Burn, written in Macheng in 1590, encapsu-
lates many of the salient stylistic features of Li Zhi’s text: classical 
allusions, hyperbole, and self-contradiction, as well as many themes 
prominent throughout Li’s writings—authenticity, friendship, and 
the quest for sagehood. In this short introduction, Li situates A 
Book to Burn in the context of his other literary works and explains 
the book’s provocative title: he admits to hoping that the book be 

his own ambivalence over the status and value of his book, Li cre-
ates an intimate bond between author and reader and challenges 
the reader to take a stand. His comment that readers “certainly will 

Zhi was arrested on charges that his writings “threw men’s minds 
into confusion,” “disrupted the Dao,” and “muddled a generation.” 
He committed suicide in prison. (RHS)

PART I
PREFACES 

 1. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:1.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

A Book to Keep (Hidden). It 
records several thousands of years of good and bad deeds from ancient 

 I meant for it to be hidden in a 
mountain to await someone of a later generation, a Ziyun to come.3 The 
second book is called A Book to Burn; in it I reply to the questions posed by 
my soul friends. Its words get right to the point and criticize the intrac-
table errors of today’s scholars. Since I strike at the heart of their inveter-

book to be burned. I meant it to be burned and abandoned so that none of 
it would remain. At the back of A Book to Burn is an appendix called “The 

4 Although it is part of A Book to Burn, I made it into 
a separate fascicle so that the people who want to burn my writings can 

On the Four Books, a work in forty-four chapters, 
truly brings delight.5 It sheds light on the essence and inner riches of the 
sages and explains their applicability to everyday life. Readers who scan it 

-
ing a sage, and nothing false about transcending the world of appearances. 
To be sure, writings such as commentaries and annotations exist to assist 

rouyan , Skt. m sacak us) refers to the 
most mundane form of vision, which an utterly unenlightened person may possess. 

 3. Ziyun  refers to the philosopher Yang Xiong  (53 . –ca. 18 ), who lived 
Fayan Taixuan 

Analects and the Zhouyi. Although 
Yang Xiong’s reputation fell somewhat in late imperial times, Li Zhi thought highly of 

A Book 
to Keep (Hidden)
understanding (but remote) reader. The idea of awaiting an appreciative reader has a long 
history; the locus classicus of this trope is the Han historian Sima Qian’s declaration that he 

Ren An shu” Han shu, j Records: Qin Dynasty

illness, and death.
 5. On the Four Books (Shuo shu ) is a collection of Li’s critical essays on the Analects, the 

Doctrine of the Mean, the Great Learning, and the Mencius (a subset of the classics designated 
for special exegetic attention by Zhu Xi). These critical essays were later incorporated into 
Li’s Commentary on the Four Books (Sishu ping 

Li Chih



people in becoming sages, but in fact they close the doors to sagehood; 
they do not draw people in but rather block the path. How lamentable! 
My On the Four Books says, “It was seeing my friends compose eight-legged 
essays that prompted to me to write On the Four Books.  So On the Four Books 
may bolster the writing of eight-legged essays, but there are plenty of 

On the Four Books has already been printed; A Book to Burn has also 
been printed; and one or two parts of A Book to Keep (Hidden) have been 

was to have been hidden is no longer to be hidden.
Someone said, “If that’s the case, it doesn’t make sense to call your 

book A Book to Burn
which words and deeds no longer correspond and names can no longer 
be spoken?”

Alas! How would I know? And how would you possibly know? The rea-

be printed.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

parts of the civil service examination and became the focus of much comparative 
evaluation and theory during the Ming. See the introduction, p. xxii, and “Postface 
to The Prose of Our Time





“IN� RESPONSE� TO� DENG� SHIYANG”

“DA� DENG� SHIYANG”

Written in 1585 in Macheng to Deng Lincai  (juren 1561), this 
letter1 responds to Deng’s advocacy of the Cheng-Zhu School of 
Principle. Li’s focus on the corporeal, the material, and ever-chang-
ing daily bodily needs contrasts markedly with views of Cheng-Zhu 
neo-Confucians, who judged valuable only that which represented 
an immutable principle (li ). For example, Cheng Yi (1033–1107), 
of that school, is known for remarking, “Starving to death is a small 
matter; losing one’s chastity is a great matter.” While at odds in their 
philosophical views, Deng and Li were close friends. In 1564 while Li 
was away and his wife and daughters were in the midst of a famine, 
Deng gave them money, keeping at least Li’s wife and one daugh-
ter from starvation (see “A Sketch of Zhuowu: Written in Yunnan,” 

PART II
LETTERS 

 1. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:8–9.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

Wearing clothes and eating food constitute “human relations” [renlun 
]2 and the “principle of things” [wuli ].3

to human relations and the principle of things than dressing and eating. 
In this world, everything is in the category of wearing clothes and eating 
food; if one speaks of wearing clothes and eating food, then without doubt 
one speaks of the various things in this world. Matters apart from wearing 
clothes and eating food are utterly severed from this world and separate 

zhen kong ]4 in human relations and the principle of things; 
they should not be creating distinctions within human relations and the 

Mencius 4B19], “Shun had insight 
into the multitude of things; he scrutinized human relations.” If one applies 
one’s insight and scrutiny to the subjects of human relations and the prin-
ciple of things, then one will be able to grasp what is fundamental and 
recognize the real source of all things. But if instead one spends all one’s 
time bickering over speculations, in the end one will never reach the day 
of attaining one’s own understanding.5

focusing on “isolated details” and concentrating on work that is “easy and 
simple.”6

naturally “act in accord with benevolence and righteousness.”7 If one does 
not use one’s own insight and scrutinize the matter for oneself, one may 
outwardly appear to “walk the path of benevolence and righteousness” but 

and son, husband and wife, elder and younger brother, and friends. For an early 
use of this term, see Mencius 3A4; here, the ancient virtuous and wise sage-king 
Shun appoints a minister to instruct the people regarding appropriate human 
relations. 

 3. A neo-Confucian term. 
 4. A Buddhist term.

zi de ), see Mencius 3A4, as well 
as de Bary, Learning for One’s Self, 43–70. 

zhili ) and the “easy and simple” (yijian ) was 
famously debated between the neo-Confucian philosophers Zhu Xi  (1130–1200) and 
Lu Jiuyuan 

“Work that is easy and simple will in the end be lasting and great. Understanding that is 
devoted to isolated details will end up in aimless drifting.” For a discussion of this episode, 
see Ching, “Goose Lake.” 

 7. Li is quoting Mencius 4B19, referring to Shun. 



in fact will have unwittingly entered into the search for “isolated details.” 

-
ness,” a work consisting of sixteen characters. I have already thoroughly 
expressed my opinions. But now I’d like to add some comments and expla-

8 refers to the nature of 
could empty 

that you wish scholars to regard “seeing one’s own nature” [jianxing ]9 

-

-

have followed it; tens of thousands together have stepped upon it. I am on 

here. If you continue to create distinctions in this world, wouldn’t it be bet-

Please, I hope you will ponder this!
I am old. I have written this letter in haste and it really does not ade-

quately convey my thoughts. If you have your heart set on learning the 
principles of the “easy and simple” and do not wish to have spent this incar-
nation in vain, then I will gladly guide and correct you, even if doing so 
drives me to vomit up blood and spew bile. But if you persist in holding on 
to your contrary views and do not give thought to matters of life and death, 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

 8. Zhang Jianye suggests that the quoted words in this paragraph are from Deng 
Shiyang’s sixteen-word poem, now lost. 

 9. A Zen Buddhist term referring to seeing one’s original nature and thereby attaining 
enlightenment.



“TO� YANG� DINGJIAN”

“YU� YANG� DINGJIAN”

Written in 1588 in Macheng.1 Yang Dingjian was a Buddhist monk from 
Macheng and a devoted and favored student of Li Zhi’s who, along 
with others, likely worked with Li Zhi on the so-called Li Zhuowu 
edition of the novel Outlaws of the Marsh (Shuihu zhuan ). Yang 

Flourishing Buddha were hounding Li Zhi, it was Yang who helped 

2 In this world judgments of right and 

right and wrong, how can they avoid taking sides? Take the desire to make 

the general state of the petty man. This situation is not especially unusual. 
I don’t know how many of the ancients shared their most genuine feelings 

own making. The only thing to do is to have a good laugh and carry on as if 
nothing had happened.

Now that person3 spoke of right and wrong, and I responded and 
talked of right and wrong with him. We talked without stopping and 

-

Rather, they grew weary of this heated disputation on right and wrong. 

 1. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ

head in 1588, a gesture apparently signifying his taking the Buddhist tonsure. 
 3. The identity of this person is unknown.



unable to see it clearly.

on, until my adversary becomes my enemy. Losing my voice harms my vital 
energy. Continuing to talk injures my body. Making enemies leads me to 
lose friends and family. How truly disadvantageous! In this world we live in, 
we do not even know how to seek one small bit of advantage for ourselves. 

What’s more, I abide by loyalty and righteousness when I interact with 
others; this is already unwise. But then, I upbraid others for turning their 

-
ciency of wisdom, and foolishness followed by foolishness. If even those 
with only the scantiest understanding of how to care for the self do not 
behave in this manner, then for what reason do I
with scanty understanding of what is advantageous to themselves laugh 

and am again the master of myself, I am reluctant to allow others to take 
advantage of me.

attain peace and feel settled, your spirits will be renewed, and your heart 
will return to its original state of openness. And anyway, whether they’re 
studying or writing examination essays, it’s only after a night of restful 
sleep that people are really able to show what they are capable of. If you 
have been losing sleep over these rumors, that is something worth sighing 
and feeling shame over! And the fact that people are creating a scandal and 
spreading rumors is not worth a sigh or a blush.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E



“TO� ZHUANG� CHUNFU”

“YU� ZHUANG� CHUNFU”�

Li Zhi wrote this letter1 to Zhuang Chunfu, his son-in-law, in 1589, 

 that Li’s wife had been buried. Li’s wife, née Huang, died in 
1588 in her hometown of Quanzhou. Li, at that time in Macheng, did 
not travel back to bury her. In this letter we see Li expressing deep 
sorrow at his wife’s death and appealing to Buddhist ideas of rebirth 

the hypocritical “gentlemen of the Way,” whom Li compares unfa-
vorably to his wife. (PCL)

-

and it is over.2 She and I lived together for over forty years; our lives were 

severed from her.3 In relations between husband and wife, loving-kindness 

pillow and mat; there are also conjugal advantages that derive from toil, 

as sincere as a true wife,4

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:108–9. For an alternative translation, see Clara Yu, trans., “Letter to 
Chinese Civilization, 258–59.

 2. From the common saying “Human life lasts but one generation; grass grows but one 
season.”

 

came time to leave, he felt homesickness for his acquired hometown.
 4. Literally, “the sincerity of one who raises the serving plate to her eyebrows,” signifying 

Hou Han shu [History of the Later Han], ch. 83. 



siblings, loyal to her superiors, and genuine with her friends, always sacri-

-

severed from her.

Along with her expression of loving friendship for me, she also dem-
onstrated proper feminine comportment, engaged diligently in feminine 
work, exhibited appropriate feminine speech, and possessed feminine vir-
tue,5 which, combined, make one long for her even more: such was your 

eye to eye with me, and this is to be regretted. In every other respect, she 
surpassed the people of today. 

when on the verge of old age6

Since I learned of her death, she has appeared in my dreams every night. 

that throughout her life she was cautious and did not easily enter a Buddhist 
 

I assume she was not yet free from attachments. But once there is nothing 

as if restraints and barriers exist, then we will never even begin to free our-
selves. Since spirit and soul subsist, we know that the self does not die and 
naturally no restraints or hindrances cling to us. Does it make sense for us to 

a world of bliss; and indeed there is no other Western Paradise but this.7 

womanly speech, womanly appearance, and womanly work; see Ban Zhao  (45–ca. 
116), Nüjie  [Instructions for women], in de Bary and Bloom, Sources of Chinese Tradition, 
821–23.

 6. In 1587 Li Zhi sent his wife and daughter back to their natal home in Quanzhou while he 
remained in Macheng.

 7. Adherents of Pure Land Buddhism say that after death, a person who invokes the name 

world where one can devote oneself wholly to Buddhist practices and thereby attain 
enlightenment.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

Chunfu, you can burn this letter and share it with the spirit of your 
mother-in-law so that she may know my intentions.

Do not seek the pleasures of being reborn. As soon as one is born into 
this world, the dusk of yet another world awaits. Do not covet the material 
goods of this world. As soon as one is born into the heavenly realm, one will 
receive sustenance and immediately forget all memories of one’s previous 
incarnation. All rewards will be granted, karmic retribution will be fully 
expressed, and one will continue around the wheel of samsara reborn in 

exhausted one’s karma [and thus attained nirvana].
In her daily life your mother-in-law comported herself as if she were in 

there.

now in the Pure Land, you must not forget these words for even a moment. 

rely on each other and make no more mistakes.
Perhaps for the time being you can store her ashes in a hall where the 

would be good if my lifelong companion, whom I have cherished, respected, 
and depended on throughout my entire life, could wait for me there. Above 
all, let her not seek to be reborn and live a new human life.

Chunfu, whatever you do please burn incense and paper money and ear-

able to know my thoughts.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E



“A� LETTER� IN� REPLY� TO� PROVINCIAL�  
OFFICER� LIU”

“DA� LIU� FANGBO� SHU”

1 written in 1591 to his friend Liu Dongxing  
(1538–1601) during Li’s stay in Wuchang, contends that contempo-
rary Confucians who desire to make a name for themselves or pro-
vide materially for their posterity are no better in the grand scheme 

-
ing transformations of scale reminiscent of Buddhist and Daoist 
thought along with gritty metaphors of food and drink inspired by 

school, Li highlights the unreliability of human perception and the 
-

cludes paradoxically: that reputation has eclipsed substance, Li Zhi 
suggests, represents a departure from ancient values. But even in 
the time of Confucius, Li acknowledges, scarcely anyone was talent-
ed or insightful enough to fathom the teachings of the Sage. Implicit 
in these assertions is the arrogant claim that Li himself possesses 

It’s like hunger and thirst. When hungry, of course a person will think of 
food; when thirsty, he will certainly yearn for drink. Has there ever been a 

not think about these matters, there is a reason: eating indiscriminately is 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:130–32. Liu Dongxing, to whom Li Zhi refers by his sobriquet, Fangbo, was 
an imperial censor and a close friend of Li’s. He is the recipient of several letters included in 
A Book to Burn. Liu himself composed prefaces for Li’s A Book to Keep (Hidden) and The Shining 
Lamp of Records of the Antiquity of the Dao (Mingdeng daogu lu ). His biography is 
recorded in the Ming dynastic history.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

but as for what will happen several thousands of millions of generations 
from now, their desires do not extend that far.

Wealth and honor are what motivate the innumerable sentient beings 
in our world to serve their bodily needs. Since these things pertain to the 
body itself, it is appropriate that people regard them as matters of pressing 

with their hearts and minds until the end of their days to satisfy their hun-
ger and thirst.2

they will consume in a lifetime. But people who are constitutionally greedy 

for his sons and grandsons a foundation that cannot be uprooted. How can 

So people attempt to control the future; they seek to erect grave sites in 
elevated places and build homes in protected places, their strategy being to 
protect their descendants’ good fortune by acquiring auspicious pieces of 

But avidity for food and drink, extended over so many generations, can sat-
isfy the hunger and thirst of only those generations. Whether these people 
accumulate merit secretly or claim credit for their charitable deeds openly, 
they act with extreme meticulousness and care and take pains to ensure 
that their good deeds will extend to every corner of society. But all their 
endeavors stem from their craving for an endless supply of rice and tea to 
bequeath to their descendants.

A principled man, in turn, would laugh at these people and say, “How 

beyond
something a wise man would do, let alone exhausting the body in slaving 
away for one’s sons and grandsons!3 A man is born into the world in order 

Mencius 3A4, in which a 
distinction is made between the ruling classes, who labor with their hearts and minds, and 
the underclasses, who labor only with their physical bodies.

Buddhist belief in karmic retribution and the cycle of reincarnation.



to establish for himself a reputation that will not decay.”4 -
son regards his reputation as food. And since his reputation feeds him, he 
hungers and thirsts for it and wears himself out trying to obtain it. But he 
forgets that although his reputation may last for a long time, it too will end 
when heaven and earth do. If heaven and earth have an end, his reputation 

But then, those who have attained enlightenment laugh at men of prin-

It is foolish enough to subordinate one’s heart and mind to serving one’s 
body, to say nothing of laboring one’s mind to seek a reputation beyond 

body. So why do people still say, “I fear that I will die without having left 
5

reputation to seduce them, your words will not penetrate their hearts. So 
the only way to teach them is to lead them gradually, to direct them back to 

seduction.”6 But his pupil Yan Hui died, and that put an end to those who 

died, the Master’s method of seduction died along with him.
Alas! In the whole world, among all sentient beings, there are only 

shortsighted people with pressing desires; their appetites go no further 

it is to make people long for what Confucius and Yan Hui ate and drank! 
I say that even if Confucius were to reappear on earth a thousand years 

impossible to alter their appetites to make them correspond to what I eat 
and drink. So all I can do is just eat and drink alone, and sing and dance by 

world and left the crowd behind,7 and dare to jabber on noisily and without 

Zuozhuan 
(Xiang, year 24).

 5. Analects 15.20.
 6. In Analects 9.11 Confucius’s most diligent and talented student, Yan Hui, praises the 

Master’s skill in teaching in these terms.
 7. For those who wander “outside the bounds,” i.e., hermits and recluses, see Zhuangzi, ch. 6; 

Watson, Chuang Tzu, 86–87.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

restraint, even to the point of violating conventions that are useless or 
downright harmful.8

But people today who take themselves for Confucius and want to seduce 

Confucius had no success beyond Yan Hui. Is there anyone in the world 
who craves the same food as Confucius and Yan Hui, and would he eat and 

-

eat and drink. So it would not be appropriate for me to call people over and 
seek to share these foods with them.

leave my family to become a monk, or to seek hermits and transcendents as 
my companions, I would have been compelled to do so. So is there anyone 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

accusations.



“LETTER� TO� A� FRIEND� IN� THE� CAPITAL”

“JI � JING� YOU� SHU”�

In this letter1 written from Wuchang in 1592, Li Zhi addresses his 
-

ing from a severe illness, Li ruminates on Buddhist themes such as 

habit of editing and commenting on the books he read and allow us 

regarded such things as] unworthy of even a single contemptuous glance.2 
Instead, he considered the great calamities associated with this body that 

to avoid them. For this reason, he endured extreme bitterness and labored 
to the utmost, seeking enlightenment. Were it not for this reason, wouldn’t 

and easy living, renounced governmental rank, dwelt on snowcapped 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:171–72.
zhuanlun shengwang , Skt. 

cakravartin), embodies the Buddhist ideals of kingship; his rule accords perfectly with the 
 –

483 ), not renounced the mundane world and opted to study the Way, he would 
Princeton Dictionary, 

163–64. 



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

mountains for twenty years wearing thin clothing and eating nothing but 
-

ing the Way would surely bring extremes of wealth and honor such that 
nothing on earth could compare with them. For this reason, he devoted his 
whole life to seeking the Way. From the perspective of ordinary people who 

worthy of discussion. Some of them are highly praised as sincere and ear-

perception, all in order to safeguard their “great worry of a body.”3 Do they 

I have made corrections, excisions, and marginal notes in my copy of The 
Collection of the Immortal of the Cli .4

5 to return my copy 
to me. In general, I write only to amuse myself, not for other people.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

gen , Skt. indriya) refers to the sense perceptions as well as to the 
Daodejing, ch. 13; 

see LZQJZ 1:172nn12–13.
 4. Po xian ji , by the Song literatus Su Shi  (1037–1101). Li Zhi annotated this text, 

and his friend Jiao Hong had the book printed in 1600.
 5. Shenyou refers to the monk Wunian , whose secular name was Xiong Shenyou 

 (1544–1627). Wunian began serving as abbot of the Cloister of the Flourishing Buddha 

companion and disciple during Li’s epistolary debate with Geng Dingxiang in 1582; LZQJZ 
Crimson Rain, 95, 97, 98, 115.



“THREE� ESSAYS� FOR� TWO� MONKS� OF� HUANG’AN”

“WEI� HUANG’AN� ER� SHANGREN� SAN� SHOU”

1 were likely written in 1590 or 1591, after Li Zhi had 

the title are Wang Shiben 
, Li’s student 

a common feature of Wang Yangming’s philosophy and that of his 

provides a lengthy rehearsal of this intellectual genealogy, sketches 
out the accomplishments of its major contributors, and ends by fa-
vorably assessing the monks’ integrity and moral vision.

-
ment in the late Ming, and a favorite subject among Li’s contem-

Jiquan as examples, Li criticizes the commonly held view that in-
teractions with friends and teachers constitute two distinct types 

categories of teacher and friend, Li demonstrates the identity of 
-

ates between them.

purity. It begins with Li’s humble admission that the two monks’ pu-
rity far surpasses his own. Yet with a sleight of hand characteristic 
of Li’s writings, the essay concludes by interrogating whether such 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:194–200.
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“GREAT FILIAL PIETY”

“DA XIAO”

A monk of Huang’an had a loving mother who remained with her former 
husband’s family as a widow.2

he swore privately to the Buddha that he would devote his life to pursu-
ing enlightenment in order to repay his mother’s love. He considered that 
although keeping one’s parents warm in winter and cool in summer is one 

3 -

diligently and achieve success, glory, and praise, that would only dazzle 
other people’s eyes and ears; it would not enable him to rescue his loving 

and attaining the Way of the Buddha could he come close to repaying her.
Compared with the emphasis that our Sage Confucius placed on repay-

their ability to take upon themselves and further the aspirations of their 
4

and mother are revered even to this day, [and from this we can infer that] 
one cannot make good on one’s obligation to repay one’s mother merely by 

write his [statement of] intent, he aimed, like [those who came before him, 

Li 
ji The Li Ki, 67. For Ming readers, the phrase would also 

text Ershisi xiao 
Doctrine of the Mean

and the Duke of Zhou [founders of the Zhou dynasty ca. 1046 ]! Filial piety is seen in 
the skillful carrying out of the wishes of our forebears, and in the skillful carrying forward 

The Chinese Classics, 1:402). Against this view, 



further purpose], one can only sigh and lament his unarticulated aspira-
tion. So I have chosen to write his intention out for him and let it be known 
by all like-minded people.

-

when I encountered him, I saw that he had become a bald monk without a 
single hair on his head! Upon seeing him, I could not contain my surprise, 
but I realized that his intention had been sincere. For this reason, I did not 
dare to express myself openly, but I did occasionally hint at how I felt and 
let him decipher my meaning between the lines. However, he remained 
resolute. In the end I could not dissuade him. If today he still feels the same 

emotion because the ancients said all people who study the Way must be 

Gen5 was exceedingly heroic and spirited. Wang Gen was an illiterate stove 
worker who didn’t know even a single character. When he heard someone 
reading aloud, he experienced a sudden awakening. His path took him to 
Jiangxi province, where he met the executive censor Wang Yangming. He 
wanted to discuss and debate with him the nature of his enlightenment.6 At 
that time, the two treated each other as friends. But later Wang Gen real-
ized that he was not Wang Yangming’s equal, so he completed his studies as 
his disciple. In this way, Wang Gen obtained the opportunity to hear the Dao 

7

school, with which Li Zhi was associated. Contending that “the streets are full of sages,” 
he accepted students from all social classes and espoused the radical view that the Dao 
could be attained through participation in mundane activities. He further believed that 
ethical decisions should be rooted in an individual’s personal sense of right and wrong, 

Huang Zongxi  (1610–1695) blamed Wang Gen for perverting Wang Yangming’s 
philosophy and pressing it into the service of Buddhism. Li Zhi, however, greatly admired 
this thinker.

 6. According to Wang Gen’s own account, he visited Wang Yangming in 1520 in Jiangxi, at 
which time he debated with the teacher and raised many doubts and objections. Although 
Wang Gen eventually accepted Wang Yangming as his teacher, he never relinquished his 
critical spirit. See LZQJZ 1:196n15.

ethics and to the corresponding manifestation of these values in writing. For a discussion 
Readings, 218–23.
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After Wang Gen came Xu Boshi 8 and Yan Shannong .9 Yan 
Shannong wore commoners’ clothes and spoke of the Dao. He possessed 
the kind of heroic vision that appears only once in a generation. But in the 
end he fell prey to slander. Xu Boshi, as provincial administration commis-
sioner, mustered troops and supervised an assault, but he died in the south-
west. “Clouds follow the dragon; wind follows the tiger; each according to 
its own kind.”10

were heroic too. After Xu Boshi came Zhao Dazhou ,11 and after Zhao 
Dazhou came Deng Huoqu .12

13 and He Xinyin.14 After He Xinyin came Qian Huaisu  and 
Cheng Houtai .15

say “the great ocean is not home to dead bodies and the Dragon Gate does 
not admit those with smashed-in heads.”16 How true! He Xinyin, dressed 
in commoners’ clothes, stuck out his neck and promoted the Dao, but he 

 

 8. Xu Boshi (d. 1551) was a student of Wang Gen’s who rose to the position of administration 

Boshi fell in battle; see MRXA, ch. 32.
 9. Yan Shannong refers to Yan Jun  (1504–1596). Yan was a student of Xu Boshi’s and himself 

from the lower classes of society, was mistrustful of scholastic authority, and believed in 

Geng Dingxiang in which Geng condemns Yan’s wild antics, which included rolling around 

provided a model that Li Zhi later imitated.
Classic of Changes, states, “Clouds 

own kind” (Lynn, The Classic of Changes, 137).
 11. Zhao Dazhou refers to Zhao Zhenji 

cultivated a deep interest in Buddhism and studied under Zhao Dazhou. However, he 
later provoked Zhao’s anger by adopting extreme positions. Li Zhi mentions Deng Huoqu 
frequently in A Book to Burn.

Zhi had the utmost respect for him, as is evident in the obituary Li Zhi wrote in his honor 
Under 

Confucian Eyes.

and attempt to leap over the Dragon Gate: those that succeeded were transformed into 

the term “Dragon Gate” was used to refer to the examination system. Here Li Zhi implies 

positions and were punished for their zeal. See LZQJZ 1:197.



intolerance.17 It seems that heroic men cannot avoid encountering bad luck, 

“TRUE TEACHERS”

“ZHEN SHI”

When the two monks of Huang’an came here [to Dragon Lake], they often 
spoke of the importance of teachers and friends. Huailin  said, “Based 
on what monks generally say about teachers and friends, I think they are 
identical.”18 I say that teachers and friends are essentially the same. How 

friend but you would not bow to him four times or accept assignments 
from him, then you really can’t interact with him as a friend. And if some-

-

importance of friends’ attachment to one another, so they specially added 
the word “teacher” to “friend” to show that those who can be considered 
friends must also be considered teachers. He who cannot be considered 
a teacher cannot be considered a friend. Basically, this whole discussion 
can be summed up in the one word “friend.” So when the word “friend” is 
uttered, the meaning of “teacher” is included within it.

As for these two monks, they are friends to each other and so they are 

himself. So he took his younger brother teacher far away to strengthen his 

crowds. See MRXA, ch. 34. Li also blamed him for He Xinyin’s death.
 18. Huailin appears to have been one of the monks living at the Cloister of the Flourishing 

Buddha; see LZQJZ 1:198.
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true heart and mind.19

brother teacher truly loved him, so he accompanied the older brother 

shows the way in which he considered the older brother teacher both his 

-
nized only one way of attaining the Western Paradise, joining the commu-
nity of the sangha,20 and that he did not recognize personal enlightenment. 
For this reason, in the presence of his older brother teacher, the younger 
brother teacher often spoke of his own teacher’s praise of Deng Huoqu. 
Understanding the subtle meaning of the younger brother teacher’s words, 
the older brother teacher came to believe that reciting the name of the 
Buddha was identical to practicing Zen, but merely reciting the name of the 

21 -
er’s treating the younger brother teacher as a friend and also as a teacher. 
Is it not an instance of the younger brother teacher’s being both friend and 

teacher-friends. What would be the point of merely drifting about, associ-

For this reason, I often spoke of Deng Huoqu and traced the source of his 

had the honor of being descendants of Deng Huoqu, they realized, to their 
surprise, that they did not know Deng Huoqu’s origins. Having heard my 
explanation, their minds were opened and they felt as if Grandfather Master 
Huoqu were right by their side. Since they also got the chance to hear the 
teachings transmitted by Wang Yangming and Wang Gen, their joy knew no 
bounds! But, they said, we have not heard where your teacher-friend is.

I said in studying, there is no constant teacher. “What did Confucius 
not 22

Although I have never bowed four times and accepted assignments from 

 20. Buddhist community of believers. 
 21. Whereas Pure Land Buddhism emphasizes the recitation of the Buddha’s name, Zen 

Buddhism includes a variety of other practices, including discussing “cases” (gong’an , 
Jpn. k an) and sitting in meditation.

 22. Citing Analects 19.22.



-
stantly bowing four times to others or receiving four bows from others, 
that we cannot even be mentioned on the same day. I have inquired into 

accepted four bows are neither deaf nor mute, yet they told me nothing. 
I have also inquired widely among people who have bowed four times to 

is clear. But who knows whether in my heart I am constantly bowing four 

number of times I have bowed, nor would grains of sand at the seashore 
23 How could I possibly discuss my teacher-

“WASTING WORDS” 

“SHI YAN”

Buddha’s name.24 So, seeking advice from them, I told them that all my 
life I’ve loved loftiness and cleanliness.25

together with them, I see that since the two monks’ loftiness and cleanli-
ness exceed mine by ten, a hundred, or even a thousand times, I had no 

-

the treatment to the disease. I have observed that people of this genera-

why they say yes when they mean no; their words may be pure, but their 
actions are tainted. I have yet to encounter a single person who actually 

-
tated on this with intense sorrow.

numbers of enormous magnitude. 
Analects

capable of understanding is to waste human ability; to speak with a person incapable of 
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How could it have been appropriate for me to speak of loftiness and 

a lofty or clean person is like trying to keep a pot from boiling while adding 

target is as bad as not reaching it.”26

Buddha’s name just so, practice self-cultivation just so, and observe the 
prohibitions just so. By following these rules they may endure and may 

-

wary of overindulgence. When it is time to recite the name of the Buddha, 
they should simply recite the name of the Buddha, and when they wish to 
see the loving mother, they should simply go and see the loving mother. 

hearts, or suppress their aspirations. He who acts from the heart is a true 

not be too lofty or clean.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 26. Analects 11.16.



“A� LETTER� IN� RESPONSE� TO� THE� CLAIM�  
THAT� WOMEN� ARE� TOO� SHORTSIGHTED�  

TO� UNDERSTAND� THE� DAO”

“DA� YI � NÜREN� XUE� DAO�  
WEI� JIANDUAN� SHU”�

1

on women. He begins by endorsing his interlocutor’s low opinion of 
women’s capacity for philosophical thought, citing the Book of Rites 
in support of the view that “women live within the inner chambers 
while men wander throughout the world.” But as so often happens 
in Li Zhi’s works, the citation is the occasion for a reversal of impli-
cations: Li concedes that women are shortsighted (duanjian 
though not essentially but merely because their movements are 
restricted. In traditional China upper-class women were physically 
contained within the “inner chambers,” rooms in the back of a fam-

blunts their insight. Women, Li argues, possess the same intellec-
-

Written soon after Li Zhi had shaved his head and retreated to the 
-

spondence on scholarly topics that Li began at about this time with 
a number of female pupils, among them the widowed Mei Danran, 
daughter of Mei Guozhen (1542–1605), patriarch of one of the most 

-
ship with Danran and other female pupils was the pretext invoked 
to accuse Li of immorality and lewdness, charges that played a part 
in the burning down of the cloister (1600) and his arrest (1602). 

“Discussion on Husband and Wife” in this volume. (PCL) 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:143–47. 
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Yesterday I had the opportunity to hear your esteemed teaching wherein 
you proclaimed that women, being shortsighted, are incapable of under-
standing the Dao. Indeed this is so! Indeed this is so!

Women never cross the threshold of their reserved domain, while men 
wander freely throughout the world’s four quarters.2

vision that is shortsighted and vision that is farsighted is self-evident. But 
what is called shortsightedness comes about when one has not seen any-
thing beyond the inner chambers. In contrast, the farsighted deeply inves-

appearances of life and death, and reach into a realm that is immeasur-
ably, incomparably large, larger than can be measured by numbers such 

hear only the chatter in the streets, the viewpoints of those in the alleys, 

great men in deep awe; they dare not disrespect the words of the sages, and, 
moreover, they are unmoved by the dislikes and prejudices that come from 
the mouths of commoners.3

I humbly propose that those who desire to discourse on shortsighted-

female people exist is acceptable. But to say that male and female vision 
-

sightedness exist is acceptable. But to say that a man’s vision is entirely 
farsighted and a woman’s vision is wholly shortsighted, once again, how 

Suppose there exists a person with a woman’s body and a man’s vision. 
Suppose she delights in hearing upright discourse and knows that uncul-
tivated speech is not worth listening to; she delights in learning about 
the transcendent and understands that the ephemeral world is not worth 
becoming attached to. If men of today were to meet with such a woman,  

 2. Alluding to the Li ji  [Pattern of the family].
 3. Quoting Analects 16.8. 



I fear that they would all feel shame and remorse, sweat profusely, and be 
unable to utter a single syllable. It may have been in hopes of encountering 
such a person that the Sage Confucius wandered the world, desiring to meet 

-

From our present perspective we can observe the following: Yi Jiang, a 

hindered her counting as one of the “ten able ministers” alongside Zhou, 
4 -

toms of the southern regions.5

6

than to establish one era of peace, and yet they dared not link shortsight-

who, having heard the Dao in the morning, could die contentedly in the 
evening7

If a small-minded man in the street were to hear about women of their 
kind, he would scold them violently for having dared to peek out of their 
inner chambers, and in the name of “favoring the purity of women,” 

said to have taken part in the council of ministers. Analects 8.20 records Confucius as saying, 

woman, so he had only nine men” (Watson, The Analects of Confucius, 56–57). The Book of 
Documents The Chinese Classics, 

combines the two passages. 
Classic of Poetry 

reputation. According to the Zuozhuan (Xiang, year 31), Wu’s “four friends” paid a ransom 
The Book of Documents

 7. Quoting Analects 4.8.
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8 Isn’t this unjust 
-

ness should neither behave in such a way as to incite the ridicule of their 

of the marketplace. If one desires to be admired by small-minded men of 
the marketplace, then one is just another such small-minded creature. Is 

for oneself. I say that a farsighted woman who can rectify human relations 
and serve as a propitious example of excellence is the sort of person who 
is born only once in several hundred years and comes as the result of accu-
mulated virtue.

Chang’an.9 Yuan Zhen10 heard about her and requested a posting in Sichuan 

“In Praise of Four Friends,” to reciprocate his good intentions.11 Yuan Zhen 
acknowledged her as his superior by far. Yuan Zhen was an outstanding 

thousand miles away. What if there were a woman wandering through this 

If one were to meet a woman who transcended this material world, could 

12

kui guan  (peeking out [from the inner chambers]) comes from the Classic 
of Changes, hexagram 20, “Guan,” second commentary, where such behavior is said to be 
permissible in children, tolerable in women so long as they are chaste, and reprehensible 
in men.

She shared her poetry with eminent poets such as Du Fu, Bai Juyi, and Yuan Zhen. For a 
biography and selections of her poetry, see Chang and Saussy, Women Writers, 59–66. 

of Yingying,” much later adapted as the Yuan drama The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang ji 

ink, brush, and inkstone. 
 12. Pang Yun, often referred to as Pang Gong (ca. 740–ca. 808), turned in the middle of his life 

to Chan Buddhism and was said to have attained the ultimate spiritual enlightenment. His 
poems are found in Pang jushi yulu 

Recorded Sayings.



Layman Pang came from the city of Hengyang in the Chu region. He and 
his wife, Mother Pang, and their daughter, Ling Zhao, revered the Chan 
master Mazu13

material world, and one day they escaped the cycle of rebirth. By putting 
aside the things of this world, they gave inspiration for all humanity. I hope, 
sir, that this man’s story can stand as an example of what it is to be a far-
sighted person. If you tell me, “I must wait to discuss this issue with the 
likes of a small-minded person from the marketplace,” then I am at a loss 
for words.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E ,  

R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ ,  A N D  H AU N  S AU S SY

 13. Mazu (709–788), a native of Sichuan, is one of the most renowned Chan sages. For further 
biographical details, see Sasaki, Iriya, and Fraser, Recorded Sayings, 95; Poceski, Records of 
Mazu.



LI � ZHI � AND� GENG� DINGXIANG� ��
CORRESPONDENCE

-

 (1524–1596) are typical of the late-Ming fashion of including 
letters to named correspondents in their published works. The Col-
lected Writings of Mr. Geng Tiantai  (Geng Tiantai xian-
sheng wenji), published posthumously in 1598, includes seven letters 
addressed to Li Zhi, while A Book to Burn, which Li published eight 
years earlier, includes eight to Geng, with a fragmentary ninth in his 
posthumous Another Book to Burn -

end have been omitted for publication, but beyond that, most read 

have broken up into four separate letters (5A, 5B, 5C, and 5D) on the 
basis of what appear to be responses in four separate letters from 
Geng (note that the second half of this long composite text remains 

order to reconstruct the sequence and chronology of their corre-
-

“REPLY TO CENSOR GENG” [LETTER 8]

“FU GENG ZHONGCHENG”

great men are not numerous.1

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:212–14. Composed in autumn 1584, this is Li’s letter of condolence to Geng 
on the death of his brother Geng Dingli, who died on the twenty-third day of the seventh 



If one goes in search of someone who can pass on learning, the onus is on 
[the searcher] to get hold of what he has learned as though it were “within 
himself,”2 so zealously that “he can experience disapproval without trouble 
of mind,”3 and “who feels no discomposure though others may take no note 
of him.”4 Your younger brother Dingli certainly embodied those merits, but 
now sadly he is dead. I have made friends in all four directions5 and had 

met Dingli, I told myself that I could die without regret, but contrary to my 
expectation, he preceded me in death. Having written these words, how 
troubled I feel.

You have innocently pledged yourself to adhere to Heaven’s ethics. 
[Your brother’s death] has wounded you deeply, and I can understand 
that [your sorrow is so great that] you are unable to speak of it. Moreover, 
without seeking afar you have been able to gather like-minded friends 
[like your younger brother] inside your home. How could your cry of 

6 Several times I have wanted 

turmoil and my mind could not calm itself. How could I dare present you 

the task of seeking after learning is not something that a person of “tiny 
capacity”7

such learning is great learning, and such a man, a great man. How could 

only person who recognized him was Confucius himself. In the time of 
Confucius, the only person who recognized him was the one man, Yan 
Hui.8

zhongcheng, 
the Han-dynasty title for censor. 

 2. Mencius 4B14; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:322. 
 3. Quoting Confucius’s description of the man of noble character in the Classic of Changes, 

hexagram 1, “Qian”; see Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:409.
 4. Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 11; Legge, The Chinese Classics
 5. Mencius 5B8; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:392, following the adaptation by Zhu Xi. 
 6. Tian zhu yu  was Confucius’s utterance of despair on the death of his prized disciple 

Yan Hui, according to the Gongyang Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals (Ai, year 14). 
See Gongyang zhuan Shisanjing zhu shu, 28.11a.

genqi , used in the Da ri jing shu  [Great commentary on The 
Sun Sutra] and Chuandeng lu 

 8. Analects 11:6; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:239.
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Alas, I can’t speak of this. Having come a thousand li for you and your 
brother, I am saddened by the knowledge that you are back at court. Being 

than oneself, is unbearable. You may call willingly submitting yourself 
to service to the realm an expression of your love of learning, but I don’t 
believe it. You wish to become something of great use, to be a great man, all 

GENG TO LI [ 1] 

Your letter inquired whether or not in my daily activities I was really 
able to avoid sticking to the model of the ancients and relying on prin-
ciples based on what I have seen and heard from others.9 I venture to 
say that the ancients had a model that altered with the age and changed 
in accordance with the times; and they had a model that over the thou-
sands of years from the birth of humankind up to the present could not 

were derived from what they saw and heard, and they had principles on 

over thousands of years, consists of the so-called regulations of Heaven 
and rules of the mind, which the ancients originally brought forth from 

what we are required to imitate but also what we cannot but imitate, what 
we cannot bear not to imitate.

Since the beginning of creation, all living creatures have been shaped and 

nothing of this in their daily activities. Yi Yin delighted in the way of Yao 
and Shun but was incapable of imitating their model of humble deference. 
Mencius devotedly learned from Confucius but was incapable of imitating 

-

calamitous to be orphaned or rulerless, or sinful to be an unruly subject 
or an unprincipled son, is also a pattern that has existed for thousands of 

 9. Geng, Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji [1598], 4.40a–41b; written in 1585.



clothing, and they instructed us in ethics so that we might avoid being like 
wild animals. Being without position, Confucius and Mencius wrote tracts 
so that people would clearly recognize rebellious subjects and unprincipled 
sons, “extravagant words”10 and extreme actions. Was there anything these 

spins its cocoon, it takes its shape from the thing to which it attaches itself. 

how could that which one’s own mind feels obliged to act on really be like 
-

found and unceasing are the ordinances of Heaven!”11 Accepting Heaven’s 
[ordinance] not to stop was the mind of the ancients, such that though they 

annihilation may be capable of this, but I cannot learn from them.
I suspect that when you peruse these words of mine, you will say that 

I am proceeding from principles. You have never deigned to comprehend 
this feeling in my mind of being obliged to act. I am like a mute who eats 
bitter melon: even he who cannot speak can have something to say. You do 
not embrace this commitment and are committed to leaving the world. But 
he who leaves the world also has a model for leaving the world. How can 

is that between coming into life and leaving the world, one falls short of 
his duty by so much and never becomes a model himself. From what I have 
seen recently, study has become devalued and people’s hearts are sunk into 
depravity. I dare not presume to measure up to the model of Confucius, yet 
I carry pessimistic feelings about humankind and the world.

“REPLY TO CENSOR GENG” [1] 

“DA GENG ZHONGCHENG” 

errors of impetuosity and ignorance.12 -
ineness that comes from following one’s own disposition and then joining 
with the world to fashion our common concern: only this we can call the 

 10. Mencius 2A2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:191, 283. 
 11. Doctrine of the Mean, 16:10; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:421, quoting the Classic of Poetry.
 12. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:40–41. Fragments of this letter are translated in Lee, Li Zhi, 85; our renderings 
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these people, one’s success in using it to take control and straighten out 
what was crooked must be great.

-
lent: you have taken them from Confucius and so deeply believe them that 
you have adopted this as the principle of your school of learning. What 

Heaven gives birth to someone, then that person naturally has the func-
tionality of a complete person. He doesn’t need to wait to be made com-
plete by Confucius. If everyone needed to be made complete by Confucius, 
then wouldn’t that mean that people in the time before there was Confucius 

from Confucius, even Mencius got to his own level only by following Confu-
cius.13 I am deeply troubled by the cowardice [of this attitude], and yet you 
tell me to follow it blindly!

Actually Confucius never told anyone to learn from Confucius. Had Con-
fucius really instructed others to learn from Confucius, then why, when 

14

course didn’t need to ask Confucius about benevolence. And since one acts 
for oneself, Confucius had no method to pass on to his disciples. His method 

-
dent of others, what is most important in teaching is in working with the 
person being taught.

a man of reverent disposition and careful practice.15 When he asked Con-
fucius about benevolence, Confucius pointed directly to him and said that 

Confucius’s meaning, he requested to go into service. Sima Geng was under 
constant anxiety on account of his brother, which made him careful in 
word and cautious in deed.16 When he asked about benevolence, Confucius 

 13. Mencius 2A2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:194.
 14. Analects 12.1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:250.
 15. Analects 6.1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:184.
 16. Analects 12.5; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:252.



pointed directly to him and said, “He is cautious and slow in his speech.”17 
Sima Geng was not so smart. He doubted what he was told and felt that this 

-

to learn from Confucius, those who claim to learn from Confucius are intent 
on setting aside their own [interests] and insist that they have to take Con-

It is because Confucius never instructed others to learn from him that 
he was able to attain his purpose. He most certainly did not use himself 
to teach everyone in the world. For this reason, when the sage occupies 

hold to their places permanently. What causes them to lose their places are 
when violent men trouble them and “benevolent” men harm them. When 
the people of the world lose their places, “benevolent” men trouble them 

places. Accordingly, they use virtuous conduct and ritual to restrain their 

then do people really begin to lose their places in a big way.

all to act according to your dogma, then the world would certainly not be 
able to manage it. Cold can prevent glue from sticking, but it is not enough 

metal, but it is not enough to melt the hearts of competitive people. Why is 

born with: the tendency of things is such that this is so. For this reason the 

this reason, those greedy for wealth he endows with emolument, and those 
pursuing opportunity he endows with rank; the strong he endows with 
authority, the capable he assigns suitable posts, and the weak he assigns 

-
ties without close scrutiny of their comings and goings. If everyone pursues 
what he likes, everyone undertakes what he is good at, and there is not a 
single person who is without his function, then how easy it would be to put 
people to work! He might want everyone to engage in deception in order to 

 17. Analects 12.3; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:251. 
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to hide his faults in order to put his own excellence on display, but suppose 

the way of truly illuminating bright virtue for the whole world and bringing 

Confucius’s method of learning is amazing, then you could say that Confu-
cius had a method of learning that he instructed people to follow. But if you 
are one of the people without a method of learning [like me], what need is 

What you deeply believe and earnestly put into practice can be said to be 
your method of learning, but not everyone is as you are. Whatever you do is 
of course good, how you put things to use is of course broadly applied, and 
what you study is of course apt, so of course I respect you, but I don’t have 
to be just like you. You of course can show concern for me, but you are not 
necessarily any wiser than me. If this is the case, then when you go this time 

you are many, that the wise are few and the ignorant and unrighteous are 

“ANOTHER REPLY TO CENSOR GENG” [2] 

“YOU DA GENG ZHONGCHENG”

When the mind wants to do something, the ear doesn’t have to hear it spo-
ken by others.18 It’s not that it does not want to hear; it just doesn’t. If it 

they could not surpass others, but rather that they lacked the [motivation] 

a ruler, despite living peaceably at their leisure, they made the conspicuous 

 18. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ



puts matters back in order. His work is done and yet the people do not know, 
and thus he far surpasses others. He is like the legendary swords Dragon 

small is of no interest; using them for a small task produces nothing special. 
When the right time comes, then everyone knows.

How can you bear to repeat conventional gossip and marketplace chat-

his relations with others, Huoqu values knowing their minds. If among 
those within the four seas who know me there was but one who cherished 
me, that would be enough and I wouldn’t need anyone else. Looking at 

wanted you to lead each other beyond the corporeal realm, yet you bound 
him to the corporeal realm. You got argumentative disputing doctrine with 

way you responded to the profound character of your friend, who had high 
expectations of you. What a great error!

Huoqu values: that’s the truth. Yet right from the beginning Huoqu never 
took the judgments of ordinary people as his own. Had he taken others’ judg-

-
pletely clear. Huoqu’s doctrine was based on withdrawing from the world, so 

on being useful to the world, so it is even more apt that you let him hide 

two of you are opposite and yet your intentions complete each other. Why 

you wrote of him in your letter. Yet our arguing achieves nothing.

“SENT IN REPLY TO SENIOR CENSOR GENG” [6]

“JIDA GENG DA ZHONGCHENG”

Consider the discourses of two men:19

cannot necessarily be put entirely into practice, while the other does not 

FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:103–7) was written perhaps sometime during 1585–1586; 
, given 

name Zhou Sijing  (1527–1592), and Yang Qiyuan  (1547–1599), a student of 
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is he able to put it into practice, but the people can also put it into prac-
tice. Being able to put something into practice and only thereafter talk 

called “words having no respect to actions.”20 I follow only those whose 
doctrines I can put into practice. I follow only doctrines that others can 
put into practice.

case of recognizing that what is good for oneself is good for others.21

-

is also able to do it is a case of recognizing that what is good for others is 
-

the accomplishment of “assisting in the nourishing powers [of Heaven and 
22 the purpose of aiding the era and establishing a doctrine, all of 

which are ultimately because of truly being able to see that what is good 

what is good for oneself is the same for others but being single-minded 
in pursuing a reputation for setting aside [the interests of] oneself and 
pursuing [the interests of] others is a case of focusing one’s intention on 
setting aside one’s own interests. Focusing one’s intention on setting aside 
one’s own interests amounts to there being a self. Focusing one’s inten-
tion on pursuing the interests of others amounts to there being others. 
Isn’t it worse to not set aside one’s own interests but teach others that you 

own interests, then the positions of both men [Zhou and Yang] should be 

others’, so what is this incessant talk about setting aside one’s own inter-

(yan gu xing ), in the Doctrine of the Mean, 13:4; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:395. Li’s 
previous adage may be a variation on the phrase that follows: “His actions have respect to 
his words” (xing gu yan ).

had a still greater delight in what was good. He regarded virtue as the common property of 
himself and others, giving up his own way to follow that of others, and delighting to learn 
from others to practice what was good” (Mencius 2A8; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:205). 

 22. Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 23; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:416. 



is the perversion of declaring that you are setting aside your interests and 
pursing others’. Setting aside his own delight in what was good and only 
encouraging virtue in others is not what Mencius claimed for the great 
sage Shun. When someone says he is setting aside his own interests, you 
have to pause and think about it.

He who truly sets aside his own interests does not view himself as having 

he needs to set aside. Having no interests he needs to set aside is what can 
be called setting aside one’s own interests. We know this is so by studying 
previous cases of those who knew themselves.23 He who truly pursues the 
interests of others does not view others as existing. By not viewing others 
as existing, there is no one whose interests he needs to pursue. Having no 
interests he needs to set aside is what can be called setting aside his own 
interests. We know this is so by studying previous cases of those who knew 

-
ests, to not know others and just talk about pursuing the interests of others, 
it is hardly surprising that people today are miserly and set aside nothing, 
resolutely resisting the pursuit of anyone else’s interests and instead going 
on and on about setting aside their own interests and pursuing those of 
others, for no other reason than to deceive others. Are others really being 

precisely on espousing the idea of aiding the age by establishing a doctrine. 

24

motivated by the mind that “loves to make ministers of those whom they 
teach.”25 For this reason, to talk endlessly about aiding the age without ever 
aiding one moment is equivalent to never having taken on aiding the age 

 23. I have translated zhiji  as “knew themselves,” in contrast to the phrase zhiren , 
zhiji is of 

 24. Mencius 5A7; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:363, repeated at Mencius 5B1; Legge, The Chinese 
Classics, 2:370: “Heaven’s plan in the production of mankind is this: that they who are 

apprehend principles should instruct those who are slower to do so. I am one of Heaven’s 

them.”
 25. Mencius 2B2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:215.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

having taught one person is the same as never having taken on establishing 
a doctrine as one’s duty. How shameful! Isn’t this the opposite of what is 
called “being ashamed of saying too much and yet going above and beyond 

26 Isn’t this also the opposite of what Mencius said: “When 

27

with the world: only then can he claim truly to aid the age. He who wishes 
to establish a doctrine must be like Yan Qing in his conduct; only then can 
he claim truly to establish a doctrine.28 -
ful in aiding the age and establishing a doctrine without once saying that 
this is what they were doing; even though they did not once say that this is 
what they were doing, no one failed to acknowledge that they aided the age 
and established a doctrine. Is it permissible today to lack the accomplish-

What is called aiding the age and establishing a doctrine is something 
that anyone who has received counsel and revered instruction can manage 
even if he is crippled, deaf, or blind. What your younger brother [Dingli] 
said must be taken to heart. Being able to aid the age and establish a doc-
trine is nothing more than doing what any deaf, blind, and crippled person 
can do once he has received counsel and revered instruction. So what is 
so remarkable about having to take on the burdens of the realm and make 

person can receive counsel and revere instruction and look elsewhere for 
a better case of receiving counsel and revering instruction, holding that 
those who study the way today are entirely devoted to their own interests 
and advantage and not like this, then you certainly won’t end up with any-

a case of revering instruction and receiving counsel that would be beyond 
even a sage.

 26. Analects 14.29; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:286: “modest in his speech but exceeds 
in his actions.”

 27. Mencius 7A7; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:452.
 (1514–1587) was demoted many times for investigating corruption 

and at one point took a sixteen-year leave of absence but was reinstated and became a 
folk hero for his fearless honesty. Yan Qing  (1524–1590), despite his many high 
appointments, dressed and ate in the plainest manner, “like a servant” (according to Li Zhi 
in XCS; see LZQJZ 11:55–58).



GENG TO LI [LETTER 3] 

In my view, he who returns to his original mind and cannot stop himself 
from acting, even if he desires to practice forbearance and nonaction will 
not be able to do so should something compel him otherwise.29 He who 
returns to his original mind and cannot rest content, even if he desires to 
go ahead and act without hesitation will not dare to do so should something 

not to lose one’s own mind.30 How can you consider this as being fettered to 
31

“REPLY TO CENSOR GENG ON  
THE SUBJECT OF MILDNESS” [3]

“DA GENG ZHONGCHENG LUN DAN”

People of this age talk in broad daylight as though they were asleep, whereas 
you alone talk as though you were in broad daylight when you are sound 
asleep: this could be called staying constantly alert.32 Could this be what is 
meant by saying that Zhou Youshan knows the principle of moral cultiva-

of the past applied themselves to the task of wiping and polishing. What 

what is called “polishing” has to do with cleaning sense perception [from the 

senses [in function right now], you are doing nothing [with wiping and pol-

never to become sated.”33 If there be something one covets, then certainly 
one will become sated and discard it, and that is not mildness. Furthermore, 

 29. Geng, Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji
 30. Geng alludes here to Mencius’s statement that “the Way of learning consists in nothing 

other than seeking the mind that has been lost” (Mencius 6A11; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 

 31. “Lofty doctrine” (shangcheng ) may refer to Mahayana Buddhism (dacheng ).
 32. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 
 33. Doctrine of the Mean, 33:1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:431.
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said, “I learn without satiety.”34 If one takes not being sated as the goal of 
learning and devotes oneself to study this to the point of achieving nonsa-
tiety, then one cannot avoid a time of being sated, and that is not mildness; 
that is not Yu’s achievement of “being discriminating and undivided” in the 
pursuit of the Way.35 Discriminate and unity is achieved; be undivided and 
purity is attained; without discrimination there is no unity; without unity 
there is miscellaneity; and miscellaneity does not breed mildness.

is why the sages of the past devoted their entire lives to the practice of 
seeking after learning. Lecturing and discussing, energetically carrying 
out what the mind has understood, to the point of giving no thought to 
sleeping or eating: this is mildness. Mildness is not something that can be 
sought after energetically through knowledge, nor is it something that can 

gentlemen of this generation who tire of the ordinary invariably delight 

in discussing the strange. Surely someone who can open his eyes should 
be able to realize that if he doesn’t look for what is normal, then he will 

what is normal. Is there some separate place beyond statecraft that is with-

vast knowledge, a glimpse of Shun yielding his power to Yu would be a sight 
no more remarkable than the sight of them downing three cups of wine. 

36 It is for no other 
reason than taking a broad perspective. Having a broad perspective, the 
mind is vast; the mind being vast, nothing is lacking; and with nothing lack-

as strange, then strangeness and normality become two separate things, 
and statecraft and withdrawal, two separate states of mind. If you regard 

 34. Analects 7.2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:195.
 advised his successor, Yu , “Be discriminating, be undivided 

[in the pursuit of what is right], that you may sincerely hold fast the Mean” (Shang shu  
[Book of documents], 4:13; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 3:61–62).

three cups of wine,” said the Song-dynasty philosopher Shao Yong  (1011–1077); and 
his contemporary Cheng Hao  (1032–1085) wondered whether “the deeds of Yao and 



due to nothing other than taking a narrow perspective.
What I wish is that you give up discussing the merits of wiping and pol-

-
ness of empty opinions and cumulative habits; better just to concentrate 

without even trying to achieve mildness. Isn’t this close to your instruction 

“TO MY OLD FRIEND GENG DINGXIANG” [9]
 

“DA GENG CHUTONG”

Someone who can open his eyes should be able to realize that if he doesn’t 
37 When the 

accomplished man has attained vast knowledge, a glimpse of Shun yielding 
his power to Yu would be a sight no more remarkable than downing three 

no other reason than taking a long perspective.

“ANOTHER REPLY TO MY OLD FRIEND  
GENG DINGXIANG” [7] 

“FU GENG TONG LAO SHU”

People of this age detest the ordinary and delight in the new and strange, 
though when speaking of what is newest and strangest in the realm, noth-
ing can outdo the ordinary.38

from ancient times they constantly renew themselves. Cloth and grain are 

 37. XFS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 3:143; composed sometime during 1585–1586. Here Li Zhi refers to Geng 
by his formal name, Chutong. As the reader will observe, this is a fragment taken from the 
preceding letter. Zhang Jianye dates this letter to 1585.

 38. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:147–48; composed in 1585 or 1586.
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ordinary, and yet when we’re cold they warm us and when we’re hungry 

of the new and strange outside the ordinary. How can any of it be called new 

all say she is able to know events in the future and the past, so they consider 

knowledgeable are free from perplexities.”39

the disasters yet to come, one does not seek foreknowledge or become per-
plexed by the new and strange. Is this not truly being able to see an advan-

that he may lose his head.”40

knowledge, benevolence, and bravery can one not be bored by the ordinary 
or deluded by the new and strange. As for the people of this age wanting to 
know the future and therefore regarding the Sichuan maiden as strange and 

ignorance. If ignorant, then malevolent; if malevolent, then cowardly; but 
really it is knowledge that is prior to benevolence and courage.

“REPLY TO JUSTICE MINISTER GENG” [5A]

“DA GENG SIKOU”

Your last letter can be called true teaching on the one hand and, on the 
other, true friendship.41 You wish to instruct me without knowing why, and 
I wish to receive your instruction without knowing why: these both could 

free from fear”) are taken from Analects 9.28; see Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:225.
 40. Mencius 3A1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:261–62, repeated in Mencius 5B7; Legge, The Chinese 

Classics, 2:389–90.
 41. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ, 1:71–72; composed in 1587. Zhang Jianye dates this letter to 1586, yet Geng 

was involved in the publication of the Wanli edition of the Ming Code.



are without our knowing why.

by saying that in ancient times there were rulers and subjects but no friends. 

scales under his throat: he who goes against them will surely die. Still, there 
may be a rapid succession of those who choose to censure their ruler with 

something that determined gentlemen willingly gamble for. How much more 
gladly would they seek such great fortune without having to die for it! A mind 
set on avoiding harm is no match for a mind set on honor and advantage, and 
so they harm themselves without a second thought. How much more would 

of becoming friends will quarrel over minor matters and indulge in feuds over 

yet it is clear to all that his name was not established through dying.42 -
fore, when I said that in ancient times there was no friendship, I should have 
said that there was no advantage sought. Hence it is clear that disapproving 
and censuring gentlemen are often seen in the relation between ruler and 
subject, but I have certainly never heard of them as having friends.

How fortunate that recently I have been able to present myself to you: 
this I value highly. And how fortunate I am to receive your instruction: 

so important to me makes me happy and pleased. But how is it that you 

Your compulsion to act consists of indiscriminately loving people without 

in the course of practicing my Way, and not treating them lightly. I suspect 

at home and deferential when abroad” teaching of The Vocation of Younger 
Brothers and Sons 43 My com-

for failing to intercede with Grand Secretary Zhang Juzheng on He’s behalf. For Li’s essay 
on He Xinyin, see pp. 84–88.

Dizi shi 
the Guanzi.
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Great Learning and then seeking to go out and illuminate bright virtue for 
all people. Your compulsion to act is broad but only marginally addresses 
pressing problems. My compulsion to act is discriminating, directly receiv-
ing the good results of my own enlightenment. Your compulsion to act is 
like the rain that soaks everything, arriving without being asked; or like 
the local village schoolmaster who teaches schoolchildren in great numbers 

the shock of cold snow: I wait till the price is right before I sell; I am like 

compelled to act. If our minds were at one, I could completely forget your 
theory about compulsion to act as though you had never uttered it. If you 
say that your compulsion is right and mine is wrong, that yours is the learn-
ing of the sages and mine is heterodox learning, then I cannot attest to your 
knowledge. Your compulsion to act is a case of knowing that you are not 
permitted to halt, but the true compulsion to act depends on really desiring 
not to halt. My compulsion to act is a case of not knowing that I am obliged 

the Sage Confucius, but I cannot attest to his knowledge either.
-

not hastily assume that others take delight in this, I fear, yet you go ahead 
and consider yourself right and hastily claim that others are not. I am also 
afraid that you cannot hastily assume that your contemporaries must listen 
to you while “resting in your character without any doubts about yourself.”44 
Furthermore, you assume that everyone else is involved in heterodox learn-
ing and laugh at them for being conversant in something that is not the 
orthodox tradition of Confucius and Mencius. I say that if your compulsion 
to act is in fact the real thing, then the compulsion to act of the people of this 
age is as well. If their compulsion to act is really not so, then yours also is not. 

GENG TO LI [4]

You say that my compulsion to act amounts merely to the teaching of 
The Vocation of Younger 

 44. Analects 12.20; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:260.



Brothers and Sons, whereas your compulsion to act is the great man illumi-
nating bright virtue for the whole world.45

I suspect that what you call illuminating virtue is watching for the eva-
nescent principle of nonbirth from the vantage point of perfect silent self-
annihilation and then saying that is bright. What I call compulsion to act is 
nothing other than that the minds of sons, subjects, younger brothers, and 
friends grasp the constant way of living.46 As you know, twenty years ago I 
wiped the slate clean. As I would phrase it, I broke through that barrier.47 
I was then able to ground myself in everyday reality to cultivate [my self] 

remark, “I am not equal to it” or believe that Shun “regarded virtue as the 
common property of himself and others.”48 You say that the great person 
has his own bright virtue, but no great man has surpassed Confucius or 
Shun. You used to quote at length from Confucius and Shun. So why do you 

“REPLY TO JUSTICE MINISTER GENG” [5B]

“DA GENG SIKOU”

49 

to the age of reason, morning to night they plow in order to get food, buy 

search for propitious sites in order to provide good fortune for sons and 

one’s family, and not a bit for others. Yet whenever you start talking about 

 45. Geng, Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, 4.43a–b; composed in 1587.
 46. In naming these four cardinal relationships (minus the bond between husband and wife), 

Geng is alluding to a passage in the Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 13; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 
1:394.

 47. Geng refers here to his disagreement with his middle brother, Dingli, and such friends as Li 
Zhi and Jiao Hong over the relevance of Zen Buddhism to Confucian knowledge. Geng notes 
this disagreement in the entry for 1566 in his memoir Guansheng ji  [Contemplating 
my life], though I have not seen this text.

 48. Analects 14.30; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:286; Mencius 2A8; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 
2:205.

 49. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:72; composed in 1587.
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learning, you say, “You are for yourself alone, whereas I am for others; you 

unbearable cold for my neighbors to the west. Some, like Confucius and 
Mencius, go out to teach, whereas some will have nothing to do with others: 
they are the slaves of self-advantage. Some may not be scrupulous in their 
actions but do good for others; whereas some may be perfectly proper but 
enjoy using Buddhist dharma to harm others.” When you look at this, you 
may see that what you say is not necessarily what you do, and what you 
do is not necessarily what you say. How unlike [the maxim that] “speech 

50 Is it right to say that 

are not the equal of peasants in the marketplace talking about what they 

so that when others hear them, they forget their cares.

said that he himself was not capable of attaining to all the Ways of son, sub-
ject, younger brother, and friend.51 He was not really capable; this was not 
false modesty. How could anyone born into this world ever exhaust these 

If you say you are not capable and you really are not, that is “action that 

with yourself: a true sage. Ignorant of what they are not capable of, people 
today use these four qualities to reprimand and tutor others. Setting heavy 
demands on others, they take only light responsibilities on themselves. 

Sages do not demand of others that they be capable, hence all people 

 50. Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 13; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:395. 
 51. Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 13; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:394.



compulsion to act to display to others. Hence Confucius said, “I wish to do 
without speaking.”52 Since everyone is a Buddha, there has never been a 
Buddha who has saved all living creatures. Without the phenomenon of 

Without the phenomenon of self, I can discard myself; without the phenom-

that everyone is a Buddha, and that my goodness is the same as everyone 
else’s. If my goodness really is the same, how can there be goodness only in 

GENG TO LI [5] 

“Holding to a course without doubting”: this is merely “assuming the 
appearance of benevolence.”53 He who assumes the appearance of benevo-
lence does so only from his recollection of what he knows and witnesses: 
this is not the genuine tradition of benevolence. As Master Cheng said, 
“In the end, it becomes separated into two [substance and name].” Such a 

-

grasped from the position of being unable to stop oneself. Unable to do 
otherwise than “attend to other people’s words and observe their coun-
tenances,” one is “anxious to humble himself to others.”54

addicted to emptiness and hold on to appearances may see all the way to 
the ultimate absolute, but in the end they grasp merely the appearance of 
things. If you are done with just one glance, then where is there any doubt, 

the true impulse of being obliged to act, once one thinks about being a 
son, subject, younger brother, or friend, one realizes by how much he falls 

55 even Confucius 
reproached himself on this point. How can you not doubt and not humble 

 52. Analects 17.19; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:326.
Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji

from Analects 12.20; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:259–60.
 54. Analects 12.20; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:259–60.
 55. Analects 7.32, Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:206. 
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“REPLY TO JUSTICE MINISTER GENG” [5C]

“DA GENG SIKOU”

If there is no person from whom one cannot take something good, then is 
56 If this 

is so, then isn’t the story about Zhou Youshan’s not allowing the lecture too 

-
late in large luxury editions, yet you tell others they may not disseminate 

that what you give your attention to is really too twisted. Zhou Youshan did 
not regard himself to be at fault. If he did commit an error, he did not cover 
it up, yet you on the other hand did. What sort of concern are you really 

sun and moon. All the people witnessed them, and when they had reformed 
them, all the people looked up to them with their former admiration. But 

on to apologize for them likewise.”57

Zhou Liutang conducted his life in plain and quiet dignity and did not 
busy himself with [learning and government service] and for that rea-
son did not advance far. You alone seem to think that Liutang was boast-

in his bones, whereas your love for Liutang was only skin-deep. You may 
not admit it, but this is well known. Liutang was like an older brother to 
Youshan. Youshan has other brothers and cousins besides Liutang, yet he 
lavished all his attention on Liutang. Liutang did not pursue a civil service 
career, nor is his residence or his land adjoining Youshan’s, so neither of 
them has anything over which to dispute with each other. Youshan had no 

 56. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:73–74. In this letter, written in 1587, Li discusses a dispute between two 
brothers, Zhou Sijing  (courtesy name Youshan , d. 1597) and Zhou Sijiu  
(Liutang 
in the politics and culture of Huang’an county; members of both groups were befriended 

Crimson Rain, 94–103.
 57. Mencius 2B9; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:225.



Having not a speck of private interest, everything Youshan has said comes 
from his pure heart. You are certainly intelligent, so how is it that you alone 

have compassion for Liutang and not bring trouble on him. If what Youshan 
said was right, you should have compassion for Liutang, who strives in daily 
life to accord with the correct tradition of the Confucian sages. If you are 
truly motivated by the obligation to act, then you should go to great lengths 
to point out the right way to Liutang. Liutang knows to respect and trust 
you; no matter what you say, he will not disagree. Matters being thus, how 

slip of the tongue. He said it merely in order to evade his responsibility 

not easy to detect, you should have continued to be pleased with him and 

do not know the things I have learned: that would be pleasing. I become a 
sage because geniuses do not know the things I have learned: wouldn’t that 

58

I am not troubled by our being disparaged by others, for we disparage our-

these additions for me one by one. If not, can you explain why you wanted 

 58. Li refers to Commander Liu Shouyou  as Jinwu , which is a literary term for the 
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of one rule for both the wise and the ignorant, without allowing for any 
adding or taking away. It is said that “the unicorn runs with ordinary beasts 

kind.”59

interesting to note how Mencius spoke of him.60 Still, when you examine the 
means by which someone can stand apart from his kind, it is in the aspect 
of wisdom, which is not something that can be got through strength.61 If 
you do not approach this from the standpoint of its inaccessibility through 

will have already lost the secret that even Confucius and Mencius could not 
hand down. What sort of thing is this, and how can it be treated so lightly 

GENG TO LI [6]

In earlier days Zhao Dazhou said, “I care only that your eyes are bright; I do 
not place great value on what you do.”62 I on the other hand say: eyes are 
easy to open, but bones are hard to change. In assessing others, you rely 
on their eyes, whereas I rely entirely on their bones. In your letter you say, 

-

creatures are outside the category of birds and beasts is not their feathers, 
fur, or scales. It is because the unicorn and phoenix do what other animals 
cannot do, or warble more harmoniously, that they are outside the category 
of birds and beasts. Although monkeys are grasping, lions and tigers fero-
cious, and parrots and orangutans endowed with powers of speech, all these 
animals in the end have the bones of birds and beasts and cannot depart 

 59. Mencius 2A2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:196.

and rise above the ordinary level, but none has been as great as Confucius” (Mencius 2A2; 
Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:196; translation altered).

 61. Mencius 5B1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:372.
Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, 4.44a–b. Geng’s 

relationship with the syncretic philosopher Zhao Dazhou  (courtesy name Zhenji 
, 1508–1576) is discussed in Araki, Ch goku shingaku

of Confucianism with Buddhism and Daoism as a result of meeting Xu Yongjian  
(jinshi 1562), who invited him to attend Zhao’s lectures in the capital in 1566 (MRXA, 14.7b; 
see also Billeter, Li Zhi, 67–68). Zhao’s biography appears in j. 29 of the collection of laymen’s 
biographies, Jushi zhuan . Geng addressed several letters to him.



from their category. Looking from this perspective at Confucius and Men-
cius, we see that in lofty transcendence they are not the equals of Zhuangzi 
or Liezi, nor in political scheming are they the equals of Su Qin or Zhang 
Yi, nor in military strength the equals of Sun Wu or Wu Qi.63 Where they do 
depart from their category is in the tradition of benevolence that obliged 

“REPLY TO JUSTICE MINISTER GENG” [5D]

“DA GENG SIKOU”

When you hear these words, you will surely think that heterodox think-
ers are suitable only as teachers of young children, who might borrow the 
theme of “illuminating bright virtue” as an essay topic, and that there is no 
point propagating this doctrine of emptiness and self-annihilation to delude 
the people.64 Daoist, Buddhist, and Confucian are all just names. Confucius 
knew that people cared for reputation, so he enticed them with his doctrine 

65

up names and appearances to change those who came after them. But these 

Confucius was “good at enticing.”66

family and home, receive guests and friends, but does that make you better 

forget everything you have ever said about my discarding ethics, leaving 

 63. Zhuangzi  and Liezi  were the putative authors of two early Daoist books that 
described ways of transcending the narrow bounds of interest and obligation. Su Qin  
and Zhang Yi  were political advisers during the hazardous Warring States epoch. Sun 
Wu  is best known as the author of the Art of War; Wu Qi  is the author of another 
ancient military treatise.

 64. FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:74; written in 1588, the year in which Li Zhi took the Buddhist tonsure.

“reputation” (both ming ), and Confucian ethics (mingjiao ).
 66. Analects 9.10; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:220.
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Mencius would not have dared open their mouths!

GENG TO LI [7]

Your letter said, “Daoist, Buddhist, and Confucian are all just names.67 Con-
fucius knew that people cared for reputation, so he enticed them with his 

-

sages were to come back to life, they would all nod in agreement. But con-
sider with what mind the three sages used these methods to entice people, 

“BIDDING FAREWELL TO JUSTICE MINISTER GENG” [4]

“YU GENG SIKOU GAOBIE”

Scholars in your new county are smart, but there are only two or three of 
advanced learning with whom I am able to speak.68

someone and yet not speak to him is an instance of losing a friend, but this 
-

ened and some lacking in purpose. As it is said, “Speaking to someone who 
should not be spoken to is a waste of words.”69 Although this is something 
of which I do not approve, I would rather waste words than lose a friend. 

 67. Geng, Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, 4.45a; written in 1588.
FS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 1:66–68. Zhang Jianye dates it to 1587. 

Geng returned to Huang’an early in 1588 to bury his brother Dingli in the second month 

Li Zhi yanjiu, 114.
 69. Analects 15.8; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:297.



not yet heard of anyone who loves to learn as he did.”70 Confucius in his 

it today! He searched through his seventy disciples and found no one, so he 

no choice but to wander in all directions searching. Having looked every-
where without success, he decided to go back, sighing and saying, “Let me 

shaped.”71 Confucius’s being this distressed over not having friends, we can 
understand that those “pursuing the due medium” are not easily found.72 
An impetuous person does not follow old paths nor tread in old footprints, 

-
cal, he will fail to “pursue the due medium.” An uncompromising person 
“will not commit one act of unrighteousness, or put to death one innocent 
person.”73

tiger is in the mountains, all animals quake with fear, for none dares oppose 
him, so he does not believe that he and all moving creatures are alike beasts. 

“pursuing the due medium.” Hence, [Confucius’s disciple] Zeng Dian was 
in the end impetuous and impractical, while [another disciple,] Zeng Shen, 
after believing in the Way, was able to achieve modesty without wavering 
throughout his life.74

home. How distressing it would have been to lose this man!
As for those thieves of virtue, though the “sanctimoniously orthodox” 

passed his gate, he [i.e., Confucius] would not let them enter.75 His rejec-
tion of them was deep-seated. How was he nonetheless able to see them as 

 70. Analects 6.2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:185. 
 71. Analects 5.21; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:181.
 72. Analects 13.21; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:272.
 73. Mencius 2A2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:194.
 74. Zeng Dian  appears in Analects 11.26 as the disciple with the most modest ambitions; 

his son Zeng Shen , or Zengzi , was one of the main transmitters of Confucius’s 
teaching to later eras.

 75. Analects 17.13, Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:324. Legge translates the phrase as “the good, 
careful people of the villages.”
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as companions, acting with loyal sincerity for the time being in the hope of 
bringing them to the Way. It is no surprise that they hate him, for he wastes 

is the fear of losing people. If one has the tiniest bit of regret over losing 
someone, then he will carry this sorrow to the end of his life and die with-
out peace. If we talk about admiring virtuous examples or liking good com-
pany, then the sanctimoniously orthodox are number one; if we talk about 
traveling in the Way and receiving the teachings of a thousand sages, then 

cities are reservoirs of people. With all your looking and doing, have you 

have sought and found are impetuous or uncompromising. Had they been 
so, they would have been rejected for not being reliable, yet has there 

it like this, there is no way you can avoid the regret of losing someone. 

Bo Yi and Shu Qi traveled a thousand li to receive employment and were 

ascended, they would rather starve to death and were unwilling to eat 

cruelty for cruelty.”76

Zeng Yuan said to Zeng Shen, “Your illness is critical. Hopefully at dawn 

loves others by treating them with virtue; the ordinary person loves others 

back in his place, he died.77

Way, and transmitting the Way without such people will prevent you from 

Shi 
ji, ch. 61.

 section of the Li ji 
ritual].



who have not heard the Way, but never has there existed anyone who could 
hear the Way but was not impetuous or uncompromising.

-
ous and the uncompromising, of wasting words and losing people. What I 
have just written is, I think, all I can do to return my brief thanks to you. 
My dependents wanted to go home, and I had no choice but to send them.78 

Confucius looked for friends greater than himself to whom he could trans-

transmission possible. People like us seek friends greater than ourselves to 

79

GENG TO LI [2]

In your letter you use the “sanctimoniously orthodox” as evidence [for 
your position].80

model of the sanctimoniously orthodox is largely the same as “pursuing 
the due medium.”81 If Confucius and Mencius ridiculed these people, it is 

way of Yao and Shun. If we give some thought to the way of Yao and Shun, 

these men felt a compulsion to act. It passed down to Confucius and Men-
-

ics of this era neither cultivate [themselves] nor verify [their knowledge]. 
With twinkling eyes and laughing mouths, they declare their method subtle 
and mysterious. Although I do not understand their model, I have a general 

-
etrate, yet isn’t forcing it into being also the way of Yao, Shun, Confucius, 

In ancient times Zai Wo wanted to shorten the period of mourning. How 
could he bear to do this, to the point of considering returning to the world 

 78. Li sent his wife and daughter home to Fujian in 1587. 
 79. Li has taken this reference from the Zhiyue lu  

sayings of the Song Zen Master Zonggao  of Jingshan Monastery, Hangzhou.
 80. Geng, Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, 4.41b–42b; written in 1588.
 81. Analects 13.21; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:272.
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feel at ease, you may do it.”82

the point of view of the compulsion to act. Yi Zhi thought to change the 
world with his way. His perspective was broad and his intentions great, 
but when he heard Mencius’s statement about “perspiration on their fore-
heads,” he “was thoughtful.”83

mind his compulsion to act. So it is that the model of the ancients is such 
that it could not be changed even if a sage were to reappear. Current doc-

-
ity. Doesn’t this block benevolence and righteousness, mislead the age, and 

Were I not to open my heart and speak bluntly, that would be a case of 
“not correcting errors and so not making the Way fully evident.”84 I hope 
you will think this over.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B R O O K

 82. Analects 17.21; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:328. After their conversation, Confucius 
criticized his disciple Zai Wo to those present for his lack of virtue.

 83. Mencius 3A5; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:259–60. In a continuation of his famous passage 
about how people are hardwired to act when they see an infant crawling toward a well, 
Mencius here provides examples of what he regards as the natural human instinct of shame 
by way of rebutting the imputed Mohist views of Yi Zhi .

 84. Mencius 3A5; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 2:257.



“TO� YANG� DINGJIAN” 

“YU� YANG� DINGJIAN”

In 1588, Li Zhi moved to the Cloister of the Flourishing Buddha, 

“Confucian monk.”1 -
dao from Dragon Lake to Wuchang to visit the scenic Yellow Crane 
Pavilion. Immediately upon arrival, however, he was accosted by an 
angry mob that accused him of “perverting the Dao and misguiding 

-
ter this ordeal, is addressed to Li’s loyal companion Yang Dingjian, a 

of the civil bureaucracy. Another letter composed in the same year 
declares his intention to let his hair grow back.2

If Li’s stance on his appearance appeared conciliatory, his rheto-

supporters for the attacks Li experienced and threatens that unless 
their behavior improves, there may be serious repercussions for the 
Geng family’s reputation as one of the leading lineages in Macheng 
County.3

and Li had been simmering for several years. Friction developed be-
tween the two men after the death, in 1584, of Geng Dingli, younger 
brother of Dingxiang and intimate friend of Li Zhi. At the time of 
Dingli’s death, Li was residing at the Geng household in Huang’an, 
and Dingxiang was away serving as vice-censor-in-chief of the Cen-
sorate. Unable to supervise his own sons’ education, Geng entrusted 
this matter to Li Zhi. Yet Dingxiang worried that Li’s peculiar 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:157–58. A truncated version of this letter also appears in XFS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 
3:148. For another letter to Yang, see pp. 10–11.

 2. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:133–35.
Crimson Rain, 90–94.
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thoughts and actions might lead his children astray. In this letter, 
Li makes clear that even in 1591 he was still in communication with 
Geng’s eldest son, Geng Guyu, and, indirectly, with the others as 

me. People in this 

me.
If nothing about me is deserving of love, then I am simply an unlovable 

me to be killed, then surely I ought to receive the protection due a person 
whom Heaven will not kill. Aren’t those who are trying to kill me taxing 

lest people kill a monk. That’s
I recognize Geng Dingxiang as my senior, but he is inclined to believe 

what he hears. And indeed, for this reason none of the people living in his 
household wishes that he and I resume our previous relationship. Day and 
night in Wuchang they even take the lead in spreading groundless rumors 

not realize that in doing so they are actually enhancing my fame!
I fear that the old codger does not understand that from the start he has 

been misled and exploited by those fellows. You must speedily relate this 

Geng will be at fault as the prime instigator. And this could have serious 
implications for the Geng lineage.

As always, it does not do to get too close to people of the lesser sort. I am 

wakes up, though he may gnash his teeth, it may be too late.

Youshan and copy it to send directly to Guyu and his brothers.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“A� RESPONSE� TO� ZHOU� LIUTANG” 

“DA� ZHOU� LIUTANG”

Writing in Macheng in 1588 at the height of his literary career,  
Li Zhi begins this convoluted letter1 by quoting in detail a letter 
written by his nemesis, Geng Dingxiang. Geng’s letter, not originally 
intended for Li’s eyes, accuses Li of imitating the wild antics of the 

Yan reputedly scandalized contemporaries when he started turning 
somersaults during an academic study session. Geng’s letter likens 
Li’s scandalous relationships with actors, prostitutes, and widows to 
Yan’s putatively Zen-like and inappropriate behavior. Such insinua-
tions foreshadow the accusations made against Li Zhi in Zhang Wen-
da’s memorial to the throne (see pp. 334–37). Li replies with what we 

but defending his own reputation against all comers.
Among the salient themes in the letter is Li’s contention that 

individuals of great insight can and should express themselves in 
unconventional ways, since doing so is often a mark of profound 

2 saying, “You once mentioned 

But a little later you asserted that I did not catch the meaning of Zhuowu’s 

 1. FS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 1:218–26.
 2. “Zhou” is presumably Zhou Liutang (formal name Sijiu), a native of Macheng and elder 

brother of Zhou Sijing. Late in life he lived at Dragon Lake and interacted with both Li Zhi 
and Geng Dingxiang. Geng’s letter no longer exists. See LZQJZ 1:116n35; LZQJZ
refer to the recipient by his family name alone, as Li does here, is odd and may indicate that 
this letter is designed for public consumption, hence its designation here as a “response” 
rather than a “reply.”
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-
saults, declaring, ‘Look at my innate knowledge!’3

friends have passed on this story, and Shannong has become a laughing-
stock. In all his sallies Li Zhi behaves just like Shannong doing somersaults. 
I only regret that he has expressed himself in inappropriate ways and that 
his sharp words have been so tactless.”4

Geng Dingxiang also said, “When [Liu] Luqiao [ ] and several oth-
ers invited County Magistrate Deng [Dingshi ] to a banquet, Li Zhi 
engaged in some shenanigans involving a female impersonator.5

another ‘Zen trick,’ just like ‘doing somersaults.’ Presumably Li Zhi was 
trying to suggest that Luqiao’s studies emphasized excessively strict rules 
for personal conduct, and he thought it was time to break free of those 
shackles. But Luqiao’s learning originated in seeking benevolence through 
reverence and respect; that is the standard he upheld. When I hear of Li 
Zhi comporting himself in this manner, I feel only more adamant that his 
contemptuous and disrespectful treatment of both guests and host was a 
disgrace. Since he does not inspire trust but simply lashes out at people, 

Geng Dingxiang also said, “Li Zhi has been known to drag his students 

And Geng Dingxiang further said, “Li Zhi once led a gang of monks to 
a widow’s house to beg for a vegetarian meal, and in the end they com-
pelled this lady to commit the impropriety of venturing outside her cur-
tain.6

7

 3. “Innate knowledge” (liangzhi ) is Wang Yangming’s term of art for the moral 
heart-mind. 

jifeng ) derives from Buddhist discourse and refers to a 
penetrating answer to a Zen riddle.

 5. Luqiao refers to Liu Shishao (d. 1593), a scholar and native of Macheng. Additionally, 
the village of Luqiao, in Shandong province, was a hotbed of activity for students of the 

Li Zhi sanwen xuan zhu
actor who played women’s roles. According to the dramatic conventions of the day, operas 
were performed by all-male casts. Until the middle Qing dynasty, actors and prostitutes 
belonged to the same category of “debased persons,” and so even their presence at an 

 6. Chaste women were supposed to remain concealed demurely within the inner chambers of 

Analects
shijia” Shi ji, ch. 17). According to the latter 
source, when Confucius visited Wei, Duke Ling’s alluring wife sent a message to the Sage 

did so only for the sake of propriety. For a humorous modern adaptation, see Lin Yutang, 
Confucius Saw Nancy.



Boyu’s carriage, she recognized the man’s worthiness. From this we can see 
that she was the type of person to whom one could speak without wasting 
words.8 Li Zhi scorns people like me for being incapable of understanding 
his intentions; instead, he seeks students among women. My followers and 
I do not regard this behavior as disgraceful to ourselves, rather we consider 
Li Zhi a disgrace and his actions excessive! I fear that the woman he visited 

once again may have fallen wide of the mark.”
I have seen this letter from Geng. In every way, he has covered up my 

in order to conceal my faults. He does not realize that throughout my life 
I have incurred shame precisely when I have tried to mask my unseemliness 
and emphasize my good qualities. People who cover over their blemishes in 

embody the dictum “When small-minded people are alone, there is no limit 
to what they will do”9

sink so low as to deceive even themselves. Luckily, I have relied on sincere 
friends, who have pointed out my errors as if with acupuncture needles and 

gain insight into my errors. I deeply regret my past behavior and am seeking 

other people call me unseemly, I dare not object. But these days I fear that 
I am still on the path of feigning goodness and covering over my bad deeds; 
I have not yet returned to my original state of wholeness and genuineness. 
Meanwhile our friend Geng persists in believing that I am unseemly and dis-

study together with my friends, nor was it for this that I came ten thousand li 
to seek counsel. When I consider the care with which he criticizes me, I know 
that he is not disloyal or insincere; rather, my disease is incurable.

he would be courteous enough to dismount when passing the home of a superior. Scholars 
have questioned whether the wife of the Duke of Wei recorded in this anecdote is truly 

Analects, but Li Zhi treats them as the same person; see 
Lienü zhuan Exemplary Women, 52–53, esp. n. 45. In Analects 15.8, 
Confucius declares that to speak with someone who is unable to understand amounts to 
wasting words, but not to speak with someone who is able to listen amounts to wasting a 
human being.

 9. Li Zhi slightly misquotes the Great Learning, ch. 6: “When small-minded men are alone, they 
do no good; there is no limit to what they will do.” For an alternative translation, see Legge, 
The Chinese Classics, 1:366.
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What he calls “blemishes” are considered so from the perspective of 
common custom. Whatever vulgar people consider a blemish, everyone 
collectively considers unseemly. Whatever vulgar people deem beautiful, 
everyone deems exquisite. But common custom cannot truly distinguish 
the unseemly from the beautiful; it depends on what one has become accus-
tomed to seeing and hearing. When what we have heard and seen governs 
us from within, our conceptions of what is unseemly and beautiful become 

10 

worthless as I am!11

these distinctions exist; noble and ethical people may consider their exis-
tence a settled matter, but if they were to examine their original hearts, they 

Since they cannot be deceived, they must emerge from the dark corners 
where they have been hiding and expose themselves. For only what is seen 
can be deemed unseemly. So they must bring their “unseemly” actions into 
the light and declare them openly in the great hall before the multitude; 
[these deeds will likely be exposed] sooner or later anyway.

one must be especially vigilant about one’s moral rectitude.12 Great 
Learning mentions this “solitary vigilance” so that people will not deceive 
themselves. He who does not deceive himself can be content with himself; 
he who is content with himself can “make his will sincere.” He who “makes 
his will sincere” can escape the demonic gates of Hell.13

separates human beings from demons. So in the end I dare not cover over 
what common custom calls unseemly and descend into a den of demons. If 
our friend Geng understood my intentions, he would absolutely refuse to 
paint over and cover up my faults to this extent.

What our friend Geng says in the middle of his letter about “Zen tricks” is 
-

tions, and a Zen master had as yet no way to distinguish the depth or shal-
lowness of their understanding, he would simply address them in isolated 

Zhuangzi, which criticizes those whose 

Great Learning, ch. 6; 
Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:366).

Great Learning.



them with a board or recite a g th .14

depth of the water.” If the students failed to comprehend, if they clung fast 
to the rod itself, unwilling to let go of his words, he would immediately dis-
miss them with one whack of the board. If they exhibited any understand-
ing, he would show them the shadow of the whip, and they would learn to 
distinguish between appearance and substance. It’s laughable enough that 
later scholars, failing to understand, called these methods “Zen paradoxes.” 
But as for me, I do what I do in all seriousness, with no pretension of “Zen”; 
it brings me enjoyment; it’s not a “trick.”

In the spring of the year bingxu
spleen that lasted for over a year. It nearly turned me into an old cripple. I 
tried a hundred remedies, but all to no avail. Since my family had already 
returned home [to Quanzhou] and I was living alone in Chu,15 I often roamed 
freely, going wherever I wished. It was then that my lethargy dissipated all 
by itself. I did not have to take hawthorn to aid my digestion. My persistent 
bile subsided without the use of ginseng or other restoratives. It took less 

that true healing requires no medicines; most illnesses come about because 
we oppose our own nature; we follow the multitude in everything, linking 
elbows and keeping time to their song. From now on I will do what suits me; 

the maladies of falsity or concealment will remain, and so any temporary 

Since I am a sojourner here, I have no choice but to let disciples like you fol-
low me.16 For my sake you followed me, and in this way I gained someone on 
whom to rely. But why would someone like you leave his wife and children to 
follow me several thousand li

 14. A brief religious verse. 

Quanzhou in 1587.
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Later, because this matter became known in the county and rumors were 

harbored doubts. I believed that since she had sworn not to remarry, she 
would abide by this vow even under compulsion [to break it]. She devoted 
herself to honoring the Buddha, hoping to be rewarded in the afterlife. How 

own, had adopted an heir who was over thirty years old. She asked him, as 
master of the house, to attend to us guests. As soon as we called on them, I 
learned from the host that the two of them were all alone and had no one to 

no relations to whom she could turn, having neither sons nor daughters. 

even less in the rumors, and I simply pitied her. What has this got to do with 

or ritual correctness, I naturally felt grateful to her and repaid her kindness. 
I feel obligated to defend her against any unjust accusations made against 

feelings; what have they to do with “Zen tricks” such that Geng Ding xiang 

-

17

years later, [people of Zilu’s type are] even more adamant. If it were permis-
sible for everyone except
this would constitute a limitation on Confucius. But Confucius brooked no 

Analects 6.28.



limitations. So how could it have been improper for him to interact with 

“Zen tricks,” this sort of moralizing is reminiscent of Zilu and his ilk. It is 
not worthy of discussion.

As for Shannong’s turning somersaults, my erudition is so meager that 

Shannong intuitively understood the true essence of innate knowledge 
and rolled around to express it. What does this have to do with anyone 

there are countless people who turn somersaults: night and day, without a 
pause, in great halls and before large audiences, they sycophantically wait 
upon the wealthy and powerful in order to garner a moment’s attention. 
In dark rooms they perform servile deeds, hoping to enjoy an instant of 

one somersault made him a laughingstock! Geng Dingxiang is afraid that 
people may imitate Shannong, so day after day he keeps this story roll-
ing. I maintain that even if Shannong did roll around once, we never hear 

-
ing somersaults for his whole life: so why should other people [be accused 

considering that no one has been known to imitate Shannong’s somersault-

is just a common case of excessive worrying, like the man of Qi who feared 
that the sky would fall.18

My only regret is that Shannong was not able to spend his whole life roll-
ing around! While one is rolling, one’s internal perception of oneself ceases, 

self, walks through a room seeing none of the people there.”19 Distinctions 
between internal and external are forgotten; body and mind are as one. 

 18. Allusion to Liezi, ch. 1. Li Zhi is here protesting that if Geng Dingxiang’s sarcastic allusion 
to Shannong’s somersaulting were taken seriously, Li’s lack of deportment would not have 
been a momentary act like Shannong’s but a choice reiterated over a whole lifetime. He 
goes on to observe that since very few people have imitated Shannong’s behavior, it is 

relevant passage, see Graham, The Book of Lieh-tzu, 27–29.
 19. Classic of Changes

Selected Papers, 146, 164–71.
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I don’t know whether Shannong truly attained this state. I don’t even 
know whether Shannong was actually capable of turning somersaults for 
his entire life. I fear that even he may not have been able to do so. But if he 
did attain this level, then he is my teacher. How could I doubt this man’s 

opinion of him not on my own investigation but on other people’s ridicule 
would be a mistake. It would oppose the principles of empirical investiga-

spontaneous intuition; it had absolutely nothing to do with “Zen tricks.” 

is why he was able to behave in such a way. Had any fraction of his mind 
been diverted by the desire to impress other people, he would not have 
been able to succeed.

But acting on one’s own behalf is identical to acting on behalf of others. 
-

It was not Shannong’s purpose to impress the multitude with “paradoxi-

would be a disaster!
-

ing without having to be instructed in words. Shannong remained in a 
state of perpetual bliss [by disregarding others’ opinions of him]. How can I 
ascertain whether among my associates there is anyone as bright and likely 

20

way to be sure. But if there is someone of Luo’s caliber, then as soon as 

-
ers mock. Let those who understand understand. Fortunately there are a 
few who understand! Let the mockers mock a thousand or even ten thou-
sand times. Let them mock for a hundred years or even a thousand years. 

the sake of ordinary people; it is not spoken for the sake of people who 
cannot understand lofty matters; and it will not be stopped by the fear of 

Master Luo Jinxi,” pp. 150–57.



we no longer rush to share a single person’s joy in enlightenment. I do not 

motivated by other people’s expectations.
As for the assertion that I singled out Liu Luqiao as conspicuously “rever-

ent and respectful,” this statement is simply too absurd. I pity Geng for his 

my tongue to explain the situation to him once again. How could “rever-

sincere reverence than the whole world was at peace; no sooner did they 

-

than they were able to govern righteously. Did Luqiao attain this level of 

you think that people like Luqiao exemplify “reverence and respect,” then 
you must think that the dynasty’s success and prosperity depend on those 
who attend the emperor in silence, standing stock-still like idols in a temple.

-
ments”: this is what real respect and zeal amount to.21 What a pity that, over 
time, they have gradually been lost. Clearly, reverence and respect are not 

no easy matter to understand
and

Zhao army to crashing defeat despite having read his father’s books on mili-
tary strategy;22

 21. When the general Han Xin was concerned that by returning to camp for a meal he might 
miss a strategic opportunity to attack his enemies in the state of Zhao, he ordered his 
bodyguards to bring him a snack that he could consume on horseback; see Sima Qian, Shi ji, 
ch. 92, “Biography of the Marquis of Huaiyin (Han Xin),” in Watson, Records: Han Dynasty I, 

weighed, making certain that each day and night produced a picul’s weight of them” (Sima 
Qian, Shi ji Records: Qin 
Dynasty, 58).

 22. Shi ji The Grand Scribe’s 
Records, 7:263–73.
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dressing up as the deceased prime minister, Sun Shu’ao.23 How could these 

Dingxiang is concerned on my behalf. But in the end, I cannot adopt the 
common standard in order to please you and him. Such is the nature 
Heaven has given me.24 Since Geng was willing to utter such words in an 
attempt to instruct me, how could I respond with silence, neither agree-

the sycophantic phrases so common in the world today so as to curry a 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 23. Shi ji, ch. 126, “Guji liezhuan”  [Biographies of wits and humorists].
Classic of Poetry, Mao no. 260, “Sheng Min,” in Waley, The Book of Songs, 

275.



“A� SKETCH� OF� ZHUOWU�� WRITTEN� IN� YUNNAN” 

“ZHUOWU� LUNLÜE� � DIANZHONG� ZUO”

This self-portrait1 was written around 1578 when Li was serving as 
a prefect in Yao’an, Yunnan. Here Li Zhi masterfully reworks the 

Kong Ruogu2 said, “I am old enough to have met the Recluse Zhuowu and 
I am able to provide some general comments about him. The Recluse is 
known by many names. ‘Zhuowu’ is simply one of them. The character  

PART III
MISCELLANEOUS WRITINGS

SHORT ESSAYS AND DISCOURSES

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:233–42. 
Shi ji [Records 

see Martin Huang, Literati and Self-Re/Presentation The Confucian’s Progress, 

nianpu,” 47–143.

Daodejing. 
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is not pronounced in just one way.3 In everyday conversation the Recluse 

-
 [i.e., 

“du”].4

The Recluse said, “In my local dialect,  and  are pronounced the 

either pronunciation.”

something useful for something that’s useless?5 But, now without a doubt 

now I don’t measure up to that either. How would I go about changing one 
thing I don’t measure up to for something else that I don’t measure up to?”

on the thirtieth day of the tenth lunar month of the dinghai year in the 
Jiajing reign of the glorious Ming [1527].6 When he was young, his mother 
née 7

When he reached the age of seven years old, he studied under his father, 

ceremony. When he was twelve, 
8

classed among those who wield carrying poles and baskets.9 The superior 

 3. The character  can have the sense of “outstanding,” “far,” or “to be upright.” 
 4. The word represented by the character  can be translated roughly as “serious,” in the two 

usefulness or uselessness.

. 
 7. Typically in Li Zhi’s time, one was considered “orphaned” only when one’s father had 

stepmother also passed away. 
Li Zhi nianpu, 18–19. 

 9. In Analects

then the state will be populous and the people will be happy. There will be no need to 
talk about growing grain.” In Analects



When he completed his essay, his fellow students praised the work. The 

my groundless opinions were not worthy of the compliments being paid 
to my father. Moreover, these compliments were much too vulgar and had 
nothing to do with the truth of the matter. Those people said I was clever 
with words and when I grew up I would perhaps be skilled at writing prose 
and poetry. Through such writing I would snatch the wealth and honors of 
this world and save us from poverty and low estate. They did not know my 
father did not think this way and was not like this at all. What sort of person 
was my father? His height reached to seven feet, his eyes did not wander 

-
denly pawn my stepmother’s earrings in order to help a friend advance the 
time of his nuptials. My stepmother never stopped him. My father being 

vulgar world?”
When Zhuowu was a bit older, he often found himself confused and 

unsettled. He studied the commentaries and annotations but did not criti-
10 

deeply upon his heart. He blamed himself and wished to abandon his stud-
ies. But with a great deal of time on his hands and nothing for him to do 

essays11 of his time, and he recited several of these each day. By the time of 

12

The Recluse said, “I had unbelievably good luck, just at the time when 
my father was getting on in years and my younger brothers and sisters had 

juren in Fujian. 
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was able to take care of his father and to see to the marriages of each of his 
younger brothers and sisters.13

I hardly intended to travel ten thousand li

14

far as a thousand li

li will be tolerable. 

he never would have married.
“I am twenty-nine years old and already have mourned the death of my 

but instead have only wallowed in feelings of grief. When I observe the ways 

15

Henan province. 

brothers, Zhang Zai 
CS, 

in LZQJZ Transition to Neo-Confucianism, and Wyatt, 
The Recluse of Loyang.

The Lotus Sutra. 



died. He observed the traditional rituals of mourning and traveled east, 
16 were plun-

mourning garb, day and night he led his younger brothers and nephews 
in mounting the parapets and sounding the watchman’s clappers to pre-

amount of money could purchase rice or corn.17 The Recluse’s family mem-
bers numbered about thirty, and they were barely able to survive. [In 1563,] 
after the three-year mourning period was complete, he brought his entire 

emptied of provisions, but he was able to pay for his accommodations by 
-

cial appointment [in 1564]. He was honored as an erudite of the Imperial 

afterward, an announcement arrived notifying Li of the death of his pater-

-

losses.

He said to me, “I have something in mind that I would like to talk with 

I was not able to give them a suitable burial because I was impoverished 
and had no means to obtain a plot. This is a great violation of custom.  
I fear that I will be picked out by Heaven as one who is outrageously lacking 

 16. These so-called Japanese pirates were most often local smugglers in the overseas trade. 
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the spirits above will never be willing to leave an auspicious burial plot for 

-
erations. I would like to leave my family in Henan province and divide the 

will take the other half and return to my natal home. Then I will have done 
my duty. There is one thing, though. I am simply afraid my wife will not 
go along with my plans. If, when I walk in to talk with her, she does not go 

The Recluse then went home and, pacing back and forth, spoke his mind.
His wife responded, “It’s not that what you say is untrue, but my mother 

but she weeps for me day and night, to the point that she is blinded in both 
eyes. If she sees that I have not returned, she will certainly die.”

to change his mind.
-

mother, tell her I am as well as ever and in good health. There is nothing 

out with matters. I will not return to my parents’ house, and I dare not 
complain.”

He then packed up his bags and asked a family member to arrange to buy 
land and plant seeds according to his wishes.

wasn’t coming into his hands, he would shake down the wealthy fami-

all the water from the springs to feed the canals and did not permit even 
half a drop to be diverted. The Recluse went to meet with this individual. 

his requests were not granted. But because the Recluse himself had only 

entire city and ten thousand acres of land 



He then returned to his natal home.

the Recluse barely yielded a few bushels of weeds. His eldest daughter had 

His second and third daughters were unable to gulp down the weeds and 
soon both, so young, had fallen ill and died.

18 He has known the 
Recluse for a long time. You can ask him to intercede for us.”

commissioner. He also immediately wrote and had delivered a letter to a 
colleague seeking further assistance. In each of these two matters, he took 
great care and attended to every detail. Zhuowu’s wife took half the money 
he sent and bought grain. With the other half she bought cotton thread and 

The Recluse said, “My mourning period had then passed. My family’s 
burial matters were completed, putting the seal on three generations of 

thoughts of my wife and children who were ten thousand li away. I then 

family, I was deeply joyful. I asked about my two younger daughters and 
only then discovered that both had died a few months earlier before I had 
even begun my journey back to my birthplace.”

-

to custom and asked about the burial matters and her mother’s well-being.
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The Recluse recounts, “That evening my wife and I sat across from each 
other the entire night; it was truly like a dream. I knew that my wife’s mem-
ories were vivid and her feelings were genuine. -

19

-

a civil servant is even greater than the poverty endured in the Imperial 

He felt ridiculed; the man did not know when to stop.
The Recluse responded, “What I refer to as poverty is not the poverty of 

as one who knows where to rest. For more than ten years I have been hast-
ily traveling from north to south, all for the sake of family matters. I com-
pletely forgot the thoughts of peace and joy that I had set my heart on while 

The Recluse responded, “That is so. I am surely too narrow in my nature.”

20 he plunged his 

Zhai.”

could you please write an inscription for me? If I die in the hands of friends, 

Jinshu 

 20. Li accepted a position in the Ministry of Rites in 1566. It was at this time that he met Xu 

and Wang Ji.



in the waters or cremate me.21

bones for others to take care of. There is no need to write an inscription in 

22 will come along 
and make a true record of you.”

-
ern Yunnan and has not yet died.23

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

Analects 9.12: “Rather than dying in the hands of retainers, isn’t it better that I die in the 

The Analects of Confucius

 Shishuo 
xinyu 

 23. From 1577 to 1580 Li served as prefect of Yao’an in the remote western province of Yunnan. 



“ON� HE� XINYIN” 

“HE� XINYIN� LUN”

Li Zhi’s biography of He Xinyin1 is partly conjectural, not to say 
-

calling lineage and local groups to band together and resist predato-

banditry, he died in prison after repeated beatings.2

Li never met He Xinyin. He studied with other thinkers of the 

well, however, and it was their tacit assent to He’s arrest and death 

-
trons. This biography depicts He Xinyin as a fearless champion of 

The man who called himself He Xinyin was originally named Liang Ruyuan 
. I never knew He Xinyin, so how could I have known Liang Ruyuan? 

three sorts of reasons; those who belittle him have three reasons likewise. 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:245–51.
 2. For the ascertainable facts of He’s life, see DMB, 1:513–15, and MRXA 32:1a–4b, in Huang 

Tsung-hsi, Ming Scholars, 166–69.



There is no one who does not cherish his own life; he alone did not make 

such concerns, wishing only to live among the wise and virtuous of his age 
wherever they might be found; in this sense, his way of cherishing his life 
was unparalleled.3 There is no one who does not fear death; he alone was 
not afraid, wishing only to brave death and leave behind a glorious name. 

one’s fellow men or by demons? Is it better to die beheaded or to succumb 
gradually to one’s ills? Between a poison compounded of a hundred kinds 

To die gloriously or to die obscurely: which is more honorable? Having 

-

home and to forgo a home of one’s own, to take responsibility for lead-
ing virtuous men and to put aside responsibility for one’s own house and 

that rises above the rest,”4 in the end becoming the greatest scholar in 
the state of Lu, indeed the greatest scholar in the history of the world. 

only by good fortune did he escape these brushes with death.5 If he was 
fortunate enough not to be killed then, one assumes, he was sure to meet a 

have refused him the title of “a good and brave man who gave his life for 
the sake of benevolence”?6 When death came, He Xinyin did not demur. 

LZQJZ 1:247.
 4. Classic of Changes

Analects.
 6. Analects 15.9.
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to die in the same manner? Those who say that he sought death in order 
to make a name for himself are wrong; if he had to die, he had to die; what 

He “came and went as he pleased”7

He Xinyin thought they were like ugly women attempting to prance like 

do, they are sure to object and persecute me to death, not knowing that 
-

while good people suspected him, the bad worked to destroy him, at the 

well-known principles as these, people are wont to give their lives—what 
is called “dying a death that has more weight than Mount Tai”8; but never 
has anyone been known to give up his life for the Way. For the Way is 
“without a name”9; and how could anyone die for the sake of something 

his one death will sink without a trace. If you ask the tens of thousands 

yet everyone knows his death was an injustice. When they paraded the 
notice board through the streets to notify the population of his crimes, 
the people who stood by watching denounced it as a slander, snorting 
with indignation until they had to turn away; such was the feeling at the 

Huguang, along a circuit of over three thousand li, if people did not know 
He Xinyin personally, they knew his aims—this was true throughout the 
three-thousand-li

felt this way; even those who sincerely considered Zhang the savior of the 

 7. From Zhuangzi Zhuangzi jishi
Records: Qin Dynasty, 233.

Daodejing, sec. 1.



dynasty were particularly outraged by this act of injustice on his part, 

Zhang were condemned by all as the lowest kind of people. For as to this 
Way being inherent in the human heart, it is truly like the sun, the moon, 

a nameless death, the feelings of the people were with him: this was surely 
the doing of the Way—who can suppress it? Moreover, can it be true that 
He Xinyin had no fear of death? In a time with no Zhang Zifang, who 
was there to save the life of a Xiang Bo? In a time with no Zhu Jia of Lu, 
who could rescue a Ji Bu?10

that those who preach the Way are liars. Looking on the matter from the 
present day, I notice that the plain people who still breathe outrage at 
this wrong never knew He Xinyin personally, but He Xinyin’s intimates 
and fellow students calmly observed his death as if they were throwing 
stones down a well. It appears that ordinary people cannot be false but 

lack honesty and think only to cut down whoever surpasses them. In an 
age without real moralists, it was inevitable that He Xinyin had to die 

11 be lost forever. Was He Xinyin’s death not a 

These three types of responses come from people who are worthies and 
gentlemen of the age, and it is appropriate that they should join with the 

Those who belittle He Xinyin say,

12 and He Xinyin broke with 
four of them to live his life among friends, teachers, and other worthy 

Shi ji, ch. 55, “The 
Hereditary House of the Marquis of Lu,” in Watson, Records: Han Dynasty I

Records: Han Dynasty II, 412–13. Ji Bu, a 

Records: Han Dynasty I
Analects 9.5.
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superiors and intimidate one’s inferiors, but He Xinyin displayed nothing 
but bold words and bold behavior, which piled up blame and trouble for 
him. He may have been learned, but not in the art of self-preservation. 

study is to make it approachable. Judging people by one’s own overly strict 
standards will only drive them away; haranguing the ambitious will only 
cause those on top to be uneasy; using one’s wealth to make friends13 only 
brings out the greed and competitiveness in people. His own choices led 

who disgusted He Xinyin.

the present age, concerned only with feeding, clothes, and sleep, occupied 
with their bodies and their mouths, with no idea at all about what the Way 
might be or why a person should study, and if they dare to curse and scold, 

to have any understanding of him at all, and even they mistake him. I never 
had the chance to cast my eyes upon him or hear him in discussion and 
have taken only a cursory glance at the detail of his thought, so that I feel 
that to blurt something out might be wrong, but to repress it is wrong as 

hear from someone who knew him? I take He Xinyin to have been a dragon 
in plain sight,14 manifesting himself with no ability to hide away. His whole 
attitude was lofty, whence his fate. But loftiness belongs to dragons; no 
other thing compares to them. If the dragon lacks loftiness, the yang line 

alone matches this graph; he is the “great man” predicted by the top yang 
15 That is what I have to say about He Xinyin.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H AU N  S AU S SY

Classic of Changes
 15. Ibid.: “There will be advantage in meeting a great man.”



“ON� THE� WARRING� STATES” 

“ZHANGUO� LUN”�

This essay1 was initially composed as “The Biography of Liu Xiang” 
and intended for publication in A Book to Keep (Hidden). Through-
out that work, Li Zhi frequently reverses traditional evaluations 
of historical personages and events. Here he overturns the widely 

475 –221 
adopts instead a position of historical relativism and claims that 

-
tion.” The implication is that the violence and lawlessness of the 

-

members of that conservative group advocated reverence for and 
imitation of the past, Li proposes that each historical moment must 
develop strategies suitable for coping with the unique challenges it 

From reading the Strategies of the Warring States, I learned that Liu Xiang was 
2 -

3

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1: 262–65.
 2. Liu Xiang –6 

with having compiled many works from earlier materials, among them the Strategies of the 
Warring States Zhanguo ce 

 –770 

 –476 

. 
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4

5 But why was it that the Five Hegemons ruled only during 

-
trol over the feudal lords. Thus inasmuch as some feudal lords did not obey 
orders, the regional earls formed a common front and led other feudal lords 

an alliance, reuniting all under heaven.
It was just as when parents fall ill and are unable to manage their own 

them. But if among them there is a worthy son who acts as supervisor, he 
rises to the challenge and takes upon himself the responsibility of a parent. 

seem to have usurped the parents’ authority, in fact his parents rely on him 
for security, his brothers rely on him for maintaining peace, and his ser-
vants, retainers, and others rely on him for stability. Thus he brings great 

6 He has been deemed 

and shielded the Zhou. That the Zhou dynasty, like “the centipede with its 
hundred legs,” was able to hold out for more than 240 years is due entirely 

7 The 

 4. The three ancient kings Yu, Tang, and Wen are proverbial for having created order in the 
human realm by founding their respective dynasties. But a period of disorder, says Li, 
cannot be administered by following their precedents.

nominal superior.
 –645 

to become one of the Five Hegemons. 

does not topple over.” The phrase, which appears in the Huainanzi, is used metaphorically 
to describe the way in which a powerful household or dynasty is often able to keep up 

LZQJZ 1:264n23.



feudal lords were incapable of accomplishing what the Five Hegemons had, 
so some feudal lords conceived the ambition to swallow up Zhou: in their 

8 The Jin split apart into three states, and 
Lü was overtaken by Tian.9

right, so the situation inevitably degenerated into one of states at war for 
thousands of miles in every direction, each with its scheming ministers and 

[Five hundred years later] Liu Xiang, at the end of the Western Han, 
sensed that his own dynasty was about to fall. He could only admire the 

-

10 -
tively. Their minds were crammed with secondhand opinions and their 

Their weak attempts to judge the value of the Strategies of the Warring States 

Xiang for not forming his own opinions,11 charged that Liu ought to have 
corrected the biased accounts he gathered, and implied that Liu didn’t even 

blame, which he then established as an ethical standard. In the end, Zeng 

state of Wei: identical in import.12

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

  to 301 , attempted to 

 9. In 403  the state of Jin split into three smaller states: Han, Zhao, and Wei, and in 379 

 10. Bao Biao both wrote commentaries on the Strategies of the 
Warring States.

his preface to the Strategies of the Warring States

any moral compass and so destroyed the world order of their time.
 12. This line alludes to Analects

Strategies of the Warring States.



“ON� WEAPONS� AND� FOOD”

“BING� SHI � LUN”

A Book to Keep (Hidden) in 1588, this essay1 

in Mr. Li’s Discussion of Books. The essay is a subversive commentary 
on a famous dialogue about political authority from the Analects:

Zigong asked about government. The Master said, “[What is needed 

that is all.” Zigong then asked, “If you had no choice but to discard 

discarded.” “If you had no choice but to discard one or the other of 
the remaining two, which would go?” He said, “Let food be discarded. 
From ancient times to now, everyone has had to face death, but with-
out the trust of the people, none can stand.”2 

 –206 
the perfect ruler was one who enlightened the people, motivating 
them to perform actions for the common defense and weal, or one 

Analects -

elite to which he belonged traditionally had little sympathy, argues 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:265–72.
 2. Analects The Analects of Confucius, 81. 



-
tury -

Daodejing
-

caves and dwelling in the wilderness. We subsisted on the fruits we gath-
ered from shrubs and trees. But having no claws or sharp teeth to help 
us grab or bite, no feathers or fur with which to cover ourselves, we were 

must be more precious than beasts. Yet abandoning people to be eaten 
-

cumstances required that, in order to survive, human beings borrow from 
and use objects in the natural world. This is how bows, arrows, halberds, 
spears, armor, swords, and shields came into being. Where there is life, 
there must be a means of sustaining this life—namely, food; and where 
there is a body, there must be a means of protecting this body—namely, 
weapons. In response to the urgent need for producing food, the well-

3 In response to the urgent 
need for protection, bows, arrows, armor, and helmets sprang into being. 
Taking the place of claws, sharp teeth, fur, and feathers, these weapons 
made tigers, leopards, rhinoceroses, and elephants run for their lives and 
keep a safe distance from human habitation. Isn’t this how human beings 
came to live in peace and quiet?

weapons, who could doubt that the people will trust and support him?4 In 
situations in which the ruler “has no choice” but to discard either food or 
weapons, and yet the people would rather die than relinquish their trust in 
him, this loyalty may be accounted for by the fact that the ruler previously 

, the shape of which 
is used to represent the distribution of land: nine plots of land, of which those on the 
periphery were cultivated by families of serfs, and the produce of the central one was given 

Mencius 
 4. Li slightly distorts the Analects passage to make it say that food and weapons are the only 

means by which the ruler secures the people’s trust.
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provided them with ample weapons and food.5

food be discarded” and “Let weapons be discarded,” he did not think these 
things really ought to be discarded; he [was simply answering the question 
of what a ruler should do if he] “has no other choice.” When a ruler “has no 
other choice,” the common people will not lose faith in him since, after all, 
he “has no other choice.”

than weapons and food. They say such things because they do not under-
-

ing between weapons and food? It is said that without weapons, it would 
be quite impossible to obtain food. But weapons belong to the “ground of 
death.”6 The very word “weapons” is ugly. Yet without weapons we would 

 

not wish to hear this word, rulers dare not let it pass their lips, much less 
command the populace time and again to employ these implements. For 
this reason, if in peacetime we teach the commoners military arts, they 

-

how hard you work me”?7

is trouble, then people say, 
“These are dangerous times; how can I avoid being killed?” Would anyone 

complain of the ruler who sent me”?8

Words of this kind are misleading, and rulers merely seek to use them in 
order to throw a deceptive gloss over their arts of rulership. But don’t they 

 5. In this sentence Li Zhi is paraphrasing Zhu Xi’s commentary on the Analects
without food must die, moreover death necessarily comes to every person. Without trust, 
even if life goes on, one cannot establish [a state]; in this case death is a better guarantee of 

Sishu zhangju jizhu
Art of War: “Military action is important 

Art of War, 59; LZQJZ
Mencius

Mencius, 

 8. Further allusion to Mencius
of a policy to keep them alive, they would die bearing no ill-will towards the man who put 

Mencius



What is needed is the wisdom to enlighten the people so that they conform 
to his purposes: they act rightly without waiting for a reward and sponta-
neously accomplish the same ends without grumbling,9 although they do 
not understand why. This is the consummate achievement of sages who are 
reverent yet reserved.

-
ors, of whom Xuan Yuan was the greatest.10 Xuan Yuan was a ruler who 
fought seventy battles to gain control of all under heaven. Though he killed 

of Banquan,11 he took pains to protect the lives of his people and poured out 
his heart to sustain them. Xuan Yuan thought that since the people were 

he, as ruler, was shrouded in mystery, they could not admonish him.
 and dis-

tributed eight parts [out of nine] so as to ensure that the people all under-
stood that the ruler was providing for them. Then, if the spring hunting 
ritual were not performed, would not harm befall their tender crops? [Lack-

good harvest [the following year]? Thus, as long as the people labored in 

four seasons. This hunting, in fact, was undertaken for the sake of [ensur-

12 -
ing an army, yet every family enjoyed a portion of game. The rulers never 

cornering prey.13 The people did not wait for the ruler to supply them with 

Classic of Changes.

LZQJZ 1:269n5.
Shi ji The Grand 

Scribe’s Records, 1:1–19.
 12. This phrase appears in the Mao commentary to the poem “Huan” in the Classic of Poetry, 

Mao no. 97.

to surround a hunted animal on all sides; compassion required providing an escape route. 
LZQJZ 1:269n49.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N F E N S H U  

aggressive implements like halberds and spears or defensive ones like hel-
mets or suits of armor. They did not wait for the emperor to teach them but 
[of their own accord] became nimble on their feet and skilled with their 
hands, adept at long-range shooting with lances and arrows. They did not 
wait for the ruler to train them; children and white-haired men alike prac-
ticed the skills of mortal combat. They regarded catching ferocious beasts 

away from home they called out to one another. In illness, they looked after 
one another, and in trouble they took care of one another. They did not wait 
for the ruler to “teach the people human relationships.”14 When turning a 
corner, their formation was as regular as a T square, and when rounding a 
bend, it was as constant as a compass.15 Whether encamped or on the move, 

They did not wait for the ruler to instruct them in ritual propriety. They 
feasted merrily, beating drums and dancing late into the night. They did 

of war along with the severed left ears [of the slain enemy soldiers] before 
they rejoiced in their hearts.

The people were divided into eight administrative units and deployed 
according to eight battalions. In the midst was the central command.16 
There were eight vanguards and eight rear guards, whose powers corre-

-
tion to be set down in diverse forms of writing or to be established through 

17 they are the means by which the ruler protects the 
people’s lives. But in the beginning no sages instructed the people in the 

-

Mencius are just a case of “improving the drawing of the snake by 

Mencius Mencius, 102.
Li ji [Records of ritual], ch. 13.

LZQJZ 1:270n66.
Rites of Zhou Zhou li

LZQJZ 1:270n70.
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skills [of war], but they were perfectly unaware that their training had been 
orchestrated by the ruler; they assumed that the ruler’s task was to provide 
for them. Families willingly went to war and people became soldiers simply 

-

share the -

19 -
neously believe that the sages took advantage of gaps in the agricultural 

-

Moreover, since these activities are concerned with subsistence, how could 
they ever have been labeled as “military”? How could anyone have referred 

established the doctrine of classifying by means of names [i.e., moral phi-
losophy], who has had any dealings with weapons?”20

21 wanted to buy a parcel 

22 who understood the importance of weapons, 

 18. Mencius

basis of need.
 19. Analects 8.9: “The people may be made to follow a path of action, but they may not be made 

The Chinese Classics
 20. Fan Zhongyan 

Songyuan xue’an 
LZQJZ 1:271.

 21. Zhang Zai 

commoners, and for this reason he advocated reinstituting it in his own day.
  –338 

policies for which that dynasty was known. He met a nasty end: accused of plotting sedition, 
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passionately pleaded for permission to advance: he concentrated on win-
ning battles and divvying up the spoils to “reward the good and punish 
the bad.”23

should not understand. Hence the saying, “The Way of the sage lies not 
in enlightening the people, but in hoodwinking them.”24

state must not be revealed to anyone.”25 -
26 

27 28 made it manifest. But ever 
29 -

cians have strived by every means possible to indoctrinate the people with 
-

while, Xuan Yuan’s governance falls into decay.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

be allowed shelter unless they could document their identity. Turned away, he eventually 

Shi ji, ch. 68, “Biography of 
Records: Qin Dynasty, 89–99.

Han Feizi , ch. 34. 
Daodejing

Lao Tzu
 25. Daodejing, ch. 36; Lau, Lao Tzu, 95. 

, a legendary military strategist who helped the Zhou dynasty 

century .
 –645 

rising to become one of the Five Hegemons.
, who, according to 

legend, served as state archivist under the Zhou dynasty.

as state ritual and culture.



“DISCUSSION� ON� HUSBAND� AND� WIFE��  
REFLECTIONS� AFTER� LONG� CONTEMPLATION”

“FUFU� LUN�� XU� YOU� GAN”

1 on the subject of metaphysics, 

and cosmos celebrating abundance and embodied reality. Li begins 
wulun 

and son, husband and wife, elder and younger brother, and friend 
and friend. He then challenges the traditional ranking, making the 

-

- -
dantic “gentlemen of the Way,” who see the world as founded upon 

-
band and wife can there be father and son; only on the basis of father and 
son can there be elder and younger brother; only on the basis of elder and 
younger brother can there be superior and subordinate. If the relations 
between husband and wife are properly established, then among the myr-

wife are the origin of all things.

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:251–54.
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2 3 that 
li ] can give birth to “substance” [qi 

taiji ] can give birth to Yin [ ] and Yang [ ].4 How could 
that be?

Yin and Yang—and two destinies, male and female; in the beginning there 

qi
wuji 

many times you look at the matter, there is nothing that arises without its 

are their very beginning [zaoduan ].5 For this reason I speak only of the 

6

Zhu Xi: Heaven is the source of “principle” and of the “mandate” that makes things what 
Zhongyong zhangju 

Doctrine of the Mean The Four Books, 107–30. Li Zhi contends 
that the cosmos arises from the conjuncture of two unlike things, thus inscribing diversity 
into the very nature of nature. 

Daodejing, ch. 42. Zhu Xi’s use of the phrase to assign priority to Heaven is what Li Zhi 
opposes here.

 4. The origin of things from Yin and Yang is described in the Classic of Changes
taiji

Zhou Yi zhengyi , “Xici” , in Ruan, Shisanjing zhu shu
li qi

. 
 5. For the term zaoduan, see the Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 12: “The Way of the gentleman has its 

very beginning in [ordinary] men and women.”
Daodejing

nothingness.” 



Why? For fear of chaos and confusion in this world; “too much talk leads 
7 and even increasing bewilderment among the people. 

Better along with others to forget and together dwell where there are no 
words.8

one’s beginnings in the relation between a husband and a wife; once there, 

In the Classic of Changes it is said,

qian [ ]; all things owe to it their 
beginning.

kun [ ]; all
owe to it their birth.

kun and qian know no limit.

9

qian and kun. Qian is the 
husband, kun

must the relation between husband and wife be like? What indeed?
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

Daodejing, ch. 5. 
Zhuangzi, ch. 6. 

 9. Li here stitches together phrases from the Classic of Changes
Zhou Yi zhengyi Shisanjing zhu shu, 1:6a, 22a; Legge, The Yi 

King
of the Classic of Changes.



“ON� MISCELLANEOUS� MATTERS”

“ZA� SHUO”�

Written in 1592, this essay1 -
nese views of literature and art from the late Ming to the present. 

Bowing to the Moon2 and The Story of the Western Wing3  
[ ]. The Lute4 is a work of an artisan [ ].5
heaven and earth’s creative powers, but who among them understands that 

heaven gives life to, what earth nurtures, and the varieties of vegetation 
found everywhere. But when they search for heaven’s skill, no matter how 

6

who embody a sagelike spirit7

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ Chinese Theories, 
50–53. For a French translation, see Billeter, Li Zhi, 258–62. For an annotated Japanese 

 2. Bowing to the Moon Bai yue ting 
Yougui ji” 

 [Mr. Li Zhuowu’s critique of Tales from the Hidden Women’s Quarters]. 
 3. The Story of the Western Wing

pidian Xixiang ji  [Mr. Li Zhuowu’s annotations on 
the authentic edition of The Story of the Western Wing], in LZQJZ
translation of the play, see West and Idema, Moon and Zither.

 4. The Lute Pipa ji 

translation, see Mulligan, The Lute.
 5. Throughout this essay, Li Zhi puns on the homophonous terms “work of nature”  and 

“work of art” huàg ng
 6. For this term, see Zhuangzi, ch. 6; Watson, Chuang Tzu, 77. 

Zhuangzi, ch. 13; Watson, Chuang Tzu, 150.



resides, so what ordinary person could understand it? Having consid-
ered our topic at some length, we can say: although artisanship may be 
clever, it has already sunk into the state of being secondhand.8 Through-
out the ages, the work of writing emerges from the pain within a writ-

9 

-
ically for a yellow or black coat, a stallion or mare;10 a sage whose voice 
genuinely responds and whose qi immediately attracts others11 will not be 
found among pedantic scholars counting the number of lines written and 

wind over water12 does not depend on the use of this or that word or out-
standing phrase. If a work possesses a tight structure, if the couplets are 
perfectly aligned, if the writing is grounded in solid logic and is in harmony 
with established models, if the beginning and end echo each other, and the 
abstract and concrete elements are in balance—all these various illusory 
criteria13 are used to discuss literature. But such criteria cannot be used to 

14 such as The Story of the Western Wing and Bowing to the Moon 

The Lute

height of his talent. Because he spared no pains to achieve the utmost of 
-

vor likewise dissipate and vanish. In the past I have picked up The Lute and 

 8. The term er yi 
meaning once removed from what is genuine. 

failure.” 
 10. Li combines a list of horse types from the Classic of Poetry, Mao no. 297, “Jiong,” and a 

story from Liezi
appearance. 

 11. This plays on a passage in the Classic of Changes, “Wenyan” 
.

 12. This sentence 
natural beauty of wind moving across water to “the utmost patterning [zhiwen ] under 
heaven.” Li, however, here playfully takes zhiwen

name], in Jiayou ji , j. 15; Fuller, The Road to East Slope, 82–83.
chan bing 

thoughts and illusions that interfere with true insight.
 14. Zaju 
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plucked its tunes: one strum and I sighed, a second and I was moved, a third 
strum and I found I no longer felt anything.15 What is the reason for this? 

-

no further than between the skin and the bone marrow.16 Is it any wonder, 
then, that its ability to move people is nothing more than this?

The Story of the Western Wing and Bowing to the Moon are not like this. 
-

ple, the skill and cleverness that went into making them appears simply 
 

writers of the world, none begins with the intention to create literature. 

events. In their throats are such and such things that they desire to spit out 

They store up these feelings to the bursting point until, after a long time, 
their force cannot be stopped.

-
ters something that catches his eye and sets him sighing, he snatches away 
another’s wine cup and drowns his accumulated burdens. He pours out the 
grievances in his heart, and for thousands of years after, people are moved 

Milky Way, and creating the most heavenly writings, he listens to no one 
-

row, and is unable to stop. He would rather cause his readers and listeners 
to react passionately—to gnash and grind their teeth with the desire to slice 
him up—than hide his writings in a famous mountain17 or consign them to 

When I read such a work I can begin to imagine what sort of person the 
author was. In his time, he must have harbored great aspirations that were 

 15. This passage contrasts with one in Liu Xie, Wenxin diaolong  [The literary mind and 

a boat: “When you stop your brush at the end of a work, it is like raising the oars when we 

Readings, 271.

Zen Buddhism, 93.

Watson, Records: Qin Dynasty, 236.



feelings indirectly by using the device of the fated meetings and partings 
between a husband and a wife. In his script he rejoices over women of great 

ying,18 and compares human society to the sudden changes of clouds and 
rain, inasmuch as people today value friendship no more highly than dirt.19 

20

conquering a dynasty was little more than a game of chess.”21 -
ing a dynasty and ceding the throne are serious matters; but if one regards 
them merely as situations involving a single cup of wine or a single round 

what seems small, they see the vast, and in the midst of the vast, they miss 
no tiny detail. By lifting the tip of a feather they can erect a Buddhist temple; 
from atop the smallest mote of dust, they can turn the great dharma wheel 
of the universe. This is a universal truth and not just a comment on play 
scripts. If you doubt this, sit in the middle of a courtyard under the moon-
light when in the stillness of autumn the leaves are falling, or alone in your 
study with not a soul to rely upon; try picking up the “Heart of the Lute” 

] section of The Story of the Western Wing.22

although the author’s skill and craft are within the understanding.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

 18. The Story of the Western Wing
Zhang as the leading man.

friends in hard times].
 20. In The Story of the Western Wing

writing of his true love, Yingying, to the styles of these great and eccentric calligraphers. 

and last lines of the poem are identical. Tang  and Wu  were the military founders of 

 22. This aria appears in act 2, scene 5 of The Story of the Western Wing. The term qin xin dates 
Shi ji, ch. 117, wherein the widowed 

Records: Han Dynasty II, 260–61.



“EXPLANATION� OF� THE� CHILDLIKE� HEART-MIND”

“TONGXIN� SHUO”

famous essay, written around 1592.1

Heart-Mind” is at the same time an aesthetic and an ethics, centered 
on the idea of genuineness. Taking the opposite tack from the so-
phistication sought by most of his contemporaries, Li praises what 
is unpremeditated, simple, and authentic and thereby sets a cardi-

In the concluding remarks to his preface for The Story of the Western Wing,2 

who know may not say that I still possess a childlike heart-mind.”3

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:276–79. Anthology, 808–
11; Ye, Vignettes, 26–28; Billeter, Li Zhi

 tongxin Zuozhuan
the nineteen-year-old Zhao, presumptive heir to the throne, the narrator laments, “He still 
had a childlike heart-mind, and from this the gentlemen knew he would not come to a good 

The Chinese Classics
 2. The thirteenth-century Yuan drama The Story of the Western Wing was widely performed 

obstacles as their passion and illicit romance transform into a celebrated marriage. The 
 by Yuan Zhen, in which the illicit 

romance turns to tragedy as the man abandons the maiden. 

friend Jiao Hong, who in his own writings cites a 1582 anonymous commentary on The 
Story of the Western Wing



The childlike heart-mind is the genuine heart-mind. If one considers the 
childlike heart-mind unacceptable, then he considers the genuine heart-

and entirely genuine, it is the original mind4 at the very beginning of the 

who is not genuine will never regain that with which he began.
-

ning of the mind. How can the beginning of the mind be lost? But then, 
how can the childlike heart-mind suddenly be lost? From the beginning, 
sounds and sights enter through our ears and eyes. When one allows them 

teachings]. When one allows these to dominate what is within oneself, then 

Way” that one hears and sees increase day by day; what one knows and 
senses thus also increases daily. In time one comes to believe it is desirable 
to covet a good reputation and one endeavors to enhance one’s reputation; 

to be disdained and endeavors to conceal such a reputation; one’s childlike 
heart-mind is then lost.

-

sages of antiquity did not study books? But even if they did not study books, 
their childlike heart-mind was secure and at ease; when they did study 

lost. They are unlike those scholars of today for whom the more they read 
books and become familiar with moral principles, the more they obstruct 

-
-

like heart-minds, why would the sages have written books and established 

preface to the 1582 commentary concludes, “Having leisure in my humble home, I casually 
punctuate The Story of the Western Wing. . . . 
windy and rainy days or beautiful moonlit nights. I while away the time and break the 
strains of poverty and sadness. It is acceptable that those who know may not say that I still 
possess a 

benxin Mencius
his view that human nature tends toward good. 
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has been obstructed, one loses the ability to put into words one’s innermost 

emanate from within and when brightness is not born from true sincerity,5 
6 Why should 

this be so? Because when the childlike heart-mind is obstructed, then the 
become one’s heart 

and mind.
-

ciples of the Way, what is spoken then are words that derive entirely from 

words may be artful, what do they have to do with oneself? How could such a 
situation lead to anything other than phony people speaking phony words, 

phony words to a phony person, the phony person is pleased; if one talks 
about phony matters with a phony person, the phony person is pleased; 
if one discusses phony literature with a phony person, the phony person 

discriminate between real and fake?7

people and never even seen by later generations. Is this all that rare? Why 

-
petuated, what one hears and sees will have no authority, no period will 
lack great literature, no person will lack literary talent, and not a single 

-
ily conform to aesthetic standards from antiquity or from the Selections of 
Re ned Literature?8 Why must prose necessarily resemble models written 

Mencius 7B25.
Analects 14.5.
Zhuzi yulei j. 27, for reference to 

a short person in the theater who cannot see the stage and instead of judging for himself 
takes his cues to laugh when others around him do so. 

 8. Wenxuan  

history. With the rise of new verse forms in the seventh century, it began to appear archaic.



new regulated verse of the Tang, then transformed into fantastic tales9 
and play scripts,10 which developed into Yuan comedies, and those in turn  
evolved into The Story of the Western Wing and The Water Margin;11 now they 
have become the eight-legged essays12 of today: in each case, the transfor-
mation produced the most sublime writings of the age, which can never 

speak of the Analects or the Mencius?
Analects, and the Mencius, if they are not words 

praise from loyal subjects. If not one or the other, then they are what mis-
guided followers and dim-witted disciples wrote down of what they recalled 
their teacher had said. What they wrote had a beginning but was missing an 
ending; or the followers remembered the conclusion but forgot the intro-
duction. These disciples put down in writing whatever they happened to 

that these words came directly from the mouths of sages and decided to 
establish them as great classics. Who knows whether more than half these 
writings are not words from the mouths of sages?

if these words are those of the sages, still, they were uttered in 

-
ing on the circumstances in order to cure this dim-witted disciple or that 
misguided follower. The medicine prescribed depends on the illness; surely 

hastily accept these writings as the perfected doctrine for endless gen-
Analects, and the Mencius have 

chuanqi 
yuanben 

period.
 11. Shuihu zhuan The Water Margin, Outlaws of the Marsh, and All 

Men Are Brothers

to Li Zhi. For Li’s views on the novel, see pp. 125–28. 
 12. The highly structured eight-legged essay form was prescribed as the standard for 
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describe such writings with the label of “childlike heart-mind.”

childlike heart-mind and have a word with him about writing?13

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E  

A N D  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 13. Li Zhi plays on a sentence from Zhuangzi, ch. 26; Watson, Chuang Tzu, 302.



“ON� THE� CHILDLIKE� MIND”

“TONGXIN� SHUO”

the reader will not suspect the editor of simple-mindedness.”—that’s how 
The Story of the Western 

Wing.

authenticity goes; when the mind has lost its authenticity, the authentic 
person vanishes with it. When we lose our authenticity, nothing is left to 
set us straight again.

We begin as children, in simplicity. The child’s mind is the beginning 
mind, the mind everyone has necessarily shared. But somehow this mind is 
lost: how indeed? It must be that impressions and sensations, crowding in 
through the ears and eyes, come to dominate the inner life and suppress the 
original mind. Then words and ideas learned from without come to domi-

desire to acquire it; the ugliness of bad repute, likewise, we strive to avoid, 
and the simple mind is lost.

thus preserved their simplicity of action]? But whether or not they were 
reading books, they maintained their childlike simplicity and did not let it 
stray. In this they were unlike the scholars of today who pile up terms and 
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of book learning and verbiage to subdue the original mind, what sage can 
hope to use writing or speech to suppress these scholars’ misguided action? 

roots, its writing style will be weak. You will see none of that “strength and 

-

will be drawn from these impressions, words and concepts alone—noth-

-

masterpiece that goes straight to the point of things, it will be buried in 

mind prevails, no ideas or words can have currency, no outer impressions 
can take its place; with the childlike mind, no time and no individual will 
be devoid of artistry, indeed no type or style of writing will be unartistic. 

Classic of Poetry and Anthology; 
prose need not be modeled on the age before the empire arose. The artistic 

broke out again in Tang tales of the fantastic; again in the Yuan to make 
libretti and zaju opera; again in our time to make The Story of the Western 
Wing and Outlaws of the Marsh and the masters of the essay form. What I 

students who tried to set down in books what they could not remember 

words of the sages and elevated them to the rank of classics, despite their 



or are addressed to the failings of this or that ignorant disciple, like a medi-

prescriptions can hardly be handed down as the timeless wisdom of the 
-

could be farther from the direct language of the childlike original mind, you 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H AU N  S AU S SY



“THE� HUB� OF� THE � HEART� SUTRA”

“XIN� JING � TIGANG”�

The Heart Sutra is unique among Buddhist sutras in its brevity and 
multivalence.1 Before leaving Yunnan in 1581, Li wrote this sutra 
out for a friend,2 appending to the manuscript his own thoughts in 
the form of the commentary translated here. The word tigang
in the title of Li’s commentary refers literally to the point on a net 
where all the strands meet and are bound together, but the term is 

of writing intended to communicate the heart of a matter.
The Heart Sutra is itself designed to communicate the heart of a 

matter: it distills the essence of the teaching—and indeed the lit-
3

refers to the wisdom required to attain buddhahood, a wisdom that 

actions. It is concerned with mastery of the doctrine of emptiness 
kong -

ceived, all organs of perception, and indeed all means of percep-
4 

it is not even properly a sutra: it functions also as an incantation 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:280–84. The Heart Sutra, or The Heart of Perfect Wisdom Sutra Bore boluomiduo 
xinjing Praj p ramit -h daya-s tra
although Li Zhi’s commentary seems to have been made in reference to a version of the 
short recension. For an introduction to The Heart Sutra

Heart S tra (Xin jing),” in Yu et al., Ways with 
Words. West translates the sutra, on pp. 121–29, as Li Zhi may have read it.

The Heart Sutra” was subsequently 
published in A Book to Burn.

The Heart Sutra

The Large Sutra Heart S tra.” 
Princeton Dictionary, 656–57.



dh ra
practice.5 

Li’s commentarial essay is but one of many works aiming to eluci-
date The Heart Sutra; it is his summary of a summary, distilling what 

Li Zhi also most deeply concerned with the heart’s function as the 
xin , often translated as “heart-mind,” is 

-
tial of all individuals to achieve buddhahood by using this mind—by 
making use of their own unique capabilities of contemplation—is 

-
-

is that Li ties the Buddhist nonduality of subject and object to the 

interpretation with a style of apophasis distinctly reminiscent of 
The Heart Sutra.6

The Heart Sutra is the shortest way to what the Buddha said about the mind. 

not -

root.7

distress, inversion and reversal.8

9

xin , h daya
the centrality of the dh ra

Chuang Tzu, 43.
neng suo 

cognitive act.
 8. These are conventional Buddhist terms for delusive views and obstacles to enlightenment: 

gua ai vara a kongbu 
bhaya-bhairava diandao 

vipary sa
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aggregates—form, feeling, perception, volition, and consciousness—are all 
empty.10 There is fundamentally no life or death to be had, therefore one 

11 traversing it and there 

sutra. The lines that follow, shattering [illusion] over and over, all make this 
12

13 -

things in opposition, and even if we could merge them as one, we’d still 
have the one thing. In fact, whenever we speak of “form,” we are speaking 

we speak of “emptiness,” we are speaking precisely of “form”; there’s no 
-

14

15

-

skanda se , 
r pa shou 

vedan xiang sa j xing sa sk ra
shi vij na

 11. I.e., the bitter sea of sa s ra, the realm of rebirth.

The Heart Sutra; rather, they illustrate how, in Li Zhi’s imagination, the 
dialogue may have unfolded.

zhen kong kong
nyat zhenru tathat

zixing 
empty in this sense.

kong xiang 



Therefore, form fundamentally doesn’t arise;16 emptiness fundamentally isn’t 

pure. In form there is no increasing; in emptiness there is no decreasing. 

there are no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, or mind.17

Fields are all empty: there are no sights, sounds, smells, tastes, sensations, or 
mental elements.18

the realm of sight on up through the realm of consciousness.19 The same is 
even true of birth and old age, sickness and death, knowledge and ignorance, 

nothing to be attained.

-
mination, reaching the shore of nothing-to-be-attained. In this way, since 
what is to be attained is nothing, it follows naturally that there can be now 
neither snagging nor hindrance, neither fear nor distress, nor any inverted 
dreamlike thoughts. The cycle of life and death [is revealed], and one com-
pletes nirvana.

that are not

This great spiritual incantation,
This great illuminating incantation,
This unsurpassed incantation,
This unequalled incantation,

 16. The word se r pa, which generally 

“the passions” or even “lust.” 
liu gen  a  indriy i

faculties of sense.

interaction between the sense organs and their sense objects.
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It is real and not vacuous.

and they arrive at the conclusion that the two don’t depend on anything. 

disbelieve the truth so clearly praised by the sutra:

“Form is emptiness”—what form is there after all?

There is no emptiness and no form, so how can there be anything hav-

can be done about the fact that so many people can be made to follow but 
not to understand?20 Those who can be made to understand become the 
Bodhisattva; those who can’t become common men, birds and beasts, rocks 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  DAV I D  L E B OV I TZ

Analects 8.9.



“NOTES� ON� ‘THE� HUB’”

“TIGANG� SHUO”�

1 a short piece that reveals the circumstances under 
which he composed “The Hub of The Heart Sutra
of the inherent unreliability of language and the dangers in placing 

-
cal traditions: without the right guiding intellect, sutras, scriptures, 
canons, or classics—all referred to by the single term jing—are only 

-

The Heart Sutra but also 

publish this piece alongside his Laozi Explained, a commentary on the 
Daodejing

The Way is fundamentally great, but since the Way [is presumed to] rely 
on scriptures, one cannot clearly make it out. [Moreover], when seeking 
to clarify the Way by clarifying the scriptures, one can’t discern the Way 

-

are they?

should serve as 

 1. The Li Wenling ji, j. 9, collects this piece immediately following “The Hub of The Heart Sutra,” 
LZQJZ 24:504.
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capable just traversed that same path; the incapable, [however], can’t be 
given the Way.2

While I was in central Yunnan, a friend asked me to copy out The Heart 
Sutra

The Huang’an magistrate has already had “The Hub” printed. Let’s 
append this to my notes on the Book of the Way and Virtue [Daodejing] and 

mislead? I write it out in order to see.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  DAV I D  L E B OV I TZ



“ON� LOFTINESS� AND� CLEANLINESS”

“GAO� JIE� SHUO”

This essay,1 written in Macheng in 1589, reads like a companion 

Both essays function as ethical self-portraits in which the author 

mask—a sterling character.
The present essay opens with the assertion that Li loves loftiness. 

But almost immediately the author begins heaping disapproval on 
himself: he describes himself as arrogant, short-tempered, intoler-

critical remarks do not in fact represent Li’s true self-assessment. 
He is merely repeating the aspersions cast on him by others. Be-

and refused to admit visitors, his behavior earned him the reputa-
tion of a misanthrope. Li repeats these accusations but indicates no 
contrition. Instead, he decries his accusers for failing to understand 
that he was driven into solitude against his will by the hypocrisy 
of contemporaries who cared only for wealth and power. The essay 
concludes by praising two visiting monks from Huang’an, whose in-

in them, even if they are base and servile, I’ll readily honor them.

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:294–97.
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By nature I love cleanliness.2

even if I were a prince or duke, I’d readily treat him with reverence.

are capable of accommodating others are precisely those who most love 

then, not right to love cleanliness?
These days, the unwashed all think I am short-tempered and intolerant, 

arrogant and unwilling to give others a chance. They say I went of my own 
accord to Huang’an, where I’ve locked the door all day and made quite a 

3 

even when I have not locked the door, or, [that] even if I’ve greeted them, 
I’ve not adhered to proper ritual. [They claim that] although I may have 

This is the customary way in which people speak of me.

day, I will yearn, to the very last of my days, to meet someone whose heart’s 
aspirations surpass my own. For a full year I have sat alone, and for a full 

whom I thought I could converse took me for a man with no eyes, incapable 
of understanding other people, so in the end I was deceived. They thought I 
was biased and unfair, so in the end I was unable to maintain relations with 
anyone. They claimed that they had “brushed apart the fur to see the skin 
beneath” and “blown aside the hairs to see the pores below,”4 and indeed 

highly, but also to political cleanliness—i.e., freedom from corruption.

 4. In other words, they claimed that they had seen through Li Zhi’s pretended virtues.



5 How could such 
people merit discussion?

Hearing footsteps in a deserted valley or even seeing a face that looks as 
if it might belong to a countryman inspires delight.6 Yet they say that I do 
not wish to see anyone. How could this be? I just regret that so far no one 

-
bling that of a human being paid a call, I would immediately greet it with 
respect, giving no heed to whether the person was of lowly status. I would 
run toward him, giving no heed to whether the person was of noble rank. 
In every case, I would perceive his strengths and overlook his shortcom-

Why would I behave this way? Because good friends are hard to come by. 
If I did not treat such a person with the greatest reverence and sincerely 
honor him as my teacher, how could an intelligent and worthy gentleman 
be willing to consider me his friend? If I wish to have him as my friend,  

very few people possess genuine talent and intelligence. Time and again I 

those “men of intelligence” and “men of talent” prove false. In these situ-
ations, I have no choice but to separate myself from them. If they are not 
only insincere but also treacherous, I have no choice but to distance myself 
from them day by day. For this reason, the multitude says that I lack eyes. 
But if I truly had no eyes, I would certainly not be able to distance myself 
from them permanently. If I truly were biased and unfair, I would certainly 
shield them from their shortcomings and remain friendly with them for 
life. Thus the accusations that I am biased and have no eyes may seem com-
pelling, but they are false.

Mencius 

Li Zhi uses this analogy to show that whereas he may have been able to converse with some 
people better than others, no one truly understands him.

Zhuangzi

come across an old acquaintance. When a few weeks or a month have passed, they are 
delighted if they come across someone they had known by sight when they were at home. 
By the time a year has passed, they are delighted if they come across someone who even 

Chuang Tzu
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7 people will certainly 
say I am biased. The two monks have a lifelong commitment to me; they 
surely will not allow me to endure [the insult of] being labeled a person 

understand that I yearn to form relationships with others more keenly than 

of their talent but truly on account of their virtue; not on account of their 
intelligence but truly on account of their sincerity. The virtuous are sin-
cere and the sincere virtuous: what need have I to worry about the two 
monks? The two monks are disciples of Li Tao’an.8 Tao’an is a disciple of 

his courage is as vast as the heavens; in his studies he follows his mind to 
enlightenment, and his wisdom surpasses that of his teacher.9 For this rea-
son his students resemble him, and his students’ students resemble his stu-
dents. Because of this, I predict that the two monks will be quite capable of 

composed this treatise on loving loftiness and cleanliness.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 
pp. 21–28.



“PREFACE� TO� THE � LOYAL� AND� RIGHTEOUS�
OUTLAWS� OF� THE� MARSH”

“ZHONGYI� SHUIHUZHUAN � XU”�

Outlaws of the Marsh  All Men Are Brothers 
and The Water Margin, is a vernacular novel about a group of 108 
bravos driven to banditry.1 The main cause of their lawbreaking 

-

to resist foreign invaders and suppress rebel forces. The novel went 
through many editions, and its authorship is debated. Li Zhi’s pref-

-
 and 

. Li composed this essay in 1592 while resid-

 and ‘The Loner’s 

their indignation.”2 From this we can see that if the ancient wise men and 
sages weren’t indignant, then they simply didn’t write. Writing when you 
aren’t indignant is like shivering when you’re not cold, groaning and moan-

something, would it 
really be worth reading?

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:301–4. 
Records of the Grand 

Historian Shi ji
–233 
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Outlaws of the Marsh

worthy men were in the lowest positions, and the least worthy in the high-
est positions; things even got to the point where the barbarians were on top 

-
ernment paid tribute and made itself a vassal to barbarians, willingly bow-
ing before dogs and goats.

Outlaws of the Marsh, 

in the Yuan, they still felt indignant about events that had occurred during 

3 They felt indignant that the 

90–99 of their novel] about [the outlaw army] quelling the Fang La rebel-
lion. They wrote all this in order to vent their indignation.

-
laws who sent out the call to gather at the Water Margin. You couldn’t 

their story, and that’s why they named it Loyalty and Righteousness at the 
Water Margin.

Why do the loyal and the just gather at the Water Margin? The reason 

the Water Margin is loyal and just? It’s equally obvious how this came to 
be. The proper principle is that “princes of little virtue are submissive to 
those of great, and those of little worth to those of great.” If those of little 
worth rule over those of great worth, will the more worthy ones willingly 
consent to being ruled without feeling ashamed? It’s as if the weak tried 

a situation drives the empire’s strongest and most worthy to its edges—to 
the Water Margin. That’s how it came to be that those whom we call the 



and the righteous.

hero of The Water Margin
the spoils in victory and the blame in defeat, they live and die as one—but 

still cares about the dynasty. He wholeheartedly wishes to be enlisted; he 
single-mindedly seeks to serve his country. Finally, [when the emperor 

Jiang and his outlaws meet with great disaster and great success, after 
which he drinks poison and the others hang themselves—dying together 
and not daring to part.

obedience of the 108 outlaws; and that’s why he is able to become the leader 
of all 108, binding them together into a sworn brotherhood at Mount Liang. 
In the end, he leads them south to put down the rebels of Fang La, where 
over half of his 108 men die in battle. However, [not all are so loyal]: [in 

brothers plot with [the pirate] Li Jun and stay behind [instead of serving the 

He simply sees them as weak attempts at self-preservation made by small-

How could his story not have been written? How could his story not be read?
not to read it. If only 

he’d read it once, then the loyal and righteous wouldn’t be out at the Water 
Margin anymore—instead they’d be right back beside the ruler. The wise 

 read it, then the 
loyal and righteous wouldn’t be out at the Water Margin anymore—instead 

the loyal and righteous wouldn’t be out at the Water Margin anymore—
instead they’d be back in the cities to serve and protect the homeland. How-
ever, if it isn’t read, then the loyal and righteous won’t be beside the ruler, 

Water Margin.
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If meddlesome people use this book as mere material for conversation, 
and people who command troops only borrow tactics from the book, then 
everyone’s just taking what he can put to his advantage—and then no one 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H U I Y I N G  C H E N  A N D  D R E W  D I XO N



“PREFACE� TO� SU� CHE’S� EXPLICATION� OF� LAOZI”

“ZIYOU� JIE � LAO � XU”

, is per-

1

Daodejing -

in late-Ming thought. The preface begins with the analogy of the 

-
veloping this line of reasoning, Li advocates the functional equiva-

with late-Ming religious syncretism. Moreover, the earthiness of the 

of the preface as a whole, evinces Li’s debt to Wang Yangming’s 

must be presented in language that is simple and easy to grasp. The 
preface was published in Jiao Hong’s Commentaries on the Laozi as well 
as in Li’s A Book to Burn

-
erner were to switch places and each were to taste the other’s food, they 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:305–7. 
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would not go so far as to reject [the unfamiliar fare]. The presence of the 

millet in the north. When there is enough of this, even if one doesn’t covet 
that, could one actually reject it? Why not? Because each is satisfactory for 

between them.

The weather was cold, and it rained and snowed heavily for three days. I 
had not eaten any grain for seven days. I was so cold and hungry I could 

cooked me some millet. I gulped it down in big mouthfuls to my heart’s 

so delicious?” My host laughed and said, “That was millet. It’s just as good 

you’ve eaten in the past. It’s only because you were especially hungry that 
it tasted especially good; and only because it tasted especially good did you 

When I heard this, I sighed with emotion. If my eagerness to study the 

-
centrated on studying the Laozi

Explication of Laozi. Many people have interpreted the Laozi
Doctrine of the Mean: “When pleasure, anger, 

sorrow, and joy have not yet been aroused, we call this equilibrium.”2 This 
“state when emotions have not yet been aroused” is “the inner sanctum 
of the myriad things.”3 4 

the import of the subtle phrases scattered throughout brief and incom-
plete chapters. This is why he was able to bring out the hidden message 
of the Laozi

Doctrine of the Mean; the second invokes the 
Daodejing, ch. 62. My translation of the latter phrase borrows from Ivanhoe, The Daodejing of 
Laozi, 65.

Two Chinese Philosophers, 



brightly as the sun.5

their hands for a single day.
When the Explication 6 and 

7 I doubt 

hungers for understanding is one able to attain it.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 5. The Daodejing

suggesting that he
sharing this observation with me.



“POSTFACE� TO� THE � PROSE� OF� OUR� TIME”

“SHIWEN � HOUXU”

In this essay,1 Li Zhi defends “the prose of [his] time”—the eight-
Zuozhuan that es-

-
ture and enabling it to “travel far” in both space and time, Li argues 
that the eight-legged essay, the formulaic genre used for selecting 

Li’s defense of the eight-legged essay seems somewhat out of 
place, for many leading intellectuals in the following generation at-

-
cally, the essays were indeed highly regulated: each section or “leg” 
was required to set forth a thesis that was then challenged in a coun-
terargument. This tightly balanced, antithetical structure, repeated 

a whole, encouraged students to make predictable, well-rehearsed 

interpretation was strongly discouraged.2 

to do with Li Zhi’s historical relativism, his belief that in each era 
new genres and styles develop to address the particular concerns 

Movement, who advocated writing in imitation of ancient models, 
-

novation. He therefore lent his support to the eight-legged essay 
and maintained that this form, a creation of the Ming, did indeed 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:324–25.
Cultural History Mingdai 

baguwenshi tan



The prose of our time, the eight-legged essay, is the literary form used in 
-

sider the ancient from the standpoint of the present, the ancient is surely 
not the present. But when we consider the present from the perspective of 
the future, the present will indeed become ancient. It is said that the supe-

-

established in a period, its luminous essence is passed down to later genera-
tions. How could it be otherwise?

From ancient times to now, ethical values are unchanged, [the purpose 

each period. Thus in the heyday of pentasyllabic poetry, quadrisyllabic 
poetry was considered ancient. In the heyday of Tang regulated verse, pen-
tasyllabic poetry was in turn considered ancient. Just as, according to the 
standard of contemporary “recent-style poetry,” Tang poetry is considered 
ancient, [so too] ten thousand generations hence will our contemporary 

Those who say that the prose of our time—the eight-legged essay—can 
-

stand literature, they also fail to understand history.3 For there has never 
been a form of literature that could be used for selection but had no wider 

writings that manifest their integrity; these works shine forth to this day. 

-
tion halls determine these men’s lives. If their writings cannot travel far, 

 3. In this passage, Li Zhi is playing with the noun and adjective meanings of the word wen . 

xing yuan 
time. It calls to mind the dictum from the Zuozhuan, “The Master said, ‘If a person does 

The Five “Confucian” Classics
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4 will travel far. I hope that scholars 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 4. Zhang Jianye suggests that this may refer to Li Yuanyang jinshi
LZQJZ 1:325.



“MR� � LI ’S � TEN� KINDS� OF� ASSOCIATION”

“LI � SHENG� SHI� JIAO� WEN”�

This essay1 constitutes one of Li Zhi’s several contributions to the 

-
drew from all social relations after he resigned his post as prefect of 
Yao’an. Writing from Huang’an in 1583, Li lays claim to a wide net-
work of associations, which he arrays before the reader and ranks 

companions strike readers as quirky and eccentric. Lurking just 

many of his contemporaries formed associations. The essay thus 
demonstrates Li’s unconventional and highly critical perspective on 

two years [since you resigned your post in Yunnan] I haven’t seen you asso-
ciating with anyone. Why is that?”

Li said, “You simply do not understand. I associate with all sorts of peo-
ple. I daresay if you compared me with anyone in the world, no one would 
have as broad a range of associates as I. My associations with others are of 

“What are these ten? The most important is the association between 

-
headed. Mr. Min does not vary the price of oil based on the customer to 
whom he is selling. You associate with them. I too associate with them. 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:354–56.
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your daily life. The third kind of association is between friends who go on 

in idle chatter. When we go on outings, if we’re going far, we take a boat, 

are ‘never rude.’2

‘often right.’3

remarkable, I can still enjoy myself with them so thoroughly that we forget 

“If you wish to associate with men of skill, there are master lute players, 

there are prognosticators, geomancers, astrologists, fortune-tellers, and 

They are certainly of a level that limited, vulgar, or lowly people cannot 

spirit soar. Isn’t this a more worthy pursuit than poring over old books, dis-
cussing ethics, or debating benevolence and righteousness?

“Then come literary associations—associations between friends as inti-

anyone simply look at one of my associates and hope, from him, to gain 

and death, I have roamed the world for more than twenty years and not 
yet encountered such a person. If we’re talking about someone I trust with 

never to abandon me, this is how I feel toward my friend in life and death, 
Li Weiming.4

 2. This line alludes to the Classic of Poetry
The Book of Songs

 3. This line alludes to Analects
right in his conjectures.”

 4. Li Weiming refers to Li Zhi’s friend Li Fengyang LZQJZ 1:293.



Wen,5 and that is all. But must we necessarily attain their level of mastery? 
If we can amuse our minds with brush and ink and become known in liter-
ary circles, if we can let ourselves roam freely like unbridled horses that will 
not tread the beaten track, then we can entertain ourselves together till old 
age overtakes us. When there is someone at hand with whom to drink and 

clean.6

dignity and cleanliness. Wine and food are the most basic elements of life. 
-

gence. This sort of associate is bound to me by food and drink, not by any 

-

friends with whom no medium is even necessary—[when we are together] 

“Today I have spoken plainly of matters of drinking and eating so that 
you may understand what I take to be the most important kind of associa-

much like to associate with you. I hope you will not cast me aside.”
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

calligrapher Wen Zhengming LZQJZ 1:356.
jie 

allied with integrity.



“SELF-APPRAISAL”

“ZI � ZAN”�

stinging criticism of Li earlier that year, this arresting essay1

irony as if from every pore. From the outset, Li poses as a thoroughly 
-

vective on himself, he bolsters this image with a series of recondite 

the essay unsettles readers and prompts them to question the sin-
cerity of Li’s self-appraisal. The essay’s inconclusive ending illus-
trates Li’s skeptical stance and his simultaneous embrace of incon-

He was by nature narrow-minded and he appeared arrogant. His words were 
vulgar, and his mind was wild. His behavior was impulsive, his friends few, 
and his countenance ingratiating. When interacting with people, he took 
pleasure in seeking out their faults; he did not delight in their strengths. 

rest of his life. His ambition was to keep warm and well fed, but he professed 
2 3 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:356–58. 

Shi ji, ch. 61, “Biography of 
Records of the Historian, 11–15.

Mencius 



to give anything away lightly, he nonetheless praised himself as another 
Yi Yin.4 He would not even pluck a single hair from his head, but he cursed 
Yang Zhu for harming the practice of benevolence.5 His actions deviated 

his heart. This is the sort of person he was. The people in the village all 

in the village hate a person?”6

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 4. Mencius describes Yi Yin  in the following words: “If it was not righteous, if it was not 

you gave him a thousand teams of horses, he would not glance at it. If it was not righteous, 
Mencius 

Mengzi
Mencius

Analects



“AN� APPRAISAL� OF� LIU� XIE”

“ZAN� LIU� XIE”�

This satirical essay,1 -

from Macheng who was known for his unconventional bearing and 
fondness for banter, as well as for his unsurpassed intelligence and 

-
sition is unknown, but this essay was likely written in the late 1580s 

of the pedantic, conventional, unimaginative, hypocritical scholar-

-
-

erously long-sleeved robe with a wide sash. Wearing the obligations of 
morality as his cap and the principles of human relations as his garments, 
he sprinkled his writings with one or two phrases picked up from the clas-

gentleman came across Liu Xie. Liu Xie was a clever man. He saw the gentle-

The other suddenly changed color, rose up, and said, “If Heaven had not 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:358–59.



long night. What kind of person are you that you dare to declare yourself 

The other was speechless and came to a halt. But how could he truly 
understand the supreme wit of Liu Xie’s words?

Mr. Li heard of this and praised Liu Xie, saying, “Those words are simple 

uncertainty and light up the sky. From words like this, we can comprehend 
the man who uttered them. In my opinion, although his words were spoken 
in jest, the ultimate truths they contain will endure for generations upon 
generations.”

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E



“ON� A� SCROLL� PAINTING� OF� SQUARE� BAMBOO”

“FANG� ZHU� TU� JUAN� WEN”�

This short essay,1 composed in Macheng in 1589, takes as its central 
conceit the animating force of friendship, whether between humans 

fang 

a metaphor for the forthright virtues of a gentleman, Li playfully 
envisions a scene where humans assume the qualities of things and 
things come to embody the highest ideals of human behavior. Be-

persona is ultimately predicated on recognition and acceptance 
from an “other.” 

shen 
traced to the collection of anecdotes and character sketches from 
the Wei-Jin period A New Account of Tales of the World Shishuo xinyu 

essay begins by citing from the New Account the story of a scholar 
who treated bamboo plants as equals and companions, yet Li Zhi 
gives the tale a new twist: whereas in the New Account Wang reveals 

Like many intellectuals of the late Ming, Li Zhi was an avid reader 
and ardent advocate of the New Account. He wrote a commentary to 
the Supplement to “A New Account of Tales of the World” Shishuo xinyu 
bu 

Upon Ar-
rival at the Lake Chutan ji New Ac-
count and from Jiao Hong’s Jiao’s Forest of Anecdotes 
Jiaoshi leilin Upon Arrival was widely popular in the 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ 1:359–62.



Shishuo xinyu imitations from the period. 

. In this re-
spect, Li Zhi draws on the vocabulary of a series of earlier colophons 

, who 
praised literati painters for their ability to invest their paintings of 

-
gresses, Li’s focus shifts from Wang’s vaunted friendship with his 

There was a fellow of ancient times who loved bamboo plants2 and referred 

was rather that he felt depressed and there was no one for him to converse 
with. He was thus of the opinion that the only ones he could take for com-
pany were the bamboo, and it was for precisely this reason that he struck up 
close ties with them and addressed them in such a manner. He himself was 
unaware that it had reached this point.

also have been the case that the bamboo regarded Wang as a “gentleman.” 
Just as those gentlemen are squarely built and pliant, that gentleman also 

have a pliant disposition, but those who can sustain their rectitude are rare. 

another as gentlemen. Being of the same breed, and therefore equals, they 
treated one another as close associates.

-

 2. The story in Shishuo xinyu

you’re only living here temporarily, why bother?’ Wang whistled and chanted poems a 
good while; then abruptly pointing to the bamboos, replied, ‘How could I live a single 

 Shih-shuo 
Hsin-yü
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and rivers, or earth and rocks, they all spontaneously start to radiate 
their charms. How much more would this have been the case with these 

Moreover, all things between heaven and earth possess a spirit, so how 
could anyone suppose that these looming, empty-hearted gentlemen 
lacked an inner core?3 There is a saying: “For a true soul mate, a squire 

4 These gentle-

to adorn themselves for the one who truly loved them. For how could they 
have stood isolated, year upon year softly swooshing with the wind, harbor-
ing their regrets at not having met a soul mate?

If we look at the matter from this perspective, then we see that the white 
crane soared on high because of Wang Zijin,5 and the gleaming violet Gano-
derma
Mountain.6

7 the Luo turtle revealed an auspicious omen;8 the 
9 and sang to King Wen;10 and the unicorn pre-

sented itself to be captured by Lu.11

thing’s love for a person. From antiquity it has been like this, and who can 
gainsay it?

Records: Qin Dynasty, 227–37.
 5. Wang Ziqiao –549 

Ling of Zhou. The Liexian zhuan  [Biographies of immortals], dating from the late 
Han, records that he ascended to immortality on the back of a white crane.

ancient song, they fed on purple mushrooms. 
longma hetu 

Luo shu 
column magic square, was revealed to the legendary sage-king Yu on the back of a mystical 
turtle. 

itself before him.

 11. The last event recorded in the Gongyang Commentary to the Spring and Autumn Annals is the 
capture of a mythical qilin
indicating that his “Way is used up”; Gongyang zhuan Shi ji, 

Readings, 89–93.



-
bles a love for -
boos certainly show no love for them in return. How can they love bamboo 
when the bamboos care nothing for them? It is precisely because of this 

for bamboo. Why? Because they are only imitators and do not belong to the 

study sutras on Lushan, a mountain resplendent with square and upstand-
ing bamboos. He came to love them and sketched and painted them; he felt 
that such square, upright bamboos were seldom seen in the whole world. 

How could they ever be separated?
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T H O M A S  K E L LY



“IN� MEMORIAM�� MASTER� WANG� LONGXI”

“WANG� LONGXI� XIANSHENG� GAOWEN”�

This essay,1 written in 1583 in Macheng, pays tribute to Wang Ji 

varied “in accordance with the times” and allowed for individual 

Yangming’s, who charged that by daring to deviate from the mas-

Yangming.

many of his own values. Indeed, throughout this tribute, Li Zhi 
-

In this tribute, as well as in a biographical essay Li dedicated to 
Another Book to Keep (Hidden),2 Li applauds Wang 

-

words and action.” Li’s only regret is that many who came in contact 
with this master failed to understand him and mistook his words for 
the essence of his philosophy. Li’s insistence that words alone are 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ MRXA, ch. 13.
], in XCS, j. 22, in LZQJZ 11:112.



-
ity of language. Moreover, his criticism of contemporaries’ inability 

implicitly contrasting himself with those unskilled interpreters and 

hundred times. But now he is dead. To whom can his followers turn? I have 
heard that in his youth the master studied under Master Wang Yangming, 

master’s seat just as [the faithful disciple] 
the end of their days, these students never abandoned their masters’ teach-

3 He truly grasped 

anger or made the same mistake twice.”4 Indeed, he desired to make people 
believe the sages’ teachings based on their own understanding and was not 
lenient toward those who had not yet attained this understanding. He truly 

indefatigably.”5 He practiced self-cultivation and lived in accord with the 

capital many carry on his work.

them to be clearly manifest as if in broad daylight. He made the Zhu and 

Analects 1.1.
 4. Analects 6.3.
 5. Analects 7.2.
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the four oceans.6 Because of him, not only will “this culture of ours”7 not 

accomplishment.
8 

-

entrusted to them by the ancients. Instead, they scheme only for their own 

respect themselves, and so they disregard the painful fact that their sons 
and grandsons are sinking into moral decline. Instead, they consider it their 

-

not transmit it. Through such actions they forfeit their true selves; they 

present generation. For this reason, even if he had been able to “present 
9 he would not have condescended 

and Yue, who, when a storm blew up while they were traveling together 
by boat, thought nothing of risking their own lives to rescue one another.10 

-

11

LZQJZ 1:337.
 7. Analects 9.5.

23n6.

Daodejing, ch. 62; Ivanhoe, The Daodejing of 
Laozi

Sunzi bingfa



without speaking are intrinsic to virtuous conduct.”12

his teachings in language, but whenever scholars recited his words, they 

words were merely the dregs of his philosophy.13 They were of no value to 

regarded his actions with suspicion and surprise and deemed them ines-

thoughts circled again and again back to him alone. The master’s spirit now 

distinction between the newborn and the centenarian; life and death are all 
one to him.14

15 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

Classic of 
Changes; see Lynn, The Classic of Changes, 68.

Zhuangzi, ch. 13.
Mencius

Mencius
 15. The phrase “skilled in interpretation” echoes the wording of Mencius



“IN� MEMORIAM�� MASTER� LUO� JINXI”

“LUO� JINXI � XIANSHENG� GAOWEN”

This intensely personal testimony1 commemorates the life and 

school, the itinerant teacher Luo Rufang 

directness and welcomed students from all social classes and walks 
of life. Li admired Luo’s egalitarian spirit and, although the two met 
only once, regarded this elder teacher with the utmost respect. In 

-
tense grief upon learning of the master’s death.

-

questioned him closely as to the reason for this silence and 
remonstrated with Li by recollecting how, in times past, Li had fre-

whom Li hoped to reside. Li’s esteem for Luo is everywhere appar-
ent, as is his desire to preserve and transmit the master’s teach-

between masters and disciples and the fear—which Li both raises 
and repeatedly attempts to quell—that Luo may have died without 

 1. FS, j. 3, in LZQJZ  
XFS, j. 22, in LZQJZ 11:131–36.



wuzi [1588], 

ten days to get here from there. Yet the news of the master’s death took 

few knew the master? But I have heard that the master had at least as many 

2

But what are we to make of people “intensely devoted to studying,” who, 
even after becoming his disciples, still failed to grasp their connection to 
the universe and all under heaven? If they tarried in transmitting the news 
of the master’s death, the reason must be that they did not hold him in high 

strongly believe that he ought not to have died.

ninth month, the master was about to take leave of the world and ‘roam 
afar.’ To this end, he imparted words of farewell to his many students. The 

master remained in this world for one more day, conversing with them. 

nothing can be done about it. The students wiped away their tears and 
choked back their grief. Together, they printed the master’s parting words 
to show them to the scholars of the world. In the matter of ‘attaining recti-

3 Leaning on 

would have nothing to be ashamed of.4

is borrowed from Zhuangzi, ch. 5.

his own death; see Li ji 3.49; Legge, The Li Ki, 138.
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he was skilled in the art of dying. This is how truly accomplished the master 

words so that they would be passed on.”

-

age would not begrudge death; how then could anyone say that the mas-

begrudging death? The commoners of the marketplace work industri-
ously their whole lives and earn nothing more than a few strings of cash 

revive themselves and reopen their eyes, fearful that they will have no one 
to whom they can entrust their meager earnings. Had they such a person, 
they would gladly close their eyes.

What about the master’s life? How could he have looked at his robes and 
alms bowls—his teachings to be passed on to future generations—and not 
have wondered who would inherit them? Why did he remain in this world 

anyone to whom he could entrust his teachings. Had he found such a per-
son, he would have fared well even if he had not been skilled in the art of 
dying. Lacking such a person, he would not have fared well even if he had 

account of his skill in dying?
I say that when the master was on the verge of death, just as he wanted 

to cry out but dared not, he conceived the desire to persevere one more day 

will still cry their hearts out over it. When they look back on his death, they 

could anyone say that the master was ungrudging in his attitude toward 

afraid that the master begrudged death even more than his many students 
begrudged his passing.

5 When the 
father dies, one looks to the orphaned son. When the son dies, all hope is 

Analects Gongyang 
Commentary



lost. The pain and despair of such loss are the same for all. If what has just 
been said is true, then the spiritual heritage of a thousand sages is really not 

can’t abide dying without an heir. But this is what the master did. What a 

When I heard the announcement of the master’s death, the monk Wu nian 

Then it was the new year, Wanli yichou

is always on your lips, followed by that of Master Luo Rufang. In the winter 
of the year kuimo [1583], news of Master Wang’s death arrived. You imme-

with ritual etiquette.6

twice and Master Luo once.7

chance to see Master Luo again in Longli.’ But those events all took place 
before the year dingchou
you have not read books by these two masters, and never have you opened 
your mouth without speaking of their teachings. When I heard you speak of 
them, I found their teachings intimate and arresting, clear and compelling. 
If, during one of these discourses, someone skilled at writing had picked up 
a brush and taken dictation at your side, he would surely have sprained his 
wrist and shrieked in pain. For you would not have been able to limit your 
praise to ten or a hundred pages; even a thousand pages would not have 

“In spring of the year bingxu

died. In the summer of the year wuzi

LZQJZ 1:343. 
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friends together.’ You immediately wrote a letter to Jiao Hong saying, ‘When 
Master Luo comes this time, let’s be careful not to miss the opportunity to 

in the future.’ Later, on several occasions, you sought out people who lived 
near the Xu River, and they periodically mentioned Master Luo’s illness. 
When they spoke of his illness, you became somewhat concerned. You told 
me, ‘If Master Luo is indeed unwell, he will not be able to travel south. But 
I do not think Master Luo is actually severely ill. I have observed that his 
bones are strong and his life force is in harmony; his spirit is undiminished 

didn’t say so—you suspected that Master Luo might die after all. I tried to 
ask you about this matter several times, but all you would say was, ‘The 

dead. Why are you so silent?”

since I heard the news of the master’s death, I have felt as if I’d been pass-

words. I now struggle to calm my anguished thoughts. Looking back on the 

of speaking about the master? Indeed no one was more capable of speaking 
-

this really the moment to call out, “Heaven has abandoned me, I give up on 
Heaven”? “Fatherless, on whom can I rely?”8

son or orphan to him?

was constantly on my mind, but now that the master is dead, what am I to 

Classic of Poetry, Mao no. 202, “Lu’e.”



 
I almost hope there is no such person, since I would be disappointed not to 
have met him. They say that as soon as the master was of an age to go to 
school, he threw himself wholly into his studies, and when he sat for his 

-
ers’ halls. But for a long time he desired to leave the world and become 

entered into discussions with people of all sorts, and, having consulted 

to drink from rivers and return home empty-handed.9 He spent ten years in 
this manner, and then in the year guichou [1553] he appeared at the imperial 
court [to receive his jinshi degree], shedding the clothes of a commoner to 

and people spoke their minds without contention. He was on familiar terms 

of his greatness.10 If he acted this way at court, we can infer how he must 

in private life: outside the hall, drums were beaten and songs sung; young 
and old thronged together, and friends sat side by side.11 This was how the 
master spent his seventy-four years of life.

River and north of the Yellow River, he joined hands with his fellow travel-
ers, and crowds formed wherever he went. The master’s writings spread 

heard12 and where human footsteps rarely go. He took his students from 

Zhuangzi, ch. 1.
Analects 15.7.

 11. This sentence contains allusions to the Classic of Poetry  Classic of 
Changes Zuozhuan
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sandals,” and great bandits wearing caps and robes. If only they “had the 
right mind-set,” the master did not inquire into their origins.13 He cared not 
at all whether his followers were poor scholars wearing threadbare clothes, 

xiucai degree holders14 -
low robes and feathery accoutrements, Buddhist clergy wearing black gar-

up to the master on account of his elegant bearing, and scholars delighted 
in his down-to-earth manner. They loosened their robes and let the eight 
winds [of his teachings] waft over them. The master was as magnanimous as 
Liu Xiahui, but I’ve never heard of his lacking dignity;15 and he was as kind 

mingled with people from all walks of life, he harbored “great aspirations,” 
and his accomplishments were “visible for all to see.”16 Like a skilled sales-
man, he hid his wares, [awaiting the right buyer]. While readily approached, 

17

no “gossipmonger.”18 He embodied the true spirit of equality: his love and 

and the skill to hit the mark.19

 13. When Mencius stayed at a hostel in Teng, a pair of grass sandals mysteriously went missing. 
The proprietor accused Mencius’s disciples of having stolen the shoes. Mencius neither 

Mencius 7B30; 
translation altered slightly from Lau, Mencius

 14. The xiucai

the national level.

Mencius Mengzi
Analects 5:22.

Shi ji

merchant has the deepest storerooms, yet they look empty; a gentleman has the fullest 

The Grand Scribe’s Records, 7:21–32.
 18. The word is borrowed from Analects 

“outcasts of virtue” who violate moral principles.
 19. Mencius 5B1 compares wisdom to skill and sageliness to strength: hitting the target requires 

both.



teachings were both marvelous and transformative. Who could have com-
prehended them fully? It seems that the master brought deliverance to 
both himself and others through these means. For more than seventy years 
he traveled north, south, east, and west but never went anywhere in vain. 
He weathered wintry nights and summer mornings, but never lived a day in 
vain. His acquaintances included worthies and fools, young and old people, 
poor invalids and wealthy nobles, but he never interacted with anyone in 
vain. His teachings were so focused and enduring that I doubt any student 
who came to his door could have left without understanding. Fortunately, 
the master had this satisfaction.

master’s sake, I must not hesitate to trek high and low searching for some-
one among his disciples who truly possesses understanding and scholarly 

by burning incense, and I will utter words intended to reassure his soul: 
“From now on, I will know that you died without regret [as one who has 
‘heard the Way’]; now you need not begrudge death [for you have someone 
to carry on your teachings]. It is truly not hypocritical praise to say that you 

of anyone who is truly fond of learning.”20 Those who leave no sons behind 
have nothing more to hope for; but the master was not one of these.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 20. Analects 6.2; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:185. 



“AFTERWORD� TO� JOURNEYING�  
WITH� COMPANIONS”

“ZHENG� TU� YU� GONG � HOU� YU”�

In the winter of 1595, when this essay1 was written, Li Zhi’s son-

Fang Ziji -

the three men recorded their studies, Li Zhi jotted down this short 
essay, which is addressed to another friend, Jiao Hong. It seems Li 

argues that great art cannot be produced by raw talent alone; formal 
training is also required. Li Zhi, on the other hand, maintains that 
training may impede the creative process, and that great art arises 
from unmediated “chance encounters” with nature.2

player Bo Ya, who studied for three years under the tutelage of Mas-

-

left Bo Ya alone in the wilderness to practice and told him that the 
teacher would join him shortly. Bo Ya waited patiently for ten days, 

-
ened and alone, Bo Ya craned his neck in every direction, search-
ing for some sign of the teacher, but he could hear nothing but the 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ Journeying with Companions is now lost.



Water Immortals.”3 
Jiao Hong interprets this story to mean that without formal edu-

-
nary music. He writes,

[If someone is to produce outstanding music,] he must revere antiq-

-
ciple needed to travel to that remote shore, [to dwell in] those deep 

landscape in music of surpassing beauty.

it, and think to himself, “This is music,” such a situation would be 
akin to asserting that one could dispense with studying the ancients, 
do away with drawing inspiration from one’s own heart, and instead 

Yet Li Zhi endorses just such chance encounters. For this reason 
he concludes the present essay by hinting that companions in study 

-
ing and should instead encourage one another to engage in direct 

Jiao Hong, it seems to me that your preface was written for people who 
claimed
Fang Ziji is still in the stage of advancing his knowledge; how could your 

many scholars claim to understand before they truly understand, so it 

Qin shi, 2:12.
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makes sense that your counsel would be suitable for them. In this world, 
people easily become mired in reputation and riches. I am old and may die 
any day; yet I still cannot avoid the burden of notoriety. This is especially so 
when, in a bustling arena where people conceal their faces behind cosmet-
ics in order to please others, I endeavor to concentrate my mind on matters 

sorrow, and to prevent them from increasing my bodily cares. How could 

thoughts of life and death are not sprouting in the minds of gentlemen who 

point. How strange, then, that they should turn up their noses conceitedly. 
Yet I hope that you will not reproach them too harshly. Let’s drop that sub-
ject for the time being. Instead, I propose to select some passages from your 
preface to discuss with you.

-
sible. You cited the story of Bo Ya as evidence and said that dispensing with 

-
antly doing whatever one pleased, was laughable. But I disagree.

felt that scores and teachers were all that was necessary, he should have 
spent his days and nights teaching melodies to Bo Ya. Why would he have 

talent had been no greater than that of a “blind ignoramus,” what good 

have to do with the sea, and why would Bo Ya have attained it only by going 

encounters by chance and instantly grasps; one cannot obtain it through 
study or imitation.4

“Blind ignoramuses,” having received no training, resonate immediately 
upon such a chance encounter. Bo Ya, having been trained, was able to 

 4. The notion that an art cannot be transmitted from master to disciple is reminiscent of the 
parable of Wheelwright Bian in Zhuangzi, ch. 13; see Watson, Chuang Tzu, 152–53. 



produce marvelous sounds only after he had shed this training. If Bo Ya had 

had remained by his side, then Bo Ya would never have attained true under-
standing. It was only because Bo Ya went to a remote seashore, to a wilder-
ness of hollow caves, a place distant from any human trace, that the ancient 

passed on nor any teacher to be found; in short, when none of the things 
he had formerly studied were available to him, he attained understanding 
by himself
wood body, it went beyond any formal instruction; and yet could Bo Ya have 

are sounds we cannot hear: the striking of bamboo gives rise to a g th .5 
This is a general rule—how could it apply only to “ignoramuses” and Bo Ya?

I hope that Fang Ziji will be like an “ignoramus” [who intuitively grasps 

book learning]. For this reason, I am respectfully writing this afterword for 
-

panions” means “with study -
panion, Fang Ziji undertook a journey so that the two men would be able to 
study together every day. If they can truly study together, I hope that Fang 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 received his enlightenment 
from the chance striking of a brick against a bamboo stalk and instantly wrote a g th  

The Record of Linji



“READING� A� LETTER� FROM� RUOWU’S� MOTHER”

“DU� RUOWU� MU� JI � SHU”

When Li Zhi was living in Macheng, he made the acquaintance of 
, who took 

the Buddhist name Ruowu, and Zeng Jiquan.1 When in 1596 Ruowu 
made known his intention to become a monk, his mother, greatly 
distressed, wrote a letter attempting to dissuade him. In the letter, 

-
cian duty to take care of his family against his Buddhist asceticism 
and urges him to “seek tranquility in his own mind.” 

Li Zhi found the mother’s letter both moving and philosophically 
compelling, for it voiced syncretic ideals he shared. The letter main-

-
2 The 

essay ends with Li’s praising the power of Ruowu’s mother’s prose. 

since you were eight years old I raised you myself. If you had simply aban-
doned me to leave home and become a monk, I could have tolerated that. 

teacher waited until after his parents had passed away; only then did he 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:19–21. For another published translation of this essay, see Yu, “Letter to 

Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, j. 19; see also 
LZQJZ 2:20.



become a monk. If you must go far away, it won’t be too late if you wait till 
I’m dead.”

Ruowu replied, “When I lived near you I was never any help to you, 
Mother.”

His mother answered, “I have a few aches and pains, but I manage by 
myself; of course I would not be a source of worry to you. Your mind is 
at ease and you are not a source of worry to me. Both our minds are at 
ease and we do not worry about each other. Wherever one feels at ease, one 
can attain tranquility. Why do you insist on going far away to seek tran-

3 endowed the monastery on 
your behalf, he has not treated you shabbily. While you are contemplating 

must also care for your two children. When your teacher left home to 
become a monk, he still looked after his sons in years of famine; surely he 

his children and instead lets them sink into moral decline will become a 

to prevent yourself from feeling troubled at heart? It is impossible that 

-
dren, or to trouble your heart caring for them now? If you care for them 
now, your actions may seem to issue from a troubled heart, but inside you 

take care of them, your actions will seem to issue from an untrammeled 

4

your surroundings, you will not attain tranquility of mind. But already you 

prompted this remark.
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5 and 
6

dwell then?

you about the heart and mind. If you don’t believe me, go ask your teacher; 
-

if attaining tranquility depends on your own state of mind, you need not 
travel far. When one’s mind is not at ease, then even journeying beyond the 

only further unsettles one’s heart and mind.”
Reading this letter, I was overcome with emotion and said, “How fortu-

she is guided by her heart and mind. Her voice is as steady as the sound of 
waves at the ocean, her instructions issue from the marrow of her bones; 
their strength is irresistible. When I consider what ordinary people of our 

boots, or attempting to feed someone simply by talking about food. How 

Yet the people of our generation know no shame.
“When I think back on the many letters I’ve written you [Ruowu], I real-

nothing to do with my genuine emotions and true intentions. I entreat 

sage mother see them, lest she say that I have spent my whole life harm-

mother’s instructions on the wall so that all people who recite the name 

eyes, and so that, seeing how to worship true Buddhas, they will not dare 
worship false Buddhas. Whoever has the ability to recite the name of a 

Flourishing Buddha with stricter Buddhist establishments.



Because Buddhists must engage in self-cultivation, the most important 

-

quick, causing those who hear them to sob with emotion. You must agree 
with me: no one could possibly hear a mother utter such words without 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“RECORD� OF� MASTER� GENG� DINGLI”

“GENG� CHUKONG� XIANSHENG� ZHUAN”�

This testimonial essay1 poignantly sketches the contours of Li’s 
jinshi

men soon developed a friendship so deep that in 1581, after Li re-

residence in Huang’an in order to enjoy the daily company of his 
soul friend. 

-

Mencius
Doctrine of the Mean. Li Zhi’s pref-

-
-

monious controversy.2

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:21–26.

MRXA, ch. 35.



], his courtesy name Ziyong 
[

Ba xiansheng ].3

records serve to 
record
yet here I am recording it. Why should I do this? It’s precisely because he 

not to 
record it. I noticed that the gentleman possessed virtue but did not draw 

virtue; not to engage one’s talent deserves to be called true talent.4 How 
could such a life go unrecorded?

5

6

out as a disciple of Fang Yilin’s [ ],7 but Yilin did not understand how 
-
8 

and learned to direct my sight and hearing inward.9 From He Xinyin, I 
learned that the mind is opaque and self-contained.10

whose works had been collected by Zhu Youcai  in a widely circulated Ming 
anthology, Ba xiansheng wenji  [The collected works of eight masters].

Daodejing, ch. 38.
 [Warning-stick essay] of the Tang-

dynasty Zen monk Lingyou Quan Tang wen, j. 919. 
 6. Li Zhi’s son-in-law. 
 7. Fang Yilin hailed from Huangpi district in modern-day Hubei province, not far from 

Geng Tiantai xiansheng wenji, j. 16; see also LZQJZ 2:23.

  [Rhapsody on literature].
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more. But I could not articulate these insights to ordinary people, so to the 
end of my days I never spoke of them; I discussed them only with my older 

attained a certain level of understanding in my studies, I rely heavily on the 

Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean, 
the Analects, and the Mencius are all similar in that they deal with study, but I 
have yet to determine which phrase best encapsulates the meaning of these 

attainment of human relationships’ is the best.”11

end that phrase is not as good as ‘a state of equilibrium, before any emotion 
12

attainment of human relationships” is precisely “a state of equilibrium, 

-
-

librium is the perfection of virtue,” and it is also said “[the operations of 
Heaven] are perfect, having neither sound nor smell.”13

In the year renshen

-
tant to trust oneself. [This is illustrated in the Analects, which] states, [when 

not yet trust myself with this responsibility.’14

15 How would 

 11. From Mencius Mencius, 137: “The compasses and the carpenter’s square 
are the culmination of squares and circles; the sage is the culmination of humanity.

 12. “While there are no stirrings of pleasure, anger, sorrow, or joy, the mind may be said to be in 
Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 1; Legge, The Chinese Classics, 

1:384.
Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 3 and ch. 33, the latter quoting the Classic of Poetry, Mao 

no. 235, “Wen Wang.”
 14. Analects

 15. Mencius
outward sign of virtue, is in fact devoid of righteousness. The translation of this passage is 
slightly altered from Lau, Mencius, 203.



arrogance?”
Without hesitation, I replied, “With an arrogant person, ‘one cannot 

-

burst out laughing and departed. He probably took profound pleasure in 

In the year dingchou [1577], I went to Yunnan,16 and my route took me 
through Tuanfeng.17 There I left my boat, climbed ashore, and as soon as 

-
-

18 I will return and provide for my own living 
19

in-law as if they were his own.

20

heart on the phrase “The sages embody the perfect attainment of human 

 16. Li Zhi had been appointed prefect of Yao’an prefecture, Yunnan, and was traveling south to 
take up the position.

 17. In present-day Hubei province.

 19. This line calls to mind the Buddhist idea of leaving the world of samsara and climbing 
ashore to nirvana or enlightenment. Li Zhi made good on his promise. In 1580, he resigned 

LZQJZ 2:25.
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“a state of equilibrium, before any emotion has stirred” and feared that 
perhaps he had failed to perceive the origin of things or to investigate the 
source of their principles. We debated back and forth, never pausing, and 
our debate turned into a quarrel that continues even to the present day.21

Thankfully, heaven has led me by the heart and induced me to abandon 
the phrase “a state of equilibrium, before any emotion has stirred,” and 

perfect attainment of human relationships.” In this way, we have come to 
-

tion, he learns from following the other; when each person insists upon his 

out. But when each person relinquishes his own position, he forgets about 

been forgotten, the two parties join together as one, and there the matter 
ends.

Thus, inhibited neither by my advanced age nor by the cold weather, 

that] it was by no mere coincidence that we cherished the same aspirations 
and shared a common path; [rather, this reconciliation had come about 

from him would have decided the matter; a single phrase from him would 
have possessed the providential power to turn us from our dispute. Then 

aware of our errors.22 What if I had died suddenly during that ten-year 
period? Would I have missed the chance to reform? Would I have forfeited 

[eldest] son Runian 

not return from the underworld, I decided to compose this record of his 

A Book to Burn
was resolved and added to it later. 

hua 
education, moral reformation. I translate it as “reform” below.



 so that they could recite 
it and burn it at the gentleman’s grave site; this copy represents my regret 

23 in the capital; it signi-

written this record to record my feelings and to console him.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“A� PETITION� OF� WORSHIP� AND� RECITATION�  
TO� THE� MEDICINE� BUDDHA”

“LISONG� YAOSHI� GAOWEN”�

In A Book to Burn, Li Zhi included seven petitions, a genre of prayerful 
supplications beseeching help from various buddhas or gods. Three 

1 
translated here intermittently beseeches, cajoles, and attempts to 
reason with the Medicine Buddha in hopes that the 120-day ritual 

Li’s breathing ailment. This ritual began in the tenth lunar month 
not long after the end of the monastic “rains retreat,” a period ide-
ally dedicated to intense meditation and study. 

That Li would reach out to the Medicine Buddha is not in the least 
unusual and follows a long ritual tradition of religious reliance on 
the power of a buddha’s vows. When still a bodhisattva, this buddha 
took twelve vows, including vows to heal physical deformities and 
cure the illnesses of those who hear his name. Ritual procedures de-

-
ers often include recitation of The Medicine Buddha Sutra, a practice 

2 In the calcula-
tion of allotted life spans, others my age have already reached their time 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:38–39. 



accordance with correct principle. How is it that I am not granted death but, 
to the contrary, illness is visited upon me? The reason given for bestowing 
the pain of illness is that my number is not yet up and for the time being 
there is a desire to keep me in this world. For this reason, I am tormented 

me, I deserve to die: I have lived to an age “rarely seen since antiquity;”3 this 
-

have nothing left to do; this is the third reason I can die. For these three 
reasons I can die. Yet death does not come; instead, I am greatly tormented 
by illness. Why is this?

-
ing from disease and cause their sickness to lead to nirvana, Monk Zhuowu 

4 The 

reciting The Medicine Buddha Sutra in a cycle of forty-nine repetitions for the 

I think your vows are vast and deep and absolutely without fabrication. 

I beseech you, you were to ignore me, then you would lack compassion. If I 
beseech you but you are unaware of this, then you would lack intelligence: 
you would be no buddha. I know this is absolutely not the case. I hope for 

of nine intervals, during which the sutra cycle will have been recited nine 

age of seventy.”
 4. Li’s use of the term “nirvana” here is somewhat unusual given that this is a Mahayana 

this buddha not only eliminates all disease but will also cause those who call on him to 
Yaoshi liuli guang rulai benyuan gongde jing 

heshang 
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T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N



“A� PETITION� UPON� COMPLETION� OF� WORSHIPFUL�
RECITATION� OF� THE � MEDICINE � BUDDHA � SUTRA”

“LISONG� YAOSHI� JING � BI � GAOWEN”�

petition1 translated here mentions that during the 120-day ritual, 
Li adopted a meatless diet, a practice that became part of the re-
covery process. How long he adhered to this dietary choice after 
the conclusion of the ritual is unclear. In a surprising turn, Li not 
only praises the Medicine Buddha for help in his own recovery but 
also petitions this buddha on behalf of a monk at his monastery, 

2 -
nately, the ritual supplication presented here did not produce the 
desired result. 

Buddhist rituals all failed to alleviate his symptoms. Li came to the 
conclusion that the ulcer was caused by malevolent forces or past 
karma and that this monk’s less-than-stellar adherence to monastic 
precepts, a topic already raised in this essay, may have deterred the 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:41–42.

mentioned in several of Li’s essays and appears to have had some monastic responsibilities. 

Medicine Buddha had already responded to Li’s supplication by healing his illness. This 
put him in the rather prestigious position of someone this Buddha deemed worthy of an 
audience, perhaps allowing him to vouch for others. 
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I have had the good fortune to have recovered from my respiratory illness 

nine intervals 

illness was almost entirely cured. In continuing to recite, having not yet 

was cured, I found the vegetarian diet even more pleasing. Were it not for 

monks were reverently devout beyond compare, the cure was due to the 

worshipful gratitude and prayerful thanks.
-

illness, promptly strengthened his resolve. He approached the altar and 
continued reciting in prayerful hope for the speedy healing of his ulcer. He 

of this sutra.

realms. How is it possible that he would deem this monk useless and aban-
don him? What’s more, how could a true disciple of the Buddha, like myself, 

will see that this monk, despite his lack of superior conduct in the monas-
tic community, still has not committed any great transgression. When he 
strikes the bells and chimes, the sound rises uniformly; when he strikes the 
drum and bowl, the sound rings forth;3 his sutra-recitation voice is bright 

the drum was a direct result of a monk’s adherence to precepts and dismissed the idea 
that a newly arrived novice could assume this role. In this petition, Li implies that because 

FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 
2:102.



and clear. By means of your power swiftly grant this supplication. These 

protection. What good fortune could compare with this? In this matter, on 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N



“A� BRIEF� INTRODUCTION� TO� RESOLVING� DOUBTS�
ABOUT� THE� PURE� LAND”

“JINGTU� JUE � QIANYIN”�

Late-Ming Buddhists often argued about which was the correct path 
-

ners envisioned that after death one would literally be reborn in a 

-

of these two contrasting visions, Li compiled Resolving Doubts About 
the Pure Land

Resolving Doubts About the Pure Land”1 
opens with a famous citation from the Vimalak rti-nirde a-s tra: 
“When the mind is pure, the buddha land will be pure.”2 Li uses this 

reborn in separate pure lands nor required to wait until after death 

emphasis on achieving immediate results without having to “wait” 
dai 

thought. The second-generation Wang Yangming disciple Wang 

dai
is unique to Li’s interpretive gloss; it does not appear in any of the 

Resolving Doubts About the Pure Land. 
Resolving Doubts About the Pure Land

-

 1. Xinbian wanxu zangjing , vol. 108, 357.a1–a17.
 2. Vimalak rti-nirde a-s tra Weimojie suoshuo jing The 

Vimalakirti Sutra.



clude from simply reading this short preface. They are often drawn 

mind is pure, the buddha land3 will be pure.’4

nian 

-
dha land will be pure. This being so, those who recollect the name [nianfo 

5

the name [nianfo

rebirth? If there is another place of rebirth, then there are two lands. This 

of in this way.

go and only later are reborn there? If one must wait for rebirth and only 
later be reborn, then this is to say that those here recite the name to be 
born there, and those there “recite their own name” and are reborn here.6 

buddha-k etra
Vimalak rti-nirde a-s tra depicts a cosmological landscape 

this reason that Li quickly moves from the cited passage, which does not specify a particular 

The Land of Bliss. 

Baoji pusa 
 5. By the late Ming, nianfo

Buddh nusm ti.”
nianwo 
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guests7

Land practices, and I have combined them to create Resolving Doubts About 
the Pure Land.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N

chanke 



“DISCIPLINING� THE� SANGHA”

“JIE� ZHONGSENG”�

In this prescriptive essay,1 Li Zhi demonstrates his familiarity with 
jie 

relationship between precepts, meditation, and wisdom, stressing 
-

Buddha, the so-called progenitor of the Buddhist tradition. Yet it is 
clear that Li is conceiving of the tradition in Mahayana terms. This 

of Mahayana practice. 

Though it is not clear whether he vowed to follow the precepts of a 
fully ordained monk, he devoted this essay to their promotion.2 Li 

energies adhering not only to the 250 precepts3 of a fully ordained 
monk but also to the 3,000 deportments and 80,000 minor adjust-

-
tions come with a spiritual responsibility. Rather than naively think-
ing that monks eat for free and enjoy a livelihood funded by others, 
newly arrived novices need to develop a mature ethic of gratitude 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:73–75. 
 2. The scholarly literature has often noted the monk Zhuhong’s 

Zhuhong, “Li Zhuowu er”  [Li Zhuowu, second essay], in Zhuchuang sanbi 
 [Jottings by a bamboo window, third volume], 24–25; reprinted in Zhuhong, Lianchi dashi 

quanji, 3958–59. 
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and spiritual repayment through diligence in their individual prac-

performance of Buddhist rituals for others. Failure to do so results 
in an animal rebirth. Through a colorful array of metaphors Li draws 
an irrevocable link between personal behavior and karmic results. 

-
nation platform, and it was rarely reopened during the Wanli reign 

4

-
ples and their disciples were likely to have received the full precepts 

5 While 
this was true on a number of levels, Li’s essay presumes continued 
adherence to the strictest preceptual standards. Li attributes lack 
of discipline to individual shortcomings, not to the practical impos-

The Buddha discoursed on the perfections.6

meditation gives rise to wisdom. Wisdom further gives rise to precepts; there 
is no wisdom outside precepts. Wisdom is derived from precepts; it does not 
eliminate the need for precepts. This being so, meditation and wisdom are 

cultivated ascetic practices for twelve years. He adhered to the precepts, as 

attained Buddhahood, he preached the dharma for forty-nine years, and he 
continued to cultivate the precepts, as you all know.

 4. Jiang Wu, Enlightenment in Dispute, 28–30.

p ramit
especially bodhisattvas. They are giving, morality, patience, vigor, concentration, and 

FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ, 2:75–76. 



If one were to say that a Buddha is free from precepts or that precepts 
-

dhahood, there is no harm in breaking the precepts, then this would be to 
abandon the monastery and return to the emperor’s palace. What stric-
tures would there be? How could anyone [under those circumstances] con-
tinue to wear a monk’s robes and go on begging rounds? You should know 

diligently work at repaying it. To say that “when one son achieves the Way, 
nine relatives are reborn in heaven”7 -

-

donors,”8

In this respect, the word “precepts” is the “gateway to myriad myster-
ies.” The locution “breaking the precepts” is the origin of myriad disasters. 
The word “precepts” [conjures up a sensation] as if, upon encountering 
military troops, one immediately ceded all discipline, incurred losses, and 

inattention one may lose one’s footing and die. Thus, you should know that 
the 3,000 deportments9 are weightier than towering mountains; the 80,000 
minor adjustments10

vigorous adherence to regulations.

by a single pair of eyes or ten pairs but by millions of pairs that will all see 
-

clude that I can deceive myself like the man in the adage who “covered his 
ears to steal a bell.”11 If for a split second you violate the precepts, ghosts 

 7. Li has either misremembered this citation or changed it. The canonical Buddhist saying 
is “When one son leaves home to become a monk, nine family members are reborn in 
heaven.” 

their spiritual debts, they risk rebirth as animals.
weiyi ry patha

consist of monastic regulations that govern the four postures of sitting, standing, walking, 
and lying down.

 10. The “minor adjustments” are a further enhancement of the 3,000 deportments and include 

Lü shi chunqiu  
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out your transgression.

create this image: To sit and receive communal meals is like swallowing 
hot iron pills. If I am not consumed by fear, what distinguishes me from 
dogs and pigs? To practice the precepts and seek out the precept jewel is 
like entering a refreshingly cool pavilion. If I am again frightened out of my 

attentive in this way can one be called a monk.

travels along a road, an inclined slope causes it to overturn. Who creates 

-

also have in our midst new monks who do not yet know shame. I have no 

-
ishing Buddha may receive praise. By rallying our spirits, we can together 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N



“REFLECTIONS� ON� MY� LIFE”

“GANKAI� PINGSHENG”

1

1596 presumably for his disciples and followers in his temple. How-

section could be read as his biography.2

-
-

reer and the heavy price he had to pay for trying to maintain his 

opportunity to have a direct look into the mind of this eccentric 
thinker, who cherished his independence above all else.3

You tend to believe that the moment you “leave home” [join the Buddhist 
sangha], you achieve Buddhahood and become far superior to those lay Bud-

said to be superior to others? I took the tonsure because I had no alterna-
tives. I did not leave home because I believed that leaving home was a good 
thing or that I could cultivate my Buddhahood only after I had left home. 
Why cannot one pursue the Way at home? In fact, throughout my life I have 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:108–20.

 3. The beginning paragraph is omitted in the translation here because it contains information 
on two of Li Zhi’s female students that does not contribute directly to the central concerns 

portion of the original essay. 
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one is immediately subjected to the control of others. I do not need to men-
tion that young children and those studying with tutors have to obey their 

take orders from one’s superiors; after retiring and returning home, one is 

has to attend all the social functions, contribute to funds for birthday gifts 

constraints—in fact, they may become worse. For this reason I would rather 

really didn’t want to be controlled by anyone. This is my real intention, but 

I travel around, I could still face the possibility of having to take orders from 

4 I did not dare to 
enter his yamen casually. However, when he sent me an invitation, how 

appropriate for me to sign the card as “student at service” because this 
would have been too presumptuous [and would have suggested that we 
were equals in status], but I could not have presented myself as “a student 
to be trained” because that would have made me feel too constricted.5

careful consideration, I decided to sign the card as “a sojourner-traveler,” 
which was more appropriate.6

area.
sisheng 

zhisheng 

his hometown. The term Li uses for “sojourner-traveler” is liuyu kezi .

specifying his administrative rank or educational attainments, Li Zhi was announcing his 

sojourner and adopting the tonsure of a monk were, in the eyes of the more conservative 
among his contemporaries, rebellious and escapist acts.



-
-

known to be good, virtuous recluses will be sure to come and dwell. Being 
listed in the “sojourners” section, one is automatically considered virtuous 

-
-

those listed in the “sojourners” section, they are considered virtuous in and 
of themselves. This is why the section is called simply “sojourners,” since 
there have been very few people who could live away from their homes 
as sojourners without possessing outstanding virtues. Zhu Xi was from 

leave his home and live as a sojourner wherever he traveled if he was not a 
man of great virtue.

Why would I sign the card as both a sojourner and a traveler? Isn’t that 

hometown, unless one is able to build a house and do farming there, it 
will be virtually impossible to avoid taking orders from others. I presented 
myself as a “traveler” so as to imply that I was not a resident who had 

the magistrate was not in a position to issue orders to me in his capacity 

in that area? This was why I signed the card the way I did—to make it clear 

However, the above option is not as good as becoming a monk by shav-

alone a monk from another area, does not have to take orders from the 
local magistrate. But one might ask, “If this is indeed the case, why did you 
have to choose to shave your head in Macheng instead of doing it in your 
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-

was very sad when he found out that I had shaved my head. He quoted his 
mother’s words as follows: “Tell [Li Zhi] that when I heard of his decision to 
shave his head I could not eat for an entire day and that I still cannot swal-

free from the control of others. How could this have been easy? Writing 

good thing and do not casually accept others’ alms.

-

earth could be turned into ink, there would not be enough of it to record 

with the district magistrate and superintendent; when I was an erudite at 

jinshi degrees. Yet I was 

considered a person of outstanding moral character. What was most frus-

-
cial Review, when I was serving as the vice-bureau-director in the Minis-

advancement that they felt they should be far superior to others ethically 
even though their moral character was not necessarily purer than that of 



would be? Finally, when I was serving as the prefect of Yao’an, I had con-

Wang Yi possesses a lowly moral character and does not deserve mention 
here. Luo and I understood each other quite well. He was both talented 
and morally upright, learned, and skilled at dealing with practical matters. 
However, eventually I could not avoid arguing with him. Why? This was 
because he was too strict and harsh. Initially, he treated me with respect 

conceited and did not consider others’ opinions. Throughout history, the 
so-called gentlemen of great virtue have all been like him. I remember I 

-
diers are able to live peacefully day by day alongside these wild people, 
that should be considered quite an accomplishment. Those who come with-

their families must traverse great distances to get here and must undergo 
equal hardships to return home. We must treat them with compassion. If 

-

integrity are behavioral standards one should apply only to oneself, not to 
others. If one insists on judging others by these standards, then one cannot 

summary of my life.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  M A RT I N  H UA N G



“THE� PAVILION� FOR� WORSHIPPING� THE� MOON”

“BAI � YUE”

This short essay1 comments on The Pavilion for Worshipping the Moon, 

secretly marry. Wang Ruilan’s father, however, looks down on Jiang 

later encounters a man named Xingfu, who turns out to be Wang 

capital. The work concludes with Wang Ruilan’s reunion with Jiang 

Wuchang around 1592, Li Zhi praises the plot of the play and the 

Yingying, the heroine of the well-known play The Story of the Western 
Wing
declares that The Pavilion for Worshipping the Moon and The Story of the 
Western Wing

The Story of the Western Wing, and it will give the more famous play a run for 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:132–33. Bai yue is short for Bai yue ting ji  or Bai yue ji . 



Just try to give it a careful reading. It should awaken in your mind thoughts 
of righteous relationships between brothers, sisters, husbands, and wives.

Lan2 3 does, but Lan is more elegant 

the acme of chastity and rectitude. Though Xingfu, the second protagonist 

common sense. The play ends by tying the plot together with happy unions: 

and Xingfu, who were previously sworn brothers, become brothers-in-

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H U I Y I N G  C H E N

 2. Wang Ruilan, the heroine of The Pavilion for Worshipping the Moon.
The Story of the Western Wing.



“RED� DUSTER”

“HONG� FU”�

This concise essay1 comments on Zhang Fengyi’s 
play The Story of Red Duster

-

 Poems and Their Anecdotes Ben shi shi 
2 The play centers on the romance between a singing girl, 

the lovers meet a curly-bearded stranger who bestows all his wealth 

-
fucius’s comments on the function of poetry and claims that con-
temporary entertainment such as vernacular drama can be evalu-

In this play, the plot is good, the songs are good, the dialogue is good, and 

shows peerless insight [by choosing to run away with Li Jing immediately 
after meeting him]; the curly-bearded stranger abandons his fortune [to 

3 
-

vitude]. These actions are all worthy of emulation. They deserve respect 

 1. FS, j. 4, in LZQJZ 2:133–34.
Poems and Their Anecdotes

after hearing their stories.



and admiration. Who says that chuanqi do not possess the ability to “stir” 
people, to inspire them to “make observations,” to “join together,” and to 

4 -

entertainments are just like those of antiquity; I hope we may regard them 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H U I Y I N G  C H E N

Classic of Poetry in Analects 17.9. Chuanqi 

elements were also called chuanqi.





“ON� THE� LETTER� TERMINATING� RELATIONS”

“JUE� JIAO� SHU”�

This essay1 (date unknown) comments on a text by Ji Kang  
(224–263) titled “Terminating Relations with Shan Juyuan.” Ji Kang 
and Shan Tao  (205–283) were two of the reclusive Seven Mas-
ters of the Bamboo Grove.2 However, when Shan’s relative Sima Yi 

 (179–251) became a powerful general in the state of Wei, Shan 

attendant to the general in chief, he attempted to recommend his 
friend Ji Kang to succeed him in this post. A year later, Shan Tao 
received a scornful letter from Ji Kang, terminating their friendship. 
In this letter Ji Kang grandiosely compares himself to Zhuangzi and 

something he would never consider doing. Scholars had for centu-
ries praised Ji Kang for his lofty ideals and untarnished virtue, but 
Li Zhi took delight in criticizing Ji Kang’s actions and attitude. (RHS)

PART IV
READINGS OF HISTORY 

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:164–66. 
 2. For Li Zhi’s biographies of these men, see CS, j. 10 and j. 31.
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 3. Zhuangzi recounts that when Hui Shi was prime minister in the state of Liang, he learned 
that Zhuangzi was coming to visit. Immediately he began to worry that Zhuangzi might 
supplant him in his post. To allay Hui Shi’s fears, Zhuangzi told a parable: There is a bird, 
the yuanju, so pure that it alights on no tree other than the wutong and drinks only water 

yuanju soared high above a place where a greedy 
owl was feasting on a rotten rat carcass. The owl became afraid that the yuanju might steal 
part of his dinner, so he quickly shooed the bird yuanju and 

have this Liang state of yours, are you trying to shoo me away?” (Zhuangzi, ch. 17; Watson, 
Chuang Tzu, 188). Ji Kang’s letter to Shan Tao cites this story.

If the letter had been written by a close friend on Ji Kang’s behalf, that 
would have been all right; but for Kang to write the letter himself, I fear, 

because he knew him intimately, and Kang’s talent genuinely corre-
sponded to Tao’s praise.

much was correct. But to say that Tao did not appreciate Kang, or that Tao 
deliberately sought to bring disaster on him, was not right. And for Kang 
to liken himself to the yuanju bird and to compare Tao to the [owl feasting 
on a] rotten rat carcass, that also was not right.3 To think that the person 
who has recommended one fails to appreciate one’s talents, and for this 

-

one who thinks highly of himself but despises others; moreover, since the 
facts were otherwise, it is especially wrong.

Alas! If Kang’s native talent had been augmented with a little learning, 
who could have matched him? How dare he emulate the language of the 
ancients in writing these false and evasive words? The haughtiness of his 
letter is truly frightful: even at a distance of a thousand years, he seems to 
rise up right before our eyes. The above censure of Kang is not mine alone; 
the same opinions have already been expressed by people of impeccable 
virtue and wisdom.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“DRAGONFLY� DITTY”

“QINGLING� YAO”�

The title of this brief essay1 refers to a lyric poem written by the 
sixteenth-century scholar Yang Shen 
county was an alternative name for Dayao county in Yunnan prov-
ince, where Yang resided for many years after having been banished 

Li would later serve as prefect of Yao’an county from 1577 to 1580, 
was home to many indigenous peoples. In the poem to which Li’s title 
refers, as well as in an essay titled “How the Military Strategist Jiang 
Long Did Away with Deliberation” (Binglüe Jiang Long qu si ji 

-
ing tribal rebellions. According to Yang, Jiang believed that pacifying 
the natives was preferable to overwhelming them with brute force.

Li fully endorsed this view. As prefect of Yao’an, he opposed the 
suppression of native culture and strove to promote toleration. 
As he himself wrote, during his tenure in Yao’an, he governed by 
“maintaining simplicity in all things, following the natural course of 
events, and considering it his responsibility to educate the [native] 
people by means of virtue.”2 Although the present essay was written 
in 1596, many years after Li retired from his post in Yunnan, it ex-
presses Li’s profound admiration for Jiang’s humane policies toward 
indigenous populations. (RHS)

Though human nature is constant and the way of the world unchanging, I 
have never yet, despite a lifelong study of the matter, encountered anyone 
whose way of thinking is similar to my own. So I am perpetually astonished, 

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:177–79.
 2. FS, j. 2, “You shu shi Tongzhou hou”  [Afterword to another letter to the 

commissioner of Tongzhou].



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

 3. From “Jia Yi zhuan”  [The biography of Jia Yi], in Han shu ,  j. 18.

and I wonder how Heaven could have made me so unlucky. If “human nature 
does not vary much”3 but I alone am unlike others, is that not unlucky?

wrought by Japanese pirates in the south and by the Jurchens in the north. 
Ultimately, I moved to Yunnan, but there I often heard about rebellions by 
indigenous leaders and people of the Yao and Tong tribes. I suspect that 

-
ions cast doubt on theirs, they either regard me as crazy or think I should 
be killed. But when I recently read Master Yang’s collected works, I made a 
note of the part about Master Jiang. Master Jiang was of precisely the same 
mind that I am, and Master Yang praised him for it. From this I can tell that 

had held a post, he would 

Although I was born later, my outlook corresponds to that of these old-
time sages; so my birth was not unlucky after all. I have recorded this with 
delight.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“BIOGRAPHY� OF� BO� YI”

“BO� YI � ZHUAN”�

This essay,1 written in Macheng in 1596, addresses the age-old ques-
tions of loyalty and dissent and whether righteous action is ever 

brothers, Bo Yi and Shu Qi, whose virtuous character was such that 
each yielded his hereditary position to the other. They left their own 
country and went to the kingdom of Zhou in search of good gover-
nance but found King Wu of Zhou about to launch an expedition 
against the ruling imperial dynasty, the Shang. In protest, Bo Yi and 
Shu Qi composed a song denouncing King Wu’s violence and, refus-
ing henceforth to taste any grain produced in the state of Zhou, ate 

-
ions about the brothers have been divided: were they righteous or 
merely self-righteous? In this short essay, Li Zhi draws on several 
interpretations, pitting them against one another, reserving the po-
sition of judge for himself. (HS)

Zhen Dexiu 2 said, “[Sima Qian’s] biography [of Bo Yi and Shu Qi] 
must be evaluated for its literary qualities.”3

Yang Shen4 said, “That is entirely beside the point! If the message of the 
work is incorrect, the work cannot be established as writing: how could 
anyone consider the literary quality of a work separately from its message? 

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:185–87. 
 2. Zhen Dexiu (1178–1235) was a Southern Song adherent of the School of Principle and a 

proponent of Zhu Xi’s philosophy.
 3. Zhen Dexiu is responding to Zhu Xi’s commentary on Sima Qian’s “Bo Yi Shu Qi liezhuan” 

(Shi ji, ch. 61). For a translation of the latter text, see Burton Watson, “Biography of Po Yi 
Records of the Historian, 11–15.
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 (1357–1402), whose essay on Bo 
Yi and Shu Qi criticizes these two men for having taken their loyalty to the Shang state too 
far. See LZQJZ 2:186.

 6. Analects 7.15.
 7. Referring to Sima Qian.
 8. Li Zhi’s account of Yang Shen’s opinion is based on Zhen Dexiu’s comments at the end of 

Sima Qian’s biography of Bo Yi. See LZQJZ 2:186.
 9. Li Zhi’s language borrows from Sima Qian’s narrative, according to which, before starving 

to death, Bo Yi and Shu Qi sang as follows: “We climb this western hill and pick its 

our fate has run out” (Shi ji, ch. 61; translation slightly altered from Watson, Records of the 
Historian, 13).

This remark amply demonstrates that Zhen Dexiu knew nothing about 
writing. More recently, some authors have rounded out ‘The Biography of 
Bo Yi’ with revisions and additions. How odd!”5

Bo Yi ‘sought benevolence and attained benevolence. What cause did he 
have for resentment?,’6 yet when the Grand Historian7 wrote ‘The Biogra-
phy of Bo Yi,’ he gave vent to a ‘bellyful of resentment.’8 Zhu’s words were 
exceptionally unfair.”

-
ment was Sima Qian’s interpretation. To translate a lack of resentment into 
resentment, a piece of writing must be extremely marvelous and subtle.

“What did Bo Yi resent? He resented the fact that ‘violence was met with 
violence’; he resented the fact that the way of Kings Yu and Xia no longer 
prevailed; he resented not knowing where to turn; he resented the fact that 
he could not even eat the ferns growing on the territory of Zhou.9 But then 
he swallowed his resentment, starved, and died. How could anyone mini-

their resentment. That’s why they accomplish nothing.”
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“ADORNED� WITH� EVERY� MARK� OF� DIGNITY”

“WU� SUO� BU� PEI”�

Written in Macheng in 1596, this essay1 addresses the relationship 
between internal virtues and external adornments and, by exten-
sion, the crisis of representation taking place in late-Ming society. Li 
begins by quoting the Han-dynasty scholar Wang Yi’s  (89–158) 
idealistic commentary on the ancient poetry collection Songs of the 
South (Chu ci 2

Wang conjures up the image of an ideal society in which inner 
-

ing Sorrow” (Li sao ), the centerpiece of the Songs of the South, 
the speaker and putative author, Qu Yuan  (339 .–278 

-
ers and herbs to represent his many virtues. Linking these images of 
bodily adornment to a line from the Analects that reports that “once 

-
tions on the kind of ornament he wore,”3

expansive virtue and bolsters the claim that physical adornments 
correspond to internal ethical qualities.

Li’s remarks begin from a similar premise: he concurs that in an-
cient times external adornments corresponded neatly to the inter-

correspondence has been disrupted. A degree of arbitrariness has 
seeped in, and external signs no longer serve as reliable indicators 

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:208–9. Li Zhi borrows the topic of this and the following two essays from 
the prominent mid-Ming intellectual Yang Shen (courtesy name Sheng’an ). See Yang 
Shen, Sheng’an jing shuo  [Sheng’an’s explication of the classics], j. 13.

 2. Wang Yi, a scholar in the Han imperial library, is thought to have compiled the Songs of 
the South, an anthology of poetry centered on the legend of Qu Yuan. Although the exact 
nature of Wang’s editorial role is a matter of debate, he undoubtedly commented on 
many of the poems in the collection and even added some poems of his own. See Hawkes, 
Ch’u Tz’u, 2.

Confucius, 102.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

of internal virtues. The rhetorical questions with which the essay 
closes lend the piece an air of resignation and nostalgia. (RHS)

Wang Yi said, “People whose conduct is pure and clean are adorned with 
fragrant grasses. Those whose virtue is bright and radiant are adorned with 

xi hook made 
of bone, and those who can resolve doubts are adorned with a jue disk made 
of jade.4

himself with every mark of dignity.”
Li Zhuowu says, “Those who study the Way have traced the origins of this 

emphasis on external ornamentation: since antiquity it has always been 

“In ancient times, when a man went out walking, he did not part from 
his sword or his ornaments. When he traveled abroad, he did not part from 
his bow and arrow. Day or night, he did not part from his xi or his jue. 
Jade talismans were objects worn directly on the body and used for serv-
ing one’s parents;5 indeed, insofar as they kept people alert to danger and 

6 they accomplished the ends of both civil and military arts; 

they exhibited the Way that the many could follow, if not understand.7 
The meaning [of these objects] is not in the patterned adornments them-
selves;8 it was human beings who gave them their names [and endowed 
them with meaning].

marking their profession or status in society. A xi  is a carved, ornamental hook made of 
horn or bone. The sharp end could be used for untying knots. A jue 
shaped jade disk, often with a narrow slit in the top. The round shape may have symbolized 
the resolution of doubt. See Li ji  [Pattern of the 
family].

 5. The Records of Ritual list jade ornaments among the articles that well-born children should 
wear when “serving their parents”; see Legge, The Li Ki, 449.

 6. Li Zhi quotes from the “Jiqi”  chapter of the Classic of Changes, where the thought of 
danger is said to prevent disaster.

 7. Allusion to Analects 8.9: “The people may be made to follow a path of action, but they may 
not be made to understand it”; see Legge, The Chinese Classics, 1:211. For further discussion 

pp. 92–98.
 8. Li is playing with the word wen , which means both “pattern” and “literature” and refers 

to “civil” as opposed to “military” pursuits. Similar wordplay is evident in “Postface to The 
Prose of Our Time,” pp. 132–34.



“People of later generations lost sight of the substance of these talismans; 
they saw in them nothing more than beautiful adornments to be cherished. 
Those who value internal qualities were displeased and said, ‘You just want to  

there be in that?’ Since then, the custom of using these talismans began 
to fall into disuse, and their ornamental and protective functions became 

weapon; even military men at home or visiting friends imitate the attire 

-

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“XUNZI� � LI � SI � � AND� MASTER� WU”�
� � � �

“XUN� QING�� LI � SI � � WU� GONG”

Written in 1596, this essay1 (and that following) is dense with his-
torical allusions and examines a relationship of central importance 

-
ing both a teacher and a student himself, Li Zhi took a lively interest 
in the ethical dimensions of the master-disciple relationship. The 

Zhi and his predecessor, Yang Shen.2 The essay opens with Yang’s 
description of a perplexing phenomenon: three generations of 
scholars who consistently rejected the teachings of their masters. 
These two essays examine who is to blame when students betray 
their teachers’ values.

Li Si (ca. 280 –208 ), prime minister to the despotic 

(312 –230 ). While Xunzi had been a leading inter-
3 -

poused instead the philosophy of Legalism, associated with another 
of Xunzi’s acclaimed students, Han Feizi. Among Li Si’s most infa-
mous schemes was his plan to root out political dissent by burning 

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:209–10. Li Zhi borrows the topic of this essay from Yang Shen. See Sheng’an 
ji  [Sheng’an’s collected writings], j. 51. 

 2. As tutor to the Jiajing emperor, Yang Shen took a strong stand against breaches in ritual 
propriety. For his remonstrations, he was imprisoned, beaten, bastinadoed, and ultimately 

years in exile, Yang published copiously on a wide range of subjects. Both on account of 

devoted following that included prominent thinkers such as Wang Shizhen and Jiao Hong. 
According to one report, Yang was so beloved that he was paraded through the streets 

Yang was formally rehabilitated and received the posthumous title of vice-minister of the 
DMB, 2:1531–35.

view him as an eclectic on account of the pragmatic, rationalist strain running through his 
thought.



-
cian classics. Li Si further suggested burying alive any scholars who 
would dare continue to teach the forbidden books. Both proposals 

Li Si’s ruthlessness, his student Master Wu, also known as Wu the 

these stories Yang adduces that virtue rests irreducibly in each indi-
vidual and that masters hold little sway over the moral formation of 
their students. Li Zhi’s nuanced response to Yang’s statement both 
corroborates and criticizes this claim. (RHS)

his disciples, Li Si, [framed the policy of the Qin dynasty that] burned the 

Si as their teacher was Master Wu, who accomplished great feats in gover-
nance.4 Whether people are virtuous or not depends on their standing on 
their own two feet; it has nothing to do with teachers or friends.”

Li Zhuowu says, “In order for people to be able to stand on their own 
two feet, they must have bones. With bones, a person can walk or stand. 
But if one has no bones, even if a hundred teachers and friends supported 
him and propped him up left and right, what good would that do? The 
moment [these supporters] leave his side, the person would lose his foot-
ing. But one who can already walk or stand can run to seek a teacher for 
himself. This is how Yan Hui and Zeng Shen5

to say that their success had nothing to do with their teachers and friends 
also is not correct.”

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

Yi. See Sima Qian, Shi ji, ch. 84, “Qu Yuan, Jia sheng liezhuan”  [Biographies 
of Qu Yuan and Master Jia]; Watson, Records: Han Dynasty I, 443–52.

p. 206.



“PEOPLE� OF� THE� SONG� DYNASTY�  
DISPARAGED� XUNZI”

“SONG� REN� JI � XUN� QING”�

1 and 
that as soon as they were passed down to Li Si , the misfortunes of the 

2 
Is it reasonable, when disciples behave wickedly, to blame the teacher? If Li 
Si’s misdeeds can implicate Xunzi, then Wu Qi’s  misdeeds can likewise 
implicate Zeng Shen .3 The Discourses on Salt and Iron (Yantie lun ) 
say, “Li Si and Bao Qiuzi  both served Xunzi as their teacher, but Bao 
Qiuzi cultivated the Dao in a simple hut.”4

Master Zhuowu says,5 “If Li Si could implicate Xunzi, for Bao Qiuzi’s sake 
Xunzi deserves a title.”

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 1. This essay can be found in FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:210–12. Li Zhi borrows its title from Yang Shen. 
See Sheng’an ji  [Sheng’an’s collected writings], j
Master Wu,” pp. 204–5.

 2. The words “as soon as they were passed down” refer to a comment made by the Song 
literatus Su Shi  in an essay titled “Xun Qing lun” 
excesses on the “preposterous positions” advocated by his teacher, Xunzi. Su’s comment 
is transmitted in the essay by Yang Shen, to which the present essay responds. See LZQJZ 
2:211.

 3. Zeng Shen’s student Wu Qi (d. 381 ) placed his career above his family obligations 

Shi ji, 
The Grand Scribe’s Records, 7:42.

 4. The Discourses on Salt and Iron record a debate on governance that took place in 81  

 5. By reserving his assessment until the end of the essay and employing the locution “Master 
Zhuowu says,” Li mimics the style of the Grand Historian, Sima Qian.



“ON� FRIENDSHIP”

“PENGYOU� PIAN”�

This essay1 constitutes one of Li Zhi’s several contributions to the 

Kinds of Association,” 135–37). Written in 1595, the essay opens with 
a reference to the Compilation from the Dark Studio (Anrantang leizuan 

) by Li’s contemporary Pan Shizao . Pan was a 
well-connected man of letters and a personal acquaintance of both 
Li Zhi and the Yuan brothers, founders of the Gong’an school. Ad-
miring Pan’s compilation, Li composed both a preface for that work 
and also an Epitome of the Compilation from the Dark Studio (Anran lu 
zui ), which contains another version of this essay.2 The 
translation here is based on A Book to Burn. (RHS)

Pan Shizao’s devotion to friendship was extremely sincere. Therefore the 
Compilation addresses sincere friendship. In this world  

true friendship has been lost for a long time. Why should this be so? The 

3 To this sort of per-
son one could entrust a child or an orphan; one could even entrust one’s 

their arms to snatch food away from others, and if they see a person in dif-

of acts of which they’re capable.

 1. FS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 2:227–28.
 2. The preface can be found in FS, j

Cambridge History
equality, and mutual appreciation, see Ricci, On Friendship.
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-
ship. In this day and age, is there anyone fond of the righteousness between 
friends? Since there have never been any friends fond of righteousness, it 
is fair to say that friendship has never existed. If we were to serve our ruler 
in the same [false] manner [in which we treat our friends], on whom could 
the ruler rely?

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“ON�READING�DU�FU� �TWO�POEMS�”

“DU�DU�SHAOLING�ER�SHOU”

I

1

2

PART IV
POETRY 

XFS j LZQJZ

Chinese Poetry
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WATCHING�THE�ARMY�AT�THE�  
EAST�GATE�OF�THE�CITY

GUAN�BING�CHENG�DONGMEN

1

2 3

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

XFS j LZQJZ 

 

Shi ji The Grand Scribe’s Records
jieying 

wangjing 



AMITĀBHA�TEMPLE

MITUO�SI

1

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

XFS j LZQJZ
liu 

liu 



READING�THE�RESIGNATION�MEMORIAL�
OF�GU�CHONG’AN

DU�GU�CHONG’AN�CISHU

1

2

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

XFS j

Zuozhuan

The Chinese Classics
jisui tuohu 



SPRING�NIGHT

CHUN�YE

1
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LISTENING�TO�THE�CHANTING�OF�  
THE�LOTUS�SUTRA

TING�SONG�FAHUA

The Lotus Sutra1

2

3

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

XFS j LZQJZ

The Lotus Sutra 

g th g th  

Platform Sutra

yishang k ya



EIGHT�QUATRAINS�FROM�PRISON

XIZHONG�BA�JUE

1

2

XFS j LZQJZ

sida fenli 



3

fupen 

Zhanguo ce 

Chunü 
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shunu 
Mencius 

Mencius



SPRING�RAIN�ON�A�GREAT�HOUSE

LOUTOU�CHUN�YU

1
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MY�FEELINGS�UPON�ASCENDING�THE�MOUNTAIN�
AND�RECEIVING�A�LETTER�FROM�JIAO�HONG

RU�SHAN�DE�JIAO�RUOHOU�SHU�YOUGAN�ER�SHOU

I

1

2

3

II

XFS j LZQJZ 
hongyan 

shi mengzhe fei yu 
meng shizi 

xuzi 
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AFTER�THE�SNOW

XUE�HOU

1
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SITTING�ALONE�IN�MEDITATION

DU�ZUO

1

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

XFS j LZQJZ



A�SUDDEN�CHILL

ZHA�HAN

1
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EVENING�RAIN

MU�YU

1
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WATCHING�THE�RAIN�WITH�DAZHI

DAZHI�DUI�YU

1
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HARD�RAIN

YU�SHEN

1

2
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VIEWING�THE�YELLOW�CRANE�PAVILION�
FROM�THE�RIVER

JIANGSHANG�WANG�HUANGHE�LOU

1

2

3
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Quan Tang shi

Quan Tang shi
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DRIFTING�ON�EAST�LAKE�WITH�LI�JIANTIAN

LI�JIANTIAN�YAOYOU�DONGHU

1

2
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Li Guo zhou 

Hou Han shu



“PREFACE� TO� MASTER� LI ’S � ANOTHER� BOOK�
TO� BURN—BY� JIAO� HONG”

“LI � SHI � XU� FENSHU � XU” �

The following three prefaces, by Jiao Hong , Zhang Nai 
, and Wang Benke , aim to establish the authenticity of 

Another Book to Burn
-

spuriously attributed to Li Zhi: printers eager to capitalize on Li 

Zhang Nai exhibits the greatest concern; he worries that readers 
may be unable to distinguish between true and false editions and 

PART I
PREFACES 

LZQJZ

in A Book to Burn and Another Book to Burn



ANOTHER BOOK TO BURN  (XU FENSHU  )

-

accident that these three preface writers all address an issue central 

2

On Speaking Righteously, Another Book to Burn, and On the Four Books so 
that the world would know that the late gentleman spoke about reason, and 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



UPON� READING� OLD� ZHUOWU’S�
WRITINGS—ZHANG� NAI

—
DU� ZHUOWU� LAOZI� SHU� SHU—ZHANG� NAI

books are important, both real editions and fake editions circulate in the 

for later generations, but they do not know that in doing so he created his 

-

-

-

whether they happened a thousand years ago or a thousand years hence; 
no one could [gainsay]2

the original heart [beneath];3 if they were ministers, to die for the sake of 

jinshi LZQZJ

benxin ) links closely to Wang 
liangzhi 



ANOTHER BOOK TO BURN  (XU FENSHU  )

4

-

-
sion the writings Li Zhi left behind, and they claim that their works are his 

-

 But people who lack this foundation comment at random; they 

sutras while eating meat was strange, and not fearing death was strangest 

7

Wang Benke showed me Another Book to Burn and On the Four Books and 
On the Three Teachings

wu zhuo ) refer to degeneration of life span, 

Princeton Dictionary

Yanyuan , Lidai minghua ji j

told in the Annals of Lü Buwei



now extend to ten thousand generations, and although Benke has pre-

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



PREFACE� TO� THE� SECOND� PRINTING�
OF� LI � ZHI ’S � WRITINGS

—
XU� KE� LI � SHI � SHU� XU—WANG� BENKE

 Day 

Throughout his life, there was no subject the gentleman did not study, nor 
-

-
tions he was like a man who chokes and cannot keep his food down; he did 

-

and shook the earth; it could make the deaf hear, the blind see, the dreaming 

the noisy settle down; it could make those with icy innards hot and those 

2

spiritual and peculiar a feeling his writings produced in anyone who came in 

LZQJZ
Zhuangzi Chuang Tzu



-

to death is just as much a death as killing oneself, [some people assumed] he 

only been dispelled, but trust has been established; the hostility has not only 

-

they

-
3 are enthralled by these 

to let these manuscripts rot away and become food for bookworms would 

A Book to Burn and On the Four 
Books

A Book to Burn contains much discussion of karmic causality as well as 

Shi ji
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On the Four Books

Jade in midsummer of the wuwu
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ



“TO� MA� LISHAN”

“YU� MA� LISHAN” �

This letter1

Great Learning,2 

-

Great Learning

Great Learning 3

PART II
LETTERS 

XFS, j LZQJZ
The Four Books

 the Great Learning 
Sishu zhangju jizhu, 

The Chinese Classics

Daxue wen Great Learning Readings
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-

Great 
Learning

-
4

-

illuminating

-
Great Learning

A Book to Keep (Hidden)



5 -

Great Learning

-

-

 
6

Great Learning -

Great Learning

Great Learning
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“DISCUSSING� LITERATURE� WITH� A� FRIEND”

“YU� YOUREN� LUN� WEN”

refers,1

Classic of Changes, and in 1600, 

2

Classic of Changes -
-

-

XFS, j LZQJZ
Jiuzheng Yiyin 

LZQJZ
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Classic of 
Changes 3

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

Classic of Changes
The 

Classic of Changes

Wang Yangming 
Chuanxilu



“A� REPLY� TO� LI � SHILONG”

“FU� LI � SHILONG” �

1

-

-

2

3

-

4

5

XFS, j LZQJZ
Mencius 

sui
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6
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The Book of Documents

The Chinese Classics



“TO� ZHOU� YOUSHAN”

“YU� ZHOU� YOUSHAN” �

1

li

-

-
Guanyin wen 

Yuyue 

-

XFS, j LZQJZ

LZQJZ
Crimson Rain
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2

3 

li 4

talk -
actually

-

 
waihu 

Baisu 
zhai leiji j



li 5

-

6

8

-

10 11 

The Platform Sutra
Mencius

Sunzi bingfa

LZQJZ LZQJZ 
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12 -

-

-

13
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zhangfu 
zhangfu

Da Zhangfu



“TO� GENG� KENIAN”

“YU� GENG� KENIAN” �

1

-
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“TO� ZENG� JIQUAN”

“YU� ZENG� JIQUAN” �

1 -
2

li
3

become

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ
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LZQJZ
Mencius



“LETTER� TO� A� FRIEND”

“YU� YOUREN� SHU” �

This letter,1

-

2

-

-

3 li

li

4

XFS, j LZQJZ
Vignettes

China in the Sixteenth Century
On Friendship



-

-

-

-

-
-
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“PREFACE� TO� SELECTIONS� FROM� ‘A� RECORD�
OF� A� CART� FULL� OF� GHOSTS ’ ”

“XUANLU� KUICHE� ZHI � XU” �

The belief that all actions elicit a response has pervaded the Chinese 
religious landscape from early medieval times onward and cannot 
be conceived of as the sole domain of any one religious tradition.1 
Li’s own serious engagement with this concept is readily apparent 
in his desire to republish The Tract of the Most Exalted on Action and 
Response (Taishang ganying pian ),2 produce his own col-
lection of tales under the Buddhist title The Record of Karmic Conse-
quences (Yinguo lu ),3 and issue an abridged version of Guo 

PART III
MISCELLANEOUS WRITINGS 

SHORT ESSAYS AND DISCOURSES 

 1. This essay is in XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 3:188–90.
Taishang (the god most exalted) refers to Laozi. 

Despite the incorporation of this text along with commentaries in the Daoist canon, the 
text itself contains citations from Buddhist scripture. The text has a rich publication 
history, especially during the Ming and Qing, when it was reprinted numerous times. For 
instance, the famous late-Ming Buddhist monk Zhuhong paid to republish this work. For an 
overview of the text, see Brokaw, Ledgers

 3. The Record of Karmic Consequences is a fairly obscure text. It was never as popular as The Tract 
of the Most Exalted on Action and Response and may have enjoyed rather limited circulation 
and a short afterlife. Li’s text consists largely of excerpts from Buddhist works. Most 
notably, Li republished in toto Zhuhong’s extremely popular Fangsheng wen  [On 
releasing life]. 
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Tuan’s twelfth-century A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts (Kuiche zhi 
),  a compilation of zhiguai stories.5

From the Buddhist perspective, karma is an impersonal, immuta-
ble law such that all actions (yin ) generate karmic results (guo ). 
In contrast, The Tract of the Most Exalted on Action and Response postu-
lates a host of supernatural overseers who constantly record human 
action (gan ), most notably transgressions, and respond (ying ) 
appropriately. Confucian interpretations attribute such responses 
to “heaven” (tian ). Tales of karmic retribution and ganying sto-
ries draw on some of the same literary tropes found in the genre of 
strange or grotesque tales (zhiguai ), such as trips to hell or voy-
ages to other realms. However, texts like the six-fascicle A Record of 
a Cart Full of Ghosts -
sion), are not as programmatic in the degree to which they highlight 

-
ily use the terms ganying or yinguo. In A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts, 
clear causal relations are evident in some stories, while others sim-
ply regale an audience with strange tales that blur the line between 
human and ghostly realms. Li’s 1598 redaction of the text to the 
two-fascicle work Selections from ‘A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts,’ com-

-
rate texts, his ritual response to the plight of creatures stuck in an 
undesirable realm of rebirth was far more parochial. He relied solely 
on Buddhist ritual technologies and did not incorporate Daoist or 
Confucian methods. In keeping with a journey by boat, Li organized 
a Buddhist recitation ritual for the purpose of liberating water gods 
and ghosts. Buddhist rituals for the propitiation of spirits gen-
erated merit, a form of “spiritual cash” that could be transferred 
to others through a written dedication of merit or by ceremonial 
means. In choosing to recite The Rebirth Dh ra  (Wangsheng shenzhou 

A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts was reduced in Li’s selection from its 
original six fascicles to two. Barend ter Haar translates the title in an article that gives some 
information on the publication and contents of this text. Kui refers to the thirty-eighth 
trigram in the Classic of Changes

 5. For a discussion of zhiguai literature in the Ming, see Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange. For early 



), Li presumably wanted to release these forlorn creatures 
from their present existence so that they could be reborn in the 

 and I published The Tract of the 
Most Exalted on Action and Response. Later retreating to my monastic quar-
ters at Dragon Lake, I further compiled The Record of Karmic Consequences. 

-
rial academy, and I again traveled south with him by boat. In our leisurely 

A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts.
I selected the most cautionary and reliable stories. During the day I cop-

-

assembly to recite The Lotus Sutra and The Rebirth Dh ra  to liberate water 
-

cerning ghosts.
In writing a formal dedication of merit7 at the conclusion of the sutra rec-

itations, I had to describe the impetus for this ritual. I thus honestly wrote 
8 and I took a boat together” and so forth. 

I argued, “If gods and ghosts recognize true worth, then not including your 
title would be all right. However, if they do not recognize true worth, then 
this title of yours might elicit their great respect, so what harm would come 

I laughed, saying, “To claim that a title might elicit the respect of the gods 
is acceptable; to claim that it could frighten ghosts is impossible. If you 

9 

of favor and been demoted to an assistant magistrate post in Fujian. His departure from 
Beijing likely followed this demotion.

 7. Huixiang ( pari man ), or more commonly (huixiang ), is a Buddhist technical 
term for the dedication or transfer of merit. For more on this idea, see Foulk, “Huixiang .”

power.
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Thereupon he laughed heartily. I thus recorded this anecdote to introduce 
A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts.

A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts is extensive. The stories I hand copied are 
not more than a tenth of the original collection. The ignorant read these 
tales out of a love for the strange. The discerning think they can be read 
alongside The Record of Karmic Consequences and The Tract of the Most Exalted 
on Action and Response. If this book can be read in conjunction with The Tract 
of the Most Exalted on Action and Response, then how could one claim it is a 
“cart full of ghosts”? This, of course, is the most exalted one’s point.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N



“PREFACE� TO� THE � ANTHOLOGY�  
UNSTRINGING� THE� BOW”

“SHUO� HU� JI � XU” �

In 1598 Li Zhi compiled yet another volume of ghost stories titled 
Unstringing the Bow. This text is no longer extant. However, the pref-
ace1 indicates that Li’s initial enthusiasm for A Record of a Cart Full of 
Ghosts had waned considerably. “Preface to Selections from ‘A Record 
of a Cart Full of Ghosts

ontological status of ghosts. In contrast, Unstringing the Bow is made 
up of anecdotes that purportedly elide the distinction between the 
human and ghostly realms. This collection emphasizes their inter-
connectedness and argues against the notion, depicted in A Record 
of a Cart Full of Ghosts, that such beings inhabit two separate realms. 
The preface ends with a number of philosophical questions that were 
doubtless addressed in the text itself. The main thrust of this second 
volume is not to expand the repertoire of ghost stories but to inter-
ject a contrasting point of view as a philosophical corrective to the 
conceptual apparatus inherent in A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts.

most evident in Li’s pithy contrastive summation of each text. The 
summation is drawn from a passage in the Classic of Changes: seem-

not an assailant to injure, but a near relative.”2 Li uses this story to 

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 3:190–91.
 2. The Classic of Changes, hexagram “Kui”; see Legge, The Yi King

story and the legend it draws on, see Gao, Zhouyi.
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A Record of a Cart Full of Ghosts records ghost stories. In raising the question, 
who is a ghost, the text treats humans and ghosts as distinct. Consequently, 

Unstringing the Bow is another anthology of ghost tales, but its purpose in 
bringing together anecdotes of ghosts is to show that humans and ghosts 
are the same. Consequently, it bears the name Unstringing the Bow—from 
“unbending the bow,”3 with no intent of shooting.

and in the darkness they do not see ghosts, then “a single thread runs 
through”

certain that they have not penetrated the mystery of life?
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N

 3. The passage from the Classic of Changes uses the character shuo 
commentary is glossed as tuo ; in archery this means to unstring or unbend a bow.

(Analects



“A� BRIEF� INTRODUCTION� TO� A� SELECTION�
OF� DAOIST� TEACHINGS”

“DAOJIAO� CHAO� XIAOYIN”

Li embraced a vision of Buddhist monastic education that incor-

which this brief introduction1 was written never materialized, it 
would have consisted of selections from Daoist texts. The com-
pendium likely incorporated all or part of Laozi’s Daodejing and 
other writings on inner alchemy in line with the tenth-century 
Book of Transformations (Huashu ) and thirteenth-century 
Authentic Scripture of Master Wenshi (Wenshi zhen jing ), 
which are mentioned here. Li’s claim that these two texts diverge 

modes of inner spiritual transformation, not about Buddhism and 
Daoism writ large.

-
fucius and Laozi. The dialogue states only that Confucius asked about 

-

control of individuals. Laozi further asserts that virtuous men ap-
pear to be fools and successful merchants appear to have nothing. 
He continues, “Dispense with your arrogant airs and many desires, 

2 Li argues that the educated will take 

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ
Shi ji

Csikszentmihalyi, Readings, 102–3. 
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Most monks are versed only in Buddhist teachings and are unfamiliar with 
Daoist teachings. In general, the Daoists consider their founder to be that 

generations of scholars have failed to wear them on their bodies at all times 

inscribed on the heart with every breath, arrogant airs will arise, showy 
appearances will come to light, excessive ambitions will crop up, and disas-
ter will soon follow.3

these symptoms of illness [i.e., the moral shortcomings of arrogance, ambi-

of others’ bullying and oppression. How could people like Yang Dingjian —
whose resolve surpasses mine yet whose knowledge and insight lag behind 

Laozi’s Daodejing
my sleeve so that it will be handy when I wish to recite it. Texts like the 
Keeper of the Pass’s Authentic Scripture of Master Wenshi5 and Tanzi’s Book of 
Transformations 

it upon myself to compile these excerpts to show to dedicated monks. I fur-
ther most urgently wish to show them to Yang Dingjian.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N

 3. Translation follows Csikszentmihalyi, Readings, 102–3.

 5. Yin Xi (sixth century 
historical personage. The text that Li likely read was a three-fascicle textual reconstruction 
published in 1233 under the title Authentic Scripture of Master Wenshi. The work has a strong 

Huashu.”



“WRITTEN� AT� THE� END� OF� YUAN�
ZHONGDAO’S� HAND� SCROLL”

“SHU� XIAOXIU� SHOUJUAN� HOU”

This lighthearted essay,1 composed in the form of a dialogue, ad-

a casual conversation between the author and Yuan Zhongdao, who 
would later become an acclaimed man of letters, the essay positions Li 
as representing the Confucian outlook and Yuan the Buddhist stance. 
Playfully citing ancient authorities on both sides of the debate, the 
essay concludes with Li’s ceding to his interlocutor and agreeing not 

present himself initially as the voice of orthodox Confucianism raises 

near Beijing, Li had long since voluntarily resigned his position in the 
bureaucracy and taken up residence in the Cloister of the Flourishing 
Buddha at Dragon Lake. Thus the decision to portray himself in Con-
fucian guise indicates the many faces of Li’s identity and his refusal 
to conform to a single standard. Partly because Li shifted so easily 
among diverse personas, he attracted national attention. The image 

to which his actions were subjected. The following year, Li was ar-

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 3:201–3. Yuan Zhongdao was the youngest of the three Yuan brothers and 
the author of a biographical sketch of Li Zhi (see pp. 325–33). For translations of poetry 
and essays by the Yuan brothers, see Chaves, Pilgrim of the Clouds, and Ye, Vignettes. For 
analysis of Gong’an aesthetic theory, see Chou, Yüan Hung-tao and the Kung-an School
also Chaves, “The Panoply of Images,” and Hung, Romantic Vision.
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In the year xinchou 2 house in Luhe,3 I once again met 

the eldest brother, the Hanlin Compiler [Yuan Zongdao], seeing Zhongdao 

want me to eat meat?”
He said, “I fear that Yama, king of the underworld,  may get angry and 

issue a special order that you not be reborn in the Pure Land.”

Zhuowu? I only refrain from killing; I do not refrain from putting meat in 
my mouth. That should be enough to avoid incurring King Yama’s wrath. 

eats meat’?5 I’m old, and what’s more I’m a Confucian, and I have once again 
let my beard grow. It’s appropriate that I should eat meat.”

the kitchen.’
said a seventy-year-old man cannot be satiated unless he eats meat, he was 
only talking about old people in the villages. Could it be that he uttered 

-
gences such as alcohol, sex, and wealth have not polluted me even one bit. 

spirits about my customary deportment, they surely would not make a fuss 
about my [carnivorous ways] or ask hard questions about Old Li.”

 (courtesy name Chengsuo 
friend, and avid supporter of Li Zhi’s and hosted Li at his home near the end of Li’s life. 

several pieces in Another Book to Burn

 3. Luhe is another name for Tongzhou.

wrongdoing in hell.
 5. Li Zhi cites Mencius

Mengzi, 177).
Mencius

behavior toward the ox is a mark of his humanity: “Gentlemen cannot bear to see animals 

Mengzi, 9).



study in reclusion is indeed an important task. If you were to perch in the 
mountain groves, abandon the human world, and eat meat to your heart’s 

-

a moment, or even if in your heart you experience ambivalence, men of 
ambition will consider this deeply lamentable. For this reason, I hope that 
you, sir, will stop eating meat. Your self-denial will, in time, inspire bright 
and ambitious scholars. By enduring a period of gustatory privation, you 
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“ON� THE� LOTUS� SUTRA � CHAPTER�
ON� EXPEDIENT� DEVICES”

“FAHUA � FANGBIAN� PIN� SHUO” �

In this short piece1 written in 1592, Li Zhi draws attention to the 
position of the audience in the second chapter of The Lotus Sutra
polemical work of scripture, The Lotus Sutra claims that all previous 

up ya—pro-
visional truths—used to teach those not yet ready to hear about the 
One Vehicle, a much higher path to spiritual liberation. The text is 

-

the Buddha three times to preach this dharma, yet the Buddha is 

capacities of previous disciples—such a teaching will bring doubt 

monks respectfully bow to the Buddha and retreat, declining to 
listen to this teaching. The third chapter of The Lotus Sutra opens 

teachings on up ya and the One Vehicle.
Li’s commentary focuses on audience reaction both by emphasiz-

-
ing on how he himself and his contemporaries might have respond-
ed. He wonders whether, if he had seen that other (new) shore, he 
would have reached for it or retreated from it. Li’s attention to The 
Lotus Sutra further demonstrates that his broad interest in Buddhist 

Pure Land polemics. Both he and his disciples recited The Lotus Sutra, 

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ



and this text appears in a number of other entries in A Book to Burn 
and Another Book to Burn.2

In this sutra chapter, those of overweening pride do not know of the Bud-
dha’s up ya3

-
quently withdrew and did not return.

The preaching of this subtle dharma is as rare as the appearance of the 
udumbara  The sages of the Three Vehicles could not immediately 

r vaka,5 for a very 
long time previous to that he had planted deep roots and immersed himself 
in the Buddha’s teachings. That he rejoiced must be because he intuitively 

did not record in detail the subtle dharma that inspired his deep trust at 
the time.

if he were to read it, would not gaze toward that shore and also retreat?  But 

Gao fo yueshu ji  [Presenting the g th  on binding regulations 
to the Buddha], in FS, j LZQJZ  Selections from ‘A Record of a Cart Full of 
Ghosts  [Letter to a friend], in XFS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 3:118–21. 
For a translation of The Lotus Sutra, see Hurvitz, Scripture of the Lotus.

fangbian . It is an important Mahayana 
Buddhist technical term, often translated as “expedient device” or “expedient means.” 

The Lotus Sutra argues that all previous teachings of 

teaching. Up ya has remained a cornerstone of Mahayana doctrine and is often employed 

the correct approach to teaching each disciple. 
udumbara is said to bloom perhaps once every thousand or three thousand years. 

 5. Literally, “voice hearers” (shengwen ). This term originally referred to disciples who 
personally heard instruction from the Buddha.

commonly found in both Buddhist and Daoist texts, the exact wording Li Zhi employs here 
is repeated in a number of canonical Buddhist texts. Li may have been familiar with the 

 (1071–1128) commentary to The Lotus Sutra, which 

the opening of Li’s preface.
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if there is a subtle dharma that can be recorded, even if Old Man Zhuowu 
desired not to retreat, he would be compelled to do so.

-

why it is called the Subtle Dharma of the Lotus Blossom
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N



“ON� THE� DIAMOND� SUTRA”

“JINGANG� JING� SHUO” �

Given the title of this short essay,1 one might expect the topic to be 
Buddhist doctrine. However, Li is, in fact, defending Confucian ideas 

-
vidual’s mind ideally functions. In a letter to his disciple Lu Cheng 

 (dates unknown; jinshi
ceaseless application of utmost integrity is the sage’s cultivation 
technique for extending innate knowing.2 Innate knowing is an in-
tuitive moral impulse that, when allowed to operate unencumbered 
by emotions or cognition, always leads one to respond appropri-

The 
Diamond Sutra’s imperative that “one should give rise to the mind of 
nonabiding.” He suggests that the mind should function like a mir-

attempt to latch on to them.
Li extends the practical applications of this type of mental atti-

tude to the cultivation and practice of good ethical behavior. To do 
this, he draws out several ideas from the Great Learning and Doctrine 
of the Mean that are central to Yangming Confucian discourse. He 
then proceeds to demonstrate how nonabiding can be used to real-
ize the goals of setting the mind straight and developing the au-
thentic practice of integrity. 

Yangming Confucians not only rejected many of Zhu Xi’s Confu-
cian ideas, they also rejected his attacks on Buddhist ones. In this 
essay, Li neutralizes Zhu’s criticism of The Diamond Sutra and would-
be monks by making Zhu a critic of wrongheaded approaches to 
Buddhist cultivation, not of true Buddhist cultivation itself. Li 

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ
Instructions for Practical Living



ANOTHER BOOK TO BURN  (X U  F E N S H U  )

someone whose erudition is unsurpassed yet irrelevant to others’ 

The Diamond Sutra [Jingang jing ] is a section of the Sutra on Great Wis-
dom [Mah praj -s tra]. I have heard this said about the sutra, “Jin [metal] is 
the most indestructible [gang] substance.3 It can quell an army of demons 
and save all sentient beings. For this reason, the text is called diamond 
[jingang
can destroy it.  It, too, is like a diamond. For this reason, when the monk 
Hongren was explaining The Diamond Sutra to Huineng, as they reached the 
sentence “Only in nonabiding should one give rise to thoughts,”5 Huineng 
suddenly experienced a great awakening.  This was none other than to “see 

Those who explicate this scripture by saying that Master Zhu [Xi] dispar-

saying what he did. He saw people who grabbed on to the outward features 
of existence in their pursuit of buddhahood and who did not know that 
the mind is the buddha. In the end, they shaved their heads and changed 
robes, abandoned the kindness of rulers and family, and personally rebelled 

fathers, and sons.
For those whose “integrity is intact,” whose “hearts have been set 

straight,” and whose relations with others are beyond reproach,7 even if 
they recite The Diamond Sutra 

jingang vajra, which means 

term jingang. For this reason, many Chinese commentaries open, as Li’s does, with a parsing 
of the term jingang
Mencius 2B1.

 5. The Diamond Sutra
Platform Sutra

 7. Phrases from the Confucian text The Great Learning.



-
sessed his level of erudition. This is readily apparent in Zhu’s annotations 
to The Seal of the Unity of the Three.8 Be that as it may, the only thing scholars 
need to worry about is the inability to set the mind straight.

The authentic realization of integrity resides in avoiding all self-deception.9 
10

-
not set the mind straight and the mind cannot be free.11 Thus [the Great Learn-
ing

-

the principle of ceaselessness of the utmost integrity and the nature of the 
indestructible diamond. Both reside within each living person like this.

-

grow.12 13 They reck-
lessly established subject-object distinctions and thereby destroyed the 
ceaseless activity of the mysterious principle of life. This is self-deception. 
This is why the sutra reinforced the following meaning: “One should give 

-
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 8. Cantong qi , a work of Daoist internal alchemy. For a translation, see Pregadio, Unity 
of the Three. Zhu Xi discussed it in his Zhouyi “Cantong qi” kaoyi  [Critical 
investigation of the Zhouyi Cantong qi]. 

 9. Li cites the Great Learning shi  
(true, authentic).

 10. Most of this passage is a paraphrase of another section of the Great Learning. For a discussion 

 11. Zizai ai varya). The mind is free from attachment, dependence on external 
phenomena—i.e., free from the karmic fetters of this world. 

Mencius
The 

Diamond Sutra
minds (sanxin 
This he calls the true mind of nonabiding. 



“ON� RECLUSES”

“YINZHE� SHUO” �

This essay,1 likely composed in Macheng sometime before 1588, 

) chapter of A Book to Keep (Hidden). In it, Li 
Zhi refutes the canonical understanding of reclusion. Confucius was 
said to have asserted that retreating from society is acceptable only 
when the Dao is lacking. Drawing a distinction between bodily and 
mental reclusion, Li contends that truly great recluses need not ab-
sent themselves from society at all. This view is consonant with his 
opinion that one need not seek the solitude of a monastery in order 

literary composition (see “On Miscellaneous Matters,” pp. 102–5, and 

time. It’s what is meant by “when the Dao does not prevail in the state, one 
goes into reclusion.”2 It comes about because people have the wisdom to 

nothing hard about it.
Those who go into physical reclusion feel obliged to do so regardless of 

whether the times require it of them. It seems to me that recluses of this 

lush grasses: they go into reclusion because they hate noise and love soli-
tude. Others are lazy and undisciplined, incapable of putting themselves to 
a productive trade; they tend to have no recourse but to go into reclusion. 
If this is what is meant by reclusion, what is so special about recluses?

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ 3:220–22.
Analects

The Analects of Confucius



In a higher category, have there not been people like Tao Hongjing and 
his ilk, who aspired to become divine immortals and depart the human 
world?3 Or others like Lu Lianzi, whose bodies roamed beyond the phenom-
enal world and whose hearts were intent on succoring humanity?

Chen Tuan, whose aspirations knew no bounds and who would submit to 
no one?5 I hold that although [these men] went into seclusion physically, 
their minds certainly never went into reclusion. This type of recluse may be 
characterized as lofty, but not quite great. That [designation] applies only 

 someone capable of taking both mind 
and body into reclusion, “leaving behind nothing for the common people 
to acclaim.”7

-
8

failed, to accomplish what Dongfang and Feng Dao did.9 Feng Dao was truly 
one of those for whom nothing is impermissible.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ

 3. Tao Hongjing 
research on the medicinal properties of plants and refused several invitations to join the 

LZQJZ 3:221.

LZQJZ 3:221.
 5. Zhuang Zhou  is the Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi; Yan Guang  was a scholar of the 

to live in reclusion on Mount Fuchun; Tao Yuanming 

 (1011–1077) was a neo-Confucian philosopher of 

 (d. 989) was 

A Book to Keep (Hidden); see LZQJZ 3:222.
, was one of the 

involved in intrigue and instead to focus on art, nature, and the enjoyment of wine.
Analects The Analects of Confucius

–93 

him the reputation of someone who, paradoxically, cared nothing for his reputation. His 
biography is included in A Book to Keep (Hidden).

 9. Living in a period of disunity, Feng Dao 
the governments of several successive dynasties. Yet Li Zhi enrolls him among the recluses. 
Paradoxically, Li reasons, although many scorned Feng for his opportunism, the fact 
that Feng refused to pursue a reputation enabled him to embody most fully the spirit of 

emperor impeaching Li Zhi cites Li’s views on Feng Dao as an example of Li’s outrageous 



“HOW� THE� THREE� TEACHINGS� LEAD�
BACK� TO� CONFUCIANISM”

“SAN� JIAO� GUI� RU� SHUO” �

1 is found in Another Book to Burn
in Chutan ji

-
al notes on a collection of passages and anecdotes that Li compiled 
to engage each of the “three teachings”—Confucianism, Daoism, 
and Buddhism—separately. These three teachings were often seen 
as convergent in Li’s time, and the Taizhou school recognized com-
monality of intent among them.2 The essay seems inspired largely 
by Li’s frustration with the fraudulent and careerist Confucianism 
of his day but also by the hopeful thought that the teachings—taken 
together—might reveal the uncorrupted spiritual pursuit that 
“authentic” Confucianism shared with Buddhism and Daoism.

In Li’s view, the success of Confucianism as an orthodox politi-
cal philosophy contributed to its undoing as a teaching that had 

teachings were reinterpreted by “Confucians” who were concerned 
primarily with wealth and status, true Confucianism became cor-

starting with the death of Confucius’s favorite disciple, Yan Hui. The 
essay therefore hinges on the distinction Li sees between the vital 

daoxue ]), which had come 
to refer in name only to what the three teachings had originally 
sought.

 1. XFS, j. 2, in LZQJZ  Chutan ji, j. 11, in LZQJZ 12:310–11. 



true danger of wealth and status, and so he sees in Buddhism the 

also sought. The term “transcending the world” (chu shi ) re-

a Buddhist context, however, this same term also means “to enter 
monastic life,” a role Li experimented with as he sought to recover 
Confucian truths. (DL)

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism are one in that they all originally 

one may die in the evening without regret.”3

then one may not yet die. Thus [when Confucius] also said [to Yan Hui], “I 

presume to die?”]

status as mere “drifting clouds.”5

“drifting clouds” [Confucius] only meant to trivialize them; by likening the 
kingship to a “worn-out shoe,” [Mencius] merely meant to disprize it. They 
did not regard these things as harmful.

Or consider the Daoists, who view wealth and status as so much shit and 
-

-
ribly harmful.

 3. Analects The Chinese Classics
Analects 11.22; Legge, The Chinese Classics
from his master, he could not have died under the circumstances. 

 5. Analects 7.15; Legge, The Chinese Classics
to eat, with water to drink, and my bended arm for a pillow;—I have still joy in the midst of 

Mencius
Mencius, 303). Given the centrality of the 

Mencius
but it is not clear that Li here expressly intends to rely on the authority of Mencius. 
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The Buddha, however, was even more emphatic: he thought we should 

view nets, or as people consider the prospect of being boiled or roasted 
alive—as disasters that leave one able neither to choose death nor to escape. 
In such vehemence he was unique.

wealth and status.

7 

kingdom, so it wasn’t for the sake of the people that Yao relinquished his 
position. This is most abundantly clear.

-
way, were they not one in spirit with Yao?8

Confucius’s subtle words were cut short, sagely learning died out, and 
[genuine] Confucianism was no longer transmitted.9 This is why Confu-

10

his remaining disciples were learned, they didn’t regard “hearing the 

being led astray by the wealth and status they gained by serving power-
ful nobles?11

Zhuangzi, ch. 1. 
 8. “Coarse rice” again alludes to Analects 7:15. “Humble alleyway” comes from Analects

rice, a single gourd dish of drink, and living in his humble alleyway, while others could not 

The Chinese Classics, 1:188).
 9. Paraphrasing Han shu, j. 30, “Yiwen zhi” 
 10. Analects

The Chinese Classics, 1:239). 
 11. Confucius as portrayed in the Analects regarded complete devotion to the ethical ideal of 

met or not, early Confucian disciples sought to serve in administrative and advisory roles. 
Confucianism became inextricably entwined with political life when it was adopted as 

. The “extrinsic additions” Li Zhi objects to here also 
include the cosmological backing for imperial rule, added by such syncretic Confucians as 
Dong Zhongshu.



Confucians?12

their contortions as our compass bearing?13 People grow ever more base 

decline to the present, in which people outwardly profess to engage in the 

gown themselves in Confucian dignity yet comport themselves like dogs 

This age has no dearth of people who have achieved fame, honor, wealth, 

other reason than this: those who achieve wealth and status on their own, 

achievements, and integrity. To deny such people wealth and status would 
be futile. But as for those who lack talent and learning, unless they make 

people must -

no insight, who wish to achieve great wealth and status, have absolutely no 

who truly wish to discuss the study of the Way—to grasp the point of the 
Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist transcendence of the world and avoid the 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  DAV I D  L E B OV I TZ

 12. The neo-Confucianism of Zhu Xi and the Cheng brothers is here accused of contortion, of 

from the main point. 
 13. “Compass bearing” here refers literally to “that which indicates the route back” (zhi gui 

) and echoes the phrase “lead back” (gui) in the title; it could also be rendered as 
“guide” or “standard.”



“AFTER� ŚĀKYAMUNI� BUDDHA”

“SHIJIAFO� HOU” �

This piece1

he would have seen at the “Confucian Forest [Cemetery],” or Kong 
Lin, was not only the grave mound of Confucius (Kong Qiu) but also 

. 
, was an important early Confucian 

-
cius and to have authored the Doctrine of the Mean, one of the Four 
Books forming the core of the neo-Confucian doctrinal program. 
The experience gave him a clear sense of Confucius’s enduring mark 
on humanity, or what he calls “the measure of [a person’s] insight.” 

The essay pivots on Li’s juxtaposition of the mode of transmission 
and the model of personhood embodied at the Confucian Forest with 

-
mitter of Zhou ritual norms, Confucius helped to keep individual, 
hereditary cults at the center of Chinese ritual life, and he is also 
known for compiling the textual legacy of the Zhou that subsequent-
ly became enshrined as the orthodox canon from the Han dynasty 
on. In contrast, Buddhists who took the tonsure severed their ties 

-
ten traditions in favor of mind-to-mind transmission. In this essay, Li 
expressly compares the transmissive power of Buddhist robe relics 
with the transmitted potency that awed him at the Confucian Forest. 

 1. XFS, j LZQJZ 



an indispensible conduit to lost Confucian truths,2 his experience at 

-
3

remained [wordless] for the thousand years until Bodhidharma came east, 
[determined] “not to establish written texts.”

5 came into being, befouling the stream of transmission 

ways—what he transmitted to the next Buddha-to-be was [literally just] his 
robes, not his dharma teaching. Those who transmitted the robes transmit-
ted them to the next Buddha-to-be, and in all this transmitting of things to 
the next Buddha-to-be, even if we concentrated a thousand billion aeons 
into one aeon, or a thousand billion lifetimes into one lifetime—[the sum of 
what was transmitted] still can’t compare with what one man could trans-
mit to his son and grandson within a single lifetime.  This being so, how can 

Image of Confucius in the Cloister of the Flourishing Buddha,” pp. 278–81, 289–90.

Princeton Dictionary, s.v. “Council, 1st.”
) is known as the founding patriarch of the Zen tradition 

is known for meditating facing a wall for nine years and for mind-to-mind, rather than 
textual, transmission. Li Zhi here alludes to the popular Chan idea that “transmission 
occurs outside the [written] teaching; do not set down written texts.” For the saying, see 
Ma, Wenxian tongkao 225.15a.

(1) the sutras, (2) vinaya texts (monastic rules), and (3) the abhidharma texts (which analyze 
and interpret Buddhist theory and doctrine).

traditions, the dharma taught by the Buddha would degenerate and disappear in cycles 

of transmission to sons and grandsons is Confucius, who transmitted his wisdom to his son 
Kong Li and grandson Zisi.
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-
7 entered the Confucian Forest [Cemetery], and there I saw juni-

ultimate virtue is manifest in his person, rivers and mountains numi-
nously mimic his essence, such that ghosts and spirits naturally come to 
bless and protect him. Is it just that the crass and impercipient morons 
who disbelieve this simply have never set foot here? How profoundly 

Over two thousand years have passed since Confucius’s time, but his 
-

never failed to be brought—ever since the Zhou dynasty, throughout the 
8 If it’s like this today, it’s 

clear it will carry on likewise for a thousand billion aeons. Isn’t this ulti-
-

Dang Huaiying 

The traces of Lu endure—fallen, faint, and indistinct;
woods and temple alone remain; Licheng lies in waste.9

On the temple’s plum-wood spine, rosy clouds of dawn alight;
pine portals harbor the lingering beams of spring moons returning.
These ancient cypresses once drank the rain and dew of Zhou
and broken stelae still bear the writings of the Han.

 7. “The Old Fisherman” (Yufu) chapter of Zhuangzi relates an anecdote in which Confucius 

Chuang Tzu
LZQJZ 3:293. 

 8. For an early account of the grave site, mourning activities, and visits to the site, see 
Shi ji, ch. 17, “The Hereditary House of Confucius,” partially translated in 

Csikszentmihalyi, Readings, 89–93.
 9. Licheng designated the area surrounding the temple and woods.



One need no longer ask if this lineage will persist:

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  DAV I D  L E B OV I TZ



“DISTRIBUTION� OF� WORK� ASSIGNMENTS�
IN� THE� SANGHA”

“LIE� ZHONGSENG� ZHISHI” �

This essay1 strongly suggests that by 1593 not only was the Cloister 
of the Flourishing Buddha thriving in its ability to attract novice 

-
ed to the organizational structure and discipline required of monas-
tic life precipitated its own set of challenges.2 The essay opens with 
a discussion of the need for precept masters to better monitor those 
under their supervision and to distribute work assignments equi-
tably. The redistribution of work assignments carried out by senior 

participate in this process. However, as this essay indicates, he of-

words of exhortation advocating ways to improve relations among 
the monks and encourage greater diligence in attention to work as-
signments.

This essay describes in familial terms the relations among 

to continue the family line through marriage and the birth of a son. 
However, as exhibited in this essay, monastic organizations formed 
their own “families” and co-opted the language of lineage. For ex-

 1. XFS, j LZQJZ 3:300–302.
 2. In a 1593 essay, Li claims there are more than forty monks in residence, each of whom had 

period], in FS, j LZQJZ
to forty monk disciples and grandson disciples living at the monastery who viewed him as 
their great father and mother (da fumu ), implying that they accepted him as their 
master. This claim reinforces the idea that monastic communities mirrored familial ones in 

XFS, j LZQJZ 3:210–11).



disciples all have the word chang in their dharma names, signify-
ing that they share the same lineage master. Changrong’s older and 

likely also accepted disciples. The concern in this essay is with how 
to maintain good relations among three generations living un-
der one roof. The focus is especially on the grandson disciples of 

have brought in as their own lineage heirs. Li displays concern over 
the ways in which these grandsons both treat one another and in-

what we might call their uncle monks.

this essay. Lineage masters are so called because they formally ac-
cept disciples and confer precepts upon them. Lineage masters may 
also be called preceptors. They further take on the roles of teaching 
and monitoring their followers. Their disciples would have adopt-
ed the ten novice precepts, yet it is unclear from the context here 

as its primary task. In what concerns all daily tasks, senior monks natu-
rally continue, as in the past, to labor diligently; they are unstinting in 
their endurance of hard work. In contrast, younger monks,3 all of whom 
are the great assembly’s disciples and grand-disciples, will not labor tire-

neglect their duties cannot help shirking them. Today the monk Changrong 
already discussed this with the assembled teachers. He allotted and distrib-

of wagging tongues.
However, I would like to emphasize the following: since there are many 

 3. It was not uncommon in the late Ming for mature men to take the tonsure after having 
raised a family. Monastic seniority was determined by years since ordination, not age. In 
this respect, much older men could be novice disciples of younger monks.
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strictly control their disciples and show no hint of favoritism toward their 
own, then when any of the disciples meet the older and younger brothers 
of their precept master, they will venerate these “uncle preceptors” even 

[the young monks] will naturally come together as one body, united in 
doing good, without the slightest irregularity.

-
ship of others. The great assembly should especially venerate them. Those 
monks who lead others when reciting scripture and are renowned for their 
virtuous conduct—these monks, along with the [administrative] leaders of 
the monastery, are called monastic treasures.

-

will garner greater respect. However, when members of the younger gen-
eration completely disrespect other monks, the fault lies with their lineage 
masters. If they do not understand what is considered acceptable behavior, 

hell beings are sown and the karma of an animal rebirth is generated—retri-
butions for which one need not wait another day or year. The senior monks 
at our monastery were not initially inattentive. However, since there are 
so many monks, we must guard against such problems by explaining the 
precepts.

There are many monks here, though the monastery is small. From now 
on the monastery will not permit anyone to accept a single additional dis-

and come, “thinking nothing of a journey of one thousand li,”5 I myself can 
serve as their teacher.

This [list of regulations] is not exhaustive.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  J E N N I F E R  E I C H M A N

sengbao  (literally, “monk treasure” 
or “monk jewel”) and is usually found in the context of the Buddhist list of the Three 

veneration and trust. Many Buddhist practitioners regularly profess their trust by formally 
taking refuge in the Buddha, dharma, and sangha.

 5. Mencius



“AN�INSCRIPTION�FOR�THE�IMAGE�OF�CONFUCIUS�
IN�THE�CLOISTER�OF�THE�FLOURISHING�BUDDHA”

“TI � KONGZI� XIANG� YU� ZHIFO� YUAN” �

This essay1 was likely written in 1588, the year Li Zhi’s wife died and 
Li moved to the Cloister of the Flourishing Buddha. Playing on his 
frequent theme of the need to break free of sedimented customary 
beliefs, Li captures a seemingly mundane occasion—a gentleman-
scholar invited to add an inscription to a commemorative portrait 
of Confucius—and only in the very last paragraph radically alters 
our perspective on the meaning of the homage he has just per-
formed. This writing form, the xiaopin—an informal, witty, short 
essay that became popular in the late Ming—is one in which Li Zhi 
excelled. (PCL)

People all consider Confucius to have been a great sage. I too believe he was 

I too think of them as heretics. The masses do not really understand the 

become accustomed to certain ideas by listening to the teachings of their 
fathers and teachers. But then, fathers and teachers do not really under-

fathers and teachers have become accustomed to listening to the teachings 
of prior Confucians. Moreover, the prior Confucians did not really under-

their opinions on what Confucius said.

this was because of his modesty.2

 1. XFS, j LZQJZ 3:309–10.
 2. Mencius
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causes is a cause of great misfortune,” he was undoubtedly speaking of Laozi 
and the Buddha.3

The Confucians of antiquity interpreted Confucius conjecturally; our 
fathers and teachers recited these conjectures and passed them down, 

mouths all utter the same phrase, none can counter what is said; when for 
a thousand years there is only a single standard, no one can come to under-

words of Con-

“I distort what I do not know to make it seem as if I know it.” Instead they 

people possess eyes, nobody uses them.

the masses and pay respects to Confucius in the Cloister of the Flourishing 
Buddha.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

 3. Analects
 2.17.



“MASTER� LI � ZHUOWU’S� TESTAMENT ”

“LI � ZHUOWU� XIANSHENG� YIYAN”

-
ness, Li Zhi sensed that his death was close at hand. From the home 

since the previous year, Li composed this testament1 instructing his 
disciples precisely how to bury him. The document, which was cir-

insistence on cleanliness and his resistance to any ostentation have 
led some scholars to ask whether Li’s preferences may have been in-

of Li’s seafaring ancestors married a Muslim woman, and several of 
Li’s relatives professed the Muslim faith; however, Li does not men-
tion Islam explicitly in his writings.2

-
pended a historical notice, purportedly at the insistence of Li’s ac-

3 The notice summarizes 

here, I’ll have the privilege of dying in the company of a dear friend.5 This 

 1. XFS, j LZQJZ

culture in late imperial China, see Ben-Dor Benite, The Dao of Muhammad.
 3. LZQJZ 1:1. 

 [Codicil to my testament], in XFS, j. 5, in LZQJZ



ANOTHER BOOK TO BURN  (X U  F E N S H U  )

is what I cherish most. You monks too must appreciate how important it is. 

wide, and six feet deep. It must be exactly this deep, this wide, and this long. 
Inside this pit, dig a hollow in which to lay my body to rest: let it be two feet, 

there be the slightest impurity in this? If my mind is at rest [that you have 
followed these instructions faithfully], I’ll be in paradise.

In carrying out these instructions, do not follow common customs or 
be swayed by what people may say. Do not, in your eagerness to appear 

provide an extravagant funeral, it would be better that you put my mind to 

energy dissipates, prepare the pit in which to rest my remains.
Before you set me in the pit, lay out my body on a plank. Let me be dressed 

in whatever clothing I am wearing; do not change me into fresh clothes. 
That would disturb my spirit. But place a veil over my face, rest my head on 

wrapping cloth  to bind me from head to toe.7 Have four strong men lay me 

been opened, carry me silently out to the grave site. Place me upon the reed 
mats, then return the plank to its owner.

Once my body has been laid to rest, cover the pit with twenty or thirty 

of topsoil so as to indicate that here rests the soul of Master Zhuowu. On all 
sides plant trees, and in front of the grave erect a stone stele inscribed with 
the words “The Grave of Master Li Zhuowu.” Let the inscription be four feet 

will decline.
If you desire to maintain the grave site, put your whole heart into it. If 

layer under their shoes. 
 7. The text says literally “to wrap me in the shape of the character .”



to do with me, then you may go as you please. In life I did not insist that my 
family members accompany me; dead, I do not expect them to look after 
me. This should be clear.

Please do not alter a single word of this testament, written by Zhuowu on 

with trouble and eventually died in a detention cell. The memorial that had 
been submitted to the emperor had not yet received a response.8 Those in 

length, and width—even the reed-mat covering—were all arranged exactly 

say he lacked foresight?” Please record this so that his intent may be known.
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ





INTRODUCTION� TO� LI � ZHI ’S � POETRY

Li Zhi’s poetry is just what you would expect from his character: simple, 
frank, emotional, slightly irregular, and highly personal. He was capable 
of writing the exquisite parallel couplets that were the pride of “recent-
style poetry” (jinti shi ) (see “Watching the Rain with Dazhi”), but 
he was not fastidious about metrical rules, and only twenty of his three 
hundred or so extant poems were composed in the strictest classical form, 
the eight-line, sonnetlike heptasyllabic regulated verse (lüshi ). (See 

Far West”). By typical Chinese literary standards, Li Zhi’s poetry is more 
-

trains from Prison”), but we may question the hierarchy and sureness of 

poetry genuinely moving. It is strikingly forthright at times, especially in 

you hua bufang ren jin tu 

grab-you-by-the-collar quality that is startling in its own way, just as Du 
Fu’s highly crafted lines were startling in theirs (see “On Reading Du Fu”). 

-
rectly, and some may have been intended to resemble g th  verses in their 

PART V
POETRY 
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melancholy pervades much of Li’s poetry—unsurprising, considering the 
circumstances of his life—but among the scenes of dispirited loneliness 

(“Watching the Rain with Dazhi”). He wrote half a dozen poems to his clos-

sort of competition or literary debate that was typical of the period. Indeed, 
he rarely wrote “courtesy” poetry for the maintaining of connections, or 
poetry on political topics unassociated with personal relationships (but 

of Reading” seems to express both his ars poetica and raison d’être at the 
same time, from its iconoclastic preface to its quick tetrameters and jaunty 

preface is particularly notable for Li’s claim that he had a special gift that 
allowed him to visualize a person’s whole being as if that person were pres-

-

communion across time and space, in his poetry he left us the means by 



“ ‘THE� PLEASURE� OF� READING�’�  
WITH� A� PROLOGUE”

“‘DU� SHU� LE’ � BING� YIN”�

As Duke Cao once said, “Count up everyone who is old and still capable 
1 Indeed, even 

when the country was splintered into factions and pikes and halberds raged 
across the land, the general could still be found with a book in his hands. 
So think how much easier studying is for an old man like me, withdrawn 
from the world without a care, living in peace and tranquility. Nevertheless, 
studying is not something that one can do by sheer force of will. For my 
part, I have certain heavenly blessings.

though I am a septuagenarian, I can still write commentaries in small 
print—although that may turn out to be not such a blessing after all.

ordinary people, and so from my early days to my old age, I have avoided 
the constant nuisance of social interactions with relatives and visitors and 
have devoted myself single-mindedly to reading.

escaped the hardships of being forced to support my family, and so, once 
again, I have devoted myself single-mindedly to reading—although that 
may turn out to be not such a blessing after all.

see the person who wrote it, and moreover I can see the state of that person’s 
whole being. Of course, a great many writers since antiquity have read books 

 1. Composed in 1596 when Li Zhi was seventy years old, this poem is placed at the head of 
the poetry section in A Book to Burn FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:240–43. “Duke Cao” is a reference 
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far as anyone ever goes. And although some of these scholars claim to have 
burrowed into the internal organs, in fact they have not even penetrated the 

-
lier ages so much that they are regarded as worthies, I myself have mostly 
regarded as fakes. I have mostly regarded them as old-fashioned, worthless, 

spit upon, I truly believe could be entrusted with our country, our families, 

instance, gravely transgresses what people in earlier ages used to think—so 

I call my blessings from heaven.
I love studying in my old age because of these last two blessings, so I 



THE�PLEASURE�OF�READING

Heaven gave birth to Dragon Lake

Zhuowu was born, for heaven’s sake,

At Dragon Lake, Zhuowu resides.
His happiness is in his looks.
He spends the seasons reading books.
He doesn’t know much else besides.

So, how does all my reading go?
In fact, I understand a lot.
And when a thing makes sense to me,
I laugh aloud and sing, you know.

When singing songs is not enough,
I then begin to sigh and shout.
I weep with passion, sigh, and shout!
And streams of tears come pouring out.

For in each book there is a person.
And when I truly see that person,

For on the lake, there’s no one at all.
And when I see there’s no one at all.

Now stop this reading! Empty your shelf!
Pack all your books away for safe keeping!
Refresh your spirit! Enjoy yourself!
Silence the songs, and banish weeping!
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Why waste your life in reading texts,
Insisting happiness come next?
I hear such comments quite a lot,
As if I were a pitiable sot.

But if I pack up the books on my shelf,

Refreshing my spirit, enjoying myself,
For me lies precisely in nothing but this.

And slender books are broad and wide,
With countless sages crammed inside.
So how could you despise them all?

What dies is but the bodily.
What rots away is but the bones.

And these alone will never fade.
I long to end my days with these,

And thunder my voice to the hawks in the glade.

How dare I waste it in repose!

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N



BALLAD�OF�THE�NORTH�WIND

SHUO�FENG�YAO

1

Is there ever an end to it all?

It’s just as it should be.

And travelers along the border
Can hardly bear the cold.
But those who live in the peace of the mountains
Can only smile and laugh
At those who freeze in the wind on the borders
For no good reason at all.

If some say, “He travels seeking fame,”
How could they possibly know?

On every path and highway?

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:249–50. Probably composed sometime in 1596 or 1597 while Li Zhi was 
traveling in Shanxi province in the north.
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Ask the old man his true intentions,
And he will surely say,

In singing together the emperor’s praise,
Rejoicing in our great ways.”

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N



CHRYSANTHEMUM�REGRETS

HEN�JU

It is not that the gentleman1

preferred chrysanthemums:
In the clear frost only
chrysanthemums were blooming.

with no one else to see it.
Do I dare hope for someone in white
to come bearing wine?

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ

In the story, the impoverished poet is without wine on the Double Ninth Festival, but just 

the governor in a gesture of friendship.



MONASTIC�SECLUSION

BI�GUAN

Seclusion is, indeed, intended for meditation.1

I allow the host to leave me here alone.

Like everyone else, I go out to celebrate the new year.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ
of Bliss in Beijing.



LANTERN�FESTIVAL

YUANXIAO

1

I sit alone at a single lamp
surrounded by emptiness and silence.

If not for the discipline of this monastic seclusion,
2

would be aroused by the snow and wind.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ
month—roughly in February but varying by several weeks from year to year—in order to 

chenxin  (angry mind, anger, 
hatred), which refers to one of the “three poisons” that impede progress to enlightenment, 
according to Buddhist thought, along with “desire” (tan ) and “ignorance” (chi ).



RED�AND�WHITE�PLUM�BLOSSOMS�FLOURISHING�  
AT�THE�LAKE—AN�AMUSEMENT

HUSHANG�HONG�BAI�MEI�SHENGKAI�XI�TI

I now understand that thoughts of spring1

come to the idle person:

keep coming into sight.

you’re already much older:

is not the one who sows the seeds.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ

on the vanity of pleasures, which are available only to those who cannot really enjoy them, 
such as old men like Li Zhi.



AT�A�BANQUET�ON�A�SPRING�EVENING��  
I �RECEIVE�THE�WORD�“LACK”

CHUNXIAO�YANJI�DE�KONG�ZI

1

With good wine, there is no lack of inspiration.

An old friend arrived yesterday—
A spring wind blowing a thousand miles.

Shadows of bamboo fall into the cool pond.

How beautiful this new season is—

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ
literary amusement of extemporizing poetry using a given rhyme word. Li Zhi ends up 
with kong  (empty, lacking, in vain), which he uses in the second line. It is also a crucial 
term in Buddhism corresponding to the Sanskrit nyat  (emptiness) and is associated with 
enlightenment and buddha-nature.



SENDING�OFF�ZHENG�ZIXUAN��ALSO�FOR�JIAO�HONG

SONG�ZHENG�ZIXUAN�JIAN�JI�RUOHOU

I myself have no place to return to—1

But why must you go so far from home?

In times of disappointment, weep your grief.
In times of complacency, do not linger long.

His saddlebag of poetry will bear rainy autumns.

If ever it feels cold and lonely in Beijing,

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:311–12. Composed in 1589. Zheng Zixuan was a like-minded skeptic 

Pace



TO�MATTEO�RICCI�OF�THE�FAR�WEST

ZENG�LI�XITAI

1 (1552–1610) was one of 
Li Zhi’s many acquaintances. In “A Letter to a Friend” (pp. 256–57), 
Li Zhi wondered what the foreigner’s purpose was in coming to 
China. Here, addressing Ricci, he asks more or less the same ques-
tion, though in the allusive and indirect language of classical poetry. 
Ricci’s diaries proudly register this homage among the many sonetti 

Descending in xiao-yao fashion through the northern darkness,2

3

And like a visitor from the Immortals’ island, you record the watery stages.4

Behind you is a hundred-thousand-li voyage,

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:319–20. “Xitai” was Ricci’s Chinese sobriquet. It suggests both “the 
farthest west,” his place of origin, and “western peace,” a pun on Guotai , or Cathay.

xiao-yao Zhuangzi, 
xiaoyao you ). It tells of an immense bird, the Peng, that 

li from one end of the world to the opposite. 
, coincides with the second half of the term 

chali 
families of several small Buddhist kingdoms far to the south of China all bore the clan name 

Chinese advisers. 

most famous productions was his world map depicting several new continents and dozens 

on his visitors. 
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And now you raise your eyes upon the nine-walled capital.5

Have you seen the glory of our country yet, or not?6

From the middle of heaven the sun shines directly down.7

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H AU N  S AU S SY

Classic of Changes. Under the hexagram “Guan” 
, the oracle interpretation says, “Observe the country’s glory. It will be advantageous to 

it says: there is advantage in being the guest of a royal court” (Zhou Yi zhengyi, in Ruan, 
Shisanjing zhu shu, 3:10a–b).

of the Chinese realm.



ENCOUNTERING�TROOPS�MARCHING�EAST�  
DURING�A�MORNING�WALK�� I �SEND�A�POEM�  

TO�VICE-CENSOR-IN-CHIEF�MEI

XIAOXING�FENG�ZHENG�DONG�JIANG�  
SHI�QUE�JI�MEI�ZHONGCHENG

1

a garrison of a hundred generals—
Cold smoke from the cookstoves at dawn—
a village of ten thousand encampments.

And the brave generals in their fortresses
shut their gates before dusk.

On the shores facing out to sea,
will we ever see the waves grow quiet?

2

give empty thanks for imperial favor.

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:327–28. Composed in 1597 while traveling from Datong to Beijing and 

the decade.

platform built for the occasion in full view of the army so that the emperor’s appointment 
can be witnessed and accepted by the troops.



A  B O O K  T O  B U R N  ( F E N S H U  )

3

How can he not have been promoted yet

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

. . . . . . ) were great generals of the state 

same as that of the historical state of Zhao.



COMPOSED�WITH�JOY�UPON�ARRIVING�AT�THE�
TEMPLE�OF�BLISS�ON�THE�DOUBLE�NINTH�FESTIVAL�

AND�LEARNING�THAT�YUAN�HONGDAO�  
WOULD�SOON�BE�HERE

JIU�RI�ZHI�JILESI�WEN�YUAN�ZHONGLANG�  
QIE�ZHI�YIN�XI�ER�FU

It has never been the wisdom of the world1

For hundreds of years, we disciples
have been together here.

When the day of the Double Ninth arrives,

And when a bosom friend arrives,
even my illness abates.

Deep in the branches of an ancient juniper,

In the courtyard, the west wind blows at sunset
as the shade tree sheds its leaves.

hundreds and hundreds of miles

“Hongdao, quicken your pace!”

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:329–30. Composed in either 1597 or 1601. Zhonglang is the style name of 



HEAVY�RAIN�AND�SNOW�AT�THE�TEMPLE�OF�BLISS�
ON�NEW�YEAR’S�DAY

YUAN�RI�JILE�SI�DA�YUXUE

1

gather for the great renewal,
I alone, free and at ease,
dwell in the temple’s spring.

Who else even notices this day of cheering
“Long live the emperor!”
Is also a paradise at dawn

A monk returns in perfect silence
to a temple on the edge of the clouds.

on the denizens of the borderlands.

For years now I have let my hair

I tried to escape the cares of this world
but have only attracted more.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ

Wang Wei 

Zhi sheren zaochao daminggong zhi zuo” 

Adapted from Wagner, Wang Wei, 66–67.



THE�GLAZED�TEMPLE

LIULI�SI

1

the sun comes out of the west.

guests may arrive at will.

with whom else could he share it?

Stars on the mountain ridges dazzle.
A rooster heralds dawn.

With Wunian2

as my guide and companion,
Let’s laugh
and cross another stream.

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  T I M OT H Y  B I L L I N G S  A N D  YA N  Z I N A N

 1. FS, j. 6, in LZQJZ 2:337. Composed in Huang’an in modern-day Hubei province in 1584.
 2. On Wunian (Xiong Shenyou), see p. 20n5.





“INTRODUCTION� TO� THE� TABLE� OF� CONTENTS�
OF� THE� HISTORICAL� ANNALS� AND� BIOGRAPHIES�

IN� A� BOOK� TO� KEEP� �HIDDEN�”

“CANGSHU � SHIJI � LIEZHUAN� ZONGMU� QIANLUN”

This introduction1 appears in Li Zhi’s A Book to Keep (Hidden), a 
work modeled in form on the great Han historian Sima Qian’s 
Records of the Grand Historian yet deeply subversive in content. 
The text reproduces Sima Qian’s biographical accounts of rulers, 
ministers, and scholars, among others, but Li interpolates biting 
commentary—ranging from single words to several lines—to un-
dermine the moral messages encoded in those canonical narra-
tives. Li’s unrelentingly unorthodox judgments on historical fig-
ures prompted the imperial censor Zhang Wenda to observe that 
Li’s writings “throw men’s minds into confusion” (see p. 335). As 
this introduction shows, the effect was deliberate and premedi-
tated. (PCL)

Master Li [Zhi] said, “Concerning what people view as right and wrong, 
there is no determined standard. As for people judging others as right or 

FROM A BOOK TO KEEP 
(HIDDEN) (CANGSHU ) 

( 1599) 

 1. CS, in LZQJZ 4:1–2.



A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  )  (1599)

wrong, here too there is no established view. If standards are not deter-
mined, then what this person views as right and that as wrong are both nur-
tured; they are not in contention. If there exists no established view, then 
judging this as right and that as wrong are also simply two views; they do not 
work against each other.

“And so, as for the judgments of right and wrong presented here, if one 
would like to say that these are the judgments of just one person—me, Li 

-

too; and if one says that I am turning on their head judgments of right and 
wrong established through millions and millions of generations and—as I 
have done before—once again judging wrong what is in fact right, that is 

“As for the earliest three periods of history,2 I cannot say much. With the 
later three dynasties—the Han, Tang, and Song—the time spanned is over 
eleven hundred years, and yet throughout there was no person to set down 
authoritative judgments of right and wrong. But could it be that these peo-

that every single person accepted Confucius’s views on right and wrong as 
what indeed was right and wrong; never did anyone pronounce a judgment 
of right or wrong. So if here I praise and censure people—how could one 
stop with my judgments?

“Disputes about right and wrong are just like the passing of the four sea-
sons or the alternating of day and night; never do these become one. Yes-
terday it was right, today it is wrong; today it is wrong, and tomorrow it 
is once again right. Even if Confucius and Zixia were to be reborn again in 
these times, I am not sure what kinds of judgments of right and wrong they 
would make.3 So how can people rashly issue blame and praise based on 
what Confucius is supposed to have said in the Spring and Autumn Annals?

“When I found myself old and unoccupied, I grew fond of looking over 
the tables of contents of some earlier historical works. I composed my 
own beginning from the Spring and Autumn period and ending with the 
Song and Yuan dynasties, separating it into “Annals,” “Biographies,” and 

 –1767 ), Shang (traditionally 1766 
–1123 ), and Zhou (1122 –255 ) periods.

 3. Zixia, also known as Bu Shang, was one of Confucius’s most accomplished and deeply 
tradition-minded disciples. 



FROM A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  

“General Surveys.” This book is for my own pleasure.4 I have titled it A Book 
to Keep (Hidden). Why A Book to Keep (Hidden)? It is saying that this book is 
simply for my own pleasure and not to be shown to others. That’s why it 
is titled A Book to Keep (Hidden). But what am I to do if a few meddlesome 
friends insistently ask to borrow this book? How am I able to stop them? I 
only say as a warning: if you read this, judge it based on your own opinions. 
As long as you do not use it like Confucius’s editing of the Spring and Autumn 
Annals

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  PAU L I N E  C .  L E E

 4. In contrast, Sima Qian is recorded as saying, “If [my book] may be handed down to men who 

a thousand mutilations, what regret would I have?” (“Letter to Ren An,” in Watson, Records: 
Qin Dynasty



LI � ZHI � ON� THE� FIRST� EMPEROR�
“CANGSHU � � ‘SHI � JI ’”

�

1 founder 
of the Chinese imperial system, is expressed in marginal comments 
to a condensed transcription of the corresponding chapter, “Qin 
Shihuang benji”  [The basic annals of Qin Shihuang], 
in Sima Qian’s Records of the Grand Historian
the entire transcription here, we give extracts followed by Li’s com-

Emperor by Confucian historiographers who saw him as wantonly 
cruel, destructive, and tyrannical was among the “exorbitant, mad, 

-
torical commentary shows Li Zhi laying the blame for the cruelty 

-
nates, whose unwise policies the headstrong emperor failed to mod-
erate. (HS)

“BASIC� ANNALS”� � THE� FIRST� EMPEROR� OF� QIN��
WITH� AS� APPENDIX� THE� BIOGRAPHY� OF� HUHAI

-
tory. Why is the record of Huhai titled “an appendix”?2 If Huhai were not 

 1. CS, j. 1, in LZQJZ 
 2. The main body of this chapter is Li’s free condensation of chapter 6 (“The Basic Annals of 

Shi ji, for which we have used (with alterations) 
the translation of Nienhauser, The Grand Scribe’s Records
Emperor’s younger sons, reigned as Second Emperor for a little over two years.



A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  

heart of a tiger or wolf.3 When in straits, he can submit to others, but when 
he has his way, he can easily eat you alive. I am a commoner. Nevertheless, 

cannot consort with him too long.” Then he ran away. When the King of Qin 
discovered it, he obstinately stopped him, appointed him commandant, and in 

-

ordered numerically.”

[Li’s comment:] He had it all planned out.
“The Second Emperor, the Third Emperor, and on to the Ten Thousandth 
Emperor shall follow this rule to infinity.” He considered that the Zhou 

Qin must conform to the power of what Zhou could not overcome. He marked 
the beginning of the era of the power of water

[Li’s comment:] Not wrong.
by changing the beginning of the year: the court would celebrate the new 

commanderies, each with a governor, a commandant, and a superintendent.

[of the imperial palace] were connected by elevated colonnades to the galler-
ies surrounding them.

Emperor of China) to bribe and weaken the rulers of the surrounding states so as eventually 

afterward on grounds of treason. 



A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  )  (1599)

arriving at Bolang Sands in Yangwu, he was disturbed by bandits.

[Li’s comment:] That was fast.

for the long-life elixirs of the immortals.
[Li’s comment:] Stupid.

that under the Yin and Zhou dynasties, the kings’ sons, brothers, and meritori-

possesses all within the seas, but your sons and brothers are ordinary men. If 

would lack this support, and who would come to your rescue then?”

[Li’s comment:] Exactly right.

not duplicate one another’s way of governing, and the Three Dynasties did not 
inherit them from one another, but each regulated the world in his own way.”

[Li’s comment:] “Each in his own way” is priceless.
[Li Si continued:] “Now Your Majesty has founded this great enterprise and 
attained merits that will last for ten thousand generations, which is not the 
sort of thing an ignorant Confucian can understand. Chunyu Yue spoke of mat-
ters concerning the Three Dynasties. Why should they be worth imitating?”

[Li’s comment:] “I hate glib-tonguedness, lest it be confounded with righ-
teousness.”4 This judgment applies to Li Si.

“If such [speech] is not banned, the ruler’s power will be diminished above, 
and factions will form below. To ban it is appropriate. I would ask that you 

 4. Citing Mencius 7B83.



A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  

Odes, the Documents, and the writ-
ings of the Hundred Schools that anyone in the world has ventured to keep 
shall be brought to the governors and commandants to be thrown together 
and burned. Anyone who ventures to discuss songs and documents shall be 
executed in the marketplace.”

extinguished.

Highness has never been informed of his mistakes, he becomes more arro-

masters accused and implicated one another to extricate themselves. Those 
who had violated prohibitions, more than four hundred sixty of them, he had 
buried alive.

-
ent day.

north to supervise Meng Tian in Shangjun Commandery.

[Li’s comment:] And this triggers the fall of the Qin.
-

rial messenger and said, “Give this to the lord of Hao Pond for me.” He asked 
him to transmit the message, “This year the Dragon Ancestor will die.” The 

twenty-eight years before. After this, the emperor had a divination performed 
and obtained the advice, “Traveling and moving is auspicious.”

[Li’s comment:] Heaven and Man agree here.

are carried to the “indisposed” emperor and signed on his behalf. Li Si and 



A  B O O K  T O  K E E P  ( H I D D E N )  ( CA N G S H U  )  (1599)

young and inexperienced Huhai as the Second Emperor. Huhai’s purges and 
expenditures stir up discontent, his armies rebel, and he ends his own life. A 
third heir, Ziying, is enthroned and rules for a month. Afraid to attend court 
functions lest he be murdered by his subordinates, Ziying stabs his prime min-
ister, Zhao Gao, and has his family exterminated. Surrounded by an insurgent 

surrendered and the Qin were done for.

[Li’s comment:] Too abrupt!
T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H AU N  S AU S SY



“THE� LIFE� OF� LI � WENLING”

“LI � WENLING� ZHUAN” �

YUAN�ZHONGDAO

Yuan Zhongdao was the youngest of the three Yuan brothers, who 
collectively dominated late-Ming literary taste.1 All three were pow-

-

indicate an anticonformist streak, they were successful in the ex-

best known for his autobiographical writings and travel diaries. (HS)

2 He achieved the status of provincial gradu-
ate when young, but he did not attend further examinations because the 
distance to travel was too great. He became a school administrator and 

THE HISTORICAL RECORD 

Kexuezhai ji, 2:719–25; reprinted in LZQJZ 26:157–61. 

 [Notes 
from talk in the brush holly grove], ibid., 3:1475–89.

examination.



-

chilly appearance, he was imposing and stern. By nature he was impatient 

made to do anything against his wishes.

was able to transcend language in a way that those who cling to the outer 
shell of words cannot reach. As prefect, he issued orders that were clear 
and simple; he refrained from speech and let things order themselves. He 

would have one of the eminent monks placed by his side and discuss with 
him lofty and abstruse topics once public business had been dispatched. 

3 After a 

permission for him to retire early.

or two superb friends with whom to converse intelligently until the end of 

several sons, but they did not live.4

to be near a woman, so although he had no son, he refused to take a concu-
-

 



understand the principles of the Vehicle, plumb the depths of his revela-

as assured as an elephant fording a stream;5

dared to challenge their arguments.

-

and kept several people busy steadily making him brooms. His clothes were 
clean, as was his person; always scrubbing his face and body, he was as if 

would spend the whole day in conversation and laughter; if not, he would 

Li sao of 
Qu Yuan, the historical writings of Sima Qian and Ban Gu, the poetry of 

characters marched down the page between precise margins, original ideas 
constantly bursting forth. His writing style was not predictable. Brilliant 
and inimitable, it sprang from his own feelings. He wrote poetry only rarely 

his ink and spread out the paper, he would throw open his clothing, give 
a shout, and put his brush to work like a hare darting out of the way of a 
swooping falcon.6

doctrine.
 about the importance of intuition and 

Shih, Early Chinese Texts, 207). 



austere on the page.

as time went on more and more people began to call him a heretic. He fell 

ten thousand words and probed the very core motivations of the School 

admire his acuity, envy his talent, and fear his style.
About this time certain people began to denounce him to the authori-

-

7

and the authorities again made the mistake of trusting these accusations, 

-

Factors 
of the Changes [Yiyin], calling it Jiuzheng Yiyin -
ish my Jiuzheng Yiyin Yiyin

-

 7. Master Gai 
government that made minimal inroads on the lives of the governed.



of his servants came and, weeping, commanded him to stay behind for his 

said, “Your prisoner has written many books. Here they are; they support 

self-assurance. A prison was no place for rhetorical displays. Probably no 
report was made of this rebuttal. After a time the order was given to leave 

-
-

that the trial would be postponed, had gone back to see his father but now 
-

Buddhist compound.

A Book 
to Burn. Afterward, since from time to time he had written comments on the 
abstruse meanings of the sages, he compiled the Shuo shu [On the Four Books]. 

Dynastic Histories, 
A Book to Keep 

(Hidden)
loved to read the Histories
of the ancients. He felt that the reasons for order and disorder in the world 
were to be found in matters more fugitive than a single breath and subtler 

too many obstacles, too careful of their reputations, too responsible, so that 



to be detached and free, to refrain from action and act as if without purpose, 
to stay hidden, endure shame, and act by indirect means in order to get the 

to command the lesser man, and the lesser man is able to put the superior 

-
cian scholars of today look on the traces of the past, they measure them 

despise, and despise what they should value. By now, they have relayed and 

so after several thousand years there emerged a new hand and eye: those 
whom all had long agreed to call great, he would attack for their faults; and 
as for those whom all agreed to call contemptible, he would not let their good 

to capture the essence, discarded vain prattle and stressed human feeling. 
-

ments, if you will disregard the excesses of invective and sarcasm and read 
him carefully, the many places where he hits the mark are correctives that 
the intellectuals of our day should accept. Yet everyone precipitously saw 

-
8

showed contempt for reclusive scholars and admiration for wandering 

too, faulted some for their loyalty and scorned others for their forthright-

they sifted out their personal opinions and retained the pure vintage, so 
that today their two works [Records of the Grand Historian and History of the 
Former Han] hang above us like the sun and moon. No one can read the his-

-
tory writing that must not be ground away?

Primitivist teachings that appealed to many intellectuals in the Han dynasty. 



-
ther than in Zhuangzi; but no one has ever become self-willed and unre-

have no need to read Zhuangzi -
pares to the Han Feizi; but no one ever became harsh and pitiless through 

Zhuangzi 
have concentrated their abilities on transcending the externals of fame and 
advantage, leaving behind the ordinary man; whereas those who read Shen 

-
ing punishments, whereby their sovereigns became stronger and the courts 
won awe.9

employed his skills to advance the cause of the last emperor of a defeated 
dynasty?10

grain of our intellectual diet. People who eat too much of this grain and 

prescribe a regime of Sichuan soybeans to free up the accumulated mat-

-
water scallops, and the like are refreshing as a change from heavy food. 

neither do without nor replace with a substitute. Unfortunately, they were 

was hard to explain. A successful degree holder who had renounced his 

all under heaven, he said, are too important to be left to the management 

 9. Shen Buhai 

in the parlance of the time).
 (181–234) served the ruler of the rump state of Shu, 

the last remnant of the Han imperial house, during the post-Han period of disunity. He is 
one of the main characters in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. 



by puritanism and self-praise, he held that the harm of harsh and unrelent-

and looked on desire as if it were excrement, but he had a broad capacity for 

of romantic feelings among boys and girls. Hard to please, unable to agree 
with others about anything, if he fell in with someone who had a special tal-

and his own body, he was a true ascetic, but whenever he read about the 

or about the clever escapes of bravos and swordsmen, these legends would 
make him howl and pound the table, throw back his sleeves, rise, and weep 

he had something to say, it must come out; his mind was incapable of retreat. 

 looked on Zhong Hui  as a slave.11 You can overturn a 
-

to be betrayed and imprisoned, like a precious herb or fragrant orchid 

conceal himself in foulness as others do, and ended in a prison cell, “blush-
12 How 

Classic of Changes and wrote a book 
titled Jiuzheng Yiyin
Changes, such that he could put aside his haughtiness and enter into humil-

Yangming xiansheng nianpu 
[Chronology of Wang Yangming’s Life] or the Longxi yulu [Record of Conversations 
with Wang Ji], are too numerous to be listed here.

behaved insolently to Zhong Hui, who had been sent to invite him to serve the usurping 

Wenxuan 



my generation is incapable of forsaking our passions, indulging endlessly in 
-

ness, and my generation clings to words without capturing their deeper 

occupied with reading, and my generation is sunk in the dust of worldly 

and fearless, not the sort of man who would bend to suit others, and my 
generation is spineless, saying yes or no as the crowd demands. He loved 

enemies, and whenever he encountered something unacceptable, he went 

vanish into the mountains, but he lingered in the world of men, and that 

not follow him. And he was eager for salvation but lax on the rules, careless 

is incapable of following, one remains forever incapable of following; what 

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  H AU N  S AU S SY



“VERITABLE� RECORD� OF� THE� MEMORIAL�
IMPEACHING� LI � ZHI � � SUBMITTED� BY� SUPERVISING�

CENSOR� ZHANG� WENDA� ON� THE� YIMAO � DAY�
OF� THE� SECOND� INTERCALARY� MONTH� OF� THE�

THIRTIETH� YEAR� OF� THE� REIGN� OF� EMPEROR�
SHENZONG”

“SHENZONG� SHILU� WANLI� SANSHI� NIAN� RUN� ER�
YUE� YIMAO� LIKE� JISHIZHONG� ZHANG� WENDA� SHU�

HE� LI � ZHI”

circulating in the capital about his unorthodox pronouncements 
-
-

mitted to the throne the memorial1 translated here, in which he 

his extant books and of the wood blocks for printing them. Accord-

weak to walk and panting for breath, he was laid half unconscious 

to understand that he would be deported to his native province of 
2 -

-

 1. Ming shilu  [Veritable records of the Ming dynasty]; cited in Gu, Rizhi lu, j. 18.

XFS, j. 5, in LZQJZ 3:317.



on the fourteenth day of the month, the chief supervising secretary Zhang 

A Book to Keep (Hidden), A Book to 
Burn, Zhuowu’s [Book of] Great Virtue, and several other books that are in 

 wise 
counselors,3  shrewd,4 -

5  
excelled in choosing an outstanding mate6

 assertion that Sang Hongyang 
;7 he deems Qin Shihuang  the greatest emperor of all time,8 

Shi ji Records: Qin Dynasty, 
.) was originally a protégé of the prime minister of the 

his nephew. See Sima Qian, Shi ji The Grand 
Scribe’s Records, 7:223–32.

policies, see pp. 204–5.

) eloped with the poet, musician, and historian 

Shi ji
Records: Han Dynasty II, 259–306.

 7. Sang Hongyang (152 –80  –87 
). He helped the Han government solidify its monopolies over salt and iron and 

devised a scheme for replacing taxation with arbitrage, buying commodities in regions 
where they were plentiful and selling them in regions where they commanded a high 

Sang was assassinated when he came under suspicion for having been involved in a plot to 
overthrow the emperor (see Ban Gu, Han shu

 (1021–1086), whose arguments the chancellor Sima Guang  (1019–1086) 
Chinese 

Civilization Rizhi lu.



-

be destroyed.
Particularly reprehensible is that when he was lodging in Macheng, he 

gave free rein to his impulses and, together with his unsavory compan-

broad daylight. Moreover, he enticed the wives and daughters of literati 

was out of control.
Questioning Guanyin

he meant the wives and daughters of literati. Young men took delight in his 

shame and behaved like beasts, openly stealing money and violating other 

talismans and reciting the name of the Buddha; they prostrate themselves 
before monks and hold rosaries in their hands, all in an attempt to abide by 

-
cian household instructions but instead indulge their obsession with Bud-
dhist teachings and monks, are becoming increasingly numerous.

forty li -

be great indeed.

IMPERIAL EDICT

-



destroy all his books, printed as well as unprinted, that they may not sur-

DISPOSITION
9

T R A N S L AT E D  BY  R I V I  H A N D L E R- S P I TZ





Where dates are in dispute, we have followed the dating suggested 
by Zhang Jianye.

1527 Born in Jinjiang in Quanzhou, Fujian (Ming period, sixth year of 
the Jiajing reign).

ca. 1547 Marries Ms. Huang (born 1533).
1552 Passes provincial civil service examination.

Serves until 1560.
1560 Promoted to the position of erudite in the Imperial Academy, 

Nanjing. Moves to Nanjing to accept the position. Several months 
later, he returns home to Quanzhou to mourn his father’s death. 
“Japanese” pirates ransack the city.

1563 Upon the completion of the mourning period for his father, Li 
and his family return to Nanjing, where Li works as a tutor for ten 

1564 Named erudite in the Imperial Academy at Beijing. Receives no-

eldest son too falls ill and dies. Li returns alone to Quanzhou to 
mourn his grandfather’s death. Leaves his wife and three daugh-
ters behind, purchasing a plot of land in Hui county for their sus-
tenance.

1565 Unbeknownst to Li, who is still in Quanzhou, two of his three 
daughters starve to death during the drought in Hui county.

C H R O N O LO GY  O F  L I  Z H I ’S  L I F E



1566 Li returns to Hui county to rejoin his wife and one remaining 
child, a daughter. The family returns to Nanjing, where Li takes 
a temporary position in the Ministry of Rites. During this time, 

increasingly interested in Buddhism.
1567 (Ming period, Longqing reign, year one)
1570 Assumes the position of secretary of the Ministry of Punishments 

in Nanjing. He holds this position until 1577.

1573 (Ming period, Wanli reign, year one)

travels west to assume the post. Passing through Huang’an, he 
-

ter and son-in-law in Huang’an.
-

nan to visit the Buddhist monasteries of Mount Jizu.

1582 Begins period of intensive writing.

1587 Sends his wife and daughter home to Fujian. Takes up residence 

1588 Receives the news of his wife’s death in Fujian. Li takes the Bud-
-

Lake.
A Book to Burn.

to Wuchang, where Li is attacked by a rowdy mob while sightsee-

1592 Stays in Wuchang under the protection of Liu Dongxing.
1593 Returns to Dragon Lake.

threatens to have Li deported from Macheng for being a danger 
to public morals.

1596 Seeks refuge with Liu Dongxing in Qinshui, Shanxi.
1597 Travels to Datong.
1598 Visits the Temple of Bliss in Beijing, then travels south to Nanjing 

with Jiao Hong.



1599 Publishes A Book to Keep (Hidden); meets the Jesuit missionary 

1600 Meets Ricci again. Li’s residence at Dragon Lake is attacked, and 
the grave site he had been preparing for himself is desecrated.

1602 Zhang Wenda, the chief supervising secretary in the Ministry of 
Rites, submits a memorial to the throne impeaching Li Zhi. Li is 
arrested and commits suicide in prison in Tongzhou. An imperial 
edict is issued banning his books.

1609 Another Book to Keep (Hidden) is published.
1618 Another Book to Burn is published.
1625 The edict banning Li Zhi’s books is reissued.
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