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Remorseful, impenitent and aggrieved: The interpretation path and its
transformation of Liu Zongyuan’s post-demotion prose

YU Zukun, HUANG Wenhao
(School of Chinese Language and Literature, Central China Normal University, Wuhan 430079, China )

Abstract: There has been much debate among scholars of successive dynasties regarding Liu Zongyuan’s
attitude towards the Yongzhen Reform in his works written after his demotion. The official histories of the
Tang and Song dynasties intentionally portrayed him as a loyal and obedient penitent, which caused most
readers to interpret his works from a perspective of repentance. Liu Zongyuan’s thought emphasized intellect
over ethics, advocating the integration of Confucianism and Buddhism as well as the separation of nature and
humans, which was in conflict with the concepts emphasized by Neo-Confucianism, such as moral
introspection and opposition to Buddhism to defend Confucianism. Therefore, the Neo-Confucian group
often criticized his character and deeds, arguing that his works revealed flaws in his conduct. The drastic
political changes in the late Ming Dynasty made scholars empathize with Liu Zongyuan’s tragic experience,
leading them to deeply identify with him and thus regard his works as appeals for justice. These viewpoints
converged in the early and middle Qing Dynasty, forming a diversified interpretation landscape. However, by
the late Qing Dynasty, due to the similarity between the turbulent situation of the time and that of the
mid-Tang Dynasty, the interpretation of Liu Zongyuan’s works returned to the perspective of appealing for
justice. Generally speaking, the interpretations of Liu Zongyuan’s works have mainly followed three paths:
repentance, adhering to past mistakes, and appealing for justice. These paths have intertwined and evolved
with the changes of the times, profoundly influencing the canonization process of Liu Zongyuan’s works.
Key words: Liu Zongyuan, prose criticism; Yongzhen Reform; interpretation
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