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1. Buddhist or Confucian?

Li ZhiZ=# (1527-1602, styled Zhuowus%), who ended his life by
stabbing himself in the throat in the prison, was certainly a high profile
figure in the Ming intellectual scene. His being was, however, in a veil
in the sense that none of his contemporaries could recognize him
successfully; he was sometimes regarded as a Buddhist monk but

sometimes as a Confucian scholar-official regardless of his own claim:

People who are fond of me are not fond of me being an official or a
monk, but they are fond of just me. People who want to kill me do not
dare to kill an official or a monk: they want to kill just me. If | cannot be
loved by others, then | am just not a person who is worth loving. That is
all. What harm can those who love me have from it? If | cannot be
killed, then | must be benefited from the grace of Heaven. Don't they
who want to kill me [vainly) labor! Thus my putting on a cap is not
because | am afraid that people might kill me as a monk. Donglao =
(i.e., Geng Dingxiang) has originally leadership. but he cannot avoid
being biased. Most people under his care do not want Geng and me to
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get along with each other as before, and they spread groundless rumors
in Wuchangz& all day long. Although they originally wanted to defame
me, they don't know that it instead brings fame to me.

WAZERR, FERRED, IFERBNMD, 2. #AZHERE,
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The above passage shows us the fact that Li Zhi had ambiguous
multiple identities which put him into trouble: particularly, his identity
as a Buddhist monk must have troubled him so much as he was aware
of the possibility of anti-Buddhist terrorism, not to mention people’s
defamation of his character. However, in fact, he was never officially
ordained to Buddhist monkhood, and moreover he did not refrain
himself from being a layman. Thus strict Buddhist monks and believers
did not regard Li Zhi as a decent Buddhist monk. On the other hand,
Li Zhi was an ardent Confucian official in "a cap.” As a matter of
fact, he was a sincere follower of Yangming learning and yet, after his
death by suicide, he was denied and forgotten not only by Cheng-Zhu
scholars but also by other Yangming scholars. Huang Zongxi & r<#k
(1610-1695), one of the greatest Confucians in early Qingi# dynasty
and a follower of Yangming learning, did not even include Li Zhi's
biography in his voluminous work, Mingru xuean®¥F&% (The records
of Ming scholans?’ Another great mind of the Qing, Gu YanwuB#®,

D "Yu Yang Dingjian##5ER,” Shuda® (Letters), Fenshu®# (Hereafter FS), juan
2, Fenshu%&/Xu fenshufii# (Taipei, Hanjing wenhua shiye youxian gongsi,
1984), pp. 64-65.

2) However, due to Li's large social influence and relationship with other scholars, it
is still possible to find the passages related to Li Zhi in the Mingru xuean. Eleven
passages are found in the Mingru xuean. Refer to Xiamen daxue lishixi/EFI /B4R st
% ed., Lizhi yanjiu cankao ziliaoFBW7e2%%¥}t (Fujian: Remin daxue chubanshe,
1975), volume 1, pp. 79-82. For a selective English translation, refer to Julia Ching
and Chaoying Fang ed., The Records of Ming Scholars (Honolulu: University of
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(1613-1682) commented on Li Zhi:

From ancient times till now, (morally) petty men never have scruples
(about doing anything bad], but (among them] no one is worse than Li
Zhi in daring to contradict the sages. Although we enforce the strict
order from the emperor, the popularity of his books among people is still
the same as before.

B, ADNZRSHR, TR, SRS RERE, mHEZAT
INLIIEES RS

Gu Yanwu's words reflect the fact that Li Zhi was identified as a
heretic by the government and ruling class. For pharisaic Confucians
and Buddhists, Li Zhi could be neither a monk nor a Confucian; he was
just merely a heretic who foments social disorder. Li Zhi lectured on
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism to Confucians, monks, and even
women with his hair shaved. Both higher monks and Confucian scholars
of the time could not fully understand such idiosyncrasy. The following
passage is a good example of how and why he gave a shock to the

society, revealing his idiosyncrasy:

All people regard Confucius as a great sage, and | regard him as a
great sage, too: all people regard Laozi and Buddha as heretics, and |
also regard them as heretics. But people dont really know what great
sages and heretics are. This is because they get used to what they have
heard from their parents and teachers [(about sages and heretics). Nor
do their parents and teachers really know what great sages and herstics
are. they are just used to what they heard from the scholars and elders.
And the scholars and elders do not really know either, except (their
conjecture that) Confucius sald something relevant to these things:
“Sagehood is not that which | (i.e., Confucius) am capable of” ( sheng ji

Hawaii Press, 1987)
3) Gu Yanwu, ‘Li Zhi,” RizhiluH %18%, juan 18: Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., Lizhi yanjiu
cankao ziliap volume 1, p. 84.



262 <WIBIERES 5 20%

wubunengZRIEAEE, Mencius 2A:2), which is interpreted as just an
expression of modesty, [not denial of the fact that he is a sage). and
“focusing on the extremes” (gonghuyiduarm-F5i, Analects 2:16) is
interpreted as referring to (digging into) Laozi and Buddha. The scholars
and elders had made a conjecture and asserted these things: parents
and teachers repeated and recited them, and children have blindly
listened to them. All words from ten thousand mouths are the same, so
that | cannot overrule the words. This has been the way in which the
same words have been transmitted and repeated for thousands of years:
nevertheless, people do not know it by themselves. However they do not
hold, “We just vainly cram in the words.” but hold, “We know the (great)
figures (who said such true words),” and do not hold, “We are forced to
say ‘we know about what we do not really know.” but hold. “We say ‘we
know' only about what we already know.” So (I dare to say that) in the
present people do not use their eyes (thinking faculty) (to judge their
status] although they have eyes. What kind of person am | then? Can |
dare to say | use my thinking faculty? | follow people, thereby regarding
him as a sage and paying homage to him. Accordingly. | follow the way
people do, thereby setting [the image of) Confucius on a pedestal at the
Buddhist monastery, Zhifoyuan.

NELHLFRAE, SRR ELE, bR s SRR, AAJEE
KRB, DI i AR RE AR B B it DU o2
R RMERA R R, DIl FAER ST, HERIEARE REH#
. HE, BePRkG LB, MEEENSL, KAREERE, T
B2 B, A FEH AR, AETERE ) mE TR
AH, SEAVMBBA, " HMZERL BAH, BEAH, MATAR. ERTAL, B
FHEHE? IMERE. BHOGRMEL, IMERTIRL, RREERIL TR Zhbt.4

4) "Ti Kongzixiang yu zhifoyuanf@fL &R 20 (Hanging up the image of Confucius
in the Zhifoyuan), Zashufftilt (Various writings), Xu fenshufii¥t® (Hereafter
XFS), juan 4, Fenshu/Xu fenshu (Taipei, Hanjing wenhua shiye youxian gongsi,
1984), p. 100; Translation is partly adapted from de Bary's abridged translation.
(W. T. de Bary, Learning for Ones self: essays on the individual in Neo-Confucian
thought (Columbia University Press, 1991), pp. 232-233.)
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2. Persecution and Suicide

Li's books were banned twice during the Ming (1602 before Li Zhi’s
death and 1625 after his death); nevertheless, many intellectuals still
embraced Li's works. The order from Emperor Shenzongiiss (1563
1620), was “strict” indeed, which was a response to the impeachment

by a censor, Zhang WendaikhihE:5)

Li Zhi dares to advocate delusive teaching, thereby deluding the world
and deceiving people. Accordingly, | order the secret agency (i.e.. Western
Depot), the capital (Beijing) guards, and the commands from all (five)
directions to arrest and bring him to trial. His books, whether they are
already published or not, must be confiscated and burnt by the government
offices in charge, and none may be kept and preserved. If his followers
wrongfully keep them in secret, departments and offices in charge have
to collaborate and bring them to trial.

FREERLE, SR, EaRdE IR ER I, KT RS IEE R,
TRER, TETAER. AVATERMNIRGE, R R A RIRB AR TR )

As the decree instructed, Li Zhi was instantly arrested in Tongzhous#
JI, a Beijing suburb. And after a month, on 25th-26th of the third
month, 1602 in the lunar calendar, he ended his seventy five years of
existence by committing suicide while waiting for the last order from

the emperor.
Reportedly, Li Zhi stabbed himself in the neck with a shaving knif

5) Zhang Wenda, “Likejishizhong Zhang Wenda shuif#kha®i P sERTZR (Impeachment
by a royal inspector, Zhang Wenda), Wanli sanshi nian runer yue yimao #/&304F
928 291, Shenzong Wanli Shiluits & Bi%, juan 369.

6) Ming Shenzong Wanli ShiluPASJEmlcE sk, juan 369; Gu Yanwu, ‘Li Zhi,” Rizhilu,
juan 18 Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., ibid., volume 1, pp. 84, 85-86.
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e.? A possible and popular way of understanding his suicide is to view

it as a “protest” against the wrongful accusation and the authority® or

a kind of ‘martyrdom” for his faith.9) In fact, many records describe Li

as ‘indignantly cutting his throat,” thereby alluding to Li's protest or

martyrdom. However, according to the most substantial and authoritative

record by Yuan Zhongdao#=H%E, Li Zhi kept his routine and composure

before the suicide, writing poems; at least, for Li's servant and such
best intimates as Wang Benke TA4%7 (?7-?, the last disciple of Li Zhi,
styled Dingfulitefi), Li's suicide was all very sudden.10 Li did not show

10

8y Shen Fuikdk, Li Zhouwu zhuanF 55, He Qiaoyuanfl&:#, Li Zhi zhuan®®
¥ Qian Qianyi#¥ific:, Zhuowu xiansheng Li ZhisiZ eEZER:, Liechaoshijii
#: Tan Qian#$E, an article about Li Zhi's biography, GuoquanBf#, juan 79: “Li
Zhi zhuanZ#{H,” Ming wenyuanWi33t, QuanzhoufuzhiFINIF&, juan 54 Dao
Guangzhongi&yt®E, Li Zhi zhuanZ#{#, Ming Wenyuan zhuanPA3if#, Fujian
tongzhiE#5&E, juan 214.

All are available in Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., ibid., volume 1, p. 13, 22, 23, 24,
26, 35, and 36. Dao Guangzong describes that Li Zhi used a letter opener.
However, the Annals of the Ming (Ming Shilu¥##) has another account of Li
Zhi's suicide:

“Li Zhi was thereafter (after the decree) arrested. He was afraid of (being
punished for) his guilt and starved to death.” (TR, MEFRAEIE.)
(Ming Shenzong Wanli Shilu, juan 369: Gu Yanwu, ‘Li Zhi,” Rizhilu, juan 18:
Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., ibid., volume 1, pp. 84, 85-86.)

As far as I know, none of modern scholars has made use of this record in order
to explain Li Zhi's death, except mentioning it as a defamatory description by the
government. Moreover, in both the Ananals of the Ming and other records
including Li Zhi's writings, there is no further collaborating information to assure
us of the reliability of the above record.

For example, Qiu Hansheng#E, "Taizhou xuepai de jiechu sixiangjia Li ZhiZ&
BURMIGE B MR ZR " Lishi yanjiufE$ 7, 1964. Vol.1: 115-133, Esp. p. 120.
William Theodore de Bary, Li Chih: Arch-Individualist, Learning for Ones self -
Essays on the individual in Neo-Confucian Tradition (New York: Columbia
University press, 1991), pp. 232-233. de Bery associates Li's ‘matyrdom” with both
Buddhist and Confucian spirit. In a different context, Chai ShangshiZzfiji&
describes Li Zhi's death as “sacrificing his life for anti-Confucianism” (weifankong
er xishengshengmingf®RALMH#E#r). See his preface to Fenshu/Xu fenshu,
punctuated by Xia Jianqin 248k, (Changsha: Yuelu shushe, 1990).

The prosecutor tried to suggest the emperor to send Li Zhi back to his hometown,
Quanzhou, Fujian. If the prosecutor had suggested it, it could have been ratified
by the emperor. Thus, Li Zhi could survive the situation. (Sending back a convict
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any resentment before and after his attempted suicide:

Li always said. “Since | have completed the Ninth edition of the Yiyin
(JiuzhengylyinJUIEBR), | might just as well die at any time soon.” After
he completed the Ninth edition of the Yiyin, the condition of his illness
grew worse. When soldiers [sent by the court) arrived to arrest him, the
residence was tumultuous. Li Zhi asked Ma Jinglun E#&#% about it. Ma
replied. “The capital guards arrived.” Li Zhi painfully sprang to his feet
and staggered along by a couple of steps, velling, “This is all because
of me. You bring a plank here for me!” Li lay down on the plank, crying
out “Hurry up! | am a criminal. | must not stay here.” ---Even after a lapse
of time, the (last) decree (about how to deal with Li's case) did not
come down [(from His Highness). So Li Zhi composed poems and read
books in the cell, staying easy. One day, he called his servant to get his
hair shaved. When the servant was not around there, he grabbed the
shaving knife and cut his neck. Nevertheless, he still drew his breath for
two days. The servant asked. “Aren't you hurt, Reverend?” | am not.” Li
wrote his answer on the servant’s palm by his finger. The servant asked
again, “Why did you stab your neck?” Li wrote, “What can an aged man
seek more in his seventies?” And he eventually passed away.

WH, FAFUUESR), SR (BRI, Wk, BREEE BE28 s
ML, BAH, rhE” Ape, THek, KEH, "ZRfkd.  BIra skl
B E, BOPE, AT RIEAL, VAR - AZEART, ARG EREREE
W —H, MR AR SRR EEIDR, ROMERHRE. FRER, NI
B UEREHTE, YE. JE, R EE? #H, Sk #ie)

Judging from the above report, it seems unlikely that Li Zhi committed
suicide out of protest and still less fear. Why, then, did he choose
death?

to hometown without a specific question of law was common at the time.) Even if
the emperor were to decree a death sentence, Li did not have to commit suicide
because until the execution he could have prepared himself psychologically for the
execution. Refer to Yuan Zhongdao, Li Wenling zhuan, Kexuezhai jinji wenchao:
Appendix, Fenshu/Xu fenshu: Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., ibid. Vol.1, p. 13. And
Lay Huang (Huang Renyou#i{=5%), 1587, a year of no significance: the Ming
dynasty in declindNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1981).

11 Yuan Zhongdao, “Li Wenling zhuan,” Kexuezhai jinji wenchao: Appendix, Fenshu/Xu
fenshu Xiamen daxue lishixi ed., ibid., volume 1, p. 13.
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3. Death as Martyrdom or Sarcasm?

Li Zhi's last writings in fact often centered on the topic of death,
which may provide clues to understanding not only his suicide but also
his philosophical stance. I begin with Li Zhi's poems written during his
detention:12)

(A) Not aware till illness I RR
| have wandered all over famous mountains and canyons:
But never passed by this wall, nor did | enter this door.
Not until | fell sick did | know | had been jailed:
How many days and nights have | been through here?

FIREENRE, IR AR/ SRR S TE R, KA H S

(B) A willow catkin floating in the air  #fERE
The four elements of my body will dissipate as quickly as horses run:
In which direction should | seek life and death?
A willow catkin flies about, getting in the eyes of this prisoner:
Now | realize this dark prison also has spring indeed.

PR BEG 5, SRAESIEAMT? AERAINAIR, 15 =M.

(C) The bright moon in the zenith FREIA
Wanderers far away from their homes rely on inns:
This solitary soul far away is behind a locked door.
Raising my head. pleasantly look up to the blue sky above:
One great ray of nimbus illuminates and covers this cell.

BRI, SIS/ IR E R AR L, —KEDEIBR

(D) Wish him would run through my books E3zflEE
(Even] Zeng Shen could be released or killed (by the king because

12) “Xizhongbajue®H/\i#" (Eight poems in prison), ShihuizZg (Collection of poems),
XFS, juan 5, p. 116-117. Only seven poems are available.
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of rumors]:13)
If His Highness could, however, pity me, how can | die?
| just wish His Highness could carefully read my writings:
His Highness can know my innocence and reverse the sentence then.

TR R, R AT (R, LR

(E) Books could ruin men T I
As has been and will be so, a slave of books is laughed at (by people):
Clueless about how to live in this world, just as a virgin is (about men).
Although everyone reads in this world,
Only the book slave is going to die because of reading books!

FARPR I, AR 2/ W ARG, S IAILLEESE.

(F) Regret for no achievement AR
The window is full of glowing daybreak, but | am still in bed:
At pains to sleep and dream a dream to meet my intimate.
How can this lazy and distracted oldster achieve anything?
Reflecting on the past and reading books, | wait for the order from
His Highness.

AL HIEEARE, BESRMNC, BIENECEMR, SRS,

(G) Ain't a gallant AR
A man of pluck is not afraid of a miserable death:
A man of bravery is not afraid of losing his life.
If | dont die now, how can | again wait for my death?
Hopefully this soul is going to take the last journey soon.

SENGERE, BEARIIOT WAAICHEME, MR —mi L.

(A), (B), and (C) recount Li Zhi's life succinctly. Although he

describes it as if he had toured many great sites only for leisure, his

13) This line is the application of an old fable, Zeng Shen killed a person” (EF2£%N).
CEEETIEY,, BAFRETRARETEAN, NEETRE, 20N 87280, BT
RN EHE. BB, AXH, G2%A. HME AN, g, —AUEZH, E28%
N, HARHE, A, RDUER2 8, B2 EH, =A%y, NIRRT, 45
ARG T, ML ERYRET T2, SREAE=A, FERERREZEE. Qin%g 2,
Zanguoce®Bli, juan 4.)
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journeys traversing the continent were always made reluctantly and
had not stopped until his end since he entered into public office in
HenaniiFg province in 1555. The longest travel (1595-1600) was
caused by a series of threats by the people and a provincial inspector,
Shi Jingxian®£##% in Machengliid. After the longest travel, even
fiercer ordeals befell him. Li Zhi's residential monastery since 1589,
Zhifoyuan:Z il was burnt down by a provincial high official, Feng
Yingjing/®f5 (in Longhufii#, Macheng, 1600). Li had to flee to his
last resting place, Tongzhow®/Il (a suburb of Beijing) after a short
hiding in Mt. Huangnie&i%£ (1601). The next year, Li was arrested and
faced with the situations described in (A), (B), and (C) (early spring,
1602).

(D) and (E) tell us about the cause of Li Zhi's imprisonment and his
attitude toward the situation. Li was accused of disparaging Confucianism
in his reading of Chinese history and promiscuous behaviors with
prostitutes as well as women of scholar-official families, etc.14) Nevertheless,
Li was still hopeful that the Emperor would clear him of all charges if
he would read his works (E). His answer to the prosecutor also reflects

the same attitude:

The prosecutor asked, “Why did you write those many delusive books?”
Li Zhi replied. “Yes, this criminal has written many books indeed, and
they are all in existence and beneficial to the sagely learning (i.e..
Confucianism), not harmful at all.”

GEH, HLEEEY AH, AEEES, B PREEEEE0)

Since Li Zhi was confident of the contents of his works, he wished

that the emperor would read and evaluate them without relying on

14) Zhang Wenda, ibid.
15) Yuan Zhongdao, ibid.: Appendix, Fenshu/Xu fenshu: Xiamen daxue lishixi ed.,
ibid., volume. 1, p. 13.
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others’ criticism. In this respect, Li Zhi cannot be regarded as doubting
the emperor's morality and authority. This is also shown in the last
sentence of (F). Li Zhi's scathing criticism of other Confucians, which
had been published as the Fenshu®#% (Book to be burnt), no doubt
provoked many scholars. Their resentment and reprisal were to be
expected.16) Although it is still not clear whether or not Li's conflict
with Geng Dingxiang7€lf (1524-1596, styled tiantaiXK&)17) directly
caused the impeachment by Zhang Wenda, a student of Geng Dingxiang,
it is plausible to think that Li's indignant letters to Geng and
criticism of him must have embarrassed Geng and his people.
Besides, Li's personality and attitude toward other Confucian colleagues

might have provoked them:

His humor is narrow and hasty: his face is tinged with pride and
arrogance. his words are coarse and mean: his mind is stupid and
mad: his behavior is rash and imprudent. He is not fond of company but
treats people around him in a friendly and warm manner [(as if he means

16) "Da Jiao YiyuanZH#R," Shuda, FS, juan 1, p. 7.

17 He was an influential scholar and high official and used to be a patron of Li. For
Geng's biography, refer to Julia Ching's article, L. Carrington Goodrich and
Chaoying Fang ed., Dictionary of Ming Biography (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1976) Vol.1, pp. 718-21. Huang Zongxi describes Li Zhi's conflict with Geng
as follows:

“Because Li Zhi promoted the “Wild" Chan Buddhism (kuangchaniTii#) and many
scholars followed his lead, Geng frequently took what was practical as of chief
importance. He made earnest exhortations to correct the evil and avert danger,
but he in turn became muddled, half believing and half disbelieving the
teachings of Buddha. In the end he could not prevail over Li Zhi. Li developed
a hatred for Geng because of the imprisonment (and death) of He Xinyin/i.[: &
(1517-1579) Geng was on close terms with Zhang JuzhengiEfFIE. Li YouziZ=ahiis,
who advocated the killing of He Xinyin, was Gengs associate in conducting
public discussion (in the independent academies). It certainly would not have
been difficult for Geng to have saved He Xinyin at this time, but he did not soil
his hands (on He's behalf), lest he violate Zhang Juzheng's prohibition against
public discussion by doing so. Geng took “do not permit it to stop” ( burongyif"zs:
) as his basic principle, but in this case how could he stop trying (to save He
Xinyin)?" (Mingru xuean 35:1ah) (The translation is from Ronald Dimberg
trans., Keng Ting-hsiang (Geng Dingxiang), Julia Ching and Chaoying Fang ed.,
ibid., p. 192)
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to be so). In the company of others, he likes to find their faults and is
not pleased by their excellence: when he does not like others, he cuts
relations with them and tries to harm them to the end. His aim is taken
at rich life (clothing, house, and food), but he regards himself as (such
starved uncompromising patriots as) Baiyif# and Shuqifl#s. His
disposition is originally like that of the (shameless) person of the Qi, but
he considers himself to be full of Dao and de, [assuming a virtuous air).
Obviously he gives others nothing in any case, but he offers an excuse
for it by taking such an example as (a man of integrity.] Yi Yinf#7" in the
Youxing3#. Obviously he would not pull out a hair (even if his pulled
hair could save the world], but he says that Yang Zhu ruined humanity
(ren). He acts contrary to the situations and his words conflict with his
heart-mind. Since that is his personality, all villagers hate him. Once
upon a time Zigong asked Confucius, ‘If all villagers hate a man, what
can we think of him?” Confucius said. ‘It is not yet possible to judge
him.” So then. is it possible to judge this person now?

Hets, Herm, Haaain, FOER, HATERY, HAgmmglis, HaA
WAFRIGETAMEI R, HEABEREH A GRS MER A, SR, mHRD
R SO, BRTRA, T ERHAGERRE. MR, ML, AR,
TRARARIN. BT AHLLSE, HAI A BEE LR, B FaEkTFH, A
BN FH, R, T R LHE18)

Even if the above description of Li Zhi by himself was rhetorical, it

reflects an aspect of Li Zhi's social life; many people whom Li were on

bad terms with or unconsciously ignored and humiliated could have

taken revenge.19) Given the above description regarding his personality,

18) "Zizan B (A self-praise), Zashu (Various writings), FiS, juan 3, p. 130. A partial

19

English translation of Li Zhi's writings is available: William Theodore de Bary, Li
Chih: Arch-Individualist, Learning for Ones self - Essays on the individual in Neo-
Confucian Tradition (New York: Columbia University press, 1991); Cheang Eng-
chew, Li Chih as a critic: a chapter of the Ming Intellectual history, University
of Washington, PhD thesis, 1973. And a full translation of the Fenshu is available
in Korean: Kim Hye-Kyung#dl7d, Bunseo®*] I, II (Seoul: Hankilsa, 2004), and
a selective translation of the Fenshu/Xu fenshu in Korean was also consulted for
this study: Hong Seung-Jik3<%532, Bunseo (Seoul: Hongyik chulpansa, 1998) My
translation may have many differences from these translations in many respects:;
however, I will not point them out in detail unless necessary for my arguments.
Li enumerates many people with whom he was inevitably in conflict. See “Gankai
pingsheng/B4f 4" (Deep emotion about my whole life), Yuyue®#s (Li Zhi's will
and testament), Zashu, FS, juan 4, p. 187.
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Li must have been well aware of the feelings of others toward him.
However, in the last part of the passage, Li counsels people to reserve
judgment on him by quoting from the Analects. This indicates that Li
is sure of his integrity as a Confucian, regardless of others” impression
of him. Besides, as we can see in poem (G), Li Zhi thinks highly of the
honorable death of Confucian gallants. Although most critics of Li Zhi
have asserted that he rejected established Confucian norms and
traditions, he never attempted to fundamentally deny Confucian values.
However, the examples of Confucian worthies in the poem cannot be
understood to mean that Li regards himself as good and the regime as
evil and would protest against the latter by a heroic death. Rather, Li's
viewpoint on death is greatly influenced by the Buddhism, i.e., that
death is not diametrically opposed to life. 20) In the Buddhist sense, life
and death are not ontologically distinct but are no more than convenient
classifiers referring to the continuous cosmic process of aggregation and
separation of the four elements (sidalUk: the four components of
“corporeality’ (sefs; form: roipa): earth, water, fire, and wind) as
mentioned in (B). Hence, for Li Zhi his suicide may not be a professed

heroic action but a spontaneous action as part of a cosmic process:

Life cannot but be followed by death like day cannot but be followed
by night. Once we die, we can't be revived. which is just as what
passes away can't be reversed. People have no occasion in which they
don't want to live [more). However, they can never make their life longer
[than given): people have no occasion in which they don't grieve about
what has gone away. However, they can never stop (things passing
away] to let them stay. If we cant already make life longer, we'd better
not want to live longer: if we can't already prevent things from passing
away, we'd better not grieve about them. Thus, | straightforwardly say
that we don't have to grieve at death: rather, life is no less than what

20) Refer to Li Zhi's words, “There is originally neither life nor death” (Yuanwu shengsi
JFAEESE) in a reply letter to ZixinElfE (7-?). (‘Da ZixinZ E{E,” Guanyin wen#i &,
Zashu, FS, juan 4, p. 170.)
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we can grieve about. Don't grieve about passing away, but | wish you to
grieve about life!

AT, R AR, FEZATEA, AR A DR, NEAE,
IRAAREEZ A NG, St 2 ). BE ez Ak, AERLIAS
B BEAREOE 20, U] LIRS, BB ERRIEAMSG, WA . 0
AR 21)

If one understands death, Li Zhi says, one would not grieve over it.
This may suggest that by his suicide, Li Zhi might have wanted to cast
away any sense of attachment to life. Li's idea in the above passage is
indeed reminiscent of Chan (Zen) Buddhism and Daoism. Nevertheless,
in so far as one is not frightened by such a phase in the cosmic process,
his mental achievement can be considered to be parallel with Confucian
gallants seen in (G). Elsewhere, 22) Li writes that the best death is that
which one voluntarily dies for a great cause, which certainly has a
Confucian flavor. However, as seen below, Li regrets that he cannot

have such a great death:

| am just an oldster now. Although | want to die the same way as the
five examples (the five kinds of great deaths). | cannot make any of
them. If it is already impossible for me to die greatly. but a heroic gallant
(that | want to be] should not die in a normal way. what kind of death
can | have? Given my situation. | can just make a small deal (about my
death]. 23 |t deserves to be called a big deal that which Gongsun Chujiu
ISFFFEL and Nie Zheng# . made: nevertheless, even they could not
already see the right buyers (appreciator) of their deaths [(at the
moments of their deaths]).24) If they did so. how can | [shamefully] die,

21) "Shangshif&#" (Crief at passing away), Zashu, FS, juan 4, p. 164.

22) "WusipianTi?ti (Five kinds of death), Zashu, FS, juan 4, p. 163.

23) This metaphor of “deal (buying and selling)” comes from the Lunyu 9:12 (D. C.
Lau, The Analects, 9:13): “Zigong said, 'If there is a beautiful gem here, should
we keep it in a chest and store it? Or should we seek a good price and sell it?’
Confucius said, ‘Should sell it, sell it! I am the one who waits for a good price to
sell it.” (FEH, "BEER, MEImEEE, KEEMLE? FH, ek, ek R
") “A good price” means the right appreciation of one’s idea or vision.

24) Since they decided to die because of their already dead soul mates, they could
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lying on the bed although | have to die vainly? In order to search for the
right buyer of my death here, | have already left my hometown and sent
back my servants. Nevertheless, | do not have anyone to understand me
here. Then how should | die without a person to understand me? | know
| cant make a big deal. A heroic gallant should not have anything to
vent his indignation on. If | can die without a person to understand
me. | will die before people who can't understand me. registering my
indignation. By this article, | would like to urge people, who appear to
know me, not to touch my corpse when they hear of my death and
come to see me. This is my solicitation! (My underlines)

RS, AUNLIBTLA, JORTASS, KANGMSEELCA TS, Akinse IRkt
BB, SRAHTLISET? SHA e N, KRR AR AR,
ATEEAF, ASEEmsei s M7 HIRCHPER, e, EAekEE
PSR, WREEERANE. AT UMIEh? KRBT . ST, i
. BERAMC AL, EAPUA M E LI, SR IR, BITEAR
T, UVRbE! R .20)

Obviously, Li Zhi thinks that his death cannot be a martyrdom which
requires a great cause. Moreover, even if he had died exactly as
instructed in the above (‘death venting his indignation on people who
cant understand him’), Li would not have regarded his death as
martyrdom or great death. If we try to collectively interpret the above
words and his ‘peaceful suicide recorded by Yuan Zhongdao, presumably,
Li's suicide may be regarded as a sarcastic performance to indirectly
vent his indignation on the worldly discernment between right and
wrong and the unfair accusations leveled against him. In doing so, his
suicide may have aimed to reveal a real person in pursuit of learning
of Dao.26)

All this is but speculation, of course. But it may be suggested that

neither die in the eyes of their soul mates nor be understood genuinely by others
at the time.

25) "Wusipian™ (Five kinds of death), Zashu, FS, juan 4, p. 164.

26) Refer to the first quotation in this article, “Yu Yang Dingjian,” Shuda, FS, juan
2, pp. 64-65. In this letter, Li Zhi emphasizes ‘me” as his self which is free of any
reputation by others.
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Li Zhi's philosophical stance toward death is neither entirely Buddhist
nor Confucian although it has been influenced by both of them. This
feature of Li's thought relates to the syncretism that prevailed in the

Ming dynasty. This requires further discussion.
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