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The Formation of Guan Zhidao’s Thought and Political Stance,
Focusing on His Attitude towards the Issue of Zhang Juzheng’s
Filial Mourning in 1577 and Its Aftermath

by
IWAMOTO Marie

In order to understand the factors that sustained the monarchy in Pre-
modern China, this essay focuses on Guan Zhidao % & & (1536-1608), a
scholar bureaucrat in the late Ming. He argued that all people should obey
laws issued by the Son of Heaven and scholar bureaucrats should not play
an active role in the political sphere. Chiefly using the prefaces in a
collection of Guan's memorials known as the ZouyigaoZsi#Ri, this paper
explains the relation between the formation of Guan’'s thought and his
political stance regarding the issue of filial mourning by Zhang JuzhengikJ&
1 (1525-1582) in 1577 and thereafter.

In 1577, Zhang Juzheng, a Chief Grand Secretary who was politically
powerful, lost his father. According to Ming law, Zhang was required to
leave the court and return to his hometown in order to practice filial
mourning for three years, but Zhang ventured not to do so. He had the
emperor order him not to practice filial mourning. Five officials who
belonged to Hanlin Academy and Ministry of Justice then opposed this
move, but they were punished at court with a caning of from sixty to eighty
strokes and seriously injured. After Zhang’s death, the five officials who had
been beaten were reinstated and promoted. According to the previous
studies, Guan also lost his official post over this matter and thereafter he
devoted himself to a scholarly life unconnected to the political sphere.

The prefaces of Zowuyigao show Guan's stance on the issue of filial
mourning. One preface titled Wanyanshucaozhuiyan 73 & ZEHH# S, whose
author was Zhang Hao #%i%, a disciple of Guan, shows that Guan was a
consultant and a supporter to the anti-Zhang officials. But he did not offer
direct opposition to Zhang and insisted that he had no official post and no
responsibility to speak out. At that time, Guan was waiting for a vacant post
in Beijing, so he did not wish to openly oppose Zhang, but on the other hand,
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some of the anti-Zhang officials were closely related to him. For example,
Zhao Yongxian #H Bt (1535-1596), a Hanlin Academy official who was caned
at court, employed Guan as a tutor for his family. It must be admitted that
Guan had tried to protect himself during the strife over the issue of Zhang’s
filial mourning and this experience caused him to lose confidence in his
position that scholar bureaucrats had responsibility for political matters.
Thus, in order to escape responsibility as a scholar bureaucrat, he ultimately
came to advocate that scholar bureaucrats should act as subordinates to the
Son of Heaven and should not play an active role in politics.

After Zhang's death in 1582, Guan started to call for his own
reinstatement. He had his acquaintances write prefaces to his memorials in
order to embellish his image in the dispute over filial mourning. At that
time, many scholar bureaucrats honored not only the five officials who had
been beaten but also other officials who took a critical stance toward Zhang
over the filial mourning issue, even if they had not been punished. This
situation was brought about by the reinstatement of Wang Xijue T.8% 5
(1534-1614) in 1584. Wang had criticized Zhang over the issue of filial
mourning and resigned afterward. Wang's reinstatement with full honors
spurred Guan’s call for reinstatement. This was due to the fact that Guan
and Wang were from the same hometown of Taicang A%, and they had a
close relation through their religious faith in Wang's daughter Wang
Tanyang T&:F;. After her death in 1580, Guan and Wang still kept in close
communication. Wang later became a Grand Secretary, but he gradually lost
the favorable reputation he had garnered as an opponent of Zhang due to
disputes over the selection of a successor to the emperor. This outcome
influenced Guan’s political circumstances. Guan finally left the political
sphere because of their close political stance.

Guan’s political failures created a gap that separated his political thought
from that of other famous scholar bureaucrats of the Donglin party BAksE
who believed that they should play an active role in the political matters.
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