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The Religious Interpretation of The Complete

Biography of the Loyal Junior Guardian Yu:

On the Tradition of Redressing Injustices in
Chinese Religion and Literature

LIU Yuanju

(Research Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica)

Abstract

In terms of methodology, religious literature can be regarded in a three-
dimensional relation — religion and/in/as literature. This article intends to
combine these three types of relations to discuss it in the context of traditional
Chinese religion, where especially in Taoism the ritual of “redressing injustices”
is based on the religious doctrine and forms the narrative structure of numerous
novels interacting with it in a subtle way. I take as an example the vengeance in
the late Ming novel Complete Biography of the Loyal Junior Guardian Yu by Sun
Gaoliang, whose main protagonist is the famous Ming dynasty official Yu Qian
(1398 — 1457) to explore the dramatic turns in his life from the incurrence of
injustice to its revealing and redressing. As this story involves the important issue
of human relationships and principles, a lot of versions of it appeared as soon as it
was published, subsequently abridged and elaborated, it circulated widely in the
Qing dynasty. This is not simply a matter of different versions but a question of
people recognizing its subtle meaning.

The consciousness behind incurring injustices dates far back in time, the
stories from the Six Dynasties and the Tang dynasty already mention it, where the

3

response for “injustice” became an important subject-matter in the narrative

genre. The late Ming author uses it to confront contemporary issues writing a
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novel as a historical biography. Between each period? the differences in the
representation of injustice. The paper addresses these questions from multiple
perspectives taking religion as a starting point and using the idea of incurring
injustice to explore the connections between this idea and social ethics, the fate of
the state and the implementation of heavenly justice. It also investigates the
possibility of redressing injustices, proving the narrative esthetics charged with a
sense of religion.

Observing the narrative structure from the point of view of redressing
injustices, I find out that almost two thirds of the plot is about “incurring
injustice”. To understand this bias we have to analyze the structure of the moral
principles behind it — only by means of “incurring injustice” can the narrative
“indicate” , “expose” its true nature, and bring to light in front of heaven, earth
and the people the long suppressed misunderstandings, grievances and harm
between the two sides, being the essence of the spirit of “ reconciling of
injustices”. Furthermore, “injustice” has a strong sense of conflict, starting with
the Six Dynasties and the Tang dynasty stories, where individual injustices are
shown in the types of detective stories, stories about revenge and retribution from
the nether world. However, the Ming-Qing stories are unique because they

3

combine a number of subject-matter and story types to intensify their “ social
nature”. The injustice in the case of Yu Qian is not only a matter of personal fate
but it also exceeds the questions of honor and disgrace of the family clan;
moreover, it enters the public sphere and becomes a publicly discussed issue.
Throughout the novel Yu Qian’s “accomplishments” are emphasized, they match
especially the legal case of “being granted an order of redress on behalf of the
people” , and the narrative is interspersed with stories about those unrightfully
killed despite their loyalty. All these stories set off the culmination of Yu Qian’s

injustice, requires its clarification and avenge, and exceeding class and status,

embodies social justice and appeal for its times. Finally, the religious worship
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toward him as a deity for his strong merits transforms the injustice into
righteousness, and only then is it possible to satisfy the requirements of the

collective psyche, thus revealing the touching power of the written word.

Keywords: Yu Qian, biographical novel, religious literature, litigate injustices,

revenge injustices, redress injustices



