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The Criticism of Su Shi’s Argumentative Essays
and the Writing of Historical Essays
in the Qing Dynasty

Zhu Yuchen
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Beijing Normal University )

Abstract

The canonization of Su Shi’s writings changed during the Ming and Qing
dynasties. The Qing literati no longer continued the reverent attitude of the late
Ming literati toward Su Shi, but conversed with him on an equal footing, thus
deepening the Ming readers’ analysis of Su Shi’s writings in terms of rhetoric,
knowledge, and Confucian principles. In the Qing Dynasty, the bottom-up
reception of Su Shi’s writings was dominated by those who studied for the imperial
examinations. They extracted some practical composition techniques from Su Shi’s
writings, such as “ making something out of nothing” and the *two-paneled
structure” , to be used in the writing of the eight-legged essays. The top-down
reception of Su Shi’s writings was dominated by the official literary anthologies
represented by Tang Song wen chun, in which the Qianlong Emperor emphasized
the admonition of loyalty and righteousness in the ruler-subject relationship. Both
of these paths to canonization are characterized by the instrumentalization of Su
Shi’s writings, which can easily lead to the taming of the literati. As intellectual
elites, the scholars not only measured Su Shi’s thoughts in terms of Confucian
morality, but also reflected on the fate of the literati by thinking about “Dao” and
“power.” However, their evaluation standards and self-selection are still in danger

of being distorted, falling into the binary opposition between orthodox and heresy,
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or compromising their principles achieve an end. However, by responding to Su
Shi’s viewpoints in their essays on historical personages, the literati opened up the
dimension of rational reflection. In these essays, the Qing scholars reflected on
irrational concepts such as attacking heresy, the virtue of the weak, the winner
writes the story, and standing firm in morality. These reflective historical essays

had a rational value in the cultural tradition of the Qing dynasty.

Keywords : Qing Dynasty, Su Shi, Argumentative Essay, Commentary, Writings



