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The Twelve Cycles in the Preface to the Mingyi daifang lu
Fan-sen Wang
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Traditional Chinese literati usually immersed themselves in the theories of
divination and fortunetelling. This is a critical facet of their “internal consciousness,”
but there has been little research about it. Huang Zongxi not only studied divination,
but also believed in it to a certain extent. There has been much research on Huang
Zongxi, but little on his relationship with divination. Those who have read the Mingyi
daifang lu are familiar with the “twelve cycles” in the preface to the work, but the
source of the notion of the twelve cycles and its influence on Huang’s politics have
seldom been the subject of research.

The preface to the work states that a “da zhuang” era (an age of greatness) would
begin twenty years thereafter. This article assumes that, in the absence of evidence for
other explanations, the above statement may represent Huang’s creation of a
justification to defend his shifting political stance. This article finds that Huang’s
twelve cycles were drawn from the Taiyi tongzong baojian, a text by Qin Xiaoshan of
the Yuan dynasty that had been circulating for several hundred years by then, and thus
verifies that Huang’s twelve cycles were borrowed from previous texts, and were not
then of his own invention.

This article also examines Huang’s political positions and concludes that his
writing of the Daifang lu was motivated by his seeing of no hope for a restored Ming
(Prince of Gui had been killed and Zheng Chenggong died of illness) as well as his
belief that a “da zhuang” era was to commence twenty years thereafter. Judging from
the timing of his writing of this text and his prediction of an event two decades in the
future, this article points out that Huang’s Daifang [u was intended to provide the Qing
dynasty with his suggestions for the “achievement of an age of greatness.” But for him,
then, the Qing was the “Qing” as prophesied under the framework of the twelve cycles,
that is, the “Qing” under a sage emperor yet to come.

This article also indicates that Huang did not admit he had abandoned his stance

as a Ming loyalist when his contemporaries rebuked him for his shifting position. From
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the phrase “nothing but a fraud” in the preface to Huang’s Poxie lun, a work which
postdated the Daifang lu by thirty years, this article ascertains that Huang’s opinion
about the twelve cycles shifted from believing to doubting. He was not content with the
Qing’s inability to return to the era of the Three Sagely Reigns, and was disappointed
that his desired course of events, “(like) Jizi’s being visited (by King Wu),” did not
come to pass.

The span of time represented by the hexagram one “da zhuang” in Qin
Xiaoshan’s third cycle might have covered Huang’s expected lifespan, but it is not
immediately evident that it must correspond to the “return to the era of the Three
Sagely Reigns.” Huang, however, declared that the third cycle would be a sagely era.
The interpretation of prophesy in divination varies from person to person, but such
variation also reflects the ideology of different interpreters. Huang’s interpretation of
“da zhuang” reflects his strong desire for an era of the Three Sagely Reigns. In other
words, Huang’s interpretation is intended to justify his wish for a “return to the era of
the Three Sagely Reigns,” a fact which reflects the seventeenth-century philosophical

trend of longing to return immediately to the era of the Three Sagely Reigns.

Keywords: twelve cycles, Mingyi daifang lu, Huang Zongxi, Three Sagely Reigns
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