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Locality and Trans-locality: Understanding the Negotiation
and Competition between Suzhou Local Culture and
Neo-Confucianism Based on the Discourse and
Practice of the “Ziyou Heritage”

Cho-ying Li
Institute of History, National Tsing Hua University

This study starts with one simple question: why was Suzhou, with its eminent
cultural accomplishments, almost invisible from the development of Neo-
Confucianism during the Ming dynasty? In seeking to answer this question, this study
finds that beginning in the Song dynasty, Neo-Confucians and like-minded local
officials made various attempts to localize Neo-Confucianism within Suzhou. Their
primary strategy involved developing discourses and practices centered around the
symbolic local figure Ziyou, a Changshu native and disciple of Confucius famous for
his literary achievement. This strategy tended to supplant existing local tradition with
new Neo-Confucian tradition. From the early Ming onward, Suzhou literati began to
criticize this strategy for both its irrelevance and its arbitrary nature. In their criticism
of the Neo-Confucian discourse surrounding Ziyou, Suzhou literati not only redefined
the content of their “Ziyou heritage” while reestablishing their relationship with it,
they also articulated their local identity as being firmly tied to literary
accomplishment. The Suzhou literati’s position was grounded in the view that the
practice of literature was of equal, if not superior, value to the practice of Neo-
Confucianism. Attempts to construct a local identity for Neo-Confucianism failed
repeatedly until the late Ming. At that time, Geng Ju, Magistrate of Changshu, Suzhou
from 1604 to 1607, adopted a series of strategies which gave due respect to local
literary practices. In so doing, Geng established a channel through which Suzhou
literati could participate in the Neo-Confucian tradition without giving up their local
identity. As a result, and for the first time, Neo-Confucianism became localized to a
certain degree in Suzhou.

Aside from its analysis of the long and complex process surrounding the

localization of Neo-Confucianism in Suzhou, this study also comments on two
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approaches which have been employed in recent research on local history—the “state
vs. society” approach and the “local vs. national” approach. In contrast to these two
approaches, which tend to view the literati community as a united whole or see local
officials as simply agents of the state, this study pays more attention to differences
within the literati community and views local officials as members of this community.
The article proposes a revisionist approach to local history research, offering a
possible method for research and study of the negotiation and competition between

trans-local and local cultures.

Keywords: Suzhou, Neo-Confucianism, Ziyou, localization, Yushan Academy
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