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Abstract

Historians disagree about the role of literacy in Ming society. Certainly, the stone inscrip-
tions that littered the Chinese landscape displayed elaborate essays showing the gentry
author’s erudition and compositional skill. Yet steles for shrines to living officials also
sent political messages. They authorized and amplified the voice of “the common people,”
embodying and explicitly arguing for a popular voice in the evaluation of magistrates and
prefects. How were these texts on public monuments understood by the many Ming
people with only basic literacy? The Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve is a digital tool
that sifts a target text, such as a commemorative stele, leaving only the characters found
in one or more primers. The Sieve may bring us closer to understanding not only what
was written, but what was read. The article argues that the message of premortem steles
about popular participation could indeed come across.

In 1992, a storyteller riffed on a famous incident from the old Chinese story cycle and
novel Water Margin (Shuihu zhuan 7K3ZF{8)." One of the outlaw heroes, Wu Song, ded-
icated equally to drink and to good works, had become extremely drunk. When some-
one warned him that a tiger was eating people along the road he had to travel, he
laughed it off.

Our hero hurried ahead, taking advantage of the moonlight. He discovered some-
thing beside the road. When he took a closer look, he saw there was a Temple of
Earth at the roadside, and on the eastern gable a snow-white thing was hanging.
What was it? At this moment our hero was stepping up in front of the Temple of
Earth, and availing himself of the moonlight, he fixed his eyes on it. Oh, it turned
out to be a proclamation from the local authorities. How could he know? Because
a notice had been put up, and at the bottom it was stamped with a neat square seal
of the local authorities. As for the characters on the proclamation, Wu Song was
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even able to recognize some of them too. Although Wu Song had never been to
school, he had studied a bit on his own, memorizing and asking meanings.
Skimming through this from the beginning to the end, he couldn’t fail to notice
a sentence like “A tiger obstructs the road.”

The story-teller then recites the whole poster, from the titles of the authorities posting
the notice in the first line through the concluding date and place of posting. Wu Song
himself could read just enough of the notice to understand that the authorities were
warning of a tiger in the area obstructing the road. This written warning he believed,
and he berated himself for his foolhardiness in rejecting the earlier oral one.”

The anecdote suggests that the language and ideology of government were familiar to
the many people living under the Ming dynasty who like the fictional Wu Song had
begun but not finished their studies. Posted, inscribed, and printed messages from
the state included not only the idea that subalterns should respect and obey their seniors
and betters, but also the ancient ideal that Confucian governance meant serving subjects
by preserving their lives and livelihoods in accordance with the advice of the wise. One
genre of texts in which state service appears more salient than the obedience of subjects
is stone inscriptions commemorating premortem shrines. Composed by elite literati, the
steles not only publicized the duty of good magistrates and prefects to work for the peo-
ple, but also legitimated the locals, including commoners, passing judgment on officials
—a kind of popular participation in politics.* The central question of this article is
whether people less literate than the highly educated gentry authors could have seen
those two political messages in the steles.

It is notoriously difficult, if not impossible, to know what the “common reader”
thought. This article will describe a digital humanities tool that may take us one
small step closer to understanding what that “common reader” could understand
from elite texts. In addition to praising the sponsors of the project and those honored
by it, essays engraved as steles used a style designed to demonstrate to other gentrymen
the erudition and compositional skill of the writer. They display an elegant structure or
bristle with allusions and esoteric words. The Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve strips
the essays of vocabulary that a partially literate reader would not have understood,
allowing the historian to think about what messages would come across.

I will first briefly introduce late imperial primer literacy and the primers themselves,
scholarly views of the relation of literacy to elite dominance, and the facts about Ming
premortem shrines and steles. I will then explain how the Late Imperial Primer Literacy
Sieve works, inviting use by other scholars.” Next comes an analysis of three premortem
texts using the Sieve, followed by consideration of weaknesses and complications in
using the Sieve for this kind of work. I conclude that the complications are not fatal.
The tool can be useful, and the message I was testing for could indeed have reached
the partially literate Ming reader.

*Wang Xiaotang, story-teller, “Wu Song Fights the Tiger,” in The Columbia Anthology of Chinese Folk
and Popular Literature, edited by Victor H. Mair and Mark Bender (New York: Columbia University Press,
2011), 459-60.

*Wang, “Wu Song Fights the Tiger,” 459-60.

*Sarah Schneewind, Shrines to Living Men in the Ming Political Cosmos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Asia Center, 2018).

*One example occurs in Christopher M. B. Nugent, “Sources of Difficulty: Reading and Understanding
Du Fu,” in Reading Du Fu, edited by Tian Xiaofei (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, forthcoming),
111-28.
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Primer Literacy in Late Imperial China

In Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) times only a tiny percentage of the pop-
ulation was fully classically literate, able to read and write elegant classical-Chinese
prose and poetry full of complex illusions and antiquated vocabulary. Yet as Craig
Clunas has documented in loving detail, “Ming streets were noisy with text,”—text
permanent and fleeting, giving a voice to authorities and to rebels, to seekers and to
sellers.® The civil service examinations’ openness, in theory, to men of almost any fam-
ily background, and the vibrant commercial economy, led many Ming families to pur-
sue elementary education. A reader might know only enough characters to keep
accounts, show a travel permit, or pick up a basket of food in prison; perhaps he
could enjoy and learn from the vernacular fiction, almanacs, instruction manuals, ency-
clopedias, joke books, and simplified versions of Zhu Xi’s Family Rituals that were pub-
lished in such abundance; perhaps he could struggle through more difficult literary
texts.” Since the Ming state routinely communicated with the population through
printed sources, as in the story of Wu Song and the tiger, the public must have included
a number of people who could read aloud the important points to neighbors; Clunas
comments that one extant printed decree from 1422 was designed to be “easily readable
by a crowd at a distance.”®

Scholars have reached no firm conclusions on the number of literate Ming people,
partly because one cannot draw a clear line between the literate and the illiterate. The
path to education was roughly the same for all, only some abandoned it earlier, with
a primer or two under their belts, while others continued on to learn the Four Books,
Five Classics, and histories required for the civil service examinations. Wilt Idema dis-
tinguishes the “highly literate” few who actually read widely, from the “fully literate”
who read only to study the examination curriculum, and from the “moderately literate,”
who could more or less understand a simple book; he estimates that together these read-
ers made up 10 percent of the male population.” Yuming He, writing of the numerous
ways the Ming public interacted with books, prefers “a looser and broader notion of con-
versancy with the printed page that encompasses both high-level scholarly mastery of
ancient and modern texts and various sorts of ‘knowing what to do with books’ that
might or might not include full reading mastery.”'® Benjamin Elman has offered the
concept of “primer literacy.” The term makes sense because most scholars agree that
five texts predominated in Ming and Qing primary education: The Hundred Surnames
(Bai jia xing FZXUk), The Trimetrical Classic (San zi jing —F#), The Thousand
Character Essay (Qian zi wen T3X), The Classic of Filial Piety (Xiao jing Z£#K),
and Zhu Xi’s Elementary Learning (Xiao xue /)N8%).'!

®Craig Clunas, Empire of Great Brightness: Visual and Material Cultures of Ming China, 1368-1644
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007), 89.

"Clunas, Empire of Great Brightness, 84-92; Patricia Ebrey, “The Liturgies for Sacrifices to Ancestors in
Successive Versions of the Family Rituals,” in Ritual and Scripture in Chinese Popular Religion, edited by
David Johnson (Oakland: Chinese Popular Religion Project, 1995), 129-30.

¥Craig Clunas, “Regulation of Consumption and the Institution of Correct Morality by the Ming State,”
in Norms and the State in China, edited by Chun-chieh Huang and Erik Ziircher (Leiden: Brill, 1993),
39-49, at 48.

Wilt Idema, Chinese Vernacular Fiction: The Formative Period (Leiden: Brill, 1974), xlviii-liii.

%Yuming He, Home and the World: Editing the “Glorious Ming” in Woodblock-Printed Books of the
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013), 7.

""Benjamin A. Elman, A Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2000), 374-77. Angela Leung discusses the common use of the first three,


https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2019.43
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 174.65.113.105, on 20 Apr 2020 at 23:13:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2019.43

88 Sarah Schneewind

The Trimetrical Character Classic, Thousand Character Essay, and Hundred
Surnames form a group, sometimes referred to as Three-Hundred-Thousand. Used by
“almost all families and local schools,” in Elman’s words, together they taught 1,496
characters.'” Either writing or aural/oral memorization may have come first, given
the rhymed structure."” The Hundred Surnames lists about 500 single- and double-
syllable Chinese surnames, arranged in verses of four lines of four characters each,
rhyming abcb. The Thousand Character Essay introduces the cosmos, the basics of his-
tory, and Confucian morality. No character repeats in its four-character lines, an effect
achieved by stripping to naught the already barebones grammar of classical Chinese; the
four-line stanzas usually rhyme abcb.

The Trimetrical Classic (or Three-Character Classic) consists of lines of three char-
acters each, in stanzas usually of four lines. It opens with the fundamental Confucian
credo that “People at their start/have natures originally good./ By nature they are
close;/they diverge through habits.”'* After a lecture on the importance of learning,
the text covers basic moral and practical knowledge, matching the “three bonds” of
moral obligation (righteousness between ruler and minister, closeness between parent
and child, husband and wife getting along) with the Three Luminaries of Sun,
Moon, and Stars, for instance; and the Five Elements with Five Virtues. It lists grains,
animals, objects, and important books and thinkers. It runs through all of history
dynasty by dynasty, introduces exemplars who studied hard (including two girls, to
shame boys into better habits), and then concludes with exhortations to study.

The Classic of Filial Piety and Elementary Learning are more sophisticated texts that
nevertheless were sometimes used as primers, as Ming and Qing objections to that prac-
tice demonstrate.'” Ming educators also used other texts for elementary education, but
these were the common ones (see Figure 1).

Literacy, Domination, and Liberation

Globally, literacy has been promoted and theorized as a means of both domination and
liberation.'® With the exception of The Hundred Surnames, the five primers may fairly
be called Confucian ideological works. Whether the new reader continued onto the civil
service examination track, or into vernacular literature read for pleasure and

debates over the other two, and some of the other books used as primers; see Angela Ki Che Leung,
“Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” in
Education and Society in Late Imperial China, 1600-1900, edited by Benjamin A. Elman and Alexander
Woodside (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 381-416, at 393-96.

Elman, Cultural History of Civil Examinations, 372; Endymion Wilkinson, Chinese History: A New
Manual (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2012), 295.

Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region,” 393-94; Li Yu, “Character Recognition:
A New Method of Learning to Read in Late Imperial China,” Late Imperial China 33.2 (2012), 1-39.

A nineteenth-century translation into English along with the complete text can be found at ctext.org/
three-character-classic.

“Limin Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child: Children and Their Primers in Late Imperial China (Hong Kong:
The Chinese University Press, 2005), 38; Theresa M. Kelleher, “Back to Basics: Chu Hsi’s Elementary
Learning (Hsiao-hstieh),” in Neo-Confucian Education: The Formative Stage, edited by Wm. Theodore
de Bary and John W. Chaffee (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 219-51, at 232; Sarah
Schneewind, Community Schools and the State in Ming China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2006), 97-98.

'“David Lurie, Realms of Literacy: Early Japan and the History of Writing (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Asia Center, 2011), 35-38.
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Figure 1 An encyclopedia section that might have been used to teach basic literacy shows a mother leading a new
pupil to bow to the teacher. 1612 Wanbao quanshu.

professional texts read for knowledge, the primers and their teachers, often government
students, would have reinforced Confucian ideals common in oral tales, pictures, family
practice, and so on.

Some scholars have concluded that learning to read in Ming and Qing times basi-
cally legitimated elite dominance, shaping non-elite consciousness to accept state and
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ruling-class Confucian values of hierarchy and obedience.'” Limin Bai’s main explicit
argument fully agrees with Benjamin Elman and David Johnson that late-imperial edu-
cation for both gentry children and farm or urban commoner children was part and
parcel of the domination of the ruling class, legitimated by classical education.
Johnson argues that the examinations and the “official culture” they promulgated
among the ambitious so effectively shaped “popular consciousness” as to make ordinary
people “become willing participants in their own subjection.”*® Not mere word-books
or stories of exemplars for children, the primers of late imperial times were
Neo-Confucian ideological texts; and they were aimed not merely at elite children,
but perhaps even more at the potentially dangerous children of farmers, who were
unlikely to be civilized at home."” In this view, elementary education was intended
to, and did, strengthen ruling-class domination.

Certainly, the primers taught Confucian ethics along with basic elements of knowl-
edge about the world. But there are objections to the view that education merely rein-
forced domination. First, as J.P. Park points out following Roger Chartier’s observation
that publishers had to strategize about sales, the existence of a wide variety of books
suggests that no one segment of Ming society wholly dominated publishing decisions.
It is hard to see how books of the kind Park discusses—like one that promised that
“when readers open this book, the sentiments of people, the principles of nature, cities
and wilderness, victory or defeat, poverty or prosperity, the capital city or the rural inn
are completely available at a glance”—could be sending a simple, top-down message
that led to meek accession in elite domination, even to those who spent their days read-
ing while working a treadmill. Park cites Bourdieu to note that “although the reading
public may accept generally the leadership of the dominant group, arguably this is
because they have reasons of their own for doing so, not because they are ideologically
subordinate or indoctrinated.”*

Second, even if all texts promoted Confucian values, those values included far more
than mindless obedience. They included responsibilities of the senior party in each rela-
tion and remonstrance by the junior party if the senior party was wrong. Confucianism
also stressed the primacy of popular lives and livelihoods amongst the ruler’s and gen-
tleman’s concerns, and put representations of the commoners front and center in rep-
resentations of the polity.”' Within the Mandate of Heaven ideology, the dynasty’s
legitimacy hinged on its assuring the people’s security, along with carrying out rituals
to keep the cosmos humming along and heeding the words of the wise—who would
advise the ruler not only on his personal uprightness but also on how to govern. The
responsibility of the government for the people, and the people’s talking back when
superiors were wrong, were also Confucian values in Ming times.

Finally, a real or fabricated popular voice could be heard alongside imperial and elite
voices in Ming texts. As many scholars have pointed out, some Ming literati valorized
an alternate, popular, voice as expressed in folksongs and imitated in elite-authored

""Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child, 167-68.

"¥David Johnson, Popular Culture in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1987), cited in Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child, xiv; Elman, Cultural History of Civil Examinations, 240.

9Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child, chapter 7.

2%7.P. Park, Art by the Book: Painting Manuals and the Leisure Life in Late Ming China (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2012), 9-11, 111-16.

*'Mostly recently Martin Powers, China and England: The Preindustrial Struggle for Justice in Word and
Image (New York: Routledge, 2019).
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vernacular literature.”> The popular voice could be adopted to express and focus on elite
men’s own sense of responsibility for, or self-representation as responsible for, the pop-
ular livelihood.”> Cynthia Brokaw writes that even though primers taught ruling-class
values, other kinds of books, like short stories, songbooks, plays, and manuals for telling
fortunes, “satirized the existing power structure and celebrated heroes and heroines who
regularly violated orthodox norms” even as they simultaneously lent support to
“orthodox morality.”**

The question of whether primer literacy in Ming times meant only more effective
elite domination or some degree of subaltern liberation or empowerment, therefore,
is still open.

Premortem Shrines and Steles

One particular type of text that might teach more than subservience was the focus of my
interest when my team developed the Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve. Shrines to
living men could flatter the powerful, but the legal and normative living shrine or pre-
mortem shrine of Ming times honored a departing county or prefectural official and
was sponsored by local residents, especially commoners (those without rank or gentry
status), to express Confucian ideals of gratitude and reciprocity for his good
government.

The paradigm meant that locals, not the emperor or his central bureaucracy, were
deciding which officials deserved gratitude, which did not, and why, and were announc-
ing those decisions in public. The genre of premortem steles licensed local people,
including commoners, within the autocratic, bureaucratic Ming monarchical system,
not only to laud officials for specific local policies, but also to criticize the policies
and behavior of earlier officials who were sometimes also still alive; it provided oppor-
tunities to put quite explicit pressure on current officials in the area and even to support
those who were out of favor with the court and lodge protests against central policies.

Like me, literati at the time may mainly have read steles transcribed into print, and
some steles were awkwardly placed for reading. But others were perfectly legible, and
Ming writers described the purpose of steles as remembrance over generations, beyond
what the “oral steles” of local knowledge could assure: remembrance of the honoree’s
contributions and virtues. If a primer-literate visitor to a living shrine, or someone pass-
ing by such a shrine, tried to read a stele, how much would he have understood?

The Problem of Reception

How can we know how specific texts were read? Scholars studying the vernacular liter-
ature and other texts of the Ming and Qing have no systematic way to ascertain which
texts the primer-literate could read or how well they could understand them. Anne

220ki Yasushi, “Literature of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century World,” in The “Local” and the
“Global” in Early Modern and Modern East Asia, edited by Benjamin A. Elman and Chao-hui Jenny
Liu, translated by Shiro Kuriwaki (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 178-91, at 186-87; Chang Woei Ong, Li
Mengyang, the North-South Divide, and Literati Learning in Ming China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Asia Center, 2016), 264-67.

**Katherine Carlitz, “Shrines, Governing-Class Identity, and the Cult of Widow Fidelity in Mid-Ming
Jiangnan,” Journal of Asian Studies 56.3 (1997), 612-40, at 619-20.

**Cynthia Brokaw, Commerce in Culture: the Sibao Book Trade in the Qing and Republican Periods
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2007), 555.
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McLaren has pointed out that it is quite impossible to know how most readers read
texts. She writes that Japanese scholarship on the major Ming novels has associated
them with specific readerships from an elite and/or wealthy stratum to a middling
group of government students, village schoolteachers, and merchants. But we must pos-
tulate a variety of readerships, not only because the novels appeared in multiple forms
from elaborate to simple, but also because “reading practices”—different (mis)under-
standings of literary conventions—coexisted and changed over time.*

To approach the problem, McLaren offers a very careful analysis of one fictional
character’s account of his reading of a known episode from the Sanguo zhi tradition,
concluding that the fictional reader accepted the guidance of the commentary and prov-
erbs included in the edition he read to reach an interpretation that differs from the stan-
dard literati interpretation of the story. She then presents how publisher Yu Xiangdou
repackaged Sanguo zhi as a manual of military and life strategy. Two clues point to a
less-elite audience: discussion of how poor commoners evade corvée demands by con-
tracting with elite households for protection; and a demonstration of how virtuous elite
men can win people’s hearts.”®

With all her wide and careful reading, even McLaren has not found a way to deter-
mine the audience from the text, or to see how the audience understood the text. Both
are basically impossible tasks. Yet they are so important to history that responsible
speculation is better than nothing at all.

The Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve

We can take one speculative step towards understanding how the primer-literate might
have read complex texts. Together with computer programmer Joshua Day and histo-
rian Jenny Huangfu Day, I created a digital tool called “The Late Imperial Primer
Literacy Sieve.””” The Sieve eliminates from the stele whatever Chinese characters do
not appear in one or more primers. The researcher can then “read” what remains.
The Sieve has three elements:

First, the primers. Built into the Sieve are the basic primers discussed above—the
Trimetrical Classic, Hundred Surnames, Thousand Character Essay, Elementary
Learning, and Classic of Filial Piety—as well as the Great Learning (Dai xue), required
for the examinations, and two Buddhist texts (the Heart Sutra and the Guanyin Sutra)
as a way to address female partial literacy. The researcher selects one or more of the
primers, and can load in others.”® We also added numbers and directions, because
those were probably often taught.”” Again, a researcher can add in specific Chinese
characters, such as place names for a local study. Choosing these primers oversimplifies
the Ming learning landscape, but it was my best guess for a manageable approach.

*Anne E. McLaren, “Ming Audiences and Vernacular Hermeneutics: The Uses of ‘The Romance of the
Three Kingdoms’,” T'oung Pao, Second Series, 81, no. 1/3 (1995), 51-80.

2McLaren, “Ming Audiences and Vernacular Hermeneutics.”

*’The Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve is available for download at ctext.org (The Chinese Text
Project) under “Tools.” The UC San Diego Academic Senate funded development. An updated version
will soon be available at knit.ucsd.edu. Brent Ho and Hilde de Weerdt created the Sieve Online: https:/
dh.chinese-empires.eu/markus/beta/sieveOnline.html.

ZEssentially the tool can run any two texts against one another, as Hilde de Weerdt pointed out in
developing the online version of the Sieve.

29See, for one example, Schneewind, Community Schools and the State, 102.
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The second element in the Sieve is the target texts. These are the texts being stud-
ied: the texts about whose reception the researcher is curious. In my case, these are
premortem essays. The process for loading target texts, if they are not already available
in machine-readable form, is to scan them, convert them with optical character rec-
ognition (OCR) software to be machine-readable, and check the OCR’d version for
accuracy.

The Sieve program runs the chosen primer(s) against the target text, and sifts out of
that text any Chinese characters that do not occur in the selected primer(s). The result,
or output, is the third element: the “depleted text.” Depending on the display mode cho-
sen for the depleted text, characters in the target text that do not appear in the selected
primers may be shown as red in black boxes or as grey and italicized, or they may be
completely invisible.

The Sieve has some statistical functions, and one unexpected general result of these
was that the discovery that the percentage of readable characters based on knowledge of
a particular primer was quite consistent across steles in the genre. Figure 2 presents the
data for fifteen of the seventeen target texts we ran, and Table 1 summarizes the results.
If one had memorized only The Hundred Surnames, one could recognize about one-
fifth of the characters in a premortem stele; if one had memorized The Classic of
Filial Piety, one could recognize about one-third; if The Trimetrical Classic, over one-
third; if The Great Learning with Zhu Xi’s commentary, about half; if The Thousand
Character Essay, just over half; if The Elementary Learning, 80 percent or more.
Moreover, as I will show below, in these cases enough characters are connected that
one could put together meaning, in a sense reading the depleted text. Having memo-
rized only the Heart Sutra, one could recognize only about one-tenth, and the words
are not connected enough to make sense. That might not seem surprising, since the tar-
get texts in this case are very Confucian in their language and outlook. Nevertheless,
with the Guanyin Sutra one could recognize about one-third of the characters, better
than with the Hundred Surnames.

Other kinds of statistical questions could be explored using the Sieve. For instance, a
preliminary look at how primers overlapped shows that a reader who could recognize
characters from one primer was not particularly well able to read others. The highest
percentage of transfer legibility was between the two Buddhist texts: a person who
knew the (long) Guanyin Sutra could read 69 percent of the (short) Heart Sutra. For
the standard primers, transfer legibility ranges from 16 percent to 67 percent.
Someone who had learned the Classic of Filial Piety would recognize only about a
fifth of the Hundred Surnames, and at the other extreme, a Thousand Character
Essay reader would know two-thirds of the characters in the Classic of Filial Piety
(see Table 2). The interpretation of these results and answers to other such questions
await further research.

The statistics are intriguing, but my research question focused on the legibility of
the message of my target texts. Out of the dizzying array of possible combinations of
one or more primers with target texts, I decided to study how one primer interacted
with one stele, by “reading” the depleted text. This creates a fourth element: a trans-
lation into English of an imaginary text created by an imaginary reader. Here, I offer
three examples. In each case I first summarize the full target text and then give or
summarize the depleted text, in three slightly different ways. The readings both dem-
onstrate one way to use the Sieve and suggest an answer to my particular research
question.
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srsxamie 51 89 24 33 13 60 57 40
Fa%smie 38 82 23 29 10 55 51 34

f2%miE 38 82 18 30 10 51 50 35
BERMBELEMIZ 37 86 20 32 10 53 52 34
MAEANNEREME 45 82 20 35 13 57 56 42
mREa®RmLE@®R 42 89 21 34 12 60 53 38
MPESM E@EmE 40 82 21 31 9 58 54 34
R{BFELRBsE 40 85 18 32 9 56 52 35
=R 46 88 22 33 13 62 55 39
BTRALAMREAN 39 83 20 28 10 55 47 33
weEeF@EEmIe 38 85 19 30 9 52 45 32
BATEAEMAR 42 82 20 37 12 56 52 35
samEmeie 39 88 19 34 11 57 54 37
Mm@ 46 86 26 32 13 60 55 41
meTAeR 34 80 22 30 10 50 47 31
EERReELEMRE 41 86 20 33 11 58 54 34
trEmEe 42 84 17 37 14 59 54 35
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Figure 2 Percentage of target text in depleted text varying by primer. The titles of the primers run across the top; the
titles of fifteen target steles run down the left.

Table 1. Rough Legibility Percentage with Knowledge of One Primer

Heart Sutra fiA7 % 58 % £ 0 4% About 10%
Hundred Surnames 5 About 20%
Guanyin Sutra Bt &3 [ 48 About 30%
Classic of Filial Piety Z£4% About 35%
Trimetrical Classic —F#% About 40%
Great Learning with Zhu Xi’s commentary K£% About 50%
Thousand Character Essay 3L About 55%
Elementary Learning /N7 Over 80%

At One-Third Comprehension: Zhu Laiyuan in Jiaxing Prefecture

First, I will present a premortem shrine stele for Magistrate Zhu, at one-third compre-
hension through The Classic of Filial Piety (see Appendix A). The target text is Yao
Hongmo’s stele record for a shrine to an outgoing magistrate of his home county. It
recounts that Zhu Laiyuan 41 had administered “our Xiushui” for six years. He
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Table 2. Percentage of Legibility of One Primer (Vertical Axis) with Knowledge of Another (Horizontal Axis).

If you knew—

You could read this Hundred Classic of Trimetrical Great Thousand

percentage of] Surnames Filial Piety Classic Learning  Character Essay

Hundred Surnames 100 16 26 30 39

Classic of Filial Piety 22 100 50 65 67

Trimetrical Classic 25 36 100 58 58

Great Learning 19 31 39 100 54

Thousand Character 19 25 30 42 100
Essay

average 21 27 36 49 55

was loved and respected by the clerks and people of the jurisdiction. When he was pro-
moted to a central post and was about to leave, the elders first blocked the road and held
the shafts of the carriage, begging him, with tears, not to leave—but in vain. (A ubiqg-
uitous trope.) Next, they sent a letter asking that he be promoted in rank and rewarded
with money and kept in place to govern there for the long term; but this request was
also denied. When both of these appeals had failed, the elders made an image of
Zhu and made offerings to it on the west side of the city. The people came in such num-
bers with their hoes and spades to work on the shrine that their feet ground against
one another, so the shrine was soon finished. The shrine being finished, a stele was
only proper.

To go beyond these tropes and shape an elegant essay, Yao focused on Magistrate
Zhu’s native place. Yao writes that he himself has climbed Mount Lu and looked out
over Lujiang; he has seen its broad views and harmonious customs, which naturally pro-
duce the kind of impartiality and benevolence that its native sons exhibit in office. Yao
fills out his essay with two other Lujiang natives, both officials of Han times whose sto-
ries frequently appear in the genre as demonstrations of a deep connection with the
people of a jurisdiction. First there was Wen Weng 3 %j. He governed Sichuan, and
when he died there the clerks and people set up a shrine to him and sacrificed at certain
times of year in perpetuity. Second, Yao writes about Zhu Yi & {2, who had served as
bailiff of a district called Tongxiang when he was young and asked his sons to bury him
there. They did, and the offerings continued: until today, Yao writes.*’

Now, what would a reader who had learned only the Classic of Filial Piety under-
stand from the essay? In the translation/reading below, words that I think the reader
could reasonably interpolate are in italics. Where a group of characters could make
sense together, even if it did not work out grammatically, I put those in brackets sum-
marizing the idea. Illegible characters that the reader could interpret as a gap in an oth-
erwise meaningful sentence are marked as ... . I also assumed that the reader would
know from the location that the stele was about the shrine. The imagined reading
goes something like this:

*Yao Hongmo k34 (c. 1584) “Zhu yihou [Laiyuan] shengci beiji” 2 B 7 [#6i&] A FITEAT (Stele
Record for Magistrate Zhu [Laiyuan’s] Living Shrine), in 1596 Zhejiang Xiushui xianzhi 75/KE&&
9/16-17.
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Milord has commanded our Xiushui for 6 years. When he came did not have?
know that by which. The commoners loved and respected him. In time, Milord
because his governing behavior was lofty, was made ... thought of him like a father
and accompanied him along the road, tears falling. Milord. [Locals tried twice to
retain him, but it was not permitted.] [Commoners cooperated to serve him
and finished a shrine to the west of the city.] [Observing and teaching using
texts to transform oneself to be fair.] To have virtuous yielding is the air of a gen-
tleman thereby already. And he changes their customs in order to make the place
better; thus his loving kindness is the Heavenly nature. Observing Milord his ... as
if he had something to hide in and retreat into. His behavior to others was sensi-
tive, as if his own name were at stake. He is able to get from the small to the large.
Therefore he carries it out and has fame. He does not respond to those who require
him with their reasons. He has reasons of his own that are weighty, as each does.

There was one person who wrangled and would not submit to Milord. He
responded to him saying: “Your reasons, what kind of reasons are they? I know
the neighbors, which family among one hundred you are hiding something; do
what you ought!” The person feared and submitted. The commoners greatly
feared? admired? wondered?, not knowing by what means he knew. His divine
discernment was like this! His governance treated commoners like children. At
completion, it was a peaceful time.

As for his prohibitions: one day the commoners and people together told him
about the criminal great clans, how they ... He led and sent down orders to make
the big families not dare to do their things in order to do wrong. He sternly pro-
hibited so they could not do it. And Milord used harmony to make the name and
the nature. Although they ought to help the poor they had not yet done so. He dis-
graced the rich ones according to the time and the poor ones together made
requirements. Those who did not yet do what he required were made to ... their
feelings. Some are permissible, some were impermissible. Levelled them. Himself
saying: “That by which the commoners survive is land. How can I use three feet
of their property?”

After he had been Magistrate for 6 years, the people were all transformed by
him. In the night there were no robbers or other scary things. Above, his governing
behavior was number one in the whole empire. The Son of Heaven took Milord as
the ultimate leader and made him serve in some other post. That the gentry and
people thereupon made a shrine to make offerings to him was because they missed
him.

This text about his governing the commoners set up at the shrine hall, at times
making sacrifices and offerings and “North Sea” at the last said to his sons “You
must ... Later generations’ sons will not be as good as the commoners.” His sons
accorded with his words. The commoners made a shrine. The shrine offerings
until now are not stopped.

The saying says, “If you do not know the official look at his commoners.” Is this
not about Milord? Thus, three people all from antiquity were leaders like this, no?
But if we look at the generation’s people, the gentry are not their equal? Inferior?
Those not in office one and all have this culture therein, and thus those who use
their endowment to be like Milord’s cultivated behavior ... Such are gentlemen.
They will have glory in the world. Now, Milord’s surname was ..., he came
from ... as a native, Wanli year metropolitan degree-holder.
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In this imagined and necessarily tentative reading, the imaginary primer-literate
reader misses the whole focus of the essay on the place, Lujiang. The stories of Wen
Weng and Zhu Yi, woven into Yao’s essay in two separate places, also more or less dis-
solve. When the reader came to the end, and saw “Milord” followed by a character, he
might go back and pick out that character as referring to Milord in other appearances,
but it still would not be clear that the essay discussed three different men, since two
share a surname. The stele would seem to be almost all about one person: the one
whose image the reader could walk into the shrine and see.

What does the reader understand, overall? The emphasis is clearly on the unmedi-
ated relationship between the official and commoners. The commoners’ opinion of him,
or more precisely their emotions about him, come even before the objective fact of his
excellent governing. This is accurate to what Yao wrote, but the clerks, mentioned in the
original because Yao is drawing on the Han History where this word for lower officials
is normal in the context of sponsoring living shrines, drop out entirely. The elders—
wealthy or literate or well-connected or respected commoners—also vanish. They
turn into a reference to the very common “parental metaphor” used to refer to resident
administrators (magistrates and prefects) as the father and mother of the people. Even
the magistrate’s recognition by the emperor comes in second to his recognition by local
commoners themselves, and mainly has the effect of removing him from them against
their will. When the petitions to retain the magistrate have been rejected, in the depleted
version, the commoners are the only actors initially mentioned in the building of the
shrine. They are working together, with no apparent direction from anyone else,
although later the gentry do appear as shrine-builders.

In the depleted version, Milord exhibits loving kindness and exercises his own judg-
ment. One obstreperous character was finally cowed by the magistrate’s amazing under-
standing of circumstances, beyond what ordinary people know—and it was the
commoners who bore witness to this. Part of his treating the commoners as his children
involved effectively prohibiting gentry abuses. The wealthy appear to be taken to task,
told that they ought to be helping others. Harmony appears as a result of this focus on
charity, even levelling. The general message, therefore, is that the magistrate was good,
largely because he was good to commoners, and had superhuman perspicacity.
Commoners appreciated him, they expressed their views, and they set up a shrine to
him on their own initiative.

This reading is particularly interesting in light of Ho Shu-yi’s recent argument that
shrines to the living in this prefecture in particular (Jiaxing, Zhejiang) served primarily
gentry purposes.”’ The take-home message of this stele, therefore, went directly against
the reality of gentry domination in this wealthy prefecture. Messages of empowerment
should be noted, responding to the historiographical debate noted above, even if con-
ditions of domination were such that they could not take practical effect.

At Forty Percent Comprehension: Zeng Xian in Liaodong

As well as resident administrators, living shrines commemorated scary generals at the
beginning and end of the dynasty, those who fought pirates in the Jiajing period, palace

*'Ho Shu-yi fil# &, “Wan Ming de difangguan shengci yi difang shehui—yi Jiaxingfu wei 1i” B B [ 11
77 B R AR B R 7 4t — DA BURF 25451 (The living shrines for departed officials and the local society of
Jiaxing Prefecture in the late Ming Dynasty), Academia Sinica Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo
jikan 66.4 (2016), pp. 811-54.
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eunuchs, and other high officials. In 1535, Zeng Xian & # (1499-1548, js. 1529), who
had been Regional Inspector of Liaodong for about fifteen months, learned that soldiers
in Liaoyang had mutinied against the governor of Liaodong, who was making their lives
a misery and also harming ordinary civilians. James Geiss comments that the court sim-
ply could not get any good information as the situation developed.”> Some officials
favored dealing harshly with the soldiers, but Zeng tried to limit punishment to a
few and to spare the civilians who had been caught up in the violence. He wrote emo-
tional appeals to the Jiajing emperor, who himself felt torn about the best way to handle
the affair.

Zeng Xian won the emperor over to his approach and Jiajing praised and promoted
him. Three living shrines were set up to him in Liaodong (in Liaoyang, Ningyuan, and
Qiantun), and several steles commemorated them. The emperor figures more promi-
nently in these steles than in most, because of the situation. The three separate
“Praising Loyalty Shrines” %14 got their name from the phrase “The emperor
praised his loyalty,” which occurs in one of the steles (by Ye Yingcong); and as that
name suggests, the emperor’s positive response to Zeng’s approach was absolutely crit-
ical to his success, in a way that was not ordinarily true for magistrates and prefects.

One of the steles was by Lu Qiong. He was living back home elsewhere, in Fuliang,
but he was known in the Liaodong area because he had been exiled there for a decade
just before this, having opposed Jiajing in the Great Ritual controversy.>> So the teach-
ers, students, and elders who set up the shrine asked him for an essay. Lu’s essay,
“Record of the premortem shrine to Mr. Zeng,” is elegantly constructed. (For the full
and depleted texts, see ctext.org/static/contrib/literacy/sieve.html.) In outline, it looks

like this:

I. Introduction: three hard things in the Way of the gentleman, with short quo-
tations from Shu jing (The Book of Documents).

II. Mutiny and pacification by Zeng, including memorials. — #1 “rectify the will”
III. Pre-pacification court debate, and Zeng’s victory — #2 “establish a strategy”
IV. Pre-mutiny bitter lives of soldiers and civilians, Zeng’s rescue — #3 “extend

benevolence to all.”
IV. Teachers, students, and elders built shrine; justification of living shrines.

V. Comparison with two Song-era premortem enshrinees
VI. Names, native place of Zeng.

Lu’s theme is: “The way of the gentleman is three-fold: rectifying the will, stabilizing
a strategic plan, extending benevolence to the masses.” In Section I, he elaborates on
each of these three with short quotations from The Book of Documents, quotations
that constitute complex comments on the negotiations between the court and Zeng
over how to handle the incident. In each case, also, Lu first says that the action of
the way of the gentleman (rectifying the will, making a stable strategic plan, extending
benevolence to the masses) is difficult indeed; then he goes on to say how much more
difficult it is under such-and such circumstances, which Zeng faced. To achieve even

*James Geiss, “Peking Under the Ming (1368-1644)” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1979),
128.

1732 Jiangxi tongzhi Y174 E, in Siku Quanshu Wenyuange Digital Edition (Hong Kong: Dizhi
wenhua chuban youxian gongsi), 90/16.
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one of these establishes a man’s reputation, Lu argues, but Zeng has done all of them
together, and that is why the Liaodong people offer him premortem worship.**

Section II narrates how Zeng settled the mutiny, repeatedly memorializing for
lenience for most of the soldiers and for the civilians who had gotten caught up in
the violence. The narrative evinces Lu’s first theme by illustrating how Zeng “rectified
the will”—But not his own will, which is how we would typically understand this phrase
—but the will of the mutineers, and of the court and the emperor, by talking convinc-
ingly to both sides. Lu concludes the narrative: “Was this not loyally rectifying the will?”
Section III narrates the earlier court discussion and illustrates the saying in the
Documents that if you allow yourself to be frightened by the cowardly counsels of
other courtiers, bending your body, you will pervert your mind. Lu represents unnamed
courtiers who deployed bad historical analogies, afraid to take any action lest the situa-
tion only worsen. It was Zeng who figured out what to do, and he did it: he talked
directly to the rank and file and rounded up the ringleaders. Difficulty number 2:
was this not having the knowledge to establish strategy?

Section IV moves back another step chronologically. Lu lays out the misery of lives
under cruel commanders and cruel officials of the troops and civilians of Liaodong,
which had caused the mutiny in the first place. Zeng, he says, dealt with the whole sit-
uation, so that:

Today, when they plough and thus can eat, they call it Milord’s feeding. When they
weave and thus are clothed, they call it Milord’s clothing. Fathers point to their
sons, grandfathers point to their grandsons, and say: Milord gave them life. Is
this not benevolence that reaches to everyone?

QED. Zeng did all three difficult things. 1. He swayed the emperor’s will to his policy of
lenience, and the mutineers’” will to obedience; 2. He out-argued and out-planned the
cowardly, yammering, body-bending and mind-twisting courtiers to cheaply calm the
strategic border area; and 3. He won over the locals, as the shrines attest.

Section V of Lu’s stele essay describes how the teachers, students, and elders together
requested permission from two named local commandants, gathered wood and cut
stone, set up a shrine to the left of the school building, drew His Honor Zeng’s
image, and requested a text from Lu. Then Lu then poses a rhetorical objection to
the institution and answers it.

Some may ask: Are living shrines ancient? I reply: they are ancient; they accord
with ritual propriety; they are righteous.

Explaining how Zeng took responsibility for the people’s good and bad fortunes upon
himself, forcefully and efficaciously requesting lenience from the emperor, Lu
continues:

The commoners, having received his grace, not only wish to look upon his face
each morning and evening, but also wish to make their sons or grandsons know

**Lu Qiong JE ¥4, “Shitang Zeng [Xian] shengci ji” 47 3 8 [#£] AZE47RC (Record of the Living Shrine
to Mr. Zeng [Xian] aka Shitang) (c. 1535-36), in Ah Gui BT, Qinding Shengjing tongzhi $X 52 i (il &
(Gazetteer of Liaoning Province) (c. 1748-89, electronic Siku quanshu edition) 113/17f. See https://ctext.
org/static/contrib/literacy/sieve.html.
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all about it. Originating in ritual propriety and arising from righteousness—this is
the Way of antiquity.

Even if living shrines were unknown in ancient times, they are ritually correct because
they arise from right emotion, as described in the Record of Rites. This is a common
argument in the Ming premortem genre.35

Section VI offers further proof, not only that premortem shrines are a well-
established kind of institution, but also that Zeng deserves one. In keeping with his
“X alone is hard, but Zeng did X doubled-in-spades and backwards-in-heels” tone,
Lu argues that Zeng’s achievements certainly match or surpass those of two named
Song-era officials whose originally premortem shrines still exist. One had controlled
bandits so that the Sichuan people drew images of him; but settling a mere incursion
of outside bandits is nothing compared with the complexities of a mutiny. Lu ends
(Section VII) with Zeng’s names and native place.

I will give just one example of how Lu is complexly manipulating the Documents.
Lu’s passage (Section IV) on the third difficult thing in the way of the gentleman
(extending benevolence) refers to “Pan Geng III,” but in effect reverses the meaning
of the passage. Lu writes: “[The Documents] also says: ‘Reverently display your virtue
in behalf of the people. Forever maintain this one purpose in your hearts.”” In the orig-
inal passage in The Book of Documents, Zhou dynasty ancestor Pan Geng is exhorting
his subordinates to reverently plan for the people’s settlement and livelihood instead of
enriching themselves. They should do this because they are the ruler’s delegates, he has
chosen them, and it should be their reverence for him that leads them to succor the
people. The semi-autonomous relation of resident administrators to local subjects—
what I call the Minor Mandate**—does not appear in the original passage.

Lu, by contrast, comments: “People-cherishing is difficult. But how much more dif-
ficult to earn their long-term yearning! It takes true benevolence to reach the masses!”
(RIEEE e M AT 4EZ LS H Ho). The original passage suggests that it is
difficult for the ruler to convince officials to unselfishly care for the people. Lu, by con-
trast, uses the language of the repertoire of honors, using the trope of the eternal long-
ing that leads to the people’s keeping the memory of the magistrate in their bosom, not
vice versa. Lu makes “people-cherishing” mean officials being cherished by the people,
not the official keeping them in his bosom. Zhong (everyone, the masses) is an espe-
cially apt term here, since it originally meant troops, and Zeng was dealing with a
mutiny. Lu’s comment on this passage thus puts the focus firmly on Zeng’s relation
to the Liaodong garrison folk he protected, and whose yearning for him is demonstrated
precisely by the premortem shrine being commemorated. The ruler is out of the picture;
Zeng is not a mere delegate. This kind of subtle use or abuse of the classic would be
evident, and perhaps arresting, to a classically literate reader, but not necessarily to a
primer-literate one, as we will see.

When this complicated essay is sifted using the Trimetrical Classic as the primer, 38
percent of the characters are legible, or just over one-third (See Figure 3).

What remains of Lu’s introduction (Section I) in this depleted text reads something
like this (again, words I think the reader could easily guess at are in italics, as is the title
Shu):

35Schneewind, Shrines to Living Men, chapter 1.
*$Schneewind, Shrines to Living Men, chapter 9.
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Figure 3 Lu Qiong, Section I of “Zeng gong shengci ji” depleted to include only characters found in the Trimetrical
Classic. The sifted-out characters appear in red, in black blocks. The primer-literate reader who knew only the Sanzi
jing would be able to recognize only the black characters on the white background.

The way of the Gentleman has three correct things.

(1) Documents says: the great test of the Gentleman is that he cannot tolerate?
create? disorder but must show his loyalty with correctness.

(2) It also says: One’s body, one’s heart-mind: are they distant from or united with
the people in knowledge?

(3) It also says: The people are virtuous. Unite your heart-mind with the people and
will they not long miss you? Benevolence takes reaching everyone.””

These three all have one thing in common: Do they not all take building a repu-
tation on uniting with them (meaning everyone)?
This is why the people of Liao live-enshrine Milord Zeng.

Compared with elaborate comments on the relation of ruler to courtiers, the depleted ver-
sion focuses much more clearly on the people. Loyalty and correctness do appear. But
more salient are uniting with the people, the people’s missing you, and the virtue of the
people; and the thing that ties all three together is not the difficulty facing the would-be
gentleman as he tries to achieve even one, but the idea that all three gentlemanly things
boil down to uniting with the people. Zeng has done that; that earned him a shrine.

In the depleted text, sections II, III, and IV, which narrate the events moving back-
wards in time, become hard to make sense of. The depleted text falls into two halves.
The first half gives the impression that officials were being moved around in office in
some unclear way; that poor people were making disorder and could not be controlled
(readers of the stele for at least a generation after the event would have known that there
had been a mutiny); and that Zeng heard about it and brought it to the court’s atten-
tion. The emperor says very little in the original text. In the depleted text, he rants at

¥“Everyone” could be filled in because of the people mentioned before, and because that benevolence

should spread to the whole world is a common idea.
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Figure 4 Lu Qiong, End of Section IV through Section VII of “Zeng gong shengci ji” depleted to include only char-
acters found in the Trimetrical Classic. The sifted-out characters appear in red, in black blocks. The reader who knew
only the Sanzi jing would recognize only the black characters on the white background.

some length about wicked people opposing him, showing no regrets, bragging of their
exploits, ignorantly, fulfilling their desires if only for a day, committing crimes, and
making all kinds of racket. The emperor apparently insists to Zeng, “Making chaos
must stop!” and rants a bit more; he finishes up in self-exculpation: “The disorder is
not of the dynasty’s brewing!” In the second half of sections II, III, and IV in the
depleted text, Zeng seems to respond, “It is wrong,” and talk about the thousand, the
ten thousand people involved, both rebelling and suffering. The reader might guess it
says something of his military movements from east to west without resting at night,
perhaps leaving the bodies of bad guys in the hills. But it is not very clear.

The next part of the depleted text, however, is very clear. Long sentences survive
intact (See Figure 4).

What would a person who had learned only the Three-Character Classic have been
able to read of this section of Lu Qiong’s essay? That Zeng is getting credit for assuring
the people’s livelihood, and that they are talking about it and telling the younger gen-
erations about it. That it is the fathers and grandfathers who declare that Zeng’s benev-
olence reached to all, not the elite stele writer in his own judgment. (Again, the words in
italics are those I think the reader might well guess.)

Today now, those who eat say, “It is Milord’s feeding!” And those who ... say, “It is
Milord’s ...!” Fathers tell their sons. Grandfathers tell their grandsons, saying:
“Milord is a case of benevolence reaching to ..., isn’t he?”
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It is also clear who built the shrine: teachers (local or outside gentrymen) and local stu-
dents (possibly from gentry families), and elders, meaning basically respected or weal-
thy commoners. The group asked permission of a local military official, but they
prepared all the materials themselves.

The teachers, students, and father-elders mutually approached the Commandant ...
and continued by preparing east (huh?) wood and stone and set up at the school’s
west side Milord’s shrine and a text at it (i.e. right here) that said: “Living shrine.”

Then one can read the question raised: are living shrines ancient? What makes them
proper? The end of the stele might read roughly like this, if one knew only the charac-
ters of the Trimetrical Classic:

Are they ancient? They are ancient, they are ritually proper, they are righteous.
Milord without hesitating? feared the people would not live. He used his own
body’s strength at the court and the people received Milord’s grace and did not
forget, but desired to see Milord’s face and desire their sons, yea their grandsons
all to know why. Ritual arises from righteousness: this is the ancient Way in old
writings. Milord’s moist fertility reaches the whole world. Human life is in the
sages’ writings. In one place the people of Sichuan. In benefitting Liao’s ... it
started in ... When completed it was not permitted, but the writings themselves
speak of freedom. Milord’s great trial’® and Milord’s talent daily we remember.
To know but not to do—that was not Milord, was it? Milord was from
Yangzhou and the people’s stone records his name.”

We receive the distinct impression that the ancient way, as recorded in the old books,
includes subjects deciding which officials are good and commemorating them on their
own say-so. These are the sentences least injured by depletion; these are the ideas that
stand out most distinctly. Whether or not the real sponsors of the shrine were common-
ers, the depleted stele text suggests that they ought to be the ones passing judgment in
this very public and permanent way: setting up a shrine and a stone inscription explain-
ing what the shrine rewarded.

At One-Fifth Comprehension: A Refuse-Gold Pavilion in Fujian

As a final example, I will present a stele for a related kind of institution, called a
Refuse-Gold Pavilion. These were built to commemorate the departure of an official
who was so upright that he would not accept a parting gift of money. This particular
stele is from Fujian. It was written by Fu Zhen in 1540, but it commemorates a pavilion
that had been built about 60 years earlier, in about 1478, to honor departing Magistrate
Zhang Yi 7k for refusing to accept the money offered him by grateful commoners as
he travelled out of the county. (For the full and depleted text see Appendix B.) The
pavilion, built by a group led by Elder Su Cunming, originally had only a very simple
stele reading “Mr. Zhang loved the people [like a] parent,” (3R A& KA EE). In 1540,
Censor Wang from Zhang’s native place came through, saw the pavilion and stele,

*%Guessing that the reader might think back to the first line about the great test.
*%“Stone” is part of Zeng’s alternative name (hao), but the reader would not know that.
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and correctly identified the recipient, having coincidentally heard about him from a
third fellow townsman, Qin Fengwen.*’

Knowing the Hundred Surnames would give a reader only 22 percent of the characters
in this text. Such a reader would miss about fifteen elements of the stele. He would miss

. Why this location
. Name and native place of Zhang
. Date he arrived
. His announcing his style of governance publicly
. A sentence reading “His public-spiritedness was such that he could judge
clearly; his incorruptibility was such that the people were not troubled: these
are enough to know about his governing.”
6. The account of his promotion (people here might well have understood ##
correctly as referring to nearby Funing or Fuzhou)
7. The description of his send-off
8. The description of the earlier inscription that read only “Mr. Zhang Loved the
People Like a Parent”
9. Who set up the earlier stone inscription
10. How it lacked detail and got lost among other steles
11. How through various gentry-official connections it was recovered and is now
being expanded upon, in part through asking locals about Zhang
12. A reference to an episode in the official Han History in which a thank you gift is
offered without being morally suspect
13. A long criticism of corrupt officials today, who demand such gifts and whom
the people fear and hate
14. The role of the emperor in selecting magistrates, punishing the corrupt ones,
and displaying the good ones
15. The end of Mr. Zhang’s career

U W N

Missing all that, what would the reader who recognized only characters in the Hundred
Surnames understand? I have re-ordered some characters within groups that would be
meaningful together, and I have put in italics words that I think the reader would guess
at and interpolate.

About five li to the east of town on the road together someone accompanied
Magistrate Mr. Zhang and offered him some gold. Magistrate Mr. Zhang refused
the gold. His Honor had completed some years here and had always steeped people
in his grace. Above and below were in harmony. He was stern, pure, and able. His
Honor was able to bring forth bright purity. His governance was in charge of
blessing the hundred surnames. So when he departed there were people with
gold following His Honor fo the shady side of the hill. There was Mr. Zhang cher-
ishing father-like. So in Ming times, able Mr. Zhang’s governance is recorded on
stone; we have on stone his methods. No-one has been able to match them for
years as if he were a King in the classics we look back to. Yang. Gold. Time.
Old man Qin Feng said “My worry lies in ...” Mr. Fu has heard the shengyuan

“OFu Zhen 14 #4, “Que jin ting ji” 4145 5T (Record of a Refuse-Gold Pavilion) (1540) in Epigraphical
Materials on the History of Religion in Fujian, vol. 2: The Quanzhou Region, edited by Kenneth Dean and
Zheng Zhenman (Fuzhou: Fujian People’s Press, 2003), 979-80.
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(government students) say that he purely cherished the people like children, as a
bird broods over eggs. I record the outline: the fathers worked together, the seniors
got rich with money, gold, and money. In response the commoners and elders
together teach what they have heard to their sons: the magistrate shepherded
the people, the sprouts in the kingly black hundred fields all hundred have bene-
fitted from his, Mr. Zhang’s, governance. Many times at many places there will
be historians after this recording his deeds for the sons. Liu. Each autumn the
people bless Mr. Zhang [or vice-versa].

The primer-literate reader would see that Zhang had looked after the people like a
father, specifically by enriching them with money, while being incorrupt himself, and
that they felt they should pay him back. That his good actions and methods of govern-
ment are recorded on stone, certainly here but maybe also in other inscriptions, to be
passed down to children and in history. That blessings should be or are called down
upon Zhang every autumn.

A few surnames and one given name are legible, but unnamed commoners appear
several times, as if they were the ones sponsoring the stele. Gentry and dynasty have
dropped out entirely. It is also worth noting that Zhang appears less as a general
moral exemplar than as someone who made people rich, and whom they therefore
reward with long commemoration and gratitude.

Taking these three examples together, primer-literate readers certainly missed many
elements of the elegant essays adorning the premortem steles. But the populist thrust of
the steles comes through very clearly even when details are lost. The depleted steles
argue, less logically and elegantly than the full versions but even more forcefully, that
officials should serve the people, and that the people themselves decide which officials
have done that, rewarding them with enshrinement.

Readings by Colleagues

To check for my own bias, I asked two colleagues to read depleted steles for me, using
versions that did not show the sifted-out characters at all.

Tomoyasu liyama read a version of Yao Hongmou’s “Stele record for Magistrate Zhu
[Laiyuan’s] Living Shrine,” sifted with The Trimetrical Classic. He concluded that he
would have known from the title and terms like “benevolence” and “conscientious gov-
ernance” that Lord Zhu had been a good former administrator, but not precisely why.
liyama’s reading clearly expresses that locals, including elders, wanted to submit a peti-
tion; that they collaborated to complete a shrine (indeed, since the names of the
Han-era men drop out this seems to happen three times), and then wanted an inscrip-
tion for it; and that Zhu’s benevolent and wise governance consisted in “treating people
as his own children.” The Son of Heaven appears, but the emphasis is on the judgement
of elders, literati, and others, as manifested in the shrine.

Charles Sanft read a premortem stele essay by Zhan Ruoshui, sifted with The
Thousand Character Essay.*' The essay compares people’s hatred of bad officials to
their appreciation of those few who (in their judgement) act as “father and mother

*1Zhan Ruoshui #t #77K (1466-1560), “Jixi xianyin Dongzhou Li jun shengci ji” &R MR F M2 2 A4
50 (Record of the Living Shrine to Jixi Magistrate Mr. Li [formerly Magistrate of] Dongzhou). In his
Zhan Ganxuan xiansheng wenji W SR a4 4 (Collected works of Zhan Ruoshui) (1597; reprint
1580) 14/45-46. For discussion see Schneewind, Shrines to Living Men, chapter 4.
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to the people,” and condemns corrupt officialdom generally. Given his practice of lec-
turing to commoners, Zhan may have been writing specifically to reach less-literate
readers.*”> For the gist of his essay comes across in the depleted version, according to
Sanft’s reading. While antique edicts cared for the people like children, contemporary
edicts rob them; and locals happily sang, attributing their clothing to “Mother Li” and
their food to “Father Li.” The local people appear as “children,”—it is true: but children
who righteously judge the officials who rule them, as the shrine itself evinces.

Caveats

Of course, the examples also show that using the Sieve gives only a rough guess at pos-
sible readings. Even more than with the translation of texts that actually exist, the inter-
pretation of these imaginary texts could be debated in many ways.

One problem comes in my assumptions about how readers would deal with the
characters they could see, but did not recognize. Psychologists offer several models
explaining how the partially literate deal with texts, but surely people would not simply
ignore the characters they did not know; rather, they would make guesses. So my imag-
ined readings of depleted texts sometimes form sentences with the characters that
remain, but sometimes make sense of groups of readable words that do not form gram-
matical sentences. This process—readers using the characters they can read to make out
a general idea of what the text said, rather than worrying about creating sentences—is
an observed phenomenon in the case of spoken language, called “good-enough process-
ing.” In Wu Song’s case, good-enough processing worked: he realized out that there was
a tiger on the ridge ahead of him. In other cases, the reader’s “good-enough processing”
might mislead him as to what the full target text actually said.

A committed reader tries hard to read characters from their radicals or phonetics.*’
This is called “bottom-up-ing” the text or “data-driven processing, which would give
the viewer an active role in perception.”** Limin Bai shows that some late imperial
teachers did explain radicals and phonetics to their pupils, equipping them for this
strategy, but I decided that I could not systematically allow for such guesses.

Finally, the primer-literate reader might use what is called “top-down” or
“hypothesis-driven” processing. That means purposely using any knowledge of the
world or about language to work out roughly what the target text says.*> Surely the
primer-literate reader would do some of this “top-down processing,” using knowledge
of language (four-word phrases, for instance) or knowledge of the events recorded.
Ordinary people did know about the state, history, morality, and so on, often from
drama, Huang Xiaorong has argued. For example, one drama lists the Ming provinces,
another lists how many years each Ming emperor reigned, and a third reports that
“Grandpa Yongle moved the capital to Beijing” and relates the functions of the six min-
istries, the Hanlin Academy, and the Embroidered Guard.*® Again, I could not

*’L. Carrington Goodrich and Chaoying Fang, Dictionary of Ming Biography, 1368-1644 (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1976), 38.

“*Fernanda Ferreira, Karl G.D. Bailey, and Vittoria Ferraro, “Good-Enough Representations in Language
Comprehension,” Current Directions in Psychological Science 11.1 (2002), 11-15.

“James J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1966).

“*Richard L. Gregory, The Intelligent Eye (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1970)

**Huang Xiaorong ¥ /N4&, “The system, spread, and self-construction of folk public knowledge in Ming
and Qing dynasties: based on the scripts of drama of the times” #i% Rl A JLAIHEE &R, A EEH
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systematically put such individual knowledge into my analysis. A researcher who
wanted to make a fuller set of guesses at how a particular text was read could not
only sift with different primers but also generate a range of possible readings based
on different assumptions.

A second problem is genre, for Classical Chinese words vary in their meaning.
Would the reader assume that this was a Confucian-type text or a deity-shrine type
text, or be genre-savvy enough to distinguish? Would she or he be thinking in the
local vernacular instead of in Classical Chinese? I have assumed that students would
expect Classical Chinese in an inscription on an impressive stone, and the primers
themselves slant towards Confucianism.

A third problem is that I am envisioning a single reader. Theories differ on the
“interpretive community” and how far its readings are or are not constrained by the
text itself.”” More practically, as the ubiquitous commenting and gossiping crowd in
Ming stories suggests, a group of kibitzers is far more likely than a solitary reader.
Indeed, the most overt political importance of my findings would come from such a
group—not only what they read, but where the discussion went after that. Of course,
their understanding of the text would include what they already knew about their for-
mer and current magistrates and other political matters. Furthermore, once the group
had decided on a reading, it might be hard to shake. The next person in the reading
community might simply be told what the group thought the stele said, and he
might find it hard to shake that off and start from scratch himself.

But as reader-reception theory shows, it is hard to know how any text was really
read. As one scholar put it as far back as 1938, “each encounter between a reader
and the text is a unique event.”*® The Sieve’s very imperfect approach to the important
question of how less-literate late imperial people read is better than nothing.

Conclusion

Considering whether and how literacy learned from the standard late-imperial primers
might challenge, as well as support, scholar-official dominance of political and moral
authority, this article has presented three readings of steles depleted to contain only
the characters in certain primers. It has presented slightly different ways in which
researchers might imagine readers to fill in meaning in the characters they did not
know. I have pointed out some of the limits of this highly imperfect method of ascer-
taining reader reception. Readers can decide for themselves whether, in an area of his-
torical inquiry in which we all want answers, this speculative method is better than
nothing.

Although it has proved to have other uses, the Late Imperial Primer Literacy Sieve
was originally designed by Joshua Day to answer a particular research question for
me. The question was whether a primer-literate reader in Ming times could have
gleaned from premortem shrine steles one idea that many of them embedded. That
idea, as I established in my wider study of living shrines, was that Ming people who
were neither officials nor gentry had a right to a certain kind of political participation,

G — LS I A 244kl (Ming Qing minjian gonggong zhishi tixi, chuanbo fangshi, yu zishen
jiangou—yi Ming Qing quben wei cailiao), Ming Qing shi 2008.1.

“’Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (London: Methuen, 1984), 150-52.

48] ouise M. Rosenblatt, The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), xii, 35-36.
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namely the right to publicly, explicitly, and through a potentially long-lived institution,
pass judgement on the men assigned by the emperor’s bureaucracy to rule them. I con-
clude that, indeed, that message could have come across.

What readers did with the message is another question. But perhaps reading the
message on public steles contributed to the picture Lynn Struve painted thirty years ago:

in the late Ming in virtually every social sector one can find evidence of severe
strain on traditionally accepted relations between superiors and inferiors—for
instance, landlords and tenants, masters and servants, employers and workers, lite-
rati and nonliterati. The first half of the seventeenth century stands out in Chinese
history for the frequency and virulence of such things as: revolts of indentured ser-
vants against household heads, from whom goods, freedom, and self-humiliation
were demanded; rent-withholding against landlords, which was incited by a variety
of unfair practices; strikes by mining, industrial, and transport personnel, stem-
ming from both government mismanagement and regional or periodic economic
disjunctions; counterattacks by religious sects and illegal, underground organiza-
tions against the suppressive authorities; ... army mutinies and mass rural upris-
ings ... and banditry of every kind ... the late Ming is distinctive [among periods
of dynastic decline] for the blatancy and pervasiveness of the spirit of revolt in its
society.*’

If premortem steles’ legitimation of popular participation in politics did reach the
primer-literate reader, then literacy may have empowered commoners.

Appendix A: Full and depleted text for Yao Hongmo 1584 with the Classic of Filial
Piety. The normal and black characters are those that appear in the primer.

SREBAFIMT Bk
FAE R BT REMZEMRUATR AR
BCORCR B ATATTRL AR SRR ORATRL R R
W2 WRZ B TR R i i X
2B BTl T R AT 2 AT i
S Wk IR BRI BB A FTRR S
KBN WE B A RUNCKE ATZRS REBZIR AR E
EEH AN R RGEREHZEE 1B R R R
i BoE N RORCRK CREMP O EEAIE  REMT R =2
BOHCRAC M EEARE DL ROMGR 200 B KK )
Mo HU ATl MR TG R RAstE CEEE R & R
KO T OEEAE k3 Wog e W E 2 R
F2ofE R Fooow ofOR= 2B B FRELLK
0z ERREART  CRTURKER A LRMA L. B
Yo ORI % SR AT ettt T AR
HER B RE A BERMEE KRUR 2R R AEA
HOORE CAMA Bt N LA R mE— R I B
L AT BT OB ORISR ko A%l T
+z

“Lynn Struve, The Southern Ming, 1644-1662 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 13-14.
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Appendix B: Full and depleted text for Fu Zhen 1540 with the Hundred Surnames.
The normal and black characters are those that appear in the primer.
e fHR
(73081 O P REB . T LUGEAT vl O
WORLR R AT R R R AR i ARG ORTRL R BT
R LA i RS R A i Ji 3
2B oA s TR PR AHEEE T2 RED 1]
Hin Dl ARHE S BRMEM OB A A PR
HBN B B A RELLNECRIR T2 A% ANELZ LB A =)
XA AN F 0 REEHEZEE T i R b EEN HoH
i3 (R - NS ST - - N 1 BRI R AR R
FOHCORANH FEREREE U RO Z /*—'5 N A
oMo EUARAE B e g D MR R KR BHEW
FLAR T H AT R H WA B W R
FzoB3 o ECRATE & o= R R SRR B
oz FHBTART  —RTUMRERHE 7% TRER ACZLL Hh
3Cf 0 RAL A SR AL R T Aty A RE T
HER & 0 BE A GEETAMEE CHRUE 2T A T mR=ANERE
[ R S RS- 7/ | LN o [N R N < ml I < § AH SR
Haneee 17168 FERR R R S SIS PRSI N&E T
Tz
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