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The purpose of this reading session aimed to understand Zhu
Xi's 5k & concept of fate as revealed in his writings and daily
practice. Given that there are various passages in Zhu Xi’s
writings concerning fate, it was impossible to discuss them
comprehensively during the course of our reading session.
Even if we were able to analyze thoroughly his statements
about fate, it is still questionable whether his practices
are congruent with his explicit statements. To approach
Zhu'’s view of fate and to keep the discussion manageable,
this reading session focused on two texts related to Zhu'’s
statement on and action towards fate. The first: “A preface
dedicated to Xu Shibiao HE#REIZRF" is written by Zhu
himself for a skillful diviner who was very active among his
contemporary elite circle.! The other, entitled: “A dream
of Dagian K& 2", is an anecdotal account written by Luo

1 Zhu Xi, “Zeng Xu Shibiao xu” Huian xiansheng Zhu Wengong wenji
MBS ERNNNE, juan 75, in Zhuzi quanshu kF4£%E (Shanghai:
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2002), v. 24, p. 3626.
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Dajing BA#E (1196-1242, jinshi # L 1226) concerning
Zhu’s response to the question of dream revelation and fate
raised by one of his disciples, Liao Deming BERR (jinshi
#+ 1169).2

Sketches of these two texts follow. In the first text, “A
preface dedicated to Xu Shibiao”, Zhu begins with a detailed
description of Xu’s mantic ability, including his being con-
versant with the theories of yinyang &Rz and wuxing E1T
(the five phases), his accurate forecast of the persons who
successfully advanced to jinshi degree in the locality and
of the fortunes of several of Zhu's acquaintances. Based
on the foregoing examples, Zhu concluded that it is not
absurd for literati to admire Xu, nor is Xu’'s appreciation by
the literati mere chance. Then, there comes the key point
of this preface, Zhu spells out his view of human fortune in
the words given to Xu on his departure: “Although human
fortunes are immutable, many literati still tried to pursue them
with human intelligence; in contrast, those which should be
done according to the principle were not considered fate nor
necessarily done by the literati. Why was it?” Bearing this
puzzle in mind, in the end, Zhu hoped that Xu would raise
this question with the Confucian-educated elite with whom
Xu had the leisure time to chat. He believed that it would be
helpful [to clarify the question? or to rectify their contradictory
behaviour?]

In the second text, “A dream of Dagian”, Zhu appeared as the
protagonist who modified his ideas about a predetermined,

2 Luo Dajing, “Dagian meng” Helin yulu #8# £ & (Bejing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1997), jiabian B ##, juan 3, p. 56.
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unchangeable fate because of an episode involving his
disciple, Liao Deming. When young, Liao prayed to the god
of Dagian temple (in current Fujian) and was foretold in a
dream that he would become a low-ranking official. After
attaining jinshi status in 1169, he was indeed appointed as a
local official with the title, as the god had predicted. He was
unwilling to assume the post because he was afraid that it
would be the highest of his official appointments and lead to
the abrupt ending of his official career. Unable to make up his
mind, Liao brought his dilemma to Zhu Xi, asking for advice.
His crisis was indeed very difficult to resolve for it took several
days for Zhu to find a suitable answer. Zhu drew a distinction
between the fortune of humankind and that of inanimate
objects, explaining to Liao that the former could change due
to a change in human actions, while the latter was normally
fixed. By highlighting the active role that an individual plays
in the creation of his own fortune, Zhu persuaded Liao to
assume the assigned post, strengthen his moral integrity and
perform good deeds. Then, he concluded, there would be no
need for Liao to agonize over his dream revelation.

There were several reasons for choosing these two
texts as the subject of our discussion. First of all, Zhu’s view
of fate seemed quite different, as manifested in these two
texts. In the first one, he holds fast to the Confucian idea of
fate, arguing that one’s life and fortune are immutable so that
any attempt to alter them is futile. Contrarily, however, his
standpoint changed in the second, as he emphasized that
human fortune could be changed along with the changes
in one’s actions. It is intriguing whether there was indeed
explicit inconsistency between Zhu Xi's words and actions,



Readings in Zhu Xi and his Concept of Fate

how significant this conflict is, and how we should explain it.
Secondly, it is worth noting that these two events occurred
in the same year of 1169. In the first text, Zhu explicitly
wrote the date at the end as the mid summer of the year
of Jichou 23 of the reign Qianda ¥3&3; namely, the year
of 1169. In the second, the dialogue occurred supposedly
also in 1169, when Zhu’s disciple, Liao Deming, obtained
the jinshi degree and was then assigned the aforementioned
official post. Given that they referred to Zhu’s view in the
same year, it is apparent that this inconsistency was not the
result of views held at different stages of his life, if it has to
be considered such. Finally, the nature of these two texts
and the authenticity of their contents also deserve attention
and should be taken into account. Written by Zhu Xi himself
for a diviner with whom Zhu and many contemporary literati
were acquainted, the first text basically conveys first-hand
information. In contrast, recounted by a member of the literati
a few decades later, in anecdotal form, the second text
conveys mainly indirect information.

The question of whether Zhu Xi was self-contradictory
in his view of fate gave rise to a heated discussion during
the reading session. For those who argued against Zhu's
self-contradiction, the reasons lie in the different subjects with
which he was dealing, or the different genres from which the
information originated. Some suggested that Zhu’s changing
standpoints were due to the fact that he was dealing with
different aspects of human fate in these two texts. In the first,

3 Qiandao (1165-1173) is the second reign title of the Southern Song
Emperor Xiaozong #3R (r. 1163-1189).
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what Zhu insisted to be immutable is “fate 3", as he used
the words fu i (endowment) and ming #5. What he meant to
be changeable along with one’s actions in the second text is
“fortune i&”, which was referred to as jixiong huofu & X #8418
(good and bad fortune). Through differentiating between the
immutable “fate” and changeable “fortune” of Zhu’s view,
they believed that there might be no explicit inconsistency
in his attitude towards fate. Others tended to defend Zhu’s
consistency by questioning the authenticity of the content of
the second text. Recounted by Luo Dajing a few decades
later, in anecdotal form, the second text apparently conveys
mere indirect, probably less reliable information than the first.
Therefore, they argued that Zhu'’s inconsistency might be the
result of distorted, unreliable source material, as the second
one manifested.

Still, Zhu’s inconsistency is not entirely baseless. First of
all, according to the extant material, Zhu was not always
consistent in terms of his words and actions. Take his son’s
funeral in 1191 as an example. Because the geomancer
(vinyang jia BERZ2X) instructed him not to excavate until the
following year, he delayed the burial of his son’s coffin, storing
it in a Buddhist monastery.* This action, however, completely
belied Zhu’s previous opposition to delaying burials, retaining
coffins at home, or depositing them at Buddhist institutions.
For a year before when he assumed the post of Zhangzhou
EM (Fujian) prefect, Zhu gave specific instructions on these
ritual rules and laws relating to the mourning for and burial

4  Zhu Xi, “Yu Chen Tongfu BEEREIR” Hui'an xiansheng Zhu Wengong
wenji MBFE o £ RN X EE, xuji #8% |, juan 7, in Zhuzi quanshu R F£ 8,
v. 25, p. 4779-4781.
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of local people. Violators of these funeral procedures, he
claimed, would be subjected to a punishment of a hundred
strokes.® His practices diverged so markedly from his words
that even modern scholars found it difficult to offer a sound
explanation for them.® Moreover, whether there is a clear
distinction between fate and fortune in the Song literati’'s
concept deserves further inquiries. There seemed to have
been nuances between the literati’s view of xing t (nature)
and ming @r; the former was deemed changeable while the
latter was not. Still, it is ambiguous whether the meaning of
this so-called “nature” is equivalent to that of “fortune,” and
whether Zhu Xi himself drew a clear distinction between fate
and fortune or fate and nature.

As to the credibility of the second, anecdotal account, it is
possible that the information it contains is comparatively
less reliable than the first one. However, given that Luo
Dajing, the author of the second text, did not seem to have
composed the text out of prejudice, we should not disregard
it lightly. Being Confucian-educated, Luo Dajing obtained the
jinshi degree in 1226 and later served as a Song local official.
According to Siku tiyao TIERE, he was a supporter of the
learning of the Way, for he often quoted the words of famous
Southern Song Confucians, such as Zhu Xi, Zhang Chih &
(1133-1180), Zhen Dexiu EfEF (1178-1235, jinshi ¥+

5  Zhu Xi, “Quanyu bang BiF#i#E" Hui'an xiansheng Zhu Wengong wenji
MBRE L RN XEE, juan 100, in Zhuzi quanshu %k F£E, v. 25, p. 4620-
4622.

6 Chan Wing-tsit, for example, attributed this instance of grave geo-
mancy to Zhu’s daughter-in-law, stressing that Zhu gave no credence to
it.Zhu Hsi: New Studies (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1989), pp.
119-120.
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1199), and so forth.” Meanwhile, he was also fond of letters.
Basically, his writings faithfully reflect the ideas of the sages
and the virtuous. Based on the foregoing comments made by
Qing scholars, it is clear that Luo’s writing about Zhu Xi by no
means sought to criticize or mock him. Instead, the story he
recorded might have conveyed the message by highlighting
Zhu's idea about fate, if not necessarily being factual.

Equally important is the fact that the very same story has been
recounted and discussed repeatedly by the literati of later
periods, and the impact it exerted is probably more important
than its anecdotal nature could have conveyed. Judging
from the ways in which the Ming and Qing literati authors
retold the story, it is worth noting that they showed no hint of
suspicion about its authenticity. On the contrary, they took
it seriously as proof of their views about fate. Some literati
quoted it to exemplify that human fate is not predetermined,
while others used it to emphasize the efficacy of dream
revelations. In his miscellaneous account of Xialaozhai zaji
REEMEE, Mao Yuanyi FTi& (1594-1640), for instance,
cited the whole story about Liao Deming, using Zhu Xi’s
answer to emphasize the importance of individual actions in
determining one’s fate.8 Similarly, citing Liao’s story among
others, another Ming author, Guo Lianghan 3 R#, also
criticized his contemporary for attributing one’s good and bad
fortune to fate.® Rather than arguing against predestination,

7 “Helinyulu tiyao BB ETEIRE", in Siku quanshu ME£ & (Taipei: Tai-
wan Commercial Press, 1983, v. 865), p. 1a-2a.

8 Mao Yuanyi, Xialaozhai zaji, in Siku jinhuishu congkan U EE2: S &% T
(Beijing: Beijing chubanshe, 2000, v. 3:29), juan 22, p. 588-589.

9 Guo Lianghan, Wenqi leilin BZ&%EM, in Siku weishoushu jikan
MR KEET (Beijing: Beijing chubanshe, 2000, ji#7, v. 15), juan 27,
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He Dongru {a[#R%0 (1572-1637, jinshi ¥+ 1598), quoted
Liao’s story to demonstrate the divinatory nature of dreams in
his compilation of Menglin xuanjie 2¥%f#,'° as did Zhang
Fengyi 5RBlZE (1527-1613) who, in his Mengzhan leikao
Z58Z, collected similar stories from different periods to
exemplify the efficacy of dream divination.™

Although there was no consensus achieved regarding Zhu’s
view of fate, our discussion did indeed bring forth several
important issues for further study. The first is how the Song
literati perceived the concept of xing (nature), ming (fate),
and yun (fortune), and whether there were differences among
them. The second is how we should treat such source
materials as the miscellaneous writings and other indirect
information, and what precautions we should take when
using them as historical evidence. Following the ambiguity of
Zhu’s concepts of nature, fate, and fortune, our translations
of Zhu’s key points in both texts also diverged significantly.
The most controversial sentences lie in the first text:

‘ERBECER  BFTHE® , AIXBEAEXAE
A& ?”

and

“BEZFE TRz, LFERE  BURRRZ
RFHBA#H,

p.537-538.
10 He Dongru, “Yefang §885” Menglin xuanjie, in Xuxiu siku quanshu
B E2E (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1995, v. 1064), juan
11, p. 14.

11 Zhang Fengyi, “Xuanjiao lang E#¥EF” Mengzhan leikao, in Siku quan-
shu cunmu congshu PUE£EFZB#E (Tainan: Zhuangyan wenhua,
1995, v. 70), juan 7, p. 118.
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| think that further studies of Zhu’s ideas about fate should
be performed before we can translate these sentences more
precisely and persuasively.
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Original texts without punctuation

BIREIRF (K=, (BEE) ,875, (HEL£E) ,
E26b-27b )

FABEREMERRBOLTREEZZ S FHMELBAXEEH

FRERTFoI EFUERtE—ARFRIUZTRMUAAT
BRAEBRCEBREBECATE \NURANFE CEBRED
FREMBREBEZBEAUTREHRFAERRHBRET
RFSUBTFHACAHAEEERE AU ZEMEMEL
RREBEAENRCERBEZAERE FTAWAIX
AEERLREMRREBECARES TR T LEREH
URHRZHEFEAERURZECHLEREHR R KRR

RE

(BARE, (BHEE) , 813, (HEL2E) |,
E17b-18b )

BEAFFHBANABH D RKBEBAZBRRIRED

ETRERRNHEMAEEFSEHNBREZEREE N
MUEHNEEBFIERMABIELE LT RITHRBAR
HUREIX N RNEFREC-HSZNMEBScRAER
FYMEAERY AR NEILRAETREARSIEER/RT
REAZHENBRARE—ETZ2HEANTREENE
EERRABANMBEARERHAENAETE oM
N—ESSTREBEXREMEITHEENSFIENEFT
BAEMIHRLEFHEEER
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Original texts with punctuation
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Z,FEHARMBEARE, WESNBE, FTHEzm
2 HU-TES. STHE 6 BEXEEYE , 11THE  WE
TRFIB. . THEANZH RLERFH, BEEE
BBo
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