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disinterested sages. Most interesting are the cases of wanderers between the 
worlds, of high officials who, while taking part in court politics actively, also 
staged their lives as those of reclusive wanderers, poets, or even carpenters. 

The last article is by the second editor, Yuet-Keung Lo, and both rounds out 
the ten previous essays and adds a new vista to it with an account of destiny and 
retribution in early medieval China. The article is learned and comprehensive, 
but it would have been helpful to incorporate references to The Magnitude of 
Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture, edited by Christopher 
Lupke. But Lo simply may have wished to focus on the larger picture. 

To sum up, this volume on philosophy and religion is both worthwhile and 
inspiring reading. Some more fine-tuning in two or three articles and more 
coherence, at least in the articles following the first four, would have been 
desirable. It shows that editing a volume on early medieval Chinese thought 
sometimes calls for arbitrary decisions, and that there still is much work to be 
done! 
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How did a Neo-Confucian scholar who built no academies, who actually 
discouraged interested students from studying with him, and whose followers did 
not have a strong sense of group identity become the first scholar enshrined in 
the Ming dynasty’s imperial Confucius Temple? This is the question that Khee 
Heong Koh seeks to answer in writing this masterful study of the Ming 
Neo-Confucian master Xue Xuan. After all, admission into that temple’s rolls 
was a rare honor, one carefully controlled by every imperial court. Only four men 
were enshrined over the entire Ming dynasty, and Xue is interesting not only 
because he was the first to be enshrined, but also because he was the only one of 
the four from northern China. Koh provides us with a detailed picture of this 
heretofore largely forgotten scholar-official and how he came to be thus 
enshrined. But this is not simply a biographical study; Koh also problematizes 
the monolithic understanding of Ming China as having been completely 
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captivated by the Wang Yangming School of Neo-Confucianism. 
Koh’s first chapter situates Xue Xuan in the Neo-Confucian world, especially 

as framed by the Ming writer Huang Zongxi (1610–95). Koh usefully reveals 
Huang’s strong southern bias, and I was especially taken by his analysis of 
Huang’s clever use of differential geographic labels in his classification scheme 
that clearly favored Wang’s position and followers over other schools. Koh 
reconstructs Xue’s life, education, and career, summed up by the title of this 
chapter, “After Seventy-six Years, Nothing to Show.” We know so little about 
Xue Xuan because he was a most modest scholar and official. 

Chapter Two sets the stage for the school that emerged after Xue’s life by 
presenting his philosophical views on Nature and the search for a coherent world. 
Xue set out his ideas in two sets of “reading notes” that he made for himself as 
he studied over a long period of time. Koh makes clear that Xue wrote these 
notes for his own use, and never envisioned them as the foundations of any kind 
of school. We see that Xue took his cue on the relationship of principle to 
material force directly from Zhu Xi, believing that the Dao (the Way) and 
material things were united, and thus one could restore one’s Nature by applying 
this to daily life, especially in service to the state. Xue promoted his views 
because he was never part of a lineage-oriented chain of intellectual authority. 
Koh argues that this was because Xue came from the north, and that his 
independence from that southern-style lineage structure was the reason he was 
marginalized by Huang Zongxi. 

Koh’s third chapter examines Xue’s views on kinship, social order and the 
importance of intellectual lineages and how these were carried out by his 
descendants and students. His argument is that Xue thought of the roles of 
genealogy compilation and lineage organization in different ways than his 
southern Chinese Neo-Confucian contemporaries, and also that this had a lasting 
impact on how Xue’s eventual school of Neo-Confucian thought related to 
southern Neo-Confucian schools. Genealogies are important primary sources for 
social historians, and Koh’s treatment of Xue’s genealogy is helpful both for the 
information he provides about Xue’s clan, and because he describes norms and 
strategies employed in the compilation of genealogies at that time. Koh provides 
the reader with extensive data tabulated in the book’s appendices, mined from 
Xue’s genealogy. The data demonstrate that the Xue clan lacked the internal 
organization and political drive of southern lineages. Xue believed that the 
maintenance of genealogies was mainly important as an educational tool to 
inspire descendants to attain careers as government officials. Xue’s devotion to 
state service as the correct conduit for a man’s correct deployment of his skills 
and abilities is clear. Morally upright service to others in government, regardless 
of the level of the position, was the thing to be celebrated, and the reason to 
record the biographical facts about family members. 
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In chapter four Koh examines the network of scholars that followed Xue Xuan 
in his home district, which spread across three prefectures defined by the 
junction of the Yellow and Fen rivers, Xi’an, Pingyang and Henan. This chapter 
is the heart of Koh’s book because it is here that he illustrates why Xue was a 
“northern alternative” to the dominant southern intellectual discourse exemplified 
by southern places like Jinhua that stressed private, non state-focused, work 
grounded in group solidarity produced by intellectual lineages that built private 
academies. By way of contrast, Xue never attempted to start a school of 
followers, and even turned away those who wanted to study with him, as in the 
case of the Chief Grand Secretary Li Xian (pp. 99–105). The network of scholars 
that was identified with Xue Xuan’s teachings, known eventually as the Hedong 
School, was perpetuated by Xue’s commemorative essays for renovations of state 
schools and local Confucian temples. Xue favored these public institutions 
because he believed that to establish schools was one of the most important tasks 
that a good government could undertake since it was the way that the Dao would 
spread. 

The Hedong School eventually spread in two directions from Xue’s home 
district, south into Henan and west into Shaanxi. We get to know some of the 
individuals in each branch because of Koh’s interest in revealing the personal 
networks that developed among and linked these Hedong scholars. And yet, even 
as a Hedong “school” developed, Koh also shows that it was not based on a 
distinct intellectual lineage with a clear identity as a self-defined group. Echoing 
Xue’s own predilections for self-study, the “school” was defined by the 
publishing and teaching of Xue’s own writings by his descendants and students. 
This chapter presents a clear sense of the geographic spread of this school, and of 
the complex personal networks that grew up among Xue’s descendants and 
followers. It would have been nice to see even more maps that visually 
demonstrate the networks of Hedong Xue scholars. 

Koh’s final chapter takes up the story of Xue’s eventual enshrinement in the 
imperial Confucius Temple. He argues that Xue was enshrined because of two 
developments in the Ming intellectual world: first, a paradigm shift in the way 
that enshrinement candidates were evaluated, and second, the growing partisan 
struggle between the Cheng-Zhu and Wang Yangming Neo-Confucian advocates. 
I found Koh’s arguments for both points especially compelling. He provides the 
reader with a most interesting analysis of the rhetorical strategies used by Ming 
writers of memorials to show how the paradigm for enshrinement shifted to a 
Ming-centered approach that also emphasized individual unique contributions to 
scholarship in place of membership in a lineage. Koh reveals as much about the 
process of memorial writing as he tells us about this particular case, and helps us 
understand the importance of memorials to Ming social and intellectual life. 
Koh’s extensive use of the Ming Veritable Records, triangulating these against 
other personal accounts in support of his second point is also well done, and 
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useful for social and intellectual historians of the Ming. Here again, however, it 
struck me that his argument could be strengthened had he visualized the network 
of scholars that pushed for Xue’s enshrinement. In the end, what emerged from 
the court debates and eventual enshrinement was recognition, at least for the 
Ming court, that Xue’s state-centered approach was a useful balance to the 
growing influence of the new Wang Yangming interpretation of orthodoxy. 

Koh concludes his book by reminding the reader that the rolls of scholars 
enshrined in the imperial Confucius Temple reflected a cultural arena in which 
diverse groups contested for attention and authority. That only four scholars were 
enshrined during the entire existence of the dynasty is, perhaps, a testament to 
certain insecurities that plagued the Ming. That the first of these scholars was a 
man from northern China who seems never to have envisioned starting an 
intellectual tradition of any kind, and whose intellectual and biological 
descendants differed markedly from the emergent Wang Yangming school, shows 
a resilience to the culture and ways of northern China that were really only 
suppressed, at least in intellectual terms, toward the end of the dynasty. Koh’s 
argument that the “Ming,” as a reflection and product of southern China, only 
really took root in all of China very late in the day, when southern-style lineages 
and ideas were accepted by northern scholars, is an apt conclusion to this book. It 
leads us to reassess the importance of the move of the capital by Emperor 
Chengzu to Beijing, at least in intellectual terms. This book will be of interest to 
any Ming social or intellectual historian. It is well researched, highly accessible 
in style, and contains a large amount of information about Xue Xuan and 
members of his biological and intellectual family. Moreover, it clarifies many 
important social, political, and intellectual institutions of the period. 
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Conventional treatments of Chinese history include a “Liao/Khitan dynasty” 


