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Putting Thought in the Context of Political History:
Rereading Yu Yingshi’s The Historical World of Zhu Xi

Ge Zhaoguang

Abstract

Lixue (and also Daoxue) are often central to Song intellectual history and the history of
philosophy. However, the narrative threads of Song intellectual and philosophical history, as
well as the history of Lixue, have been constructed in much the same way from the Yi Luo
yuanyuan lu and the Daoming lu to the Daoxue biographies in the official Songshi. These
narratives are repeated in all sorts of treatises and have congealed into a fixed pattern. This
paper firstly explicates the “accumulated layers” of Song intellectual and philosophical
history behind this traditional academic history, and points to how Professor Yu Yingshi’s
effort to “put thought in the context of political history” sheds light on the study of Song
intellectual history. His book, The Historical World of Zhu Xi, breaks down the traditional
approach to the history of Lixue that has been established on a sheer abstract level, broadens
our vision from a merely intellectual world into a wider historical one, changes the rigid
pattern of traditional study of Song-era thought and history, and provides a new paradigm for
the study of intellectual history. Meanwhile, this essay brings forward distinctive opinions
on specific intellectual and historical issues during reign periods of Xiaozong, Guangzong
and Ningzong, which Professor Yu discussed. Finally, this essay strongly emphasizes that to
clarify Song intellectual history afresh, we should pay particular attention to Professor Yu’s
keywords, such as: “reason first”; “(the emperor) ruling the state together with scholar-
bureaucrats”; “practicing the Dao with the emperor’s trust”; “state affairs”; and “uniting morals,
unifying customs.” Exploring these key concepts would enhance our understanding of the
institutionalization of thought, the transformation of conventional wisdom and its popularization
in society; moreover, such inquiry would break through the boundaries between political history,
intellectual history, social history, and the history of scholarly learning.

Keywords: Song dynasty; intellectual history; political history; Yu Yingshi; Zhu Xi
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