Literature And Religion In Late Imperial China:
Exploring the Spiritual Dimensions

Religion and literature have always held a close bond throughout history. In Late
Imperial China, this connection reached new heights as writers and scholars
delved into the rich spiritual dimensions of their society. This article takes you on
a deep dive into the fascinating relationship between literature and religion during

this transformative era.

The Literary Landscape in Late Imperial China

In the late Imperial China period, spanning from the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644) to
the end of the Qing Dynasty (1644—1912), literature played a pivotal role in
shaping cultural, social, and intellectual realms. This period saw the emergence
of renowned literary figures like Li Bai, Su Shi, and Wang Wei, who left an

indelible mark on Chinese literature.

Beyond its aesthetic appeal, literature in Late Imperial China became a powerful
platform for exploring and expressing spiritual beliefs. While Confucianism
remained the dominant religious and philosophical system, other religions like
Buddhism and Daoism coexisted, leading to a harmonious blend of religions that

influenced literary works.
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The Spiritual Dimensions in Literary Works

One of the prominent themes in literature during this period was the exploration of
moral and ethical values, often driven by religious principles. Confucian classics
such as the "Analects" and the "Book of Changes" provided a foundation for
moral behavior in society, and these concepts often found their way into literary

narratives.

For instance, many literary works focused on the importance of filial piety, a virtue
deeply rooted in Confucianism. Authors used storytelling techniques to
emphasize the significance of upholding filial duties, thereby instilling moral

values and religious teachings in their audience.

Buddhism and Daoism, with their mystical and transcendental elements, also left
a profound impact on literature in Late Imperial China. Themes of rebirth, karma,
and the search for enlightenment found their way into fictional narratives, poetry,
and even theater. By using allegorical devices and religious symbols, authors

conveyed profound religious and philosophical concepts.

Religious Figures as Literary Musings

Late Imperial Chinese literature also delved into the lives and achievements of
great religious figures. Buddhist monks, Daoist priests, and scholars engaged in
philosophical debates, seeking wisdom and spiritual enlightenment. These
narratives not only celebrated the virtues of religious practitioners but also

encouraged readers to reflect upon their own spiritual journeys.
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Additionally, authors turned to historical figures who were revered within religious
contexts. Notable individuals such as Laozi, the founder of Daoism, and Guanyin,
the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy, became subject matter for various literary forms.
Their mythical and spiritual attributes provided inspiration for writers, allowing

them to explore intricate religious themes.

The Influence of Religion on Writing Techniques

Beyond thematic influences, religion also played a significant role in shaping the
writing techniques of Late Imperial Chinese literature. Religious rituals, chants,
and ceremonies often served as metaphors and rhetorical devices, giving literary

works a distinct spiritual flavor.

Moreover, the spiritual practices of meditation and mindfulness practiced by
religious practitioners found their way into the creative process of writers. The
emphasis on inner reflection and attentive observation seeped into the descriptive
nature of their works, creating a sense of transcendence and contemplation for

the readers.

Legacy and Significance

Literature and religion in Late Imperial China left a lasting legacy, influencing
subsequent periods of Chinese literature. The spiritual dimensions explored
during this era provided a foundation for later writers to delve deeper into

religious and philosophical realms.

It is through the literary works of Late Imperial China that we can truly grasp the
interplay between religion, philosophy, and art. These writings serve as windows
into the rich spiritual tapestry that defined this period, sparking profound

contemplation and reflection even in modern times.

In



As we explore the literature of Late Imperial China, we discover a fascinating
relationship between art and religion. This period witnessed a harmonious blend
of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism, leading to the creation of literary works

that explored moral values, religious teachings, and the search for enlightenment.

Late Imperial Chinese literature not only celebrated religious figures but also
encouraged readers to embark on their spiritual journey, fostering contemplation
and reflection. The impact of this era reverberates in Chinese literature, serving

as a testament to the enduring connection between literature and religion.
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In the West, love occupies center stage in the modern age, whether in art,
intellectual life, or the economic life. We may observe a similar development in
China, on its own impetus, which has resulted in this characteristic of modernity —
this feature of modern life has been securely and unambiguously established, not
the least facilitated by the thriving of literature about ging, whether in traditional or

modern forms.

Qiancheng Li concentrates on the nuances of a similar trend manifested in the

Chinese context. The emphasis is on critical readings of the texts that have
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shaped this trend, including important Ming- and Qing-dynasty works of drama,
Buddhist texts and other religious/philosophical works, in all their subtlety and

evocative power.

The power of ging or strong emotion is a major theme in late imperial Chinese
literature—some writers asserting that it can transcend even life itself. Qiancheng
Li surveys a number of seventeenth-century philosophical, religious, and literary
texts to elucidate the metaphysical aspects of emotional attachment and of
sexual desire in particular. Through his broad and penetrating reading, Li
demonstrates incontrovertibly how, to seventeenth-century writers, qing and
religion were inextricably linked. To those writers, qing could bring enlightenment,
and certainly Li’s study enlightens its readers to new levels of complexity in major
literary works of that period. Transmutations of Desire sets a major new milestone
in the study of traditional Chinese culture.

—Robert E. Hegel, Washington University in St. Louis

This book brings to a significantly new level the study of qing, a key concept in
intellectual discourses of the late Ming which reverberated throughout the
subsequent Qing period in Chinese literature. Herein we learn how, presented
with the tension between passionate attraction as a fundamental force in life and
religious (especially Buddhist) emphasis on release from attachments as an
ultimate spiritual goal, authors of, and commentators on, the era’s most important
works of drama and long fiction developed a multi-dimensional metaphysics of
ging. Thereby they transmuted desire from a hindrance to spiritual fulfillment into
its necessary complement.

—Lynn A. Struve, Indiana University Bloomington



In many areas, Professor Li’'s new study mainly on dramatic works has
demonstrated the kind of sophistication and rigor | wish | had been able to
achieve in my Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China exclusively on
fictional works. He has convincingly argued that we could not properly understand
various “transmutations” of desire without an adequate understanding of their
“scriptural foundation.” His study has significantly enriched our understanding of
not only several well-known classics like The Peony Pavilion and Peach Blossom
Fan but also very important but little-studied works such as those by the dramatist
Jiang Shiquan from the eighteenth century.

—Martin W. Huang, University of California, Irvine

Qiancheng Li is Associate Professor of Chinese and Comparative Literature at
Louisiana State University. He is the author of Fictions of Enlightenment:
“Journey to the West,” “Tower of Myriad Mirrors,” and “Dream of the Red
Chamber”; the editor and annotator of the variorum, critical edition of Xiyou bu;
and the co-translator, with Robert E. Hegel, of it, titled Further Adventures on the
Journey to the West (2020).
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