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'This introd uction provides a h istorical and theoretical context for the fo ur ar ticles o n 

M ing n1a le friendship. It rcvie\VS relevant scholarship and tr ies to sho\v ho\v the fo Ltr 

articles contribute to a better apprec iatio n of the con1p lexities of friendship as it \Vas 

theorized and practi ced by Chinese n1ales in M ing China. 
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Friendship \Vas an ambiguous concept in late imperial Chinese culnlfe. 
In orthodox Confucianis1n, friendship was a relationship unsanctioned 
by the core Confucian values prioritizing state and fan1ily, and as such it 
\Vas vie,ved \Vi th suspicion and often considered a potential threat. TI1is 

is probably why among the so-called "five cardinal hun1an relationships" 
(wulun Ii {ffif; that is, those bet\veen ruler and 1ninister, father and son, 

brothers, husband and wife, and friends), friendship \Vas traditionally 
dee1ned the least essential. In household instructions (jiaxun aR~)ll ; a 
genre of prescriptive literanlfe very popular in late in1perial China) 
friends, as fan1ily outsiders, \Vere usually presented as a threat to domestic 
hartnony. 1 In itnperial political discourses, personal friendship \vas often 
considered a 1najor ele1nent of factionalisn1 (pengdang Jll;lt) \Vi thin the 

•J The eighteenth-cent ury novelQi/u deng J!iZ~'..lf! by Li Liiyuan **1f<~ ( 1707-90) was cir
culated for a long t iinc in the forn1 of hand-copied man uscript wit h a copy o f the novelist's 
O\vn "ho Ltschold instructions:' } iaxun :r.hunyan * IDllm 0 attached. This jiaxttn-like novel is 
about the di re consequences a gentry fan1 ily suffers after the son befriends \Vrong people. For 
a discussion o f t he novel as an elaborate fictional ized jiaxttn, sec Marrin Huang," Xiaoshuo 
as 'Fan1 ily Instructions:' 'The Rhetoric o f Didact icisn1 in the Eighteenth-Cent ury C hinese 
Novel, Qilu deng," Tsing Hua journal o/Chinese Studies n.s. 30.1 (2000): 67-9 I. 
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imperial bureaucracy.2 And yet for an educated n1ale, who was supposed 
to distinguish hi1nself by inascering Confucian learning, passing the 
govern1nenc-sponsored exan1inations, and advancing a career in che 
bureaucratic \vorld, net\vorks of friends remained indispensable. Friends 

\vere equally if not more in1porcanc for chose excluded fro1n the in1peria1 
bureaucracy since they were one of che 1nain sources of help in finding 
career alternatives. The tension between suspicion CO\Nard and indis

pensability of friendship constitutes an intriguing paradox in Chinese 
social and cultural histories. 

Ever since the establishment of the elaborate civil service ex<uninacion 
systen1 by che imperial govern1nenc in che Tang dynasty ( 628-907) as the 
inain and, lacer, virtually che sole avenue through \Vhich governn1enc 
officials \Vere recruited, passing the exa1ninacions becai11e one of che 1nosc 
important goals for almost all educated 1nales in i1nperial China. For 
n1any, friendships and connections \vich peers (tongxue la]~ ai1d 
tongmen la.JF5) cultivated \vhen studying together in preparation for che 
exan1inacions, bonds forn1ed (tongnian la]$or tongbang la]ffl) \Vhen 
they passed the exa1ninations in the sa1ne year, and their relationships 
\Vi th the chief exan1iners (z uoz hu Im.±) and CO·eXat11iners (jangshi m&P) 
became crucial factors in their future careers. The late Ming scholar
official at1d \vriter Xie Zhaozhe ~-ifj (1567-1624) co1nplained that 
acquaintance based on studying tu1der che sa1ne reacher or passing che 
exaininations during che sa1ne year \vas not true friendship bur 
relationship of convenience.3 111e sevenceench-cencury savant Gu Yan\vu 
D~:Jtt (1613-82) bitterly denounced the thousand-year-old examina
tion systen1 itself as one of the 1nain sources of the ra1npat1t factionalis1n 
and nepocisn1 that \Vere corrupting social n1orality and w1dern1ining the 
proper fw1ctioning of the government.4 Criticisn1s like these, though 
justified, also point to the absolute indispensability of "connections" in 
the careers ai1d lives of late imperial Chinese 1nen. Whether these 
connections could be considered friendships is a question \vorth further 
exploration. 

') Sec Zhu Ziyan *-=f~ and C hen Shcng1nin H~. Pcngdang :r.hcngzhi yanjiu ,EIJ'l;liii;j&~ 
litf~ (Shanghai: Huadong shifan daxuc chubanshc, 1992}. 
3J Xie Zhaozhc, Wu Zaztt E.~~H (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian, 200 I}, "Shibu er" ~Jm=. 
14:289-90. 
•) Gu Yanwu, "Shcngy11an J un" :'.:!:.~~. Tinglin wcnji ~#~ (Sibu congkan ed.}, I :83. 
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To better understand the ambivalence and an1biguities associated '>Vith 
friendship in traditional Chinese culture, a brief look at its early history 
is in order. Historians of early Chinese culture have pointed out that the 
Chinese character you tf., usually considered the equivalent of the 
English \vord "friend;' \Vas actually a 1nuch broader concept referring to 

one's kinsmen '>Vithin a lineage (z uren lJ*A.) during the Western Zhou 
dynasty (eleventh cenntry BCE-77 1 BCE), a time when hu1nan relation
ships 'vere largely conceived of in rer1ns of blood relations based on 
com1non ancestries rather than nuclear fa1nilies, \vhich had yet to rake 
shape as the basic social units.; You as an ethical concept \vas understood 

to be "the brotherly \vay" (youti :r.hi dao tf.'~;Z~; here "brothers" 
actually \Vere one's kinsn1en rather than 1nale siblings ..,virhin a nuclear 

fainily) as articulated in expressions such as "being nice to one's brother 
is you" (shan xiongdi wei you ~£515.mffi:).6 "1l1e brotherly \vay" con
stituted the central ethical precept regulating almost all important male 
human relations, including those bet\veen rulers and subjects ai1d 
bet\veen fathers and sons. It was only during the Spring and Autu1nn 
period (770-47 6 BCE) that you, \Vi th nuclear fa1nilies e1nerging as the 
basic social units, began to denote friends, nan1ely, 1nales \Vith com1non 
interests and aspirations (tong:r.hi yue you fq]~EJtf.), \vho, ho'>vever, \Vere 
not one's fa1nily n1embers.7 

111e early ~'lrring States period (475-22 1 BCE) \Vitnessed cl1e for
mulation of the i1nportant Confucian ethical concept of wulun in 
Mencius (ca. 371-289 BCE), in \vhich the relationships between father 
and son and between brothers becan1e two cLfferent categories separated 
from that of you.8 Ho\vever, for Mencius, you still served as an i1nporcant 
ecl1ical n1odel in his political theories: the ideal relationship bet'>veen a 

;J Zha Changguo1i:~~. "You yu liang Zhou jun ch en guanxi de yanbian" ~~~ffll~l'2:mM 
1*83i~~. Lishi yanjiu ~~liif9C 5 (1 998): 94-109. My brief account ofrhe early history of 
you bdo\v is largely based on chis essay. See also Zhu Fenghan * U, Shang Zhou jia:ru 
xingtai yan)i" F.ii.ml *ff*IDJ.~liJf9C (Tianjin: Tianjin guji chubanshe, 1990), 306-1 1, and 
Wang Lihua 3:fiJ$, "Zhou Q in shehui bianqian yu 'you' de yanhua" ffl!~ifi±if~J!l 
~'~'B31ii11::,,Jiangxi sheh11i kex11e il:[§ifi±iff,;~, 10 (2004): 48-53. 
6J Gu Pu $1H~ and Xing Ping Jf~~,"Shixun" ~WII . Erya zhash11 mflttt:if,ilt (Beij ing: Beijing 
daxue chubanshe, 1999), 4: 112. 
: J Xu Shen ~'f'fJli, Sh11owen jie:r.i zhu m:X~~::Pi.±:. anno. D uan Yucai ~.:Em (Shanghai: 
Shanghaigttji chubanshe, 1988), 116. 
SJ \Xlu Chengsh i ~;)J(f±, "\Vulun shuo zhi lishi guan" 1i{i!1imz~~ID!. in Wu C hengshi, 
/IV11 Chengshi wenlu ~jj:f±X:M< (Beijing: Beijing shifan daxue chubanshc, 1984 ). 
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ruler and his n1inisters should be like that bet".reen t\VO good friends.9 

Son1eti1ne before China was united under the rule of the Qin En1pire, 
pragmatic legalist thinkers such as Han Fei tt?P (ca. 280-ca. 233 BCE) 
began to en1phasize the hierarchical distinctions bet\veen a ruler <u1d his 
1ninisters by redefining the interests of you as "private and selfish" (si fl) 
and those of the ruler as "public and unselfish" (gong i.~ ). 10 111e preci
pitous decline of the status of you in early Chinese political theories as 
outlined above \Vas in part caused by its gradual separation frotn kinship 
as \veil as policies. 111is separation arose 'vvith the emergence of the nu
clear fainily as the basic social unit and che establish1nent of a centralized 
imperial governn1ent, \vhose effective rule depended on strict hierarchy 
and unconditional loyalty to the emperor. Ho\vever, the separation 
process \Vas never consistent or co1nplete. 111e awareness of the different 
early overlapping conceptualizations of you and their inconsistencies 
should help us better appreciate the con1plexities of tnale friendship as it 
was theorized <md practiced during the later historical periods. In terms 
of its political nature and ambiguity as a relationship, male friendship 
defies <my attempt to categorize it as either "public" or "private." 11 

In traditional China, 1nany men believed friendship \Vas n1ore or less a 
1nasculine relationship in that it 'vVas largely perceived to be a 1nale 
privilege.12 To have mai1y n1ale friends \Vas often considered an important 

9l Zha Changguo, "YoLl yu Liang Zhouj unchen;' I 05-6. 
to) Zha Changguo, •You yu Liang Zho Lt j unchcn;' I 08. 
llJ Herc I have in n1i nd the long-stand ing controversies surroundi ng pengdang Jill~ (fac
t ionalisn1) in the histo ry of C hinese imperial politics and the attc1npts on the part o f the 
scholar-officials, such as Ouyang XiL1 ~~(~ ( I 007-72), to fan off accLtsations of facrionalisn1 
by appealing to the concept o f jun:r.i ~T (gcnrlc1ncn) versus xiao•·en lj ',A, (perry persons) . 
Natncly, groups o f the like-minded fanned byjun:r.i were ahvays for the sake o f the \Vay (dao 
~). representing t he con1tnon interests o f the public (gong 0) or "righteousness" (yi R ), 
whereas the factions fonned by xiaoren were always n1ot ivatcd by "profit" (li ffj), t he personal 
interest o f the selfish ind ividual (si fL) . For discussions of Ouyang xiLt's fa1n0 Lts t heory of 
jun:r.i vcrsusxiaoren and the factional fighti ng in Song in1pcrial politics, sec Xiao Qingwci lll!\' 
~fa, Bei Song xinjiu dang:r.heng )~' wenxue ~t*ii-W~~~X:~ ( Beij ing: Renmin \venxuc 
chubanshc, 200 I ), especially, 34-7, and Shen Songqing li:f0JIJ, Nan Song wenren yu dang
:r.heng i¥i*X:)'-~~~ (Beij ing: Rc n1nin wcnxue chubanshe, 2005), especially, 269-85. 
" l This by no 1ncans suggests t hat in trad itiona l C hina won1en did not pursue fricndsh ipsordid 
not have friends. In fact , schola rs of C hinese wo1ncn histo ry have dcn1onstratcd that fcn1alc 
friendship played import ant roles in the lives of many won1cn . Sec Dorothy Ko, Teachers of 
the Inner Chcvnber (Stan fo rd: Stan fo rd University Press, 1994 ), 203-9, 212-43, 266-7 4, 29 1-
93, and Ellen Wid1ncr, The BeaJ•ty and the Book: Wo111en and Rction in Nineteenth-Century 
China (Can1bridge, Mi\:. Harvard University Asia C enter, 2006), 183-200. 
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badge of masculinity since it bespoke a man's ability to travel and 1neet 
other n1en outside his family and beyond his hometo\vn, thus a 1nanly 
acco1nplishn1enc,'3 "vhereas a \Vo1nan was required by Confucian norn1s 
co be confined within the boundary of the household. T11e domestic 
do1nain \Vas largely gendered as fen1inine space, the outside world as 
1nasculine space. 14 T11ere is a close affinity bet\veen the concept of you ffe:. 
(friends) and that of you~ (travel) as reflected in com1non expressions 
such asjiaoyou 3(:~ (as a noun it means "friends and associates" and as a 
verb "socializing and 1naking friends"). To n1ake friends was to move 

beyond the co1npound of one's hon1e and to travel afar. 
In fact, tracing and identifying "friends and associates" (jiaoyou kao ~ 

~~) have long been an important part of the biographical studies of 
1nany n1ale historical figures. Fe\v, ho,,vever, have accen1pted co n1ove 

beyond biographical facts to\vards a 1nore sophisticated understanding 
of che complicated roles played by friendship in Chinese cultt1re and 
sociecy. 15 Even fe\ver have tried to look at chose roles fron1 the perspective 
of gender analysis. 

In the field of Chinese studies, serious exa1nination of 1nen as gendered 
beings is just beginning to be atte1npted. Aln1ost all the monographs on 
chis subject \Vere published in the ne\v n1illenniu1n. A1nong these studies, 

13> Compare the ren1ark by t he fan1ous scholar-official \V.1ng Daokun tt~~ ( 1525-1593) 
char da:r.hangjt dang you tianxiashi :;k3t~~;!;[~T± (a true man should befriend all the 
genrlcn1en under H eaven), as stared in his essay "Minggu G uang\vei j iangjun q ingche duwei 
jiny i wei zhihui qi an sh i Yin ci gong zhuang" ~i!(j(~jl(~'1f~]![W.!M£,!f!,;_&j~j:~~:~<~Jp~ 
0AA, \Xlang D aokun, TaJhan ji :;tjfil'~ (H efci: Huangshan shushe, 2004), 42:906. This 
n1atter is further d iscussed in n1Y article in this issue. 
1•> Com pare Lisa Rap hals's disc~ssion of t he bip olar concept of neiiuai pgj~ (the inner versus 
outer, or fe1nini nc versus n1ascu line) in hc.r Sharing the Light: Representations ofrVonien in 
Early China (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), 195-235. Of course, such 
Confucian gender nonns of spat ial boundaries \Ve.re frequently violated, and there were 1nany 
cases where a won1an under certain ci rcLtn1sranccs traveled c.xrcnsively and thus had rhc 
opportun ic y ro befriend or her wotncn fro m other regions. H o\vcvcr, a tnajority of fcn1alc 
friendsh ips were cu ltivated with in fa 1nily circles or th roug h correspondences (two fcn1alc 
friends might seldom sec o r never 1nct each other). A con1parison of tnak and fcn1alc 
friendsh ips is a \'cry interesting issue, which is, however, beyond the scope of this 
introduction. Sec also Susan Mann, "Introduct ion : Forun1 on the Male Bond in Ch incsc 
History and Culture," The Anierican Historical Review 106.5 (2000), 1600-14, and especially 
p. 1612. 
IS) 'The book by Hou Li (~j] and Yang Xiao\vcn m~x:, Sishi tonghuai:pengyou :r.hi qing yu 

jiaoyou :r.hi yi l!:Jfi!tr=J ·~:M;j;[z'f¥i~3(;!;1:zR (Changsha: Yudu shushc, 1998), t ho ugh 
con taining use ful inforn1arion, is intended for general rat her t han scho larly audiences. 
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Kai11 Louie's Theorising Chinese Masculinity : Gender and Society in China 
(2002) is probably the 1nost ambitious. 16 Louie proposes a new paradig1n 
based on the concepts of wen X (v.rhich he translates as "cultural 
atcain1nenc") and wu i::\'.; (translated as "1nartial valor") as an alternative 

to the yin-yang 1nodel "videly relied upon by scholai·s of Chinese gender 
studies. Thus he offers a conceptual frai11e\vork \Vithin which the ques
tion of ho"v 1nasculinities are constructed in Chinese culture may be 
1nore fruitfully investigated. In co1nparison, other studies are 1nore 
e111pirical in their approaches as \vell as more specific in their coverage. 
In her book Masculinity B esieged? Issues of lvfodernity and Male Sub
j ectivity in Chinese Literature of the Late Twentieth Century (2000), 17 

Xueping Zhong exan1ines male subjectivities and 1nale anxiety in 
literanire and filins produced in post-Mao China, de1nonscrating ho\v 
n1ale intellectuals, n1arginalized by the state, tried to reassert their mas
culine identities. Song Geng's Fragile Scholar: Power and Masculinity in 
Chinese Culture (2004) focuses on the representation of caiz'i ::t-'f 
( usually translated as "talented scholar") in traditional fiction ai1d 
draina. 18 

A central issue explored in both Paul Rouzer's Articulated Ladies: 

Gender and the Male Comnzunity in Early China (2001) and 1ny N ego
tiating JV!asculinities in Late lrnperial China (2006) is the complicated 
roles assigned to the fe1ninine "ocher" in the negotiating process of 
literaci's gender identity in traditional China. 19 In our different "vays, \Ve 
atternpt to ans\,yer the questions of why n1any 111ale literati \Vere inclined 
co present the111selves as "women;' and how such inclination contributed 

to their self-in1age as men. Rouzer explores the specific \vays in \vhich 
early Chinese n1ale authors ""vrote both about and as wo1nen." Focusing 
on che Ming-Qing period and dra\ving on diverse sources, I exan1ine the 
gender in1plications of a series of rnasculine n1odels in relation to che 

l6) Kan1 Louie, Theorising Chinese Masculinity : Gender and Society in China (Ca1nb ridge: 
Can1bridgc Un iversiry Press, 2002). 
17> Xucping Zhong, M asculinity Besieged? Issues of Modernity and M ale Subjectivities in 
Chinese Literature o,( the Late Twentieth Century (Durha1n: D ukc Un ivcrsiry P ress, 2000 ). 
1•> Geng Song, The Fragile Scholar: Power and Masculinity in Chinese Cultur·e (H ong Kong: 
Hong Kong Un ivcrsiry Press, 2004 ). 
19> Paul Rouzcr, Articulated L adies: Gender and the Male Connnunity in Early Chinese Texts 
(Can1b ridgc, MA.: Harvard Universiry Asia C cnrer, 200 I ) and n1y !Vegotiating M asculinities 
in L ate bnperial China (H onohdu: Un ivcrsiry ofHawai'i Press, 2006). 
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fen1inine, such as z:hongchen ,~,§ (royal minister), shengren ~)\. (sage), 
yingxiong ~ti:~ (hero), and haohan ~f1l (scal\varr or srrong1nan). In 
addition to these n1onographs, rhe volu1ne edited by Susan Brov,rnell and 
Jeffrey Wassersrro1n, tided Chinese Femininities/Masculinities and Femi
ninities: A Reader (2002), contains several articles on Chinese masculini
ties, ainong which Matthew So1n1ner's "Dangerous Males, Vulnerable 
Males, and Polluted Males: l11e Regulation of Masculinity in Qing 
Dynasty La\v" is rhe most relevanr.20 Ir examines ho'v n1asculinicy was 
conceptualized in Qing laws designed to regulate sexual behavior. l11e 
editors' introduction is very helpful in providing a derailed overvie'v of 
rhe state of gender studies in this field. 

Apparendy absent in these studies of Chinese n1asculiniries is any 
substantial effort to exa1nine the in1porranr issue of male friendship. Our 
understanding of Chinese n1en's gender identity will remain incomplete 
if the issue of ho\v they perceived and conducted themselves in relation 
to other n1en is nor adequately explored. In a patriarchal society such as 
char of traditional China, masculinity \Vas mostly likely a ho1nosocial 
enacnnenr: 'vhar n1artered 1nosr ro a 1nan was rhe scrutiny and judgments 
of other n1en. 

l11ere are several exceptions to the general lack of scholarly articles on 
1nale friendship. Joseph McDer1nort's se1ninal article "Friendship and Its 
Friends in rhe Lare Ming" is probably one of the earliest serious arre1nprs 
ro tackle rhis quesrion.21 The forun1 "l11e Male Bond in Chinese History 
and Culture" published in The American Historical Review (2000) is a 
collaborative effort by several China scholars to exainine three kinds of 
n1ale bonding in China.22 Norn1an Kurcher's "The Fifth Relationship: 

'°' MachevvS01nmer, "Dangerous Males, VulncrableMalesand Po lhitcd Males: The Regulat ion 
of Masculin ity in Qing D ynasty Law;' in Susan Brownell and Jeffrey Wasscrstrotn, eds., 
Chinese Fc1nininities/Chinese Masculinities: A Readcr(Bcrkdcy and Los Angeles: Un iversity 
of C al iforn ia Press, 2002), 67-88; sec also Somn1cr's Sex, Law, And Society in Late lrnperial 
China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 114-65. Mention should also be made of 
Zuyan Zho 11's Androgyny in Late Ming and Early Qing Literature (Ho no lulu: University of 
Hawai' i Press, 2003); son1e may have reservations abo11t the usefulness and histo ri cal val idicy 
of the concept of androgyny as Zho u has c1nployed in the study. 
" l Joseph McDcrmotc, "Friendship and Its Friends in the Late Ming;' in Zhongyang yanjiu 
yuan jindai shi yanjiu suo cp~liffy!C~j/ff~.'!J:liffylel'fi, ed.,) inshi jia:rJ.t yu zhengzhi bijiao lishi 
lunwcn ji llii!!~~~.i&'~tt:,~~.'!J:~X: ~ (Taipe i : Zho ngyang yanjiu yuan J indai yanjiu 
suo, 1992), 67-96. 
12l Fo run1 o n "The Male Bond in C hinese History and C ulture," The A1nerican Historical 
Revic1u, 106.S (2000): 1600-66. 
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Dangerous Friendships in che Confucian Context" explores che deep an
xiety over the dangers of friendship exhibited in Confucian discourses.23 

Adrian Davis's "Fraternity and Fratricide in Late L11perial China" focuses 

on che tensions among che male siblings \vi thin a fan1ily.2• Lee Mcisaacs 
"'Righteous Fraternities' and Honorable Men: s,vorn Brotherhoods in 

Wartime Chongqing" examines n1ale bonding in secret societies.25 In her 
introduction to che forutn, Susan Mann argues eloquently about the 
in1porcance of the study of n1ale bonding in Chinese history and culture. 
She characterizes the three articles in che forum as acten1pts to defarnil
iarize and reex<unine Confucian norms governing hu1nan relationship in 
n1ale culture.26 

An1ong che three articles in the forun1, Kuccher's "Fifth Relationship" 

is probably n1osc directly related to our concerns here. In n1any v.rays, it is 
best to read this article in juxtaposition v.rith McDermott's "Friendship 

and Ics Friends in che Lare Ming." l11e t\VO address very different aspects 
of the Confucian conceptualizations of friendship, and che \vide range of 
vie\VS they examine rerninds us of a sin1ple bur very i1nporranc face: Con
fucianisrn \Vas by no 1neans a n1onolithic ideology, and our under
standing of Chinese male friendship has to be carefully historicized. The 
period McDern1ott covers is 1nore specific, na1nely, the lase cenn1ry of 
the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), \vhen friendship appears to have been 
granted unprecedented legitin1acy in the \vritings of n1any influential 
Confucian thinkers and activists. He is interested in "chose \vritings 

which see in the rype of hu1nan relationship (friendship] a 1noral basis 
for criticizing Chinese itnperial rule."27 He detects in these \vricings "a 

realign1nent and expansion of traditional moral focuses a\vay frorn the 
fa1nily and state d1iring the last century of the Ming rule, as the 1noral 
attractions of friendship opened up ne\v \vays for neo-Confucians to 
criticize and change their political cradicions."28 l11ese late Ming pro -

l3) Norman Kutcher, "TI1e Filth Relatio nsh ip: Dangerous Friendships in the Confucian 
Concexc:' The Atnerican Historical Review I 06.5 (2000 ): 1615-29. 
><) Adrian Davis, "Fratern ity and Fratricide in Lace Imperial C hina:' The A111crican Histo1'ical 

Revictu, 106.S (2000): 1630-40. 
2;) Lee Mcisaac, "'Righteous Fratern ities' and Ho no rable Men: S\vorn Brotherhoods in 
\Varrimc Chongqing;' The A111crican Historical Review I 06.5 (2000 }: 1641-55. 
26) Sec Mann, "lnrroducrion," 1603. 
2~l McDcrn1on, "Fricndsh ip and !rs Friends," 68. 
""l McDcrn1on, "Fricndsh ip and !rs Friends,"70. 
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1noters of friendship tended to find their support in Mencius's ideal of a 
ruler-1ninister relationship based explicitly on the n1odel of friendship 
while ignoring Han Fei's opposite viev.1, the need to separate the private 
interests of a friend fro1n the public interests of the state. 

Moving a\vay fro1n the "friendly" world of McDern1ott to Kutcher's 
"Fifth Relationship," we enter a rather hostile world v.1here friendship 

\Vas considered potentially subversive and therefore needed co be tightly 
controlled. According co Kutcher, friendship \Vas dee1ned potentially 
dangerous by many Confucians because it \Vas a relationship that offered 
possibilities for equality, thus posing a threat to the strictly hierarchical 
Confucian social order. The vasdy different faces of friendship in these 
t\VO very different worlds explored by McDennott and Kutcher w1der
score the co1nplexicies of the issue of n1ale friendship in traditional 
China. 

Kutcher is certainly right in emphasizing the general Confucian an
xiety over friendship, although there are significant exceptions, especially 
during periods such as the late Ming. McDern1ott argues that so1ne lace 
Ming Confucian thinkers and activists such as Gu Xiancheng D'.ilft\G 
(1550-1612) celebrated friendship precisely because they believed it to 
be less conducive to the kind of hierarchy inherent in the ocher four 
relationships. 29 

Boch McDer1nott and Kutcher deal alinost exclusively \Vi th friendship 
discourses in traditional China, \vhereas the question of ho\v friendship 
v.1as practiced during this period re1nains largely 1u1explored. This issue, 
ho\vever, is the focus of the art historian Craig Clunas's recent book 

Elegant Debts: The Social Art of Wen Z hengming, 1470-1559.30 L1 this 
study Clunas reconstructs for us the intricate social net\vorks sur
rounding the fa1nous Ming calligrapher and painter, Wen Zhengming 
x1jjj(13jj ( 1479-1559), for who1n the term "friends" could refer to a great 
variety of people: schoolinates, neighbors, fello\v villagers, peers, su
periors, teachers, pupils, patrons, clients, and even kinsmen. In fact, the 
1nutability of Wen's concept of you often compels Clunas to place the 
tern1 "friends" in quotation n1arks in discussing this scholar-official 

i 9J Mc.Dcrn1ott, "Friendshi p and !rs Friends," 8 1-2. For a d ifferent read ing of Gu Xianchcng's 
view, sec 1nY article in chis volun1c. , 
:.>OJ C raig C lunas, Eegant Debts: The Social Art of 1#.n Zhengrning, 1470-1559 (Honolulu: 
Un iversity ofH awai' i Press, 2004). 
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artist's social net\vorking, highlighting the significant gaps bet\veen the 
broadly conceived notion of you in Ming China and the 1nuch narrower 
concept of friendship in 1nodern theories, which tend co en1phasize 
inri1nacy, equality, ;u1d the private.31 Here the observations 1nade by Alan 
Bray, a historian of English tnale friendship, n1ay be pertinent: "To the 
inhabitants of seventeenth-century England the 'friend' \Vas readily a 

patron (or a client), a landlord, or creditor or debtor, someone \vho 
\vould use influence on your behalf, obtain a pay1nenc, or settle a dispute." 
32 Else"vhere, Bray reminds us char "che principal difference bet\veen the 
friendship of the 1nodern \Vorld and the friendship ... in cl1e traditional 
cul cure [is char in the latter) friendship was significant in a public sphere. 
In n1odern civil society friendship has not been perceived co be a public 
1natcer, or more precisely ought not co be so."33 Ir appears that several 
centuries ago the English and Chinese conceptualizations of friendship 
\Vere relatively close.3' As "debts" in the tide of Clunas's book suggests, in 

Ming China friendship \Vas often conceived of in cern1s of a 1nan's social 
obligations in his relationships \vich other men. A closely related issue, 
\vhich Clw1as exainines at son1e length, is cl1e role of gifi: exchange and 
reciprocity.35 Having received a gifi:, one \Vas socially obligated co renirn 
the favor u1 the fonn of another gifi:. Reciprocity, which \Vas always an 
in1porranr component in Chinese concepn1alizarion of friendship, is 
largely an ace of fulfilling one's social obligacions.36 

3•J Fo r disc uss ions of chc rise of chc n1odcrn con cc pc of friendship in chc \Vcsc, sec Alan Silver, 
"Friendsh ip in Co1nn1crcial Sociccy: Eighcccnch-C cncury Socia l Theory and M odern 
Sociology;' The An1erican Journal of Sociology 96.6 ( 1990): 1475-1504, and Alan S ilver, "Two 
D iffcrcnc Sores of Con1mcrcc"-Fricndsh ip and Scrangcrship in C ivil Sociecy;' in Je ff 
\Vcinscraub and Krishan Ku1nar, eds., Public and Private in Thought and Practice: Perspectives 
on a GrandDichoto111y (Ch icago : The Un ivcrsicy of C hicago Press, 1997), 43-74. 
3') Alan Bray and Michael Rev, "The Bodv of chc Friend: Concinuit}· and Chanot>c in Masculine 

' ' , 
Fricndsh ip in chc Scvcncccnch Ccncury;' in T in1 H icchcock and Michele Cohen, eds., English 
lvlasculinities 1660-1800 (London & New York, Longman, 1999), 65. 
33J Alan Bray, The Friend (Chicago: U niversicy of Chicago Press, 2003), 2. Bray's poinc on 
chc public din1ension of friendship in scvcncecnch-ccncury England is ccn:ain ly relevanc co 
our scudy o f friendship in lace imperial Ch ina. 
-"l Fo r a discussion of che exchange of views on friendship bcnvccn late Ming literati and some 
of che lcalian Jcs uics, sec Giovanni Viciello, "Exemplary Sodomiccs: Ch ivalry and Love in 
Lace Ming Culture," Nan Nu 2.2 (2000): 207-57, and especially, 248-53 . 
3;J C lunas, Elegant Debts, 83-5 and 113-40. 
J6J In h is scudics o f t he fan10Lts scvcncccnch-ccncury ch inker and calligrapher, Fu Shan {.l!\Jl/, 
Bai Qianshcn (B~tffei) has a lso exp lo red chc i1nplicac ions ofchc burden of social obligations 
on a liccrari anise. Sec his Fu Shan's World: 1he Transfonnation of Chinese Calligraphy in the 
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An interesting topic McDertnorr, Kutcher, and Clunas all d\.vell on is 
the relationship benveen "friends" and one's fa1nily n1e1nbers and 

kinsn1en. McDern1ort argues char rhe area of rhe Lo\ver Yangzi delta of 
Ming China \.Vas particularly acco1n1nodaring to the conditions and 
requiretnents of friendship because the region lacked a recent history of 
strong lineages,37 a vie'<v shared by Clunas in his discussions of \Ven 
Zheng1ning, \\7ho \Vas from char locale.38 \Xfherher or nor rhe structure of 

a strong lineage \.Vas necessarily less conducive to friendship is a con1plex 
question. As McDern1otr ackt10\.vledges, parts of Jiangxi, \vhere the social 
structures \.Vere do1ninated by large lineages, also \Vi rnessed the popularity 
of literati clubs and rhe flourishing of gentry friendship.39 I tend to 
believe that strong lineage 1night be a double-edged S\.vord as far as 
friendship is concerned: Ir n1ay prevent a man fro1n cultivating friend
ships with others frotn other regions, bur, at the satne rime, close 
relationships with rhe tnale me1nbers within the lineage tnighr dra\v hin1 
a\\'ay fron1 rhe confined space of his o'<vn nuclear fan1ily, thus creating 
1nore spaces as well as more possibilities for relationships outside rhe 
i1n1nediare confines of the household. In fact, in rhe life of He Xinyin {iij 
, c,,~ (1517-79), one of rhe great lace Ming pron1oters of friendship 
discussed in McDer1nort's article, lineage and friendship did nor appear 
to have been antagonistic at all. He Xinyin's unprecedented chan1pioning 
of friendship was closely related to his effort co built a utopian co1n-
1nuniry based on lineage structure. For hi1n, in breaking away from one's 
own jia * (nuclear fat11ily)-\\'hich he regarded as one of the 1nain 
origins of hw11an selfishness-the pull of rhe con1mon interest of a 
lineage could be an itnporrant factor. This beco1nes especially significant 
if \.Ve recall chat prior to the Spring and Auru1nn period, the concept of 
you referred to kins1nen \Vithin a lineage and could 1nean "frarerniry" as 

articulated in the i1nporranr concept of xiaoyou '¥1fi. (filialiry and 
fraternity) in Confucian fai11ily ethics. Here you means "fraternity" 
rather than "friendship." 

Seventeenth-Century China {Cambridge, MA: H arvard Universiry Asia Cenrer, 2003) and 
his C hinese book Fu Shan de jiaocvang he yi.ngchou :yishu shehui shi de yixiang ge'an yanjitt ~ 
U,J633(tl:*1JJiOOll:~Mrd:~~B':J-J'Jj(~*liff~ (Shanghai : Shangha i shLthua chubanshe, 
2003 ). 
3:> McDermott , "Friendship and !rs Friends;'? I. 
:!<lJ C lunas, Elegant Debts, 51. 
39) McDermott , "Friendship and !rs Friends;'? I. 
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Acknowledging che complex roles played by family in che Ming 
concepcualization of friendship, McDerrnoct observes: "Farnily cies in 
che Lo",rer Yangzi delta may have been less rescriccive, farnily organizacion 
1nuch si1npler, and farnily obligacions far fe\ver char1 in souchern Anhui, 
Kiangsi, or Fukien. Bue, the individual nlale \Vas born into and reared in 

a net\vork of farnily cies char assured h im of 'farnily friendships' rarely 
spoken of in che Ming accounts of friendship. These friendships were 
~ridely assurned by nletnbers of gencry farnilies and consricuted che 
bedrock for the 'social necworks' ~re are only now beginning co 
underscar1d.""0 Here the boundaries bet\veen an "achieved relationship" 

(friendship) and an "ascribed relacionship" (kinship), as often drawn by 
rnodern anthropologists, becotne difficult to maintain.4 1As Clunas's 

discussion of Wen Zhengn1ing's close friendship \Vith Qian Tongai ~IEJ 
~ (1475-1549) illuscrates;' 2 one of the rnosc con1mon ~'ays of solidifying 
and auchenticating a friendship between C\VO adult rnales in late irnperial 
China \Vas having one's child marry the child of the other. Here the 
distinccions bet\veen "friendship" and "kinship" \Vere 1near1c co be 

overco1ne. TI1e case of Wen Zhengrning, \vhich \Vas by no means w1ique 
in late irnperial China, is a poignant ren1inder that in studying che 
history of Chinese rnale friendship \Ve have to be constancly mindful of 
our own historical bias, nor to rnention che substantial differences 

bet\veen theory and praxis even \Vithin a particular historical period. 
To further complicate the 1nacter, in traditional friendship discourses, 

the behaviors of a good friend, as McDern1ott has pointed out, are often 
valorized in tern1s of the con11non understanding of che obligations of 
family rnembers.43 For example, to sho\v appreciation co one's friend is ro 
treat hin1 like one's O\vn brocher. TI1e highest honor one could besco\v on 

a friend \vho has done one a big favor (such as saving one's life or giving 
one a rare opportunity for greac success) is ro respect char friend as if he 
\Vere one's O\Vn parent, as suggested in the phrase "parents \vho have 

given one the second chance of life" (chongsheng_fumu mj::X-:£.J:). TI1at 
is, the appreciacion of friendship is dependenc on Confucian family 

"°1 McDcrn1ott , "Fricnds h ip and Its Friends;' 92. 
•IJ David Konsran, Friendship in the Classical 1'Vorld (Can1bridgc: C a1nbridgc Un ivcrsiry 
Press, 1997), I. 
• 2J Clunas,Elegant Debts, 57 . 
.UJ McDcrn1ott , "Fricnds h ip and Its Friends;' 9 1. 
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rhetoric for articulation, a face that has fairly co1nplicated in1plicacions. 
On the one hand, che tendency to pron1oce friendship by appealing to 
che Confucian farnily rnodel could so1neti1nes be decrin1ental co che 

enterprise of friendship itself by allo\ving ic to be co-opted as a friend 
becon1es a fan1ily me1nber. Kutcher observes chis from a slighdy different 

angle: "One \vay in v.rl1ich Confucians reinforced the hierarchy of 
friendship was by stressing chat it should be modeled on the inherently 
hierarchical fraternal bond."~• On the ocher hand, this close parallel and 

con1patibiliry asswned bec,veen friendship and farnily relationships such 
as the fraternal bond \Vere considered by so1ne to have che potential co 

undennine che scabiliry of the family. Alarn1ed by such potential, 1nany 
conservative defenders of the Confucian fan1ily \vere concerned that 
\vhen one treated a friend as a brother, the position of a real brother \Vas 

likely to be usurped by a fake or fictive one, a scenario chat posed serious 
threat to the core Confucian values chat e1nphasized the interests of 

fan1ily and kinships. A frequent co1nplainc about the dangers of friend
ship during rhe !are Ming \vas chat 1nore and n1ore n1en \vere pursuing 
friendship ac che expense of their relationships \vich their 1nale siblings 

(bo gurou er z-.hongjiaoyou ~it~ffff]l[:X:b[).45 111e Ming scholar-official 
Wu Linzheng ~~11 (1593-1644) once cautioned: "If one treats his 

friends better than his brothers, chis is like favoring the flo\ver petals at 
the expense of che roots of the plant. One should never behave like this.""6 

111e controversial thinker Li Zhi '.$~ (1527-1602), for exa1nple, \Vas 

accused of pursuing friendship with no regard for his fan1ily and kins1nen 
(qi renlun ~.A{ffif ), and his eventual tragic death 1night be related to 

such accusations.47 

+1) Kutcher, "Filth Relationship;' 1622. 
•5J "Fcngsu" "~1:§~ in Shun ti an jt:r.hi lrn:;R!ff;t; (Wan Ii ed.), J. J 3b. 
<6l \Vu Lingzhcng,) iajic yaoyan %'~~~. reprinted in Zhijiagcyan, Zeng 'Guang xianwen; 
Nucr Jing: :r.hijiaxiuyanggeyan shi:r.hong i'fs'1!..~~. ~Jji~X::, fr~*~' i'2l%'(~fff'~~-f-3, 
anno. and intro. by Zhu Li *flJ (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshc, 1999), JO. The fragile 
fraternal bond is the subject of ;\d rian Davis's "Fratern ity and Fratricide in Lare Imperial 
Ch . " 1na. 

•
7
) Li Zhi, "Fu DcngShiyang" 1i~E~. Fenshu '.l)t!j:, I 0, in Fenshu, Xre Fenshu '.l)t!j: ~'.l)t 

!j: {Beij ing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975). For a derai led discussion o frhc confl ict between fa1ni ly 
obligat io n and devot io n to friends in Li's life, sec Marrin Huang, "Pass io n fo r Friends: Li 
Zhi's Tragedy" (Paper presented at the Spn posium o n "Passion and Pleasure in C hinese 
Literature:' The Un ivcrs iry of C hicago, May 27-28, 2006). 
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111e paradox is char for friendship to chrive, a man had to free himself 
fron1 the rescriccive scructw·e of che Confucian fan1ily, <u1d yet, ac che 
san1e ti1ne, the values of friendship could be appreciaced only in cern1s of 
1nodels based on this very Confucian inscicucion. In other \vords, che 

value of a crue friend could only be authencicated or arciculaced \vhen 
that friend \Vas accepced (at least sy1nbolically) as a kinsn1an or a family 
member. 

None of these scholars, McDermott, Kuccher, and Clunas, explores 

che quescion of male homosexual relacionships.48 Any serious scudy of 
1nale friendship has to co1ne to grips \vi ch the incricate relations bec\.veen 
the ho1nosocial and the hon1osexual. In her classic study Between M en: 
English L iterat ure and JV/ale H omosocial Desire, Eve Kosofsky Sedg,vick 
vie\vs 1nale-n1ale relationships as a concinuu1n bet\veen the hon1osocia1 

and the homosexual rather chan si1nply a binary of scraighc/ gay.49 111is 
model of a ho1nosocial-homosexual concinuu1n 1nighc also be usef11l in 
exan1ining the n1ale-n1ale relacionships in tradicional C hina. \Xlhile no 
one "vould characterize this continuum as sea1nless, the transition fron1 
the ho1nosocial to the homosexual in a male-male relacionship in 
tradicional China could be quire drascic and so1neti1nes even trau1nacic, 
given chat almosc all 1nale ho1nosexua1 relacionships \Vere explicitly 
hierarchical. 111e parcner \vho played the passive role (che penetrated) 
\vas often "reduced" co being a ",vo1nan" and, accordingly, he \Vas usually 

expecced co behave like a \vo1nan, follo\ving the Confucian 1noral 
prescripcions for \vomen.50 Troubled by McDermotc's reluctance to 

..SJ Fo r lack of a better term, I use tern1s such as "hon1osexual" with hes itation, fully a\vare. of its 
inadequacy in discussing n1any cases of male bonding in traditional C hina . Scholars of 
\Vcsrern sexual histo ry have argued that "homosexual" was a concept "invented" when those 
involved in san1e-sex love were singled our and identified as 1nen1bers of a "thi rd gender:' a 
result of the increasing ly st rong ho 1nophobia in Europe beginn ing from rhe eighteenth 
century. In late iinpcrial C hina, people with inclinations to\vard sa1ne-sex pass ion \Ve re never 
conside red belong ing to a "th ird gender:' and t here was no gender category of"ho1nosexuals" 
in prc-rwenricrh-ccntury Ch ina, as understood in its n1odern sense. For a n1ore derailed 
discussion of t his issue, sec 1ny book Negotiating Masculinities in Late hnpetial China, 148-
52. 
<9J Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Ho1nosocial Desit·e 
(Nc\v York: Columbia University Press, 1985). 
5oJ I have explo red the gender in1plicatio ns of what I have called "act ive and passive lovers" in 
sa1nc-scx relat ionships in n1y Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late hnpcrial China 
( Can1bridgc: Harvard Un iversiry Asia Center, 200 I ), 176-205; sec also So1nmcr, "Dangerous 
M ales, Vulnerable Males, and Polluted Males." 
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include hotnoerocicism in his discussion of lace Ming friendship by 
characterizing chetn as C"\VO separate strands, Giovanni Vitiello is one of 
the fe"" 'vho have accetnpced co discuss hon1oerocicisn1 in che large 
context of ho1nosocialicy in lace Ming culture. In his recent article 
"Exemplary Sodomites: Chivalry and Love in Lare Ming Culture;' 

Vitiello is quite persuasive in contending that the lace Ming "ro1nanric 
ideology [qing '!Ji or love] provides the over-arching scrucnlfe that allo\vs 
a homosocial bond co become homosexual."5L His discussions have shed 
light on the in1portanc question of the possible roles played by the lace 
Ming cult of qing in the quick ascendance of the status of friendship 
during char period.52 Some lace Ming friendship enthusiasts did imitate 
the rhetoric of the promoters of qing despite the fact that friendship, as a 
topic of ethical discourse, \Vas n1ore likely to feel che constraining effect 
of Confucian orthodoxy, \vhile the enterprise of qing, given literature as 
its n1ain domain, often found itself in a 1nore "friendly" environ1nent. 
Ho,vever, in celebrating the transfonnacive po\ver of qing, Vitiello, it 
seems co n1e, sometin1es tends to ignore the heterosexual gender 
inequality aln1osc always reproduced and someti1nes even reinforced in 
tnany of these homoerotic relationships once a ho1nosocial bond 
beco1nes hon1osexual. \Xfhile sharing his vie'v that McDern1occ n1ighc 
have been a bit coo si1npliscic in refusing co see ho1nosocialicy and 
ho1nosexualicy as integral pares of a concinuu1n, I \vould hesitate co 
e1nbrace che conclusion Vitiello reaches in his reading of che sevenceenth
cencury collection of stories Bian er chai jf-ffjjj)l (Cap and hairpin as 
well) char che ho1nosocial and the ho1nosexual "are here fully conflated 
cacegories."53 

The four articles asse1nbled here, originally presented at the panel on 
"Male Friendship in the Ming Dynasty" at the annual Conference of che 
Association for Asian Studies in San Francisco (April 6-9, 2006), are an 
effort of interdisciplinary collaboration a1nong four scholars in the fields 
of history, n1usicology, and literary studies co explore how 1nale 
friendship \Vas theorized, practiced, and represented in Ming China. 

5lJ Giovann i Virid lo, "Exe1nplary Sodon1 ires," 23 2. 
;2) Qf,ng, \vhich has been rranslarcd variably as "love," "passion;' "feeling;' is a loaded rcrn1 in 
Ch inese cukural h isrory. Fo r a discussion o f !arc M ing rcvalorizarion of qing, sec nly book 
Desire and R ctional Narrative in L ate hnperial China, 23-56. 
53J Virid lo, "Excn1plarr Sodon1ires:' 234. I rcrurn ro rh is in aner in 1ny co1nmenrs on Joseph 
Lan"s arricle in rhc iss ue. 
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Why Ming China? Besides che obvious reason char all four concrib 
ucors to chis volwne are students of Ming culture, during the Ming 
dynasty (especially the last century of this dynascy) friendship appears to 
have been celebrated \vich unprecedented enthusias1n. Son1e of che 
boldest statements and n1osc sophisticated theories of friendship \Vere 
produced in this period, as McDermott and Viciello have already 
demonstrated to a certain extent. The second half of the Ming dynascy 
sa\v an explosion of friendship discourses as \veil as the rise of a culc of 
friendship a1nong n1any educaced 1nales.5• Friendship becan1e such an 
important issue during the lace Ming chat it \Vas even once chosen as an 
essay topic in the civil service exan1inacions.55 As some of rhe contributors 
to chis issue contend, the late Ming might be considered the golden age 
of Chinese n1ale friendship. 

From a chronological vie\v, ainong the four articles in chis che1ne issue, 
Anne Gerricsen's article deals \Vith the earliest period, the Yuan-Ming 

transition in the lace fourceench century. She sho\vs how friendship \Vas 
practiced before the arrival of the golden age of friendship during rhe 
late Ming, a historical period the ocher three articles exan1ine at 
considerable length. Among the three figures Gerritsen concentrates on, 
t\VO were Yuan loyalist poets, Dai Liang ~.Bl (1317-83) and Ding 
Henian Tf.~1¥- (133 5-1424). 1l1eir friendship seen1s to have been 
strengthened by their shared loyalty to the fallen Yuan dynasty despite 
cheir different ethnic backgrounds: Dai \Vas a Han Chinese \vhereas 
Ding \Vas of Central Asian origin. On the ocher hai1d, their shared 
loyalist sentin1ents apparently did not prevent them fro1n befriending 
those \\'ho actively participated in the new regi1ne, such as Wu Sidao ffii; 
wrm: (fl. late fourteenth century). Gerritsen looks at ho\V these three 
fourteenth-century literati beca1ne friends despite the ethnic and 
political divides ai11ong the1n. Both Dai and Wu \Vrote biographies of 
their friend Ding, celebrating his identity as a Confucian gentle1nan. 
Boch authors de1nonscrared their readiness and ability to cultivate \vhac 
Gerritsen calls "friendship over differences." For Dai and \Vu, Ding, a 

5•> Con1parc 1ny art icle in rh is issue and McDern1orr's discussions of several !arc M ing books 
devoted to rhe topic of friends hip, such as Guangyou fun )Jii(t\[~iff, in h is "Friendship and !rs 
F . d » r1cn s. 
55> Sec Zhong Xing's ifi't~ ( l 574-1625) lcngrhy cxan1inarion essay o n friendship, rcprinrcd 
in his Yinxiu xuan ji ~%ff~ (Shanghai: Shanghai g uji chubanshc, 1992), 24.444-45. 
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1nan of different ethnicity, becan1e "one of us" thanks to their shared 
cultural values and their cotnmon Confucian upbringing. Dai's 
biography of Ding is the portrait of a 1n;u1 of utter 1noral integrity. As its 
ride suggests, this is a biography of a high-n1inded genden1an (gaoshi 

:z.huan ~±1".). One of the qualities associated \vich his biographical 
subject that Dai admired 1nosc \Vas his disinterest in officialdom and 
\vealrh, a quality not unrelated co their shared clain1 as Yuan loyalists, 
\vho staked their reputations on refusing to s\vitch loyalty to another 
regin1e. In contrast, Wu's biography, as its ride Ding xiaozj zhuan T~ 
r 1". (1he biography of Ding, a filial son) clearly indicates, concentrates 
almost exclusively on Ding's filialicy. As son1eone v,rho might have felt 
vulnerable to the accusation of lacking n1oral integrity for serving in the 
nev,r regin1e, Wu's exclusive focus on the more apolitical virtue of filialicy 
\.Vas probably nor an innocent decision. By "friendship over differences" 
Gerritsen does not 1nean that their differences disappeared as a result of 
their friendships but rather that they becan1e friends despite the 
differences. 

Furcher1nore, there are also differences '>vithin the friendships a1nong 
the three. Because of their shared political seance, Ding appeared to be 
1nuch closer co Dai than to \Vu. 1l1ere are more exchanges benveen Ding 
and Dai recorded in their extant collected writings. For exa1nple, Ding 
expressed his gratitude to Dai for writing his biography, '>vhile in several 
of his poems, Dai co1npared Ding to the fa1nous Six-Dynasty recluse 
poet Tao Yuanming l\t17JIMBJ3 (ca. 365-427 ). 

1l1e con1paracive reading of the biographies of Ding by Dai and Wu 
helps us appreciate the relationships a1nong the trio in terms of how the 
two authors reconstructed their i1nages of a con1n1on friend. Gerritsen 
then turns to several pieces \vritten by Ding and Wu on a painting by Dai 
Liang to see how the latter \Vas in turn viewed by the ocher t\VO. During 
the turbulent years of the violent Yuan-Ming transition, crying co ren1ain 
loyal to the collapsing Yuan regin1e and to avoid being enlisted for service 
by the anti-Yuan forces, \vho were occupying his hon1etown, Dai \Vas 
forced into exile. Traveling and sojourning in other regions, to alleviate 
his hon1esickness, Dai Liang al\vays carried a painting of his hon1eto'>vn 
1nouncains, tided "Jiuling shanfang cu" JL!lr.Dmlil (A painting of rhe 
studio on the Jiuling 1nountains) and hung it in the bedroo1ns where he 
stayed during his exile. 1l1e painting became an important focus of 
exchanges between hi1n and his friends, a 1nobile "site" \vhere friendships 
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\Vith people in different regions \vere initiated, consolidated, and 
inscribed as Dai invited the1n to \vrite colophons on the painting or 
con1pose poe1ns or essays using the painting as a topic. l11ese friends 
included Yuan loyalists such as Ding Henian as \vell as people like Wu 
Sidao and Tang Zhichw1 ,18~1¥ (1350-1401 ), \vho would later becon1e 
an important official in the ne\vly established Ming governn1ent.56 The 
painting, as the site of literati friendships and cultural exchanges, served 
as a bridge over the political divide bet\veen Confucian loyalis1n and 
pragn1atic political expediency. \Vhile the painting was an eloquent 
testi1nony to Dai Liang's deter1nination to re1nain a Yuan loyalist, the 
diverse political orientations of the friends invited to interpret and 
celebrate it, ironically, point to the compro1nises Dai made to survive as 
a loyalist and the net\vork of friendships he needed to re1nain culturally 
relevant in an age of rapid political change.57 l11riving on co1nn1onality, 
friendship also 1neans accepting differences. 

At the beginning of this introduction, I pointed out the affinity 
between friendship and travel. In the late fourteenth century, 1nany had 
to travel for a different purpose-to flee the raging war or escape 
pressures to change one's political allegiance_ Such forced n1oven1ent, 

ironically, also gave rise to more opportw1ities as \veil as ne'>v necessities 
of friendship. Substantial parts of the lives of Ding Henian and Dai 
Liang \Vere spent in traveling and sojourning a\vay fro1n their hometo\vns, 
and the roles played by you (travel) in the formation of their nenvorks of 
y ou (friends) cannot be overesti1nated. 

Gerritsen points out that 1nany educated Han Chinese n1ales were 
deprived of opportunities to cake the civil service examinations due to 
che policy of the Yuan governn1ent and the disruption of nonnalcy 
caused by the war. For n1any of che1n, friendship bec<une <Ul in1portant 
1neans for perfor1ning their n1asculinicy. Such appropriation of friendship 
\vould be accen1pced again in a son1e\vhat different situation in the late 
Ming '>vhen many \vho did not succeed in the exa1ninations began to 

;6) Sec the nianp11 fF~ attached to Dai Liang's }iuling shanfong Ji fl,!I!ili.m~ (Siku 
quanshtt ed .: Shanghai: Shang haiguji chubanshe, 1987), JOa-b. 
; 7) Con1pare Paul Ropp's comments on G errirscn's presentation at t he ;\ AS panel: "Ir is n1y 
impression that qu ire a number of d ire n1ales maintained thei r personal friends hips across 
political lines, because they all knew how fraught with danger any one choice could be, to 
serve or nor to serve a new dynasty. No one could afford to be too self-righteo us when all the 
1no ral choices were in one way o r another an1b igu0Lts and potent ially dangero us." 
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turn che pursuit of friendship into a career, a lase resort co lay claim co 
tnembership in che cultural elite. This is che case of the comn1oner 
scholar, Gu Dashao O::klm (b. 1576), \\'ho1n I exatnine in n1y article in 
this issue. 

Besides the exchange of poetry, another kind of writing these literati 
friends ofi:en exchanged a1nong che1nselves \Vas biographies of chaste 
wo1nen, nlost of \vhich were authored by rhen1selves. Such exchat1ge 
cook on added significance during a rime \vhen an old dynasty \Vas being 
replaced, ofi:en violently, by a new one. Gerritsen notes char Ding 
Henian's elder sister, Yue'e faj J(fX, thanks to her choosing death over the 

possibility of being violated by the soldiers, was a subject (or an object) 
of celebration by n1ale literati authors. \Vriting about Ding Henian's 
chaste sister beca1ne an important aspect of \Vu Sidao's friendship "virh 
Ding despite their different political stances. The celebration of chaste 
women again \vould becon1e an in1porcanc pare of che nlale licerati's 
effort co co1ne co cenns \Vith their deeply bruised n1ale egos 'vhen n1an
hood was often equated \vich nationhood during che violent Ming-Qing 
transition 1nore than t\VO hundred years later. In Wu Sidao's biography of 
Yue'e, \Ve encounter few signs of anxiety or guile over his decision co 
serve in che ne\v regime, probably an "unchaste" act in the eyes of chose 

tnore conscious of the Confucian virtue of political loyalty. By the rime 
of the Ming-Qing transition in the mid-seventeenth century, such n1oral 
self-assurance, ho\vever, becan1e 1nuch 1nore difficult to 1naintain in 1nale 
literati discourses on chaste \Votnen. \X!ricing about these fe1nale "ochers" 
often becatne occasions of self-interrogation \vich regard to d1eir o\vn 
failures as male subjects of a conquered nation. Fe1nale chastity at1d 
political loyalisn1 becan1e inseparable.58 After the fall of the Ming 
dynasty, "friendships over differences" forn1ed benveen yinmin ~~ 
(chose \vho insisted on their allegiance co che already toppled monarchy) 
at1d erchen ~@ (collaborators who S\vicched their allegiance co the ne\v 
regin1e) continued co thrive, further complicating our understanding of 
1nale hon1osocialicy, \vhich \Vas conditioned at1d so1nerimes even dis

torted by political cur1noil.59 

5•J 'Th is is an issue discussed extensively in the first fo ur chapters of my book Negotiating 
Masculinities in Late bnpcrial China, especially, 72-86. 
59J See Xie Zhengguang ~JE;)\:;,Qingchtt shi1ven yu shiren jiaoyou kao h'"f:fJ)~X:~±)<X~ 
~ {Nanjing: Nanjing daxue chubanshe, 200 I ). 
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While Gerritsen's study focuses on the exchanges ainong three friends 
in fourteenth-century China n1ainly in the form of \Vriting poe1ns, 
biographies, essays, colophons, Joseph Lan1's explores music as the 
contact bet\veen n1en friends in his article "Music and Male Bonding in 

Ming China." Lain investigates hov.1 n1usic served as a catalyst for 1nale 
bonding in the last nvo centuries of the Ming dynasty. He proposes the 
broad tenn "musiking" to describe all the cultural activities associated 
with music. 

1l1e legend about Yu Boya BiJf83.f refusing to play 1nusic afi:er the 
death of his friend Zhong Ziqi £i.T-~ because he believed Zhong was 
the only one who could understand and appreciate his music '.Vas one of 
the 1nost fan1ous Chinese friendship stories. Ir gave currency to che cern1 
z-.hiyin )ED~ (the one v.1ho really understands the sound/ 1nusic, or soul 
n1ate). Con1pared \vith another equally popular tern1, zhiji )EOC. (so1ne
one \vho really appreciates and knows one), originally used co describe 
the explicicly hierarchical relationship between a patron/ 1naster ai1d his 
client/ recainer,60 zhiyin is more likely to refer to 1nore egalitarian 
friendship, although the t\VO ter1ns are often interchangeable.61 L1deed, 
as Lain suggests, in che legend of Yu Bo ya and Zhong Ziqi, friendship is 
situated "outside che institutional sites, such as the court, the hotne, and 

the entertainment quarters, v.1here participants' interactions were defined 
by social-political hierarchies." However, this ancient legend of egali
tarian friendship is tnencioned ac the beginning of his article as an ideal 
too high and too pure for lacer men co live up to, because, as Larn 
den1onscraces subsequencly, very fe\v lived outside chose institutional 
sites. Lain's lase exai11ple about the passionate love affair between cl1e 

literan1s Qi /ii~ and his catamite and their con1mon devotion co 1nusic 
1nay, ac first glance, come close to this ideal of zhiyin, bur their sexual 
relationship turned out co be anything but egalitarian. 

Lain begins his discussion of 1nusiking and 1nale bonding '>vich che 
case of t\vo sixteenth-century scholar-officials' incellectual friendship 

(<)) Sima Qian l§']f.!l,)I, "Cike liezhuan" iliJJ~:S701', Shiji §e,~~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shttjLt, 
1972), vol. 8, 2519. 
6' l Fo r discussions of rhe early histories of rhese rcnns, sec Eric Henry, "The Morif of 
Recogn it ion in Early Ch ina; H arvard j ournal of Asiatic Studies 47 (1987): 5-30, and Paul 
Ro uzer, "The Life of rhe Parry: TI1corizing Clients and Patrons in Early Ch ina," Cornparative 
Literature 58.1 (2006): 59-69; sec a lso n1y discussion of G u Dashao's vic\V on chc. differences 
becwcen "friends" and "rccaincr/guesc" in n1y arc iclc in chis issue. 
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developed through their n1utual interest in music theories, although such 
friendship \Vas not purely intellectual as other 1nore utilitarian factors 
probably played so1ne role_ Ir rook Ji Ben ~.:;$: (1485-1563) aln1ost 
t\venry-five years to have his book on 1nusic theory published because it 
took hi1n that long to find someone who could really appreciate, as \veil 
as convince hi1nself of, the 1nerit of his 1nusic theory. 

Compared \Vi th the case of Ji Ben, the role of musiking in the social 
life of Yan Chengfi~ (1547-1625) was even more important. Yan \Vas 
reputed to be the founder of the fan1ous and influential Yushan school of 
qin ~ (seven-string zither) in Changshou m~~ in what is nO\V part of 
Jiangsu province. Like other literati clubs such as shishe ~~ffd: (poetry 
club), qinshe ~ffd: (qin club) \Vas another forn1 of assembly \vhere 
net\vorks of literati friendship thrived, in this case, through participants' 
co1nn1on love for 1nusic. Yan Cheng's i1npact as a leader of the Yushan 
school \Vas enhanced by the face char he caine from a very pro1ninenc 
fainily and his father Yan Ne fi~ (1511 -84) \Vas once che Grai1d 
Councilor during the Jiajing reign (1522-66). Yan Cheng ai1d his 
n1usiking comrades "operated as a social and artistic group of elite 1nen: 
in addition to socializing \Vith one another, they played the san1e 
repertory of qin works, subscribed to che san1e aesthetics, and lived in che 
same Changshou area," pointing to the subde relationships a1nong 
1nusiking, male friendships, ai1d local identities. L<u11 here raises a very 
important question about che roles played by "local identity" in a 
Chinese man's friendships \Vith other men, an issue closely related to che 

implications of clan and lineage chat I have previously touched on. 
The last part of Lain's article is about 1nusiking in san1e-sex love 

benveen an obsessed literati connoisseur of art, Qi Zhixiang ifr~.Ltt$ 
(juren 1627 ) and his caca1nite Ahbao llof}l. Lain emphasizes the unique 
role played by 1nusiking in che bonding benveen the two ai1d the 
transgressive nature of their love, calling our attention co the e1nocional 
and erotic co1nponent of music as it helped shape che special bond 
between then1. His discussion is based on an account by Zhang D ai 3:& 
11i (1597-ca. 1684), \vho, a connoisseur of arc hi1nself, also enjoyed the 
con1pany of catamites, though probably not as obsessively as Qi. 
Significandy, Qi's love for Ahbao is largely presented in tern1s of literati 
connoisseurship. Zhang 1nentioned char Qi had a fixation on n1any 
things, including calligraphy, chess playing, and opera. \Xlhen Zhang \Vas 
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ineroduced to Ahbao by Qi, ehe \Vay Zhang responded is revealing: "This 
is a fairy bird from ehe \Veseern Paradise. Where did you gee hi1n?"62 

Here Ahbao \Vas apparendy adn1ired as a pee or a piece of art, so1nething 

collectable by a connoisseur.63 No matter ho\v passionate Qi was in his 
love for Ahbao (Qi gave up his tnoney, property, and even his fan1ily for 

hin1), ehe laeter ren1ained a desired objece, \vhile Qi, as a desiring subjece, 
\Vas his "owner." Lam is cereainly on finn ground when he characeerizes 

eheir apparencly unequal relationship as a kind of 1nale bonding, 

although it should greacly con1plicaee our underst<mding of friendship if 
\Ve are to consider the1n friends. 

111is leads us to a ceneral issue in the study of 1nale-male sexual 
relaeionship in traditional China: A!tnost all the available evidence 
suggests such relationships \Vere striccly hierarchica!.6• If \Ve rely on the 

1nodern concept of friendship, \vhere equality is one of its defining 
qualieies, ehen the relationship between ehese male lovers could hardly 

be considered friendship. On the ocher hand, given that equality \Vas not 

62l Zhang Dai, "Qi Zh ixiangpi"Jil~ll:.rif@, in Zhang Dai, Tm/an 111engyi Xiha 1nengxunlltiil~ 
~ ft£§11'1J~~ {Shang ha i: Shanghai guji chubanshc, 1982), 39. 
63l Fo r discussions o f literati and t heir relationships with 1nalc actors {often fcn1alc 
impersonators) in tcrn1s of conno isseurship, sec Sophie Volpp, "The Literary Consun1ption 
of Actors in Seventeenth-Century China," in Lvdia Liu, Ellen \Vidn1cr, and Jud ith Zeitlin, . , . 
eds., Writing and Materiality in China: Essays in Honor of Patrick Hanan {Cambridge, MA.: 
Harvard Un ivcrsity Asia Cente r, 2003 ), 153-83; \Vu C uncun, Hornoerotic Sensibilities in late 
bnperial China {London and New York: Roudcgc Curzon , 2004 ), especially, 116-58; and 
n1y book Negotiating lvfasculinities in Late Imperial China, 141-42. 
6-!J There n1ig ht be so1nc except io ns in a li1nitcd sense, where hierarchy docs not receive n1uch 
c1nphasis; sec, for cxan1plc, "Qingxia ji" 'l~-f3\::~2 from Bian'er chai and "Pan \Vcnzi qihc 
yuanyang zong" Hltx::-=f-~-&l-~~~ fron1 Shi diantou :fi~lm, two collections o f stories 
produced during t he. seventeenth cen tury. For discuss ions of these two sto ries, sec Giovann i 
Vitiello, "Exemplary Sodon1itcs," 228-37; for a different reading o f Bian er Chai, sec niy book 
Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late l111perial China, 176-83. \V hilc bot h Vitiello and I 
have emphasized the strateg y of qing adopted to lcgiti1natc "sa1nc sex love;' I an1 n1uch 1norc 
hesitant than Vitiello in characterizing 1nany cases of "malc-n1ale sexual passion" as 
relat ionships among equals. In her book Ho1noerotic Sensibilities in Late hnperial China (85-
110), \1(Tu C uncLtn arg ues that the vic\YS o n 1nalc-malc sexual pass ion on t he part of two other 
inAucnt ial eighteenth-century lite rati figttrcs, the poet Yuan Mei Rf.ii: ( 1716-97) and the 
painter Zheng Xie~~ ( 1693-1765), were son1ct in1cs capable of challenging the "bound
aries" between the penetrated and t he penetrator. H owcvc.r, though less rigid, hierarchy is 
nevertheless an integra l part of the kind of relat ionships pract iced o r envisioned by Yuan Mei 
and Zheng Xie, and, furrhcrn1orc, their views \Vere often expressed or presen ted for t heir 
intended shocking effect, t hus calling attentio n by default to the ovcnvheln1ing dominance 
of t he 1no rc rig id "norn1s." 



24 lvf.W. Huang I Nan Nu 9 (2007) 2-33 

always regarded as a central element of friendship in traditional Chinese 
cul cure, \Ve might \vane co avoid an either/ or approach in exainining che 
intricate relationship bet\veen che kind of n1ale-bonding described here 
at1d \vhat was usually considered friendship in traditional China. 

An ocher case of 1nale-1nale sexual love couched on by Lain should help 
us to better appreciate che gender i1nplicacions of the bonding benveen 
Qi and Ahbao in ter1ns of che possible distinctions bet\veen n1ale 
friendship and rnale hornosexual passion in cradicional China. In a story 
citied "1l1e To\ver of Gathered Refinernenc" by Li Yu ~ot®. (1611-71 ), 
t\vo good friends, Jin Zhongyu and Liu Minshu, \vho are both n1arried, 
share a catatnite lover, Quan Ruxiu fl&f~. \'{!hen Quan, our of loyalty 
to his t\vo 1nale lovers, refuses a relationship \vith the son of a powerful 
official, he is subjected co cruel revenge, castration by a eunuch. Before 
chis tragedy, ho\vever, the three live in perfect harn1ony: Jin and Liu take 
turns sleeping \vi th Quan. Instead of any jealousy bet\veen chen1, their 
friendship seen1s to have been strengthened precisely because of their 
co1n1non love. Or, in the \vords of che narrator, che "body" of the 

cacat11ice becomes che physical sire \vhere the corporeal interactions 
bet\veen Jin and Liu are being enacted (budat1 cuniat1 busheng, fanjie 
tav.1ei lianluo xinghai zhi ju /f1.§.gjg~/f~. ,&{~ftl!~~y~fm~~Z~).65 

111e story's deliberate juxtaposition of male friendship \vich 111ale-1nale 
sexual passion highlights che assun1ed distinctions bet\veen these c'vo 
kinds of 1nale bonding, che former benveen t\VO rnen \vho are n1ore or 
less socially equal and che latter between cwo socially superior n1en and a 
younger n1an fron1 a significantly lo,.ver social scrac1u11. While 
e111phasizing the good education both Jin and Liu received, che author 
does not say anything about Quan in chis regard (\ve infer that he has 
licde education). If this is a story about deep attachment among three 
rnale friends, the reader n1ay \Yonder why there is no 1nencion of any 
sexual relationship bet\veen Jin and Liu. 111e author's silence is revealing: 
\Ve are supposed to conclude char their friendship involves absolutely no 
sex. If it did, tl1e status of one of che111, the passive partner or the 
penetrated, would have been lo\.vered co chat of a caca111ice. Consequencly, 
che friendship bet\veen c'vo rnen of equal social scan1s (ic is emphasized 
char chey used to be tongxue) \.Vould have been turned in co a hierarchical 

6;J Li Yu, "Cuiya loLi" ~~:f'i, in Shier lou +=:f'I; rcprinrcd in Li Yu quanji ~j~~~ 
(Hangzhou: Zhcjiangguji chubanshc, 1992), vol. 9, 130. 



M.W. Huang I Nan JVii 9 (2007) 2-33 25 

sexual relationship bet\veen a n1an and his '\von1an" (the penetrated).66 

In most cases, sex bet\veen t\VO 1nales either leads to inequality or 
deepens the inequality that already exists, thus replicating the rigid 
gender inequality in a heterosexual relationship, because a n1an "vho has 
been penetrated will be reduced to being a ""voman" (having lost his 
original status as 1nan). 1he castration Quan suffers at the hands of the 
eunuch takes on special symbolic tneaning: once penetrated (penetration 
an1ow1ts to castration) he beco1nes a '\vo1nan." Although friendship 
between a man and a '\votnan" (or his "wo1nan") is possible, such 

friendship has to be quite different fro1n that bet\veen t\VO 1nales. 
Needless to say, male friendship is only possible bet\veen t\Vb 111en, ~1hile 

Quan is obviously no longer a 1nan once he is penetrated (castrated).67 A 
conclusion \Ve can tentatively dra~' is that in traditional China friendship 
benveen t\vo 111en in 1nale-n1ale sexual relationship was possible but in 
most cases substantially or qualitatively different fro1n that bet\.veen t"\VO 
1nales who \Vere not sexually involved with each other. We should be 

mindful of these subtle differences in ter1ns of their i1nportant gender 
and social i1nplications. 

1he rwo papers described so far concentrate on friendship praxis. 
Kimberley Besio's article ushers us into the \vorld of literary represen
tation. She looks ar changing representations of n1ale friendship in 
several dran1atic and fictional \vorks fro1n different historical periods in 
order ro explore ho\v such representations ~rere shaped by literary 
conventions and historical contingencies. 111e literary texts she exan1ines 
are different renderings of rhe fan1ous story about the deep bond 
between Fan Juqing TBE:Y~P and Zhang Yuanbo 5:Rft{EJ, first recorded 
in t\vo fifth-century rexrs: Hou Hanshu 1~t1i~ and Soushen Ji f5'lt$ ~[', 
(In search of rhe supernatural). Fan and Zhang becon1e close friends 

66) Sec Mac hew Son11ncr, •Dangerous Males, Vulnerable M ales, and Polluted M ales" and 1ny 
book Desirr: and Rctional Narrative in Late lrnperial China, 176-205. ln an idealized malc
malc sexual relationship in t raditiona l C hina, chc penetrated or the passive partner \Vas often 
expected co behave like a ·vircuoLts wife" in relat ion co his 1nalc lover as cxcn1plificd in son1c 
of Li Yu's stories and Pian'er chai. Herc again, "Pan Zhiwcn q ihc yuanyang zhong" fro1n the 
seventeenth-century collection of stories Shi diantou, which is about the passion between 
two tongxue, n1ight be one o f the relatively rare exceptions. 
6~l In his reading o f Bian er chai (•Excn1plary Sodo1n itcs;' 235-36), "equality" is a word 
Vitiello repeatedly uses to characterize th is collect ion of homoerot ic stories. Such 
characterizat ion is, in my op in ion, quite problcn1atic, except in the case of the story "Qingxia 
.. " 
) I• 
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\vhen they are schooltnates studying in the National University. Before 
returning to their hon1eto\vns, Fan pron1ises Zhang that he will visit hin1 
in t\VO years. Two years later he sho'\.VS up as pro1nised and they pledge to 

tneet again in another two years. Unfortunately, Zhang becomes ill, and 
before he dies, he insists to his fainily that Fan '.vill attend his funeral. A 

thousai1d miles a\vay, through a dream, Fan learns of Zhang's death as 
\vell as his dying \vishes. He travels without stop to attend Zhang's 
funeral and plants a tree near Zhang's grave. A play based on this story 

was produced during che Yuan dynasty (1279-1368) w1der the tide 
Sishengjiao Fan Zhangjishu JEj:_'.'X:m*m* (Friends in life and death, 

Fan and Zhang Chicken-Millet). The play basically follo\vs the sa1ne plot 
line \vi ch one significant addition, a subplot about how \Vang Zhonglue 
.I.fcplBe, a schooltnate of the t'\.VO, cries to present so1neone else's essays as 

his o\vn in order to get a high official position from the govern1nenc. 
Consequently, the loyalty and honesty that characterized the t\VO friends 

Fan and Zhang is now being contrasted \Vith Wang Zhongliie's dis
honesty and betrayal of his friend. 111is contrast bet\veen true friendship 
and false friendship continues co receive attention in later drainatic 

versions of the story produced in the Ming. In the play, interestingly 
enough, the name of the official who finally co1nn1ends Fan to the 

imperial government for his exemplary deeds is Di\Vll Lun ~li{ffif 
(literally, che fifth relationship), reinforcing the play's central theme of 
friendship. 68 

Ho,vever, the inosc radical re\vriting of this story is found in the t\VO 

versions of a Ming vernacular story, one partially extant fro1n the 

sixteench-cencury anthology titled Liushi jia xiaoshuo f\+~1J\~ 

(Sixty short stories), con1piled by Hong Biai1 ¥~.ff (fl. sixteenth century), 
the other in Feng Menglong's (,~~~ (157 4-1646) Yushi mingyan PJfiltlt 

~-;:;" (Illustrative stories co instruct che \Vorld; also known as Gujin 
xiaoshuo tJ4"1J\~, Stories of old ai1d ne\v). As Besio notes, except for 
son1e verses, che two versions are basically the saine. Here, instead of 

being fello'v students in che in1perial university, Fan and Zhang become 
close friends because Zhang has saved Fan's life after the latter becon1es 

6'J D iwu Lun was the na1ne of a h istorical figure (d. 85 A. D .), a high official fro m rhe Eastern 
Han dynasty (25-220). H owever, chis fact does not necessari ly alleviate t he iron ic effect of 
chis na1ne here. 
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seriously ill in an inn on his "vay to the capital. After a full recovery under 
Zhang's accentive care and before returning co their hon1eto'>vns, Fan 
pro1nises Zhang chat he \viii visic hi1n in t\vo years. However, Fan has 
been so preoccupied '>Vith business that he does nor recall his pledge uncil 
it is almosc coo lace. Believing chat the soul can travel 1nuch faster chan 
the body, Fan commits suicide by slicting his chroac so thac his soul can 
reach Zhang on the day pro1nised. In his encounter with Fan's soul, 
Zhang realizes \vhac Fan has done and travels co Fan's hometo\vn to 
attend his f11neral. 111en, 1noved by Fan's devotion, Zhang co1nmits 
suicide in order to be buried next co his friend. As can be seen fro1n this 

summary, che friendship between Fan and Zhang cakes on a 1nuch 1nore 
radical form (double suicides) and is much more incense, probably 
refleccing che heightened friendship fervor during the late Ming. 

Zhang's saving Fan's life initiates a cycle of reciprocicy. To show his 
gratitude, Fan pledges to visit Zhang and pays respect co Zhang's 1nocher 
in t\VO years. To reciprocate Fan's loyalty and his \villingness to die rather 
than violate the cruse of a friend, Zhang co1nmics suicide in exaccly che 
sa1ne 1nanner, slitting his o\vn throat, thus literally enacting che fan1ous 
saying wenjing jiao ?!JU~~ (a friendship so deep that one is willing co 
co1n1nic suicide by slitting one's ov.1n throat for the sake of his friend). 
Besio observes chat chis enhanced en1phasis on reciprocity is unique co 
the Ming vernacular story, and Feng Menglong see1ns co be particularly 
interested in reciprocicy. 111e suicides by both friends also dran1acize che 
tension bet\veen friendship and fan1ily obligacions, a conflict apparently 
not given 1nuch attention in the fifth -century rexes nor in various 
dramacic re\vricings. In the vernacular story, bet\veen his fainily (\vife and 
children) and his friend, Fan chooses the latter, a choice repeated by his 
friend Zhang. Before his suicide, Fan repeacedly con1plains about his 
\vife and children as burdens chat have prevenced hi1n fro1n doing what 
he really '>vanes to do (studying and being "vich his friend). According to 
Fan, he is so busy n1aking 1noney as a 1nerchanc in order co provide for 
his fan1ily char he almost fails to keep his sole1nn pledge co Zhang, "vho 
has saved his life. In turn, \vhen Zhang co1nn1ics suicide for the sake of 

his friend, he obviously chooses to neglecc his responsibility for his aging 
1nocher <u1d his younger brother (although the fact char he has a brother 
should alleviate his guilt over being unfilial since his n1orher has <mother 
son co cake care of her). Feeling uneasy about Zhang's choice, the story's 
narrator launches a careful apology for the seemingly w1filial ace: "Ho\v 
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could Zhang neglecc his own family 1ne1nbers for che sake of a friend? 
111is is all because Zhang feels in his heart so 1nuch che \veighc of loyalcy 
and friendship (qi \vei youpang qing gurou? Zhiyin shinyi po zhongchang 
~~:RJm~itRJ?.RltS!ffifl;§cpB~),"69 as if the anchor ancicipaces an 
accusation, con1mon a1nong so1ne of his 1nore conservacive concen1po
raries, thac it is \vrong to consider friends more in1porcanc than fan1ily. 
An ocher significant change in the Ming vernacular scory chat Besio notes 
is char instead of a scholar, Fan, rho ugh well-educaced, is no\v a n1erchanc, 

probably refleccing the rapid commercialization and che rising scacus of 
1nerchanr class in lace Ming society. Here the discinccions becween 
scholars and 1nerchants are nor chat significanc. Ho\vever, the story's 
atticude toward n1erchancs is nevercheless atnbivalenc: on the one hand, 

Fan Juqing, as a nlerchanc, is sho\\'n to be an exemplary friend in char he 
is \villing co die to fulfill his pledge; on che ocher, Fan expresses regret 
char his pursuic of profics (doing business) has almosc curned him inco 
so1neone incapable of honoring his pron1ise co a friend. 111e vernacular 
story seems co ackno\vledge the legiti1nacy of a merchanc's clain1 of 
1nen1bership in the culcural elite, bur, ac che same rime, ic also becrays a 
deep a11Xiecy over che possible erosion of the liceraci cradicion of 
friendship under the pressure of commercialism prevalenc during the late 
Ming. 

Such anxiecy over profic-seeking is also reflected in che author's 
deliberate decision co make sure char an ace of selfless friendship is nor 
re\varded wich high office as Zhai1g \Vas in the original fifih-cenrury 
rexes, as Besio has insightfully pointed our. However, all che rendicions 
of che Fat1-Zhang scory are unat1in1ous in cheir en1phasis on che 
in1porcance of a 1nan's need co keep his \vord or a 1nan's cruscworthiness 

(xin 4'~). a key aspecc of 1nasculinicy in traditional China.7° 
Mainly focusing on friendship discourses, 1ny article "Male Friendship 

and Jiangxue (Philosophical Debaces) in Sixreenth-Cencury China" 

E'JJ Feng Meng long, "Fan J uq ingj ishu shengsi j iao" ffi£gep~*~7E:5(, in Feng Menglong's 
Yushi 111ingyan ( H ong Kong: Zhonghua shLLju), 243. Probably reff ecting Feng Menglong's 
awareness of the tension between friendship and fan1 ily obligations, ch is apology is absent in 
an earlier version of chis vernacular story coJlected in Lireshi jiaxiaoshuo (dated approxi1nacdy 
between J 541-1551 ), w hich is also knO\Vn as Qjngpingshanfang huabcn m2fSLl.!~~i;.:zj;:; See 
the facsimile reprint {Beijing: \Venxueguji kanyi n suo, 1987), 221. 
70l C f. McDc.rn1otc's observation in "Friendship and Its Friends;' 95: "Ch inesc \Vriters have over 
the centuries preferred to define friendship in cern1s of che virtue of trust, not equal icy." 
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atte1npts to an5'ver the question of how certain unique friendship 
practices shaped friendship theories during the sixteenth century. It 
exan1ines possible reasons behind the quick ascendance of the status of 

friendship in rhe second half of the Ming dynasty, offering a quite 
different intellectual and cultural context for the "friendly \vorld" 

McDermott previously explored. 111e comn1ercialization of the Ming 
econon1y and the resultant enhanced social and geographical tnobiliry 
created new needs as \vell as ne\V possibilities for friendship: the blurring 

of traditional social boundaries (such as those bet\veen literati and 
111erchants) tended to 1nake Ming society relatively less hierarchical,71 

thus more conducive to the cultivation of friendship among different 
social groups (a fact also reflected in the Ming vernacular story of the 
bond between Fan and Zhang examined in Besio's article). 111e increasing 

sophistication of che contetnporary con1n1unication systems (transporta
tion, 1nailing, and so forth) afforded 1nuch easier access to people in 

distant areas and greatly expanded the social spaces beyond che fainily 
\vhere 1nale ho1nosocial relationships \Vere likely co have been cultivated. 
After all, a 1nan's desire ai1d ability to have 1nany friends (you) are di

rectly contingent upon his ability co travel (you) and opportunities 
for exchanges wich ocher men. McDermocc's contention chat the in

creasing awareness of friendship \vas in pare a result of "discontents 
\vithin the fan1ily" is corroborated by 1ny findings: Many friendship 
promoters emphasized the need co 111ove beyond che confines of che 

fa1nily in order to spend nlore ci1ne \Vith friends for the sake of spiritual 
enlighceninent.72 McDermott is certainly justified when he cautions chat 

"it \vould be incorrect co conclude char the espousal of friendship ties 
often entailed the outright rejection of fainily ties." 73 However, at che 
san1e cin1e, as 1ny article de1nonstrates, it is also true that during the 

second half of the Ming dynasty more people \Vere co1npelled to 
confront the consequences of the rising tension bec,veen these t\VO kinds 

of ties. 

71J Fo r a study of the i1npact o f co1nmcrcia lization of late imperial cc.ono 1ny on Confucian 
ethics, sec Yu Yingsh i *~fey, Shi yu Zhongguo tvcnhua ±~cpl2J!l)l:1t (Shanghai: 
Shanghai rcn1nin chubanshc, 1987), 441-579. 
72J Mc.Dermott, "Fricndsh ip and Its Friends," 94. 
; JJ Mc.Dcrn1ott , "Fricndsh ip and Its Fricnds;'77. 
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A related phenomenon in sixteench-cenrury China \Vas che prolifera
tion of literati associations, noc only shishe and qinshe but also wenshe X 
jfif. (literary clubs or essay clubs) and jianghui ~1{ (asse1nblies of 

philosophical debate). 1l1ese helped co create many different social spaces 
relatively independent of state and fainily, the two n1ost po,verful 
institutions \vhere friendship \Vas most likely to be vie,ved \Vith suspi
cion.7'1 In these social groupings where hierarchy tended to be less 

e1nphasized, literati from lo'v social strata (such as low exa.inination 

degree holders) could find 1nore opportunities to nlingle and net'>vork 
\Vi th scholar-officials. Never before had n1any so-called co1nn1oner poets 

(buyi shiren ;tjJ"t(~~)\.), such as Xie Zhen W~ (1499-1579), Shen 
Mingchen tt~§ (fl. mid-sixteenth century), and Wang Zhideng .I.fij 
~ (1535-1612), achieved pro1ninence on the national literary scene. 

Besides their poetic skills, a co1nmon factor contributing to the 
reputation of 1nany of these poets '>Vas their perceived devotion to their 

friends or loyalcy to their forn1er patrons/ benefactors. 1l1ey \Vere widely 
admired for their chivalry: risking their own lives and careers to protect 
or rescue a friend in distress or defend the repucacion of a for1ner patron/ 

benefactor no\v in disgrace. In hlct, for these poets, friend-n1aking 
beca.ine che most in1porca.i1c pare of their "career moves," and for 1nany it 

literally becan1e a career afi:er che norn1al channel of career success via the 
civil service exa.i11ination \Vas proven to be beyond their reach.75 For Xie 
Zhen, "poetic net\vorking" (using his poetry co befriend important 

people and co seek patronage) sin1ply became his livelihood, \vhile 

«J Fo-r studies of literati associations in late i1npcria l China, sec Xie Guozhcn ~12&1~, 1'vfing 
Qjng zhiji dangshe yongdong kao EJl i1f zr>~~if!±.~t!J~ (Shanghai: Shangwu yi nshuguan, 
1935), Ono Kazuko 1J,ff.f[}j-, Minki tosha ko: TOrinto to fitkusha EJl*'.R:f!±.~J1~:;t,t}'t(:: 
{~if!± (Kyoro: Dohosha Shuppan, 1996; Chinese edition, Shanghai g uji chubanshc, 2005). 
Borh o f these studies focus on the close connections between late imperial politics and literati 
associations. 1hc 1nost con1prehcnsivc study on this topic to dare is H e Zong1nci 10J7J;:~, 
1'vfingchu Qjng1110 wenren jieshe yanjiu 13Jl*i1f:fJJX:)J\5if!±.liJf~ (Tianjin: Nankai daxuc 
chubanshc, 2003 ); sec also his n1orc recent Gong'an pai jieshe kaolun 0~i*¥5if!±.~~ 
{Chongqing: C hongqing chubanshc, 2005). 
;s) Sec Qian Q ianyi ~~l:tft (1582-1664), "Xie shanrcn Zhen" gMLl.J)\.~, "Shen Jish i 
Mingchcn" it~C.¥:EJI~, and ·~tangJ iaoshu Zhidcng" ±{!.(it~~, in Qian Qianyi,Liechao 
shircn xiaozhuan jijm~).JJ'-m (Shanghai: Shanghai g uji chubanshc, 1983), 423-24, 496-
97 and 481-82. For 1norc dera iled d iscuss io ns of how t hese con1 n1oncr poets used poetry as a 
vehicle for social networking ro cultivate t ics with in rhc d ire ci rcles, sec Zhang Dcj ian, 'W:1~ 
r!_, 1'vfingdai shanren 1ucnx11e yanjiu 13Jlf\';Jl.J.A.X:~liJf~ (Changsha: HLt' nan rcnn1 in chuban
shc, 2005), 133-70 and 210-32. 
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parnc1pation in poecry clubs 'vvas probably one of che 1nost effective 
n1eans of such net\vorking. 

Whereas popular liceraci clubs such as shishe, qinshe, and wenshe 
becanle che social do1nains \vhere nenvorks of literati friendship thrived, 

ic \Vas n1ainly chrough jianghui (assen1blies of philosophical debate), I 
argue, chat friendship achieved che kind of Confucian legicin1acy chat it 
had never been able to acquire before. Jianghui was popular atnong a 
different seccor of the large liceraci community, wich 1nost of ics 
parcicipancs being neo -Confucian thinkers and activists associaced "vith 
the so-called School of Heart/ Mind or Xinxue 1 L,'~ founded by Wang 
Yang1ning ±.~BJl (1472-1528). Co1npared wich licerati clubs such as 
shishe, jianghui \Vas a 1nuch more "sacred" for1n of literati gathering, 

\vhere, instead of leisured aesthetic activities such as poetry con1posicion, 
the pursuic of spiritual enlightenment and Confucian sagehood \vas che 
central activicy. Influenced by che praccices of lecturing and debating in 
Buddhist1nonasceries,jianghui beca1ne a hotbed for sen1i-religious fello\v
ships a1nong 1nany neo-Confucian scholars and activists. In this 
co1nn1unal space \vhere participants often lived together co debace and 
pursue Confucian 1noral learning, what \Vas often en1phasized \Vas the 
absolute indispensabilicy of friends in che process of n1oral self
cultivacion. 

In his discussion of Chinese 1nale friendship, Kuccher deplores chat 
neo-Confucians had drained the e1nocional content of friendship by 
insisting that friendship \Vas only to serve the goals of the individual's 
learning of the Confucian way.76 This 1nighc be crue up co a point. 
However, such neo-Confucian rhecoric could also help co legici1nize 
friendship, thus greatly elevating its status. In face, chis \vas exactly "vhac 
1nany Ming neo-Confucians did in cheir pro1notion of friendship. One 
of their effeccive defense strategies \Vas co contend that one could not 
achieve ulci1nace Confucian sagehood in isolation and withouc the help 
of like-tninded friends. Never before in Confucian discourses had the 

indispensability of friendship been so eloquently argued. On the one 
hand, the "draining of e1nocional contents" 111ighc \veil be the price one 

had co pay to promoce friendship during a cin1e when the 1nodern notion 

' 6) Kurcher, "Fifth Relacionship;' 1620. By "nco-Confucians;' Kuccher is main ly referring co 
people such as Zhu Xi *~ (1130-1 200) fro1n rhe Song Dynascy. 
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of friendship for the sake of friendship \Vould have been sitnply 
inconceivable in the 1ninds of n1any. On the other hand, e1nphasis on che 
1noral efficacy of friendship did nor necessarily lead to che draining of 
etnocional content, as I cry co sho"v in n1y discussion of che late Ming 
scholar Gu Dashao. In his promotion of friendship, Gu Dashao, probably 
inadvertently, pushed me late Ming cult of friendship to its ulti1nate 
Confucian litnits \vhen he contended that friendship \Vas an even tnore 

authentic relationship than that bet\veen father and son. One 1nay 
\vonder whether so1ne of these late Ming figures \Vere as radical in their 
social practices as in their rhetoric exa1nined in 1ny article, although it 
seems certain that the boldness and innovation exhibited in their 
friendship discourses \Vas unprecedented. What qualifies the late Ming 
period as che golden age in the history of Chinese n1ale friendship \Vas 
not the face that late Ming Chinese 1nales \Vere necessarily 1nore friendly 
or more willing to tnake friends than those from other historical periods, 
but that their sheer eagerness to discourse on friendship and their bold 
and innovative rhetoric elevated friendship to a 1noral high ground that 
it had never occupied before. 

111ere obviously are 1nany important issues associated \Vith 1nale 
friendship that have not been discussed or fully explored in the articles 
assen1bled in chis then1e issue. For exa1nple, given the indispensable role 
played by poetry in che social lives of educated n1ales and the enor1nous 
a1notu1c of poetry produced in lace i1nperial China, a careful exainination 
of the ho1nosocial implications of poetry is essential to a better under
standing of n1ale friendship in this period_ Another i1nporcanc question 
is ho\V a 1nan's relationship with ai1other n1an \Vas conditioned by factors 

such as kinships and local identities. Also, we have largely confined our 
discussions co 1nale friendships a1nong elite 1nembers of che society (Lan1 
briefly discusses the relationships between a literatus and his cacainite ), 
\vhile hon1osocial bonds ai11ong the non-elite are certainly a question 
that deserves careful scrutiny. Although che issue of male friendship 
versus 1nale-1nale sexual passion has been touched upon briefly by sorne 
of our contributors, far n1ore studies are needed on this subject, especially 
since cl1ere are still n1ai1y subscai1cial gaps in our kno.,vledge of cl1e latter 
due in part co lirnited sources. So far almost all the available \vritten 
sources rend to suggest char 1nale-n1ale sexual relationships in traditional 
China \Vere strictly hierarchical. To what degree do cl1ese sources reflect 
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rhe historical reality as \Veil as the selective nan1re of rhe strategies 
adopted by those who authored the sources? To ar1s\ver such questions, 
\Ve need to do n1ore archival research and, at rhe same rin1e, to be 

constancly a\vare of the 1nediared nature of all rhe sources as \veil as rhe 
possibilities of our own historical bias.77 111e study of n1ale friendship 
requires diverse approaches and collaboration arnong scholars fro1n 
different disciplines. Ir is our hope char chis collaborative attempt can 
serve as a good start that \viii lead to 1nore substantial and 1nore con
textualized studies of Chinese n1ale friendship in rhe near future. 

:7) Fo r exan1ple, is it poss ible chat a n1ale-1n ale sc.xual relationship appears even n1o re 
uncon1fo rcab lv hierarchical in our eyes becaLtse we are being confronted with the situat ion 

' ' ~ 
chat a \VOJnan's subord ination in a heterosexual relat ionship with a 1nan, which we have long 
come to expect in a patriarcha l society such as that o f t radit iona l Ch ina, is now b eing broug ht 
upon a tnan in a hon1osexual relationship with another 1nan ? 




