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Between Monarch and Master: Literati’s Diverse
Interpretations of the Pope in Late Ming China

Chen Tuo"
Abstract

Scholars have discussed in depth how China was once regarded by Voltaire
(1694-1778) and others as a paragon of enlightened absolutism during the Age of
Enlightenment in Europe, but have largely overlooked the fact that Chinese literati
also considered the European pope as a political model in the late Ming dynasty.
Under the reign of the Wanli Emperor of the Ming, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610)
and Giulio Aleni (1582-1649), both skilled at apprehending Chinese intellectual
trends, intentionally promoted to the Chinese literati that the papal system had many
advantages, such as taking charge of moralization, selecting successors by election
rather than kinship, not marrying, being selfless, and having power over the emperor.
The pope quickly became a controversial topic among literati in late Ming China. On
the one hand, advocators such as Ge Yinliang & 55 5% (1570-1646), Huang Jingfang
el (1596-1662), Zhou Yingbin JHJ#E#E (1554-1626), and Zhang Dai 75
1% (1597-1680) believed that the papal system was compatible with the Confucian
abdication system and the way of the “master” fili. They even praised the papal
system for having surpassed the “three earliest dynasties” and being able to combine
the merits of Confucius, Mozi, Laozi, Shakyamuni, Duke Huan of Qi Z5fH/, and
Duke Wen of Jin £ 3/ all into one individual. But on the other, critics denounced
the papal system as a threat to the monarchical power. The divergent voices in
these commentaries on the papal system reveal the subtle differences in late Ming
literati’s political and ideological thoughts. After entering the Qing dynasty, the
unity of the emperor and the “master” was gradually established, with the “master”
becoming the subordinate of the monarchy. As a result, the topic concerning the
papal system faded out of the Chinese literati’s discourse.

*  Chen Tuo, Assistant Professor, Key Research Institute of Social History of China and the Faculty
of History, Nankai University.
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