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Power, Memory, and the Contest of Knowledge: A Re-examination of the Guo
Xiang and Xiang Xiu Commentary on the Zhuangzi Controversy

YU Jianping, FANG Tao
(School of Chinese Language and Literature, Beijing Normal University, Beijing, 100875)

Abstract: Against the backdrop of the deep integration of political power and the identity of famous scholars, the
collective memory of literati after the southward migration of the Jin dynasty revered those mid-Jin (Zhongchao)
scholars who were closely aligned with the regime, while marginalizing the Bamboo Grove scholars who remained
aloof from power in cultural memory. The narrative of Guo Xiang’s Commentary on the Zhuangzi replacing Xiang
Xiu’s commentary reflects this preference. Meanwhile, as Eastern Jin scholars reflected on the fall of the Western Jin
and cast mid-Jin scholars as bearers of political responsibility, the stigmatizing narrative of "plagiarism" focused
criticism on Guo Xiang, turning him into a symbolic representation of the moral decline of mid-Jin scholars, thereby
aligning with the trend of historical reflection and political critique. Additionally, the intense intellectual competition
of the Six Dynasties and its susceptibility to political interference provided the context for 4 New Account of the
Tales of the World (Shishuo Xinyu) to construct the controversy surrounding the Commentary on the Zhuangzi. The
narrative of the powerful (Guo Xiang) appropriating the work of the marginalized (Xiang Xiu) reflects the literati’s
awareness of the real-world issue of political power intruding into the intellectual sphere.

Keywords: GUO Xiang; XIANG Xiu; commentary on the Zhuangzi; Shishuo Xinyu; famous scholars; intellectual

competition
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