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Walking Against the Light Yet Long in the Glow: A Review of Tian Shu'’s
Elevation of Zhang Cong and Demystification of Zhang Juzheng

Ruan Zhengteng
Central China Normal University, Wuhan, Hubei 430070

Abstract : Professor Tian Shu's new book, "From Zhang Cong to Zhang Juzheng: Lessons and Experiences from
Reforms in the Ming Dynasty," challenges the traditional narrative of Ming Dynasty reforms through
a distinct comparative perspective. By employing a series of arguments, the book elevates Zhang
Cong's historical status while "demystifying" Zhang Juzheng. The academic courage displayed in this
work is commendable, yet its arguments exhibit certain limitations. The book constructs a comparative
framework between Zhang Cong and Zhang Juzheng, attempting to contrast their qualities such
as capability and integrity. Unfortunately, it overestimates some aspects of Zhang Cong's reform
practices and lacks sufficiently robust evidence to support his designation as the "foremost reformer."
Simultaneously, its critique of Zhang Juzheng is occasionally biased due to oversimplified historical
contexts. Moreover, the book exhibits a certain degree of "absence" in academic dialogue, failing
to effectively engage with significant theoretical interpretations of Zhang Juzheng's reforms from a
global historical perspective in recent years. Nevertheless, the book's value lies in providing academic
reflection, enabling scholars to further re—examine Zhang Cong's significance and reconsider Zhang
Juzheng's merits and demerits from new dimensions.

Keywords : Zhang Cong; Zhang Juzheng; reforms in the Ming dynasty; the great rites controversy; regency
politics; historical evaluation; global history
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