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Constructing “Xu Heng”:
Confucian Narratives under Mongol Rule

Huiqing Zhang

Postdoctoral Fellow, Shanghai Library
Postdoctoral Fellow, Institute for Preservation and Conservation of Chinese Ancient Books,

Fudan University

This article examines how Yuan Confucians reshaped the image of Xu
Heng as a response to the challenges that Confucianism faced under
Mongol rule. Conventional accounts regard Kublai Khan’s employment of
Xu Heng as signaling a revival of Confucianism in the Yuan dynasty.
However, as this article argues, the celebrated story of mutual appreciation
between the Mongol emperor and a leading Neo-Confucian scholar was the
product of a cumulative construction by Yuan literati. Early records present
a far more heterogeneous image of Xu Heng, in which his Neo-Confucian
achievements were not yet foregrounded. As Neo-Confucianism gradually
gained dominance among scholars, Xu Heng was incorporated into the
Confucian genealogy during the reign of Emperor Renzong, and his status
as a Confucian master became widely established. In the early years of
Emperor Shundi’s reign, amid the pressures of Bayan’s anti-Sinicization
policies, literati further inserted Kublai Khan—revered by both Han and
Mongol elites—into Xu Heng’s Confucian lineage, selectively omitting the
frictions in their interactions to construct an idealized vision of an emperor
who revered Confucianism and a scholar who realized the Way through
imperial patronage. These pro-Confucian narratives surrounding Xu Heng
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thus functioned as adaptive strategies through which Yuan Confucians
negotiated the marginalization of their tradition. Continually reshaped in
response to shifts in Neo-Confucian influence and the evolving dynamics
between North and South, such narratives caution against reading the
profusion of pro-Confucian accounts in Yuan historical sources at face
value. Instead, they must be carefully situated within the specific political
and intellectual contexts in which they were produced.

Keywords: Xu Heng, Kublai Khan, Neo-Confucianism, pro-Confucian
narratives, genealogy of the Way



