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“Diagnosing” Xu Wei”:
Pluralistic Views of Madness and Illness in Late
Ming Society

Chen, Hsiu-fen *

There are several reasons that Xu Wei deserves scholarly attention. As is
well known, he was highly acclaimed in the late Ming as a singular figure with
various talents in calligraphy, painting, poem, prose and drama composition.
However, he had a life of poverty and misery, with convoluted ups and downs. Xu
Wei took the civil service examinations eight times without passing, and he
attempted suicide nine times without success. He was sentenced to death and jailed
for the murder of his wife, but by a fluke he was granted amnesty. In the late Ming
world of venerating of individuality and seeking cultural distinctiveness, Xu Wei’s
“novelty” and “eccentricity” had no shortage of admirers, but his disturbing acts of
self-mutilation and spousal murder could not help but evoke public charges of
madness. From the past down to the present, numerous people have vigorously put
forth various “diagnoses” of Xu Wei, arguing for “feigned madness,” or “madness
brought on by an affliction of heart palpitations,” or even “spirit possession.”
Some contemporary scholars have decided that Xu Wei suffered from “hysteria” or
“schizophrenia.” In a departure from these preceding views, this article argues that
the historical researcher ought to rely on the subjects’ own terms as much as
possible. This article attempts to draw on Xu Wei’s own perceptions of “madness”
and “illness” to examine the two important threads of his distinctive experience.
Following Xu Wei’s own narratives of his mountain-man and military secretary
madness, his self-cutting (self-mutilation) madness, spousal murder madness, and
old-age madness, and exploring Xu Wei’s “self-diagnosis” and the “diagnosis by
society” of his contemporaries, this article examines the realities and constructions
of “madness” and “illness” in order to provide an alternative perspective on late
Ming social culture.
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