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Abstract Dai Zhen’s philosophy of language took the opportunity of a
transition in Chinese philosophy to develop a form of humanist positivism, which
was different from both the Song and Ming dynasties’ School of Principles and
the early Qing dynasty’s philosophical forms. His philosophy of language had
four primary manifestations: (1) It differentiated between “names pointing at
entities and real events” and “names describing summum bonum and perfection”;
(2) In discussing the metaphysical issue of “the Dao,” it was the first to introduce
a syntax analysis of linguistics, clearly differentiating between the different roles
of predicate verbs “zhi wei” and “wei zhi” in Classical Chinese; (3) In criticizing
Confucian thought during the Song and Ming dynasties, it adopted specific
philological skills such as the analysis of phraseology, the meaning of sentences
and the thread of words in texts; and (4) It re-interpreted the meaning of
Confucian classics by studying characters and language, adopting a positivist and
philological manner to seek metaphysical sense in philosophy. In this way, his
philosophy was different from the scholars of the School of Principles during the
Song and Ming dynasties and from the goal of Western linguistic philosophy in
the 20" century, which refuted metaphysics. Accordingly, it helped to develop
18"™ century Chinese philosophy as it turned towards linguistic philology.
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1 Introduction

A great achievement has been made both in the research of Dai Zhen #% and
the Qian-Jia ¥, School (an academic school which prospered during the

Translated by HUANG Deyuan from Zhongguo Zhexue Shi '[E¥i%: 5% (History of Chinese
Philosophy), 2009, (1): 71-79

WU Genyou (<)

School of Philosophy, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430072, China

E-mail: gywul963@yahoo.com.cn




524 WU Genyou

Qianlong #. % and Jiaqing 3 JK reigns of the Qing dynasty), but few
researchers have studied the philosophy of Dai Zhen from the perspective of
linguistics. Li Kai Z=JF initiated such research in Dai Zhen Pingzhuan #5507 4%
(Comments on and Biography of Dai Zhen), but he did not realize the
significance of linguistic philosophy’s emergence for philosophy in the Qing
dynasty. This essay mainly examines the Qian-Jia scholars, represented by Dai
Zhen, who guided Chinese philosophy and developed a form of humanist
positivism different from both the School of Principles in the Song and Ming
dynasties and philosophical forms during the early Qing dynasty. This new way
of thinking in philosophy brought unprecedented perspicuity to traditional
Chinese philosophy. Under the flag of historical reductionism, which sought the
original meaning of Confucian classics, it conducted textual research on pre-Qin
Confucian classics as well as the contemporary works of other schools, exerting
great influence on a new way of understanding pre-Qin classics. This
philosophical movement did not bring any new changes to Chinese philosophy
during the latter half of the 19" century, but the spirit of “seeking the truth” and
“seeking reality,” which came from positivist philosophy, offered a cultural
platform for Chinese people to develop a modern scientific spirit. In particular,
philosophers such as Dai Zhen offered a conceptual foundation for the
construction of new morals. Of course, there are clear theoretical contradictions
and limitations because the transition of philosophy towards philology began
with pre-Qin studies of Confucian classics, and its theoretical goal had a
distinct reactionary tendency (although Dai Zhen expressed his opinion through
ancient literature). Language could lead to the Dao, but it itself was not the Dao.
Thoughts contained in the classics could be grasped through language. The
study of thoughts contained in the classics was not entirely a linguistic issue,
and it is supposed to have involved non-linguistic factors including the
background of a speaker and his intention when speaking. Dai Zhen tried to
grasp the original meanings of Confucian classics by studying the language,
institution, names, things and xungu i (explanations of words in ancient
books), but even so, a study of the humanities contains other things beyond
such positivist methods. Meanwhile, Dai Zhen did not define concepts such as
li # (principles), tiandao Ki& (the Dao of the Heaven), xing T (nature),
ming i (Heavenly mandate), ren 1~ (benevolence), yi X (righteousness), /i
AL (rituals or propriety), zhi ¥ (intelligence), cheng W (sincerity) or quan
L (expedience) as absolutely as a natural science can. To the contrary, to a
great extent his explanations expressed his own understanding and are not as
objective as he imagined. Therefore, it can be observed that the turning point of
Chinese philosophy towards philology, initiated by the Qian-Jia scholars who
were represented by Dai Zhen, did not completely replace the thinking of other
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philosophers; in particular, the historical cultural school represented by Zhang
Xuecheng 2% criticized Dai Zhen and his school. Such criticism is
pertinent in many aspects. This article will not discuss Zhang’s opinions on
history or his criticism of Dai (Wu 2008, Issue 2).

Special attention should be paid to the contribution that Dai made to Chinese
philosophy. In a book titled Mengzi Ziyi Shuzheng 17 XiE (Commentaries
and Authentication of the Significance of Words in Mencius), Dai clearly defined
concepts, including principles, fen [i 7r#1 (secondary principles), the Dao of the
Heaven, nature, cai 7 (ability or capability), the Dao, benevolence, righteous-
sness, rituals or propriety, intelligence, sincerity and expedience, as well as a pair
of categories wuyu Jo#ik (non-desire) and wusi JoFA (unselfishness), bringing a
new level of clarity to traditional Chinese philosophy. Traditional Chinese
linguistic philosophy was mainly composed of two general parts, that is, ming shi
zhi bian %552 3% (debates on names and reality) and yan yi zhi bian 7 L2 ¥
(debates on words and meanings). In the days of Qian-Jia textual research,
Chinese linguistic philosophy went through a new development, and Dai
believed that words could express meanings through a progression of “knowing
ci ] (words) through zi “# (scripts), and knowing the Dao through the words.”
In this expression, there were two meanings for scripts in modern Chinese:
morphemes and words. Ci i, also known as ci %%, referred to words in the
modern Chinese language. Meanwhile, Dai’s linguistic philosophy contained
four parts: (1) The debate on names and reality; (2) A re-interpretation of
traditional philosophical propositions through syntax analysis; (3) A reductive
explanation of traditional philosophical thought through the analysis of sentences
and classical texts; and (4) A “progressive” opinion about words and meanings,
that is, scripts — words — the Dao, based on the belief that words can express
meanings. Such a philosophy was different from 20" Century Western
philosophy which sought to “refute metaphysics.”' More than that, Dai’s
linguistic philosophy demonstrated a strong political concern with reality. He
expressed himself by mentioning Mencius who “refuted Yang Zhu #% and

" Li Kai named the new philosophical form in which Dai considered philosophical issues
through language “language explanation philosophy.” “Language explanation philosophy” can
be divided into two levels: The first is the interpretation of the meanings words, and the second
is philosophical explanation. On the first level, Dai made use of “empirical positivist methods”
(Li 1992, p. 291). By comparing Western linguistic philosophy from the early modern times,
Li came to the conclusion: “Western linguistic philosophy often thinks that language has the
same logical structure as that of the world, and thus substitutes the explanation of language for
an understanding of the world; Dai’s language explanation philosophy, however, logically
started with the explanation of language and words, seeking the philosophical reality of morals
and its concrete manifestation by the knowledge of books. As for the relationship between
language and the world, the West claimed substitution, while Dai thought that one was a
means for the other” (Ibid., p. 288).
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Mozi # 7T to cure society, the manners and morals of the times, and the
conscience of contemporary people. He said, “Mencius argued against Yang Zhu
and Mozi; his following generations, however, were not only receptive to the
words of Yang Zhu, Mozi, Laozi, Zhuangzi and Buddhists, but they also
distorted Mencius’ thoughts with those of others. That would be intolerable to a
successor of Mencius. It would be alright if I did not know it, but it would be
unfaithful if I knew it but did not speak out, for it would mean that I betrayed my
knowledge in the face of the great people of ancient times and strayed from
benevolence before the great people of future generations” (Zhang 1995, p. 147).
That is another difference between Chinese linguistic philosophers in the 18"
century represented by Dai Zhen and their Western counterparts in the 20"
century.

2 “Names Pointing at Entities and Real Events” and “Names
Describing Summum Bonum and Perfection”—Dai’s
Classification of Names

Dai Zhen classified names into two general types: One was ‘“names pointing at
entities and real events,” and the other was “names describing summum bonum
and perfection.” He observed, “Scholars should first discern the abstractness and
concreteness of a script when they try to understand the words of virtuous people
of the ancient times. Today’s people call them ‘zi’ (scripts), while the people of
the ancient times called them ‘ming’ (names). That is why Yili 1 4L
(Ceremonies and Rituals) says ‘scripts over a hundred are written on slips, and
those less than a hundred on plates’ and Zhouli J&4L (Rituals of the Zhou
dynasty) says to ‘be taught scripts and names as well as their pronunciations’. In
defining names with scripts, there is a difference between names pointing at
entities and real events and those describing pleasant qualities. For example,
‘dao,” ‘xing,” ‘yan’ and ‘xing’ point at entities and real events; and ‘sheng’ and
‘xian’ describe summum bonum and perfection. So, ‘dao’ and ‘xing’ indicate
entities and real events. ‘Dao’ can be divided into the Dao of the Heaven and that
of man: The Dao of the Heaven means Yin and Yang as well as wu xing 4T
(five elements), and the Dao of man the ethics and principles in daily life. In this
case, ‘shan’ and ‘li’ describe summum bonum and perfection. ‘Zhong’ and
‘ming’ indicate entities and real events used to imply a position or words, and
they describe summum bonum and perfection when they suggest the Mean and
destiny” (Ibid., p. 104).

The names of “entities and real events” were simply names and concepts
which described objective targets and had no value judgment, while the names
that referred to “pleasant qualities” mentioned value, which contained a value
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judgment and was a kind of prescriptive phraseology. The great virtue of the
Heaven and the Earth was manifested in the course of ceaseless procreation,
hence names used to describe the most fundamental entities and real events also
involved a value judgment. Dai observed,

The Heaven and the Earth endlessly evolve and ceaselessly procreate by
means of gi, and they themselves as entities and their very courses are just
summum bonum and perfection, and thus nature that does not deviate in daily
human activities is simply summum bonum and perfection. What lives on land
will drown in water, and what lives in water will die as soon as it leaves the
water; likewise, what lives in the south is used to warmth instead of cold, and
what lives in the north to cold rather than warmth. In a word, what supports
this could mean harm to that. “The great virtue of the Heaven and the Earth is
their ability to procreate and support things.” If they do not sustain life but kill
things, have the Heaven and the Earth lost their virtue? As for the Heaven and
the Earth, therefore, their very existence is beauty and good, and it is not
necessary to distinguish these two; and that is what the Book of Changes
expresses by saying, “One Yin and one Yang are simply the Dao” (Ibid., p.
104).

In this way, the intrinsic relativity between facts and value as well as to-be and
ought-to-be was thus established, and all human moral activities that conformed
to Heaven’s nature without deviation or partiality thus acquired positive value.
Human moral activities were not quite identical to Heaven’s nature, for human
activities had to be guided and regulated by benevolence, propriety and
righteousness. That is, they had to go through a process of “practicing the Dao
through benevolence” and “saints practiced it to teach” before they reached the
realm of “summum bonum and perfection.”

Likewise, the “five perfect ways,” i.e., the ideal relationships between
monarch and subjects, father and sons, husband and wife, elder brother and
younger ones, and friends, had to “be performed through intelligence,
benevolence and bravery before they reached the state of summum bonum and
perfection” (Ibid., p. 105).

According to Dai, the concepts used to depict “entities and real events” were
different from descriptive ones representing ethics and value. But according to
the nature of the Dao of the Heaven, these two can be identical. Therefore, Dai
commented, “Shan is a name for summum bonum and perfection, and xing is a
name for its entity; they are not distinct in the sense of the Dao of Heaven, but
they are clear and comprehensible only if mentioned separately for men and
objects. After all, the summum bonum and perfection are no more than the
summum bonum and perfection of entities, and it is not that there were some
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independent summum bonum and perfection to add” (Ibid., pp. 105-106). In
chapter “Dao” of the Menzi Ziyi Shuzheng # T X #iiE (The Commented and
Authenticated Significance of Words in the Works of Mencius), the “names
depicting summum bonum and perfection” were changed to “the names
describing purity and propriety”: “Xing and dao are names pointing at entities
and real events, and ren, li and yi are names describing purity and propriety.”
“Shan is a name depicting purity and propriety, and xing points at entities and
real events” (Ibid., pp. 200-201).

Because of his world outlook, Dai separated names describing “entities and
real events” from those pointing at “purity and propriety.” He divided the world
into two general parts: wu 4 (objects) and ze | (rules). He said, “Wu points at
entities and real events, and ze refers to purity and propriety. Entities and real
events are no more than nature and they will in the end return to nature, and thus
are the principles of the Heaven, the Earth, men and objects, and human activities.
Ultimate nature is known as the Principle, but the Confucians of the Song
dynasty resorted to Buddhism; that was why they missed the point” (Ibid., p. 74).

By discerning between objects and rules, Dai distinguished an objective world
from man’s knowledge of the objective world’s intrinsic rules, taking the
perspective of empiricist philosophy in simple materialism to criticize and
deconstruct a priori objective idealism. In this case, he re-affirmed the sanctity of
moral rules by re-affirming man’s sensible life, and expressed his new social
ideal as such: To bring man to ultimate nature by both inviolable and reasonable
moral rules.

3 The Difference between “Zhi Wei” and “Wei Zhi”
——Syntax Analysis in Dai’s Linguistic Philosophy

In discussing the metaphysical issue of “the Dao,” Dai was the first to adopt an
analytical method in philology: He re-interpreted the meanings of many
propositions in classical philosophy by analyzing the different roles of
predicating verbs “zhi wei” Z1F and “wei zhi” 1§ in classical Chinese. In
Yizhuan %1% (Classical Explanations Attached to the Book of Changes), there is
a famous proposition, “xing er shang zhe wei zhi dao i L4182 14, xing er
xia zhe wei zhi gi JET F #1522 #%.” Cheng Zi 2T said of these lines, “These
words clearly separated the superior from the inferior: It turned out that this was
the Dao, which was supposed to be known taciturnly.” And Zhu Xi K&
explained, “Yin and Yang are g¢i, which are peta-physical; whereas what
underlies one Yang and one Yin is the Principle, which is metaphysical. The Dao
is just another name for the Principle.” Cheng and Zhu gave their own
explanations, that is, they gave new explanations of the classic proposition based
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on their own philosophical systems. Starting with the system of Wei Qi Lun "<
1 (Only-Qi Theory) which held that “The evolution of gi is just the Dao,” Dai
disagreed with Cheng and Zhu. During his time, however, the philosophy of
Cheng and Zhu were official and beyond any argument. Dai could not directly
say that they were wrong; instead, he referred to the analysis of language,
re-interpreting the core concept of traditional philosophy, the Dao, and thus
seeking classical and linguistic support for his own “theory on the Dao.” He
commented, “Qi acquires its forms and thus the superior and the inferior become
distinct when it involves objects. The forms refer to objects, but not the evolution
of gi itself. The ¥i % (Book of Changes) says, ‘The Dao underlying the Heaven
is Yin and Yang.’ It simply particularized Yin and Yang, not mentioning what
lay beneath Yin and Yang and deserved the name of the Dao. Were the saints
really ambiguous and not explicit when they put forward their propositions? ...
‘zhi wei’ and ‘wei zhi’ were different for people in ancient times. All ‘zhi wei’
sentences were used to explain phrases before expressions; one example is
Zhongyong "'J# (The Doctrine of the Mean), which says, ‘Tian ming zhi wei
xing Kaw 2 8, shuai xing zhi wei dao 12 1§18, xiao dao zhi wei jiao 1418
Z B#. This quotation explained the concepts of xing, dao and jiao, and is the
same as saying ‘xing ye zhe tian ming zhi wei ye M E Ry it (Xing is
known as tian ming), dao ye zhe shuai xing zhi wei ye JEWMHRMEZ IHE (Dao is
known as shuai xing), jiao ye zhe xiao dao zhi wei ye HMFNEIEZIE (jiao is
known as xiao dao).” Similarly, the Book of Changes says, ‘Yi Yin yi Yang zhi
wei Dao —BH—BHZ 1818, spoken from the perspective of tian dao, and is the
same as saying ‘Dao is one Yin and one Yang.’ In contrast, however, all the ‘wei
zhi’ sentences indicate that names define that which precedes it. For example, the
Doctrine of the Mean says, ‘Zi cheng ming wei zhi xing HWWHIBZ M, zi ming
cheng wei zhi jiao HWIIE2Z #.” These two sentences do not explain or define
xing or jiao; instead, they differentiate between the two expressions ‘zi cheng
ming’ and ‘zi ming cheng’ with ‘xing’ and ‘jiao.” Likewise, the Book of Changes
says, ‘Xing er shang zhe wei zhi dao Y1 b #8214, xing er xia zhe wei zhi qi
JEIT F #1822 %%.” These lines are not said for ‘dao’ or ‘gi’: They are supposed to
distinguish ‘xing er shang’ and “xing er xia’> (Ibid., p.176).>

To understand Dai’s analysis more clearly, we further explain his opinion
from the perspective of modern people. First, Dai made use of the universal
statements, “all the ‘zAi wei’ sentences” and “all the ‘wei zhi’ sentences,” which
can be categorized as deduction. Secondly, the proposition, “All the ‘zhi wei’
sentences were used to explain expressions with the phrases that precede it”

2 See “Tian Dao” in Mengzi Ziyi Shuzheng. There was such a statement in the Preface.
According to Duan 1980, it was finished around 1772 when Dai Zhen was 49 years old.
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suggested that the subject before the predicate defined the object. Such sentence
style “A zhi wei B” or “Y zhi wei X could also be turned into the judgment
sentence “B ye zhe A zhi wei ye” or “Y ye zhe X zhi wei ye.” Accordingly, it
could be viewed as a definitive sentence that defines B with A, or defines X with
Y. Thirdly, the proposition “all the ‘wei zhi’ sentences mean that the names after
it define the contents before it” implied that the object after the predicate “wei
zhi” was used to distinguish the subject before the predicate, rather than defining
the subject. Such a sentence “Y wei zhi X or “A wei zhi B” was not designed to
describe what X or B was; instead, it was meant to tell the difference between Y
and X or A and B. Fourthly, according to Dai’s own logic, the sentence style “zhi
wei” could also be substituted with the switched positions of a subject and an
object, but a sentence containing “wei zhi” could not.

Except for an identical mention in a passage discussing the Dao in the Xu Yan
(Shang) 45 (L) (Preface [First]), no other similar syntax analysis has been
found in the extant Dai Zhen Quangi #5544 (Collected Works of Dai Zhen).
We cannot yet be sure whether the above quotation from Dai about the difference
between the sentence styles of “the people of the ancient times” was induced
from philology or a deductive logical assumption, for we can only make our final
judgment after we thoroughly examine all the literature and analyze all the
sentences containing “wei zhi” and “zhi wei” in ancient Chinese. This work must
be left for further research.

If we transform Dai’s two types of sentences into a formula, then “A zhi wei
B” or “Y zhi wei X” can be translated into “A is just B” or “Y is just X.” Then
the line “Tian ming zhi wei xing, shuai xing zhi wei dao, xiao dao zhi wei jiao” in
the Doctrine of the Means can be construed as Tian ming is just nature, to follow
the nature is just the Dao, and to practice the Dao is just to teach.”

Likewise, the sentence style “A wei zhi B” or “Y wei zhi X” can be translated
into “A is known as B” or “Y is known as X.” Accordingly, the line “Zi cheng
ming wei zhi xing, zi ming cheng wei zhi jiao” can be construed as “to be
enlightened through sincerity can be called nature, and to acquire sincerity
through enlightenment can be called teaching.”

As the above translation and substitution demonstrates, the sentences
containing “zhi wei” were judgmental, and those containing “wei zhi”
explanatory. Dai’s syntax analysis helps us to precisely and objectively
understand the original meanings of classics, but philosophical explanations
tend to intentionally misconstrue or misread, thus creating another meaning.
Cheng Zi and Zhu Xi might have really been wrong in their interpretation of
the above mentioned line in Yizhuan, just as Dai Zhen had asserted, and thus
have no use for academia, but their explanations have value for intellectual
history for it represents Cheng Zi and Zhu Xi themselves. Perhaps Dai did not
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discern the difference between academic and intellectual histories when he
criticized Cheng Zi and Zhu Xi, but Dai’s restoration of classical meanings
separated the thoughts of Cheng and Zhu from those of original Confucianism,
and his academic efforts had much significance: (1) He skillfully criticized the
School of Principles of Cheng and Zhu which had been officially established
by the authority; (2) He clarified the differences between Confucians during the
Song dynasty and those before the Qin dynasty, which in itself has great
academic value; (3) He established the scientific spirit of “seeking the truth”
and “seeking righteousness,” and showed scientific spirit in studying the
humanities, which was characterized by a positivist methodology in philology.
In this way, he radically weakened the ideological foundation of authority in
the School of Principles, which was popular at that time.

4 The Analyses of Words, Meaning of Sentences, and
Threads of Words in Texts

While criticizing Confucians of the Song and Ming dynasties, Dai also
introduced specific technical methods such as the analyses of words, meaning of
sentences, and threads of words in texts.

4.1 The Difference between “Tian Dao” Ki#, “Tian De” R, “Tian Li” RK¥
and “Tian Ming” KA

According to Dai, every concept had a clear meaning. For example, he defined
tian dao, tian de, tian li and tian ming as such: “One Yin and one Yang
ceaselessly move and procreate. At the point of their movement, they are the
Dao; at the point of their procreation, they are virtues. The Dao is an entity,
while the virtues are its visible forms. Movement is intended for procreation. In
fact, all things, from large to small, have their own principles and orders, and
there is nothing that can exist and procreate without principles and orders”
(Ibid., p. 45).

That is to say, tian dao was a term for the movement of ¢i, and tian de a
term for the quality of gi which constantly created all things as it moved. Tian
dao was used to describe the objective and actual movement of ¢i, and thus was
a descriptive term, while tian de was the representation of the quality of tian
dao which constantly produced all things, and thus was a descriptive term. In
addition, tian [i referred to the principles and orders intrinsic in everything or
every type of things. Accordingly, Dai commented, “Tian Ii refers to the
subsidiary principles of nature” (Ibid., p. 152). Therefore, tian /i was also a
descriptive concept.
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For tian ming, meanwhile, “Overall, ming is a name for what confines people
or things, as if one cannot go east when he is ordered west. Therefore, principles
confine people because they dare not break them, and so they are called ming;
likewise, destiny is something that restricts people, so it is also called ming.
When they mention the determination of the Heaven, or tian ming KH] (what
the Heaven indicates), or tian xian K (what the Heaven shows) or tian ming
K, or what is eternal and unchangeable is known as Principles, the people of
the ancient times were talking about the same thing” (Ibid., p. 45). In this case,
tian ming was also a descriptive term, which mainly revealed a kind of natural or
social confinement. Externally, it was tian ming, but from the perspective of
internal prescription and unchangeability, it was /i.

4.2 Metaphysical and Peta-Physical

In Dai’s system, xing & (forms) and qi hua <At (the evolution of ¢i) were
two different concepts. He said, “When ¢i evolves in qualities and objects,
there will be xing (forms) and a distinction between xing er shang and xing er
xia. Xing is said to be of the sense of qualities and objects, not of the evolution
of gi.... As the Book of Changes said, ‘“What is xing er shang is known as the
Dao, and what is xing er xia the objects,’ it does not say it for the sake of the
Dao and objects; instead, it differentiates between xing er shang and xing er xia.
Xing means the availability of forms and qualities, thus xing er shang means
the same as ‘before the availability of forms,” and xing er xia the same as ‘after
the availability of forms.” (It is similar to ‘gian zai er shang, gian zai er xia’ [a
thousand years ago, and a thousand years later]. The Book of Poems says ‘xia
wu wei zhou TFH4EE.” Zheng Xuan ¥Z% said, ‘xia is similar to after or
later.”) Before Yin and Yang evolve into particular forms and qualities, they are
called xing er shang, and it is clear that they exist after the availability of
forms” (Ibid., p. 176)’.

Perhaps we do not necessarily agree with Dai’s explanation of “xing er
shang” or “xing er xia,” but from the above mentioned analysis, we can see that
Dai’s thought was based on a precise analysis of language, and it indicates an
unprecedented clarity in the linguistic analysis of traditional Chinese
philosophy.

“Yi yi guan zhi” —UL5IZ is not “yi yi guan zhi” Lh—73{2: In his analysis,
Dai sharply criticized some of Cheng and Zhu’s philosophical ideas. He
commented that the expression “yi yi guan zhi” —UlH{Z mentioned twice in
the Analects of Confucius could not be as Zhu Xi had understood: “The mind

3 See Zhang 1995, “Tian Dao.” There was such a statement in the Preface. It was finished
around 1772 when Dai was 49 years old (Duan 1980).
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of the saint was indiscriminative and contained a single Principle, but it
functioned differently in each case; Zeng Shen %% had carefully observed
and strenuously practiced its functions, but he still did not know that all the
functions were uniform in their form.” Again, he said, “ ‘yi yi guan zhi’ — LA
512> does not mean ‘yi yi guan zhi’ Ui—%{2. The Dao can be reached
through different approaches xia xue T % (to learn with an eye on things
superior to the Dao) and shang da ti% (to acquire the Dao in an upward way),
and learning has different purposes in knowing the phenomena and knowing
the Dao. In ‘Yu yi yi guan zhi’ T—LAB{ 2, the word xue 2% (learning) was
omitted, so it should actually be ‘yu xue yi yi guan zhi’, which means when
knowing the Dao, the mind can be free without taking the trouble to know the
phenomena” (Ibid., pp. 212-213). On the surface, these lines merely told the
difference between “yi yi” —LL and “yi yi” LPl—, but they were in fact
different in thought. “yi yi guan zhi” —LPA5iZ meant that there was inherent
consistency in Confucius’ thought, while “yi yi guan zhi” LI—5{ 2 suggested
that Confucius’ thought could be generalized with one single core concept, and
Zhu was the one who had generalized Confucius’ thought with /i. Obviously,
Zhu had substituted his own thought which centered on “principles” for
Confucius’ idea of xia xue and shang da.

4.3 “JiFei Si C.JEFA (Self Is Not Selfishness) ”

Regarding the line “ke ji fu li wei ren AL M1 (to constrain oneself and
restore the rituals means benevolence) in the Analects of Confucius, Zhu once
explained: “Ji means the personal desires of a physical body, and the restriction
and cultivation of rituals through tian [i.” Dai not only argued against the mixture
of “wuyu” Jo#k (non-desire) and “wusi” JoF. (unselfishness) from an ideolo-
gical point of view, but he also analyzed the context and that of words in the
texts, pointing out Zhu’s mistake in explaining “self” as “selfishness.” He
commented, “‘It is up to oneself to perform benevolence.” How could one know
i’ (self) was not the same as the ‘i’ in this line? In addition, there is no case in
any other chapters in which ‘personal desires’ was named ‘ji’.” (Note: These
lines were structured as argumentative questions and answers, but in fact they
were Dai’s own opinion.) Later, Ruan Yuan ftst discussed and analyzed the
expression “ji fei si” in detail, which can be viewed as a legacy and further
development of Dai’s ethical thought.

4.4 Confucius’ Discussion of the Original Meaning of Taiji

Dai held that both Zhou Dunyi J&Z(i and Zhu Xi had misinterpreted Confucius.
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Then, what did Confucius originally mean? In Dai’s opinion, Confucius referred
to the course of “writing the Book of Changes” when he mentioned, “There is
Taiji in the Book of Changes, and thus is produced liang yi Wi1X; liang yi
produces si xiang V%, and si xiang produces ba gua J\#”; and it was not that
“Qi evolves into Yin and Yang in a single body, thus the names /iang yi and si
xiang.” “When he introduced the Book of Changes, Confucius largely meant that
it was not a coincidence that the Book of Changes started with the images of
Eight Diagrams. And that the author of the Book had noticed the one Yin and the
one Yang in the Dao of the Heaven were both the starting point and the
destination of all things, and thus drew two lines to represent it. That was why it
was said, ‘There is Taiji in the Book of Changes, and thus is produced liang yi.’
Now that there was liang yi, si xiang and ba gua emerged in sequence. When he
referred to the Yin and Yang of the evolution of gi with Taiji, Confucius actually
continued the discussion after ‘ming yu tian dao’ WiTXIE in an above passage,
that is, the ‘one Yin and one Yang is known as the Dao’, referring to the
drawings in the Book of Changes with liang yi, si xiang and ba gua. But
Confucians of following generations misunderstood /iang yi as Yin and Yang,
and thus searched for what lay beneath Yin and Yang in 7aiji. Was this really
Confucius’ original meaning?” (Ibid., pp. 177-178) Dai pursued Confucius’
original meaning of Taiji by logically analyzing the text. It went far beyond
linguistic analysis and entered the sphere of textual hermeneutics, but its
foundation was still the logical analysis of language.

5 The Zi-Ci-Dao’s ldeas on Words and Meanings and Dai’s
Pursuit of Metaphysics

The School of Principles of the Song and Ming dynasties re-interpreted
Confucian classics. Unlike these thinkers, Dai began by studying words and texts
and the language to explain the Confucian classics. His unique way of thinking
was already completely developed when he wrote Liu Shu Lun 75151 (On Six
Kinds of Scripts) at the age of 23. Liu Shu Lun is no longer extant, but its
fundamentals can still be seen in its preface. Dai held that “In the past,
Confucians had to engage in xiaoxue /% (the study of words). Here, xiaoxue
simply refers to six kinds of scripts.... Therefore, the Confucians of those days
properly studied the classics, and did not stray as heretics.” After the Han
dynasty, however, “Too much time had elapsed, and learning went astray, hence
one can barely see the original state of creation of the people of ancient times.”
Consequently, it resulted in the distortion of the classics. Therefore, Dai
emphasized that scholars had to know the principle in the invention of “scripts”
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and its significance in understanding the classics. He said, “Six kinds of scripts
are the key links of words and are necessary to the study of the classics. The
classics vary, but they are no more than words; there are numerous words, but
they can be summarized as six kinds of scripts” (Ibid., p. 295).

Dai bitterly noted, “It has been 2,000 years since six kinds of scripts were
abandoned and the study of classics went astray” (Ibid., p. 278). He criticized
Confucians after Confucius, condemning their interpretations of Confucian
classics as being out of the void rather than in the light of the study of words and
scripts of ancient times (he actually alluded to the Confucians of the Song and
Ming dynasties). He said, “Today’s people despise the study of the words and
scripts of the ancient times even before they can read. They profess that they
have mastered the language although they are barely familiar with the words and
scripts, and pretend that they truly understand the meanings although they are
hardly familiar with the language. They gloss over their ignorance by declaring
that their explanations are consistent with the ancient people. That is what I dare
not agree with” (Ibid., p. 276).

In Dai’s opinion, one can only truly understand the classics when he is
familiar with all the words and languages of both the contemporary and ancient
times. So he paid special attention to the study of Er Ya /RHE (A Monograph on
the Meanings of Words and Scripts). He said, “Therefore, Er Ya is the earliest
extant book of the ancient times that specialized on the study of words and
scripts, and liuyi 752 (six skills) can be known thanks to it. So, when he is
familiar with the different languages of the contemporary and ancient times, one
can read texts and try to approach the ultimate Dao” (Ibid., p. 275).

Dai profoundly understood the relationship between pronunciations and
meanings, and analyzed the principle of the invention of the “six kinds of
scripts” by using the natural syllable limitation of man’s voice. He said, “The
tongues of men are diverse, but their voices have natural limits. Therefore, the
six kinds of scripts conform to the voices and depend upon pictography,
borrowing from and explaining each other in succession. The application is
boundless, but the operation is very simple.” Accordingly, he further analyzed
the relationship between voices and meanings. He commented, “All scripts
sharing the same position have the same initial consonant, and the same
consonant can suggest a relation to meanings. Where the positions are the same,
the pronunciation becomes the same; where the pronunciation becomes the
same, the meanings be acquired through comparison.” In studying the words in
ancient texts, therefore, such a principle might be applicable: “What is
uncertain in meanings can be determined through pronunciations, and those
that are uncertain in pronunciations can be determined through meanings”
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(Ibid., p. 305)."

Dai’s method of “seeking meanings through pronunciations” can be viewed as
a legacy and development of Fang Yizhi J57LA%. And such method was then
inherited by the contemporary scholar Qian Daxin £ KW and scholars of
following generations Duan Yucai Bt FE#, Wang Niansun %4 and Wang
Yinzhi £5]2. As Qian said, “People of the ancient times expressed meanings
through pronunciations, but the following generations separated pronunciations
from meanings. Now that they know nothing about pronunciations and meanings
but speak groundlessly of principles, I do not think that they are good with
meanings” (Duan 1981, p. 804).

Duan asserted, “When scripts were invented, meanings came before
pronunciations, and pronunciations before pictographs. When they studied scripts,
scholars came to know pronunciations through forms, and to know meanings
through the pronunciations.... For the study of the classics, the most important
thing is to know the meanings, and to know the meanings, it is most important to
know the pronunciations” (Wang 2002, p. 71).

Wang Niansun said, “In my humble opinion, pronunciations are fundamental
to studying the words in ancient literature. There are cases in which different
scripts share the same pronunciation, and those in which the pronunciations are
similar, but the meanings identical. Although they are sometimes classified as
types, they have a common characteristic. It seems as if a person who flaps his
coat certainly holds its collar, and a person who casts a net certainly holds its
lead rope. Hence it is said that ‘The Dao is available where the foundation is
established’” (Wang 2000, p. 1).

Wang Yinzhi also said, “According to my father (Wang Niansun),
pronunciations are fundamental to studying words in the classics, and scripts
with the same or similar pronunciation are often used in jigjie &
(substitution). If scholars seek meanings through pronunciations, recognizing the
proper scripts beyond the substitutes, all confusion will be cleared up. But if they
insist on interpreting the substitutes literally, they will be completely wrong”
(Ibid., p. 2).

Dai related the study of scripts, names, things and systems, that is, a
philological method in a broad sense, to the study of virtuous people of the

* The idea of “seeking meanings through pronunciations” can be dated back to Dai Tong #fJ
of the Yuan dynasty and was inherited by Fang Yizhi of the early Qing dynasty. In “Fanli” of
Tongya i@t (Approach to Correctness), Fang clearly stated, “This book is focused on the
relationship between pronunciations and meanings”, and again he said, “savvy meanings
through pronunciations, and know pronunciation when meanings are known” (Hou 1998, p.
241).
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ancient times, and publicly criticized what he thought were the deficient
academic methods of Song dynasty Confucians. In a letter known as Yu Mou
Shu 534 (A Letter to Someone) (Zhang 1995, p. 495),” he commented, “In
the study of classics, the first step is to study the meanings of scripts, and the
second is to grasp the overall meaning of texts. Intending to find the Dao
between the lines, one would likely neglect to follow the proper means.
Confucians of the Han dynasty had their tutors to follow in the study of classic
works, but their interpretations were sometimes nonetheless stretched. People
of the Jin dynasty went further in drawing incorrect conclusions either by false
analogy or even groundlessly. As for the people of the Song dynasty, they were
fond of blind assertions, hence most things they learned and followed were
wrong, and they intended to reject that which was correct. We do not read to
contest the thoughts of following generations of Confucians or set up another
school, so we should comprehend the classics dispassionately, for even one
single misinterpreted word or script can mislead readers and thus enshroud the
Dao” (Ibid.). In this letter, Dai publicly criticized the deficient methodology of
Song dynasty Confucians in studying the scripts, names, things and systems, a
philological method in a broad sense. He said, “Confucians since the Song
dynasty have distorted the meanings of virtuous people of ancient times with
their own opinions, but in fact, they do not know the true significance of the
language and scripts.” He was notable at that time for his epistemological
criticism of Song dynasty Confucians. Whether the teaching of Song dynasty
Confucians was right or not, their explanations of the thoughts of ancient
virtuous people were naturally less reliable because their basic ability in
language and scripts was questionable. The School of Principles represented by
Zhu Xi was especially well known for “observing objects and acquiring
knowledge,” but then it was realized that he had misread the texts. Just imagine
the shock! Therefore, Dai Zhen deconstructed the authoritativeness of Song
dynasty Confucians by using linguistic and philological methods that were
highly regarded at that time. In this case, he had a methodological advantage,
and was thus highly regarded by his contemporaries.

The Qian-Jia textual research represented by Dai Zhen did not oppose
people’s pursuit of the metaphysical “Dao”; rather, it stressed that people
should use language broadly to seek the Dao in a positivist way. That is quite

> In light of textual research done by Qian Mu 7, this letter was written in the summer of
1777, so it was one of the last letters before Dai’s death. If Qian was correct, this letter was
written after the book Mengzi Ziyi Shuzheng, so it can be viewed as generalization of that book,
and also a highly theoretical summary after his methodology was fused with the creative
practices of a new philosophy in his old age.
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different from 20™ century Western linguistic philosophy which rejected
metaphysics. Dai opposed the methodology of Song dynasty Confucians who
spoke groundlessly of the Dao, emphasizing that students had to depend on
scripts and languages as tools to grasp “the Dao” contained in the Six
Classics”—the truth. He said, “We scholars seek the Dao through institutions
and systems of the past, but a thousand years has elapsed, and literature has
mostly been lost. Such a span of times is not different from the distance
between two different places, and the only connection between them is the
textual research of words in classics, like an interpreter for people of different
languages. After the study of scripts and words of people of the ancient times
were lost, following generations resorted to the textual research of words in
classics; but now that the method of textual research has been lost, people have
begun to speak nonsense. In the past hundred years, teachings of the Confucian
classics have been unfounded” (Ibid., p. 377).

In a letter known as “Yu Shi Zhongming Lun Xue Shu” 5 AHig2E4 (“A
Letter of Learning to Shi Zhongming™)®, Dai explicitly spoke of his thoughts on
linguistic philosophy for the first time. He said, “I came from a deprived family
in my childhood, hence had no chance to learn from a teacher. Hearing that there
had been a saint named Confucius, who had compiled six Confucian classics for
his following generations, I managed to acquire one of them. Perusing that book,
I was confused and could not make sense of it. Thinking it over for a long time, I
pondered in my mind, ‘The classics aims at the Dao, what manifests the Dao are
words in the classics, and what represents the words are scripts. It must be a
gradual course to reach the words through scripts, and reach the Dao through the
words.” Studying the scripts among zhuan %% (seal characters), I got the Shuo
Wen Jie Zi W3- (An Analytical Dictionary of Chinese Characters) by Xu
Shen ¥F{H. Spending three years to know its outline, I came to see how people of
the ancient times invented the scripts. In addition, I doubted that Xu had
thoroughly examined the text, so I borrowed Shisan Jing Zhushu =% 6
(13 Confucian Classics with Commentaries) from a friend, and then I came to
know that one must go through all classics and search six kinds of scripts before
the meanings of a single script is determined” (Ibid., pp. 3707371).7

When criticizing the “groundless” style of Confucians since the Song and

S This letter was written in 1753 when he was 29 years old.

7 On the relationship between words and the Dao, similar representations can be found in
Dai’s works. In the Shen Xuezi Wenji Xu 2% T X5 JF (Foreword to the Collected Works of
Shen Xuezi), Dai said, “All learning starts with the discerning of words, goes through the
course of linguistic analysis, and ends with knowing of the Dao. For the discerning of words,
there is no foundation without the study of scripts and a study of words in ancient works; and
as for the analysis of languages, there is no way to mentally relate to people of ancient times
without a linguistic foundation” (Zhang 1995, Vol. 6, p. 393).
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Ming dynasties, Dai repeatedly stressed the methodological significance of Han
dynasty Confucians’ emphasis on studying the words in classics. Hence he said,
“When they mention Han dynasty Confucians, later generations always allude to
the textual research of the Han dynasty, not their knowledge of principles and
meanings. Now I ask these people: Do principles and meanings exist outside of
the classics? If they are still in the ancient classics, then how can those who
speak nonsense come to know them? Alas, the ultimate principle in the classics is
the Dao, words represent the Dao, and what are used to present the words are no
more than scripts and the study of them. Scripts and words lead to languages, and
languages to the minds and intentions of the ancient people, it is just as if one
must pass steps before he reaches a hall or altar, and cannot bypass them” (Ibid.,
p. 378). From this passage we can see that the textual research of the Anhui
School represented by Dai Zhen was not opposed to philosophical discussions;
rather, it emphasized the significance of methods leading to philosophical
discussions. Dai regarded scripts, vocabulary and language as a necessary step
towards the Dao of the saints in ancient classics. Without this step, there would
be no path to the Dao. In this way, Dai linked value and the understanding and
study of words, vocabulary, cultural institutions and language to the sublime
ideal of pursuing the Dao of the saints. On the one hand, such method enabled
Qing dynasty scholars to gain a reliable and methodological foundation for their
understanding of the Dao of the saints; on the other hand, it gave direction to the
study of words, vocabulary, cultural institutions and semantics from the
perspective of values and ideals, in case the study of words and semantics are to
become fragmented once again. In my opinion, therefore, at least on a
methodological level, Dai Zhen realized the transition of classic Chinese
philosophy towards philology. Such a perspective on the relationships between
language and thought can hardly match up to Martin Heidegger’s assertion that
“language is the home of the being,” which stressed the role of language in
thought. But Dai’s “reaching words through scripts and reaching the Dao through
words” was undeniably profound and predictive considering that it was put
forward during classical times.

We can also further ask, why did Dai Zhen emphasize the study of words,
cultural institutions and semantics in philosophy? From Dai’s perspective,
there were two problems if the positivist method based on words, vocabulary
and language was rejected to “groundlessly” seek the Dao in the Six
Confucian Classics: “(1) Yuan ci sheng xun %ii 4l (to intentionally
design a research work on particular words); and (2) Shou e chuan miu <7 it
f£& (to stick to special arguments and transmit mistakes). The first one
means strained interpretations, and the second one suggests a wrong classical
work” (Ibid., p. 378). In modern terms, the expression “yuan ci sheng xun”
means an author’s casual explanation of key words in the classics according
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to his objective understanding, while neglecting their actual meanings at the
time the classics emerged. In comparison, the expression “shou lun chuan
miu” suggests poor research based on false classics. Here, Dai clearly
expected that future generations would have a positivist spirit in the
humanities when explaining the ancient classics, and thus guarantee the
objectivity and scientific foundation of the humanities. In this way, he hoped
that the research of humanities would not be highly subjective, and future
generations would try to understand the spirit of the ancient saints in a
historical context, that is, “conformity to the mind of the Heaven and the
Earth.”

I temporarily invented the name “humanist positivism” for the method used by
the Anhui School, and represented by Dai Zhen, which tried to maintain
objectivity in explaining the classics “by means of the tools including words,
institutions, systems and languages.”8

In the Yu Duan Maotang Deng Shiyi Zha 5B %+ —4. (The Eleven
Letters to Duan Maotang) in Dai’s old age, the 9™ Jetter frankly stated his
lifelong pursuit of the ultimate value and methodology: “At the age of 17, 1
resolved to seek the Dao, thinking that it was beyond reach if not from the
Six Confucian classics, Confucius and Mencius, and I would not access its
language if I did not study significations, institutions, names and things.
Song dynasty Confucians laughed at the study of words in ancient works
and despised the research of language, words and scripts. They were
ferrymen rejecting their boats and oars, or climbers kicking their ladders
away. Having worked over 30 years now, I am well aware that it is the
source of good governance and bad governance both now and in ancient
times” (Dai 1991, p. 213).

From this letter, it can be seen that Dai’s method in the study of scripts and
words in ancient works was not a semantic issue like recognizing scripts or
understanding sentences in traditional Chinese learning; rather, it pointed at
cultural information such as the systems, names and things contained in words
and language. Therefore, we cannot from a simple linguistic point of view look
at Dai’s philosophical proposition, “reaching the words through scripts, and
reaching the Dao through the words.” Instead, we should use semantics for an
archeological work on cultural knowledge, thus bringing Dai’s proposition closer

¥ Positivism was a school of Western philosophy in the 20™ century. Here, I borrow
positivism’s basic tenet to call the textual research of the Anhui School during the
Qianlong-Jiaqing reigns of the Qing dynasty a method of “humanist positivism,” which means
employing a linguistic method in the study of words and scripts, the study of words in ancient
works, institutions, names and objects, and guaranteeing objectivity in the explanation of the
classics.
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to hermeneutics in a modern sense and farther from the linguistic philosophy of
Western analytical philosophy. If it is a kind of linguistic philosophy, it would be
closer to that of Heidegger.’

6 More Discussion

Dai did not completely depend upon the re-interpretation of scripts and words to
understand the classics; instead, he re-interpreted the classics from a broader
cultural point of view, from the perspective of the “archeology of knowledge.”
He said, “As for the comprehension of Confucian classics, there are still other
difficulties. One will be unable to continue reading Yaodian 3¢t (The Codes of
Yao) when he reaches the expression ‘nai ming yi he’ Jhfirg&f1 if he does not
know what lays beneath the movement of hengxing {H52 (fixed stars) and gi
zheng LI (the sun, the moon, the Venus, the Jupiter, the Mercury, the Mars
and the Saturn); he will incorrectly recite the poems in Zhounan JF and
Shaonan 1§ if he is unfamiliar with the pronunciations of the ancient times.
To recite classic works on rituals, one should start with Shi Guan Li =+ 540, but
he will be confused about their practice if he has no knowledge about the sizes
and standards of palaces or houses and the costumes of the ancient times.
Ignorant of the change and development of place names both from the present
and ancient times, one will find “Yu Gong” in the Book of History and Zhi Fang
75 (a geographic book of the Han dynasty) incomprehensible; ignorant of
arithmetic, one will be unable to imagine the designs or sizes of utensils in Kao
Gong Ji %714 (A Book of Handworks); and ignorant of shapes, species and
names of birds, animals, worms, fishes, grasses and woods, one will think the
metaphors in the Book of Poems perverse. Despite all of the above, the study of
scripts, the research of words in ancient books and the learning of pronunciation
are a foundation, and learning pronunciations actually has easy rules to follow”
(“’Yu Shi Kunzhong Lun Xue Shu”).

Such “method of historical reduction,” which conducted the research of classic
culture in all respects and re-explained cultural meanings in the classics, was “the
method in which I comment on the Six Confucian Classics” in the traditional
research of the classics, which was precisely opposed to the subjective
explanation of Song dynasty Confucians, that is, “the method in which I
comment on the Six Confucian Classics.” From the point of view of modern

? Undeniably, in “Tian Dao,” a chapter of the Mengzi Ziyi Shuzheng, Dai also conducted a
syntax analysis of “zhi wei” and “wei zhi” in ancient Chinese, and thus criticized the
Confucians of the Song dynasty, thinking they had misinterpreted the lines in Yizhuan, “Xing
er shang zhe wei zhi dao, xing er xia zhe wei zhi qi” and “Yi Yin yi Yang zhi wei Dao.” But
there was only one such syntax analysis in the works of Dai, and no other similar ones have
been found.
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hermeneutics, it is nearly impossible to be completely objective in our
explanation of the classics. However, it is not an excuse for neglecting the study
and explanation of classical texts. “I comment on the Six Confucian Classics
comment” is allowed in creative thought, but it must be based on “I comment on
the Six Confucian Classics.” Without a complete and objective understanding of
the Six Classics, “I comment on the Six Confucian Classics comment” can only
be nonsense. How does nonsense become the standard answer for people to abide
by? In this case, Dai’s criticism of the School of Principles of the Song dynasty
was truly radical and drastic.

What deserves further discussion is Dai’s use of “the meaning of one single
script should be consistent throughout all the classics” as a hermeneutic method
of verifying a part with a whole. In “Yu Yao Xiaolian Ji Chuan Shu” 5 ¥k
145 (“A Letter to Yao Ji”), Dai suggested pursuing definite truths, opposing the
likelihood of evidence that “proves things on the basis of a single evidence.”
Such a standard went far beyond that of linguistic philosophy, and was
characterized by the scientific spirit of pursuing concrete evidence and truth.
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