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Heavenly Principle, 

Three Generations and 

The City of God 

Zhu Xi’s Philosophy of History and 

Christianity 

 

Wang, Xinyu 

Nanjing Normal University, China 

DOI:10.12906/9783865155306_002 

 

Abstract 

Heavenly Principle is no doubt the 

core concept in Zhu Xi’s philosophy. 

According to him, the Heavenly Principle 

is a fundamental and all-encompassing 

principle that governs not just the natural 

cosmos but also human nature and 

civilization. While they cannot be separated 

in reality, Heavenly Principle is precisely 

the purpose and rule of Energy and can 

only be actual and meaningful when it is 

accompanied by the flow of Energy, or to 

put it another way, Heavenly Principle is 

Energy itself. This kind of feature is the 

fundamental spirit of Chinese philosophy 

so called „Nature and Man in One”. On the 

other hand, Heavenly Principle is also the 

rule of history because it is universal and 

converges with Energy. Zhu Xi believed 

that the Heavenly Principle was actually 

realized in the history of the Xia, Shang and 

Zhou, also called the „Three Generations”, 

were the golden age of history only because 

the Heavenly Principle was realized in 

these periods. Therefore, the goal of 

history is to reproduce the Heavenly 

Principle in the future, then human history 

would realize itself. Obviously, this 

concept of history can be easily compared 

with the work The City of God written by 

Augustine. 
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The following paper will make an 

effort to examine the various levels and 

perspectives from which Heavenly 

Principle appears in Zhu Xi’s thinking. And 

highlighting the unusual and important role 

the Heavenly Principle has played 

throughout history. Given that this is the 

guiding principle of the natural world, 

human history ought to follow suit in the 

proper manner. The real world, however, 

frequently deviates from the ideal standard 

since people frequently display their vices 

in addition to their virtues. The works of 

Augustine contain all of these descriptions 

as well. As a result, this essay will highlight 

some intriguing parallels between Zhu Xi 

and Augustine, or more precisely, between 

Confucianism and Christianity, while 

simultaneously emphasizing their 

fundamental differences. 

 
1  Fung Yu-lan, A Short History of Chinese 

Philosophy. 

 

Key words 

Heavenly Principle, Three Generations, 

Zhu Xi, philosophy of history, The City of 

God 

 

The core concept of Zhu Xi’s 

philosophy, the Heavenly Principle 

(tianli 天理), was constantly seen as a 

transcendent and metaphysical notion, 

„For every kind of thing there is the Li, 

which makes it what it ought to be. The Li 

is the chi of that thing, i.e., it is its ultimate 

standard.”1, just as Fung Yu-lan said. Since 

it is required to adhere to the textures of 

stone in order to create jade from it, the 

character „li” (理) was originally translated 

as „made the jade” (zhiyu 治玉) in the 
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Characters and Expressions 說文解字 text. 

This shows that the Heavenly Principle is 

not an abstract idea. Another well-known 

illustration is the Chuang Tzu 

莊子 proverb, „Dismember an ox as 

skillfully as a butcher” 

(paodingjieniu 庖丁解牛). The butcher 

said his knack for dismembering the ox was 

„follow the Heavenly Principle” 

(yihutianli 依乎天理), however, Chuang 

Tzu wants to make clear that people should 

obey the natural laws rather than breaking 

them, whether for the sake of the natural 

world or themselves, it is more accurate to 

translate „tian” here as „natural” rather 

than „heavenly”. All living things are 

included in the concept of nature, or 

heaven, thus humans and their civilization 

should aspire to be like nature, or „li”. 

Additionally, Heavenly Principle is a model 

for human civilization, which of course has 

its own set of laws governing how 

communities are formed. The rules of 

human civilization called „Ritual” (li 禮) 

generally in ancient China. A more 

intriguing fact is that the characters „li” (禮) 

and „li” (理) have somewhat similar 

meanings, suggesting that human rituals 

should closely adhere to the natural rules 

and regulations. The Records of 

Rituals 禮記 quotes Confucius as saying, 

„Ritual is the principle.” As a result, Neo-

Confucianists like Zhou Dunyi (周敦頤, 

1017-1073) likewise emphasized the 

coherence between Ritual and Principle, 

despite the fact that it was clear that 

Principle played a more important role 

than Ritual in Neo-Confucian philosophy. 

As some researchers saying, „Neo-

Confucianism appeared to pay more 

attention to Heavenly Principle than ritual, 

though ritual is natural Heavenly Principle 
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actually.”2 And in Zhu Xi’s philosophy, he 

uses the „Principle-Energy” system to 

explain the connection between the 

transcendent reality and its specific pictures, 

even though they cannot be seen as two 

independent pieces like „Form-Matter” in 

Aristotle’s views. Ritual is an image, but it 

may also be the reality all by itself. In the 

same way as the proverb „made the jade” 

above suggests, Ritual is the reality that 

people should adopt as they build their 

civilization. Therefore, the manner in 

which humans perform rituals is 

comparable to the manner in which jade is 

made; both serve as examples of how all 

particular pictures consistently adhere to 

the Heavenly Principle. The underlying 

principles and their external actual 

manifestations are inseparable, despite the 

fact that there are some exact discrepancies 

 
2 Yin, Hui, From „Nature“ to „Heavenly Principle“: 

Discussion about Ritual of the Confucian Ethical 

between them. That is the fundamental 

aspect of Chinese philosophy and where it 

most clearly departs from Western 

tradition. 

 

1. Heavenly Principle, Energy and 

the history 

However, many scholars would like to 

interpret the meanings of Chinese 

philosophy using notions from Western 

philosophy in the process of building the 

modern Chinese learnings. Therefore, in 

line with Western philosophy, Fung Yu-lan 

likewise saw the Heavenly Principle as an 

ontological idea. He said, „Chu His’s 

system corresponds to the Idea of the 

Good or to God in the systems of Plato 

Code between Neo-Taoism and Neo-

Confucianism. 
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and Aristotle respectively.”3 According to 

Plato, there are two worlds—the sensible 

world and the intellectual world—but only 

the intellectual one can demonstrate the 

truth of an idea. Even though they firmly 

thought that the world they saw was 

unquestionably the real world, people who 

lived in the sensible world were unable to 

grasp the Idea of the Good. Augustine, 

who influenced by the Neoplatonists, 

carried on this way of thinking by coming 

up with the idea known as „Illuminatio” as 

the „Idea” and utilizing this form of theory 

to explain the distinction between God and 

humans. Human understanding cannot 

represent the truth without 

„Illuminatio”, as the human who lived in 

the sensible world according to Plato’s 

writing, since „Illuminatio” is the 

 
3  Fung Yu-lan, A Short History of Chinese 

Philosophy. 

illumination that can enlighten human with 

the truth from God.  

 

However, Zhu Xi’s system of 

Heavenly Principle and the Energy was 

differed from that of Augustine and Plato 

as it was mentioned above. In Zhu Xi’s 

thought, human beings can know the truth 

of Heavenly Principle by themselves 

because human Nature (xing 性) is the 

other face of the Heavenly Principle. This 

is the tradition of Confucianism. Mencius 

said that human nature is good. Zhu Xi’s 

contribution was to use Energy to explain 

why human beings still have a number of 

bad minds and behaviors even though their 

Nature is good. Energy is also a part of 

human nature. In fact, human beings 

cannot fully embody their nature without 
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Energy, because life itself is basically made 

up of Energy, which includes flesh, blood, 

soul and the mind. This also means that 

Energy cannot be considered as Matters in 

Greek philosophy. Similar to Yin-Yang (yin 

yang 陰陽), the Five Elements 

(wuxing 五行), or the Eight Tri-grams 

(bagua 八卦), Chinese philosophy derives 

its ontological mode from an organic 

stance, unlike ancient Western philosophy. 

This ontological mode is summarized by 

the idea of Energy. The organic universe is 

made up of all the elements, and they all 

move and change continuously. The 

ultimate objective of the world is 

movement and transformation in and of 

themselves. As the saying in the Book of 

Changes 周易, „Growing the life 

(shengsheng 生生) is the change (yi 易) 

itself.” The first „sheng” in Chinese means 

„growing”, the second is „life”, the „yi” can 

be explained as „change”, but also means 

„eternal law” (dao 道) in Chinese. The dual 

interpretations imply that either the law is 

changing or that the law cannot be affirmed 

without ongoing change. Change itself can 

be seen as the eternal law. In addition, in 

accordance with the philosophy of history, 

goals and meaning are determined by the 

eternal law, whereas change is simply 

history itself. The changing of history is 

also the law of history, according to the 

Chinese philosophy of history. Zhu Xi’s 

philosophy and philosophy of history were 

induced to „Principle-Energy” by all of 

these exceptional ideas and their 

connections. 

 

Going back to human nature. The 

human being, which is made up of several 

components, is another prevalent creature 

in every corner of the globe. As stated in the 

Doctrine of the Mean 中庸, „What Heaven 



WANG: ZHU XI’S PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY AND CHRISTIANITY, EJSIN 12 (2021) 7-33 13 

has conferred is called The Nature”4. Zhu 

Xi’s annotation suggests that this „nature” 

includes both human and other creatures, 

indicating that both humans and other 

creatures derive their „nature” from 

Heaven. Zhu Xi explained the Heaven to 

the Heavenly Principle, because the law of 

Good is bestowed upon them by the 

Heavenly Principle, humans and all living 

things should and do have the „nature” 

that is Good. On the other hand, since 

other creatures cannot acquire all the 

components of „nature” while they are 

growing, only humans can actually 

understand it. As Zhu Xi said, „All things 

on earth are created and nurtured by the 

Heaven, and the Energy involved in these 

processes resemble the Yin-Yang and the 

Five Elements and should be guided by the 

Principle. However, when Energy is 

gathered, concrete life is formed, and this 

 
4 James Legge, the Doctrine of the Mean. 

is how creation advances. As a result, the 

Principle known as Nature, which is strong, 

gentle, kind, and just, should be gained first 

by humans and other species. The Energy 

known as the body, which includes the five 

internal organs, skeletons, minds, and the 

soul, should also be gained by humans and 

other creatures at the same time. Due to 

their shared origin, humans and other 

species are created equal from the 

standpoint of Principle. However, from the 

perspective of Energy, only humans can 

fully acquire Nature, whereas creatures are 

always constrained because they can only 

get a portion of it. That explains why 

humans and other creatures are distinct and 

why humans are more exalted than other 

humans.” 5  Zhu Xi’s words here was 

continued from Zhou Dunyi’sTheory on Tai 

ji Diagram 太極圖說, only the Energy of 

human beings can embody the law of 

5Zhu Xi, Questions on the Great Learning. 
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Principle, so Only people, who can be 

described as „Nature and Man in One” 

(tianrenheyi 天人合一), can bring about 

the Principle by their own nature, because 

human nature allows for self-realization of 

the ideal Good, this is definitely the 

humanistic tradition of Chinese philosophy. 

On the other hand, according to Plato and 

Augustine, humans require an external 

force in order to achieve their ultimate 

Good. For example, if humans want to 

obtain the transcendent attributes, such as 

the „Illuminatio” for Augustine or the 

„Idea” for Plato, they must generally depart 

from their natural state, which like the 

innate components such Energy in Chinese 

philosophy. In China, Nature and Man can 

coexist in One, natural state and the ideal 

condition are harmonious, whereas under 

Western tradition, they can only do so in 

Two and always inpermanent fighting.  

 

Even in the Chinese tradition, which 

exhibits an encouraging mindset toward 

human nature, there are still many negative 

ideas and behaviors that people cannot 

completely eradicate in the real world. 

Regarding the explanation above, Energy 

just provides an explanation for why 

people nonetheless exhibit a variety of 

negative attitudes and behaviors even 

though nature is good. According to Zhu 

Xi, Principle is the nature with just good 

elements, whereas Energy is the nature of 

humans that contains both good and 

negative materials. Fundamentally, Energy 

and Principle cannot be separated; this is 

true even for sages who have completely 

attained the Principle and have good 

thoughts and behaviors. Energy is life itself, 

and as sages who even though achieved the 

whole good Nature with no bad minds, 

they will also inevitably pass away, life is 

finite. However, life contains the Principle 

as well, while only human life might fulfill 
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the Principle through their energetically 

generated growing and changing behaviors. 

Human growth and change are nothing 

else, but history itself. 

 

The goal of history philosophy is to 

debate the meanings and objectives of 

history generally; hence it frequently has an 

ontology. Energy is without a doubt the 

phenomenon if the noumenon in Chinese 

philosophy is called Principle. However, 

contrary to what was previously claimed, 

noumenon and phenomenon are united 

and cannot be divided into two 

independent pieces. As a result, according 

to Chinese historical thought, history is the 

growth and change of the real world, with 

the meanings and objectives of 

history likewise implicit in this world. 

Actually, the objective of history is the 

 
6 James Legge: the Book of Changes. 

growing, change, and development of 

human life. The development of the world, 

in which history exists, is progressed along 

with the growth and change of individual 

lives. These kinds of ideas are primarily 

based in the Book of Changes. In this book, 

the process of world growing is clear, 

„Therefore in (the system of) the Yi there 

is the Grand Terminus, which produced 

the two elementary Forms. Those two 

Forms produced the Four emblematic 

Symbols, which again produced the eight 

Trigrams. The eight trigrams served to 

determine the good and evil (issues of 

events), and from this determination was 

produced the (successful prosecution of 

the) great business (of life).” 6  Grand 

Terminus is Tai Chi (taiji 太極) and seemed 

as the Principle in Zhu Xi’s thoughts, and 

the evolution of the two elementary Forms 

(Yin and Yang) into the latter is equated 
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with Energy and is also viewed as the 

progression of history. Zhu Xi’s theory 

with the Book of Changes just learned from 

many Chinese philosophers such as Shao 

Yong (邵雍，1012-1077). Shao was drawn 

to the processes in the Book of 

Changes because he believed that the 

progression from „Tai Chi” to „Eight Tri-

grams” perfectly encapsulated the 

numerical law of „1, 2, 4, 8...”, which 

governs the growth and expansion of 

Energy. Shao understood the world and 

history via the „Number” (shu 數). As 

Chen Lai said, „The Number is truly the 

supreme law for the cosmic evolution 

because it guided the formation of the 

world. It controls not only the cyclical 

process of growth and change with the 

world and history, but also the standard of 

 
7 Chen Lai, Neo-Confucianism. 

all things on earth.”7 In other words, the 

Energy itself is what is changing and 

growing for the world and history. While 

this process is not chaotic and disorganized, 

it should naturally adhere to the „Number” 

rule to ensure that it is good and eternal. 

The Principle in Zhu Xi’s philosophy is 

comparable to the Number in this instance. 

„Shao Yong’s fundamental hypothesis was 

that the universe had an innate order or 

natural reason that had always existed. The 

growing and changing of the universe have 

to follow the order to run and move.” 8 

Shao used the Number in a variety of 

philosophical frameworks, including his 

historical philosophy. He adopted the 

calendar rule which states a day is 

comprised of 12 Two-Hour Periods 

(shichen 時辰), a month is comprised of 30 

8 Kao, Hwai-Min, Comments on the Thilosophy of 

Shaw-Yeong’s Shian-Tian-I, Journal for National 

Chengchi University, 1991(1). 
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Days, a year is comprised of 12 Months, 

and a Shi (shi 世) is comprised of 30 Years. 

Furthermore, he created the „12, 30, 12, 30” 

rule for more lengthy calendars, such as 12 

Shi for one Yun (yun 運), 30 Yun for one 

Hui (hui 會), and 12 Hui for one Yuan 

(yuan 元), which is exactly for 129,600 

years. However, Yuan does not signify the 

end of an amount of time; on the contrary, 

it may repeat itself. As a result, „Yuan-Hui-

Yun-Shi” represents just one cycle in 

history, and its expansion is limitless. 

Zhu Xi was profoundly affected by 

Shao’s historical transition pattern, which 

manifested itself in two ways. The pattern 

should, on the one hand, adhere to some 

kind of reason or order. On the other hand, 

history is cyclical and endless in its growth 

and change. „The fundamental ‘Yuan’ 

 
9 Kao, Hwai-Min, Comments on the Thilosophy of 

Shaw-Yeong’s Shian-Tian-I, Journal for National 

Chengchi University, 1991(1). 

corresponds to the ‘Tai Chi’ that is limitless 

and immaterial, thus there is no need to 

conduct a thorough investigation for the 

fundamental time ‘Yuan’. Instead, consider 

that ‘Yuan-Hui-Yun-Shi’ may just be the 

representative symbols in the endless time 

series. In fact, Zhou Dunyi’s ‘Tai Chi’ was 

equivalent to what the ‘Yuan’ in Shao’s 

philosophy represented.” 9  Zhu Xi used 

their concepts as inspiration in creating his 

own, which he labeled „Principle-Energy” 

in order to describe the essence of the 

universe and its manifestations. The 

growth and change of the universe are a 

never-ending cycle because the essence of 

the world is also the infinite vitality. 

Furthermore, Shao’s view of history 

was more comparable to Taoism than 

Confucianism since he preferred to 
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perceive cyclic history as a natural 

development that was without moral or 

artificial constraints, in which the universe 

and history would progress and become 

more and more rational, as did the 

Confucians. Shao was nearly a naturalist 

who preferred just to follow history’s pace 

without making any attempts to change. 

Shao was a well-known poet, and all of his 

works were infused with the idea that one 

should live in harmony with the rest of the 

world, not battle against it or try to change 

it, because everything on earth should 

follow the „Number” or the principle of 

cycle. It is easy to make people remind the 

sayings by Chuang Tzu, like „There was a 

beginning. There was a beginning before 

that beginning. There was a beginning 

previous to that beginning before there was 

the beginning. There was existence; there 

had been no existence. There was no 

 
10 James Legge, The Writings of Chuang Tzu.  

existence before the beginning of that no 

existence. There was no existence previous 

to the no existence before there was the 

beginning of the no existence.” 10  Shao’s 

saying was similar in one of his poems, 

„What can be accomplished in the 

incredibly short one century that separate 

them when there are millions upon millions 

of years before and millions upon millions 

of years after?”11 History has no beginning, 

and it goes on forever. It is practically 

impossible for people to alter the 

progression of history on their own. 

Although Zhu Xi’s philosophy of 

history just applied what it had learned 

from the aforementioned traditions, he still 

wished to create a new order in which 

people could have their own hope and 

power to fight against a bad fate, even 

though that fate is basically the harmonious 

state for the original and true world. The 

11 Shao Yong, Collected Works of Shao Yong. 
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most fundamental law of history is 

definitely the natural destiny, but Zhu Xi 

believes that this rule—also known as 

Principle or Number—requires the 

development of both the humans’ 

creations and their spirits in order to 

expand and flourish. In fact, history is a 

humanitarian history, not just a natural 

history. Therefore, Zhu Xi completely 

concurred with Shao’s views on the history 

of the natural world, but he retained his 

own personal opinion that the growth of 

the humane world has been more positive 

and optimistic. This kind of relationship 

can be compared to the concepts of 

„dynamic-static” (dong-jing 動靜) and 

„Yin-Yang” in Chinese philosophy. The 

world is static at its core, but only dynamic 

force can produce a multicolored universe. 

The notion „Yang” in the Book of Changes 

represents history’s driving force, which is 

just the humane activities. 

 

2. Three Generations and the City of 

God 

The driving force behind history is 

human activity, which means that people 

themselves participate in their own 

development and create the history. 

However, it does not imply that human 

actions, whether good or evil, rational or 

not, can determine the course of history. 

The ultimate rule, such as Principle or 

Number, is followed by history in order to 

embody the good, yet history by itself 

could not accomplish its goal without 

human activity, or only human activity 

allowed history to accomplish its goal. The 

well-known proverb, „What Heaven has 

conferred is called The Nature,” which was 

just quoted, can be used to explain why 

human activities have played such an 

important role in history. Since human 

nature is compatible with heaven and its 

principles, history would move closer to 

the ideal if people and their actions could 
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all reflect their good nature. History can be 

reached by taking the path to Good, just 

like the saying in the Doctrine of the Mean, „An 

accordance with this nature is called The 

Path of duty.”12 

In Zhu Xi’s era, the path was still long 

and winding, which means the aim of 

history was still not achieved for sure, so 

many intellectuals and Neo-Confucianists 

in Song Dynasty insisted that the history 

was declined in the last millennium. 

Although there were numerous prosperous 

dynasties and strong emperors during this 

time, Zhu Xi believed that history had 

already descended into a dreadful 

condition because the sages had passed. 

Without sages, humanity had lost its way 

back to morality and had never understood 

the essence and direction of history. As the 

only individuals who could truly express 

the ideal of human nature and discover the 

 
12 James Legge, the Doctrine of the Mean. 

path to Good, sages were the only ones 

who could make history fulfill its purpose. 

Zhu Xi said, „The way of Yao 堯, Shun 舜, 

the kings in Three Generations, Duke of 

Zhou 周公 and Confucius, were not 

realized and came true any longer even for 

one day, after they passed away.”13 How 

can this well-known proverb about Zhu 

Xi’s historical concept be understood? 

What exactly was this sages’ „way”? Why 

cannot the path be maintained after they 

had gone? 

Firstly, Yao, Shun, the Three 

Generations of Kings, the Duke of Zhou, 

and Confucius are sages who are the only 

individuals who genuinely demonstrate 

their excellent Nature as humans. The most 

representative personality archetype in 

ancient China was „sage”. This particular 

personality type may have a very deep and 

extensive historical background. According 

13 Zhu Xi, Collected Works by Zhu Xi. 
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to some historical texts, the term „sage” 

refers to the human individuals who are the 

wisest. In ancient times, those with the 

greatest intellects definitely possessed 

tremendous „divine power” and were able 

to interact with supernatural beings. A 

striking example is the famous record of 

the Yellow Emperor 黃帝. The Yellow 

Emperor was believed to be riding a 

dragon to heaven rather than being dead, 

according to the Historical Records 史記. 

Whether or not such a tale was accurate, it 

was sufficient to demonstrate the type of 

extraordinary magical power that sages in 

old China possessed. Similar to wizards, 

this form of magical ability was essentially 

a virtue. There must be a trait in it that only 

sages can possess the magical ability while 

other people cannot because it was a 

quality that ordinary people lacked. The 

quality originally might be acquired by 

blood lineage or political power; later, the 

philosophy of Confucianism used this 

quality as the cornerstone for its 

conception of human nature. This way of 

thought was naturally promoted and 

refined by Zhu Xi, and it is without a doubt 

that sages were aware that humans can only 

able to demonstrate their good nature 

while ordinary individuals continue to lose 

theirs. 

Secondly, all the sages mentioned 

above were also in positions of authority 

with the exception of Confucius; they were 

rulers, kings, or at the very least prime 

ministers. And the eras they created and 

maintained were collectively known as 

„Three Generations”. In Chinese history, 

the „Three Generations” were the Xia, 

Shang, and Zhou dynasties. Although 

„Three Generations” was neither the 

oldest or longest era in Chinese history, 

Confucianism considered it as the most 

prosperous and ideal society. They shared 

the fact that the kings and rulers of these 

eras were sages who had served as models 
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for their characters’ personalities. Yao and 

Shun were the sages who came before the 

monarchs in „Three Generations” while 

Duke of Zhou served as the prime minister 

during the early years of the West Western 

Zhou Dynasty, while some Confucianists 

claimed that Duke of Zhou had formerly 

served as the regent king. Confucianism 

believed that the greatest moral man must 

also be the most powerful king in order to 

bring about the ideal political system, or 

golden age. As Plato proposed the idea of 

„philosopher king” in his work The Republic, 

Confucianism also holds that only those 

who are perfect in virtue are capable of 

building a flawless state and society. 

Thirdly, the term „Three Generations” 

actually refers to the Xia, Shang, and Zhou 

dynasties; however, in Zhu Xi’s conception 

of history, this term did not refer to a true 

historical era. In other words, the 

philosophical meaning of „Three 

Generations” is deeper and more abstract. 

It is the golden age that was founded by the 

kings of Xia, Shang, and Zhou as well as 

the sages from Yao and Shun. Yu 

禹 founded Xia, Tang 湯 founded Shang, 

and King Wen of Zhou 周文王 and King 

Wu of Zhou 周武王 founded Zhou. All 

the sages were able to bring about such a 

golden age, because they displayed their 

good nature as well as governed the nation 

and the populace in accordance with the 

Heavenly Principle, which was the supreme 

law in Zhu Xi’s philosophy as well as the 

concept of history. More importantly, they 

were also able to exhibit good nature and 

led moral lives. The people who lived 

under such dynasties were content and 

harmonious, because they can live with 

their true human nature that conformed to 

the order of Heavenly Principle. Therefore, 

„Three Generations” already fulfilled the 

purpose of history. The Heavenly Principle 

was realized in the actual lives of people. 
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Fourthly, Confucius just stood at the 

end point of „Three Generations”; he was 

perpetually exiled from his motherland and 

unable to obtain authority. He was also a 

sage during the time; in fact, he was 

the greatest sage in China. In Mencius, one 

of Confucius’s disciple, Zai Yu 宰予 said, 

„Teacher is extremely greater than Yao and 

Shun”14. In reality, Yao and Shun were the 

sages and kings but Confucius was only a 

low-grade aristocrat in Lu State 魯國. Zai 

Yu claimed Confucius was better than 

other sages, but why? Confucius not only 

carried on the „Three Generations” legacy, 

which emphasizes morality and the ideal 

governmental system, but also invented 

and built a new tradition known as 

Confucianism, which preserved 

humanity cultural values and virtue when 

later in history things started to decline. If 

people continued to spread Confucius 

 
14Mencius. 

advice, history would always hold out the 

prospect of improving, and history would 

always have profound significance. It is 

also the reason Zhu Xi and other Neo-

Confucianists held the strongly belief that 

history could certainly get back on track if 

people were enlightened by Confucius and 

his principles. As it was always their natural 

right and duty, people can now fully realize 

their great human nature. As a result, 

Confucius lived at a pivotal juncture in 

history. Before Confucius, the sainted 

kings and all the sages who were the 

greatest of virtue were also in control of 

politics, but after Confucius, there was no 

longer any way for the sainted kings and the 

greatest of virtue to coexist in this country. 

It was a turning point in history that 

marked the close of one era and the start of 

another.  
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Therefore, in the philosophy of 

history by Zhu Xi, he wanted to connect 

Heavenly Principle and Energy in various 

eras of Chinese history and combine 

„Principle-Energy” relations with the 

theory of human nature. In his theory, 

„Three Generations” was the historical 

version for the Principle while the time 

afterwards was fulfilled the Energy. During 

the „Three Generations”, sainted 

monarchs ruled the country and fostered 

their subjects through a well-organized 

system, which was the ideal institution for 

cultivating and enhancing their good nature. 

As a result, the people who lived in these 

countries could also become moral men 

who followed their good nature and the 

Principle. A world with „Principle filling 

and flowing” (tianliliuxing 天理流行), as it 

was known, was the ideal world. 

Consequently, the actual world in which 

people from the „Three Generations” lived 

was exactly the ideal world that the 

Heavenly Principle had designed. History 

typically unites ideals and realities, and such 

a condition of harmony would be 

improbable and difficult to achieve without 

the support of sages’ qualities and the 

authority of their administration. Sages 

attained the deep mystery from the 

heaven and used it to make their own 

nature manifest before educating and 

ruling the people they governed. On the 

contrary, the monarchs who ruling the 

country after the „Three Generations” only 

use their political power and force to 

control their subjects but seldom or never 

educate them with Confucius’s edification, 

so people who lived in these periods 

cannot understand the true human nature 

they should have. As a result, the history 

would become more and more terrible that 

deviate from the course of Principle. As a 

whole, with the division of history into two 

distinct periods based on whether or not 

they embodied the Heavenly Principle, 
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Zhu Xi’s understanding of history 

completely demonstrated such a dualistic 

theory. 

 

Obviously, this type of legacy with 

Confucianism and its philosophy of 

history is easy to connect to another well-

known intellectual tradition that 

significantly influenced the development of 

Christianity. That is Augustine and his 

work on the history of philosophy, The City 

of God.  

 

As a similar mode of thinking for the 

different periods of history as Zhu Xi, in 

Augustine’s dualistic divide of the city of 

God and the secular city, he interprets the 

ultimate goal of human history. It is 

interesting to note that Augustine applied 

his philosophy of history to explain the 

causes of the Roman Empire’s decline 

from strength to weakness and what 

direction it would take in the future when 

he wrote City of God in response to pagans’ 

criticism of Christianity after the city of 

Rome had been conquered by the 

Visigoths. The ultimate objective of Zhu 

Xi’s historical perspective is to describe the 

direction that human history should take 

once the „Three Generations” and the 

great ages like the Han 漢朝 and Tang 

唐朝 Dynasties had passed. According to 

Zhu Xi, there are two possible paths for 

history as it mentioned above. The first was 

the „Three Generations”, where everyone 

lived according to their ideal situation and 

was ruled by sages. The other was „After 

the Three Generations”, which depicted a 

world where sins and human desires are 

accumulated despite being as powerful as 

the Han and Tang dynasties, 

they ultimately came to nothing and human 

desires were out of control. Finally, the 

history would come to the end with the 

endless desires that deviate from the 
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Heavenly Principle. Therefore, it may be 

said that even the powerful Han and Tang 

dynasties were nothing more than the 

culmination of desires and sins, they were 

bound to perish. The collapse of the Han 

and Tang dynasties cannot collapse the 

truthfulness of the sages in „Three 

Generations” and the way to the Heavenly 

Principle in the history. Even if no one, and 

even the strong emperors of the Han and 

Tang dynasties, were not able to truly 

achieve the Heavenly Principle after the 

„Three Generations”, the good human 

nature is eternal and transcendent, just like 

the Heavenly Principle. On the contrary, 

empires like the Han and Tang dynasties 

that grew more powerful would also fall 

into ruin more quickly at the same time, 

because they failed to establish real political 

government in accordance with the 

virtuous laws of sages. Similarly, there are 

two paths that world history has taken in 

Augustine’s writing: the history of the civitas 

terrena, and the secular city, which follows 

the human history of Cain; and the history 

of the civitas Dei, the city of God, which is 

the history of salvation, following Abel and 

living a life pleasing to God. Although 

these two cities have existed since the dawn 

of human civilization, Jesus Christ was the 

first person to reveal them. As a result, the 

fall of Rome could not have been caused 

by Christianity as stated by pagans as well 

as Edward Gibbon; actually, it provided an 

opportunity for history to be once more 

that come to light. 

Augustine, who was influenced by 

Neoplatonism, held that history is actually 

the unfolding of the mind. Undoubtedly, 

God is the wellspring of the mind, and the 

effusion from God, the „One”, the organic 

overflow of God’s omnipotence and 

infinite, serves as the foundation and 

source of the order of the human mind. 

The three stages of the ejection process are 

pure thought, soul, and matter, with the 
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second stage being soul and the third stage 

being matter. These three steps are also the 

three main stages in God’s creative process 

because each stage in his overflowing 

process causes the next. In contrast to the 

Neoplatonists, Augustine held that each 

unique soul must finally return to God’s 

eternity. Neoplatonists like Plotinus 

claimed that time was created in God’s 

eternity as each distinct individual soul. 

This notion of time and history is circular. 

Unlike to the majority opinion, Augustine 

held the view that God both created time 

and history, that history develops over the 

progression of time, and that for all things 

that God has created, this history will 

continue to progress. Though the eternity 

of the world history began with the 

emergence of time, it differs from the 

eternity of God, whose existence precedes 

time. As a result, Augustine did not actually 

 
15 Augustine, the City of God. 

believe that time is truly everlasting as 

Plotinus does. In the City of God, 

Augustine said: „But why did God choose 

then to create the heavens and earth which 

up to that time He had not made? If they 

who put this question wish to make out 

that the world is eternal and without 

beginning, and that consequently is has not 

been made by God, they are strangely 

deceived, and rave in the incurable 

madness of impiety.”15 It is obvious that 

Augustine thought that the so-called 

„nothing” that led to the formation of time 

was a process of „creation out of nothing”. 

The so-called „nothing” is actually eternity, 

which existed before God created the 

universe; the “creation” includes time, or 

history itself. The creation of God is the 

reason for harmony of everything on earth, 

the order and beauty of world, as well as 

the progression of time, but these things 
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are not everlasting in and of themselves. 

This is where the „two paths of the history” 

and „two cities” that were discussed in the 

Augustine’s philosophy of history were 

reflected. The city of God is eternal, while 

the secular city is limited even though it was 

created from the eternal God. 

It makes people think of the famous 

description from the Tao Te Ching道德經: 

„Something was created, and heaven and 

earth were born first.”16 This „thing” is not, 

of course, a „created thing” in the ordinary 

sense of the word, but the „creator”, 

named the Tao 道. Lao Zi said, „I do not 

know its name, strong word said Tao.”17 

While both Laozi and Zhu Xi’s 

descriptions of the ultimate character of 

the world lead to unity, or the „Nature and 

Man in One” as mentioned above, the 

relationship between the „creator” and the 

„created” in Zhu Xi’s case seems to be 

 
16 James Legge, Tao Te Ching. 

clearer than ever before. Regardless of it, 

the dualistic relationship between Principle 

and Energy is definitely strengthened as 

never before in Zhu Xi’s case. As a result, 

Zhu Xi’s philosophy of history also 

inescapably made a fascinating dualism 

clear. According to Zhu Xi, the „Three 

generations” of sainted the kings reflect a 

representation of the „Heavenly Principle” 

in the history, and the people who lived 

under their rule are similar to those in the 

Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve were in 

the Garden of Eden, and everything there 

was done in a way that was consistent with 

good order. However, the strong „Energy” 

engagement has revealed a complicated 

state of interlaced good and evil in the 

history following the „Three Generations”. 

Similarly, the human mind likewise divides 

the world into good and evil. These are two 

completely different universes. The only 

17 James Legge, Tao Te Ching. 
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person that history can acknowledge as 

fully embodying the supreme kindness of 

„Heavenly Principle” after the „Three 

generations” is Confucius, the final sage 

and the only one to have witnessed the 

world’s transition from the former to the 

later. Zhu Xi once said, „A sage is a sort of 

Heavenly Principle with a body of flesh and 

blood.”18 It is more similar as Jesus’s dual 

nature as God and Man. 

The issue is that, in Zhu Xi’s opinion, 

sages are still sages, as Confucius once said, 

„If I associate not with these people-with 

mankind-with whom shall I associate?”19 

The sages emerge from the crowd and 

remain there forever. History is history, 

after all, and the history of the „Three 

Generations” was a true human history 

rather than only a philosophical notion of 

utopia. The „Heavenly Principle” in the 

history of the projection, however, has 

 
18 Li Jingde, Analects of Zhu Xi. 

always existed inside history, not outside 

from it. It differs substantially from City of 

God in that Zhu Xi adhered to the 

fundamental values of Chinese philosophy 

despite the fact that his idea of the 

„Heavenly Principle” and his philosophy 

of history had already made it possible for 

the „two worlds” or „two cities” to be 

divided. As a consequence of the above, 

the Song and Ming philosophies that came 

after Zhu Xi’s were perpetually 

preoccupied with the issue of the 

connection between „Principle” and 

„Energy” and they always made the effort 

to eliminate any chance to consider 

„Principle” as an independent entity, 

the existence of the „Principle” have to 

melt into the harmony of „Energy”. As a 

result, The School of Mind (xinxue 心學) 

movement and the birth of Wang 

Yangming (王陽明, 1472-1529) were 

19 James Legge, The Analects. 
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exactly the ultimate manifestation that 

„Energy” had becoming the dominate 

entity as the supreme substance of the 

world and history, that was absolutely a 

sort of monism. In the view of Wang 

Yangming, the ultimate law of Heavenly 

Principle is bound to exist in the hearts of 

every people since it once existed in the 

hearts of sages. The only thing that 

separates them from one another was that 

the sages have perfectly articulated this 

„mind” of unsurpassed benevolence. The 

order of human mind is also the highest 

goodness of the „Heavenly Principle”, and 

the order of history can be realized in every 

age and in every instant of the present as 

long as people can exhibit this supreme 

goodness of „mind”. Wang Yangming did 

not really understand Zhu Xi’s „two worlds” 

theory of history. On the other hand, the 

difference between Zhu Xi and Augustine, 

stemmed from Augustine’s belief that 

Rome was doomed to fail because the „two 

worlds” were so diametrically opposed and 

could not be united via human effort alone 

but required the intervention of God, the 

God of Heaven. However, according to 

Zhu Xi, the „Three Generations” may 

come back again in the future if mankind 

can fully comprehend the ontological 

importance of the „Heavenly Principle” in 

history. Zhu Xi appeared to be in the centre 

of the scale, with Augustine and Wang 

Yangming at its two opposite ends. 

Nevertheless, Zhu Xi’s presence also 

opens the door to constructive 

conversation between the civilizing 

traditions of Chinese and Western 

philosophy because his historical 

philosophy provides the necessary 

framework for comparison with 

Augustine’s City of God. Although their 

differences are unquestionably significant 

and important, it seems more interesting to 

focus on and analyze their commonalities. 

However, the parallels between Zhu Xi and 
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Augustine, or between Zhu Xi’s 

philosophy of history and the Christian 

philosophy of history, may also open up 

new avenues for considering Zhu Xi’s 

distinctiveness within the Song and Ming 

philosophies, as well as within the broader 

tradition of Chinese philosophy. 

 

3. Conclusion 

Confucianism and Christianity share 

many similarities, although this is not a new 

area of study; rather, it is the relationship 

between these two renowned historical 

philosophies that has recently attracted 

attention. The representatives are Zhu Xi 

and Augustine. Comparing their 

philosophical perspectives when 

considering the purpose and significance of 

history is a fascinating perspective of view.  

There is no doubt that Zhu Xi was a 

typical Chinese philosopher who believed 

that „Nature and Man in One” is the 

ultimate form of the universe and that 

history itself is the path to the Heavenly 

Principle. Humans can find significance in 

their own actions because they can reach 

the pattern of heaven (or Nature) through 

their own human nature. The Heavenly 

Principle is a law that governs how humans 

create and develop. Since humans have a 

good nature, they can probably accomplish 

the goal of history by self-effort. The 

negative parts of human nature and the 

events in history are expressions of Energy, 

but Energy is also a component of 

Principle and the two are not mutually 

exclusive. However, it is impossible to 

ignore the tense relationships between 

Principle and Energy, which are more 

easily related to the „Form-Matter” 

relationships in Greek philosophy, from 

which Augustine and his philosophy were 

just descended. Human history was created 

and developed from the declining of the 

secular city but human cannot realize the 
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true history that is the city of God. „Many 

of them, indeed, being reclaimed from their 

ungodly error, have become sufficiently 

creditable citizens of this city” 20 , human 

cannot be saved and achieved the meaning 

of true history with themselves unless 

getting the enlightenment by God, and 

finally, entering the city of God. In Zhu Xi, 

the „city” is „Three Generations” while the 

„God” is the sages like Yao, Shun and 

Confucius. The „Three Generations” are 

considered the golden age in history, but 

because the sages are no longer with us, it 

cannot be recreated in succeeding eras. In 

theory, human nature is wonderful, and 

each person can become a wise person by 

learning and cultivating on their own, but 

in real life, no one succeeds due to the 

Energy. According to Zhu Xi and other 

philosophers who were familiar with the 

Book of Change, history is still in the process 
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of decline, even though many scholars still 

believed that the history would finally 

come back to its right path while the 

Principle is reappeared by people 

themselves, especially for Zhu Xi. After all, 

in some ways, it resembles Augustine’s 

philosophy from The City of God. The fact 

that the relationships between 

Confucianism and Christianity are 

currently unresolved and awaiting further 

study is crucial for this essay. 
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All scholars of comparative literature 

in the People’s Republic of China have 

heard of the „Chinese school” of 

Comparative Literature, originally 

proposed by John J. Deeney, or 李達三 in 

the 1970’s.  Deeney, who had a long career 

teaching and researching in Taiwan and 

Hong Kong, originally proposed the 

school in contradistinction to the so-called 

French and American schools of 

comparative literature originally identified 

by Henry Remak in 1961.  This notion of a 

Chinese school caught hold of the 

imagination of a number of Chinese 

scholars of comparative literature in the 

1980s and 1990s.  Although the discipline 

of comparative literature in China has 

certainly had many different types of 

schools and ideas, and different directions 

of development over the past thirty years, 

it is also the case that the notion of a 

„Chinese school” is still taught in many 

departments, and still considered relevant 

to how the discipline ought to imagine its 

own status and possible future 

development. 

Sadly, John Deeney passed away last 

year, and several members of the executive 

committee of the Association of Chinese 

and Comparative Literature discussed his 

passing and legacy in private emails once 

we heard the news.  Out of those 

discussions, Sheldon Lu of UC-Davis and 
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I decided to use the occasion to edit a 

journal special issue on the legacy of the 

Chinese school discourse, as a way of both 

honoring Deeney, and of trying to 

communicate to Anglophone comparative 

literature circles how and why he was so 

influential within Chinese academia.  We 

are currently deep in the process of editing 

our issue, and expect that it will be 

published by the Canadian Review of 

Comparative Literature by the end of this year 

or else in early 2024. 

My primary goal today is primarily to 

present in initial form the expected findings 

of that special issue as to what are the 

options available to us in thinking through 

the legacy of the Chinese school discourse 

now in 2023, almost fifty years after 

Deeney originally proposed it.  These 

findings are not monovocal: Sheldon and I 

deliberately tried to create a diverse special 

issue, with contrasting voices.  We included 

essays from those who have worked at the 

heart of comparative literature institutions 

in the People’s Republic of China, such as 

Cao Shunqing; we have also included very 

different opinions from scholars who have 

maintained strong engagement with 

Anglophone academia, such as Zhang 

Longxi.  We are very fortunate to be able 

to include an essay by Cecile Sun, who is 

both an eminent comparatist and also 

Deeney’s widow.  And we’ve included 

some essays by mid- and early-career 

scholars, who have a very different 

relationship to the Chinese school 

discourse, given their having been educated 

in the 21st century with its differing 

concerns. 

The reason we wanted to frame a 

polyvocal issue is because the discourse of 

the „Chinese school” is itself seen so 

differently from different perspectives.  It 

has been a long time since this idea was 

cutting edge or exciting in Sinophone 

academia, but it retains, if not a true 
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orthodoxy, at least a deep familiarity and 

common acceptance among many scholars.  

In contrast, not only does the „Chinese 

school” remain completely unknown in 

Anglophone academia, but the so-called 

„French and American schools” originally 

outlined by Remak in 1961 have long since 

been forgotten outside of China, and have 

no influence on the disciplinary self-

definition of comparatists working in 

North America or Europe.  Conversations 

about the state of the field across the 

English/Chinese language divide are 

therefore difficult to keep clear, when the 

notion of a Chinese school has in fact 

introduced different discursive formations 

and assumptions among participants in the 

two languages.  Hence our goal for this 

work is to honour Deeney not with a 

simple set of praises for the Chinese school, 

but with a real debate about this concept—

was it originally correct, and does it have 

any continuing usefulness?  Hopefully, the 

different essays that will make up this 

project will offer plenty of contrasting 

perspectives and room for continuing 

debate. 

Before outlining the different 

perspectives that will be represented in our 

issue, I’d like to summarize, first, who 

Deeney was, and then second, what the 

„Chinese school” idea was, and how it 

developed out of his advocacy. 

A comparatist who spent most of his 

long career teaching in Taiwan and Hong 

Kong, Deeney had a powerful and lasting 

influence on the development of Chinese 

comparative literature but was never very 

well known in the West.  Although he did 

publish extensively in English as well as in 

Chinese, his formative work was done 

prior to the development of the Internet, 

and even his English works were usually 

published in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 

China.     
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Deeney was born into a Catholic 

family in Philadelphia, USA in 1931.  He 

and his family moved to San Francisco 

where he attended a Jesuit high school, St. 

Ignatius High School, and graduated from 

it in 1949.  Soon after he entered the Jesuit 

order and became a novice.  He continued 

his college studies under Jesuit tutelage.  He 

enrolled in Gonzaga University in Spokane, 

Washington where he earned a Bachelor of 

Arts in literature and philosophy in 1954 

and a Master of Arts in Renaissance 

literature in 1956.  After that he went to 

Taiwan to prepare for missionary work and 

studied at the Cabanel Language Institute 

in Hsinchu where he earned a certificate in 

Chinese language and culture in 1958.  

Then he went back to the US to pursue 

doctoral studies.  He received a Ph. D. in 

English literature from Fordham 

University in New York in 1961.  From 

1961 to 1965, he was in Philippines and 

studied theology at the Faculty at St. 

Robert Bellarmine in Baguio.      

Deeney then moved to Taiwan again.  

But he left the Jesuit order and became an 

academic in the higher institutions of 

Taiwan and Hong Kong for decades.  Since 

1965, he had taught successively at Taiwan 

Normal University, National Taiwan 

University, the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, and Soochow University in Taiwan 

in a long academic career.  At the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong, he served as the 

Head of the Comparative Literature 

Research Unit and the Director of the 

Centre for Comparative Literature and 

Translation in the 1980s.  He was a 

founding member of the Comparative 

Literature Association of Hong Kong and 

became the Vice President of the 

organization.   

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 

early years of China’s Reform Era, Deeney 

sponsored many scholars of comparative 
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literature from China to visit the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong.  That was the 

first time for them to have substantial 

interactions with the outside academic 

world.  It was an unforgettable eye-opening 

experience.  Deeney selflessly spent a lot of 

time and energy to procure resources to 

facilitate this kind of much needed cross-

border academic exchanges between Hong 

Kong and China. 

While being an expert in Anglo-

American literature and a Sinologist, 

Deeney is most known as a leading scholar 

of comparative literature in the academic 

circles of Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China.  

Above all, he is most famous for the 

proposal of a „Chinese school of 

comparative literature.”  Although the 

notion of a school of comparative literature 

under the name of a nation, a region, or a 

culture is not an issue in the West and 

mainstream English-language academia 

today, the idea of a Chinese school of 

comparative literature has long since 

become well-established in the academia of 

the People’s Republic of China.    

Deeney systematically proposed the 

idea of a Chinese school of comparative 

literature in two essays published in Taiwan 

in 1977.  They appeared in the Chinese-

language journal Chung Wai Literary 

Monthly中外文學 (Deeney 1977a) and the 

English-language journal Tamkang Review

淡江評論 (Deeney 1977b).  Proposed in 

contradistinction to the so-called „French” 

and „American” schools described by 

scholars such as Henry Remak (Remak 

1971), the Chinese school focused on 

cross-cultural readings rather than 

influence studies and parallel analysis.  In 

the decades since, this tripartite division 

has been so successful in shaping 

mainstream understandings of comparative 

methodology in China that it continues to 

be cited and used frequently in new 

Chinese-language research.   



40 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 12 (2021) 

In his English essay „New 

Orientations for Comparative Literature” 

published in Tamkang Review in 1977, 

Deeney makes a bold, provocative, 

pathbreaking proposal for the Chinese 

school of comparative literature, which is 

understood as „an ideological alternative to 

predominantly Western thinking about 

Comparative Literature” (Deeney 1977b, 

232).  A key part of the essay about the 

Chinese School is quoted here at length: 

Taking its cue from the ancient 

Chinese philosophy of avoiding extremes, 

this school of thought is a counter-

alternative to the two prevailing schools of 

comparative literature thinking which 

developed in the West, namely, the French 

School and the American School.  Fully 

aware of the historical development of 

Comparative Literature in the West, the 

Chinese School acknowledges and utilizes 

the good points of both schools while it 

eschews their aberrations. . . .  It moves 

progressively from national self-

identification, to a broader regional cultural 

awareness, to a „Third World” association 

with neglected or emerging literatures, to a 

world-wide comprehensiveness in scope and, 

finally－howsoever idealistically－to a 

universal integration of all literatures in their 

complex relationships. The Chinese School 

is not trying to assume a leadership role and 

set up a rival camp by enticing disillusioned 

members out of the French or American 

Schools into an Eastern literary bloc; 

neither is it suggesting a proliferation of 

more Comparative Literature schools 

under their respective national flags. On 

the contrary, the Chinese School is simply 

offering its experience and insights as a 

possible paradigm or alternative way of 

evolving one’s Comparative Literature 

thinking (Deeney 1977, 232-233).  

The Chinese school of this vision was 

to offer an alternative avenue in the study 

of comparative literature, enrich literary 
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studies, and overcome the limitations of a 

Eurocentric orientation.  It was not 

intended to fortify a nationalist sentiment 

or to create another centrism such as 

Sinocentrism.  In fact, Deeney’s 

formulation also moves beyond the 

perimeters of Chinese literature and calls 

for regional, inter-Asian, comparative 

studies among China, Japan, Korea.  

Furthermore, the Chinese school intends 

to draw on literary experiences from the 

Third World to redefine what might be 

universal literary expressions.  Readers 

should understand the global context and 

historical moment of Deeney’s proposal.  

He made his proposal at a time when 

comparative literature was still highly 

Eurocentric.  Scholars of comparative 

literature were not familiar with non-

Western literary traditions, their canons, 

works, and theories.  The Chinese school 

was meant to correct a lopsided orientation 

in Western and international comparative 

literary studies—not just by bringing 

Chinese or other literatures into the canon, 

but by reconceiving world literary systems 

in ways that prefigured early 2000’s work 

by scholars such as Franco Moretti and 

David Damrosch.   

 Deeney’s idea of a Chinese school 

of comparative literature was an 

exhilarating fresh breeze in the cultural and 

political environment of literary studies in 

the People’s Republic of China. The 

Cultural Revolution and China’s self-

isolation had come to an end in 1976.  

China entered the era of Reform and 

Opening-up (gaigekaifang改革開放) under 

a new leadership.  Up to that point, 

comparative literature had been suspended 

for decades in China.  It was 

institutionalized and re-established as a 

discipline (xueke 學科) in the PRC in the 

1980s.  Scholars rushed to write and 

compile textbooks in order to teach the 

discipline, history, and theory of 
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comparative literature.  Descriptions of the 

French School and the American School, 

and the varied methodologies of influence 

studies, parallel studies, and general studies 

become required knowledge for disciples 

of this emergent discipline. Deeney’s 

proposal for a Chinese school came in 

handy, while also inspiring a generation of 

young scholars.  The schematic tripartite 

division of the stages of evolution in the 

saga of international comparative literature 

was an appealing, self-fulfilling teleology: 

the French School (rapport de faits, influence 

study), the American school (parallel study), 

and the Chinese school (cross-cultural 

study).  China’s late advent on the world 

stage turned out to mark the most 

advanced phase in the global development 

of comparative literature.  

Meanwhile, not only did the phrase of 

a „Chinese school” never really reach non-

Sinologically trained comparatists in the 

West, but the idea that there were French 

and American schools has long since been 

forgotten by the great majority of the field 

and is rarely cited or viewed as a guide to 

practice.  Deeney’s proposal about a 

Chinese school of comparative literature 

appeared at a particularly transformative 

moment in the development of 

international comparative literature. His 

notion of a Chinese school of comparative 

literature emerged at the tail end of the 

discourse of schools of comparative 

literature in general.  Beginning in the 

1970s, even as the notion of schools of 

comparative literature reaches its zenith, it 

began to fade away in mainstream Western 

academia, replaced by a wave of French 

theory that itself soon became globalized—

including spreading deeply into certain 

sectors of Chinese academia.  Comparative 

literature was overwhelmed by prevalent 

trends in humanistic studies: structuralism, 

poststructuralism, deconstruction, 

semiotics, hermeneutics, postmodernism, 
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and the ideas of thinkers like Mikhail 

Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, Julia Kristeva, 

Michelle Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and 

Jacques Lacan.  Notions of intertextuality, 

semiosis, and dialogism imply infinite 

signification and endless textual cross-

reference.  Seen in the light of these new 

waves of radical ideas, traditional 

assumptions behind the practices of source 

study, influence study, and parallel study 

may seem naïve and simplistic.  Further 

down the road, comparative literature was 

impacted by the rise of Cultural Studies, 

multiculturalism, and postcolonial criticism 

since the 1980s and 1990s (Bernheimer 

1994).  In the twenty-first century, 

comparative literary studies have branched 

out in ever newer directions such as 

globalization studies, environmental 

humanities, and world literature (Saussy 

2006; Heise et al 2017).  The ACLA State 

of the Discipline Report published in 2017 

identified three prevailing orientations in 

comparative literary studies at: literary 

theory in its interconnections with 

philosophy from aesthetics to 

poststructuralism; postcolonial theory and 

its current ramifications such as human 

rights studies and ecocriticism; and world 

literature (Heise et a 2-3).  The discourse of 

distinct national schools of comparative 

literature feels like a distant past and is 

relegated to oblivion.  

 Deeney was fully aware of the new 

developments that continued to arise late 

into his career.  Some scholars strongly 

pushed back on the new critical trends 

from continental Europe such as 

structuralism and poststructuralism.  

Deeney humorously yet incisively 

commented on the possible impact of 

„theory” on the idea of a Chinese school of 

comparative literature.  Comparative 

literary study is in part „constrastive study,” 

a meaningful discovery of literary and 

cultural differences. He points out: 
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„Constrastive literature, as opposed to 

more conventional emphasis on similarities 

in many studies of comparative literature, 

finds research into differences (more 

different, perhaps, than even Derrida’s 

„différence-differance” distinction ever 

envisioned!) more interesting and 

challenging than common points.  Such an 

approach may help us transcend accidental 

similarities in order for us to discover far 

more substantive issues” (Deeney 1990, 

90).  He did not easily give up on what he 

believes to be an important direction of 

literary studies, maintaining a faith in the 

power of cross-cultural analysis without 

rejecting the new wave of theory out of 

hand.  

Perhaps to Deeney’s surprise, 

his seminal ideas and proposal for a 

„Chinese school of comparative literature” 

from a relatively marginal, peripheral place 

like Taiwan and Hong Kong in the 

capitalist world system during the Cold 

War era have become a foundational 

assumption structuring comparative 

literature in the scholarly community of 

mainland China today.  The notion of a 

Chinese school has been appropriated for 

a set of broad national agendas such as 

„cultural confidence,” the reconstruction 

of „Chinese subjectivity,” regaining 

discursive power vis-à-vis the West, and 

overcoming „aphasia” in relation to 

Western academia.  His original proposal 

about overcoming Eurocentrism has in 

some commentary come to sound more 

like a rallying cry for re-establishing China’s 

pre-eminent place in the realm of culture.   

It should be reminded that this 

discourse of Chinese school of 

comparative literature is largely an internal 

affair of the comparative literature circle 

inside the PRC. Its more consistent  

advocates are mostly scholars who have 

done their graduate work inside China, 

publish primarily in Chinese, and are often 
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in comparative literature programs 

attached to Departments of Chinese 

Literature.  Chinese school discourse thus 

remains a conversation about world 

literature conducted primarily within China.  

The strategic use of this discourse as a 

means of resistance to a Western academic 

establishment is understandable, especially 

given the strange persistence of 

Eurocentrism in some quarters of Western 

universities.  However, the sectioning-off 

of this discussion within China, and the 

misunderstanding on the part of some 

participants of the current state of affairs 

outside of China, make this discourse not 

only largely ineffective at reaching its aims, 

but also hard to understand for those 

trained outside of China.  This is because 

the notion of national schools upon which 

the Chinese school discourse is founded, is 

plucked from a frozen moment of the so-

called American school of comparative 

literature in the mid-twentieth century.  We 

may take the publication of the anthology 

Comparative Literature: Method and Perspective 

(Stallknecht and Frenz 1971), in which 

Henry Remak’s influential essay 

„Comparative Literature: Its Definition 

and Function” (Remak 1971) is included, as 

a high point of the American school of 

comparative literature.  Noting that the 

first edition of the book is 1961 and the 

revised edition is 1971, the heyday of the 

American school is already 60-70 years 

from the third decade of the twenty-first 

century.  Comparative literature in America 

and across the world has developed far 

beyond the old perimeters of the discipline.   

Another problem in identifying East-

West cross-cultural comparative studies as 

the specialization of the Chinese school is 

that this model cannot account for the vast 

amount of such scholarship produced 

outside of China.  Leaving aside the highly 

globalized frameworks that have 

dominated much of comparative literature 
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in the past three decades, there were many 

outstanding studies of traditional Chinese 

aesthetics in a comparative framework 

written and published in America in the 

early 1990s, when the notion of a Chinese 

school had more or less just become fully 

established as a foundational concept for 

Chinese comparative literature. These 

studies include The Tao and the Logos: Literary 

Hermeneutics, East and West (Zhang 1992), 

winner of Honorary Mention for Best 

Monograph in pre-1900 China at the 

Association for Asian Studies; The Problem 

of a Chinese Aesthetic (Saussy 1993), winner 

of the René Wellek Book Prize from the 

American Association of Comparative 

Literature; From Historicity to Fictionality: The 

Chinese Poetics of Narrative (Lu 1994).  Where 

would these books fit in the scheme of 

things?  It would be impossible to label 

these cross-cultural studies as either 

„American school” or „Chinese school.” 

Despite the divorce of Sinophone and 

Anglophone scholarly discussions of what 

world literature is, and the appropriation of 

Chinese school discourse as a form of 

nativist resistance critique, it is time to 

situate Deeney’s ideas and career in a 

proper global context.  In retrospect, after 

a hiatus of several decades, Deeney’s early 

efforts and writings could be seen as a 

milestone in the international development 

of comparative literature.  He deserves a 

special place in the genealogy of 

comparative literature for opening up the 

field to non-Western traditions.  Although 

a Chinese school of comparative literature 

as a viable concept and practice is 

debatable now, the global significance of 

Deeney’s tireless advocacy for East-West 

comparative studies in a Western 

dominated discipline should be 

acknowledged.  Deeney is to be 

remembered as a major figure of 

comparative literature alongside his 
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contemporaries who have done so much 

for the institutionalization and envisioning 

of comparative literature as well as the 

promotion of East-West comparative 

studies, such as René Etiemble, Claudio 

Guillén, Harry Levin, Henry Remak 

(Remak 1971), Horst Frenz (Stallknecht 

and Frenz 1971), Owen Aldridge (Aldridge 

1986), Earl Miner (Miner 1990), James Liu 

(Liu 1975), Eugene Eoyang (Eoyang 1993), 

Douwe Fokkema, and others.  Many of 

these scholars are primarily scholars of 

Western literature.  Deeney, in contrast, 

was trained in both Eastern and Western 

traditions.  While others were trying to 

expand the boundaries of East-West 

comparative literature institutionally, 

professionally, or academically from within 

the centre of Western academia, Deeney 

was bringing fresh perspectives from the 

periphery as he was situated in Taiwan and 

Hong Kong.  

What Deeney described and wished 

for about comparative literary studies 

several decades ago is as relevant today as 

ever.  He urged Western trained 

comparatists to step out of their usual 

comfort zone to embrace Chinese terms 

and concepts of literary criticism, to 

appreciate the diversity of world literature 

from other perspectives.  For instance, this 

is how he clarifies his coinage of the phrase 

„the Chinese school of comparative 

literature” on another occasion: 

[It is] „not a warring faction, but a 

circle of well-informed comparatists from 

a Chinese perspective.  Chinese critical 

terminology such as fu賦, pi比, hsing興, 

shih-hua詩話, ch’i氣, ch’ing-ching情景, etc. 

have to be used more frequently and 

elaborated upon with explanations and 

examples, until they have become as 

familiar to comparatists throughout the 

world as je ne sais quoi, touchstones, 

objective correlative, bildungsroman, etc.  
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Zen and haiku are already part of the 

literary commonwealth of expressions; 

why not Ch’an禪 and chüeh-chü絕句 or lü-

shih律詩?” (Deeney 1980, 184-185). 

Deeney’s insightful diagnosis of the 

field of literary studies back then rings true 

now as well.  Will there be a time when 

practitioners of comparative literature are 

equally well versed in Chinese literary 

forms and concepts as they are familiar 

with Western literary terms such as epic, 

sonnet, and mimesis in the „world republic 

of letters”? Speaking of a book by this 

deceptive title, The World Republic of Letters 

(Casanova 2007), as many people have 

pointed out (Zhang 2024, 53-57), is a 

European-centered and especially Paris-

centered literary universe.  The 

commonwealth of literature as delineated 

in it does not do justice to the diversity of 

world literatures outside a contemporary 

Gallocentric analytic framework.  

Coincidentally, the English translation of 

the book came out in 2007, exactly thirty 

years after Deeney’s programmatic call for 

a Chinese school of comparative literature 

in 1977.  This three-decades time-lag 

testifies to Deeney’s vision and foresight, 

although a truly global state of literary 

studies that Deeney hoped for is still yet to 

be realized. 

After those three decades, what does 

the Chinese school of comparative 

literature now look like?  As outlined as the 

start of this paper, we looked for—and 

found—divergent views.  Not all of our 

contributors’ essays have been finished yet, 

but things are clear enough to take on a 

definite shape: scholars who are at the 

centre of the discipline of comparative 

literature in the People’s Republic of China, 

and who write primarily in Chinese, are the 

most committed to the historical and 

continuing value of the „Chinese School”, 

while those who are less-established, or 
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working outside mainland China, are more 

skeptical or at least more willing to offer 

nuance or critique. 

John Deeney’s widow, Cecile Sun, 

who is an emerita professor at the 

University of Pittsburgh, provides an initial 

essay in remembrance.  Although Cecile 

does not offer an assessment of the current 

value of the Chinese school discourse (and 

it would be unfair to expect her to provide 

one), she writes a fantastic description of 

her husband’s work, blending description 

of his various teaching and scholarly 

achievements, with anecdotes, and with a 

spouse’s insight into what his animating 

passions were.   

Discussion of the legacy of the 

Chinese school per se begins with an essay 

by Zou Zan of Xinjiang University focused 

primarily on Deeney himself and on his 

primary writings in which he originally 

proposed the Chinese school, and finally 

offering a reassessment of these stances 

from the perspective of 2023.  In their 

assessment, Deeney figures largely as a 

prescient deconstructor of Western 

hegemonies in literary study, but also as an 

influential builder of institutional capacity.  

They note some of his major networking 

with contemporary Chinese counterparts 

such as Liu Jiemin and Chen Sihe, and cite 

testimony as to how he worked to train a 

generation of students.  Although 

recognizing that Deeney did not advocate 

for ethnocentrism, and also identifying 

Sinocentrism as a danger, Zou and Yang 

end by hailing Deeney as an academic 

contributor to China’s national 

modernization, and describe his anti-

hegemonic and globalizing vision as 

consonant with China’s current policy in 

foreign relations.  Zou Zan has been 

involved with the disciplinary institutions 

of Chinese comparative literature for 

decades; his and Yang’s assessment of 

Deeney can be seen as a very standard way 
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that well-informed scholars in China’s 

comparative literature circles might think 

of his contributions. 

The third essay, by Cao Shunqing in 

collaboration with Wang Mengru, also 

offers an orthodox description of the 

Chinese school as understood in China’s 

disciplinary structures, with a greater focus 

on the development of the Chinese school 

and Chinese comparative literature as a 

field after Deeney’s primary contributions.  

Cao is ideally placed to offer such a 

narrative, as he has been one of the most 

celebrated and most influential scholars of 

comparative literature working in the 

People’s Republic of China in the 

21stcentury.  He more or less lauds the 

notion of a Chinese school, certainly 

admitting that it was a source of 

controversy and debate, but also tracing the 

continuing evolution of the discipline of 

comparative literature over the past three 

decades.  In particular, Cao argues that the 

notion of the Chinese school has acted as a 

stimulus to significant theoretical and 

methodological innovation.  As Cao is 

himself very famous in China for what he 

has coined his „variation theory” of 

comparative literature, emphasizing the 

same cross-cultural frameworks that 

Deeney had advocated, one can see this 

perspective as entirely natural. 

A major contrasting perspective is 

offered by Zhang Longxi, an eminent 

scholar based in Hong Kong who will also 

be known to many participants.  Zhang 

acknowledges the major contribution of 

Deeney, while expressing skepticism as to 

the uses to which the Chinese school 

discourse has been put.  [Full argument 

unavailable to me as of the time when I 

need to submit this draft to the conference 

organizers.] 

Finally, we will have two essays by 

younger scholars who use the Chinese 
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school discourse to navigate two specific 

issues in their own main lines of research. 

The first of these, by Zhang Zhen of 

Renmin University, investigates the leftist 

20th century poet Xiao San, who also spent 

a significant amount of time in the Soviet 

Union, and is thus a major figure in the 

history Sino-Soviet literary exchanges.  

Zhang argues that Xiao San’s particular 

version of reconstructing a new „national 

literature” is surprisingly consonant with 

the vision of a Chinese school that Deeney 

was later to put forward.  In particular, he 

says that Xiao San creates a new national 

form out of a combination of the Chinese 

past and the Soviet-Russian version of 

modernity, evincing the kind of 

cosmopolitanism and cross-cultural anti-

hegemonic action that Deeney thought a 

Chinese school could provide against the 

dominance of Eurocentrism in Euro-

American comparatism. 

The second of these, by doctoral 

student Shao Xuesong of UC-Davis, also 

discusses the relevance of the Chinese 

school discourse to the study of modern 

Chinese literary history, although she does 

so by reference to a contemporary field, the 

development of Chinese fiction in the 

1980s.  With a particular focus on Lu Yao’s 

Life (rensheng 人生), and how it compares 

to Liu Qing’s socialist-realist, The Builders 

(chuangyeshi 创业史 1960), Shao argues 

that the 80’s novella depicts a set of 

available life choices defined by market 

forces and encounters with the west that 

are familiar to the animating dynamics of 

Deeney’s system.  Without suggesting that 

Lu Yao was familiar with Deeney’s 

scholarship (or Deeney with Lu’s fiction), 

Shao depicts them as parallel responses, in 

literature and scholarship, to a world in 

which the West has been given the freedom 

to define the scope of potential action. 
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Across these various efforts, there is 

no one conclusion that comes through 

clearly from all participants in the dialogue.  

Scholars such as Cao Shunqing and Zou 

Zan who have been near the centre of 

disciplinary formation of comparative 

literature in the People’s Republic of China 

have the most positive assessment.  

Without saying that the legacy of that 

discourse is simple or uncontroversial in 

China, they do most clearly see ways in 

which it has made positive contributions to 

theorization and disciplinary formation.  

Zhang Longxi’s greater skepticism of the 

legacy of this discourse can be taken to 

represent a position more typical of those 

engaged extensively in Anglophone 

academia.  The perspectives of the younger 

scholars are perhaps most interesting: 

without either advocating for the Chinese 

school or critiquing it, they both view it 

through the lens of literary and intellectual 

history.  In their two independent analyses, 

Deeney and the Chinese school discourse 

are figured as an intellectual movement of 

a certain time and place, comparable in 

historicist analysis to other literary 

movements. 

 The disparate nature of these 

perspectives suggests that the Chinese 

school remains open to interpretation—

but also that interpretation is tied closely to 

the different positions of scholars in 

different generations.  We do not want to 

lean on any one of these as the correct 

perspective, nor to propose that there 

should be a correct perspective.  However, 

it is an interesting accident that this 

polyphony echoes in its own way one of 

the goals of the Chinese school as Deeney 

originally proposed it: to encompass a 

cross-cultural vision that took fuller 

account of the breadth of intellectual 

experience across languages and historical 

periods. 
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Abstract  

As key terms in Chinese literary theories, 

the debate between ‘zhi’ (will,志) and ‘qing’ 

(emotion, 情 ) constitutes an important 

theme in the history of Chinese poetry 

hermeneutics. Although both express the 

subjective psychological aspects of poetic 

creation, they still differ, for instance, in 

terms of being external or internal, ethical 

or aesthetic, classical or literary, Confucian 

or Taoist.  

This article traces the development of the 

theories of ‘poetry expresses the will’ (诗言

志) and ‘poetry relies on the emotion’ (诗

缘情 ) by describing the divergence and 

convergence of the two concepts of ‘zhi’ 

and ‘qing’, as well as the changing tensions 

of influence between ethical-aesthetic 

modes of interpretation. Having noted the 

many points of intertwining in the genea-

logy of the development of the two terms, 

the article pays special attention to the 

possibility of their integration accomp-
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lished in the process of creation of literary 

images, under the function of ‘xing-xiang’ 

(兴象), for which Liu Xie’s Wenxin Diaolong 

is a work worthy of special consideration.  

Specifically, in the ontology of literature, 

Liu’s synthesis shows emphasis on ‘xing’ 

(affective image, 兴 ), a genre with both 

edifying and aesthetic functions, while in 

the theory of literature creation, it’s the 

integration of external things and internal 

thoughts in the production of ‘yi xiang’ 

(imagery, 意象 ). By the Tang dynasty, 

Kong Yingda’s Maoshi Zhengyi moves from 

the elucidation of ‘xing-xiang’ to the 

formulation of ‘qing-zhi’, reveals officially 

the possibility that the emotion and will of 

an individual can be unified and even 

transformed into each other during the 

process of literary creation, and 

demonstrates the uniqueness of the 

Chinese conceptual system of poetics, 

which emphasizes more on synthesis and 

integration. 

Key Words 

qing; zhi; xing-xiang; the Classic of Poetry; 

Chinese poetics 

 

The Shi Jing (Classic of Poetry, 诗经) has 

always been regarded as the beginning of 

Chinese literature, and the ideas and 

terminology of the Shi Daxu (Great Preface, 

诗大序) have become one of the main 

sources of Chinese literary theory. 

Longitudinally, Chinese literary 

hermeneutics often revolves around the 

main line of interpretation of important 

texts, while horizontally, influenced by 

Chinese Confucianism and Taoist 

philosophy, Chinese literary theory tends 

to reveal its tensions in the interaction 

between ethics and aesthetics, thus 

generates new interpretations. Among the 

many key concepts, ‘zhi’ (will, 志) and ‘qing’ 

(emotion, 情 ) have been inescapable 

propositions in Chinese literary theory for 

thousands of years. 
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When it comes to the essence of 

poetry, there were many different opinions 

on whether it attaches more significance on 

yan-zhi (the expression of the will, 言志) or 

yan-qing (the expression of the emotions, 

言情). Numerous theoretical works and 

thinkers, including Yao Dian (Classics of King 

Yao, 尧典), Confucius, the Shi Daxu, as 

well as Lu Ji, Liu Xie and Zhong Rong, all 

offered their own interconnected while 

distinct interpretations on this poetic 

proposition. Wang Yuanhua has 

summarized the origin and characteristic of 

‘zhi’ and ‘qing’ in Chinese poetics in the 

following way: ‘zhi’ originates from the Yao 

Dian’s phrase ‘poetry speaks of the will’, 

which is a theoretical outline with a 

preference for national rituals and political 

teachings of the creation of the Shi Jing ; 

 
[1] Wang, Yuanhua王元化. Wenxin Diaolong Jiangshu

文心雕龙讲疏 . Shanghai: Shanghai Chinese 

Classics Publishing House, 1992, p.184. 

meanwhile, ‘qing’ is proposed by Lu Ji’s Wen 

Fu (Poetic Exposition on Literature, 文赋) and 

his theoretical declaration of ‘poetry relys 

on emotion’, which expresses the creation 

character of Li Sao (On Encoutering Trouble, 

离骚) tradition.[1] Another Chinese scholar, 

Zhu Ziqing tries to sort out the complex 

relationship between ‘will’ and ‘emotion’ 

through reviewing representative ideas in 

different periods and contexts in his article 

Shiyanzhi Bian (The Analysis of ‘Poetry 

Expresses Will’, 诗言志辨): either they are 

one and the same, or poetry in words of 

will is related to chanting of emotion, or, 

they are two completely irreconcilable 

aspects.[2] On the surface, moral edification 

and emotional expression seem to be 

opposing sets of literary criteria, with no 

possibility of crossover. However, as is 

[2] Zhu, Ziqing朱自清. Shiyanzhi Bian诗言志辨. 

Shanghai: East China Normal University Press, 

1996. 
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proposed by Stephen Owen, what is unique 

about Chinese literary theory is that the 

Chinese poetic tradition is not as heavily 

influenced by symbolic theory as it is in the 

West, but is more a synthesis of writing 

motives, circumstances, and psychology, 

fused into a unique conception of language 

and literature.[ 3 ] In other words, the 

Chinese lyric tradition reveals not only the 

multiple characteristics of pure literature 

and social texts, but also an ongoing and 

widespread cultural phenomenon. 

From the primary theoretical 

discussion of poetry in Yao Dian, ‘Poetry 

expresses the will, song chants its 

expression, sound follows chant, rhythm 

echoes sound.’[4], we can see that in the pre-

Qin era, poetry existed in a way that was 

 
[3] Owen, Stephen. ed, Readings in Chinese Literary 

Thought. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: 

Harvard University Press, 1992, p.257. 

[ 4 ] See: Guo, Shaoyu郭绍虞 ed. Zhongguo Lidai 

Wenlunxuan 中国历代文论选 Vol I. Shanghai: 

initially integrated with music. For example, 

Li Ji (The Book of Rites, 礼记) says: ‘Poetry 

speaks its will, song chants its sound, and 

dance moves its appearance. All three are 

originally from the heart, and then the 

instruments follow them.’[5] According to 

Xun Zi, the character of yue (music,乐) is 

also that of the le (pleasure,乐), as both of 

them reveal inevitable human emotions. 

When discussing Chinese poetics, we are 

also compelled to note the diverse sources 

of the Shi Jing: poems specially produced by 

noble rulers to accompany rituals and 

music, poems offered by public officials 

and ministers to supplement their 

examination of current affairs, and songs 

collected by folk. The entry of the Shi Jing 

Shanghai Chinese Classics Publishing House, 2001, 

p.1. Original Chinese: ‘诗言志,歌永言,声依永,律

和声’. 

[5] Original Chinese : ‘诗言其志也,歌咏其声也,舞

动其容也,三者本于心,然后乐器从之’. 
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into music and their integration suggest 

that the original form of the Shi Jing itself 

existed as an aesthetic art. [6] Hence, many 

of the poems in the Guo feng (the wind, 

国风) part would have been influenced in 

certain phrases, content, thoughts and 

feelings, and even musical forms by music 

and phrases that were really popular among 

the general public. In this context, the three 

hundred texts of the Shi Jing can be 

regarded as emotional art texts, despite the 

existence of the ‘poetry expresses the will’. 

During the Spring and Autumn Period 

and the Warring States period, when China 

was in turmoil and the question of political 

order nearly became the central issue of all 

scholarship, the literati and scholars often 

 
[6] Wang, Zuomin汪祚民. Shijing Wenxue Chanshishi 

(xianqin-suitang)诗经文学阐释史 (先秦 -隋唐 ). 

Beijing: People’s Publishing House, 2005, p.23. 

[7] Chen, Liangyun陈良运. Zhongguo Shixue Pipingshi

中国诗学批评史 . Nanchang: Jiangxi People’s 

Publishing House, 2001, pp.20-21. 

focused on the interpretation of the Shi Jing 

in order to bring into play the 

righteousness of political edification. As 

Chen Liangyun puts it: ‘From the Wind, 

xiaoya and daya to the Ode, the aesthetic 

and emotional characteristics of poetry 

have been shown to have weakened and 

even disappeared’, while ‘the pursuit of 

utilitarianism has been strengthened’[ 7 ]. 

Among them, Confucius is the true 

founding father in the history of the study 

and interpretation of the Shi Jing. As is 

commented by Sima Qian: ‘The ancient 

poets had more than 3,000 poems, but at 

the time of Confucius, he removed some 

of them and took the remaining part to be 

applicable to ritual and righteousness’[ 8 ]. 

[8] Si, Maqian司马迁. Shiji-Kongzi Shijia史记·孔子

世家 . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1962, 

p.1936. Original Chinese : ‘古者诗三千馀篇,及至

孔子,去其重,取可施于礼义’. 
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Specifically, some quotes from the Lun Yu 

(Analects of Confucius, 论语), for instance, ‘If 

you do not learn poetry, you cannot 

speak’[ 9 ], and if you learn that, you can 

‘serve your parents at hand, respect the 

emperor far way, and know more about the 

names of birds, animals, grass and trees.’[10], 

are all vivid illustrations of this. By the time 

of Confucius, the Shi Jing had gradually 

moved away from music and had become 

associated with the wangdao (Way of the 

King, 王道), and had begun to take on an 

ethical dimension. It is noteworthy that, 

although Confucius’ interpretation of the 

Shi Jing was inherited from the applied 

interpretation of the Spring and Autumn 

period, he was also a lover of music and 

singing, having struck the rock at Wei and 

taken the harps and sung. To some extent, 

 
[9] Original Chinese : ‘不学诗,无以言’. 

[10] Original Chinese : ‘迩之事父,远之尊君,多识

于鸟兽草木之名’. 

Confucius’ artistic training and the fact that 

the poem was characterized by music and 

singing at the time also determined his deep 

understanding and appreciation of the 

artistic essence and emotional aesthetics of 

the poem, which constitutes another 

important dimension of the interpretation 

of the poem — the ontological and 

emotional aesthetic interpretation. 

Ethical or aesthetic, the plurality and 

complexity of the Chinese poetic tradition, 

or the hermeneutics of the Shi Jing, has 

been attributed by the Chinese scholar 

Wang Zuomin to two kinds of 

interpretations: classical (经学) and literary 

(文学) explanation.[11] They are opposites 

in direction, but are also interconnected: on 

the one hand, many of the 300 poems in 

the Shi Jing are, after all, representation of a 

[11] Shijing Wenxue Chanshishi (xianqin-suitang)诗经文

学阐释史(先秦-隋唐). p.5. 
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sentimental nature, which come from the 

depths of the heart and can easily move the 

mind of readers; on the other hand, the 

classic interpretation, with its emphasis on 

political edification, has also deeply shaped 

a kind of interpretive thinking and 

approach in the history of Chinese literary 

theory and criticism. 

 

Yan-zhi 言志: poetry and music as 

moral indoctrination 

As is mentioned above, Shang Shu - Yao 

Dian may be regarded as the source of 

theoretical interpretation of poetry, where 

we can also find the first appearance of the 

idea ‘poetry expresses the will’. According 

to Zhu Ziqing, this argument works as the 

fountainhead of Chinese poetry theory. 

Based on the statistics work of Chinese 

scholars, the number of times the words 

‘zhi’ (will) and ‘qing’ (emotion) are used in 

the various documents that record the 

activities of Confucius and the people 

before him is as follows[12]: 

 

 

Book of 
History 

尚书 

Book of 
Changes 

周易 

Guo 
Yu 

国语 

Zuo 
Zhuan 

左传 

Classic of 
Poetry 

诗经 

Analects of 
Confucius 

论语 

zhi 19 68 71 121 0 17 

qing 1 14 11 14 1 2 

 

It is clear from this that the word ‘qing’ 

is used far less frequently than the word 

‘zhi’, and that in most instances the word 

 
[12] Shijing Wenxue Chanshishi (xianqin-suitang)诗经文

学阐释史(先秦-隋唐). p.86. 

‘qing’ is used in the sense of the actual 

situation. Certainly, it may be partly 

concluded to the interlinked use of ‘zhi’ and 
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‘qing’ in some cases of the Spring and 

Autumn period. For example, in terms of 

the original composition of the Chinese 

character, the ‘zhi’誌, which contains both 

the ‘yan’ (express,言) and the ‘xin’ 

(heart,心), also usually refers to the 

psychological content of an individual. 

Also, in the ancient period, the four 

elements of will, poetry, music and dance 

were closely linked, they were ‘of the same 

origin, and in the beginning were a kind of 

trinity of mixed arts.’[1] 

The purpose of ‘poetry expresses the 

will’ is mainly to educate and to cultivate, 

and since the will refers to the thoughts and 

feelings of people, then ‘the expression of 

will’ must influence people through their 

thoughts and feelings, then educate them in 

ethical norms. In Confucius’ view, ‘poetry 

expresses the will’ is a product of the 

 
[1] Zhu, Guangqian朱光潜. Shi Lun诗论. Beijing: 

SDX Joint Publishing Company, 1984, p.10. 

conflict between sentiment and ritual, and 

poetry that expresses purely natural 

sentiment without moral and rational 

restraint cannot teach people to express 

their sentiment properly — only under 

moral regulation can one realise ‘joy 

without lust and sorrow without injury’[2]. 

‘Poetry was developed, rituals were 

established, and music was realized’[3], in 

essence, Confucius’ concern for ritual and 

music is also that for poetry and the human 

mind.  

During the Han dynasties, the literary 

interpretation of the Shi Jing took place 

against the backdrop of the prevalence of 

classic interpretations. Among these, from 

the perspective of hermeneutics, the Shi 

Daxu plays an indispensable role in the 

moralization of the Shi Jing: ‘The poem is 

that to which what is intently on the mind 

[2] Original Chinese: ‘乐而不淫,哀而不伤’. 

[3] Original Chinese: ‘兴于诗,立于礼,成于乐’. 
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goes. In the mind it is ‘being intent’ (zhi); 

coming out in language, it is a poem.’[4]. 

According to this, in a dualistic structure of 

the internal and the external, the essential 

and the manifest, ‘poetry’ becomes the 

direct spokesperson for ‘will’. It is also 

noteworthy that it is precisely in the Shi 

Daxu that ‘poetry expresses the will’ and 

‘poetry expresses the emotions’ first appear 

as parallel subjects: ‘The affections (qing) 

are stirred within and take on form in 

words. If words alone are inadequate, we 

speak them out in sighs. If sighing is 

inadequate, we sing them. If singing them 

is inadequate, then we move and dance.’[5] 

In a way, the Shi Daxu introduces the 

aesthetic dimension of ‘qing’ by revealing 

the lyrical nature of poetry. However, by 

 
[4] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.40. Original 

Chinese: ‘诗者,志之所之也;在心为志,发言为诗’. 

[5] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.41. Original 

Chinese: ‘情动于中而形于言,言之不足,故嗟叹

linking poetry’s expression of will and 

emotion to political edification and ritual 

and morality, it is still difficult for it to 

break out of the cage of Confucius’ original 

system of thought — especially in a time 

period emphasizing on the interpretation 

relying on classics. For example, when it 

comes to the essential characteristic of 

poetry as ‘expression of emotions’, the Shi 

Daxu still advocates ‘That they should 

emerge from the affections is human 

nature (qing); that they go no further than 

rites and moral principles is the beneficent 

influence of the former kings.’[6] — in this 

way the Confucian view of poetic ethics 

and edification is fully formed. For this, Li 

Zehou once commented, ‘On the positive 

side, it profoundly points out that art is an 

之,嗟叹之不足,故永歌之,永歌之不足,不如手

之舞之,足之蹈之也’. 

[6] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.47. Original 

Chinese : ‘发乎情,民之性也;止乎礼义,先王之泽

也’. 
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expression of emotion, but that this 

emotion must be socially rational and in 

accordance with the requirements of 

goodness. [...] However, this view also has 

a negative effect, for it uses Confucian 

rituals to bind art to the expression of 

emotion. For thousands of years, ritual has 

been a boundary that many Chinese artists 

have been afraid to cross.’[7] 

When discussing the way of existence 

of songs and their characteristics, Zhu 

Guangqian argues that, after a song is 

composed by an individual, it is passed on 

to society, which modifies, embellishes, 

adds and removes it continuously, and in 

time it gradually loses its original 

appearance.[8] It is for this reason that folk 

songs in the true sense of the word ceased 

to exist from the day they were written, for 

the the writing of them also meant the end 

 
[ 7 ] Li, Zehou李泽厚&Liu, Gangji刘纲纪 , ed. 

Zhongguo Meixueshi中国美学史Vol I. Beijing: China 

Social Sciences Press, 1984, p.577. 

of their oral improvisation and the 

formation of a kind of hegemony 

concerning interpretation. And, in the 

process of being written, they always had to 

be selected and reproduced by the 

dominant culture, especially the ‘wind’, 

which was incorporated by the rulers into 

the culture of ritual and music and bore the 

ethical requirements. 

 

Yuan-qing 缘情: the power of emotion 

as the primary source of literary writing 

There is no more primitive Chinese art 

than singing, which also contains poetry 

and music, but the theoretically description 

the process of generating poetry and music 

is much later than the creation of 

themselves. As early as before the Spring 

and Autumn Period, the ancient people of 

[8] Zhu, Guangqian朱光潜. Shi Lun诗论. Hefei: 

Anhui Education Press, 1997, pp.14-18. 
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China already grasped the understanding 

that ‘poetry does not destroy the will, music 

does not destroy the emotion’[ 9 ], and 

Confucius’s saying that ‘Poetry was 

developed, rituals were established, and 

music was realized’[10] also reveals a process 

of cultivating the body and nurturing the 

mind that begins and ends with aesthetics. 

However, it is not until the Shi Daxu that 

the process of the transformation of 

emotion and will into poetry is discussed: 

‘The poem is that to which what is intently 

on the mind goes. In the mind it is ‘being 

intent’ (zhi); coming out in language, it is a 

poem.’[11]. 

In the Wei, Jin and Northern Dynasties, 

as Chinese society was in the midst of 

 
[9] Original Chinese : ‘诗不泯志,乐不泯情’. 

[10] Original Chinese : ‘兴于诗,立于礼,成于乐’. 

[11] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.41. Original 

Chinese : ‘诗者,志之所之也,在心为志,发言为

诗’. 

chaos and war, many literary scholars were 

forced into political struggles. It was a time 

of darkness, ‘yet an era of great spiritual 

freedom and liberation, of the greatest 

wisdom and passion, and therefore of the 

greatest artistic spirit’[12]. The importance 

and mourning for the survival of life and 

death, the lamentation and sighing for the 

shortness of life[ 13 ], pervaded from the 

lower middle class to the royal nobility, for 

a considerable period of time and space, 

and became the typical tone of the whole 

era. Wei and Jin metaphysics, according to 

[12] Zong, Baihua宗白华. Meixue Sanbu美学散步. 

Shanghai: Shanghai People’s Publishing House, 

1981, p.177. 

[13] Li, Zehou李泽厚. A History of Beauty美的历程. 

Beijing: Cultural Relics Publishing House, 1981, 

p.88. 
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Feng Youlan, arose the ‘new Taoism’[ 14 ], 

which is based on Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi’s 

nothingness philosophy, and offers new 

reflections on various aspects of the 

universe and life, with the central aim of 

exploring an ideal ontology of personality 

and emphasizing the freedom and 

independence of the individual personality. 

Yuan Xingpei argues that, ‘the external 

characteristics of the Wei-Jin feng-liu (Styles 

of Wei-Jin Dynasties,魏晋风流) can be 

summarized as: enlightenment, open-

mindedness and straightforwardness’, or 

we can say that, ‘it is the pursuit of an 

artistic life, or the art of making one’s life 

artistic with one’s words and deeds, poetry 

and art.’[15] 

 
[14] Feng, Youlan冯友兰. Zhongguo Zhexue Jianshi中

国哲学简史 . Beijing: Peking University Press, 

1996, p.186. 

[15] Yuan, Xingpei袁行霈. Zhongguo Wenxueshi中国

文学史Vol II. Beijing: Higher Education Press, 

1999, p.15. 

Along with the awakening of man 

represented by Wei and Jin metaphysics 

was the self-awareness of literature. For 

instance, Cao Pi, the emperor of Wei, 

proposed in Dianlun (A Discourse on 

Literature 典论) that ‘I would say that 

literary works are the supreme achievement 

in the business of state, a splendor that 

does not decay. A time will come when a 

person's life ends; glory and pleasure go no 

further than this body. To carry both to 

eternity, there is nothing to compare with 

the unending permanence of the literary 

work.’[16]. With the rise of a new trend in 

metaphysics and the awakening of 

individual consciousness as well as the self-

consciousness of literature ontology, what 

[16] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.68. Original 

Chinese : ‘盖文章,经国之大业,不朽之盛事;年寿

有时而尽,荣乐止乎其身,二者必至之常期,未若

文章之无穷’. 
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the classical interpretation conferred on the 

Shi Jing has been gradually fell away — 

accordingly, the literary attributes of the 

text became increasingly evident, and 

literary interpretations of the Shi Jing 

became more active than ever before. For 

example, Shishuo Xinyu (A New Account of the 

Tales of the World,世说新语), a 

comprehensive reflection of Wei and Jin 

dynasties, includes numerous passages in 

which the poems in the Shi Jing are 

appreciated and quoted in order to express 

nothing else but the elegance and talent of 

the literati.  

As is pointed by modern Chinese 

scholars, in the time period of Wei and Jin, 

although the expression ‘poetry expresses 

the will’ is still used from time to time, 

 
[ 17 ] Wang, Wensheng 王文生 . “Shi yan zhi - 

Zhonguo wenxue sixiang de kaishangangling”诗言

志——中国文学思想的开山纲领, Bulletin of the 

Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy中国文哲

litterateurs and philosophers have mostly 

interpreted the will with the emotion in 

essence, or flagrantly proclaimed the 

emotion as the quality of poetry.[ 17 ] 

Although the Shi Jing possesses plenty of 

lyrical poetry, and the Shi Daxu also reveals 

the connection between poetic 

composition and vocal chanting, it was Lu 

Ji’s Wen Fu that made the clear and even 

radical claim that poetry is generated from 

emotion. which comes from the phrase ‘the 

poem (shi) follows from the affections (qing) 

and is sensuously intricate; poetic 

exposition (fu) gives the normative forms 

of things and is clear and bright.’[18]. Still, Lu 

Ji’s emphasis on the role of emotion in 

literary creation enriches the theory of 

literary expression, which shows that the 

研究集刊, Taibei: Academia Sinica, Vol 03, 1993, 

p.264. 

[ 18 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.130. 

Original Chinese : ‘诗缘情而绮靡,赋体物而浏

亮’. 



70 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 12 (2021) 

core of the literary process is that the 

literature is generated by the emotion, 

while the emotion is affected by the objects 

from the external natural world: 

He moves along with 

the four seasons and sighs at 

their passing on, 

Peers on all the things 

of the world, broods on their 

profusion, 

Grieves for the falling 

leaves in strong autumn, 

Rejoices in the pliant 

branches in sweet spring.[19] 

(遵四时以叹逝,瞻万

物而思纷;悲落叶于劲秋,

喜柔条于芳春) 

 
[19] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.90. 

[20] Original Chinese : ‘气之动物,物之感人,故摇

荡性情,形诸舞咏’. 

[ 21 ] See: Guo, Shaoyu郭绍虞 ed. Zhongguo Lidai 

Wenlunxuan 中国历代文论选 Vol I. Shanghai: 

Later on, Zhong Rong’s Shi Pin (Essays 

on the Poetry,诗品) argues that: ‘The qi (air) 

moves the objects, the objects affect 

people, people are therefore shaken by 

their emotions, which would be incarnated 

then through dances and chants.’[ 20 ]. 

Additionally, Xiao Tong, in his Wen Xuan 

(Selected Essays,文选), also attempts to use 

the old saying that ‘poetry expresses the 

will’ to illustrate the idea that ‘poetry is 

relied on emotion’: ‘poetry is the result of 

the will, and emotion is moved in the heart 

and incarnated in words’[ 21 ]. Zhu Ziqing 

offers an incisive insight into the 

phenomenon why the literati in the Six 

Dynasties rarely used the phrase ‘poetry 

expresses the will’ directly when discussing 

Shanghai Chinese Classics Publishing House, 2001, 

p.329. Original Chinese : ‘诗者,盖志之所之也,情

动于中而形于言’. 
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poetry. On the one hand, they demonstrate 

the role of poetry as an essential product of 

emotion, but on the other hand they dare 

not ignore the tradition of classics[ 22 ] — 

that explains how these litterateurs paid 

such great efforts to reword the ‘poetry 

expresses the will’ just to insinuate their 

own belief on the significance of emotion 

and spirit. 

 

Qing-zhi情志: Liu Xie’s dual principles 

and his interpretation on literary 

technique xing 兴 

It is in such a chaotic but vibrant time 

that people embraced the possibility of the 

re-ascension of aesthetic ideas through 

hybridity in plurality. As one of the greatest 

literary theoretical works in the history of 

Chinese literature, Liu Xie’s Wenxin 

Diaolong (文心雕龙) is an inescapable 

object of study in Chinese poetics. What is 

 
[22] Shiyanzhi Bian诗言志辨. p.37. 

noteworthy is that, the poetic ideas he puts 

forward in Wenxin Diaolong are highly 

characterized by the ‘combination of will 

and emotion’, as he exhibits a diverse and 

mixed character in his mindset: Liu Xie was 

a master of Buddhism, but also with 

political aspirations and Confucian ideals in 

mind during the Northern and Southern 

Dynasties. 

Firstly, the Wenxin Diaolong embodies 

a distinctly Confucian idea of studying the 

classics to their practical utility. For 

example, as the preface to the entire book, 

the chapter Xu Zhi introduces Liu Xie’s 

intention in writing it, where Liu claims to 

have met Confucius in a dream (‘one night 

I dreamed that I was holding ritual vessels 

of red lacquer, going off southward with 
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Confucius’[23 ], and where there are many 

other phrases, including ‘thus a superior 

person lives in his own age, founding his 

virtue and establishing words.’[24] and ‘Since 

they did not transmit the injunctions of the 

ancient Sages, they have been of little 

benefit to the concerns of the later-born’[25], 

etc., manifesting his emphasis on will and 

ambition in line with broader values for the 

society and history. In addition, since 

Chinese scholars pay great emphasis on 

historical connotation, it was inevitable 

that Liu Xie would need to interpret and 

respond to the Shi Jing, the Shi Daxu, and 

so on. Thus in later chapters, based on the 

logic that ‘the Way sent down its pattern 

(wen, writing) through the Sages, and that 

 
[23] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.294. 

Original Chinese : ‘尝夜梦执丹漆之礼器,随仲尼

而南行’. 

[24] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.293. 

Original Chinese : ‘君子处世,树德建言’. 

the Sages made the Way manifest in their 

patterns’[ 26 ], Liu Xie creates the pivotal 

points of the three bodies of literature in 

Yuan Dao (原道), Zheng Sheng (征圣), and 

Zong Jing (宗经). Specifically, with the help 

of the sages from Fu Xi to Confucius, Liu 

Xie discusses the paradigmatic model of 

sages’ writings and draws on the Five 

Classics of Confucianism to talk about the 

essential features of the literature. Trough 

his definition and description of the 

essence of the classics, Liu Xie’s great 

esteem for the Confucian classics and his 

regard for the edifying function of them 

have been greatly demonstrated: 

‘The Classics are the 

perfection of the Way, 

[25] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.295-296. 

Original Chinese : ‘不述先哲之诰,无益后生之

虑’. 

[26] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.193. 

Original Chinese : ‘道沿圣以垂文,圣因文以明

道’. 
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permanent and enduring, the 

grandest form of instruction 

and one that is never 

eradicated. They are works 

that take their images from 

Heaven and Earth, 

investigate the [realm of] the 

spirits and gods, give 

consideration to the order of 

things, determine the 

standards for human beings, 

penetrate the secret recesses 

of the soul, and reach all the 

way to the bone and marrow 

of literary works,’ [27] 

(经也者,恒久之至道,不刊

之鸿教也;故象天地,效鬼

神,参物序,制人纪,洞性灵

之奥区,极文章之骨髓者

也). 

 
[27] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.195. 

Besides this, although Liu Xie’s 

discourse is strongly based on classical 

interpretation pattern, he rarely seems to 

make like-minded pronouncements on 

moral and righteousness, but focuses more 

on the ontological basis of the literature, 

penetrates its essential features, and 

includes the entire Confucian classics, 

especially the Shi Jing, in his literary 

perspective — this is the perfect unity 

between the human nature and the artistry 

of words. In terms of the expression of 

emotion, the first line of the Xu Zhi, ‘the 

literary mind means the use of mind (or 

intense effort) in writing.’[ 28 ], reveals the 

poetical orientation of his whole system of 

creation theory and the significance of the 

heart/mind, which signifies the spiritual 

factors. In addition, when discussing the 

feature of the Shi Jing, there’s a statement in 

[ 28 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.292. 

Original Chinese : ‘夫‘文心’者,言为文之用心也’. 
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the Zong Jing also noteworthy: ‘in the way it 

presents the Feng, Ya, and Sung, and forms 

exposition, comparison, and affective 

images, its elegant phrasing is elusive and 

suggestive, there is a gentleness in the 

recitation and thus they touch our inner 

lives most deeply’[29] — Liu Xie believed 

that the works in the Shi Jing were gentle 

and subtle, and could express the 

sentiments in a profound manner. Among 

them, the phrase ‘they touch our inner lives 

most deeply’ highlights the lyrical and 

deeply spiritual character of the poem. In 

addition, when the moral virtues preached 

by Confucianism were disregarded and the 

political utility of writing was greatly 

reduced, the question of how to fully and 

better express one’s talents and emotions 

became a new theme for the literati at the 

time. 

 
[29 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.198-199. 

Original Chinese : ‘摛风裁兴,藻辞谲喻,温柔在

诵,故最附深衷矣’. 

According to Wang Yuanhua, the 

core of Liu Xie’s theory is an ideal model 

of creation, which, in terms of the function 

of literature, is the unification of lyricism 

and writing with edification[30] — here it’s 

possible to grasp the potential convergence 

for Liu Xie during the literary creation 

process, to be specific, during the creation 

of imagery. In this regard, the bi-xing 

(Comparison and Affective Image,比兴, 

36th Chapter) is particularly noteworthy. 

The term ‘bi-xing’ initially existed as a 

concept related to the Shi Jing, then 

appeared in the term liu yi (six 

principles,六义) for the first time in the Shi 

Daxu: ‘thus there are six principles in the 

poems: 1) Airs; 2) exposition; 3) 

comparison; 4) affective image; 5) Odes; 6) 

[30] Wenxin Diaolong Jiangshu文心雕龙讲疏. p.186. 
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Hymns’[ 31 ]. In discussing the artistic 

function of the poem, Confucius also 

mentions the concept of ‘xing’ in Lun Yu: 

‘The Shi Jing can inspire emotion, observe 

society, make friends, and complain about 

injustice.’[32]. When it comes to Liu Xie’s 

sophisticated system of exposition, 

through the opposition and linkage of ‘bi’ 

and ‘xing’, the latter genre, as an emotional 

narrative, is not only closely associated with 

moral edification elements such as the 

‘wind’, but has even taken on a very 

diversified meaning with that of ‘bi’. 

In Bi Xing, Liu Xie raised a very 

interesting question, namely: why did 

Maoshi Zhengyi make a note to the Shi Jing, 

 
[31] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.45. Original 

Chinese : ‘故诗有六义焉,一曰风,二曰赋,三曰比,

四曰兴,五曰雅,六曰颂’. 

[32] Original Chinese : ‘‘诗’可以兴,可以观,可以群,

可以怨’. 

[33] Wong, Zhanhou洪湛侯. Shijingxue Shi诗经学

史. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2002, p.183. 

but only marked out the genre of ‘xing’? 

According to previous investigations of 

Chinese scholars, there are a total of 116 

poems[33] in Mao Zhuan that are marked as 

‘xing’, including, for example, the poem ‘the 

fishhawks sing gwan gwan, on sandbars of 

the stream’[34 ], as well as many examples 

where the characteristics of the ‘xing’ are 

not that clear, but more a matter of political 

and religious affiliation[35]. Liu Xie put the 

reason for this practice down to 

[ 34 ] Owen, Stephen, ed. An anthology of Chinese 

literature: beginnings to 1911. New York: WW Norton, 

1996, p.30. Original Chinese : ‘关关雎鸠,在河之

洲’. 

[35] Ge, Xiaoyin葛晓音. “‘Maogong Dubiao Xingti’ 

Xilun”“毛公独标兴体 ”析论 , Chinese Culture 

Research中国文化研究, Vol 01, 2004, pp. 40-51. 
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‘comparison is overt, only xing is covert’[36], 

then ‘when we consider the intended 

points lodged in xing, [...] it is getting 

brighter but not yet full sunlight: thus they 

can be visible only after commentary has 

been given.’[ 37 ]. Based on this, we can 

already perceive the subtle and obscure 

characteristics of the ‘xing’ genre. In 

addition, the zan (supportive verse, 赞 ) 

section at the end of each chapter of 

Wenxin Diaolong is usually regarded as a 

summary of it, from where we can globally 

review the central idea of ‘bi-xing’ : 

The bi and xing of the 

poets of the Songs 

Observed perfectly 

whatever they encountered. 

[...] 

 
[ 36 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.256. 

Original Chinese : ‘比显而兴隐’. 

[ 37 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.258. 

Original Chinese : ‘观夫兴之托谕,[...]明而未融,

故发注而后见也’. 

To imitate appearance 

and get the heart 

Decisive words must 

be used with daring.[38] 

(诗人比兴,触物圆览;[

...]拟容取心,断辞必敢) 

According to the Chinese scholar 

Wang Yuanhua, the ‘rong’ (appearance,容) 

refers to the external form, or the 

appearance of reality; the ‘xin’ (heart,心) 

refers to the internal content, or the 

meaning of reality[39]. The artistic image is 

not only to imitate the appearance of reality, 

but also to reveal the meaning of reality 

through the depiction of the appearance. It 

is noteworthy that in the chapter of ‘bi-xing’, 

Liu Xie specifically illustrates the 

[38] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.262. 

[39] Wenxin Diaolong Jiangshu文心雕龙讲疏. p.161. 
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phenomenon that ‘the principle of xing was 

lost’[40] since the Han Dynasty, indicating 

that he attaches great importance to the 

necessity of the xing genre: ‘continual use 

of bi led to a forgetfulness of xing; and 

habitual practice of the lesser along with 

rejection of the greater makes their inferior 

to that of the Chou.’[41]. Interestingly, both 

‘greater’ and ‘inferior’ are clearly referred to 

here. Perhaps we can argue that, for Liu Xie, 

the ‘xing’ genre presents the dual 

requirements of being accurate and 

emotionalized, which calls both the original 

literature ideal in the classics and the 

convergence of moral principles and the 

expression of affection. In line with this, 

the ‘xing’ genre has gone beyond the 

practice of metaphor as a criterion of 

appropriateness, and is thus more closely 

related to the literary producer’s expression 

 
[ 40 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.259. 

Original Chinese : ‘兴义销亡’. 

of qingzhi (both emotion and will,情志) — 

it is precisely this connection with the heart 

that gives this genre a higher and more 

central significance in Liu Xie’s 

argumentation system. 

 

The convergence of qing and zhi in 

creating images: the uniqueness of 

Chinese poetic tradition 

As is mentioned, even at the very 

beginning in the Great Preface, ‘emotion’ 

and ‘will’ have already shown the possibility 

of being convergent. After a long period of 

discussion on the essence of poetry, Liu 

Xie puts more emphasis on the creation 

process of literature, i.e., the creation of 

imagery, thus to have illustrated the 

unification of lyricism and writing with 

edification. Essentially, both ‘emotion’ and 

[ 41 ] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.261. 

Original Chinese : ‘日用乎比,月忘乎兴,习小而弃

大,所以文谢于周人也’. 
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‘will’ are different perspectives of 

psychological activities of the literary 

creator. In the case of Wenxin Diaolong, on 

the level of literary ontology, Liu Xie’s 

understanding of the edifying and aesthetic 

functions of the literary genre of xing (with 

particular emphasis on the latter) reveals 

the unification of ethical will and personal 

emotion. Still, when it comes to the 

incarnation of inner emotion in artistic 

creation, it is also discussed in other 

sections of the Wenxin Diaolong, with the 

most typical discussion of the creation of 

‘yi-xiang’ (images/imagery, 意 象 ) being 

found in the chapter Shen Si (Spirit 

Thought,神思).  

In Wenxin Diaolong Yizheng, Zhan Ying 

furthur points out that the previous 

discussion on ‘spirit thought’ can be 

 
[42] Zhan, Ying詹锳. Wenxin Diaolong Yizheng文心雕

龙 义 证 . Shanghai: Shanghai Chinese Classics 

Publishing House, 1989, p.975. 

summarized into two aspects: first, it refers 

to the creative process of concentrating on 

the idea, and ‘shen’ (spirit,神) is very similar 

to what is called inspiration in modern 

times; second, it refers to the movement of 

thoughts, i.e. imagination, which is close to 

the figurative thinking pattern[ 42 ]. The 

discussion of image can be traced back in 

the Chinese intellectual tradition to Lao Zi: 

‘In a trance, there is already an image’[43]. 

The Yi Jing (Book of Changes,易经) claims 

that ‘the sage establishes an image in order 

to fully express the meaning’[44]. According 

to Zhan Ying, ‘imagery means imaginary 

images’[45]. In tracing the history of imagery 

in Chinese poetic criticism, the sinologist 

Pauline Yu explains that the importance of 

nature as a stimulus and source of imagery 

has been evident since the earliest Chinese 

[43] Original Chinese : ‘惚兮恍兮,其中有象’. 

[44] Original Chinese : ‘圣人立象以尽意’. 

[45] Wenxin Diaolong Yizheng文心雕龙义证. p.983. 
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poetry. Additionally, the connection 

between man and nature has been central 

not only in the Taoist tradition, but also in 

the Confucian tradition[46]. In regard of the 

object of literature creation, the chapter 

Shen Si contains a phrase as follows: 

Thus in shaping and turning 

literary thought, the most 

important thing is emptiness 

and stillness within. Dredge 

clear the inner organs and 

wash the spirit pure. [...] 

Only then can the butcher, 

who cuts things apart 

mysteriously, set the pattern 

according to the rules of 

sound; and the uniquely 

discerning carpenter wield 

 
[46] Yu, Pauline. The Readings of Imagery in the Chinese 

Poetic Tradition. Princeton University Press, 1987. 

[47] Readings In Chinese Literary Thought, p.204. 

[ 48 ] Owen, Stephen. Readings in Chinese Literary 

Thought中国文学思想读本 -原典 ·英译 ·解说 . 

his ax with his eye to the 

concept-image. This is the 

foremost technique in 

directing the course of wen, 

the major point for planning 

a piece.[47] 

(是以陶钧文思,贵在虚静,

疏沦五藏,澡雪精神.[...]然

后使玄解之宰,寻声 律

而定墨;独照之匠,窥意象

而运斤;此盖驭文之首术,

谋篇之大端) 

Stephen Owen comments that, the 

so-called ‘concept-image’(imagery) can be 

seen as a general outline of what the mind 

generates[48] — the reason why it is ‘general’ 

is that the term ‘concept 意 -image 象 ’, 

Wang, Bohua王柏华&Tao, Qingmei陶庆梅, trans. 

Beijing: SDX Joint Publishing Company, 2019, 

p.238. 
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either separated or combined, has a vague 

and indeterminate quality, which at the 

same time possesses a special beauty and 

richness of layers — which is a 

characteristic similar to that of ‘xing’. In 

Guanzhui Bian (管锥编), Qian Zhongshu 

also discussed the relationship between 

xing and xiang: ‘Poetry is a kind of language 

contains images, and exists based on 

images.’ [ 49 ]. When it comes to Kong 

Yingda’s Maoshi Zhengyi 毛诗正义 of the 

Tang Dynasty, the concept of xing-xiang 

(兴象 ) has even become ‘one and the 

same’[50]. Kong Yingda’s use of images as a 

means of initiate the ‘xing’ fully illustrates 

the use of aesthetic imagery in the creation 

of poetry: it is through this objective 

aesthetic imagery that it’ll be possible for 

 
[49] Qian, Zhongshu钱锺书. Guanzhui Bian管锥编

Vol I. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1979, 

p.12. Original Chinese : ‘诗也者,有象之言,依象以

成言’. 

the creative subject to expresses his own 

emotions. In other words, as a 

manifestation of subjective emotions, the 

xing-xiang is a manifestation of the Chinese 

poetic tradition of artistic imagery in which 

the centre and the object are intertwined. 

The relationship between the ‘xin’ 

(mind, 心 ) and ‘wu’ (things, 物 ) also 

symbolizes the relationship between the 

internal world and the external world, 

between subjective emotions and objective 

existence, etc. Wu, here, can refer to the 

natural world of mountains, rivers and 

wind, or to the humanistic world of 

education and ethics. In terms of the 

relationship between ‘expression of the will’ 

and ‘expression of the emotion’, on the 

basis of a summary of the poetic thoughts 

[50] Cong Shi xue dao shixue: Kong Yingda Maoshi Zhengyi 

Shixue Sixiang Yanjiu从<诗>学到诗学:孔颖达<

毛诗正义>诗学思想研究. p.86. 
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of his predecessors, Kong Yingda put 

forward the question of the dualism of the 

poetry essence, i.e., the emotion and the 

will work as two in one. He re-states the 

idea in the Shi Daxu that ‘in the mind it [the 

poem] is ‘being intent’ (zhi); coming out in 

language, it is a poem.’[ 51 ], and further 

defined ‘zhi’ as ‘the zhi is what’s moved by 

the sensation affected by external things; [...] 

If pleasing, music will rise and praise will be 

sung; if sorrowing, the grievances will be 

aroused and the critiques will be 

generated.’[52]. In this sense, ‘zhi’ is also the 

emotion concerning pleasure or grief. 

Moreover, according to Kong Yingda, ‘In 

oneself it is the emotion, when the emotion 

 
[51] Original Chinese : ’在心为志,发言为诗’. 

[52] Kong, Yingda孔颖达. Maoshi Zhengyi毛诗正义. 

See: Shisanjing Zhushu Biaodianben十三经注疏标点

本 . Li, Xueqin 李 学 勤 , ed. Beijing: Peking 

University Press, 1999, p.6. Original Chinese : ‘感

物而动,乃呼为志;[...]言悦豫之志则和乐兴而颂

声之作,忧愁之志则哀伤起而怨刺生’. 

moves, it is the will, thus the emotion and 

the will are also one.’[ 53 ]. In his view, 

‘emotion’ and ‘will’ can also be regarded as 

two in one. As the psychological drive — 

qing-zhi (情志) —of poetry works as the 

essential attribute, when declaring that 

‘poetry expresses the will’, it’s exactly the 

same with ‘poetry expresses the emotion’. 

 

Conclusions 

In summary, like its original form — 

the music, poetry as an expression of the 

human heart serves the functions of both 

emotional expression and moral 

declaration. In the first systematical 

[53] Kong, Yingda孔颖达. Chunqiu Zuozhuan Zhengyi

春秋左传正义. See: Shisanjing Zhushu Biaodianben十

三经注疏标点本. Li, Xueqin李学勤, ed. Beijing: 

Peking University Press, 1999, p.1445. Original 

Chinese : ‘在己为情,情动为志,情志一也’. 
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theoretical interpretation of the Shijing, i.e., 

the Shi Daxu, there is no sharp distinction 

between ‘emotion’ and ‘will’. After 

Confucius, the importance of ‘emotion’ 

and ‘will’ regarding poetry creation in the 

literary theories of different dynasties 

varied according to the style of the times 

and the strength of the classics tradition. By 

Liu Xie’s Wenxin Diaolong, a comprehensive 

and systematic theoretical work of the 

Northern and Southern Dynasties, we have 

a glimpse of the possibility of the unity of 

‘emotion’ and ‘will’, which was finally 

confirmed by the Tang Dynasty’s Maoshi 

Zhengyi. To be clarified, ‘qing’ and ‘zhi’ are 

not completely opposite concepts, for both 

are directed to the spiritual activities of 

humanity despite slightly different value 

orientations. This possibility of 

convergence could be even much clearer in 

the literary images creation: from the 

 
[54] Granet, Marcel. Fetes chansons anciennes de la Chine

古代中国的节庆与歌谣. Zhao, Bingxiang赵丙祥

creation process and the vehicle of 

expression, the writing of literary imagery 

connects the inner world of a person with 

the outer objects —— when gazing the 

world and preparing for literary creation, 

the outer objects will affect people, then 

evoke one person’s own thoughts in the 

form of feelings, then, it’s the person who 

independently chooses the specific content 

and way of self-declaration. 

In the field of comparative poetics, the 

interpretation of Chinese poetics and 

moral traditions also constitutes an 

important topic of discussion. The French 

anthropologist and sinologist Marcel 

Granet rejected symbolic or moral exegesis 

in an attempt to find alternative ways of 

interpreting  the Shi Jing.[ 54 ] Also, in The 

problem of a Chinese aesthetic (1995), Haun 

Saussy discusses the issue of ‘allegory’ in 

the Shi Jing and its Confucian interpretation, 

&Zhang, Hongming张宏明, trans. Guilin: Guangxi 

Normal University Press, 2005, p.5. 
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i.e. the exegetical tradition with particular 

emphasis on the moral orientation. Haun 

Saussy reinterprets the central term of 

Chinese poetics, ‘poetry expresses the will’, 

where the ‘will’ does not refer to the 

original intention of the creator, but rather 

the meaning in its application. If we place 

the Shi Daxu in a historical context, it is 

possible to understand how the seemingly 

far-fetched interpretation of the poem’s 

subject matter came about: it was the result 

of scholars trying to derive the meaning of 

the poem from the ‘performative 

context’[ 55 ]. After all, the anonymous 

authors of the Shi Jing did not have same 

ideas in mind when they spontaneously 

expressed their emotions, nor did they 

make primitive definitions of them. At least, 

the conflicts and connections among 

different judgement remind us of the 

 
[55] Saussy, Haun. The Problem of a Chinese Aesthetic中

国美学问题 . Bian, Dongbo 卞东波 , trans. 

limited nature of so-called ‘hermeneutics’ 

and the traces of the humanities 

constructed in history and reality. 
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Abstract 

The current series of documents have 

the common objective of examining the 

path of Sinology in Spain and its impact for 

history and overseas Chinese studies. In 

addition to being a point of connection and 

continuity between both countries for two 

millennia, Sinology in Spain is also a 

demonstration of the country´s Catholic 

tradition. Both of these factors, together 

with the „globalisation” process caused by 

the „Great Geographical Discovery”, form 

the international historical context of 

Sinology in Spain. In order to have a better 

understanding of Chinese studies within 

this territory we need to, in first place, have 

a look at an overall review of Sino-Spanish 

relations. 

 

Key Words 
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I. Cultural and historical links 

between Spain and China during 

two millennia. 

Ever since the first century of our era, 

Eastern products started to have a great 

reception by the European society´s high 

classes; a factor which contributed to the 

„Silk Road’s” prosperity. At that time, it 

actually was Chinese silk and Roman coins, 



86 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 12 (2021) 

 

manufactured with metal from the Iberian 

Peninsula, which constituted the base 

material of the former trade route. As the 

first commercial activities started to 

develop throughout the corridor, the first 

peak of cultural exchange between the 

Eastern and the Western, started to arise. 

Subsequently, the collapse of the Western 

Roman Empire and the rise of the Arabic 

Empire, conducted human history towards 

the second peak of cultural 

communications, known as the age of the 

Maritime Silk Road. After the reconquest 

undergone by the Catholic Monarchs, 

Spanish influence in trade extended itself 

towards the Mediterranean and the Atlantic 

first, and encompassed trading centres 

such as Alexandria and Levante after. The 

Spanish commercial expansion help Spain 

build a „vision of the East” and pushed 

many people to make their way towards 

China. Among them, Jewish trader Rabbi 

Benjamí de Tudela and monk Francisco 

Pascual de Victoria, were two distinguished 

characters. Throughout their search for the 

legendary Cathay, they left us with many 

reports about their journey. 

The great peak of Spanish global 

expansion started with the arrival of 

Columbus to America in 1492. The tenure 

of the Philippine islands facilitated Spain 

with another connection route with Asia. It 

is worth mentioning that many Christian 

missionaries precisely took the maritime 

route Spain-Mexico-Manila-China, which 

would take them to personally get to know 

the Eastern country. It could be said that 

the beginning of the study of Sinology in 

Spain goes back to that period.  
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II. The „Golden Age” of the study of 

Sinology in Spain (mid XVI 

century to XVII century). 

After stepping on Chinese land and, 

in order to carry out their Evangelical 

activities, missionaries would have to 

overcome the task of studying the local 

language and becoming closely familiar 

with Chinese society. From a historical 

perspective, the Spanish missionaries who 

arrived to China were the predecessors of 

the study of Sinology. 

 

i. Important characters: the „Golden 

Age” of Spanish Sinology. 

Jesuit San Francisco Javier (1506-

1552), was a pioneer both in Eastern 

evangelisation and in the study of sinology. 

As a missionary allocated by the Holy See, 

he travelled towards the East in 1541. The 

next ten years of his life were fundamental 

for him to get to know this foreign world 

and to summarise the „policy of 

adaptation”, which took cultural 

integration as its essential content. In order 

to promote the objectives of the „Gospels” 

among Chinese society, San Francisco 

Javier started to learn Mandarin and wrote 

the book Religious Doctrine: Questions and 

Answers. Despite his disappointing death, 

he failed to fulfil his desire to preach 

Mainland China, but set a goal for Western 

missionaries, which would last for 

generations. The „adaptation policy” 

proposed by San Francisco Javier became 

the dominant policy of the Eastern 

missionary movement of the Catholic 

Church, with a wide and far-reaching 

impact. Inspired by the power of the San 

Francisco Javier´s example, Spanish 

missionaries who came to the East fought 

year after year. They put a lot of effort into 

the study of the Chinese language and 

personally examined China’s national 
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conditions. For this reason, they continued 

to make progress in the study of Sinology, 

creating one after another „for the first 

time”. 

After Augustine monk Martín de 

Rada (1535-1578) arrived to the Philippine 

islands in 1565, he obtained the „Ancient 

and Modern Scenery Pictures”, craved by 

the Ming dynasty. This enabled Westerners 

to recognize China for the first time 

through Chinese geographic images. Later, 

in the course of studying Chinese language, 

Martin de Rada wrote Art and Vocabulary of 

the Chinese Language (Arte y Vocabulario de la 

Lengua China), the first European study of 

Chinese linguistics. In 1574, Martín de 

Rada completed the book The Things that 

Father Martín de Rada from the Regional Order 

of Saint Agustín in the Philippines, his colleagues 

Fr. Jerónimo Marín and Other Soldiers Who 

Travelled with them, Observed and Understood in 

that Region (Las cosas que los padres Fr. Martín 

de Rada, provincial Orden de S. Agustín en las 

islas Feilipinas, sus compañeros Fr. Jerónimo 

Marín y otros soldados que fueron con ellosvierony 

entendieron en aquel reino ), hereinafter 

referred to as China Travel Notes), and 

became the first Westerner to realistically 

convey the long history and realistic social 

profiles of China to Europe. His China 

Travel Notes also became scientific starting 

point for Westerners to understand China’s 

national conditions. In the three years of 

Wanli (1575), Martín de Rada landed in 

Xiamen.  

In 1581, Juan González de Mendoza 

(1545-1618), the head of the Spanish Royal 

mission to China, wrote his masterpieces: 

The History of the Chinese Empire (Historia de 

las Cosas mas Notables, Ritos y Costumbres del 

Gran Reyno de la China), using valuable 

information gathered during his stay in 

Mexico. When the first edition was 

published in Rome in 1585, it immediately 

caused a sensation throughout Europe. 

Only in the remaining ten years of the 16th 

https://www.google.es/search?biw=1036&bih=687&q=Las+cosas+que+los+padres+Fr.+Mart%C3%ADn+de+Rada,+provincial+Orden+de+S.+Agustin+en+las+islas+Feiiipnas,su+companeros+Fr.Jeronimo+Marin+y+otros+soldados+que+fueron+con+ellos+vieron+y+entendieron+en+aquel+reino&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj5t6-CluvNAhWUF8AKHWXYBAIQvwUIGSgA
https://www.google.es/search?biw=1036&bih=687&q=Las+cosas+que+los+padres+Fr.+Mart%C3%ADn+de+Rada,+provincial+Orden+de+S.+Agustin+en+las+islas+Feiiipnas,su+companeros+Fr.Jeronimo+Marin+y+otros+soldados+que+fueron+con+ellos+vieron+y+entendieron+en+aquel+reino&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj5t6-CluvNAhWUF8AKHWXYBAIQvwUIGSgA
https://www.google.es/search?biw=1036&bih=687&q=Las+cosas+que+los+padres+Fr.+Mart%C3%ADn+de+Rada,+provincial+Orden+de+S.+Agustin+en+las+islas+Feiiipnas,su+companeros+Fr.Jeronimo+Marin+y+otros+soldados+que+fueron+con+ellos+vieron+y+entendieron+en+aquel+reino&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj5t6-CluvNAhWUF8AKHWXYBAIQvwUIGSgA
https://www.google.es/search?biw=1036&bih=687&q=Las+cosas+que+los+padres+Fr.+Mart%C3%ADn+de+Rada,+provincial+Orden+de+S.+Agustin+en+las+islas+Feiiipnas,su+companeros+Fr.Jeronimo+Marin+y+otros+soldados+que+fueron+con+ellos+vieron+y+entendieron+en+aquel+reino&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj5t6-CluvNAhWUF8AKHWXYBAIQvwUIGSgA
https://www.google.es/search?biw=1036&bih=687&q=Las+cosas+que+los+padres+Fr.+Mart%C3%ADn+de+Rada,+provincial+Orden+de+S.+Agustin+en+las+islas+Feiiipnas,su+companeros+Fr.Jeronimo+Marin+y+otros+soldados+que+fueron+con+ellos+vieron+y+entendieron+en+aquel+reino&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj5t6-CluvNAhWUF8AKHWXYBAIQvwUIGSgA
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century, the book was translated into Latin, 

Italian, English, French, German, 

Portuguese, Dutch and other texts, issuing 

a total of an unprecedented amount of 46 

editions. It accounts for the most 

comprehensive and detailed encyclopaedia 

of the 16th century on China’s geopolitical 

environment, politics, economy, history, 

culture, customs, etiquette, and religious 

beliefs amongst others, as well as reflecting 

the 16th century „Chinese view” of 

Europeans. At the same time, the book The 

History of the Chinese Empire also represents 

the highest achievement of Spanish 

Sinology in the 16th century. G. F. Hudson 

once pointed out: „Mendoza’s work touches the 

essence of life in ancient China, and its publication 

can be seen as a dividing line, which has provided 

the European intellectual community with a wealth 

of knowledge about China and its institutions” 

(Hudson, 1931: 148).  American scholar D. 

F. Lach believes that „the authority of 

Mendoza’s work is so high that it can be used as 

a starting point and basis for comparison of all 

Chinese works before the 18th century” (Lach, 

1965: 744). Henri Bernard, who specializes 

in the study of Christian history in France, 

pointed out that even the book of Matteo 

Ricci China Note, „cannot compete with it within 

the study of China’s domestic conditions and its 

academic groups” (Bernard, 1936: 148). 

After arriving in the Philippines, Juan 

Cobo (1546-1592), the Spanish Dominican 

monk, translated the Chinese 

enlightenment book Ming Xin Bao Jian 

(《明心宝鉴》) into Spanish in 1590. 

This was the first book to be translated 

from Chinese into a Western language. 

Cobo wrote the book Testimony of the true 

religion in Chinese, which constituted the 

second Chinese work written by 

Westerners after the Italian Jesuit Michele 

Ruggieri completed the Religious Recordin 

1584. It also accounted for the first 

missionary work in China to be published 
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in Chinese. Another Chinese book on 

Recognizing the true biography of the Orthodox 

Church, while discussing the nature of God 

and the teachings of Christianity, also 

introduces the achievements of the West in 

science and technology in considerable 

length. For this reason, this book is worthy 

of the world´s first foreigners to write in 

Chinese about the introductions of 

Western scientific and technological 

knowledge of the works.  

Among the Spanish missionaries who 

travelled to China in the late Ming Dynasty, 

the only one who was truly integrated into 

the Chinese society and treated by the 

Chinese intellectual community as a 

character of „Western Confucianism“ was 

the Jesuit Diego de Pantoja (1571-1618). 

De Pantoja arrived to China in 1597. In 

1601, together with Matteo Ricci, he 

arrived in Beijing after a many suffering, 

and presented the rare gifts of the West to 

the Wanli Emperor, so that he could stay in 

Beijing and have free access to the 

Forbidden City. This accomplishment 

caused a sensation in Europe and was seen 

as a major achievement within the Eastern 

Catholic missions. After arriving to China, 

de Pantoja always insisted on the 

„adaptation“ strategy advocated by San 

Francisco Javier, and the work of 

„combined Confucianism“ together with 

„complementing Confucianism“ within 

the upper class of Chinese intellectuals, in 

order to achieve the goal of a „Super 

Confucianism“. In 1602, de Pantoja’s long 

letter to Europe, About the entrance of some 

Fathers of the Company of Jesus in China and 

their particular successors and remarkable things 

they observed Minutes of the Jesuit Fathers I saw 

in the country after I entered China（in Spanish, 

Relación de la Entrada de Algunos Padres de la 

Compañía de Jesús en la China y particulare 

ssucesores que tuvieron y de cosas notables que 

vieron en el mismo reino）, gave a very detailed 

introduction to China’s national conditions 
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and was once again welcomed by all walks 

of life in the West. The document was 

quickly translated into French, German, 

Latin and English and republished several 

times. Pantoja’s work written in Chinese, 

such as „Pangzi’s Detective”, „Seven Gak”, 

„The Continuation of God”, and „The 

Defamation”, have been read by Chinese 

scholars, and he was honoured to be 

referred to as „Pangzi”, „Pang Gong“. 

Pantoja introduced Western astronomy, 

mathematics, and geosciences to the 

Chinese intellectual community, and 

devoted himself to the revision of the 

Chinese calendar and the updated of the 

Euclid´s Elements. De Pantoja also co-wrote 

the Theory of Sundial (《日晷图法》) with 

Sun Yuanhua, which revised the Chinese 

calendar and improved Guo Shoujing´s 

Muslin Calendar, which had been used up 

to then. De Pantoja’s achievements in 

world geography are particularly 

outstanding. He first used the astrolabe to 

measure the actual latitude of Beijing, thus 

confirming that the so-called „Cathay“ in 

Europe is actually „China”. In addition, he 

also wrote a summary of the world’s 

geography, which was later edited by Jules 

Aleni (1582-1649). This is the famous 

Practitioner’s Discipline, which opened up the 

understanding of the outside world for 

Chinese intellectuals. For this reasons it can 

be seen how de Pantoja played a key role in 

the cultural exchange between China and 

Western society. 

 

ii. Spanish Sinology in the „Chinese 

Rites Controversy” 

Despite this, the „adaptation” strategy 

advocated by the Spanish missionary San 

Francisco Javier did not receive the 

approval of all Spanish missionaries who 

came to China. These missionaries had 

their own opinions about the 

characteristics of Chinese history and 
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culture; especially in the etiquette of China, 

including aspects such as worshipping the 

heavens and the ancestors, and paying 

homage to Confucius. These serious 

differences between members led to more 

than 150 years of „Chinese Rites 

Controversy”. However, due to space 

limitations, it will not be addressed in detail 

here. In the future, the author will make an 

introduction to the relevant article. 

One of the representative figures in 

the „Chinese Rites Controversy“ is Juan 

Bautista de Morales (1597-1664), who is 

also a prolific Sinologist. Within his 

writings there can be found some 

controversial parts such as Evangelical 

History of China(Historia Evangélica de China) 

and Studies about Chinese Rituals 

(Estudiossobrelos Ritos Chinos), amongst 

others. He used Chinese to write the eight-

page manuscript Sacred priesthood which can 

now be found within the Vatican Archives. 

Another part of Juan Bautista´s work is the 

study of Chinese language, with several 

Chinese-western dictionaries being the best 

examples of this. Among them, 362 pages 

of the Hency Dictionary manuscript which is 

now also hidden in the Vatican Archives.  

It is said that he has also written a 

dictionary of Fu’an dialect (Yang, 2012: 

334). For this reason, it can be said that 

Juan Bautista de Morales is a pioneer in the 

study of Chinese dialect. 

Another representative figure, 

Antonio Caballero de Santa María (1602-

1669), devoted himself to the theoretical 

study of the „ceremonial dispute”. The 

book „Confucianism Heaven” constitutes 

his masterpiece. In his piece, he picks out 

some Confucian sayings from the Four 

Books of Confucianism and then contrasts 

them with the so-called „Heavenly Studies“, 

finding the similarities between the two. 

Santa María can be called one of the 

pioneers of the „Solitude“ school, 
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whichhas had a wide influence in Western 

Sinology research. 

At the same time, the Spanish 

Dominican monk Francisco Varo (1627-

1687), also made new progress in the 

specific study of Chinese linguistics, 

writing the book The Art of the Mandarin 

Language (Arte de la Lengua Mandarina). This 

was the first Western monograph to 

systematically study Chinese grammatical 

structure and law, and has had a far-

reaching influence in the West. In addition, 

Varo has also written other books such as 

Chinese Mandarin Vocabulary (Vocabulario de 

lengua Mandarina), Spanish and Chinese 

Grammar (Gramática Española-mandarina) 

and Mandarin language Vocabulary with the 

Terms and Style with which you Speak Without 

Elegance (Vocabulario de la lengua mandarina 

con elestilo y vocablos con que se habla sin 

elegancia). There are reasons to believe that 

the main purpose of the latter was to 

facilitate the extensive missionary work of 

Spanish missionaries. 

After the Jesuit Diego de Pantoja, 

another representative of the 

comprehensive study of China’s national 

conditions is the Dominican monk 

Domingo Fernández Navarrete (1618-

1686). He wrote the book Ancient and 

Contemporary Controversy over the Greater China 

Mission(ControversiasAntiguas y modernas de la 

misión de la Gran China) and Historical, 

Political, Ethical and Religious Treaties of the 

Chinese Monarchy (Tratadoshistóricos, Políticos, 

éticos y religiosos de la monarquía de China), all 

in which he made a comprehensive 

introduction to Chinese national 

conditions, both in depth and in breadth 

far beyond the predecessors of similar 

works. At the same time, his work 

introduced for the first time, a detailed 

description of the early profile of the Qing 

Empire after the Manchus entered the 

Central Plains. 
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The related works Domingo 

Fernández Navarrete and other Western 

missionaries in China, sparked an 

unprecedented wave of research on 

Chinese philosophy, history, and culture in 

Europe, especially in France, the United 

Kingdom and Germany, and eventually led 

to the „Chinese Rites Controversy“. The 

scope of the dispute expanded from China 

to the whole of Europe; from the interior 

of the church to the entire Western society; 

and, from the discussion of religious issues 

to the overall study of Chinese civilization. 

Religious historian Henry Bernard, S.J., has 

lamented that „it is almost impossible for 

Europe to understand the etiquette dispute in East 

Asia unless it is thanks to Domingo Fernández 

Navarrete” (Chen, 2003: 9). The impact of 

the book on a generation of enlightenment 

masters should also not be underestimated 

(Cummins, 1993). It can be said that 

Fernández Navarrete was the master of the 

Spanish Sinology study in the 17th century, 

who reached the peak of Spanish Sinology 

study before the 18th century.  

 

iii. The birth of early Sinology in Latin 

America 

The tide of cultural exchanges 

between the East and the West that 

emerged after the discovery of Geography 

also spread to the New World. Due to the 

intricate historical connections, the study 

of Sinology in New Spain (Mexico) during 

this period should generally be regarded as 

an integral part of Spanish Sinology. 

Moreover, the early Sinologists in Latin 

America were born in Spain. After 

completing their early education, they were 

sent to Latin America to take up 

administrative positions or conduct 

missionary activities. Once they completed 

their mission in America, they generally 

had to return to their home country, be 

promoted to a higher position, or spend 
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their last years in Spain due to illnesses. 

Among the most important figures who 

must be mentioned, we can fin: historian, 

Dean of Lima College, José de Acosta 

(1540-1599), founder of Sinology in the 

New World; Archbishop of Puebla, New 

Spain (Mexico), former deputy king of the 

region, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (1600-

1659). He transformed New Spain (Mexico) 

into a third forum for „Chinese Rites 

Controversy“ outside Europe and China. 

At the same time, he deeply realized that 

the economic prosperity of the Chinese 

Empire laid the foundation for the 

„Maritime Silk Road” across the Pacific 

between the Philippines and New Spain, 

and brought new civilization factors to the 

new Spanish (Mexico) society. 

In his first book „History of the Tartar 

Conquest of China, 1600-1650” (Historia de la 

Conquista de China porlosTártaros, 1600-1650), 

Palafox praised the Ming Dynasty which 

advocated Confucius was once an emperor 

who ruled the country and held officials 

with a noble and prosperous power. After, 

he pointed out sharply that when the social 

malpractice grew, the rulers of the Ming 

Dynasty failed to prevent the micro-

duration, and the social organism gradually 

lost its vitality and ended up being 

conquered by the Tartars. Palafox made the 

following summary of the reasons for the 

destruction of the Ming Dynasty: The 

empire is not dying of an incurable disease 

however, it has a disease and fails to cure it 

in time. From this point of view, it can be 

argued that Palafox had the same spirit as 

the enlightenment scholars of the 18th 

century in Europe and entered together the 

tide of the convergence of Eastern and 

Western civilizations. It is precisely because 

of this that Palafox´ „The History of Chinese 

Conquests (1600-1650)“ attracted attention 

in Europe, and was translated into English 

by W. Godbid and M. Pitt and published in 

London. 
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In 1762, the 15th volume of the 

„Complete Works of Parafox” was published 

in Madrid. Palafox has turned into a 

religious and political elite and influential 

Sinologist in the history of New Spain, 

whose historical status has been recognised 

by modern scholars. In 2010, the former 

Pope Benedict XVI decreed a 

„Beatification Ceremony” for him. 

The last important figure of the 

„Golden Age“ of Spanish Sinology is the 

Pedro de la Piñuela (1650-1704). He 

accomplished a profound study of Chinese 

grammar and added a detailed manuscript 

to the Chinese Mandarin Grammar of Wan 

Jiguo, finally making it available for 

publication. At the time, the Chinese 

Mandarin Grammar became the first 

Western systematic work on Chinese 

grammar. Piñuela´s book „Materia 

Medica“ introduced the „extra-

territorial“ drugs and prescriptions to 

China. This was welcomed by Chinese 

pharmacists at the same and rewarded 

Piñuela with a remarkable place in the 

history of East-West medical 

communication. 

 

III. The important historical 

significance of the „Golden Age“ 

in Spanish Sinology 

To sum up, the 16th century to 17th 

century is worthy of the Spanish Sinology 

research „golden age“, which had a lot of 

external influence on the whole study of 

overseas sinology. Not only has San 

Francisco Javier´s „adaptation” policy been 

gradually developed into a leading strategy 

in the Pan-European missionary 

movement, but has also played an 

important role in promoting the Eastern 

missionary movement; moreover, from 

Martín de la Rada to Piñuela, the Spanish 

Sinologists gathered together to illuminate 
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the starry sky of the early East-West 

cultural exchanges field.  

 

i. The external influence of the 

„Golden Age“ of Spanish 

Sinology. 

In the „Golden Age“ of the Spanish 

Sinology study, the Chinese missionaries’ 

understanding of the social structure, 

political system, economic development, 

history and culture, philosophy and religion, 

social customs and ethics of the Chinese 

Empire formed the tradition of the early 

Spanish „China View“. Even in the 

contemporary study of „Chinese Studies“, 

in order to draw correct conclusions on the 

cause of „the rise of China“, the 

researchers of „Chinese Studies“ have to 

still place Martín de la Rada and 

Gonzalez´s China together with 

contemporary China. By doing this, and 

through the perspective of the long-term 

development trend of Chinese society, 

scientific conclusions on the rise of China 

can be expected to be drawn. From this 

perspective, in the study of „Chinese 

Studies“ throughout the world, the Spanish 

„Golden Age” is also a necessary path to 

understand contemporary China.  

 

ii. Spanish missionaries in China 

unveil the prelude to the „Chinese 

Rites Controversy“ 

Since Li Yufan and Li An officially 

unveiled the „Chinese Rites Controversy“, 

the Spanish missionaries have always stood 

in opposition to Matteo Ricci. Moreover, 

the study of Sinology in Spain has always 

been closely related to the „Chinese Rites 

Controversy”. After all, it originated from 

the understanding of the essential features 

of Chinese history and culture, which, as 

we have seen, constitute the basis and 

premise for formulating Christianity’s 
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missionary strategy in China. For this 

reason, the „Chinese Rites 

Controversy“ has caused the attention of 

European religious circles and even caught 

the attention of political leaders. In the 

150-year debate, there were 9 popes, two 

emperors, 3 kings, and the „Inquisition“ in 

Rome and Spain, the church’s Messenger 

department, the Holy Department, the 

University of Paris Theological Seminary 

and some of Europe’s most prominent 

figures (Chen, 2003: 9), who´s influence 

was unprecedented. 

Unfortunately, in the current study of 

the „Chinese Rites Controversy“, academic 

attention remains largely focused on the 

views expressed by the Jesuits within the 

debate, while the study of Spanish beggars 

who hold the opposite view is limited. 

Chen Yuanquan, a linguist at the City 

University of Hong Kong, has no regrets to 

call the scholastic research work of the 

Tudor missionaries „a pioneering work that 

has not been praised in the collision between 

Chinese and Western cultures” (Chen, 2003: 4). 

These thoughts should arouse the thoughts 

of academics around the world. 

 

iii. Promoting and driving the 

transformation of Mexico into the 

„third pole” for cultural Exchange 

between the East and the West 

In the „Golden Age“ of the Spanish 

Sinology study, many Spanish officials or 

missionaries travelled to China via New 

Spain (Mexico) and then to the east, and 

when they returned to Spain, they also 

stayed in the Mexican city. During this 

period, they not only brought information 

about China, but also left some of the 

books and materials they brought with 

them in Mexico. Over time, this practice 

has developed into a data and information 

centre for studying China’s problems. 

Mendoza used the information here to 
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complete his writing of The History of the 

Greater China Empire. 

In addition, during their stay in 

Mexico, the Spanish missionaries who 

travelled to China were directly exposed to 

the history and culture of the Indians, and 

were personally aware of their plight, and 

so, they became more susceptible to the 

humanist ideas of the „Indian Protector” 

Bartolomé de las Casas. When they 

travelled to China, they could still clearly 

see the imprint of Las Casas´ humanistic 

thinking on the attitude towards Chinese 

culture and the Chinese people. This is 

particularly prominent in Domingo 

Fernández Navarrete’s performance. 

Furthermore, when the missionaries 

returning to Spain from China returned to 

Mexico, they also reported the 

understanding of China back to Mexico, 

and so, the elements of Chinese civilization 

became imperceptibly integrated into the 

local culture, making it much more diverse. 

The „Chinese Rites Controversy“ that took 

place in China was more analogous to the 

resurgence of Indian idolatry, and of 

concern to the Spanish political and 

religious circles in Mexico. 

From the middle of the 16th century 

to the 17th century, Iberian civilization, 

Indian civilization and Chinese civilization 

met, intertwined and blended in the New 

World. The mutual adaptation of such 

pluralistic civilizations has become an 

important feature of Latin American 

civilization. This phenomenon, which 

highlights the diversity and pluralism of 

civilizations, is inseparable from the cross-

cultural missionary behaviour of the 

Spanish missionaries. In this sense, Latin 

America has become the „third pole“ of 

cultural exchanges between the East and 

the West. 
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iv. The indirect effect on the 

development of the European 

Enlightenment and the formation 

of the „Chinese fever“ 

Amongst the Sinologists of the 

„Golden Age“ in Spain, one of the main 

purposes of Fernández Navarrete, Parafox 

and other writings on China’s national 

conditions, was to try to make use of the 

Chinese Empire as an example to provide 

different references and lessons for 

Spanish politics. Although this original 

intention did not receive the expected 

results at the time, when the enlightenment 

thinkers of France, Germany, and the 

United Kingdom held high the banner of 

rational criticism to launch an offensive 

against feudalism, the writings of Navarrete 

and others were indeed useful for them. 

Figures as important as Diderot, Rousseau, 

Voltaire, Montesquieu, Kui Snay, Brisso, 

Locke and Leibniz have all read 

Navarrete´s pieces and have been inspired 

by them, therefore contributing to the rise 

and development of the European 

Enlightenment. Therefore, his influence 

and that of the Spanish missionaries on the 

Western generation of enlightenment must 

also receive the attention it deserves. 
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in Mainland China and the emergence of a 

Civil Code of the People’s Republic of 
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China, 71 years passed. Although the Civil 

Code strengthens the personal rights of 

citizens, they are still curtailed by the CCP-

dominated state at the same time. 





 

 

 


