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On the Basic Method of Interpreting Confucian Classics

Jing Haifeng
(The Institute of Chinese Culture and Department of Philosophy, Shenzhen University,
Shenzhen 518060, P.R.China)

Abstract: The Confucian ideological system is rooted in the Six Classics, and since its inception, it has
accompanied the activities of document collation and text interpretation. The process of canonization of
these classics and the continuous expansion of their meaning, especially after long-term continuous
interpretation, have formed the mainstream of Confucian classics that has lasted for more than two
thousand years. Around these exegetical activities, the development of Confucian classic annotations
presents a variety of styles and forms with a very rich content, which requires discrimination in order to
comprehend the complex links in these classic interpretation activities, and to delve into the historical
context of the development of Confucian classics.

The exegesis of the Six Classics can be roughly divided into two types with regard to the exegetical
text type over time and the accumulation of documents. One is the direct explanation and explanation
of the scriptures, and the other is the continuation work based on previous understanding, including the
explanation of various past understandings. The former is called “Zhuan” (explanations) , and the
latter is “Shu” (commentaries). Direct understanding and interpretation activities of the Six Classics
have formed the initial interpretive text, which is “Zhuan” and “Ji” (Records). And subsequent works
dedicated to the philological interpretation, dictionary entries, and exposition of scriptural meaning are
more manifested as annotations. These works that pay attention to and try to further explain the early
meaning of the Six Classics have formed a large number of different types of second-order exegetical
works. In terms of text style, in addition to the first-order “Zhuan” and “Ji” and the second-order “Yi
Shu” (commentaries on the meaning) , there are also a large number of ways and names, some similar
to “Zhuan” and “Ji”, some similar to “Y1 Shu”, or combined with the characteristics of both, between
the two types of exegetical works, or not annotating works but involving related issues about scriptural
meanings. In a broad sense, except for works directly explaining “classics” such as “Zhuan" and “Ji”,
all second-order texts that need to face both “classics” and “Zhuan” belong to the category of “Yi Shu”.
As for the time of writing, from Wei, Jin and Southern and Northern Dynasties to Jin Dynasty, they
can be roughly classified into this category. In terms of names, the second-order exegetical works are
more diverse in expression and complex in form. Some are extensions of previous categories, but their
connotations have changed more or less, while more are newly emerged names or variations in form.

The history of Confucian classics development over two thousand years has different backgrounds
for different periods, resulting in complex exegetical patterns in methodology. These need to be sorted
out and discriminated.

Keywords: Exegesis; Classics and “Zhuan”; Exegesis and annotations; Styles of classic interpretation;

Classic hermeneutics
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