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On the Debate between Yan Ruoqu and Mao Qiling
on the Later-emerged Guwen Shangshu and the |
Transition of Issues in Early Qing Confucianism

(A Summary)

Wu Tongfu

After seven decades of trial and error, the Manchu rulers of China adopted a wedge-driving
cultural policy: Wang Yangmingschool of Neo-Confucianism was suppressed and the
Cheng-Zhu school of Neo-Confucianism was patronized. Government officials and
common people were all required to live up to the norms advocated by the Cheng-Zhu
school. On the other hand, the authorities endeavoured to channel the intellectuals’ attention
and effort to textual analysis by holding the Boxue hongru Examination (Examination for the
Most Learned) and establishing the Mingshi Guan (Office for compiling the History of the
Ming Dynasty), and other literary offices so as to weaken their political and social
ambitions. This policy was also manifested in the compilation of the imperially-authorized
commentaries on the Classics, in which both works of the Song school and the Han school
were included. As a consequence, a trend of dismissing Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism,
which took the form of textual criticism, came to the fore. By using evidential research
instead of philosophical analysis as their methodology, Yan Ruoju, Mao Qilin and some
other scholars criticized the Sishu zhangju jizhu (Zhu Xi’s annotated commentary on the
Four Books), invalidated the Xiantiantu and Houtiantu (two illustrations used by Zhu Xi in
his Zhouyi benyi [The True Meaning of Yijing] to interpret the Yijing [Book of Changes]),
denounced Cai Chen’s commentary on the Shangshu (Book of Documents), exalted those
forewards to the Shijing (Book of Odes), and disparaged Hu Anguo’s commentary on the
Chungiu (Annals of the Spring and Autumn Period). In general, Zhu Xi and his followers’
commentaries on the Classics, which had been held as official interpretations during the
Yuan and Ming dynasties, became- targets of criticism. And the debate over the authepticity
of the later-emerged Guwen Shangshu (Ancient-Text Book of Documents) was the epicenter
of this intellectual event. o
This essay seeks to present a comprehensive view of the trend of events 1n ng
intellectual history and to review the earlier studies of the issues. By .extenswely
investigating Yan Ruoqu and Mao Qilin’s lives, scholastic activities, and theu'_ dl_sag:reements
over the authenticity of the later-emerged Guwen Shangshu, it argues th.at this incident was
not caused by personal discords between Yan and Mao, nor factional dlsp}lte§ between t.he
Cheng-Zhu School and the Lu-Wang School of Song-Ming Neo-Confuc'lamsm as earlier
research has suggested. Instead, it was an intellectual confrontatiqn tha.t 1nvolyed a broa!d
gpectrum of scholars. This essay also offers‘a new insight into the shift of issues in scholastic
Jearning in the Qing dynasty, that'is, Yan'and Mao’s deba.te on the later-emerged Guwen
Shangshu and their other scholarly activities were an embodiment of the contemporary trend
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of dismissing Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism. This trend took the form of textual criticism
and it determined the formal and substantive characteristics of mid Qing Confucianism, i.e.,
emphasising evidential research and disparaging philosophical Neo-Confucianism.





