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Reconstruction of the Confucian Genealogy and the
Dilemma of Discussing the Subtle Meanings of the
Classics: A New Examination of Chen Li’s Reconciliatory
Approach to Han Studies and Song Studies and His
Thought on yili (Moral Principles)

HUANG Zhan
Department of Chinese and History, City University of Hong Kong

After the mid-Qing, the once flourished “Textual Criticism” (kaozheng
0 O , lit. evidential investigation) movement gradually lost its prominent
position in academia. Having received solid philological training at his early
years and being hugely influenced by the leading figures of the Empirical
School of Textual Criticism such as Dai Zhen 00 [ (1724-1777) and Ruan
Yuan U [ (1764-1849), Chen Li O [0 (1810-1882) was, nevertheless, known
for his efforts in reconciling the two camps of scholars in the Qing dynasty
(1644-1912) who followed the Han and Song approaches to studying the
Confucian Classics respectively. Going beyond the dichotomy of Han School
and Song School or Philology and Philosophy, Chen Li adopted the “Four
Subjects of Confucius’ Teaching” O 0 OO 0 as his theoretical framework
and matched the Han Studies and Song Studies to two of the subjects while
seeing the oppositional kaozheng and yili (moral principles) as branches
of Canonical Studies in the broader sense. To reconcile the deep-seated
academic divergences between the two schools, Chen Li formulated his
theory by addressing the norms and re-defining the common research methods
in the textual-based Studies of Confucian Classics and Neo-Confucianism.
Avoiding confrontation on touchy issues and juxtaposing the exegesis by the
Neo-Confucianists with the Classics were some of the effective methods in
alleviating conflicts between the two schools.

Keywords: Chen Li, Textual Criticism (kaozheng), yili, reconciliation of the
Han and Song canonical schools, “Four Subjects of Confucius’
Teaching”
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