






52 Interpretation and Intellectual Change

ance of nation building, and later as the foremost ideological platform for the
imperial rule. The establishment of the national examination in the Tang dy-
nasty formalized the official teaching and interpretation of all Confucian can-
ons, including the Shijing.

Shijing Hermeneutics in the Third Phase

The third phase of Shijing hermeneutics was dominated by Zhu Xi, who led
the revolt of Song thinkers against the strict Shijing hermeneutic tradition of
Han and Tang dynasty. It started out with the debate on whether Confucius was
responsible for deleting over 2,000 poems from the collection. 12. As the Han
historian Ban Gu wrote, "In ancient times, there were officials who were re-
sponsible for collecting poems [or folk songs] for Kings so that they could
understand the customs, yearnings, and lives of commoners."13 This gathering
process could represent how the Shijing came about. If this was the case,
Ouyang Xiu (1007-1072) reasoned that it would make sense that Confucius
should have deleted many of them during the editing process. The corollary
was that if most poems from the Shi were originally folklore, then their inter-
pretation should not have to follow the orthodox official commentaries. The
idea that many poems in the Shijing could be just folklore prompted Ouyang
Xiu, Zhu Xi, and other Song scholars to doubt the validity of strict historical
interpretation as advanced in the Shixu and promoted by Zheng Xuan. In-
stead, they believed that a new approach should be offered to interpret and to
understand the Shijing.

Revolution against the Shixu

The question on the validity of the Shixu led to the publication Zhu Xi's
Shi jizhuan (Collected Annotations of the Shijing) in ll77. In this book, Zhu
Xi attempted to remove almost all the influence of the xiaoxu on his interpre-
tation of the Shijing. Zhu Xi pointed out many inconsistencies in the xiaoxu
with regard to the citing of historical events and stated, "There are so many
mistakes in the Maoshixu. People saw that each poem was capped with xiaoxu
as a foreword and dared not to question or challenge their truthfulness, even in
the case that when [xiao] xu was complete nonsense, scholars still tried to
justify it. Shixu corrupted Shijing scholarship tremendously!"14 Just imagine
the orthodox status that the Maoshi guxun had enjoyed in the Han and Tang
dynasties. Zhu Xi's Shi jizhuan broke new ground in Shijing hermeneutics
and replaced the Mao zhuan and Zheng jian as the most influential and au-
thoritative book on the Shijing for the next thousand years.

The driving force behind Zhu Xi's unrelenting attack on Shixu was his
strong belief that the majority of the Guofeng in the Shijing were nothing but
folk songs or countryside ditties, collected and compiled by officials in the
various states during the period between 1100 B.C.E. and 600 B.C.E. Thus, he
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concluded, "I have heard [from elders] that all poems in the category of the
Feng came from streets and alleys (lixiang) as folk songs. Youth, male and
female, sang to each other, expressing their love and feelings." 15

Intuitive Hermeneutics

The Shijing hermeneutics in the Han-Tang period can be characterized by
its penchant for using historical correlation to consolidate the educational
role of the Shijing, either politically or moralistically. The Shijing hermeneu-
tics in the Song dynasty, however, is characterized by an equally strong pen-
chant for removing that correlation. Instead, the emphasis was on the intuitive
reading of the poem itself. Zhu Xi describes how he studied and interpreted the
Shijing: "When I studied the Shijing, I read [aloud] the poem itself forty to
fifty times. By then, I understood about sixty to seventy percent of that poem.
Then I looked back to see how other people explained this poem, and com-
pared [that] with my own. With the consensus reached, I re-read the poem for
another thirty or forty times, until I was confident that I fully understood the
meaning, implication and subtlety of that poem."16

Zhu's intuitive method and his belief that many Shijing poems were simply
folk songs, however, led him astray many times. After all, the Shijing was
composed at least 1,500 years before the time of Zhu Xi. Without the benefit of
phonology, philology, archaeology, linguistics, epigraphy, and textual analy-
sis, intuitive reading could very well lead to misunderstanding. His folk song
theory also hindered any further quest for the authorship of the Shijing. Thus
Zhu Xi simply assigned many poems in the Guofeng as composed by licen-
tious or promiscuous young women. Even in the most liberal society, which
ancient China was unlikely to be, it is hard to imagine that so many songs
made by licentious women would enter the official collection and become an
orthodox scholarly text.

Shying Hermeneutics from the Qing to the Present

The progress in the areas of phonology, philology, epigraphy, and textual
research in the Qing dynasty has helped to bring new insights to the under-
standing of ancient texts, including the Shijing. The advance of sciences such
as archeology, anthropology, biology, and astronomy in the nineteenth and
twentieth century further broadened the scope of Shijing research and brought
new perspectives to Shijing hermeneutics. The four representative scholars in
Shijing hermeneutics during this phase are Wang Yinzhi (1766-1834), Ma
Ruichen (1782-1853), Wang Guowei (1877-1927), and Wen Yiduo (1899-
1946). Their contributions can be briefly discussed as follows.

Armed with a strong background in phonology, Wang Yizhi was very good 'T\J
in applying the inductive method to Shijing hermeneutics.17 For example, he
compared all poems that contain the phrase: zhong + noun + qie + noun, and
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