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~ 355, | ABSTRACT

Lh

Study of traditional Chinese scholarship from the perspective of
hermeneutics provides new insights into and appreciation for the tradition.
This book explores the rich and varied theories of hermeneutics that have
formed the Chinese tradition: it bases its findings on a thorough collection
and analysis of discourse on textual interpretation that is scattered
throughout ancient codes and records. The primary sources are studies of the
Confucian classics, teachings of the Metaphysical School, translations and
interpretations of Buddhist sutras, quotations of Chan masters, the works
of Neo-Confucianism, and annotations of poetry from Pre-Qin times to the
Qing Dynasty. This work also clarifies how the process of ancient Chinese
hermeneutics and its theoretical values differed from Western theories of
hermeneutics.

The book is divided into seven chapters. It is organized historically,

expounding the major ideas on understanding and interpretation advanced by



the various schools at specific historical periods. In this context. it presents
the philosophical and cultural background of these ideas. Moreover, through
gathering expositions dispersed in numerous documents, it discovers a
series of traditions and principles of research; it seeks to clarify the unique
mode of thought and expression that has permeated the Chinese tradition of
scholarship.

Consequent to a review of the arguments presented by the various
Pre-Qin schools of thought regarding the relationship between language
or thought and existence, the author concludes that the idea of “zheng
ming”(rectification of names) maintained by the Confucian school reflects a
trustful attitude regarding the idea that words can effectively express one’s
thought. In contrast, the Taoist concept of “wu ming” (no name) reflects a
skeptical attitude.

This study then provides an analysis of the “metaphysical hierarchy”
regarding written and spoken languages. as well as thought and truth in the
argumentation of Pre-Qin schools. On the basis of this analysis, it concludes
that there are two conceptions which provide the foundations of Chinese
hermeneutics. The Confucians stated that spoken words can be used to
express ideas and written words can be used to express spoken words. Taoists
claimed that “writing can not perfectly express speech and speech can not
perfectly express ideas”. The Confucian view provided a common source
for varied intentional interpretations that suggest a reader can understand
what an author means. On the other hand, from the Taoists emerged a way
of understanding that advocated, “forget the words by which the meaning is
attained”. From this understanding, a tradition that emphasized the reader’s
reception and response came into being.

This study contends that an issue raised by Mencius, known as “to



infer the author’s intention by the reader’s understanding”, was directed
against two fallacies of interpretation known as “quoting out of context” and
“reading poetry as though it were history™. This viewpoint should be termed
“pluralistic hermeneutics” rather than “intentional hermeneutics™ because the
term “infer’” means to recognize that various conjectures from readers have
rationality.

In accordance with the hermeneutic circle between “knowing the
author™ and “understanding the words™, there were two ways in Pre-Qin
Confucian thought of saying “inferring the author’s intention by the reader”
and “knowing the author’s thought through researching his career”. When
each aspect presupposed the other aspect. it provided the possibility of
coming into the circle in the appropriate way and thus realizing perfectly the
assimilation of understanding and interpretation.

Regarding the topic of understanding of poetic text, this book shows
that poetry in ancient China can be divided into two types, namely the
recording text and the imaging text. The different textual types determined
which method used to interpret them were valid. The method that combines
“inferring the author’s intention by the reader” with “knowing the author’s
thought through researching his career™ is effective only when it is used
to interpret the recording text. The imaging text is an indeterminate and
changeable text, thus an open text. The wording of “a poem has no best
interpretation” simply calls for acknowledgement that varied interpretations
are reasonable.

In the poetic textual interpretation of later ages, the emphases on
different types of texts from previous ages resulted in a various interpretive
methods. This variety even influenced the way in which poetic texts were

compiled and annotated. Scholars of the Song Dynasty preferred to view



poetry as a recording text. Because they advocated the attitude of “read
poetry as history™, they preferred to compile the chronological lives of
poets, to organize poetic works in the annalistic style, and to present records
regarding poets and poems. They believed that a reader could completely
understand a poet’s intention and a poem’s meaning only if he were familiar
with the background of the composition of the poem.

In contrast, the critics of the Yuan and Ming Dynasties preferred to
regard poetry as an imaging text, which could not be explained by words like
“the moon in the water or flowers in a mirror ”. They thought that the best
interpretation was an incomplete or unclear interpretation. In fact, the critical
method based on the reader’s impressions of poems, which substituted for
the traditional annotation method based on historical records or literary
quotations, became an important method in these periods.

This book also discusses the development of the Study of Confucian
Classics from the Han Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty, and it provides an
analysis of the relative value of the hermeneutical theories raised by the
various schools. The way of “conjecture” used by the School of Modern
Script in the Han Dynasty established an interpreting mode known as “the six
Confucian classics are precisely the explanatory notes of my theory™. This
mode regarded the reader’s own method as the dominant factor.

Because of its confidence in the spoken and written language, the
School of Ancient Script founded a interpreting method of semantics which
aimed to interpret different languages at various times or various places.

And yet the exegetes of Metaphysical School in Wei and Jin
Dynasties tried to avoid semantic explanations; instead. they endeavored to
understand metaphysical meanings directly through the methods of naming

discrimination and logical argumentation. The interpreters of Confucian



classics in the Song Dynasty proposed discarding the misinterpretations and
fallacies that had deviated from the ideological system of Confucianism since
the Han Dynasty, in order to rediscover the original meaning or intention of
the Confucian classics. In the Qing Dynasty, the scholars of textual criticism
believed that spoken and written languages were the only prerequisites
in textual interpretation. They researched grammatology. phonetics and
semantics in order to define the form of written characters, the pronunciation
and semantic meaning of words in the Confucian classics. In order to
surmount an obstacle in understanding from temporal distance, they tried to
restore the original texts of the classics and to reveal the original meanings of
Lexts.

A review of Buddhist hermeneutics is an important and interesting
component of this book. In view of the fact that translation relates to textual
interpretation, the book brings various theories regarding Chinese translations
of Buddhist sutras into the scope of hermeneutical study thereby discussing
the significance of translation as a mode of crosscultural understanding and
interpretation.

[t also researches various features in commentaries and sub-com-
mentaries to Buddhist sutras. For example, it comments on farfetched
comparisons with Confucianism or Taoism, explanations of the original text
and expressions of the interpreter’s own opinions. Accordingly, this study
summarizes the characteristics of forcibility, expansibility, deliberateness
and plurality in Buddhist textual interpretation. The book advances a new
idea regarding the saying from the Chan Buddhist sect : “Don’t use any
written language and spread Buddhism beyond Buddhist sutras.” While
this statement seems to oppose any textual interpretation of Buddhism, it

actually expresses a deep understanding of Buddhist philosophy from the



Chinese visual perspective. The Chan sect replaced the “text-hermeneutics”,
that relied on language. with “onto-hermeneutics™ which was based on
paralanguage.

By taking careful cognizance of verification both in history and poetry,
this book discerns the deep-rooted idea of intertextuality in ancient Chinese
hermeneutics. In the Chinese interpreter’s opinion, there are textual relations
between one text and another text in any work, such that ancient Chinese
hermeneutics may be termed “intertextual hermeneutics”. In the history of
Chinese scholarship, combining Confucianism with Buddhism or Taoism and
then conducting a comprehensive study of various subjects, such as literature,
historiography and philosophy, was simply the embodiment of “intertextual
hermeneutics™.

This book also analyzes the theoretical connotations of common terms

in ancient Chinese hermeneutics.
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17 Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1949, p.148.



