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CHALLENGING AUTHORITY THROUGH
TEXTUAL CRITICISM IN 18TH-CENTURY

CHINA

Daniel Stumm

Daniel Stumm is a PhD student at Leiden Institute for Area
Studies. His thesis is about concepts of authorship and forgery
in 18th-century China.

One of the tasks of philology, the study of
the text as a written document, is to confirm
or disprove the authenticity of a work. Since
authenticity often is a pre-requisite for authority,
textual criticism can become a ‘sharp weapon
to respond to enemies’ in debates about the
authority of a text and the figure associated
with it, as it happened in China during the 18%
century. This article takes a closer look at the
subjective aspects of a discipline that is usually
considered objective, arguing that because
philology could do much to lend authority or
take it away, scholars of the 18" century were
willing to make it work in their favour.

Introduction

For Chinese scholars who lived during the Qing
75 Dynasty (1644-1911), the classics® were
authoritative because they depicted the golden
age of sagely government. They were the remains
of a well-ordered society that had existed in
high antiquity, roughly between 1100 and 500
BCE, and in them one could find the ways to
restore this order.* The texts were thought to
date to that period as well. Therefore, they had
gone through a long history of transmission. In
the Qing Dynasty, when scholars developed
an acute awareness of the temporal distance
separating them from the sages, this factor
became problematic.

This growing historical consciousness can
be illustrated throug'k} an anecdote about the
young Dai Zhen ¥jZ (1724-1777),” who later
became one of the most famous scholars of this
period. Discussing Zhu Xi’s % (1130-1200)
rearrangement of the Great Learning (Daxue
K, a canonical text from the late Zhou J#
Dynasty (ca. 1045-256 BCE), with his teacher,
he asked:

‘How much time passed between the
Zhou and the Song [R (960-1279)]
dynasties?’ [The teacher] replied: ‘About
two thousand years’. ‘But then how could
Master Zhu know that it was like this?’
To which the teacher could not reply.®

Besides his critical spirit towards earlier
scholarship, Dai Zhen displays here a keen
awareness of the historical distance involved.
What is most distinctive about Qing scholarship,
however, is that the discourse on the classics
was concerned with textual questions. Despite
some generalisation, it is safe to say that
whatever was claimed needed to be backed by
textual evidence in order to find attentive ears,
and that classical studies tended towards those
questions that could be solved through recourse
to the text. It was not uncommon, for example,
to circulate a short essay solely to explain how
a single character had to be understood.

The most effective way to challenge authority
through textual studies is the accusation
of inauthenticity. A claim of inauthenticity
questions the connection between text and
supposed author. It thereby aims to render
the text devoid of both meaning and value.
What constitutes authorship, however, is not
so straightforward for ancient texts. In its
narrowest sense, predominant today, the term
‘author’ refers to the person who wrote the
text; that is, the one who came up with the
idea and formulated it. However, for analytical
purposes, I propose to understand the author
as the originator of the content instead.” This
distinction is necessary because the exact nature
of authorship remains unclear for many ancient
Chinese works even today.
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The case of the Analects (Lunyu i) can
clarify this issue. This text purports to record
the words and deeds of Confucius (Kongzi fL
¥, traditional dating 551-479 BCE). Even if the
sayings attributed to Confucius in said work
had indeed been uttered by him, the earliest
explicit source about the Analects states that it
had been put together by unspecified disciples
from their notes.® Consequently, the creator of
the text is not the originator of the content, and
this distinction can make all the difference: The
authority of the Analects depends crucially on
the disciples’ claim to the faithful transmission of
Confucius’ words. As disciples, they themselves
have only limited authority to bring to this work.

Thus, when scholars in the 18" century
reinterpreted ancient texts to make them
meaningful for their own world, they had
to confront these uncertainties. Making use
of the gradations of authority within the
text itself enabled them to imprint their own
readings back into the text. Textual criticism
thus served to override the authority of a
text without, however, touching the author.

The works of two scholars will be analysed to
illustrate this tendency. Both employed textual
criticism so that they could be selective about
the content of ancient works and, subsequently,
support their argumentation. Cui Shu EJ%
(1740-1816) tried to find the ‘true Confucius’
that had over time been buried under layers
of popular lore and misleading anecdotes.
His contemporary Yao Nai Pk (1731-1815)
constructed a respectable and profound Zhuang
Zhou #£J# (ca. 4™ century BCE) from the raw
material collected in the book thought to have
been written by him, the Zhuangzi . Both
Yao Nai and Cui Shu were not part of the inner
circle of the academic elite of the times, but
employed the same tools. Both, furthermore,
were fairly typical for their time in that they gave
up their official career to devote themselves to
scholarship. They sustained themselves through
teaching; Cui at local schools, Yao at academies.

Cui Shu on Confucius: Challenging the
authority of the text

Cui Shu was a scholar who became posthumously
famous for his scepticism concerning ancient
history, especially towards the existence of
figures said to populate Chinese high antiquity,
and his keen perception of the vicissitudes of
textual transmission. In his Record of Searching
what is Trustworthy in [the History of ] Confucius
(Zhu-Si kaoxin lu 7RI {5 $%), he applied his
analytical skills to the different stories told
about Confucius in various sources and tried to
synthesise them into one coherent narrative.’
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Cui’s treatment of the Analects is of special
interest due to the towering authority of this
text in imperial China.

One of the recurring themes in the Record is Cui
Shu’s utmost respect for Confucius. In one of
the more glaring eulogies, Cui describes him as
a sage and the creator of culture, without whose
teachings mankind would regress to the level of
animals.”” Cui was much more sceptical, however,
about the reliability of those who transmitted
Confucius’ words and deeds. In his opinion, the
Analects, though largely reliable, had not been put
together by direct disciples of Confucius, but by
much later followers. Even though he explicitly
described them as capable,’ Cui widened the
gap between the text and the master through
this analysis. In accordance with his view of
transmission as a process of gradual corruption,
Cui also stressed how rearrangements of the
Analects in the Former Han 72 Dynasty (206
BCE-9 CE) did more harm than good to the text
due to the editor’s lack of insight."

Cui consequently had plenty of leeway to be
critical about the Analects without having to
question Confucius’ status as a sage. Rather,
according to Cui’s reading, Confucius was a
flawless moral paragon. Hence everything in the
Analects that could take away from Confucius’
sagely image was anathema to Cui, and he thus
questioned the authenticity of many stories
about Confucius. His approach, undeniably
circular, can be summarised as follows: Based
on a selective reading of the text, an idealised
image of the author (understood as the originator
of the content) is created, which is in turn used
to criticise the text, which becomes the product
of mere scribes.

A telling example is how Cui Shu approached a
passage that had long been a thorn in the sides
of Analects-commentators: Confucius’ visit to
Nanzi T, the wicked wife of a contemporary
ruler, as alluded to in the scene with his disciple
Zilu ¥} that ensued."* The story goes as follows:

The Master having visited Nanzi, Zilu
was displeased, on which the Master
swore, saying, ‘Wherein I have done
improperly, may Heaven reject me! May
Heaven reject me!’

One possible interpretation of this terse passage
is that Confucius sometimes had to lower his
moral standards in order to gain influence:
Whereas the Analects record occasions on
which Confucius walks out on rulers who spend
too much time admiring singing girls and too
little time ruling their country, in this passage
Confucius seeks the company of a woman



who interferes in government. Considering the
historiographical trope that it is the wives who
bring down dynasties through their influence
on the ruler, Confucius does something that is
at least controversial. Such an interpretation
would furthermore be supported by the reaction
of his disciple.

For Cui this was not just a tenable interpretation,
but the only possible one, which is why this
passage was so unsettling to him. Earlier
interpreters of this passage had argued, for
example, that Confucius had had no choice if he
wanted to gain influence and better the world.
Cui explicitly acknowledged these attempts to
save Confucius from disgrace and commended
their ingeniousness, but declared them futile:
No such elaborate theories were necessary since
this passage was simply a later addition with no
factual basis. Someone who had good intentions,
but suffered from a lack of discernment, had
placed it there. Cui saw his argument supported
by four aspects, pertaining both to the text and
the historical background: The passage’s position
near the end of the chapter raises questions,
because in Cui’s theory, the bamboo strips on
which the text was originally written were prone
to break, which is why later transmitters had
the incentive to fill those gaps. The appellation
used for Confucius (fuzi “K-F, master) differs
from the way the text normally refers to him
(zi T, also master). The improbability of the
story told (meeting a woman despite separation
of sexes) and the incongruence of Confucius’
behaviour when compared to the rest of the text
(swearing in front of a disciple) further detract
from its credibility.'

This is but one of Cui’s attempts to clean up
the chaotic and contradicting lore surrounding
Confucius, but it is exemplary for his approach.
Cui hearkened back to the authority of
textual studies to convince his readers of the
spuriousness of this passage. Especially the
implicit objectivity of textual criticism lends
weight to his argumentation. The terminological
analysis of the appellation used indicates that
this passage is not of a kind with the rest of the
work; not only in content, but also (critically) in
language. The knowledge of the textual history
Cui displays is meant to explain why this passage
got inserted in the first place: Broken bamboo
slips created a lacuna that needed to be filled.
The evidence adduced, however, was secondary
to ideological concerns, as Cui strove to eliminate
all tension between different images of Confucius
inherent in the text because he considered them
a challenge to Confucius’ authority."”

Yao Nai on Zhuang Zhou: Establishing the
authority of tradition

The Zhuangzi is a dazzling text full of fables
about talking animals and skulls, the value of
physical deformation and improbable dialogues
between mythical figures, butchers, fishermen,
kings and sages, to name but a small portion of
its cast of characters. It contains, among others,
paradox passages on equanimity in the face of
death and the limits of knowledge. Tradition
ascribes this text to a certain Zhuang Zhou,
who is said to have lived in the 4" century BCE.

In Yao Nai’s commentary to the Zhuangzi,
textual criticism is again invoked as a means to
ideological ends. In the preface to his commentary,
Yao explains that there ‘[...] certainly are sayings
that have been inserted at will later’*® into the
text. A rough guideline given to the readers
is that ‘[...] for the most part, the Outer and
Miscellaneous chapters were not written by
Mister Zhuang’** Nevertheless, a much more
fine-grained criterion can be inferred from the
way Yao handles certain passages. There is, for
example, one chapter that he finds problematic
and dates to a later period, the Former Han
Dynasty: “This chapter [‘Ingrained Ideas’ (Ke yi
Z[&)] is of a kind with Sima Tan’s “Discussing
the Basic Principles of the Six Schools”, thus it
is a Han text. Yet it still has passages that can
be accepted.® It can be presumed that this
chapter is problematic because of the ideas it
contains, but Yao does not elaborate his reasoning,.

Not the whole chapter is beyond redemption,
since there are qualities that distinguish valuable
passages from others — one of these being
philosophical depth. Compare the following
lines from Yao’s commentary:

These words are extremely evocative;
they are probably by a master of the
Zhou Dynasty.* (Zhou traditionally ca.
1045-256 BCE, i.e. before the Han)

The one who wrote down this passage
was a follower of Zhuangzi’s students,
it is base.?

In the first comment, the quality of the passage
indicates that it must date to an early period,
even if it is not necessarily by Zhuang Zhou. In
the second one, lack of quality is proof that it
cannot have been written by him. This shows that
for Yao Nai, the best (most evocative) passages
were by Zhuang Zhou, whereas quality declines
with increasing distance to this figure. Here, the
imagined author functions as a quality standard
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However, Zhuang Zhou stood for more than
philosophical depth. It is well recognised that
genealogical filiations can be used to organise
texts into a temporal or hierarchical order.? Such
a filiation was also established for the Zhuangzi.
According to Yao, Zhuang Zhou’s learning is
distantly related to Confucius’.* Since Yao
assumes that they share basic premises, it makes
sense to measure Zhuang against Confucius. The
result is a completely different perspective on
the Zhuangzi. When, for example, one reads in
an exaltation of the ‘great man’ that he cannot
be lured into taking office, even with material
rewards, Yao comments that this ‘harms the
teaching to the utmost” He may have found
this too opposing to Confucius’ ideal of using
one’s talents to bring order to the world, and
therefore concludes that Zhuang Zhou cannot
have written the passage.® If the genealogical
filiation is brought to bear on the work, it casts
doubt on those passages that cannot be explained
by it. Taken together with the distrust towards
the received text, an entirely different reading
can be justified.

Considering the content of the Zhuangzi, it would
not be difficult to argue that it is actually hostile
towards Confucius and his values. However, Yao
does not consider this and even establishes a
genealogical connection between the two figures.
In this respect, the restraint of the commentary,
in general not very extensive, is surprising: Yao
does not remark upon

the passages where

Confucius is used as a

mouthpiece for all kinds C C

of opinions. Where

Zhuang Zhou does

disagree too much with

Confucius, however,

Yao acquits the former

with reference to textual

corruption.

In Yao’s commentary to

the Zhuangzi, then, two

distinct challenges to authority are negotiated.
Instead of considering the work a challenge
to the authority of Confucius’ teachings, Yao
suggests basic agreement between them. On the
other hand, the authority of Zhuang Zhou, the
supposed author, is strengthened at the expense
of the text as Yao filters out passages of subpar
quality that might detract from Zhuang Zhou
the profound thinker.

Yao’s textual criticism is based more on ideas
and content, and less on linguistic markers.
Furthermore, he considers the transmission
history not only of the text, but of the teaching
before it was even written down. The ability to
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define the nature of the transmission history
was important because it could justify the
manipulation of the text. Even without evidence
of the kind Cui Shu gave, Yao invalidates certain
passages as inauthentic because since Zhuang
Zhou had learned from Confucius, he could not
have championed the ideas contained therein.

Similar to Cui Shu’s approach, the transmitted
text in its present state posed a challenge to its
author as he was imagined by contemporary
scholars. In order to deflect this challenge, the
blame was shifted to the transmission history
and incapable editors. The dangerous passages
were then quarantined by means of commentary
and textual criticism. Whereas ideologically
dubious utterances were invalidated in the
process, the light of the author who had not
said them shined even brighter, and, last but
not least, his work was more in accordance
with contemporary demands.

Making arguments with textual criticism

The awareness that traditionally revered texts
may be in a less than pristine state could, at least
in theory, become a burden. One conceivable
scenario would be that venerated ideas turn out
to be later insertions. For people more steadfast
in their trust in ancient wisdom, this was not
a burden. Rather, that textual history came to
figure in discussions about the meaning of the
texts could become a
boon: Not the vener-
ated ideas, but the
questionable ones were
inauthentic. Those who
resumed the dialogue
with antiquity were thus
able to ignore certain
answers they received,
and through this selec-
tive reading produce
classical support for
their arguments.

2

The amount of philological backing for claims
of inauthenticity could vary greatly. While Cui
Shu marshalled a number of different arguments
to buttress his doubts about certain parts of the
text, Yao Nai displayed a greater reluctance to do
so. What they agreed about, however, was that
textual studies were an appropriate tool in dealing
with ideological questions. On the one hand,
textual studies clearly are relevant because they
shed light on the issue of authenticity. Through
linguistic analysis, for example, it can be shown
that the language does not fit into the time in
which the text was purportedly written. This is
particularly important for the most venerated
texts of a culture. The same approach, however,



is also precarious because it can easily become
a tool for interested parties to imprint their
reading back into the text. Not that in any of the
cases discussed here the passages were actually
erased, but such behaviour was not unheard of
in earlier times, either.?

Philology undeniably made great strides
in 18%-century China, and many important
works of textual criticism were produced.?
The implication of this trend in the study of
the classics was, however, highly ambivalent.
Philologists were not always neutral researchers.
Rather, they were guided by certain ideologies.
This became especially visible when they joined
the discussion about the correct interpretation
of the classics, which to them was inextricably
linked to issues of textual corruption. Without
questioning their own ideological presumptions,
they could question the text and make it fit their
own ideas more closely.
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