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Analyzing the Formal Characteristics of
Elaborating on Citations from Classic Works
as a Means of Creation in the Four Essays
Attributed to Zisi

Soong, Chin-Onn

PhD Student, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University

Abstract

Following the successive discovery of Confucian texts from the Mawangdui Han
and Guodian Chu tombs, academic circles have been spurred to explore scholarly
issues related to Zisi and his teachings, as well as the Zisi School, over several
decades. The aim has been to construct a comprehensive system of Zisi’s thought that
fills the historical gap in Confucianism between Confucius and Mencius during the
pre-Qin period. This study approaches the subject from the perspectives of textual
interpretation and intellectual history. It analyzes the form of the four transmitted
essays attributed to Zisi — namely, the Zhongyong (Doctrine of the Mean), Ziyi
(Black Robes), Biaoji (Record on Example), and Fangji (Record of the Dykes).
The study investigates the philosophical significance behind the textual phenomena
of “the Master said” discourse and citations from the Shijing (Book of Poetry) and
the Shujing (Book of Documents). It discovers that the unique textual form in these
essays is deliberate. The frequent use of “the Master said” stems from Zisi’s special
status as the direct grandson of Confucius, leveraging Confucius’s authoritative

image, which held considerable persuasive power during Zisi’s era in the early
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Warring States Period. The consistent use of classics such as the Shijing and the
Shujing for verification is also notable. It serves to emphasize that both Confucius
and Zisi upheld the path of benevolence and righteousness, continuing the legacy
of the former kings and pursuing the fundamental goal of “restoring the rites.” The
textual form, comprising Confucius’s words, Zisi’s elaborations, and evidence from
the classics, establishes an unique mode of expression unique to Zisi — a three-part
argumentative form. This also constructs a distinctive rhetorical feature of Zisi’s work

— elaborating on citations from classic works as a means of exposition.

Keywords: four essays attributed to Zisi, “the Master said” discourse, “three-part

argumentative form”, “elaborating on citations from classic works as a

means of creation”, restoration of rites
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