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Classical and historical studies provided frameworks in Qing China for the habits, interests, and values that constituted 

the inherited ways of thinking and behavioral routines of literati scholar-officials. Each classical text accumulated a history of its 

effects and interpretations, which became a constituent part of the raison d’être1 of the dynasty. “Learning of the Way” (daoxue) 

as imperial ideology during the late empire represented the institutionalization of “truth” by state authorities, who selected and 

interpreted commentaries on the Classics and Dynastic Histories to present acceptable views of man, society, and the world that 

would contribute to the consolidation2 of dynastic authority. Because of the priority of the Classics as guidelines for political 

authority and dissent3 against that authority, Ming and Qing literati were accepted as interpreters and transmitters of the 

classical legacy. 

The mastery of classical studies for political discourse in imperial China was a prerequisite4 for the rise of elite intellectual 

trends in every dynasty. After the formation of imperially sanctioned New Text Confucianism during the Former Han dynasty 

(206 b.c.–a.d. 8), politics in succeeding dynasties usually was expressed through the language of the Classics or Dynastic Histories. 

Idealistic scholar-statesmen, cynical political opportunists, and even autocratic rulers channeled their political views through the 

controlled medium of ritual protocol, classical sanctions5, and historical precedents6. The millennial connection between the 

Classics of antiquity and premodern Chinese political discourse, whether reactionary, moderate, or radical, suggests the power 

these texts had over political behavior and expression in imperial China. Political reformism and classical iconoclasm7 often went 

hand in hand. Classical philology was necessary as a form of literati expertise both to endorse8 imperial policy or to gainsay9 it by 

charging that certain classical texts were misinterpreted or forgeries. 

Control of classical interpretation correlated with dynastic power. Literati scholars and officials were indispensable 

partners of the dynasty. Setting a precedent that lasted from 1313 until 1905, Mongol rulers during the Yuan dynasty (1280–

1368) were prevailed upon by their literati advisors to install the interpretations of the great Song philosophers Cheng Yi and Zhu 

Xi as the orthodox “Cheng-Zhu” guidelines for the imperial examination system. Ming and Qing emperors followed suit, similarly 

persuaded that the Cheng-Zhu school provided the most acceptable justification for their rule. Sung dynasty “Learning of the Way” 

became the vision of the highest values in the late empire. 

The Cheng-Zhu orthodoxy was increasingly challenged beginning in the sixteenth century, however. Criticism 

accelerated during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A tug of war10 developed among literati in and outside of government 

over how the Classics and Four Books should be evaluated. The Classics were read and interpreted with new eyes and new 

strategies. Due in part to the Jesuit impact, literati in the seventeenth century reevaluated the classical canon in light of ancient 

natural philosophy and Western astronomy. 
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   1. raison d’être [F.]: / 2. consolidation: / 3. dissent:  
4. prerequisite: / 5. sanction: / 6. precedent: / 7. iconoclasm: 
8. endorse: / 9. gainsay: / 10. A tug of war: 
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