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The Chief Causes of the Appearance of the Collective Commentaries
on the Four Books during the Southern Song:
The Transmission of Teachings and Publishing Culture

by
TANAKA Hideki

This article discusses factors concerning the question of why the
Collective Commentaries on the Four Books WEHNE appeared during the
Southern Song. These commentaries provided further explanations of Zhu Xi’
s commentaries on the Four Books, the Sishu zhangju jizhu MFEFEA) I
Collective Commentaries were published one after another, influencing not
only Chinese but all East Asian, Confucian cultures both academically and
ideologically.

The first section focuses on understanding the characteristics of the
Collective Commentaries in the context of annotation history in the Song
dynasty. As is widely recognized, commentaries on the Classics during this
period put more emphasis on understanding the overall message (vili F¥!)
rather than providing a word-by-word interpretation (xungu k), and
these were also called yili xue %P4~ As they took the discursive forms
such as treatises (lunwen #i3C), letters (shuxin F13), analects (yulu §E5%),
lectures (jiangyi #3%), they were also called discussion (vilun #Him)
studies. These are chiefly records in a colloquial form of dialogues between
masters and disciples and the contents of lectures, and many were
commentaries intended to refute the arguments of opponents. The contents
depended on coincidental factors associated with venue of the dialogue or
lecture such as the academic needs of the disciples or the identities of those
in the audience. Their contents were often debates regarding the value of
the Mengzi or political disputes over the thought of Wang Anshi £% 4. The
interpretation of the Classics itself was still secondary as the purpose was to
refute political enemies or opponents in debate. A common characteristic of
these Song “discussion studies” was the deft utilization of many words to
logically persuade readers so they would thoroughly understand the author’s
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arguments. In contrast, what Zhu Xi was particularly concerned in the Sishu
zhangju jizhu with emphasis on word-by-word interpretation (xzngu) in order
that readers would comprehend the meanings of the classics for themselves.
Therefore, Zhu Xi reduced the number of the words in his commentaries as
much as possible and taught his disciples to peruse the classics carefully
because he was afraid that his commentaries would become “annotations for
annotations”.

The second section addresses the chief causes of the appearance of the
Collective Commentaries. Because Zhu Xi made efforts to reduce the number
of words in Sishu zhangju jizhu, he conversely became concerned that
readers would misunderstand his thought. He wrote Sishu huowen PUE s
in order to ease these concerns and carefully explained either orally or by
means of his letters the gist to novices who did comprehend this work.
These were then compiled as the Zhuzi yulei KR¥-5E3 and the Zhuzi wenji
KT 4. In other words, the Sishu zhangju jizhu commentary was difficult
to comprehend without reference to the many other works of Zhu Xi. The
Collective Commentaries are works based on many citations from the Zhuzi
yulei or Zhuzi wenji etc. and thus without exploring the many works of Zhu
Xi, one could learn the important points of his thought. Therefore,
considering the commentarial tradition in the Song dynasty, the Collective
Commentaries were writings that reverted to “discussion studies.” They
became annotations for annotations, which Zhu Xi had criticized. But why
did such books become widespread despite Zhu Xi's intentions? This comes
down to the fact of the demand for them after the death of Zhu Xi and his
disciples. But this was thought by some to be a contradiction between, on
the one hand, the idea of Neo-Confucians who insisted on the limitations of
words in attaining experiential learning that would transcend comprehension
by language to realize the way of saintly masters and the idea that one must
use many words (language) to spread the master’s thought.

In order to analyze this contradiction, the third section focuses on the
scholarly tradition of Lu Xiangshan FE£ 11, who was an opponent of Zhu Xi
and who most severely confronted this contradiction. As is well known, Lu
Xiangshan criticized word-by-word interpretation (xungu) of the Classics and
verbose logical explanation, and he did not leave many writings behind. Yet,
he logically refuted Zhu Xi's interpretation of words in debate and was
devoted to spreading this through the medium of letters. In addition, after
Lu Xiangshan's death, his disciples strove to preserve as many of his words
as possible, compiling collections of his writings and his analects. However,
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such a media strategy by the scholars in the tradition of Lu Xiangshan
obviously went against his teachings, and in competing with the scholars in
the tradition of Zhu Xi, they were unable to expand as a school or to write
new books due to their self-discipline and effort to purify themselves as a
school without “written language”. In short, the scholars of the Lu Xiangshan
school abandoned the way of compiling writings that the scholars of Zhu xi
school had done in producing the Collective Commentaries. As a result, their
influence never equaled that of the followers of Zhu Xi.

Given the above argument, it was novices who could not comprehend Zhu
Xi's Sishu zhangju jizhu who first called for the Collective Commentaries.
The Southern Song is said to be an era when the bottom rung of the
intellectual class expanded. During such a period, a considerable number of
novices whether they were scholars of the tradition of Zhu Xi or that of Lu
Xiangshan, could not comprehend the teachings well unless clear
explanations were provided. Accordingly, the scholars of Zhu Xi's school
responded to such demands with the Collective Commentaries and thereby
increased the number of students in their school. In contrast, it was likely
the case that the scholars of Lu Xiangshan's school failed to take in new
disciples due to their loyalty to the teachings of their teacher.
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