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Absiract; Separation and Reunion; the Yan-Li School’s
Departure from and Return to the Xiafeng North-
ern School, with a Focus on Sun Qifeng and Yan

Yuan

Wang Jian
(Ph. D Candidate, Advanced Institute for Confucian Studies,

Shandong University )

Between the Ming and Qing Dynasties ( early to mid seven-
teenth century ), Sun Qifeng ( 1584—1675 ), founder of the
Xiafeng Northern School of Confucianism, advocated the doctrine of
“learning to be a sagely person” as a means to return and give new
exegeses to the Confucian classics. This advocacy was an important
means by which Sun set up an open pivot that would link various
schools teaching different doctrines. These doctrines fell into two
categories, one promoting “internal, innate sagacious nature” and
the other “external cultivation for ruler-leadership” by stressing hu-
man relations and personal conduct. Thus, Sun had loosened the
definition of a sagely person. In his implementation of Sun Qifeng’s
theory of “learning to be a sagely person,” Yan Yuan (1635—
1704 ) discovered the tension between Confucianism and neo-Confu-
cianism. He therefore excluded the Confucian scholars of the Han,
Tang, Song, and Ming periods from his roster of “Sages and Wor-

thies,” which reserved a place for Duke Zhou and Confucius, the
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only two individuals who really possessed a sagely character. This
treatment marks a turning point where he divorced himself from the
Xiafeng School. However, Yan Yuan underestimated the difficulty
in “learning to be a sagely person” and the internal contradiction in
Confucianism. As a result, he found himself in a mired position re-
constructing the study of Confucianism, despite his utmost efforts to
employ the orthodox doctrines of Duke Zhou and Confucius for his
criticism of neo-Confucianism. His excessive reliance on knowledge
acquired from reading and his lack of practical experience conjured
up a fantasy of Confucianism in universal practice. This fantasy was
completely incompatible with the political situation of the Qing dy-
nasty, which was moving toward the foundation of a complex em-
pire. In addition, he lacked a conscious knowledge of the Qing
regime’s establishment of its ideology, and a means by which he
could move to the political center. In the end, he could only return
to the Xiafeng school’s comprehensive docirine. For this reason,
Yan Yuan’s study substantially bhelonged to the Xiafeng Northern
School system. The main component of the Qing dynasty’s northern
study was the Xiafeng Northern School, not the Yan-Li School.
Hence, it is not accurate that the Yan-Li School became extinct af-
ter two generations. Rather, as soon as it was put in reality it made
a return to the Xiafeng Northern School, the mainstream of the
time. Nonetheless, since early modern times in the scholarship on
Qing intellectual history, the Yan-Li school has been given most at-
tention while the Xiafeng Northern School has been largely neglec-
ted. This phenomenon is a result of the misplacement of the greater

and lesser traditions. This erroneous treatment prompts reconsidera-
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tion in the study of Chinese history by means of proper placement of

greater and lesser traditions.

Keywords: the Yan-Li School, Xiafeng Northern School, Sun
Qifeng, Yan Yuan, larger tradition, lesser tradition,

new history of the Qing dynasty



