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Neo-Confucianist Tongcheng, Literary Tongcheng:
Fang Zongcheng’s Circles and the Construction of Intellectual Tradition

in Nineteenth-Century China
Chiu Wen-Hao

Abstract

Revolving around a group of scholars in nineteenth-century Tongcheng, Anhui
province, the present article discusses tensions between Cheng-Zhu
Neo-Confucianism and theories of literature as evidenced in their writings. During the
Qing dynasty, the Tongcheng School was renowned for its ancient prose theory and
achievements in Neo-Confucianism, largely achieving a delicate balance between
Cheng-Zhu thought and literary creation. The balance between the two, however,
proved difficult to maintain. Hidden tensions among early Tongcheng scholars, which
would surface as evidenced by Fang Zongcheng /37 57%#k (1818—1888), Su Dunyuan
ik 1% JC (1801-1857), and Dai Junheng # $71# (1814—1855) all supporting
Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, were further exacerbated by the political and social
crises of the nineteenth century. In describing the academic developments of the
Tongcheng School and in compiling the writings and chronicles of related scholars,
they deliberately elevated Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism and suppressed the
independence of literature. By the end of the nineteenth century, despite a gradual
fading of the influence of Cheng-Zhu thought, such tensions had not yet dissipated.
Intellectual descendants such as Wu Rulun %27z (1840-1903) pointed to these
tensions but attempted to view both traditions in an equal light to free literature from
the shackles of Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism. By describing the delicate relationship
between the two, this article shows how Tongcheng scholars confronted, arranged, and
reconciled the inherent tensions in the academic resources they had inherited. It also
provides alternative clues to the intellectual history of the Qing dynasty beyond the
“Han vs. Song” and the “tradition vs. modernity” binaries by exploring the relations
between philosophical meaning and literary creation.

Keywords: Fang Zongcheng, the Tongcheng School, philosophical meaning,
literary creation, Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism
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