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Internal Tensions in Qing Han Learning:

A New Explanation of the “Han-Song Debate” in Qing Intellectual History

Zhang Xun'

Abstract

The opposition between Han Learning 2% and Song Learning +25
has long been the focal point of research on the “Han-Song debate” J&A 1V
47 of Qing dynasty literati. In fact, in Qing intellectual history, the
meaning of the “Han-Song debate” was not limited to these two schools as
such. It was also a reflection of the tensions between classical study ZH5%
and virtue %7, and between textual study H#< and principle #.7F,
issues which were internal to the Han Learning school of the Qing. With
the development of the trend to “pursue knowledge for knowledge’s sake,”
Han Learning ran counter to the Confucian learning that stressed personal
moral cultivation and practical ordering of the world. Nonetheless, Han
Learning was squarely within the domain of Confucian learning and thereby
governed by its own internal limitations. It could not admit to any
theoretical knowledge independent of “principle.” The Han Learning
scholars of the Qing thus faced a tension that was internal to their school,
while they strongly pursued textual studies, at the same time they had to limit
this interest to make sure it did not lead away from virtue and principle.
This is precisely the deeper significance of the “Han-Song debate” in Qing
intellectual history.

Since the late Qing, following the West, China began to adopt a new
taxonomical scheme re-defining and re-categorizing knowledge. The
tendency to separate different layers of Confucian learning, which led to the
interpretation of a “Han-Song debate,” had supported and been supported by

£
Department of History, Sichuan University
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the Western academic taxonomical scheme.  Thenceforth, this new
condition helped to bring about the collapse of Confucian learning and,
therefore, the end of the “Han-Song debate.” In this sense, the “Han-Song
debate” may have helped give the Chinese academy means for its
transformation from traditional into modern. Perhaps Qing thought was
already displaying a tendency toward its “modern nature.” However, it is
too early to reach this conclusion, and for now we should be cautious in

positing that the Qing thought contained a “modern nature.”

Keywords: Han Learning, Song Learning, the Han-Song debate,

classical study and virtue, textual study and principle
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