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Contemporary or Historical Classics and Official or Private Schools:.
Two Paths to Constructing the “Contemporary and Historical Classics”

Views by Changzhou School
Bei Chengxi

Abstract: During the Qing Dynasty, Liu Fenglu and Song Xiangfeng from the Changzhou School were the
first to pay attention to the controversies of “contemporary or historical classics” and “official or private”.
They constructed two different routes to understand the event of “the controversy of contemporary or
historical classics” in the Han Dynasty from the perspectives of the “difference between contemporary and
historical classics” and the “difference between official and private”. Liu Fenglu pointed out that the history
of Confucian classics in the Han Dynasty revolved around the controversy of contemporary or historical
classics, and the historical classics were falsified works by historical classics scholars in order to criticize the
contemporary classics, only the contemporary classics truly inherited the teachings of Confucius. Song
Xiangfeng, on the other hand, constructed the contemporary and historical classics view from a different
perspective, arguing that the two were differentiated by official and private backgrounds, which caused them
to draw inspiration respectively from Confucius and Zhou Gong. Since all the Confucian classics in the Han
Dynasty were divided into official and private, “contemporary and historical classics” became an important
framework to explain all the Confucian classics controversies in the Western Han and Eastern Han
Dynasties. These two paths established the basic understanding of “contemporary and historical classics” in
later generations, including the differences in scrips, authenticity, the difference between classics and
history, official and private, and Confucius and Zhou Gong which were emphasized by scholars in the late
Qing Dynasty, all of which originated from Liu Fenglu and Song Xiangfeng’s ideas.

Keywords: contemporary and historical classics; Changzhou School; Liu Fenglu; Song Xiangfeng
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