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Dai Zhen (1724-1777),a prominent Confucian scholar and philosopher of
the Qing dynasty (1644-1912),emerged as a leading advocate for the
revival of classical learning and textual scholarship. Through his innovative
methodologies and groundbreaking research, Dai Zhen played a pivotal
role in reshaping the intellectual landscape of 18th-century China and left
an indelible mark on the course of Chinese scholarship.

Textual Scholarship and Evidential Learning

Dai Zhen was renowned for his meticulous approach to textual scholarship.
He rejected the prevailing practice of relying solely on commentaries and
interpretations, instead emphasizing direct engagement with the original
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texts. He advocated for "evidential learning" (kaozhengxue),which involved
rigorous philological analysis, textual comparison, and critical examination
of historical records.

Through this approach, Dai Zhen sought to unravel the true meanings
embedded in classical texts, particularly those of the Confucian canon. He
stressed the importance of textual authenticity and accuracy, challenging
the validity of spurious and interpolated passages. His work in textual
criticism laid a solid foundation for future generations of scholars.

Revival of Classical Learning

Dai Zhen was a staunch advocate for the restoration of classical learning,
known as "Han learning" (Hanxue). He believed that the study of ancient
texts and intellectual traditions could provide a guide for contemporary
society and moral values. He argued that the Confucian classics, in
particular, held timeless wisdom that could be applied to the challenges of
his time.

Dai Zhen and his followers devoted their efforts to revitalizing classical
philology, phonology, and etymology. They sought to restore the original
pronunciations and meanings of ancient Chinese characters, thereby
unlocking a deeper understanding of the texts. This revival of classical
learning fostered a renewed appreciation for China's cultural heritage and
contributed to the flourishing of literary and intellectual pursuits.

Cultural Renewal

Dai Zhen's scholarly endeavors extended beyond textual scholarship and
classical learning. He envisioned a broader cultural renewal based on the



principles of rationalism, critical thinking, and moral integrity. He believed
that the revival of classical knowledge could inspire social and political
reforms, promote intellectual freedom, and foster a more enlightened
society.

Dai Zhen's ideas resonated with a growing number of intellectuals
disillusioned with the prevailing intellectual stagnation and social decay. His
work laid the groundwork for the "New Text School" (Xinwenpai),a group of
scholars who embraced his principles and further developed his vision of
cultural renewal.

Legacy and Influence

Dai Zhen's contributions to Chinese scholarship and thought left an
enduring legacy. His emphasis on textual accuracy, critical analysis, and
the revival of classical learning became guiding principles for generations
of scholars. His ideas inspired a re-examination of traditional Confucianism
and paved the way for new intellectual currents in the late Qing period.

Beyond China, Dai Zhen's work has also had a significant impact on
Western scholarship. His innovative research in phonology and philology
has influenced modern linguistics and sinology. His ideas on critical
scholarship and cultural renewal continue to resonate with scholars and
intellectuals around the world.

Dai Zhen's New Classical Vision transformed the intellectual landscape of
Qing China. Through his meticulous textual scholarship, revival of classical
learning, and advocacy for cultural renewal, he played a pivotal role in
reshaping Chinese scholarship and society. His ideas continue to inspire



and challenge scholars to this day, making him one of the most influential
figures in the history of Chinese thought.
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