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Emergence - Explanation - Interpretation:
the Pursuit and Prospect on the Existence
Dimension of Subject in Confucianism

Ding Weixiang

Abstract: For the historical exploration on the emergence, development and characteristics of Confucianism, it is
required to trace the origins from the existence dimension of subject, and to re-examine the essential characteristics
of what Confucianism is made of. The confrontation of “history” is the key to the re-examination of the existence
dimension of subject; however, instead of being interpreted as documents, “history” here refers to the perceptions on
history.

Starting from certain historical perceptions, two different aspects of history must be involved: the empirical knowledge
provided by historical events, as well as the “Classics” with certain transcendental implications; therefore, encoding
“Classics” within “history” and decoding “Classics” through “history” become the cultural tradition of China as
a nation. However, starting from objective history, three different kinds of emergence are inevitably involved: the
generation of “man”; the generation of “culture”; and the generation of “Classics”, which is the concrete unification of
the former two. Though the process comes from history, it is not the random accumulation of historical events; rather,

it is a process of continuous expansion and transcendence.

As regards this concrete emergence, including history which is constantly explained and interpreted by traditional
scholars, Western anthropology, sociology, and hermeneutics not only provide us with a general coordinate on certain
developments of human civilization, but also help us distinguish the difference between “historical explanation” and

“value interpretation” of events in historical documents.

Explanation and interpretation are two different methods which interpenetrate and mutually support each other in
humanities research: the former generally refers to the objective restoration of historical events, while the latter involves
inquiries and elucidations on the value and significance of the events. Due to the inseparability of explanation and
interpretation, the combination of the two results in either certain historical sheltering, or some ingredients which
explain the past by the present standards; however, if different functions of the two can be distinguished, the gradual
restoration is to be made possible through the proper application of the two methods, so that the truth of history 1s
clarified by the interpretations of the previous explanations.

In reviewing generally the developmental history of Confucianism from nonexistence to existence, the spirit of
subjectivity and the combination of explanation and interpretation of it make up the history of Confucianism that we
confront with; whereas the spirit of subjective inheritance of the traditional culture is not only the impetus through
which Confucianism is generated and developing, but also the necessary preparations and spiritual confidence by
which we will step into the future.

Keywords: history; concrete emergence; anthropology and sociology; explanation and interpretation; inheritance
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