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Following Zhou and Revering Zhou:

Two Textual Contexts of Confucius’ Succession to Zhou
. . %k
Tsai Sung-ting

Abstract

When later generations attempted to summarize the relationship between
Confucius and the Zhou dynasty, they could not overlook the two important
concepts of “following Zhou” ({/£ /&) and “revering Zhou” (i f&). This article
contemplates the different meanings implied by “following” and “revering”
with the aim of analyzing these two terms’ significance and textual contexts.

First, the word “Zhou” in “following Zhou” can be understood in two
ways. In a narrow sense, it refers to the ritual system established during the
Zhou dynasty. In a broader sense, it acknowledges that Zhou rituals evolved by
adapting and refining the institutions of previous dynasties. Thus, Zhou ritual
practices can be seen as a compilation of past ceremonial traditions, further
highlighting their integrative role. At the same time, this idea of adaptation
reveals the core value of “following”—namely, that Confucius demonstrated a
standard for adjusting and refining rituals. Therefore, “following” suggests a
deliberate engagement with tradition, where certain aspects are adopted while

others are modified.

* M.A. student, Graduate Institute of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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On the other hand, when examining interpretations of revering Zhou in the
“Three Commentaries on the Chunqiu” (={#), the word Zhou is undoubtedly
associated with the Zhou royal house. However, in Zuo Zhuan (/£{&), Zhou
also refers to Zhou rituals, suggesting that these rituals were the foundation of
Zhou rule itself. In either case, if the goal was to consolidate political unity,
then revering the Zhou royal house and its rituals was seen as the only viable
path to restoring order.

In summary, both following Zhou and revering Zhou emphasize the
importance of Zhou rituals. But why is one approach described as following
and the other as revering? From a textual perspective, discussions of following
Zhou appear primarily in Lunyu (izE) and Liji (f82C), where Confucius
personally demonstrated ritual principles. His goal was to show his disciples
and contemporaries how to preserve and adapt the ritual system so that it could
remain relevant over time. In contrast, revering Zhou is a political and moral
concept emphasized in Chungiu (%K), which condemns treacherous ministers
and rebels. Through its distinct editorial framework, Chungiu establishes an
authoritative standard of judgment, positioning Zhou as something to be
respected and upheld.

Thus, following Zhou and revering Zhou emerged in different textual
contexts. However, following Zhou can be seen as the foundation of revering
Zhou, as the continued legitimacy of the Zhou royal house depended on the

adaptation and preservation of its rituals.

Keywords: following Zhou, revering Zhou, textual context, Chungiu Studies
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