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Abstract

During the late Eastern Han Dynasty, confronted with the crisis of the “Divergences in the Five Classics”
arising from the opposition between the Modern Text and Ancient Text classics, and the shortcomings
of superficiality and contention exposed by the dominant interpretative model of “subtle words and
profound meaning” centered on the study of the Spring and Autumn Annals, classical studies urgently
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required new integration and direction. Zheng Xuan undertook comprehensive commentaries on the
entire corpus of classics, engaging in a fundamental theoretical construction with the Three Rites at
its core. Rather than merely making piecemeal amendments to Han dynasty ritual laws, he established
a new paradigm of classical studies based on the Rites of Zhou. Through this, he integrated scattered
and contradictory records of ritual systems into a self-consistent knowledge system that synthesized
cosmology, theology, and institutional theory. By systematically analyzing the content and methodol-
ogy of Zheng Xuan’s commentaries on the classics, this paper argues for his reconstruction of previous
systems. It demonstrates how he elevated the disarray of Han dynasty “state sacrifices” into the clas-
sical norms of “state ritual institutions”, thereby completing a profound transformation of Confucian
ritualism from “establishing teachings through spiritual beings” to “establishing statehood through
ritual institutions”. This transformation exerted a profound and lasting influence on the political civ-
ilization of subsequent Chinese history.
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