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Abstract

Dai Zhen was a pivotal figure of the Qianjia School of scholarship in the Qing Dynasty, whose aca-
demic inquiries spanned multiple disciplines including Confucian classics, exegetics, phonology, as-
tronomy, calendrical mathematics, and philosophy. In recent years, scholars have revisited Dai
Zhen’s thought from perspectives such as classical text translation, conceptual interpretation, and
linguistic comprehension frameworks, revealing potential avenues for dialogue between his exe-
getical methodologies and contemporary linguistic research. Drawing on existing scholarship, this
paper undertakes a modern reinterpretation of Dai Zhen’s linguistic thought centered on his core
maxim “comprehend phrases through individual characters, and attain moral principles through
phrases,” deploying analytical lenses from semantics, historical linguistics, pragmatics, and the phi-
losophy of language. The paper argues that Dai Zhen was far more than a textual collator and exe-
gete: he regarded language as the fundamental medium for interpreting canonical texts, construct-
ing knowledge, and grasping moral principles. Attentive to the historical shifts in lexical meaning
and the significance of specific contextual constraints, he insisted on empirical grounding for lin-
guistic evidence and criticized moral reasoning untethered from textual foundations and real lin-
guistic usage. His methodology of “accessing phrases via characters and accessing meaning via
phrases” not only embodies Dai Zhen’s academic ethos of prioritizing empirical evidence and pur-
suing definitive lexical glosses, but also manifests his proto-linguistic orientation and his inclina-
tion toward semantic analysis. A modern re-evaluation of Dai Zhen's linguistic thought facilitates a
renewed appreciation of the theoretical resources and intellectual value embedded within tradi-
tional Chinese linguistic scholarship.
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