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Revisiting Confucius’ “Recording But Not Writing” and “Reviewing the Old and Learning the
New”: from the Perspective of Text and Oral Transmission in Early Chinese Civilization

Li Kai

Abstract: Different understandings on Confucius have been formed, namely being innovative or conservative,
which can be traced back to his thoughts. The concepts of “recording but not writing” and “reviewing the old and
learning the new” were respectively developed for literature review and oral interpretation. “Recording but not writing”
is a professional skill that Confucius learned from Laozi about historians’ capability in recording historic events and
legal writing which did not require much personal will. Confucius compiled texts on the study of royal officials into six
classics according to the purpose of education. “The new opinions” obtained by Confucius through “reviewing the old
and learning the new” are largely reflected at the oral level, with a lot of “discussion, deliberation, and debate” in
his comments. The texts of laws and regulations in the era of Confucius still played an irreplaceable role, and the oral
expression of “new opinions” was a supplement. The dispute between old classics produced by the text system in the
Han Dynasty and new classics produced by the oral transmission system can be traced back to Confucius’ propositions
of “recording but not writing” and “reviewing the old and learning the new”, as well as the dialectical contradiction
between “3C” and “Bk” in the Zhou dynasty.

Key words: Confucius; recording but not writing; reviewing the old and learning the new; text; oral transmission
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