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The Revolutionary and Universal Aspects of Confucian Classical Studies
—Centering on The Spring and Autumn Annals

Gao Ruijie

Abstract: The revolutionary or universal aspects of Confucian classical studies constitute two internal tensions within
Confucianism, particularly in the study of The Spring and Autumn Annals. How to position its creator, Confucius,
directly determines people’s thought of these aspects of Confucian classics. In short, on the one hand, Confucius, as
the author of the Six Classics—especially The Spring and Autumn Annals—can be regarded as a revolutionary figure
who transcended previous norms and is unprecedented in history, even surpassing legendary figures like Yao and Shun.
On the other hand, his creation was based on the principles of heaven and earth, yin and yang, the three ages of
progress, and the fusion of wen and zhi, which collectively bestow it with the status of a universal law applicable
across ages. As the proponent of the new order of civilization following a spiritual breakthrough, Confucius embodies
both the innovation of a figure “superior to Yao and Shun” and the “reverent discourse of the way of Yao and Shun”.
This duality reflects both innovative and universal characteristics, embodying both discontinuity and continuity. In
essence, emphasizing Confucius’ revolutionary nature highlights the legitimacy of his establishment of laws for a new
dynasty, while highlighting universality of his teachings affirms their eternal relevance across all times. Being both
legitimate and eternal is the core pursuit of Confucian classics studies. Extending this tension to its limits has given
rise to the recent Confucian classics revolution, and the ideal of universal harmony associated with it is also inherent
in the tradition.

Key words: revolution; universality; Confucian classics; The Spring and Autumn Annals; San Tong
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