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abstract:
This paper explains the relationship between chronologically early and late texts 
related to the early-Western Zhou rulers in the corpus of early Chinese scriptures 
(shu 書) assembled in Yi Zhou shu 逸周書 (Neglected Zhou Scriptures) and Shang shu 尚
書 (Venerated Scriptures). Taking inspiration from Hindy Najman’s study of the Mosaic 
discourse in Second Temple Judaism, it focuses on chronologically late scriptures, 
regarding them as a normative discourse that took shape in the wake of a transition 
from “ritual to textual continuity” (Jan Assmann’s notion) and developed over mul-
tiple generations. This development transformed the operation of cultural memory 
in early China: it changed the vision of its foundational past into one in which the 
authority of rulers was balanced by that of wise advisers.
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I ntr   o ducti     o n

In our studies of early China, we encounter a special category of texts 
known as shu 書, attested in the canonical Shang shu 尚書 (Venerated 

Scriptures), extra-canonical Yi Zhou shu 逸周書 (Neglected Zhou Scriptures), 
and related excavated manuscripts. They occupy a unique position in 
the history of early textuality.1 In fact, they include some of the oldest 
material continuously transmitted in the tradition, incorporating writ-
ings that were probably composed in the Western Zhou period (ca. 
mid-eleventh century to 771 bc). (Those texts narrating episodes be-
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1 “Scriptures” has been increasingly embraced in recent scholarship as the preferred transla-
tion of shu 書 in the meaning of authoritative texts; see Edward L. Shaughnessy, The Tsinghua 
University Warring States Bamboo Manuscripts. Volume One. The Yi Zhou Shu and Pseudo-Yi 
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fore the Zhou dynasty are universally acknowledged as later in date.2) 
Although these records do not form a continuous historical narrative, 
they offer insights into focal episodes of China’s foundational past, 
since they contain speeches, short narratives, and documents from the 
Western Zhou court.3 However, not all such texts are equally ancient. 
While some preserve characteristic archaic features, others were prob-
ably composed during the Warring States period (453 bc–222 bc), as 
is apparent from their language and structure. Thus, a relatively short 
period in China’s history (eleventh to tenth centuries bc) was continu-
ously rewritten in the shu corpus over multiple centuries. This continu-
ous rewriting of shu texts has been the subject of recent studies by Dirk 
Meyer and Corina Smith.4 Yet despite the central position of the West-
ern Zhou-related shu texts, an important question has not been directly 
addressed in scholarship: what was the cultural need for such rewriting, 
and how did it happen? This article combines sinological research and 
theoretical insights from the studies of other ancient cultures to explain 
the mechanism of the shu texts’ historical formation.5

Zhou Shu Chapters (Beijing: Tsinghua U.P., 2023); idem, The Tsinghua University Warring 
States Bamboo Manuscripts. Volume Two. The Shang Shu and Pseudo-Shang Shu Chapters (Bei-
jing: Tsinghua U.P., 2024). For a detailed justification of this translation, see Yegor Grebnev, 
Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China: A Study of the Neglected Zhou Scriptures and the Grand 
Duke Traditions (New York: Columbia U.P., 2022), pp. 58–90. In a comparative context, the 
word scripture does not imply the confinement of the text to a narrow “religious” context or 
its opposition to “secular” lore — a distinction problematic or irrelevant for ancient societies. 
Rather, it refers to the high status of the text in traditions of cultural memory. For an informa-
tive study of scriptures as a cross-cultural phenomenon, see Wilfred Cantwell Smith, What Is 
Scripture? A Comparative Approach (London: SCM Press, 1993).

2 Michael Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Classics (New Haven: Yale U.P., 2001), pp. 133–35.
3 Scriptures can be considered as part of the larger assembly of “episode texts” that con-

tributed to the formation of cultural memory in early China, as discussed by Tae Hyun Kim, 
“Memory, Story, History: The Formation and Change of Collective Memory and Narrative of 
the Past in Early China,” Ph.D. diss. (University of California, Berkeley, 2019). Nevertheless, 
scriptures occupy a special, high-authority register among such episode texts.

4 Dirk Meyer redefines shu as a form of continuously rewritten “cultural capital”; see his 
Documentation and Argument in Early China: The Shàngshˆ 尚書 (Venerated Documents) and 
the “Shˆ” Traditions (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 2021), pp. 7–19. Corina Smith has sug-
gested that shu presented a continuously evolving phenomenon that can neither be studied 
simplistically as contemporaneous records of ancient events nor dismissed naively as “forger-
ies”; see Corina Smith, “‘Authenticity’ and Shu: What Is at Stake?,” in Anke Hein and Chris-
topher Foster, eds., Understanding Authenticity in Chinese Cultural Heritage (London: Rout-
ledge, 2023), pp. 221–34.

5 For a discussion of intellectual-historical implications of the diachronic differences in 
Shang shu, see Mark Edward Lewis, Writing and Authority in Early China (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1999), p. 105. 
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S criptures          in   the    W arring       S tates      peri    o d

The discovery and publication of the Tsinghua corpus of bamboo 
manuscripts has led to a universal acknowledgment that shu texts cannot 
be understood if one only focuses on those few that were assembled in 
the canonical Shang shu and disregards the rest of the material — both 
transmitted and excavated. Chinese scholars now prefer the term “shu- 
type texts 書類文獻” coined specifically to transcend the limitations of 
the traditional approach, which used to be narrowly restricted to the 
canonical texts.6 Nevertheless, while everybody agrees that the texts 
found in both the Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu can justifiably be called 
shu, there is no consensus as to what makes a particular text count as 
shu.7 Conventional definitions of shu focus on their purported origin, 
which led to shared generic properties. However, these definitions are 
not satisfying: the formal diversity of shu texts is so great that these 
definitions only match some of the shu corpus, leaving a significant 
part unaccounted for and unexplained.8 A 2012 essay by Sarah Allan 
can be seen as a summation of this conventional view. She presents a 

6 See Cheng Hao 程浩, You wei yan zhi: Xian Qin shulei wenxian de yuan yu liu 有為言之, 
先秦書類文獻的源與流 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2021); Zhang Ning 章寧, “‘Shu’ lei wenxian 
chuyi” 書類文獻芻議, Shixueshi yanjiu 史學史研究 1 (2019), pp. 93–101.

7 For a classic attempt to identify the generic properties of the shu (mainly focused on the 
canonical Shang shu), see Chen Mengjia 陳夢家, “Lun Shangshu tili” 論尚書體例, in idem, 
Shangshu tonglun 尚書通論 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005), pp. 312–25. There is also a six-
genre classification of shu proposed in the so-called “Preface” (xu  序) by pseudo-Kong Anguo 
偽孔安國 (4th c. ad; cf. historical Kong Anguo 孔安國 who lived ca. 156–74 bc); they divide the 
canonical Shang shu into six genres: dian  典 (statutes), mo 謨 (plans), xun 訓 (lessons), gao 誥 
(proclamations), shi 誓 (harangues), and ming 命 (decrees). However, it remains unclear what 
the defining properties of each genre are and which chapters belong to which genre, leaving it 
to readers’ subjective judgements. For a relatively recent study of the Shang shu genres based 
on this six-genre system, see Ye Xiucheng 葉修誠, Xi Zhou lizhi yu Shang shu wenti yanjiu  西
周禮制與尚書文體研究 (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2016).

8 To my knowledge, all Chinese scholars working on shu accept the “official records” in-
terpretation, at least for the earliest periods. Therefore, the reconstructions of the historical 
evolution of shu-type texts usually postulate the existence of archetypal shu, created to pre-
serve information about the events recorded in them: Yang Bo 楊博, “Xinchu jianbo wenxian 
yu ‘shu’ lei wenxian de lishi shuxie” 新出簡帛文獻與 “書” 類文獻的歷史書寫, Dongyue luncong 
東嶽論叢 1 (2019), pp. 62–71; Cheng, You wei yan zhi; Zhao Pei 趙培, “Jingdianhua shiyu xia 
de ‘shu’ lei wenxian zaoqi xingtai yanjiu” 經典化視域下的 “書” 類文獻早期形態研究, Tongren 
xueyuan xuebao 銅仁學院學報 6 (2019), pp. 12–25; Zhao Zheng 趙爭, Bianwei yu cunzhen: bai 
nian lai de gushu tili yanjiu 辨僞與存真, 百年來的古書體例研究 (Shanghai: Zhongxi shuju, 
2021), pp. 189–208. These archetypal shu were supposedly later edited into the multi-generic 
shu that we see in Shang shu, Yi Zhou shu, and excavated manuscripts, with their diverging 
generic properties and concerns. The motives and the process for this hypothetical editing are 
unknown and remain a matter of speculation. For an influential articulation of this hypothesis, 
see Li Ling 李零, Jianbo gushu yu xueshu yuanliu 簡帛古書與學術源流 (Beijing: Sanlian shu
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definition of shu based on two formal features: 1. they are — or purport 
to be — contemporary records; 2. they record formal speeches.9 This 
definition would deny the description “shu” to such Shang shu chapters  
as “Yu gong” 禹貢 (“Tributes of Yu”) and “Jin teng” 金滕 (“Metal-Bound 
Coffer”), because they are composed as narratives, not speeches. And 
if one considers the Yi Zhou shu, then nearly half (27 of 59 preserved 
chapters) would not qualify as shu.10 There is no solution to this prob-
lem if one continues to see shu as a genre defined by formal properties: 
either one has to accept that many texts in the traditional shu collec-
tions are not really shu (which strikes me as absurd) — or extend the 
boundaries of this genre to cover virtually any prosaic text, including 
those that have never been seen as shu (equally absurd). I believe that 
the only way out of this conundrum is to give up the narrow under-
standing of shu texts as records of speeches,11 and rethink it as a form 
of multi-genre, continuously revised, authoritative discourse of cultural 
memory in early China.12

One can learn much about the Warring States and Western Han-
period (206 bc–206 ad) understanding of shu by examining how shu 

dian, 2004), pp. 46–49. Of the different attempts to describe the historical evolution of shu-
type texts, I find that by Zhang Ning the most insightful, especially in his discussion of the 
Warring States understanding of scriptures: Zhang, “Shu lei wenxian chuyi.”

9 Here, I exclude the third feature in Allan’s definition, the expression wang ruo yue 王若

曰. If one considers it mandatory for the classification of the text as a shu, then only a minor-
ity of texts would qualify even in the canonical Shang shu. See Sarah Allan, “‘On Shu (Docu-
ments) and the Origin of the Shang Shu (Ancient Documents) in Light of Recently Discovered 
Bamboo Slip Manuscripts,’” BSOAS 75.3 (2012), pp. 547–57.

10 There are shu texts — especially within the Yi Zhou shu — that no modern scholar would 
classify as scriptures had they not already been included in the shu collections. This is partic-
ularly true of the narrative texts that are not presented as oral announcements. For example, 
chapter “Ming xun” 命訓 (“Lesson on the Mandate”), attested in Yi Zhou shu and in the Tsing
hua manuscripts, reads as a typical Warring States masters 子 text that would not look out of 
place in such collections as Guanzi 管子 or Xunzi 荀子. It contains a well-structured discussion 
on statehood, but mentions no protagonists and records no speeches. For a translation and 
study, see Edward L. Shaughnessy, “To Punish the Person: A Reading Note Regarding a Punc-
tuation Mark in the Tsinghua Manuscript *Ming Xun,” EC 40 (2017), pp. 303–9.

11 While I have acknowledged the presence of non-speech texts in the shu corpus in my ear-
lier studies, the latter nevertheless were focused on texts with speeches: Yegor Grebnev, “The 
Yi Zhoushu and the Shangshu: The Case of Texts with Speeches,” in Dirk Meyer and Martin 
Kern, eds., Origins of Chinese Political Philosophy: Studies in the Composition and Thought of 
the Shangshu (Classic of Documents) (Leiden: Brill, 2017), pp. 249–80; Grebnev, Mediation of 
Legitimacy in Early China.

12 To some extent, this problem is terminological. Among many definitions of the word 
“genre” developed in contemporary literary theory, it would not be difficult to find one that 
would allow one to group texts with vastly different formal properties, e.g. Carolyn R. Miller, 
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texts were cited and discussed in received and excavated sources.13 
There are numerous citations from shu that served to buttress someone’s 
argument, thus demonstrating that this argument was aligned with the 
authoritative voice of scriptures. Often, such citations — either referring 
simply to “Shu 書,” or to the “Zhou shu 周書” (“Zhou Scriptures”)14 — do 
find matches in the received Shang shu (whose largest section is called 
“Zhou Scriptures”). Consider the following example from the Mengzi 
孟子 chapter “Liang Hui wang, II” 梁惠王下:15

The people of Qi attacked Yan and captured it. Regional rulers 
set out to make plans to rescue Yan. King Xuan [of Qi] said: “Re-
gional rulers set out to make plans to attack me — what shall I do 
in anticipation of it?” 齊人伐燕, 取之. 諸侯將謀救燕. 宣王曰: “諸侯將

謀伐寡人者, 何以待之?”
Mengzi answered: “I have heard about someone who estab-

lished his rule in All-under-heaven [starting off] with only seventy 
li [of land] — it was [Cheng] Tang. But I have not heard of anyone 
who would be afraid of others with a thousand li. The Scriptures 
say: ‘Tang’s first campaign started off from [the neighboring do-
main of] Ge.’” 孟子對曰: “臣聞七十里為政於天下者, 湯是也. 未聞以千

里畏人者也. 書曰: ‘湯一征, 自葛始.’ ” 

This citation presents a typical example of the use of scriptures in 
“masters 子” texts, reinforcing the argument by citing a passage from 
scriptures that corroborates the point articulated in the passage. Apart 

“Genre as Social Action,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 70 (1984), pp. 151–67. Dirk Meyer’s 
discussion of shu as a continuously expanding and rewritten genre is based on a similar un-
derstanding of genre per se; see Meyer, Documentation and Argument in Early China, pp. 185–
235. However, such broad definitions of genre come from modern literary theory that mainly 
operates with texts whose performative and intentional aspects are clearly known. I find them 
insufficiently useful in the study of antiquity, where the aspects of intention and performance 
are lost and a special methodological effort is needed to reconstruct them in their complex 
historical layering. By focusing on discourse in the sense proposed by Hindy Najman, I direct 
my attention specifically to such reconstruction. For Najman, see main text here, sect. “Growth 
of Mosaic Cultural-Memory Discourse in the Biblical Tradition.” 

13 Matsumoto Masaaki 松本雅明, Shunjˆ sengoku ni okeru Sh±sho no tenkai 春秋戦国におけ

る尚書の展開 (Tokyo: Kazama shob±, 1966), remains an important critical study of the evo-
lution of scriptures based on the analysis of citations in other sources, even though its inqui-
ry is restricted to Shang shu and, due to the time of its composition it is not aware of the re-
cently excavated manuscripts. For a more recent, but less critically elaborate, study based on 
an analysis of citations from received and excavated texts, see Ma Shiyuan 馬士遠, Zhou Qin 
Shangshu xue yanjiu 周秦尚書學研究 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2008).

14 We cannot assume that the “Shu” and “Zhou shu” referred to were stable textual collec-
tions, hence I prefer to use quotation marks, not italics.

15 Jiao Xun 焦循, Mengzi zhengyi 孟子正義 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1987), p. 152.
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from Shang shu, some citations of shu in Warring States texts have paral-
lels in the Yi Zhou shu,16 whose historical name Zhou shu 周書 was iden-
tical to the most important section “Zhou shu” in the canonical Shang 
shu.17 These two different “Zhou shu” may have belonged to a single 
loose grouping of texts at an earlier period; most chapters in both focus 
on the early-Western Zhou kings and their important patrilineal sage, 
the Duke of Zhou 周公.18

E arly     and    late     scriptures        

Since the scriptural corpus (especially the canonical Shang shu) con-
tains some of the earliest texts in the Chinese tradition, scholars have 
been duly fascinated by their archaic appeal. Among the 28 (or 29, 
depending on whether one counts the chapter “Tai shi” 泰誓  [“Great 
Harangue”]) chapters of the “modern script” (jinwen 金文) Shang shu, 
eight dealing with early-Western Zhou history are usually singled out 
as the most ancient and historically credible: these form the so-called 
“eight proclamations” (ba gao 八誥).19 While this preoccupation with 
the identification and prioritization of the earliest part is understand-
able, it shifts attention away from a comparably important question: 
why, in addition to these relatively early texts, do Chinese scriptures 
incorporate later compositions, which are nevertheless still presented 
as records of speeches of early-Western Zhou rulers? A closer look at 
these later scriptures reveals that they are not simple imitations of their 

16 See Chen Mengjia, “Lun Shangshu yiwen” 論尚書逸文, in Shangshu tonglun, pp. 286–
93. For useful listings of citations, see Luo Jiaxiang 羅家湘, Yi Zhou shu yanjiu 逸周書研究 
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2006), “xulun” 緒論, pp. 3-8; Wang Lianlong 王連龍, 
Yi Zhou shu yanjiu 逸周書研究 (Beijing: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2010), pp. 14–17; 
Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 3, 76–77.

17 On the historically attested names of the collection, see Grebnev, Mediation of Legiti-
macy in Early China, pp. 20–29; Shaughnessy, The Yi Zhou Shu and Pseudo-Yi Zhou Shu 
Chapters, pp. 33–34.

18 Mark Edward Lewis has aptly summarized the Duke of Zhou’s role in Warring States 
textuality: “As archetypal minister and royal double, the Duke of Zhou was adopted by the 
ru and the Mohists as a prescholastic precedent for claims to the authority of wise men and 
masters of texts”; see Lewis, Writing and Authority in Early China, p. 215. See also Michael 
Nylan, “The Many Dukes of Zhou in Early Sources,” in Martin Kern and Benjamin A. El-
man, eds., Statecraft and Classical Learning: The Rituals of Zhou in East Asian History (Lei-
den: Brill, 2010), pp. 94–128.

19 Cf. Du Yong 杜勇, Shang shu Zhou chu ba gao yanjiu 尚書周初八誥研究 (Beijing: Zhong-
guo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2017). Although “eight proclamations” may collectively represent 
an earlier stratum in the canonical Shang shu, there are important linguistic differences between 
them, as demonstrated in Kai Vogelsang, “Inscriptions and Proclamations: On the Authenticity 
of the ‘Gao’ Chapters in the Book of Documents,” BMFEA  74 (2002), pp. 138–209.
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earlier counterparts: their structure, language, and stock expressions 
betray a set of concerns different from the early scriptures. And yet, 
both early and late scriptures were apparently treated with the same 
reverence by the Warring States audiences, who perceived them as 
high-authority, normative lore transmitted from early-Western Zhou 
sage–rulers.

Let us first consider “early scriptures.” Many were crafted as solemn 
proclamations made during moments of commemorative significance. 
Their evocative scenic setting, frequent use of vocatives, first- and 
second-person pronouns — all help to evoke a strong emotional ef-
fect from the audience, regardless of whether one reads them as con-
temporary records or as scripts for commemorative performances.20 
(These two readings should not be seen as contradictory, since a text 
created for a solemn historical occasion could be later repurposed for 
commemoration.)21 For the most part, early scriptures are presented as 
public speeches, with relatively large groups of listeners.22 Consider the 
opening part of the Shang shu chapter “Duo shi” 多士 (“Many Men”):23

20 The latter reading was articulated by Maspero who suggested that some scriptures may 
have been used as ritual librettos; see Henri Maspero, La Chine antique (2d edn.; Paris: Les 
Presses universitaires de France, 1965), pp. 357–60. Liu Qiyu 劉起釪 provides a wealth of ci-
tations showing that, during the Warring States period, the Zhou conquest of Shang (the key 
event both in Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu) was remembered as intrinsically related to music 
and dance: Liu Qiyu, “Mu shi shi yi chang zhanzheng wudao zuoxuanshishi de shici” 牧誓是

一場戰爭舞蹈作宣誓式的誓詞, in Shangshu yanjiu yaolun 尚書研究要論 (Jinan: Qi Lu shushe, 
2007), pp. 459–74. For a summary of this debate, see Corina Smith, “The Wholeness of Early 
Chinese Texts: Mu Shi 牧誓, Huainanzi 淮南子, and Wu Cheng 武成,” Ph.D. diss. (University 
of Oxford, 2020), p. 24, n. 47. See also Alexander Beecroft, Authorship and Cultural Identi-
ty in Early Greece and China: Patterns of Literary Circulation (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 
2010), pp. 240–67.

21 On the commemorative significance of early scriptures, see Kern, “Bronze Inscriptions, 
the Shijing, and the Shangshu: The Evolution of the Ancestral Sacrifice during the Western 
Zhou,” in John Lagerwey and Marc Kalinowski, eds., Early Chinese Religion, Part One: Shang 
Through Han (1250 BC to 220 AD) (Leiden: Brill, 2009), pp. 143–200. A similar interpreta-
tion of shi 詩 as performative scripts had been made earlier in Edward L. Shaughnessy, “From 
Liturgy to Literature. The Ritual Contexts of the Earliest Poems in the Book of Poetry,” in 
Before Confucius: Studies in the Creation of the Chinese Classics (Albany: SUNY P., 1997), pp. 
165–96. Like Kern, Shaughnessy connects the ritual practices embedded in these texts with 
the shift towards larger-scale public rituals in the mid-Western Zhou period, identified by Jes-
sica Rawson based on her studies of sets of ritual bronze vessels: Jessica Rawson, “Statesmen 
or Barbarians? The Western Zhou as Seen through Their Bronzes,” Proceedings of the British 
Academy 75 (1989), pp. 71–95.

22 The exception is chapter “Luo gao” 洛誥 (“Proclamation Concerning Luo”), which ap-
pears to record a private conversation between the Duke of Zhou and the Zhou king. See table 
A.1 in the appendix of the present article.

23 Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 and Liu Qiyu 劉起釪, Shang shu jiaoshi yilun 尚書校釋譯論 (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 2005), p. 1512. Translations are mine, unless indicated otherwise. Cf. Bern-
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It was the third month. The Duke of Zhou went to the new city of 
Luo for the first time, on this occasion making an announcement 
to the men of Shang. Thus said the king: “You, the many remain-
ing men of Yin! Discompassionate is cruel Heaven! It greatly sent 
down mourning on Yin! We, the Zhou, holding fast to [Heaven’s] 
Mandate, approached the bright awe of Heaven, delivered the 
king’s chastisement, and declared that the Mandate of Yin had 
been ceased by the di. Now you, the many men! It was not that our 
small state dared to take over the Mandate of Yin — it was Heaven 
that did not favor [Yin], it truly would not reaffirm disorder and 
therefore assisted us. How would we dare to seek [the royal] po-
sition? It was the di who would not grant [favor]; it was us, the 
people below, who embraced the action; and it was Heaven that 
had the bright severity.”

惟三月, 周公初于新邑洛, 用告商王士. 王若曰: “爾殷遺多士, 弗弔旻

天! 大降喪于殷！我有周佑命, 將天明威, 致王罰, 勑殷命終于帝. 肆爾多
士, 非我小國敢弋殷命, 惟天不畀, 允罔固亂, 弼我. 我其敢求位? 惟帝不畀, 
惟我下民秉為, 惟天明畏.”

I have marked with italics the first- and second-person pronouns, whose 
frequent use is characteristic of the speeches in early scriptures, con-
ferring to them a quality of immediate, dramatic engagement.24 The 
announcement of the speech to multiple recipients (“many remaining 
men of Yin”) is equally typical of early scriptures. 

These features are absent from most speeches in the Yi Zhou shu, 
universally seen as later in their composition dates.25 I shall refer to 
such texts as “late scriptures” in my discussion. They lack the vivid 
scenery and dramatic elements typical of Shang shu speeches. Instead, 
they show a preoccupation with structured knowledge, often in the form 

hard Karlgren, “The Book of Documents,” BMFEA 22 (1950), p. 55; James Legge, The Sacred 
Books of China. The Texts of Confucianism. Part I. The Shû King, the Religious Portions of the 
Shih King, the Hsiâo King, The Sacred Books of the East (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879), pp. 
196–97. For an analysis of “Duo shi” informed by a comparison with Near Eastern sources, 
see Joachim Gentz, “One Heaven, One History, One People: Repositioning the Zhou in Roy-
al Addresses to Subdued Enemies in the ‘Duo Shi’ 多士 and ‘Duo Fang’ 多方 Chapters of the 
Shangshu and in the ‘Shang Shi’ 商誓 Chapter of the Yi Zhoushu,” in Meyer and Kern, eds., 
Origins of Chinese Political Philosophy, pp. 146–92.

24 This observation parallels the discussion in Grebnev, “The Yi Zhoushu and the Shangshu.”
25 Jiang Shanguo dates most of the Yi Zhou shu chapters to the Warring States period, based 

on intellectual-historical observations: Jiang Shanguo 蔣善國, Shang shu zongshu 尚書綜述 
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1988), pp. 444–46. While his conclusion may be right, the 
intellectual-historical criteria are often prone to subjective judgment; moreover, dating based 
on relatively more objective linguistic and text-historical criteria should be preferred.



9

ritual continuity to textual continuity

of numerical lists. Consider the following example from the opening 
part of chapter “Xiao kai wu” 小開武 (“Lesser Instruction of King Wu”) 
in Yi Zhou shu: 26

In the king's second yearly ritual cycle, in the first month, when 
the [the lunar] po was already born, the king summoned Dan, the 
Duke of Zhou, saying: “Wuhu! I am on guard against Shang from 
morning till night. I do not understand the perfection of the Dao; 
[therefore] I am reverently listening [to your advice] in order to 
toil for the [accomplishment of the] Mandate of Heaven.”  維王

二祀一月既生魄, 王召周公旦曰: “ 嗚呼! 余夙夜忌商, 不知道極, 敬聽以

勤天下<命>.”
The Duke of Zhou bowed and, touching the ground with his 

head, said: “To examine our father Wen, he obediently elucidated 
the three extremities, personally verified the four inspections, in an 
orderly fashion employed the five phases, vigilantly observed the 
seven compliances, and obediently followed the nine reckonings.  
When the three perfections were clarified, the five phases became 
constant; when the four inspections were verified, the seven com-
pliances were defined. He clearly established the heavenly way, 
and the nine reckonings were all in a fitting state. And when the 
De-virtue was followed in plans, nothing was unfulfilled.”  周公

拜手稽首, 曰: “在我文考, 順明三極, 躬是四察, 循用五行, 戒視七順, 順道

九紀.  三極既明, 五行乃常; 四察既是, 七順乃辨, 明勢天道, 九紀咸當; 順
德以謀, 罔惟不行.”

Most of the remaining part of the text is dedicated to the listing of 
the “three perfections,” “five phases,” “four inspections,” and so forth. 
The effect of immediate dramatic presence characteristic of early scrip-
tures is absent. However, the text explicitly presents itself as a bridge 
linking the present and the past: the Duke of Zhou does not speak his 
own mind, but instead reiterates the will of a deceased ruler, King Wen, 
emphasizing how important it is to preserve his instructions across gen-
erations. Such an explicit emphasis on trans-generational knowledge 
transmission is missing from early scriptures.27 In other, similar, Yi Zhou 

26 Huang Huaixin 黃懷信, Tian Xudong 田旭東, and Zhang Maorong 張懋鎔, eds., Yi Zhou 
shu huijiao jizhu 逸周書彙校集注 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2007), pp. 272–73. I 
follow Sun Yirang 孫詒讓 substituting the final xia 下 for ming 命. Note that the current title 
“Xiao kai wu” 小開武 results from an ill-informed Song-period editorial intervention; the ear-
lier title of the chapter was “Xiao Wu kai” 小武開. My English translation follows this earlier, 
correct reading. See Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, p. 317, n. 14.

27 Cf. chapters “Shao gao” and “Luo gao”. In chapter “Duo fang” (“Numerous Regions”), 
the Duke of Zhou appears to act as a transmitter of the words of a living king — but not yet as 
a guardian of wisdom from the past.
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shu chapters, this emphasis is reinforced by stock expressions, such as 
the repeated exclamation “forewarn the posterity! 戒後人.” 28

Most such late scriptures are put in private settings with only two 
participants of unequal roles: one of them (most often the Duke of Zhou) 
elaborates the instruction, while the other (the king) only asks questions 
and listens. In “Xiao kai wu,” the contrast between King Wu’s igno-
rance and the Duke of Zhou’s wisdom is somewhat puzzling, knowing 
that the text recounts the life principles of their common father, King 
Wen. Nevertheless, while King Wu inherited King Wen’s throne, the 
Duke of Zhou inherited his wisdom. This contrasting of the hereditary 
authority of the monarch versus the knowledge authority of his adviser 
is a constant feature in late scriptures.29 As I have argued earlier, this 
tension may reflect the position of textual communities that emerged 
“in the multipolar world of Warring States China”: they became less 
directly responsible to state authorities and attempted to “negotiate new 
arrangements with the institutions of traditional power.”30 

Table 1 summarizes predominant features in early and late scrip-
tures. Note that this comparison does not include narrative scriptural 
texts that do not record speeches. Since they have very few formal ele-
ments in common with early scriptures, such a comparison would not 
have sufficient anchoring points. Nevertheless, the presence of numeri-
cal lists in many Yi Zhou shu  narrative scriptures suggests that they may 
be related to late scriptures. (An explanation of the categories used in 
table 1 is found in the appendix.)

Table 1. Summary of Predominant Features in Early and Late Scriptures

type context’l 
setting

presenta-
tion

dramatic 
elements

Trans-
generational

numerical
lists

Early 
scriptures

Unique, vivid Communal Present No Absent

Late 
scriptures

Repetitive, pat-
terned

Private Absent Yes Present

28 This expression, in slightly different forms, is attested in chapters “Feng bao” 酆保 (“Safe-
guarding at Feng”), “Da kai” 大開 (“Great Instruction”), “Wen jing” 文儆 (“King Wen’s Dis-
tress”), and “Xiao kai” 小開 (“Lesser Instruction”).

29 This observation was made by Yanaka Shin’ichi 谷中信一, “Itsu Shˆ sho kenkyˆ (go): 
Shˆk± Tan to sono gensetsu ni tsuite” 逸周書研究 (五), 周公旦とその言説について, Nihon joshi 
daigaku kiy± (Bungaku bu) 49 (2000), p. 60.

30 Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 128–29.
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The use of numerical lists (often accompanied by the heavy reli-
ance on four-character phrases) is a hallmark feature of Warring States 
textuality, and it is universally acknowledged, in Chinese and Western 
scholarship alike, that “Xiao kai wu” and other similar scriptures were 
created many centuries after the time when their protagonists lived.31 
Although such obviously late texts are more prominent in Yi Zhou shu, 
there is also a prominent example in the Shang shu chapter “Hong fan” 
洪範 (“Great Plan”). This exhibits similar textual features, the same 
trans-generational concerns, and the same prevalence of the authority 
of a wise adviser over the authority of the ruler that we saw in “Xiao kai 
wu.”32 Therefore, the distinction between early and late scriptures that 
I am making here does not match the conventional divide between the 
canonical and non-canonical shu collections. Rather, it runs through the 
entire corpus of scriptures, in which the canonical and non-canonical 
parts alike have examples of both early and late scriptures. Therefore, 
to ignore the characteristic features of late scriptures would also leave 
parts of the canonical Shang shu unexplained. (Tables A.1 and A.2 in 
the appendix illustrate the occurrence of the features typical of early 
and late scriptures in both collections.33)

31 Liu Qiyu suggests that many of the kai 開 chapters in Yi Zhou shu that reflect typical-
ly Warring States syntax, grammar, and phonology, had initially been composed during the 
Western Zhou and later edited employing Warring States language: Liu, Shangshu xue shi, pp. 
95–96. I find this suggestion fanciful and lacking evidence. I am not aware of linguistic studies 
by Western scholars that examine the diachronic aspects of the Yi Zhou shu, but the criteria 
employed to analyze the different chronological layers in the canonical Shang shu can cer-
tainly be extended to Yi Zhou shu, grouping it together with the later layers of the canonical 
collection; see Lewis, Writing and Authority in Early China, pp. 102–8; Nylan, The Five “Con-
fucian” Classics, pp. 134–35. For a study of the dating of pre-Qin texts based on an analysis of 
the so-called “function words” (xuci 虛詞) derived from epigraphic materials, with particularly 
informative sections on Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu, see Zi Ju 子居, “Xian Qin wenxian fenqi 
fenyu yanjiu zhi yi: xuci pian” 先秦文獻分期分域研究之一, 虛詞篇, Xuedeng 學燈 17.1 (2011) 
<https://www.academia.edu/41579087/先秦文献分期分域研究之一_虚词篇>. Zhou Yuxiu 周
玉秀 has conducted a comprehensive analysis of syntactical, phonological, and rhetorical as-
pects of the Yi Zhou shu, culminating each part of her discussion with conclusions related to the 
dating of different chapters. Zhou dates most chapters similar to “Xiao kai wu” to the Warring 
States period, while Zi Ju acknowledges that they may have been composed in the late Spring 
and Autumn period (see table 2 in the appendix, below). Despite the differences, both agree 
that these texts cannot be dated to the Western Zhou period, even though they are presented 
as speeches of Western Zhou kings. See Zhou Yuxiu 周玉秀, Yi Zhou shu de yuyan tedian ji qi 
wenxianxue jiazhi 逸周書的語言特點及其文獻學價值 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005).

32 For a comprehensive study of “Hong fan,” see Michael Nylan, The Shifting Center: The 
Original “Great Plan” and Later Readings (St. Augustin: Steyler Verlag, 1992).

33 Note that these tables only include chapters with speeches, or chapters whose structure 
is clearly informed by speeches (such as chapter 37 “Da kuang” 大匡 and “Wen zheng” in Yi 
Zhou shu). Although narrative chapters may also be classified as early (e.g., Yi Zhou shu chap-
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Warring States and Han sources quote from both canonical and 
non-canonical shu,34 suggesting that Warring States audiences treated 
the texts that would later become divided into canonical and non-ca-
nonical as a unity. However, what kind of unity could these distinc-
tively different texts constitute? I will offer an answer to this question 
in the following section, based on Jan Assmann’s theory of cultural 
memory.

S criptures          and    cultural         mem   o ry

We saw that in a Mengzi passage, quoted above, a shu is invoked to 
reinforce an argument. Similar citations are frequent in other Warring 
States masters texts, roughly contemporaneous with the “late scrip-
tures.” For example, the chapter “Wang zhi” 王制 (“Royal Regulations”) 
in Xunzi 荀子 relates scriptures to “former kings 先王,” which partly ex-
plains their authoritative status.35 In Mozi, another masters text, scrip-
tures are further defined as normative texts bequeathed by the sage 
rulers of antiquity to their future successors. Here is an example from 
its chapter “Shang xian xia” 尚賢下 (“Exalt the Worthy,” part 3): 36

In antiquity, the sage kings, having scrutinized the promotion of the 
worthy, desired to employ it in government. Thereupon they wrote 
it on bamboo and silk, engraved it on the pan and yu vessels and 
passed it down in order to bequeath it to the sons and grandsons 
of later generations. In the “Punishments of Lü” in the Scriptures 
of Former Kings it is said …  古者聖王既審尚賢欲以為政, 故書之竹

帛, 琢之槃盂, 傳以遺後世子孫. 於先王之書呂刑之書然 …

According to this passage, scriptures ensure that the order established 
by the sage kings is perpetuated eternally. The sage kings had foreseen 
that their posterity would desire to know their most important inten-

ter “Shi fu” ) or late, including them in this formal comparison would be difficult because they 
do not contain the introductory scenes and dialogues. For details on the specific comparative 
criteria employed in these tables, see Grebnev, “The Yi Zhoushu and the Shangshu”; Grebnev, 
Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 91–100.

34 The observation that “Zhou shu” in ancient sources may refer not only to Shang shu, but 
also to Yi Zhou shu or Liu tao, was made already by Chen Shouqi 陳壽祺 (1771–1834); see 
Chen, “Lun Shangshu yiwen,” p. 286. However, its implication has only become clear after 
recent manuscript discoveries.

35 Yang Liuqiao 楊柳橋, ed., Xunzi gushi 荀子詁釋 (Jinan: Qilu shushe, 1985), p. 197; cf. 
John Knoblock, Xunzi: A Translation and Study of the Complete Works, vol. 2 (Stanford: Stan-
ford U.P., 1990), p. 96.

36 Sun Yirang 孫詒讓, Mozi jiangu 墨子閒詁 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2001), p. 69.
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tions, and therefore wrote them down to make sure that they can always 
be known. An explicit emphasis is made here on the trans-generational 
nature of scriptures — a feature prominent in late scriptures but miss-
ing from early scriptures.

This conception of scriptures makes perfect sense in light of Jan 
Assmann’s theory of cultural memory, which in particular describes 
how the development of writing eventually leads to the emergence of 
a body of authoritative texts that guide the lives of human communi-
ties by providing authoritative examples from the foundational past.37 
Assmann identifies two key functions in such texts: formative function 
(roughly reducible to the question “who are we?”) and normative func-
tion (similarly answering the question “what should we do?”).38 These 
two functions are intertwined, for it is only those rules that are rooted 
in the stories from the foundational past that can have superior norma-
tive value for the community. Notably, the foundational past discussed 
by Assmann is episodic in nature, consisting of a set of focal moments, 
and not continuous linear narrative: in this sense, it is “myth” and not 
“history.”39 Whether these episodes are based on verifiable historical 
evidence or are purely imaginary is irrelevant. Cultural memory does 
not distinguish between “fact” and “fiction” or, to develop this observa-
tion slightly further, between “secular” and “religious” domains. Divine 
narratives and traumatic historical experiences (such as the Holocaust, 
which plays a central role in the cultural memory of the modern Jew-
ish nation) work equally well as building blocks of cultural memory.40 
This observation justifies the comparison of early Chinese scriptures 
with authoritative texts from the Biblical traditions that I undertake 
in the following part of this article: both served as vehicles of cultural 
memory in their respective cultures.

The transmission of cultural memory works differently in a culture 
that has not yet established a mechanism to preserve a stable body of 
texts across generations, on the one hand, and a culture with a mature 
textual tradition, on the other. The former is characterized by what 
Assmann calls “ritual continuity,” while the latter transitions to “textual 
continuity.”41 During the earlier stage of “ritual continuity,” written 

37 Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Po-
litical Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 2011), pp. 76–78.

38 Ibid., pp. 122–23.
39 Assmann inherits the contrast between “history” and “memory” (which he defines as 

mythical in nature) from Maurice Habswachs. See ibid., pp. 28–31.
40 Ibid., pp. 58–62.
41 Ibid., p. 72.
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texts may exist, but they only serve a subordinate role in communal 
rituals. These seasonal communal rituals allow the members to assimi-
late key knowledge about the foundational past, and learn the norma-
tive rules that perpetuate their shared identity across generations.

After the textual tradition comes to maturity and a stable “stream 
of tradition” (Leo Oppenheim’s term) comes into being,42 the key role 
in the formation and transmission of cultural memory moves from re-
current seasonal ritual to texts. This change to textual continuity has 
far-reaching implications: while seasonal ritual makes the foundational 
moments immediately accessible to all participants, the texts from old 
times, written in an archaic language only accessible to the trained 
few, create a visible gap between the present and the foundational 
past.43 An exegetical effort of a textual scholar now becomes essential 
to bridge this gap.44 The social status of such textual experts rises to 
new heights.

Assmann’s ritual and textual stages in the development of cultural 
memory correspond to the distinctive features in early and late scrip-
tures identified above. The communal, emotionally abundant speeches 
characteristic of early scriptures make it possible to relate them to the 
stage of ritual continuity, which has already been suggested by Martin 
Kern who focused on early scriptural texts.45 On the other hand, late 
scriptures, with their emphasis on systematically elaborated knowledge 
and its trans-generational transmission, correspond to the stage of tex-
tual continuity — an aspect discussed by Rens Krijgsman, who studied 
late-scriptural texts from the Warring States period.46 The transition 

42 A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilization (rev. edn.; 
Chicago: U. Chicago P., 1977), p. 13. Note that in South Asia the textual turn, roughly cor-
responding to the period of the Upanishads, occurred in an oral environment. Therefore, the 
“stream of tradition” does not necessarily have to rely on writing, but on any technology — 
scribal or mnemonic — that allows a community to perpetuate a stable body of “normative 
and formative” texts. Concerning the functional equivalence of writing and mnemonic textu-
ality, see Yegor Grebnev, “Aural-Mnemonic Architectonics of Ancient Chinese Philosophi-
cal Texts: An Approach Inspired by Soviet Sinology and South Asian Parallels,” MS 68.2 
(2020), pp. 289–314.

43 Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, p. 77.
44 Ibid., p. 79.
45 Kern, “Bronze Inscriptions, the Shijing, and the Shangshu.” In terms of their construc-

tion of cultural memory, early scriptures are relatable to Western Zhou epigraphic texts, as 
discussed by Maria Khayutina “The Beginning of Cultural Memory Production in China 
and the Memory Policy of the Zhou Royal House during the Western Zhou Period,” EC 44 
(2021), pp. 19–108.

46 Rens Krijgsman, “Cultural Memory and Excavated Anecdotes in “Documentary” Nar-
rative: Mediating Generic Tension in the Baoxun Manuscript,” in Paul van Els and Sarah 
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from ritual to textual continuity must have been caused by the emer-
gence of a “stream of tradition,” as a body of inherited texts (includ-
ing some early scriptures) came to be seen not as supportive aids in 
ritual, but as self-sufficient containers of cultural memory.47 This tran-
sition was part of the complex “axial age” transformation around the 
time of Confucius (sixth-fifth centuries bc), which comprehensively 
reshaped the social, economic, ideological, and religious landscape of 
early China, and which we are only beginning to understand.48

Assmann’s theory makes it possible to explain what brings early 
and late scriptures together, despite the stark differences between them: 
both serve as containers of cultural memory, reflecting the two succes-
sive phases in its historical development: ritual and textual continuity. 
This transition was accompanied by important social changes. The rise 
to prominence of the adviser figure represented by the Duke of Zhou 
bespeaks an increased complexity in the communities responsible for 
the production of social memory. As I have argued before, it now in-
volved extra-courtly communities that saw themselves as custodians 
of the empowering wisdom of ancient sage kings, which entitled them 
to speak to the monarchs from the position of authority. This author-
ity was enabled by the multi-polar political configuration of Warring 
States China, where a textual expert dismissed from one court could 
offer his legitimizing textual services at a different one.49

This analysis, however, does not yet explain the cultural mecha-
nism behind the creation of such late scriptures, in other words, why it 
was deemed necessary to continue composing texts ascribed to West-
ern Zhou sage rulers many centuries after their demise. To answer this 
question, in the following part of my discussion, I shall apply the meth-
odological perspective developed by Hindy Najman in her analysis of 
the continuously evolving Mosaic discourse in the Biblical corpus.

Queen, eds., Between History and Philosophy: Anecdotes in Early China (New York: SUNY 
Press, 2017), pp. 301–30.

47 Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, pp. 76–78.
48 For some studies exploring different aspects of this transformation, see Cho-yun Hsu, 

Ancient China in Transition: An Analysis of Social Mobility, 722-222 B.C. (Stanford: Stan-
ford U.P., 1965); Lothar von Falkenhausen, “The Economic Role of Cities in Eastern Zhou 
China,” Archaeological Research in Asia 14 (2018), pp. 161–69; Crispin Williams, “Changing 
Ideas about De, the Lineage, and the Individual in Fifth- and Fourth-Century BCE China as 
Reflected in the Wenxian Covenant Texts,” in Constance A. Cook, Christopher J. Foster, and 
Susan Blader, eds., Bone, Bronze, and Bamboo: Unearthing Early China with Sarah Allan (New 
York: SUNY Press, 2024), pp. 119–61.

49 Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, p. 219.
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Growth of Mosaic cultural        - mem   o ry   			

disc    o urse     in   the    B iblical        traditi       o n

The Hebrew Bible was one of the main sources of inspiration for 
Assmann’s theory. It encompasses some of the most famous and hotly 
debated examples of texts attributed to authoritative figures from the 
foundational past, but created at much later periods. The book of Deu-
teronomy, the fifth in the Torah, is perhaps the best known case. Like 
the first four books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers), it is tradition-
ally attributed to Moses. Unlike the others, however, it is singled out 
as secondary in nature, which is acknowledged explicitly in its name 
(“Second Law”). Much of the contents of Deuteronomy is derivative, re-
capitulating what is otherwise known from the Torah’s earlier books.50 
Despite the derivative parts, the Deuteronomic code is of no little im-
portance, with its strict regulations regarding the worship of Yahweh, 
unification of a cult in Jerusalem, and prohibitions against intermixing 
with foreigners. These are regarded as the key elements in the forma-
tion of the Jewish nationhood and strict monotheistic belief.51 

But it is not only Deuteronomy that employs elements from earlier 
Biblical texts to establish new normative rules. A similar strategy is 
employed in Jubilees and Temple Scroll, non-canonical texts known from 
the Qumran scrolls and the Ethiopic Ge’ez translation (for Jubilees only) 
that were composed ca. fourth-second centuries bc, much later than 
Deuteronomy. As with Deuteronomy, these texts also present themselves 
as part of the revelation received by Moses from God on Mount Sinai, 
during the Israelites’ long journey from Egypt. Such texts that graft 
themselves to ancient authorities despite having been created much 
later are known as pseudepigrapha, a term implying that a claimed au-
thorship is not real.52 Recent scholarship, however, has questioned the 
sharp distinction between authoritative and pseudepigraphic works, fo-

50 On the compositional strategy of Deuteronomy, see Jonathan Sacks, “Deuteronomy: Cov-
enant Society,” Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 51.3 (2019), pp. 4–17.

51 For a discussion of Deuteronomy as an innovative legal composition, see Bernard M. Levinson, 
Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1997).

52 Conventionally, the non-canonical works in the Biblical corpus are divided into “apocry-
phal” and “pseudepigraphic”. Metzger proposes a more inclusive definition of pseudepigrapha, 
which would extend to the apocryphal works with dubious authorial attribution: Bruce M. 
Metzger, “Literary Forgeries and Canonical Pseudepigrapha,” Journal of Biblical Literature 
91.1 (1972), pp. 3–24. His study also includes a valuable survey of various forms of authorial 
misattribution in classical and Biblical literature, the possible underlying motives, and schol-
arly evaluations. For a comprehensive overview of the Second Temple pseudepigrapha, see 
Daniel M. Gurtner, Introducing the Pseudepigrapha of Second Temple Judaism: Message, Con-
text, and Significance (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020).
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cusing instead on the mechanism of continuous creation of authoritative 
texts in the Biblical corpus. Among these recent scholarly endeavors,53 
I find the methodological approach developed by Hindy Najman the 
most revealing. She explains how, in the Biblical tradition, a continu-
ous authoritative textual discourse evolved across multiple centuries 
around the fixed authority of Moses. The historical parallel that emerges 
allows me to interpret the development of the authoritative Chinese 
scriptures in a comparitive way that shows similarities in the develop-
ment of cornerstone discourses of cultural memory. I am aware of the 
dangers of taking the comparison too far or applying it too broadly: the 
two traditions are, of course, historically different, and many of their 
elements are dissimilar.

Najman abstains from the judgmental view on the later Mosaic 
texts as “forgeries.” She argues that it is incorrect to consider such texts 
as frauds, even pious ones, for this “assumes a contemporary concep-
tion of fraudulence, and a contemporary conception of piety towards 
tradition,” while “we cannot simply assume that it would be fraudulent 
in every culture and at all times.”54 Building on Assmann’s work,55 
Najman develops an alternative way of making sense of the issues of 
authorship and authority in Israel’s antiquity.56 The key element of 
this alternative strategy is to consider such texts as participants in a 
“discourse tied to a founder,” that is, a multi-generational textual en-
terprise in which every new text was conceived as a trustworthy “re-

53 Another influential approach is known as “rewritten Bible”; for a recent reiteration, see 
Molly M. Zahn, Genres of Rewriting in Second Temple Judaism: Scribal Composition and Trans-
mission (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 2020). It is possible to discuss the historical develop-
ment of Chinese scriptures in a similar fashion, and indeed a similar argument has been ad-
vanced in Meyer, Documentation and Argument in Early China. Nevertheless, this approach 
pays relatively little attention to historical causalities, which are more strongly emphasized 
in Najman’s analysis. 

54 Najman, Seconding Sinai (Leiden: Brill, 2003), p. 5.
55 Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard U.P., 1997), pp. 16–17; Najman, Seconding Sinai, pp. 1–40.
56 As a striking example of a notion of authorship radically different from the modern one, 

Najman cites Tertullian, who believes that “Luke’s gospel ought to be ascribed to Paul and 
Mark’s to Peter, because: ‘that which disciples publish should be regarded as their masters’ 
work’”: Najman, Seconding Sinai, p. 13. Similar observations concerning the inapplicability 
of the modern notion of authorship have been made in reference to Classical Greece, Rome, 
early China, and medieval Europe; see Irene Peirano, The Rhetoric of the Roman Fake: Latin 
Pseudepigrapha in Context (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 2012), pp. 5–6; Beecroft, Authorship 
and Cultural Identity in Early Greece and China: Patterns of Literary Circulation; A. J. Minnis, 
Medieval Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages (2d edn.; 
Philadelphia: U. Pennsylvania P., 1988). Averintsev argues that the predominance of author-
ity over authorship is common in ancient cultures: S.S. Averintsev, “Avtorstvo i avtoritet,” in 
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turn” to the originator of the discourse — Moses in the specific case of 
Najman’s discussion.57

Najman chooses Deuteronomy (not the earlier Torah books) as the 
starting point of her discussion because it incorporates the full set of 
the four features that she identifies as indicative of a text’s belonging to 
the Mosaic discourse.58 I will take the liberty of rephrasing Najman’s 
formulation of these four features. The participant texts of the Mosaic 
discourse signal their belonging to it by 

1. Incorporating elements of earlier texts and elaborating on them 
while preserving explicit references to the earlier parts of the dis-
course; 

2. Declaring themselves as Torah (that is, divinely sanctioned instruc-
tions); 

3. Tracing their origins to mount Sinai, where Moses received revela-
tion from God, while possibly extending this revelation and connect-
ing it to new places and contexts; 

4. Relying on the authority of Moses.59

These four elements are fully visible in Deuteronomy, and they are 
also conspicuous in Jubilees and Temple Scroll.60 Although these latter 
two texts did not survive in the circum-Mediterranean traditions of 
Christianity and Judaism, we can tell that they occupied a high status 
before falling into oblivion. Temple Scroll was attested in multiple ver-
sions in the Qumran discoveries, while Jubilees is known to have been 
a widely read authoritative text not only in the Qumran community 
but also in the early Christian church. They contain interesting inno-
vations in the ways they conceptualize textual authority. The writing 
in Jubilees emphasizes the trans-generational aspect of the revelation, 

Istoricheskaia poetika. Literaturnye epokhi i tipy khudozhestvennogo soznania, ed. P.A. Grintser 
(Moscow: Nasledie, 1994), pp. 105–25. See also Jed Wyrick, The Ascension of Authorship: At-
tribution and Canon Formation in Jewish, Hellenistic, and Christian Traditions, Harvard Stud-
ies in Comparative Literature (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U.P., 2004), pp. 105–10.

57 This approach is influenced by Foucault who discusses the discourses originated by Marx 
and Freud: Michel Foucault, “Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?,” Bulletin de la Société française de phi-
losophie 63.3 (1969), pp. 73–104.

58 Najman, Seconding Sinai, p. 16.
59 Cf. Najman’s own formulation in Najman, Seconding Sinai, pp. 16–17.
60 The language of both Jubilees and Temple Scroll has been identified as corresponding 

to the late Second Temple period. The scholarly consensus dates Jubilees between ca. 164 
and before 100 bc; see James C. VanderKam, Book of Jubilees (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2001), p. 21. The Temple Scroll may have been written between 350 and 175 bc; see 
Sidnie White Crawford, Temple Scroll and Related Texts (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2000), p. 26.
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and in its introductory part, Moses specifically asks for divine mercy 
for future unborn generations.61 The boldest feature of Temple Scroll is 
its presentation in the first person, that is, unmediated speech of God 
to Moses — something that the authors of earlier Biblical texts or Jubi-
lees would not dare to do.62

Najman’s focus on the “discourse related to the founder” allows 
her to trace long-term continuities in texts belonging to different genres 
composed at different times. It is their ascription to the same author-
ity, contextualization within the same key moments in the foundational 
past, and invocation of elements from earlier related texts that group 
them into a single discourse. Najman’s analysis prioritizes the texts’ 
framing and self-contextualization, which serve as connecting elements 
of the discourse. A single-line introduction may thus acquire a spe-
cial importance, providing unequivocal identification of a text with 
a discourse.63 Najman’s emphasis on such shared discourse-marking 
elements in texts that otherwise belong to different formal genres pro-
vides an analytical framework that can be applied to an analysis of 
the continuing production of scriptural texts with generically different 
features in early China.64 

61 VanderKam, Book of Jubilees, p. 27.
62 Najman, Seconding Sinai, p. 62.
63 See Najman’s discussion of the text-presentation scenes in Seconding Sinai, p. 36. Cf. the 

application to this approach to Proverbs in Jacqueline Vayntrub, “Before Authorship: Solomon 
and Prov. 1:1,” Biblical Interpretation 26 (2018), pp. 182–206.

64 Najman further developed her method and applied it to new sources in later works: Hin-
dy Najman, Past Renewals: Interpretative Authority, Renewed Revelation and the Quest for Per-
fection in Jewish Antiquity, Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 53 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010); Hindy Najman, Losing the Temple and Recovering the Future (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge U.P., 2014). It has provided inspiration for many other scholars. For example, Anathea 
Portier-Young applied Najman’s approach to the discussion of apocalyptic texts, showing how 
they were employed in the negotiation of power: Anathea Portier-Young, Apocalypse Against 
Empire: Theologies of Resistance in Early Judaism (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publish-
ing, 2011). Najman’s student Eva Mroczek reconstructed an alternative vision of early Jewish 
textuality aiming to accommodate newly excavated evidence more fittingly. Mroczek evades 
the familiar notions of “biblical” and “canonical” and proposes to see biblical authors as “gen-
erative literary characters” featuring in multi-generational creative projects: Eva Mroczek, The 
Literary Imagination in Jewish Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 2016), p. 13. Jeffcoat Schedtler 
developed an insightful discussion of the Hellenistic Jewish pseudonymous Greek poetry (at-
tributed to Homer, Hesiod and the like) as a means to situate Jewish narratives in Hellenistic 
contexts in the multi-cultural Jewish communities: Justin P. Jeffcoat Schedtler, “Perplexing 
Pseudepigraphy: The Pseudonymous Greek Poets,” Journal of Ancient Judaism 8 (2017), pp. 
69–89. David Lambert has applied Najman’s analysis to problematize the notion of “scrip-
ture” in the Second Temple traditions and proposing a more flexible alternative of “textual 
assemblages” in its place: David Lambert, “Preview: Is Bible ‘Scripture?,’” Metatron 1.2 (2022) 
<https://metatron.scholasticahq.com/article/31529-preview-is-bible-scripture>. 
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G r o wing     disc    o urse     o f  the    W estern       			 

Z h o u  sage    – rulers       in   C hinese       scriptures        

The counterpart of the Mosaic discourse in the scriptural traditions 
is what can be called the “discourse of Western Zhou sage–rulers.” 65 
Following Najman, I believe that a text can be classified as part of this 
discourse when it manages to incorporate all its distinctive elements or 
otherwise “compensate appropriately for any missing feature.” Inspired 
by Najman’s analysis, I propose the following list of features that mark 
the discourse of Western Zhou sage–rulers. I accompany this listing 
with brief explanations and observations regarding similarities in the 
historical development of authoritative discourses that we observe in 
the Biblical and Chinese traditions:66

1. New composition incorporated into preexisting body of texts that encapsulate 
the wisdom and exemplary behavior of Western Zhou rulers

Like the texts of the Mosaic discourse, the Chinese scriptures re-
lated to Western Zhou rulers are composed with an awareness of earlier 
related texts, and the new compositions signal their belonging to the 
discourse by incorporating elements from such texts.67 These elements 
include date-and-place notations at the beginning, characteristic excla-
mations in protagonists’ speech (for example, wuhu 嗚呼),68 and reuse 
of context-setting tropes.69 Late scriptures develop distinctive traits of 

65 The “discourse related to Western Zhou sage–rulers” that I define in this article is a sub-
set of the emic group “Zhou shu,” which is more inclusive, since it incorporates ritual texts 
that were probably produced before the formalization of the discourse. This is somewhat sim-
ilar to the Torah in the Biblical case, which includes not only Deuteronomy, but also the other 
four Mosaic books. 

66 Najman, Seconding Sinai, p. 16. Note that these features do not apply to the entirety of 
scriptures, just as Najman’s list does not cover the entire Bible. 

67 For Early Chinese texts, such creation of textual collections attributed to the founding 
figures of the discourse has been described by Yu Jiaxi 余嘉錫, Gushu tongli 古書通例 (Shang-
hai: Shanghai guji, 1985), pp. 1–67. In this respect, the model of growth of the Chinese scrip-
tural corpus is similar to that of other compositions, including masters texts. Nevertheless, 
the special authoritative status of scriptures as cornerstone texts of cultural memory justifies 
their separate treatment and necessitates a distinctive methodological approach, such as the 
one offered by Najman.

68 For a detailed discussion, see Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 
116–20.

69 Speaking of context-setting tropes, one of the productive examples is the scene of con-
ferral of a deathbed instruction by a dying king, exemplified in “Gu ming” in Shang shu. Simi-
lar scenes are visible in chapters “Wen zhuan” 文傳 (“King Wen’s Bequest”) and “Zhai gong” 
祭公 (“Duke of Zhai”) of Yi Zhou shu, and chapter “Jin teng” 金滕 (“Metal-bound Coffer”) in 
Shang shu. Cf. Meyer, “Recontextualization and Memory Production: Debates on Rulership 
as Reconstructed from ‘Gu Ming’ 顧命 (Testimonial Charge),” in Origins of Chinese Political 
Philosophy, pp. 106–45.
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their own, not all of which can be traced back to early scriptural prec-
edents. These include scenes of private consultations between the king 
and his adviser, in which the king asks the question, while the adviser 
elaborates an answer. Late scriptures also develop characteristic lan-
guage formulas, such as 何X 非Y (what/how X if not Y?).70 All these 
elements make these texts resonate against the larger body of scriptures 
belonging to the same discourse.

2. Text presents as normative instruction for royal successors

As seen from the Mozi citation discussed above, scriptures were 
valued as receptacles of the norms of exemplary rulership, bequeathed 
by the sage rulers of antiquity to the rulers of future generations. The 
normative aspect is visible in the titles of some of these texts as “in-
structions” (kai 開 or qi 啓), or “statutes” (dian 典, as in “Bao dian” 寶典 
or “Treasured Statute” and “Ben dian” 本典 or “Basic Statute” of the Yi 
Zhou shu). The normative aspect of cultural memory explains a peculiar 
mnemonically enhanced and structurally rigid textual form common in 
late scriptures, which makes them dissimilar to the emotionally laden 
early scriptures.71 The focus on didactic knowledge, demonstrated by 
the frequent use of numerical lists, suggests that scriptures came to be 
valued as records of normative rules that the sage rulers bequeathed to 
their future successors. This is similar to the Mosaic discourse, whose 
new layers were created to extend or clarify the normative prescrip-
tions received by Moses on Sinai. 

3. New text contextualized within dramatic episodes of early-Western 	
Zhou history

Late scriptures contextualize themselves within the reigns of the 
early-Western Zhou rulers, thereby presenting themselves as part of 
foundational knowledge that ensured the successful establishment and 
long continuity of the Zhou royal house. (Its longevity was impressive: 
despite the shrinking of political influence, the lineage of Zhou kings 
survived from the eleventh into the third century bc.) Through these 
texts, Warring States-period rulers could partake in the same effica-
cious instructions that ensured the success of Zhou at the time of its 
establishment. There are different ways of placing the text into early-

70 For a more detailed discussion of the typical traits in late scriptures, see Grebnev, Me-
diation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 101–29.

71 I primarily refer to the frequent recourse to numerical lists, a mnemonic device used to 
enhance the stability of textual information across cultures; see Grebnev, “Numerical Lists of 
Foundational Knowledge in Early Chinese and Early Buddhist Traditions,” Asiatische Studien- 
Études Asiatiques 74.3 (2020), pp. 453–84.
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Western Zhou history. It can be achieved through explicit mentions 
of specific reigns and the dates within those reigns in the opening pas-
sages, which is done in many Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu chapters with 
speeches. However, this can also be achieved through external index-
ing, of the kind that we see in the “sequential outlines” (xu 序) that ac-
company Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu.72

4. Text borrows authority of Western Zhou rulers and their advisers

The texts belonging to the discourse of the Western Zhou sage– 
rulers demonstrate a twofold conception of textual authority. On the 
one hand, this authority is derived from the sage kings themselves, who 
act as models for later rulers to follow. On the other, it also borrows 
from the authority of their advisers, who, in turn, become models for 
the educated ministers and assistants of future rulers (as demonstrated 
in the example of the Duke of Zhou lecturing the king in “Xiao kai wu,” 
above).73

The four features summarized above are salient in late scriptures, 
and it is not surprising that they are easier to notice in the Yi Zhou shu 
than in Shang shu, where they can be observed only in relatively few 
chapters. This is not dissimilar to the Mosaic discourse, whose features 
only become prominent in Deuteronomy and later texts, but not in Exodus, 
where the scene of Sinai revelation is presented for the first time.

Which parts of the shu corpus belong to this discourse? A cautious 
answer, relying solely on formal criteria, would include all texts marked 
as “trans-generational” in tables A.1 and A.2 in the appendix, below. 
This may leave one wondering about the rest of Yi Zhou shu — are they 
completely unrelated to the Western Zhou sage rulers discourse? In-
deed, according to descriptions in “Zhou shu xu” 周書序 (“Sequential 
Outline of the Zhou Scriptures”), most Yi Zhou shu chapters were com-
posed to record key lessons from episodes in the history of the first 
few Western Zhou reigns. However, the evidence of the “Sequential 
Outline” is not conclusive because it may not have been put together 
until the Han period.74 One should therefore acknowledge that some of 

72 Although these “sequential outlines” are doubtlessly much later than the texts indexed in 
them, they provide useful evidence about how shu texts were contextualized during the Han, 
and probably also during the Warring States periods.

73 On the twofold conception of authority in shu, see Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in 
Early China, pp. 128–29, 175–76.

74 The history of the “Sequential Outline of the Zhou scriptures” is not simple, and the text 
was continuously edited in the medieval period: Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early 
China, pp. 47–52. While it is difficult to establish whether a particular description had already 
been composed by the Han period or not, the text must have taken its general shape by then. 
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these texts may have been incorporated into the Western Zhou sage–
rulers discourse at a late stage.

The texts discussed by Najman have important similarities with 
the Western Zhou sage rulers discourse. Both cases represent chron-
ologically extended traditions that continued to generate new texts 
throughout centuries, while always hearkening back to fixed moments 
in the foundational past. In both cases, texts cover the themes of great-
est concern in respective cultures, necessitating a recourse to the high-
est authorities available: Moses in the Hebrew tradition and the early 
Western Zhou kings in the case of China. There are even similarities 
in the historical reception: in both cases, the texts composed within 
the later phases of the tradition (Yi Zhou shu, Jubilees, and Temple Scroll), 
having enjoyed some influence for a few centuries, eventually failed to 
pass the test of time and did not ascend into the canon.75

The mechanisms of remembrance in both traditions are also mutu-
ally insightful. The Mosaic discourse is tied to a specific person (Moses), 
a place (Mount Sinai), and a moment in time (the dialogical encoun-
ter between God and Moses on the mountain following the Israelites’ 
escape from Egypt). The part of scriptural traditions related to the 
early-Western Zhou kings is looser in focus, but still demonstrates a 
consistent fixation on a group of persons (early-Western Zhou kings and 
their particularly respectable advisers), places (mostly royal residences 
of the Western Zhou period), and time (the first few reigns of the Zhou 
house corresponding to the era of “sage rulers”). The development of 
discourse continued all the way into the Warring States period, when 
new scriptures would still relate themselves to the familiar foundational 
episodes and protagonists from the early Western Zhou. While it would 
be difficult to explain such continuous production of “anachronistic” 
scriptures within the conventional interpretation of them as “official 
records,” it makes sense in light of Najman’s analysis.

The aspect of inter-generational communication is another fasci-
nating similarity. While mostly absent in the earliest scriptures char-
acteristic of Shang shu, it is conspicuous in late scriptures concentrated 
in Yi Zhou shu, many of which explicitly present themselves as instruc-

On the similar and related “sequential outline” in Shang shu, see Cheng Yuanmin 程元敏, Shuxu 
tongkao 書序通考 (Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1999), pp. 9–53; Ruyue He and Michael Nylan, 
“On a Han-Era Postface (Xu 序) to the Documents,” H JAS 75.2 (2015), pp. 377–426.

75 However, there are notable exceptions: Jubilees was accepted by the Ethiopian church, 
while “Hong fan,” a typical example of the late stage in the scriptural discourse, was incorpo-
rated into the canonical Shang shu.
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tions directed at future posterity.76 Both the Mosaic discourse and the 
discourse related to Western Zhou kings belong to what Assmann iden-
tifies as the “textual continuity” phase in the development of cultural 
memory traditions. In a recent discussion, Molly Zahn has described 
this phase as the one when “divine revelation and ancient wisdom were 
increasingly regarded as accessed through the written word (however 
much, in practice, texts continued to be engaged with in an oral/aural 
context).”77 Texts were understood as material entities that could out-
last the span of any generation’s lifetime and therefore could connect 
between the foundational past and the present, or even between the hu-
man and the divine. We see this in the Jubilees’ detailed self-referential 
account of the text’s materialization through dictation from heavenly 
tablets. We also see this in a variety of late scriptures: in the Yi Zhou shu 
such self-reflective statements concerning the transposition of speech 
into materialized writing can be seen in chapters “Feng bao,” “Chang 
mai” 嘗麥 (“Tasting of Wheat”), “Da ju” 大聚 (“Great Assembly”), “Wu 
jing” 武儆 (“King Wu’s Distress”), “Shi ji” 史記 (“Scribal Records”), and 
a similar self-referential account is also present in *Bao xun 保訓 (Lesson 
on Preservation) from the Tsinghua manuscripts.78 

There are, nevertheless, differences between the Chinese and Bib-
lical discourses discussed here. Both are positioned in the foundational 
past, but the high status of the Mosaic discourse is further bolstered by 
its nature as divine revelation. Western Zhou sage kings, on the other 
hand, are not divine figures, even though they possess a superior, he-
roic status. Nevertheless, elements of divine revelation can be seen 
in Chinese scriptures, too: Shang shu’s “Hong fan” presents itself as a 
revelation bestowed from Heaven to Yu the Great. In this respect, its 

76 This is the case of chapters “Wu yi” 無逸 (“Against Luxurious Ease”), “Jun shi” 君奭 
(“Lord Shi”), and “Lü xing” 呂刑 (“Lü’s Punishments”) in Shang shu, which I consider late 
scriptures. In Yi Zhou shu, the aspect of cross-generational communication is clear in chap-
ters “Feng bao” 酆保, “Da kai” 大開, “Xiao kai” 小開, “Wen jing” 文儆, “Bao dian” 寶典, “Wu 
jing” 寤敬 (“Distress at Awakening”), “Da ju” 大聚 and “Chang mai” 嘗麥. See the discussion 
in Grebnev, Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 96–97.

77 Molly M. Zahn, Genres of Rewriting in Second Temple Judaism, p. 212.
78 According to the interpretation of Ding Zongluo 丁宗洛 (1771–1841) and Zhu Youzeng 

朱右曾 (fl. 19th c.), chapter “Feng bao” appears to present itself as the instructions written on 
both sides of a stone stele erected on Mt. Chong 崇: Huang, Tian, and Zhang, Yi Zhou shu 
huijiao jizhu, p. 198. Chapters “Chang mai,” “Da ju” and “Shi ji” present themselves as ritual 
artefacts recited during regular calendric performances; the Yi Zhou shu chapter “Wu jing” and 
*Bao xun from the Tsinghua manuscripts both appear to record speeches that were preserved 
as court treasures after materialized in writing. The asterisk in the title *Bao xun indicates that 
this originally untitled manuscript was given its name by the editors.
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“nine divisions 九疇” are directly comparable to the Ten Command-
ments that Moses received from God on Mount Sinai.

Another difference is target audience. The Mosaic discourse, as 
discussed by Najman, developed a strong communal aspect, address-
ing every member of the nation of Israel, irrespective of social status, 
gender or age. Remarkably, a reverse development is observable in 
the discourse of Western Zhou sage–rulers, particularly conspicuous in 
comparison with early scriptures. While early scriptures are presented 
in communal settings (which allowed Martin Kern to reconstruct them in 
the context of collective ritual performances), late scriptures predomi-
nantly consist of records of private conversations between the rulers and 
their advisers, showing no interest in disseminating this knowledge to 
broader audiences. Since both the initial source of authority (Western 
Zhou sage–kings) and the target recipients (rulers of later generations) 
are monarchs, late scriptures are courtly texts par excellence. 

C o nclusi      o n

This study has demonstrated that the chronological and generic 
diversity of early Chinese scriptures can be explained if they are re-
considered as a multi-generational discourse, similar to the Mosaic 
discourse in the Second Temple Judaism as examined by Najman. Al-
though the late scriptures ascribed to early Western Zhou sage rulers 
that were produced in the Warring States period are often dismissed 
by modern scholars as insufficiently authentic, they were accepted as 
authoritative scriptures by contemporaries. Borrowing methodological 
insights from Jan Assmann, I have argued that the stark difference in 
the form of early and late scriptures can be explained as a consequence 
of the transition from the ritual to the textual stage in the development 
of cultural memory. The Western Zhou sage–rulers discourse belongs to 
this later textual phase. The texts formed during this phase, however, 
cannot be dismissed as less authentic or derivative, for they played a 
crucial role in the history of Chinese textuality.79 The development 
of the Western Zhou sage–rulers discourse was driven by the need to 

79 I commend the approach of Irene Peirano who emphasizes the value of “fakes” in Lat-
in literature as an important source of evidence regarding the reception of early textual tra-
ditions at later phases; Peirano, The Rhetoric of the Roman Fake, pp. 10–13. Buddhism pres-
ents another example of a tradition that was inherently open to the growth and proliferation 
of authoritative texts, which was instrumental in the development of its many variations; see 
Ronald M. Davidson, “An Introduction to the Standards of Scriptural Authenticity in Indian 
Buddhism,” in Robert E. Buswell, Jr., ed., Chinese Buddhist Apocrypha (Honolulu: U. Hawaii 
P., 1990), pp. 291–325.
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transmit and elaborate the “normative and formative” aspects of elite 
cultural memory, but unlike the Biblical tradition, Chinese scriptures 
focused predominantly on the reinforcement of kingship.

The discourse related to Western Zhou sage–kings discussed in this 
article only covers part of the scriptural corpus. Since this part only 
took shape after the textual turn,80 it does not incorporate early scrip-
tures, including the archaic texts related to early-Western Zhou rulers 
as found in Shang shu and Yi Zhou shu. Neither does it incorporate the 
late scriptures related to other ruling lineages, such as chapters “Yao 
dian” 堯典 (“Canon of Yao”) and “Gao Yao mo” 皋陶謨 (“Counsels of 
Gao Yao”) in  Shang shu.81 The diversity of the early Chinese scriptural 
corpus is such that its different constituent parts should be studied 
apart. Nevertheless, it is justified to study the Western Zhou sage–rulers 
discourse separately — and even to give it priority over other parts of 
this corpus. By the sheer number of related chapters, this discourse is 
the most prominent. Examined diachronically, it evinces the gradual 
formation of a new ideal of the foundational past, in which monarchi-
cal authority and the authority of textual experts existed in a tenuous 
but indispensable symbiosis. This had far-reaching implications for 
Chinese culture, creating two perennial poles of authority: monarchic 
and textual. The tension between them was never fully resolved. The 
Duke of Zhou was remembered not only as an adviser, but also as a 
regent, if not a usurper of royal power.82 Confucius, who modeled him-
self after the Duke of Zhou, came to be celebrated as an “uncrowned 
king.”83 This tension can be traced back to the scriptural discourse 

80 Only a tentative dating of the textual turn is possible, roughly around the 5th c. bc. This 
date should be treated with caution, because the textual turn should be understood as a slow 
transition, probably extending across centuries.

81 For discussions of “Yao dian” and “Gao Yao mo” and the dating of their different parts, 
see Kern, “Language and the Ideology of Kingship in the ‘Canon of Yao,’” in Origins of Chi-
nese Political Philosophy, pp. 23–61; Kai Vogelsang, “Competing Voices in the Shangshu,” in 
Origins of Chinese Political Philosophy, pp. 62–105. See also Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Clas-
sics, pp. 133–34. Such chapters belong to distinct derivative discourses, developed in imita-
tion of the Western Zhou sage rulers discourse by projecting similar concerns into other, ear-
lier periods of history.

82 Magnus Ribbing Gren, “The Qinghua ‘Jinteng’ 金縢 Manuscript: What It Does Not Tell 
Us about the Duke of Zhou,” in Origins of Chinese Political Philosophy, pp. 193–223; Dirk 
Meyer, “‘Shu’ Traditions and Text Recomposition: A Reevaluation of ‘Jinteng’ 金縢 and ‘Zhou 
Wu Wang You Ji’ 周武王有疾,” in Origins of Chinese Political Philosophy, pp. 224–48.

83 On the overlapping of kingship and textual authority in the image of Confucius, see, 
e.g., Lewis, Writing and Authority in Early China, pp. 196–97, 211–13; Zhao Lu, “To Become 
Confucius: The Apocryphal Texts and Eastern Han Emperor Ming’s Political Legitimacy,” 
AM 3d ser. 28.1 (2015), pp. 115–44.
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of the Western Zhou sage–rulers, which had became the cornerstone 
of Chinese cultural memory already in the Warring States period and 
continued to underpin it during the following centuries.

Appendix: Explanation of Categories Used in Table 1, Above, and the 
Following Two Tables

• Contextual setting: “Scenic” contextual setting, as in the example of “Duo 
shi,” above, furnishes the text with a unique and captivating historical scene. “For-
malistic” contextual setting is devoid of such details, describing a generic scene of 
a meeting or an announcement, as in “Xiao kai wu”. “Alarming” contextual setting 
employs the scenes of deathbed testaments, grave illness, or upsetting dreams. A 
“writing informed” contextual setting describes the circumstances of the compo-
sition of the text in writing, suggesting that the text was initially conceived as a 
written composition. The cases where the text does not contain a separate con-
textualizing passage are marked as “n/a.” 84

• Communal or private: When the speech is directed to a group of recipients, 
it is “communal.” If it only involves a dialogue between two or three participants, 
it is “private.”

• Transgenerational: Those chapters that mention an inter-generational com-
munication focused on didactic instruction or written texts are counted as “trans-
generational.” Texts that only mention ancestors without reflecting on the verbal 
instructions received from them (such as chapter “Zhai gong” in Yi Zhou shu) 
are not considered here “trans-generational”.

• Dramatic: Chapters are counted as “dramatic” if they contain vivid language 
that involves the use of personal pronouns, vocatives, and diverse exclamations, 
as in the example of “Duo shi,” quoted above.

• Catalogs and lists: Here, I take both numerical lists and structured catalogs 
that do not explicitly use numbers as the same phenomenon.

• Date by function words: The dates in this table are based on the latest func-
tion words in Zi Ju’s summary.85 As Zi Ju remarks explicitly, this should not be 
considered as a final verdict since the text could have been edited later or sim-
ply incorporated a late character as a result of a copyist mistake. Some of Zi Ju’s 
summaries are more convincing than others, especially when there are multiple 
instances of late words, as opposed to single occurrences, which are more likely 
to be accidental. I find this summary useful as supplementary evidence, in the 
absence of a study that would compare the diachronic lexical, grammatical, and 
phonological developments in scriptures systematically.

• Early or late: Chapters are classified as “early” or “late” based on the analy-
sis of the above features in their combination.

84 I have previously stated the classification of types of shu contextual setting in Grebnev, 
Mediation of Legitimacy in Early China, pp. 92–96.

85 Zi Ju, “Xian Qin wenxian fenqi fenyu yanjiu zhi yi: xuci pian.”
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Table A.1. Early & Late Shang shu Scriptures Relating to Early-Western
 Zhou Rulers

chapter context’l 
setting

communal 
or private

trans
gen’l

drama-
tic

catalogs, 
lists

date by 
function 
words 
(zi ju)

early 
   or 
late

Mu shi
 牧誓

Scenic Communal No Yes No Mid. S&A Early

Hong fan 
洪範

Formalistic Private Yes  86 No Yes Mid. S&A Late

Da gao 
大誥

n/a Communal No Yes No Early S&A Early

Kang gao
康誥

Scenic, n/a Communal, 
private

No Yes No Early S&A Early

Jiu gao 
酒誥

n/a Communal No Yes No Late S&A Early

Shao gao 
召誥

Scenic Communal No Yes No Mid. WS Early

Luo gao 
洛誥

n/a Private No Yes No Early S&A Early

Duo shi 
多士

Scenic Communal No Yes No W. Zhou Early

Wu yi 
無逸

n/a Private Yes Yes No Mid. S&A Late

Jun shi 
君奭

n/a Private Yes Yes No Mid. S&A Late

Lü xing 
呂刑

Writing 
informed

Communal Yes Yes No Mid. S&A Late

Duo fang 
多方

Scenic Communal No Yes No Early S&A Early

Li zheng 
立政

n/a Communal No Yes No Mid. S&A Early

Gu ming 
顧命

Alarming Communal Yes Yes Yes Mid. S&A Late

86 The transgenerational focus in “Hong fan” is articulated not by the explicit mention of 
future generations, but by the creation of a story regarding Heaven’s conferral of the “nine 
divisions” in remote antiquity to Yu the Great 大禹, which was in turn given to King Wu 武
王 by Jizi 箕子 in the text. Thus, King Wu in the text receives a trans-generational “time cap-
sule,” which sets an example for the audiences of future generations to perceive the text in 
a similar way.
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ritual continuity to textual continuity

Table A.2. Early and Late Scriptures in Yi Zhou shu That Relate to Early Western 
Zhou Rulers

chapter context’l 
setting

communal 
or private

trans
gen’l

drama-
tic

cata-
logs, 
lists

date by 
func-
tion 
words 
(zi ju)

early   
  or 
late

Da kuang 
大匡  
(ch.11)

Writing 
informed

Communal No No No Late WS Late

Cheng dian 
程典

Writing 
informed

Communal No No No Late WS Late

Feng bao 
酆保

Formalistic Communal Yes No Yes Mid.-late 
S&A

Late

Da kai
大開

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Early S&A Late

Xiao kai 
小開

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Mid.-late 
S&A

Late

Wen jing 
文儆

Alarming Private Yes No No Mid.-late 
S&A

Late

Wen zhuan 
文傳

Formalistic Private No No Yes Late WS Late

Rou wu 
柔武

Formalistic Private No No Yes Late WS Late

Da kai Wu 
大開武

Formalistic Private No No Yes Late S&A Late

Xiao kai 
Wu 
小開武

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Late S&A Late

Bao dian 
寶典

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Late S&A Late

Feng mou 
酆謀

Formalistic Private No No Yes Mid. S&A Late

Wù jing 
寤敬

Alarming Private Yes No No Late WS Late

He wu 
和寤

Scenic Communal No No No Mid. S&A Early/
late?  87

continued 

87 This brief and not very informative chapter can be classified as “early” on the basis of 
the formal criteria listed in this table. However, its language is very close to the chapters oth-
erwise identifiable as late scriptures found in Yi Zhou shu. Consider the passage 嗚呼! 敬之哉! 
無競惟人 (“Wuhu! Be reverent towards this! There should be no contestation other than for 
humanity.”) This is reminiscent of  a passage in “Bao dian”: 上下咸勸, 孰不競仁? (“[When] 
those above and below are assiduous, who would not contest in humaneness?”)
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yegor grebnev

chapter context’l 
setting

communal 
or private

trans
gen’l

drama-
tic

cata-
logs, 
lists

date by 
func-
tion 
words 
(zi ju)

early   
  or 
late

Da kuang 
大匡 
(ch.37)

Formalistic Communal No No Yes Late WS Late

Wen zheng 
文政

Formalistic ? 88 No No Yes Mid. S&A Late

Da ju 
大聚

Scenic Private Yes No Yes Qin Late

Shang shi 
商誓

n/a Communal No Yes No Mid. S&A Early

Duo yi 
度邑

Scenic Private No Yes No Late S&A Early

Wǔ jing 
武儆

Alarming Private Yes No No Mid.-late 
S&A

Late

Wu quan 
五權

Alarming Private ? 89 No Yes Early S&A Late

Cheng kai 
成開

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Mid. S&A Late

Huang men 
皇門

Formalistic Communal No Yes No Late S&A Early

Da jie 
大戒

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Late WS Late

Chang mai 
嘗麥

n/a Communal Yes Yes Yes Mid. S&A Late

Ben dian 
本典

Formalistic Private Yes No Yes Late WS Late

Zhai gong 
祭公

n/a Private, com-
munal

No Yes No Mid.-late 
S&A

Early

88 The text does not contain enough information to decide who its audience is.
89 In this text, King Wu addressed the Duke of Zhou with an exhortation. It is not clear 

whether xiaozi 小子 (lit. “little son”) in the text refers to King Wu or perhaps also to his son 
and later successors.


