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“Yi-ben” and “Yitong”: A Discussion on the Generation of “Zun-tong”
within the Mourning Dress System
Zhou Feizhou Xu Fangyi

Summary: Previous research that attempt to understand Chinese human relations through the mourning
dress system have transcended the flat recognition of the differential order but there is still a lack of proper
understanding of the characteristics of “Zun-zun” and its outward extension. This paper reviews Qing dynasty
mourning dress studies especially by understanding the discussions of Zhang Xigong and Cao Yuanbi and
places them within the perspective of Qing dynasty ritual studies and even traditional classical studies thereby
understanding the meaning of “Zun-zun” in the traditional Chinese social thought.

As the core of the mourning dress system the father—son relationship is the general outline of human
relations. Both “Qin—qin” and “Zun-zun” originate from “Yi-ben” with the father being the closest and most
respected person to the son. This utmost respect is derived from the closest intimacy and the closest intimacy
is fulfilled because of the utmost respect. A gentleman can respect his father and then extend this respect to his
father’s father and ancestors regarding them as his utmost respect. And he can extend it to the lineage system
which originates from his consciousness of “Yi-ben” and the pursuit of integrating his life into the inheritance
of “Yi+tong”. Therefore those who are adopted by others can empathize with the will of their biological father
and inherit the “Zun-tong” of the lineage. For them the biological father means their “Yi-ben” and thus
they dare not regard the biological father as a private relative but should mourn for his ancestors; the adoptive
father means their “Yi-tong” and therefore they dare to reduce the mourning dress for those most respected
ancestors of their branch and the ancestors also repay it. The “Yidong” under the lineage system is an
expansion and extension of the father who is the closest and most respected as “Yi-ben” and the “Zun-zun”
is contained within the life experience of “Yi-ben”. “Yi-ben” originates from Mencius and the Song
Confucians used it to explain the principles of adoption but they had not deeply penetrated the internal logic
of mourning dress. “Yi-tong” was first advocated by Zheng Xuan and later was often used by ritual scholars
but there was a lack of reflection on the basis of “Zun-zun”.

The Qing dynasty ritual scholars represented by Zhang Xigong and Cao Yuanbi however integrate the
meanings of “Yi-ben” and “Yi4ong” making outstanding contributions to clarifying the relationship between
“Qin—gin” and “Zun-sun” which helps us to re-understand the theoretical basis of the mourning dress
system. “Qin-gin ” naturally manifests as a weakening from close to distant while “Zun-zun” naturally
manifests as respecting those whom one’s father respects and this process is everdasting. The sentiment of
“Qin—qin” alone cannot be extended outward nor can it establish the structure of mourning dress system.
“Zun-un” and “Qin-qin” together constitute the fundamental driving force for the outward extension of the
mourning dress system. This review of Qing Confucian mourning dress studies not only provides a theoretical
exploration based on tradition for sociology but also hopes to open up new perspectives for classical studies.

Key words: Mourning Dress; Zun-tong; Yi-ben; Yi-tong; Adoption
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