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ABSTRACT

The writing of the Spring and Autumn Annals is marked by concision and implicit meaning.
Rather than stating its intent directly, it often conveys praise and blame beyond the literal
wording. Accordingly, scholars of the Spring and Autumn Annals have traditionally sought its
underlying meaning through its interpretive principles, editorial conventions, modes of
expression, and the so-called ‘subtle words with profound significance’. In modern
scholarship, Qian Zhongshu has treated it either as material for rhetorical analysis or as an

early point of departure for hermeneutics. Taking the use of yi A in the Spring and Autumn

Annals as a case study, this article investigates the historical transformation of its meaning in
successive exegetical traditions. The Three Commentaries follow divergent interpretive
approaches: some explain yi on philological and lexical grounds, whereas others relate it to
ritual norms, social hierarchy, and moral judgement. This gives rise to several questions: what
is the original meaning of yi? From what respective perspectives do the Three Commentaries
interpret it? And what new meanings did later Spring and Autumn scholars, building on the
Three Commentaries, further develop? Yet because classical exegesis cannot restore the
author to clarify the original intent, it is difficult to impose a single standard and render
definitive judgments on the rightness or wrongness of the various interpretations. Accordingly,
this article adopts Fu Weixun’s hermeneutic framework of the ‘Five Levels of Meaning’,
focusing on ‘intended meaning’ and ‘implicit meaning’ as its main interpretive approach. It
traces the interpretation of yi upward to the Three Commentaries and downward to Spring
and Autumn exegesis from the Song dynasty onward, taking Hu Anguo’s Hu Commentary on
the Spring and Autumn Annals as its central pivot. On the basis of Hu’s threefold
classification of armies, territory, and persons, and in dialogue with interpretations advanced
by commentators through the ages, the article attempts to reconstruct a clearer interpretive
lineage of the use of yi in the Spring and Autumn Annals. By systematically reviewing
exegetical explanations across the ages, it seeks to reconstruct a clearer interpretive trajectory
for the use of yi in the Spring and Autumn Annals. The analysis shows that yi, deriving from
its basic sense of ‘to use’, developed a range of extended meanings, including ‘to lead’, ‘to
employ borrowed forces’, ‘to compel the mobilization of another’s troops’, ‘what ought not
to be done by means of yi’, ‘honouring the king and restraining hegemonic power’, and
‘distinguishing between Hua and Yi’. This demonstrates that, although the character yi is

slight in form, within the rhetorical conventions of the Spring and Autumn Annals it carries

I



deeply layered significance. The text is thus concise in wording yet far-reaching in

implication, and its meaning cannot be fully captured by philological explanation alone.

Key words: Writing conventions of the Spring and Autumn Annals; The use of yi L in the

Spring and Autumn Annals; Intended meaning; Implicit meaning; Hermeneutics
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