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An Examination of the Meaning of “Dian” (i)

in the Zuo Zhuan

Cho-Kang Yang" + Sheng-Sung Huang"™

Abstract

This study examines the character dian (#f) in the Zuo Zhuan, analyzing

the evolution of its meanings with reference to related texts. The common
view that the”Five Dian” refers to ancient imperial writings lacks evidence;
bronze inscriptions suggest that the original sense of dian was “to hold a
tablet with both hands” or “a tablet placed on a stand,” from which it came
to denote the inscribed tablets stored in covenant archives and used for
recording commands (ce ming). From this concrete sense, dian was extended
to mean “records of former deeds,” and subsequently to “established norms.”
In both the Zuo Zhuan and Guoyu, such norms were often invoked as “state
laws,” leading dian to acquire the meaning of “national law.” Owing to the
nature of fa (law) in the Spring and Autumn period, the term further developed
connotations of ‘“authority” and “constancy.” By tracing these semantic
transformations, this paper not only reconstructs the conceptual formation of
dian but also sheds light on the institutional functions of ce ming in the
Western Zhou and Spring and Autumn eras, elucidating the mechanisms of

legal codification and the circulation of written law in early China.

Keywords: Zuo Zhuan, Spring and Autumn Annals, Canon, Investiture Tablet,

Law
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