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Jian Discourse in Zuo’s Commentary — A Ritual Theory-based Inquiry
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This paper explores the historical Chinese pragmatic act of jian ‘ admonishing’ through the lens of interactional ritual theo-
ry. The inquiry reveals that jian in Zuo’s Commentary operates in a seemingly paradoxical way: it affords the advisor to simulta-
neously deploy indirect and extremely direct forms of behaviour. The indirect means of jian includes quoting ancient texts and
historical stories and omitting the head act of admonishment, while the direct means employing direct negation, imperative mood
and rhetorical question. The research has revealed that in jian politeness is backgrounded, however controversial this may sound
in the setting of admonishing a ruler. By exploring the Chinese pragmatic act of jian as a ritual form of behaviour, the paper in-
tends to integrate historical pragmatic inquiries into the mainstream of Chinese studies.
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