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A DISCUSSION ON THE ZOOLOGICAL SYSTEMS OF ANCIENT CHINA

Tsou Hsu-wEN

In the ancient Chinese literature there existed several types of zoological systems
which now ought to be regarded no otherwise than the expression of the contradictive
views of materialism and idealism about nature. The system adopted in Er Ya
(Literary Expositor) exhibited materialistic views while all systems based on the
principle of *“Wu Xing’’' (the five elements) including that adopted in ‘‘Yue Ling'”
(Monthly Ordinances) were idealistic.

Although the book Er Ya had suffered adulteration and missing in its parts
during the long historical course of thousands of years, its five chapters on zoology
unmistakably listed numerous names of real animals. The classification system in
Er Ya may be compared with the animal groups in modern systematic zoology as
follows: Class Worms = Invertebrata; Class Fishes = Cold-blooded Vertebrata includ-
ing fishes, Amphibia and Reptilia; Class Birds = Aves; and Class Mammals = Mammalia.
‘We have to be satisfied by the simplicity and being conclusive and clear-cut of this
system which was first written in not later than 11th Century B. C.

"The systems created by the ‘““Wu Xing’’ doctrinalists can be found in several
other books. The first one of them appeared in Guan Biaé which ‘is nothing but
composed of four terms (or characters) to include all the animals known at that
time. The author finds that these terms are merely a transformation of the
nomenclature used in Er Ya. The Guan Bigo system was further developed by later
systems of its kind, so that they achieved to some degree to extend or enrich the
meaning of the terms, yet it is only literal or concerned with ideography and creates
troubles by confusing the meanings of the four debatable terms #  #..%5 1% which
are erroneously regarded as synonyms.

In addition to Guen Biao the systems in Kao Gong Ji, Shi Ze Xun and Chun
Qiuv Fan Lu (written by Dong Zhong-shu) are also based on the principle of ‘“Wu
Xing’’ and their nomenclatures can be compared as follows:

Fishes Mammal
Worms (Cold-blooded verte-| Birds als
Er Ya brates including fishes, .. .
(Invertebrata) Amphibia and Repti-| (Aves) (Mammhzlr:lz;;;cludmg
lia)
Guan Biao Nude (#82) Scaly Feathery Hairy
Smail animals Big animals
Kao Gong Ji
b b b
borfcs mov);ng calﬁyng scaly feathery farty | greasy | naked (&)
Scale Shell
Shi Ze Xun Invertebrata (F) (Testu- | Feather Hair
(-shell) | dinata)
Chun g::l Fan Scale Shell Feather Hair hﬁc{;(ilu)dmg Human ()
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From this table the meaning of each term can be made more clear and the
correspondence of the terms used in different systems can be followed. The confu-
sion initiated in Guan Biao about the above-mentioned four debatable terms may be
eliminated by exanmining their positons in the other systems. One must note that
(1) Sht Ze Xun was the first to call animal ‘‘vermin’’ and this system was thus
called as the ‘“five vermin’’ system, and (2) Dong Zhong-shu oblitered the -class
“Worms’’ of Er Ya and placed class ‘“Human’’ in addition to class ‘‘Hair’’. He
put ‘‘Sages’’ as the head of class ‘“‘Human’’ and other four ‘‘Sacred Animals’ as
the heads of the other relevant classes. Therefore this system deviates very widely
from the natural descendant relations in animal kingdom known today.

Wang Mang, before he ascended the throne, changed Shi Ze Xun into Yue Ling
and pretended it to be Prince Zhou Gong’s work, in which Dong Zhong-shu’s system
was used instead of the original ome of SAt Ze Xun. Through the implications in
Yue Ling Wang Mang claimed that it was God’s will for him to usurp the throne of
the Western Han Dynasty. Wang Mang was the first and last Xin Emperor who
ruled China only for 18 years (6—23 A. D.) but his Yue Ling lasted in Confucian
classics as an authoritative work in the whole remaining feudal epoch in Chinese
history. Its influence is also long lasting since all the zoological systems established
in the afterward feudal dynasties accepted its classification to different degrees, as
proved by the citation in this paper of the literature from the beginning of Tang
Dynasty to the end of Qing Dynasty. It is obvious that the thoughts of the Con-
fucian school impeded the development of zoological science in China.





