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A Note on Conventions


Pinyin is used for all transliterations except personal names of those scholars who write in English and who use different transliterations (e.g. Hsiao Kung-chuan, not Xiao Gongquan). I have converted direct quotations from English-language secondary sources whose authors employed the Wade–Giles system of romanization into the pinyin system.
Dynasties and Periods



	The Western Zhou (eleventh century–771 bc)

	The Eastern Zhou (770–221 bc)

	The Spring and Autumn period (770–476 bc)

	The Warring States period (453–221 bc)

	Qin (221–206 bc)

	Han (206 bc–ad 220)

	The Six Dynasties period (220–589)

	Sui (581–618)

	Tang (618–907)

	The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period (907–60)

	Northern Song (960–1127)

	Southern Song (1127–1279)

	Liao (907–1125)

	Jin (1113–1234)

	Yuan (1271–1368)

	Ming (1368–1644)

	Qing (1636–1912)

	The People's Republic of China (PRC) (1949–present)

Preface


Today, many social scientists and theorists – particularly those who question the dominance of European models – are attempting to address China's place anew in the worldwide history of political formations and ideas, hoping that we may better cope with the ever-globalizing political challenges of our own time. The nascent but rapidly developing field of comparative or global political theory is part of such an effort. Scholars in the field are primarily interested in understanding the patterns of Chinese political thought for the sake of comparison and as a source of inspiration for their own theoretical agendas. And yet inquiries are still overwhelmingly dominated by ahistorical and nationalist perspectives. I think that the time is ripe to redirect this trend, taking into account Chinese political thought in its full historical complexity. The present volume is but a preliminary contribution to this end.
The overarching aim of this book is to provide an interpretive inquiry into Chinese political thinkers’ engagement with their historical world and intellectual resources from antiquity to the present while considering its relevance to topics of political theory broadly construed, building on my earlier works as well as my English, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean academic research. In other words, what I hope to offer is neither a highly stylized social scientific account of Chinese political thought nor a detailed account of one representative system of Chinese political thought, but a theoretically informed long-term historical narrative. Why do we need such a historical narrative? Because the best way to understand certain things is by tracing their history without losing sight of theoretical concerns.
Given the increasing significance of China in our globalizing world, one may feel tempted to seek the essence of Chinese political thought, which presumably underpins Chinese politics. However, highly stylized or packaged accounts of Chinese political thought, which might serve the operationalization of social sciences, may be misleading. There is no such thing as the essence of Chinese political thought. Even when certain common features seem to recur across Chinese history, what matters is not fashioning the stylized account, but how we arrive at it. There is no set of essential features that are optimally valid throughout the historical development of Chinese political thought. Sometimes, it is through a long stretch of history that the fuller significance of any of its elements is best brought to light. The whole is meant to be more than the sum of its parts. Thus the following chapters seek to demonstrate the dynamic variety of Chinese political thought. That variety should caution us not to take today's political imagination for granted and not to close our eyes to the array of alternatives. In a similar vein, as I am generally skeptical of the possibility that one can gain ground by approaching ideas in the abstract, the following chapters invite the reader to examine the historical contexts that informed Chinese political thought. Identifying different configurations of seemingly similar ideas in shifting historical contexts may help us to see Chinese political thought in its greater complexity. This very complexity gives rise to a broader perspective, which allows us to see beyond the narrow bounds of our political imagination.
Apart from the benefit of a broader perspective, what exactly can we learn from Chinese political thought? One might feel tempted to ask: what straightforward lessons does it teach us about today's problems or the nature of good governance? Some might want to go so far as to say that Chinese political thought, suitably reimagined and updated, holds out a promising ideal of political order for us today. My hope is far more modest. Chinese political thought is of interest in itself. It is not that a history of Chinese political thought would teach us definite answers regarding the nature of good governance, but that it offers another rich resource on which one can draw in reflecting on political matters for oneself. This is one of the reasons why we should not lose sight of the relationship between ideas and historical realities, as a way to throw light on the political experience of the time. We want to know, among other things, how the Chinese constructed normative images of their political order, how the images and order took the precise forms they did, and how well they matched “Chinese” practice and behavior. Only then can the new arsenal of political thought give us a richer language with which to attempt to think for ourselves. With any luck, this volume may provide some readers with a few important steps toward the goal. Providing a more fully historical and more sophisticated analysis would require more systematic further studies on a number of questions that are only cursorily dealt with in the present volume. My hope is to make this still-narrow path a little easier for those who engage with non-Western political thought to reflect on the politics of an interconnected and increasingly crowded planet.
In writing this volume, I have tried to remember that we still need books for non-specialists who do not already have the kind of knowledge of Chinese history and thought that established scholars assumed. Thus, as well as gathering up the threads of the narrative, I have tried to offer explanations, whenever necessary, for non-specialists and students, although at times this tends to digress from the point at issue. In addition, as the political implications of the theories discussed are often far from straightforward, and their original audience took much for granted that we do not, the discussion involves extended digressions into metaphysics, epistemology, and tacit assumptions as far as they illuminate political thought. I hope that political theorists who have no specialized knowledge of China will find the historical context worth considering, and that sinologists with a general interest in intellectual history will find theoretical questions worth thinking about.
I would like to thank colleagues, teachers, and friends who read and commented on the manuscript at various stages: Ryan Balot, Peter Bol, Koo Bumjin, Anne Cheng, Watanabe Hiroshi, P.J. Ivanhoe, Yung Sik Kim, Leo Shin, Curie Virag, Melissa Williams, and reviewers for Polity Press. Many sections of this book were presented as conference talks and invited lectures. I would like to thank in particular audiences at the Korean Intellectual History Group and Seoul National University political theory workshop. I owe a special debt to the faculty members in political theory at SNU. They provided an intellectually stimulating environment that has proven invaluable in writing the manuscript. My editors at Polity, Louise Knight, Nekane Tanaka Galdos, Rachel Moore, and Justin Dyer have been unfailingly patient and helpful. In particular, I thank Louise Knight for giving me the opportunity to consider this writing project, and P.J. Ivanhoe for exercising leadership over a multi-year project of East Asian thought. I would also like to thank Jihye Song and Hakyoung Lee for all of their research assistance in the preparation of the manuscript. Of course, all errors and shortcomings are mine alone. This work was supported by a grant from the Academy of Korean Studies funded by the Korean Government (MEST) (AKS-2011-AAA-2102).
1
Introduction


As I try to offer a more fully historical narrative rather than the kind of synthetic history of Chinese political thought that has already been written, a review of the state of the art provides a useful point of departure. Although books and articles on Chinese political thought are voluminous, I here concern myself primarily with book-length studies whose title is “A History of Chinese Political Thought,” or something close to it.1
Hsiao Kung-chuan's A History of Chinese Political Thought (1979) is practically the only book-length study available in a Western language that introduces students to Chinese political thought from antiquity to modern times.2 In fact, Hsiao's work is part of the scholarly trend in the 1930s–40s that produced quite a few histories of Chinese political thought, including those of Lǚ Simian, Lǚ Zhenyu, Tao Xisheng, and Liang Qichao.3 Until the 1980s, very few scholarly efforts were made to write a chronological narrative of Chinese political thought in mainland China. Such a void in mainland Chinese scholarship was caused largely by political turmoil during that period (Zhu, 1988; Liu and Ge, 2001). Meanwhile, Taiwanese scholars, who were relatively free from political uncertainty (Ge, 2006, p. 296), produced a series of histories of Chinese political thought, including those of Xie Fuya, Sa Mengwu, Yang Youjiong, Ye Zuhao, and Zhang Jinjian, to name but a few.4 Over the last few decades, however, as the political landscape has changed, mainland Chinese scholars have increasingly produced histories of Chinese political thought.5 The growing number of volumes entitled “A History of Chinese Political Thought” indicates the fact that chronological and synthetic narrative is a popular genre in mainland Chinese scholarly writing, while there appears to be no corresponding tendency outside China. Synthetic surveys of Chinese political thought rarely have been attempted by Japanese scholars in the past half-century. Although the titles of a few books convey such an image, they are not intended as synthetic histories (see, e.g., Morimoto, 1967; Iwama, 1968).
To the extent that the present volume is written in English, it hopes to fill a major void after the publication of Hsiao's History. Hsiao's work is of course a classic one, and I cannot hope to emulate its impressive range. This book is much less ambitious, as I do not pretend to cover many significant political thinkers in Chinese history, let alone all of them, as Hsiao purportedly did. However, it is about forty years since the English version of Hsiao's book appeared, and a wealth of major advances in related subjects have been made since that time. For this reason alone, it seems worthwhile to try to furnish a more up-to-date synthetic account of Chinese political thought, taking account as far as possible of what I think are significant new perspectives and findings.
My decision to address anew Chinese political thought derives not only from my desire to incorporate newly produced scholarly achievements that have tremendously expanded our knowledge of Chinese intellectual tradition. This book is ambitious in the sense that it attempts to reconsider the assumptions that sustain existing synthetic narratives, including Hsiao's. One fruitful way of assessing the orientation of this volume is, then, to show how it departs from Hsiao's History. The following passage outlines the characteristic features of Hsiao's work.

China's history is a continuum extending through centuries from a remote past. … Political thought, too, saw a rapid and sudden development at this time, when Confucius assumed the role of teacher and established his teachings and the doctrines of the various other schools appeared in turn. … Meanwhile, we note in the imperial authoritarian forms of government only insignificant changes from the Qin and Han dynasties onward. … And had it not been for the continuous process of cultural and military invasion from the West via sea routes during the Ming and Qing dynasties, I fear that the Period of Continuation in political thought need not have ended with the Song and Yuan dynasties and that the subsequent Period of Change might not have come as it did in the Ming and Qing. The direct cause of the changes in China's political thought was the stimulus of outside forces. … The political thought of the authoritarian world had as its background the political institutions of the period from the Qin–Han dynasties to the Ming–Qing. … With all the schools of philosophy that had existed from pre-Qin times, it was their ability to adapt to the new historical environment [of the imperial age] that determined their prosperity or decline. The Confucians’ adaptability was greatest; hence the transmission of their teachings continued longest, and their real power and influence were strongest. 

(Hsiao, 1979, pp. 3–4, 15–16, 20–1)


First, as exemplified by the sentence “China's history is a continuum extending through centuries from a remote past,” and other similar expressions throughout his book, Hsiao's work is driven by Chinese nationalism. Indeed, it views modern China as the inexorable culmination of earlier history. Second, in Hsiao's view, Chinese imperial history is characterized by authoritarian forms of government. Third, he regards Confucianism as a programmatic concept of Chinese political thought and Confucius as a “sudden” founder of it. Fourth, Chinese political thought represents an ideological justification of authoritarian forms of government. The success of Confucianism is explained in terms of its adaptability to Chinese despotism or autocracy. Fifth, there is no profound change in either Chinese imperial political arrangements or thought before Western learning impacted China.
Last but not least, Hsiao structures the chronological narrative of Chinese political thought according to putative stages of world-historical development, from the feudal world through the authoritarian empire to the modern nation-state. This stage of development roughly corresponds to European development from feudalism through absolute monarchy to the modern nation-state. Its primary flaw is teleology in that it takes the current outcome as determined and traces how past processes led up to it. As he believes in the dichotomous understanding of Western dynamism versus Chinese stagnation, Hsiao divides the history of Chinese political thought into three stages: the thought of the feudal world (including the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods), the thought of the authoritarian empire (including the two thousand years from the Qin to the Qing), and the thought of the modern nation-state (from the late nineteenth century to the present day) (Hsiao, 1979, p. 19). Hsiao places most, if not all, Chinese political thinkers known at his time within this larger framework of Chinese history. The outcome is so mammoth that only half of this book has been translated into English.
I disagree with every point in the preceding citation, but it is still, I fear, a way of summing up a history of Chinese political thought to many people. Let us assess each of the points in turn.

What is China?
The first object of assessment is China itself, the core organizing concept of Hsiao's volume and other similar works. Most synthetic accounts of Chinese political thought seem to take “China” as ultimately a unitary unit, notwithstanding its internal multiplicity. Such a notion is not without merit in that it offers sustained signposts through which the narratives unfold. However, it leaves unexamined this long-cherished assumption.
A case in point is nationalist historiography, a dominant paradigm in mainland Chinese scholarship. Synthetic accounts in this mold are wedded to the nation as the subject of history, and take the current territorial and cultural boundaries of the Chinese nation-state for granted. One can find the theoretical blueprint of Chinese nationalism in Fei Xiaotong's The Unifying Structure of the Pluralist Chinese People (1999). The upshot is that, in principle, contemporary China is the inexorable culmination of earlier Chinese histories. Our everyday language and its categories also reflect nationalist historiography because many of us are still living in an apparent nation-state. They often lead us to suppose that we have long lived in a durable political unit which has had some allegedly pristine existence ever since antiquity.
However, critics have vigorously demonstrated that the notion of a historically unified nation-state of China is a myth. According to them, the nationalist image of China is much more a recent invention than a historical reality. While much debate still surrounds this politically charged issue, it is not the main concern of this book to settle the details of it. And yet it is evident that Chinese nationalism is both retrospective and teleological as a historiographical paradigm. It is retrospective in that the idea of China as a nation is projected back into pre-modern times, and it imputes significance to the past that it did not originally possess. It is also teleological in that it regards the current Chinese nation-state as the inevitable outcome of China's two-thousand-year-old imperial history.
History makes China more than China makes history. Instead of treating China as a monolith, therefore, this volume deals with it as a construction. Apart from the outcome of constant human effort to invent, reinvent, and reinforce Chinese identity through official rhetoric, historiography, and other means of ideological production, there is no absolute, eternal foundation that has sustained China. In a sense, what has been very much a reality is not China in itself but the quest for political identity under the rubric of China, which binds successive dynasties into an integrated whole. The quest has been reinterpreted, renegotiated, and readjusted in subsequent processes of fashioning Chinese identity. Rigid notions of Chinese identity have rarely survived for long periods of time, for they have been unable to cope with changing circumstances. Thus, this volume attempts to disentangle China from teleological historiography so as to appreciate Chinese political thought in its own historical contexts. Investigation of the relationship between the shifting ideas of China and the historical realities that produced them is interesting in its own right as a way to throw light on Chinese political thought. We want to know, among other things, how the Chinese constructed images of themselves as Chinese, why their self-identity took the precise forms it did, and in what way self-image conditioned political thought. In short, I would like to deal with the notion of China as a key contextual variable in narrating a long history of Chinese political thought.
Having said that, a few words about Chineseness seem in order.6 Chineseness here refers to a wide range of answers to the question, “What is China?” The answers, whatever they are, represent attempts to create a framework for imagining a trans-dynastic entity that can be applied across the entire span of what is called Chinese history. The trans-dynastic historical entity, however defined, is not the same as any particular spatio-cultural-political entity; it is a larger overall entity, within which each dynasty or state forges its identity. This type of fundamental question usually goes unasked, unless a new political entity emerges and attempts to relate itself to the historical succession of dynasties, thereby generating a larger sense of spatio-temporal continuity. Under normal circumstances, people tend to be more concerned about what China does rather than what China is. In recent decades, however, scholars have become increasingly concerned with the self-understanding of China, be it of state, national, ethnic, or cultural identity. It is a particularly daunting task to come to terms with the question of Chineseness, for China seems to be an enduring entity, but it is hardly a static one. Indeed, “China” continued to be invented and reinvented by various political actors, and thus constantly undergoes transformation that reflects changing historical conditions. These transformations stretch out over more than two thousand years. “China,” therefore, is not a fixed, single identity, but a constantly moving target.7 How, then, are we to capture the moving target and give ordered continuity to the otherwise messy historical material over the very long term?

Approaches to Chineseness
In English, we use the term “China” to refer to the polity of Zhongguo (“central state”) or Zhonghua (“central efflorescence”) in modern Chinese. The very term “China” was a variation of the word Qin (221–206 bc), the first unified imperial state in Chinese history and well known for its despotic power. In contrast, the term “central efflorescence” was obviously loaded with normative significance. That is, throughout Chinese history, Chinese rulers and intellectuals employed it to mean the universal vocation of “the center of civilization,” not referring to a modern type of nation-state. Imputing the contemporary sense of nationhood and statehood to Chinese history as a whole would be an anachronism. Most of the historical Chinas were certainly not yet the China we know.
To appreciate this point, one needs to take seriously the historicity of the concept “central efflorescence,” which was mobilized by political elites in fashioning Chinese identity since the Han dynasty (206 bc–ad 220) or earlier. The sinocentric worldview deployed the term “central efflorescence” in relation to a wider world; it established an opposition between the Zhongguo as the central and superior spatio-cultural entity, and the surrounding peoples and states, who were typically referred to as the Yidi, or “barbarian.” The standard binary opposition of “central efflorescence” and “barbarian” (hua/yi in brief form), which was often rendered as “Chinese civilization” and “barbarity,” respectively, was not a mere distinction. As Saussurean structural linguistics makes clear, meaning is generated by interdependent difference. The meaning of one is defined in terms of the other. Seen in this way, the sinocentric worldview placed “central efflorescence” in a relationship of conceptual necessity to barbarism. That is, Chinese dynasties’ status of “central efflorescence” was not simply based on their own intrinsic properties but existed in necessary relation to barbarism.
While the concept of “central efflorescence” was laden with hierarchical meanings, the question remains as to what constitutes “central efflorescence.” From ancient times to the present, the answers to the question are too intricate to permit a fully adequate recapitulation here. Whatever the answers are, let me point out three main sources that political actors have tapped: spatial, ethnic, and cultural. Proponents of the spatial approach argue that a certain spatial area defines China. The traditional term Zhongguo, which sometimes refers to Chineseness itself as well as the Chinese polity, implies a spatial definition, especially when it is contrasted with the term waiguo (external states). For advocates of this view, in order to become China it is essential to possess or at least be related to a certain geographic area, typically identified as the central plain – the Yellow River basin – during the Eastern Zhou (770–221 bc), although the location of the central plain itself invites spatial ambiguity. The ethnic approach represents the position that equates Chineseness largely with descent and blood. The proponents of the ethnic approach often argue that the Han Chinese ethnic identity defines China. However, the emergent scholarly field of critical Han studies cautions us to avoid simplistic commensurations between Han and Chineseness. That is, “Han,” a major ethnic group in China, may be the largest category of collective identity in the world, but it is fraught with uncertainty and incoherence. Third, there is the cultural approach, which advocates non-ethnic forms of identity. The proponents of the cultural approach reject a racialized definition of Chineseness that privileges Han ethnicity, and instead focus on cultural characteristics that they believe are specific to China. However, even here the unity of Chinese culture posed by the cultural approach is dubious. For example, the differences among the “dialects” in China are so vast that they would likely be treated as foreign languages if observed in the European context. It has been increasingly recognized, moreover, that the different cultures developed by non-Han peoples had a decided influence on later Chinese history.
The above three approaches are analytically distinct and reflect specific political programs and expressions of political power. In their respective ways, space, ethnicity, and culture affiliate people with particular genealogies while differentiating them from others. Accordingly, to persuade their intended audiences, political actors maneuver carefully among these available sources that could be employed to justify their rule and goals. Or alternatively, the three approaches can be intertwined. That is, people may combine more than one source in the ways that best correspond to their needs. In any case, political appropriations in the interests of creating continuity involve losses as well as gains.
The most simplistic combination typically grounds the above-mentioned three sources of Chineseness in essentialist terms, such as identifying the unity of the Chinese people by their shared descent from the mythical Yellow Emperor, or offering some other version of common ancestry (see Leibold, 2006). The age-old, essentialist definitions of Chineseness have been challenged and modified by scholars in the fields of Chinese literature, culture, diaspora studies, and others. The problem is that the substantive contents of any form of Chineseness remain elusive. Thus, Ien Ang wants to go so far as to interrogate and challenge the very validity of Chineseness as a category of identification. That is, she attempts to throw the category of Chineseness as an identity marker in radical doubt (Ang, 2013, p. 70). In the minds of radical opponents such as Ang, Chineseness seems to be replaced by a cosmopolitan imagination of some sort, to satisfy the theoretical imperative of heterogeneity, contestation, and hybridity that the critics of cultural essentialism have brought to the fore. Those who are sensitive to the fact that the essentialist notion of Chineseness – particularly its more recent, hyper-nationalist versions – gave rise to suffocating repression and discrimination may celebrate Ang's liberating vision. If such a critique of essentialism is difficult to withstand, where, then, does that leave us? Do we end up simply recognizing that the only viable way to respond to this critique is to discard the notion of Chineseness altogether?
I find persuasive much of the critique of essentialism, and yet think that there is a more productive approach. It comes partly from what Allan Patten called the social lineage account. According to this account, “culture is what people share when they have shared subjection to a common formative context” (Patten, 2011, p. 735). In other words, the social lineage account focuses on the fact that distinct processes of socialization or chains of interpretation, under the rubric of a given identity marker, operate on certain generations. Viewed in this way, saying what is Chineseness and what is not does not require adopting a particular definition of the contents of Chineseness. What unites people throughout Chinese history is not the content of their ideas but the collective identity they themselves construct. It is each set of individual actions that confers an intelligible identity on what might otherwise be considered random mutations. When members of a collectivity claim their identity in the name of China, they are not only offering their own answers to the question of “What is China?,” but also, in and through their activities, reproducing the conditions that make the social lineage account possible. The essentialist approach may find it meaningful to evaluate its claim to China in terms of how authentically Chinese they are. However, from the perspective of the social lineage account, terms like “Chinese” do not have much precision in terms of their content, even as they may prove to be very useful in terms of the formation of collective identity.
Over time, existing notions of Chineseness are often discredited in the face of changing environments, unless they point in the direction of conduct that various interests promote. Political identity is neither the reflection of unchanging essence nor simply fabricated out of a vacuum. Rather, to be effective, a political identity must conform to culturally conditioned norms and expectations as well as to the dictates of personal interest. Thus, asking the question of what characteristics of Chinese culture unite Chinese history may be misleading. Instead, a social lineage account asks what historical conditions lead people to believe that they had compelling reasons to think of themselves as a single set of people. It is in this context that the social lineage account is able to account for the coexistence of the persistence and resilience of such identity markers as Chineseness, on the one hand, and the widening differences among their ideas in terms of their contents, on the other. Insofar as Chineseness presents itself as more of a historical configuration responding to shifting conditions, one cannot conclusively resolve questions pertaining to the essence of China. However, the historical approach enables one to explain the symbolic and social effectuality of Chineseness in reality or believed-in-reality.

Authoritarian Forms of Government
Hsiao Kung-chuan is not alone in thinking that China has been a strong, despotic, or autocratic state (zhuanzhi guojia). Contrasting an enduring feature of despotic China with other polities in the world has become commonplace among historians writing in East Asian languages and Western social scientists alike. While the origin of such a perception can be traced back to Montesquieu's (1689–1755) identification of the Chinese emperor as a paradigmatic oriental despot or even earlier, it was also one of the master narratives that dominated understanding of Chinese politics for most of the twentieth century:8 “It is still held to be a basic historical truth that the course of China's feudal history was, from start to finish, one of ever increasing autocracy, centralization, and despotism” (Cheng, 1993, p. 161).9 Scholars who echoed this view often stressed the ruler's omnipotence as an essential feature of Chinese political culture. For example, Liu Zehua considered “wangquanzhuyi” (monarchism) – “the entire subcelestial realm should be governed by a single omnipotent monarch” – to be the quintessential feature of Chinese political culture (Liu, 2000).
Intellectual historians in twenty-first-century scholarship have adopted a more complex and nuanced approach to Chinese imperial political power, while retaining some features of earlier scholarship. For example, Yuri Pines is well aware of the danger of reductionist accounts that understand Chinese political culture and ideas in simplistic terms. As he believes that reducing the Chinese empire to a long tyranny would be too simplistic, Pines observes “the essentially contradictory nature of Chinese emperorship, with its simultaneous emphasis on the ruler's omnipotence and on the desirability of limiting his personal impact on political affairs” (2012, p. 54). In other words, Pines objects to the thesis of Chinese despotism or zhuanzhi guojia by denying the image of untrammeled monarchical rule. In addition, Pines, who is aware of the fact that China underwent constant changes, rejects the notion of a perennial Chinese national character. Even so, he believes that beneath temporal variations we can discern common underlying principles, which constitute the fundamentals of China's imperial model. Pines thinks that the ideal of a ruler-centered polity represents a succinct summary of the ideological consensus during the Warring States period (453–221 bc) and remained unshaken until the very end of the imperial age. In a similar vein, he observes that owing to its emoluments and prestige, government service was interpreted by mainstream thinkers as the noblest way to self-realization (Pines, 2009, pp. 220–2).10 In short, Chinese political culture and ideas did not remain frozen, but their essential features of state/ruler-centered vision did not vary (Pines, 2012, pp. 1–14, 44).
In this volume, I would like to take one more step away from the notion of zhuanzhi guojia in presenting Chinese political thought. As will be shown in the successive chapters, the notion of monarchism is not fully sufficient to capture the complexity of Chinese political history and thought, although it is true that the idea of a single emperor was hardly questioned through imperial China. In a similar vein, the attachment to the state does not fully explain the depth of the educated elite's ideas and actions, although it is true that the vast majority of the late imperial elite devoted their energy to the preparation for the civil service examination. Also, to the extent that Pines thinks that foreign conquerors adapted to Chinese monarchism, he seems to agree with the thesis of sinicization – foreign rulers became Chinese through the influence of Chinese culture (Pines, 2012, p. 70).
I shall return to these issues in the main body of this volume and do not discuss them in detail here, except to note that there are some conceptual problems with the notion of zhuanzhi guojia. This notion presents an image of absolute and unconstrained authority that rules out a constitutional process of deposition. In the image, the ruler and the state merge with one another, as the ruler embodies the state's all-encompassing authority and power in his own majestic person. The notion of zhuanzhi guojia may be translated as despotic state, authoritarian form of government, autocratic state, or autocracy. One of the reasons why multiple translations are possible is that this notion often does not distinguish infrastructural dimensions of state power (the capacity of the state to penetrate society) from the ruler's style of governance vis-à-vis his ministers. The rather loose notion of zhuanzhi guojia hardly does justice to the complexity of Chinese political history and thought. In fact, a certain amount of disagreement about the nature of the Chinese imperial state is due in no small measure to this lack of conceptual divide. As R. Bin Wong noted (1997, p. 81), discourses on the Chinese state are characterized by the paradoxical coexistence of the image of a strong state and an abundance of passive governance. Yet these ostensibly contradictory assessments are reconcilable. A certain degree of conceptual refinement would allow a consensus to emerge on key features of the Chinese imperial state and society. To avoid any unnecessary confusion between the two distinguishable forms of political power, we should take seriously Michael Mann's (1984) distinction between the despotic and infrastructural dimensions of state power. The idea of “state effect” (Mitchell, 1999) is also instructive in explaining how the central government was able to extend its infrastructural reach without sufficient administrative machinery. When the central government outsources much of the work to semi-autonomous societal actors, the distinction between state and society is blurred. In such cases, the societal actors’ activities for the sake of the central government can be best captured in terms of “state effect” rather than state activity.

Confucianism
Previous generations of intellectual historians frequently attempted to single out some stylized common features that were possessed by thinkers in China. In addition, social scientists typically adopt highly stylized definitions of Chinese political thought and culture for the sake of their operationalization. A notable example in the field of Chinese political thought is “Confucianism,” which is a principal category and term of analysis in most discourses on Chinese culture. When it is defined in very stylized terms, Confucianism turns out to be a hardly useful category for understanding long-term historical changes, as its meaning varied greatly over more than a millennium. Nonetheless, scholars and polemicists have both used the term “Confucianism” promiscuously and thus seem to have rendered it largely confusing. As Nathan Sivin once said, “It is hard to think of any idea responsible for more fuzziness in writing about China than the notion of Confucianism” (Sivin, 1984, p. xiii).
Until recently, nonetheless, most interpretations of Chinese political thought continued to presuppose or attempted to prove that Confucianism was the most powerful political ideology in Chinese history. To take a recent example in the field of Chinese political thought, consider Liu Huishu's History of Chinese Political Philosophy – From Confucianism to Marxism (2001). As the subtitle of the book indicates, the crux of his narrative of Chinese political philosophy is the transition from “Confucianism” – from antiquity to the early twentieth century – to Marxism, which took a central position from the mid-twentieth century onward. As is indicated in the examples of Liu Zehua and Liu Huishu, “Confucianism” and/or autocracy often represent the Chinese tradition of political thought. Many, particularly scholars in mainland China, assume that Confucianism holds a privileged place in Chinese intellectual tradition. Confucianism thus often serves as a programmatic concept of Chinese culture. With utmost conviction, many scholars speak of the more than two thousand years of Confucianism or Chinese political thought that “China” had developed, although the very concept of “Confucianism” might be an invention of later times. Works in English are no exception. Many scholars believe in the two-thousand-year marriage of Confucianism and the Chinese imperium. For instance, according to Zhengyuan Fu (1993), Chinese politics and history are marked by enduring autocracy. Moreover, the tradition of Chinese political thought is said to have laid the ideological foundations for the growth of autocratic institutions in China. Hsiao proceeded retrospectively, seeking the origins of autocratic ideas: “Confucius’ political attitude was that of a compliant Chou subject, and that his political views were conservative. Herein too lies an important reason for the favor that Confucian doctrines found in the eyes of later autocratic emperors” (Hsiao, 1979, p. 98).
Indeed, “Confucianism” has referred to a wide range of entities, from a narrowly conceived orthodoxy maintained by the cultural elite; a political ideology sustained through civil service examination by autocratic rulers; a philosophical discourse based on the interpretation of a set of classical texts; to a value system supporting patriarchy. Perhaps the only reliable common denominator among a variety of usages of Confucianism is its connection to the key texts that can be called “the Confucian classics.” However, this does not help us very much. For when viewed diachronically, Confucianism has changed greatly with the redefining of the Confucian classics and the development of rich commentarial traditions around them. Furthermore, even when an idea associated with a key text remains unchanged for a sustained period, there is no guarantee that its significance to the members of a society remains static, for its practitioners may set the idea in motion but have no control over its eventual fate when released into the world. Thus, unless the historical context of an idea is clarified, one can hardly grasp what it meant in a particular historical juncture.
For these reasons, the monolithic notion of a Confucianism immune to historical changes prevents scholarly appreciation of the historical complexity of Chinese political thought. This failure is especially problematic in that it repeatedly produces a highly judgmental assessment of Confucianism. Whether or not such value judgments are supported by carefully researched empirical evidence remains unclear. For instance, critics of Confucianism have frequently held it responsible for the factional politics that have been characterized as a salient feature of pre-modern East Asian politics. However, S.N. Eisenstadt (1993, pp. 156–71) demonstrates that factionalism was a common feature of historical bureaucratic societies throughout the world (also see Duncan, 2002, p. 37). Similarly, Confucian concepts such as sagehood and moral leadership bear similarity with Erasmus’ (1997) vision of the ideal political leader. At worst, such a packaged understanding may be combined with an explicit intention to praise or blame, only disabling our historical imagination.
To the extent that such characterizations are unchanging, they are subject to the charge of essentialism. Perhaps the most ardent critic of this understanding of Confucianism is Lionel Jensen, who views it as “the result of a prolonged, deliberate process of manufacture in which European intellectuals took a leading role” (Jensen, 1998, p. 5). In other words, “Confucianism is largely a Western invention,” in which Jesuit missionaries played a crucial role. Jensen is critical to the extent that he invokes such terms as “manufacture,” “fabricated,” “construction,” “fictitious,” “imagination,” “invention,” “trope,” “figurative expression,” and “fiction” (Jensen, 1998, pp. 17–25). His charged terminology seems to presuppose the existence of “truth” as the “other” against which the notion of fiction or manufacture is defined. Jensen's postmodern critique of “Confucianism” may be instructive to those challenging the belief that “Confucianism” possesses some self-evident plausibility. Unlike Jensen, however, I do not believe that Confucius, Confucian, and Confucianism are all terms that have been manufactured at particular historical moments and that the “meanings” imputed to them are recent inventions. Terms such as ru (a traditional term referring to Chinese literati) may convey a stronger sense of identity than Jensen permits and have shown remarkable persistence throughout Chinese history. The point I wish to make here is not that one should not use the terms “Confucianism” or “China.” More often than not, we have no alternative to using such shorthand designations. What is important is that those designations should not imply some necessary political or cultural connectedness with regard to their “contents.” How, then, is one to reconcile the existence of persistent identity markers such as ru with their variability?
The crux of the matter is that cultural essentialism cannot come to terms with internal variation and external overlap, as Allan Patten maintained. Internal variation means that there are many characteristics that cannot be packaged under the rubric of the “essence” of a certain culture. One might feel tempted to identify the basic elements of Confucian political thought straightforwardly and assert that there are certain meaningful features that apply over all time and across all contexts. Such features have been discredited in many quarters, particularly by those who are more sensitive to the internal variation embodied in historical transformation. To be sure, in the tumultuous centuries since the death of Confucius, many divergent tendencies have developed within Confucian traditions. All the constituent elements of his thought are open to widely varying interpretations. And as is to be expected, the longer the history unfolds, the more divergent tendencies become.
External overlap is defined as the “essential” characteristic of a certain culture that may be found in other cultures as well. Indeed, the alleged key features of “Confucianism” may bear remarkable similarity to what some scholars consider to be those of other non-Western traditions. For example, according to Eugen Weber (1976), rural France around the late nineteenth century featured, among other things, joint property, tenacious adherence to the division of the sexes, the preference for male offspring, and solidarity within the family. These characteristics of rural France bear remarkable similarity to what some scholars consider to be traits of Confucian society. To take another example, regardless of geographic and temporal differences, it is commonplace to describe the ontology of interconnected beings and eco-friendly spirituality as the prominent, enduring features of the non-Western mode of thinking, especially when contrasted with the Enlightenment mentality of the West. Some scholars view monarchism as a perennial feature of Chinese imperial political culture (Liu, 2000; Pines, 2012, p. 48). However, it is also true that “Between the deposition in 476 of the last emperor of the western Roman Empire, the sixteen-year-old Romulus Augustus, and the end of World War II, some form of one-man rule was the most common form of government in Europe, government by kings, princes, dukes, counts, bishops, and popes” (Ryan, 2012, p. 196). If the “key” characteristics of a certain tradition of thought are found in other traditions of thought and cultures, most non-Western cultures are not worthwhile studying, as one does not have to find the same thing repeatedly through different routes. If the key feature of a certain culture spreads over multiple cultures, to the extent that it is conterminous with that of most non-European or pre-modern cultures, it loses much of its explanatory power.
One way of dealing with the internal variation and external overlapping associated with Confucianism is to conceive of Confucianism not in the singular but in the plural form, that is, as “Confucianisms.”11 However, it is insufficient to caution against the tendency to treat Confucianism as an undifferentiated tradition and emphasize its plasticity; there is no end point to the quest for internal variation and external overlap. Any existing generalization will crush under the weight of increasing volumes of specialist scholarship. As such scholarship develops, the history of Chinese political thought is likely to turn into not an immutable scene but an ever-complicating kaleidoscope of change. As the Chinese tradition of political thought presents itself as more of a historical configuration responding to shifting conditions, one may even go so far as to say that it is almost impossible to narrate the tradition of Chinese political thought in any integrated fashion. Perhaps it is in this context that one can understand the following statement by J.G.A. Pocock, a historian of Western political thought: “I do not think that political philosophy possesses a unified and narratable history” (1980, p. 140). With this, he did not mean to deny the importance of a survey volume on a given subject. Nor was he referring to a common problem regarding works covering long stretches of history. Rather, he asserts that one cannot imagine a single evolving pattern of history if one is cognizant of the historicity of political thought.

Typological Approach vs. Agent-based Approach
Does it sound reasonable to suppose that Chinese political order and thought had remained virtually unchanged for more than two millennia? It seems to defy the common sense that the order of things is in a process of constant change or that things reflect the viewpoint of the observer. To cite the Northern Song thinker Su Shih (1037–1101), “If you think of it from the point of view of changing, then Heaven and Earth have never been able to stay as they are even for the blink of an eye. But if you think of it from the point of view of not changing, then neither the self nor other things ever come to an end” (Owen, 1997, p. 294). If one is preoccupied with a quest for a common ideational ground of Chinese political history, one may be forced to believe in the persistence of a homogeneously unified political system and its common ideational ground. Even if there appears such a thing as overarching commonality, it is compromising its usefulness by including too many things and thus explaining nothing.
This kind of orientation represents a typological approach which classifies past systems of thought according to their characteristic features and organizes them into types. Its aim is to describe and explain the common characteristics and make a wide range of materials intelligible. A notable example is the genealogy of the term qixue (learning of vital energy). For example, as Marxist historiography was gradually losing its influence, scholars did not adopt a Marxist approach when explicating past Chinese thinkers, but instead used the term qixue as an explanatory term.12 Their attempt is part of popular typology in Chinese intellectual history that distinguishes past ideas according to li (principle)–qi (vital energy) alignment patterns. Practitioners of this typology seek to find the key role of the concept of “vital energy” in the system of thought and locate the system in the tradition of what is called learning of vital energy. To do so, they search for what is seemingly the same idea across several time periods.
When a typological approach is applied over a very long stretch of time, it consists of sequential ordering of material based on certain forms, and establishes its position in time in order to narrate the long trajectory of the type in question. Accordingly, it runs the risk of the following problems. First, the types themselves might be underspecified, as a wide variety of materials are all lumped together under the rubric of a few types. They may be far too general to be fruitful guides for historical interpretation. Second, a typology may be an artifact of one's definition and not reflect genuine similarities and differences among the units of comparison. There is something ad hoc about these maneuvers, in the sense that the interpreters are convinced in advance of the truth of types and are trying to find some way that will make materials fit to the types. Third, it is not very fruitful to locate a thinker in the tradition of certain types, for there are many radical differences among those thinkers collected retrospectively and they do not represent a sociologically distinct or wholly self-conscious school of thought. Such an approach may stifle appreciation of the novelty and real context of what has taken place. Furthermore, it can suggest an altogether different meaning from what ideas stood for in the original context. Worse still, it may suffer from a reductionist fallacy: it reduces ideas to an imposed interpretive framework. Some in-betweens among the types may be seen as a consequence of the imperfect realization of the types. When one discerns the multiple aspects of what they consider the defining features of the types, it may be explained as syncretism of the types. While a typology may be a worthwhile project because it helps to manage a large mass of data, I think such an interpretation begs the question, “What are his/her types for?” Even if certain types may be granted as a working hypothesis, we may wonder why and how they were chosen in the first place. While a group of thinkers exhibit certain features that can be grouped under the rubric of a type and thus their thought is considered ultimately identical, it is not clear that the goal of their thought is to continue or create certain types. If so, the types may describe the way in which thinkers formulated their ideas, but do not explain what their ideas were about.
To the extent that ideas are the outcome of thinkers’ complex subjectivity, they cannot be reduced to certain types and/or external factors like economic conditions and linguistic structures present within society. Borrowing from Mark Bevir's categorization, this kind of agent-based approach may be understood as a type of intentionalism in the sense that “the meaning of a given utterance derives from the intentions of its author,” and “no matter how much society influences what individuals say, we still cannot reduce what individuals say to facts about their social locations” (Bevir, 2002, pp. 32–4). Insofar as the intentions of thinking agents cannot be reduced to types and/or external factors, the autonomy of the history of ideas can be secured. To that extent, this agent-based approach would lead students of Chinese political thought to depart in a substantial fashion from such non-agent-based approaches as typological perspectives and Chinese Marxist historiography.
In fact, there has long been a history of chronologically arranging individual political thinkers. Many of them take the form of hagiography, which comprises a pantheon of successive great thinkers in the past. Hsiao's History is a case in point, in that he enumerated the famous figures that became celebrated in Chinese intellectual history and expounded on their system of political thought. Ge Zhaoguang criticizes such Chinese intellectual histories on the ground that they simply marshal famous thinkers’ ideas but do not explain the continuity between these thinkers (Ge, 2014, Introduction). In other words, they are not history in the strict sense of the term because constituents of the narrative do not relate to one another. This critique echoes the critique Pocock leveled against George H. Sabine's History of Political Theory, which typifies such an older approach.

His History of Political Theory does not seem to me to be a history at all, in the sense that it is not the history of any isolable and continuous human activity. And as a corollary, I insist, in both writing and teaching, that it is not possible to write any piece of the history of political thinking by his method of chronologically arranging philosophical systems. 

(Pocock, 2009, p. 21)


According to Pocock, we should recognize the fact that political thought was an intended act of communication with his contemporaries, and that such communication is unlikely to continue over such a long stretch of time from antiquity to the present.
Where Ge departs from Pocock is in believing in the possibility of reconstructing the missing links between the thinkers over a long stretch of Chinese intellectual history while Pocock repudiates such a possibility. For example, the Tang dynasty usually represents the immense gap between the intellectual florescence of early China and the philosophical renaissance of the Song dynasty. Ge believes that one can fill the narrative lacunae by reconstructing such minor resources as religious, quasi-mystical, illustrations, and folklore on which later thinkers eventually draw in developing their ideas. From Pocock's perspective, it is meaningless and futile for him to write a history of ideas when there was no such connection between the “events” of the ideas: “[H]istory is about things happening – even as historical events” (Pocock, 1989, p. 11). Different as they are, Hsiao, Ge, and Pocock are similar in at least one respect. They grounded their research on a type of realism. The history of political thought is perceived as something to discover rather than to construct. However, “events” may be real and thus something to be discovered. The continuity among the events is not. Continuity is something to be forged through narrative, and narrative is not a transcription of something pre-existent. To the extent that relevant textual evidence is available, scholars may well impose different kinds of formal coherence on the historical process, coherence that can be pieced together out of a series of discrete arguments.

Narrativity
Writing a history of Chinese political thought is a much too ambitious enterprise in that it conventionally sets the chronological boundaries of the study from antiquity to the present. This enterprise may seem unlikely to succeed not only because it would be impossible to discuss all the important currents of Chinese political thought in one book-length study, but also because few would be competent to gain enough expertise to discuss such a long history of ideas. For these reasons, this book does not pretend to be an exhaustive history of Chinese political thought.
A book of this scale unavoidably contains descriptions that some readers will consider incomplete. At the same time, I suppose that this very incompleteness is an enabling presumption of the project. To see why it is so, it is important to remember that by “history” we usually mean successions of focused events which have been organized into a narrative, rather than particular events themselves. Jorge Luis Borges (1998, p. 325) once showed how absurd a perfect representation of reality is (also see Gaddis, 2004, pp. 32–3). If a map coincides point for point with a particular landscape, its size is as large as that of the landscape. The one-to-one map is useless because it is impossible for users to carry and they find themselves drowning in details. By the same token, to recount everything that actually happened in the history of Chinese political thought would be as absurd as to make a vast map that represents everything in a particular landscape. Such a narrative, like the one-to-one map, would have to become what it represents. Strictly speaking, it would be not a narrative but a replication.
Therefore, to be qualified as representation, processes of selection and distillation are necessary. The selection of particular portions of political thought for inclusion is itself an act of interpretation. This does not mean that every representation is equally valuable. Although the history of political thought is a type of narrative, it differs from most literary narratives. First, it is constrained by the normative goal of objectivity, although the type of objectivity for intellectual history is not the kind of objectivity necessary for casual explanation in the natural sciences. Instead of looking for confirmation of propositions by appeals to independent facts of absolute certainty, historians ask what can be thought and what cannot be thought at any particular moment in history. Second, if we find a historical claim convincing, it is because of the way the historian shapes the above considerations into a compelling narrative. We ask if a particular aspect of the narrative fits well with what we know about other aspects. A good narrative helps to make sense of a wide range of otherwise puzzling phenomena. For these reasons, although there may be multiple narratives of Chinese political thought, the ultimate force of the narrative is neither arbitrary nor a matter of personal whims.
The structure of this volume, while roughly chronological, is not intended to present an exhaustive history of Chinese political thought (a task that is beyond any intellectual history's scope and space), but rather provides a non-nationalistic and non-essentialist account of Chinese political thought with a series of thematic foci. As a result, the survey of particular thinkers’ political ideas will be very selective. For example, the exclusion of such thinkers as Ouyang Xiu (1007–72) and Sima Guang (1019–86) could surprise some readers. The organization of the chapters – to decide who or what is to be admitted to history and thereby determine who or what will be considered fully – depends on how much it can contribute decisively toward shaping the following threads.

Threads
I tackle the challenge of looking at the grand sweep of Chinese history of political thought without resorting to gross simplifications and essentializing statements. Given the vicissitudes of Chinese history, what are the preferred ways in which to draw connections between historical events, thinkers’ understandings of their identity, and their broader ideas about political life? In other words, what are the threads holding together the successive chapters that make up this book?
First, this volume adopts a dynastic cycle model to a considerable degree. However, I may not always have managed a smooth transition from one dynasty to another. A dynastic model of political history holds that the stable political arrangements that structure each dynasty are periodically disrupted by crises that undermine the arrangements. The failure to maintain a stable political order led to constant tensions and civil wars among contending power-holders. A breakdown in civil order is not in itself a sufficient condition for the production of a new political theory but seems a necessary condition for a questioning of the existing political order and the presenting of alternatives. Fear of disorder compels human minds to restate the terms on which humans as civic beings live with one another. The new terms define how a polity in question is to be governed, by whom, to what extent, to what ends, and by what methods. These questions and answers constitute the core of political theory. They in turn provide new blood and dynamism to regenerate or change dynasties. Along with their restatement, new system-builders might want to remake political arrangements. To the extent that the dynastic cycle overlaps with the ups and downs of civil order, it can serve as a signpost along the narrative of Chinese political thought.
The second thread is given by the chapter titles. Namely, there is a series of big problems addressed by thinkers that can be understood as “political,” in the sense of bearing on the visions of political arrangement that emerge over time: enlightened customary community, the state, metaphysical republic, autocracy, body politic, civil society, empire, and so on. Each political arrangement exhibits certain features that one may discuss under the existing historical and social scientific categories. The organizational challenge is how to present a coherent narrative of Chinese political thought that is both thematically relevant and historically faithful. I shall trace the evolution of political thinking of characteristic political arrangements and try to identify the social and intellectual processes that contributed to its emergence. Since we tend to read political thought in terms of present-day issues, I hope that this approach may serve as a corrective in that it asks us to consider political ideas in the context of their particular historical contexts.
Although the chapter titles are to a large extent chronologically organized, they are also cumulatively thematic. I have intentionally selected my thematic foci from different periods, trying to introduce representative issues of respective major dynasties. To the extent that they are thematic, they are neither entirely chronologically unilinear nor mutually exclusive but are applicable to the same political regime. In other words, a previous vision is not absolutely eliminated by the emergence of a new one that has emerged as a response to a changing environment. Each chapter is intended to stand alone as an exploration whose contours are shaped by the author's grasp of current scholarly discourse on them where I have waded into scholarly controversies and made my own interpretive choices.
The third thread is the idea that political thought is constituted by creative responses to one's inherited intellectual resources. While it is true that ideas are a series of creative responses to broad shifts in the constraints and opportunities of the external milieu, it is equally true that the history of Chinese political thought reveals itself not as an unfolding of the essence of Chinese culture but as a cumulative intellectual tradition. For this reason, the commentarial tradition of Chinese classics is of vital importance in recounting a long history of political thought such as this, as it constitutes a linguistic medium that establishes a link between past and present political thinkers. Classical texts do not represent dominant assumptions which may be construed as a kind of cultural essence, but serve as a template through which one may reconstitute one's political vision, as the texts are subject to the individualizing habits of thinking agents. Thus, shifting commentaries on classical texts allow us to compare political thinking among different time periods and different thinkers without ignoring the collective identity of practitioners. Therefore, the following chapters often proceed through close readings of specific commentaries on classical texts. In particular, I will trace how the passage of falling into a well in the Analects was repeatedly reinterpreted by later political thinkers and consider some broader theoretical issues involved in it.
The commentaries can only be rendered intelligible when we see them as being made up of and connected to ancillary beliefs. The reconstructed beliefs enable us to determine the extent to which they were accepting, questioning, and repudiating the prevailing assumptions of previous ages. An adequate way to grasp these ancillary beliefs is to approach them through their own native categories and concepts, for the particular constellation of categories within which individuals came to understand their problems and their options defined the range of possible solutions to their problems. This is the reason why a substantial portion of this volume is devoted to the explorations of such concepts as li and qi.
The fourth thread is the discussion of Chineseness. After all, this volume is about the political thought of a particular bounded entity called “China,” although what constituted this boundedness involves a process of continual negotiation. The thrust of the discussion is that “China,” which has been used to refer to a national state since the twentieth century, is read back onto its history. If we employ the idea of a trans-dynastic cultural-territorial entity to write a long-term narrative such as this volume, we should do justice to the contested nature of “China.” Although its contents have been contested, “central efflorescence” as an identity marker has been remarkably resilient.
Last but not least, I argue that the greater portion of Chinese political thought cannot be interpreted as ideology supporting an authoritarian form of government. Most, if not all, of the political arrangements and theories traced in the successive chapters – from enlightened customary community to empire – challenge Chinese despotism or autocracy in one way or another. On this score, this volume departs from many of the existing studies of Chinese political thought, including Hsiao's.
In the end, an author decides how to organize his or her narrative by deciding what threads to use, and readers judge their usefulness. Although far from exhaustive, the decisions might help readers to navigate their way through the oceans of Chinese tradition of political thought so as not to lose sight of both historical contexts and thematic concerns. With these issues and threads in mind, then, we now turn to the ten studies that together comprise “a” history of Chinese thought.

Notes


  1 I discuss problems with the state of the art in more detail in Kim (2013b).
  2 Hsiao (1979) is the English translation of Hsiao's original work in Chinese, which was published in 1945.
  3 They have all been reprinted in China during the past ten years: Lü (2007, 2008); Tao (2009); Liang (2010). In addition, see Chen (1932); Han (1943); Zou (1946).
  4 Xie (1954); Sa (1969); Yang (1970); Ye (1984); Zhang (1989). Sa's work has been reprinted in mainland China in recent years (see Sa, 2008).
  5 In addition to reprinting earlier works on Chinese political thought, there are quite a few new histories of Chinese political thought. For example, see Zhu (1992); Liu (2001, 2008); Liu and Ge (2001); Cao (2004).
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Enlightened Customary Community


It seems legitimate to start with Confucius (551?–479? bc) in narrating a history of Chinese political thought.1 Confucius has been regarded as the paragon of Chinese culture or the founder of Confucianism. The first problem surrounding this way of framing is that Confucius was an unclassifiable character even in his own time. “Confucianism,” whatever it means, did not exist during his lifetime. Although we tend to think of ancient Chinese thinkers as part of the so-called Confucian, Daoist, or Legalist schools, such labels are retrospective constructions. In Confucius’ own time, there were no identifiable schools of thought and organized movements which might be labeled “Confucianism.” The fact is that Confucius enjoyed a successful career as a tutor to ambitious young men who wanted to know how to order the world. It was not until the Han dynasty that central government honored Confucius’ teaching as part of the effort to justify government at that time.
Since then, multiple commentators have increasingly commented on the teachings of Confucius. In a sense, Confucius’ historical survival has always depended upon processes of accommodation, on centuries of apologetic and exegetical effort. To have him speak in a manner acceptable to later times constitutes much of subsequent intellectual history. As a result, Confucius came to have a specific cultural meaning as a site upon which succeeding generations could inscribe their ideas about how to order the world. Little wonder, then, that there have been many different ways of reading Confucius’ ideas. This greatly complicates the task of assessing their place in Chinese tradition.
Partly because they believed that there were no reliable primary sources with which to reconstruct the world of thought of pre-Confucian times, modern scholars analyzed Confucius’ thought in somewhat ahistorical fashion (Pines, 2002, pp. 7–10). However, in recent decades, the situation has begun to change. Works of Yuri Pines (2002) and Lothar von Falkenhausen (2006), among other studies, are notable. In particular, unlike Hsiao Kung-chuan, who viewed Confucius’ thought as a rather sudden breakthrough, Pines’ contextual study showed that Confucius’ thought did not occur in a vacuum, but evolved within the cultural milieu and intellectual development of the Eastern Zhou period (770–221 bc). In particular, he analyzed the Zuo zhuan, detailed year-by-year accounts of political activities from 722 to 468 bc, in order to reconstruct the intellectual history of the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 bc). Indeed, there was an earlier tradition of thought which possibly inspired Confucius’ political thinking. Thanks to works of Lothar von Falkenhausen, Yuri Pines, and others, Confucius turned out to be part of larger cultural trends of his own time, which aimed at limiting the process of disintegration and restoring social stability by reworking inherited intellectual resources. This contextual perspective challenges some problematic assumptions and approaches that have hindered inquiry into the study of Confucius’ thought – among them, the idea that Confucius was a “traditionalist” who sought to bring back the ritual practices of the early Zhou dynasty.
Confucius lived most of his life in the first half of the Eastern Zhou dynasty, which designates the name of the period after 770 bc when the Zhou ruler's power was circumscribed and he had to move the capital east near the modern city of Luoyang on the Yellow River and lost control of his former territory. The Eastern Zhou period is conventionally divided into two halves: the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 bc) and the Warring States period (453–221 bc). The following statement regarding the thirteen-year rule of Duke Cheng, in Zuo's Commentary on Spring and Autumn Annals, offers a convenient window into the milieu of the times: “The significant affairs of the state are sacrifice and warfare.” Archeological finds show that these salient features of Confucius’ society, sacrifice and warfare, were domains characterized by the widespread use of bronze for making weapons and ritual utensils, both of which represent powerful methods of organizing collective life. Bronze weapons were necessary for waging war, and war was a typical way to create political order. However, because violence is costly, and its overuse produces diminishing returns, it cannot be employed continuously. So, political elites need to find less expensive ways of re-creating political order. Religious rituals deliver the sorts of political order demanded by political elites in a cost-effective way. Through religious rituals, political power is continuously re-sanctified, thus giving the ruling elite the sacred legitimacy they need to retain power. Once the political order becomes some sort of believed-in reality, political elites, who come to see themselves as part of the order, no longer need to resort to constant war. To see how this dynamics of power unfolded in ancient China, we should examine the successions of ancient Chinese dynasties.
For most Chinese historians, the Xia, the Shang, and the Zhou kingdoms represent the earliest three succeeding dynasties that constitute the first part of Chinese history. Such historiographical practice can be traced back to as early as Sima Qian (145–c. 86 bc), a great Han dynasty historian who did not make use of the archeological evidence available to us. His influential book Records of the Grand Historian offered the first linear narrative to connect the three dynasties with the Qin and the Han dynasties. However, the people of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou did not share Sima Qian's mind-set. In the first place, none of the three kingdoms was able to create a polity large enough to govern the entire region of what one may call “China.” Archeological discoveries of recent decades have demonstrated that since the beginning of civilization, multiple cultures coexisted in the basins of the Yellow River, the Yangzi, and beyond. In addition, the name “China,” or something analogous to it, did not serve as an identity marker that integrated the three kingdoms. The boundary between the three kingdoms and other political entities, which were considered “barbarian,” was never clearly defined, and they constantly interacted with one another (Di Cosmo, 2002, pp. 6, 102). In fact, oracle bones, which came from the shoulder blades of large mammals or undershells of turtles and constitute a primary source of ancient China, indicate that many groups coexisted at the same time. The Shang and the Zhou were merely two of the eight groups whose names appeared with some frequency on the oracle bones. The Zhou, in alliance with another group called the Qiang, eventually conquered the Shang (Hansen, 2015, p. 43).
What was the ideology of the Shang? The Shang people believed that the gods and spirits had power to influence such important human affairs as harvests, battles, and illnesses. They performed divination and sacrifice, which were accompanied by elaborate rituals of music and dancing. In particular, the Shang people questioned the ancestral spirits’ feelings and opinions about affairs by burning cracks in oracle bones. These bones were believed to record communications with ancestral spirits. That is, the Shang rulers served as the essential link with the sacred order by observing shamanic communication with its patron spirits. The relationship between the Shang rulers and their ancestral spirits was reciprocal, based on self-interest without universal moral preconditions. They thought that ancestral favors were transmitted only to their descendants who performed ritual properly. The rulers, who needed some assistance from supernatural powers, made offerings to their ancestors through ritual. The ancestors, who needed such offerings, were expected to perform a certain task as a response to the ritual.
The Shang rule was a type of theocracy in that the political authority of the Shang rulers was based on their access to the spirit power of potent ancestors. The rulers overcame the sense of a low degree of mastery over their natural and social environments by tapping the resources of the spirit world. Before the Zhou conquered the Shang, the Zhou kings also worshiped their ancestors by conducting elaborate rituals in their family temples as the Shang did (Hansen, 2015, p. 50). However, after their conquest, the Zhou justified their victory not by right of divine favor of the lineage, but by employing a new notion of the Mandate of Heaven (tianming). The main thrust was that they had defeated the Shang not because of overwhelming military force but because Heaven, the transcendental authority, had willed them to do so. As the Shang had turned immoral, they had lost the Mandate of Heaven, which was the prerogative of the rightful rulers. The Mandate of Heaven enabled the Zhou people to legitimize their power in terms that went beyond mere clan genealogy. That is to say, theocratic kingship had been redefined as political authority on universal moral grounds. The Zhou's conception of the universal Mandate of Heaven would come into competition with another unpredictable and thus mystic notion of Heaven, which is seen in The Book of Odes: “Majestic Heaven is awesome, swift. It frames not Its plans nor carefully thinks. … Even those free of any guilt, Fall everywhere in the abyss” (Karlgren, 1950, #194). The Zhou's conception of the Mandate of Heaven emerged out of their need to convert their power into an authority acceptable to other clans that did not take the Zhou authority for granted.
The Mandate of Heaven proved to have a lasting and complex influence. Although kingship was sacrosanct and could potentially endure for long periods, the authority of any one king or dynasty was always in jeopardy because it had to remain sufficiently moral. The conquering sword, for its part, might claim a providential authority for what it did with its victory. At the same time, critics might employ it in order to check on existing rulers. For example, such natural phenomena as unique celestial events could be interpreted either as justifying existing power-holders or a loud warning that the current regime was not governing well. What is remarkable about the Mandate of Heaven in terms of a larger scheme of Chinese intellectual history is that it set an example for succeeding dynasties, who would claim that the fall of the previous dynasty was the dire consequence of flouting the moral order decreed by Heaven. In this way, the Mandate of Heaven provided the long-term narrative tying succeeding dynasties onto a genealogy of righteous conquerors of China.
From the Western Zhou to the early Spring and Autumn period, the founding vision of the Zhou political order functioned well. Zhou rulers exercised the greatest authority over regional lords; regional lords effectively maintained control over their realms through the aid of their ministers, who were related to the regional lords through kinship ties. Along with religious authority, regional lords’ possession of land and their right to appoint high governmental positions bound the ministers together and made them willing to accept the regional lords’ authority. However, as of the late Spring and Autumn period, both land and governmental positions became increasingly the hereditary possession of strong lineages. In other words, as private landownership developed, the land increasingly no longer returned to the ruler, even when the ministers, who were often the heads of lineages, lost their governmental positions. Consequently, the political authority of the regional lords was greatly undermined. With the weakening of the lords’ unified authority, competing lineages often became engaged in struggles for wealth and power. As the political order of the Western Zhou was disintegrating, the authority of Heaven's Mandate was also being undermined. That is, “most members of the educated elite came to the conviction that the reliance on Heaven and deities would not suffice to safeguard the deteriorating sociopolitical order” (Pines, 2002, p. 207). It is in this context that Confucius was searching for a new foundation for political order. Although Heaven apparently remained as the highest transcendental authority, he looked for alternative foundations in the human world because he did not believe that Heaven would directly respond to human affairs. In his move from direct communication with the deities to an emphasis on ritual propriety, Confucius revealed himself to be a man of his time. In fact, quite a few Spring and Autumn intellectuals began to be skeptical regarding the political relevance of extrahuman powers (Pines, 2002, pp. 59–69, 205–6). This shift of the point of reference from the divine to the terrestrial represents the beginning of Chinese political thought in the sense that prayer no longer serves as the primary answer to the human condition, but mundane politics does. By the same token, one can begin the narration of Chinese political thought with Confucius, who articulated how human beings were able to control their fates to a considerable degree.

From Theocratic Polity to Enlightened Customary Community
Having identified a signal difference between the Zhou and the Shang, we are now positioned to understand Confucius’ thought as a response to the problems of his time. In fashioning his vision, Confucius had to come to terms with the still influential options of military might, theocratic patron–client relations, and the idea of universal morality. At first sight, however, his brief and scattered dicta in the Analects seem to have nothing profound to offer as an alternative vision of political order. However, he did develop a compelling vision. It was made possible by his finding a less fully exploited potential for politics buried within the widespread use of ritual. To the extent that ritual can be rendered as custom in its broadest sense, we can call Confucius’ alternative vision a type of customary community.
Throughout the Analects, Confucius opposed the prevalent culture based on military prowess and created a binary opposition between military power and ritual in repudiating the military as the proper method of governing (Analects 15.1; Slingerland, 2003, p. 174). Confucius was not the only one who was aware of the limitations of military might and physical coercion in achieving sustainable political order. Another such thinker, whom Confucius thought of as a possible competitor in the marketplace of ideas, was Guan Zhong (725–645 bc). Guan said, “[I]f punishments are numerous yet the minds of the people are not terrifìed, orders will not be carried out” (Rickett, 1985, p. 54). That is, Confucius and Guan both thought that effective rule should rest not on brute force but ultimately on some kind of consent. Thus, it is understandable that Confucius considered Guan highly.2 However, Confucius' admiration of Guan was conditional. When Confucius said “Guan Zhong's vessel was of small capacity,” what he meant was the fact that he failed to appreciate the true meaning of ritual: “If Guan understood ritual, who does not understand it?” (Analects 3.22; Slingerland, 2003, pp. 26–7).
The notion of ritual naturally leads us to the issue of divinely sanctioned authority, which is the original significance of ritual. Does Confucius’ emphasis on the importance of ritual mean that his political thought represents the reassertion of the traditional justification of political power based on religious authority? Quite the opposite, in fact. Confucius was critical of those who believed in supernatural beings naïvely as they give them the rewards and compensations they hope for. Strikingly enough, he said, “[R]espect the ghosts and spirits while keeping them at a distance” (Analects 6.22; Slingerland, 2003, p. 60). This carefully hedged language should not be viewed as proto-atheism or something akin to it. In fact, Confucius never denied the existence of the gods. The statement presupposes the existence of the gods, and argues that one's attention needs to stay away from them. What is intriguing here is not Confucius’ critique of the patron–client relationship per se, but the ground of critique on which he relies. Confucius was not making consequentialist arguments about the merits or demerits of god-worship as a way to forestall or promote evils and goods. Consider what he said to Zilu who asked about ghosts, spirits, and death: “You do not yet understand life – how could you possibly understand death?” (Analects 11.12; Slingerland, 2003, p. 115). The reason why Zilu's idea is a delusion comes not from the fact that gods did not exist, but that he was not conscious about the limits of his own knowledge. Confucius is pleading neither for the complete disestablishment of such categories as ghosts and spirits, nor for a less reverential attitude toward them, but to keep a distance from them. This distance is not a mere physical distance but a reflective one. To view supernatural beings at a distance is to be conscious of the epistemological limits of one's own belief. It renders one epistemologically self-conscious in a way that Mozi was not (Johnston, 2010, pp. 355, 655).3
Mozi (c. 460–390 bc), who was arguably one of the first rivals of Confucius, said: “To hold that there are no ghosts, yet to study sacrifices and rituals is like having no guests, but studying the ceremonies for guests. It is like there being no fish, but making a fish-net” (Johnston, 2010, p. 687). The patron–client relation with supernatural beings in Mozi's vision necessitates the existence of responsive objects of worship. A ritual derives significance not from its function of cultivating virtue but from supernatural favor in return for ritual performance. Yet it is important to note that his notion of supernatural beings is not strongly theistic, but represents virtual automaticity. If all conditions are properly observed, there is a good chance that the ritual performance will be answered. The workings of supernatural beings are viewed as hardly mysterious (Craig, 1998, p. 455).
According to Yuri Pines (2002, p. 56), Confucius’ critique of the notion of the patron–client relationship between humans and deities can be best understood along with the late Spring and Autumn trend toward divesting Heaven of many of its sentient characteristics as a purposeful deity who directed and responded to human conduct. Following some of the cultural milieu of his time, Confucius decoupled the relation between the supernatural and ritual. In other words, he redefined ritual, which had been considered the repetitive performance of acts linked to the supernatural order, as invested with tremendous intrinsic value. This does not mean that ritual became the end of action in itself. Confucius often recognized the value of ritual as a way to achieve desirable political order: “If … a person is not able to govern the state through ritual propriety and deference, of what use are the rites to him?” (Analects 4.13; Slingerland, 2003, p. 33). It is not too difficult to see how Confucius finds political value in ritual. As a norm of behavior, it can serve as a medium through which to contain humans’ tendency to give free rein to their drives and affects.
What is most remarkable regarding Confucius’ vision is that he fashioned a new vision of customary community exactly when the entire ritual-based sociopolitical order was on the verge of collapse, and thus existing hierarchical authority was declining (Pines, 2002, pp. 95–104). In Confucius’ time, as noted above, solidarity based on kinship ties between the Zhou rulers and the regional lords had considerably weakened. Many powerful regional lords explicitly transgressed inherited ritual norms. As a consequence, political order based on the lord's proximity to the Zhou royal house was no longer maintained. Instead of putting the Zhou on an entirely new footing, Confucius sought to reinterpret ritual as a way to prevent the realm's political disintegration. What distinguishes Confucius’ ideal of customary community from the earlier idea of rule by ritual (lizhi) is that he accepted the extended meaning of ritual and infused it with psychological depth and flexibility.
First, to rework religious ceremony into a general norm of behavior, Confucius extended the usage of the term li (ritual) to include customs and the numerous acts of courtesy in our ordinary human interactions, as well as religious ceremonies. As a consequence, ritual came to possess more microscopic, everyday features than before.4 Previously, ritual primarily referred to the massive ceremony used to communicate with supernatural beings. The bronze vessels employed in the ceremony allow us a glimpse into the spectacular nature of the ritual in ancient China. The heaviest bronze cast by the Shang weighing 875 kilograms (1,925 pounds, or nearly a ton) and more than ten tons of bronze vessels were found from a single cache buried in the fifth century bc (Hansen, 2015, p. 32; von Glahn, 2016, p. 11). By contrast, Confucius extended the meaning of ritual to include bodily postures, gestures, and stances such as ways of standing, sitting, looking, speaking, walking, or using implements. In summary, ritual represents all modes of behavior that enable one to shape one's interactions with others. This kind of broad understanding of ritual reflects a broader trend of the late Spring and Autumn period, which sought to redefine the term li in an ever more encompassing fashion. As Yuri Pines emphasized, in the late Spring and Autumn period, li “was progressively divorced from its original narrow meaning as religious rites and ceremonial demeanor, and became the ultimate guiding principle of political and social life” (Pines, 2002, p. 209).
Owing to the harmony-generating capacity of ritual as custom, Confucius’ ideal community can be called a type of customary community, which is a community united by a body of common customs. It is the type of community in which there is neither a covenant to be made between gods and humans, nor strong regulative centers exercising such coercive measures as laws and punishments, but precedents, customs, and conventions (i.e. ritual) (Pocock, 1989). As J.G.A. Pocock put it, “Society is governed by a comprehensive code of rituals. Men in a given situation, by following the ritual prescribed as appropriate to it, manifest both actually and symbolically the ways in which men in that situation ought to behave, the relations between men in the situation which ought to exist” (Pocock, 1989, pp. 43–4). What ritual provides is a common code of manners and social forms appropriate for public behavior, which in turn facilitates social intercourse. The need for ritual arises as human beings encounter one another in an increasingly complex process of exchange and are engaged in negotiation. The ideal state of a customary society is such that everyone tacitly acts in accord with social convention.
It should be noted here that what Confucius meant by ritual did not correspond to any existing convention. As Mark Lewis has argued, the ancient Chinese elite regarded local and rural customs as limited, parochial, and boorish, as cities served as the fountain of civilization. By the same token, “custom” (su) had become a negative category indicating what was local, partial, belonging to the unenlightened masses and tied to the characteristics of a specific place or region in opposition to the universal, normative, or ideal (Lewis, 2006, pp. 9, 150, 190–6). What Confucius meant by ritual, which can be captured in the terms of enlightened custom rather than mere custom, was something fashioned by those who truly understand human conditions and possess relevant expertise. Such people should transform the common people by eliminating the deviant customs of society and thus create the enlightened community, united by common and superior behavioral norms. In what follows, we will examine the inner state of such people.

Ritual and Cognitive Agency
To the extent that he emphasized the role of ritual in fashioning political order, Confucius seemed a traditionalist. In fact, the “traditionalist” readings of Confucius do not seem entirely groundless. At least there seems to be a broad scholarly consensus in which Confucius appears to believe that the ideal political, social, and cultural institutions were devised by the founders of the reigning Zhou dynasty. In particular, King Wen and the Duke of Zhou represent cultural heroes who establish the Zhou ritual code which serves as a system of good governance and correct behavior. According to Confucius, one should go back to the state of affairs at the time of the early Zhou in order to overcome contemporary chaos and refashion order. Confucius may be reactionary in that he urges people to stick to the models of the remote past.
Such a view has been discredited in many quarters, particularly by those who are more sensitive to historical transformation. Lothar von Falkenhausen's archeological study, among other critiques, provides a substantial amount of historical evidence in support of this line of argument. The excavated data reveal that the early Zhou culture continues that of the preceding Shang dynasty, and that “it was only during the Late Western Zhou period, about 850 bc, that they devised their own distinctive rituals, and with them, a new political order.” This has significant implications for understanding the intellectual history of ancient China. It suggests, among other things, that

Confucius and his contemporaries, far from either reverting to the remote past or being radically innovative in their own time, reflected on, and gave philosophical expression to, currents of comprehensive change that had been ongoing for about a century, and which broadly manifested themselves in the ritual practices of their epoch. Such a realization necessitates a fundamental reevaluation of the nature, and especially of the originality, of the early thinkers’ alleged intellectual innovations. 

(Falkenhausen, 2006, pp. 3–4)


Falkenhausen's study urges one to revisit passages in the Analects that seem to support the traditional interpretation. Indeed, there seems to be some evidence that Confucius did not take the Zhou culture as a unified totality, but adopted a more flexible and selective perspective. For example, consider the following conversation between Confucius and Yanhui, his best disciple.

Yan Hui asked about running a state. The Master said, “Follow the calendar of the Xia, travel in the carriages of the Shang, and clothe yourself in the ceremonial caps of the Zhou. As for music, listen only to the Shao and Wu. Prohibit the tunes of Zheng, and keep glib people at a distance for the tunes of Zheng are licentious, and glib people are dangerous.” 

(Analects 14.11; Slingerland, 2003, p. 178)


In answering Yan Hui's question about governance, Confucius did not give the Zhou a central place. Apparently the Xia, Shang, and Zhou are all equally important in running a state. A traditional commentary on the passages states that Confucius urged one to adopt the carriages of the Shang at the expense of those of the Zhou when he said, “travel in the carriages of the Shang.” Confucius knows perfectly well that an ancient ritual at some arbitrary moment of time should suffer accommodation. Knowledge of the past is supposed to be fragmentary, incomplete, and partial, which is one reason why it is hard for Zhou culture to be unchanging and stable. Confucius even hailed the transformation of existing ritual as a major achievement when appropriate.5 This is true even when he admires the Zhou. He was well aware that even the Zhou culture was fashioned by selecting from the wide range of existing remnants of the past: “The Zhou gazes down upon the two dynasties that preceded it. How brilliant in culture it is! I follow the Zhou” (Analects 3.14; Slingerland, 2003, p. 23). Scholars have translated the key character jian as variously as “viewing” (Legge), “survey” (Waley), “having the example of” (Lau), “looked back to” (Ames), and “gazes down upon” (Slingerland). However, traditional commentaries make it clear that jian represents the process of selection.
Given that Confucius advocated the transformation of ritual wherever appropriate, the next question becomes: what exercises the greatest authority over the process of selecting and transforming ritual?

A ceremonial cap made of linen is prescribed by the rites, but these days people use silk. This is frugal, and I follow the majority. To bow before ascending the stairs is what is prescribed by the rites, but these days people bow after ascending. This is arrogant, and though it goes against the majority I continue to bow before ascending. 

(Analects 9.3; Slingerland, 2003, p. 87)


This passage suggests potentially competing multiple centers of authority in observing ritual: the taken-for-granted nature of inherited ritual, the opinion of the majority, and a subject whose decision is judicious. In this context, particularly noteworthy in the above passage is the repeated use of the term “I.” In other words, one can see a strong sense of agency in Confucius’ vision of ritual.
To understand what kind of human agency it is, let us examine the following statement: “I transmit (shu) rather than innovate (or create, zuo). I trust in and love the ancient ways. I might thus humbly compare myself to Old Peng” (Analects 7.1; Slingerland, 2003, p. 64). Most previous studies that view Confucius as a traditionalist have treated this passage as a transparent source of information. Confucius’ self-understanding as a transmitter sounds like an assertion that he is willing to remain entirely within the still-existing framework of the Zhou social system. Insofar as one accepts such a notion of self-understanding, one would be incapable of reforming the status quo. This kind of interpretation may be traced back to as early as Mozi (Johnston, 2010, pp. 355, 655). Mozi took the passage in the Analects as a literal depiction of Confucius’ mind. In particular, Mozi defines “transmitting” as “copying.”
However, the meaning of the passage is more complex than might seem warranted at first sight. In the first place, self-effacing rhetoric like qie (“humbly”) is a conventional trope in the Analects. Thus the passage should not automatically be taken at face value.6 To further unpack what is behind the self-humbling rhetoric, philological efforts are necessary. According to Confucius, a sage (sheng) alone is responsible for creating or innovating (zuo) rituals because he possesses a capacity to “know” (zhi) rather than “remember.” Still, the self-humbling characteristics of Confucius raise the question as to whether he indeed thinks of himself as not yet possessing zhi. In fact, quite a few passages in the Analects suggest that he may possess zhi, or that he himself thinks so. The following statement merits closer attention in evaluating important epistemological developments in the Analects: “The Master said, ‘Zilu, shall I teach you what knowing (zhi) means? This is knowing: to recognize what you know as what you know, and recognize what you do not know as what you do not know’.” (Analects 2.17; Slingerland, 2003, p. 13). The character zhi is used six times in this succinct passage, and has a wide range of meaning. Translators often apply two different English translations to the same character zhi: “know” and “wisdom.”7 This seems less than satisfactory in that Confucius intentionally repeats the same character in explaining what zhi is. In other words, he contends that the same character has two semantic levels. According to Confucius, knowing is not simply a matter of the relationship between knowing subject and known object in the external world, but also includes the action of knowing about knowing. This is a meta-knowing. The object of the proposed knowing in the passage is not a set of phenomena in the external world, but the knowing process itself. Confucius' notion of zhi includes reflection upon both conditions of its knowing (its relation to its object).
Meta-knowing provides an important change in the agency involved in the process of knowing. Man-as-knower assumes simultaneously a posture as both agent of the first-order knowing process and its observer. The observer takes the role of a meta-subject that meta-knowing has to posit in order to account for self-reflection in making sense of the world. This interpretation in Confucius’ notion of subjectivity repudiates that of Herbert Fingarette (1972), who criticizes the view that Confucius is seriously concerned with inner mental dispositions. In fact, Fingarette argues that there is no inner, psychological, or subjective nature of the individual in the world of the Analects, and that the valuable qualities are rooted in the acts themselves.8 However, Confucius’ concern with meta-knowing shows that performance of ritual is understood as actions undertaken by agents who are fully self-conscious of what they are doing. Seen in this way, Confucius’ notion of zhi is neither merely a matter of the external world, nor of mere cognitive access to it. Instead, the notion turns out to be part of the self-cultivation project.
Indeed, meta-knowing facilitates the attainment of higher forms of self-consciousness. The self-consciousness prompts one to raise and answer ethical questions, and sustains self-control until it arrives at the ultimate goal of closing the gap between “ought” and “is.”9 In fact, meta-knowing and virtue are mutually constitutive in Confucius’ vision. For knowledge to be genuine knowledge, it has to come with a certain cultivation of the mind. Even if someone acquires much knowledge about the world, self without proper cultivation would be inadequate to produce genuine knowledge. That being so, invoking two linguistic levels of the same term through meta-knowing is more than a rhetorical trick. In the Analects, it infuses the subject with new depths. Confucius constructs the subject not as one who is passively shaped by the power of supernatural being but as an active agent whose subjectivity is continuously shaped through his or her engagements within multiple and complex spaces that the meta-consciousness creates.

Ritual and Emotional Agency
The cognitive aspect does not exhaust Confucius’ view of human agency in performing enlightened custom. Confucius recognized that the emotional dimension of human mind-and-heart plays a causal role in how people act.10 It is in this context that humaneness (ren), an important concept in Confucius’ thought, comes in. The notion of humaneness takes us a long way from the behavioral model suggested by Herbert Fingarette. What is humaneness? “Scrutiny of the Zuo speeches suggests that ‘ren’ was introduced into ethical discourse in the mid-Chunqiu and grew in importance well before Confucius’ time. Confucius apparently inherited and reinforced existing tendencies to elevate ren into the most significant of the virtues” (Pines, 2002, p. 184). Ren originally referred to a ruler's virtue and it was appropriated by the aristocrats. Owing to the efforts of Confucius and others, ren came to mean the most important human virtue.
Although there are plenty of remarks on humaneness in the Analects, Confucius made few theoretical reflections about humaneness as such. More often than not, he said something important about ren by stating what it is not. Even so, it is clear that humaneness certainly represents the cultivated mental disposition that possesses an emotional aspect. At the same time, it is not clear whether humaneness can be understood in terms of human nature, because Confucius avoids discussing human nature: “[O]ne does not get to hear the Master expounding upon the subjects of human nature or the Way of Heaven” (Analects 5.13; Slingerland, 2003, pp. 44–5). What he emphasized instead is that humaneness enables each agent to engender all the ritual practices appropriate to each situation, and that proper practice of ritual in turn cultivates humaneness. Confucius constructed the subject not as a passive one who was shaped by the power of supernatural beings but as an active agent whose subjectivity was continuously shaped through his or her engagements within ritual. Humaneness plays a crucial role in preventing comportment from lapsing into nothing but meaningless, outer forms. The following passage demonstrates not only that humaneness involves a very strong emotional response to a life situation, but that it may be misunderstood as simplistic, unreflective, and even violent outbursts of emotion.

Zai Wo asked, “If someone lied to a man of humaneness, saying ‘a man has just fallen into the well!’, would he go ahead and jump in after him [to save the supposed man]?” The Master replied, “Why would he do that? The gentleman can be enticed, but not trapped; he can be tricked, but not duped.” 

(Analects 6.26; Slingerland, 2003, p. 62, translation slightly altered)


Here Zai Wo tacitly supposes that a man of humaneness would be alarmed by the situation of a man falling into the well, and that he would be in a state of uncontrollable emotional arousal. The imagined tragic outcome – the man of humaneness also falls into the well in the process of saving the man who has already fallen into it – suggests that an outpouring of humane feeling would not be compatible with judicious handling of the situation. Confucius’ response to Zai Wo's provocative question confirms his idea that emotions can be penetrated by a systematic, cognitive, and well-informed appreciation of the situation of the other person. A traditional commentary elaborated on Confucius’ response in the following way: Confucius would check if the man falling into the well deserves saving, and then save only men of humaneness (Hattori et al., 1911, p. 53). It implies that Confucius would not save an extremely wicked person. This interpretation can be understood against the backdrop of Confucius’ other statements, like “Only one who is Good is able to truly love others or despise others” (Analects 4.3; Slingerland, 2003, p. 30, italics added). In any case, this commentary maintains that a man of humaneness acts on the basis of clear thinking, full comprehension of the problem involved, and cognitive judgments of the situation, as well as emotion.
Another interesting point in the passage is that two terms – a man of humaneness and a gentleman (junzi) – are being used interchangeably. A man of humaneness refers to a virtuous man in the general sense; a gentleman a desirable type of the political elite. So, the interchangeability of the two terms suggests that the man of the political elite is the one whose emotion is not divorced from proper cognitive judgment. Seen in this light, ideal political action should come neither from a mindless conformity to any prevailing conventions nor from unthinking emotional reaction to issues at hand, but from the proper reconciliation of emotion and judicious perception. In the next section, we will put this new self-understanding of political elite in its historical context.

The Political Elite
For Confucius, political processes should take place within an enlightened pattern of ritual. So it is little wonder that he saw the political elite as those who were preserving, refining, and transmitting ritual that may in turn give rise to humaneness. What is remarkable in Confucius’ teaching is that everyone, in principle, can become one of the political elite through learning. The learning should start from an earlier stage of life and be constantly reinforced. Cultivating oneself is a long, hard process that cannot easily be reached, and practically there is no end because there is always room for improvement. Nonetheless, Confucius believed that self-transformation is at first the result of great effort, but over time it becomes effortless and automatic. In other words, acquired custom may become “second nature,” in that it is able to become an integral part of oneself.
Seen in this light, Confucius’ vision possesses both egalitarian and elitist aspects. It is egalitarian in that no legal obstacles hinder the achievement of a high level of excellence. It is elitist in that only those who are well cultivated can exercise political authority. In other words, rather than denouncing the hierarchical arrangement of society, Confucius redefined the self-image of the elite. That is, he said little with regard to alternative institutional arrangements to hierarchical society. Instead, he explored the range of qualities one ought to look for in a political elite if one wished to ensure that they were genuinely devoted to the common good. In ancient China, the general term for the political elite was gentleman (junzi).
In fact, the new concept of gentleman originally grew out of the practices of the class of nobility before it was clearly redefined by aristocrats in the Spring and Autumn period. In its linguistic roots, gentleman originally meant the offspring of a lord. However, at the time of the Spring and Autumn political turmoil, when most aristocratic lineages were under constant threat, pedigree alone was not able to secure the aristocrats’ position. Such an unstable situation led them to look for additional means to solidify the exalted positions of their heirs. Accordingly, they claimed that their supremacy was based on personal virtue rather than descent. In addition, they developed new senses of such ethical categories as virtue (de), humaneness (ren), and filial piety (xiao). Yuri Pines persuasively showed that these new developments had unintended consequences for the hereditary aristocrats. They paved the way for the upward mobility of the shi stratum (the group of literati eligible for office), who claimed their eligibility to junzi status (Pines, 2002, pp. 156–71, 204). According to this new vision, junzi meant a cultivated individual, a notion which denied the nobility exclusive privileges to greatness. Thus, being “noble” is no longer an inherited status, but open to anyone who wants to attain greatness by learning. Seen in this light, Confucius’ notion of junzi represents the further elaboration of the new self-image of the ruling elite proposed by earlier Spring and Autumn aristocrats who wanted to solidify their status in a new way.
To a degree, this redefinition reflects the fact that the movement of lower strata into the nobility was becoming commonplace in Confucius’ time. Ancient Chinese society was divided into different social strata. Birth determined to which lineage a person belonged. The lineages of rulers related to the Zhou kings ranked at the top. At the bottom of the nobility was the rank of shi. In between were the social strata that provide ministers and officials. Earlier on, through his textual studies, Hsu Cho-yun argued that the shi stratum had advanced into the core of the Warring States political elite (Hsu, 1965, pp. 34–52, 86–106). In recent years, through his meticulous study of archeological data on ritual vessels and graves, Lothar von Falkenhausen has shown that while an enormous gap existed between the shi and the higher nobility until the late Spring and Autumn period, the gap was being closed between the late Spring and Autumn and the middle Zhanguo periods (Falkenhausen, 2006, pp. 370–99). When aristocratic lineages were losing their powers in internecine struggles, rulers increasingly staffed their governments with shi in order to utilize their administrative capacity. In this way, the shi rapidly occupied influential positions in the ruling apparatus.
Confucius himself was born into the shi stratum and then called on his shi peers to don the armor of moral virtue. He did not want to remove the nobility as such, but instead defined it not in terms of its relation to the social nexus in which it was embedded, but in relation to the malleability of human beings. Gentleman now refers to the leadership class rather than the hereditary nobility. Confucius said, “A sage I will never get to meet; if I manage to meet a gentleman, I suppose I would be content” (Analects 7.26; Slingerland, 2003, pp. 72–3). Given that a gentleman is a seeker after sagehood, what sets a fully fledged sage apart from a gentleman?
In a customary community where transcendental leverage is lacking, a custom represents a judgment to which men's experience testifies under repeated tests over time. That is, preservation of a custom itself has attained a high degree of legitimacy, just as Edmund Burke (1729–97) said, “The individual is foolish; the multitude, for the moment, is foolish; but the species is wise and, given time, as a species it always acts right” (Burke, 1877, p. 147). However, Confucius was well aware that one finds oneself in a situation where, to bring things under control, hope of relying exclusively on existing ritual must be abandoned. Given the fluctuations of human affairs that characterized his time, there were occasions when existing modes of action were inappropriate. The problem was too new or too unfamiliar for the stereotyped unfolding of a ritual in any way to deal with. In such situations, agents must proceed with nothing but their own prudence to guide them.
According to Confucius, however, ordinary people are not quite capable of framing their own ritual. Only sages can fashion and refashion rituals. A sage is not merely someone who conscientiously follows inherited rituals and passes them on intact, but someone who knows that not all traditions, customs, and conventions are worth keeping, and thus can deal with a situation rendered inherently unstable by new forces (Analects 9.3; Slingerland, 2003, p. 87). In other words, a sage represents a virtuoso with a perfect command of ritual, so much so that he can play on all the resources inherent in dynamic situations and uncertainties, thereby producing new ritual actions appropriate even to the most ambiguous and uncertain cases.
In characterizing Confucius’ vision as that of customary community, J.G.A. Pocock fails to take into account his notion of the discretionary power exercised by a fully cultivated person. Breaking away from established ritual is not always regarded as degenerative. When appropriate, it is rather a facilitative pattern of behavior, without which desirable order cannot be maintained. It is in this context that one can better understand why the description of ritual in the Analects does not build, with great effort, into a “mechanical” model like an etiquette handbook. The ideal is not that an agent selects the conduct appropriate to each situation from an etiquette handbook based on explicit principles, but that he or she generates an infinity of practices adapted to endlessly changing situations. In resisting the mechanical model of conventional community, Confucius developed two conceptions of the art of the necessary improvisation: “discretionary power” (quan) and “time-sensitive equilibrium” (shizhong). Sages employ discretionary power on those occasions when the stream of contingent and particular events face them with a problem so individual that existing ritual does not provide a ready-made answer to it. Discretionary power is in the last analysis art rather than science, and is concerned with the unique rather than the recurrent. In the course of human events, unstable and fluctuating in time as they are, the same action may acquire different meanings and effects. The notion of “time-sensitive equilibrium” explicitly introduced elements of time into the theoretical representation of rightful action. The rightful action is now intrinsically defined by its temporality. The cultivated person should not only remain in command of the obligatory moments but also play with the tempo of the situation. Sages should possess the sensitivity necessary in judging the fluctuations of times and seasons, events, circumstances, and human wills. “Time-sensitive equilibrium” enables agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing situations.
Confucius’ dynamic conception of the sage reflects the characteristics of his time, when the customs and conventions of the Zhou feudal system were losing their taken-for-granted nature, and an existing basis for customary community was losing ground. Insofar as one sticks to the ideal of customary community, one needs to revamp existing rituals or create new rituals so that ritual has the appropriate efficacy. It is in this context that Confucius wanted to revive the spirit of the sage-kings of the past who were thought to have created rituals. As the tumult of the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period intensified, traditional sources of political authority were increasingly contested and in turn provided political thinkers with the opportunity to consider other forms of political life than customary community. With the advantage of hindsight, we know that the eventual outcome of their consideration proved much more radical than Confucius imagined: the establishment of the imperial state, which is the subject of the next two chapters. Before proceeding, we examine how Confucius’ vision differs from that of the imperial state.

The Small State
The question of the state leads to another important dimension of ritual as political theory: ideally speaking, the raison d’être of convention is not explicitly questioned in a customary society. Instead, convention or ritual possesses the specifically symbolic power to generate social reality. It seems as if as long as a convention exists, people are somehow bound to follow it. In an existing social formation, the more fully rituals reproduce themselves in the agents’ habits of mind and mode of action, the greater the extent of the existing social formation that is taken for granted. Seen in this light, much of the power of ritual comes from the agent's willingness to accept. In other words, ritual is most successful when the agent is not even self-conscious about performing ritual. Ideally speaking, ritual is simply there. People live harmoniously in the taken-for-granted world of life experienced as mediated by ritual. In this way, agents are expected to carry out their socially defined proper function in the right way at the appropriate moment, and thus be able to contribute to the realization of harmonious society. Thus, although he solicited self-consciousness in coping with a rapidly changing social environment, Confucius came to depict ideal politics as a smooth process of converting human passions and interests into ritual propriety. “If a person is able to govern the state by means of ritual propriety and deference, what difficulties will he encounter?” (Analects 4.13; Slingerland, 2003, p. 33).
In this connection, it is understandable why the art of government could only be conceived on the basis of the model of the family. The customary community is exemplified in the family, whose members are simply habituated to play a role defined by virtue of their being born or married. In Confucius’ vision, one is believed to be attached to one's family and village, and, in diminishing levels of affection, to one's district, province, and ever-enlarging entity. Rituals serve as a base in which identity can be expressed. During the ritual, a father will not hold the same position as a son. Therefore, identity in ritual is also present as it serves as a means for one to express one's position in the family and, by extension, in the state and the world. One's relationships with people are based on one's ability to assimilate oneself to one's environment, because there is no such thing as self without reference to other people.
This prompts one to register a typical complaint about Confucius’ vision: the vision of customary community is inherently conservative because it is guided by existing values and beliefs. The well-known idea of “the rectification of name” is a case in point: “Let the lord be a true lord, the ministers true ministers, the fathers true fathers, and the sons true sons” (Analects 12.11; Slingerland, 2003, p. 130). The movement here is not to transform the existing names in such a way that they properly reflect the true nature of the things, but to make the nature of the things correspond to their existing names (Seligman, 2008, p. 135). Along with the notion of emulating the model of superiors, this conservative idea appears repeatedly in the Analects. In other words, it is inherently difficult to mount a radical critique of the status quo because the continuous practice of existing conventions appears to be immune from any external perspective. Owing to the taken-for-granted feature of customary community, the established political order is supposed to be perceived not as arbitrary (i.e. as one possible order among competing others) but as a natural order that goes unquestioned. That is why Confucius said, “Who is able to leave a room without going out through the door?” (Analects 6.17; Slingerland, 2003, p. 58). This aspect of Confucius stands in direct opposition not only to Zhuangzi, who wishes to adopt a perspective outside of the practice from which to challenge its conventions, but also Hanfeizi, who replaces existing ritual with law (to be discussed in the next chapter).
This consideration suggests that Confucius would hardly prefer an intrusive state. If ritual works perfectly, the formal instruments of governance like bureaucracy and police would not be necessary. Given the supposed harmony generated by shared custom, there is no need for a higher third-party enforcer of rules. Much administration of what would elsewhere be state functions is carried out by such non-state agencies as the family. The family in the agrarian era usually limited the power of the state by fulfilling basic organizational functions. Confucius’ enlightened customary community is conceived as an organic whole in which each group has its own tasks to fulfill, and everyone is part of the wider community. There is no legitimate role for an intrusive state to play. It is one of the reasons why Confucius did not welcome rule by law, the enforcement of which requires government officials.
There is no place for codified law in an ideal customary community where enlightened convention is content to enumerate specific applications of principles. By contrast, rule by law presupposes that people no longer accept the self-evidence of convention, or that people's disposition does not embody such convention. Overtly resorting to force of law would render ritual unnecessary as a mechanism to sustain social order. The greater the extent to which the task of ordering is taken over by penal law, the greater the extent to which the taken-for-granted significance of custom is undermined. Legal command and entailed punishments fly in the face of the defining feature of a customary community. Governed by law, agents keep in mind the breakability of norms instead of following convention.11 The “conventional” aspects of ritual are what enable ritual practices to be objectively harmonized without external coordination. That is one of the reasons why one can find in the Analects Confucius’ advocacy of “rule without purposive action” (wuwei).
However, some scholars interpreted Confucius’ vision as the harbinger of a time when the power of the state and sovereign is augmented. A most sophisticated view was presented through the changing significance of filial piety (xiao). Historians noted that many Spring and Autumn aristocrats identified themselves primarily as members of their lineages and secondly as subjects of lords. Therefore, where filial piety and loyalty (zhong) were found to be in conflict with one another, filial piety was treated as the higher priority. This means that the virtue of filial piety may undermine the political authority of the ruler. According to Keith Knapp (1995, pp. 209–16), Confucius proposed an innovative interpretation of filial piety. That is, he redirected the object of filial piety from the large kinship unit to the household. As the object of filial piety was no longer the large kinship unit, the virtue of filial piety does not pose a threat to the ruler. The assumption of this interpretation is that there is little conflict between the interests of individual households and those of the ruler, because, unlike the larger kinship group, an individual household does not possess enough independent power to challenge the ruler and thus should rely on his power. For this reason, Yuri Pines argued that Confucius supported the interests of the ruler at the expense of the interests of aristocratic families. In other words, Pines interpreted Confucius as a supporter of a ruler-centered political model, which led imperial dynasties to employ his teachings.
To complicate the issue at hand, let us clearly distinguish the ruler-centered political model into two different aspects as Michael Mann suggested: the authority of a ruler and the infrastructural power of the state. Through this distinction, I would like to emphasize that while Confucius supports the former, he does not support the latter. Probably the best place for discussing this issue is the following passage in the Analects.

The Duke of She said to Confucius, “Among my people there is one we call ‘Upright Gong.’ When his father stole a sheep, he reported him to the authorities.” Confucius replied, “Among my people, those who we consider ‘upright’ are different from this: fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. ‘Uprightness’ is to be found in this.” 

(Analects 13.18; Slingerland, 2003, p. 147)


In this debate as to whether fathers and sons should testify in court against one another, the Duke of She suggests that even fathers and sons are equally subject to laws and punishments. In his view, the state and household are diametrically opposed. And the state is the embodiment of upright and public order; family represents a partial and private realm. One possible implication is that a statist ruler, the guarantor of public order, may well pursue the interests of the state at the expense of those of family. Intriguing in Confucius’ response is that he does not present being filial as an alternative to being upright. Instead, he invokes an alternative upright order in which filiality is not in tension with the state. The question, then, becomes: what kind of state is it?
Such a state should not be an encompassing structure in which all people and every affair is equally subject to laws. Certain things, such as matters of kin members, should be handled in realms other than the state. Although Confucius did not articulate its structure in concrete terms, it is certainly a small state in the sense that non-state realms take over many social functions. It is diametrically opposed to the vision of Hanfeizi, a statist thinker (as we will discuss in Chapter 3), and is much closer to the quasi-feudal (fengjian) model of the early Zhou (governance in the hands of hereditary local lords enfeoffed by the state).12 Understandably, a smaller community may be conducive to the cultivation of virtue, which may well be nourished through face-to-face interactions. Considered in this way, the fact that Confucius redirects the object of filial affection from the larger kinship group to one's immediate family does not necessarily support the augmentation of state power. Rather, it implies that an ideal human community should be a smaller unit where the requisite psychological disposition is cultivated, rather than a big state where law is applied to people in a mechanical fashion.
However laudable Confucius’ intention was, and notwithstanding its theoretical appeal, the fact remains that in his time the vision of customary community was losing its efficacy. For one thing, the Zhou fengjian system based on kinship ties had devolved into autonomous regional powers. Fragmentation of control left most local administration to regional power-holders who retained great autonomy. Relatedly, there are many indications in the Analects that existing ritual was no longer taken for granted, and many divergent tendencies had developed at that time.13 We must see Confucius as significantly alienated from the social order and its governance. However, it is hard to find in the Analects a radical critique of the very possibility of enlightened customary community and its authority. Conventions and traditions still loom large in Confucius’ vision. At the same time, Confucius was increasingly aware that a conception of the customary community is a fragile enterprise, whose integrity and survival depends on something more than ritual. In particular, Confucius was worried about the possibility that convention could become reified. True, even when people are bound to recognize the convention and act on it, practicing ritual may turn into an adherence to mere outward ceremony. At worst, one can find oneself in a world where everyone is committed to upholding conventions and no one believes their sincerity. In such circumstances, conventions serve no evident human purpose of creating a good community.
In fact, just as Roman notions of a law-governed political community were transmitted to medieval Europe, Confucius’ ideal of a ritual-governed political community was transmitted to later imperial dynasties. To the eyes of imperial rulers, enlightened custom should no longer be confined to the upper stratum in small communities but spread to large sectors of the population, because the expanded territory of the imperial state makes it difficult for the state apparatus to penetrate society through law alone.

Notes


  1 Strictly speaking, the discussion of ancient Chinese thinkers is not about the ideas of the thinkers themselves, but about the representation of their ideas in later compilations. For example, one may wonder whether the Analects or what can be reconstructed from it fully represents Confucius’ view. One may raise a question about whether compilers and/or editors introduced new elements to the text. These issues and questions are legitimate for their own sake in dealing with such early texts as the Analects. They are especially so in the context of the new manuscripts that have been excavated in China. These issues, however, will not be dealt with here. The task of this volume is to take seriously portions of the ancient Chinese texts not because they are the authentic product of the thinkers, but because they have been transmitted for such a long time regardless of whether they are authentic. Perhaps I should place each thinker in quotation marks to remind readers of its representational nature. However, for convenience, I proceed without such scare quotes. For the same reason, I do not attempt to arrange ancient Chinese thinkers and their texts in chronological fashion. And I use the names of the thinkers and the title of their compiled texts interchangeably. Except for the last three chapters (18–20), the bulk of the Analects are believed to predate other Warring States texts that are discussed in the next chapter.
  2 On Confucius’ view on Guan Zhong, see Slingerland (2003, pp. 157, 160–1).
  3 On the complex history of Mozi, the man, the text, and the Mohist school, see Johnston (2010, Introduction).
  4 One can find detailed description of ritual as individual behavior in the chapter on “village community” in the Analects (see Slingerland, 2003, pp. 98–110).
  5 For example, Analects 3.4; 9.3; 9.30; 14.21.
  6 On the self-humbling rhetoric of Confucius, see Analects 7.28 (Slingerland, 2003, p. 73).
  7 See, for example, the translations of Ames and Rosemont Jr (1999).
  8 Focusing on Confucius’ preoccupation with ritual, Fingarette misleadingly offered a “behaviorist” interpretation of the Analects. By utilizing J.L. Austin's conception of the “performative utterance,” Fingarette argues that what is special about Confucius’ vision is that ritual is conceived as possessing both political and religious dimensions, even when it dissociates from supernatural beings. “[C]eremony is a conventionalized practice in which are emphasized intrinsic harmony, beauty and sacredness” (Fingarette, 1972, p. 61). By saying this, Fingarette goes so far as to imply that the intrinsic meaning of ritual action is dissociated from inner mental dispositions as well as supernatural beings. Of course, he is aware of the fact that Confucius often spoke of humaneness (ren), which has been interpreted as a psychological notion by many commentators on the Analects. For Fingarette, however, humaneness is nothing more than the adequate performance of ritual as such. Humaneness does not have its own ontological status in human subjectivity. It is an individual's external stance toward the publicly recognized pattern of behavior. What humane means is to know the right way to behave in situations, and to behave with propriety with respect to surrounding people. Humans are now defined by their roles and relationships, exclusively as social beings. Viewed this way, ritual is much more than dry patterns of customary behavior to which people need to get accustomed. Ritual ensures harmony. As an integrated custom consists of interconnected behaviors, a certain action is tailored to be compatible with other actions. If a certain action is not in accordance with the rest of the actions, then it may not mean that it represents another morally viable option such that it entails genuine moral conflict or moral choice, but that the action is out of joint in light of the overall custom. That is why Fingarette calls Confucius’ vision a “way without a crossroads.” On a criticism of Fingarette's interpretation of Confucius, see Schwartz (1985).
  9 See “at seventy, I could follow my heart's desires without overstepping the bounds of propriety” (Analects 2.4; Slingerland, 2003, p. 9).
10 In her book, Curie Virág explores Confucius’ conception of emotions. In particular, she argues that, in Confucius’ thought, emotions function as an interface between the self and the world (Virág, 2017, Ch. 1).
11 On related discussion, see Pocock (1989, p. 46).
12 See the Wudu chapter of Hanfeizi.
13 On the transformation of ritual in Confucius’ time, see Falkenhausen (2006).3
Political Society


The Warring States period (475–221 bc) is characterized by both warfare and intellectual florescence. First, contending local polities engaged in ceaseless warfare in order to seize territory from their political rivals. The introduction of iron tools increased agricultural yields, which the lords of the Warring States swiftly translated into resources for military campaigns. There were 590 recorded wars in the 248 years of the Warring States period (Xu, 1988, pp. 408–11). When one local polity grew larger and thus stronger, the others were threatened with being overpowered, which made them dependent. Initially, many local polities competed with one another. However, the number rapidly diminished as the bigger fish devoured the smaller. Meanwhile, conflicts between the Zhou peoples and their foreign neighbors contributed to a clearer consciousness of distinctively ethnic identity.
Second, in spite of or because of the unstable environment, intellectual life acquired a new energy. The need to strengthen polities by recruiting talented people contributed to the growing intellectual ferment. Thus, the shi stratum broke out of the aristocrats’ ideological confines. As rulers hired advisors on the basis of their expertise, shi intellectuals moved from polity to polity in search of appointments. Hence, a plethora of conflicting teachings emerged: the so-called “hundred schools of thought” in ancient China. The competing political thinkers at that time include, but are not limited to, Mozi, Xunzi, Laozi, Hanfeizi, Yang Zhu, Mencius, and Zhuangzi.1 These thinkers established the terms of reference that have continued to structure much of Chinese political thinking. As the Zhou quasi-“feudal” system increasingly disintegrated, and an existing basis for political legitimation was losing ground, new sources of political authority, among other things, were particularly solicited. The purpose of this chapter is to analyze their competing visions under the rubric of “political society,” which entails their accounts of human nature (or propensities endowed at birth), and the “state of nature” (or the pre-political state).
The emergence of a plethora of new, often radical, theoretical ideas per se marks the beginning of a new era. In an ideal customary community, the universe of modes of behavior is supposed to transmit in practice without accruing much theoretical discourse. To a large extent, it is self-verifying and beyond theorizing, in that one does not have to be told why the customs one observes are good. However, the intense wars and civil strife that had wracked the realm left many people shaken loose from their accustomed place in the social order and thus dissociated from existing modes of behavior. This unstable situation gave rise to numerous social and cultural spaces in which new forms of organizations were tried out, and provided political thinkers with the opportunity to consider fundamental questions anew. It is symptomatic that quite a few began to imagine themselves in a state of “nature,” antedating custom, and to consider the conditions in which people arrived at a political society. However, the accounts they give of the conditions are very different from one another.

The Concept of Political Society
What do I mean by the term “political society”? In fact, the meaning of the term “political” is highly disputed among theorists. Let me describe the concept of the political in ways that serve to make sense of the Warring States thinkers’ theories. The political here refers to the processes or procedures out of which springs the social order as a whole. This sense of the political presupposes the existence of the pre-political, the problematic situation in which it is difficult to draw up rules whereby the community can live in peace, avoiding discord as well as ruin in civil war. When the notion of the political is thus defined, the formation of political society presupposes political actors who do not regard existing conditions as a given and bother to generate a certain form of collective life through conscious human efforts.2 That is, political society marks a departure from the ideal of customary community, the defining characteristic of which is its taken-for-granted nature. This sense of political society is particularly useful in understanding the competing visions of the thinkers in the Warring States period, because it was a time when many thinkers possessed compelling desires to question the natural foundations of the existing order and look for new bases on which humans as civic beings could live with one another. Their conceptions of a new order are contrasted not only with the ungoverned “state of nature,” but also with customary community.
How, then, did the thinkers frame their political theories? They attempted to define the relation between two or three of the following stages: the pre-social state, the social state, and political society. Consider, for example, a thinker who supposes that the natural condition of human beings is a solitary and pre-social state. He needs to explain how people began to form a natural community (i.e. a primordial form of family), which may or may not be equated with “political” society. There should be some compelling reasons that prompted them to give up (or caused them to forfeit) their natural communities in favor of the bonds of political society. The task political thinkers set for themselves is not so much to explain how this change comes about, but rather to explain what is capable of rendering it legitimate. A typical answer in European intellectual history, such as the famous bellum omnium contra omnes (war of all against all) of Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), would suggest that, since people would come to recognize the impossibility of maintaining justice or security in a natural condition, they would find it rational to give their consent to the establishment of a political society, which may limit their pursuit of selfish interests.
Or alternatively, consider a thinker who takes it to be inherent in human nature to live a social and communal life. That is, men and women originally did not subsist in solitude, but lived at all times together in societies as they are endowed with an instinct to congregate. Although they are in fact always to be found living together in a communal life, such an initial communal life is not of course a political one, but some form of “natural,” often domestic, association. Owing to their distinction between natural and political communities, the theoretical challenge is to explain how the natural community should be transformed into a particular form of political society. Thinkers should explain how people not only have the ability but also face the necessity to create their own political society. Although the natural community rests on human nature, at some point it may cease to be satisfactory depending on some external conditions, which requires some complex, artificial ordering machinery of political society.

Competing Visions
To appreciate the full spectrum of Warring States political thought, we need to put it in a couple of perspectives. The first perspective is the ways in which thinkers accept or reject the idea of rule by ritual. In an ideal customary community, conventions are to be legitimized primarily by reference to the very fact that they are well suited to the people who observe them. However, as the Warring States leaders routinely neglected ritual requirements, many people became increasingly cynical in regard to the functioning of ritual. In other words, harsh political reality made the appeal of ritual obsolete as a primary mode of governance. Military power and legal method seemed more effective. The changing views of ritual marked the decline of the hopes that the ideal of enlightened customary community would be realized. Ritual lost its paramount position as a means to achieve wealth and power. New approaches were necessary. Even those who took ritual seriously and thus thought of themselves as followers of Confucius were now in no position to examine the application of ritual simply by examining if what they were doing was contrary to existing ritual or the idealized ritual of the early Zhou. They had to provide more explicit theoretical justifications of what had been taken for granted. The justification often consisted in deduction from a universal premise (i.e. human nature). In this connection, we can divide into two the responses to the existing ideal of the customary society. First, there were those who criticized the efficacy of ritual as such by arguing that ritual could not take a central position in bringing order to the world, for various reasons. Second, there were those who had a strong interest in defending ritual but undertook the work of conscious systematization and expressed rationalization, which is symptomatic of the passage from the vision of customary community to political society.
The second perspective is the extent to which they prepared for the emergence of a territory-based, quasi-modern state which would eventually replace earlier polities. In this regard, Yuri Pines (2009) impressively mapped out major arguments on the establishment of the monarchical state proposed by the Warring States thinkers. While Pines’ interpretation makes a great deal of sense, I hope to stress that there are other aspects that are difficult to appreciate under the rubric of the vision of the monarchical state alone. To do so, I shall focus more on three major Warring States thinkers: Yang Zhu, Mencius, and Zhuangzi. In particular, Mencius is chosen because of his influence on the political theory of the mid- to late imperial period. In addition, in order to appreciate the nuances of a ruler-centered vision, I shall utilize the distinction between despotic power and infrastructural power. Having described the ways to survey the spectrum of Warring States political thought, I now return to Mozi, the first major critic of Confucius.

Mozi
How did Mozi (c. 460–390 bc) structure his political theory in such a way to show what the pre-political condition was like? How could people leave such a condition? Mozi defines the state of nature as the lack of a unified perspective with which to perceive reality and set norms. In other words, a state of nature is made up of conflicting and mutually exclusive perspectives, each vying with the other, and thus requires a certain principle of unity.

Ancient times, when people first came into being, were times when there were as yet no law or government, so it was said that people had different principles. … The more people there were, the more things there were that were spoken of as principles. … The consequence of this was mutual confrontation. In this way, within a household, fathers and sons, and older and younger brothers were resentful and hostile, separated and dispersed, and unable to reach agreement and accord with each other. Throughout the world, people all used water and fire, and poisons and potions to injure and harm one another. As a result, those with strength to spare did not use it to help each other in their work, surplus goods rotted and decayed and were not used for mutual distributions, and good doctrines were hidden and obscured and not used for mutual teaching. So the world was in a state of disorder comparable to that amongst birds and beasts. … It is only that the ruler of the state is able to make uniform the principles of the state. 

(Johnston, 2010, pp. 91–5)


The first part of the citation echoes the statement of Thomas Hobbes in his Elements of the Laws (1650): “In the state of nature … every man is his own judge” (Hobbes, 1994, p. 180). In their original condition, men and women all suffer from radical pluralism of ways of understanding and evaluating the world. The problem is not merely that individuals disagree on value, but also that in this state of nature they tend to perceive and relate to one another differently. The epistemic disunity entails the problems of the unpredictability of human behavior, which in turn leads to conflict.
Framed in this way, Mozi's state of nature presupposes several features. First, people naturally have a certain moral conception. That is, they are individually self-legitimating creatures. Second, their respective notions of moral rightness are irreconcilable. Third, individuals not only have conflicting notions of rightness, but they are also easily or spontaneously motivated to act according to what they perceive to be appropriate (yi). Fourth, as a corollary of the above two points, individuals in the state of nature lead to violent turmoil. Fifth, the units over which they clash are not family but individuals, despite the fact that Mozi is well known for his attack on Confucius’ purportedly parochial family ethics. Interestingly, in conceiving the pre-political state as an unfulfilling war of all against all, the issue of desire does not figure prominently in Mozi's imagination.
To the extent that pre-political life is defined as the encounter with diverse value orientations between which there can be no final reconciliation, Mozi should respond to the problem of how the irreconcilabilities are to be reckoned with. Otherwise, society would necessarily be torn in pieces. The unifying force is that “the ruler of the state is able to make uniform the principles of the state.” The unified principle is impartial care (jianai). One way to appreciate the notion of jianai is to understand what each character, jian and ai, actually means at that time. In ancient China, jian is defined as against bie. That is, jian refers neither to “universal” as against “particular,” nor to “disinterested” as against “interested.” Rather, it denotes to “treat everything alike” without (making any) distinction. As a corollary, unlike Confucius, who supposes that humans gravitate toward the favoring of kin, Mozi does not admit that family relationships are among the deepest and strongest in our lives, so much so that they deserve any particular distinction in distributing material resources. Special care and attention toward family may well be at odds with the ideal of impartial care in that people may succumb to the “partial” desire to pass on resources to their family members. As for the second character, ai is often translated as “love.” However, this may be a misleading translation. In the predominant usages of ancient China, ai presupposes an attitude toward and awareness of the subject in a better condition over a presumed object in less than good condition. The object of ai is never confined to the sphere of fellow human beings, but includes the world of animals and inanimate objects as well, as is shown in the expression of aiwu (cherish things). Seen in this light, Mozi's idea of impartial care has little to do with equality or egalitarianism, despite the fact that his teaching reached out to non-elite people. The idea of impartial care urges rulers to practice the equitable distribution of material goods, but not equal political rights. Mozi's aim is to devise a system in which the actual running of the system is placed in the hands of the ruler and worthies rather than in those of citizens. As Pines argued, Mozi certainly advocates a ruler-centered political system.

Mozi's most strikingly novel aspect is his emphasis on the concentration of power in the hands of the Son of Heaven. Being the supreme moral exemplar and the ultimate source of uniform morality, the Son of Heaven (and those he chooses to fill the lower levels of the state hierarchy) becomes the pivot of the sociopolitical order. By uniformly imposing his views and norms on his subjects, the monarch prevents transgressions and ensures universal prosperity. 

(Pines, 2009, p. 33)


How, then, can people be motivated to practice the Mohist norm of impartial care? How are they inclined to follow political leaders? Contra Confucius, Mozi does not expect the ruler to govern by the persuasive example of his own goodness, and thus he devotes relatively little direct attention to moral psychology. Instead, Mozi thinks that the benefit created by the system of impartial care serves a key that makes people voluntarily motivated to follow their leaders. In addition, he often appeals to a kind of divine sanction as justification for his ethical and political views. Yet it is important to note that his notion of supernatural beings is not strongly theistic. While they have intentions, these supernatural beings are a set of natural patterns or forces in the world, and not acts of will originating from an independent agent standing outside the world and sustaining it. Even Heaven is not a personal God who loves individuals, but a force which ensures that certain actions are met with appropriate reactions (Craig, 1998, p. 455). Finally, Mozi believes that persuasive rational argument is able to transform the partial and biased mind-set of other people. For example, Mozi does not simply criticize Confucius from an alternative perspective. Instead, he attempts to demonstrate inner contradiction in Confucius’ statements (Johnston, 2010, pp. 355, 655).
Before turning to the next thinker, we should consider the implication of Mozi's aversion to aggressive warfare in the context of state theory. While it is true that Mozi's vision is much more ruler-centric and hierarchical than previous visions, it is also characterized by the lack of significant institutional changes of the state. He discusses problems in ethical terms and not as administrative issues. In other words, although he grants a monarch supreme political power and authority to supervise his subjects, he does not want to increase the power of the state as such, the apparatus through which a monarch exercises his power.

Xunzi

Humans are born having desires. When they have desires but do not get the objects of their desire, then they cannot but seek some means of satisfaction. If there is no measure or limit to their seeking, then they cannot help but struggle with each other. If they struggle with each other then there will be chaos, and if there is chaos then they will be impoverished. The former kings hated such chaos, and so they established rituals and yi in order to divide things among people, to nurture their desires, and to satisfy their seeking. They caused desires never to exhaust material goods, and material goods never to be depleted by desires, so that the two support each other and prosper. This is how ritual arose. 

(Hutton, 2014, p. 201)

Xunzi's theory has been understood under the rubric of the “badness of human nature,” which means that there is no innate moral guidance in human beings. According to Xunzi (c. 310–218 bc), there are common propensities endowed at birth: desires. Human beings are born with desires that cannot be effaced from their nature. The significance of Xunzi's denial of inherent moral guidance is that it forms the basis of his account of political society. Xunzi imagines the pre-political state as a continuing struggle of all against all in which none can gratify their desires. The source of conflict is not a clash of principles, as in Mozi, but the competition between people searching for fulfillment of their desires. In order that their desires might be better satisfied, human beings need to leave the “state of nature” by instituting the system of ritual.
Because desire is intrinsically neither good nor bad, it may be more misleading than illuminating to characterize the core of Xunzi's theory as “human nature is bad.” At the same time, desire does have the potential to bring negative results. Desire does not always lead to the ultimate satisfaction of life because there is no guarantee that there should be enough resources to gratify desire. Even when opportunities and resources are not insufficient in relation to the needs of the people, desire may not lead to satisfaction, because the scope of desire itself tends to lack a sharp outline. The ultimate goal of desire often remains maddeningly unclear, like a mirage. Not despite, but perhaps because of, the fact that pleasure associated with desire is inevitably disappointing, one may pursue desire blindly and endlessly. The permanent, apparently groundless inner unrest presumed in this process of desiring does not necessarily permit real satisfaction.
Given that there is no intrinsic mechanism which sets limits to the growth of desire, we need to create norms of human behavior and the means by which the norms are to be carried out. That is ritual. This does not mean that Xunzi rejects desire entirely, but he advocates its controlled satisfaction. It is impossible to eliminate desires. It is through shared patterns of ritualized behavior that one can shape one's desire appropriately, and thus achieve satisfaction. Ritual is not necessarily in serious tension with human nature. The long process of repeated ritual practice would fashion one's habits of mind and body. And it would constitute virtue, something akin to “second nature” in that we become what we do and so make ourselves. Eventually, one would be able to delight in ritual.
Where, then, does ritual come from? This explicit question regarding the origin of ritual shows that the givenness of ritual is no longer assumed. When an imaginary interlocutor asked about the origin of ritual, Xunzi replied that “In every case, ritual and yi are produced from the deliberate effort of the sage; they are not produced from people's nature” (Hutton, 2014, p. 250). As custom is not rooted in human nature, sages have to consciously decide how people should behave. More concretely, sages provide models of comportment for living human beings by distilling from the trial and error of previous generations. The details of ritual are defined in terms of the balance between what human desires demand and available resources. When a kind of balance has been established in the form of ritual and people have trained themselves according to it, the problem of unending competition over scarce resources is resolved. That is, custom works not merely because it has been retained and is thus self-validating, but because it was systematically constructed by a sage who can understand what is necessary for the balance between desire and available resources to fulfill desire. This vision of human propensity to selfishness, combined with the weakness of common people's intellectual grasp, leads to the emphatic conclusion that, if we wish to live our lives in a sustainable community in which people find themselves living decent lives, we need a sage-ruler who can create ritual. Once it is created, individuals can pursue their self-cultivation in the light of the ritual.
Xunzi's reliance on a sage-ruler makes his political vision ruler-oriented. As Yuri Pines richly discussed the ruler's pivotal importance in Xunzi's vision, “The ruler's contribution to the social order is twofold. First, he is able to ‘employ his subjects,’ which means among other things restricting them and preventing their avarice from destroying the social fabric. Second, the ruler tops the sociopolitical pyramid, manifesting by his very existence the importance of social gradations” (Pines, 2009, p. 83). Xunzi developed his idea of the monarchical principle of rule to the point that the autonomy of an intellectual as advisor to the ruler was undermined. Unlike Mencius’ advocacy of intellectuals’ autonomy (which we will discuss shortly), Xunzi not only denied the intellectual's right to defy the ruler's order for the sake of personal morality, but he also eliminated the possibility of the intellectual leaving to serve another ruler. In his vision, the functions of the state also increase because he “envisions state intervention to put an end to subversive ideologies” (Pines, 2009, pp. 177–80).

Laozi
Laozi is the putative author of The Classic of Way and Virtue (daodejing), the bulk of which consists of the critique of civilization as such. Ritual is the bedrock of civilization, because the details of ceremonies, manners, and various forms of knowledge associated with them all mark the imposition of human design upon the natural world. Being aware of the negative effects of civilization, Laozi expressed nostalgia for an agrarian paradise or for a past when people appeared to enjoy a simpler order of things. He maintained a communion with the environment itself, and participated in a simpler economy in which everyone was largely self-sufficient.
Laozi's state of nature is the polar opposite of civilization. The state of things before the beginning of the civilizing process is an undifferentiated, ineffable primitive state prior to all specific existences. Human language cannot capture it because the state of nature lacks all specificity and characteristics amenable to linguistic protocols. For this reason, one may capture a state of nature only in a negative way. That is exactly what Laozi does in The Classic of Way and Virtue, undoing civilization imaginatively.
The current state of things is the historical product of a long process of civilization. As civilization began to unfold, distinction emerged. This distinction divided an undifferentiated state into opposing entities, so that names and categories came into being. Civilizing forces moved toward an ever-increasing degree of self-propelling complexity. From this perspective, one can think of an earlier condition of the people as one of natural simplicity that stands in no need of complex political institutions. Under such a circumstance, the sole concern of human beings is likely to preserve their lives and to bring up their children through simple occupation and cultivation of vacant land. In these pursuits they are not likely to be restrained by ritual and laws. From this one may reconstruct an underlying view about human nature: Laozi thinks our “genuine” desires are few and that people will be content if these are fulfilled. This imagination enables him to abandon the traditional contention that a customary community is natural. For him, ritual marks a decaying artificial order. As people continued to sink deeper and deeper into civilization, they found their lives gravely impaired by its increasing negative influence, such as found in ritual.
The apparent goal of Laozi's political theory is to stop the ever-intensifying civilizing process and to restore a simpler form of life in which people can be free from the destructive effects of civilization, such as fraud and lies. However, “what's done cannot be undone,” as Lady Macbeth said. How can one possibly go back to the past? If men and women find themselves in the middle of civilization, it is not clear why and how they should ever agree to the curtailment of their civilization and go back to a primitive state because their way of thinking itself is the product of civilization. Even a self-conscious attempt to return to a simpler life is self-defeating, because heightened self-consciousness is a hallmark of civilization. Not only is there a certain course of things that cannot be modified, but precisely by trying to modify it one makes things worse. Thus, a completely different technique is necessary in order to get people to return to a simpler way of life. For this reason, it would be wrong to suppose that Laozi naïvely desired to restore an agrarian world of self-sufficient farmers. Instead, he sought to conceive a way in which a majority of the general populace could return to a simpler utopia without being self-conscious about the process.
For this reason, while the natural condition of humankind does not necessarily require political rulers, the return to the simpler utopia does. Each individual can/should return to a simpler form of life without a conscious effort to do so because of a ruler's unique effort to conceal the project. The ruler's task is to maintain the state of the “self as naturally so” or “spontaneously natural” (ziran, the natural course of things without conscious interference). The ruler does not interfere; he lets things follow their course so that each individual and family can live a peaceful and self-sufficient life. This laissez-faire style of rule is called “rule without purposive action” (wuwei). However, there is a hidden purpose behind this that is undoing the civilizational process. Seen in this light, the ruler is a political being par excellence in that he is conducting a political calculation with the appearance of disinterestedness.
What make this seemingly contradictory enterprise possible are the peculiar political virtues that Laozi asks the ideal ruler to cultivate. According to Laozi, the ruler should maintain generous naïvety and a certain epistemic uncertainty, among other things. When a ruler's virtue is fully cultivated, society acts of its own accord, but in doing so it has formed a coherent order in which everything has its place. People carry out their work, preserving the ideal of non-contrivance within a functioning social order. In this ideal state, neither active state intervention nor active republican participation is required to administer the realm. Quite the opposite. Slack is celebrated as a good thing. The fullest possible use of and participation in the state may be a bad thing. Slack fulfills some important functions as a reserve that can be called upon. To the extent that slack is a resource, a degree of slack contributes to the stability and flexibility of society. In sharp contrast with the republican or state activist ideal, maximally alert, vocal, and active political participation is not conducive to the functioning of a robust political community. The existence of considerable political apathy on the part of large sections of the populace is an important political virtue.
In short, Laozi's alternative is an artificially political society, despite the fact that the ruler apparently repudiates all types of artificiality and valorizes spontaneity and the “naturally so.” To the extent that all the task of returning to an ideal state falls on the ruler's shoulders, Laozi's vision can be characterized by a ruler-centered vision. At the same time, as the ruler's primary method is non-action, there is no room for the function of the state. The ruler should let the people transform themselves without being self-conscious about the process.

Hanfeizi
Hanfeizi (c. 280–233 bc) said, “A physician will often suck men's wounds clean and hold the bad blood in his mouth, not because he is bound to them by any tie of kinship but because he knows there is profit in it” (Watson, 1964, p. 86). The physician in this statement is analogous to the person who sees a man falling into the well in the text of the Analects (see Chapter 2) because it invokes a situation in which one is expected to feel commiseration. The physician helps patients less out of compassion for them than out of a desire to extract benefits. Whereas Mencius regarded commiseration as evidence of a good human nature, Hanfeizi replaced commiseration with self-interest. Accordingly, building a political society is not to broaden compassion but to create a framework in which people, who are concerned for their own survival, can fulfill their selfish desires. There is reference neither to the making of any religious covenants nor to inherent morality. Hanfeizi explained the establishment of political society in wholly naturalistic terms as a product of one's attempts to improve one's natural condition. The concrete form it takes changes in accordance with the shifting relation between population and resources.

In ancient times. … The people were few, there was an abundance of goods, and so no one quarreled. Therefore, no rich rewards were doled out, no harsh punishments were administered, and yet the people of themselves were orderly. … [T]he number of people increases, goods grow scarce, and men have to struggle and slave for a meager living. … Hence, when men of ancient times made light of material goods, it was not because they were benevolent, but because there was a surplus of goods; and when men quarrel and snatch today, it is not because they are vicious, but because goods have grown scarce. 

(Watson, 1964, pp. 97–8)


According to Hanfeizi, history underwent three phases in linear fashion: remote antiquity, the middle age, and the present age. Each phase possesses its distinctive character. Their distinctive character reflects how Hanfeizi imagines the pre-political condition and how to leave it. First, his description of remote antiquity, to a degree, echoes that of Laozi, who supposes that the original condition of humanity does not require political ordering. Politics becomes necessary when “the number of people increases, goods grow scarce, and men have to struggle and slave for a meager living.” These dynamics in history have nothing to do with the degeneration of morality as such. Instead, they reflect demographic factors.
Hanfeizi goes on to explain the unfolding of successive phases by further developing the Xunzian notion of the balance between supply and demand. As there is an abundance of goods in the first phase of history, population growth is inevitable given humans’ inclination to reproduce themselves. Population growth in turn creates the imbalance between resource and need, and then gives rise to the struggle for increasingly scarce resources among people. As a consequence, the defining feature of Hanfeizi's age was increased complexity and struggle, which necessitated the radical transformation of society.
As Hanfeizi saw it, his time was indeed characterized by the setting of all against all, for it was impossible to possess anything without wresting it somehow from the possession of another. People are motivated not by a love of what is noble or good for its own sake, but by satisfaction of desire and fear of disgrace or physical punishment or death if they default. Unlike Confucius, Mencius, Laozi, and Xunzi, Hanfeizi refused to idealize antiquity and explained the unfolding of history in neutral terms. History is neither development nor degeneration but only adjustment to changing environments. Even moral values do not have an intrinsic value, but possess only a relative value that fits with the time when resources are so plentiful that people can be generous. Individuals no longer resort to moral values such as humaneness. It is not that they have become truly immoral but that they have changed the ways to satisfy their selfish desires. What endures despite historical changes is selfish human nature.
To create a framework through which human desire is satisfied in an orderly way, Hanfeizi proposed three methods: fa (law or prescriptive standards of human conduct), shi (the authority emanating from the institutionalized position of the rulership), and shu (the technique of controlling bureaucracy by applying verifiable standards). In other words, he asked rulers, whose authority was buttressed by his top position in the hierarchical bureaucracy, to enforce law by employing rewards and punishments as an instrument. The ruler issues orders in accordance with law and backs up those orders with the use of carrot and stick. The threat of punishment and the prospect of reward motivate ministers and subjects to behave better. This represents a significant departure from other visions in which law is never more than a second-best alternative to ritual. While the legitimacy of enlightened customs involves considerably slow processes of custom formation, laws can be promulgated in shorter time.
It should be noted that Hanfeizi's vision has little to do with the modern Western notion of “rule of law.” Law is supposed to control people or strengthen the state rather than protect them from the abuse of power. While everyone is equal in Hanfeizi's vision, an important exception is the ruler. The ruler must stand above the entire community of which each individual member becomes a part. The function of the system of law is primarily to give clearer definition to things that are prohibited for the sake of maintaining order.
At the same time, Hanfeizi's ideal ruler is never a despot whose will and caprice decide everything, unencumbered by law or rules. Not only must the ruler stay within and enforce the social law. Equally importantly, he and society must follow certain natural laws.3 The ruler should keep every law uniform and precise, safe from arbitrary interpretation, not because he wants to protect people through law but so that orders may be carried out in a predictable way. In a sense, the ruler's administrative task is rather simple. The official must describe the tasks to be accomplished, and then take time to carry them out. All the ruler should do is to check whether the outcome matches the original proposal. If the proposal and outcome match, then the official will be rewarded. If not, the official will be punished. What is crucial in this practice is how the ruler and official stick to the procedure. Even when the outcome exceeds the original proposal owing to the official's own initiative, the official is to be punished because this undermines the predictability of the system. Hanfeizi even went so far as to use the notion of “rule by non-action.” Once the system is in place, a ruler has only to let it take its own course. However, to do so, he has to work to produce and reproduce the conditions of domination by depersonalizing and universalizing his rule to the point where it has ceased to be a will of any particular person, even of the ruler himself.
In summary, despite the supreme position of the ruler and the top-down view of political authority, Hanfeizi's ideal political society is like the conductorless orchestration which gives regularity, unity, and systematicity to the practices of every individual by blocking up private pursuits. The ideal political society leaves individual subjects under a ruler with little function but to obey those above themselves in a hierarchical order and to conduct themselves in relation to the bureaucratic management. Seen in this light, Hanfeizi turns out to be a true statist in that he advocates a perfectly functioning administrative machine without any high expectations of the ruler's personal morality. His vision is based neither on a sage-ruler nor on a sage-advisor but on a bureaucratically managed monarchical state, what he regards as the most suitable form of human association for his times.
If one puts oneself outside of the system as a private individual, this may disrupt the system because it reduces the predictability of the system. Perhaps Yang Zhu (from the fourth century bc) is such an individual.

Yang Zhu
“Idiot,” a pejorative term, refers to a person of subnormal intelligence. However, its Greek etymology is “idiotes,” which means a “private person,” as opposed to a citizen who participates in public affairs. One may describe the ideal person in Yang Zhu's vision as an idiot in its Greek etymological sense because he does not regard political participation and the glory thereof as an indispensable part of individual flourishing. His ideal person has little ambition beyond being left alone and unvexed in his or her private pursuits of physical well-being. Yang Zhu's position stands in contrast with that of Aristotle, who supposed that an individual unconditioned by social membership must be either “beast or god,” and that human beings are political animals who have a powerful and almost irresistible motive for taking part in political societies. Yang Zhu, meanwhile, advocated freedom from politics rather than freedom in politics.
As the focus of this chapter is political society, there is no need to dwell here on Yang Zhu's vision. A brief comment on its implication with regard to the diminution of customary community will suffice for our purpose. Arguably, Yang Zhu is one of the first thinkers – if not the first thinker – who addressed the issue of human nature. He thinks of human being neither as in any way essentially incorporated into a web of rituals, nor as inherently moral. According to Yang Zhu, just like for grazing sheep, corporal necessities matter most to human beings. Unbridled desire as well as wealth and fame should be contained in order to live a long and satisfied life over other potential goods. Yang Zhu's idea of retreat from a political career for the sake of self-preservation made Mencius criticize him by saying that he was so selfish that he would not sacrifice a single hair of his body for the sake of the world (Mencius 3B9 and 7A26).
At the same time, Yang Zhu's position can be interpreted as claiming that the pursuit of self-interest can ultimately lead to a harmonious society. That is, his vision, which advocated loose human associations, serves as the theoretical counterpoint for the forms of strong monarchical rule discussed above. Considered in this way, Yang Zhu turned out to be a little closer to Mencius, an ardent critic of his, than to Hanfeizi.

Mencius
Mencius (fourth century bc), who thought of himself as a true follower of Confucius’ vision, said:

An extensive territory and a huge population are things a gentleman desires, but what he delights in lies elsewhere. To stand in the centre of the Empire and bring peace to the people within the Four Seas is what a gentleman delights in, but that which he follows as his nature lies elsewhere. … That which a gentleman follows as his nature, that is to say, benevolence, rightness, the rites and wisdom, is rooted in his heart. 

(Mencius 7A21; Lau, 2004, pp. 185–6)


Apparently, there is a hierarchy between what a gentleman desires, delights in, and follows as his nature. While politics is what a gentleman delights in, it does not necessarily realize his nature. When the political imperative irreconcilably collides with the imperative of personal morality, he chooses the latter (Mencius 7A35). That is, unlike Aristotle, who defines the human being as a “political animal” (zoon politikon) whose nature is to live in a political community, Mencius does not regard politics as the “direct” realization of human nature. What is central to Mencian understanding of human nature is the perfection of personal morality. That explains why, notwithstanding the goodness of human nature, there is no good sociopolitical order in the world until sages provide such.
In the text of Mencius, one cannot find an extensive discussion of a pre-political state of nature as such. Even so, he does assert the existence of a pre-institutional condition populated by human beings who have an extremely low degree of mastery over their natural and social environments. Such an account is exemplified in the founding myth of a civilized order established by the sage-king Yao.

In the time of Yao, the Empire was not yet settled. The Flood still raged unchecked, inundating the Empire; plants grew thickly; birds and beasts multiplied; the five grains did not ripen; birds and beasts encroached upon men, and their trail criss-crossed even the Central Kingdoms. The lot fell on Yao to worry about this situation. He raised Shun to a position of authority to deal with it. 

(Mencius 3A4; Lau, 2004, p. 59)


According to the above and other accounts given by Mencius of the origins of civilization, sage-rulers initiated various civilizing projects such as war against wild animals and controlling floods at a time of great disorder. That is, political leaders and human society predated civilization. According to Mencius, as will be discussed in some detail below, it is not that individuals are inherently aggressive and ill disposed to one another, but that a human being has a good nature that allows one to be responsive to other people's (miserable) condition. From such a perspective, the best way to resolve the difficulty of humans living together is neither workable pacts arising out of conflicts among contending individuals, nor an overarching structure through which their clashing interests are managed, but a healthy environment in which individuals can cultivate their inherent moral sprouts. Seen in this light, a political society is more of a gift of human nature than an invention of external law-givers. A potential problem is simply the possibility that individuals fail to develop their inherent inclination to be morally good. To dash such a possibility, there should be a broader institutional framework in which people can further develop their goodness of human nature.
According to Mencius, “That things are unequal is part of their nature” (Mencius 3A4; Lau, 2004, p. 62). Therefore, based on the comparative advantage of things and the expanding range of markets, a functionally differentiated division of labor is necessary. People had become so specialized that they exchanged goods for anything they themselves could not produce at the market. “If people cannot trade the surplus of the fruits of their labors to satisfy one another's needs, then the farmer will be left with surplus grain and the woman with surplus cloth. If things are exchanged, you can feed the carpenter and the carriage-maker” (Mencius 3B4; Lau, 2004, p. 67). Consequently, individuals became more and more dependent on those with whom they had contracted to perform specialized functions other than their own. Let us examine the functions of the ruler, intellectuals, and people in turn.
First, Mencius objects to strengthening the power of a state by increasing its capacity to squeeze resources from society. Instead, he underscores the importance of lowering the levels of taxation. His anti-statist view, however, should not be interpreted as undermining the role of government as such. At a minimum, government should be responsible for maintaining a state-controlled “well-field” grid system of equal blocks of land, according to which eight families work the individual plots around the central square. They cultivate the central square communally in order to offer its output to the ruler. That is, while it guarantees the ruler an income, the concentration of private landholding would not be allowed. Seen in this light, Mencius clearly recognizes a political leadership that can create and sustain political order, which is one of the reasons why he chose rulers as his target audience.
Second, unlike Yang Zhu, Mencius believes that humans exist for more than mere physical well-being. Accordingly, the rightful and secure place for intellectuals in the human community is carved out and justified in terms of the division of labor. Intellectuals are distinguished from all other forms of work through their cultivation of the mind and their freedom from manual labor. Their right to make claims is derived neither from economic benefits they are expected to generate nor from their noble intentions but from the functional roles they play in a political society. “What has intention got to do with it? If he does good work for you then you ought to feed him whenever possible” (Mencius 3B4; Lau, 2004, p. 67). Mencius saw the experts of moral self-cultivation as a legitimate occupation necessary for the smooth functioning of the political society. In this sense, he differs from Wang Yangming, a thinker in the Mencian tradition, who argues that we are our own experts of morality (to be discussed in Chapter 9). In Mencius’ vision, intellectuals are called upon to help out the members of their respective professions. Their demarcated areas of expertise include offering advice to rulers, defending people's well-being against the dictates of the ruler, and transmitting the Way to the next generations. By acting as a councilor to the ruler, an intellectual will be performing a service of the highest public importance. What political advisors should do is not merely offer policy options to the ruler but help him to be a fully virtuous man, so that the polity in question is ruled not merely by beneficial institutional arrangements, but also by an enlightened individual.
Third, Mencius’ advocacy of minben (government for the people; literally, the people as fundamental) – a doctrine emphasizing the primacy of the people's needs – is well enough known.4 And it has sometimes been argued that he advanced a radical thesis of popular sovereignty. Certainly, Mencius is far more revolutionary in his characteristic account of people's authority to resist and depose a ruler in defense of their common good than most ancient Chinese thinkers. However, it is not that he evolves a theory of direct or representative popular sovereignty. Above all, he does not argue that the people sign away their authority to choose their rulers. When Mencius defends the legitimacy of resistance, he invariably defends it as a right of resisting rather than a right to participate in governance. People's virtue is conspicuously not linked to the virtue of the citizen. Even in the ideal picture, the consent of the governed need not be formally sought as a condition of the legitimacy of the ruler's actions. Rather, people should be “pleased.” This has something to do with Mencius’ account of the origin of political society, which does not see it as an act of free consent on the part of the whole populace. For Mencius, the reason for setting up a political society must be to protect common security and benefits rather than individual rights. By the same token, there is no suggestion that citizens delegate their authority to create a ruler in the way that modern democratic theorists would suppose.
People's authority serves mainly as a theoretical means of constituting intellectuals as a body moral enough to represent people's interests. Consider, for example, the conversation between King Xuan and Mencius on the desirability of the act of military subjugation of a neighboring polity: “ ‘If I do not annex Yan, I am afraid Heaven will send down disasters. What would you think if I decided on annexation?’ ‘If in annexing Yan,’ answered Mencius, ‘you please its people, then annex it’ ” (Mencius 1B10; Lau, 2004, p. 24). The astute reader may detect a series of changes in the way political action has been justified since Shang times. In the quoted conversation, while a ruler still considers the will of supernatural beings in determining politically significant matters, he is looking for the traveling political advisors’ view on it. Furthermore, the authority of popular will replaced that of supernatural beings. That is, people serve as a functional equivalent to Heaven. At the same time, note that it is not a member of the people but Mencius who is speaking on behalf of the people. In fact, no member of the people is depicted as expressing views on political matters. The implication of Mencius’ advocacy of people's authority is, then, rather to bolster intellectuals’ authority to speak on behalf of them. Intellectuals have their own personal mission to uphold a moral order identified with people's minds by warning rulers for fear that they bring destruction on themselves by ignoring people.5
Let us wrap up our discussion of Mencius by reading closely the most famous passage in his text. Mencius seeks to prove a natural proclivity toward goodness of the human heart by invoking a thought-experiment regarding the common human impulse to save a child from falling into a well, which echoes, I believe, a passage about the man falling into a well in the Analects.

Suppose a man were, all of a sudden, to see a young child on the verge of falling into a well. He would certainly be moved to compassion, not because he wanted to get in the good graces of the parents, nor because he wished to win the praise of his fellow villagers or friends, nor yet because he disliked the cry of the child. From this it can be seen that whoever is devoid of the heart of compassion is not human, whoever is devoid of the heart of shame is not human, whoever is devoid of the heart of courtesy and modesty is not human, and whoever is devoid of the heart of right and wrong is not human. The heart of compassion is the germ of benevolence; the heart of shame, of dutifulness; the heart of courtesy and modesty, of observance of the rites; the heart of right and wrong, of wisdom. Man has these four germs just as he has four limbs. … When these are fully developed, he can take under his protection the whole realm within the Four Seas, but if he fails to develop them, he will not be able even to serve his parents. 

(Mencius 2A6; Lau, 2004, pp. 38–9)


The first thing to notice about this passage is that it presents the idea of moral common humanity, probably for the first time in the history of Chinese thought. Although Yang Zhu spoke of common humanity (xing), it is by no means “moral,” as it represents the capacity to live out the terms of life.
Second, Mencius’ invocation of the four-limb simile implies that morality is self-generating. That is, morality is possessed by all human beings at all times and at all places simply in virtue of their humanity. As morality comes from humanity itself, it does not ask for an external legislator who imposes morality outside the human realm. Likewise, Mencius claimed to base his view not on tradition, but on the direct observation of human nature.
Third, ritual is now defined in terms of what he called one of the four sprouts. By focusing more on the inner state of the heart of the individual who performs ritual rather than the behavioral aspects of ritual themselves, Mencius redefined ritual. That is, he thought of ritual as an expression of human nature, not as discrete sets of behavior. I argue that the new idea of ritual developed out of the growing awareness that existing customs were no longer accepted by many sectors of society as naturally given. In other words, the breakdown of the givenness of custom in the Warring States period somewhat effected a shift in how ritual was conceptualized.
Fourth, human nature reveals itself as an immediate and spontaneous reaction. The person who sees a young child about to fall into a well will not do any calculation in this situation. All of a sudden, human beings are transparent, honest, and cooperative creatures. He or she will immediately move to save the child. His/her reason for acting this way has nothing to do with his/her concern for benefit. According to Mencius, we feel ourselves in the grip of some overpowering urge, and in those cases we do not have the sense of alternative possibilities. Consider, in addition, his critique of Yangzhu (alluded to above) and Mozi: “Yangzhu chooses egoism. Even if he could benefit the Empire by pulling out one hair he would not do it. Mozi advocates love without discrimination. If by shaving his head and showing his heels he could benefit the Empire, he would do it” (Mencius 7A26; Lau, 2004, p. 151). Despite appearances, the difference between Yang Zhu and Mozi might not be so great. Mencius took issue with a certain mode of approach that is primarily informed by taking benefit. According to Mencius, if gaining benefit is the fundamental rationale for a certain project, it is immoral and does not follow the Way. By divorcing benefit from morality, Mencius emphasized the autonomy of the latter. This view sets him apart from many modern economists who extend their model of benefit-maximizing behavior into the political realm and see politics as an extension of economics. Instead, for Mencius, politics is an extension of personal morality.
Fifth, the immediate and spontaneous feature of moral action is not the whole story. As seen in the integrative nature of the four sprouts, emotions such as shame and compassion, reflection, and moral judgments are various aspects of the same penchant for virtue. This stands in contrast with those who divide such various aspects.6 The integrated quality of the four sprouts plays a key role in developing personal morality further. To govern a public realm, one should not stop at feeling compassion for a child about to fall down a well. One should proceed by extending the emotion to other people and apply it to relevant situations: “one who extends his bounty can extend those within the Four Seas; one who does not cannot extend even his own family” (Mencius 1A7; Lau, 2004, p. 57). In stressing the need to extend and develop compassion, Mencius presented human beings as reflective creatures who are capable of engaging in the purposive attempt to engage in self-cultivation.
Sixth, supposing that human nature is in fact intrinsically upright, compassionate, and reasonable, then how can one explain the existence of evil in the world? As P.J. Ivanhoe (2002) argued, Mencius’ frequent use of an agricultural metaphor answers this question. The metaphor endows human nature with features of possibility of growth, gradual and sequential process of maturation, and the need for a proper environment, among other things. Human evil is nothing other than the outcome of failed growth, which is caused by the lack of proper environment and self-cultivation. This is the reason why Mencius used the metaphor of the denuding or deforestation of hills in describing evil. The flip side of this explanation is that innate goodness in the human disposition exists only in terms of humans’ potentiality. It develops only when certain conditions are met. Having “attained” one's nature means having actually realized it as a firm disposition through conscious and reflective attempts to deal with the problem forced upon oneself. Repeated failure to live up to the standard one takes as necessary could undermine one's motivation to continue striving to be better. Therefore, individuals, including rulers, need teachers who may guide them to the Way.
Seventh, Mencius invoked what any human would do if he or she saw a child about to fall down a well and claimed that we all possess an instinct to help fellow humans. However, an assumption that always lies, if only implicitly, behind such reasoning is that fellow human beings are situated in a disadvantaged position in a given situation. In short, Mencian political emotion more often than not presupposes political hierarchy. It becomes clearer when noting that Mencius invokes the example of an ox or young child, who is not normally conceived as a political subject able to build a political community on his or her own. It is one thing to be mindful of the plight of ordinary people, quite another to see them as formal equals in the public sphere. Reciprocity should not be mistaken for equality. Therefore, unless compassion is reworked into democratic formulation, it serves a broad interest of rulers in keeping the subordinate classes in place in society. Even when Mencius explicitly argues for the idea of “government for the people,” his target audience is the ruler and his own fellow intellectuals, not the people.
Mencius’ advocacy of political hierarchy explains how he supposes that individual morality can bring about political order. The connection between individual morality and the political ordering of the world at large is not easy to make. This entails difficult questions about the relationship between part (individual) and whole (world), and why individual morality, among other things like legal institutions, occupies the central place in conceiving the ordered world. What undergirds Mencius’ connection between individual morality and the political ordering of the world is an awareness of the powerful position of the ruler, who exists at the center of the hierarchical political realm, as well as the power of the ruler's virtue to exert influence upon the ruled. A ruler possesses the power to transform society. In summary, Mencius resolved the tension between personal morality and political ordering of the world by putting the ruler on the top of the political hierarchy.
Last but not least, political hierarchy is only part of the story. In fact, another kind of hierarchy creeps in. In the passage, the ruler and the intellectual (Mencius) are positioned in doubled hierarchical relationships. It is relatively easy to see that Mencius finds himself in a subordinate position in terms of the political hierarchy. At the same time, the passage portrays him as a righteous and noble advisor whose authority is justified by his pursuit of sagehood and whose position is buttressed by his idea of division of labor. However, this begs a question: notwithstanding dual hierarchies, is there any reason why one should believe that a ruler is willing to listen to the virtuous advisor? Judith N. Shklar poses such a question in examining Rousseau's political thought: “[S]ince kings do not expect to become subjects, or the rich to be poor, they have no incentives to develop any sort of empathy” (Shklar, 1969, p. xi). While one may well criticize the Mencian position as excessively idealistic, Mencius does have his answer to the question. Unlike such thinkers as Yang Zhu and Gaozi, who believe that human nature is characterized primarily by our desires for such things as food and sex, Mencius finds a basis for morality in human physiological nature. He believes that people naturally delight in moral actions and ideas. By the analogy of delicacy, Mencius argued for the strong pleasure associated with moral actions.7 It is not that Mencius rejected pleasure in support of morality but that he redefined pleasure so that moral pleasure was included. What people need is not the abnegation of their own pleasure, but self-cultivation designed to shape our pleasure appropriately. Seen in this light, moral rule is in the interest of both rulers and ruled.
A remaining question is what would be an adequate form of political arrangement in which divided authority between ruler and intellectuals works best. A truly ruler-centered political authority would work best when the ruler engages himself in a war in order to expand his territory. There are imaginable advantages to rule by one person – decisiveness and an absence of divided counsels in a war. Assuming that he is single-minded about his war project, a sole ruler can proceed without indecision because divided authority would not have opportunity to intervene in the execution. However, Mencius rejected the expansion of the size of a polity by means of warfare.
He instead believed that a ruler must protect people's livelihood and foster their morality. In the miserable condition of bare survival, life is so hard that it leaves no time and energy for moral life. People whose energies are consumed by staying alive can practice nothing properly called morality. This implies that a ruler should tax people very lightly in order to let a certain amount of financial resources stay with them (Mencius 7B27). This does not necessarily mean that Mencius advocates an extremely minimal state. On one occasion he criticizes Northern barbarians on the ground that they tax extremely lightly as they do not have the civilization to spend tax.
Human beings are distinguished from beasts by entertaining a significant degree of civilization and from other gregarious creatures by being able to found a moral community on the practice of virtue rather than sociability alone. In his debate with Gaozi, who denied innate moral nature, Mencius held that we were not to model ourselves on the lesser animals, but to ask always what the distinctively human form of life must be (Mencius 6A). The truly human form of life requires a high level of civilization, which requires financial resources. For this reason, Mencius recognized the need for imposing at least a reduced amount of tax on people (Mencius 6B10). On the other hand, he rejects the panoply of state institutions that characterize the Warring States polities as war machines. Mencius’ ideal is a small state based on virtue, which may attract more people in the long run.

Zhuangzi
One can find radical criticism about the ultimate foundations of social conventions, norms, and values in the text of Zhuangzi (d. c. 280). According to Zhuangzi, what appeared to be the quintessence of the “right” position on one issue may represent the quintessence of the “wrong” one from a different perspective on the same issue. Therefore, purportedly universal standards of moral judgment and common customs were called into question or rejected. The chapter “Mending Nature” in the text of Zhuangzi argues that customs, various beliefs, and teachings make people lose their inborn nature (Lewis, 2006, p. 193). This does not necessarily mean that Zhuangzi foreclosed the very possibility of truth itself. However liberating his vision may look, Zhuangzi never licensed an “anything goes” attitude toward truth. Instead, he proposed an imaginary position from which one could critically survey existing ways to make sense of things, and offer a truth of an entirely different order. The imaginary position can be called transcendental in that once one ascends to the imaginary position, one maintains considerable distance between objects and their beholder. The wider the distance is, the smaller and thus more equal objects appear. What Zhuangzi ultimately offered is an extreme long shot, the vision captured from a truly transcendental viewpoint. Once one takes such a perspective, the apparent differences of things are wiped out and “things turned out to be equal,” in contrast to Mencius' view of the world, in which “things are inherently unequal” (Watson, 1968, p. 7).
Viewed from such a transcendental, ever-expanding perspective, other existing visions turn out to be short-sighted, exposing the arbitrariness of the taken for granted. Custom loses its character as a natural phenomenon. In this light, Zhuangzi compared the narrow vision of little birds and the larger vision of the Peng Bird. The larger and thus better vision of the Peng Bird is the one afforded by a higher position. However, the little birds cannot achieve the larger vision because they hardly rise above the low level of their habitat. The comparison can be interpreted as Zhuangzi's critique of competing visions as myopic or immature. Being myopic and immature are interrelated. For growing up proves to be most obvious when comparing visions before and after maturation. The most telling difference between the two is that the same object turns out to seem smaller when the beholder has grown. If one views existing preconceptions from a great height, it is frightening to realize how little we know about the world and our place in it.
In this connection, one can find incisive critique of various ancient Chinese thinkers in the text of Zhuangzi. According to Zhuangzi, existing conventions and political theories delimit what is possible and conceivable. For example, definite claims about human nature, such as other ancient thinkers made in their political theories, are taken to be misleading because they are too insular and self-assured regarding their presuppositions. Taking a step further, conventional verbalization, analytic reasoning, logical concepts, and the human cognitive mind as such are not very suitable means for giving utterance to the truth, which can be captured only when it is viewed from a transcendental position. In short, the extreme long shot constitutes a kind of transcendental ground from which one can carry out an all-out attack on competing visions that purportedly adopt limited horizons. Zhuangzi went further and compelled one to radically rethink even seemingly fundamental conceptual arrangements. Such a radical and open-ended orientation to transcendence can be best illustrated by the fact that Zhuangzi often places human beings in a much vaster universe than one can normally imagine. A case in point is the issue of death.

Zhuangzi's wife died. When Huizu went to convey his condolences, he found Zhuangzi sitting with his legs sprawled out, pounding on a tub and singing. “You lived with her, she brought up your children and grew old,” said Huizu. “It should be enough simply not to weep at her death. But pounding on a tub and singing – this is going too far, isn't it?” Zhuangzi said, “You're wrong. When she first died, do you think I didn't grieve like anyone else? But I looked back to her beginning and the time before she was born. Not only the time before she was born, but the time before she had a body. Not only the time before she had a body, but the time before she had a spirit. In the midst of the jumble of wonder and mystery a change took place and she had a spirit. Another change and she had a body. Another change and she was born. Now there's been another change and she's dead. It's just the progression of the four seasons, spring, summer, fall, winter.” 

(Watson, 1968, p. 113)


This passage regarding the death of Zhuangzi's wife tells us how Zhuangzi comes to abandon a negative attitude toward death and gain what he thinks to be a proper view of it. Instead of offering such solutions as a belief in an afterlife, posthumous fame, or immortal glory, he proposes to look back to his wife's “beginning and the time before she was born.” A perspective like this does two things to one's mind. First, there is an apparent asymmetry between our attitude toward a posthumous non-existence, which is characteristically negative, and our attitude toward prenatal non-existence, which is usually value-neutral. By equating our prenatal non-existence with our posthumous non-existence, we can adopt a value-neutral attitude toward death. By so doing, we can avoid being affected by sorrow. That is the reason why Zhuangzi decries the common practice of mourning, because the mourner displays a mistaken attitude toward death.
Second, looking back to the time before one is born means to take a broader perspective through which a person's life and death turn out to occupy a small part of a larger whole. This means to take an extreme long shot of one's life. Viewed with an extreme long shot, death appears not as a termination but rather as a transition point from one state of integration to another. The expanded, grander perspective, which is synonymous with the extreme long shot, allows an individual to sense that one stands in relation to the whole of which one is a part. Figuratively speaking, one's life is like the progression of the four seasons, and death is a part of the process to complete the whole. And Zhuangzi's wife is participating in completing the whole process through her death.
Third, the spectacle of coming into being and passing away does not allow for consciousness to think. The vantage point was an imaginary position some distance above the human consciousness in its usual condition that transcends the level of individual consciousness and assumes a position outside it.
Fourth, the extreme long shot creates a certain distance between the beholder and the object. The distance enables us to see death not as something to be feared and lamented, but as just one more phase in a much larger transformational movement. Furthermore, we may call the distance the “aesthetic distance” to death. In explaining his famous concept of “aesthetic distance,” Edward Bullough uses the example of a fog at sea. When one is on a ship in the middle of the ocean and a heavy fog surrounds the ship, there is a natural response of worry about what consequences such a dense fog can have on navigation. At the same time, one can derive pleasure from the dense fog because of the appearance of remoteness. Just as one can have an enjoyable aesthetic response to the fog, one can have an enjoyable aesthetic response to death if one maintains the right amount of distance. If, through death, one transforms rather than disappears, then there is no need for grieving over death. In addition, from the vantage point Zhuangzi is suggesting, when viewing the process of coming into being and passing away, it may turn out to be a beautiful scene. It is in this context that we can understand Zhuangzi pounding on a tub and singing, which is obviously an act of art. This implies that one can entertain the beauty of human life despite all the problems in it. This is so because human beings and their concerns assume a more diminutive stature against the background of an expansive and comprehensive context. One can say that the underlying attitude is one of an “aesthetic” acceptance of the grand spectacle of the world perceived as a whole. It is in this acceptance that many problems of life, including death, can find their niches, or at least become bearable.
The last illustration can be found in the story of the butterfly dream, which is probably the most well-known part in the text of Zhuangzi. Zhuangzi famously addressed the issue of identity by asking whether it is Zhuangzi dreaming that he is a butterfly, or whether it is the butterfly dreaming that it is Zhuangzi. While a variety of interpretations have been written about it, I argue that the butterfly dream can be best understood in the light of the notion of the ever-expanding perspective. As the Cartesian quest for certainty demonstrates, thinking subjectivity may be the last bastion of foundational belief guiding us through life. In fact, Descartes himself considered the dream argument, that is, if one really knows of X, then one can rule out the possibility that one is merely dreaming of X. Whether the dream argument is persuasive, it may be generally recognized that the most unwavering belief is the thinking subjectivity itself. Without the belief that “I think/exist,” the overarching framework for organizing human experiences could collapse, as it constitutes the very anchor of reality for ordinary people. Zhuangzi's butterfly dream suggests the possibility that the anchor may be a delusion, although the fact remains that the subject in question is a creature with a point of view. Our habit of mind is that one cannot achieve an identity without rejecting an identity. That is, one cannot be Zhuangzi without rejecting the identity of a butterfly, and vice versa. An expanded vantage point, which views Zhuangzi and the butterfly as part of a larger whole, cancels such an identity by unsettling the unshakable conviction that one is who one is, by means of which he could say, “I am this and not that.” Once having reached this point, most particularized corporate categories in which a person could locate him- or herself would be radically questioned accordingly.
Taking up Zhuangzi's point of view requires withdrawing from immediate reality in order to observe it from above and from a distance. One obvious objection to this line of argument is that political criticism supplants real politics, including a ruler-centered one, because Zhuangzi's approach casts persons principally in the role of detached spectators rather than engaged political actors. In other words, one stands back so as to observe it and conceives of it as a totality intended for cognition alone, in which all political interactions appear as part of a grand spectacle presented to an observer who takes up an elevated spectator position while passively standing in a received world.
Another, related problem is that Zhuangzi would tell us what X is not, but not what X is. Zhuangzi has nothing positive to say about the alternative vision in the realm of politics. It remains as a rather vague notion which means something larger than anything currently posited. An ever-expanding perspective does not posit a fixed point where it is possible to measure how sufficiently wide and big the desirable outlook is, in contradistinction to that of narrow, cramped, confined ones. For the same reason, Zhuangzi's idea may be easier to express than to genuinely realize it in the political world. For one thing, it would be hard to answer the question: what, then, is to be done? It may be therapeutic, but offers no blueprints for political action or a constructive vision of alternative forms of polity.
However, particular actions must be undertaken in the light of the demands of their times. The daunting task at that time was nothing less than fashioning order for the entire world. It would not be enough to criticize the whole existing order of things. Plainly, political criticism is a valuable enterprise in its own right. And yet it cannot supplant real politics. Vision for a new age should satisfy the craving for order by translating that craving into efficient, collective, organized, and politically responsible identity, action, and institutions. With the benefit of historical hindsight, we now know that the Qin state, purportedly inspired by Hanfeizi's political theory, achieved collective action in the manner of creating a new political order.

Notes


1 The thinkers discussed in this chapter serve as the eponym for their texts, which were largely compiled posthumously.
2 This usage of the term can be found in such works as Pocock (2003, p. 9) and Ryan (2012, p. 430).
3 That is, the Legalist state cannot be founded on just any laws. Eirik Harris has done groundbreaking work on this issue (see Harris, 2011).
4 On the debates with regard to the relevance of the concept of minben to modern Western democratic theories, see Pines (2009, pp. 187, 204–5, 210).
5 On a nuanced discussion of the role of people as indicators of how well a given ruler is doing in Mencius’ vision, see Tiwald (2008). On an earlier idea that a ruler's authority rests on how well he performs the ruler's duties, see Yuri Pines (2002, p. 140).
6 On a position that advocates a stark conceptual divide between reason and emotion in making a judgment, see Hobbes (1996, pp. 183–200).
7 Mencius said, “Thus reason and rightness please my heart in the same way as meat pleases my palate” (Mencius 6A7; Lau, 2004, p. 127).4
The State


If we are to apply to Chinese political history the modern image of a state as an entity whose unified authority is exercised through law and with the assistance of institutionalized public offices and bureaucrats, the bureaucratic state of the unified Qin dynasty may serve as a useful point of departure. However, if we adopt a much looser sense of the state, then the state in Chinese history can be traced back to as early as the Shang dynasty.1 The Shang state was not a territorial state but a league of walled settlements, whose unity was sustained by kinship ties. In addition, the Shang state did not accrue a sophisticated administrative and extractive capacity. That is, it was no more than an extended lineage structure.
After conquering the Shang in 1046 bc, early Zhou rulers attempted to extend their political power by establishing in their enlarged domain “fiefs,” the rulers of which were the royal relatives and allies. This is the Zhou fengjian system that was mentioned in Chapter 2. The enfeoffed regional lords controlled their populations and wielded authority within their own realms while owing allegiance to the Zhou king. In each of their domains, there was hierarchy between an armed nobility based in the cities and a servile peasantry in rural areas. Most of the cities could be traversed on foot in a day. When the Zhou kings were losing power, the realms of regional lords became de facto independent polities. Owing to the continued practice of subinfeudation, semi-autonomous city-states multiplied. In other words, even powerful states established their secondary cities by enfeoffing their kins and allies rather than controlling vast areas directly. As a result, a single city and its hinterland served as a basic unit of political control, and kinship ties sustained the cohesiveness among cities in the Western Zhou period. As Mark Lewis (2006) made clear, however, the age of the city-state left little trace in the later imperial history of China. Instead, the Warring States period witnessed the emergence of macrostates. Although these macrostates began to administer larger territories, this does not mean that they were contiguous territorial states. Until the unification of the warring states, even the Qin state, the most bureaucratically administered polity, practiced some form of subinfeudation. Byungjoon Kim (2013) goes so far as to question the extent to which the unified Qin state was a contiguous, territorial state by noting that there was what he called an “inner border” as well as the usual outer border. Where the Warring States period departed from the Spring and Autumn period more clearly was in the resurrection of the sovereign's power in all major polities. That is the reason why Lewis called many Warring States polities “the ruler-centered state” (Lewis, 1999, p. 597). These ruler-centered states increasingly implemented administrative reforms in order to mobilize resources more effectively, thereby transforming themselves into military machines (Lewis, 1990, pp. 53–96). The imperial unification of 221 bc proved that the Qin was the most powerful among the military machines.
This chapter traces the transition from a patchwork of local regimes to the territorially integrated and centralized imperial state. It also examines, more specifically, how the original statist ambition of the first emperor of the Qin – ruling the known world through the centralized, bureaucratic, and uniform system of administration – was contested, negotiated, and compromised in the Han dynasty. The Qin (221–206 bc) and Han (206 bc–ad 220) dynasties represent the formation of an imperial state in Chinese political history. United, single rule of a larger territory posed new challenges both for rulers and for political theorists. The political experiment of the Qin dynasty was such that a wide stretch of territory came completely under the heavy hand of central government officials. The achievement of the Qin dynasty was reevaluated throughout the Han dynasty. In addition to the examination of the states of the Qin and the Han, this chapter also considers a waxing and waning of the imperial state throughout Chinese history and highlights, from the perspective of state theory, the tension between the centripetal force of imperial centralization and the centrifugal force of local autonomy. In addition, we shall see how political thinkers responded to the tension in their own terms.
After the Zhou's enfeoffment system had disintegrated, sovereignty was fragmented into multiple local rulers. In order to excel in the competition of independent local polities, whose expansionist drive provoked incessant military conflicts, they needed to command the active support of people, administrative technique, and arms and operation tactics, among other things. From 356 to the third century bc, the Qin was able to mobilize resources more effectively through bureaucracy, and to organize on the basis of merit. Gradually, the Qin rose from relative weakness to hegemony, and finally conquered the other warring states in 221 bc. After unification, a controversy began over how to govern the unified realm:

The Chief Minister Wang Wan and others said: “The states are newly defeated and the territories of Yan, Qi, and Chu are distant, so if we do not establish kings for them there will be no means of bringing order to them. We beg to set up your sons in authority, but it is up to the Supreme One alone to favour us with his agreement.” … But the Superintendent of Trials Li Si advised: “Only after an extremely large number of sons and younger brothers and people of the same surname had been enfeoffed by King Wen and King Wu did they win the adherence of the distant, and then they attacked and smote each other and behaved like enemies. And when the feudal states wrought vengeance on each other more and more, the Zhou Son of Heaven was incapable of preventing them. Now all within the seas has been unified thanks to Your Majesty's divine power, and everywhere has been turned into commanderies and counties. And if your sons and the successful officials are richly rewarded from the public revenues, that will be quite sufficient to secure easy control. If there is no dissension throughout the Empire, then this is the technique for securing tranquility. To establish feudal states would not be expedient.” The First Emperor said: “It is because of the existence of marquises and kings that all under Heaven has shared in suffering from unceasing hostilities. … The advice of the Superintendent of Trials is right.” So the Empire was divided into thirty-six commanderies, and a governor and army commander and an inspector were established for each. … The weapons from all under Heaven were gathered in and collected together at Xianyang. … All weights and measures were placed under a unified system, and the axle length of carriages was standardized. For writings they standardized the characters. … One hundred and twenty thousand powerful and wealthy households from all under Heaven were transferred to Xianyang. … From the Temple of the Apex a roadway went through to Mount Li, and the front hall of the Ganquan palace was built, and they built a walled roadway from Xianyang to connect with it. 

(Dawson, 2009, pp. 63–5, translation slightly altered)


The above passage in the Records of the Grand Historian allows us a glimpse into how the unified imperial state was conceived at the time of the Qin's unification (see Chapter 2 for more information on Records of the Grand Historian). There was a debate whether the Qin continued to adopt the bureaucratic practice during the Warring States period or went back to the Zhou founder's model by enfeoffing royal relatives. The debate at court swung in favor of Li Si (d. 208 bc), who pointed out that the enfeoffed descendants would eventually turn against one another as familial ties among them necessarily became distant over time. The fragmentation of the Zhou realm seemed to confirm this worry. As a result of this debate, the new empire decided to rule the realm directly by appointees of the emperor. As a result, the first emperor of the Qin divided all of the territory under its control into regional units called commanderies (in later dynasties, prefectures), and the commanderies were further subdivided into counties ruled by magistrates appointed directly by the emperor. Although the origin of the “commanderies and counties” system can be traced back to the mid-Spring and Autumn period, the time when rulers began to replace hereditary allotments by counties, it was the first emperor of the Qin who for the first time imposed empire-wide bureaucratic field administration through the “commanderies and counties” system.
A few other things are worth noting in the foregoing passage. First, the emperor and ministers rarely made reference to an idealized antiquity. Second, the emperor was thought to have divine power rather than to be accountable to the people. Third, just like Max Weber's understanding of the modern state, the Qin sought a mono­poly over the legitimate means of violence by confiscating weapons of defeated states. This demilitarization of the interior blocked the establishment of competing local powers that potentially challenged the central authority of the empire. Fourth, the first emperor resettled the most powerful families of the conquered states in the capital city. The goal of this policy was to reduce the possibility of resistance by keeping potentially rebellious elements within the immediate purview of the court. Fifth, the first emperor claimed that their successful conquest reflected the natural order of the cosmos, and inscribed this view on large stone stelae over the entire empire while touring his empire five times between 220 and 210 bc. Sixth, in order to physically bind the realm, the first emperor constructed a network of roads that radiated out from the capital, so that not only made physical movement possible but also controlled the movement through check-points. Through these transportation and communication channels, the government would survey its borders, conduct a census of the population, and dispatch representatives of the government to the far-flung corners of the realm. In the twelve years before the first Qin emperor's death in 210 bc, laborers built a network of roads over 6,800 kilometers (4,000 miles) long that rivaled the road system of the Romans (Hansen, 2015, p. 98). Seventh, the first emperor and his ministers sought to create a more standardized polity by implementing a unified system of units for weights, measures, gauges for vehicles, metal currency, and script. Overall, the Qin state seems to fit perfectly with the bellicist theory of the state, which argues that war makes the state by creating centralized authority through the monopolization of the means of coercion and bureaucratization of administration. The official documents of the Qin state show how remarkable its power was, although there is room for debate over how well the subject population complied with government regulations. For example, the Qin sought to maximize state intervention in the life of soldiers and peasants and check allegedly oppressive elites outside the state. The Qin state obsessively collected on a regular basis data on conditions of the natural environment, the number and quality of utensils and farming animals, personnel management, and so on (Hulsewé, 1985, pp. A1–8, 21–7). Apparently the first emperor believed that he had put an end to the ebb and flow of multiple dynastic states. However, it turns out that he made the mistake of seeking permanence in a world that does not permit it. After his death in 210 bc, rebel forces almost immediately arose, and the empire began to disintegrate into competing regional blocs. The fall of the Qin gave way not to the enfeoffment system but to the emergence of another unified empire called the Han.
In 202 bc, Han Gaozu (Liu Bang r. 202–195 bc) founded the Han dynasty after victory over Xiang Yu in the civil war. The challenge for the Han was to develop a form of governance that could secure order and dynastic stability without falling prey to the disasters of both the Zhou feudal system and the Qin's harsh centralized bureaucratic administration. At the formative stage of the Han dynasty, rulers moderated and modified many Qin policies, while largely adopting Qin institutions. Making concessions to regional power-holders, Han Gaozu divided the eastern part of China into multiple feudatory principalities and then distributed them as rewards to his leading followers and relatives, who still possessed large armed forces. Only one-third of his empire remained under direct administration. The feudal lords dispatched border guards, and passports were required of all travelers across the regions.
Despite the compromise, Han Gaozu did not abandon the ideal of uniform administration reaching down to each household. Han governments’ desire for rendering populations observable and quantifiable and thus susceptible to management reminds us clearly of the state's continuing desire to maintain its control over society. Emperor Wu (r. 140–87 bc) finally succeeded in placing most of the interior of China under firm imperial control and eventually turned his attention outward. From 134 to 119 bc, the Han force advanced into the northwest of the Han, the Xiongnu Empire, and into the east. As a consequence, the Han Empire attained its greatest size with eighty-four commanderies and eighteen kingdoms. Just like the first emperor of the Qin, Emperor Wu claimed his sovereignty over the world and proclaimed his success to the highest gods. However, empire-building had effects beyond the intentions of its makers. To finance his wars, Emperor Wu required taxes that drained the meager resources of the peasants. In response, the peasants sought the protection of powerful families who bought lands from them. This shift in land control eventually ended the practice of the statist vision and empowered landlords. To counter the growing power of great families, Wang Mang (45 bc–ad 25), who established a new dynasty of the Xin, launched a series of bureaucratic reforms, including the redistribution of all lands in equal plots and the abolition of slavery, thereby limiting the concentration of landholding and ensuring that no group became so rich as to reduce others to dependence. However, the Xin dynasty lasted only seventeen years as such attempts generated hostility among the great families. The alliance of the great families toppled the Xin dynasty and established the Later (Eastern) Han dynasty (25–220).
Meanwhile, concomitant changes took place in the military system. After an age of ceaseless warfare and territorial expansion, it proved burdensome for the state to maintain universal military service. The Former Han replaced universal military service, which made the Qin's conquest possible, with semi-private armies based on personal ties between troops and commanders. At the time of the Later Han, commanders frequently hired convicts as soldiers. Later on, the early Tang system of the “regimental army” (fubing) represented a coalition of non-Chinese mercenaries and military elite families in the Guanzhong area. When civil order decayed, the armies often transferred loyalty from the state to their immediate commanders or personal network, thereby allowing military forces to perpetuate themselves across successions. In the worst scenario, commanders rebelled by calling upon their own armed followers. Initially, the abolition of universal military service was a way to secure domestic security by demilitarization, and it served the short-term interest of the state because the armies attained near-professional quality without draining the state's budget and organizational efforts. However, the long-term consequence of these developments was the weakening power of the state that could challenge the authority of the imperial government. The court often lost the ability to mobilize armies and abandoned direct administration of the countryside.
The growth of great landlords’ social force reached its high point with the fiscal reforms implemented by the Tang in 780. The Tang replaced the equal-field system (to be discussed in Chapter 5) by the two-tax system. This means that the state no longer used the male adult household as the unit for calculating taxes. This change implies that the state abandoned the old ideal of peasant homogeneity and the direct, fiscal administration that was based on it. Thereafter, the state recognized unequal divisions of land and wealth in the realm, and based tax revenue on actual measurements of individuals’ property. In other words, those who had more wealth had to pay more taxes. As the target of taxation focused on the wealth possessed by the person rather than the person as such, merchant wealth became an increasingly important source of revenue.2 In addition, provinces began to serve as an intermediate level of fiscal administration between the state and the prefectures as different tax quotas were applied to different provinces according to their varying economic productivity. In a way, all of these changes represent the official end of the idea of the Qin state, which sought to control the population directly, regardless of individuals’ socioeconomic position and power, by making administrative units small and equal. This marked one of the great changes in terms of state–society relation. However, it did not alter the state bureaucracy as such. Instead, various kinds of intermediaries became more active than before.
Apparently, Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming dynasty (1368–1744), attempted to increase the elaboration of systems of political control and administration that might increase state power. For example, like the first emperor of the Qin, he securely tied the peasants to the land in order to extract labor dues and taxes from them, and imposed a ban on travel by sea. Then, he relocated a potentially subversive population to an area where they could be kept under tight surveillance. As the early Tang rulers did through the equal-field system, he used household registers to gather detailed information on individuals and their landholdings. Following the precedent of the Mongols, he assigned all the residents of the empire an occupational category so that they performed their labor obligations in a predictable way. Furthermore, he arranged various deities across the country so as to fit a bureaucratic framework that corresponded in many ways to that of the state. From the mid-Ming onward, however, the ruler's ability to enforce the dynasty's earlier policies declined. In fact, none of these imperial projects entirely succeeded. For example, most of the Ming's legal prohibitions on geographic mobility were ignored in the late Ming. The empire became full of floating populations of beggars and vagrants, as is seen in Beggars and Street Characters, a painting by Zhou Chen (active c. 1472–1535), which depicted street people in a prosperous Chinese city. The so-called “sea ban” was also scrapped. Local officials consistently underreported to the throne, and conquering new regions required negotiations with local elites. Despite the occupational categories, many people paid others to perform their occupational obligations for them. As James Scott (1999) observed, a top-down enforcement of state projects and social engineering often fails to meet its goals. A logically planned, integrated, centralized system of administration is hardly realizable. As Zhu Yuanzhang and his staff conceived his polity in static terms, they did not take into consideration how to integrate possible future developments within the foundational Ming blueprint. The commercial revolution and monetary economy in the late Ming was beyond what they imagined at the moment of founding.
Throughout the late imperial periods, counter-powers of landowners seem to continue to grow, despite the fact that the civil service examination undermined aristocratic political power. The late imperial governance is characterized by lower taxation and non-interference in nation-wide markets and local societies. One indication that centrally appointed officials could not be directly engaged in detailed local administration is the ratio of local officials vis-à-vis local population. According to one estimate, as of the late Qing dynasty, there was only one magistrate per population of 200,000–300,000 assisted by quasi-permanent local staffs who had not passed through the civil service examination (Aoki, 2013, p. 242). In summary, late imperial China was no longer organized primarily on monist principles like official bureaucracy. To a considerable extent, it incorporated the associative dynamic and relied on social networks. A vast range of associations and quasi-intermediary bodies served as buttresses and props of state functions. For this reason, Masahiko Aoki (2013) called late imperial China an interpenetrative state in the sense that the Chinese polity was not organized along exclusive lines between state bureaucracy and societal actors. Nor was the border between societal autonomy and state control ever clearly defined; instead, in practice, it was the result of a process of continual interpenetration between state and society.
To round out the picture, however, we should add that a number of runners and clerks played an indispensable role in carrying out all the sundry duties of local administration. Although they practically served as the yamen staff at the bottom of the administrative hierarchy, runners and clerks were neither centrally appointed nor apparently subject to statutory regulation. They did not receive salaries but instead collected customary fees from local people. They often worked for their own native counties and inherited their positions. In short, the central government did not accord their status full recognition. For these reasons, it is not very clear in what sense they were part of state bureaucracy and to what extent they remained loyal to the central government. Although many people criticized runners and clerks for a lack of morality, no one was able to ignore the role that they played. To the extent that this informal system was accepted by the state, despite the apparent violation of formal statutes, runners and clerks achieved what might be called a “state effect” (Mitchell, 1999) within the interstices of state and society.
Lastly, to the extent that the Chinese Empire sought its characteristic self-image as the world empire – it brought order to All-Under-Heaven (tianxia) – the ruler's political concerns should outstrip the space of the imperial state, which constituted only one element within the “sub-celestial” realm. Such imperial ambition – all political authority should be unified ultimately in the hands of a single emperor – differs from some modern conceptualizations that take the multi-state system for granted. Therefore, we should discuss imperial concerns under the rubric of foreign relations rather than international relations.

Foreign Relations
The Qin sought to bring under direct control frontier regions far from the economic and demographic centers of China, although the regions were often little more than military garrisons. By contrast, as it was practically impossible to administer directly distant territories, the Han adopted various indirect measures to exert a level of political influence that far exceeded its official bureaucracy. Where the administrational reach of the central state was not sufficient and where Chinese settlements ranged from sparse to non-existent, successive dynasties maintained a “sphere of influence,” which allowed local residents to manage their own affairs. The clearest institutional expressions include, but are limited to, the “dependent states” of the Han, “loose-rein prefectures” of the Tang, and local chieftain systems (tusi) of the Ming and the Qing. As was the case with the Qing's policy of “changing the native, and instituting the circulating” (gaituguiliu), Chinese rulers sometimes sought to incorporate the sphere of influence into the state's direct administrative structure in order to consolidate the state's power. Overall, however, the tradition of the sphere of influence remains alive in autonomous prefectures in modern China. They all represent relatively autonomous regions within the official frontier in which tribal chieftains rule their own peoples. Through these institutions, the central government recognized the existing power of native chieftains by bestowing titles and seals of office to the chieftains who already administered the regions. The chieftains bolstered their positions by accepting formal endorsements from the imperial court.
The institution of the spheres of influence was not wholly a creation of the centralizing state but the result of the confluence of two distinctive currents. On the one hand, it was a top-down effort by the central government to project onto the border regions a semblance of political order. From the perspective of the central government, it may be perceived as a buffer zone between heartland China and a cultureless barbarian foreign world. On the other hand, it was an effort by the local chieftains to organize themselves, thereby ensuring their security. From the perspective of local rulers, they fortified their power base by receiving recognition and titles from the Chinese government. Without being part of the semi-bureaucratic network, they would not be able to take root in the border zones.
Equally important to the development of Chinese political thought during the early imperial periods is the emergence of a formidable enemy state in Central Asia. As Nicola Di Cosmo (2002) maintained, the boundary between China and various alien groups was anything but clearly defined before the Qin unification. The borders between China and the northern frontier societies neither fully defined nor guaranteed their territorial and cultural integrity, despite the fact that certain fluid senses of collective identity existed at that time. The development of a state identity one might imagine as “China” owed greatly to the emergence of the empire of the Xiongnu, whose western branch may have been the Hun tribes who invaded Rome centuries later.
The Qin expansionism stimulated various nomads, who lacked any overarching political order, into forming large confederacies. In expanding its territory, the Qin state went on to drive away the Xiongnu and other inhabitants from south of the great bend of the Yellow River, and succeeded in pushing them back into modern Inner Mongolia. In response to this new situation, Modun, the founder of the Xiongnu Empire, gathered his followers and began his own campaign. As he won a series of victories from Manchuria to Central Asia, a pyramidal structure of lesser hereditary kings emerged under the supreme leader of Shanyu emerged as the Xiongnu called their leader. Soon after the imperial unification of the Qin, the nomadic peoples were united into a single great empire under the Xiongnu tribe. Thereafter, the Xiongnu Empire served as the polar opposite of China. As a consequence, the notion of “central efflorescence” ceased to be simply a civilizational marker but acquired the sense of an identifier of polity.
The Xiongnu Empire was qualitatively different from the former nomads of the Warring States period. Its military strength was so great as to make the Han its virtual tributary state. After the dramatic defeat at Pingcheng in 201 bc, the Han was forced for decades to accept humiliating peace treaties. By the treaty of 198 bc, it agreed to send a yearly tribute of textiles, foodstuffs, and brides. In exchange, the Xiongnu agreed merely that they would not encroach upon the Han. This humiliating practice remained an enduring part of Chinese collective memory that was subject to various reinterpretations, as we will discuss in Chapter 8. If one defines “central efflorescence” in terms of political superiority, it would be no great exaggeration to say that the Xiongnu dethroned the Han to become the new owner of “central efflorescence.” At least it is fair to say that a bipolar world order emerged with the formation of the Xiongnu Empire. This was unprecedented for the Chinese. It required a fundamental change in their conception of foreign relations. Han rulers and intellectuals became more acutely aware of their boundaries, forcing them to define who they were. A case in point is Sima Qian, who produced the textual basis of the familiar dichotomy between China and “barbarian” in his Records of the Grand Historian: “According to the decree of the former emperor, the land north of the Great Wall, where men wield the bow and arrow, was to receive its commands from Shanyu, while that within the wall, whose inhabitants dwell in houses and wear hats and girdles, was to be ruled by us” (Watson, 1961, p. 146). In this image of a bipolar world order, the conception of China is buttressed by spatial sources (inside and outside the Great Wall), cultural sources (the bow and arrow vs. hats and girdles), and political sources (Shanyu vs. the emperor). In addition, there is a broad scholarly consensus that the Han, which constitutes a vast majority of the contemporary Chinese population, came to conceive of itself as a unified people at the time of the Qin or Han reunification of “China.”
The lingering threat from the Xiongnu Empire not only contributed to the formation of a clear Han political identity but also served as a base for defining the statehood of the Chinese Empire. The Han, which was not fully integrated during its formative stage, achieved its fully fledged statehood when it attempted to transform the Han from a virtual tributary of the Xiongnu to a true hegemon by adopting more aggressive strategies. It was Emperor Wu who launched an expedition to Central Asia by relying on supplies from agricultural settlements. Such massive logistical preparation required a great deal of further resource extraction. This increased the administrative and extractive capacities of the Han state, on the one hand, and had the effect of undermining the vested interests of local resource-holders, on the other. This tension gave rise to the famous “Salt and Iron Debates” (see below), as both sides wished to make their voice heard and participate in decision-making.
In summary, the unification of the Qin and the Han, the formation of a bipolar inter-state order, the emergence of clearer state identity as “China,” the consolidation of the state as the system of extraction, and the development of dominant currents of political thought are all intertwined. In what follows, we will examine how political thought unfolded as a response to the political context of the Qin and the Han.

Shang Yang
Shang Yang (390–338 bc) purportedly offered a theoretical and institutional framework for the Qin's military and political success. Mark Lewis was quite right to argue that one should not attribute long-term reforms to a single thinker (Lewis, 1999, pp. 603–4). At the same time, it is true that one can find the theoretical justification of the reforms most clearly in the Book of Lord Shang (Shangjunshu), a Han text that purportedly reflects Shang Yang's pro-centralizing vision. Shang Yang was originally a minister from the state of Wei but became the chief minister of the Qin in the middle of the fourth century bc. Persuading how to survive and win the chronic warfare that characterized the times, Shang Yang purportedly carried out institutional reforms in the years following 359 bc in such a way that the entire population could be dedicated to military conquest. Above all, he transformed the relations between the Qin's agricultural lands and its people. He divided the lands into equal-sized plots of a rectangular grid and then recognized legal ownership of land by individual peasant households. This does not mean that the ruler no longer considered his realm his property, but that people came to entertain a much stronger claim than in previous times when they worked under the ownership of the nobility. In exchange for recognition of their landownership, peasants had to provide military service and tax, which in turn financed territorial expansion. Naturally, the state's authority increased as intermediaries between individual peasants and the state were abolished, and thus the influence of hereditary fiefs and extended kin ties declined.
In addition, Shang Yang established a uniform administration. The entire population of the Qin state was reorganized into different ranks according to their performance in battle and public works. Hereditary titles were abolished in favor of this new merit-based organization. Authority and prestige, dispersed among the nobility, became concentrated in the hands of the rulers of the territorial states, who offered rewards and punishments according to strict rules. Multiple conjugal families were not allowed to live together in the same household because it might conceal the number of adult males eligible for military service and taxes. In this way, Shang Yang disintegrated clan-based families into nuclear families. Individual households formed mutual surveillance units of five or ten households, and the units were in turn organized under the larger military units of counties (xian), which would be eventually developed into the system of counties and commanderies. The states also provided each county with centrally appointed local officials who were responsible for such public administration as collecting taxes and enforcing laws.
In fact, Shang Yang did not invent these reform policies but imported and extended policies that were first introduced in the successor states of the Qi and the Jin, who also wanted to strengthen their military might by establishing a direct link between subject and ruler. His achievement was to carry it through with help of the ruler and he supposedly offered a systematic explanation for the reform, as is seen in the Book of Lord Shang. Unlike in the text of Mencius, there is no significant niche for merchants and intellectuals in the Book of Lord Shang. They are considered dangerous parasites. Unlike many political thinkers discussed in the preceding chapters, there is also no sustained discussion in the Book of Lord Shang of the idealized past and sagehood.

Jia Yi
The Qin dynasty turned out to be short-lived. The rapid downfall of the Qin prompted the political thinkers of the Han dynasty to think hard as to how to build a long-lasting empire. The reasons for the Qin's catastrophe were a constant topic of political discourse in the early decades of the Han. The most well-known example is Jia Yi (201–169 bc), who addressed the problem of durability that the Qin rulers had not resolved.
According to his most celebrated discussion of the Qin, “The Discursive Judgment Censuring the Qin,” the Qin collapsed because its rulers failed to understand that “preserving power differed fundamentally from seizing power” (de Bary et al., 1999, p. 230). In other words, the Qin rulers sought to rule the unified realm with the method they had used to conquer it, without realizing that advantageous practices under conditions of warfare became disadvantageous under more peaceful conditions. Having said this, Jia Yi admitted that despite the alleged harshness of the Qin rule, the creation of the capacity for resource extraction and organized violence were necessary features of political survival, which enabled the conditions for the Qin's victory. In this connection, Jia Yi repudiated Mencius’ view that the unitary empire would be established through the proper role of a wise ruler who exerted moral suasion. The Qin succeeded in creating a united agrarian empire because it efficiently transformed itself into a war machine. In this connection, modern historians and social scientists sometimes apply the conception of the modern state as a war machine to the analysis of the ancient Chinese state.3 They find many common features between the rise of the Qin state and that of European states from the sixteenth century onward. That is, both Chinese and European rulers, who were commonly driven by geopolitical competition, extracted resources from their subject peoples by increasing their centralized coordination.
However, conquest eventually entails administration. To establish a unified empire successfully, rulers must not only seize power but also preserve it. To do so, they should first distinguish between the two. Only then can one do justice to both. In a way, Jia Yi's critique of the Qin's overuse of penal law echoes Plato's view of law: “Law can never issue an injunction binding on all which really embodies what is best for each; it cannot prescribe with perfect accuracy what is good and right for each member of the community at any one time” (Rosanvallon, 2007, p. 74). What Plato was concerned about in regard to the applicability of law – the differences of human personality, the variety of men's activities, and the inevitable unsettlement attending all human experience – becomes acute particularly when governing such far-flung empires as the Qin and the Han.
In this context, it is not difficult to understand why the pendulum of governance had swung in the opposite direction, that is, Huang–Lao ideology. While some scholars believe that Huang–Lao ideology can be traced back to the pre-Qin period, here it refers to a syncretic and yet politically clear position espoused by policy-makers at the Han court who regarded some texts attributed to the legendary Yellow Emperor and Laozi as the best available guides for government (see Chapter 3 for more information on Laozi). Their policies include objecting to the campaigns against the Xiongnu and giving support to independent families and local leaders. Thus, it has been understood as a reaction of locals to the increasing demands of the centralizing state, which subdued unruly populations with harsh control and repression. The proponents of Huang–Lao ideology maintained that rule is best when populations are not aware of how they are ruled. They pursued what may be termed “political laissez-faire” on the pretext that they ordered the human world on the model of the natural world.
Jia Yi also was critical of Huang–Lao ideology. He wished to dispel the illusion of thinking that one should revert simply to a more modest art of government when the Qin style of governance turned out to be a failure. As Jia Yi saw it, the Huang–Lao style of governance alone could not possibly suffice to govern the large empire because it was too imprecise and unworkable to establish itself as a genuine alternative to Shang Yang's harsh control of the population. Seen in this light, Jia Yi's view can be best understood as an attempt to rethink a fundamental political question after experiencing the two opposing policies: a rigorous statist approach, on the one hand, and a political laissez-faire policy, on the other.
The viable alternative Jia Yi offered was something like this. On the one hand, contrary to the views held by Huang–Lao, he advocated a top-down process emanating from the centralized state. Each sphere of life intertwined with all other spheres and converged on the political center to sustain its functions and to redress its discontents. On the other hand, unlike the Qin's mode of governing, he much preferred an ideological approach in fashioning a homogeneous polity. What unites the empire is not military might but shared ideology. In other words, like Dong Zongshu (179–104 bc), another influential Han political thinker, Jia Yi proposed a vision of united empire based on symbolism, while warning against the centrifugal forces of imperial relatives in local areas.

The Salt and Iron Debates
As mentioned above, Emperor Wu decided to undertake military adventures abroad that would drain resources from economic development at home. Although Chinese armies pushed deep into Central Asia, they never succeeded in annihilating the troops of the Xiongnu. To conquer new territory, Emperor Wu had to send troops repeatedly far afield, which in turn drained the treasury. As the expedition became prolonged, it began at some point to encounter both increasing costs and diminishing returns from further expansion. Existing land tax was not sufficient to meet the new needs. To secure additional revenues to support the expedition, the revenue-seeking state insisted on government monopolies of salt and iron, the origin of which can be traced back as early as Zhou times and continued until the Chinese government attempted to abolish them in the twenty-first century. Through these monopolies, the government was able to charge a high price for salt and iron. As salt and iron production was limited to demarcated areas, monopolies were not difficult to enforce.
However, the prolonged warfare with the Xiongnu made the populace suffer from heavy taxation, and the literati grew increasingly suspicious of military expansion. Thus, the court began to reexamine financial policies after Emperor Wu's death. In 81 bc, two groups of scholars, the architects of the state monopolies headed by such statecraft strategists as Sang Hongyang (152–80 bc) and a group of literati presumably supported by Huo Guang (d. 68 bc) who criticized those monopolies, joined in a freewheeling discussion of the monopoly policy and the best possible course of action for the empire. The debate was edited in the text of The Salt and Iron Debates by Huan Kuan (first century bc), who was in favor of the literati group.
Debates coalesced around several basic themes, the common denominators of which were the extent to which the state should be involved in society at large and its possible institutional derivatives. The themes include economic and military policies, the purposes and methods of government, the virtues which officials should possess, and the state–society relation. Each camp claimed that only its policies would secure the security and welfare of the polity as a whole. The debates demonstrate a profound ability to form and act on strong and competitive views of political affairs and public concerns for inter-state relations as well as relations among differently situated groups within the empire.
Let us begin with the statecraft strategists. In the sphere of domestic governance, they were more statist as they sought to broaden the scope of state intervention. To finance increased state actions and military activism, they recognized the need for increased state revenues. In order to increase revenues, they opted for state monopolies for salt and iron. This resulted in the recognition of the state as not simply an inert part of the superstructure but a factor that might have a decisive political role in developing local society. The flip side of this policy was to limit the independence of local powerful families, who also wanted to put the same economic resources under their own direct control.
In regard to foreign relations and defense, the statecraft strategists pursued aggressive and interventionist policies. As they perceived foreign trade to be lucrative, they wanted the export of China's surplus produce in exchange for imports. For example, a piece of Chinese plain silk, which was abundant in China, could be exchanged with the Xiongnu for a wide array of goods of greater worth such as furs, colored rugs, and rare stones. In addition, there was a military aspect in their understanding of northern trade. The prosperous northern trade would include, among other things, the importation of such strategic animals as horses and camels from nomadic people in exchange for trinkets and silk. That is, foreign trade would enrich the imperial treasury while reducing the military resources of the Xiongnu. Finally, to make these policies work, the statecraft strategists stressed, among other things, the method of Shang Yang and Hanfeizi: rewards and punishments in addition to the bureaucracy's capacity to apply predictable regulations.
Having said that, one may wonder why they needed all this wealth. At the level of the individual, the statecraft strategists recognized people's taste for luxury and extravagance as natural. Conspicuous consumption and demand for new products are legitimate. At the level of foreign relations, they considered the urge to maximize power and security to be legitimate. They also believed that outer, hostile, and nomadic foreigners could only be tamed militarily. Thus, they recognized as legitimate both the military glory of the Han and the extension of the Han's influence into ever-wider territories. Overall, the arguments by the statecraft strategists provided the pretext for and justified the expansionist program of Emperor Wu of the Han and the first emperor of the Qin.
In summary, the statecraft strategists did have a coherent logic of political economy, and conceived this logic primarily in materialist terms rather than projecting what is necessary at present back into the ideal past. The general assumptions underlying their outlook is the process in which men and women unceasingly confront material necessities and social pressures and strive to organize themselves to meet such challenges. In this outlook, the aggregation of material-power capabilities matters, as it would preclude the danger of invasion and make a military campaign possible. To finance the administrative and military capacity of the empire, the aggressive pursuit of wealth is justified. The primary profit-makers for the state were the state monopoly on salt and foreign trade. This made it possible for the Han government to control provincial revenues directly and thereby to provide a tighter integration of the Han Empire.
How did the literati respond to the statecraft strategists? In the sphere of domestic governance, they preferred a minimalist government. Their ideal rule was to be universal in scale but far less direct and managerial than that of the statecraft strategists. They were content to see government revenues shrink as significant portions of the empire's wealth simply went unrecorded by the state. The literati wished to leave such local resources as mines to local initiative. They also worried that the burdens of excessive taxation might make the peasants exhausted and discontented with the imperial government. The state's interference with local initiative was considered legitimate only when its goal was to discourage local strongmen's oppression of the poorer members of society and to ensure their livelihood. As they pulled back from government activism in the economy, the literati purported to support local strongmen's commercial activities because they were the only agents who could take over the role of the state in managing organized commerce. In the sphere of foreign relations and defense, the literati focused on retrenchment rather than an expansion of relations with the outside, and argued that the Han should seek the nomads’ submission by peaceful means like moral suasion rather than by relying on a display of military superiority. They apparently believed that even the most recalcitrant nomadic foreigners could be tamed through the civilizing power of the Han state.
Overall, the literati were skeptical of active foreign trade and developed a polemic against luxury. Although Mencius advocated the trade of surplus commodities, he was their favorite reference figure. They redefined trade in terms of luxury as the desire to have more than one needs. Luxury is in its nature a pernicious thing. It makes a material but not a moral contribution to people's interior life because it gives them an increasing appetite for wealth and display, extinguishes virtue and simplicity of manners, and distracts the heart from the pursuit of the public good. Therefore, trade should be carefully controlled so that corrupting “luxuries” could not enter the Chinese realm. Such basic goods as ordinary foodstuffs and cloth are enough for sustaining morally healthy lives. Most of the goods that flowed from Central Asia into China were exotic curiosities or rare items that contributed to the luxury of the populace. The literati asserted that any great disparities of wealth caused by trade tend to promote envy and political disturbances. To make this policy work, they stressed moral virtue, among other things. In preferring moral virtue and exemplary behavior to brute force and bureaucratic control, they echoed the political outlook of the Zhou fengjian system to a considerable extent.
In summary, the literati had their own logic of moral economy. In particular, they projected what is necessary at present back into the ideal past of Zhou times. The general assumption underlying their policy was that a power-seeking framework was not sufficient for understanding distinctively human capacities and the desirable form of foreign relations. Virtuous rule precluded the danger of invasion. If their logic was correct, they would protect their borders at a low cost by developing a peaceful relationship with the Xiongnu. Therefore, it was not necessary to increase state revenue in order to finance the administrative and military capacity of the empire. The primary responsibility of the state was not to make profit through monopolies on salt and iron but to engage in a form of soul-craft that would shape the sensibilities of their subjects.
In their respective logics, there is a causal chain running from the individual to society and back to the individual, and from the state to the inter-state to the state, and back to the inter-state. The question of what provided the fuel for the debate can turn into an endless debate about first causes. Although the confluence of many different pressures made this rich debate possible, it is worth emphasizing that the debate as such can be best understood as resulting from the inter-state pressure that emerged from the existence of the Xiongnu Empire. Out of the need to come to terms with this inter-state environment, both camps engaged themselves in articulating their political thought. One of the key determinants of their differing policies was how to conceive the statehood of “China” as against the presence of the powerful other. In other words, the confrontation with the Xiongnu Empire served as fertile ground for the formulation of Chinese identity as well as the parameters of state power.
As it presents a debate at the court of the Han emperor, both camps are very much in agreement concerning the view that China could best be governed under a single imperial system. At issue here is how to define the role of the central government in the larger imperial framework. The balance between the two positions shifted over time, but neither disappeared. The pendulum of political orientation on the questions has swung in both directions according to the political contexts and workable pacts arose out of conflicts among contending political actors. In retrospect, the statist visions refigured intermittently from Wang Mang's bureaucratic reforms through the New Policies of Wang Anshi (1021–86; see Chapter 6) and the active government of the Yongzheng emperor (r. 1723–35).

Notes


1 The discussion of the pre-imperial Chinese state is based on Lewis (2006, pp. 136–68).
2 On details of the Tang tax system, see Lewis (2009a); von Glahn (2016).
3 A recent example is Hui (2005).5
Aristocratic Society


According to conventional Chinese historiographies, the era encompassing the Six Dynasties (220–589), the Sui dynasty (581–618), the Tang dynasty (618–907), and the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period (907–60) extends from the fall of the Han dynasty to the rise of the Song dynasty (960–1279). Politically, this period is characterized as an age of civil war and political chaos as many polities often coexisted and quickly succeeded one another. Socially, it is considered an aristocratic society. Religiously, it was a time of flourishing Mahayana Buddhism and Daoism. Culturally, poetry emerged as the most celebrated form of literature during this period. Intellectually, the period has been characterized in terms of the relative paucity of philosophy (Ge, 2014, p. 48).
There are larger questions that this period leaves students of Chinese political thought to ponder. How do we make connections among these salient features? How was political order imagined or discursively constructed by intellectuals in those times? In what way was the mode of the discourse conceived so as to sustain a highly cosmopolitan and yet stratified society such as the Tang represented? And what role did major religions and cultural activities play in the process? The task of this chapter is to show that the Tang aristocratic and cosmopolitan order was maintained by the ideology of passive conformity, which is discernible in many characteristic Tang cultural expressions.

New Historical Conditions
After the disintegration of the Xiongnu Empire in the third century, a number of non-Han peoples migrated into the traditional heartland of China. As a result, the clear political distinction between sedentary and nomadic peoples was increasingly blurred. In fact, the military group who founded the Tang were ethnically hybrid. For one thing, the Sui and Tang emperors both were of Han Chinese and Xianbei ancestry. The Sui and early Tang imperial families continued to inter-marry with non-Han peoples in order to create an interlocking social network. Their populace was also open to foreign influence. Scholars estimate that, around the beginning of the Tang, 1.7 million foreigners became Tang subjects, who made up as much as 7 percent of the empire's population. Estimates for later years of the Tang rise up to 19 percent (Lewis, 2009a, p. 27). A historical record identified people from seventy-two different foreign nationalities in Emperor Xuanzhong's era. In sum, polities in this period cannot be characterized as ethnically Han. As compared with the Han dynasties, they appear much more “barbarian.” In particular, the Tang, which has enjoyed a reputation as China's most glorious dynasty, was ethnically much more complex than preceding dynasties. This created lasting repercussions for Chinese identity.
Another background condition is the rise of powerful families. Despite the Qin emperor's attempt to abolish such powerful landed families, they stood at the top of the social hierarchy from the late Han to the end of the Tang. The emergence of powerful families as a separate, strong, and cohesive social stratum may be traced back to as early as the beginning of the Eastern Han, the time when the dynasty had been founded by a coalition of large landowners. This represents a far-reaching change in the composition of the ruling class. From the Eastern Han, hereditary groups united by kinship ties continued to serve as powerful political and social actors and thus enjoyed empire-wide, unchallenged political and social prestige until the end of the Tang dynasty. For this reason, historians have often characterized the Tang as aristocratic.
The powerful families were relegated to the background of central politics when eunuchs seized power in the central government after ad 150. Thereafter, the families at the center made alliances with locally influential landed families. While they remained estranged from court politics, they increasingly identified themselves as the defenders of uncorrupted value – the so-called “pure stream” – as opposed to those who possessed brutal political power at the court. Such cultural self-understanding continued in the Tang dynasty. For example, in the Three Kingdoms period when militarists dominated politics, powerful families anchored their identity in landed estates and pursued cultural activities like calligraphy and philosophical conversation, while adopting distinctive dress and a refined bearing (Lewis, 2009b, pp. 32–51). It was during the Tang that powerful families reemerged at the court as key political actors, while keeping their cultural self-identity.
What are the common features of aristocratic societies in terms of political arrangement? Different as they are, all historical aristocratic societies are similar in at least one respect: aristocrats constitute a separate stratum of their own, set above the rest of society, whose power is based on birth.1 As aristocrats deeply identified with intergenerational privilege, they attached growing importance to matters of lineage. Not uncommonly, they kept generations-long family records enumerating the political privileges that were held by ancestors. These genealogies were passed down to descendants in order to identify their family members. Similarly, they wished to intermarry with other aristocratic families and thus contract new alliances.

Tang Order
Seen in this light, the challenge for the Tang rulers was how to create and sustain unity among hierarchical populations with unprecedented ethnic and cultural diversity. In other words, they had to devise an inclusive system that did not exclude such non-Han people as the Turks and incorporate both the subordinate classes and the aristocratic elite. As the Qin and Han model proved insufficient to guarantee a lasting empire, many institutional changes were needed to secure the economic, social, and intellectual bases of empire in a world that had changed considerably since the Han. Above all, when the Tang rulers brought all of China under a single empire, they had to reconceptualize Chineseness, thereby reimagining a Greater Chinese world that included diverse peoples under a unified political order. Their inclusive vision recognized the clear differences between the various Han Chinese and alien peoples and yet fashioned a unified political order based on such differences (Tanigawa, 1971, pp. 14–18).

Cosmopolitan Chineseness
The phrases often used by the Tang rulers to describe their renewed, hybrid, and cosmopolitan Chineseness include: “Northern and southern barbarians constitute one family (huyueyijia)”; “Myriad states come to our garden (wanguolaiting)”; and “Chinese and barbarians constitute great unity (huayidatong).” They represent conceptual canopies under which many different peoples could be brought together. This does not necessarily mean that the Tang mixed peoples in a fully unified way, but rather that its goal was organized coexistence among the contending forces within a society. For example, the territory was divided among different peoples whose members shared a distinct ethnic or cultural identity, and they tended to develop an informed accommodation with the outside world instead of identifying with other peoples. This enlarged vision of empire found institutional expressions such as transcendental rulership, the equal-field system, a hereditary soldiery, and state sponsorship of institutional Daoism and Buddhism, to name a few. All of these institutions shared a vision of a society divided into heterogeneous groups that varied in their status and function, and yet formed a unified political order.

The Transcendental Emperor
Who gave the realm cohesion and unity? The Tang emperor was expected to play a bigger role than any of his predecessors as the Son of Heaven by doubling as the head of nomadic people. That is why in addition to the title of traditional emperor (Huangdi), the Tang emperor Taizong (r. 626–49) used the term Tengri (Heavenly) Qaghan, which replaced the term Shanyu and served a functional equivalent of emperor for nomadic people. The very distinction between the two titles suggests that the Tang ruler recognized the irreducible difference between the two different groups. By recognizing two imperial titles, the original meaning of Huangdi was transformed into a parochial one that referred only to the leader of the Han people. As the two emperorships converged in a single person, the Tang emperor was in a transcendental position and able to reconcile these otherwise irreconcilable groups. Thus, Emperor Taizong said: “Since antiquity everyone has honored the Chinese and looked down on barbarians; I alone love them as one. Therefore their tribes follow me like a father or mother” (Lewis, 2009b, p. 150). For this reason, while the Han people view the Tang as their own dynasty, many people in Eurasia also view the Tang as their polity. Eurasian people called the Tang “Taugas,” “Tamhaj,” or “Tabga” (Park, 2015, p. 215).

Religious Toleration
The Tang was highly tolerant of most religions. A sure sign of the Tang's cultural openness is the capital city Chang’an, where one can find an Eastern Orthodox church and temples devoted to Manicheism and Nestorianism, and the Persian religion of Zoroastrianism, as well as Daoism and Buddhism. The Tang people entertained a considerable degree of religious freedom before their persecution in 845. Of course, the prime example is Buddhism, which was regarded as a foreign religion originating in today's India. Buddhism was adopted earlier and more universally among nomads than among the Han Chinese, and then took root in China (Elliott, 2011). Buddhist temples served as a public, inter-cultural sphere in which gathered large crowds from different ethnicities. Non-Han merchants donated their fortune to the construction of temples. The identification of the rulers as Buddhas, the Chinese practice which set it apart from Western European tradition, may have been facilitated by the tradition of nomads, who regard the political leader as a deity (Lewis, 2009b, p. 208).

Open Bureaucracy
The Tang bureaucracy was extraordinarily open to foreign influence. While the key bureaucratic posts were in practice not open to non-aristocratic members of society, foreigners held a significant share of the Tang central bureaucratic posts. There was an institutionalized avenue for non-Han recruitment into the bureaucracy: the civil service examination track for foreign students (bingongke). The foreigners who passed the exam were able to become key political actors. Those whose origin was non-Han advanced along career ladders to the top position, among them Yuan Zhen (779–831), whose work will be discussed in detail below. For this reason, students in the imperial academy included many foreigners who were preparing for the civil service examination. Diverse foreigners, such as Japanese, Koreans, and Sogdians,2 received significant civilian posts. As a consequence, the numbers of “officials of foreign origin” (fanguan) grew in the court. According to the collected Statues of the Tang, one-fifth of key posts in the central bureaucracy were “officials of foreign origin.” In short, the state bureaucracy was also part of the culturally and ethnically mixed world (Park, 2015, pp. 54–5).

Legal Framework
The Tang legal code, which was so influential that it was adopted by rulers in Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, offers the written expression of the basis of the Tang order. It describes a pyramidal structure of polity which assigns each stratum of society its proper status and its accompanying privileges and duties. Constituent strata are poised in distinctly unequal relationships within the incorporative polity. The defection of any one link from its due place or degree would throw the polity into disorder.
In principle, the ultimate authority to rule remains with the emperor, who justifies his position by reference to the order of the cosmos. At the same time, the aristocratic nature of the polity is visible in the fact that the Tang code stipulated aristocratic privileges, as is shown in the so-called “Eight Deliberations” (Johnson, 1979, pp. 23–4). For example, as differential punishments are applied according to the relative status of the victim and the criminal, most aristocratic members enjoy the right to be immune from torture and redeem punishments by surrendering cash payments (Lewis, 2009a, p. 53). In other words, the Tang legal code is based on the principle of segmenting the population into legally distinct status groups. Its aristocratic nature stood in contrast with the egalitarian nature of the Qin code, according to which, except for the emperor, all other members of society are assigned an undifferentiated legal status as his subjects. In summary, the Tang code represents a government that ruled by segmenting its subjects into strict status hierarchies and was designed to keep the populace under control, thereby bringing them into a coordinated hierarchical whole.

The Symbiosis of the State and Aristocrats
In what ways did the Tang state bind the aristocrats to the state system? First, let us answer the question from the perspective of the emperor. Even the most powerful and divinely justified emperor could not govern without cooperation from his most powerful subjects. Therefore, the emperor offered, among other things, selected aristocratic family members the most precious commodity in imperial China: an official career, which was the surest guarantor of one's social position. In this connection, the Tang emperors allowed most aristocratic members to entertain the hereditary privilege of automatic entry-level posts in officialdom until about the late Tang period (the eighth century), the time when the claim to pedigree became irrelevant in securing privileged positions in the government (Bol, 1992, p. 45). Over 90 percent of Tang officials got their imperial bureaucratic positions through recommendations from currently serving officials, who were members of aristocratic families, without entering the civil service via examinations (Kuhn, 2009, p. 121). In extending the administrative control to the countryside, the Tang emperors needed the personal networks of the powerful families at the court. Combining a commitment to imperial service with local power based on land and social networks, the aristocratic families forged the connection between the center and the local.
Let's consider the situation from the perspective of the aristocratic families. As compared to earlier local elites, which had been detached from what they often considered a corrupt imperial state, many Tang aristocratic families actively sought to push as many scions as possible into the state bureaucracy. In fact, there was an economic motivation to seek government office. Even though aristocrats possessed an independent economic base in the form of landed property, they were still vulnerable to the authority of the state, which possessed resources of prestige, power, and wealth. Most families wanted to concentrate their resources, leaving the next generation as solidly established as possible so as to carry on the family's name and sustain their place within the nobility without sinking into a subordinate social position. Unlike feudal and early modern Europe, where the typical way of power-holders’ passing on privileges to descendants was primogeniture, most Tang aristocratic families divided inherited property among their sons after the death of the head of the family, and thus landed wealth was subject to constant dispersal. Even great wealth would dissipate over generations. In order to reproduce their wealth over time, families had to find another income source, which was imperial office-holding.
The great families’ domination of high office came at the cost of making their own existence dependent upon the emperor. To the extent that there was competition among aristocratic families, a hereditary claim to office depended upon success in each generation in securing significant posts and promotions in the state administration. At the same time, by using their privileged access to civil service exams, the aristocrats could turn the government bureaucracy into a bastion of their own group interest. As the ruling strata in a highly stratified society, emperors and aristocrats are imagined to share a broad interest in keeping the subordinate strata in place in society. The subordinate strata were denied equal access to official preferment and social prestige. The relatively small aristocratic population, moreover, enjoyed a disproportionately large share of society's resources. To institutionalize this disproportion, the Tang emperors issued imperially sponsored, empire-wide comprehensive genealogies of aristocracy. For example, in 638, the genealogical record sponsored by Emperor Taizong listed 293 surnames and 1,651 lineages.

The Decline of Tang Order
There is a consensus among historians that the Tang state went into its final decline as of the rebellion of An Lushan, who was a part-Turkish, part-Sogdian military governor at the frontier. The Huang Chao Rebellion of the late ninth century was more destructive to aristocratic families (Tackett, 2014, p. 26). The state never recovered from these cataclysmic rebellions, and the above-mentioned features of the Tang order steadily deteriorated. The links between the center and the local, the Han Chinese and other peoples, which constituted the foundation of Tang unity, were disconnected when eunuchs and military governors seized the reins of power.
Let us review how it happened. At an earlier stage, the Tang central government was staffed by aristocratic families with regional bases who had formed the primary link between the court and local society. The position of the military governors was originally merely one of special commissioners outside the normal bureaucracy. In the eighth century, when the power of the court's administrative control shrank, the Tang court instituted military governors in order to handle frontier defense more effectively. It was Li Linfu (683–753) who was responsible for keeping the Han Chinese out of crucial military office.3 When he decreed in 747 that only non-Chinese professional soldiers could be military governors, his ulterior motive was to block the advance of any potential rivals at the court who had a military power base on the frontier. The unintended consequence was that the symbiosis between Han Chinese and non-Han Chinese, and the center and the local, dissolved. Whereas the court was under the influence of the Han Chinese, who did not possess a military power base, frontier military governors enjoyed increasing independent military power without the court's interference and thereby were becoming de facto independent local rulers. Meanwhile, the central government came to be under the influence of the growing power of the “Inner Court,” composed of eunuchs. While the court had lost the ability to mobilize armies and enforce its own rule, military governors possessed resources that could challenge the authority of the imperial government: their own capacity to raise tax and significant armed forces. This development was a major change in state governance and an important step in the decline of the Tang.
From a long-term point of view, these changes meant the end of the statist vision which was put into practice by the first emperor of the Qin. The most significant change was the loss of direct government control over revenue. Before the An Lushan Rebellion, the central government rather successfully controlled state revenue through the equal-field system. The primary purpose of the equal-field system was to ensure a steady flow of tax income and the provision of labor service by redistributing periodically state-owned family-sized land to each married-couple family for the duration of their working lives. To do so, the state compiled regularly household registers of the populace. When the couple no longer paid taxes or provided labor service, they had to return the land to the state as it remained its property. Therefore, the effective functioning of the equal-field system required active state administration. The An Lushan Rebellion destroyed this system. The government found it difficult to maintain records on the landholdings of any individual cultivator. Despite repeated imperial decrees forbidding the concentration of landholdings, individuals bought and sold land ostensibly owned by the state. Strong families dominated local society through their ability to buy land and to mobilize large numbers of kin and dependents.
As the tax base of the empire shrank considerably, the central government now relied on regional commanders for collecting taxes. Politically, this meant that the bond between the central government and individuals became mediated through regional commanders. The regional commanders were empowered as they were able to fund their own armies by taxing their governing areas in their own way. They eventually refused to transfer any taxes to the central government. In this way, the central government continued to cede power to the military commanders of outlying regions until a regional commander killed the last emperor of the Tang in 907.

Passive Conformity as Political Ideology
The Tang polity was a stratified pyramid, on the top of which the emperor was singled out as the holder of the complete imperium, and all other members of society were assigned a differentiated legal status as his subjects. Each individual was a part and the sum of the parts was the polity. As a coordinated whole, the polity determined the niche of its parts and their external relations among each other. Under these conditions, conformity was crucial in maintaining the stability of the polity. Each agent was required to act in accord with strict social rules. To the extent that the sources of the rules lay in external authority rather than in the minds of agents themselves, conformity took the form of following the rules passively, rather than initiating rule-abiding action in a voluntary way. Especially from the ruler's perspective, passive conformity implied the subject population's respecting the status quo, not transgressing an already-defined line. In a fully stratified and segregated society, conformity serves as a screen and bank between different social strata in order to safeguard each against any encroachments of the other. That is, passivity of the general populace is nothing other than agents’ capacity to coalesce into larger units, because such passivity may hinder tumults, violence, and licentiousness, which could be a source of political disorder. The stability of the Tang polity hung on the extent to which individuals behaved in a conformable and passive manner.
A prevalent view of an individual as a social being and a negative attitude toward human desire epitomized the characteristic passive conformity of the Tang culture. In the Tang polity, one was a social being who found oneself invariably tangled up in a network of other social beings. As a social being, one's primary concern was how to deploy one's conduct in the social world. The sense of being set apart from the world and of taking a critical stance toward it was not normally celebrated. If one failed to be assimilated to the social world, one would be condemned to appear unreasonable. In this vision, common obstacles to being a fully social being were temptations, unruly desires, or passions. Therefore, it was necessary to renounce or curb one's desires, temptations, and passions. However, it was assumed that ordinary individuals could never wholly abolish desires and so would always be at the mercy of temptations caused by things around them. Consequently, one was in need of constant combat with oneself and readjustment with society. To be a responsible social agent, one should get rid of desire as much as possible so that one was not at the mercy of unstable and anti-social temptations. That is why Huang Kan (488–545) commented as follows on a passage in the Analects on Shen Cheng, who was full of desires: “When you are full of emotions and desires, you demand or seek things from other people, when you are driven to demand or seek things from others you cannot be resolute” (Slingerland, 2003, pp. 43–4).
Noteworthy in Huang Kan's commentary is that the virtue of resolution is not conceived on the level of the individual's willpower, but defined in terms of interpersonal relations. Desire is bad because it prompts one to seek things from other people, which may disrupt a certain equilibrium in interpersonal relations. If one's willpower is not strong and one has more desires than resources at one's disposal, one has two choices: either to rid oneself of desire or to secure resources in order to fulfill it. What Huang Kan apparently suggests is the first choice. In this vision, to be rid of desire is particularly important for a ruler, who should possess the virtue of resolution. If a ruler were to seek other people's assistance in order to fulfill his desire, he would become dependent upon other people's service, thereby losing the capacity for resolution. As Machiavelli maintained, a ruler is not strong when he has to be dependent on outer sources.

The Emperor
Essentials of Government in the Zhenguan Reign (zhenguanzhengyao), a Tang classic in the mirror-of-princes genre that recorded the conversations between Tang Taizong and his ministers, echoes Huang Kan's view.4 In it, one can find a perceived preference for non-action (wuwei) rather than an activist vision that celebrates the fulfillment of desire, although in reality Tang Taizong waged wars on various fronts. The characteristic flavor of non-action in the text results from the transcendental position in which the Tang ruler finds himself. The ruler's non-action in this context means the capacity to stand apart from the ruled. The task of the emperor is not to engage in court politics but to cultivate himself by discarding private desire and thus emptying his self. Such non-action would bring order to a state.
One can also find the ideal of non-action in Wang Tong's (584–618) treatise Discourse on Centrality (Zhongshuo), which says, “If one can combine all the ingenuities and wisdom in the realm, one can achieve a pattern. Then, what should I bother to do? I do nothing in the position of emperor” (Wang, 2011, p. 126). This statement epitomizes the medieval vision of the unified whole made up of the multiplicity of parts. Consider the meaning of pattern (li) in this text. One can analytically divide it into two senses. First, “pattern” can refer to the core of a thing as a whole, which constitutes the combination of all its parts. To find a “pattern” means to discern the necessary bond between the different parts that constitute a thing. Second, “pattern” is also employed in another sense. Subjectively, pattern is a certain power of the mind that enables the mind to know the core of things, that is to say, the integrity of the different parts that constitute a thing. Pattern is therefore a source of knowledge, but it is also something that allows the will to tune in to what it knows, namely, to adjust itself to the core of things. Wang Tong's statement makes it clear that pattern is realizable only when multiple parts add up to the whole and that a ruler should adopt a non-action posture in realizing the pattern. Politically speaking, this means that the ruler has the responsibility not to oppress or alter any aspect of the coordinated hierarchical whole, and to ensure that each part is rendered its due according to the rightful place it occupies within it. In Chapter 6, we will see that many Song literati disagree with every point in the pre-Song view of pattern.

Aristocrats
The rightful place for aristocrats was the upper stratum, which the Tang political system strove to contain and for which it sought to provide a special role. Their claims to privilege rested on ideas about their cultural superiority over other segments of Tang society. Tang aristocrats acquired their cultural characteristics through their upbringing, because there was no empire-wide public school system to provide such cultural education. Therefore, their cultural characteristics represented inherited family characteristics and reflected cultural conventions of a larger aristocratic society. It was through cultural association that aristocrats gathered and resisted encroachments of their high status from newcomers. Tang poetry, which emerged as a leading form of social exchange and refined conversation among Tang aristocrats, presented itself as a way in which cultural characteristics defined them as a cohesive group.
A defining feature of Tang poetry was its occasional character (Owen, 1990). To compose a Tang poem was not a solitary business of talking to oneself in isolation, but a response to particular real or imaginary persons on appropriate occasions. In other words, poetry was more often a form of writing efficacious public speech than a means of expressing deeply private feelings. Participants in public occasions were expected to equip themselves with sufficient socializing skills and knowledge to recognize other participants’ utterances. Likewise, Tang poetry served as an elegant linguistic game. Skillful wordplay, a strictly regulated format, and elaborate descriptions of objects figured importantly. Implicitly or explicitly, a poet would be tested in terms of his or her ability to compose poems according to such linguistic rules. Only those brought up in aristocratic families where cultural education was available were likely to pass the test. Even civil service examinations tested poetry as a necessary part of the exam degree, and the poems the candidates wrote had to follow a rigid form to pass. Composing and understanding poetry became a measure of aristocratic status. There was an aspect of conformity underlying this language game, because being versed in Tang poetry meant mastering existing clichés and communicating with the existing ruling elite. In this way, aristocratic families attained and preserved their cultural hegemony over the lower orders of society. And the hegemony in turn contributed to the development of Tang aristocrats’ closed corporate identity. As was argued in the Analects, “The gentleman acquires friends by means of cultural refinement” (Analects 12.24; Slingerland, 2003, p. 137).

Buddhism
At the apex of the social pyramid was a small body of individuals unified by their access to high culture. At the bottom was the large mass of the populace who lived in the segmented cultures of the peasant village. The glue binding the two strata was Buddhism (and Daoism). Buddhism entered China from Central Asia during the period of division between the third and sixth centuries. Despite its foreign origin, Buddhism continued to grow in China. Its secular success raised the issue of the relationship between sword and crosier: secular and sacred powers. The issue was forcefully furnished by Hui-yuan (334–417), who wrote the famous text “A Monk Does Not Bow Down to a King.” Hui-yuan argues that the Buddhist clergy is independent from such customary observances as bowing down to a king because they commit themselves to a lofty religious calling. At the same time, he admits that Buddhist laymen are obliged to bow down to a king as a token of respect for secular political power. This is an interesting negotiation. Neither asserts that the ultimate power of the temporal as well as the spiritual sword must be held by one single authority, nor that there is a unitary hierarchy between sword and crosier. Hui-yuan instead suggests that there are two separate realms or goals for human beings. One is spiritual salvation, to be attained through Buddhist cultivation, and the other is ordering the secular world, to be attained under the guidance of a secular ruler.
However, things changed as the unified dynasties of the Sui and the Tang established themselves. The emperors patronized Buddhism in the hope that their Buddhist subjects would support their rule. Political power seemed to succeed in making Buddhism an arm of the state. Consider, for example, the institution of superintendent of the Buddhist clergy (samgha). During the Tang, the superintendent headed a bureaucracy staffed by lay officials or nominal “monks” charged with oversight of monastic affairs. He was not the head of an autonomous religious organization, but rather an appointee of the emperor (de Bary, 2004, p. 56). As a consequence, such events as the tremendous battle between the Pope and the Emperors waged throughout the European Middle Ages did not take place. Some emperors went so far as to acquire the sacred position of a cakravartin, “wheel-turning” king or cosmic overlord, or sometimes Buddha himself (Lewis, 2009b, p. 206), so that monks would bow down to them. This practice stands in sharp contrast with the West, where, leaving aside the Eastern Orthodox Church and some exceptions such as Charlemagne or the founding of the Anglican Church or the relationship between the state and Lutheranism in a number of Northern European countries, the Western Church remained a power that stood as a rival to organized public authority with laws of its own, a strictly hierarchical and extraordinarily devoted cadre of functionaries, and an independent economic base immune from tax.
By the middle of the sixth century, Buddhism had successfully transplanted to Chinese soil as a whole. Primary sources suggest that two million Buddhist monks and nuns were living in some thirty thousand monasteries (Hansen, 2015, p. 169). Buddhist temples offered people – including both aristocrats and the subject population – such public services as rituals, festivities, hostels, pharmacies, hospitals, and public baths. Buddhist temples flourished as semi-public urban spaces. Thus, it seems legitimate to ask how Buddhism contributed to, or was compatible with, aristocratic society. This is not a question about Buddhist philosophy, but about what Buddhism came to mean for the various Tang populations.
In my view, there were a few relevant conditions. First, the cosmopolitan political identity was significant as this was open to foreign religions such as Buddhism. Second, before the Tang order declined, there was enough state revenue to allow for the exemption of Buddhist temples from tax. Third, Buddhist teachings may be interpreted as supporting a certain aspect of Tang aristocratic culture. Buddhists argue for the essential emptiness of existence by drawing on the insight that all things are transient. Regardless of whether it is the true message of Buddhism, this argument can be viewed as encouraging a passive attitude with regard to worldly affairs. If one is passive, one can be made a supporter of the status quo. One must stay in one's due place in a received world and practice one's proper virtue, as opposed to actively seeking new situations in life. When all these conditions failed to be met, both Buddhism and the Tang political order would lose ground in the Chinese realm. It is Han Yu (768–824) who demonstrates this.

Han Yu
Han Yu criticized the current affairs of his age and apparently wanted to go back to the ancient world. However, this was motivated not by a sentimental desire to return to the old order, but rather by a faith which took the “spirit” of antiquity as a model. In developing a new attitude toward the ancient world, Han Yu was at pains to show a disjunction between the culture of the Tang and that of antiquity. The ancient world was looked upon as totality cut off from the present. The proper way to learn from the past was not to imitate the inherited practice but to understand the way in which the ancients reacted to the historical situations confronting them. This appeal to the ancient ideal is a radical move because it implies that the ideal has not been inherited, but has on the contrary been lost, and must now be restored. In this way, a new sense of historical distance was achieved, and what may be termed a “Chinese” middle age was generated. Just like the Renaissance humanists, Han Yu argued that a golden age in antiquity was darkened by such heretical teachings as Daoism and Buddhism, the functional equivalent to scholastic obscurantism in the European Middle Ages. Han Yu's historiography had an element of patriotism in that it dismissed the intervening centuries of Buddhism as an interlude of foreign barbarism. The fact that Han Yu denounced Buddhism in xenophobic terms implies that he called into question cosmopolitan Chineseness, the very foundation on which Tang political identity rested.
What was wrong with the Chinese middle age in Han Yu's view? One can find his diagnosis in his essay “Exploring the Foundation of the Way” (yuandao), which was hailed by subsequent thinkers as the harbinger of the Song intellectual flowering that fostered a wide variety of moral and political philosophy. In Han Yu's sweeping diagnosis, there was one reason for the Tang Empire's chronic underperformance: passive conformity. And this was attributed to the widespread acceptance of Buddhism and the rising influence of Daoism. Doctrinal differences between Buddhism and Daoism did not matter to Han Yu. In his view, both were mistaken in that they failed to come to terms with a healthy desire. As Han Yu understood it, the Buddhist doctrine that sees reality as transient implies the inevitable disappointment of any desire attached to reality. The Daoist doctrine that prefers longevity to worldly glory keeps one aloof from the sociopolitical world. The circumspection of desire creates repercussions in various ways that undermine otherwise fruitful human life. It may lead one to believe that reality has no intrinsic significance and that to hope to transform reality is futile. The effect of espousing Buddhist and Daoist teaching had been to make the world weak. While Buddhism and Daoism elevated the wrong values, the ancient Chinese sages, who lived before the introduction of Buddhism into China, held entirely opposite values. They did not consider human desire an obstacle to creating an ideal order. It would be foolish to suppose that one could flourish without desire and attachments. Desire is legitimate because it spurs humans to action. People who possess desire can act together to create civilized institutions to satisfy their desires in a constructive manner.
What kind of institutional arrangements, then, were necessary for the Tang Empire? Interestingly, Han Yu did not offer any new concrete institutional blueprints, but suggested an innovation in writing practice. He proposed guwen (ancient-style prose) as an alternative to the prevalent Tang poetic style.5 His proposal was based on his belief that the art of writing was symptomatic of a far broader cultural and political milieu. When successful, the transformation of writing practice leads to a transformation of the subjectivity of the person who is writing, and it may in turn transform the world. In order to compose ancient-style prose, one needs to shift one's attention away from the inculcation of existing clichés, and stop conforming to the existing social conventions of writing such as syntactical parallelism, ornate language, and sophisticated figurative language. Such writing conventions make writers comport themselves in the existing style. By contrast, the fundamental goal of new writing is the development of the writer's habit to think for himself, just as the ancient sages supposedly did. Being capable of thinking responsibly requires not an acceptance of social norms but a self-conscious commitment to being different from the times, which would give rise to self-fashioning. Only those with an independent spirit could compose an unexpected, refreshing, and yet subtle piece of prose. Those who are able to transform themselves to be responsible thinking agents may become responsible for transformation of the world at large.

The Tale of Oriole
To appreciate how Han Yu's proposal may sound refreshing to his contemporaries, let us examine The Tale of Oriole, written by Yuan Zhen (779–831), a short tale about an abortive love affair between a young examination candidate and the daughter of a high-ranking family. The story begins with the introduction of Zhang, the male protagonist, who is a virgin at the age of twenty-two. His character is described as wholly virtuous and as having never engaged in anything improper. After he helps protect a family from a dangerous uprising, the mother invites Zhang to visit Oriole, her daughter, so that she can thank him. Zhang falls immediately in love with Oriole. He is overcome with desire even though he had never before entertained the idea of being improper to a woman. The maid suggests that he propose marriage, but he tells her that he cannot wait long enough to conduct a proper engagement. He then gives the maid a poem for Oriole, who asks to meet him in the middle of the night. Oriole finally gives in to desire as well and chooses to sleep with Zhang, even though they are not married. Thereafter, they spend every night together for a month. However, their relationship does not last long, for the pressure to remain respectable in aristocratic society is so high. Zhang leaves Oriole in order to take his civil service examinations in the capital. After he fails on his first attempt, he decides to stay in the capital, so breaking off their relationship. Although Oriole suffers emotionally, they decide to terminate their affair since they understand that they cannot be together because of the etiquette required of them in society. Eventually, they both marry new partners. The narrator wraps up the story by saying, “The people of the time who knew the story all gave credit to Zhang for his readiness to rectify his mistakes. I have myself spoken of this affair on many occasions so that those who hear it will not commit the same mistake” (Hansen, 2015, p. 213). In this concluding part, the narrator hears from the voice of Tang aristocrats that it is not a mere private matter for a youngster to fall under the spell of a beautiful woman. Such infatuation may well risk the ruin of the realm.
Throughout the story, the characters move from order to its disruption and final restoration. What creates the disruption of order is passion or desire. Order can triumph only through the ultimate renunciation of passion. Such renunciation is possible only when Zhang returns to existing social norms and expectations. Perhaps the author wanted to tell the story as a warning against passions, so that “those who know about it will not act in the same way” (Lee, 2000, p. 187). This didactic concluding remark suggests that Zhang's final action can be regarded as fully legitimate and even sympathetic, despite the fact that readers may find Oriole blameless. However, if we put ourselves in the historical context of the story, its message ceases to concern universal assumptions about the sexual drives and mores of young adults. The Zhen-yuan reign (785–804), in which Oriole's love affair takes place, represented a time when this sort of Tang order was falling apart (Owen, 2000, p. 173). Seen in this light, it is not accidental that the author mentioned a dangerous uprising at the beginning of the story as a stage for the meeting of Zhang and Oriole. It could symbolize the late Tang sociopolitical crisis (Owen, 2000, p. 174). With this connection, before the love affair unfolds, one can view Zhang as someone who embodies the Tang aristocratic order before its crisis, for he “held steadfastly to his personal principles and refused to become involved in anything improper.” Once he encounters Oriole, however, the Tang culture he embodies soon falls into trouble, as Zhang becomes abruptly infatuated and loses an anchor for proper conduct. The fact that Zhang failed the civil service examinations and that they failed to stay together as a couple may be interpreted as the author's way of warning what consequences may arise from the failure of the aristocratic culture to maintain high moral standards.
The important question we should pose is: how, then, does Zhang get out of trouble? As the ending of the story suggests, the solution to restore order is for the persons involved to admit that their love is a mistake and to return to their proper social roles. The male protagonist is depicted as the one who deliberates as to what is best for society, instead of gratifying his fleeting desires for pleasure. This unromantic ending seems to represent a reaffirmation of Tang aristocratic culture. For the story suggests that the need to maintain proper appearances to protect the reputation and honor of one's family is more important than following one's heart and doing whatever one wishes. More specifically, Yuan Zhen probably wanted the reader to notice and understand how Zhang's status changes throughout the story. In the beginning he is virtuous and “utterly composed.” The apparently positive judgment on the part of his contemporaries on the success with which Zhang was able to correct his mistakes supports this interpretation. After falling in love with Oriole, Zhang becomes indecent and is obligated to leave his mistress in order to regain his lost virtue. This transition is very closely tied with the ideas about proper social behavior at the time (Bol, 2000, p. 199).
What is more intriguing is how the tension between individuals and society plays out in The Tale of Oriole. As Peter Bol argued, Yuan Zhen conceives the conflict in the story as the problematic relationship between perceiving self and perceived things, since Zhang and Oriole are depicted as things to arouse passion (Bol, 2000, pp. 198–201). The passion comes into being as things impinge upon the self. Before things (like the beautiful woman or the talented man in the story) impinge upon the self, people remain “empty, unintending, and unselfconscious.” As Bol rightly notes, “[T]he arousal of emotions/passions is the very moment at which people realize their ability to be substantial, conscious, intending.” In other words, their love affair represents a process in which the characters realize dimensions of the self that they were previously unaware of. However, new awareness gets them nowhere. The power of restoring order comes not from their awareness of their own internal subjectivity but by returning to the external social norm. The source of the social norm and the ability to maintain social order exist ultimately in the external world, not in the internal self. Without the norm and coercive pressure from the external world, they cannot avoid being enslaved by the things surrounding them. In this sense, it can be said that “in terms of their personal histories, both Zhang and Yuan reflect a desire for the primacy of civil, centralizing, and state interests in restoring order” (Bol, 2000, p. 200).
This is also the reason why the self portrayed in the story is never heroic. Of course, Zhang was praised by his contemporaries for his mastery of passion in the interest of sociopolitical integration. But the following passage demonstrates that Zhang is even portrayed as a coward because of his lack of self-confidence: “My own virtue is inadequate to triumph over such cursed wickedness, and for this reason I hardened my heart against her” (Owen, 2000, p. 181). That is, it is not his own virtue but his reliance on external sources that allows him to triumph over things and the passion aroused by them. The ending of the story reveals to us the frailty of humans, which necessitates the constraints of an external social norm. Without heroic selfhood, one should keep one's carnal desires strictly under control, block sensual tempters from reaching one's fortified heart, and preserve a certain high, socially expected standard of living and prestige. By so doing, the threat posed by the desire to the established order of things is largely neutralized. This is the lesson that Zhang, a son of a presumably aristocratic family, takes to heart, and it corresponds to what we discussed as a defining characteristic of the Tang order.

Person vs. Self
The distinction between person and self, as developed by Paul Kleber Monod, is useful in considering the difference between Tang political culture and those of succeeding dynasties. According to Monod (1999, p. 18), person and self are overlapping but somewhat different categories. In his usage, person refers to social identity in its broadest sense, from official roles to conventional relations among family members, while the self refers to a more inwardly focused moral identity.
During the Tang dynasty, it was the category of the “person” that mattered most. Social life was primarily about outward conformity to external standards, with little concern for moral substance. Ethical conduct was thus a matter of acting in accordance with external codes rather than abiding by internal moral standards. This meshed well with a culture in which externalized conduct was indicative of one's social background. Zhang's character in The Tale of Oriole typifies the way in which a Tang subject maintains a calculated distance between his public persona and his unstable mind. Like any other person, Zhang is concerned for his own social survival. His fear is to be isolated and adrift, cut off from society.
Zhang concludes that his romance was a scarcely realizable wish, which may stimulate and upset people. To call him “selfish” or “egoistic” now carries no sting, because he has socialized his self to the extent that he has discarded his distinctiveness and personal projects. Ironically, his selfish action can be seen to cooperate at a societal level with the public interests of the Tang society as a whole. To the extent that society defines Zhang rather than vice versa, Zhang represents the “person,” not the self, in Monod's terms.
As we will see in the following chapters, Dao Learning (daoxue) presents itself as a powerful alternative to Tang aristocratic culture.6 Recognizing the legitimacy of the self rather than the “person,” Dao Learning was concerned with introspection. The goal of introspection was to discern the underlying moral self. How can such an emphasis on the inner self lead to a political theory that accounts for how to order the world? This is the theme of Chapter 6.

Notes


1 On the differences between Tang and European aristocracy, see Tackett (2014, p. 12).
2 Sogdia was an ancient Iranian civilization whose territory is located in present-day Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.
3 On Li Linfu's politics, see Lewis (2009a, pp. 42–74).
4 On the mirror-of-princes genre, see Liu (1987, pp. 154–69).
5 I am following the discussion of Ancient Style Learning in Bol (1992).
6 Dao Learning has often been called Neo-Confucianism in Anglophone scholarship.6
The Metaphysical Republic


As Peter Bol pointed out, many people still believe that Dao Learning, the most influential current of political thought during the last thousand years of imperial China's history, was primarily the ideological justification for an autocratic state, a stagnant society, and a ruling class that turned in on itself (Bol, 2008, p. 2). Against this prevalent view, this chapter argues that Dao Learning can be understood as a special sort of “republican” vision, despite its apparent acceptance of the authority of the emperor.1 Politically, practitioners of Dao Learning were a politically active class when compared to Tang subjects, whose mentality was suffused with the ideology of passive conformity. In particular, they cultivated a rich civic life in the local arena, although they were less visible in the central political arena. Socially, they were anti-aristocratic in that pedigree became irrelevant, and thus “citizenship” was extended more widely than in a pure aristocracy. Intellectually, they believed that authority could not be reduced to that of state orthodoxy, whose influence they did not passively receive; they were intellectually disciplined but self-disciplined.
To appreciate the complexity of their political vision, we must remember how different their sociopolitical setting and worldview were from our own. Their ultimate goal of political life was neither the democracy of smaller city-states nor simply wholly mundane and stable mere life, but a metaphysically stipulated good life in a far-flung empire. In this chapter I argue that this particular modality of political engagement can be conceptualized by what I call the “metaphysical republic,” which presupposes a two-tier doctrine of political life. On one level, practitioners of Dao Learning functioned as subjects in a ruler-centered bureaucratic state; on the other, they entertained a trans-empirical reality as a proper civic realm. This complex view of their political life explains the seemingly paradoxical coexistence of a strongly pronounced belief in the literati's political importance yet a discernible reservation toward governmental service for the sake of worldly success.
In 907, when Zhu Wen, a regional commander, killed the last Tang boy-emperor, the Tang dynasty ended officially. The geopolitical conditions in which succeeding polities found themselves were quite different than those in the Tang. At the dissolution of the Tang polity, the former territory of the Tang was divided among the Five Dynasties and the Ten Kingdoms. Even after the unified Song dynasty came into power in 960, the Song entertained much smaller territory than other preceding major dynasties. Even at its height, the Song comprised just a little more than one-quarter of the territory of the People's Republic of China, and it was surrounded by polities with overwhelming military skill like the Khitan (Liao), the Tangut (Xi Xia), the Nanzhao (later, the Dali kingdom), and the Jin. Such Northern Song intellectuals as Su Shi (1037–1101) appeared to think that China should give up even cultural assimilation of barbarians, let alone military conquest: “One cannot deal with Barbarians in the Chinese way of governing. They are like animals. Any attempt to govern them well leads to chaos” (Su Shi, 2000, p. 74). Thus, Morris Rossabi (1983) called the Song “China among equals,” in the sense that China joined the constellation of states as an equal by abandoning its sense of superiority as the center. Furthermore, in 1126 the alien Jin dynasty invaded the Song. In the following year, the Song court had to abandon Kaifeng, its capital city on the central plain, and flee to the area south of the Huai River. While Southern Song intellectuals like Zhu Xi (1130–1200) and Chen Liang (1143–94) apparently called for the re-conquest of the central plain, many of the Southern Song elite preferred long-term bilateral treaties with alien regimes as an alternative to military action. The separation between north China ruled by the non-Chinese tribal peoples and south China by the Han Chinese continued until 1279, when the Mongols conquered the Southern Song. Meanwhile, the Song continually had to renegotiate its relative positions with the foreign states on its borders. In fact, the situation for the Southern Song was often more humiliating than that of “among equals” in a multi-state system. Admitting that the Song dynasty was now a vassal of the Jin, Emperor Gaozong called himself a servant of the Jin ruler in 1142. Under the hostile inter-state milieu, it is understandable that China became much less open to Central Asian influence. The decline of the cosmopolitan ethos demanded new levels of reflexivity regarding China's identity.

The Southern Song Question of Chinese Identity
The establishment of the Southern Song in 1127 may be of greater political significance than the founding of most dynasties. First, it marked a pivotal point in the history of China's expansion to the south, which can be traced back at least to the late Han dynasty. In 742, 40 percent of China's population lived in the rice-growing region of the Yangzi Valley of south China, and in 980, 62 percent lived in the south (Hansen, 2015, p. 239). Consequently, the southern region, which had been treated as a cultural backwater or a place of exile, had emerged as the economic, demographic, and cultural center of China, a position which it has largely held ever since. It would not be entirely far-fetched to say that the central plain in the north has ceased to be the epitome of Chinese culture.
Similarly, the establishment of the Southern Song dynasty created a new opportunity for rethinking Chineseness. In terms of political geography, the Southern Song was peripheral. Therefore, to the extent that Han Chinese thought of themselves as the bearers of “central efflorescence,” they would wish to return to the traditional political heartland on the north China plain. Apparently, many people proclaimed the ambition to reconquer the north. In actuality, however, the court increasingly wished to stay in the south, not only because the Jin armies were manifestly more powerful, but also because a second generation of émigré families had grown up in the south and become habituated to the region. Eventually, people realized that the southern region would have to be more than a temporary home for “China.” Understandably, Southern Song intellectuals refused to accept the disparity in size as a rationale for the barbarians’ appropriation of Chineseness. This situation requires that Chineseness be redefined independently of geographic conditions and in much more cultural terms.
Scholars like Ge Zhaoguang (2004) and Miyazaki Ichisada (1991, pp. 131–241) argued that the Song dynasty marked the time when a proto-nationalistic ethos was developed. In particular, Ge (2004, p. 12) claimed that the rise of foreign states in the north at that time provoked the Song to develop a new national consciousness, which constitutes the distant origin of the modern national consciousness of “China.” Taking a step further, Ge denied the applicability of Benedict Anderson's (2006) concept of “imagined community” to Chinese identity. That is, for Ge, Chinese identity was not something constructed by individual agents with the aid of communicative networks. Rather, it possessed an ontological status of its own. Perhaps because of this view, Ge did not raise the question of who constructed Chineseness. He defined China as a “real community” as against an “imagined community” (Ge, 2011, p. 32). Oddly, Ge thought that viewing China as an imagined community implies that it lacks a solid foundation as a community.2 I am less interested in tracing the origin of Chinese nationalism or in finding a Chinese functional analogue to an Andersonian imagined community than in considering the Song's own terms to define collective identity. To do so, it is worth recalling that political identity represents something that is constructed by individual agents. This perspective is particularly relevant when exploring Southern Song intellectuals’ effort to create their sense of political belonging under the new political circumstances. Southern Song China presented a compelling case that decoupled cultural sources from other sources of identity like geography.
The Song's hostile attitude toward the so-called “barbarians” marked a shift away from the cosmopolitan model of the Tang. And yet it would be misleading to think that Southern Song intellectuals approached their identity in ethnic terms as Ge did. Note that despite the southward migration of a large percentage of the Han population, many Han Chinese still lived in north China where non-Han people ruled. In 1202, Emperor Zhangzong and his Chinese advisors made the claim that the Jin rulers, not the Southern Song emperors, were the rightful successors to the Northern Song. Many pieces of evidence, in fact, suggest that by that date the Jin dynasty did not seem alien to the Chinese population. Many Chinese scholar-bureaucrats cooperated with the Jurchen3 in conceiving how to order the north. A vast majority of the general populace proved to accept Jin willingly as a legitimate part of China. To take a more dramatic example, Han Tuozhou (1151–1207), the chief councilor of the Southern Song, hoped that the Chinese living in Jin territory would shift allegiance when he led a force of some 160,000 against the Jin forces of 130,000. However, the opposite occurred. Many of his 70,000 troops defected to the Jin, despite the fact that Chinese soldiers outnumbered the Jurchen in the Jin army. In a similar vein, the Southern Song generals were disappointed in 1206 when the north Chinese refused to side with the Southern Song (Hansen, 2015, pp. 304, 306).
While it remains unclear that there was a proto-Chinese nation at that time, it is true that the political identity of the Southern Song was increasingly based on culture rather than geography and ethnicity. In the view of many Song intellectuals, the cultural practice of the Jin rulers differed markedly from that of the Han Chinese in the south, from language through attire and hairstyle to value. That is why they were not entitled to be Chinese and instead should be despised as the Han's cultural inferiors. However, the cultural redefinition of political identity is potentially in tension with ethnic definition. What if the so-called “barbarian” culture ceased to differ quite considerably from that of the Han Chinese? In theory, to the extent that humans are malleable, cultural assimilation is conceivable. Although Southern Song intellectuals were skeptical of the possibility, nomadic people could make use of the cultural definition by arguing that they had appropriated the cultural traits that purportedly set them apart from the Han Chinese.

The Emergence of a New Elite
In explaining the exceptional longevity of China, scholars have often paid attention to its long-lived ruling elite. The term most used in Chinese to speak of the elite was shi, which Western scholars have translated as literati, gentry, or scholar-officials, depending on the context. It was the elite that made possible the reintegration of each successive dynastic state in a shape similar to its predecessor. The exact nature of the Chinese elite has been the subject of much debate.4 Debates have coalesced around several basic themes, the common denominators of which are the extent to which they can be treated as a coherent group across time and region, and their relationship to the state.
Earlier studies treated the elite as a coherent group over a long sweep of time. For example, Fei Xiaotong (1953) stressed the continuity between the local elite of the twentieth century and the traditional local elite. Wolfram Eberhard (1948, pp. 11, 72–4) discovered the elite's historical origins in the early Han. By contrast, such scholars as Chung-li Chang (1955) and Ping-ti Ho (1962) stressed the high degree of social mobility within the gentry's stratum. They explain the chances of social mobility in terms of the fiercely competitive civil service examinations, which did not guarantee their degree status for more than a couple of generations. To the extent that they take the civil service examination seriously, their views resonate with the theorists who viewed China primarily as a bureaucratic society (Balazs, 1964, pp. 13–27). Those who understand the Chinese Communist regime in terms of enduring bureaucratic political culture may find the origin of this in the imperial period. When the elite prove to be an enduring social stratum resilient to changes, they are often viewed as landlords whose power is derived more from wealth than from governmental office. Most Chinese Marxist historians support this view because Marxist historiography relegated the state to a subordinate place in explaining social domination. Mao Zedong's famous “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan” also reflects this view. And Japanese scholars whose research paradigm is “gentry rule” (kyoshin shihai) also stressed the elite's economic and political domination over local society in cooperation with local officials (Shigeta, 1984, pp. 335–85).
More recent scholarship in this field has begun to challenge the monolithic approach of earlier studies and take into account the diversity of the historical development of the Chinese elite. The significance of the Song dynasty in such narratives is twofold.
First, as of the establishment of the Northern Song, the medieval aristocracy was replaced by a new type of elite who established themselves through the civil service examination. Because there were no potential competitors like the Tang aristocracy whose authority derived from their pedigree, the Song emperors have often been described as autocrats who succeeded in making elites subordinate to them. As the growing state bureaucracy was able to incorporate a larger number of the elite, powerful bureaucratic Northern Song families had assumed that their descendants would be able to pursue careers in officialdom. The expansion of the Northern Song bureaucracy was based on the statist and centralist vision represented by Wang Anshi's New Policies (see below), which regarded the imperial court as the central source of authority and empowered the monarch as the ultimate arbiter of politics.
A series of formidable non-Chinese states grew up on the northern and western borders, which placed enormous fiscal pressure on the Song. The Song had to pay the costs of its frontier defense and campaigns against the Khitan, Jurchen, and Mongols and often had to pay high annual indemnity charges to them. “In 1065, defense expenditures took 83 percent of the government's annual cash income” (Hansen, 2015, p. 248). To pay its armies to fight on the northern frontier, Emperor Shenzong and Wang Anshi, who served as chief councilor from 1070 to 1073, and from 1075 to 1076, launched massive reforms called the New Policies. The New Policies continued to be influential at least until 1086, while exacerbating the factional struggle at the Northern Song court. According to the New Policies, the state should actively enhance court revenue through penetration into local economies. As he wanted to develop the capacity for direct rule and to penetrate local communities with centrally appointed officials, Wang Anshi reformed bureaucracy as well. He not only increased the size of the state bureaucracy by creating such new sections as the Tea and Horse Agency, but also sought to put all government employees, including sub-administrative staff, on cash salaries. Officials were to possess the arts of ordering a state like expertise in the administration of fiscal matters, and were to be promoted to a higher rank on the basis of talent, not merely moral virtue or literary skill. These policies gave a new impetus to the infrastructural power of the state, and the state was able to take control of local society to a much greater degree than under any previous Chinese government. To justify his reform intellectually, Wang offered new interpretations of the classics and created a national school system to teach his curriculum and make his interpretation the foundation of the civil service examinations. The ultimate goal was to mold an ideologically uniform bureaucratic elite that would loyally implement his policies.
It is fair to call Wang a statist in that he advocated the ordering efforts of an intrusive state. Without state intervention, peasants would be unable to extricate themselves from the clutches of local strongmen and to pay their taxes. Wang regarded the powerful landlord families of the countryside as rivals to the state. After the collapse of the Northern Song in 1127, Southern Song intellectuals searched for the reason for this defeat. The conspicuous lack of success of the New Policies, with which some proponents of Dao Learning had been initially associated, seemed to provide the pretext for casting Wang as the main cause for the fall of the Northern Song. They discredited the New Policies by associating them with a shameful moment in the history of the Song dynasty.
Second, as of the Southern Song, a far-reaching change took place in the composition of the elite. Robert Hartwell (e.g. 1982) and other like-minded scholars have argued that the elite of the Southern Song acted very differently from that of the Northern Song, who wanted to concentrate on acting upon the national stage. In contrast, the Southern Song elite acted locally in terms of their residence and marriage alliance (Schirokauer and Hymes, 1993, p. 4). An important factor behind this local turn is the imbalance between the numbers of talented individuals and those of bureaucratic posts. Past population growth thwarted the efforts of the elite to perpetuate their descendants in office. As the quotas for officials and equivalent status did not rise, the exams became harder and harder to pass. Because the bureaucracy did not possess enough offices and titles to absorb large numbers of candidates, it produced an enormous pool of highly educated losers who failed to obtain positions as officials and yet needed to channel their political energy. Consequently, the Southern Song witnessed a conscious move away from state-centered political and institutional reformism to local voluntary activism. After the Southern Song, the apparent local character of the majority elite remained fairly stable despite dynastic changes because the imbalance between candidates and office continued. According to one estimate, the number of lower degree holders increased from around 40,000 in 1400 to around 600,000 in 1700, and to well over 1,000,000 a century later (Rowe, 2009, p. 151). This situation forced them to rethink their strategies. Most of them channeled their political energies into the local community. The late imperial Chinese state needed to rely on local elites to perform a wide range of quasi-governmental tasks: management of local-level public projects like relief efforts, the repair of irrigation systems, land reclamation, and construction of schools; participation in state-sponsored rituals; mediation of conflicts to avoid lawsuits; and leadership in self-defense militia. Most important, without the help of the local elite, a reliable taxation system could not be built. Moreover, the key to avoid local disturbances was to place local control and defense under the command of reliable gentry who were dispersed over the entire country. In short, one cannot explain the long-term survival of the imperial system without considering the elite's interest.
While there is a broad scholarly consensus about the identity of the Northern Song elite, that of the Southern Song elite has been contested. Then the question is: to what extent did the elite identify themselves with the state or possess a centralist outlook? Existing studies are torn between two analytical stances. On the one hand, there are scholars who identified the local turn with the Southern Song. According to these scholars, while a center-oriented political culture was losing ground at the end of the Northern Song, the majority of the Southern Song elite were practicing a local strategy to consolidate their position in society and thus they generally remained entrenched in support of their local interests. Many Japanese scholars discussed the heterogeneous structure of late imperial local society in terms of kin networks, social relations mediated through economic exchange, and cultural hegemony.5 Anglophone studies on local elites departed from the Chang–Ho conception of the local elite as a status group defined by their relationship to the state. Instead, a group of scholars explored local elites’ patterns of dominance and underscored diversity and the variation of local rule across time and region. In explaining the resilience of local elite status in the face of sociopolitical challenges, they emphasized networks of influence, kinship institutions, and cultural hegemony rather than landholding and state power. According to these studies of late imperial China, the local elite turn out to be key players in a ritually grounded, self-reliant local community, which is not necessarily accountable to the formal organs of state, rather than mere substitutes for officials. As for the Southern Song, scholars such as Robert Hymes and Peter Bol hold that Southern Song political culture was deeply at odds with the dominant intellectual orientations in Northern Song China. For them, the Southern Song represented a paradigm shift in the self-identity of the elite. New conceptions had arisen as to how one thinks of oneself as a local elite member together with Dao Learning. Practitioners of Dao Learning no longer imagined the court as the ultimate source of ethical and polity authority and instead entertained the notion of political authority that is not reducible to the central government.
On the one hand, scholars such as Yu Yingshi (2003) maintain that the political attitudes and ideological outlook of Southern Song elites were consistent with those of the Northern Song. In his two-volume study on Song intellectual history, Yu repudiates the thesis of the Southern Song's local turn by arguing that many Southern Song gentry were engaged in, or aspired to, state service. According to Yu, even as the literati elite grew increasingly concerned with the affairs of local society, they nevertheless regarded the imperium and the central government as the epicenter from which the efforts at ordering the world derived its energies and direction. With this focus on the central court and bureaucratic office, the Southern Song elite turned out to converge with those of the Northern Song. This view is in serious tension with the views of those who have argued for the local character of the late imperial Chinese elite, by saying, for example, that a typical member “was closely attached to his village or town, and in diminishing levels of affection, to his district, prefecture, and province. Historic, economic, and kinship associations infused a powerful localism into his self-image. The prosperity and security of his home district, along with less tangible local pride and affection, were the motive forces of his role as local man” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 210).
While it is true that a majority of Chinese elite engaged themselves in local voluntarism, it remains to be shown that they thought of themselves in local terms. In what follows, I argue that to the extent that the vast majority of late imperial Chinese elite embraced Dao Learning, they were able to generate ideological legitimacy and political authority on their own without validation from the dynastic polity. At the same time, it should be noted that their decoupling of the ultimate source of authority from the dynastic polity did not necessarily give way to local authority. What they regarded as the public good was not defined entirely by the interests of the state or by local connections.
There are many instances that go beyond the dichotomy between center and local. First, consider shrines in local academies of Dao Learning. They commemorated men of virtue whom practitioners of Dao Learning considered worthy of emulation. As of the Southern Song, the shrine increasingly included those who refused to serve the government to keep their virtue (Hansen, 2015, p. 268). At the same time, men of virtue at local academies were worshiped across China, and people built shrines for the worthies even in districts to which the deceased had no direct ties. In other words, the men of virtue who were worshiped in local shrines have qualities that are not reducible either to service to the government or to local society. They not only channeled their loyalty upward to the throne but also extended it horizontally to their peers.
Second, practitioners of Dao Learning were avowedly devoted to “learning for the sake of oneself,” the goal of which is to reach sagehood through moral self-cultivation, and quite explicitly distinguished their enterprise from that of the common run of scholars, who (so they said) studied only for the sake of a civil service exam degree.6 Although they sometimes combined what they call proper learning with learning for the civil service examination, their ideal of learning for the sake of oneself remained constant. Note that they are not advocating local interests against the interests of the state. What they pursued was the perfection of the self. According to learning for the sake of oneself, courtly people did not have the exclusive privilege to be great. An ultimate and all-determining mark of human greatness is moral perfection.
Third, despite the fact that a majority of the elite engaged themselves in new fields of action in local-level societies, they did not explicitly challenge state authority as such. Instead of challenging state authority directly, they rather de-emphasized service in office. They advocated an ideal that valued local commitments and contributions at least as highly as action in official capacities and on the national scale. To be a high official at court is one among many options. Take Zhu Xi as an example. He served more as a local official than at court. For Zhu Xi, being a local elite member was not to be treated as a poor substitute for the ideal of a successful political career.
These instances suggest the possibility that a majority of the local elite were not mere local strongmen who had rather narrow horizons, living essentially by supplying local needs. Despite the fact that from the Southern Song onward elites moved massively into local society, seeking other ways to lead their lives than finding a position in the central government, there is a possibility that they stood somewhere between the central government and their local base, wholly identifying with neither. To tell the truth, local strongmen predated the Southern Song and the late imperial periods. What, then, sets the late imperial local elite apart from their predecessors? It is the significance that they imparted to their apparently local activities. To appreciate this significance, we need to examine the philosophical vision that sustained their activities: Dao Learning.

Dao Learning and the Metaphysical Republic
For those interested in Chinese intellectual history, the Tang–Song intellectual transition represents, first and foremost, the decline of Buddhism and the ascendancy of Dao Learning as the dominant current of political thought. In its formative stage, Dao Learning disturbed its contemporaries as a different way of viewing things. And yet it increasingly gained ground among the elite of the Southern Song. Indeed, Chinese society underwent significant changes that affected the ruling elite as well as other members of society as Dao Learning gained wider acceptance during the late imperial periods. It became, among other things, part of the civil service examination. To the extent that the elite had, at least, passed the lowest level of the civil service examination, they might be presumed to have internalized Dao Learning.
In theory, Dao Learning offers a new political subjectivity that differs from that of Wang Anshi, the architect of the New Policies, who believed that one cannot speak of human nature itself as being either good or evil.7 Although the proponents of Dao Learning argue that the capacity for goodness is inherent within all people, its position departs from Mencius’ view in that human beings possess a fully fledged sagehood rather than its sprouts. In keeping with its revolutionary character, Dao Learning departs from other positions in its view of human nature, which has significant implications. First of all, in contrast to other positions, it presents an “absolute” theory of human nature: “Nature is a mixture of good and bad” (Yang Xiong); “Nature is different in different individuals” (Wang Chong); “There are three grades of human nature: good, intermediate, and bad” (Xun Yue and Han Yu). These positions afford room for people to be defined contingently according to their dispositions. By contrast, Dao Learning chooses the moral disposition among many human dispositions and defines it as “nature.” This claims an absolute understanding of what we are as persons, and offers us an intense experience of the self's identity. Second, the innate goodness of human nature entails a high estimate of human moral and spiritual resources. Being optimistic concerning the prospect of human moral perfectibility accords new power to individuals. Perhaps there is something encouraging and inspirational in the idea that our original nature is derived from Heaven and that perfection is an attainable aim of our concerted human efforts. However, there is also a trade-off, for the idea of moral perfectibility implied an enormous responsibility, which requires a virtually infinite process of self-mastery.
In practice, Dao Learning represents first and foremost an emphasis on personal morality. The emphasis on personal morality here means not only emphasizing morality rather than legal institutions and literary activities, but also emphasizing each individual's morality rather than social morality. This does not mean that we cannot find a concern for legal institutions and literature in Dao Learning. Nor does it mean that practitioners of Dao Learning emphasize the morality of the individual at the expense of that of society. Rather, it means that Dao Learning has a distinctive view of legal institutions, literature, and social morality that brings personal morality to the fore. For example, as we will see, the proponents of Dao Learning believe that social morality is best achieved by focusing primarily on individual morality, not vice versa. By the same token, the ultimate merit of literature lies in its embodiment of personal morality rather than the flavor attained by its colorful language and musical rhythms.
Of course, attention to personal morality was not without precedent in Chinese intellectual history. And yet Dao Learning's reassertion of personal morality was made in its own particular intellectual context and thus possessed distinct qualities. The distinctiveness of its position could be best understood through its critical stance toward Wang Anshi's political reform. As mentioned above, Wang's New Policies upheld the radical hope of reshaping society through the transforming impulses of the political center. In particular, they invoked the benefit of large-scale, state-wide institutions. When the Northern Song collapsed, as also noted above, many intellectuals attributed it to the disastrous effects of Wang's policies. Accordingly, it is quite understandable that as enthusiasm for broad institutional reforms waned, intellectuals wanted to bring personal morality to the fore. Although Dao Learning did not completely rule out institutional action, it is certain that the Southern Song witnessed a shift away from radical political reform and toward an emphasis on the regeneration of individual morality. This is what we call the Dao Learning movement.
In tandem with Dao Learning's concern with personal morality was an emphasis on introspection and the regulation of one's mental state. However, Dao Learning should not be regarded as representing a simple inward turn, or a forsaking of one's responsibility for the world beyond the apparently confined self. It should be noted that, from the formative stage of Dao Learning onward, its practitioners were driven by the need to order the world properly. This philosophy should, thus, be understood as proposing the fostering of personal morality as a much more fundamental, and ultimately more effective, way of social regeneration.
To assert that human beings are capable of reaching the highest moral excellence is to imply that they must be capable of overcoming any obstacles to the attainment of this goal. That is, human beings can use their willpower in order to become the architects and the explorers of their own character. In this way, Dao Learning represents a voluntary subject-making project aimed at cultivating virtues qualified to sagehood. It is not an external enforcement but a voluntary project in that Dao Learning seeks to take control of one's life by finding within oneself a sustaining center. It may create a need for endless vigilance but the goal is to reach a superior state. An external gaze is unnecessary. The self in the vision of Dao Learning does not wish to come under the control of an external power because the inner self furnishes one with normative guidelines.
Dao Learning's view of the transformative potential of the self is radically different from that of early imperial periods. For the majority of early imperial Chinese intellectuals, human beings were not thought to use their powers to bring about a fundamental transformation of their self and world. They often believed that talents and characters were fixed at birth and thus crucial in determining a person's role. The recalcitrant parts were thought to be repressed rather than transformed. In ordering the self and society, what they sought was not the realization of a superior internal state but compliance with external norms, standards, and practices. One can find a representative statement of the pre-Song view in Liu Shao's (168?–249?) Study of Human Abilities (renwuzhi): “Education could intensify innate tendencies or gifts but could not reverse or fundamentally alter them” (Lewis, 2009b, p. 40). In short, the dominant mode of political selfhood during the early imperial periods was such that political actors’ primary goal was to administer external behavior rather than self-transformation.
The new sense of subjectivity is most visible in Dao Learning's view of desire. In thinking about human nature, Dao Learning distinguishes between original nature (benran zhi xing), which represents human nature in its original, pure, and perfectly good state, and physical nature (qizhi zhi xing), which represents the aspect of human nature that begins to work at birth and is susceptible to evil. In this dualistic structure, one is expected to recover one's inherent moral original nature by struggling with desires associated with physical nature, which could be potentially evil. Dao Learning therefore explains the presence of evil in relation to human agency without losing sight of its belief in the original goodness of human nature.8
Although Dao Learning has often been characterized as having a puritanical attitude toward desire, it does not regard desire as evil but recognizes it as natural and therefore essential in human life. True, one could never become a morally perfect sage without fully coming to terms with the source of moral imperfection rooted in desire. Given that the intrinsic source of moral frailty impedes the realization of moral perfection, the route to ideal moral perfection cannot be easy, even though it is possible in principle. However, the ideal of Dao Learning is not the absence of temptations but to reach a point of mastery where the gap between inclination and duty is closed, that is, where the need for circumspection, regulation, and conscious self-restraint is no longer necessary. In other words, individuals themselves are able to have their own legitimate desires. These desires must be granted proper attention if human life is to be worth living at all. The sage is not the one who, as some Buddhists suggested, eliminates desire, but the one who is not a prisoner of it.
As every thought creates a new situation which breeds its own new theoretical problems, this channeling of the zeal for social responsibility into the apparently confining walls of the self poses its own philosophical problems. That is, how could it be that a preoccupation with personal morality meant neither world renunciation nor self-indulgence, but a way of fulfilling one's social responsibility? It is the Dao Learning notion of unity that fulfilled this theoretical task. This belief in the unity of the world was represented by the concept of li (pattern or principle). Indeed, Dao Learning's belief in li is the most important feature that differentiates it from early Chinese political thought. Practitioners of Dao Learning see the universe as structured and unified at every level by “pattern” or “principle.” In this unified world picture, the human world and the world of nature remain integrated. They also believe that it is possible for one to discern this order underlying things and events. Dao Learning understands unity to be great and all-embracing, despite its diverse manifestations. Dao Learning does not recognize multiple patterns. Instead, it sees unity as synonymous with totality. This point is often expressed in the expression liyifenshu (there is one principle but its particularizations are diverse).
This idiosyncratic understanding of li has significant consequences for personal morality. For, in the realm of the self, li means human nature. The identification of human nature with li is best represented by the formula of xing ji li ([human] nature is the principle). The understanding of human nature as li allowed the proponents of Dao Learning to develop an intriguing philosophical anthropology – one that focused on human commonality. Only entities that could be understood in terms of unity could be associated with li. Thus, the proponents of Dao Learning believe that all human beings are unified by the same moral nature. Of course, they do know that we are different at an immediate level. However, they believe that all of us are ultimately the same. By the same token, everyone, not just some of us, can realize unitary moral nature. In other words, everyone, not just some of us, can become morally perfect. Everyone can become a sage because everyone possesses this unitary moral nature.
Seen from this perspective, a human being is never quite a unique individual. The very idea of a universal human nature presupposes that human beings as such should seek the same essential goals, identical for all, at all times, everywhere. Such a notion of human commonality reflects Dao Learning's belief in the existence of an ontological foundation for shared value in society. That is, even if we are different at an immediate level, we ultimately represent shared value, since we are endowed with the same moral nature. In this way, personal morality is synonymous with public morality.
The above discussion shows that, in the vision of Dao Learning, the individual is conceived not as an isolated ego – who is nothing more than a mere part of the whole – but as a being who can represent the whole. In other words, an individual is tantamount to human beings as a whole if he or she is seen in terms of li. According to Philip Ivanhoe (1990), the Dao Learning idea of li is different from pre-Buddhistic thinkers’ idea of li in the sense that it expresses a Buddhist-inspired universal identity rather than merely a grand, interconnected pattern or order. That is, there is a fundamental identity of the self and the universe – a notion characteristic of Chinese Buddhism. In other words, Dao Learning's unity is not the kind of unity that is generated by connecting multiple parts. It is unity in the sense that each of the myriad things contains the essence of the whole universe. If we use the metaphor of the moon mirrored in various rivers, the reflections of the moon in the river are not partial embodiments of the moon in the sky. Even if a full moon in the sky is reflected in more than a hundred rivers, the reflected image would still be the full moon, not a partial representation of the moon. In short, a thing in the world is a microcosmos in itself, not part of the cosmos. By the same token, human nature (xing) is not part of the pattern of the integrated process of Heaven and Earth, but the pattern itself.
The idea of the self's underlying identity with the world, first and foremost, resolved the vexed relationship between self and world, and brought about the emphasis on self-rectification as the essential method of fulfilling social responsibility. Now the self is not a freestanding, partial, or isolated individual but a great being on whom things in the world, in their entirety, depend. The world forms a single continuum with the self in that human nature is the same as the normative principle (li) innately endowed in all things by Heaven and Earth. Furthermore, the self is not just part of the cosmos; it is a microcosm in the sense that the human nature residing in the self is not a partial fulfillment of li but li in its entirety.
The main consequence of this notion is that the possibility of appropriating the whole world is inherent in the very structure of the self. To realize one's authentic existence (human nature) means to realize the heavenly principle of the world. The individual self is thus redefined as a moral agent with the immense power to transform the whole world. In this way, the proponents of Dao Learning are still able to lay claim to the larger world beyond the apparently limited range of the individual self.
To stress his point, Zhu Xi presented his own views through commentaries on the famous thought-experiment of Mencius, the case of a child on the verge of falling into a well (see Chapter 3). Extraordinary in Zhu Xi's commentaries is that he interpreted the passage in such a way that all human beings could play the role of the ruler who felt commiseration toward the child and govern the world (Zhu Xi's commentaries on Mencius 2A6). However, this does not necessarily mean that an ordinary individual who lacks an institutional power base can transform the whole realm in the way he or she wants. Consider the following discussion among practitioners of Dao Learning in late imperial China:

If an individual perfects one's inborn capacities for excellence, then the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth would operate. The achievement of a high level of excellence is possible through learning. It enables the individual, through the attainment of the highest excellence, to join Heaven and Earth in the work of creation and operation. This experience of the perfect achievement is possible from the viewpoint of li rather than affairs (shi). From the viewpoint of affairs, how could a mere learner achieve such an experience? It would be possible only when a sage occupies the position of the emperor. 

(Zhan, 1997, juan 11)


The above passage shows that members of the late imperial Chinese elite are complex political animals who live their political lives in a two-tiered world: physical/phenomenal (shi) and metaphysical (li). Dao Learning gives a new depth of phenomenal reality (shi) by introducing human existence into the metaphysical world organized by reference to the principle (li). Depending on one's individual outlook, one may differently define the relationship between the two dimensions.
There are now two layers in the world. On the one hand, there is a hierarchical political order in which the formal distribution of authority to make political decisions concentrates on the position of the emperor. Everyone is viewed as sort of a functional cog of the administrative machine for the sake of maintaining order. In this dimension of the world, the whole is the sum of its parts. The integrated system can be thrown into disorder by the defection of any one link from its due place. From this perspective, securing a key post in the central government remains the primary objective for those who wish to order the world because such a post entertains stronger institutional power defined by the hierarchical structure. By the same token, they are directly answerable to the imperial government.
On the other hand, a cultivated person can see beneath the surface and understand how appearances are sustained by the metaphysical principle. In this metaphysical dimension, one rejects the older conception of the whole, and instead develops a different idea of the relation of parts to the whole and thus a new way of thinking of the realm as a totality. Dao Learning argues for the possibility that the part appropriates the whole under the metaphysical realm. Such coherence determines not the “external” relations among individuals but their “internal” nature. The promise of Dao Learning is that, regardless of their social status, everyone can get access to the metaphysical realm by becoming a sage.
Seen from the perspective of the metaphysical realm, the apparent local activities of Dao Learning practitioners were not necessarily “local” in their significance, despite the fact that they laid great emphasis on establishing a firm local foundation. So, even when they devised or made use of institutions of a decidedly local cast, they never were small-town dwellers with narrow horizons, living essentially by supplying local needs, but heroic figures who possessed a strong sense of cosmic purpose and enjoyed a comparable degree of moral authority independent of the power of the state. Ideally speaking, Dao Learning never left its local practitioners with an unpleasant sense of provinciality because they were not situated at the center in phenomenal reality.

The Metaphysical Republic
Seen in this light, Dao Learning is unusual in combining what are apparently two antithetical activities: thinking in terms of human commonality and acting in terms of social hierarchy; and acting locally and thinking globally or even cosmically. In what follows, I conceptualize these unusual features in the name of the metaphysical republic.
By metaphysical republic I mean a type of association which is a community of equals with equal potential to participate, whose members relate to one another as equals, at the level of metaphysical principle. Through the dual structure of physical/phenomenal (shi) and metaphysical (li), one can be a fully fledged citizen without ceasing to manifest the element of stratified society. In the vision of the metaphysical republic, anyone can partake in common humanity through realizing the metaphysical principle, and thus be a being in relation with the universal although they are dissimilar as particular beings in the hierarchical structure of the empire. In other words, the metaphysical republic is a fellowship of those learning to be a sage who realize their co-humanity. Without this republican aspect, a polity in the physical/phenomenal world would not be universal, and thus would not claim to embody the cosmic order. This outlook allows the followers of Dao Learning to reject the idea that one needs to be at the political center of the bureaucratic empire in order to be an active participant in ordering the world.
The vision of the metaphysical republic markedly differs from the Tang vision of aristocratic society, where one finds one's place only in the hierarchical order in which an emperor serves as guarantor of that order. Through the radical notion of the intrinsic equality of all, Dao Learning offers an egalitarian alternative to a hereditary and entrenched aristocracy that delights in the nobility of its lineage and boasts of its great ancestors. According to Dao Learning, true nobility is nothing but a certain excellence in virtue and personhood. Even if one has inherited a great family name, one has no nobility if one does not realize true human nature so as to deploy one's virtue in the service of the community. The outcome of the argument is thus the suggestion that the quality of nobility is taken to be an individual attainment rather than the possession of pedigree. The apparent implication is that it is an offense against human nature to systematically exclude any category of persons from educational opportunity. At the same time, something more than common human nature will be needed to ensure that one can achieve social equality in addition to equality at the metaphysical level. That is why it is crucial to determine the concrete details of learning to be a sage. In reality, the definition of the learning process determines who can become a sage. For example, if learning to be a sage includes book learning as a necessary component, as Zhu Xi claimed, the illiterate would be marginalized in the learning process and citizenship would likely be restricted to the populations who could entertain the opportunity to learn the classics. In fact, the form that learning to be a sage should take had been contested since the Southern Song. To a considerable degree, the notion of co-humanity left it up to succeeding generations to widen the circle of those considered “citizens.” For example, Wang Yangming (1472–1528) and his followers pushed the republican aspects of Dao Learning to their logical extreme by de-emphasizing book learning, so that Dao Learning spread to larger segments of the general population (to be discussed in Chapter 9).
Of course, even if they were well versed in Dao Learning, the elite were aware of the hard reality of late imperial China. In physical/phenomenal reality, their polity was not a republic in the acephalous sense where one joined with one's fellow citizens to make decisions which were binding on all, but monarchical in form, being determined by authority descending from above. The emperor continued to describe himself as sovereign of his own realm. When the descending authority of the emperor met with the civic capacity of the people, the emperor's task was to consult with the elite by inviting a broad swath of public opinion on the condition that sovereign authority remained essentially with the emperor. This does not necessarily mean that practitioners of Dao Learning imparted the same significance to public opinion as they did to the word of the emperor. From their point of view, the political world is a partnership of hierarchical bureaucracy with the metaphysical republic in which everyone aims at sagehood. The question is whether this complex outlook was able to perform any role in the actual political process, addressing them to and carrying on a sustained discourse concerning issues of the larger, public interest. As mentioned above, practitioners of Dao Learning began to organize people into symbolic and horizontal networks that extended beyond their immediate territorial and status affiliations, which could temporarily decouple them from their existing ties. Their metaphysical outlook enabled the horizontal affiliations to operate autonomously from the imperial court. At the same time, it remains true that they often organized themselves not on an explicitly political plane but on politically neutral ground in such a way that they rarely challenged the authority of the emperor while being critical of mismanagement by officials.9
At this point, it may be tempting to ask, despite the new modes of civic consciousness and action, why did late imperial China not develop a contentious (and representative) democracy and/or a fully developed citizenship in the republican sense that put citizens in serious tension or conflict with a monarch? By asking the question, we may have a legitimate worry that in the very act of framing it in these terms, we are forcing ourselves into Eurocentric historiography. Perhaps a more historically grounded way of framing the question is to ask: how did the Chinese elite, from the Southern Song onward, maintain the apparent contradiction between their egalitarian metaphysical outlook and inegalitarian sociopolitical structure? This question is indirectly related to a bolder question: why was imperial China not able to develop a politically active class akin to the European bourgeoisie who could contribute to the development of a modern democratic republic?
One may have a better historical understanding by recasting the question of the republic into a question about the collective choice the Chinese elite made from the Southern Song onward. During the Northern Song, the enlarged quota of the civil service examination successfully replaced aristocratic preferment as the major vehicle for staffing the imperial bureaucracy. However, as of the Southern Song, and as the size of the imperial bureaucracy did not match the growth of the population eligible for taking office, elites gradually responded by altering their life strategies. For example, they sought to consolidate their elite position in local society by intermarriage with other elite families within their own native place rather than with the empire-wide elite. Apparently, the elite began to patronize and dominate their native locality in order to avoid their downward mobility as they could not effectively join the political space at the center. This new interest of the elite contrasted strongly with the court-dominated high culture of the Northern Song, which generally regarded localities as appendages of the center.
Posed this way, the question becomes: how are the elite's collective local turn and concomitant development of the metaphysical republic to be explained as an option for political action? The elite found themselves in a situation where their chance to fulfill their political ambition in the imperial bureaucracy became extremely slim because there were far more men of ambition than positions and titles for them to fill. Generally speaking, whenever one's vital interests are directly threatened, one has two dominant options: exit or voice.10 One may escape the objectionable state of affairs and leave – this is the exit option. Or, alternatively, one may express one's dissatisfaction directly to those who are responsible for the unfavorable situation and ask for reform – this is the voice option. Voice is the opposite of exit. To take the voice option, rather than exit, is to make an attempt at changing the unfavorable situation. As a rational agent, one prefers the least costly option available.
Now imagine the typical situation in which the Southern Song elite found themselves. For them, the exit option would be to leave for another country where they could get a position in the imperial bureaucracy. The voice option would be to ask for the fundamental restructuring of the imperial bureaucracy in such a way that they could find a position to realize their ambition. Both appear to exact a high price. The exit option was often illegal and severely penalized. In addition, it would be unthinkable for them to exit the Chinese state because leaving China would mean becoming a subject of a barbarian polity by abandoning the identity of “central efflorescence.” The remaining option, then, would be to register one's dissatisfaction so as to make one's voice heard in some fashion. As compared to the exit option, the voice option includes a wide range of types of actions, all the way from faint grumbling through collective petition and mobilizing public opinion to violent protest. In response, the ruler may engage in a search for possible cures of the problems. Dissatisfaction is more likely to take the form of the mild voice option because the strong voice option usually exacts a very high price. However, the transition to a fully developed republic requires radical critics who react with exceptional vigor and reserves of political power. Especially, the pursuit of the republic may be regarded as mutiny. The time and energy needed to leave the country or restructure fundamental political arrangements is likely to exceed the individual's estimate of the expected benefits. In short, the voice option is as costly as the exit option. Therefore, the elite are likely to look for an alternative to both options only if a ready and satisfactory substitute for being state officials is available. If there is no such substitute, the state and the elite are both impelled to search for ways and means to correct whatever faults may have led to the collapse of the system as a whole.
For good or evil, China had vast uncharted local areas to exploit for the sake of the elite's political ambition. The very vastness of the country combined with a relatively slim state bureaucracy make it far more possible for the Chinese than for most other people to think about solving their problems through the local turn than through fighting against the vested interest of the central government. This move may be viewed as negotiation or compromise. Being a local elite with heroic metaphysical significance is better than being mere highly educated losers who failed to obtain positions as officials. At the same time, owing to the huge distance between the political center and the local areas, among other things, the local elite had notorious difficulties in making their voice heard. This deprived them of a precious feedback mechanism that might have stimulated the formation of a fully developed republic. Although there were regional quotas in the civil service examination, representative institutions akin to parliament were absent throughout the imperial periods.
Seen in this light, the local turn is neither exit nor voice in the strict sense of the terms. The extremely high cost of the two options can sharply reduce the probability that either would be taken up widely. The possibility of a very radical voice having a destructive rather than constructive effect may therefore be excluded. Seen in this light, the late imperial Chinese elite probably failed to develop a finely engineered social process assuring representative democracy or a fully developed republic because they did not have to. Hypothetically speaking, if they had not channeled their political ambition elsewhere (local societies), then they would have had the maximum incentive to be radical critics of the state, assuming that they otherwise failed to induce the state to pay attention to their needs. In other words, if they had been captive members who had nowhere else to go, they would have brought pressure on the ruler to improve the fundamental structure of politics. Unlike those who could exit, they would have been maximally motivated to bring all sorts of potential influence into play so as to urge the state to respond to their political ambition. In the absence of the exit option, they would have been better able to achieve fundamental social and political changes.
China had a considerable capacity to divert what might otherwise have been a revolutionary force or discontent with a local option. This capacity may be viewed as an asset from the ruler's viewpoint, in that maintaining the integrity of a vast territory and population at a low cost gave China an overwhelming advantage in the search for hegemony in inter-state relations. At the same time, this would turn into a liability under the modern democratic republic. This preference for the local turn over the messiness of a radical voice persisted throughout the late imperial periods. As we will discuss in Chapter 9, the imperial state assigned the role of constructive dissenter to the elite within the broader framework of governance. Constructive dissenters are allowed to assert their viewpoint on condition that they engage in governance as members of the same team. In this vision, one is made to give up in advance one's radical position, like the attempt to restructure the political system as a whole, and instead learn to play a cooperative game. One of the most interesting corollaries of this embedment of the center and the local within the overall community has been the absence of conceptions of representative institutions that position themselves in radical tension with the central government. In a similar vein, it is far from an Aristotelian polis in which citizens participate in their community according to the diversity of their individualities.

Notes


  1 In fact, the existence of a monarch has been compatible with the European republican vision. For example, Marsilius of Padua (c. 1275–1343), who is probably the most famous medieval republican theorist, argued that what the people do is to choose a worthy single man to rule them. “A ‘republic’ could be ruled by kings or aristocrats or democratic assemblies; but its independence was of the essence” (Ryan, 2012, pp. 7, 196).
  2 Anderson suggests a constructivist approach to communities larger than primordial villages. That is, one cannot speak of collective identity without passing through the consciousness of individuals who identify with and are attached to a certain collective body. Accordingly, the question of “who imagines what” arises when the notion of imagination is invoked. At the same time, the imagination should happen collectively. As the size of a given community grows, a more abstract way of connecting its members is needed. That is why Anderson takes “print capitalism” seriously in accounting for the rise of nationalism. When compared to other forms of bridging distance, such as travel, reading printed matter generates an abstract way to connect individuals. Remember at this point that the country known as China was not a face-to-face community. China stretched over an enormous territory and incorporated far-flung populations. A good deal of publications had circulated nation-wide since Song times and onward as the expansion of transportation networks created the preconditions for the commercialization of the economy. The nation-wide civil service examination and its common curriculum created shared cultural knowledge that contributed to a considerable degree of shared identity among the vast majority of late imperial Chinese literati. In short, Song (Ming and Qing) China may not be a nation-state, but it was certainly an imagined community, at least for the literati, despite Ge Zhaoguang's objection.
  3 The Jurchen were the Tungusic people occupying Manchuria who formed the Jin dynasty.
  4 The summary of the debate is based on von Glahn (2003).
  5 For the details of relevant works, see von Glahn (2003).
  6 The locus classicus of “learning for the sake of oneself” is Analects 14.24.
  7 On Wang's view of human nature, see his essay Exploring the Foundation of Human Nature (yuanxing).
  8 For a detailed exploration of Dao Learning's view of desire, see Kim (2003).
  9 A possible exception is the Donglin movement. For the details of the movement, see Dardess (2002).
10 On the conceptual framework of exit and voice, see Hirschman (1970).7
The Greater Integrated World


In the early 1200s, the Mongols exploded out of their steppe homeland, restlessly pressed onward, and conquered much of Eurasia. As a result, the web of neighboring states surrounding China were occupied by the Mongol Empire. The Mongols established the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) and conquered the Southern Song in 1279, which meant that a non-Chinese people had conquered both north and south China for the first time. Of course, the Mongol Empire of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries was more vast than the other preceding “conquest dynasties” of the Liao and the Jin. It became difficult to anchor Chinese identity on a geographical source because the Chinese held no territory unconquered by the Mongols.
Although the Yuan dynasty has been conventionally regarded as Chinese, its identity cannot be explained without systematic reference to the Mongol world empire, which stretched far beyond so-called “China” proper. In the succession dispute after the death of Möngke Khan, the leader of the Mongol world empire, the empire was divided into quadrants. One of them was the Yuan dynasty. However, this did not mean that the Yuan was a free-standing political entity without special connections to the rest of the Mongol world empire. What was known locally as the Yuan dynasty was in fact the Chinese component of a much bigger global entity rather than simply another Chinese dynasty. In short, it is not that the Mongols were absorbed into China but that China was absorbed into the world empire of the Mongols. The approaches currently prevailing in Yuan scholarship seek to identify neither a Eurocentric nor a sinocentric perspective but instead a Eurasian perspective with which to identify a world system that antedated the post-1500 expansion of Europe. For example, Sugiyama Masaaki (1997) maintains that post-Song Chinese history cannot be explained without reference to Central Eurasian history and that the Mongol Empire was as pivotal as European maritime expansion in creating a unified world. Recently, contrary to the common Chinese view, Kim Hodong (2006, 2010) has proposed viewing the Yuan dynasty as part of the Mongol world empire rather than a Chinese dynasty, despite the fact that Khubilai sponsored the project of dynastic historiography that placed him in the long line of families who had ruled China since 221 bc. In short, the Yuan is part of the “Greater Integrated World” (hunyitianxia).
Although it originated in a cultural tradition markedly different from that of the Song, the Mongols of the Yuan dynasty made little effort either to patronize the indigenous Chinese literati or to “sinicize” themselves. What they did instead was to fashion a larger whole of which “Chineseness” was merely a part. Therefore, in declaring the founding of the Yuan, Khubilai wanted to erase the longstanding distinction between China and the nomads, and employed a more inclusive concept of yitong (unification) rather than the Son of Heaven (Brook, 2010, p. 27). In a similar vein, Khubilai and his advisors did not seek to erase the ethnic distinction under Mongol rule, thereby fashioning an organic unity. They instead classified the population into four racial categories: Mongol, Semu (the people of various categories, Central Asian), Hanren (the northern Chinese, including people whom we would nowadays regard as non-Han Chinese, i.e. Jurchens, Tanguts, etc.), and Nanren (the southern Chinese). Then they assigned individual households to different occupational categories. This kind of a multi-ethnic state was designed for people who lived segregated lives in their own circles. Yuan society differed from the Tang in that it officially forbade intermarriage between the Mongols and the Chinese, although cultural mixing and intermarriage could not be fully prohibited in reality. According to Nicola Di Cosmo (1999, p. 34), a historian of Inner Asia, the way in which the Yuan dynasty incorporated China was “fundamentally flawed. It was ethnically disharmonious due to institutionalized racial divisions.”
Under these circumstances, it was not the Mongols but the Chinese who felt the need to reconsider their political identities. From the Mongols’ perspective, there was not much need to refashion their identity. By contrast, the Chinese had to come to terms with the hard fact that they were situated in a lower position as part of the world empire. This challenge possessed both practical and theoretical dimensions. During the Yuan dynasty, some literati remained loyal to the fallen Song dynasty and others served in the Mongol government. Whatever their choices were, they needed to justify their decision. As compared to the Jin dynasty, a much smaller proportion of Chinese literati hoped to pass the civil service examinations during the Yuan dynasty (Hansen, 2015, p. 333). This pattern of collective behavior was symptomatic of the weakened sense of political belonging.
This weakened sense of political belonging leads one to modify the thesis of Yuan despotism. Frederick Mote, who traced the origin of Chinese despotism, attributed late imperial despotism to what he called Mongol “brutalization.” According to Mote (1961), Yuan emperorship allowed no scope for constitutional checks on autocratic power. Even if it is true that a Mongol Khan entertained unlimited power vis-à-vis his ministers, it is equally true that his power was not able to penetrate significantly down to the regional or local level. What the Mongol ruler did with regard to local regions was to introduce the system of province above the prefecture (commandery) level in order to collect tax, and little more. In fact, Zhu Yuanzhang, who defeated the Yuan, commented that the Yuan emperor's problem was his weakness rather than his excessive power (Dardess, 1983, p. 186). As for the role of political thought, Hsiao Kung-chuan observed that the Mongol domination of China generated

the widespread effects of an alien people's unjust and harsh rule. … Confucian benevolence and righteousness, rites and music; Legalist reverence for the ruler, supremacy of the state, and rigidly maintained laws and regulations; Taoist “knowing the white yet clinging to the black,” according with nature and observing inaction; and indeed all of the old political theories and practices that China previously had known … had been clearly demonstrated to be incapable of ensuring the nation's future. 

(Hsiao, 1979, pp. 16–17)


In this chapter, I hope to demonstrate that in discussing Yuan political thought we should reconsider the notion of nationalistic Chinese identity, strong state power, and the role of political thought, which sustained works such as those of Hsiao and Mote. In particular, the Mongol conquest urges us to reconsider Chinese identity based on sinocentrism, which has been considered to be a defining characteristic of the Chinese world order in pre-modern times. Investigation of the relationship between the idea of sinocentrism and historical realities is interesting in its own right, as a way to throw light on the complexity of Chinese international political thought. We want to know, among other things, how the Chinese reconfigured the self-image of the center of civilization in the face of serious foreign challenges like Mongol rule. In considering how Chinese political actors constructed a particular self-image for themselves in the course of Mongol rule, I examine wide-ranging literary and artistic sources as texts of political thought in the hope to show that it is possible to discover international political thought in non-diplomatic sources.

The Tribute Trade System
Until fairly recently, historians and social scientists organized their understanding of traditional foreign relations of East Asia around the idea of the sinocentric tributary system. In the tributary model, the unified Chinese Empire existed at the center as the single most important civilizational center of gravity in the world. Although the origins of the sinocentric idea are difficult to locate with any certainty, the idea of a radiating civilization shedding its light in progressively dimming quantity on the surrounding areas can be traced back to the early Zhou, although it was not until the Han dynasty that the fully fledged tributary system based on the sinocentric idea began to take form.
In The Chinese World Order (1968), John King Fairbank and his collaborators offered a scholarly articulation of the tributary system. The Fairbankian scheme recognizes a traditional culturalism that posits the dichotomy between a culturally superior China and a “barbarian” world. In addition, it does not envision China's foreign relations as an anarchic domain in which states inevitably compete for power and scarce resources. Instead, it confirms the traditional notion that all barbarians were inevitably drawn toward civilization after exposure to enlightening Chinese culture. On a regular basis, vassal states presented their tribute of gifts and local products to the Chinese court as a token of their subservient status to China. In return, Chinese emperors gave gifts to foreign rulers. In the process, legitimate political actors were allowed to conduct tributary trade as tribute envoy missions carried additional amounts of commercial goods. More often than not, it has been believed that this practice crafted remarkably stable relations with many, but not all, of China's surrounding neighbors until it became part of a modern international order.
To see how stable it was, let us examine the ways in which the sinocentric region was integrated. First, even if there was a measure of political integration, its level varied. We can scarcely imagine how difficult it was, given pre-industrial transportation conditions, to maintain tight control of a far-flung region. The outstanding exception to this pattern was the Yuan. Whereas the Ming left neighboring countries largely free to do as they pleased in their domestic realms, the Mongols developed a relatively strong political structure that was to hold the region together. In order to control their far-flung territories, they dispatched their administrators as far away as Korea, held the crown prince of the neighboring states as hostage, and developed a more effective courier system that the preceding dynasties could not match. This challenges the conventional view that the vassal states enjoyed an autonomous status and political independence as long as they remained subservient to China. Surrounding states truly became their subject-states. Perhaps, as far as political integration is concerned, the Yuan dynasty represents a “deviant” case because subsequent dynasties maintained looser control of the neighboring countries.
Second, there was a certain degree of economic integration. Even when political integration was not strong enough, it did not hinder the circulation of commercial items. In spite of or because of the absence of political integration, economic actors enjoyed greater freedom of movement, which enhanced their opportunities to amass wealth. How strong, then, was the economic integration? Hamashita Takeshi (1988) delineated a series of Asian maritime trading spheres as a unified geopolitical as well as economic region, and argued that there was a separate Chinese-based Asian world economy that spawned networks of economic interaction that continue to thrive in the modern era. According to Hamashita, this overlapping trade/tribute zone was a unified, organic, and structural system. It was a unified system in that China and the surrounding satellite countries constituted a “continuous chain of satellite tribute relations.” It was an organic system in that both China and the surrounding satellite states were eager to sustain the system, so much so that they cohered with each other. It was a structural system in that the zone was governed by its own rules, as is seen in late imperial Chinese institutional codes that define the ranking, geographical groupings, and entry ports of tributaries and various agreements on a set schedule of visits.
Third, cultural integration was also at work. China's foreign relations depended heavily upon symbolism to legitimize their power. More often than not, China had neither the will nor the technical means to sustain its foreign relations in other ways. Violence was always costly. It was impractical, if not impossible, to send enough watchdogs to ensure that the states surrounding China pursued their interests without being at variance with China's interests. Thus, a primary way to assert China's dominance within the relevant geographical sphere was culture. The alleged sinocentric world was culturally constructed as much as geographically defined. That is, inter-state order was shaped by and judged according to a complex network of customs, beliefs, and expectations which supposedly pervaded all areas of inter-state behavior. To take the example of ritual subservience, everyone in the region was supposed to prostrate themselves obsequiously before the Chinese emperor. In addition, during the Qing dynasty, Korean kings had to request a copy of the imperial calendar every year. Owing to the social function which it fulfills in orchestrating the population's activities, the shared calendar symbolizes the existence of shared culture and recognizes the Chinese emperor as the supreme regulator of time and space.
Behind the veneer of the shared culture, there was a calculated pursuit of interests. Although vassal states were bound to pay homage to China, receiving seals and titles from the Chinese court did not necessarily entail giving up their domestic authority for the advantages of belonging to a larger political unit. The investiture process enhanced their prestige in their localities and became a basis for potential autonomy of action over and against competing groups within their jurisdiction. In addition, rulers in vassal states were often able to protect their borders at low cost by making alliances with China. When viewed from the perspective of Chinese rulers, it could have been a less costly way to appease peoples who might any day turn into dangerous foes. For this reason, the Chinese government often supported one leader among others in the hopes of winning him/her over to establish stable tribute relations. In addition, assuming that participation in the tributary system represents an overt form of patronage politics, Chinese governments could use the tribute lever to restrain the demands of the surrounding states. For example, the Zunghar leader Galdan Tseren was offered regular tribute trading missions if he would agree to determine borders with the Qing (Perdue, 2005, p. 250).
Although the Fairbankian scheme still dominates many textbooks and much social scientific literature, new historical studies have begun to challenge its broad assumptions. When historians look at how things were actually done, the picture that emerges is rather different from the one that derived solely from the framework of the tributary system. First, contrary to the sinocentric view that China was destined to become a unified empire, the periods when such an empire existed account for less than half of China's entire history. Second, even in such periods, the dynasties did not always possess the power to maintain the tributary system with neighboring countries. For example, from the end of the Tang dynasty to the beginning of the Yuan dynasty, the geopolitical world of East Asia was sufficiently multi-polar to make a constant struggle for supremacy a necessary feature of political survival, as we saw in the preceding chapter. The period of the tributary system is estimated to have lasted for no longer than between 600 and 700 years of the 1,800 years from the Qin to the Ming (Koo, 2012, p. 91).1 Tribute-related commerce can explain only a very small part of Chinese foreign trade.
When it comes to the Qing dynasty, the issue becomes more complex. According to proponents of the framework of the tributary system like Nishijima Sadao (2002, pp. 95–104), it was during the Qing dynasty that the tributary system reached its peak as most Asian countries became tributary states. However, a new generation of Qing historians has demonstrated the inadequacy of the concept of the tributary system for grasping the complex foreign relations of Qing China. Fuma Susumu (2008) and Iwai Shigeki (2007) also showed that existing approaches are a misleading generalization from a very narrow base of evidence. Fuma Susumu pointed out that the tributary states during the Qing dynasty are no more than Chosŏn Korea, Vietnam, and Ryukyu. The case of Ryukyu is complex, because it maintained the formal tributary relation with the Qing while it continued to conduct elaborate tributary relations with Japan after 1609. Much the same can be true of the Ming. Iwai Shigeki proved the existence of non-tributary trade known as “mutual trade” (hushi), which was developed from the mid-sixteenth century. In summary, the so-called “Chinese world order” based on the tribute system is not adequate for explaining much East Asian history. In addition, historians have demonstrated that the border controls between China and neighboring countries were conducted on a model of coequal sovereign states. In addition, when considering the experience of the states surrounding China rather than China itself, what happened in the East Asian region was more motivated by realpolitik than the outcome of a voluntary assimilation of Chinese culture.
These advances in empirical research often tell us what traditional East Asian international order is not, but not what it is. Thus, a few scholars have attempted to offer alternative conceptualizations in understanding the foreign relations of the Qing dynasty. For example, rather than lumping various foreign relations of China together in a category of the tributary system, Mark Mancall (1984, pp. 131–58) prefers to distinguish between the Maritime Crescent and the Inner Asian Crescent. Motegi Toshio (2004) developed Mancall's insights into his concentric circle model, which offers a unified frame of reference based on sinocentrism. Kataoka Kazutada (2008, pp. 367–84) presents as an alternative the dual system of nomadic khan and Chinese kingdom, which operate in the spheres of military and economy, respectively. Sugiyama Kiyohiko (2009) criticized Motegi Toshio's concentric circle model and instead proposed a new framework based on the Eight Banners system of the Qing.2
While each of these approaches has its particular merits, none is entirely satisfactory, for two reasons. First, the neighboring countries accepted Chinese centrality to varying degrees. In fact, the experience of the more sinicized states of the eastern frontiers differed greatly from that of the nomadic tribes of the northern and western frontiers. For example, consider Russia's case. According to the conventional view of the tributary system, permanent resident ambassadors did not exist in imperial China because the vassal states routinely sent tributary mission-based embassies there. That is, diplomacy was less institutionalized in the tributary system as compared to Europe, where the institution of permanent ambassadors was set up as early as at the end of the fifteenth century. However, the fact that the Russian mission had existed in Beijing for nearly 200 years undermines the conventional wisdom of the tribute system. The Russians’ case can be explained only with reference to the Manchu models of an international empire (Harrison, 2001, p. 65). Second, it is difficult for a unitary concept to explain foreign relations for a very long span of time. For example, during the Song, the surrounding countries were often clearly independent states, conducting their own internal domestic politics and independent foreign policies. During the Yuan, most surrounding countries were incorporated within the Mongols’ administrative network. During the Ming, such neighboring countries as Chosŏn Korea sought inter-state dependence and domestic self-government.
This complex situation has left a great deal of scope for theoretical sophistication in understanding China's foreign relations. At first glimpse, it might seem to suggest that there existed something akin to “structure” in the pre-modern Chinese world order. The mutually determining relationship of the China/barbarian binary, the guiding framework of traditional sinocentrism, may seem susceptible to structural analysis. Indeed, quite a few scholars in the field take an impersonal and non-subjective viewpoint, one that emphasizes patterns of relationships among China and its surrounding states by examining the statutory structure. The structural analysis typically supposes that political actors are compelled by the way structures shape and push them. However, a structural perspective conceals as much as it reveals. It is difficult to come properly to grips with the full range of variation within the structure over the long stretch of Chinese history and the varying degree of acceptance of Chinese centrality by neighboring countries.
Therefore, while I do not dismiss the importance of structural insights, my own approach is more strongly informed by flexible agent-based theory. My purpose in focusing on “agents” is not to suggest that agents worked in isolation from structural forces, but rather to suggest that there were sufficiently complex processes going on within the interplay between structure and agent to merit a more nuanced study. In particular, symbolically mediated relations such as sinocentric relations are plastic, capable of being manipulated and interpreted in a wide variety of ways. This is the reason why the following discussion focuses on differently situated groups within given countries, from the royal family to lower officials. In the end, I shall discuss one example to provide the full flavor of this approach: Autumn in the Han Palace written by Ma Zhiyuan in the late thirteenth century under Mongol rule.3 An examination of this play will enable us to determine the extent to which Chinese intellectuals refurbished the prevailing assumptions and conventions of sinocentrism in order to suit a variety of different actors’ purposes, sometimes to the point of turning prevailing political thought upside down.

Responses to Mongol Rule
Different individuals responded to Mongol rule in different ways. The best way to appreciate wherein the position of Ma Zhiyuan (c. 1250–1321) consists is by comparing it with the positions of other political actors. Three or four broad options present themselves: those of Yelü Chucai (1189–1243), Zhao Cangyun (active late thirteenth–early fourteenth century) and Zhao Mengfu (1254–1322), and Ma Zhiyuan.4

Yelü Chucai
The Mongols’ mode of life originally relied on flocks that were moved according to a seasonal cycle to obtain sufficient grass and water. When they were able to form a confederation for conquest, they were formed on the basis of the charismatic authority of the supreme chief, who could reward the warriors who followed him with the treasure of the battle. Serious defeat could lead to the collapse of the confederation because there would be no treasure to distribute. Because the political structure was based on the personal bonds between ruler and subordinates, nomadic tribal confederations were militarily powerful but institutionally unstable. They faced severe strains when they moved into more densely settled regions like the Chinese traditional heartland. The military leaders could not supervise the whole empire in the same way that they conquered it. Thus, the Mongols’ Yuan dynasty demonstrates the transition from a pastoral tribal formation to a sedentary bureaucratic state. Seen from the perspective of rational choice theory, it represents a textbook case of state-formation as the outcome of banditry become sedentary (Olson, 2000), which supposes that predatory rulers are strategic enough to replace outright plunder and pillage with fully fledged tax systems in order to strip the rule of resources effectively.
Yelü Chucai played a key role in persuading the Mongols to adopt civil administration and taxation. As a vigorous and influential advisor and policy-maker, he introduced many administrative reforms in north China during the reign of Chinggis Khan (c. 1162–1227) and his successor Ögedei (1186–1241). He explained to the Mongol rulers the difficulties of ruling a sedentary polity far different from tribal society, which relied on the plunder of the conquered territory and recruitment on the basis of heredity. As an alternative, he proposed the practice of annual taxes and recruitment through the civil service examination. Accepting parts of his proposals, the rulers established a regulatory framework for the management of civil life in China. (The civil service examination was adopted at a later date during the Yuan dynasty.) Yelü Chucai's success can be best explained in terms of the rational choice to maximize the Mongols’ interests and to ensure their survival. The Mongols, who were distrustful of the Han Chinese, accepted Yelü Chucai's proposals partly because he was ethnically a Khitan whose family lineage could be traced back to the Liao dynasty's founder, Abaoji. He was also dispossessed by the Jurchen. Perhaps it was his unique identity that allowed the Mongol leaders to trust him. Thus, the acceptance of his reform proposal may be attributed to his ability to find common ground, as Yelü Chucai served as the intermediary between diverse ethnic groups. Although China had the administrative tradition of agricultural taxation and the practice of recruitment through the civil service examination, the Mongols’ adoption of the institutions does not have to be interpreted as a sinicization. Yelü Chucai's proposal was justified not because it was the Chinese way but because it was a supposedly better way to seize the wealth of the settled agrarian world without leading to the enfeeblement of the tax base. Arguably, tax is a more rational exploitation of the country than arbitrary tributes and levies, as Mancur Olson (2000) argued. Likewise, it would be a more rational way to tap human resources to make use of the supposedly most talented individuals through the civil service examination.

Zhao Cangyun and Zhao Mengfu
We have two contrasting responses of the Song royal family to the Mongols’ conquest: those of Zhao Cangyun and Zhao Mengfu. Both had artistic talent for creating paintings out of their experiences. We can presume that as the members of the fallen dynasty they both felt a deep sense of frustration at its collapse.
Zhao Cangyun exemplifies such frustration by becoming a committed recluse. Except for his art, he apparently showed no interest in anything, as he neither got married, nor served as an official. He responded to the perilous political water by setting himself against the whole established order of things and became an artist who engaged himself in activities outside the public realm. The pursuit of aesthetic pleasure is perhaps best thought of as a consolation prize for members of the royal family whose power had gone forever. Zhao's most famous painting is Liu Chen and Ruan Zhao Entering the Tiantai Mountains (Figure 1), which describes the legend of Liu Chen and Ruan Zhao of the Han dynasty found in the Records of This World and the Netherworld (Youminglu). When they were gathering herbs in the Tiantai Mountains, Liu Chen and Ruan Zhao ran across two beautiful women, who led them to their house and treated them with feasts. They then drank liquor and became merry. One day they missed their hometown and decide to return there. Back home, they realized that seven generations had passed and that they were alone in the world. The story may well reflect Zhao Cangyun's dissatisfaction with the dark reality and his frustrated sense of loss of home. One possible message one can tease out of his painting is the need to remain away from service in government in such a destructive age as that of Mongol rule.

[image: c7-fig-0001]Figure 1    Zhao Cangyun, Liu Chen and Ruan Zhao Entering the Tiantai Mountains (courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
Zhao Mengfu, another member of the Song ruling family, took the opposite option. When he made the decision in 1287 to accept a high position in the Mongol government, it surprised many people. Zhao painted several pictures depicting his situation between public engagements and private existence. The paintings suggest that he treated the question of serving the Mongols more as a dilemma: the rival merits of the life of a hermit versus the life of public employment. This dialectic of engagement and detachment is most visible in his Sheep and Goat scroll (Figure 2). According to one interpretation of the painting, the dilemma was resolved in favor of the idea of involving oneself actively in the business of government:

[image: c7-fig-0002]Figure 2    Zhao Mengfu, Sheep and Goat (courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution)
The goat and the sheep symbolized two Han-dynasty generals, Su Wu and Li Ling. One refused to serve the Xiongnu and spent his days as a shepherd; the other, represented by the goat, chose to work with the non-Chinese conquerors … let us interpret both animals as representing the two sides of Zhao's own self: the sheep when he was idle and the goat when he was more happily employed, even if it happened to be by the Mongols. 

(Hansen, 2015, p. 334)



Ma Zhiyuan
Ma was neither a political activist who strove to reform society from the central government nor a hermit who withdrew into social resignation but one of the Chinese who served in the Mongol administration in lower-level positions. He might have thought that serving as a lower official under the Mongol administration was not a huge compromise. Or alternatively, he may have felt that his chances in the official world were none too good. In such a situation all choices might have been ambiguous. He eventually resigned his office and yet was able to craft a public role to write a play for a larger audience. His play, Autumn in the Han Palace, does not express political apathy or cynicism. Instead, it develops a subtle and unique political message, which deserves a fuller discussion.
To understand Autumn in the Han Palace, one should know that the Xiongnu, a strong rival of the Han dynasty, serves as a metaphor of the Mongols, as was the case in Zhao Mengfu's paintings. The play starts with Shanyu, the Xiongnu leader, about to attack the Han dynasty. This beginning reminds one of the dramatic defeat at Pingcheng that the first Han emperor suffered in 201 bc (see Chapter 4). At that time, the emperor was forced to sign a humiliating peace treaty which clearly placed the Han in a position of political inferiority. According to the treaty, the Han had to provide a princess to marry the Xiongnu leader. In exchange, the Xiongnu promised not to invade the Han. According to the History of the Han Dynasty (Hanshu), the Emperor Yuan (r. 48–32 bc) indeed gave Wang Zhaojun, a palace woman, to the Xiongnu leader, who was about to encroach upon the Han in 33 bc, as a means of securing the frontier borders. Following the tradition of “peace-alliance marriage,” Shanyu restored the peace treaty with China. Thereafter Wang bore Shanyu a son, and following Shanyu's death, she bore his successor two daughters. Ma reworked this historical fact into a play, wrapping his message in allegorical devices (Dubs, 1944, p. 335).
Since Han times, Wang Zhaojun had served as a favorite dramatic character, as writers turned a great deal of apparently loosely connected material into a coherent narrative. Later writers, including Ma, did not present Wang's story as it appears in dynastic history. While the basic structure of the story proved resilient to change, the same set of events could be plotted as a tragedy or a romance with a shift of point of view. According to the time and situation in which the story tellers found themselves, the different descriptions reflect changing interests and values. Particularly noteworthy are the transmogrifications of Wang's character, which was repeatedly re-fashioned and inscribed anew in a different narrative. For example, in Cai Yong's Principles of the Lute, Wang was depicted as bragging about having a chance to go to a foreign country. In other stories, she was depicted as reluctant to go to the Xiongnu. The version in the Dunhuang scroll does not include Wang's contrived suicide, which is central in Ma's version. Also, there is no mention of Wang's relationship to the emperor and other members of the court in many other versions. There is also a story that depicts Wang as coming from a good rich family.
Ma's Autumn in the Han Palace differs from its precursors in several respects (Eoyang, 1982, p. 16). Like the historical record in History of the Han Dynasty (Hanshu), Autumn in the Han Palace begins with China's crisis caused by the weakness of the Han armies, and the fecklessness of the court. China's ruling elite is portrayed as having virtually no cultural or moral legitimacy to lead. Mao Yanshou, a Han Chinese high official, is a good example. In order to get support from the emperor, he suggests to the emperor that the latter fill his quarters with beautiful women and use portraits to select his favorite. Although she is extremely beautiful, Wang is too poor to bribe Mao. Out of spite, Mao disfigures her portrait. As a consequence, Wang does not have a chance to meet the emperor until the emperor overhears her playing a lute. Once they meet, the emperor and Wang fall in love. Fearing the emperor's anger, Mao runs away to the Xiongnu and presents an accurate likeness of Wang to Shanyu in order to induce him into choosing Wang as the bond of a peace treaty. Charmed by the beauty of the portrait, Shanyu demands Wang as his wife. If the emperor does not send Wang according to the tradition of peace-alliance marriage, Shanyu will invade Han China. The emperor is initially reluctant to give up Wang but has no choice but to comply with the barbarian's demand. Wang nobly offers to go. Displaying loyalty to the emperor that overrides personal romance, Wang resigns herself bravely to her fate. On her way to a foreign land to marry Shanyu, she drowns herself at the boundary separating the barbarian territories and the regions of the Han. Her heroic suicide departs clearly from the historical account that describes Wang as the one who bears Shanyu's offspring. Shanyu is stricken with remorse and executes Mao Yanshou instead of invading Han China. Thanks to Wang's suicide, the Xiongnu reaches peace with Han China, and justice is carried out.
How is one to understand Autumn in the Han Palace? Modern scholars have offered a variety of interpretations: Wang is (A) a “Cinderella-figure, involving the rise of a young girl from a poor family to the status of a harem favorite”; (B) a “political hostage like Helen of Troy”; (C) a “patriotic heroine reminiscent of Joan of Arc”; and (D) a tragic lover, a victim of political necessity resulting from the weakness of the Han Empire in the face of northern aggression (Eoyang, 1982, p. 5). In what follows, I interpret Autumn in the Han Palace as an expression of Ma's international political thought, assuming that his audience is likely to appreciate the play in the light of the convoluted mutations of Wang's character.

Sinocentrism Upside Down
First, as seen in the characteristic ending of the play, Ma views the Mongols as human actors who can take responsibility for their decisions, in contrast with those who see them only as equivalent to beasts, constantly driven by greed and violence over which civilized people can exert no control. Recognition of the Mongol as a fellow and potentially decent human being leads Ma to frame the story in a way that reflects Mencius’ political thought. As discussed in Chapter 3, Mencius believes that political legitimacy is based on virtuous rule, and virtuous rule is in principle possible because a ruler has innate goodness. Believing in the goodness of human nature, Mencius cites as proof the common human impulse to save a drowning child. Once human beings conform to their own moral emotions in their reaction to the totally helpless, they can begin to cultivate themselves to become sages. What most human beings need is guidance at the initial stage from a teacher like Mencius. Once they expose themselves to proper guidance, they can transform themselves into fully developed moral agents.
What is extraordinary about Autumn in the Han Palace is that Wang takes the role of the teacher and the helpless at the same time. Wang's helplessness in confronting her fate corresponds to the utter helplessness of the child as described in the text of Mencius. The river in which Wang drowns herself can be interpreted as an enlarged version of the well into which the young child is about to fall. What differentiates Wang from a child in danger of falling into a well is the fact that she is as fully conscious of what she is doing as any political actor is ever likely to be. Her suicide represents a strategic attempt to arouse rightful emotion and promote self-transformation among the otherwise obstreperous Mongols. In other words, she voluntarily adopts a helpless stance that is likely to generate certain reactions from observers. Moreover, in offering the opportunity for Shanyu to find his own moral sprouts, Wang functions as his teacher.
In this process, Wang presents herself simultaneously as subject and object of her intended action. She has to make herself an object in the world so that observers can gaze upon her and generate a certain emotion. At the same time, she represents a subject who initiates the process as such. Wang projects herself as a subject or “doer” on to a political world in which people do not normally recognize a woman as a person capable of, and responsible for, certain courses of political action. Unlike the child in the text of Mencius, Wang becomes a fully fledged political actor capable of reflecting, assessing, choosing, willing, and acting to make what she sees as a good choice. Above all, to borrow Joseph Nye's (2004) phrase, she succeeds in generating soft power (i.e. power to transform Shanyu in moral and cultural terms) when hard power (i.e. military power) is unthinkable. Influenced by her soft power, Shanyu feels commiseration, which leads to a proper cognitive judgment of the situation: not to invade China. As Mencius argues in his account of the four sprouts of morality, normatively appropriate emotion and right cognitive judgment come from the same root.
Viewed from a modern perspective, Wang may seem remarkably unfree, the ideological product of vertical loyalty (zhong) to the ruler. True, her choice is among possibilities whose range is strictly delineated by the social and ideological system in force. Still, it would be a grave mistake to see Wang as a passive agent in this process. Above all, she volunteers to leave the capital for a good cause: “I volunteer to appease the Xiongnu, so that the war can be stopped.” Her suicide is then a sign of freedom and agency rather than subjugation or repression when compared to earlier versions of the story. Apparently she is motivated by a love of what is noble or good for its own sake, not by fear of disgrace or physical punishment if one defaults. Wang's suicide is a public display of extreme morality.
While moral agents are sometimes envisaged as calculating in accordance with a certain rationality, Wang is not portrayed as a rational individual who engages in a cold-blooded cost–benefit calculation of material interest. Instead, her actions are driven by the normative concern for the good of the community as a whole. As for the image of Wang as someone who is engaged in the relentless pursuit of narrow self-interest unconstrained by norms, one can find this in earlier versions. At the same time, it is equally true that she makes the best strategic choices in circumstances of extreme duress. She, then, turns out to be a political actor with coherent preferences, well-grounded beliefs, and strategic considerations. Seen in this light, she is not simply impelled by external forces that she cannot control. At the same time, she entertains no moment of pure, unfettered subjectivity. One can see the interaction of structural pressures and agential strategies in her action.
It remains true that, as a woman from a militarily weak state, Wang is a dependent, socially inferior being. She has no choice but to bargain with the barbarian, who is militarily far superior. Negotiations are never conducted on equal terms. All she can do is to mobilize certain symbolic capital. Much the same can be said of China under Mongol rule, which was militarily far weaker than the Mongols. Ma's advocacy of moral suasion, which is expressed through Wang's character, can be interpreted as the weapon of the weak, to borrow a phrase from James Scott (1985). China did not have hard power at its disposal. Although it may be no more than a weapon of the weak, soft power allows for negotiation that would otherwise be improbable or impossible. First, from the perspective of a Han intellectual who believed in sinocentrism, such an ending of the story can be viewed as saving sinocentrism from a serious crisis. At that time, it was almost impossible for militarily defeated and diplomatically outflanked China to prevail over the Mongols. It was difficult to claim even cultural and moral superiority given that the existing Han elite, who were claiming to be the bearers of “Chinese” civilization, could no longer be trusted. How could China's superiority over its barbaric neighbor be reinvented under such a circumstance? Autumn in the Han Palace argues that the soft power of an unprivileged female citizen allows China to maintain a certain superiority over the Mongols. At least China possesses the authority to influence barbarians when it is not possible to rule them.
Second, from the Mongol perspective, the ending of the play is also acceptable, not only because it criticizes conquered elites, but also because it depicts a foreign ruler as able to feel commiseration toward the conquered people. In the play, Shanyu turns out to be a praiseworthy ruler rather than an uncivilized barbarian who relies merely on military prowess.
Third, the story may resonate with popular sentiment. The reader easily finds laxity within the court and immorality within the bureaucracy. Ma depicts the emperor and ministers as horrified by the threat of the Xiongnu and lacking the capacity to unite the people as an organized opposition to it. It is not simply an individual failing, as the reader cannot find any single righteous minister in the play. Instead, it is a marker of widespread social and political corruption. In other words, these are problems of the elite as a whole rather than defects of a certain individual. By contrast, the main character Wang, who is the only agent capable of making any real difference, comes from a poor commoner family. Wang stands in stark contrast with Oriole in Chapter 5, who represents a woman whose beauty is considered the cause of the downfall of a country. In fact, the intended audience of Autumn in the Han Palace could be much wider than usual political treatises. It could reach out beyond the elite because the play presumably was staged and thus came to influence a much broader array of people. This vision could have affected the way Chinese commoners and Mongols saw themselves, and how they were perceived by others.
If the above interpretation makes sense, Ma innovated existing sinocentrism in such a way that Chinese superiority could be reconciled with the new political circumstances of foreign rule. In his vision, China reemerges from its humiliating position to a morally superior state in which a woman plays a key role in introducing a new era of inter-state peace. In the imagined new era, the Mongols may not be mere barbarians. There is a possibility that the Mongols and Han Chinese can coexist peacefully. Such a great political change is made possible not by political power of any monarch or state bureaucracy but by an individual whose power is based on authority other than that of the ruler and/or the state.

Notes


1 Koo's article includes an assessment of the state of the art.
2 The Eight Banners system refers to the organizational framework of Manchu households under the Qing dynasty. For the details of the framework, see Elliott (2001).
3 On a wide variety of interpretations of Wang Zhaojun's tale, see Eoyang (1982); Besio (1997).
4 The selection of the examples is inspired by a Harvard lecture by Peter Bol.8
Autocracy


The last years of the Mongol reign were marked by great disorder and many rebellions. Zhu Yuanzhang rose up in the ranks of the rebels’ army and founded the Ming dynasty in 1368. He was a Han Chinese ruler who unified China for the first time in 250 years since the fall of the Northern Song in early 1127. Zhu claimed to have swept away the chaos of the previous Mongol age and championed a chauvinistic cause to defame the Mongols and gain self-legitimacy. Apparently, he believed that all the three sources of Chineseness (i.e. ethnicity, space, and culture – see Chapter 1) had been rather successfully mobilized in founding the new dynasty. By claiming that physical boundaries coincide with common culture and Chinese ethnicity, Zhu made it clear that the Ming was a self-conscious “Chinese” or “Han” dynasty.1
Indeed, with respect to the structure of its ethnic populations, the size of its territory, and its perceived culture, the Ming was profoundly different from the preceding Yuan. First, the Ming explicitly abandoned the multi-ethnic approach of the Yuan, which pursued the political compartmentalization of ethnic groups. The Ming pursued national sameness by banishing the Mongols and Central Asians. Although scholars have yet to reach a consensus about the extent to which the Ming population was in reality “Han,” the fact remains that the Ming rulers wanted to ground the Ming polity on the basis of national sameness and defend an exclusive domestic order. As far as the ethnicity of the ruling elite was concerned, at least, the Ming was the last fully indigenous regime to rule China until the twentieth century.
The Ming's pursuit of exclusiveness has many manifestations. First, the territory of the Ming is much less extensive than those of the Tang, the Yuan, and the Qing. Although the Ming armies drove the Mongols outside of the traditional Chinese heartland, the Chinese never succeeded in vanquishing them. The frontier threat of various Mongol confederations did not cease throughout the course of the Ming. For example, the Ming armies suffered a fatal defeat at the battle of Tumu in 1449. The Oirats, a Mongol confederation, kidnapped the emperor. Following the Tumu débâcle, the Ming increasingly shifted into a defensive foreign policy, thereby diminishing foreign contact. The Great Wall as we know it today is the outcome of a series of fortifications that Ming rulers constructed in fear of foreign threats (Waldron, 1992). It symbolized the proclaimed self-sufficiency and the closed-minded foreign policy of the Ming polity. Second, Ming rulers thought that dangers from across the seas could be handled by forbidding Chinese contact with foreign nations. By the early fifteenth century, the Ming state's self-imposed maritime embargo cut off China from the rest of the world, making state-monopolized tribute exchange the only way to engage in foreign trade. In line with his agrarian policies, the Ming founder imposed draconian restrictions on occupational activities and geographic mobility, according to which individuals were to register their occupation with the state authorities. Third, Ming rulers made use of Dao Learning, which stressed the differences between Han Chinese culture and that of nomads, as the ideological underpinning of their regime. These examples demonstrated the extent to which the founding vision of the Ming was narrowly defined in terms of geography, ethnicity, and culture. In this closed political arrangement, the Ming founder sought to control the subject population by concentrating power into his hands. This leads many scholars to claim that the Ming dynasty epitomizes autocracy, which has often been viewed as one of the most enduring features of Chinese politics. To assess the soundness of this claim, we first need to review the trajectory of rulership in Chinese imperial history.

Rulership in Chinese History
More often than not, emperors in the early imperial periods (i.e. the Han and Tang dynasties) entertained supreme and yet less than fully institutionalized political power. A telling example is amnesties, which were more frequent in early imperial periods than in the post-Song period. As an indication, there were 174 empire-wide amnesties during the Tang dynasty (Lewis, 2009a, p. 52). This indicates that the emperors often asserted their own, often unpredictable authority against a defiant bureaucracy, although they did not always intervene in routine administrative procedures. In theory, the emperor's authority was based on Heaven. In practice, eunuchs often engineered the abdication of emperors from the ninth century onward, because emperors increasingly relied on eunuchs to impose their will on the court (Lewis, 2009a, p. 63). No matter how outstanding and even divine they might be, emperors in the early imperial periods were not secure from aristocratic competitors or eunuchs who sometimes conspired to replace them.
What of the Song emperors? Scholars have argued that they filled the court with men of humbler origin who were dependent on their will. This is one of the reasons why some historians think that the Song polity was unprecedentedly autocratic. Certainly, there was no strong and well-organized noble class that might impose limits and checks on royal authority. However, this does not mean that government rested upon arbitrary decisions of unrestrained royal power. It was quite the opposite. In 1040, Zhang Fangping was bold enough to say to Song Emperor Renzong: “The empire cannot be ruled by Your Majesty alone; the empire can only be governed by Your Majesty collaborating with the officials” (Kuhn, 2009, p. 121). More often than not, Song scholar-officials saw themselves as full partners with the emperor in the work of the state and asked him to cultivate political virtues. This means that emperors had to control the unpredictable exercise of arbitrary power to carry out proper government. In addition, Song literati were able to express as a group their political views independent of the will of the sovereign. Their views were coalesced into a coherent and self-consistent principle, which imposed on the court a constitutional settlement that required individuals to be accountable to guoshi, the principle of state governance shared by emperors and ministers.2 Although Song emperors reserved final approval over policy and served as the final arbiter of ministerial appointments, they delegated considerable executive authority to their state councilors.
The early Ming dynasty witnessed a change of ruling style from corporate, consultative governance to apparent autocracy. In particular, a power shift was evident between emperor and minister. First, as a workaholic emperor, the Ming founder wanted to bring control of much business into his own hands and acted swiftly to repress anyone whose rivalry looked to become actual. A case in point is the abolition of the prime ministership, which served as a counterforce to imperial arbitrariness. To overcome imperial isolation by the multi-layered bureaucracy, the Ming emperors instead developed a quasi-bureaucracy of eunuchs who provided them both with the pleasure of companionship and with practical services. In addition, in order to impose ideological conformity across the empire, the Ming founder established a nation-wide system of public education extending from the primary grades through advanced studies. In other words, the regime itself engaged in a form of soul-craft that shaped the experience of the general populace. There are many episodes that evince despotic ruling style. For example, the Ming founder ordered the removal from the text of Mencius of all passages that potentially undermined the ruler's authority. Most senior ministers were also often flogged. For these reasons, many modern scholars and late Ming intellectuals viewed the Ming founder as the inaugurator of Ming–Qing despotism.3

Approaches to Ming Despotism
The early standard study of Chinese despotism was Karl Wittfogel's Oriental Despotism (1957). His account goes something like this. The type of agriculture and natural environment in China requires a large-scale irrigation system. The maintenance of an irrigation system in turn requires large-scale cooperation. Such cooperation is made possible by the terrorizing power of the ruler. This harsh assessment of Chinese political tradition can be understood as an ideological position adopted by the Cold War sinology that prevailed in the 1950s and 1960s. Wittfogel wanted to apply the thesis of Oriental Despotism not just to any particular dynasty but to the entirety of Chinese history. That is, he attributed despotism not to the ruling style of individual emperors but to the natural condition of China.
While many social scientists worked within the framework of Oriental Despotism, historians moved beyond the general framework into more differentiated and detailed studies of specific areas or problems.4 A notable example is Frederick Mote's (1961) study of Ming despotism. Here he does not apply the hypothesis of despotism to the entire span of Chinese history, but instead traces the origin of Chinese despotism to the Song dynasty. According to his assessment, the Ming dynasty represents the peak of despotism in Chinese history. And Ming despotism is understood as resulting from what he called Mongol “brutalization,” which destroyed much of the restraint built into the imperial constitution. According to Mote, Yuan emperorship is qualitatively different from Han Chinese emperorship in that the former is free from constitutional constraints. For example, the Mongol Khans were not locked in an uneasy partnership with bureaucracy. They enjoyed untrammeled power vis-à-vis those they ruled. The thesis of Mongol brutalization is able to explain why despotic practice is to be found in the early rather than the late Ming. It is assumed that the Yuan remnants, whether these were good or bad, were more accessible to the early Ming rulers.
Departing from Mote's approach, Edward Farmer (1995) depersonalizes Ming despotism and focuses on the development of fully fledged autocratic institutions. For him, Ming despotism inheres in the character of the imperial institution rather than the personal style of ruling. What is at issue is not the ferocious personality of the Ming founder but the imperial institution that the early Ming rulers introduced to concentrate power. In stressing an institutionalized framework rather than individual will, Farmer's perspective echoes that of Huang Zongxi (1610–95), who identified the early Ming abolition of prime ministership as the source of the excessive centralization of power in the emperor's hands (de Bary, 1993, pp. 91–6).
In Timothy Brook's (2010) view, the approaches of Mote and Farmer are not entirely unproblematic. While the Mongol Khans left the repertoire of despotic practice for the subsequent emperors, early Ming emperors were not passive agents in building up the Ming polity. They were decisive in changing existing practices and making a fresh departure. In other words, one needs to explain why the early Ming emperors took the despotic path among available courses of action. Farmer's focus on imperial institutions does not offer a fully satisfactory answer either, because the Ming founder did not regard himself as bound by the Ming legal code. In short, Ming despotism is neither solely a process of institutionalization nor the product of an inherited personal style of ruling. Brook instead suggests thinking of Ming court politics in terms of bargains rather than tragic flaws. This judicious move can explain the complexity of Ming history, in which one can find examples of both the despotic exercise of power and the practice of consultation and collective decision.
What if we want to find a certain general organizing principle of late imperial politics that would encompass a wide range of historical events? In that case, one would need to figure out the frame of reference that late imperial Chinese political actors referred to collectively. If we were to locate such a frame of reference, it would be easier to explain a variety of historical examples. This is where the issue of shared political ideology comes in. Many scholars (e.g. Max Weber, S.N. Eisenstadt, and William Theodore de Bary) have regarded “Confucianism” as an important independent variable to explain Chinese politics. However, John W. Dardess (1983) goes beyond the general characteristics of “Confucianism” into more detailed studies of the relationship between early Ming politics and “Confucian” ideas. Dardess notes that the Ming founder incorporated many literati as constitutional architects of the new dynasty. According to Dardess, the Jinhua Confucian literati provided an ideological underpinning for early Ming autocratic rule and played a vital role in helping to legitimate the emerging new dynasty. That is, Ming autocratic rule was founded on the alliance that emerged between the monarch and the literati.
Whether or not Dardess is correct, it remains true that the early Ming rulers were enthusiastic about embracing Dao Learning as the state orthodoxy. Thereafter, Dao Learning became the state orthodoxy of all succeeding dynasties. When the Ming founder reinstituted the civil service examinations in 1384, he adopted Zhu Xi's commentaries on The Four Books as the curriculum. While it is true that, by the early Ming, Dao Learning had already enjoyed official recognition for over a hundred years, its institutionalization was relatively complete by this time. The Ming founder allowed almost no other access to office except through the civil service examination. As a result, Chinese literati had to study Zhu Xi's Dao Learning in order to pass the exam. Thus, it seems apposite to consider the relationship between the Ming style of rule and Dao Learning.

An Alternative Approach
We cannot find political arrangements other than monarchy in imperial China. Hereditary monarchy constitutes the only sound form of government. As the unique “Son of Heaven,” the emperor represents the central vertex in what is otherwise a decentralized political system. Like most people, practitioners of Dao Learning recognize loyalty to the throne as an important political virtue. The prevailing assumption of monarchy and the embracing of loyalty as a cardinal virtue allow an emperor to be immune to radical criticism. In this arrangement, autocracy advances itself when an emperor knows what to do in wielding institutionalized power. Autocracy recedes when an emperor fails to know what to do. However, it should be noted that dysfunctional monarchy is not democracy. When monarchy does not work well, owing to their loyalty clause, ministers cannot go beyond a certain level of criticism and instead prefer to leave office. As a consequence, when an incompetent emperor rules, which is the reality most of the time, bad governance prevails. When it becomes worse, the dynasty collapses.
How, then, do political actors resolve the inherent problem of imperial politics? One option is that the emperor, who stands at the summit of the political hierarchy, becomes a sage. Even when such an emperor's thought and action are unchecked by a constitutional framework, the consequence would be good, because the emperor's sagely quality would help him to make the right decisions. This may be benign or enlightened autocracy, but still it is autocracy in the sense that the empire's fate hinges upon the emperor's enlightened judgment. The other option is to change the political arrangement from autocracy to democracy. However, people in late imperial China were not in a position to assume the throne themselves, for many reasons. With historical hindsight, it is argued that the realization of the second option needed to wait until Western ideas of democracy were introduced. Thus, many late imperial thinkers held on to the first option. That is why the discourse of the sage-king was so prevalent until the beginning of the twentieth century. At the same time, the late imperial Chinese elite seem to have been aware of how elusive the goal of sagehood could be. In reality it was more wishful thinking than plausible expectation. Thus, the elite's political thought should be more complex than a simple justification of autocracy.
To appreciate this complexity, we need to sharpen our conceptual apparatus. The concepts of despotism and autocracy have both been applied to the explanation of Chinese politics. Because the terms are unstable and often slippery, I do not expect universal agreement with my usage of them. Instead, let me summarize my own working definition of the terms, which are sufficiently distinct from one another to permit us to consider the features of Chinese politics.5 In its most basic sense, autocracy represents one person's rule, which means that political power is vested in the hands of one person. In what follows, I use the term “autocracy” in this basic sense, which is neither complimentary nor pejorative, despite the fact that autocracy is a word with an unlovely ring to many people. By contrast, I employ the term “despotism” in a negative sense, which necessarily implies violent abuse of power by one person.6 When thus defined, expressions like “benevolent despotism” amount to oxymorons. However, expressions like “benevolent autocracy” are logically coherent. Imagine if one person happens to be a sage and thus rules through perfect moral sense. Such ruling can be classified as a type of autocracy but not despotism in the sense that I defined. In this framework, if one advocates despotism for whatever reason, one has to explain why violent abuse of power by one person is better than the use of power restrained by legal or moral sense. If one advocates autocracy, what one needs to show is how the concentration of power or leadership in the hands of one person is better than cases where power is dispersed among many.
To the extent that Dao Learning prefers a monarchy to other types of political arrangement, it is subject to the charge that it lays the ideological foundations for the growth or continuity of autocracy in China. Perhaps for this reason, many scholars studying Chinese tradition of politics reproduce the imagery of a particular type of political leadership, one where the autocratic ruler personifies the state and engenders a belief in his absolute power. The corollary of the imagery is that compliant subjects fail to organize themselves as powerful, institutionalized actors capable of standing up to the ruler. This kind of imagery is closer to despotism than autocracy. However, Dao Learning never advocates the despotic exercise of power and does not offer any alternative political programs for replacing monarchy with a republic. From the perspective of Dao Learning, what needs to be justified is not violent abuse of power, which it never endorses, but the concentration of power in the hands of one person or a few persons.
At this point it is worth recalling the Aristotelian argument according to which any form of government in which the good of a particular group or person is treated as identical with the good of the whole is despotic. Despotic government consists in the dictatorship of the particular over the universal, and leads toward the corruption of the good who have assumed dictatorial power (Barker, 1946).7 Despotism thus defined could in principle be exercised by any group. Even in a democratic form of government, despotic rule is possible. If a majority of people pursue the particular over the universal good, it lapses into despotism. By the same token, even one person's rule does not necessarily lead to despotism. If the good that one pursues is the good of the whole, it is not despotism. Seen in this light, there might even be a despotic form of democracy and a non-despotic form of autocracy, depending on whether the particular group or person pursues the good of the whole. This way of thinking explains why Aristotle often takes a negative attitude toward democracy, by which he means to designate not simply a system of widespread participation in power but one in which power is widely distributed and yet despotically exercised. In the Aristotelian vision, democracy demonstrates the tendency that works in favor of the interests of the poorer and less privileged rather than the interests of the whole. In summary, what truly matters is whether participants in the political process pursue complete self-identification with the common good, rather than simply the numbers of participants in the political process. It is the concern for and realization of the common universal good that justifies political power. In the language of Dao Learning, one who achieves complete self-identification with the common good is a sage. To the extent that sagehood is an accessible and yet elusive goal, it would be more realistic to assume that fewer people (i.e. the emperor and his key statesmen) will realize a sagely quality in reality, despite the fact that everyone possesses such potential. In this way, we can understand why the practitioners of Dao Learning recognize the positive aspects of monarchy.
However, the fact remains that in the monarchical form of Chinese government, supreme political power is divinely conferred upon one particular emperor, and transmitted to another emperor by a process of hereditary succession. A right of succession cannot possibly ensure that the emperor will identify his interest with the common good. In other words, a right of hereditary succession cannot in fact be the ultimate source of political authority, which had never been denied. An emperor cannot derive his authority from the right of succession alone. To the extent that the power of the monarch was a product of negotiation with the source of authority as well as various contending political forces, we cannot say that Chinese political thought supported despotism. With the rise of Dao Learning, new ideas emerge as to what the ultimate source of authority is and how the emperor should relate to it. For example, let us examine a couple of key primary sources. Upon closer reading of these sources, Chinese political tradition turns out to be much more complex than the conventional view would lead one to suspect.

Wang-sun Jia asked, “What do you think about the saying, ‘It is better to pay homage to the kitchen stove than to the corner shrine’?” The Master replied, “This is not so. Once you have incurred the wrath of Heaven, there is no one to whom you can pray for help.” 

(Analects 3.13; Slingerland, 2003, p. 22)


The commentarial tradition of this passage from the Analects reveals how religious authority and its relation to political power were transformed between antiquity and the Southern Song times. Apparently, the passage concerns the cliental relationship between supernatural beings and humans who are seeking an effective supernatural guardian. When the debate centers on which one is better, the god of the kitchen stove or that of the corner shrine, Confucius introduces Heaven as an alternative. However, Confucius’ Heaven is not the name for theistic gods to whom regular sacrifices had to be made lest they feel neglected and make humans miserable. It is more of a theoretical representation of the human condition, which is molded by forces outside one's control. In any case, Confucius’ pithy answer has opened the space for further interpretations. Since then, the commentarial tradition has developed with the assumption that Heaven in the passage served as a metaphor. The difference between pre-Song commentary and that of the Southern Song demonstrates a significant intellectual shift in Chinese political thought. Kong Anguo, a Han dynasty classicist, takes Heaven to mean a monarch. Zhu Xi, a Southern Song classicist, interprets it as principle (li). In other words, Dao Learning replaces the ultimate position of monarch with that of principle.
To appreciate the implication of this replacement, we should examine a passage from Zhu Xi's Reflections on Things at Hand (Jinsilu), which was widely circulated as a primer of Dao Learning in East Asia.

As there are things, there are their specific principles. As a father, one should abide in deep love. As a son, one should abide in filial piety. As a king, one should abide in benevolence. And as a minister, one should abide in reverence. The myriad things and affairs have their own abiding points. When people succeed in abiding in their proper abiding points, they will be contented and happy. If they fail to do so, they will be rebellious. The reason why a sage can smoothly govern the world is not that he can invent the principles for them. He only enables them to abide in their proper abiding points. 

(Chan, 1967, p. 209)8


One might be tempted to interpret this passage as stressing the unchanging, hierarchical nature of the bonds between monarch and minister, father and son, and the like. As the bonds possess a law-like quality, one needs to stick to them. As a consequence, the absolute power of a monarch seems to be guaranteed through the imagery of law. If this conventional understanding is correct, it is very hard to find any subversive element in the passage. The repetitive use of the expression “abide in” reinforces such a feeling. What if such conventionality is a mere smokescreen, however? What if the writer buries a potentially dangerous political message in it? Upon closer reading of the text, the passage puts the monarch below the level of sage without explicitly challenging the political power of the monarch.
First, the desirable political order is defined as part of a larger vision of the proper state of things, as is seen in the expression, “The myriad things and affairs have their own abiding points.” In discussing the best possible state of things, the author first defines the units of things and the relations between them. The fundamental units for conceiving political order are principle, the sage, and the myriad things. Note that, in this vision, a monarch does not occupy a privileged position but is simply relegated to one of the myriad things. The ascriptive, inherited, and hierarchical relationships in the sociopolitical arena, such as the relationship between monarch and minister, and that between father and son, are not entirely denied. However, another significant dimension is introduced: sagehood. Sagehood is not reduced to or subsumed under existing political categories like ruler and ruled. It is silenced in the first part of the passage, which gives examples such as father, son, minister, and king. It establishes itself as something more profound as it occupies the center in the latter half of the passage, which defines who is truly responsible for ordering the world. By so doing, the passage theoretically decouples sagehood from political power in political structure. In theory, anyone can be a sage. The truly meaningful hierarchy is not that between king and minister, but between sage and non-sage. Since the political players in society often deviate from the “proper abiding point,” the sage's role in realizing the proper state of things is crucial. That is why the sage is necessary. It is the sage's task to provide them with proper guidance according to the law-like “principles” (ze, which is often synonymous with li). The principle is not something that can be created by human will. The monarch is not a law-like principle giver but the one whose power is constrained by it. And a sage is superior to a monarch in the sense that a sage can have better access to the principle.
The state of affairs in which things abide in their proper abiding points is the genuine state of being in the sense that it was what things ultimately are. At the same time, it is also value in the sense that things often fall short of it and yet should try to measure up to it. For example, moral nature is being in the sense that it is what we are, but it is also value in the sense that we often fail to realize it. In the vision of Dao Learning, the reason why we fall short of value is not because value is not rooted in our being, but because we somehow lose sight of our real being and thus do not live up to what we could be. In other words, Dao Learning derives its moral value from a state of existence, not from a human invention like a contract. Since Dao Learning believes that value is real, normativity takes the form of self-realization. In other words, one should be moral neither because one signs a contract, nor because it brings benefit to society, but because that is what one is. This is an interesting solution to the problem of normativity. Once one understands this source of normativity, one is naturally motivated to bridge the gap between the immediate state and the ultimate and thus true state. No matter how difficult the endeavor to bridge the gap is, one can find meaning and satisfaction in such a process. Once one has achieved the true state, one becomes a genuine moral agent in that it enables the individual self to be conscious of the wholeness of the world and to follow the course of impartiality (gong), but without effacing the authenticity of the self. In the experience of the true state, one can realize that the true self is not the confined selfish ego but the self that is united with the world. This is the genuine reality. The well-being of the world can be realized only by being aware of this reality and then setting the awareness in motion. By the same token, the fundamental problem with society lies in lack of awareness and the failure to put awareness into practice.
In practice, those who were usually held to be responsible for embodying sagehood were the elite. The rest of society lacks the intellectual, cultural, and material resources for engaging in the pursuit of sagehood. Therefore the elite looked upon themselves as the guardians of the sociopolitical order and were vigilant in demands for asking that people abide in their proper abiding points. Even monarchs were no exception. Would-be sages were expected to control the vagaries of individual monarchs who would inherit their thrones by virtue of birth: stressing the moral basis of government, calling for the need to remonstrate against despotic power, and insisting that the monarch must submit to the Dao Learning criteria of moral rigor. This will help to ensure that the polity is ruled not merely by hereditary rulers, but also by a sage. And if the elite play their part in maintaining such a monarchy, one shall find oneself in the best form of rule, under which everyone prospers. The proper political order depends more on those claiming to have a better understanding of the public good than what other members of society have. One of the most important virtues for a ruler was the ability to listen to moral advisors. The institutionalized form of such a relationship between monarch and moral advisors was the so-called “classics mat” (jing yan), in which Dao Learning scholars and ministers instructed the monarch on how principle relates to contemporary problems.9 Depending upon the circumstances and inclination of the reigning monarchs, the institution of the classics mat lapsed or was periodically revived. By and large, it became a key practice of Dao Learning at the court.

Wang Tingxiang
In discovering a political theory that theoretically supports the supreme power of the monarch more fully, we have next to turn to Wang Tingxiang (1474–1544), who was active as a critic of Dao Learning, scholar-official, philosopher, military strategist, music theorist, and one of the seven early masters in the mid-Ming period.10 Although Wang's political thought most clearly justifies monarchism, he was more or less ignored by Chinese historians after his death until Chinese Marxist scholars rediscovered him as a so-called “materialist philosopher.”
Wang Tingxiang's thought and Dao Learning differ sharply on many crucial issues, particularly the role of personal morality versus institutional arrangements for maintaining proper political order. Their similarities and differences make the two ways of political thought an ideal pair for comparative analysis with regard to the issue of autocracy, as together they present two contrasting visions in the intellectual spectrum of late imperial China. In Wang's vision, political order is built around the ruler, who served as the fount of all authority. Consequently, power in Wang's vision shifted from the literati to the person of the monarch, who is vested with the ability to impose order. The following passage shows how Wang develops political theory within the frame of the larger order of things.

Primordial vital energy (qi) transforms itself and becomes the myriad things. Each of the myriad things receives (part of) the primordial vital energy force and thus comes into being. Thus, there are beautiful things and ugly things; impartial/unbalanced things and unimpaired things; human beings and things; big things and small things. That is, each and every thing is different. Thus, it can be said that each thing possesses one vital energy of the Supreme Ultimate (taiji yiqi); it cannot be said that each thing possesses one Supreme Ultimate (yi taiji). The Supreme Ultimate refers to primordial vital energy in its undifferentiated and whole state. [Each of] [t]he myriad things possess[es] nothing more than a branch (yizhi) of it. 

(Wang, 1989, pp. 849–50)


Above all, note that the concept of principle (li, pattern), which plays a key role in constructing the vision of Dao Learning, has been replaced by the concept of vital energy (qi). The importance of this conceptual change in making sense of the late imperial intellectual world cannot be overestimated. Principle and vital energy, respectively, frame distinct modes of conceiving reality, and in turn result in a different kind of political theory. In contrast to principle, vital energy is very much an entity conceived in terms of quantity. Vital energy is ether-like matter. Thus, when it unfolds as the myriad things, the myriad things are endowed with a part of the whole amount of vital energy. When a being's life comes to an end, the vital energy of which the being is made disperses and returns to its rarefied state. In this picture, nothing in the universe can go beyond its own confines and appropriate the whole universe, since everything just possesses its own lot of vital energy. Thus, an individual self never contains the whole world in its entirety. Dao Learning's aspiration to appropriate the world in the realm of the self is theoretically impossible from the outset. To appreciate fully Wang's political thought, let me explain his world picture in more detail. First of all, Wang did not believe that there was an overarching unified structure to the universe. He says, “The myriad things have the myriad li. Each of them possesses its own distinctiveness” (Wang, 1989, p. 889). Wang's denial of the unity of the world does not mean that he denied any order in the world. What he denied was the idea of an overarching unity that penetrated (the myriad li of) the whole world. In other words, Wang repudiated the totalizing aspiration contained in Dao Learning's notion of principle. Second, we cannot find sustained unity in the world even when we regard the world historically. The world is constantly changing. Wang says, “The dynamic force of the world is a way that changes and then never comes back to its previous state. The Dao has no fixed locus” (1989, p. 782). This seems to suggest that there is a single Dao that is changing. In reality, though, the changing Dao means nothing other than that multiple Daos exist according to their corresponding times. Third, Wang's disintegrating unity is most significant in view of his rejection of Dao Learning's theory of human nature. According to Wang, there is no shared original goodness in human nature. However, we should note that Wang does not define human nature as bad. He sees raw tendencies of goodness and badness coexisting in human nature. The nature of each human being is different according to his or her physical endowment. This shows that the most important implication of Wang's philosophical anthropology lies not only in his dismantling of the idea of a moral nature but also in his dismantling of the idea of human commonality sustained by a moral nature.
Let me summarize the implications of Wang's understanding of human beings. First, Wang has abandoned the optimism contained in Dao Learning's notion of the goodness of human nature. Second, he rejects the notion of human commonality sustained by the idea of moral nature. Thus, there is no ground for shared value at the level of human nature. Third, because Wang does not posit the existence of a perfect and original human nature, the process of learning is no longer the process of self-realization. Accordingly, the moral agent in Wang's vision does not possess an inner source of normativity. Instead, human beings in his vision are raw material of varying quality, awaiting nurture and education. Taken together, all these points indicate that the Dao Learning project could no longer be sustained. Instead of sticking to its original vision, Wang proposes that we acknowledge what he thinks is the real picture of reality: we live in a world in which individuals and societies recognize different moral necessities and different ways of conceiving an ideal life. Wang's dismantling of the unified world picture opens up the fundamental question of political thought all over again. What is the principle or set of principles generating the relations that people entertain between one another and with the world? What is the process or procedure out of which springs the social order as a whole?
Wang's alternative is as follows. The most apparent difference between his vision and Dao Learning was his increased role for legal institutions in the achievement of social well-being and a concomitant decrease in the role of individual morality. Indeed, Wang conferred roughly equal importance on morality and legal institutions: “The way of sages simultaneously uses the Way, virtue, ritual, music, and the penal law” (1989, p. 856). Particularly noteworthy is the fact that he regarded criminal punishment as a fundamental aspect of governing that had been relatively downplayed in Dao Learning in favor of moral exhortation. Such emphasis on the binding force of external institutions like ritual and criminal punishment is understandable when we recall Wang's understanding of human psychology.
However, to appreciate this new vision more deeply, we need to understand Wang's conception of morality as well. Wang, in effect, redefined the meaning of morality. Going against the basic assumptions of Dao Learning, he believed that morality was externally created rather than generated from within. In a sense, morality became a part of the institutional framework, rather than its counterpart: “There are both goodness and non-goodness in human nature. Accordingly, there are right and wrong in the Dao. Thus, if one acts according to one's nature, order cannot be brought into the world. The sages worried about this, and thus established teaching by cultivating the Dao, and created standards for the people” (Wang, 1989, p. 850). This passage shows how human nature in Wang's vision requires external norms. First of all, nature contains both goodness and badness. Second, the goodness and badness in human nature are nothing more than raw tendencies. In order for these tendencies to become moral categories according to which people bring order to their lives, the sages had to process them into fully fledged, concrete moral concepts. The moral standard thus conceived is not simple self-realization or the natural development of human nature, but something that had to be invented by the sages. Before the sages defined raw tendencies in moral terms, one did not know which tendencies were good and which were bad. The sages identified which traits were useful in bringing order to communal life and then defined goodness on that basis. Thus, Wang repeatedly writes: “It is after sages establish teaching that goodness and badness are standardized” (1989, p. 765). In this vision, being a moral person depended on the invention of norms.
Accordingly, Wang's notion of sagehood was very different from the Dao Learning conception of it. By contrast, Wang's sage no longer seeks a permanent, inherent, unambiguous principle or mind: “The rise and fall of the Dao of the world and the change of the drift of the times are ceaseless! Accordingly, sages and worthies should ceaselessly try to save the world by being attuned to the times!” (1989, p. 795). Seen in this light, the main virtue of Wang's sage is his ability to cope with the complexity of a world in which people live together with their own pluralistic interests and limitations, and in which circumstances are constantly changing. In such a disunified world, it is a daunting and never-ending task to generate and regenerate shareable norms, which are indispensable for the fabric of human community. One continually has to hear a diversity of conflicting views, compare them, negotiate between them with flexibility, and then deliberate about the best course under the changing circumstances. According to Wang, only certain people are qualified to carry out such a daunting task. He denies the universality of sagehood.
For Wang, the world lacks unity and a normative dimension. Reality, as it is, is devoid of value, which has to be imposed from the outside. Wang's sage represents a governing authority who imposes value on reality. In his view, being moral is a matter not of self-realization but of fulfilling obligations imposed by authority. Obligation differs from self-realization in an important way. When we seek self-realization, the force that value exerts upon us is attractive and voluntary; when we are obligated, it is compulsory. Naturally, the idea of obligation is associated with the idea of law rather than morality. Thus, we can see a shift from morality to law in Wang's political thought.
In a similar vein, unlike Mencius, Wang urges one to confront the complex situation in which one cannot simply extend one's feeling of commiseration as the principle of public morality.


	Question:  	Consider the situation in which people necessarily have the mind of pity and commiseration when they see a child on the verge of falling down a well. What mind is this?
	Answer:  	It is the what-is-so-of-itself of the humane mind.
	Question:  	Between the case in which one's own child is falling into a well, and the case in which a neighbor's child is falling into a well, in which is the feeling of commiseration and pity more intense? Whom will one save with greater urgency?
	Answer:  	One's own child.
	Question:  	Does it not mean that one neglects a neighbor's child? (Wang, 1989, pp. 609–10)



To prove his point, he goes on to discuss the famous thought-experiment of Mencius, the case of a child on the verge of falling into a well. It represents the case in which our (raw tendency of) goodness in nature is not sufficient to bring about social justice. Our first-order moral feeling (e.g. toward family) and sense of social justice clash with each other. While practitioners of Dao Learning reconcile moral feeling and social justice even in these difficult examples, Wang points to the fact that there is an irreconcilable tension between the two. We should choose one at the expense of the other; our raw moral feeling does not always amount to social justice.
In the reworked Mencian thought-experiment, our love (moral feeling) for our own child and our moral feeling toward our neighbors are not easily compatible. Wang's Socratic argumentation shows that the problem becomes hopelessly compounded when our own child and the child of a neighbor are falling into a well at the same time. In this situation, we cannot simply try to extend the love in our personal realm to a more social arena in which a plurality of persons live together. In other words, the notion of an instinctive commiseration with all things as a universally applicable moral principle is a myth. We are not members of the same family. The world is composed of various levels of community, and different principles govern each level. The fact that we are involved in multiple levels of community invariably leads to tensions. To resolve this tension and generate socially workable norms, the feeling of commiseration and pity toward a neighbor's child – which is more public – should be regarded as a more socially relevant norm than the love of one's own child. This does not necessarily mean that one should save a neighbor's child instead of one's own child. Rather, it means that a social norm should be established in which one should feel commiseration toward a neighbor's child rather than toward one's own child. Whereas Dao Learning argued that the two feelings were of the same kind, Wang believed that the two were different, and that greater discernment was necessary. Fashioning political order involves discerning various conflicting elements in human lives, constructing moral values to resolve the tension between the elements, formulating teaching based on these values, and inculcating this teaching. In this picture, norms are no longer derived from the belief that moral life is self-realization. Whereas Dao Learning argues that moral actions are ultimately adopted by each of us because we find ourselves drawn to them, Wang believes that one carries out moral actions because of acquired habits/norms internalized through education. Who is in charge of generating social values and formulating teaching based on them? It is a sage-ruler.

Notes


  1 “Fengtain taomengyuan beifa xiwen,” in Ming taizhu shilu, juan 21.
  2 On the notion of guoshi, see Yu (2003, Ch. 5).
  3 On a review of existing views of the Ming founder and despotism, see Schneewind (2006, pp. 6–7).
  4 This and the following paragraph are based on Brook (2010, pp. 79–105).
  5 In discussing despotism and autocracy, I follow Michael Mann's distinction between the despotic and infrastructural dimensions of state power. That is, in discussions of despotism and autocracy, I exclude the issue of the capacity of the state to penetrate society. As for Mann's distinction, see Mann (1984).
  6 True, despotism also possesses the meaning of ruling by one master, as the term “despot” comes from the Greek despotes, which means one with power. And yet it seems to have been associated with the pejorative connotation of the violent abuse of the power more often than is the case with autocracy.
  7 For a related discussion, see Pocock (2003, p. 72).
  8 This quotation is Chan's translation except for the sentence that he omits: “As a king, one should abide in benevolence.”
  9 For the classics mat, see de Bary (1981, p. 29).
10 I discuss Wang Tingxiang's philosophy in more detail in Kim (2008).9
Civil Society or Body Politic?


From the standpoint of the first emperor of the Qin dynasty, the Chinese state seemed steadily in decline. During his reign, the state infrastructural power appeared relatively strong. The emperor had reportedly constructed a large highway network as well as the unified system of weights and measures. The official history of the Han dynasty said that “later generations were even unable to find a crooked path upon which to place their feet” (Wittfogel, 1957, p. 38). However, after the Yuan dynasty, central governments no longer took an active interest in the empire-wide infrastructure such as roads and the governmental banking system. By the late Qing, many of the imperial roadways had disappeared and the unified system of weights and measures was no longer maintained.
However, the Chinese Empire did not simply tumble into disarray, and people managed a living in one way or another. The water transportation system supplemented the roadway in decline so that even long-distance trade flourished. When the equal-field system fell into disuse, people stopped depending on the state to redistribute land on a regular basis, and instead relied on other social forces like kinship ties, lay associations, and landlords. Despite seemingly confusing standards of weights and measures, a certain level of price stability was maintained during the late imperial periods in general and in the early eighteenth century in particular. Relying on the private bank systems, the Qing government and merchants were able to perform inter-regional financial activities (Eastman, 1988, pp. 110–14). In summary, the development of wide autonomous social sectors offset the decline of the state infrastructural power.
In order to make sense of the conspicuous role of social forces in ordering the far-flung empire of China, scholars have endeavored to utilize a social science framework, particularly that of civil society. They have begun to ask such questions as: “To what extent has China ever had a civil society?” In explaining various forms of non-state governance in late imperial China, the proponents of the civil society or public sphere discourse have shaped their arguments partly or overwhelmingly in critical response to the view that Chinese society generally remained atomized, isolated, and subservient to the state, and was largely incapable of articulating collective actions in the form of civil society.
In fact, if one extends the definition of civil society to the broader idea of (semi-)public space, one can apply it to an infinite array of other instances across time and place in Chinese history. The limited penetrative power of the state allowed much space for autonomous associational life, spanning the range from religious organizations through literary circles to heterodox, subterranean networks of secret societies. The relationships among these various agencies and institutions were diverse and appear to have changed over time. To take one leading example, temples and gardens often functioned as such public space (Lewis, 2009b, pp. 102–13). They sometimes allow people from all walks of life to engage themselves in relatively free association. In the literary tradition, the literati, who were alienated from the court, often denied its claim to centrality and developed various forms of networks between like-minded intellectuals. Practitioners of associational life commonly refused state service and cultivated an alternative lifestyle at the expense of the monolithic claims of the imperial center. So, the very existence of their activities alone repudiates the Hegelian cliché that the Chinese state was all-encompassing. However, notwithstanding their apparent autonomy, it remains to be explored whether they had enough intellectual, organizational, and economic resources to be called “civil society.”
One can note that throughout Chinese history the imperial authorities were quite successful in bringing various religions within the sphere of their influence, as we saw in the discussion of Tang aristocratic culture in Chapter 5. If religious authorities become subordinated to political power, they hardly qualify as “political” in the sense that this includes the clear possibility of non-conformity. Max Weber (1951) famously argued that the world-affirming attitude of Chinese literati did not possess transcendental leverage to render severe judgments on the established order. However, counter-examples existed. The members of what is known as “pure critique” (qingyi) in the late Han and “pure conversation” in the Wei–Jin periods were certainly politically self-conscious groups (Lewis, 2009b, p. 47). They clearly struggled against the eunuch-dominated court at the risk of execution, and served as a counterforce to the prevailing force of the power-holders. However, the question remains whether they formed enough of an organizational force to be called “civil society.” More often than not, political discontent took the form of recluses who detached themselves from politics to the point of a distrust of politics as such. Practitioners of eremitism rarely justify their activities in terms of the “public” when they assert the superiority of a life outside of political service, claiming an air of lofty detachment. Similarly, the practitioners of “pure conversation” grounded their vision on aesthetic superiority over the court, which was dominated by what they thought of as the vulgarity of mere wealth and power (Lewis, 2009b, pp. 20, 53).
Thus, even neo-Weberian sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt (1996, pp. 418–19), who amended Weber's image of traditional China by recognizing the potential transformative power of what he calls “this-worldly transcendentalism,” admitted that there was no distinct cultural or religious center that might compete with the political center in defining the attributes and boundaries of society. That is, although the unique intellectual resources of the Chinese literati afforded them the potential to be subversive, they had no organization as the basis on which to realize such a transcendental potential. According to Eisenstadt, although in fact many social sectors and spaces had far-reaching autonomy, the ideological centrality and institutional strength of the state was not questioned. If such an assessment is correct, Chinese tradition stands in sharp contrast with that of Western Europe, in which Catholic Church and bourgeois organizations stood as radical competitors concerning public authority in its various guises, with the capability of shaping the otherwise disorganized collectivity.
Perhaps the most frequently researched example is the private academies, which were dispersed over the entire country and served as links in a horizontal chain of local elites who engaged in local political action, working autonomously outside of central government authority. This is in contrast to the vertical allegiances that bound people in loyal service to the central authority. A matter of extensive debate was whether academies were purely self-standing autonomous bodies or acted under state license. Matters have been complicated by the fact that academies often received regular financial support from the imperial court and sometimes became the site for preparing for the civil service examination. When they were perceived as hotbeds of political factionalism, the court suppressed them. When they served as the medium through which governmental messages disseminated, the court energetically supported them (Rowe, 2009, p. 159). Many people often see a functional relation but a profound tension between these institutionalized powers. In addition, the infrastructural power of the Dao Learning's academy is not comparable with the immense institutional network that one can find in Christianity. One should not expect a simple confrontation between the literati and the state. More often than not, gentleman and monarch were in partnership.
The Ming opened onto a future that was not exactly controllable within the founding frame. The steady growth of the market economy from the mid-Ming onward was such that economic historians have referred to this as the second commercial revolution of China. Technological developments in farming and printing led to an unprecedented number of agricultural products and intellectual goods. As people traveled increasingly large distances to sell goods, the economic world of producers and consumers expanded dramatically. New sources of wealth allowed the elite to be less dependent on the state and entertain leisure for cultural pursuits. The practitioners of Dao Learning generally objected to state interference in the private economy (von Glahn, 2016, p. 10). The Ming land tax collected in silver expanded market networks and accelerated economic growth. From the latter decades of the sixteenth century, the steady flow of silver from Japan and Peru further stimulated the Ming economy. As a result of this economic prosperity, China's population increased more than twofold over a period of 250 years. Changes in population, a highly commercialized society, and a large urban-commercial class were clear indicators that the static, fundamentally conservative vision of the early Ming government could no longer be sustained. Nevertheless, the fact remains that throughout the late imperial periods, Chinese merchants did not pose a challenge to the state. They were more often than not eager to adapt to elite culture and cooperate with the state. All these complexities form the background for much of the Chinese civil society debate.

Debate over Chinese Civil Society
It was often claimed that civil society was short-lived in Chinese history and relatively underdeveloped in institutional features. Sun Yat-sen famously deplored the atomized quality of Chinese society, and spoke of the Chinese as a “plateful of loose sand.” Those who are sympathetic with Sun's diagnosis have struggled to transform the shapeless mass society into a fully fledged civil society. For them, it is symptomatic that the institutionalization of politically articulate groups outside the zone of state influence remained exceptional until the late twentieth century, when, for example, independent political parties apart from the ruling party were legalized in both mainland China and Taiwan for the first time.
Contrary to this age-old view, a group of scholars hope to draw parallels with early modern Europe while recognizing their different historical trajectories toward the modern world. Their research documents a significant increase in the level of such horizontally organized associations as occupational guilds, commercial guilds, and voluntary, nongovernmental, and communal activities among the educated elite. The gentry-managerial elite in urban centers in the late Ming and the Qing periods, among other cases, carved out a considerable degree of autonomy from the state. To take a well-known example, in his research on the city of Hankou, William Rowe (1989, 1990) seeks to demonstrate various features of early modernity in late imperial China, such as political autonomy from the state, urban consciousness, and the rationalization of public administration. In conceptualizing these associational lives, scholars often suppose that the social coalescence in the late Qing and early republican periods (nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) represents a “public sphere” akin to “civil society” in Europe, describing late imperial China as “early modern,” although Rowe pursues more modest middle-level generalizations.
However, parallels with European experiences are only partial, despite the fact that those examples were indeed outside the imperial chain of command and entertained a substantial degree of autonomy. Oddly, they did not rival the state but rather strengthened it by making it more efficient in an area where ordinary administrative instruments were not sufficient. It is in this context that the thesis of Chinese civil society has drawn criticism from such scholars as R. Bin Wong and Frederic Wakeman, who denounce the embrace of the “civil society” rubric.1 Although they recognize the presence of various associations and institutions, they are reluctant to attribute autonomy from the state to the associational space. So, opponents criticize Rowe's position by stressing that the associational texture is so fragmented that it cannot amount to what Habermas called a “public sphere.” According to these opponents, rather than tension, it was political compromises worked out between the imperial state and its local elites from 1600 to 1900 that defined the relations between state and society (particularly in the Yangzi Delta).
Should we then discard the conceptual apparatus derived from European experiences altogether? William Theodore de Bary does not advocate this, but does suggest that we should not be misled into overstating the case. While promising possibilities did exist for the expansion of a public domain in the late imperial and republican periods, they were not strong enough to overcome the increasingly authoritarian and totalitarian methods used to deal with the chaos of these times. Both Sun Yat-sen and Mao Zedong had strong authoritarian leadership in common. In summary, activities akin to civil society or the public sphere remained handicapped by the lack of an effective political base. That is why de Bary (1991, pp. 87–114) does not draw a very sanguine conclusion about China's contemporary politics. This does not mean that he wants to revert to the traditional position that stressed the lack of “civil society.” In fact, he reconstructs a “liberal tradition” in late imperial China equivalent, if not quite identical, to that of the early modern West (de Bary, 1983). Even so, he focuses on the existence of prophet-like reformers in Chinese history rather than organized political activities (de Bary, 1991, p. 103). He discusses the examples of those who stood up against the state, speaking out on behalf of the common public interest. Thus, his favorite term is civility rather than civil society (de Bary, 2004, p. x). At the same time, he admits that the charismatic force of noble individuals was not enough to cope with the institutionalized violence of the state, let alone to achieve the transformation of the established order.
When de Bary discusses “civil society” as organized power during the Song dynasty, he redefines the term according to the Chinese historical context. That is, he defines civil society not as against an oppressive state but in contrast to administration by an old aristocracy and subsequent warlordism (de Bary, 2004, p. 122). As an emphasis falls on civil as opposed to military rule, the issue of the state–society relation disappears. Of course, de Bary knows that Zhu Xi devoted himself to the development of local voluntarism. However, he does not use the term “civil society” in explaining the local voluntarism of Dao Learning practitioners (de Bary, 2004, p. 135). Such activities, “at their best, manifested a benevolent paternalism; they give no evidence of a prophetic role or voice” (de Bary, 1991, p. 96). In a similar vein, Thomas Metzger (2001) redirects our attention from the local to the central. According to Metzger, the Chinese tradition is significantly different from that of Europe. One of the salient features of Chinese civil society is the top-down approach, because a vast majority of Chinese elites hope to work with the center while being critical of the political corruption that is to be found there. In other words, instead of springing up from some autonomous grass-roots community, late imperial political actors served as extensions of central authority despite their reform-mindedness. According to Metzger, as most people in contemporary mainland China and Taiwan continue to live in a horizon shaped largely by this traditional culture and habits, they do not adopt a bottom-up approach.
Perhaps we have reached a theoretical standstill owing to the failure to find a fit between Chinese experience and European conceptions. With Metzger's conceptualization, “civil society” becomes such a capacious and encompassing category that it could be expanded to include political phenomena that quite differ from those of Western Europe. It is at this juncture that Benjamin Elman's foray into the debate can be best understood. Elman doubts the applicability of the concept of civil society, and instead sticks to the vision in more historical terms. According to Elman (2010), the debate in American Chinese studies concerning the application of Habermas's notions of a public sphere and civil society to early modern Chinese history left us with more problems than solutions. Instead, Elman (1989) directs our attention to the fact that kinship organizations were regarded as “public” by late imperial intellectuals. So, parallels of civil society/public sphere are to be found not in non-kin voluntary associations but in kinship organization. In other words, if one wants to examine the public realm between the state and the individual, kinship groups must be placed at the center of attention to explain sociopolitical order in late imperial China, rather than filtering historical evidence anachronistically through contemporary concerns. Indeed, late imperial Chinese lives appeared embedded in larger social structures premised on the centrality of kinship ties. In the Anhwei province, for example, a few families dominated local politics for four hundred to five hundred years from the early Ming dynasty to the twentieth century (Eastman, 1988, p. 19).
At the same time, it should be noted that the public character of kinship ties is by no means unique to China, but is a common feature of early states (Di Cosmo, 2002, p. 98). In addition, kinship organizations in Chinese history do not always possess such a public character. The character of kinship organization changes throughout Chinese history. This public character can be traced back to the local turn of the Southern Song, the time when elites began to prefer marital alliance with powerful families in their native places to intermarriage within a broad empire-wide elite. Before the Song, visible tensions existed between people's private kinship ties and the broader public order. An inverse correlation between the power of the state and the development of kinship groups holds true for Chinese rulers and families when the rulers wanted to extract resources from societal actors in making war. That is, the developing Chinese state often faced constant social pressure exercised by kinship groups upon its political authority. State-building as a war-machine during the Warring States period altered family structure in order to maximize the number of households providing taxes and adult male service. At least until the end of the Qin dynasty, the older models of patrimonial order of the early Zhou steadily crumbled under the pressure of the strong state. The surviving families of the Warring States elite led rebellions against the Qin. After the fall of the Qin, they gradually exerted considerable influence over the nearby population by accumulating wealth and power. Although the powerful Emperor Wu of the Han attempted to eradicate the dangers of regionalism based on family alliances, state power began to decentralize considerably after his death. As of the Eastern Han, great families again developed extended lineage structures and made alliances across multiple households. Still, even powerful families did not want to convert smallholdings into unitary large estates because the dominant form of agriculture at that time was an almost horticultural style of farming. Thus, instead of developing primogeniture to preserve their estates intact, they divided the property among their sons and maintained alliances under the common surname (Lewis, 2007, p. 127).
The Hidden Tally of Duke Tai, a Han dynasty philosophical text, conveys a perspective prevailing in the early imperial period that viewed the conflictual relation of state and family (Lewis, 2007, pp. 117–27). The text includes a loud warning that by excessive private wealth and extensive marriage alliances among them, powerful families risked destroying the state by surpassing its power. This reflected the reality that powerful families increasingly translated family connections and economic wealth into political power. They derived and entrenched their local power by practicing charity and sponsoring communal activities like local cults. The more generous they were, the more services they could command from the local population. While residing in a local region, a powerful family was able to command the services of thousands of people by using its economic, cultural, and organizational capital. In fact, powerful families made rebellious collective action by utilizing marriage ties. Subsequent dynasties like the Northern and Southern dynasties and the Tang attempted to keep the individual nuclear family as the basic social unit by dividing property among all the sons. Perhaps the equal-field system was one of the last systematic attempts to let peasants secure land without patronage from powerful families.
It would not be entirely far-fetched to say that since the collapse of the equal-field system in the Tang and the failure of the New Policies in the Northern Song, Chinese rural society can be generally characterized by extended kin ties among many families sharing a common surname. When scholars speak of kinship ties, especially in south China, as a unique feature of late imperial governance that underpinned a larger political order and exercised a quasi-political function on the local level, they are often referring not to nuclear units consisting of two parents and their children (and one or two grandparents) but to a much broader type of kinship group known as the patrilineage, which shared descent from a common ancestor. Such larger kinship groups kept careful records of their members, which could number in the hundreds or even thousands, and also defined their ritual identity in finely differentiated hierarchical order. By controlling the distance of the common ancestor, one could increase the potential size of kin groupings, which could provide mutual assistance. The adoption of a flexible approach as to whom the lineage wanted to acknowledge as kinsmen meant that the biological unity of the members was only apparent. The lineages were more crafted human artifacts that served certain functions. Powerful lineages possessed or managed agricultural land, stocked granaries, established primary schools for lineage youth, graveyards, and ancestral shrines, and owned corporate property, which functioned as a vehicle for capital mobilization of large investment (Ruskola, 2013, pp. 60–107). All of these involvements helped to solidify the lineages as corporate groups.
When late imperial rulers and intellectuals spoke out forcefully in favor of consolidation of the family as the basic cell of Chinese society, it was Dao Learning that put kinship ties on a new intellectual foundation. They believed that the family unit constituted both the origin and the essence of the commonwealth. In particular, Zhu Xi's Family Ritual, which began to circulate extensively as of the mid-Ming, accorded the family a renewed theoretical prominence. Zhu underscored the importance of the patrilineal descent line (zong) and local communities bound together as a single, coherent lineage (zongfa). His explicit advocacy of the patrilineal system of kinship can be viewed as a reaction to the “barbarian” practice of the nomads, in which males and females often share leadership in the domain of the family.
In Zhu's vision, the family went from being an instrument of government or the object of negotiation to a model for good government. It viewed the family as a political unit that played a quasi-political function and partially displaced the state itself as a source of authority over many matters. Unlike families in earlier dynasties, the cohesion of multiple families did not lead to their opposition to court service. Instead, they thought of the kinship group as the embodiment of a common good that went beyond bounded kinship group interests. In other words, patrimonial families differed from cartels, which pursue private interests at the expense of those of competitors in a public arena. Unlike a cartel, which is subject to the charge of partiality, a family in Dao Learning was imagined to contribute to, reinforce, and elaborate public order. This arrangement strengthened the political interdependence of the state and the family.
In the social science literature, historical characteristics of Chinese society are often compared to their European counterparts and thus often described as trust relations limited to kinship groups as opposed to generalized morality. Such an assessment reflects European experiences, in which modern political development is often understood as a transition from kinship-based forms of organization to state-level organization. As Lawrence Stone put it, “[T]he modern state is a natural enemy to the values of the clan, of kinship, and of good lordship and clientage links among the upper classes, for at this social and political level they are a direct threat to the state's own claim to prior loyalty” (1979, p. 99).2 In other words, many European modern states were supposed or believed to embody the common good of multiple kinship groups that otherwise come into conflict as they pursue their own private interests. With this kind of historical experience as background, one social scientist defines states as “coercion-wielding organizations that are distinct from households and kinship groups and exercise clear priority in some respects over all other organizations within substantial territories” (Tilly, 1990, p. 1). The tension-ridden relation between state and family is quite understandable, for European rulers often faced the resistance of kinship groups who held needed resources when rulers attempted to mobilize revenues and armies.
Broadly speaking, Zhu Xi's view of family can be understood as a response to the failure of Wang Anshi's statist vision. It was an attempt to restore a cracked social/state edifice by shoring up its foundations. The very kinship links can allegedly form the internal bond uniting political community when the state recedes. Unstable political waters such as those of the Southern Song may encourage kin to adhere closely to their leading families on the assumption that the kinship organization may have a decisive say over future institutional arrangements and prospects. The basic point to be made here is that one can hardly conceptualize late imperial Chinese polities in essentially bipolar terms that view state and society as dichotomous entities locked in perpetual conflict. The relationship of both state–extra-bureaucratic association and state–kinship organization was characterized more by cooperation than by conflict. The late imperial state in general relied for the tasks of governance on societal forces rather than intervening decisively in local arrangements. This development by no means indicated an eclipse of the state by an increasingly autonomous civil society. It was rather a reinforcement and dissemination of state functions, which were now exercised through a wide variety of extra-bureaucratic organizations. Instead of attempting to conceptualize associational life in terms of the civil society of the Western discursive tradition, we need to frame our investigation in a more fruitful way that discards the conflictual state–society model and considers kinship ties an important part of public governance. One can find such an alternative way of framing the late Chinese imperial order in the Eight Steps of the classic the Great Learning, which explain the political role of individual, family, and state in terms of a larger organic whole.

The Eight Steps
First of all, what are the Eight Steps? The opening chapters of the Great Learning describe a set of concentric circles wherein lies the program of human cultivation and political transformation. More concretely, the Eight Items or Steps consist of (1) investigating things; (2) extending knowledge or learning; (3) making one's intentions sincere; (4) rectifying one's mind; (5) cultivating one's person; (6) regulating the family; (7) ordering the state; and (8) bringing peace to All-Under-Heaven. The Eight Steps has been widely viewed as one of the most profound classical-era statements on how to order the world.
However, the exact nature of the Eight Steps is less than clear. Is it an approximate reflection of reality? Or is all this an ideal or normative theory? Perhaps it contains both ideal and reality, as political philosophers more often than not start from the practical circumstances in which they find themselves. Whatever the case may be, it is difficult to determine the extent to which the Eight Steps is an attempt at a description of something that once existed, and the extent to which it is a prescription of an ideal. I argue that one should think of the Eight Steps as outlining certain formal conditions of discourse during the late imperial period of China, and not mistake it for a straightforward reflection of reality or an idealistic vision.

Approaches to the Eight Steps
Tu Wei-ming (1989) attempted to craft a normative political theory which is inspired by the Eight Steps. In particular, he rearticulated the continuum in the program of human cultivation and political transformation set forth in the Eight Steps. What is unique from the standpoint of the present analysis is that the concept of civil society or public sphere is brushed aside, and that of the fiduciary community comes to the fore. In Tu's normative vision, moral self, the fiduciary community, and the well-governed state and peaceful world form a harmoniously ordered set of concentric circles. That is, when fully cultivated, the self becomes a moral agent, and in turn generates a harmonious family, and eventually a well-ordered polity and world. In explaining the relationship between the respective units, Tu utilizes the indigenous dichotomy of “roots and branches (benmo).” The conceptual apparatus of “roots and branches” can hardly be understood as mutually conflictual relations. One does not have to carve out the public sphere in which the institutionalized conflict between state and society takes place. Instead, relatively smaller circles serve as the roots of bigger circles. Our cultivated moral selves constitute the roots of the fiduciary community, and the fiduciary community constitutes the branches of our cultivated selves. In summary, political order is viewed to a large extent in terms of self-cultivation gradually spreading out from the mind to a larger whole.
While accepting Tu's vision as an accurate rendering of the “Confucian” view of the fiduciary community, de Bary (1991, p. 98) points out that, although Tu inserted the word “community” in the sequence from family to state, the term is actually missing in the Eight Steps. What does this discursive silence tell us about the political order of late imperial China? According to de Bary, the gap indicates the lack of a significant infrastructure mediating between family and state. Having said this, he seems to think that the Eight Steps mimetically reflects the sociopolitical formation of late imperial China. In other words, he appears to presuppose the social presence of the world in the literary text.
My perception of this issue is that we need to grasp more sensitively how the world was influenced by the presence of the text rather than vice versa. To better appreciate the possible relationship between reality and normative theory, we need to consider the Eight Steps as formal conditions of discourse rather than a straightforward reflection of reality or detached philosophical theory building. That is, we need to view the Eight Steps as a common linguistic vocabulary or intellectual inventory that the majority of late imperial Chinese intellectuals shared, and thereby they made their thoughts articulable. This standpoint explains why there is no functional equivalent of civil society or the public sphere in the Eight Steps despite the presence of abundant non-state spheres in late imperial China. When the vocabulary of the Eight Steps was first formulated as a part of the Records of Ritual (Liji), a Han compendium of essays on rites, there was no development of the “public sphere” to the extent comparable to late imperial times. The next question, then, is why did late imperial thinkers not want to make changes to the units of the Eight Steps itself in accordance with the changed institutional environment? One can answer this question by considering the creative appropriation of the vocabulary. While philosophical reflection is dependent upon certain formal conditions of discourse, it would be a grave mistake to see the individual subject as a passive agent in this process. Although language controls political speech to a significant extent, it is a resource to be deployed as much as a structure to constrain thoughts. As J.G.A. Pocock (1985, p. 9) argued, languages possess polyvalent structures that facilitate the utterance of diverse and contrary propositions.
Since it was lodged in the canon of the Four Books in the Song dynasties, the Great Learning served as a paradigm for Chinese political thought and came to claim an authority that transcends temporal differences. In particular, the Eight Steps proved to be remarkably powerful and resilient. It inspired political thinkers to conceptualize their political vision in its structured image: the Extended Meaning of the Great Learning, Supplement to the Extended Meaning of the Great Learning, to name only two. The debates over the legitimacy of political acts invariably took the form of arguments over how to interpret and apply words and concepts, as they chose their terms according to pre-existing linguistic rules and built their claims upon established intellectual foundations. In this process, the concise nature of the Eight Steps turned out to be also its richness and to allow interpretation to be pursued in many directions, as we will see in our discussion of Wang Yangming's thought.

The Eight Steps as Political Vocabulary and Schema
Before examining Wang Yangming's political thought, let us consider the salient features of the Eight Steps as political vocabulary and schema. First, its distinctiveness lies in the way it establishes a continuum in the program of human cultivation and much larger political transformation. The exact relationship between individual self-cultivation and larger political transformation can be variously defined according to thinkers’ differing visions. One may want to view the governance of the realm as “caused” by the cultivation of an emperor who is situated at the top of state bureaucracy. Or one may characterize the governance of the realm as the process whereby ordinary individuals create ripples that help other people. Or, alternatively, one may conceptualize the Eight Steps as a kind of stepping-stone theory which supposes that the cultivation of innermost private conscience makes the operation of the next stage possible, and then gradually spreads out from one step to the next.
Second, the Eight Steps is a distinctive totalizing vision in which the theoretical scope of governance goes beyond the state–society relation to include both the innermost reaches of one's being and the world at large. It represents the ideal image of an all-encompassing world empire in which foreign peoples would comply with imperial control.
Third, the Eight Steps portrays the realm as an all-inclusive and harmonious coalition structure, a collective being indissolubly uniting multiple parts, which stands in contrast with the conflictual state–society relation. To the extent that constituting units of the realm are imagined to be in symbiosis rather than in opposition, the constitution is a single vast body rather than a balance or tension of separate powers. In this vision, a ruler has to gain the loyalty of people through appeals to unity rather than through contractual relationships. In addition, the realm is not merely an institutional reality but also an ethical one. The vision of the Eight Steps renders parts responsible for the trans-border effects of their qualities on the whole or other parts. It requires the part, whether it is the individual, the family, or the state, incessantly to overcome its disorderly condition in keeping with the longer-term effects of its own quality. It does not view the relationship between the parts as an arena in which morally detached individual parts seek to impose their will. In short, the Eight Steps represents a language suitable for imagining the empire as a moral organism in which differentiated and yet interacting entities work together with one another.
Understood in the language of the Eight Steps, the late imperial Chinese state is not necessarily weak. The Eight Steps allows us to approach the state–society issue from a different angle in which power reveals itself as a far more complex entity than a conventional account would lead us to believe. A conventional perspective views the central government as the main political actor that asserts power over society. In this view, state power is strongest when it is effectively gathered and concentrated in the hands of a powerful monarch or the central government. That is, the ruler derives his strength by conceding power to local groups as little as possible. The local groups in turn may perceive their power to be threatened. Scholars who adopt this kind of conventional perspective have generally focused their attention on central state institutions and viewed the local infrastructure of governance as a mere instrument of the central government. Historically speaking, state-formation processes in the Warring States period, early modern European history, and early Qing territorial expansion fit well with this explanatory framework. In the pro­cesses, exalted monarchs sought to increase revenues and enlarge their armies to compete against their rivals. A typical form of power in this context is coercion. Things are done with the overt or covert threat of force. Rulers’ political actions can be best understood when power is conceived as an independent entity stored in the center that then extends out into different arenas. When concentrated, power would be easier to project. In this scheme of things, checks and balances are necessary if competing groups wish to tame the ruler. By contrast, the present analysis of late imperial China suggests that we must go beyond the fixation on central institutions and instead consider a larger whole. In the organic vision, one does not measure state power in terms of the capacity of the central government to affect society or the capacity of society to limit the steering room of the government. In this scheme of things, what matters is the degree of state embeddedness, which enables state–society synergy in maintaining the presence of an empire in the midst of vassal countries.
Seeing political arrangement in this way compels one to rethink the nature of power. Power now can be imagined to be embedded in a structure of interdependent relationships that operates on the basis of solidarity cutting across multiple units, shared ideas and norms, dense social networks, and connective structures. Despite the decreased degree of concentration of power, state power can still be considered strong because it is shared. When shared, both ruler and ruled view power as their own. Accordingly, power can be more readily conceded to local groups, and vice versa. Rulers do not have to feel their power threatened even when it is delegated to local agents. Local agents are not expected to feel alienated at their exclusion from central bureaucracy. At the same time, organized capacity for collective action against the central government is discouraged on the ground that it undermines the organic fabric of the polity. Instead, associations and intermediary bodies are coopted as political agents of the imperial vision. Seen in this light, it is not surprising that power apparently has an enabling and cooperative face quite as much as a coercive one. Discontents rarely coalesce into large-scale mass-based resistance movements unless the organic view is replaced by a non-organic view. Less attention, then, should be paid to where the line between state and society is drawn, and more to the way public and private institutions cooperate in the project of popular governance.
For this political vision to be effective, maintenance of the organic fabric, or the image thereof, is crucial. In other words, the state should be better imagined as embedded in society rather than isolated from it. The state power in question is not a mere function of coercive and extractive capacity, but also of normalizing capacity, that is, the capacity to project an organic vision. Therefore, rulers should continue to reinvent the ways in which a greater number of the population participate in much wider systems of alliance, each component cohering by sharing normative commitments among them. The ruler's failure to construct an organic social reality or fiction would greatly reduce the power of the state. This is one of the reasons why education, a primary way to project symbolic power, was so important in the governance of late imperial China. In (re)constituting the social fabric, the more fully the organic view of society reproduces itself in agents’ dispositions through education, the greater the extent of potential harmony is taken for granted. Only then is the established political order perceived not as arbitrary (i.e. as one possible order among others), but as self-evident, natural, and beyond question. Power thus conceived remains contingent on the population's willingness to defer. In the organic vision of political order, coercion is self-defeating. If one grows coercive, this implies that the relation is not organic. In other words, rulers would be in danger of becoming victims of their exercise of coercive power.

Two Visions of Body Politics
To the extent that the Eight Steps and the organic vision are political language, political actors can appropriate this for their own purposes. While the language sets the parameters of late imperial Chinese political discourse, we should expect to find tensions and instabilities in multiple appropriations, since the language spanned a few centuries and was used in a great variety of intellectual contexts. For brevity's sake I have chosen to consider two contrasting appropriations.

Advice for Princes
First, one may think of a top-down organism. In this vision, a ruler serves the function of a controlling tower or of distributing blood throughout a living organism. This kind of ascending line is typical of most mirror-for-prince books that explain how an individual ruler would create and maintain a morally integrated community. Their discussions were often spiced with organic analogies which envisioned family, the state, and the self in a way that supplied ideologically and organizationally interdependent parts for a single stable body.3 A notable example is the analogy of body politics that depicts how the limbs are connected to the main body. From the ruler-centered point of view, a ruler represents the head of the body politic. And there is a hierarchy of degree in which each member is assigned the role of belly or four limbs. In concert with the head, the limbs should play the role of promoting social cohesion rather than taking a confrontational stance toward the head. Head and limbs both have a natural duty to protect the well-being of the whole body.4 Even when the head becomes defective, the primary way to make up the deficiency is remonstration by the rest rather than collective resistance, lest the deficiency extend to the body itself. Seen from the top-down perspective, the moral perfection of each part is more of a means than an end, because the ultimate goal is primarily to achieve perfect concord among the parts.
As with the European intellectual tradition, in the mirror-of-princes genre in Chinese tradition one can find plenty of analogies of body politics. Many of them, from Essentials of Government in the Zhenguan Reign to the Extended Meaning of the Great Learning, employ the political symbolism of ruling fatherhood and elaborately develop the body metaphor. Even the Ming founder and his advisors made use of organic analogies.5 In addition to welcoming the Extended Meaning of the Great Learning, the Ming founder portrayed himself as a bee reigning over the hive. To him, the ideal subjects are the ones who are diligent in their service, take their rightful place as parts of a vast, interlocking organic system, and are fixed on well-defined roles. Of course, he relied on the violent means of the state apparatus when he found his dominion involved in a conflict that could destroy the organic fabric of the realm. He was often ruthless: a bee with a sting who acted as if he were in the service of those who were governed.
For most Chinese emperors, the polity is not the balance of isolated pieces in which each can have a private interest in the fate of the others, but a political system in which everything is linked by the relations that inhabit this part of the world. So the royal art is not at all that of the conductor whose job is to “orchestrate” potentially conflicting interests. Instead, it consists in bringing together each participant of the community in a fiduciary community that rests on concord and trust. Insofar as the organic nature of the social fabric is maintained, there will be little interest in trying to impose regulatory systems of bureaucracy. The domain of state interventions appears thus delimited. The apparent objective of governance is not so much to prevent things as to ensure that the natural circulation of energy works well, or create the framework to enable natural pro­cesses to work. The ruler's dream is that people perceive themselves as members of one body to be knit together in perfect unity and thus to engage univocally in the performance of corporate acts.

Advice for Commoners: Wang Yangming's Political Thought6
Behind the apparently immutable rhetorical façade of the body politic, of course, a far more complex rationalizing corporatist state was actually at work. Many other thinkers appropriated the Eight Steps and the imagery of a single body and constructed their own distinctive corporatist vision, in which multiple parts of the polity were woven together under their vision. In the rest of this chapter, we will consider the political thought of Wang Yangming, who had a widespread impact on later generations of intellectuals. Unlike earlier authors in the mirror-of-princes genre, Wang reached beyond the elite by addressing his ideas to common people. Wang conceives a moral organism in which people extend their royalty or moral feeling horizontally to their peers rather than upward to the throne.
Wang pushes Dao Learning's view of human commonality to its logical extreme. In particular, his identification of the mind (xin) and moral nature (xing) means creating a notion of the self-sufficient moral agent by negating the distinction between the potential goodness of the self and the actual state of the self. In Wang's vision, “all the people filling the street are sages” (Chan, 1963, p. 240). That is, everyone can transform him- or herself into an ethical person by intention because everyone is psychologically disposed in just the right way to act morally. No one needs weighty rule books that spell out the dos and don'ts for individuals because everyone possesses the innate moral disposition to feel the correct emotions, at the correct time, in the correct way, and the willpower to combat inappropriate selfish desire. While this notion of a self-sufficient moral agent is encouraging, it may not be without problems. Normativity in the human world is predicated upon a tension between the actual and the ideal. And the tension is generated by a delicate distance between these two realms. If the distance is so close that the actual and the ideal are not qualitatively different, the tension is not sustained because there is nothing left for the actual to aspire toward. This absence of a normative tension poses a certain threat to the rigor of morality. This is why Wang's critics often criticize the notion of a self-sufficient moral agent as being a source of arbitrariness and subjectivism in moral behavior.7
However, normative tension is not completely absent from Wang's vision. For Wang, the “mind in itself” represents the original state of the mind, which possesses the perfect faculty of moral judgment. The “human mind” represents the state of the mind that is “obscured” by selfish human desires, and thus does not realize this faculty. Since the immediate state of the mind often remains at the level of the human mind, one is expected to endeavor to recover the mind in itself. As long as Wang maintains a distinction between the mind in itself and the human mind, what is really at issue is not whether to posit a normative ideal, but how. Most important to his conceptualization, Wang does not conceive the normative ideal independently of the functioning of the mind. That is, there is no ontological difference between the normative ideal and the actual, for both the mind in itself and the human mind represent certain states of our consciousness. The only difference between the mind in itself and the human mind is whether or not the mind is clouded by selfish desire. In other words, without engaging in book-learning, one can have an intuitive grasp (liangzhi) of the essential moral character of each particular case only if one gets rid of one's selfish desire. Wang equates moral knowledge simply with the promptings of an individual's conscience. One could be a sage without being born noble, and perhaps without becoming a noble either. The criteria of sagehood are no longer birth and rank but simply the capacity to rise above the narrowness of selfish predilections in the mind. Consequently, quite a few of Wang's followers were persons of little education.
Wang's apparently “internalist” position raises doubts about its relevance to the external world. On what ground, then, can he maintain that his learning is focused on the mind and, at the same time, does not depart from the external world? The answer lies in his redefinition of the world in such a way that nothing lies outside of the mind.

I was doubtful and said, “A thing is external. How can it be the same as the personal life, the mind, the will, and knowledge?” The Teacher said, “The ears, the eyes, the mouth, the nose, and the four limbs are parts of the body. But how can they see, hear, speak, or act without the mind? On the other hand, without the ears, the eyes, the mouth, the nose, and the four limbs, the mind cannot see, hear, speak, or act when it wants to. Therefore if there is no mind, there will be no body, and if there is no body, there will be no mind. As something occupying space, it is called the body. As the master, it is called the mind. As the operation of the mind, it is called the will. As the intelligence and clear consciousness of the will, it is called knowledge. And as the object to which the will is attached, it is called a thing. They are all one piece. The will never exists in a vacuum. It is always connected with some thing or event.” 

(Chan, 1963, p. 189)


Responding to the question raised by his student, Wang advances his own remarkable epistemology, the key to which lies in his redefinition of the external world. According to Wang, the external world is not something out there, as distinct from the mind, but “the object to which the will is attached.” This redefinition of the external world is based on the insight that everything we can know about the world is mediated by experience. This experience is made possible by our sense organs. The activity of these sense organs is associated with the mind. Thus, all things that we encounter in our lives are necessarily associated with the mind. The world so conceived is no longer an independent entity external to the mind, but an inseparable part of the mind. According to this picture, our understanding of the external world exists always in reference to the self.
This position makes one wonder if the external world does not exist without the operation of one's mind. Indeed, one of Wang's students raised such a possibility: “A friend pointed to flowering trees on a cliff and said, ‘[You say] there is nothing under heaven external to the mind. These flowering trees on the high mountain blossom and drop their blossoms of themselves. What have they to do with my mind?’ ” (Chan, 1963, p. 222). However, it would be a mistake to suppose that, as George Berkeley (1685–1753) did, the only existing things are minds and ideas. Wang does not mean to deny the existence of a mind-independent world that furnishes us observational evidence as the basis of our empirical beliefs. He is arguing that only to a conscious being can there be any such thing as the life-world because consciousness is the very condition of anything that imparts meaning to our life-world. Meaning in our life would belong to consciousness rather than to the world exterior to it. What is at issue here is not the existence of an entity but the existence of activity, from which perspective we can properly understand our relationship to the world. The perspective can be best conceptualized by what John Searle (2004, pp. 68–90) called first-person ontology. First-person ontology means that the mental phenomena exist only insofar as they are experienced by some human subject. The position against which first-person ontology defines itself is third-person ontology, which refers to a mode of existence that is independent of any experiencing agent.
From the perspective of first-person ontology, the world turns out to be the ensemble of temporized movements deployed within one's perception. If we accept Wang's definition of things as “that to which the operation of the mind is directed,” the real world in our lives turns out to be the experienced world. In other words, the world is not silent, inert, and vacant, but activated and awakened. In such a world, we are streetwalkers who are constantly moving, to invoke Michel de Certeau (1984, p. 117). Indeed, life manifests itself in movements like eating, going to bed, and speaking rather than seeing while stationary. To be exact, we are, in a sense, moving when we are stationary, for we are experiencing something incessantly. Through our motion, we are constantly activating the world from moment to moment.
This rearrangement of the mind's relation to the world makes the mind and the world coextensive. For Wang, the mind and the external world are not fully distinguishable, for the world is no more than that to which the operation of the mind is directed (Ivanhoe, 1990, p. 25). This new arrangement of the mind's relation to the world gives us total contact with both the self and the larger world from the beginning. This change can be more readily seen when we examine Wang's views on the Eight Steps of the Great Learning. Wang denies the existence of the so-called Eight Steps: “The various steps from the investigation of things and the extension of knowledge to the bringing of peace to the world are nothing but manifesting the clear character” (Chan, 1963, p. 55). While, in de Bary's understanding, the logic that connects the Eight Steps of the Great Learning is space, in Wang's world, it is the seamless temporality between the mind and the world. Every realm of the world is the realm of the self. We can say that the distance between the world and us is shortened in the sense that our access to the world is unmediated, and there is no world that exists beyond the scope of the self.
It would be fruitful to examine at this point Wang's theory of the unity of knowledge and action (zhixing heyi), probably the most well-known aspect of his thought. The issue of the relationship between knowledge and action concerns the relationship between knowledge about (moral) matters and doing what the knowledge calls for. Traditionally, Chinese thought tended to maintain that once you acquire knowledge, you should do your best to put your knowledge into practice. The traditional position is precisely the one that Wang wishes to repudiate. Despite the emphasis on the need for knowledge to be put into practice, the traditional position presupposed two possibilities: first, that one can have knowledge without/prior to corresponding action; and, second, that one can know what is the proper action, but still fail to act. Because of these two possibilities, the traditional position left open the possibility of separating knowledge and action, but called for the overcoming of this separation.
However, Wang denied both possibilities. These two denials constitute the essence of his theory of the unity of knowledge and action. First, according to Wang, it is only through simultaneous action that one can obtain knowledge. What he meant by knowledge in this context is not grasping information that is out there, but knowledge of how to act in a given situation. We do not have to spend any time to acquire such knowledge. Precisely speaking, we cannot acquire knowledge, for we, as self-sufficient moral agents, already possess it from the very beginning. In this sense, what we mean by “knowing” is not to attain from outside what is previously absent but to experience the operation of our innate knowledge/knowing in the concrete situations of our own lives. What we conventionally think of as attaining knowledge is nothing other than experiencing knowledge/knowing (illuminating li) that we already have.
What, precisely, is action? Wang did not think of moral action in terms of willing and then performing an action. For him, the true perception of a situation automatically and immediately sets action into motion. In emphasizing the setting-in-motion of action followed by the perception of a situation, action in Wang's theory does not exactly correspond to the kinds of acts we have conventionally in mind. For Wang, action means all responses to a given situation. Indeed, life has a tendency to present us with situations in which we cannot help but act against something. When action is conceived largely as a response to a given situation, we cannot avoid acting. Even contemplation is an action, for we never depart from the “situation” in which we find ourselves. To understand further why Wang conceived of action as a response to a given situation, we need to remember his redefinition of the world. To describe the actual fabric of life that Wang had in mind, I invoked the metaphor of walking, which posited an alternative to the more static conception of experience – one that deceived one into thinking that one stood outside the actual world. For Wang, our lives consist of living in the moment.
Keeping in mind this understanding of Wang's notion of knowledge and action, let us imagine the situation in which one acts with one's knowledge. One does not spend any time to attain knowledge. All one needs is to respond to a given situation. Knowledge is not fixed knowledge, but consists of ever-changing responses to shifting situations: “Innate knowledge is to minute details and varying circumstances as compasses and measures are to areas and lengths. Details and circumstances cannot be predetermined, just as areas and lengths are infinite in number and cannot be entirely covered” (Chan, 1963, p. 109). Wang is invoking “the radically context-sensitive and particularist nature of moral judgment” (Ivanhoe, 1990, p. 183). Accordingly, the knowledge is intuitive. Keeping in mind this conceptualization of knowledge and action, we can understand the aforementioned two idiosyncratic points in Wang's theory of the unity of these two aspects. First, it is only through simultaneous action that one can obtain knowledge. This is because one already possesses knowledge. What seems to be a process of obtaining knowledge is in reality the process of activating innate knowledge. Knowledge is activated through the contact with the situation, and this is called “action.” Second, knowledge necessarily/automatically leads to action. For Wang, knowledge means knowing how to respond to a given situation and action is responding to a given situation. Furthermore, one cannot help responding to the world because one is “walking” in every moment. Action is no longer an operation subsequent to the formulation of knowledge of the world, but a fundamental mode of human life. Given that one innately has knowledge of how to act in all situations, and that one cannot help acting, knowledge necessarily leads to action. When knowledge and action appear to be disunified, it is because one has not activated one's true knowledge – a result of delusion due to selfish desire or false learning: “There have never been people who know but do not act. Those who are supposed to know but do not act simply do not yet know” (Chan, 1963, p. 10).
According to Wang, the normative picture of the universe is that moral agents are living their lives actualizing their innate moral knowledge in the form of the unity of knowledge and action. In this picture, the betterment of society depends on the expansion of the self's ability to respond morally to the world. Wang's “Questions on the Great Learning” (daxuewen) most clearly describes the way in which the confrontation between the mind and the world through sensual contact was translated into the notion of the self's sympathetic identification with all things. Such a state, in which the self extends its human sensitivity to all the beings of the universe, is explained in relation to the concept of humaneness (ren):

That the great man can regard Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things as one body is not because he deliberately wants to do so, but because it is natural to the humane nature of his mind that he do so. … Therefore when he sees a child about to fall into a well, he cannot help a feeling of alarm and commiseration. This shows that his humanity forms one body with the child. 

(Chan, 1963, p. 272)


Thus, Wang's organic view of the world represents a sympathetic identification on the part of the moral individual with the whole of the external world through an extension of moral empathies. In other words, Wang's ideal polity is an epistemic community of fully fledged moral individuals who are equally capable of following the moral sense which is inherently inscribed in their minds.
To provide a more complete picture, it is necessary to add that Wang was also a successful general who launched an attack against local bandits with various ethnic backgrounds in South China. At first glance, it may appear contradictory that Wang, who believed in the possibility of the self-sufficiency of moral governance, wielded the coercive power of the state. However, the existence of local armed disturbances and the need for a military campaign both reflect a situation where the state had limited ability to mediate local conflicts (Israel, 2014, p. 112). When Wang sought to restore a semblance of order when he established the counties in the aftermath of the campaign, he relied upon the community compact (xiangyue). The community compact reflected his characteristic view of human nature and moral exhortation to self-sufficient community life.8 His advocacy of the community compact rather than the state bureaucracy also recognizes the limits of the reach of the mid-Ming state in lawless regions at the sub-county level. Considered in this way, Wang was hardly a supporter of an overtly authoritarian or despotic political system, despite the fact that Chinese Marxist historians argued that he was the representative of a repressive autocracy and imperial ideology.9

Notes


1 For a representative discussion of Chinese civil society, see the symposium on civil society and public sphere in volume 19 of Modern China, published in 1993. Also, see Huang (1991, pp. 320–1); Wakeman (1993); Wong (1997, pp. 112–13).
2 For an exception, see Adams (2005).
3 On body analogies in ancient China, see Pines (2002, p. 159).
4 For a relevant quote, see Chan (1963, pp. 222–3).
5 For example, see “On Bees and Ants” (fengyilun) in the literary collection of the Ming founder and Master of Refined Enlightenment (yulizu) by Liu Ji (1311–75).
6 I discuss Wang Yangming's thought in more detail in http://www.iep.utm.edu/wangyang/.
7 On the contents of the criticism, see Kim (2003).
8 On the English translation of Wang's community compact, see Chan (1963, pp. 298–306).
9 On the Chinese Marxist historians’ view, see Hou (1957–63, pp. 875–904); Israel (2014, p. 107).10
Empire


While the Ming constantly attempted to negotiate stable defense pacts with the Mongols on the northwest frontier, the Manchus began to emerge as a powerful imperial state in the early seventeenth century. The ascendancy of the Qing of the Manchus resulted in the fall of the Ming and the Manchu conquest of China in 1644. The Qing (1636–1912) was radically different from the previous dynasties in that it represented a much more extensive empire which encompassed a wide variety of peoples. If we define “empire” in terms of its large scale and diverse peoples, then China, long before the Qing dynasty, had been an empire. In particular, the Tang and the Yuan dynasties were “imperial” or “imperialistic” in their configurations. Nevertheless, the Qing was much more empire-like as compared to the preceding Ming dynasty. Owing to the astonishing expansion of the borders of the empire, the Qing was not only twice the size of the Ming, but also newly incorporated different peoples who were not incorporated into the Ming, including Tibetans, Uighur Muslims, Burmese, Mongols, and Thais. As Lucian W. Pye (1974, pp. 110–11) once observed, an identity crisis is bound to occur when a political community finds that what it had once unquestionably accepted as the definitions of its collective self are no longer acceptable under new historic conditions. The rise of the Qing posed exactly such a challenge, forcing the ruling elite to redefine who they were and how they were different from all other political communities. The question is: how did the Qing rulers reinvent collective identity in such a way that incorporated different polities and groups into an overarching entity that would command authority and achieve accommodation? A distinct but related question is: how did Han Chinese intellectuals respond to the Qing ruler's attempt to bring people into a coordinated whole? To answer these questions properly, we should reconsider the conventional characterization of the Qing state.
Past scholarship often characterized the Qing as authoritarian, bureaucratic, strong, and well integrated, on the assumption that the Qing continued the standard practice of the Ming (de Bary, 2004, p. 144). However, there are many reasons why one should reconsider such a characterization. Although the Qing had an unprecedented ability to expand its territory and impose its will on various peoples, it is debatable to what extent such a capacity was maintained throughout Qing history. In the first place, until the late seventeenth century, there existed three fiefdoms granted to the three Ming turncoat generals who joined the Qing: Wu Sangui in Yunnan, Shang Kexi in Guangdong, and Geng Jimao in Fujian. They were not integrated into the Qing bureaucratic administration and instead held considerable autonomy in local administration and sought to retain hereditary authority.
In addition, the foreign rule gave rise to the widening rift between the Manchu ruling elite and the Han elite. Although the Qing court recruited the Han elite through the civil service examination system as a way for the government to penetrate local society, the alliance between the local elite and the central bureaucracy was not the same as before. A telling example is the contrasting ways in which the founding elite in the Ming and the Qing negotiated their power with existing elites. Whereas the Ming was powerful enough to redistribute private landholdings of the elite to household-scale cultivators, the Qing respected existing ownership rights, and helped Han landowners displaced by the rebellions to reclaim their property (Rowe, 2009, p. 29). The Qing's unified political order depended precariously on compromises among existing semi-corporate ethnic groups, and was thus vulnerable to their defection.
It is true that the Yongzheng emperor sought to increase the state's capacity to extract resources by reversing the shrinking density of state personnel in the state bureaucracy. In 1745, however, the Qianlong emperor (1711–99) ended his father's interventionist policies by lowering land tax considerably. This represents the transition of statehood from war-machine state in the pursuit of imperial expansion to an allegedly organic state, which we discussed in the preceding chapter. The Qing central government was content to see state revenues progressively shrink and went on to let much of the empire's wealth go unrecorded. In addition, as of the eighteenth century, there was dramatic population growth. “A consensus estimate might place the population in 1700 at about 150 million, roughly the same as it had been a century earlier under the Ming. By 1800 it had reached 300 million or more, and then rose further to perhaps 450 million at the outbreak of the Taiping rebellion around 1850” (Rowe, 2009, p. 91). However, there was no corresponding expansion of state bureaucracy. Accordingly, Qing rule was to be far less direct and managerial than that of its predecessor.
Understood in this way, the Qing state should have a weaker capacity to project power, maintain order, and mobilize its peoples for public goals. This situation turned out to be fatal when the Qing had to deal with the White Lotus Rebellion (1794–1805), the Opium Wars between Great Britain and China (1840–2), and the Taiping Rebellion (1851–64). Local gentry had to organize militia groups for community self-defense. After the recovery following the Taiping Rebellion, the empire became much more decentralized. Local leaders sought to find local means to deal with administrative matters such as taxation, legislation, and military command because the Qing lacked strong, central, unified leadership. It is in this situation that the Qing had to compete with Japan and other imperial states from the West, which turned out to be helpless in the face of the increasing foreign challenge. Eventually, the Qing made humiliating concessions in various treaties between China, on the one hand, and the imperial powers, on the other, and was disintegrated into a set of zones governed by military warlords.
Intellectually, an alternative mode of intellectual inquiry emerged in Qing China: Evidential Learning (kaozhengxue). It focused on exploration of the empirical basis for discrete facts. Such an intellectual style rested upon a vision of the world that was inherently fragmented as there was no overarching principle (li). The adequate mode of learning, then, was a set of practices that aimed to make sense of and bring order to fragmented realities, without hoping to find a foundational unity. If the world was inherently unified, why bother with all the discrete levels of details? Given that the world appeared increasingly fractured, it was up to scholars and intellectuals to build meaningful patterns of sustainable relationships among the fractured parts and thereby create a manageable vision of reality.
Taken together, the construction of new political identity, the imagination of decentered imperial edifices of society, and the establishment of an intellectual framework alternative to Dao Learning were all efforts to create order in an otherwise fragmented world. In what follows, we will explore what constituted the political identity of the Qing ruler, who was somewhat detached from the social base of diverse ethnic groups, and how the Han elite, many of whom followed the trend of Evidential Learning, responded to such an alienation of society from the state, of the people from state power, fostering, in the end, an anti-Manchu orientation as an important trait of the Han population.

The Political Identity of Qing Rulers
Scholars of history had long approached the question of Qing identity through the sinicization discourse, which supposed that most, if not all, barbarian conquerors of China adopted Chinese ways of governance and became in effect Chinese. Sinicization approaches argue that the Manchu rulers of the Qing mastered various cultural heritages of the preceding Chinese dynasties; they served as patrons of the so-called Chinese culture and became “Chinese” themselves in the process (e.g. Wright, 1957; Ho, 1998; for a critique, see Crossley, 1990). This patronage was believed to have secured Qing political legitimacy by making the Ming and the Qing relationship not a polar opposition, but a continuum at a certain level. True, since their conquest of the Ming in the seventeenth century, the Qing had been patrons of Han literati and their culture to a considerable degree. For one thing, the summary of “Confucian” morality written by the Kangxi emperor (1654–1722) became required learning for civil service exam candidates during his reign and after.1 In addition, at first sight, the Yongzheng emperor's tract Awakening to Supreme Justice seems to confirm the sinicization thesis. Consider, for example, the following passage: “The seditious rebels make the suggestion that we were the sovereign of Manchuria and later entered the Central States to become its ruler. Their prejudices about the territorial division between this land and that land have led to hateful lies and fabrications” (Liu, 2004, p. 84). In particular, the Yongzheng emperor turned to cultural sources when saying “all without exception show their respect toward their parents and deference toward our sovereign rule” (Liu, 2004, pp. 85–6). This statement suggests that he was justifying Qing rule in terms of the enduring qualities or customs believed to define China, a kind of cultural core of Chineseness. However, I shall argue that upon closer scrutiny the arguments made by Awakening to Supreme Justice are more apparent than real.
The new Manchu-centered scholarship on Qing China has persuasively characterized the Qing polity as one of immensely expanded territory, increased heterogeneity of the population, and wider variation in local customs and practices (Elliott, 2001). It turns out that the identity of the Qing rested upon a seemingly shared yet seriously contested understanding of the polity's members as well as of the polity itself. The notion of “central efflorescence,” if it is construed as possessing fixed content, could not contain the multifarious aspects of the Qing identity. At the same time, the Qing still needed the notion of “central efflorescence” to claim its status as “China.” What became of “central efflorescence” when the Qing had to orchestrate the plethora of cultural variety in the empire?
The following are examples of the ways in which the Qing rulers came to terms with the ever more complex political situations in which they found themselves (Rawski, 1998, pp. 17–58). First, the Qing maintained multiple capitals. The multiple-capital system was modeled after that of non-Han conquest regimes, such as the Khitan Liao, Jurchen Jin, and Mongol Yuan. Second, the imperial court rituals were an eclectic blend of the various belief systems. The rituals reflected the fact that the Qing rulers patronized what is known as Confucianism for the Han Chinese, shamanism for the Manchus, Tibetan Buddhism for the Mongols and Tibetans, and Islam for the Turkic-speaking Muslims of Central Asia. Third, Qing emperors were multi-lingual. In particular, the Qianlong emperor studied Chinese, Manchu, Mongolian, and sometimes even Tibetan and Uighur and commissioned multi-lingual dictionaries. Stone stelae were inscribed in all five languages. Fourth, the palace staff included people whose background ranged from Tibetans through Uighurs to European Jesuits. The Qianlong emperor used them as visible testimony of the cosmopolitan nature of Qing rule.
These multi-ethnic and multi-cultural practices revolved around the very identity of the Qing polity and its rulers. The Qing adopted a complex genealogy with a wide variety of preceding political entities. We know that the Manchus took a Chinese dynastic name, “Qing,” and organized a civil service on the Ming model, thereby defining themselves as the successor of the Ming dynasty. However, this is not the whole story. Qing emperors were proud of their non-Han heritage, and portrayed themselves as the rulers of a Manchu empire that acted impartially toward its different subjects. For example, Qianlong's patronage of Chinese art and literature was combined with the glorification of his Manchu heritage. In addition, the Qing rulers built on Jin history and many of its institutional precedents such as the examinations for the promotion of commoners and aggressive state programs to limit the privilege and influence of the nobility. A Mongol connection was also crucial for the Qing emperors. The early Qing emperors declared their inheritance of the right to rule established by Chinggis Khan and transmitted through successive Mongol regimes to the Manchus themselves (Crossley, 2002, pp. 3, 97). Last but not least, the very identity of the Manchus was neither based on heredity defined by blood, nor contingent on whether individuals spoke Chinese or Manchu as their “native speech” (Rawski, 1998, p. 4). This identity was not “traditional,” but was created simultaneously with the Qing Empire in the 1630s. The Qing's founding emperor, Hong Taiji, fashioned the new identity of “Manchu” that could superscribe the tribal identities of the Jurchen and other northeastern tribes. Ethnically speaking, there were no Manchus before the establishment of the Qing polity (Crossley, 2002, p. 6). That is, non-Han people came to rule the traditional Chinese heartland. In addition, even a non-Han ruling group like the Manchus was less homogeneous than is commonly assumed.
This understanding of Qing identity should lead us to reconsider Awakening to Supreme Justice. At first glance, as noted above, it may appear that Awakening to Supreme Justice was full of statements supporting the so-called “sinicization” reading of Chineseness in terms of culture. Now we know that the Qing's support for Han Chinese culture was only one aspect of the multi-faceted identity of the Qing. Thus, it is reasonable to think that sinicization was more of a persona the Qing ruler wore as the need arose (Crossley, 2002). Persona is a mask, the place where outside and inside meet. Awakening to Supreme Justice is the mask facing the outside. In order to see beneath the mask, one needs to adopt a different approach to explicit ideological postures than taking them at face value.
With such formal documents as Awakening to Supreme Justice, one cannot expect to find the Qing ruler's self-consciousness as a role-player. The very anchor which sustained Qing China as a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural empire, and with which the Qing emperors wanted to identify, was not something that could be declared openly and readily exposed. It can only be inferred and thus requires more sophisticated interpretation. This is the reason why one needs to turn to sources such as informal portraits rather than public statements and formal court portraits.
First, consider an album of fourteen leaves portraying Yongzheng (e.g. see Figure 3). Yongzheng constantly changes dress and assumes different nationalities and roles. He appears as a Persian warrior, Turkish prince, Daoist magician, Tibetan monk, Mongol nobleman, and many more guises, including wearing a European wig, vest, and breeches. According to Wu Hung (1995), who introduced these paintings to an international audience, no previous emperors had ever offered themselves portrayed in this manner. As Evelyn S. Rawski argued of Qing rulers such as Qianlong and Yongzheng, “Governing diverse peoples, they ‘took on’ different cultural guises and portrayed themselves within different cultural frames. Only thus could they act as the integrating center of the empire” (1998, p. 55). A tantalizing question becomes, who was the real Yongzheng as the ruler of the empire? With whom did he identify most? In fact, this question has been raised more often with Qianlong, the successor of Yongzheng, who also assumed many personas: “Qianlong's inhabitation of multiple identities through sartorial guises in order to appeal to different constituencies in his multi-ethnic audience is well established. As yet there is no agreement on which of Qianlong's many identities – emperor, Manchu, Tibetan bodhisattva, Confucian literatus, and so on – were his ‘true’ or even primary identity” (Kleutghen, 2012, p. 33).2

[image: c10-fig-0001]Figure 3    Examples from an album of fourteen leaves portraying Yongzheng (courtesy of the Palace Museum, Beijing)
Those who advocate the sinicization thesis would argue that the Qing rulers’ true identity was Han Chinese as they were sinicized. However, there is plenty of evidence that the Qing rulers seriously retained other identities like those of the Manchus and other constituencies. Those who stressed the northeastern origin of the Aisin Gioro would argue that their primary identity was that of the Manchus. However, the Qing policy was characterized by cultural compartmentalization. Qing rulers did not uniformly apply the same policies to all subjects. Instead, they adopted different regulations for different ethnic subjects in accordance with their own traditions. In other words, neither Han identity nor Manchu identity served as a unifying principle, as the Qing ruler wished to perpetuate separate cultural identities. The unifying principle could not be formulated by reference to a particular religious or ethnic outlook. Thus, Pamela Kyle Crossley (1992) was quite right in stressing the universality of the Qing emperors.
What, then, was the unifying mechanism through which the rulers defined the Qing as China, which then became a deeply pluralistic world by encompassing ever-larger territory and ever more diverse ethnic groups? The question of the Qing rulers’ true identity may be beside the mark if the point of paintings such as the portraits of Yongzheng discussed above was a lavish variation or metamorphosis itself. Instead, an alternative question to pose is what made such metamorphosis possible? If one advocates the sinicization thesis, this question is not pertinent. As alien rulers are believed to be sinicized, there is no gap between the personas and the authentic self behind the persona. However, insofar as one does not accept this thesis of all-out Manchu identity, the multi-cultural and multi-ethnic character of the Qing invites a question: what theory enabled the Qing to come to terms with a wide range of different constituencies without letting the empire fall apart? It would not be enough to stress the spatial breadth, universality, and catholicity of the Qing rulership. That would beg a question: what enabled the Qing rulers to wear such diverse masks? What sustained so many masks?
To answer this question, let us turn to Qianlong's informal imperial portrait, known as One or Two (shi yi shi er tu) (see Figure 4). If the Yongzheng paintings may foretell the multi-cultural policies that culminated in the Qianlong reign, as Rawski (1998, pp. 53–5) suggested,3 it seems appropriate to consider One or Two along the lines of the above discussion.4 The painting is most famous for Qianlong's self-reference. It portrays Qianlong, who gazes to his right where his burst-portrait is hanging. While Yongzheng did not write any inscriptions on the album of fourteen leaves, Qianlong wrote an intriguing sixteen-character poem on One or Two.

[image: c10-fig-0002]Figure 4    A Chinese court artist, One or Two (courtesy of the Palace Museum, Beijing)

One and/or Two (shiyi shier)
Neither come together nor separate. (buji buli)
Being Confucian and Mohist both possible (ruke moke)
What do I worry or think? (hesi helǜ)




The most apparent message of the poem is that Qianlong was self-conscious. He was deeply aware that he was to take on the persona of the conquered subjects. What, then, is the guiding thought behind the collection of personas prescribed by the situation? Wu Hung (1995, p. 35) argued that it was self-mystification. He added that the message of self-mystification in the poem resonated with the teaching of Hanfeizi, who had traditionally been believed to be the foremost theoretician of Chinese despotism.
At first glance, the inscription as a whole seems to embody Hanfeizi's thought. Hanfeizi did argue that the ruler should remain mysterious. However, the primary context for his thought was not how to come to terms with multi-ethnic and multi-cultural subjects, but how to control bureaucracy without being manipulated by officials. The ruler's mystery was required in order for the legalist polity to embody impersonal standards. If the ruler's mind was intelligible and transparent, he might be misled by the officials’ eloquence that promoted their self-interest. To make the bureaucracy accountable, the ruler needed to conceal his own preferences. Otherwise, officials might change their words and contrive to win his favor.
In short, in Hanfeizi's vision, the ruler should be mysterious to his subjects and not to himself. Hanfeizi's aim was to embed the ruler into the machinery of state in a way that limited his ability to act independently and pursue his personal interests. However, as implied by the expression “Why do I worry or think?,” Qianlong believes that the ruler himself should not cling to any self-representations. He should remain mysterious even to himself. In a similar vein, he said in his inscription on the 1734 painting, “Who knows the true self of this man – Who enters this picture purely by accident.” When Qianlong became old, he added, “The white-headed one who enters the room today does not recognize who this is” (Wu, 1995, p. 34). The inscription tells us that the emperor was quite self-conscious in relation to his own self-mystery. He was deliberately mysterious, even to himself. Therefore, Hanfeizi's thought does not get us very far in appreciating the deeper meaning of the inscriptions. In fact, no expression in the poem makes any reference to any part of Hanfeizi's writings. While not offering a clear alternative to Wu Hung's interpretation, Kristina Kleutghen (2012) attempted to clarify the cluster of textual references in the poem. Let me reexamine the textual references and offer an alternative interpretation.
What was going on in terms of doctrinal reference is more complex than Wu and Kleutghen suggested. First, consider the phrase ruke moke. Kleutghen (2012) suggested that it should be interpreted as “scholar” (ru) and “ink” (mo) on the grounds that Qianlong was not known to have employed Mohism in his statecraft. However, scholar and ink does not constitute the duality that the poet is apparently toying with. Early on, the duality of rumo has been established as a representative contrasting duality (of Confucius and Mozi). It can be traced back to writings of ancient thinkers like Zhuangzi and Hanfeizi, and continued to be used in that way. Qianlong may have well employed the term in order to argue that such a well-established duality as romo could be questioned.
If one wishes to take a step further and consider its significance in Qianlong's style of governance, it seems reasonable to proceed in the following way. Consider ruke, “Being Confucian,” someone who regards family as the fundamental source of social ethics and admits that one's care may decrease as one moves beyond the family and out through society. Indeed, it is well known that the Qing emperors took the virtue of filial piety very seriously (Elliott, 2009). Also, consider moke, “Being Mohist,” someone who believes that showing preference to one's family or one's group is a destructive tendency and that impartial care optimizes the well-being and order of the state. Indeed, the Qing emperors portrayed themselves as the rulers of an international empire that treated its different subjects impartially.
In asserting that he cannot be reduced to either of the two, Qianlong was employing the Buddhist phrase of “Neither come together nor separate” (buji buli), which originated from the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment (Yuanjue jing) and supports a certain notion of unity. The locus classicus of “What do I worry or think?” is the Xici (Appended Remarks) in the Book of Change. Kleutghen (2012, p. 35) argued that Qianlong chose this phrase in order to show that a belief in non-duality was native to the Chinese intellectual tradition, on the grounds that the Appended Remarks were believed to have been authored by Confucius. In fact, the doctrinal association of the Appended Remarks in general and “What do I worry or think?” in particular had been fraught with uncertainty or doubt. In particular, the authorship had often been questioned since Song times. Thus, it is not very plausible that Qianlong picked the Appended Remarks among many literary sources in order to demonstrate the native or “Confucian” origin of a belief in non-duality. In fact, the idea of “What do I worry or think?” resonates with the Daoist doctrine that can be found in the Heaven and Earth chapter of the text of Zhuangzi. For this reason, I am not convinced by Patricia Berger's argument that the main message of One or Two was the Buddhist tenet of non-duality (see Berger, 2003, p. 52).5
In my view, a more plausible interpretation is as follows. The most apparent thrust of the poem is “unity.” All four lines of the poem repudiate existing dichotomous divisions. The way to achieve unity is to avoid commitment to any moral or religious outlook. It is in this context that one can understand why such a short poem contains four different ways of thought. The author may want to show that the message of the poem, whatever it is, does not belong exclusively to any of these perspectives, or to all of them. The implication in relation to rulership is that the ruler should not be committed to any of the moral, cultural, or ethnic outlooks. Alternatively, he should be committed to all of them if he cannot distance himself from them. The way to achieve such a goal is to be provisional. The provisional state represents not a resting place, but an ongoing process. Remaining provisional is a key to a capacity for improvisation and mutability. Through mutation, the ruler can effectively address a variety of constituencies. Thus, one may also call it “emptiness.” How close this kind of emptiness is to Buddhist doctrine is not our concern here. The emptiness here does not refer to a fundamental nature of things; it is more like an empty container waiting for an infill of determinate “content.” Thus, the “Chinese” identity is empty yet occupied in the sense that its emptiness is constantly filled with differing contents. This dynamics let the Qing rule China, which became ever more pluralistic. Thanks to this emptiness or provisional quality, the Qing rulers become whoever or whatever was expected of them.
What, then, would be other conceivable and potentially competing ways to achieve the unity of the “Chinese” Empire? Given that the Qing was based on multi-ethnic coalitions, it was not feasible to espouse a certain legitimate culture and to impose it on a variety of populations. In fact, the Manchus were neither sinicized nor did they impose their culture on the Han Chinese; rather, they attempted to preserve them as their own. Even if they had wanted either outcome, such a move should have required the interventionist administration of society's resources in order to create and maintain a high degree of cultural homogeneity. Such state power was beyond imagination during the Qing times. The size of the Qing Empire was twice that of the Ming. And despite the tremendous mid-Qing population growth, the Qing carried on with the same number of country magistrates. Probably the Qing could not help viewing each and every constituency as having its own cultural constitution, concrete history, and collective identity. Thus, it would not be plausible to interpret Qing governance and rulership as autocracy or despotism if it supposed a strong state power. Rather, the adoption of the empty identity perspective may reflect the Qing rulers’ concern to fit in, or to be accepted by their subjects in exceedingly heterogeneous circumstances. The eagerness for acceptance does not seem to suppress the idea of self-identity, and entail sinicization. The Qing rulers, in their quest for acceptance (at least in the minds of the three great emperors in the eighteenth century), instead kept their own Manchu identity. Concurrently, they developed the empty Chineseness that allowed them to become more harmoniously in tune with the different groups in the empire. For this reason, it would be equally problematic to describe the Manchu's multiple identities as a kind of political schizophrenia (Rawski, 1998, p. 295). It may look bizarre to proclaim first a Manchu identity and then the establishment of a Chinese-style dynasty within a year or so. However, the Qing rulers seemed self-conscious enough when they were faced with the simultaneity of these potentially conflicting political demands. They decided to patronize the cultures of their subjects by metamorphosing themselves. In other words, the Qing rulers constructed multiple masks or personas. Each and every mask looks like Chineseness to its varying viewers. However, what is behind and sustains the mask cannot be reduced to any of the cultural contents. All we find are masks all the way down; there is no distinct person behind the masks with an identity apart from the many masks he wears.

Evidential Learning
Evidential Learning represents a major intellectual movement in the Qing dynasty which focuses on a wide range of empirical studies, including textual criticism and encyclopedic research. Believing that meaning may be known through empirical evidence, the practitioners of Evidential Learning engaged themselves in building encyclopedic knowledge item by item, paying attention to details of literal explanation and textual exegesis. Even if the text contains moral instructions, one major stream within Evidential Learning pursued the exposition of literal meaning independently of a concern with moral self-cultivation. Probably the most well-known outcome of applying this approach was the Complete Books of the Four Treasuries (Siku Quanshu), a monumental bibliographic project commissioned by the Qianlong emperor.
As Evidential Learning defines itself against Dao Learning, it would be illuminating to compare the two in a few key aspects. First, their epistemologies are different. The epistemology of Evidential Learning adopts an empiricist mode of knowledge. Professing a certain contempt for speculative reasoning, the practitioners moved away from Dao Learning's grand narratives about cosmological unity and toward rigorous use of bibliographies and other textual evidence in order to establish particular facts and solid textual interpretations.
Second, epistemological differences give rise to differing approaches to the classics. Whereas Dao Learning supposes that sages in anti­quity are transmitting normative teaching to us in the present through the mediation of such timeless universals as human nature or cosmological principle, Evidential Learning is more conscious of the time and linguistic circumstances separating the sages from us. Therefore, Evidential Learning approaches the classics by philological techniques in order to furnish more exact interpretation of them. That is, the practitioners of Evidential Learning often move their attention from the mind-and-heart to the external world without necessarily asking what kind of relevance the exploration of the external world has to the self. Therefore, the followers of Dao Learning often challenged Evidential Learning for engaging in largely trivial inquiries, paying far too little attention to the central question of how we ought to behave, and regarded it as a lesser and even a vulgar form of intellectual pursuit. Of course, the Zhu Xi school of Dao Learning also stresses the importance of investigation of the external world. However, the difference is significant. Owing to the assumed correspondence between external knowledge and self-knowledge, Dao Learning's pursuit of knowledge always involves a simultaneous process of self-realization in the attempt to grasp the external world. By contrast, Evidential Learning forsakes the correspondence between external knowledge and self-knowledge.
Third, Evidential Learning certainly does not dispense with the idea that there are universal objects of knowledge: the Dao or li (pattern) as something to be aspired to in the process of learning. At the same time, Evidential Learning de-emphasizes the unity of li. The assumption in its pursuit of external knowledge was that li was not one but many. The idea that each thing and affair in the external world possesses li could presuppose a disintegrated world-picture. Such a disintegrated world-picture supports encyclopedic learning, which means the endless gathering of unconnected knowledge. Such knowledge is never incorporated into a comprehensive understanding of the world, for one's understanding of the world cannot reach the point of completeness merely by being encyclopedic. Broad learning results not in a whole but in a sum. It marshals the facts but does not integrate them.
Thus, Dao Learning thinkers complain that a factual grasp of the whole world is unfeasible because the realm encompassed by external knowledge is so vast. The fragmentary nature of the infinite accumulation of external knowledge goes against Dao Learning's aspiration to appropriate the world in the realm of the self, not only because the world is disunified in itself but also because the self lacks a viable connection to the world. As a result, the self is not defined as a significant being upon which the whole world depends. Without the unique selfhood that enables one to go beyond the confined scope of the selfish ego and unite with the rest of the world, there is a collapse of the whole Dao Learning project, which takes personal morality as the prime vehicle for transforming society.
Seen in this light, the epistemological shift associated with Evidential Learning poses a grave threat to the Dao Learning project as a whole because it loses sight of the ontological premise of the latter. To be a follower of Dao Learning means to have a deep commitment to unity. Without a belief in the unity that makes self and world cohere, the Dao Learning project, which theoretically makes local voluntarism as significant as service at the central government, cannot be sustained. If practitioners of Dao Learning developed an organic vision of politics by carving out the domain of the state–society in the great cosmo-theological organic body, those of Evidential Learning did not believe that good government was inscribed in this great cosmological-theological framework. With regard to this natural order, Evidential Learning introduces a radical break from the notion of unity that framed Dao Learning, which calls for a new relation between individual, state, and society.
Seen in this light, the vision of a world lacking unity, which may well justify the pursuit of cumulative factual knowledge, seems to suggest disunity or multiplicity as the dominant paradigm for the individual inhabiting the world. However, multiplicity alone cannot serve as the intellectual foundation on which to prevent the corrosive anarchical power of particular parts. Without responding properly to this challenge, Evidential Learning may remain simply archaism or antiquarianism rather than a source of political theory for the larger community. This is where Gu Yanwu (1613–82), a leading proponent of Evidential Learning, comes in. It is not wholly accidental that Gu advocates Evidential Learning, decentralized governance, and an enlarged notion of self-interest at the same time. They all represent the direction that changes in the status quo ought to take.

Good Governance and Local Autonomy
Gu Yanwu wrote searching critiques of the dynastic institutions and argued for local governance by indigenous elites as an alternative.6 The main text for his political theory is On the Prefectural System (Junxian lun). In his view, the problems with the Qing are twofold: the underperformance of the central government and the corruption of local clerks and runners. They both are unaccountable in their own ways. The former seems to lack either the power to penetrate society or the ability to impose the fiction of unity upon the realm as a whole. The latter seems to be conditioned by a too narrowly circumscribed horizon and selfish desires. Gu's alternative is to appoint a member of the upper-level local elite to serve as the county magistrate for their larger local areas with the prospect of life long tenure, which can be even hereditary if their performance is good enough. Gu believed that this system effectively resolves the above two problems. First, the upper-level local elite's takeover of local administration constituted an inevitable answer to the breakdown of the central government's power. It would lessen the excessive burden of nation-wide central administration. Second, when the upper-level local elite worked for their own local areas by having lifelong tenure, they would become much more responsible and better committed than when they worked for other counties as centrally appointed outsiders. One might say that they did so out of their self-interest. Even so, their self-interest was much more “enlightened” and far-sighted than that of parasitic local clerks and runners who have abused local administration. The recognition that proportionate attention should be given to local desires and interests if the country is to be better governed might sound like Adam Smith's “invisible hand,” the notion that the sum of individual acquisitiveness would lead to the material betterment of the entire polity (Rowe, 2009, p. 61). However, Gu's proposal is more of a reinterpretation of Confucius’ recognition that it is everyone's natural disposition to cherish their own family. Gu's On the Prefectural System says, “People in the world cherish their own families and favor their own children one-sidedly. That is what people are actually like” (Gu, 2000, p. 40). Despite both Gu and the followers of Dao Learning's claim to inherit Confucius’ teaching, Gu truly sets himself apart from Dao Learning regarding how to define the relation of the part (private) to the whole (public): “By adding up the selfishness of the world, we can bring about the complete realization of the public good of the world” (Gu and Huang, 1990, p. 120). In recognizing selfishness as the normal human condition and conceiving of public interests in terms of the sum of selfish interests, Gu's position differs from Dao Learning. In addition, Gu no longer believes in a cosmological unity that goes beyond the dichotomy between center and local.
In the face of the unprecedented Western threat and a new world of international competition, the Qing Empire was still in the grip of an incompetent ruling elite and the Manchu royal family. China became more and more vulnerable to foreign predation. The breakdown of local control machinery led to the empowerment of local elites who increasingly controlled militias, the administration of justice, the collection of local taxes and commercial levies, and the financial management of civil construction. In keeping with the rising power of local elites, intellectuals began to revive and reinterpret Gu's idea of decentralized polities with considerable local autonomy (Rowe, 2009, pp. 61–2). They increasingly came to believe that self-governance was more effective than dysfunctional centralization in reinvigorating political leadership, releasing the energies of the entire population, and making China strong enough to compete in a predatory international environment. Their hope was not merely to shift decisions on local matters from the central government and centrally appointed officials to local or more proximate ones, but also to reinvigorate the spirit of initiative. Their proposed quasi-feudal reforms in local administration stood in sharp contrast with the Japanese activist-cum-intellectuals who sought to replace the age-old decentralized feudal rule by centralized bureaucratic administration.
The key figures included Feng Guifen (1809–74), a member of the Gu Yanwu Shrine Association, and Kang Youwei (1858–1927), the leader of the Hundred Days Reforms of 1898. In one way or another, they argued for local autonomy and sometimes combined it with imported notions of Western representative democracy. They sought to abolish the law of avoidance, which, since Shang Yang's reform, functioned as a way to put a stop to the tendency of local officials to turn into a hereditary aristocracy with strong desires for independence. Taking a step further, Feng, who accepted imported notions of Western representative democracy as well as Gu's ideas, maintained that local runners and clerks should be popularly elected by secret ballot and serve elected terms of office, thereby being accountable to their constituents. Agreeing with Feng's call for the election of local sub-officials, Kang Youwei added that elected sub-officials and inherited magistrates should be governed by a relation of checks and balances (Rowe, 2009, pp. 207–9, 216, 238–9). In fact, as key representative bodies, the provincial assemblies were composed through election in the election of 1909. “[D]espite stringent educational and property-holding requirements that narrowed the (all-male) electorate to less than 0.5 percent of the empire's population, an estimated two million Qing subjects went to the polls and got a taste of political participation undreamt of up to that time” (Rowe, 2009, p. 278).
With the advantage of hindsight, we know that decentralization opened the door to laxity of every sort. As a result, the empire devolved into autonomous regional powers. At the time, intellectuals and activists thought that they needed the active support of their population if they wanted to excel in international competition. Subsequently, people ceased to believe that state power stemmed from the existence of strong local powers. What they needed instead was a political form that was able to take unprecedented control of local society. Therefore, the task that twentieth-century China set for itself was to construct a more powerful, centralized, and intrusive state in the war of all against all going on around it. The Communist Chinese party-state, which is “among the most intrusive in the world in the lives of its own citizenry” (Dittmer and Kim, 1993, p. 25), represented one among many available options at that time.

Westernization in the Chinese Context
Even before the establishment of Communist China, intellectuals and activists had engaged themselves in the frank pursuit of “wealth and power” (fuqiang) because the specter of social dissolution haunted most Chinese people. At the turn of the twentieth century, historical conditions and the appropriate means of organizing government differed markedly from those of the pre-modern age. So too did political thought in China. Chinese thinkers had to reconsider their tradition of political thought as they came to terms with what they call “Western Learning.” In particular, the débâcle of the Sino-Japanese War of 1895 undermined the self-evidence of China's supremacy. As a result, the turn of the century witnessed a wide range of differing conceptions of the direction that changes in the status quo ought to take and the means of effecting such changes. Of course, there were still those who felt that they should leave their traditions exactly as they found them because the tried and tested is always more bearable than the new and untried. However, even conservative scholars were beginning to feel that in order to reproduce the established order, it was necessary to borrow select ideas and institutions from the West to overhaul the country.
In his own manifesto, Exhortation to Study (Quanxue pian), Zhang Zhidong (1837–1909) abandoned an uncompromising “root-and-branch” vision which viewed Chinese ideas and their embodiment in practical areas as organically united. As an alternative, he pursued partial reform that might well contribute to an amelioration of Chinese conditions. His reformist credo “Chinese learning as the substance, Western learning as the function” (Zhongxue wei ti, yangxue wei yong) epitomizes his subtle maneuver. While it advocates self-strengthening industrialization, it refused to accept Western values. Radicals such as Tan Sitong (1865–98) and Yan Fu (1854–1921) argued for a more radical reform rather than evolutionary change. According to them, Western-style industrial society was based on an entirely different set of cultural premises and schemes of value. Therefore, it was not possible to adopt one without the other. In order to achieve successful industrialization, the Chinese must adopt Western values and ideas. Instead of adopting the dichotomy of substance/function, Tan utilized the more connective binary of dao and concrete manifestations (qi). In so doing, he stressed the inseparability between moral value, on the one hand, and science and technology, on the other, and sought to implement reforms to “resynchronize” values and environment. In Tan's view, it is mere foolishness to thrust radical institutions upon individuals who stick to traditional ideas and thus cannot possibly be expected to accept novel innovations. To facilitate this value shift, Yan Fu published many translations of Western political thought, including Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Laws (1748), Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations (1776), and Thomas Henry Huxley's Evolution and Ethics (1893).
After the failure of the Hundred Days Reforms in 1898, people became increasingly intolerant of the idea of reform and instead found Sun Yat-sen's republican revolutionary vision and Marxist ideas more plausible. Both visions claimed that the monarchical paradigm must be replaced with the government by the whole body of the people. Mao and his comrades believed that Marxism would alter many of the existing structures of Chinese society, and yet should transform itself in order to adapt to Chinese circumstances. In other words, Mao was not an exception in thinking that the Chinese had to reconcile visions from the West with Chinese reality. Against Marx's contention that people's social being determines their consciousness, not vice versa, Mao claims that strong-willed peasants can determine their social being and future. This voluntarism departs from classical Marxism in two respects. First, it repudiates historical materialism, which supposes that human society evolves through historical stages defined by material terms. Second, it is not deemed necessary to go through the stage of capitalism in which the proletarian class is supposed to carry out its struggle to move society forward. In Mao's reinvention of Marxism, right-minded Chinese peasants are able to telescope the process of transition through historical stages. By so doing, China could compensate for the weakness of its developmental stage and realize the goal of the most advanced civilization, which is socialist utopia.
Seen in this light, even China's contact with the Western imperial powers may be interpreted in a more nuanced way. In particular, one may reconsider the Fairbankian framework in which the turn of the twentieth century has largely been viewed as China's response to the West, including Westernized Japan. The assumptions on which the conceptual framework rests have been the binary perception of China as static and the West as dynamic. Accordingly, the intellectual tension around the turn of the century was understood as that between conservatives incapable of self-generated change and reformers requiring China's transformation given the impact of external force. With the contested notion of “central efflorescence” in mind, one may identify more diverse responses. Some may have wanted to keep the traditional “central efflorescence”/ barbarian framework intact and regarded the West as barbarian. Others may have wanted to go so far as to consider Han China as “central efflorescence” in itself, reproducing its authenticity as the preserver of Chinese culture against all (i.e. the Manchus, Japan, and the West). Those who studied abroad very early on may have escaped the “central efflorescence”/barbarian binary altogether, wishing to fashion new China in the image of the West. Those who wished to incorporate Western ideas under the rubric of Chinese identity may have wanted to reinvent Chinese identity. Those who could not bear the gap between China's imaginary position of “central efflorescence” and unpleasant realities may have wanted to find another “central efflorescence” in a foreign country while retaining the binary set of “central efflorescence” and barbarian. In summary, it would be worthwhile to regard the notion of “central efflorescence” as an intervening variable. As a self-fulfilling prophecy, it constituted the driving force behind Chinese intellectuals’ quest for a new order in one way rather than another. This enables one to view China's indigenous society not as an inert body acted upon by an all-transforming West but as a dynamic entity in itself, with its own powerful inner sense of direction. Seen in this way, Chinese intellectual history in the twentieth century is not a simple response to the West, but characterized by the dynamic efforts of particular agents who were forced to consider themselves as a people with a particular history, character, and destiny.

Notes


1 While the academic discourse of sinicization contributed to our understanding of Chinese history, the new Manchu-centered scholarship on Qing China – which is conventionally called New Qing history – has argued that it has distorted the complexities of the Qing's state identity by overemphasizing assimilation and acculturation. New Qing historians therefore deal with the identity of the Qing dynasty in its own immediate historical context. I discuss the issue of Qing identity in more detail in Kim (forthcoming).
2 On differing interpretations on Qianlong, see Kahn (1971); Crossley (1999); Berger (2003); Elliott (2009).
3 In addition, “Qianlong's own heir, the Jiaqing emperor (r. 1796–1820) seems to have commissioned his own version of One or Two” (Kleutghen, 2012, p. 41).
4 The close relationship between Qianlong and Yongzheng is suggested in the painting Spring's Peaceful Message by Lang (1736).
5 As the title of her book suggested, Berger interpreted Qing imperial authority in terms of Tibetan Buddhism.
6 In his famous On the Prefectural System (Junxian lun) and the Record of Knowledge Acquired Day-by-Day (Rizhilu).Epilogue: China in Larger Contexts


If one is preoccupied with a quest for a common ideational ground of Chinese political history, one may be forced to believe in the existence of a homogeneously unified and univocal China that it underpins. Indeed, though they might disagree over details, many scholars (writing in Chinese) have continued to subscribe to the view that since the Qin dynasty, China has been a despotic, autocratic, or strong state (zhuanzhi guojia) which has successfully unified multiple nationalities.1 Chinese scholars are not alone in contrasting an enduring feature of despotic China with other polities in the world. It was also one of the master narratives put forth by Western social scientists that dominated Chinese politics for most of the twentieth century. In addition, it forms the core of popular understandings of China.
The guiding assumption behind this volume is that one should be against the notion of a homogeneously unified, univocal, and despotic China and the essentialist insistence on Chinese political thought as its ideology. In order to problematize the connections among geography, ethnicity, culture, and thought, it is important to decouple China as a polity and shifting identity by adopting a historical perspective. Viewed from such a historical perspective, the unity that sustains the Chinese polity and its ideational basis is a fragile and complex balance of various disparate and conflicting elements. At the same time, it does exhibit some shared points of reference. This historically grounded inquiry into Chinese political thought suggests that Chinese political thought is a series of creative responses to broad shifts in the constraints and opportunities of the external milieu. Upon this realization, the history of Chinese political thought reveals itself not as an unfolding of the essence of Chinese culture but as a cumulative tradition. For some scholars, like myself, the tradition is interesting primarily because it is still alive. That is, rather than its contents possessing global significance on the basis of some alleged relevance to contemporary problems, individual practitioners continue to create and act upon meanings in that tradition. The main aim of this concluding chapter is to conjure up a bird's-eye view of Chinese identity and its relation to political thought from the early modern to the contemporary. As we shall see, there was no easy transition from pre-modern empire through modern nation-states to the contemporary Chinese polity, as political actors and thinkers had to negotiate their identities and come to terms with the larger world in which China constituted a part. In other words, Chinese identity continues to constitute a foundational question with which any investigation of modern and contemporary Chinese political thought will have to grapple.

Contested Centrality in Early Modern East Asia
Between the mid-seventeenth and early twentieth centuries, the Great Qing Empire claimed suzerainty over neighboring countries and linked them through “tributary trade” relations and other modes of cultural and political interaction before the European expansion. This by no means meant that its centrality was not contested. On the contrary, its centrality was contested in much more complex ways and to a greater degree than we once assumed. It was qualitatively different from the dynastic empires that preceded the Qing and from the modern China that was still to come. This contested centrality profoundly and inescapably set the conditions for the polity and society we know today as “China.”
While Qing China still retained its military power, its power of cultural focalization was no doubt contested, at least at the level of universality. To see more clearly how the symbol of “central efflorescence” is contested, it is necessary to go beyond the confines of what has been considered Chinese national history. In particular, the discourse of other East Asian countries on “central efflorescence” opens up a new avenue for engaging with the issue of Chineseness, showing that Chineseness was not a domain of discourse exclusive to a certain nation. To that larger history we now turn.
The Manchu's appropriation of the symbol of “central efflorescence” had profound repercussions with regard to state identity both at home and abroad. The Korean Chosŏn dynasty was a prime example as it had been viewed by many Chosŏn and Qing intellectuals as exemplifying the East Asian world order centered on the Ming, the Han-ruled dynasty that had preceded the Qing. In particular, the vast majority of Korean intellectuals, who had both cultural and political allegiances to the Ming dynasty, were forced to fundamentally rethink their state identity when the Qing replaced the Ming in 1644. For them this change represented neither another dynastic change, nor a simple power realignment in the East Asian international political structure; rather, it represented the radical transformation of their worldview itself, in that a “barbarian” tribe had conquered what they took to be the very center of the civilized world. Their responses to it offer an innovative perspective on the notion of Chineseness.
What changed exactly? The transition to Qing rule dismantled, among other things, the Han-centric perspective ensconced in “central plain-ism,” which defined the Sino-Korean relationship while the Ming dynasty reigned in China. On this basis, one may have expected the Chosŏn to withdraw from the emerging new world order. However, they had no power to decenter the standard binary opposition between “central efflorescence” and the barbarians, which the Manchus wanted to sustain. It thus became imperative to come to terms with the new situation which had turned the Chinese–barbarian distinction inside out, with Manchus becoming the “central efflorescence,” that is, Chinese. In particular, Korean intellectuals had to ask: how was one to redefine the boundaries between civilization and barbarity? This question impinged directly upon the issue of Chineseness.
As the Chosŏn was militarily far weaker than the Qing, Korean intellectuals were not able to redefine its status as a “tributary” state. Instead, they managed to come up with a wholly different conception of Chineseness and their relationship to it. This was referred to as the “little China” (sojunghwa) ideology.2 It held that the Chosŏn embodied Chineseness authentically while other neighboring countries failed to do so in the face of the barbarian domination of the center of the civilized world. This sense of cultural identity was fostered in late Chosŏn Korea through a set of standardized rites and unifying symbols. In order to make sense of this seemingly bizarre notion – that is, that Korea was more Chinese than China itself – some exploration of the relevant historical background and the conceptual apparatus of the Chinese/barbarian distinction is in order here.
To determine what Chineseness meant to the practitioners of the “little China” ideology, one needs to trace the developmental itinerary of the “central efflorescence” notion in the late Chosŏn. At the first stage, Chosŏn intellectuals largely equated the Ming state with “central efflorescence,” at least while there remained the hope of the Ming coming back to power. However, as the Qing's power continuously gained momentum, this hope began to fade (Huh, 2009). Once it became clear that the Ming had been completely abolished, Chosŏn intellectuals seemed to conceive “central efflorescence” in terms of Ming culture, not the Ming state. However, practitioners of the “little China” ideology often criticized Ming culture, while idolizing “central efflorescence.” In addition, the sociocultural attributes and traits that late Chosŏn intellectuals identified as “Chineseness” varied greatly. As “central efflorescence” transformed itself into something lacking in ontological stability and referential certainty, it could not be reduced to any individual definition. It is in this context that I argue that “central efflorescence” related neither to the Ming state itself nor to Ming culture, but to a world of fiction that late Chosŏn intellectuals inhabited.
To appreciate this point, one needs to take seriously the transactional and relative nature of the “central efflorescence”/ barbarian concept. When Chinese dynasties and neighboring countries institutionalized regular exchanges of emissaries, what was at stake in their interaction was, as mentioned before, hierarchical and yet mutual recognition. This is why hierarchical rituals in the regular exchanges of envoys mattered greatly in the “tributary system.” To borrow the Hegelian notion of recognition (Anerkennung) in the dialectic of lordship and servitude, even the superior needed the recognition of the inferior in order to maintain its identity. In the context of international relations in East Asia, when barbarian states recognized “central efflorescence,” they affirmed and validated Chinese identity; Chinese dynasties, in turn, required this recognition in order to maintain their identity and self-understanding. That being so, even if the Chosŏn had wanted to abandon the role of barbarian, it would be unable to do so because the Qing would have resisted it out of a desire to maintain its identity as “central efflorescence.” At the same time, the existing conception of “central efflorescence,” which still regarded the Qing as barbarian, constituted the very foundation of the Chosŏn “little China” ideology.
How can these seemingly incompatible demands be negotiated or satisfied? The Chosŏn could not exit from the “central efflorescence”/ barbarian binary. The Qing was overwhelmingly strong in terms of military power, and any resistance to the Qing's imposition may have risked the very existence of the Chosŏn state itself. Loyalty to “central efflorescence” (which was still identified with the Ming) constituted the core of the Chosŏn state's identity from the beginning of the dynasty. Wholesale accommodation to Manchu ways was never an option. In other words, the Chosŏn could be neither part of the “central efflorescence” nor barbarian in relation to the Manchu rulers; and at the same time, it could not disinvest from this binary either.
The Chosŏn response to this dilemma was to fashion a fictive “central efflorescence” in the form of a “little China.” It allowed the Chosŏn to remain part of the existing world order while paying appropriate respect to the Qing as the “central efflorescence” in another dimension. For example, even after the Qing investiture of the Korean king, he continued to use the chronological era of the Ming for documents that he believed were out of the Qing's reach. When the Chosŏn finally came to entertain the status of “little China” in its own ideology, it was supposed to acquire its own corresponding “barbarian,” for it could not qualify as (little) “central efflorescence” until this was recognized by others. However, the Qing, as rulers of China, could not be seen as barbarian in official foreign relations.
The fictive nature of “central efflorescence” in the “little China” ideology is particularly evident when compared to other polities surrounding China. First, consider the case of Vietnam. Annam (former Vietnam) was often under the direct control of China before the tenth century and briefly during Ming China. However, in most late imperial periods, Annam entertained the status of an autonomous tributary state. At the same time, its rulers called themselves emperors in domestic communication (Woodside, 1959). This is what set Vietnam apart from Korea. In the late nineteenth century, in order to counter French encroachment, the Nguyen court of Vietnam strategically increased its tributary missions to the Qing and invoked its protection despite its concealed self-conception as an empire.
Japan was also among the polities which built their statehood through an investiture process in which a Chinese court offered the appropriate titles of kings in exchange for tributary gifts. In the third century, Himiko, a priestess-chieftain in the Japanese islands, acquired such a title from the Northern Wei court, and it enhanced her prestige and ability to consolidate her political power. Eventually it led to the rise of a Yamato state in association with China in the early seventh century. After a brief exception of the acceptance of Chinese suzerainty by Ashikaga Yoshimitsu (1358–1408), the Tokugawa regime did not think of itself as a vassal state of China. Especially after the fall of the Ming dynasty, it established tribute relations with its own “barbarians.” In particular, Tokugawa Japan claimed the status of “central efflorescence” after the collapse of the Ming (Arano, 1987, pp. 213–20; 1988, p. 154). It attempted to create institutionalized visits of envoys to such states as Chosŏn Korea, the Ryukyu Kingdom, and the Netherlands (actually the Dutch East India Company).
However, this was not a viable option for the Chosŏn, as it had experienced repeated invasions from the Qing. In other words, the Chosŏn was within the reach of the Qing's military power; Tokugawa Japan was not. If the Chosŏn had demanded a different relationship of reciprocity, for example recognition on an equal footing with the Qing, it would have risked its very survival. The Chosŏn still needed to define its identity in relation to something. The epithet “little” in the term “little China” suggests that the Chosŏn was not “central efflorescence” itself. It needed a larger mirror in which to see itself. As the Chosŏn could not think of itself as “central efflorescence” per se, it needed a significant other, which was increasingly becoming fictional. This point enables one to distinguish the Chosŏn from Tokugawa Japan, which managed to create its own small-scale tributary system in reality.
Pro-Ming Korean intellectuals still hoped for the Ming to return to the center of civilization while Ming loyalist movements, such as the Southern Ming dynasty, remained active in the southern part of China. When portions of the Ming existed, Chineseness possessed a stable referent. Insofar as the possibility of the Ming's return was still conceivable, “central efflorescence” could represent some political hope. But the collapse of the Southern Ming dynasty (1644–64) unsettled the existing notion of China altogether. After this event, nothing could provide an uncontested and authoritative standard in defining Chineseness. When there was no political hope for the Ming's return, intellectuals began to problematize the very notion of Chi­neseness, which hitherto remained untheorized and taken for granted. They began to ask: what does Chineseness consist of? As this question intensified, “central efflorescence” ceased to be a category with a fixed content, and instead operated as an open and indeterminate signifier whose meanings were constantly renegotiated and rearticulated in different phases of late Chosŏn Korea. No matter how many conceptions of “central efflorescence” were competing in the marketplace of ideas, the fact remained that the demise of the Ming deprived the Chosŏn of the agent that had validated its approximation to Chineseness. Chosŏn intellectuals became ever more sensitive to the gap between their understanding of Chineseness as such and what was actually taking place in geopolitical China.
It is against this background that one can understand what Kim Jonghu (1721–80), a member of the Noron, a dominant political faction at the Chosŏn court, said in his letter to Hong Taeyong (1731–83), who became fascinated by Qing culture: “What I think is that there is no China after the Ming. That is all. My intention is not to rebuke them for paying no regard to the Ming dynasty but not for doing so to China (zhongguo)” (Hong, the Inner Chapters, juan 3). Kim's statement decouples a de-territorialized Chineseness, “central efflorescence,” from all three main sources of Chineseness – space, ethnicity, and culture – that had coalesced into a universalizing category of “central efflorescence” during the Ming dynasty. In spite of, and because of, the lack of material references, Kim was creating an “empty” sign that was non-referential with respect to “reality.”
Owing to its unique characteristics, the notion of zhonghua may have contributed to apparent peace in East Asia throughout the eighteenth century. The Qing, the Chosŏn, and the Tokugawa polity seemed to know that they all espoused potentially competing notions of Chineseness. For example, the Qing was able to gain access to the Daily Records of the Royal Secretariat in one way or another (Hyojongsillok kwŏn 15). The governor of Tsushima was well aware that Tokugawa Japan viewed the Chosŏn as its barbarian (yi) in its endeavor to become a recipient of foreign tribute. However, he did not publicize this to the Chosŏn so that diplomatic relations could be maintained, and even tampered with diplomatic documents for the purpose of avoiding international conflicts (Toby, 2008). Also, although the Chosŏn political elites were aware that Japan appropriated “central efflorescence” and thus treated the Chosŏn's envoy as a member of a “barbarian” nation, they did not make it a source of serious discord between the two countries. Let me call this situation “ignorance by design,” in the sense that although East Asian countries knew what other polities thought of themselves, they did not let it become a factor hindering the development of international relations. As “central efflorescence” operated in multi-layered discourses, they did not come into serious conflict. While they developed or retained their own self-understanding, they approached the new world order so as to adapt themselves to its changed international politics.
Seen in this light, the “little China” ideology may be construed as a “weapon of the weak” (Scott, 1985). The political leaders in the late Chosŏn knew enough about the power shift during the Ming–Qing transition and were aware of the hard fact that the Qing was militarily much stronger than the Chosŏn. Therefore, it was in the Chosŏn's interest to compensate for the weakness of its military might with an especially compelling vision of civilization. To borrow the typology of power from Michael Mann (2012), one may say that practically the only source of power the Chosŏn was able to tap was ideological power: “central efflorescence” served as a symbol of a positive reference group owing to its role as the source of civilizing models, in opposition to the negative reference group of “barbarian.” Once the Qing abolished the Ming and consolidated its power, the Chosŏn's moral rectitude, as a weapon of the weak, gained clearer significance. The “little China” ideology, thus understood, represented the Chosŏn's strategic tool for negotiating with other countries and counterbalancing the overpowering military power of the Qing. It would be misleading to think that the Chosŏn made a self-binding commitment to a particular bargaining position without taking it as its true moral identity; the strategic value of the “little China” ideology lies in the very fact that the Chosŏn internalized those norms in its identities to a degree that other neighboring states could not possibly match.

Contested Centrality in Modern East Asia
The modern European model of a world of independent states was in itself a threat to the traditional Chinese notion of foreign relations that were bound up with the particular notion of “central efflorescence,” that is, an expanding civilizational center toward which barbarians were drawn. Although it has sometimes been contested, it is said that the modern European inter-state system was institutionalized in the seventeenth century in the Peace of Westphalia, and the Congress of Vienna in 1815, which dissolved the Napoleonic Empire, intensified the Westphalian view of inter-state organization. According to these views, the territorially bounded sovereign state is the most pertinent unit of foreign relations among so-called “civilized nations,” and they should relate to one another under the legal principle of mutual and equal sovereignty, regardless of their respective power. In short, the universal empire is no longer the ultimate vocation of all states. Despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that many states entertained the same degree of sovereignty, states were involved in an ever-intensifying competition with each other. The competitive nature of the inter-state system drove each state to maximize its growth without leading to its own enfeeblement. Therefore, although these states might vary in capability, they all sought to assert themselves, maximize their power, and thus to ensure their survival, in a space of increased, extended, and intensified economic exchange and colonial conquest. The expanding European world system drew into its orbit regions that had previously remained less than fully connected.
As the expansion of the European empires intensified, China had to redefine the understanding of its place in the larger, competitive sphere. As long as the Qing's loose, decentralized system of organization was contained within the relatively closed system of Asia, it may have worked to a positive effect in that it may have been a cheap way to keep the peace and to extract tributes. However, when it entered the globally competitive arena, this asset became a liability because more powerful, more interventionist, and nimbler forms of polity became necessary for political survival. Therefore, the Qing looked to the European nation-state model in considering how to organize itself into a modern state. At the same time, China had increasingly been integrated into larger political and economic networks created by European expansion. In terms of the diplomatic front, the 1842 Treaty of Nanjing and the 1858 Treaty of Tianjin pushed the Qing into the new era of intense international competition. The new international order left little room for the older universalist pretension – “central efflorescence” – of the Qing Empire, because neighboring countries no longer had to band together in accordance with the imperial vision. Meanwhile, such intellectuals as Yan Fu translated an alternative world picture in which multiple sovereign, national states competed for supremacy and those that failed were wiped out.
Once China moved into a Westphalian political imaginary, it had virtually no cultural or political legitimacy as a leading state in the world. Chinese activists and intellectuals instead centered on how China might emerge from its humiliating position and rebuild itself as a powerful, modern nation-state. They regarded nationalism as a tool to effectively defend themselves against the West because it carried with it patriotic zeal. Initially Chinese nationalism took the form of anti-Manchuism and Han proto-nationalism, which involved costs and losses as well as gains. Although an antipathy to Manchu rule contributed to the Qing dynasty's overthrow in 1911, the price to be paid was a growing ethical separatism. While a strong Han proto-nationalism created serious tensions among peoples of different languages, religions, and cultures as they lived as neighbors on the same soil, the Chinese government sought to bring together people in political communities unified by common languages and common traditions. Contemporary China to a significant extent has been shaped by the experiences of the Qing and twentieth-century China. Owing to the Qing conquest of Central Eurasia, the People's Republic of China (PRC) was able to claim the lands as part of the present Chinese government. On the flip side, the PRC often confronts violent separatist movements of Tibetan, Uighur, and other groups who are subsumed under the political label “minority peoples” and are supposedly granted a certain degree of autonomy.
It is intriguing to note that while the PRC enjoys international diplomatic recognition as a nation-state, in anchoring its identity, it uses “central efflorescence,” a trans-dynastic term referring to imperial centrality that has been applied across most of the span of what is called Chinese history. Owing to the PRC's efforts, the term is now part of the political imagination associated with the nation-state, a new phase in the long history of the term itself. The ambiguous valence of the term “central efflorescence” as such represents an attempt to create a framework upon which to construct a larger entity that is continuous over time, and through which the PRC relates itself to the historical succession of dynastic states and eventually to a larger mythical sense of spatiotemporal continuity. To the extent that “central efflorescence” served as a symbol of the center of world civilization, Chinese nationalism did not regard the “Chinese” as merely one of the many nations in the world, but as those who possess the vocation of the leading reference group with an especially compelling vision of civilization. Such a self-image has proved to be effective in rallying the citizenry for economic development, educational advancement, and national defense. It may continue to shape the expectations of various populations and reveal how political possibilities are imagined. For example, having come to regard China as the center of civilization in the history of the world, the PRC laments the fact that modern China has fallen away from its traditional heights, and calls upon its compatriots to restore the pre-modern glories of their “central efflorescence.”
One may respond that it is quite natural for the PRC to appropriate a larger and continuous entity from antiquity to the present which provides it with a sense of belonging. That is, the PRC simply claims preceding dynasties as part of its own history, as many traditional dynasties have claimed. However, given the alleged division between old and new China, it seems ironic that the PRC wants to recast itself as the latest incarnation of “central efflorescence.” Apparently, the notion of “nation” and/or “ethnicity” has a less privileged position in Marxist theory. This is why Benedict Anderson (2006, p. 161) urges one to abandon the preconception that Marxists are not nationalists. As Anderson pointed out, Marxism and nationalism were more often than not intertwined in Asian politics. Indeed, the successful revolutions of the twentieth century were nationalist. However, in Marxism, at least in principle, who we are depends on where we are going rather than where we are coming from. When Marxism is losing its appeal, a fundamental rethinking of identity seems called for in the PRC. One viable option is to turn to the past, as a shared cultural past often provides the foundation for collective identity. That seems to be why the PRC is enthusiastic about defining itself in terms of networks or categories of membership and location in the stream of Chinese history. This type of history seems resourceful in dealing with the PRC's abiding concern for cultural and political identity and repeatedly recreating the reality of a unified empire in a globalizing world.
Unlike Marxism, history is not in the business of predicting the future, and can therefore not tell us where the PRC is going by appropriating a certain form of Chineseness. However, the complex history of China helps us to understand the conditions, ideas, and actions that brought us to this uncertain present. To call into question the conventional view that what is today called China is a rather seamless continuation of the past, it is necessary to adopt a broader historical perspective. The competing conceptions of Chineseness in early modern East Asia, which has still been largely ignored by practitioners of Chineseness, will furnish the stuff of debate on the ways in which East Asian nation-states emerged. A good heuristic would be for one to ask the following subjunctive question: would it have been the same if the PRC had been the successor of the Ming, not the Qing? If the PRC had inherited the Ming, the three sources of Chineseness (i.e. ethnic, cultural, spatial) could have been better integrated and less contested. Yet the territory of the PRC would have been much smaller. Since the Qing, East Asian countries have decoupled various aspects of Chineseness, which had been regarded as a monolithic given bound to the Ming dynasty. Therefore, when the PRC inherited the Qing, it was not in a very good position to entertain such an integrated definition of Chineseness. Instead, it was in a better position to appropriate a larger territory. Thus, it may be said that the Qing's territorial bequest was made at the expense of the unity of Chineseness. Such a point would be more visible when taking a broader historical perspective on modern history.
Meanwhile, the idea of “central efflorescence” continued to maintain its operational power, especially in Korea's transition to a modern state. It is interesting to note that the ruling elite of Korea constituted their reality by keeping alive the fiction of “central efflorescence” in political discourses. This point is evident in the realm of inter-state politics at that time. For example, as a response to foreign imperial powers’ encroachment on the Chosŏn, Gojong (1852–1919), the twenty-sixth king of the Chosŏn dynasty, declared Korea an empire, thus becoming the first emperor of the Korean Empire in 1897. The rationale was to succeed to the position of the Ming dynasty, given that the Qing did not deserve the symbol of “central efflorescence.” One of the political implications was that Korea would no longer maintain satellite tribute relations with Qing China. That is to say, the notion of “central efflorescence” could serve as something akin to a constitutional fiction of Korea as a modern sovereign state, as it denied the Qing's suzerainty of Korea and thus opened up the ideological rationale to join the Westphalia system.
What of Japan? In the first half of the twentieth century, Japanese intellectuals attempted to divorce the legacy of Chinese civilization from the Chinese nation. On the one hand, they came up with the framework of “Oriental Culture” and “Oriental History,” which transcended its particular national boundaries and thus is shared by China and Japan (Tanaka, 1993). According to this view, although Oriental Culture originated in China, China was in decline. Therefore, Japan took the leadership in Oriental Culture because it was a much more advanced nation-state than any of the other Asian countries. This was an outcome of the negotiation between the recognition of the precocious development of Chinese civilization and the recent rise of Japan as the leading modern state in Asia. In other words, Japan was to replace the declining China as the new, ascendant embodiment of “central efflorescence.” Taking a step further, some Japanese intellectuals maintained that the Orient was superior to the Occident. This implied that Japan was destined to be the center of the world. The Japanese imperialist propaganda of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which claimed the “bloc of Asian nations led by the Japanese and free of Western powers,” was a political expression of this ideology.3

Contested Centrality in a Contemporary World
What are the conditions and challenges to which contemporary Chinese political thinkers may want to respond? In the twenty-first century, we live in an age of the relentless globalization of economies and social interactions. The flow of capital and the advent of new technologies have greatly altered the degree of interconnectedness that exists among states. The decisions and dynamics that most affect people's lives increasingly cross borders. Forms of politics based on the boundaries of the territorial state become increasingly outmoded. This new phase of history, the age of globalization, has presented political actors with threats and opportunities that they have not previously faced. In particular, it remains to be seen how this connectivity will be reconciled with existing embeddedness.
China is no exception. Its rapid rise as a global power is one of the most important political developments of the twenty-first century. On the one hand, now it is opening to market-oriented development, China has become wired for this ever-deepening connectedness. It finds itself incorporated into a greater world, where it exchanges goods and ideas with other states. China has increasingly figured centrally in world politics. On the other hand, the waning relevance of Marxism in China compels the Chinese people to rethink their tradition. In recent decades, the Chinese government has been passionately devoting itself to the idea of a unified state that has existed for millennia largely as an integrated whole in which every part is inalienable. Many Chinese thinkers want to develop a theory of order that would enable post-Marxist society to establish itself on a durable footing. In this connection, Chinese tradition, which had been regarded as only a hindrance, is appearing as a resource with which to remake China.
In short, China is caught up in the seeming contradiction of its dual commitment to globalization and to the bounded historical process that has shaped its identity. One of the prime motive forces in contemporary China is how to negotiate itself in a globalized world with its paramount position invigorated by its sustained identity marker of “central efflorescence.” For Chinese political thinkers, the challenge is to invent political theory to meet the dual challenges at the same time, so that China's ambitions for a Pax Sinica have become an imaginable and desirable possibility. Of course, imperial overreach in an explicitly military way would be ultimately too costly for any state to bear. The cost of doing so may be nothing less than the destruction of the globe as a whole. A more acceptable way is to construct a world order in a way that China reemerges as the source, if not the center, of world civilization.
In this connection, the universal concept of empire now reappears in a new relationship with the changing social, economic, and political conditions. For example, quite a few thinkers take note of the fact that the Chinese self-conception often organized its political imagination at the level of “All-Under-Heaven” rather than East Asia. For them, the Chinese notion of “All-Under-Heaven” can serve as an ideational resource, among all the legacies bequeathed to twenty-first-century China, that may offer some guidance to those who are interested in imagining a new world order.4 If a more historically specific understanding of the Chinese tradition of political thought makes more sense than reductionist arguments, as this volume hopes to show, summoning Chinese political thought to take up the prophesied mission of a new world order with imperial resonance is doubly significant. First, such an imperial vision represents one among many ideational resources available in the Chinese tradition. Second, attempts to achieve this aim reveal that Chinese political thought constitutes a vibrant and highly contested conceptual terrain.
To appreciate this vibrancy, the idea of a self-fulfilling prophecy rather than historical fidelity is instructive. More often than not, “central efflorescence” is not necessarily a description of facts, but a form of collective intentionality. There was an overwhelming sense that China was destined to become the center of civilization in the world. Such a tendency reproduced shared expectations, and people wanted to realize the expectation they themselves created. In other words, actors acted on the basis of shared expectations developed by the proponents of the “central efflorescence” ideology. Thus, the self-fulfilling prophecy idea explains a great deal about the driving force behind China's quest for a new order with imperial resonance. “Central efflorescence” existed only to the extent that substantial collective actors thought there was “central efflorescence” in China. Thus, the self-fulfilling prophecy idea poses the question of the agent again. Who should create such expectations in the name of reality or history, and who should fulfill them? The Doctrine of the Mean, a Chinese classic, says:

None but the most perfectly cultivated of individuals in all the world have a capacity of clear perception and keen understanding sufficient to watch over all things with a providential view. …. With this, his fame spreads far and wide over all the lands of the Central States, extending its influence as far as the tribes of the southern and northern borderlands, as far as ship and cart can travel, to the furthest reaches of the works of man. Whenever Heaven spreads its protective canopy, wherever the Earth bears up its charge, wherever the sun and moon shine and the frost and dew descend, there is none with blood and breath within him that does not respond with respect and affection. 

(Plaks, 2004, pp. 52–3)



Notes


1 For example, in the general preface to the Dynastic Histories of the Nationalities of China, an eight-volume series produced by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and the Minzu University of China, the editors, Yang Shaoyou and Mo Shin Junqing, say that “from the Qin and Han dynasties onward a strong and unified multi-national state emerged in the east as the supreme power” (1996, pp. 1–2).
2 I discuss the “little China” ideology in more detail in Kim (2013a) and Kim (forthcoming).
3 It was announced in a radio address entitled “The International Situation and Japan's Position” by Foreign Minister Hachirō Arita on June 29, 1940 (see Lebra, 1975).
4 For example, see Zhao (2005) and Karatani (2014). For an earlier example, see Tu (1989).Glossary
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