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 Introduction

This book is an attempt at a systematic presentation of the intellectual projects at the origins of moral-political philosophy in early China. The foundational period in Chinese philosophy, also known as pre-Qin (xianqin, 先秦), from the time of Confucius (traditionally 551–479 bce) to the establishment of the first unified imperial dynasty of Qin in 221 bce, has always been considered the single most creative and vibrant chapter in Chinese intellectual history. Works attributed to Confucius, Mozi, Mencius, Laozi, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, Han Feizi, and many others represent the origins of moral and political thought in China. As testimony to their enduring lure, in recent decades many Chinese intellectuals, and even leading politicians, have turned to those classics, especially Confucian texts, for alternative or complementary sources of moral authority and political legitimacy.1

Since the last decades of the twentieth century, the study of early Chinese texts has undergone major changes. A critical development is the fact that many texts sealed away in tombs from the Warring States and the early Han periods were excavated and have been made available for scholarly investigations. They have provided critical interventions to the study of early China, filling many gaps in our knowledge, unsettling some established scholarly orthodoxies, and provoking more scholarly debates. Furthermore, there has been an explosion of new and sophisticated translations by specialists of early Chinese texts, making them, including many excavated ones, much more accessible to a broader audience. All these efforts have produced a massive amount of new scholarship, vastly enriching as well as complicating our understanding of the early Chinese intellectual landscape. In all these scholarly advances we can start to discern the outline of an emerging new picture with respect to the development of early Chinese philosophy.

However, a good deal of Western scholarship on classical Chinese thought still tends to be rather historicist in orientation, with the result that the philosophical significance and the normative entailments of the classical texts remain underexplored, especially when compared with their Western counterparts. There is a structural reason for this: in the contemporary Western discourse on classical Chinese philosophy, there is a schism between the historicist orientation of Sinology and the presentist orientation of mainstream contemporary Western philosophy. Such divergent disciplinary norms have put scholars of Chinese philosophy in a difficult position. On the one hand, they have to defend the philosophical nature, or even the philosophical worthiness, of classical Chinese texts to contemporary Western philosophers who are more interested in the philosophical integrity of ideas than in their historicity. At the same time, scholars of Chinese philosophy, when dealing with Sinologists, need to justify the basic premise of their philosophical approach to the classics due to the historical ambiguity and compositional instability of these early texts.

Therefore, in this Introduction, before sketching out the new narrative about classical Chinese philosophy, I would like to take a closer look at the structural issue facing Chinese (and other non-Western) philosophy in the contemporary Western academy and offer some solutions to such a problem which has threatened the very legitimacy of Chinese philosophy in the academy.

§1. Chinese Philosophy in the Western Academy: Between Sinology and Philosophy

At a workshop on classical Chinese philosophy at Princeton University on February 22, 2014, Mark Csikszentmihalyi recounted a fascinating exchange with Herbert Fingarette when they were on a panel discussing the formation of the Analects at Berkeley in October 2013. Csikszentmihalyi was making the case that the Analects is a multivocal text and that reading it that way provides an interesting perspective on a diverse and dynamic period in the formation of Confucianism. Surprisingly, Fingarette was not at all willing to entertain this approach, claiming that philosophers would not be interested in it. Csikszentmihalyi wanted to find ways to convince scholars like Fingarette that they should be interested in such claims.

This exchange points to a critical issue lurking beneath the contemporary project known as “Chinese philosophy,” namely the disciplinary chasm or mountain between Sinology and philosophy within the Western academy concerning the interpretation of early Chinese texts, especially “philosophical” texts such as Classics (jing 經) like the Book of Rites (Liji 禮記) and the Analects (Lunyu 論語) as well as texts attributed to various Masters (zi 子) like the Mozi (墨子) and the Laozi (老子). In other words, the study of (pre-modern) Chinese philosophy2 within the contemporary Western academy is straddled between Sinology and philosophy, with the former dominated by historians and the latter remaining almost exclusively Western. As a result, scholars of Chinese philosophy in the West have to engage both Sinologists and philosophers. Conforming to two disciplinary norms is never an easy task, and one of the unfortunate consequences of the contemporary discourse of classical Chinese philosophy in the Western academy is that for the most part it remains a marginalized field in both Sinology and philosophy.

The tension between philosophical and historical inquiries has been a perennial problem. Within the modern academy, the disciplines of philosophy and history are protected by their respective institutional norms and practices, without much need for interaction. However, Chinese philosophy, sandwiched between Sinology and philosophy in the Western academy and lacking institutional support, has encountered extraordinary challenges from both Sinologists (most of whom are historians) and (Western) philosophers. As Holmes Welch observed more than half a century ago when dealing with the dating and the interpretation of the Daodejing,


the book presents two classes of problems under one cover. The first class is philological; the second is philosophical. To solve the first requires a thorough grounding in Chinese studies, which make the most crushing demands on memory and patience. If there is any metier designed to smother the imagination, it is Sinology. Yet imagination above all else is what is required to solve the second class of problems, the philosophical. (Welch 1957, 192)



Welch’s dismissiveness of Sinology as stifling in the interpretation of Chinese classics is reflective of an earlier era when the philosophical approach to the classical texts was more dominant than the Sinological approach. It is fair to say that the fortune between the two approaches has since been reversed. For Welch, the philosophical approach, driven by imagination, provides a better and more attractive alternative than the “dull” Sinological approach. If anything, the struggle identified by Welch might have worsened, likely attributable to the fact that there are now more scholars engaged in the study of Chinese classical texts than ever before, bringing with them deeply entrenched disciplinary norms. The availability of newly discovered texts has also added to the fuel, despite the occasional calls for interdisciplinary or post-disciplinary approaches (e.g., Valmisa 2019).

Much of the difficulty facing Chinese philosophy in the Western academy has to do with the fact that Chinese philosophy as an academic discipline is relatively new, as a result of the encounter between the West and China in modern history. In many ways, Chinese philosophy is a modern invention. A recent book, Learning to Emulate the Wise: The Genesis of Chinese Philosophy as an Academic Discipline in Twentieth-Century China, provides a comprehensive look at the origins of the discipline of Chinese philosophy in early twentieth-century China. Chinese intellectuals at the time tried to reconfigure the way Chinese classics were studied in their struggle to counter the overwhelming Western challenge in the intellectual discourse which was part of the overall Western dominance of China in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As a result of that effort, Chinese intellectuals, often learning from their Japanese counterparts, categorized traditional texts as philosophical or historical in order to align them with established disciplines in the Western intellectual discourse. As John Makeham observes in his introduction to Learning to Emulate the Wise,


it is well known that Chinese intellectuals introduced a new “language” or “grammar”—academic philosophy—into China soon after the turn of the twentieth century, subsequently leading to the institutional incorporation of the discipline “Chinese philosophy” (Zhongguo zhexue 中國哲學) alongside Western philosophy. This was one of many responses to an “epistemological crisis” in which China found itself in the closing decades of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). Western philosophy provided key conceptual paradigms, vocabulary and technical terms, bibliographic categories, and even histories and periodization schemes essential to the demarcation, definition, and narration of the discipline of Chinese philosophy. This was not, however, a simple case of the blanket inscription of Western philosophy upon a Chinese tabula rasa. Nor was the process by which Western models of knowledge categorization were introduced into China a passive one in which the “foreign” was imposed on the “native.” Rather, it was an ongoing process of negotiation and appropriation initiated and conducted by Chinese protagonists, in which traditional categories of Chinese knowledge were “translated” into the new academic category of zhexue. (Makeham 2012, 2–3)



Put briefly, the birth of zhongguo zhexue is the fruit of intense intellectual negotiations between traditional Chinese categories of knowledge and Western philosophy, with the result that Chinese philosophy is, strictly speaking, neither traditional Chinese nor Western, but something new.

However, Learning to Emulate the Wise deals with Chinese philosophy almost exclusively within the Chinese (and some Japanese) context, with its focus on key figures in the “invention” of Chinese philosophy in the China of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It does not tackle the state of affairs of Chinese philosophy within the Western academy, which is vastly different from the Chinese context. Despite the relatively recent birth of Chinese philosophy, it is a firmly established discipline in the Chinese academic world. Almost all Chinese universities that have a philosophy department include Chinese philosophy as one of the subject areas. Except for periodic disputations among Chinese scholars about whether or not China has a philosophical tradition, sometimes as a nativist way to claim uniqueness from the West (e.g., Ouyang 2012), the legitimacy of the discipline of Chinese philosophy is by and large taken for granted and institutionalized in the way philosophy departments are set up in Chinese universities.

By sharp contrast, the status of Chinese philosophy is much more perilous in the Western academy. Its viability is still very much a question mark. Institutionally, there is no disciplinary home for Chinese philosophy. The arguably natural disciplinary home for Chinese philosophy is the philosophy department, but there are few faculty positions on Chinese philosophy in the leading mainstream Anglo-American Ph.D.-granting philosophy departments.3 Some scholars of Chinese philosophy are housed in area studies (East Asian studies or Asian studies) dominated by Sinologists. This means that many scholars of Chinese philosophy need to engage scholars who might have little, if any, interest in philosophical approaches to Chinese intellectual traditions. Furthermore, it also means that many students pursuing their doctorate in Chinese philosophy are trained in non-philosophy programs, depriving them of the opportunity to engage with their natural (or maybe not so natural, after all) disciplinary partner, namely Western philosophy, and making them less desirable for potential hires by philosophy departments. This is clearly a vicious cycle concerning the institutional viability of Chinese philosophy in the Western academy.

Furthermore, the disciplinary and institutional split between religion and philosophy in the modern Western academy adds to the complication in the study of Chinese intellectual traditions: even if we accept philosophy and religion as broadly applicable categories to the Chinese intellectual traditions, a split between the religious and the philosophical did not take place in Chinese intellectual history the way it did in the West. The categorial ambiguity is institutionally reflected by the fact that many scholars of Chinese philosophy in the Western academy are housed in a religious studies department rather than a philosophy department. When situated within religious studies, the disciplinary acculturation pulls these scholars of Chinese philosophy in the direction of engagement with scholars of other world religions with their own distinct theoretical frameworks and canonical foundations,4 which might be of little direct scholarly interest to either philosophers or Sinologists.

The institutional diffusion (or, rather, homelessness) and vulnerability of Chinese philosophy in the West reflects a skeptical attitude that Sinologists and philosophers harbor toward the very project of Chinese philosophy. For a Sinologist, a work on classical Chinese philosophy tends to be historically inadequate5 in that it does not illuminate the historical complexities of a text or its context; on the other hand, for a (Western) philosopher, a work on Chinese philosophy is likely to be too involved in the intricacies of historical and cultural contexts—not to mention the linguistic complexities with regard to key terms and names—that are hard to keep track of, unless one is already familiar with them. Put differently, if a work is too embedded in the Sinological discourse, it would lose the audience on the philosophy side; if it is too philosophically focused, Sinologists would not be interested in it. If it tries to appeal to both, instead of attracting audience from the two camps, it can easily end up losing readers from both sides, falling through the proverbial interdisciplinary cracks instead of serving as a bridge to bring the two together. The asymmetric power dynamics and divergent disciplinary norms in the Western academy involving Chinese philosophy means that scholars of Chinese philosophy have to be acquainted with both Sinological and Western philosophical discourses, whereas such efforts are, more often than not, unreciprocated from the other directions, some notable exceptions notwithstanding.

So far, the debate about the legitimacy of Chinese philosophy has been mostly addressing challenges from (Western) philosophy, especially the applicability of the category of philosophy to Chinese intellectual traditions.6 Challenges from scholars of (Western) philosophy have been treated extensively in the scholarly discussion and I will not repeat those discussions at length here. Instead, I will briefly examine some of the more recent development on the philosophical discourse of Chinese philosophy later in this Introduction when we look at the politics of Chinese philosophy in the Western academy.

By contrast, not as much attention has been given to challenges from Sinology.7 I will focus on the Sinological challenge, as it has received less attention in the scholarly discussion, using the lens of authorship to look into a particular aspect of Sinological challenges to the project of Chinese philosophy. I argue that Fingarette’s refusal to engage with the Sinological discourse on the authorship of classical Chinese texts reveals the underappreciated high stake of authorship in the philosophical project. I explore philosophical implications for interpreting texts whose authorship is in doubt and develop an alternative model of authorship and textuality, so that a more robust intellectual space for the discourse on classical Chinese philosophy can be carved out from the dominant Sinological discourse within the Western academy.

My argument is that philosophical and Sinological approaches to Chinese classics have divergent scholarly objectives and follow different disciplinary norms. To clarify such divergence, I propose an interpretative model to distinguish two sets of scholarly objects operative in Sinology and philosophy that are related and at times overlap, but often are irreducibly distinct, i.e., original text versus inherited text, historical author versus textual author, and authorial intent versus textual intent, with the former in the pairs belonging to Sinologists and the latter to philosophers.

§2. Sinological Challenge Concerning Classical Chinese Philosophy

Sinological challenge to Chinese philosophy is particularly salient with pre-Qin classical texts, which happen to be the primary interest of most scholars of Chinese philosophy in the West right now. Pre-Qin classical texts are the favorites of Western scholars of Chinese philosophy (including Chinese scholars working in the West), and it is precisely those texts whose textual ambiguities are the greatest given their early dates. Herein lies one of the central problems in the philosophical approach to classical Chinese texts, namely the problem of authorship, crystallized in the exchange between Fingarette and Csikszentmihalyi.

2.1. The Problem of Authorship in Philosophical Interpretations

Most scholars of classical Chinese philosophy, both in China and in the West, acknowledge the Sinological consensus on the multivocal nature of many of these early texts. That is, most, if not all, of the early texts are the results of collective efforts by people across several generations, even though they are usually attributed to a single person as the “author,” whether that person is a historical figure, a fictional character, or some mixture of the two. However, the problem of authorship pertaining to the early texts is even more serious since the very concept of authorship was still at a very early stage during the pre-Qin period.

Mark Edward Lewis, in Writing and Authority in Early China, traces the early development of text and authorship, using the Analects as the paradigmatic example. According to Lewis,


the master began to figure as the author of his own text only in the fourth century B.C. In the earliest philosophical writings, he appeared as a figure whose words were addressed to followers or political figures, and recorded by an implied scribe. The texts were produced by those who shared a common master, and reproduced within themselves the factional splits or debates among these followers. As object rather than subject of writing, and as an object offering a ground for disputed narratives, the master acquired distinctive characteristics that had a formative impact on later Chinese writing practices. In order to accommodate the multiple agents speaking through him over the centuries, the master appeared not as a consistent philosophic voice speaking in the form of binding universals, but rather as a set of individual propositions whose underlying principles, or lack thereof, had to be deduced by the reader. (Lewis 1999, 83)



In other words, many of the early texts were the result of group effort (reflecting factional interest and lineage stake), and the master to whom a text was attributed or dedicated was the very product of the text. The emergence of the idea of author as an isolated and individual voice gradually took place when the textual authority shifted to the “classic” (Lewis 1999, 63). Lewis identifies the breakthrough of authorship in the construction of Qu Yuan (屈原, 340–278 bce) as the author of the lead poem in the Chu Ci 楚辭, “Li Sao” 離騷:


The appearance of the proto-Chu ci under the name of Qu Yuan was a crucial step in the invention of authorship in the late Warring States or early Han. A set of themes and images, probably defined by generic conventions, was redefined as the expression of an individual’s response to his experiences. The mutual echoes and resonances of the poems that appeared when they were read together were explained by reference to a single author, and ultimately each poem was linked to a specific stage in the writer’s life. The author was thus effectively invented out of the anthology, just as Confucius was created within the collected sayings of the Lun yu. However Qu Yuan, the figure of isolation, had no disciples and was thus credited with personally composing the poems. (Lewis 1999, 186)



What is especially compelling here is the fact that the idea of a single author is an interpretative invention, demonstrating its attractiveness and effectiveness in textual exegeses. Lewis calls Qu Yuan “the first author to be identified for an individual, poetic voice, and as such he became the archetype for later Chinese poet” (1999, 186). Once such an identification took place, Qu Yuan became fundamental to the interpretation of “Li Sao”: “The text was bound to the narrative of a presumptive author’s life and understood as a record of his experiences, so no reading of the poem could escape reference to the poet” (Lewis 1999, 186). In contrast to Confucius, the “author” of the Analects, Qu Yuan was not portrayed as addressing his followers in the “Li Sao” and in fact had no known disciples. This means that under such a construction Li Sao represents a singular voice, that of Qu Yuan, who supposedly composed the poem in isolation, instead of a group effort. This is the dominant paradigm of authorship we take for granted today.

Indeed, Sinological scholarship has vastly enriched our understanding of authorship of early Chinese texts, while historicizing it to such an extent that the value of traditional exegetical approach is thrown into question. One of the most significant Sinological conclusions about early Chinese texts is the fact that (almost) all of them were systematically edited in the imperial library during the Western Han period. The most famous editors/redactors were Liu Xiang 劉向 (79–8 bce) and his son Liu Xin 劉歆 (c. 46 BCE–23 CE) who worked as bibliographers in the imperial library.

Because traditional exegeses are largely premised upon an original single author for a text, their value is rather limited in helping us understand the historical specificities of the text they comment on. Given their primary philosophical interest, in order not to get caught in the complex Sinological discourse on authorship, many scholars of classical Chinese philosophy have defaulted to a strategy of acknowledging the Sinological consensus at the outset of their works before going on to philosophize those texts, largely in disregard of the historical complexity involving textuality and authorship. In other words, the multivocality of classical texts is not philosophically integrated into the contemporary philosophical interpretations.8

This makes the exchange between Csikszentmihalyi and Fingarette particularly noteworthy, given Fingarette’s outright refusal to acknowledge the Sinological consensus on the multivocal nature of classical texts like the Analects, unlike most scholars of Chinese philosophy. Fingarette is a Western philosopher who has taken a keen interest in Chinese philosophy, especially Confucianism, and is the author of the now classic philosophical interpretation of the Analects, i.e., Confucius: Secular as Sacred. Since he is not a Sinologist, his disagreement with Csikszentmihalyi does not suggest that Fingarette necessarily disputes Csikszentmihalyi’s point about the multivocality of the Analects on the Sinological ground. Rather, his refusal to engage Csikszentmihalyi on the Sinological discourse of authorship points to Fingarette’s keen awareness of the philosophical stake in assuming Confucius as the single author of the Analects. Here I am attempting to scrutinize Fingarette’s refusal on philosophical grounds, in terms of how philosophical discussions of a classical text can be seriously undermined, if not outright nullified, by the Sinological discussion of its historicity.

In the following, I will use the Zhuangzi as a case study by taking a close look at the contemporary debate on the stratification and authorship of the Zhuangzi, especially the Inner Chapters, and examine what is at stake in this debate. It will become clear that what is hanging in the balance is nothing less than the very viability and integrity of the philosophical approach to classical Chinese texts.

2.2. A Case Study of Authorship: Contemporary Debate on the Zhuangzi

The Zhuangzi is a brilliant but difficult text, both textually and conceptually. It is generally believed to originate in the Warring States period (476–221 bce), although scholars disagree on when the chapters were put together, as some date it as late as the Western Han Dynasty (202 bce–9 ce). The received text, consisting of thirty-three chapters, is divided into three parts, seven Inner Chapters (nei pian 內篇), fifteen Outer Chapters (wai pian 外篇), and eleven Miscellaneous Chapters (za pian 雜篇). The Zhuangzi’s textual and conceptual heterogeneity has led to many fruitful studies of its composition, revealing stylistic differences and conflicting historicity of ideas and terminologies that are unlikely the work of a single person.

Historically, two important Chinese sources have shaped the scholarly discussions on the Zhuangzi, namely Sima Qian’s (司馬遷 138–86 bce) brief biographical note on Zhuang Zhou in the Shiji (史記) and Guo Xiang’s (郭象 d. 312 ce) redaction of the Zhuangzi. The former is our only source for biographical information about the historical Zhuang Zhou, while the latter is the earliest extant and complete version of the text that has been adopted by almost all subsequent editions of the Zhuangzi. According to Sima Qian, Zhuang Zhou was a minor official in the state of Song 宋. He was devoted to Laozi’s ideas, ridiculing Confucians and Mohists of his time, and harboring no interest in higher office. This portrayal of Zhuang Zhou has provided critical historical contexts and clues for interpreting the Zhuangzi. On the other hand, the Zhuangzi text we have now comes from Guo Xiang, who supposedly had a larger collection of the text available to him but decided to keep only some of the text and divide them into Inner, Outer, and Miscellaneous Chapters in order to make it more coherent.9 Given the complex textual history of the Zhuangzi, there are textual references and citations scattered in Chinese literary works and historical records,10 but Sima Qian’s biographical note and Guo Xiang’s redacted text are the most important historical sources that have provided the foundation for subsequent discussions on Zhuang Zhou the person and Zhuangzi the text.

Modern scholars, both in China and in the West, have more or less coalesced around a position that accepts the Inner Chapters as the core of the text written by the historical Zhuang Zhou portrayed in the Shiji. According to this conventional wisdom, the Outer Chapters and Miscellaneous Chapters, due to their lack of textual coherence and integrity, mostly represent later additions by those who either followed or shared at least some of the historical Zhuang Zhou’s philosophical outlook, although these chapters may contain misplaced fragments from the Inner Chapters representing the authentic voice of the historical Zhuang Zhou.

The most prominent representatives of this prevailing view in contemporary scholarship are A. C. Graham and Liu Xiaogan. Graham, writing in English, and Liu, writing in Chinese, have reached a similar conclusion about the Zhuangzi independently, especially the view that the Inner Chapters are the writings of the historical Zhuang Zhou, although they differ on how fragmented the Inner Chapters are and how the Outer Chapters and Miscellaneous Chapters should be classified and sorted.

Graham, in his 1986 article, “How Much of the Chuang Tzǔ Did Chuang Tzǔ Write?,” starts with a high-stakes question:


Can we take for granted the common authorship of the Inner chapters? There have been attempts to deny Chuang-tzǔ some of them, notably Fu Ssǔ-nien’s ascription of Equalizing things 齊物論 (chapter 2) to Shen Tao 慎到—a proposal as unsettling as it would be to credit Bacon with Hamlet while leaving the rest of the plays to Shakespeare. (Graham 1986, 283)



Indeed, the assumption of Zhuang Zhou as the author of the Inner Chapters lies at the heart of contemporary scholarly attempt to philosophize the Zhuangzi. Questioning such an assumption might jeopardize this philosophical project, as we will see later in the Introduction. Graham tries to provide some relief to the concern that denies Zhuang Zhou the authorship of the Qi Wu Lun chapter (Graham 1986, 284), even though he does not really make a case for it. Instead, he devotes a significant amount of effort to reassigning some parts of the Miscellaneous Chapters to emend Chapter Three, regarded by Graham as the most mutilated chapter due to its conspicuous brevity. His masterful translation, Chuang Tzu: The Inner Chapters, rearranges much of the fragmentary Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters under the categories of the School of Chuang Tzu (Zhuangzi), primitivist, Yangist, and syncretist. Graham’s translation largely keeps intact the chapters that are single essays, such as the Inner Chapters, the Yangist and Primitivist chapters, as well as Chapters Fifteen, Sixteen, and Thirty-three.

Liu Xiaogan’s book, Classifying the Zhuangzi Chapters (1994), is a translation of the first three chapters of his Chinese book Zhuangzi zhexue jiqi yanbian (庄子哲学及其演变, 1987). Liu’s book is a much more sustained effort to make an argument for Zhuang Zhou’s authorship of the Inner Chapters and its chronological precedence over the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters. He tries to establish “objective differences” from within the text itself in order to differentiate the Inner Chapters from the others and appeals to intertextual references to date these strata of the text. Liu surveys the occurrences of certain key terms in the Inner Chapters, like dao 道, de 德, ming 命, jing 精, shen 神, and finds that these terms are shared among many texts of the mid-Warring States period. Their compounds, like daode 道德, xingming 性命, and jingshen 精神 that appear in the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters, occur in texts like Lüshi Chunqiu 呂氏春秋 and are indicative of a later composition, likely right before the Warring States ended in 221 bce. Accordingly, Liu argues that the Zhuangzi was likely composed and compiled by 240 bce. Liu also devotes a significant amount of effort to discussing different threads of ideas that dominate the Inner Chapters versus the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters, dividing the latter into groups like the “Transmitters” (shuzhuang pai 述莊派), the “Huang-Lao School” (huanglao pai 黃老派), and the “Anarchists” (wujun pai 無君派) as interpretative frameworks to organize materials that have received less scholarly attention.

The most serious and sustained challenge to this prevailing consensus on the Zhuangzi in recent Western scholarship is offered by Esther Klein in her article, “Were There ‘Inner Chapters’ in the Warring States? A New Examination of Evidence about the Zhuangzi.” Klein takes a cue from a Chinese scholar Ren Jiyu’s 任繼愈 claim that the Inner Chapters are the works of later Zhuangists and challenges the established consensus on the composition and authorship of the Zhuangzi, at least the Inner Chapters. The most significant findings in Klein’s article are the following two points:


First, the “core Zhuangzi” in Sima Qian’s time and before did not include the seven inner chapters: either they were not a significant unit distinct from other proto-Zhuangzi materials, or they did not exist in their received form.

Second, there may be a “core Zhuangzi,” suggested (albeit tentatively) by citation patterns and excavated texts. Regardless of who actually composed this set of texts, the impression they give of their author as a person and a thinker dovetails far more closely with Sima Qian’s characterization of Zhuang Zhou than with the Zhuang Zhou of the “inner chapters” that philosophers know and love. (Klein 2011, 301, original italics)



One of the keys to Klein’s questioning of the scholarly consensus on the Inner Chapters being authored by the historical Zhuang Zhou is Sima Qian’s biographical note on Zhuang Zhou, which mentions the titles of several of the Zhuangzi chapters, namely “The Old Fisherman” (yufu 漁父), “Robber Zhi” (daozhi 盜跖), “Rifling Trunks” (quqie 胠篋), and “Kangsangzi” (亢桑子) that is likely the variant of “Gengsang Chu” (庚桑楚) in the received text. However, these are not among the beloved Inner Chapters. Klein argues, sensibly, that the lack of reference to the Inner Chapters in Sima Qian’s account of Zhuang Zhou’s works, though inconclusive in terms of its implications, should at least call into question the almost universal acceptance of the Inner Chapters being the core Zhuangzi, authored by the historical Zhuang Zhou portrayed in the Shiji, considered to be chronologically prior to the other chapters.

Klein has assembled an impressive array of historical sources to make a powerful case about the unsettled nature of the received Zhuangzi and the problems with the prevailing opinion on what constitutes the core Zhuangzi. Her questioning of the attribution of the authorship of the Inner Chapters to the historical Zhuang Zhou portrayed in the Shiji and the canonical status accorded to the Inner Chapters by scholars of classical Chinese philosophy is worth further studying.

However, the implication of Klein’s finding to the project of classical Chinese philosophy is profoundly troubling. So far in modern philosophical interpretations of the Zhuangzi, the Inner Chapters have provided the foundation for scholars to construct some versions of the Zhuangist philosophy, with the other chapters playing supplementary roles. The destabilization of the authorship of the Inner Chapters can put such philosophical projects in jeopardy. That is, without being able to attribute the authorship of the Inner Chapters to a single person known as Zhuang Zhou, the philosophizing enterprise might become groundless and objectless. This conundrum has to do with critical, but often implicit, roles that authorship plays in our philosophical interpretation of a text. Let us take a closer look at such roles.

2.3. Multiple Roles of Authorship

Authorship is much more than a matter of whether or not someone is the actual author of a text. Rather, the assumption of a single author makes possible a particular interpretative strategy. That is, when we approach a text, the implicit or explicit assumption of its being composed by a single author sets the boundary of interpretative strategies, in terms of its textual unity and coherence, grounded in the unity of authorial intent and agency, however nebulous they turn out to be. For example, the advantage of anchoring the Inner Chapters to the historical Zhuang Zhou is that scholars of classical Chinese philosophy can use the person of Zhuang Zhou depicted in the Shiji as an interpretative linchpin to approach the Inner Chapters by attributing authorial intent, often implicitly, to their interpretation of the text, however problematic the idea of authorial intent is when it is made explicit.

The problematic nature of appealing to the authorial intent in textual exegesis was addressed by W. K. Wimsatt Jr. and M. C. Beardsley in their influential 1946 article “The Intentional Fallacy.” Wimsatt and Beardsley dismiss the relevance, desirability, and public availability of authorial intent to the interpretation of a text. This is known as the anti-intentionalist position, in contrast with the so-called intentionalist position that maintains the availability and relevance of the authorial intent in the scholarly discussions of a text. The practical difficulty with the access to the author(s)’ intention can indeed be so intractable that it becomes a distraction to the scholarly interpretation of the text under discussion.

However, authorial intent is not so easily dispensed with in textual interpretations. Nor does it exhaust the role played by the author in the scholarly discourse on the works that bear his name. As Michel Foucault points out in his famous 1969 article, “What Is an Author?,” “it is not enough to declare that we should do without the writer (the author) and study the work itself. The word work and the unity that it designates are probably as problematic as the status of the author’s individuality” (1998, 208, original italics). Authorship establishes a boundary in the interpretation of texts deemed acceptable within the contemporary academic discourse, however porous and contested that boundary actually is. As Steve Coutinho admits, even though he is “skeptical that there can be such a thing as the interpretation with which the author would uniquely agree if confronted with it,” he still accepts that “such an idea may function as a regulative ideal for one possible, and very valuable, type of interpretative methodology” (Coutinho 2004, 34, original italics). It is indeed much more difficult to discard the often implicit but operative idea of authorship in our philosophical interpretation of a text than we realize, since to treat a text as an integral whole is to regard it as representing the voice of a unified authorial agent.

This critical role of the author in our interpretation of a text starts with the author’s name, which is much more than a proper name. To quote Foucault again, an author’s name


performs a certain role with regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function. Such a name permits one to group together a certain number of texts, define them, differentiate them from and contrast them to others. In addition, it establishes a relationship among the texts. . . . The author function is therefore characteristic of the mode of existence, circulation, and functioning of certain discourses within a society. (Foucault 1998, 210–211)



In other words, an author is not just a historical person. S/he is also a critical function—Foucault calls it “author function”—that frames certain discourses.

This is clearly the case with Zhuang Zhou and the Zhuangzi in the Chinese tradition. First of all, the image of a hermitic, witty, playful, iconoclastic, and at time outrageous Zhuang Zhou was central to the production and redaction of the Zhuangzi. The multivocality of the Zhuangzi is indicative of the way its compilers and editors, Guo Xiang being the most famous, went about putting a diverse body of texts together under the titular umbrella of Zhuangzi, presumably guided by the image of Zhuang Zhou in the Shiji. Scholars have speculated that Guo redacted a larger and more heterogeneous body of the text available to him into its current shape by taking out some of the more incompatible texts from the corpus, presumably to preserve its textual integrity and the “authentic” voice of the historical Zhuang Zhou. Second, the poignant images and striking style of argument in the Zhuangzi have inspired and shaped a unique form of intellectual discourse and aesthetic sensibility distinct from others, like Confucian, in Chinese history. The figure of Zhuang Zhou is integral to the interpretation and transmission of the Zhuangzi and the tradition it has inspired. In other words, the Zhuang Zhou in Chinese history, as the figurehead of a particular intellectual discourse, is much more than the historical Zhuang Zhou who lived in the Warring States period and was the putative author of the Zhuangzi. In Foucault’s words, “the author provides the basis for explaining not only the presence of certain events in a work, but also their transformations, distortions, and diverse modifications (through his biography, the determination of his individual perspective, the analysis of his social position, and the revelation of his basic design)” (Foucault 1998, 214–215).

Furthermore,


The author is also the principle of a certain unity of writing—all differences having to be resolved, at least in part, by the principles of evolution, maturation, or influence. The author also serves to neutralize the contradictions that may emerge in a series of texts: there must be—at a certain level of his thought or desire, of his consciousness or unconscious—a point where contradictions are resolved, where incompatible elements are at last tied together or organized around a fundamental or originating contradiction. Finally, the author is a particular source of expression that, in more or less completed forms, is manifested equally well, and with similar validity, in works, sketches, letters, fragments, and so on. (Foucault 1998, 214–215)



As Lewis’s analysis of the invention of Qu Yuan demonstrates, the personal history of an author provides a useful anchoring structure in presenting a coherent picture of the works attributed to him by laying out a trajectory of ideas in them. This interpretative strategy is especially helpful when there are variations in the works. The shadowy presence of the author in our interpretation of a body of texts that bear his name sets up important boundaries for our philosophical analysis and construction such that textual differences can be attributed to the development of the author’s thinking, rather than to other people’s voices. Liu Xiaogan’s argument, that we need to challenge the assumption that one thinker can have only one thought in our analysis of the Zhuangzi (Liu 1994, 26), very much echoes Foucault’s observation here.

Clearly, authorship is not just an issue concerning the historicity of the authorial person but is also integral to the viability of the philosophical discourse of a text that bears an author’s name. Philosophers rely on the idea of author in their philosophical analysis and construction, rather than problematizing it, since the latter can easily lead them down a different line of inquiry away from philosophical explorations. Therefore, to question Zhuang Zhou as the author of the Zhuangzi, while valuable as a Sinological project in bringing to light the historicity of multiple voices represented in the text and the contexts of its compilation and transmission, can threaten the philosophical project built on an image of Zhuang Zhou that is the very creation of the Zhuangzi, its internal tensions notwithstanding.

If scholars of Chinese philosophy can no longer build their philosophical project on the Sinological discourse of authorship, they need an alternative philosophical model of authorship that can serve as the foundation for philosophizing a text, especially when confronting conceptual incoherence or contradictions, without having to endlessly historicize an issue. What is needed here is the development of new conceptual resources to deal with the problem of authorship and the related issue of textuality that can accommodate the philosophical approach to classics like the Zhuangzi while respecting the findings of Sinological scholarship. This is what I will do in the next section. I will examine some of the disciplinary differences between Sinology and philosophy on the problem of authorship and the related issue of textuality, especially when dealing with textual tensions, and will try to articulate the operative models of authorship and textuality in Sinology and philosophy so as to accommodate the integrity of both discourses on Chinese classics.

2.4. Sinology and Philosophy on Authorship and Textual Coherence

A text, especially an ancient text with its ambiguous compositional history, has tensions or even contradictions within itself, to a greater or lesser extent. When scholars approach such a text, those tensions and contradictions need to be explained, especially the obvious ones. Implicit in this scholarly endeavor is the notion of coherence. That is, instances of incoherence need to be problematized in order to examine how they originated so that the incoherence can be accounted for, whereas a coherent text needs no special explanation to account for its very coherence.

There are at least two kinds of coherence at stake in the discussion of a classic like the Zhuangzi, namely textual and conceptual. A textually coherent work is one that is stylistically and linguistically consistent; a conceptually coherent text is one that does not contradict itself (and if it does, there should be sensible reasons). Although both philosophers and Sinologists deal with both kinds of coherence, Sinologists are much better equipped to deal with textual (in)coherence, while philosophers are more excited about the conceptual kind. However, it is on the subject of conceptual (in)coherence and contradictions that Sinologists and philosophers often diverge in their approaches, and the gap of disciplinary norms between Sinology and philosophy becomes most striking.

When scholars try to explain conceptual contradictions in a text, if the text is presumed to have a single author, the apparent contractions become either intentional or unintentional. This is crucial since intentional contradictions provide a fertile ground for philosophizing, whereas unintentional contradictions might simply be cases of intellectual sloppiness and confusion in the author’s thinking. Ludwig Wittgenstein is said to have observed that certain conceptual self-contradictions in some texts are simply too obvious to be simple mistakes. This can only apply to intentional self-contradictions. Put simply, the single-author premise allows philosophers to construct a philosophical system that can account for the obvious tensions within a text. For philosophers, there are at least two ways to account for conceptual tensions in a given text or body of texts, once the singularity of the authorship can be established or assumed: either such tensions are only apparent but not real upon further philosophical probing, or they might reflect a deeper structure of potentially incompatible elements in reality, rationality, or a value system that needs to be accounted for through vigorous philosophical analysis and construction. Both lines of inquiry are appealing to philosophers.

On the other hand, if the text is taken to be the work of multiple authors, those apparent contradictions can often be more easily attributed to the fact that it represents the voices of many people whose intents were simply in conflict with one another. This line of inquiry is more exciting to a Sinologist whose first inclination, when faced with textual tensions, is to investigate whether such tensions are the product of the historical vicissitudes in the origination and transmission of the text, namely, the result of multiple authorial and/or editorial persons addressing different audiences, interests, and issues through a prolonged period of time. An analysis of textual incoherence provides a Sinologist a potent tool to deal with conceptual incoherence historically (as opposed to philosophically) as such tensions are often manifested as the linguistic and stylistic inconsistencies of the text. Studying those tensions allows a Sinologist to probe into the textual history that can reveal the complexity of the larger social, cultural, and intellectual history reflected in the way the text is produced, redacted, and transmitted.

In a word, a Sinologist historicizes a text to reconcile tensions within a text by constructing a historical narrative to provide a better understanding of its historical context, whereas a philosopher philosophizes the tensions involved by speculating on their implications on the nature of the natural and human worlds without necessarily looking into the historicity of the tensions involved. Put differently, a Sinologist is primarily interested in studying the history of a particular period and a particular region within which a text was produced, preserved, and transmitted, whereas a philosopher is more interested in the conceptual world that is the product of the text, however the text was put together historically (the boundaries in the scholarship are often not as sharply drawn as is portrayed here, but the “ideal types” I am conceptualizing can help to clarify what is at stake disciplinarily).

Consequently, we have two methodological approaches to achieve conceptual coherence of a text when confronted with internal tensions: philosophical/synchronic and historical/diachronic. Philosophical interpretations of a classical Chinese text always involve some kind of conceptual construction to produce a coherent philosophical system in order to encapsulate the philosophical complexity involved in the text and find a philosophically compelling way to accommodate its conflicting elements within a larger system.11 This is viable only when the text is assumed to have a single author.12 By contrast, Sinologists are much more interested in constructing a historical narrative about the vicissitudes of the particular social, cultural, and intellectual contexts of a particular region and/or a particular period in accounting for textual tensions within a text. A Sinologist’s training and interest more likely incline her to treat the conceptual incoherence as representing voices of different people under different contexts, hence historicizing away the tensions involved. Put simply, in approaching classical texts, philosophers tend to build on the idea of a unified authorial agent, whereas Sinologists tend to problematize that very idea. Clearly, historicizing a text and philosophizing it can be at odds with each other such that the former can deprive the latter of the opportunity to engage philosophically a text that has a complicated compositional history.

In dealing with such a challenge, many scholars of classical Chinese philosophy have, often by default, adopted the strategy of discussing a classical text on Sinological grounds in order to establish their Sinological bona fides before engaging the text philosophically. Essentially their strategy is to target two distinct, though at times overlapping, audiences in the hope that Sinologists would be satisfied with their Sinological knowledge and philosophers would be happy with their discussion of ideas in the text. The Chinese version of Liu Xiaogan’s book on the Zhuangzi is representative of this approach, wherein Liu plays the roles of both a Sinologist and a philosopher. The scholarly reception of this book in the West is rather instructive of the scholarly interest in the contemporary study of Chinese classics within the Western academy. The Chinese version of his book has a large segment on Zhuangzi’s philosophy, but it is Liu’s discussion about the Zhuangzi on Sinological grounds that has captured scholarly attention, as reflected in the way his book is translated and cited in Western scholarship. This is indicative of the center of gravity in the current Chinese philosophical discourse within the Western academy that tilts heavily in the direction of Sinology.

However, quite often Sinological and philosophical discourses do not really engage each other as they have different scholarly objectives and follow different disciplinary norms. Nor is the historicist Sinological discourse always helpful to the philosophical interpretation of Chinese classics, as we have seen previously. Therefore, the tension in the strategy adopted by many scholars of Chinese philosophy—to target two distinct though sometimes overlapping audiences in Sinology and philosophy—needs to find a better solution so that philosophers can be allowed to focus on ideas in Chinese classics more freely without having to engage in the Sinological dance that is not always integral to the philosophical project. This is precisely the sentiment Fingarette expressed in his exchange with Csikszentmihalyi.

What we need is a much clearer understanding of the fact that scholars are engaged in the construction of scholarly objects when they engage in scholarly inquiries guided by their respective disciplinary norms and practices. In other words, scholars actively construct the very objects they study, instead of simply investigating some given objects, especially when dealing with immaterial artifacts of historical and cultural significance. Disciplinary norms and practices play a decisive role in those constructive endeavors such that scholars of different disciplines often talk past each other since their scholarly objects are seldom perfectly aligned with each other. In the following I will articulate two sets of scholarly objects operative in the study of classical Chinese texts so as to better appreciate the divergent disciplinary approaches.

2.5. Two Sets of Scholarly Objects: Sinological versus Philosophical

In order to ease the disciplinary conflict in the interpretation of Chinese classics between Sinology and philosophy, I propose that we distinguish between historical author and textual author. A historical author is a person who has left behind traces in historical records, in addition to the text traditionally attributed to him, which support the claim of authorship (the ambiguity and complexity of the concept notwithstanding), whereas a textual author is the personality who has been credited as the author of a classic in a tradition. The boundary between these two concepts is not always sharply drawn and they often overlap with each other, but they are distinct enough to warrant a conceptual differentiation in order to articulate the discrete scholarly objects of the disciplines involved.

A historical author does not have to be the “writer” of his text, given the ambiguous status of early texts whose production often presupposes a dialogical or instructional context, an invisible scribe of the conversation, and other voices speaking through the texts (Lewis 1999, 83). In those cases, a historical author can be understood to be an, or even the, originator of the text, but all such claims, including the evolution of the very concept of authorship, require historians’ investigation by carefully combing through historical records. On the other hand, a textual author is an authorial personality that is primarily the product of a text, whether through traditional attribution or created by the text itself. For example, the textual author of the Zhuangzi is Zhuang Zhou who has been traditionally credited as the author and who emerges from the text as someone who is hermitic, witty, and iconoclastic, internal tensions notwithstanding. Historical author and textual author can coincide when the authorship is not disputed, e.g., Sima Qian and the author of Shiji, but the two diverge when authorship is in doubt, e.g., Zhuang Zhou and the author of the Zhuangzi.

Correspondingly, we can also differentiate authorial intent from textual intent, aligning the former with historical author and the latter with textual author. The concept of textual intent allows an interpreter to make use of the authorial personality created by the text, the textual author, by attributing intention to it in the interpreter’s effort to understand the totality of the text and to construct a coherent conceptual universe available in the text. The pair of historical author and authorial intent has more to do with the historicity of the person(s) of author and his (or their) intent(s), whereas the pair of textual author and textual intent emphasizes the integrity of the text itself that is the source of various interpretative constructions in relative independence of the historical author and his intent.

Textual author and textual intent are postulated on two basic premises. First, the two concepts are grounded in the fact that a historically influential text has created an authorial personality that possesses a distinct character and intention of its own, whatever the historical author’s intent was. Second, the text has been treated as presenting a largely coherent body of ideas by the tradition within which it has exerted significant historical impact through successive generations of commentators and critics, regardless of whether or not such coherence is apparent from a modern scholarly perspective. If the study of Chinese philosophy is a way to study Chinese culture, it is important to study the conceptual resources available to Chinese intellectuals over the ages. Importantly, however, textual author and textual intent are not given, but rather are constructed by exegetes in order to achieve conceptual coherence of the text within specific interpretative contexts, whether historical or contemporary, without presupposing the singularity of the historical author or even privileging the author(s) as necessarily the best interpreter of his/their own text.

Differentiating between historical author and textual author and between authorial intent and textual intent can help to preserve the integrity of a text that has taken on a life of its own. Regardless of how a classic was put together and whom it has been attributed to, it has been read as a single text in a culture and has created a distinct conceptual universe that has shaped the worldview of people in that culture. This means that there is some degree of conceptual coherence that can be accomplished and has been accomplished within the tradition, even if such coherence is not apparent, prima facie, from a more critical contemporary scholarly perspective.

If historical author is the prerogative of historians and authorial intent is largely inaccessible and hence a problematic, if not illegitimate, object of scholarly inquiry, textual author and textual intent can offer an alternative framework for the philosophical discourse as they provide a new foundation for philosophical constructions of the classics. That is, scholars of classical Chinese philosophy can bracket the issue of historical author and its corollary authorial intent, and instead philosophize on the ground of textual author and textual intent, since the scholarly object of classical Chinese philosophy is precisely those influential received texts, and the conceptual universe they create, that have continued to shape the Chinese intellectual landscape.

Let us call such historically influential texts “inherited texts,” as opposed to “original texts” that emerged at a particular historical juncture, to further illuminate the disciplinary divide between Sinology and philosophy in terms of their scholarly objects.13 Put simply, the scholarly objects operative in Sinology and philosophy are different when it comes to treating the Chinese classics: the discourse on “original” Chinese classics is the prerogative of Sinologists, whereas most philosophers are more interested in “inherited” Chinese classics. The former focuses on the historicity of the texts, the circumstances of their production and circulation, etc., whereas the latter places much more emphasis on studying the conceptual resources contained in the inherited classics available to Chinese intellectuals over the ages and on constructing those ideas as a potential conceptual resource in dealing with issues of contemporary significance, often in dialogue with Western philosophy.

By training and inclination, Sinologists are much more responsive to archaeological discoveries of newly available texts since they give Sinologists better access to the original texts without the intervening centuries of textual mutations, whereas philosophers are much more interested in exploring new ways to read the inherited texts, sometimes in dialogue with Western philosophers. Inherited classics are invaluable to philosophers precisely because it is they that have exerted influence on the tradition under study, not the original classics. A case in point: the Sinological approach to the Zhuangzi emphasizes the historical, cultural, and intellectual contexts of its production, as well as the vicissitudes of its redactions and its historical reception (e.g., Klein 2011). On the other hand, the philosophical approach to the Zhuangzi is more interested in explaining why the conceptual apparatus available in the text is philosophically compelling from a contemporary perspective and can be fruitfully appropriated as a conceptual resource for contemporary philosophical discourse on metaphysics, ethics, and politics, etc. (e.g., Huang 2010a, 2010b). Clearly, projects that interest philosophers and historians are quite different, and such differences should be accommodated in the pluralistic modern academic discourse. Fingarette’s exchange with Csikszentmihalyi crystallizes what is at stake for scholars of classical Chinese philosophy.

However, can the notion of textual author be applied to texts whose historical authorship is in even greater doubt than the Zhuangzi? For example, Western Sinology has long reached a strong consensus that there is little, if any, historical connection between the Laozi 老子 depicted in the Shiji and the author of the Daodejing 道德經 and that the text was not the work of a single person within a short span of time. The gap between textual and historical authors in the case of the Daodejing is one of the biggest among the inherited texts since there might be no overlap between the two at all. I will examine some of the controversies and complications concerning Laozi and the Daodejing in Chapter 3, especially in light of the excavated manuscripts. Still, the text has been treated as a single work in Chinese history since at least the early second century bce (the time of the internment of the Maowangdui tomb, which has preserved two versions of the earliest complete Laozi) and likely earlier, and the conceptual universe generated in the text has exerted a powerful impact in Chinese intellectual history. In this regard, it makes perfect sense to discuss the conceptual world available in the inherited text of the Daodejing by relying on the notion of textual author to construct a coherent conceptual framework that can be construed as the textual intent. Put differently, as long as it still makes sense to talk about a philosophical vision contained in the Daodejing, the notions of textual author and textual intent are useful in the philosophical interpretation of the text. In fact, textual author and intent are especially useful for philosophical explorations of texts that have dubious historical authorship.

In many ways, contemporary scholars of classical Chinese philosophy are not unlike some of the traditional commentators of the classics over the ages in that they both treat the texts as an integral whole in order to appropriate ideas for their own contemporary audience. As Liu Xiaogan demonstrates, traditional commentators like Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) are creative thinkers in appropriating the Confucian classics to construct a coherent and cogent philosophical system when they engage in contemporary debates of their time, even though Zhu’s commentaries on the Confucian classics are not necessarily the most useful ones if our goal is to understand those classical texts in their originating historical contexts (Liu 2007, 2008). In this respect, the differences between traditional and modern interpreters of the classics are better understood in terms of the vast chasm in the contexts and audience of their interpretations, traditional versus modern, as well as Chinese versus global.

2.6. Three Roles of Sinology in Chinese Philosophy: Preparer, Challenger, and Jailbreaker

Generally speaking, Sinology has played three kinds of roles in the contemporary Western philosophical discourse on Chinese classics. First, it has provided invaluable and important historical, intellectual, and linguistic contexts to the texts, and let us call this the “preparer.” Second, it has questioned the premise of the philosophical approach by challenging the coherence and the authorship of the texts. This is the role of a “challenger,” the focus of this introduction. Third, and somewhat ironically, it has sometimes also offered scholars of Chinese philosophy an easy escape when faced with difficult conceptual tensions in a text, and let us call this the “jailbreaker.” That is, Sinological maneuvers can produce a useful or even convenient tool when scholars of Chinese philosophy are confronted with philosophically difficult issues since they can always appeal to Sinological specifics, like historical vicissitudes of the text, to dodge the problems. The latter two roles played by Sinology can potentially undermine the integrity, or even legitimacy, of the philosophical approach to Chinese classics, and scholars of Chinese philosophy need to have a clear-eyed view of the stakes involved.

It is, however, important to recognize the constructive role of Sinology in the project of Chinese philosophy, as the preparer. That is, Sinological knowledge prepares the necessary historical, intellectual, and linguistic contexts for the philosophical approach to Chinese classics. It is neither possible nor desirable for scholars of Chinese philosophy to ignore Sinological scholarship (despite the fact that many Sinologists have been rather oblivious to scholarly works in Chinese philosophy). Due to the peculiar status of Chinese philosophy within the Western academy, situated between Sinology and philosophy, there is no escape from Sinology if one wants to study the classics philosophically with proper cultural and intellectual sensibility, even though a scholar of Chinese philosophy does not have to engage in the historicist Sinological discourse per se. The more Sinological knowledge a scholar of Chinese philosophy has, the more culturally rich and grounded her philosophical interpretations of Chinese inherited texts can be. In fact, this is exactly the approach adopted in the book, incorporating relevant Sinological discussions on the historicity of the classical texts, various controversies concerning their authorships, and the new materials made available through recently excavated manuscripts, in order to properly contextualize the philosophical analysis of the inherited texts.

However, scholars of Chinese philosophy should not keep their eyes off the primary objective of their endeavors, namely the philosophical integrity and implications of a large body of classical texts whose conceptual universes have shaped Chinese cultural and intellectual outlooks.14 If Plato and Aristotle still have relevance in contemporary intellectual life, so do Confucius and Zhuangzi, not because they are timeless, but because they are “repeatedly timely” (Stalnaker 2020, 69). Given the dominance of historicism in Western Sinological discourse, scholars of Chinese philosophy need to carefully weigh historical evidence against the potentials for philosophically creative explorations of the early texts so that philosophical interests are not completely marginalized by Sinological concerns when it comes to the interpretations of Chinese classics.

§3. The Politics of Chinese Philosophy in the West: Some Recent Developments

In addition to the Sinological challenge to the project of Chinese philosophy in the Western academy, there is another major challenger, primarily coming from Western philosophers. There the focus is on the definition of philosophy and whether it is applicable to Chinese intellectual traditions. However, it has become increasingly clear in some of the more recent developments of this discussion that what is at stake in this particular debate is no longer a scholarly musing about what is or is not philosophy. Rather, it has an unmistakably political dimension that has crossed into a more charged question of cultural or even racial identity, Western versus Chinese.

As Carine Defoort observes, the definition of philosophy has always been opaque and fluid in the history of Western philosophy and is not consistently applied by those who reject Chinese philosophy (2001, 407). She proposes that it might be more fruitful to consider various philosophical traditions as a case of family resemblance that shares the family name of “philosophy” and to think of Chinese philosophy as an “adopted” child of the family, with all the promises and difficulties therein (Defoort 2001, 407–409). Rein Raud, a scholar of Japanese philosophy, echoes much of Defoort’s sentiment about the debate on non-Western philosophy. That is, a very narrow definition of philosophy would exclude many prominent philosophers in the history of Western philosophy, such as Socrates, Diogenes, or Nietzsche (Raud 2006, 619). Few Western philosophers would go as far as to question those prominent figures as worthy of being called philosophers, so the exalted standard of what is and is not philosophy used to reject non-Western texts as philosophical in nature is not consistently applied to Western canons themselves.

A more serious problem for Raud is the two self-contradictory premises assumed by many Western philosophers that philosophy is “both universal and Western at the same time” (Raud 2014, 17), hence masquerading a larger context that is not always philosophical in nature. As the leading Chinese intellectual historian Ge Zhaoguang (葛兆光) suggests, the label “philosophy” is less about definition than about history and identity, and the question of whether or not there is Chinese philosophy is a pseudo-question (Ge 2001). Anne Cheng, a French Sinologist, asked, a bit tongue in cheek, in her inaugural lecture as the Chair of Intellectual History of China at Collège de France on December 11, 2008: “Can China think?” (Cheng 2013). The deliberate absurdity of such a question shines a bright light on the problematic underlying political dynamics in the treatment of Chinese philosophy within the Western academy.

3.1. An Uproar in America

A recent public flare-up in the United States has exposed the sharply political nature of the debate about whether or not there is philosophy in the Chinese and other non-Western intellectual traditions. On May 11, 2016, a column, “If Philosophy Won’t Diversify, Let’s Call It What It Really Is,” coauthored by Jay Garfield and Bryan Van Norden, was published in The Stone, a philosophy forum in the New York Times.15 In the column, the two authors, who are specialists in Mahāyāna Buddhist philosophy and classical Chinese philosophy, respectively, call on colleagues in leading Anglo-American philosophy departments to either expand their curriculum to cover non-Western philosophical traditions or to rename their departments to “department of Anglo-American philosophy.” Van Norden, one of the authors, has expanded the column into a book, Taking Back Philosophy: A Multicultural Manifesto (2017), to make a more sustained, and often more polemical, argument for multicultural approaches in Western philosophy curriculum.16 The Stone column and the subsequent discussions ignited a fierce storm in the philosophy blogosphere.

One of the constant refrains in this increasingly acrimonious debate is that many Western philosophers believe that China (and other non-Western cultures) only has a wisdom tradition, but not a philosophical one. But Garfield forcefully pushes back such a characterization in his foreword to Van Norden’s book:


We have departments of philosophy because we value philosophy as an activity. Those departments are resolutely Eurocentric because we take European philosophy as the default, or paradigm, case of philosophy, conceived . . . as reflective rational investigation of an argument about the fundamental nature of reality, or, as Sellars so perfectly put it, the attempt “to understand how things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term.” We don’t have departments of “wisdom traditions,” because we don’t value what we take them to be—nonrational exercises in mythopoetic thinking, or something like that. To praise Kongzi and Candrakīrti by putting them in that category is to justify ignoring them as sources of reflection, consigning them to the status of the objects of anthropological research. (Garfield 2017, xvii–xviii)



Indeed, to conveniently classify non-Western traditions as wisdom traditions has the effect of rendering them non-objects for philosophers, effectively defining them out of existence for philosophical inquiries. As we have seen previously, scholarly inquiries construct the very objects that are investigated, guided by disciplinary norms and practices. Consequently, classifying non-Western traditions as wisdom traditions has the practical effect of not allowing philosophical inquiries of those traditions to get off ground at all and foreclosing any opportunity for scholarly engagement within the Western academy.

What is especially troubling for those who advocate the classification of non-Western traditions as wisdom traditions is that, in contrast to Sinologists who are experts on Chinese texts in a given area, many of those philosophers who reject Chinese philosophy as philosophy have openly admitted that they do not know much about the Chinese tradition and tend to base their assertions on select memories of some out-of-context readings of the Analects, Daodejing, and perhaps some Chan/Zen Buddhist texts. It is rather astonishing that these scholars could have felt so comfortable in making a scholarly judgment on a subject about which they admit having no expertise. When claims are based on (often admitted) ignorance, they clearly have no scholarly merits. But the power dynamics in the Western academy means that those who profess (maybe even proudly at times) ignorance in non-Western philosophy are often in the position of (structural) authority, and scholars of non-Western philosophy really have no choice but to engage them, ad nauseam.17

The rather astonishing lack of self-awareness and self-critique, often exhibited among some Western philosophers, signals something deeper at play in the fierce resistance against recognizing the philosophical nature of texts from outside the Western canons, including the Chinese texts. Garfield calls out the institutional racism that permeates leading Western philosophy departments, although he is careful in pointing out the structural nature of such a form of racism, as most Western philosophers are probably not racists as individuals:


But there is a distinction to be drawn between individual and structural racism. A social structure can be racist without any individual who participates in it being racist when it serves to establish or to perpetuate a set of practices that systematically denigrate—implicitly or explicitly—people of particular races.

Philosophy as it is practiced professionally in much of the world, and in the United States in particular, is racist in precisely this sense. To omit all of the philosophy of Asia, Africa, India, and the Indigenous Americas from the curriculum and to ignore it in our research is to convey the impression—whether intentionally or not—that it is of less value than the philosophy produced in European culture, or worse, to convey the impression—willingly or not—that no other culture was capable of philosophical thought. These are racist views. (Garfield 2017, xix–xx)



Indeed, it is long overdue that such structural and institutional racism be exposed in the Western academy, especially as it pertains to the rather pernicious resistance against recognizing non-Western traditions as philosophically worthy. Despite philosophy’s proud claim of universalism, it is one of the most conservative, ethnocentric, and parochial humanities disciplines in the Western academy. As Van Norden (2017) declares, it is time to take back philosophy and move it in a multicultural direction.

3.2. A Controversy in Europe

We see a somewhat different dynamic in the recent debate about Chinese philosophy in continental Europe. Earlier in the twentieth century there were heated discussions about whether or not China had a philosophical tradition, similar to what we see in the American academy. Martin Heidegger and Jacque Derrida are usually considered the representatives of that position, even though they sometimes regarded the lack of philosophy in the Chinese tradition as an advantage, rather than a deficiency, in their critiques of the European obsession with logos. However, a more recent controversy in Europe has to do with a particular way Chinese philosophy is articulated in some prominent corners of the European academy, i.e., the othering of China.

At the epicenter of this controversy are François Jullien, who is a prominent French Sinologist and philosopher at the University of Paris VII, and his chief antagonist, Jean-François Billeter, who is a Swiss Sinologist and a scholar of Chinese intellectual history. The disputation between the two sides is so heated that Billeter devotes an entire book (albeit a short one, with just over one hundred pages in the print edition), titled Contre François Jullien, to rebuking Jullien’s particular way of constructing and articulating Chinese thought.

François Jullien is no ordinary scholar. He has almost celebrity status on the French intellectual scene, fueled by extensive media coverage of his works. He is widely regarded as the interpreter of Chinese thought to the French public, and, with translations of his works into many languages, including English and Chinese, his audience is increasingly global. Jullien’s outsized influence can be attributed to the extraordinary popularity of his over twenty books and the accessibility and seductiveness of his writings in constructing an alluringly exotic and radically different China with its distinct way of thinking. English readers might be familiar with some of Jullien’s works that have been translated into English, e.g., Detour and Access: Strategies of Meaning in China and Greece; In Praise of Blandness: Proceeding from Chinese Thought and Aesthetics; A Treatise on Efficacy: Between Western and Chinese Thinking; The Propensity of Things: Toward a History of Efficacy in China; and On the Universal: The Uniform, the Common and Dialogue between Cultures. Many of his works have also been translated into Chinese and have attracted quite a bit of attention from the Chinese scholarly world as well as the reading public.

In his Contre François Jullien, Billeter hopes to bring to the attention of Jullien’s vast readership what Billeter considers to be the harm caused by Jullien’s scholarship to the understanding of China. Billeter calls for a more responsible scholarly approach to China and Chinese thought, especially for someone with Jullien’s influence (Billeter 2006, 7). Billeter challenges one of the central premises of Jullien’s approach to Chinese philosophy, what he calls “the myth of the otherness of China” (2006, 9), which has a long history in Europe. Billeter thinks that Jullien has brought this myth back in fashion by giving it a respectable scholarly form while obscuring the political significance of such a practice. Furthermore, according to Billeter, when Jullien is criticized by Sinologists about his approach, Jullien hides behind the Sinology-philosophy divide by claiming that “he does not consider himself a Sinologist, but as a philosopher who uses China as a ‘theoretical convenience’ to lead us to consider from outside our own intellectual universe and, by this detour, ‘make us think’ ” (Billeter 2006, 17).

In Billeter’s eyes, despite such a disclaimer by Jullien, Jullien’s works do construct a China and a Chinese philosophical tradition with which the European tradition is contrasted and compared. Jullien’s China is that of radical alterity from Europe. Such a China is radically immanent and changeless. This is the China that has the widest currency in the French public due to the extraordinary popularity of Jullien’s works. Billeter accuses Jullien of being irresponsible in creating an ahistorical, imagined, and changeless China that functions as a thought experiment for the musing of a European philosopher, even though it is unclear why Jullien’s works should only be used to understand China but not on the nature of philosophical reasoning more generally.

In his response, Jullien dismisses Billeter’s broad characterization of his approach to Chinese philosophy. Jullien defends his approach as one that is not premised upon radical otherness in principle (Jullien 2007, 85). He makes a distinction between otherness/alterity and elsewhere/heterotopia:


Note that I said exteriority (extériorité) and not otherness (altérité) (as J. F. Billeter continually applies to me): exteriority is given by geography and by history, and can be observed; while otherness, if there were indeed otherness, is constructed. China is “elsewhere” (ailleurs), and I do not yet know, at this stage, whether it is “other.” . . . Nor do I say at the outset that China is different, and or “so different” (because it is so distant), since I do not have a common framework where I can establish the opposite sides right away. (Jullien 2007, 34)



However, due to the nebulousness of heterotopia in Jullien’s works and the vagueness of the conceptual distinction between heterotopia and alterity, such an apologia is perhaps more convenient than convincing. Nevertheless, Jullien dismisses Billeter’s critique as not even worth responding to (2007, 19). As some commentators have pointed out (e.g., Keck 2009, 74), Jullien mentions Billeter’s name exactly once in his response and uses the initials of JFB throughout the response. The personal nature of this controversy is manifestly clear.

Interestingly, there is quite a bit of discussion on what this controversy is actually about. According to Thorsten Botz-Bornstein, the debate is essentially about a long-standing discussion of two distinct scholarly approaches to classical texts, philosophical versus philological (Botz-Bornstein 2014, 220ff.), whereas Ralph Weber regards the core issue in the controversy to be about the very meaning of “China” (Weber 2014b, 234). Other French and European scholars outside of the field of Sinology have also weighed in on this debate.18 For example, Frédéric Keck makes an interesting observation about Jullien’s Sinological approach, echoing Billeter’s criticism of Jullien:


Sinology is not, in the eyes of François Jullien, a science endowed with its own objects and methods, but the starting point of a critical approach to Western thinking, for the following reason: It is not an object like any other, but it is, for the West, cultural “otherness” par excellence. Because it has an intellectual tradition of several millennia that borrowed nothing from the West, China offers a mirror in which it can see all its categories distorted, recognizing itself only at the end of an alienation which constitutes a real thought experiment. The sinologist’s fright at the immensity of the block of thought he has to study is therefore the occasion of an intellectual exercise that makes this irreducible alterity the engine of a work on oneself, which defines the “human sciences” as a critical activity. (Keck 2009, 64–65)



However, Keck provides another dimension to the whole Jullien-Billeter affair, in addition to the personal aspect of the controversy, pointing to its deeply political nature:


Jean-François Billeter’s criticism targets France as much as China, sharing in his eyes a climate of post-Maoist restoration of which François Jullien’s work is the most visible expression. The idea of a “Chinese thought” radically other than “Western thought” maintains both the schizophrenia of French intellectuals, fascinated by a system that “works” while keeping their liberal prejudices for themselves, and the aggressiveness of a China which refuses Western freedom in the name of a tradition entirely reinvented. (Keck 2009, 71)



What is especially fascinating in this controversy, compared with earlier expressions of such a sentiment toward Chinese philosophy, is an increasingly clear recognition on the part of many French and European intellectuals that what is really at stake in the sparring between Jullien and Billeter is no longer just scholarly or academic in nature, but rather unmistakably political, having to do with the self-understanding of the West itself, particularly France and Europe.

Keck concludes his essay by criticizing the kind of Sinology practiced by both Jullien and Billeter, namely the privileging of Chinese texts as the way to understand China, albeit interpreted under very different ideological registers, alterity for Jullien and imperialism for Billeter (Keck 2009, 76). Instead, Keck, who is trained in both philosophy and anthropology and has published works on the history of French anthropology in its relations with philosophy, tries to make room for the anthropology of ideas (Keck 2009, 77). As Weber acutely observes about the Jullien controversy, “In France, the affair has largely been interpreted as one about sinology, or about philosophy, or about politics far and away beyond the disciplinary concerns of each” (Weber 2014a, 230). In other words, it has become a kind of proxy battle about the West itself within the French academy and beyond.

It is clear from this snapshot of some recent developments in the American and the European academies that the contemporary debate about Chinese philosophy in the Western academy is increasingly political and is driven by identity politics. However, many scholars of Chinese philosophy in the West are still interested in the possibility of engaging Chinese texts in contemporary philosophical discussions within a more globalized context, whether as a way to explore multicultural resources in philosophical reasoning (e.g., Van Norden 2017), as an alternative resource for advancing some progressive public policies like the paid family leave (e.g., Cline 2015), for advocating particular virtues like civility, sorely needed in contemporary politics (e.g., Olberding 2019), or as a way to engage in critical reflections on certain prevailing Western norms and practices concerning the nature of the self and the ideal of flourishing (e.g., Ames 2011; Ivanhoe 2017) or on expertise and hierarchy (e.g., Stalnaker 2020), etc. For all these scholars, the Chineseness of Chinese philosophy is its very attraction.

So, what is exactly Chinese about Chinese philosophy? Our discussion here may provide one useful way to think about this question without essentializing it as the uniqueness of some “epistemological nativism.”19 The Chineseness in Chinese philosophy can refer to the fact that for Chinese intellectuals, texts like the Zhuangzi are inherited classics that have shaped and will continue to shape Chinese intellectual outlook. Accordingly, what makes a text like the Zhuangzi a text of Chinese philosophy is, aside from its composition in Chinese, the fact that it has exerted significant impact in shaping the Chinese intellectual landscape by providing foundational vocabularies, arguments, imageries, and other conceptual resources for Chinese intellectuals over the centuries. The scholarly object of Chinese philosophy is precisely the conceptual resources available in inherited Chinese classics that can be rigorously critiqued and appropriated, through fruitfully dissecting and constructing the textual author and the textual intent within various interpretative contexts, for contemporary philosophical discourses and explorations.

§4. Origins of Moral-Political Philosophy in Early China

This book retells the story of the origins of moral-political philosophy in early China from the fifth century to the late third century bce when “various masters and hundred schools” (zhuzi baijia 諸子百家) flourished. The origin of a philosophical tradition was never the result of a single act of creation attributable to one person or one work. Nor did it follow any single route. Rather, it was the result of a prolonged, complex, and often opaque process of formulation, contestation, reformulation, transcriptions, canonization, redaction, and transmissions participated by several generations of people, most of whom are and will likely remain unknown to modern scholars.

There has been a great deal of debate among Sinologists with regard to the authenticity of many of the inherited texts. The main issue is whether those texts were the products of the pre-Qin thinkers in the traditional accounts or were so significantly redacted in the early imperial period, especially during the Western Han dynasty (206 bce–9 ce), that they were essentially the products of Han. Archaeological excavations in the twentieth century have provided many critical interventions in the scholarly interpretations of the early texts, although they have hardly settled many of the contentious points in the ongoing debate about those texts, i.e., their historical formation, authorship, and putative dates.20 In the course of this book, I will address some of these issues when they are relevant to the discussion.

However, the broad context and the major themes of the early Chinese philosophy are never in doubt. The collapse of the normative Zhou order, which had represented the ideal of peace and prosperity, was the backdrop of all classical thinkers during the pre-Qin period. Almost all classical thinkers were trying to reconstitute such a lost order by appealing to ritual (or tradition), (human) nature, objective standards that included moral and penal codes, or some combination of these, in order to imagine, conceptualize, and construct a new world that was morally compelling and/or politically alluring. This book aims at offering a new interpretative framework by identifying an arc of intellectual development of the mainstream moral-political project, as well as some notable outliers, and by articulating the philosophical stakes in the Chinese philosophical debate at its very incipience, in order to chart the trajectory of core philosophical values in the classical period and beyond. I make the case that the philosophical dialectics between the partialist humaneness and the impartialist justice formed the fundamental dynamics underlying the mainstream moral-political project during the classical period, with the musing on personal freedom as the outlier.

4.1. Contestation of Humaneness, Justice, and Personal Freedom

In this book I use the categories of humaneness, justice, and personal freedom to remap the intellectual landscape of classical Chinese philosophy and to recast the narrative of its origins. For the purpose of this book, I will employ thin or baseline definitions of humaneness, justice, and personal freedom in order to, on the one hand, schematize what I see as competing normative values operative in the moral-political project during the classical period while, on the other hand, leaving room for variations on these broad underlying values among different inherited texts and the thinkers they are attributed to.

Accordingly, humaneness is understood in this book as the moral norm that is agent/recipient21 relative, namely our natural inclination to be partial toward those who are close to us, especially our family/kin members; justice is defined here as the moral norm that is agent/recipient neutral, namely our exercise of impartial judgment on the merits of persons and states of affairs, especially in lieu of articulated and publicized standards and codes, irrespective of their relations to us. In other words, humaneness is partialist in nature, whereas justice is impartialist. Humaneness is understood in relational terms, whereas justice is non-relational by contrast. More importantly, precisely because of the relational nature of humaneness, agent and recipient cannot be switched or substituted, whereas in justice agent and recipient are switchable and substitutable.22 Personal freedom is understood as the appreciation and cultivation of personal space wherein one can be left alone and enjoy the company of like-minded friends without being entangled in the sociopolitical world.

The terms of humaneness, justice, and personal freedom are used in this book more as organizing frameworks to bring these ideas into the contemporary discussions of Chinese philosophy, rather than terms “with one-to-one correspondence in Chinese” (Ing 2017, 10). Therefore, these terms play an interpretative role in this book, working to “not only accurately describe the texts but also to render them intelligible within contemporary discourses” (Ing 2017, 10) of Chinese thought.23 Needless to say, I am writing about early Chinese philosophy, but for a contemporary audience in a way that produces new understandings and opens up new possibilities for contemporary philosophical engagement without misconstruing the native terms and the conceptual apparatuses in those texts.24

I make three key points in retelling the story about classical Chinese philosophy. First, the central intellectual challenge during the Chinese classical period was how to negotiate the relationships between the personal, the familial, and the political domains (sometimes also characterized as the relationship between the private and the public) when philosophers were reimagining and reconceptualizing a new sociopolitical order, due to the collapse of the old order. Consequently, philosophers offered a dazzling array of competing visions for that newly envisioned order.

Second, the competing visions can be characterized as a contestation between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice as the guiding norm for the newly imagined moral-political order, with the Confucians, the Mohists, the Laoists, and the so-called fajia thinkers being the major participants, constituting the mainstream intellectual project during this foundational period of Chinese philosophy. In this connection, it is especially important to see the fajia (often translated as Legalist) thinkers, often marginalized in the standard narrative about classical Chinese philosophy, as central players instead of as an embarrassing anomaly, as they have often been portrayed. That is, those fajia thinkers were grappling with the same tension between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice in their effort to negotiate the intractable relationship between the familial and the political, similar to other mainstream thinkers during the classical period.

Third, I argue that Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists were the outliers of the mainstream moral-political debate who rejected the very parameter of humaneness versus justice in the mainstream discourse. Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists were a lone voice advocating personal freedom. For them, the mainstream debate about humaneness and justice was intellectually banal, morally misguided, and politically dangerous.

A. Humaneness and Justice

The clearest expression of the partialist humaneness in the classical context was the famous Confucian moral-political paradigm, known as the cultivation-regulation-governance-pacification (xiu qi zhi ping 修齊治平, hereafter XQZP) model, most succinctly articulated in the Great Learning (daxue 大學). The XQZP model integrates the personal, the familial, and the political domains through cultivating one’s personal virtues (xiushen 修身), regulating the family/kin (qijia 齊家), governing a (feudal) state (zhiguo 治國), and bringing peace to all under the Heaven (ping tianxia 平天下25). In fact, the classical moral-political debate can well be seen as a series of efforts to defend, modify, critique, or repudiate this XQZP ideal, even among the Confucians themselves, with thinkers lining up differently in their efforts to engage various aspects of this moral-political model.

The XQZP ideal is based on two premises, both of which were challenged during the classical period. First, politics is grounded in or derived from moral virtues of political actors. Second, XQZP is extensionist in nature, operating on the assumption of a seamless continuum between the personal, the familial, and the political domains. In many ways, this book is a study of the classical moral-political debate wherein ancient Chinese philosophers examined all of the constitutive parts and their relationships in the XQZP ideal. I will argue that the operating moral principle in this Confucian moral-political model, in its attempts to accommodate the familial/private and the political/public domains, is humaneness that is partialist in its orientation. Furthermore, in the norm of humaneness, framed primarily in relational terms, agent and recipient are not switchable or substitutable due to the particularity of relations involved.

Against the XQZP model and its operating norm of partialist humaneness was the ideal of impartialist justice, most forcefully represented by the Mohists, the Laoists, and the fajia thinkers under different, but sometimes overlapping, conceptual and ideological registers. In the classical Chinese philosophical context, justice was heavily tilted toward impartiality, understood as the non-discriminatory treatment of people and the state of affairs by applying the same standard and code, irrespective of their status or relationship with the moral, political, or legal authority. Justice is framed in non-relational terms in the classical Chinese philosophical context, which means that within the framework of justice the agent and the recipient are switchable and substitutable, pointing to the impersonal and impartial nature of justice.

The concept of justice has had an overwhelming importance in the history of Western philosophy, with philosophers from Socrates to John Rawls deliberating its meaning, nature, scope, and relationship with other values. I will not be able to engage the infinitely rich and complex Western discourse on justice in this book, as it is not meant to be explicitly and thematically comparative. Instead, I will limit the use of the term “justice” to a relatively “thin” content so that it can be more easily adapted to the classical Chinese context.26 More specifically, I will highlight the aspects of impartiality, objective standards, and agent/recipient-neutrality, especially in the engineering of an elaborate state bureaucracy, when articulating the operative principle of justice in the classical Chinese context that includes a cluster of concepts like impartiality (jian 兼), impartial care (jian ai 兼愛), public or fairness (gong 公), and standards or legal codes (fa 法), etc.

It is important to note that both humaneness and justice are universalist values. The distinction between them, in the classical Chinese debate, had to do with whether or not differential treatments accorded to a family/kin member and someone unrelated could be justified and on what ground, especially when the two treatments were in conflict. What was the proper way to treat our family/kin members when they were at fault was at the heart of the contestation between humaneness and justice in early Chinese philosophical discourse. From the perspective of humaneness, impartialist justice can be inhumane since it flattens all our relationships and disregards the critical differentiations among those relationships that are constitutive of who we are as humans; however, from the perspective of justice, partialist humaneness can be unfair since it favors those recipients who are close to the adjudicating agents of the state and it breeds nepotism in politics under the pretense of humaneness.

B. Tensions between the Familial/Private and the Political/Public

The contestation between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice can be seen in terms of the clash of norms that govern the familial/private and the political/public domains. That is, if we take humaneness as the default governing norm in the familial domain and justice in the political, the key issue in the disputation among classical philosophers was this: should there be an overarching norm that governs both the familial and the political domains? Classical Confucians, with important variations and tension among them notwithstanding, leaned toward exploring humaneness as the unifying norm to encompass both the familial and the political domains; on the other hand, we see a powerful development in the justice wing of Chinese moral-political philosophy that questions the value or relevance of humaneness in political governance, with the Mohists separating the familial and the political domains and focusing heavily, though not exclusively, on the political, and the fajia thinkers privileging the political while denigrating the familial as often antithetical to or even subversive of the interest of the state.

In this respect, two famous anecdotes would help to put into sharp focus the wide gap in moral sensibility between classical Confucians and Mohists. The first anecdote is from the Analects (Lunyu 論語), a record of sayings and teachings traditionally attributed to the historical Confucius and some of his disciples:


The Duke of She said to Confucius, “Among my people there is one we call ‘Upright Gong’ (Zhi Gong 直躬). 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’s trans.)



The second one is recounted in The Annals of Lü Buwei I/5.5 (Lüshi chunqiu 呂氏春秋), a large collection of texts that was composed and compiled toward the end of the Warring States period under the patronage and supervision of Lü Buwei 呂不韋 (d. 235 bce), a prime minister under the young Yingzheng 嬴政, the king of Qin who would unify China in 221 bce and become the first emperor:


The Mohist leader Fu Tun resided in Qin. His son murdered a man. King Hui of Qin said, “You, sir, are too old to have another son, so I have already ordered that the officials not execute him. I hope, sir, that you will abide by my judgment in this matter.”

Fu Tun replied, “The law of the Mohist order says: ‘He who kills another person shall die; he who injures another shall be punished.’ The purpose of this is to prevent the injuring and killing of other people. To prevent the injuring and killing of other people is the most important moral principle in the world. Though your majesty out of kindness has ordered that the officials not execute my son, I cannot but implement the law of the Mohist order.” He would not assent to King Hui’s request and proceeded to kill his own son.

A son is what a man is most partial to. Yet Fu Tun endured the loss of what he was most partial to in order to observe his most important moral principle. The Mohist leader may properly be called impartial. (Knoblock and Riegel 2000 trans., 75, with slight modification)



These two narratives, to the extent they represent typical Confucian and Mohist moral instincts, vividly capture two drastically different moral sentiments and the underlying principles of humaneness and justice, respectively.

However, before we hasten to characterize the moral norms embraced by the Confucians and the Mohists based on the preceding two anecdotes, as illuminating as they might be, let us take a look at yet another famous passage that is also attributed to Confucius and has been enshrined by the Confucian tradition, exhibiting a rather different moral sentiment from the Upright Gong passage in the Analects:


When the Great Dao prevailed, the world was just. People were selected for their virtues and talents, and people were trustworthy and good-neighborly. Therefore, people did not only treat their own parents as parents, not only treat their own children as children. The elderly received proper care toward the end of their lives, the physically strong were properly employed, the young were brought up properly, widowers, widows, the parentless, the childless, the sick, and the disabled were all properly provided for. Men had their professions while women had their families. People loathed to leave wealth wasted and unused, and yet did not have to store them in private; people loathed to leave their strength unused, and yet did not have to exert it to serve themselves. Therefore, scheming was thwarted before it could develop; theft, robbery, rebellion, and betrayal did not arise, therefore one left home without closing the door. This was Grand Unity. Nowadays the Great Dao has fallen into obscurity, the world is treated as a matter of family inheritance. People respect only their own parents, caring for only their own children, horde wealth and exert strength for their own benefit.27



This is from the famous Liyun (禮運) Chapter of the Book of Rites (Liji 禮記), the Confucian classic of rituals whose canonical status was evident in its inclusion as part of the Five Classics (wu jing 五經) in the Confucian tradition—or, more appropriately, the state-sponsored official learning (Nylan 2001, 2)—during the Western Han dynasty in late second century bce.28 Liji was likely compiled, from independently extant ritual texts, and redacted in the Han dynasty, even though much of its content dates back to the Warring States period or even earlier. The authorship and dating of Liyun, one of the most famous chapters of the Liji, has long been a topic of intense debate among scholars. The contemporary consensus is that it was an evolving text through the hands of generations of Confucians from mid-Warring States period to Western Han.29 What interests me is how Confucius is portrayed, regardless of its accuracy in representing the historical Confucius.

In the passage, Confucius is seen as offering a rather detailed description of a lost golden age, a utopian Grand Unity (datong 大同), when the Great Dao (dadao 大道) prevailed in the world and lamenting its decline in his own days. In the passage, gong 公, which literally means public, is used as the opposite of family (jia 家). The contrast is clearly drawn between what is impartial and what is partial, hence my translation of gong as “just.” It is striking that the ideal(ized) world described here does not give priority to one’s own family at all, in sharp contrast with the Upright Gong story in the Analects. Rather, the idea of justice is front and center in this Liyun passage.

The contrast in the moral sentiments expressed in the Analects and Liyun passages is rather striking. In the Analects passage, Confucius is adamant about the priority of family relationship over other considerations, and he defends the family relations and interest even at the expense of other people adversely affected by the actions of one’s own family members. However, in the Liyun passage, we find another Confucius, who laments that very prioritization of family interest over the broader sociopolitical order expressed in the Analects passage. Instead, the Confucius in the Liyun passage recalls (or more likely imagines) a world wherein the young and the old were properly taken care of, irrespective of the relationships involved. In such a world, family relationship did not enjoy a privileged status. This implies that what constituted an ideal world for the Confucians evolved from the fifth century, the time of the Analects, to the third century bce, the time Liyun was compiled.

An obvious question is this: what happened during the years that separated the Analects passage from the Liyun passage? The Mohists, who represented the most serious challenge to the Confucian moral-political project during the classical period, could have come up with a similar depiction of the ideal society touted in the Liyun chapter.30 We will see that during the intervening period the Confucians engaged in heated and often fierce debates among themselves, as well as with their intellectual peers, most notably the Mohists and other less organized thinkers, especially the Laoists and the so-called fajia thinkers. It is highly possible, even likely, that the Mohist (as well as the Laoist and the fajia) challenges contributed to the evolution of the Confucian imaginaire of an ideal society as a result of the vigorous intellectual cross-pollination during the classical period.

C. Changing Conceptions of Heaven and Its Relations with Humans

One fascinating component of this story about the origins of Chinese moral-political philosophy is the fact that changing conceptions of Heaven and the evolving relationships between Heaven and humans were at the heart of much of the philosophical disputation. In this connection, there were roughly speaking two different understandings of Heaven during the classical period: caring/anthropocentric and indifferent/naturalist. Confucius’s and Mozi’s thoughts were operating under a Heaven that cared about and was involved in human affairs. In the excavated bamboo-slip texts that have given us some rare glimpses into the world between Confucius and Mencius, we find a Heaven that, while still in charge of the world, was increasingly naturalized in terms of both its constancy and its capriciousness. In Mencius’s thought we can see an intense struggle to hold on to the idea of a caring Heaven, but the hold was rather tenuous, as Mencius was rather critical of Heaven for its failure to bring forth a sage who could save the chaotic world. This tenuous hold and the increasing naturalization of Heaven would eventually give way to a radically new idea of Heaven that was indifferent to human affairs, and the paradigmatic figure here was Laozi. In Laozi’s thought we can see a Heaven that is completely detached from care for human well-being. Most of the best-known thinkers from the mid- to late Warring States period, such as Shen Dao, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi, shared the Laoist view of Heaven.

However, we also witness some rather drastically different proposals about how humans should respond to the Laoist conception of Heaven among the last group of thinkers. Laozi still advocated sagely emulation of Heaven, similar to Confucius and Mozi, even though the Laoist Heaven was indifferent to human affairs, unlike the Heaven of Confucius, Mozi, and Mencius. By contrast, Xunzi elevated the ancient sage-kings to be the partners of Heaven (and Earth), instead of simply being its followers or emulators, and made sage-kings the new foundation of the ritual system, almost in defiance of the naturalized Laoist Heaven that did not particularly care about human well-being. In the hands of fajia thinkers like Shen Dao and Han Feizi, Heaven would be further transformed from a supernatural agent to a naturalist system, and they advocated modeling a political system after such a new model of Heaven, with fixed standards and impartial enforcement of standards, laws, and regulations, so that the political system could operate like the naturalized Heaven. In so doing, they sought to reduce the role of any single person in governance, including even the ruler, who is partial to, and hence can be easily manipulated by, those in their proximity.

D. Personal Freedom

Against the backdrop of the mainstream moral-political discourse in early China we find a remarkable text, the Zhuangzi. One of the major challenges in the scholarship on classical Chinese philosophical discourse is how to deal with the Zhuangzi. This text is arguably the single most fascinating and unusual one in the entire Chinese intellectual history, certainly during the classical period, in terms of its unrivaled literary quality, its playful wit and humor, as well as its penetrating philosophical analysis. The Zhuangzi is simply unlike any other text, and its difference from other texts far exceeds the differences among Confucian, Mohist, and fajia texts. Although it has some resonance with the Laozi and shares the Laoist view on Heaven and Dao, the Zhuangist vision about personhood, nature, and politics is strikingly different from the Laoist one.

Such an interpretative difficulty or cognitive dissonance when dealing with the Zhuangzi has to do with our implicit but problematic assumption, seldom articulated, that Zhuangzi was engaged in the same philosophical project as everybody else during the period. However, in this book I will make the case that in order to better appreciate the singularity of the Zhuangzi, it is better to see it as engaging in the kind of intellectual project that is radically different from the mainstream philosophical debate dominated by the Confucians and Mohists and participated by many others, including the Laoists and the fajia thinkers. The mainstream moral-political project is characterized in this book as a contestation between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice as the governing norm of the sociopolitical world. Zhuangzi was skeptical and critical of such a project, deeming it as arrogant, baseless, and even harmful.

I argue in this book that the primary intellectual pulse in the Zhuangzi is its musing of personal freedom. Therefore, I interpret the Zhuangist philosophical project as that of personal freedom, unlike any of his peers during the classical period. Zhuangzi just wanted to be left alone, enjoying the company of friends and natural wonders. The Zhuangist personal freedom is framed in terms of cautiousness, or even anxiety, toward human entanglement mediated by the concern for humaneness and justice. Being wary of any political entanglement, Zhuangists are portrayed as those living at the margin of the political world or in the interiority of their heartminds, even though we also find cases wherein certain Zhuangist paragons lived in the midst of the political world, aided by their extraordinary discernment and skills. As such, the Zhuangist personal freedom is ultimately outside the parameters of humaneness and justice that characterize the mainstream moral-political discourse in early China. This approach to Zhuangzi’s philosophy can offer a fresh perspective on the Zhuangist critique of knowledge, especially its alleged skepticism and relativism.31 It can also have profound implications in making sense of the project of personal freedom in pre-modern Chinese political and intellectual history, which I will explore briefly in the Conclusion of this book.

E. A Note about Translating Xin 心 as “Heartmind”

Throughout this book, I will translate the Chinese word xin 心 in the classical texts as “heartmind,” instead of heart, mind, heart-and-mind, or heart-mind, as adopted by other translators. “Heartmind” is obviously not an English word, but a neologism coined to capture the widely shared scholarly consensus that the ancient Chinese language did not differentiate between heart and mind the way contemporary English does. Since this book deals with classical Chinese texts that are translated into contemporary English for contemporary Western readership, it makes sense to highlight the way the word xin is translated. For me, the attraction of “heartmind” as a single term is precisely its ambiguity, much like xin in different texts and contexts. Since it is not yet an extant English word, we get to define “heartmind” in such a way that runs the gamut of the emotive, cognitive, evaluative, calculative, voluntary, and whatever other functions xin performs in classical Chinese texts, with different texts leaning toward different aspects. In other words, the fact that pre-modern Chinese thinkers allowed xin to perform such a wide range of roles without feeling the need to clarify which one suggests the underlying assumption of its unity. The term “heartmind” has the added advantage of being both familiar and strange, not unlike xin in all its complexity and ambiguity in various Chinese texts through the ages.

4.2. Summary of Chapters

The central theme in the new narrative offered in this book is that the origins of Chinese moral-political philosophy can be fruitfully understood as the contestation of humaneness, justice, and personal freedom in the early Chinese effort to negotiate the relationships among the personal, the familial, and the political domains, under drastically different conceptions of Heaven and its evolving relationship with the humans. This new narrative provides an alternative paradigm on the peculiar configuration of classical Chinese philosophical landscape and helps to chart a new course in systematically presenting the motivating issues underlying much of the Chinese moral-political debate at its very inception.

The book is divided into three parts. Part I, “Humaneness-cum-Justice: Negotiating Humans’ Relationship with Heaven,” containing Chapter 1, is devoted to the discussion of Confucius and his teachings in the fifth century bce. We will see that Confucius struggled with the tension between humaneness and justice in his effort to deal with the relationship between Heaven and humans, setting the stage for the subsequent development of Chinese intellectual discourse. Part II, “Humaneness versus Justice: Grappling with the Familial-Political Relationship under a Naturalizing Heaven,” including Chapters 2, 3, and 4, takes on Mozi, Mencius, Laozi, and the early fajia thinkers. In all these philosophical projects, the concerns for humaneness and justice diverged, accompanied by shifting evaluations of the norms operative in the private and the public domains, as well as the increasing bureaucratization of the state. We will see that the rich and nuanced philosophical deliberations during this period unfolded under an understanding of Heaven that was naturalizing, with profound implications on the Heaven-human relationship. Part III, “Personal Freedom, Humaneness, and Justice: Coming to Terms with the State under a Naturalized Heaven,” consisting of Chapters 5, 6, and 7, highlights three thinkers toward the end of the Warring States period, i.e., Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi. They are portrayed as representing three distinct voices, i.e., personal freedom, humane justice, and statist impartiality, as the classical period drew to a close with the eventual unification of China under the powerful but short-lived universal state of Qin. This development in the classical moral-political philosophy was accompanied by new models of Heaven–human relationship and human agency under a completely naturalized Heaven.

In Chapter 1, I start with Confucius (551–479 bce), who has long been regarded as the baseline of the Chinese moral-political deliberations to which all subsequent philosophers had to respond, one way or another. Confucius endeavored to salvage the once powerful normative ritual system, whose regulative power encompassed the personal, the familial, and the political realms, by grounding it on the newly formulated idea of ren 仁, humaneness-cum-justice, the consummate moral virtue for Confucius. In so doing, Confucius laid the groundwork for the XQZP model that connects sages’ moral virtues with familial regulation and political governance, even though the model itself does not appear in the Analects.

However, Confucius clearly struggled with the tension between humaneness and justice in his articulation of ren, reflected in his appropriation of familial virtues as the foundation for ren on the one hand, and his appeal to the Golden Rule in some of his iterations of ren on the other. Confucius’s solution was to invoke the moral judgment of a cultivated gentleman or sage who alone could weigh the particularities of a complex situation when making decisions. Confucius’s project set up the intellectual agenda for the subsequent philosophical debate about humaneness and justice, while his faith in a moral virtuoso’s ability to negotiate the tension between the two normative values heightened the stake of self-cultivation in the ensuing Confucian moral-political project. In fact, self-cultivation remained a powerful premise and commitment, seldom challenged among most early texts, with interesting but also problematic consequences that I will explore in the Conclusion of this book.

The first chapter concludes with an examination of some excavated bamboo-slip texts with a focus on the Guodian Confucian manuscripts in order to study the state of the Confucian discourse between the time of Confucius and that of Mencius. I look into the idea of Heaven, its mandate, and their relationship with the concept of human nature, which would become central to Mencius’s and Xunzi’s moral-political philosophy. We will also see that the excavated texts promote the unity and integration of core Confucian virtues as a way to cultivate one’s heavenly endowed nature while also signaling tensions among those virtues, indicative of the effort by thinkers to negotiate different contexts wherein distinct virtues were required.

The fermentation stage of classical Chinese philosophy would witness a full-blown exploration of the more latent tension between humaneness and justice in Confucius’s moral-political project. In Chapter 2 we see the tension between humaneness and justice dramatically heightened in the hands of Mozi (and the Mohists) and Mencius, so much so that it would result in what I call “the Great Divergence” between the two values in the post-Confucius moral universe. Mozi (c. 470–c. 391 bce) was a radical moral thinker during the classical period in his advocacy of impartial care, promotion of uniform moral standard, and rejection of differential treatment. Mozi and the Mohists were the pioneers of universal justice in Chinese intellectual history. They were the main rival of the Confucians in early China.

By contrast, I argue that Mencius (c. 372–c. 289 bce) was more on the humaneness end of this humaneness-justice spectrum, even though the real picture is much more complex. He appealed to human nature, or incipient moral inclinations (xing 性), to construct a world that was more conducive to human flourishing and advocated the ideal of benevolent governance that appealed to the humane inclinations of a ruler to be compassionate toward his subjects. Meanwhile, Mencius downplayed the role of the institution of ritual (he internalized ritual into the virtue of propriety), with the result that his project was based more on moral intuitions and sentiments than on articulated rules.

Importantly, however, we will see that although family plays an important role in Mencius’s moral philosophy, its place in his political philosophy and the relationship between the familial and the political are much more complicated and ambiguous than commonly assumed. In this connection, I examine two related assumptions about Mencius’s philosophy, one concerning the role of family and the other the unity of virtues. I argue that, despite his assertion to the contrary, there are indeed two roots in Mencius’s philosophy, the family root and the general sympathy root. These two are sometimes in conflict within his framework, exposing a deep tension therein. To make the case, I distinguish two distinct strands in Mencius’s thought, the “extensionist,” which has been regarded as normative, and the “sacrificialist,” which is more radical and less appreciated. While the extensionist Mencius operates on the assumption of congruity between the personal, the familial, and the political domains, the sacrificialist Mencius recognizes the conflict between the norms of humaneness and justice that govern familial and the political domains that is sometimes irreconcilable under certain circumstances, and he embraces the necessity for self-sacrifice in order to protect the familial.

Chapter 3 covers an enigmatic figure in this period, Laozi, who was the alleged author of the Daodejing (fourth century bce). We will see that the significance of the Daodejing in classical Chinese philosophy was its radical transformation of Heaven from one that cared about and was deeply involved in human affairs to one that was fundamentally indifferent. The Daodejing signaled a dramatic shift in the philosophical discourse during the fourth century bce, what I call the “naturalist turn,” supported by several excavated texts from the similar period. The corollary development of this naturalist turn was the realignment of values within a cosmos wherein the primacy of the Heaven was eclipsed by the Dao as the ultimate cosmic source. This resulted in the naturalization of justice and the rejection of humaneness within the political domain in the Daodejing. In so doing, Laozi naturalized the idea of justice/impartiality in early Chinese moral-political philosophy and completely abandoned the central ideal of ren which was promoted by both the Confucians and the Mohists, albeit under different moral and ideological registers. As a result, justice and impartiality become the Heavenly attribute, beyond the reach of human effort. In so doing, Laozi rejected the universalist projects of both the Confucians and the Mohists. We will see that later classical thinkers all had to grapple with this naturalist cosmology in their own projects, often with unexpected developments.

Chapter 4 discusses the writings of what came to be known as the early fajia 法家 (often translated as Legalist) thinkers against the background of the increasing concentration of power in the monarchy and the accelerating bureaucratization of the state in the mid-Warring States period. We look at three prominent political theorists in the fourth to early third centuries bce, Shen Buhai, Shang Yang, and Shen Dao, in this chapter. I argue that in the hands of these early fajia thinkers, classical Chinese political philosophy took a decidedly bureaucratic turn that saw the institution of the state as a domain that had its own operating principle, irreducible to other domains. They embraced the value of impartiality, first formulated and defended by the Mohists and reformulated by the Laoists, as the most important institutional virtue, and ruthlessly instituted it in the state bureaucracy, meticulously mapping the state apparatus onto the Heavenly processes such that the state apparatus could function by itself without constant intervention from the ruler, as if it were the operation of Heaven. Such an approach to the state would bring the problem of the state to the forefront of the classical moral-political discourse.

In the culmination stage of classical Chinese philosophy, all thinkers had to confront the question of how to deal with the increasingly powerful state, conceptualized and engineered by the early fajia thinkers and politicians. Chapter 5 deals with the first thinker in this culmination period, Zhuangzi (late fourth century–early third century bce). Zhuangzi was simply an extraordinary figure in Chinese intellectual history. His fierce advocacy for personal freedom made him the singular outlier in the moral-political projects of the classical period dominated by the contestations between humaneness and justice. He ridiculed the misguided character of such projects and warned against their potential for inhumanity and injustice, the very opposite of what was intended by the participants of the mainstream discourse. However, the Zhuangist attempt to offer an alternative framework that foregrounded personal freedom and valued pluralism was severely compromised by their aversion to a more active engagement with the state. As we will see, the Zhuangist musing about personal freedom would have a lasting impact on the subsequent development of this ideal in Chinese intellectual and political history, i.e., its marginalization and internalization, as well as its lack of institutional impact in the imagination and construction of an ideal Chinese state.

Chapter 6 deals with the last major Confucian thinker in the classical period, Xunzi (active 298–238 bce), whose philosophy operated on the premise of a Laoist or naturalist cosmos that did not particularly care about human affairs. Xunzi’s philosophy exhibited a spirit of defiance against the naturalist and indifferent Heaven by valorizing human effort in the formation of a flourishing human society. His philosophical project focused on revitalizing the inherited, but increasingly discredited, ritual system. For him the traditional ritual system that regulated the personal, the familial, and the political domains was the result of the cumulative efforts of generations of sage-kings in response to Heavenly patterns and conditions on the ground. Xunzi used ritual as a way to reconcile the tension between humaneness and justice by making sage-kings the co-creator of order in the human world in collaboration with Heaven and Earth. The cult of sage-kings provided critical components of humaneness in the human world under an otherwise impartial and indifferent Laoist cosmos, resulting in the norm of humane justice that is mediated by ritual in Xunzi’s political thought.

Chapter 7 focuses on the last fajia thinker, Han Feizi (c. 280–233 bce), who was a grand synthesizer of many aspects of all classical Chinese moral-political discourse in his effort to perfect the operation of the impartialist state. We will see that his political project explicitly rejected the XQZP model by problematizing its every aspect. In sharp contrast to Xunzi’s cult of sage-kings, Han Feizi sought to minimize the role of any individual person, including even the monarch. Like the earlier fajia thinkers, Han Feizi sought a model that provided the intellectual foundation for a system of impersonal and uniform bureaucratic machinery capable of dispensing reward and punishment automatically with as little interference from the ruler as possible. Even though Han Feizi’s project might have been motivated by a desire to stabilize and strengthen the state so that it could survive the precarious domestic and international environment, its goal of instituting a set of impartial, transparent, and uniform administrative and legal codes and standards in governing the state, often in defiance of the interests of powerful aristocratic families, points to the principle of justice operative in his statist project. Unfortunately, Han Feizi was not able to solve the core tension between the monarch and the monarchy, dooming his fajia project of building a lasting and impartial political order.

The book concludes by a reflection on the tragic fate of the Zhuangist idea of personal freedom in Chinese intellectual and political history. More specifically, I will scrutinize the widely shared premise of self-cultivation, what I call the “regime of self-cultivation,” among most classical thinkers including Zhuangzi, and will explore its constraint on the development of personal freedom in the mainstream moral-political discourse, as well as in the building of political institutions. Interestingly, in this respect, it was the fajia thinkers who built their theories on the givenness of ordinary human dispositions, instead of on the promissory note of moral transformation. I will reflect on a path that was not taken in Chinese history, i.e., the integration of the Zhuangist idea of personal freedom into the mainstream moral-political project in conceptualizing a polity that can accommodate the ideal of personal freedom institutionally.



1 Yü Dan 于丹 is a famous spokesperson for this popular Confucianism. Her book, Insights into the Analects 论语心得, which is based on her popular lecture on Chinese Central Television broadcast in 2006, sold millions of copies. As a representative of voices that mock and reject the trend to deify Confucius in contemporary China, Li Ling’s 李零 books, A Homeless Dog: My Reading of the Analects 丧家狗：我读论语 and Stripping away His Sageliness to Reveal the Real Confucius: Vertical and Horizontal Readings of the Analects 去圣乃得真孔子：论语纵横读, are worth the read. Interested readers can get the gist of Li’s writings in Contemporary Chinese Thought, vol. 41, no. 2 (Winter 2009–2010), which contains the translation of several key chapters in Li’s two books.

2 I am limiting the scope of classical Chinese philosophy here to the Masters texts (zi 子) and some Classics (jing 經), following Carine Defoort (2006, 627). Some scholars prefer the category of Masters Literature to Chinese philosophy when describing those early texts since the former is an indigenous category in the Chinese tradition which was coined in the Han soon after the period under discussion, whereas the latter appeared under the influence of the Euro-American traditions and practices, e.g., Denecke (2011, 32). While such a practice is perfectly sensible, it is clearly Sinological in nature, different from the philosophical approach adopted in this book.

3 The Philosophical Gourmet Report (PGR), which has come to dominate the ranking of philosophy programs in the Anglo-American world, has created powerful incentives for top philosophy departments to compete for prominent philosophers in the ranked areas so as to boost their rankings. Since Chinese philosophy, along with other non-Western philosophical traditions, is not one of the primary ranking categories, there is very little institutional incentive for top philosophy programs to invest in it.

4 For example, works by Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, Clifford Geertz, Jonathan Z. Smith, and others are critical to scholars of religious studies, whereas they are of little interest to philosophers, who have their own canons in works by Plato, Aristotle, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and John Rawls, etc.

5 For a recent example, see Nylan 2013.

6 Defoort 2001 and 2006 provide a helpful summary of the debate.

7 The Sinological challenge to the project of Chinese philosophy has garnered some scholarly attention in China. For example, Liu Xiaogan 劉笑敢 has tried to grapple with some aspects of this challenge in several of his more recent works (e.g., Liu 2007 and 2008). He uses Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 commentarial method as an example to articulate two orientations in hermeneutical practice: restorative construction (sigou 似構) and creative construction (chuanggou 創構). The former refers to an interpretative effort that attempts to recover the original text and its historical context as much as possible, whereas the latter is a hermeneutical exercise that is more geared toward addressing contemporary concerns of the interpreter. Accordingly, the restorative construction of a text has an “objectivist orientation” that deals with the text in its historical vicissitudes, whereas the creative construction has a more “subjectivist orientation” that pertains more to the interpreter’s appropriation of traditional resources in her deliberations on contemporary issues. The former is a typical Sinological approach and the latter philosophical. Liu makes a persuasive case that these two interpretative orientations need to be evaluated differently as they have different objectives. As the reader will see in the following, our approaches share similar concerns, but I frame the problems differently and proposes different solutions. I would like to thank Yong Huang for directing my attention to Liu’s methodological reflections.

8 It is often challenging to accommodate the multivocality of classics in the philosophical approach to these texts. Edward Slingerland, one of the most creative contemporary interpreters of classical Chinese philosophical texts, has acknowledged in several of his reviews of recent books on Sinological discussions of classical texts that in his own philosophical works he has only paid lip service to the discussions about the heterogeneity of classical texts (Slingerland 2000, 137) and that scholars of Chinese philosophy, including him, have tended to ignore materials outside the standard account of early Chinese philosophy (Slingerland 2018, 475). Slingerland’s candid admissions can be seen as a revealing cue about the challenges facing scholars of Chinese philosophy in integrating at least some of the Sinological discoveries into the philosophical discourse. Interestingly, some Sinologists at times have also found it difficult, if not impossible, to simultaneously deal with the historicity of authorship while engaging in the study of a text. This challenge is vividly demonstrated by Martin Kern and Dirk Meyer in their introduction to the collection of essays on the studies of the Book of Documents (Shangshu 尚書):


But what if the text is not of that era? What if it dates centuries later or is not at all a unified artifact but a compilation of disparate sources from different times? This is not merely a text-critical or text-historical question (important as these are); to trace the early Chinese development of political and legal philosophy, it matters greatly whether our text is informed by, and thus to some extent reflects, the practices and ideas of 1000 bce as opposed to those of 300 bce. This is obvious wherever a later text misconstrues an earlier reality; here, correctly dating the text is a crucial step toward getting to the facts of history. More complex, and more interesting, is a different scenario, one that seems to fit at least parts of the Shangshu: a very late text may well contain substantial strata of much earlier knowledge and may accurately, if only partially, capture the realities of a much earlier time; as such, even a belated composition may be more historically precise than other, older ones. But there is yet another reality at play, and this is the reality of the text itself. A chapter that is a contemporaneous witness to the events it describes has a fundamentally different purpose and meaning compared with one that describes the same events from a retrospective perspective centuries later. The latter, regardless of its accuracy, is an artifact of memory and as such plays an important political and cultural role not for the time it signifies but for its own time of signification. But its function and nature as an artifact of memory do not invalidate its claims for fidelity any more than the function and nature of a contemporaneous witness do. Both are purposefully composed and hence also compromised in their own but different ways. It is one of the major scholarly fallacies at the core of traditional Chinese philology that “early” gets equated with “reliable” (which too often then inspires an ardent desire to “prove” that something is early) and that, in turn, the demonstrable accuracy of a text is taken to prove its status not only as “true” but also as a “truly early,” if not contemporaneous, witness. (Kern & Meyer eds. 2017, 7–8)



Kern and Meyer here highlight the importance of what they call “the reality of the text itself” and dispute the commonly shared assumption by Sinologists that “early” equals “reliable.” They call on scholars to study the early texts, not just to use them to mine historical information (ibid., 7). It is fascinating to see that they are willing to “trade false certainty for more interesting and productive questions and possibilities” (ibid., 8), even though their conclusion might have been different from that of the philosophers. Indeed, an endeavor guided by the desire to dive into interesting and productive questions can open up new territories for scholarly inquiry. Such observations by the two prominent Sinologists with regard to the value of the early texts would be enthusiastically embraced by philosophers, differences between them notwithstanding. Clearly Sinology as a field is by no means monolithic. In fact, early China is one of the most, if not the single most, hotly contested fields in the study of China.

9 Some scholars have credited the preservation and commentary of the Zhuangzi to Xiang Xiu 向秀 (d. 272) and even thought that Guo Xiang plagiarized Xiang Xiu’s works on the Zhuangzi. Without access to Xiang Xiu’s own works, which have not survived, such claims are impossible to adjudicate.

10 For example, the Hanshu 漢書 lists the Zhuangzi as containing fifty-two chapters with no other detail.

11 This does not mean that a scholar always has to interpret an entire text. She can, of course, focus on some parts of the text, a passage, a few sentences, or even several phrases in her philosophical interpretations. Still, her understanding of the entire text lurks in the background within which her interpretation of those selected parts of the text is situated. Otherwise, there would be little or no constraint on the interpretation of those parts with troubling consequences. For example, without some, at least general and implicit, understanding of the Zhuangzi in its entirety, a scholar would be free to interpret Zhuangzi as a Confucian based on some selected parts of the text without having to reconcile such an interpretation with many other parts of the text wherein Zhuangzi makes a mockery of the Confucians.

12 Or an editor who aimed at making the materials coherent through redaction.

13 I am borrowing the terms from the two leading views in interpreting the American constitution, the one advocating that the constitution is a living and evolving document versus the other arguing that its interpretations should be based on the original meaning of the text. The title of the book by E. Bruce Brooks and A. Taeko Brooks, The Original Analects (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), is also an inspiration in my coining the terms “original texts” and “inherited texts.” The reason the term “inherited texts” is adopted, instead of “living texts,” is to avoid adjudication of whether classics like the Mozi are living texts or not.

14 Mercedes Valmisa, in her article 对中国哲学的“汉学挑战”: 一个从后学科角度出发的回应 (The “Sinological Challenge” to Chinese Philosophy: A Response from a Post-Disciplinary Perspective), discusses my approach in this Introduction, which was initially published as an essay, “The Problem of Authorship and the Project of Chinese Philosophy: Zhuang Zhou and the Zhuangzi between Sinology and Philosophy in the Western Academy,” in the Dao (Jiang 2016). Valmisa argues that my proposed methodology is rather conservative since it limits the role of Sinology in the project of Chinese philosophy (Valmisa 2019, 24). We had a fruitful and in-depth exchange on this point. It is clear that Valmisa is quite optimistic about the possibility of overcoming disciplinary divisions that have shaped the scholarly discourse on Chinese philosophy in the West, whereas I am far less sanguine about it. Both of us want to overcome or at least accommodate the division between Sinology and philosophy to the extent possible, but we disagree on precisely the extent of that accommodation.

15 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/11/opinion/if-philosophy-wont-diversify-lets-call-it-what-it-really-is.html (accessed on November 3, 2019).

16 Van Norden published another piece, “Western Philosophy Is Racist,” on October 31, 2017, in Aeon, an online digital magazine (tps://aeon.co/essays/why-the-western-philosophical-canon-is-xenophobic-and-racist, accessed on November 4, 2019).

17 Amy Olberding, in one of her responses to a blog discussion on expanding the Western philosophy canon, conducted on Daily Nous on May 11, 2016 (http://dailynous.com/2016/05/11/philosophical-diversity-in-u-s-philosophy-departments, accessed on November 4, 2019), offered this gem of a summary about the degree of ignorance or hostility toward non-Western philosophy pervasive in the Western academy:


The conversation will then go on with the following ingredients, mixed in various proportions and orders:

a) someone will simultaneously profess not to know non-western sources and express skepticism that the sources are philosophical; b) someone will offer argument that—hey!—there are some good things out there and here’s a list of some (which, if ensuing future iterations of nearly identical blog conversations are indication, most everyone will ignore); c) someone will make claims along the lines of “I once read something in that area and it wasn’t very good” and thereby ostensibly settle the matter for us all; d) someone will offer incredibly condescending remarks purporting to explain what philosophy is (once and for all! in a blog comment!) and, well, there it is, non-western stuff just, alas, doesn’t fit (not that there’s anything wrong with that!); e) someone will offer patronizing paths toward normality for the deviant folk studying non-western traditions (e.g., if you could just justify yourselves to us with reference to forms and styles we find completely familiar and won’t overtax us, then you could belong too); f) someone will claim as unexceptional fact that philosophy isn’t western at all but cosmopolitan, universal, objective, physics-like (pick your own wildly ambitious poison here) and so must for its own good purity eschew things bearing cultural labels; g) someone will play precision-mongerer and take issue with some minutiae in any proposed expansion and insist that change ought stop dead in its tracks till we sort out this tiny detail; h) someone will point out that as mere mortals with limited budgets, we can’t be expected to do everything (or presumably even anything where non-western traditions are concerned); i) the entire conversation will expire under the weight of all of this until next time someone resurrects it like, zombie-like, to “live” all over again in our consideration with all of the points a)-h) to be repeated.



18 Ralph Weber offers a useful, albeit brief, summary of the more recent follow-ups in this controversy (Weber 2014b, 228–229).

19 John Makeham (2012, 347) defines it as “the idea that the articulation and development of China’s philosophical heritage must draw exclusively on the endogenous paradigms and norms of China’s indigenous heritage.”

20 Liu Xiaogan, in his defense of the more traditional Chinese dating of the Laozi that places the text to the time of the historical Confucius in the sixth century bce, argues that “archaeological findings in the twentieth century have proved that the records of antique literature are more reliable than the speculation and hypothesis of skeptical scholars about the authors and dates ancient texts” (Liu 2003, 342). On the other hand, as Sarah Allan observes, “Western sinology still tends to be built upon the challenges to the transmitted tradition first launched by the Doubt Antiquity movement, most obviously in the continuing prevalence of a skeptical attitude toward both the authenticity of transmitted pre-Qin texts and intellectual frameworks that provide relatively early dates to such texts” (Allan 2015, 317).

21 I would like to thank Karyn Lai for pointing out the recipient aspect of humaneness and justice.

22 I want to thank Karyn Lai for her suggestion here.

23 In this respect, my approach is similar to Michael Ing’s interpretative strategy in his book The Vulnerability of Integrity in Early Confucian Thought.

24 I am echoing Michael Ing’s point (2017, 10) here.

25 Tianxia 天下 refers to Zhou king’s realm in pre-imperial China, although it is usually translated as “under the Heaven” or simply “the world.”

26 Erin Cline’s book, Confucius, Rawls, and the Senses of Justice (2013), reconstructs a sense of justice discerned in the Analects, given her acknowledgment of the fact that there are no terms for “justice” in the Analects (Cline 2013, 150–151), and engages with John Rawls in teasing out various entailments in the two formulations of justice. In her book, Cline emphasizes the role of moral cultivation in discussing the Confucian sense of justice and clearly regards justice as a personal virtue, among many others, that Confucius appreciates. In this connection, Cline lists the virtues touted by Confucius in the Analects as expressing the sentiment of justice, such as yi 義 (rightness), shu 恕 (reciprocity), bu bi 不比 (not partial or biased), and zhou 周 (associate widely), etc. (Cline 2013, 152–153).

Cline’s book has made an important contribution to recognizing the significance of justice in Confucius’s teaching, especially the judicial aspect of personal virtues that a committed Confucian should cultivate and strive for. However, her book does not address the conceptual tension between her own justice-centered interpretation and the more traditional humaneness-centered interpretation of the classical Confucian project. In fact, Cline includes humaneness as one of the expressions of justice in the Analects, without looking into the tension between the two. On the contrary, Cline devotes a great deal of effort to explaining away the tension in Analects 13.18, wherein Confucius famously claims that an upright son should cover for his father if his father commits theft (Cline 2013, 157–167), as we will see in the following. While sympathetic to the underlying principle of charity that is clearly at play in Cline’s interpretation of Analects 13.18, I think Cline perhaps defers too much to Confucius’s defense of Upright Gong. As a result, her discussion of the classical Confucian perspective on justice, though admirably nuanced and sophisticated, is unnecessarily apologetic.

My book adopts a different interpretative strategy from Cline’s. That is, instead of trying to explain away the apparent tension in the text, I will problematize that very tension and use it as a lens to look into the conflicted moral universe presented in the Analects. I will make the case that, from the very beginning, the Confucians struggle with the tension between what I call humaneness and justice in its conceptions of ideal person, family, and polity. I will argue that the central problem in this effort is not so much that there are no terms for justice in the Analects or other classical Chinese philosophical texts, but rather the way in which certain key concepts are framed, interpreted, and translated, as well as the way the underlying interpretative frameworks are understood and constructed.

27 This is my translation, based on the text in 禮記正義, 卷二十一, (漢) 鄭玄 注, (唐) 孔穎達 疏, 龔抗雲 整理, 王文錦 審定. 北京大學出版社, 2000, 769–771.

28 Hsiao Kung-chuan (1979, 126) notes that the authenticity of Liyun to be representing the vision of the historical Confucius has been called into question ever since the Song dynasty. However, the fact that it was taken to reflect Confucius’s view of a lost ideal world throughout much of Chinese history is itself rather telling with respect to the evolving image of Confucius and what it signals in the development of Confucianism.

29 Cf. Wang E’s 王锷 Liji chengshu kao 《礼记》成书考 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju 中华书局, 2007, 239–246); Yang Chaoming’s 杨朝明 “‘Liyun’ Chengpian yu xuepaishuxing deng wenti”《礼运》成篇与学派属性等问题, in Journal of Confucian Philosophy and Culture 儒教文化研究 (2005), 13–35.

30 Hsiao Kung-chuan (1979, 126) has noted that a Qing scholar Yao Jiheng (Yao Chi-heng 姚際恆) already took notice of Mohist elements in the Liyun chapter even though Yao believed that Liyun was the work of the followers of Laozi and Zhuangzi, attesting to the syncretic nature of the Confucian vision of an ideal world enshrined therein.

31 Among contemporary scholars, Chad Hansen (1983, 2003) interprets Zhuangzi as a skeptic and a relativist, and David Wong (2006) considers Zhuangzi as a constructive skeptic and a pluralistic relativist, even though Hansen and Wong have rather different interpretations of Zhuangzi’s thought. On the other hand, Philip J. Ivanhoe (1993, 1996) rejects treating Zhuangzi as a skeptic or a relativist.


Part I

Humaneness-Cum-Justice

Negotiating Humans’ Relationship with Heaven

Our narrative about the origins of Chinese moral-political philosophy begins in the early fifth century bce, toward the end of what came to be known as the Spring and Autumn period (Chunqiu 春秋). The old sociopolitical order was crumbling and disintegrating while a new order was not yet on the horizon. Questions like whether civilization could survive or not, what the new world should look like, where the conceptual and spiritual sources should be located for envisioning a new world, what the relationship between the old and the new worlds should be, and how the stakeholders should conduct themselves, etc., were all becoming live, urgent, and increasingly contested issues. These germinating intellectual activities at the end of the Spring and Autumn period would blossom into astonishingly creative and sophisticated intellectual undertakings in the subsequent Warring States period (Zhanguo 戰國), often referred to as the period of “various masters and hundred schools” (zhuzi baijia 諸子百家) in Chinese intellectual history.

Confucius has long been considered the foundational figure of the Chinese tradition, standing at the very beginning of the extraordinary epoch of intellectual endeavors in early China that would forever change Chinese history and shape the Chinese identity. It is no exaggeration to claim that the history of Chinese philosophy, and even East Asian philosophy more broadly, is a series of footnotes to Confucius, in a way that might be even more so than the history of Western philosophy being a series of footnotes to Plato, in Alfred North Whitehead’s famous rumination. In other words, Confucius’s influence in the history of Chinese and East Asian philosophy has probably been greater than that of Plato in the West.

Even though Confucius claimed to be only transmitting what was handed down through the tradition instead of creating his own ideas (shu er bu zuo 述而不作), he was actually at the beginning of a series of astonishingly creative efforts to reimagine and reconceptualize a proper world order in early China. In Part I we will see that Confucius set the agenda for the subsequent moral-political deliberations in Chinese history. More specifically, he foregrounded the complex relationships between the personal, the familial, and the political domains at the outset of Chinese philosophical reasoning, entertaining a vision of ideal family and polity that could accommodate both humaneness and justice, as defined in the Introduction. We will see that Confucius did not yet distinguish between norms of humaneness and justice and maintained a continuum between the two, humaneness-cum-justice, in his formulation of ren that linked the private and the public spheres.


1

Ritual and Ren in Confucius’s World

Humaneness-cum-Justice at the Incipience of Chinese Moral-Political Philosophy

Confucius (Kongzi 孔子 551–479 bce) has occupied an unrivaled space in the Chinese intellectual history and moral universe for the last 2,500 years. He is commonly credited as the one who initiated philosophical reasoning in early China, serving as the baseline of the Chinese moral-political deliberation to which all subsequent thinkers responded in one way or another. However, the historicity of the Analects (Lunyu 論語), the text traditionally attributed to the historical Confucius and some of his disciples, and its relationship to the master have been called into serious question in contemporary Sinological discourse, as I will briefly examine in the following.

In this chapter we will see that at the very beginning of Chinese moral-political philosophy it was Confucius who attempted to maintain a continuum between the norms of humaneness and justice in his articulation of ideal personhood, family, and polity. This is reflected in the way two core concepts, i.e., ritual (li 禮) and the virtue of ren 仁, in his philosophy are formulated. That is, in his effort to rescue the collapsing ritual order that represented for him what was the most valuable in the venerated Zhou tradition, Confucius formulated the virtue of ren, usually translated as the Good, humaneness, humanity, human-heartedness, authoritative or consummate conduct, or benevolence, and touted this newly formulated consummate virtue as the new moral foundation for the ritual order that used to be grounded in the Zhou kings’ claim of the Mandate of Heaven. As we will see from the way ren is articulated by Confucius, it contains both a partialist element favoring one’s family and an impartialist element when dealing with others in his iteration of the Golden Rule. To put it in terms of the central terminologies employed in this book, ren in the Analects is a comprehensive category that contains the elements of both humaneness and justice. Confucius’s project would be seriously challenged and significantly reformulated as a result of the extraordinarily dynamic and fruitful philosophical contestations in the classical period.

§1. Situating Confucius and the Analects

According to Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 Shiji 史記, which remains the most important source for much of our knowledge about early thinkers (even though many of Sima Qian’s accounts have been called into question1), Confucius was born in the eastern state of Lu 魯, a state which was known as the depository of the high Zhou culture—ritual and music (li yue 禮樂)—idolized by Confucius and his followers. Confucius saw himself as the transmitter of that venerable tradition, representing a civilization or culture (wen 文) that was crumbling. For Confucius, the Zhou institution of ritual and music represented the most legitimate and effective way of organizing the sociopolitical world. Therefore, returning to that Zhou order, which was to a significant extent reimagined by Confucius, was the best way to solve the deepening crisis of his days.

Confucius’s ancestors were probably members of the aristocracy, but the family fortune had long declined when he was born. He was known as a learned man and had a brief but unfulfilling foray into politics. In his late forties and early fifties Confucius served first as a magistrate, then as an assistant minister of public works. He was briefly appointed as minister of criminal justice (sikou 司寇) in his home state of Lu, but did not stay in that position for long. Confucius attracted a significant following and was open to teaching anybody regardless of their social status. Frustrated in his political ambition at his home state of Lu, he traveled among the central states, accompanied by some disciples, to search for rulers who might be interested in adopting his program of good governance, with very little success. He returned to Lu at the age of seventy and devoted the last years of his life to teaching, editing, and writing. One of Confucius’s biggest legacies was undoubtedly his disciples, who would carry on his teachings and mission to build a flourishing human community. The Confucians were likely the most influential group during the classical period and they certainly were during the imperial period. Confucius died at the age of seventy-three in Lu.

By the time Confucius arrived on the scene, the once august Zhou dynasty had been in serious decline for some time. The capital city, Haojing 鎬京, was ransacked and King You of Zhou 周幽王 was killed by the joint rebel and tribal forces in 771 bce. The new king, King Ping of Zhou 周平王, moved the capital eastward to Luoyi 洛邑, ushering in the Eastern Zhou period. Eastern Zhou was again divided between the Spring and Autumn period (771–476 bce) and the Warring States period (475–221 bce). Confucius was living toward the very end of the Spring and Autumn period, a period of rapid transition and radical transformation in Chinese history. The Zhou royal house was a mere shadow of its previous self. As a result, feudal lords began to challenge the authority of Zhou kings, leading to confusion and chaos, socially, politically, and ideologically.

Therefore, the dominant intellectual challenge during the classical period was the moral-political project of re-establishing a legitimate sociopolitical order so as to repair the ruptures (lie 裂) in the crumbling Zhou order. Almost all classical thinkers were trying to find ways to reconstitute such a declining, and eventually lost, order by appealing to either traditional ritual, moral inclinations or human nature, or objective standards, etc., so as to put together a coherent and cogent world. These competing efforts resulted in many sophisticated and fruitful debates about the possible contours of a newly imagined world. Confucius was at the very start of such an effort. He began his project by appealing to ritual (li) as the tested and effective way of regulating human society while formulating the new virtue of ren as the moral rationale for the ritual system. That is, Confucius reconceptualized the earlier understanding of ritual by grounding it on the newly formulated moral virtue of ren that encompasses the personal, the familial, and political domains.

A great deal of Sinological discussions on Confucius have focused on the text traditionally attributed to him, the Analects (Lunyu 論語), and its relationship with the historical Confucius. The inherited text of the Analects has twenty chapters. Much of it is dialogical, suggesting that his immediate disciples or their own students played a significant role in the formation and the transmission of the text. How much of the materials in the Analects can be attributed to the historical Confucius has been a topic of heated debate since at least the Qing dynasty (1644–1912). Some scholars take Books 1–15 in the Analects as directly connected with the historical Confucius (Van Norden 2007, 72), while others consider only Books 3–9 or 4–10 as more authentic, with the rest added to the text later. Scholars generally consider Books 16–20 later additions.

However, many contemporary Sinologists have come to question the historicity of the Analects in its entirety, as well as its relationship with the historical Confucius, with an emerging consensus that the text was actually compiled sometime during the Western Han dynasty (206 bce–25 ce). For example, John Makeham, in his influential 1996 essay, “The Formation of Lunyu as a Book,” argues that “Lunyu did not exist as a book prior to about 150–140 B.C.” (1996, 1). Mark Csikszentmihalyi and Tae Hyun Kim make the case that “the Analects is likely not an ‘original’ layer of Confucianism and at best provides a[n] imperfect window onto the identity of the major religious and philosophical founder figure of Confucius. It is hardly a reflection of Confucius’s life and times, but instead represents a complex space occupied by a number of people who claimed to be his spiritual or ethical followers––people who possessed divergent, contrasting, and continually retouched portraits of him” (Csikszentmihalyi & Kim 2014, 163–164). Michael Hunter devotes an entire monograph, Confucius beyond the Analects (2017), to making the case that “the Lunyu as a bounded collection of Kongzi material took the stage no earlier than the reign of Emperor Wu or thereabouts” during the Western Han period (2017, 245). Hunter does add an important caveat, “nothing in this book disapproves the theory that the Lunyu dates to the Warring States period, that it represents an authentic transmission stretching back to Kongzi himself, or that it was compiled by Kongzi’s actual dizi” (2017, 314).

However, as Edward Slingerland points out, Hunter does not address the most compelling argument for dating the Analects to the early Warring States period because of its “complete absence of awareness of philosophical and religious terminology and conceptions that appear to have become standard by the late Warring States” (Slingerland 2018, 469). Slingerland’s conclusion is that contemporary scholars are “completely justified in continuing to see the Lun yu as the most accurate record of the historical Kongzi’s teachings, and therefore as a natural starting point for any account of pre-imperial Chinese thought” (2018, 474).

Pursuing a similar line of defense, Paul Goldin strongly pushes back against treating the entire content of the Analects as the product of the Western Han, even though it might have been compiled then: “A work that was compiled in a certain century does not necessarily consist of material dating from that same century” (2018, 92, original italics). Instead, Goldin argues that “the Analects reflects an intellectual environment from long before the Han dynasty” and supports the traditional chronology among the inherited texts in the sequence of Analects–Mozi–Mencius–Laozi–Xunzi (2018, 92). Almost all of the inherited classical texts underwent some editing in the Han, but this does not mean that they were all produced in the Han.

Yuri Pines uses lexical changes as an underutilized but more reliable lens to examine the possible temporal sequence among the major (Ur-)texts between fifth and third centuries BCE. He picks nine commonly used philosophical and military terms, i.e., “crossbow-related terms (nu 弩, shu 樞, and ji 機); the compound renyi 仁義, wanwu 萬物, wansheng 萬乘, and buyi 布衣; the term li 理 (inner structure, pattern, principle), and the pair yin-yang 陰陽 in its meaning as basic cosmic forces or binary opposites” (Pines 2002b, 696), and analyzes their distribution in eight major texts. In so doing, he hopes to show that “these terms, which became ubiquitous by the late Zhanguo [Warring States] period, were introduced into discourse at a relatively late date, either the fifth or the fourth century B.C., and hence that the absence of these terms from certain texts indicates a relatively early date for those texts” (Pines 2002b, 694). In light of his study, Pines considers the vocabulary of the Analects as belonging to the fifth century BCE or slightly later, similar to Zuozhuan (2002b, 694). Pines’s examination provides another useful perspective on the dates and sequence of the texts used in this book (the Zhuangzi is not included in his study).

This chapter, as well as this book, is aligned with the overall position on the Analects by Goldin, Pines, and Slingerland, and uses the general sequence of the inherited texts laid out by Goldin and Pines, at least with respect to much of their content, if not the timing of their compilation as “bounded” texts.2 The narrative in this book and the trajectory it portrays on the development of classical Chinese philosophy should lend credence to the argument that the conceptual universe in the Analects belongs to an earlier era than all other texts examined in the book.

The Sinological discourse on Confucius and the Analects is a subfield in itself, due to the prominence of the subject and the stakes involved. Given the purpose of this book, I will not get further into such a highly involved and complicated discussion. Instead, I will follow the methodology laid out in the Introduction to this book, treating the entire inherited text of the Analects as representing the vision of the early Confucians, with Confucius as the textual author, and construct a textual intention in my effort to investigate the issues that motivate the philosophical deliberations contained therein. Indeed, whereas the Sinological discussion of Confucius and the Analects does not take the Analects’ canonicity as its point of departure (Hunter & Kern 2018, 3), that is precisely the point of departure for the philosophical deliberation and construction in this chapter and this book more generally.

As we will see in the following discussion, the tension between humaneness and justice in Confucius’s effort to recast an idealized past and to reimagine an ideal future was implicit in his articulation of ren and its relationship with li. Such a tension would be brought out in the open in the philosophical debate after Confucius, beginning with Mozi and Mencius. Indeed, the post-Confucius intellectual debate can be seen as revolving around this tension such that it was a series of sophisticated attempts at offering a wide variety of possible solutions as the tension would become the defining intellectual problematic of the classical period with far-reaching consequences in the subsequent Chinese intellectual and political history.

§2. Confucius and the Mandate of Heaven

The change from Shang 商 (ca. 1600–1046 bce) to Zhou 周 (1045–256 bce) was a momentous one in Chinese political and intellectual history. The establishment of the Zhou reign would usher in an extended period of order and prosperity. The early Zhou period had a special place in Confucius’s heart (Analects 3.14) because for him the Zhou high culture represented the culmination of cultural accomplishments of the preceding eras. The fact that Confucius’s native state of Lu was considered the depository of the high culture of Zhou might have also contributed to Confucius’s attachment to Zhou cultural-political institutions, i.e., Zhou ritual and music.

New archaeological discoveries and scholarship have convincingly demonstrated a high degree of sophistication in the Zhou political system and its bureaucratic institutions (e.g., Li 2008). Furthermore, scholars have noticed the overall ritualization of Zhou social and political life (e.g., Pines 2002a, 90), to which I will return later in this chapter. Most significantly, the establishment of the Zhou dynasty would also herald a new—or newly articulated3—form of political legitimacy that would be continuously appropriated and performed throughout Chinese imperial history to sustain the legitimacy of a reigning dynasty or to legitimize dynastic changes. This is the powerful idea of tianming 天命, the Mandate of Heaven.

2.1. The Mandate of Heaven and the Justice Turn in Chinese History

Contemporary Sinological consensus on the classical notion of Heaven (tian 天) traces it to the concept of Lord on High (di 帝 or shangdi 上帝) worshipped during the preceding Shang period, even though archaeological evidence has shown that early Zhou rulers also worshipped di, which indicates that the transition to the worship of tian was a gradual one.4 Tian was believed to be the ultimate source of political and moral authority and the divine patron of the earthly universal monarch with close ties to Zhou. The scholarly consensus is that the term tianming came into use during the transitional period from Shang to Zhou. Apparently, the Zhou house felt compelled to justify their military conquest of Shang by appealing to a divine mandate.

The coinage of tianming is usually attributed to the Duke of Zhou, a founder of the Zhou dynasty and one of the most revered sages in early Chinese history.5 The earliest reference to the mandate is found in a bronze text dated to 998 bce, about half a century after Zhou’s conquest of Shang:


Yu! Brilliant King Wen received the great Mandate from Tian. When King Wu succeeded King Wen, he created a state, opening hidden lands, possessing all the four quarters, and setting right their peoples. In ceremonial affairs involving wine, oh! he permitted no excess; at sacrificial rites, he permitted no drunkenness. Hence Heaven in its greatness watched closely over its sons and protected the former Kings in their possession of the four quarters. I have heard that the Yin (Shang) lost the Mandate because the greater and lesser lords and the many officials assisting the Yin sank into drunkenness and so were bereft of their capital. (cited in Eno 2009, 101)



In this passage Heaven is deemed the power lording over the rulers to ensure their uprightness and competence and to punish them for their vices.

Tianming is featured prominently in the Book of Documents (Shang shu 尚書 or Shu jing 書經), one of the five “Confucian” classics that also include the Book of Odes (Shi jing 詩經), the Book of Rites (Liji 禮記), the Book of Change (Yi jing 易經), and the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu 春秋), although the term appears in all five texts. The first four texts were attributed, at least partially, to the Duke of Zhou and were believed to have been edited by Confucius, and the Spring and Autumn Annals was traditionally taken to be Confucius’s own works. While all these claims have been challenged in contemporary scholarship, e.g., Nylan 2001, they clearly mark the exalted status of the five classics within the Confucian tradition. The Duke of Zhou is depicted in the Documents as making the case that due to the violation of ritual norms by the last Shang 商 ruler,6 Heaven had withdrawn its mandate to rule from Shang and handed it over to Zhou. This sentiment echoes what is portrayed in the bronze inscriptions cited earlier.

Sarah Allan points out that even though tianming was attributed to the Zhou founders, its basic premise must have been accepted by the preceding Shang rulers, due also to the need to justify their own overthrowing of the Xia dynasty (Allan 2016, 15). Still it was the Zhou founders who explicitly and publicly invoked tianming to legitimize the overthrowing of the Shang, thus initiating the tianming discourse and the justification for dynastic changes in Chinese history and making it a “a fundamental theorem of Chinese political thought until modern times” (Allan 2016, 15).7 Eno thinks that tianming is a “fundamentally new element of state religion: a theodicy” (2009, 100), a moral element that is lacking or at least less clear in the case of Shang state (2009, 100).

The Duke of Zhou’s appeal to the Mandate of Heaven as the justification for overthrowing the corrupt and tyrannical King Zhòu 紂 of Shang marked an important moment in Chinese political and intellectual history. By appealing to a divine mandate to overthrow an existing regime, with the implication that such a mandate could also be withdrawn from a corrupt future Zhou ruler, the Duke of Zhou essentially pledged that the Zhou rulers would hold themselves to a high moral standard in their personal conduct and governing activities in order to ensure a continuing blessing from Heaven to rule. Even though the Zhou kings would monopolize the access to Heaven through royal rituals exclusively reserved for them as the Sons of Heaven (tianzi 天子),8 such a monopoly of access to Heaven could, at least in principle, be challenged. In other words, the heavenly mandate to rule had to be earned by each ruler, not simply inherited by virtue of being in the royal lineage.

Let us call this injection of divine mandate into the discourse about the legitimacy of regime change the “justice turn” in Chinese political history. Here justice refers to both the impartial nature of the Heaven and the orderliness, fairness, and prosperity of the realm under the rule of a virtuous ruler on behalf of Heaven. Tianming legitimized the political order on a notion of the divine providence that was impartial to a particular person or group. This foregrounding of justice in the political discourse would reverberate throughout Chinese political and intellectual history wherein founders of new dynasties would always invoke the Mandate from Heaven to justify their overthrowing and replacing the old dynasty.

However, before the idea of tianming became a lasting entrenchment, it had to weather the challenge by the decline of tian’s authority and general skepticism toward its mandate in the later Zhou period. Even though tian was supposed to be impartial to any person or group, it turned out, perhaps unsurprisingly, that, due to the intimate connection between Heaven and the Zhou kings who venerated it, the vicissitudes of their fortune were actually closely linked, the supremacy of the former over the latter notwithstanding. That is, Heaven needed Zhou kings as much as Zhou kings needed Heaven. As Eno points out,


What is often overlooked is that the stable rule provided by the early [Z]hou kings legitimized [Tian’s] choice. The king and [Tian] were linked in the action of good government, and under these conditions, it was possible for a sense of [Tian] as an ethically prescriptive force to grow. During the heyday of the Western [Z]hou, political success gradually strengthened the dual belief in the legitimacy of the [Z]hou order, and in the omnipotent goodness of the god who had mandated it. (Eno 1990, 24)



This means that the legitimizing power of Heaven and the actual stability of the Zhou reign in the first one hundred and fifty years were coextensive such that the latter authenticated the legitimacy of its claim to rule on Heaven’s behalf. However, as the power of Zhou rulers waned in the ninth century bce, the value and power of their divine patron were also thrown into question. To quote Eno again,


[Tian] had served as a mooring for value. During the early [Z]hou, service to the king, the king’s law and customs, and the might of the king’s armies had all been tied to [Tian]. But it was the success of these institutions that had, in fact, anchored [Tian]. Now the moorings were cut, and [Tian] itself was adrift; only by discovering other values to fasten to it could [Tian] again be anchored. The task was to find the “real” values, ones that restored to [Tian] its prescriptive perfection. (Eno 1990, 27)



Eno grounds the intellectual effort by Confucius and his followers in terms of the effort to restore Heaven to its place as the ultimate ground of value, a role it used to play in the early Zhou political discourse. Therefore, the Confucian turn to li was seen as their way to use ritual to fill the vacuum left by the decline of kingship and hereditary hierarchy, by recasting Heaven as the mandator of ritual (Eno 1990, 28).

2.2. Confucius’s Subversive Claim Concerning the Heavenly Mandate

Prior to Confucius, the Mandate of Heaven was primarily a political idea, used to justify Zhou’s rise to power and the governance of the ruling Zhou house. Confucius would change this. As Poo Mu-chou observes, it was in the hands of Confucians that “the mandate of heaven was transformed from political ethics into personal moral conviction” (Poo 1998, 67). In a short autobiographical note describing his intellectual journey, Confucius famously claimed that he knew the Mandate of Heaven at the age of fifty (Analects 2.4). This was an extraordinary claim, and for whatever reason its daring or even subversive character has not really been recognized either in Chinese history or in contemporary scholarship. Such lack of acknowledgment of Confucius’s blatant violation of the established norm concerning the Mandate of Heaven and the access to Heaven is rather astonishing, given the accepted image of Confucius as an unapologetic advocate of ritual propriety at a time when violations of ritual norms were rampant. Confucius’s claim to know the Mandate of Heaven, presumably without the mediation of royal ancestors, as would be the case with Zhou kings who alone could pray to Heaven and have access to this supernatural authority, should have been a violation of ritual norm in the highest order.

Moreover, such an apparent breach of ritual norm in Analects 2.4 is by no means an isolated occurrence in the text. For example, in Analects 7.23, Confucius claims that “it is Heaven itself that has bestowed me with virtue” which would protect him from any harm directed at him by Huan Tui, who was a military minister in the state of Song, invoking a personal connection to Heaven that was supposed to be reserved for Zhou kings alone. In Analects 9.5, Confucius declares that Heaven invests culture (wen 文) in him, similar to the way Heaven used to invest it in King Wen, as a way to demonstrate Heaven’s investiture in him and protection of his mission when his entourage was surrounded in Kuang, essentially asserting a direct lineage to the founder of Zhou dynasty. Furthermore, in Analects 3.24, the text uses a third party, a border official who had an audience with Confucius as the latter was passing through, to vouch for the heavenly investiture in Confucius and his mission: “You disciples, why should you be concerned about your Master’s loss of office? The world has been without the Way for a long time now, and Heaven intends to use your Master like the wooden clapper for a bell” (Analects 3.24, Slingerland trans.). If we read these passages more carefully, a rather different Confucius emerges. There, Confucius essentially became the self-proclaimed prophet of Heaven.9

Confucius’s personal claims, as well as the third-person testimonies, of his special relationship to Heaven were patently out of character for the famous ritual master who regularly lamented the violation of ritual protocols accorded to Zhou kings by feudal lords to embellish their own prestige and status. The Analects is full of stories about Confucius steadfastly abiding by established ritual norms of a lost golden age.10 He also insisted that he was a transmitter of the high Zhou culture, not an innovator (Analects 7.1).11 And yet his claim to have access to tianming was tantamount to usurping the role traditionally reserved for Zhou kings exclusively. The extraordinary nature of Confucius’s claim demands an explanation.

It is perhaps more than a little ironic that Confucius, a member of the retainer class, would claim to know the Mandate from Heaven while lamenting the erosion of ritual authority. Confucius would never have been in a situation to claim direct knowledge of such an awesome mandate, had that been a “normal” period like the early Zhou period. But, of course, Confucius’s time was nothing like the early Zhou. In this connection, the declining fortune of tian, dovetailing with the waning authority of the Zhou kings, was a major enabling factor in Confucius’s claim of tianming. The dwindling authority of Zhou kings and the disintegration of the Zhou system were precipitated when the Zhou capital was ransacked by invaders in 771 bce and was forced to move east, which marked the beginning of the Spring and Autumn period (771–476 bce) of the Zhou dynasty. Confucius’s claim of a personal relationship with tian coincided with the further decline of tian’s authority in the late Spring and Autumn period. As Yuri Pines points out, the dynastic collapse and turmoil at the end of the Western Zhou period opened up the question concerning the role of Heaven in human affairs (2002a, 59). He observes that the Odes “commonly express resentment and even direct criticism of Heaven’s behavior” (Pines 2002a, 59). In Pines’s study of the Zuozhuan 左傳, he notes that by the mid-Spring and Autumn period, thinkers and statesmen no longer engaged in a discourse about Heaven’s decree such that no one spoke for Heaven as its prophet and no leader had the confidence to claim the Mandate of Heaven (Pines 2002a, 61).

Essentially, tianming disappeared, for all intents and purposes, in mid- to late Spring and Autumn period, until Confucius came on the scene. Without these larger sociopolitical changes, the claim of direct access to tian by anyone other than Zhou kings would have been utterly unimaginable. Confucius’s claim to know the heavenly mandate essentially threw open access to Heaven that used to be the exclusive prerogative of Zhou kings. Confucius was clearly not expressing interest in a political coronation, so his claim was either not known to people outside the small circle of followers or not taken seriously by his contemporaries. Had a feudal lord or even a hegemon (ba 霸) made such a claim at the time, it would have provoked a drastically different reaction.12

Of course, Confucius’s claim on tianming could also have been fabricated by later compilers of the Analects and then attributed to him anachronistically, even though the Confucian tradition has accepted its authenticity as representing the voice of the master. As Eno argues, the second part of the autobiographical note, beginning with Confucius’s knowing tianming, can be more fruitfully interpreted as an attempt by either Confucius himself toward the end of his life or later compilers of the Analects to make sense of the master’s failures in his political endeavors (Eno 1990, 90). That is, Confucius was described as expressing confidence—despite his occasional doubt about Heaven abandoning him, especially when his favorite disciple, Yan Hui, died (Analects 11.9)—in his own heavenly mandated mission to bring the increasingly chaotic world back to culture and order while humbly accepting his political failures as part of the heavenly providence to spread the moral teachings. This means that Confucius’s claim of tianming was primarily not political in nature. Rather, this was a moral proclamation. As William Theodore de Bary observes,


when Confucius talks about Heaven’s Mandate he does not address a ruling house, urging fidelity to the example of its founder as a condition of its longevity and tenure. Rather, the Mandate has been reconceived as an individual mission and personal commitment to the service of humankind in the broadest sense. Confucius speaks of this to his students and companions as members of an educated elite with a high calling to leadership and public service, even when they hold no power. For them Heaven’s imperative (t’ien-ming) is no dynastic commission but a claim on their individual political and moral conscience. (de Bary 1991, 4)



Indeed, Confucius’s proclamation on tianming opened a direct and personal access to Heaven, enabling a robust engagement with the (evolving) idea of Heaven among almost all early thinkers after Confucius. As such, this move should be considered one of Confucius’s most consequential contributions to the history of Chinese moral-political deliberations.

For all intents and purposes, Confucius claimed himself, or was portrayed by followers, to be the prophet who spoke on behalf of Heaven. That is, it was Confucius (and/or his disciples) who moved to wrestle the heavenly mandate away from the political leaders and appropriate it for a new moral project, with them as the interpreters of the heavenly command.13 Confucius would later come to be revered an “uncrowned king” (su wang 素王),14 in recognition of his unrivaled position in the formation of an all-encompassing moral order that guided the personal, the familial, and the political lives.15 Scholars have primarily focused on the term’s supposed purpose to remedy the tension between Confucius the exalted sage and Confucius the failed statesman.16 However, bestowing the title of “uncrowned king” on Confucius was perhaps also a tacit acknowledgment of his breach of ritual norm, rectified anachronistically by carving out a special space for him, a moral and spiritual space, wherein he could more legitimately and less controversially claim the title of king who was privy to tianming, a kind of fait accompli in Chinese intellectual and political history.17 The fact that Confucius’s claims on tianming did not seem controversial at all in subsequent Chinese history is testimony to the triumph of Confucius and the project he initiated.

Confucius’s invocation of Heaven as a way to sanction his moral mission points to an implicit understanding of a transcendent moral authority that was still believed to be deeply involved in human affairs. In other words, Confucius’s project was operating under the assumption that Heaven cared about human affairs and was involved in making things right. However, as we will see in the course of this book, such an assumption would be challenged by many later thinkers in the classical period. Some would make Heaven even more involved in human affairs, e.g., the Mohists, while others would reject the idea that Heaven was concerned about human affairs at all, e.g., Laozi and Xunzi, etc.

In the next segment, we will look at how Confucius and his followers carried out the moral project empowered by the claim that the heavenly mandate was on their side and see that the construction of an all-encompassing moral order, li 禮, lay at the heart of their effort.

§3. Ritualizing the World

The most important contribution by Confucius in Chinese history was his attempt to start formulating a coherent and compelling moral universe that could regulate personal virtues, familial-social relationships, and political governance, under the general rubric of Dao 道, the Way. Confucius carried out his moral project by reimagining a lost ideal world in moral terms. The prototype of such an ideal world for Confucius was the one that lasted about one hundred and fifty years from the founding of Zhou in 1045 to the early ninth century bce. From Confucius’s perspective, that period was the epitome of culture and order, represented by wen 文 and li 禮, respectively, in the Analects, with the former referring to the cultural patterns of the Zhou and the latter to its ritual system. Confucius credited the making of such an idyllic world to the effective ritual system put in place by the founders of Zhou, especially the Duke of Zhou. While there is no dispute about the critical importance of ritual in early Chinese history, it turns out that ritual as a discrete philosophical category was a later construct by the Confucians and other thinkers, even though ritual practices predated Confucius’s time.

3.1. Vicissitudes of Ritual in Early Zhou

Michael Ing, in his study of the Liji 禮記, provides a useful outline to frame the discourse on ritual in the early Chinese context:


Broadly speaking, rituals are scripted performances enacted by human beings for the purposes of ordering the world. This “world” is seen as being comprised of social things such as male and female relationships; personal or individual things such as the untaught dispositions inherent in human beings; or nonhuman things such as rain, animals, or spiritual powers. The need for ritual implies a need for properly relating the things that make up the world to each other. “Order” in this sense can be understood as appropriately aligning the outer dimensions of the human body with the inner dimensions of the human psyche; creating harmonious relationships between various groups of people; properly associating human beings in the midst of a myriad of other entities (wanwu 萬物) that inhabit the world including animals and spiritual forces (guishen 鬼神); and adequately situating human society between the heavens and the earth such that all people move in conjunction with the changes in season and live in accordance with the contour of the land. Rituals, therefore, serve as guides for proper relation. When human beings perform ritual, they put the things of the world in synchronization with the dao 道—an important, yet little discussed, concept in the Liji most simply understood as the process of flourishing whereby all things in the world maximize their potential for growth and development. (Ing 2012, 18–19)



Simply put, in the ancient Chinese context, ritual was the general structure through which human beings interacted with each other as well as with the natural and the supernatural worlds. For all intents and purposes, the ancient Chinese lived world was ritually constituted and regulated, providing the structure and order to the world (inner and outer) experienced by the Chinese such that ritual was the world as the ancient Chinese knew it. Let us call such a world “ritualized lifeworld” as a way to highlight the constitutive role of ritual in it.

Interestingly, however, despite the centrality of li in Confucius’s teachings, it is actually not entirely obvious which historical ritual system Confucius had in mind when he was promoting the value of ritual in his teachings because there were several major changes in the ritual system during the Zhou dynastic history. Contemporary archaeological scholarship has revealed that the elaborate Zhou ritual system, lauded in the Warring States and Han ritual compendia, e.g., the Liji, was actually the result of a major ritual reform in late Western Zhou. It was not established by the founders of Zhou, as has been traditionally assumed. Archaeologists have found evidence for a major reform in the Zhou ritual system that was not recorded in the official documents. Lothar von Falkenhausen calls this Late Western Zhou Ritual Reform (2006, 29), which was accomplished around 850 bce. It is possible that Confucius was referring to the formal aspect of the ritual system that emerged from this Late Western Zhou Ritual Reform when he praised the Zhou ritual.

Curiously, there is no reference to this reform in the extant official historical documents from the time, even though material findings have pointed to the dramatic changes in the sociopolitical arrangement. Based on archaeological examinations, scholars have made a persuasive case that the objective of this Late Western Zhou Ritual Reform was to streamline the aristocratic lineages that were difficult to regulate within the existing ritual order after two hundred years of the Zhou rule, primarily due to population increases and the swelling in the aristocratic rank. This reform strengthened the ritual-based hereditary system of hierarchy by placing stricter limits on the aristocratic lineages, resulting in a drastic reduction of the status of many people from aristocracy (junzi 君子) to shi 士 with much fewer privileges.

According to Yü Yingshi 余英時, shi referred to the lower strata of the aristocracy (Yü 1987, 9) and the lowest level of shi (下士) was connected with the commoners (庶人) and managed basic affairs at various government agencies (Yü 1987, 9). The ascendance of the commoner class, through agricultural works, military achievements, or book learning, wiped out whatever was left of the distinction between the commoners and the shi class (Yü 1987, 15–17). The account of four commoner classes in the ancient Chinese society (si min 四民), namely shi, farmers (nong 農), craftsmen (gong 工), and merchants (shang 商), is premised upon the transformation of shi from the lowest strata of the aristocracy to the higher strata of the commoners (min 民) that happened in late Spring and Autumn period (Yü 1987, 19).

The most significant consequence of this social transformation was that shi no longer referred to a professional or hereditary class, as had been the case previously. Rather, shi became detached from the fixed relationships within the feudal system and entered into a state of no fixed masters/employers (shi wu ding zhu 士無定主) (Yü 1987, 20), or what Poo Mu-chou calls “freelance advisers and educators” who “occupied an intermediate level among shifting social groups” (Poo 1998, 180). According to Yü, for some members of the shi class what was important was no longer just employment (shi 仕, usually translated as service in the government). Rather, what they cared more deeply about was the inner conditions of one’s own qualifications, on the one hand, and the outer condition about the state of affairs of a polity, on the other (Yü 1987, 20).

Confucius was probably a member of shi. For him, the ultimate anchor for shi is Dao (shi zhi yu dao 士志與道). In Yü’s interpretation, when the Chinese intellectual class was appearing on the historical scene, Confucius was already trying to infuse it with a form of idealism, urging members of the shi class to transcend their personal and class interest and to develop a deep commitment to the well-being of the whole society, a spiritual faith of near religious proportion (Yü 1987, 35).18

Another candidate for the ritual system lauded by Confucius is the one resulting from the ritual restructure in the Spring and Autumn period. Sociopolitical conditions toward the end of the Western Zhou period once again put a great deal of pressure on the existing ritual-based hereditary social order, and by the Spring and Autumn period it was on the verge of collapse. Another effort was initiated around 600 bce to reform the ritual system, and Falkensausen calls this effort the Middle Spring and Autumn Ritual Restructuring (2006, 290). This restructuring further expanded the privileges of the upper echelon of the Zhou aristocracy while further reducing the prerogatives of shi such that there was not much difference left between the latter group and commoners. In this connection, it is important to note that during the following Warring States period, even this little difference would evaporate as power became still more concentrated in the hands of a few aristocratic families. Given the fact that this Middle Spring and Autumn Ritual Restructuring took place close to or even during Confucius’s lifetime, it is unlikely that Confucius would have taken it to be the accomplishment of the Zhou founders whose high moral authority established the legitimacy of the ritual system in Confucius’s mind.

However, as we will see in the following, even though the formal aspect of the Zhou ritual that impressed Confucius was likely shaped by the Late Western Zhou Ritual Reform, the substantive aspect of that ritual system underwent drastic reformulations by Confucius and continuous articulations by his followers. More specifically, the ritual system articulated by Confucius and his disciples was a thoroughly ethicized one, emphasizing the authenticity of natural sentiments expressed and harnessed in the ritual performance, together with the transformation of those natural sentiments into moral ones through moral education and cultivation.

3.2. Emergence of Ritual as a Distinct Conceptual Category

The ethicization of ritual (li) in the hands of Confucius and his disciples was part of the larger effort to formulate ritual as a distinct conceptual category during the Spring and Autumn period. Even though ritual was of paramount significance in the Western Zhou—and the preceding Shang—sociopolitical system, it was a diffused phenomenon and not yet a schematized and discrete conceptual category. Its diffusion points to the implicit structure of ritual through which the humans engaged with the human, natural, and supernatural worlds. Once ritual became a distinct concept, its potency was immediately obvious precisely due to its permeation in the fabric of the Zhou sociopolitical life, so much so that it was taken to be coextensive with civilization, whose breakdown was labeled the collapse of ritual and music (li beng yüe huai 禮崩樂壞). As Michael Puett acutely observes, “ritual works by taking disparate phenomena, linking them together, and connecting them into chains of continuity” (2009, 700). Indeed, the breakdown of ritual would mean that the lifeworld, having lost the glue that used to hold everything together, would again become chaotic. Confucius hoped to reverse such a troubling trend.

Interestingly, li became the locus of fierce philosophical debate just as it was emerging as a discrete conceptual category. More specifically, when the Zhou system was called into question during the Spring and Autumn period, the concept of li emerged as a consciously employed philosophical category among thinkers and statesmen whose validity and potency needed to be defended, instead of being simply assumed. As Pines points out, this was the only time in Chinese history wherein the legitimacy of li was openly challenged (2000a, 4). The Mohists, the Laoists, the Zhuangists, and many of the so-called fajia thinkers were among those who openly questioned or even rejected it. In other words, the role ritual used to play as the glue that held the lifeworld together was severely challenged. To salvage the role of ritual would require serious rethinking, as we will see.

The effort to conceptualize ritual during the Spring and Autumn period (as well as the following Warring States period) can be understood to have followed two routes: institutionalization and ethicization. The former was conducted by politicians, and the latter by philosophers (especially the group that would later come to be known as the Confucians). These two routes at times complemented or even overlapped with each other due to their similar goal of creating and preserving the sociopolitical order, but they were also sufficiently distinct due to the different internal logic and guiding principles involved.

Pines delineates the institutionalization of li in the Spring and Autumn period in his study of the Zuozhuan 左傳, a text that dates back to this period. As Pines observes, thinkers of the Spring and Autumn period tried to salvage the political order and prevent further disintegration by developing the notion of li such that the hierarchical principle of li is distilled from its ceremonial form (yi 儀) and its relevance expanded to broader spheres, with profound consequences for Chinese political thought and culture (Pines 2002a, 89–92). More specifically, for our purpose here, li became a political institution and a way of governance. The paradigmatic figure in this effort was Yan Ying 晏嬰 (d. 500 bce), who emphasized the hierarchical aspect of the Zhou ritual as its essence and used it as the way to reform the political apparatus. Pines describes Yan Ying’s conception of ritual as metaphysical in that Yan “connected ritual to Heaven and Earth and, hence, further elevated its value” (Pines 2002a, 102) but amoral in that li “as a means for moral self-cultivation . . . remained irrelevant” (Pines 2002a, 102–103). As we will see later in the book, this aspect of li would be appropriated and developed by the fajia thinkers in their formulation of the notion of fa, standard and/or legal code, mediated by the Mohist articulation.

Yan’s effort was the institutionalization of ritual. Pines characterizes the political norm of the Spring and Autumn period as rule by ritual (li zhi 禮治) (2002a, 6). I prefer the term “rule of ritual,” since for the politicians of this period, as well as for later Confucians, ritual was not just an instrument by which to rule the world but also the very embodiment of a natural and benevolent order. In other words, li was normative but also had instrumental power. This was the impersonal aspect of ritual that represented an autonomously functioning sociopolitical order.

Against this institutionalization and impersonalization of ritual were Confucius and his disciples who relished the very performance of ritual, especially the affective and aesthetic aspects embodied in the performance of li. According to Eno, early Confucians were ritual dancers who excelled in ritual performances, and their imagination of an ideal world should be understood in terms of what transpires in ritual performance (1990, 59). Confucius and his disciples were especially appreciative of the performative aspect of ritual, emphasizing its regulative and transformative effect on the natural sentiments expressed and mediated through ritual performance. This means that Confucius valued the personal aspect of ritual performance, paying close attention to its expression and harmonization of human sentiments instead of its mechanical forms and rules (e.g., Analects 1.12). Due to the fact that the moral conception of ritual was transmitted through the writings of Confucians, it came to assume a normative status in Chinese intellectual history through the writings of scholar-officials trained in the Confucian classics. We will focus on the ethicization of ritual by the early Confucians in the next section.

To sum up, the ritual system Confucius raved about in his teachings was in many ways created by his own teachings as well as by his followers. The formal aspect of the Zhou ritual, cemented in the Late Zhou Ritual Reform, was creatively rearticulated in the hands of Confucius and his disciples and was retroactively attributed to the Zhou founders with Heaven as the guarantor of its legitimacy. This was a common pre-modern practice of innovation through anachronistic attribution. As such, the Zhou ritual system was Confucianized, i.e., ethicized. At the heart of the ethicization of ritual lies Confucius’s formulation of a consummate moral virtue, ren 仁.

§4. Confucius’s Ethicization of Ritual: Shifting the Ground of Ritual from Heaven to Ren

During the Shang and Zhou periods, ritual functioned as the way humans interacted with the supernatural agents whose activities had major impacts on human affairs, even though it did not quite become a distinct conceptual category until later, as we discussed earlier. As Poo Mu-chou summarizes,


The religion of the Shang and Zhou periods could be characterized as a cluster of beliefs, including the beliefs in the Lord on High (shangdi), Heaven (tian), various nature deities—of mountains, rivers, and various kinds of natural phenomena—and ancestral spirits, as well as evil spirits of various origins. They were loosely systematized in that the Lord on High or Heaven seems to have been the final arbiter of everything, and that there was a certain hierarchical order among the various spirits. The idea that people who died an unnatural death and were not properly buried would become haunting ghosts and come back to the world could be seen as originating from the communal need to take care of the ancestral spirits in the context of ancestor worship. Only by providing the dead with proper burial, and regular sacrifice, would the spirits be at peace and assume the proper status of ancestors, and thus not come back to haunt people. For those who died a violent or unjust death, however, ghostly vengeance seems often unavoidable. This was usually the case when ghosts appear to people other than their descendants. In fact, considering the uncertainty of the origin of the concepts of spirit and ghost, we are not sure if the concept of ghost grew from ancestor worship, or that ancestor worship incorporates the concept of ghost. We can only say that both are inseparably intertwined ever since the Shang. (Poo 2004, 183–184)



Put simply, Confucius lived in the world wherein two kinds of supernatural agents were taken for granted, i.e., Heaven and spirits/ghosts, and they interacted with the human realm. Ritual was the human way of interacting with them. However, what is striking is that Confucius (in the Analects at least) seemed to emphasize the role of Heaven while appearing rather reluctant to engage in speculations and discussions about other supernatural entities or phenomena (Analects 7.21). The commentarial tradition has been grappling with this topic for over 2,000 years.19 This feature would be an interesting contrast with Mozi and the Mohists, as we will see in the next chapter.

There are two foundations for ritual in Confucius’s thought, heavenly and humanly. Heaven was the ground of ritual practice and ritual-based order prior to Confucius’s time in that the ritual order reflected the heavenly order and that kings communicated with Heaven through ritual. The grounding of ritual in Heaven (tian 天) can be seen in the Zhou appeal to the new mandate from Heaven to overthrow the corrupt and tyrannical Shang king and the effort by founders of the Zhou dynasty to usher in a new age of enlightened governance. The appeal to Heaven and its mandate to legitimize the new regime was embodied in the ritual system. Zhou’s worship of tian and Zhou kings’ exclusive access to tian, mediated by royal ancestors, were meant to enshrine the heaven-legitimized order that was rooted in the virtuous characters of the Zhou rulers as well as the justice in Zhou governance. Confucius would preserve the role of Heaven as the ultimate guarantee of the ritual order.

However, Confucius brought in an unmistakably human component in the grounding of ritual, and this is the notion of ren 仁, the consummate moral virtue touted in the Analects. In so doing, Confucius’s effort signaled a shifting emphasis in the rationalization of ritual from the cosmological perspective (tian) to the human perspective (ren 人) during the Eastern Zhou era that included the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period. Still, both perspectives would be preserved, and their synthesis would eventually become the famous doctrine of unity, oneness, or continuum between Heaven and human (tian ren he yi 天人合一) in the early imperial period. The shift in emphasis from the heavenly perspective to the human perspective in reformulating the foundation of li on the moral virtue of ren was initiated by Confucius.

4.1. Ren: A New and Contested Ground of Ritual

The discourse on li in the Spring and Autumn period focused on its two key characteristics, namely, li was both hereditary and hierarchical. Confucius would preserve the hierarchical nature of li which was taken to be coextensive with the orderliness of the natural and human world, but he made it more merit-based without completely rejecting the hereditary component. On the one hand, merits (xian 賢) were increasingly looked upon as a primary way to earn one’s place in the society. Merits would come to encompass both a person’s moral character (xian 賢 or de 德) and their professional competence (cai 才 or neng 能). Furthermore, Confucius also tried to accommodate the natural expressions of human sentiments, especially one’s attachment to family and kin, due to family’s irreplaceable role in one’s life. This means that Confucius would not actively undermine the legitimacy of the hereditary aspect of ritual since that was considered a natural expression of one’s familial attachment.

Therefore, we can discern three considerations in the moral universe proposed by Confucius that would continue to be articulated by his followers, i.e., familial attachment, moral virtues, and professional talent. All three were covered under the general rubric of ren 仁, frequently translated as humaneness, humanity, human-heartedness, authoritative or consummate conduct, virtue, or the Good,20 which would become the supreme virtue that grounds ritual in the Analects. In the following, I will make the case that in Confucius’s thinking, ren encompasses both partialist humaneness and impartialist justice. Therefore, I translate ren in the Analects as humaneness-cum-justice in order to highlight those two components in the concept, as well as to anticipate different routes ren would unfold in the hands of philosophers after Confucius.

Ren, a homophone and a cognate of human (ren 人), has been universally recognized as the singular moral virtue touted in the Analects.21 Due to multiple understandings of ren in the Analects, the internal structure of ren and the order of priority among its various meanings are still being debated among contemporary scholars. More specifically, on different occasions in the text ren is defined as wisdom, trustworthiness, courage, self-discipline, following ritual propriety, reverence, and care, etc. The reigning interpretative strategy among scholars of Confucianism is to treat ren as a kind of meta-virtue that encapsulates various lower-order virtues mentioned earlier (e.g., Slingerland 2003; Luo 2012). However, the fact that ren is defined in so many ways in the Analects itself should be taken as a clear indication that Confucius and his close disciples were still trying to think through what constitutes ideal virtue, family, community, and polity. The unsettled nature of ren would become even more evident when we bring in other thinkers from the classical period later in the book, especially the Mohists who are widely acknowledged as the most serious challengers of the Confucians and their project.

Therefore, I will argue here that we should, instead of treating ren as a settled concept in the Analects, see it as the locus of philosophical debate whereupon contestations and competitions of visions on ideal personhood, family, and polity by different thinkers were registered during the formative period of Chinese philosophy. Such an approach is more historically grounded in that, as Lin Yü-sheng points out, it was Confucius who appropriated an earlier concept of ren referring to the nobility of an aristocratic male, removed its class association, and made it the central idea that anchored the emerging Confucian moral universe (Lin 1974/1975). That is, Confucius appropriated the notion of ren and reinterpreted it as the virtue par excellence.

Furthermore, I will make the case that central to the contestation of ren was the competition between two kinds of ideal person, family, and polity, namely a humaneness-oriented vision versus a justice-oriented one, defined in the Introduction to this book. As we will see in the following, both sets of virtues are constitutive of ren, setting up a core tension between them due to the agent/recipient-dependent nature of humaneness and the agent/recipient-neutral nature of justice. The humaneness-oriented interpretation of ren has dominated much of the contemporary scholarship, with the unfortunate consequence of blindsiding the critical element of justice that is also constitutive of ren. Importantly, missing the role of justice in ren within contemporary scholarship is not so much the result of scholarly negligence as the consequence of the dominant interpretative paradigm that tilts heavily toward humaneness and its related concepts.

Given the centrality of ritual (li) and ren in the Analects, the relationship between them has been a topic of scholarly disputation, mostly on the issue of primacy, i.e., which one is more important in the Analects since Confucius does not exactly provide a clear answer in the text. One of the key passages in this debate is the following:


Yan Hui asked about ren.

The Master said, “Restraining yourself and returning to the rites (keji fuli 克己復禮) constitutes ren. If for one day you managed to restrain yourself and return to the rites, in this way you could lead the entire world back to ren. The key to achieving ren lies within yourself—how could it come from others?” (Analects 12.1, Slingerland’s trans., with slight modifications)



In this passage, li seems to enjoy primacy over ren since ren is defined as returning to li. However, in other passages Confucius suggests that if there is a conflict between a ritual protocol and the underlying sentiment it expresses, the protocol needs to be stretched or even abandoned in order to accommodate the proper expression of human sentiment. A good example of this is recorded in Analects 17.1, wherein we find that Confucius tried his best to avoid encountering Yang Huo because Yang was usurping his master, a grave violation of the duties of a vassal toward his master. Yang, knowing that Confucius would not want to meet him, forced Confucius’s hand by giving the latter a pig as a gift. The ritual protocol required that the gift receiver paid a visit to the gift giver to express his gratitude. Yang thought he could get to meet Confucius this way. But Confucius made sure that when he visited Yang, the latter was not at home. That way Confucius could fulfill the formal requirement of the ritual protocol without compromising his moral principles. Analects 7.31 records a case wherein Confucius was criticized for choosing loyalty over what is ritually proper according to Confucius’s own teachings. Both examples elevate the importance of sentiment (of loyalty) over observance of ritual rules.22 Furthermore, in Analects 3.3, Confucius rejects the suggestion that anybody who is not ren can know li, which appears to prioritize ren over li.

Among contemporary scholars, Herbert Fingarette considers li and ren two sides of the same coin in that they are mutually implicating. On the other hand, Heiner Roetz sees ren as higher than li due to the former’s universalism as opposed to the latter’s being more mired in the traditional hierarchy. However, I agree with Yü Yingshi, who makes a compelling case that Confucius’s great contribution to the conceptualization of li lies in his effort to ground ritual in ren 仁 (Yü 2014, 19). Confucius’s move to ground ritual in the new conception of ren, while remaining ambivalent about the Way of Heaven (e.g., Analects 5.13), marked a significant intellectual shift from justifying ritual in terms of a transcendent authority (i.e., Heaven) to doing it in terms of a supreme human virtue (ren). Yü calls this particular form of spiritual breakthrough “inward transcendence,” which characterizes the Chinese Axial Age, as a contrast with what he calls “outward transcendence,” which characterizes the Greek and Judaic Axial breakthroughs (Yü 2014, 219ff). As we will see in the following, there was a move from Heaven to human in this period, with Confucius being the pivotal figure in his effort to formulate a new ground for the ritual-constituted lifeworld.

4.2. Ren as Humaneness: Ideal Person, Family, and Polity

The interpretation of ren as the humaneness-oriented virtue touted by Confucius is to recognize the agent/recipient-relative nature of ren in many important iterations in the Analects. The agent/recipient-relative, partialist nature of humaneness means that the adjudication of a person or the state of affairs is dependent on their relationship with the adjudicating agent, especially familial and political relationships. Therefore, ren-qua-humaneness relies on the role of piety in ren, in both the familial context (filial piety) and the political context (loyalty).

The attempt to articulate ren in the Analects starts with its root in the expression of familial sentiments:


The gentleman occupies himself with the root. Once the root is laid down, the Dao grows. Can’t we regard filial piety and respect for elder brothers the root of ren? (Analects 1.2, my trans.)



The rest of Analects 1.2 argues that one who is filial to parents and respectful of elder brothers is obedient to one’s superiors and does not stir up any trouble. Here ren is portrayed as an orderly disposition, rooted in the familial bond, and can be extended to the larger sociopolitical context. The correlation with ritual qua order is striking.

It is both historically and philosophically significant that in formulating this foundational virtue of ren Confucius (and his disciples) turned to family as the source of moral nurturing and cultivation. Confucius’s theorization of familial sentiments as the source of moral sentiments was an innovative moment in Chinese intellectual history whose creative significance has not been properly appreciated. That is, in Confucius’s teachings family became a distinct moral category, lauded as the locus of moral education and cultivation in his project. Thinkers prior to Confucius did not invoke familial relationships to justify the political order, even though the sentiment of filial piety was powerfully expressed in earlier texts like the Book of Odes (Ivanhoe 2007, 303); for those earlier thinkers, family vis-à-vis the bond between father and son was not yet the locus of political discourse. That is, ritual was not explicitly justified on the grounds of familial bond in the discourse prior to Confucius; rather, ritual was sanctioned by the mandate from a transcendent authority, Heaven. Confucius would change this by elevating the role of family and familial sentiments in the moral and political life so as to construct a new foundation for the legitimacy of the order codified in the Zhou ritual. The shift from the cosmological perspective (tian) to the human perspective (ren) was in full swing in the Analects, e.g., Analects 2.7.

At the center of this constructive effort is the elevation of the virtue of xiao 孝, usually translated as filial piety, whose significance in Chinese culture is indisputable. As Keith Knapp points out, in Western Zhou and the Spring and Autumn period xiao was understood more in terms of feeding and providing for the parents and ancestors, whereas in the Warring States period the Confucians placed much more emphasis on the attitude of reverence (jing 敬) in xiao (1995, 206). This emphasis on the mental, moral, and spiritual aspects of xiao was much more prominent than before (Analects 2.7), with the material aspect of xiao largely taken for granted (i.e., even a petty person can feed his parents). Confucius’s advocacy of a three-year mourning period for deceased parents, though attributed to ancient practice, was actually his own creation (Knapp 1995, 209), and it was justified on the ground of repaying the debt to the parents for their nurturing during one’s early years.23

At the background of this changing emphasis of xiao was the increasing importance of the immediate family over the ancestral lineage. Wu Hung has perceptively observed the emergence of family (jia 家) over lineage (zong 宗) during the Eastern Zhou period that includes the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period, based on the changing funerary practice of this period that saw the shifting importance from lineage temple to tomb (Wu 1988, 90). This shift is clearly reflected in the Confucian moral system that cherishes the immediate bond between father and son, not to distant ancestors with whom the emotional bond is much more attenuated. In other words, the concept of xiao during the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period was less associated with the practice of ancestral worship and much more directed toward attending to the material and the immaterial needs of one’s living parents. Confucius’s turn to family, elevating the familial sentiments (not the more mechanical observance of ancestor worship), should be understood within this broader shift to emphasizing the bond among living members of the family, harnessing such sentiment to the defense of ritual performance.

Confucius’s emphasis on the appropriate and authentic expression of sentiments in ritual performance clearly outweighed the considerations of the mechanics of the ritual norms, evident in the following two examples about funerary ritual:


Lin Fang asked about the roots of ritual. The Master exclaimed, “What a noble question! When it comes to ritual, it is better to be spare than extravagant. When it comes to mourning, it is better to be excessively sorrowful than fastidious.” (Analects 3.4, Slingerland’s trans.)

Ziyou said, “Mourning should fully express grief and then stop at that.” (Analects 19.14, Slingerland’s trans.)



Clearly, for Confucius (and his disciples) the key to a proper performance of ritual was the authenticity and appropriateness of the expressed sentiments, rather than the elaborate ritual mechanics itself. In fact, simplicity was preferred over extravagance in ritual arrangements.

Another conversation on the mourning period of a deceased parent between Confucius and one of his disciples (Analects 17.21) also illustrates the paramount importance of the authenticity of filial sentiments, from a somewhat unexpected perspective. Zai Wo questioned the three-year length of the mourning period and suggested that one year should be long enough. Even though Confucius was clearly unhappy about Zai Wo’s insufficient filial sentiments toward his parents, Confucius was willing to let his disciple practice what he could handle, instead of demanding that he followed the strict requirement of a three-year mourning period. Again, Confucius was making the point that authenticity and appropriateness of sentiments should be observed above ritual mechanics, even in the case of mourning for one’s parents, which was a most important ritual performance for Confucius.

In the Analects, the familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly love are regarded as the foundations of the political virtue of loyalty:


A young person who is filial and respectful of his elders rarely becomes the kind of person who is inclined to defy his superiors, and there has never been a case of one who is disinclined to defy his superiors stirring up rebellion. (Analects 1.2, Slingerland’s trans.)



Analects 1.2 clearly touts the familial virtues as the foundation of political order since one who is filial would not be rebellious.

In Analects 2.21 Confucius makes an even stronger case for the link between the familial and the political:


Some people said of Confucius, “Why is it that he is not participating in government?”

[Upon being informed of this,] the Master remarked, “The Book of Documents says,

‘Filial, oh so filial,

Friendly to one’s elders and juniors;

[In this way] exerting an influence upon those who govern.’

Thus, in being a filial son and good brother one is already taking part in government. What need is there, then, to speak of ‘participating in government’?” (Analects 2.21, Slingerland’s trans.)



Confucius quotes the Book of Documents to make the claim that the familial and the political are closely tied such that being virtuous at home is itself a form of political participation. That is, the familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly love are themselves political virtues. This is a much stronger claim about the connection between the familial virtue and the political virtue than the one made in the Analects 1.2, wherein the former is considered the foundation of the latter.

In this connection, Luo Shirong has observed that ren is a distinctly political virtue in the Analects:


to say that Confucius’s ren had a political aspect is to say that ren was applicable to two kinds of people: (1) rulers and government officials; (2) political aspirants (e.g. Confucius’s disciples). It is in this sense that I call Confucius’s ren a political virtue. For Confucius, ren’s applicability was extended to everyone who was interested in a political career. Here the qualification “who was interested in a political career” is crucial, which distinguishes my thesis from the claim that ren is applicable to every human being. Being a human being was not sufficient to undertaking a long and arduous process of cultivating ren. What I find is that in the context in which Confucius explained the meaning of ren, it would be incoherent to interpret ren as a virtue applicable to any human being without qualification. (Luo 2012, 245)



This is an interesting observation, one that contradicts Eno’s argument that politics was not the primary interest of early Confucians, which is itself a controversial claim. Without having to adjudicate which account of the early Confucian project is more historically accurate, it should not be controversial to maintain that politics was one area of interest for the early Confucians, setting aside the issue of primacy.

However, despite Confucius’s claim of strong ties between familial and political virtues, the relationship between the two is rather complicated in that there is a significant degree of discontinuity between the familial and the political realms, contrary to much of the rhetoric in the Analects. In the Introduction to this book we have seen the famous anecdote about Confucius’s advice that a son should cover for his father (Analects 13.18). While many scholars have tried to either explain away the tension (e.g., Cline 2013, 157–167) or justify Confucius’s defense of family (e.g., Ames 2011, 163–164), I adopt a different interpretative approach here by highlighting the tension and using it as a lens to look into the conflicted world of the moral universe presented in the Analects. In so doing, I make the case that from the very beginning, classical philosophers struggled with the intractable tension between the normative values of humaneness and justice in their conceptions of ideal personhood, family, and polity. We will see that those thinkers would line up very differently on the humaneness-justice spectrum.

The tension between the familial and the political virtues is very much evident in Confucius’s evaluations of Bo Yi 伯夷, Shu Qi 叔齊, and Guan Zhong 管仲. Confucius’s evaluation of these three prominent historical figures opens up for us an interesting window into his ambivalence when articulating what constitutes ren. Besides the ancient sage kings and the Duke of Zhou, Confucius did not regard many others as worthy of being considered ren, with the above three as interesting exceptions. Let us take a look at what Confucius says about Bo Yi and Shu Qi in the Analects and leave his assessment of Guan Zhong to the next section.

According to Sima Qian,24 Bo Yi and Shu Qi were the sons of the ruler of Guzhu. Even though Bo Yi was the rightful heir, the father favored the younger Shu Qi for the throne. After the father died, Shu Qi yielded the throne to his elder brother Bo Yi, but Bo Yi refused and fled. Shu Qi also quit the throne. They went to live in Mount Shouyang. When King Wu of Zhou launched the military campaign against the Shang king, Bo Yi and Shu Qi chastised him for his rebellion against the ruler and for not properly mourning for his father King Wen due to the haste in the military campaign. For them, King Wu was neither benevolent (ren) nor filial (xiao). They refused to eat anything since the food (even the grass) belonged to Zhou and starved to death after seven days.

If we assume that this account in the Shiji was more or less the basic storyline about Bo Yi and Shu Qi for Confucius in the Analects, it should be clear that by the traditional standard Bo Yi and Shu Qi were considered the ultimate exemplars embodying the celebrated virtues of filial piety, brotherly love, and loyalty to the king. These qualities would make them the paragons of ren and we find Confucius praising them for their ren in the Analects:


He (Zigong) went in to see the Master, and said, “What sort of people were Bo Yi and Shu Qi?” The Master replied, “They were ancient worthies.” “Did they harbor any regrets?” “They pursued ren and attained ren, what regrets could they possible have?” (Analects 7.15, Slingerland’s trans. with modifications)



Bo Yi and Shu Qi were known for their loyalty to the Shang king, even to the point of starving themselves to death so that they would not eat anything under the Zhou king. Confucius’s praise of them as ren clearly refers to their devotion and loyalty (see also Analects 16.12). However, Confucius was actually more reserved in his assessment of them in Analects 18.8, which has traditionally been interpreted by later Confucians as the master’s tacit critique of their fastidiousness.


The Master said, “Unwilling to lower their aspirations or bring disgrace upon their persons—such were Bo Yi and Shu Qi.”

. . . He concluded, “I, however, am different from all of them in that I have no pre-conceived notions of what is permissible and what is not.” (Analects 18.8, Slingerland’s trans.)



Slingerland quotes Ma Rong’s comments to sum up what separates a true gentleman such as Confucius from the merely pure or fastidious in that Confucius was the “timely sage” and thus was able to respond flexibly to the demands of the situation (Slingerland 2003, 219). As we will see later in the chapter, this is in line with Confucius’s evaluation of Guan Zhong, which offers us an important clue to a better and fuller understanding of his idea of ren: timeliness of both Confucius and Guan Zhong.

While the role of piety in the constitution of ren articulated by Confucius certainly warrants its interpretation as (agent/recipient-relative) humaneness, there are also many other cases in the Analects where it is actually preferable to understand ren in terms of (agent/recipient-neutral) justice. Importantly, the tension between interpreting ren as humaneness and interpreting it as justice is not that between particularist and universalist values because both humaneness and justice are universalist values. However, they are two different kinds of universality: humaneness is an agent/recipient-relative universal, whereas justice is an agent/recipient-neutral universal. That is, ren qua humaneness develops from filial piety and brotherly love to encompassing others that requires a process of extending the familial sentiments to including others, whereas ren qua justice requires that the moral agent extends the sentiment of care and respect to all without according any special privilege to those who are close to the agent over those who are distant. These two universalist values can coexist or even overlap unless the moral agent’s (troubled) family is involved, as our two cases in the Introduction to this book demonstrate, one from the Analects and the other from The Annals of Lü Buwei.25

4.3. Ren as Justice

Based on our discussion so far in this chapter, I would like to propose that the prevailing translation of ren as humaneness privileges agent/recipient-relative virtues but underappreciates the central tension between humaneness and justice in the concept, with the result that Confucius’s project has been framed with a bias toward humaneness at the expense of properly appreciating the intellectual struggle between these two kinds of concerns therein. To make the case, let us first examine some occurrences of ren in the Analects in which it makes more semantic sense to translate ren as justice instead of humaneness. Second, and more importantly, we look into an underappreciated aspect of ren, namely the constitutive role of the Golden Rule in Confucius’s formulation of ren, and explore its implications for the component of justice in ren.

Although there is a good deal of scholarly literature on ren and the Confucian Golden Rule, respectively, not much attention has been given to exploring the implications of the Golden Rule’s constitutive role in ren articulated in the Analects. Here I will dwell on the close connection between ren and the Golden Rule and argue that the critical role of the Golden Rule in Confucius’s articulation of ren highlights the importance of justice in the project outlined by Confucius and that the reigning consensus on interpreting ren as humaneness underappreciates such a critical component in ren. In the next chapter, I will make the case that it was Mozi and the Mohists who would disambiguate the notion of ren in Confucius’s teaching by putting the Golden Rule into practice and push ren to its logical conclusion, thereby pioneering a powerful theory of impartial care and universal justice in Chinese intellectual history whose extraordinary intellectual consequence have been largely neglected in the scholarly discussion of the Golden Rule and ren in Chinese intellectual history.

A. Semantic Argument

In order to make the case that there is a conceptual tension between humaneness and justice in Confucius’s articulation of ren, let us begin by taking a close look at certain occurrences of ren in the Analects that favor a justice-oriented interpretation, as opposed to other occurrences that favor a humaneness-oriented interpretation. We will look at three particular cases wherein translating ren as humaneness is both conceptually and semantically difficult: first, how can a person of ren both love and despise people? Second, what does ren mean in the case of “sacrificing oneself to realize ren” (shashen chengren 殺身成仁, Analects 15.9)? Third, should Guan Zhong 管仲 be considered ren or not? More specifically, I will demonstrate how, in different ways, the prevailing interpretative paradigm has tried to accommodate these difficulties and how such interpretative maneuvers have failed to appreciate the critical component of justice in ren.

The first interpretative difficulty of ren has to do with whether a person of ren loves or despises/hates people. In Analects 12.22, Confucius famously defines ren in terms of loving or caring for people (ai ren 愛人). However, Analects 4.3 seems to ambiguate such a definition:


The Master said, “Only a person of ren knows how to like people and how to hate (or despise) them.” (Analects 4.3, my trans.)



This occurrence of ren appears to contradict the definition of ren in terms of loving or caring for people in Analects 12.22, and it demands some semantic flexibility in interpreting ren in 4.3. One way to treat the difficulty is to sharply distinguish the meanings of ai 愛 from hao 好. However, given a significant overlap in the generic meanings of these two words, such an interpretative strategy does not take the conceptual tension between the two understandings of ren seriously.

Conceptually, there is a clear tension between saying that ren is loving/caring for people and saying that ren is knowing how to love and despise/hate people. While loving and caring for people are indicative of humaneness of the moral agent, knowing how to love and despise/hate people brings in the consideration of deserts in the agent’s treatment of others. Knowing how to treat others, whether liking or disliking, based on their moral deserts points to the value of justice (or fairness) that is being touted in Analects 4.3. It is therefore more straightforward to understand ren in 4.3 as the virtue of justice rather than humaneness. The Analects is full of disparaging remarks and observations regarding “petty people” (xiao ren 小人) and warns the disciples to be vigilant against such people or becoming one, with the obvious implication that petty people deserve being despised and that it is even morally just to despise them in order not to become one. On the other hand, the semantic limit of humaneness is less accommodating of the elements of despise and dislike.

The second interpretative difficulty of ren concerns the understanding of ren ren 仁人, those who are ren. In Analects 15.9, Confucius famously heaps praises on persons of ren:


The Master said, “No scholar-officials with noble vocations or persons of ren would harm ren when trying to preserve their lives, but they could very well sacrifice themselves in accomplishing the ideal of ren. (Analects 15.9, my trans.)



A person of ren (ren ren 仁人) is usually translated as a humane person. However, it might be equally plausible, or even more intuitive, to translate ren 仁 as the virtue of justice here, as the semantic and conceptual range of justice is more aligned with the context. That is, a just person would sacrifice one’s life for a just cause.

Third, for the purpose in this chapter the most significant of these interpretative difficulties has to do Confucius’s evaluations of Guan Zhong on different occasions. Among Confucius’s evaluations of important historical personalities in the Analects that include previously mentioned Bo Yi and Shu Qi, Guan Zhong is arguably the single most controversial figure. He was Duke Huan of Qi’s (Qi Huangong 齊桓公) chief minister, who was instrumental in launching critical reforms to make Qi an efficient and centralized bureaucratic state as well as an economic and military power. He was widely credited as the one primarily responsible for making Duke Huan the first of the five hegemons (ba 霸) of the Spring and Autumn period (chunqiu wuba 春秋五霸).26 Confucius, as recorded in the Analects, seems rather conflicted about Guan Zhong.

In the Analects 3.22, Confucius criticizes Guan Zhong as someone who did not understand ritual, a rather damning critique of a figure with such a high stature. As we will see presently, Guan Zhong violated the sacrosanct honor code that bound a vassal to his master, which explains Confucius’s criticism of him as someone who did not understand ritual. However, in 14.16 and 14.17, Confucius seems to take a completely different attitude toward Guan Zhong. In those passages Confucius praises Guan Zhong rather profusely. Let us take a closer look.

Analects 14.16 records an interesting conversation between Confucius and his disciple Zilu:


Zilu said, “When Duke Huan had his brother Prince Jiu murdered, Shao Hu died for his master, whereas Guan Zhong did not.” He then added, “Does this behavior not fall short of ren?”

The Master replied, “It was Guan Zhong’s strength that allowed Duke Huan, on many occasions, to harmoniously unite the feudal lords without the use of military force. Ru qi ren, ru qi ren. . . .” (Slingerland’s trans. with modifications)



According to established ritual norm at the time, a vassal should avenge for his master or kill himself when his master dies as a demonstration of loyalty to his master. However, Guan Zhong did not follow this norm. Instead, he was recruited by the murderer of his master, the brother of his master who became Duke Huan, to serve as his chief minister. Due to such a serious violation of ritual norm, Zilu asks Confucius whether Guan Zhong should indeed not be considered ren. Given Confucius’s disapproval of Guan Zhong as someone who does not understand li and the importance of li in the virtue of ren (Analects 12.1), we would expect Confucius to dismiss Guan Zhong as someone who is not ren. Surprisingly, however, Confucius touts Guan Zhong’s accomplishment, including his assistance in helping Duke Huan to bring peace among the warring lords without resorting to military means.

Toward the end of Confucius’s remarks, he utters “ru qi ren, ru qi ren” 如其仁如其仁 and the precise meaning of the Master’s words has been contested in contemporary scholarship. Interestingly, however, traditional Chinese commentaries consider the meaning of ru qi ren as a settled one. As Slingerland summarizes,


Beginning with Kong Anguo, the standard interpretation of Confucius’ final assessment, ruqiren (lit. “like his Goodness”), has been to understand it either with an implicit “who” before it (“who could match his Goodness!”) or as in the sense of “such was his Goodness!” Such high praise has caused consternation among commentators, considering the negative attitudes expressed toward Guan Zhong in 3.22, as well as the fact that he was serving a hegemon rather than a legitimate king. Zhu Xi follows Kong Anguo, but tries to explain away the contradiction by adding, “probably what he meant is that, although Guan Zhong was not quite a truly Good person, his beneficence extended to all people, and therefore his achievements were Good.” A more satisfying way to reconcile 14.16–14.17 with 3.22 is to follow commentators who understand ruqiren—like the “Ah! That man! That man!” in 14.9—as a noncommittal “But as for his Goodness, as for his Goodness. . . .” (Slingerland 2003, 160–161; Good/Goodness is Slingerland’s translation of ren)



Slingerland makes a reasonable case for understanding ru qi ren to refer to Confucius’s noncommittal attitude toward Guan Zhong. However, the fact that the long-standing Confucian commentarial tradition has interpreted Confucius to be praising Guan Zhong as an exemplar of ren par excellence is itself telling. That is, the Confucian commentarial tradition recognizes the virtue of ren demonstrated by Guan Zhong, manifested in the restoration of order in the world without resorting to military force. Such a recognition should not be easily dismissed as a case of misreading or misunderstanding Confucius.

Furthermore, this positive reading of Confucius’s evaluation of Guan Zhong in Analects 14.16 is strengthened by 14.17, wherein Confucius credits Guan Zhong for his effort to preserve the cultural heritage of the Chinese civilization and prevent the invasions of “barbarians.”


Zigong asked, “Guan Zhong was not a person of ren, was he? When Duke Huan had Prince Jiu murdered, Guan Zhong was not only incapable of dying with his master, he moreover turned around and served his master’s murderer as Prime Minister.”

The Master replied, “When Guan Zhong served as Duke Huan’s Prime Minister, he allowed him to become hegemon over the other feudal lords, uniting and ordering the entire world. To this day, the people continue to enjoy the benefits of his achievements—if it were not for Guan Zhong, we would all be wearing our hair loose and fastening our garments on the left. How could he be expected to emulate the petty fidelity of a common husband or wife, going off to hang himself and die anonymously in some gully or ditch?” (Analects 14.17, Slingerland’s trans., modified)



Here Confucius is much more forthcoming in rejecting the notion that Guan Zhong was not ren due to his violation of the ritual norm expected of him with the death of his former master. Confucius makes a powerful case for considering Guan Zhong a person of ren by listing his major accomplishments. When compared with such towering achievements in bringing greater good to the world, Guan Zhong’s following his master to death would have been petty and pitiful. Confucius’s low regard for petty men (xiaoren 小人), manifestly evident in this passage, is well known. The Confucian tradition has clearly seen this as a case of sacrificing the ritual norm for the greater good of bringing peace to the world.

If we restrict the meaning of ren to the agent/recipient-relative virtue of humaneness, Guan Zhong was not a person of ren since he did not demonstrate sufficient devotion and loyalty to his former master. On the other hand, if ren is understood more in the direction of the agent/recipient-neutral justice, Guan Zhong can indeed be regarded as a person of ren. His ability to extricate himself from the personal loyalty to his former master enabled him to serve Duke Huan of Qi in bringing peace to the world. For Confucius, it would have been a shame if Guan Zhong had followed his first master to death as dictated by the code of loyalty, especially from the hindsight of history. This point becomes even clearer in the third reference to Guan Zhong in Analects 14.9. Someone asks for Confucius’s assessments of three prominent historical figures, i.e., Zichan, Zixi, and Guan Zhong, and Confucius’s comment on Guan Zhong is again an interesting one.


They asked about Guan Zhong. The Master replied, “Now there was a man. He confiscated the three hundred household city of Ping from the head of the Bo Clan, reducing him to abject poverty, and yet to the end of his days not a single resentful word was uttered against him.” (Analects 14.9, Slingerland’s trans.)



Slingerland, taking a cue from Kong Anguo (孔安國 c.156–74 bce), provides a helpful historical background of the reference Confucius makes here, “The head of the Bo Clan was a minister in the state of Qi, and apparently his fiefdom was confiscated as punishment for an unspecified crime. The most plausible way to understand Confucius’ comment is to follow Kong Anguo: Guan Zhong’s actions were appropriate and reasonable, and therefore even those who suffered from his decisions could find no reason to blame him” (Slingerland 2003, 157). As we will see in the following, in Analects 12.2 Confucius highlights one of the qualities of ren as the ability to cause no resentment in fulfilling one’s official duties. In Analects 14.9, Confucius clearly recognizes such a quality in Guan Zhong.

Seeing Guan Zhong as representing one kind of ren opens up the possibility of integrating the component of agent/recipient-neutral justice into understanding ren, in contrast to the kind of ren embodied by Bo Yi and Shu Qi which is much more humaneness-oriented. In many ways, Confucius was actually more appreciative of Guan Zhong than of Bo Yi and Shu Qi, which has important implications in terms of a fuller understanding of what Confucius had in mind when he formulated the idea of ren.

If the case made here for translating ren as justice in some instances within the Analects is plausible, a question would follow: in addition to semantic considerations, are there conceptual resources for interpreting ren as justice in the text? That is, if various expressions of piety, familial, and political, in the Analects tilt ren toward humaneness, what resources are available in the text that can allow us to see more clearly that justice is an important component of ren? In this connection, it is interesting to note that in Guanzi 51.2, Guan Zhong27 allegedly advised Duke Huan, “what one does not want, do not impose it on others. That is ren” (非其所欲，勿施於人，仁也), invoking the Golden Rule to explain ren. As we will see in the next section, although the Golden Rule is not used by itself to define ren in the Analects, unlike in the Guanzi, it is nevertheless constitutive of ren. Indeed, I will argue that Confucius’s deliberation on the Golden Rule and its constitutive role of ren in the Analects offer a precious conceptual resource to explore the dimension of justice in ren.

B. Philosophical Argument: Ren and the Golden Rule in the Analects

The Golden Rule is a major milestone in the historical development of human moral consciousness in that it forges a powerful and, at least prima facie, intuitive path to fair treatment of others as necessary in building a flourishing community by using the self as the barometer to measure how others should be treated, especially strangers. There has also been a long-standing critique of the Golden Rule arguing that using what the self desires and wants as the criterion to measure how to treat others properly is unreliable at best and problematic at worst, given the troubling nature of the self and the great diversity of people’s desires and hopes. For example, the Golden Rule logic can potentially turn a masochist into a sadist if a masochist believes that everybody shares his masochism (Ivanhoe 1990, 19), or a fanatic Buddhist can use the Golden Rule logic to justify his effort to convert others to Buddhism with the belief that everybody would be better off being a Buddhist, just like him. To be fair to the Golden Rule, it is hard to conceive of a moral principle that would be foolproof in providing guidance to our actions under all circumstances, although that has not prevented philosophers from trying to formulate one.

However, my focus here is not on an evaluation of the Golden Rule per se. Rather, I am more interested in the connection between ren and the Golden Rule in the Analects as a way to explore a fertile conceptual resource for interpreting ren as justice in some contexts within the classical Chinese philosophical discourse and to examine its philosophical and historical implications and consequences. The clearest connection between ren and the Golden Rule is laid out in Analects 12.2, where Confucius explains ren this way:


Zhong Gong inquires about ren. Confucius says, “When you leave home, act as though you were about to greet important guests; when you employ people, act as though you were performing the grand sacrificial ritual. Do not do to others what you do not want for yourself. Then there would be no resentment in public or at home.” (Analects 12.2, my trans.)



In this passage, the Golden Rule is clearly understood as constitutive of ren. The expression “do not do to others what you do not want for yourself” (己所不欲勿施於人) is referred to as shu 恕 in the Analects. Shu’s constitutive role in ren is key to our following discussion of ren.

Shu, commonly translated as reciprocity, is often dubbed the negative Golden Rule (or Silver Rule), in contrast with the famous Golden Rule in the biblical tradition with a positive formulation. Indeed, the negative formulation features so prominently in the Analects that it has become a uniquely Confucian formulation in the contemporary scholarly discussions of the Golden Rule. Earlier, scholars debated whether the positive or the negative formulation has the conceptual advantage, although lately there has not been much scholarly interest in adjudicating such an issue.

The negative Golden Rule, or Silver Rule, appears on several occasions in the Analects. For example,


Zi Gong asks, “Is there one word that can be applied throughout one’s life?” Confucius replies, “Is that shu? Do not do to others what you do not want for yourself.” (Analects 15.24, my trans.)



Here shu is elevated to the exalted status of a lifelong guide to a moral life, or as Heiner Roetz puts it, “a general maxim” (1993, 133) in Confucius’s teaching. It is also a difficult one to practice, possibly beyond the capacity of some disciples like Zigong (Analects 5.12).

However, Analects 15.24 is rather controversial in the contemporary Sinological scholarship. As Mark Csikszentmihalyi points out, many interpreters are “skeptical about either the claim that reciprocity is so central or the original nature of the passage itself” (2008, 161). Indeed, many scholars of classical Confucianism, such as Bryan Van Norden, E. Bruce Brooks and, to some extent, Csikszentmihalyi, have questioned the central importance accorded to the Golden Rule in the Analects as it in some sense does not quite “fit” the general orientation of the text as well as the Confucian tradition which tends to be virtue-based rather than rule-based.

The observation that the Golden Rule appears rather out of place in the Analects raises an important question about the general orientation of the Analects that is key to this chapter. That is, if we interpret Confucius’s project as centered around humaneness, those justice-oriented passages might indeed appear out of place. However, as I have argued in the Introduction to this book, it is preferable as a general hermeneutical principle in the philosophical approach to inherited texts that we resist the temptation, to the extent possible, to explain away conceptual tensions within a classical text like the Analects through Sinological maneuvers since such a tactic can potentially undermine the integrity of philosophical interpretations. This is especially the case for scholars of Chinese philosophy. It means that we need to find a more accommodating interpretative framework such that the textual and conceptual integrity of the inherited Analects as one of the foundational texts in Chinese intellectual history can be preserved. As we will see in the following section, the virtue-based interpretation and the rule-based interpretation of the Analects are indicative of the continuum between humaneness and justice in Confucius’s formulation of ideal personhood, family, and polity in his moral-political project.

Another strand of contemporary discussion on the Confucian Golden Rule, represented by Fung Yulan, D. C. Lau, Herbert Fingarette, David S. Nivison, and Philip J. Ivanhoe, accepts the centrality of the Golden Rule in the Confucian project and tries to creatively explore ways in which the Golden Rule fits the general contour of the Analects and classical Confucian thought. Their central verse is Analects 4.15, the famous “one-thread” teaching that supposedly runs through all of the master’s teachings:


The Master said, “Shen (i.e., Zengzi), my Way can be strung together in one thread.”

Zengzi answered, “Yes.”

The Master left.

Other disciples asked, “What did he mean?”

Zengzi said, “The Way of the Master is nothing more than loyalty (zhong 忠)28 and reciprocity (shu 恕).” (Analects 4.15, my trans.)



There have also been numerous disputations surrounding the authenticity and the proper interpretation of this passage.29 What is relevant to our discussion here is not so much the historical authenticity of this passage in terms of whether it really represents the teaching of Confucius30 himself, but rather its pertinence to the overall Confucian project during the classical period, which is less controversial.

Among the second group of scholars we can see two distinct approaches to the Golden Rule, with Fung, Lau, and Fingarette favoring a universalist treatment of zhong and shu on a more egalitarian ground, and Nivison and Ivanhoe paying more attention to the hierarchical subtext of the Golden Rule in the Confucian context.31 I am more sympathetic to the effort to interpret the Golden Rule as central to the Confucius project, advanced by Nivison and Ivanhoe due to their historical and textual sensitivity to the Analects. However, hierarchy does not exhaust the Golden Rule in the Analects, and hierarchy is only one way Confucius’s iteration of the Golden Rule can be employed and interpreted.

In many ways, the emphasis on the hierarchical subtext of Confucius’s Golden Rule has to do with the juxtaposition of zhong and shu in the Analects as the single thread in the master’s teaching. However, leaving aside for now whether zhong shu is singular or dual, I would note that the Confucian Golden Rule is not necessarily defined by zhong and shu together since it is the way in which shu is defined in the Analects that has prompted the Golden Rule comparison, whereas zhong by itself would not have invited any obvious parallelism with the biblical Golden Rule. Furthermore, shu is also used independently of zhong in the Analects, so the two are hardly inseparable. This is important because if zhong presupposes the embedded social and ritual hierarchy as Nivison and Ivanhoe have convincingly argued, shu does not have to carry a similar assumption. Therefore, I would like to separate shu from zhong and focus on shu here.

In Roetz’s analysis, the Confucian Golden Rule is linked to the Axial Age discourse that highlights a spiritual and intellectual breakthrough around the time of Confucius across the globe. More specifically, Roetz treats the Confucian Golden Rule as more universalistic and less embedded in the social hierarchy of Confucius’s time, at least in its aspiration and potentials in the Analects (1993, 145). As he perceptively observes, what is remarkable about the Golden Rule articulated by Confucius is that it alone has the status of the “one pervading all” in the Analects (Roetz 1993, 134–135). Such an exalted status is not accorded to any of familiar aspects of Confucian ethics in the Western (and Chinese) scholarly iterations, such as “tradition or a casuistry which tells us to act like certain models from the past did in comparable situations, parental authority, the judgment of the community, or the conventional normality of what ‘one does’ or ‘one does not do’ ” (Roetz 1993, 134–135). This can partially explain the first group of scholars mentioned earlier who dismiss the Golden Rule as not properly belonging to the Analects or at least not fitting the general virtue-ethical orientation of Confucius’s teachings.

In his article “Reweaving the ‘One Thread’ of the Analects,” Ivanhoe highlights reversibility in Confucius’s formulation of the Golden Rule (1990, 17).32 As Ivanhoe explains, “One sees that one’s actions should be reversible—that I should treat others as I would want to be treated by them, were we to exchange our position” (Ivanhoe 1990, 17, original italics). Such a reversal of roles between a moral agent and a moral recipient can, potentially, have a leveling effect in neutralizing the moral agent’s personal preference and privileged status when it comes to the determination of what it is and is not proper. Lau relies on Analects 6.30 to interpret shu as the method of ren in that shu “consists in taking oneself—‘what is near at hand’—as an analogy and asking oneself what one would like or dislike were one in the position of the person at the receiving end” (1983, xiii). This reversibility lies at the heart of any conception of justice. The constitution of the Golden Rule in some of Confucius’s iterations of ren points to the dimension of justice in the consummate virtue of ren.

4.4. Continuum between Humaneness and Justice in Confucius’s Ren

As we have seen earlier in this chapter, there is another powerful sentiment expressed in the Analects which is also constitutive of ren, namely a moral agent’s attachment to one’s family (Analects 1.2), as well as commitment to one’s role in the ritual-based sociopolitical hierarchy (Analects 12.1) celebrated by the Master. In Analects 1.2, Confucius places the familial virtue of filial piety and respect for elder brothers as the root of ren. The implication is that from filial piety and respect for elder brothers one would gradually develop the capacity to love and care for people more generally. That is, ren is rooted in the familial sentiments of filial piety and brotherly love that then develop into a more general care for people.33

In fact, the humaneness-oriented interpretation of the Analects is so dominant that the justice-inclined negative Golden Rule prominently featured in the Analects is regarded as out of place by several contemporary scholars. The Golden Rule would indeed be out of place if we only allow the Analects to be interpreted as a text in virtue ethics. Virtue ethics is a powerful lens through which much of the Analects can be fruitfully interpreted. However, such a way to interpret the Analects does not exhaust the text. In this particular instance, we should resist imposing any single framework of Western normative ethics, such as virtue ethics, utilitarianism, or deontology, on the Analects which might result in rejecting certain key parts of the text as unfitting. There is no question about the value of adopting interpretative frameworks from Western normative ethics to approach classical Chinese philosophy as it generates new insights which might otherwise have not been possible. However, we also need to be mindful of potential problems in such an approach, one of which is precisely the sacrifice of the conceptual integrity of texts like the Analects. Instead, what I am proposing here is to respect the conceptual integrity of the Analects and to use that as the point of departure in order to understand and construct the conceptual universe presented in the text, namely what the textual author, the Confucius of the Analects, sees as ideal personhood, family, and polity. In this respect, Confucius’s formulation of ren reflects a continuum between humaneness and justice underlying his imagination of the ideals in those three domains.

We should be cognizant of the fact that even though Confucius was clearly aware of the tension between the two, this is not the focus of his deliberations. Instead, his focus was on the extension of familial sentiment of xiao ti 孝弟 to the more universalist sentiment of caring for people (ai ren 愛人). Therefore, the central difficulty at stake is the extent to which the moral agent can extend one’s care. That is, the Golden Rule entails the actual practice of extending one’s care to others through an imagined role reversal by putting oneself in another’s shoes in order to achieve ren. In other words, the Golden Rule is not only a rule, but also requires willingness on the part of a moral agent to extend one’s care to others. This is why Confucius’s definition of ren as caring for people (Analects 12.22) is critical for understanding what is being extended in the practice of the Golden Rule. However, it is precisely in the actual practice of extending one’s care to others entailed by the Golden Rule where potentially insurmountable problems are encountered. This has to do with the scope of reversibility, constrained by the practice of extending one’s care.

In the Analects, one’s attachment to family constitutes the most serious limit in the extension of care. If the Golden Rule, or shu in the Analects, uses the self as the barometer to measure how to treat others, in the Confucian moral universe family belongs to an ambiguous category between the self and other. This is because family is neither the self nor other. It is in between. The Golden Rule offers a way to extend one’s care to those beyond our circle of family (and friends), but the Confucians cannot give up the special status or the root of care accorded to one’s own family because for the Confucians that would compromise our humanity and violate the value of humaneness.

In this respect, zhong and shu perfectly capture the tension in the moral universe outlined in the Analects. Zhong highlights the role of piety, and shu reversibility. As we have seen earlier, piety is at the core of understanding ren in terms of humaneness, whereas reversibility is key to the idea of justice. Therefore, it is both philosophically and historically more fruitful to see the one thread that runs through Confucius’s teaching, i.e., zhong shu (Analects 4.15), as perfectly, even uncannily, capturing the central tension between humaneness and justice in Confucius’s moral project, even though Confucius did not accentuate their conflict but rather emphasized their continuity and complementarity. What is even more telling, as we will see Chapter 2, is the fact that shu all but disappears in Mencius’s teaching. This has major implications in understanding the shift of the underlying moral compass from Confucius to Mencius, i.e., from justice-cum-humaneness in the Analects to humaneness in the Mencius. We will also see that it was actually the Mohists who would continue to develop the ideal embedded in shu, resulting in the creed of universal justice in Chinese intellectual history.

The continuum between humaneness and justice is expressed most elegantly in the Great Learning 大學 that connects the personal to the familial and eventually to the political, summarized as the teaching of self-cultivation, regulation of family, political governance, and bringing peace to the world (xiu qi zhi ping 修齊治平, XQZP):


When things are investigated, knowledge is reached; when knowledge is reached, the intention is fulfilled; when the intention is fulfilled, the heartmind is aligned; when the heartmind is aligned, the person is cultivated; when the person is cultivated, the family is regulated; when the family is regulated, the state is put in order; and when the (feudal) state is put in order, there is peace under the Heaven. (Zhu 1983, 4)



Clearly the Confucians saw a natural progression of moral transformation from the personal to the familial, the social, and the political, so that the civilized world (i.e., Zhou king’s realm under the Heaven, tianxia 天下) could live in peace, justice, prosperity, and moral fulfillment. This is an extraordinary accomplishment that results from a moral agent’s transformation of various domains by extending the fruits of moral cultivation from oneself to encompassing the whole world. It assumes a seamless transition among these domains in that personal virtues can bring about a harmonious family, which in turn can lead to a well-governed state and eventually a peaceful and just world.

Embedded in this XQZP model is an understanding of the self that is irreducibly relational. There is a general consensus among scholars of Chinese philosophy that the Chinese, or more specifically the Confucian, notion of the self is relationally constituted (e.g., Hall & Ames 1987, 1997).34 Alexus McLeod pushes such a line of interpretation further by coining the term “moral personhood” in order “to describe the concept found in the Analects of the developed social entity whose integration (in the right way) into a community imparts on them agency, as linked to a larger communal agent, and whose moral responsibility, action, and identity are linked to the community into which they are integrated” (2012, 439). In McLeod’s interpretation, this Confucian moral person “gains features of individual character as derivative from communal dispositions, where features can be thought of as manifesting wider group regularities” (2012, 439, original italics). In so doing, McLeod completely jettisons the individual character of the moral person in the Confucian view. Rather, such a person, as “a representative of a communal agent” (2012, 439), derives their character from the community’s character “such that communal dispositions or patterns of action (understood in terms of shared collective dispositions . . .) are in part due to the contribution of the individual to the shared collective actions and abilities that underlie this disposition” (2012, 439, original italics). This highly communitarian interpretation of the Confucian moral personhood emphasizes the constitutive role played by the community in the very formation of its member’s moral character, in addition to a member’s contribution to the building of their flourishing community. In other words, a person and their community are mutually constitutive in their characters and dispositions.

Still, the nature and the scope of that community, i.e., the family, the kinship group, or the state, and the norms that should govern those communities, especially when there is conflict of interest among the communities involved, would become the central issue of philosophical contestations in the subsequent development after Confucius. As we will see in the rest of this book, the model of moral-political philosophy in the Analects, premised on a certain understanding of the nature of ideal personhood, family, and polity, would be challenged and defended by the critics and the followers of Confucius, pushing the classical philosophical discourse to ever more exhilarating heights rarely matched in the subsequent Chinese intellectual history.

§5. After Confucius: Early Confucianism in the Excavated Bamboo-Slip Manuscripts

Our knowledge about the development of Confucius’s teachings in the hands of his immediate disciples is extremely limited, due to the scarcity of primary sources. Sima Qian popularized the idea that Confucius might have had as many as three thousand disciples and that seventy-two35 (or seventy-seven36) of them were well learned. Only a few appear in the Analects and some other texts from the Warring States period, and the rest remain largely unknown.37 According to the Han Feizi, there were eight branches of Confucius’s thought after he died.38 Still, there is not much primary source in the inherited texts to substantiate these accounts.

Excavated texts unearthed in the last several decades have started to fill some of the gaps in our knowledge, although the scholarly research in this area is still very much in its “infancy” (Richter 2013, 14). That is, despite their unquestionable significance, exactly how those texts contribute to our overall understanding of this period is still far from settled, given the uncertainty in interpreting the nature of those texts, their own intellectual and material contexts, their relationships with inherited texts transmitted in Chinese history, as well as their connections with various historical accounts, etc.

Three important groups of excavated bamboo-slip texts are especially relevant to our purpose here. The first group are the Guodian texts (guodian chumu zhujian 郭店楚墓竹简) that were discovered in a tomb in 1993, believed to be interred by 300 bce in the state of Chu 楚, one of the major states during the Warring States period. Due to the clear documentation of this excavation as well as the extraordinary richness of materials therein, the Guodian corpus is by far the most important of the three groups. The second group is a collection of unprovenanced manuscripts, believed by scholars to have been looted from a burial site next to Tomb One where the Guodian texts were discovered. Those texts were purchased from a local antiques market in Hong Kong by the Shanghai Museum in 1994, hence are referred to as the Shanghai Museum bamboo-slip texts. The second group of texts are more varied than the Guodian manuscripts, although both groups were written in similar Chu scripts and are dated to roughly the same period. The third group refers to some 2,500 bamboo slips acquired by Tsinghua University in 2008 whose provenance is also obscure. These are historical documents, also believed to be produced during the Warring States period. Since the current scholarly discussions of these excavated manuscripts gravitate heavily toward the Guodian materials, for the purpose here I will focus on the Guodian texts as well, with occasional references to the other two groups of excavated manuscripts as a supplement.

Scholars have divided the Guodian texts into three sets, Laozi 老子 (known as the Guodian Laozi, with Tai yi sheng shui 太一生水 [TYSS] included in one of the Guodian Laozi bundles, as we will see in Chapter 3), the broadly Confucian-themed texts, and Yu cong 語叢 whose ideological orientation is less clear. We will leave the discussion of the Guodian Laozi and TYSS to Chapter 3 and will focus on the “Confucian” texts here. The largest set of the Guodian texts has a recognizable Confucian orientation, including Ziyi 緇衣, Lu mugong wen zisi 魯穆公問子思, Qiong da yi shi 窮達以時, Wuxing 五行, Tang yu zhi dao 唐虞之道, Zhong xin zhi dao 忠信之道, Cheng zhi wen zhi 成之聞之, Zun de yi 尊德義, Xing zi ming chu 性自命出, and Liu de 六德. Since many of these were lost to history and the primary subject in this book is the inherited texts that have been transmitted in Chinese history, our discussion of the excavated texts will be limited to the examination of several major philosophical themes in them and the light they shed on the broader intellectual environment of the period between Confucius and Mencius as a way to better understand possible conceptual sources available to Mencius.

5.1. Scholarly Disputations about the Excavated Texts

There appears to be something of a fault line between contemporary Chinese scholars and Western Sinologists with respect to their interpretative frameworks when dealing with the excavated bamboo-slip texts. Chinese scholars are more inclined to use the excavated manuscripts to corroborate various historical accounts in order to map out early Chinese intellectual history recorded in those historical documents. However, Western Sinologists are generally much more skeptical toward the historical accounts due to the perceived anachronism in their use of later categories, often invented in the Han period, to describe and assort pre-Qin texts, e.g., Csikszentmihalyi and Nylan (2003).39 Instead, Western Sinologists are more willing to use the excavated texts to challenge the established narratives in historical documents like the Shiji, sometimes crafting their own narratives to explain the history of those texts. Others have stayed away from engaging in speculations about how those texts fit into the Han lineage categories.

In this connection, Li Xueqin 李学勤, one of the leading Chinese authorities on the excavated texts, considers the Guodian Confucian texts as belonging to the Zisi 子思 branch of early Confucianism (Li 2000, 62), one of the eight Confucian lineages after Confucius that is mentioned in the Han Feizi. In Sima Qian’s account, two facts about Zisi make him stand out among the early Confucians: Zisi was Confucius’s grandson40 and Mencius studied under a disciple of Zisi. Unfortunately, the texts by Zisi and his branch of Confucianism were long lost. However, in the Guodian texts, we find three that might have been part of the lost Zisizi 子思子 corpus: Lu mugong wen zisi that specifically references Zisi, Ziyi that shares the same title with a chapter in the Liji traditionally attributed to Zisi despite clear differences in the contents of the two Ziyi-titled texts, and Wuxing which resonates strongly with the Zhong Yong 中庸 traditionally attributed to Zisi or his disciples.

Liang Tao, 梁涛, in his book, Guodian zhujian yu simeng xuepai 郭店竹简与思孟学派 (Guodian Bamboo Slips and the Zisi-Mencius School), accepts Li Xueqin’s position and examines in great detail the connection between the Guodian texts and Zisi.41 According to Liang, the Guodian Confucian texts can be divided into three clusters: the first cluster, including Ziyi, Wuxing, and Lu Mugong Wen Zisi, definitely belongs to Zisi; the second cluster, including Qiong da yi shi, Xing zi ming chu, is probably the works of Zisi and Ziyong 子游; and the authorship of the third cluster of texts, including Tang yu zhi dao (TYZD), Zun de yi (ZDY), and Liu de (LD), etc., can no longer be ascertained, although TYZD’s advocacy for abdication and the shared theme of inner ren and outer yi (ren nei yi wai 仁內義外) in ZDY and LD mean that they should belong to Zisi’s era in terms of the development of Confucianism (Liang 2008, 14–15).42

However, Paul Goldin (2000) has cast doubt on such a sweeping characterization of the Guodian Confucian texts. Instead, Goldin discovers some critical points of convergence between the Guodian Confucian texts and the inherited Xunzi, and puts Gaozi 告子 or an obscure Gongsun Nizi 公孫尼子 as more likely sources for those Guodian manuscripts. Other scholars have echoed Goldin’s studies, e.g., K. L. Wong (2006, 67) and Chan (2012, 106). In fact, many scholars have disputed the characterization of the Guodian Confucian texts as belonging to one person or one branch of Confucianism, and have instead observed a great degree of diversity and heterogeneity in terms of the genres and contents of those manuscripts, e.g., K. L. Wong (2006, 39) and Richter (2013, 10–11).43

Some other scholars have taken a completely different approach from the lineage-based study. Instead of relying on biography-based intellectual lineages that can be mapped onto the ones referenced in the historical documents when approaching the excavated texts, these scholars focus on themes that are shared among different texts from one or more groups of the bamboo-slip manuscripts as a way to study the broader historical and intellectual discourse of the mid-Warring States period, e.g., Holloway (2009), Meyer (2014), and Allan (2015).

All of these scholarly disputations concerning the nature of the Guodian Confucian texts point to the unsettled nature of the contemporary discourse on early Confucianism. Interestingly, some scholars have portrayed the intellectual world reflected in the Guodian collection as one of “intellectual fertility and openness” (Allan & Williams 2000, 182). However, it is probably more accurate to describe the milieu as intellectually fluid, rather than open, since the apparent “openness” may have less to do with an explicit vision of intellectual pluralism at the time and more to do with the fact that the ideological landscape represented in the Guodian texts has not yet hardened into any single vision that can be conveniently aligned with lineage categories invented later. This means that there are identifiable Mencian and Xunist seeds in those texts that would evolve into more hardened ideological positions later on. In the following, I will look into two major themes in the Guodian texts as a way to understand the landscape of Confucianism in the fourth century bcebetween Confucius and Mencius. Given the rather clear orientation of those texts, I will simply refer to them as the Guodian Confucian texts. My discussion of those excavated Confucian texts is limited to themes that are relevant to this book.

5.2. Confucian Discourse in the Guodian Manuscripts

A. Tian (Heaven), Ming (Mandate or Fate), and Xing (Human Nature)

One of the most important themes emerging from the Guodian Confucian texts has to do with Heaven (tian 天), its mandate (ming 命), and their relationship with (human) nature (xing 性). As we have seen earlier in this chapter, beginning with Confucius’s effort to thrust open the access to Heaven that used to be the exclusive prerogative of the Zhou kings, almost all classical Chinese philosophers would engage with the idea(s) of Heaven intensely, often anchoring their moral-political projects on their particular visions of Heaven. The Guodian corpus enriches our knowledge about the discourse on Heaven in the fourth century bce. According to Shirley Chan, “in the Guodian texts, tian is a multifaceted entity and is often used in various combinations of the following three senses: first, as the source of the natural law or cosmic order; second, as a general description of social and moral norms or patterns; and third, as the source of synchronous events and personal experiences” (2011, 64–65).44

Let us take a look at three texts, Xing zhi ming chu (性自命出 XZMC), Cheng zhi wen zhi (成之聞之CZWZ), and Qiong da yi shi (窮達以時 QDYS), wherein tian, ming, and xing are featured prominently with distinct and sometimes conflicting treatments. The XZMC starts this way:


In general, although all people possess [human] nature, their heartminds have no fixed inclinations, [which instead] depend upon external things to arise, depend upon gratification to take action, and depend upon practices to become fixed. The vital energies of joy, anger, grief, and sorrow are human nature; once they manifest externally, things take hold of them. [Human] nature comes via mandate, and this mandate is sent down from Heaven. The Way begins with the affections, and the affections are born of human nature. (Cook trans. 2012, 700, slightly modified)



There are at least two points worth noting in this passage. First, human nature, a concept that would become central in Mencius’s and Xunzi’s philosophies, as we will see later in the book, is described here in naturalist, rather than moralistic, terms. For the author of the XZMC, human nature is understood in terms of joy, anger, grief, and sorrow. As Chen Lai (2010, 34) points out in his study of the XZMC, which he takes to be the works of Confucius’s direct followers, the mainstream Confucian discourse on human nature immediately after the time of Confucius was naturalistic, rather than moralistic. This would mean that the explicitly moralistic framing of human nature in the thoughts of Mencius and Xunzi were actually the exception, not the norm, in the early Confucian deliberations on human nature (Chen 2010, 34), although it could also be the case that the moralist treatment of human nature was simply a later development. Such an understanding would drastically change the standard narrative about the early Confucian discourse on human nature that has centered around those two pivotal early Confucian thinkers.

Second, human nature is explicitly linked to the Heaven, as it is taken to come from the Heaven through its mandate in the XZMC. This is an interesting development with respect of the idea of the heavenly mandate. We have already seen previously in this chapter that there was a widening of the access to Heaven and its mandate when Confucius, in a subversive move, appealed to tianming as a way to sanction his own moral-political mission. Confucius’s effort opened up the access to Heaven, which used to be the exclusive prerogative of the Zhou kings, making tian a central subject of intellectual discourse during the classical period. In the XZMC, Heaven and its mandate, as the source of human nature, were made even more accessible than what Confucius had offered. This also suggests that the heavenly mandate was becoming even less politically charged with the weight of the legitimacy of a regime than during Confucius’s time as it was gaining intellectual traction as a subject of intense philosophical debate. In other words, Heaven, as the source of human nature, was naturalized and even “democratized,” accessible to all human beings by virtue of being human, though human nature was not yet understood in strictly moral terms, as it would be later.

However, human nature articulated in the XZMC is rather passive, responding to external stimuli. As such, human nature should be understood as the baseline of human endowment that awaits refinement through cultivation and education under the guidance of the heartmind. If the heartmind had no fixed inclination or purpose, the person would simply be listless, lacking moral agency. In order to cultivate moral virtue, more specifically the virtue of propriety or righteousness (yi 義), the text adds another element, qing 青 (情), which is born from human nature. Puett translates qing here as “dispositional responsiveness: one’s disposition to respond in certain ways” (2004, 46). Perkins interprets qing and xing as two appearances of the vital energy (qi 氣), outer and inner, respectively (2009, 119–120). The XZMC takes the position that the source of moral virtues lies in the traditions of Poetry, Documents, Rituals, and Music that were organized by the sages (probably Confucius), and that self-cultivation involves internalizing the virtue of propriety transmitted through those traditions. Intriguingly, this understanding of human nature and the source of moral virtues echoes that of Xunzi, the last major Confucian during the classical period (Puett 2004, 51–58), as we will see in Chapter 6. That is, although Heaven is regarded the source of human nature, it is not necessarily understood as the source of morals. Importantly, the naturalization of Heaven was already underway in the XZMC, a critical development that would become more pronounced in the Laozi, as we will see in Chapter 3.

By contrast, in another Guodian text, the CZWZ, Heaven is touted as the source of values and order in the human realm:


Heaven sends down great constancy, so as to bring order to human relations. These are instituted as the properties of ruler and minister, manifested as the closeness between father and son, and apportioned as the distinction between husband and wife. Thus the petty man wreaks havoc upon Heaven’s constancy so as to violate the great Way, [whereas] the noble man brings order to human relations so as to accord with Heaven’s virtue. (Cook trans. 2012, 623)



In this passage, Heaven is understood to be constant and is the source of order in various domains of human relationship. Accordingly, humans should follow the natural norms of human relations set by Heaven’s constancy. This means that Heaven’s constancy should serve as a model for the humans to emulate, an idea that would become widely shared among the classical thinkers, as we will see in the rest of the book. As Scott Cook puts it,


The mission with which human nature is endowed, should we choose to accept it, is simply to accord with “Heaven’s constancy,” otherwise known as “Heaven’s way” or “Heaven’s virtue,” embodied in human society as the orderly and harmonious interaction of its different members as manifested in correlated social positions with reciprocal duties. The virtues of the human world are none other than the virtues of the cosmos itself, inviolable traits of the natural world that we would well to emulate should we want our own society to operate with similar ease and efficiency. (Cook 2012, 142)



Clearly, there are a variety of views with respect to the way Heaven and its mandate are understood among the Guodian corpus. In the CZWZ, Heaven is considered to be constant, and its constancy should serve as the model for humans to emulate in order to generate and sustain constant norms that govern the human realm. In the XZMC, Heaven is considered the source of human nature, although not necessarily the source of morals. As we will see in Chapter 6, Xunzi’s view of Heaven, its relationship with humans, and the source of morals can even be seen as a synthesis of the views expressed in the XZMC and the CZWZ. Even though Xunzi might or might not have read those two particular texts, he should have been familiar with the views expressed therein.

However, Heaven is also responsible for seemingly unpredictable events, beyond the control and the understanding of humans, that bring about fortune/misfortune and success/failure in human lives. This latter aspect is the focus of the QDYS, whose tenor is rather different from the XZMC and the CZWZ. According to the QDYS,


There is [that which is controlled by] Heaven, and there is [that which is within the power of] man, and each has its separate lot. Once one has examined the division between Heaven and man, one will know how to act. With the right person, but without the right age, even though he be worthy he will be unable to act. If given the right age, however, what difficulties would there be? (Cook trans. 2012, 453–454)



That is, Heaven can be capricious, unpredictable, or simply incomprehensible for humans. Success or failure and fortune or misfortune are a matter of timing and do not correlate with the virtues of the persons involved. The text counts several famous instances in ancient history or historical legends wherein talented people were fortunate to encounter (yu 遇) the lords who could appreciate their talent and employ them for great causes and, as a result, they were able to achieve great success for themselves as well as for their lords. However, those encounters were controlled by Heaven.


Whether or not [all the aforementioned men] encountered [an appreciative lord] was [a matter controlled by] Heaven. Their actions were not motivated by the prospect of success, and thus while impoverished they were not [distressed(?)]; [their learning(?) was not] for the sake of fame, and thus while no one appreciated them they held no grudges. . . . Poverty or success is a matter of timing, and whether in obscurity or prominence, one [should] not [act] twice (i.e., differently). Thus the noble man is earnest about returning to himself. (Cook trans. 2012, 463–464)



The QDYS clearly recognizes that possession of moral virtues is no guarantee for success in life at all. Luck or timing, controlled by Heaven, dictates whether one gets to be poor or successful, obscure or prominent.45 Therefore, a virtuous person focuses on what is in one’s own control, namely one’s personal conduct, and cultivates virtues for their own sake, instead of seeking after fortune and fame, which lie outside the control of any human. Clearly, the QDYS places a heavy burden on a person pursuing virtues without expecting any reward from Heaven. The assertion of a strong human moral agency in a world that is controlled by Heaven is continuous with what we have seen in Confucius’s shifting of the ground of the ritual order from the Heavenly to the human realm in his formulation of ren.

Shirley Chan summarizes the relationship among tian, ming, and xing in the Guodian texts this way, “tian is responsible for the production and assignment of the myriad things, and . . . ming refers to the specific features and functionalities, including xing, the inborn nature and principle of developing to full completion, that tian imposes on things” (2011, 73).46 Indeed, for the Guodian Confucians, human beings, in addition to possessing human nature that is endowed by Heaven through its mandate, have the capacity to become virtuous through moral cultivation, regardless of one’s fortune in life. This imperative of self-cultivation is another major theme in the Guodian corpus to which we now turn.

B. Unity of Virtues and the Imperative of Self-Cultivation

The second major theme in the Guodian Confucian corpus I will examine here concerns the relationship among the various moral virtues and the importance of self-cultivation in becoming a virtuous person. As we have seen in the preceding discussion, human nature comes from Heaven through its command, which means that the heavenly endowed human nature would be the same whether one is a sage or an average person on the street. If so, what explains the difference between the two? We find the issue articulated in the CZWZ:


The inborn nature of the sage is no different from that of the average man. Insofar as he regulates in accord with [his] natural [endowment], he remains the same. Yet in his [pursuit of] the way of the good, he never puts it aside, accumulating through repetition. If one [pursues it] while it is still meager, it will grow to be vast and great. Accordingly, the sage can never abandon it for an instant. Thus the people all have [the same] inborn nature, and yet the sage [is an ideal to which] they cannot [ordinarily] aspire. Therefore, if one has knowledge, but seeks it not urgently, he will be little different from others; if he has courage, but practices it not resolutely, he will hesitate and not move forward. (Cook trans. 2012, 621)



Since all humans share the same natural endowment, the burden of becoming a morally virtuous sage is squarely on everybody’s own shoulders. What makes the sage different from an average person is the former’s persistence and perseverance in pursuit of moral virtues that can be accumulated into a great transformation of one’s moral character. We have also seen the advocacy for self-cultivation in the XZMC, especially in relation to qing and the internalization of the virtue of propriety.

The most concerted effort to articulate the Confucian virtues can be found in the Wuxing (五行, Five Conducts) from the Guodian corpus. The Wuxing starts out this way:


If humaneness takes shape from within, we call it a “conduct of virtue” (德之行); if it does not take shape from within, we [simply] call it a “conduct” (行). If righteousness takes shape from within, we call it a “conduct of virtue”; if it does not take shape from within, we [simply] call it a “conduct.” If ritual propriety takes shape from within, we call it a “conduct of virtue”; if it does not take shape from within, we [simply] call it a “conduct.” If knowledge takes shape from within, we call it a “conduct of virtue”; if it does not take shape from within, we [simply] call it a “conduct.” If sagacity takes shape from within, we call it a “conduct of virtue”; if it does not take shape from within, we [simply] call it a “conduct.” (Cook trans. 2012, 486–487, with modifications)47



There are several salient points in this passage. First, it makes a sharp distinction between the inner and the outer dimensions of personal conducts, associating virtuous conducts (德之行) with five moral components that are inner. Second, it contains an iteration of moral virtues that have come to be associated with Mencius’s celebrated module for human nature to be dealt with in the next chapter, namely, humaneness (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智). Interestingly, the Wuxing adds a fifth virtue, sagacity (sheng 聖). As Cook observes, the connection between the Wuxing and the Mencius is pervasive, including the apparent terminological affinity, a shared acknowledgment of the arduousness of self-cultivation, their understanding of the relationships among the conducts, and even the way sagacity is understood despite the fact that sagacity is not listed as one of the four cardinal Mencian virtues (Cook 2012, 469–473). The importance of the Wuxing as a possible source for Mencius’s thought will become clear in the next chapter when we deal with Mencius’s formulation of virtues in his theory of human nature.48

In the passage that immediately follows, the Wuxing explains the difference between virtue 德 and goodness 善:


The conducts of virtue number five, and all five in concert (/harmony) 和 we refer to as “virtuosity” 德; four conducts 四行 in concert (/harmony) we refer to as “goodness” 善. Goodness is the Way of human 人道; virtuosity is the Way of Heaven 天道. (Cook trans. 2012, 488, with modification)



The text is not entirely consistent between the first and the second passages cited here since the first passage lists five virtuous conducts, while the second one refers to their harmony 和 as virtuous. This virtuosity is called the Way of Heaven. Moreover, the four conducts, presumably referring to the first four listed in the first passage, i.e., ren, yi, li, and zhi,49 in concert is called the Way of human. As Dirk Meyer points out, “Crucially, the conduct of virtue—the Way of Heaven—can only be aspired to (zhì 志), that of goodness—the Way of man—must be acted for (wèi 為)” (2008, 69–70). If we follow this line of interpretation, the Way of human becomes the Way of Heaven when sagacity is accomplished. It puts sagacity at the center of the moral universe in the Wuxing. According to Erica Brindley (2019, 188), “the fifth virtue outlined in the Wuxing text—sagacity—represents an alternative approach to an emerging pantheon of virtues, elevating and imbuing value into the process of self-cultivation by linking humans to Heaven and its divine, moral realm.” Sagacity becomes the link between the Heavenly and the human realms, a distinctively religious goal in the Wuxing, according to Kenneth Holloway (2009, 13).

Several interpreters of the Wuxing, e.g., Csikszentmihalyi (2004) and Holloway (2009), have taken notice of the tension among the moral virtues articulated therein, especially the relationship between ren (humaneness or benevolence) and yi (righteousness). In Holloway’s words, “the text is advocating a unity that is not fully homogeneous” (2009, 14). Csikszentmihalyi interprets the tension in lieu of the question of “whether there was a ‘unity of the virtues’ in Ru thought . . . first broached in late fourth century B.C.E. China” (2004, 113). This might explain the text’s repeated calling for the harmonization (he 和) of virtues in its articulation of virtuosity (de 德) touted to be the Way of Heaven and sagacity as the link between the Way of Heaven and the Way of humans. The key passage on the tension between ren and yi is the following one:


Resoluteness (jian 簡) is a method of righteousness (yi 義), and lenience (ni 匿) is a method of benevolence (ren 仁). Hardness (gang 剛) is a method of righteousness, and pliancy (rou 柔) is a method of benevolence. (Csikszentmihalyi trans. 2004, 117)



Here righteousness and benevolence are discussed in a judicial context in terms of whether punishment or lenience is appropriate in a given case. The text explains what it means by resoluteness and lenience this way:


To mete out great punishments for great crimes is resoluteness; to pardon minor crimes is lenience. If one does not mete out great punishments for great crimes, he will not be taking action; if he does not pardon minor crimes, he will not be discerning of the way. (Cook trans. 2012, 512, with modifications)50



Clearly for the author of the Wuxing there are occasions for both righteousness and benevolence in the judicial context that balances resoluteness for serious crimes and lenience for minor ones. According to Csikszentmihalyi,


This model of the relationship between the virtues is consistent with the basic organization of the Wuxing on another level. That text is organized so as to integrate the four virtues that the Mengzi described as the basic constituents of the moral mind into a fifth, that of sagacity (sheng). The ability to harmonize these virtues was seen to be progressing a step beyond what is merely “goodness” and following the “human Way” to “virtue” and following “tian’s Way.” (Csikszentmihalyi 2004, 118)



Seen this way, “sagacity represents a version of the ‘unity of the virtues’ ” (Csikszentmihalyi 2004, 118) in the moral universe of the Wuxing,51 a unity that would be confronted more directly in Mencius’s thought as we will see in the next chapter.

The relationship between ren and yi is also an important topic in The Way of Tang (Yao) and Yú (Shun) (Tang yu zhi dao 唐虞之道, TYZD), another text from the Guodian corpus that explicitly advocates abdication as the right way of political succession, rather than hereditary succession.


The practice of Yao and Shun was to love their kin and honor worthies. They loved their kin, so they were filial. They honored worthies, so they abdicated. When filial piety is graduated (according to degree of closeness), one loves everyone-under-heaven. When abdication is practiced, there are no neglected [men of] worth in the era. Filial piety is the peak of humaneness. Abdication is the acme of righteousness. That the six thearchs flourished in ancient times was all because of following this. If one loves one’s kin and neglects [men of] worth, one is humane, but not yet righteous. If one respects worthies and neglects kin, one is righteous but not yet humane. In ancient times, Yú Shun sincerely served (his father) Gu Sou. He was diligent in his filial piety, loyally served Di Yao, and disciplined his ministers. As for loving his kin and honoring worthies—Yú Shun was such a one. (trans. in Allan 2015, 90–91, with modifications)



What is particularly interesting for our discussion here is the clear alignment between filial piety (xiao) and humaneness (ren), on the one hand, and that between abdication (shan 禪) and righteousness (yi), on the other. Filial piety is grounded in the love of one’s kin and it is the epitome of humaneness; abdication is based on honoring the worthy and it is the pinnacle of rightness. One can be humane but not righteous, or they can be righteous but not humane. In the view of the TYZD, the sage king Shun, in his devotion to his father Gusou, his loyalty to Yao, and his ruling of his ministers, was someone in the ancient history who perfectly embodied both virtues of ren and yi.

In such an articulation of virtues, we see some deviation from the Analects’ vision which, as I have discussed previously, grounds all virtues in ren as the meta-virtue. The elevation of yi in the TYZD highlights the element of justice (in the service to the ideal of meritocracy when it comes to the selection of rulers against handing over the throne to one’s son) while also separating it from ren. If we can take the TYZD as an indication of the broader intellectual (or more narrowly Confucian) discourse about abdication in the late fifth and early fourth centuries (Allan 2015, 5), that would provide an important context for understanding Mencius, who was known to reject abdication in favor of heavenly mandate for the choice of leaders (Mencius 5A5–6). This means that Mencius would formulate yi on a different ground from the TYZD. As we will see in the next chapter, the traditional narrative about the sage king Shun would also feature prominently in Mencius’s articulation of the virtue of yi.

The TYZD’s handling of the relationship between ren and yi is an interesting contrast with the treatment of this relationship in the Liu de (六德, LD), another Guodian text. The LD explicitly divides ren and yi into two distinct domains and assigns a specific virtue to each of the roles in human relations:


Humaneness is [a matter of the] internal, righteousness is [a matter of the] external, and ritual and music are [matters] in common to both. The internal positions are father, son, and husband; the external positions are ruler, minister, and wife.52 . . . The ruler [may be] forsaken for the sake of the father, but the father [may] not [be] forsaken for the sake of the ruler. The wife [may be] forsaken for the sake of a brother, but a brother [may] not [be] forsaken for the sake of the wife. A friend [may be] distanced for a member of the ancestral clan, but a member of the ancestral clan [may] not [be] distanced for the sake of a friend. People have six virtues, [but] the three [types of] blood relatives [may] not [be] severed. (Cook trans. 2012, 791, with modifications)



By regarding humaneness as internal and righteousness as external and privileging the internal over the external, the LD echoes the priority of family relationships in the Analects that we have seen previously. As we will see in the next chapter, while Mencius would jettison the inner-outer distinction between humaneness and righteousness, he would complicate the relationship between the familial and the political as well as the normative values that govern these domains.

In a word, the excavated texts have enriched our understanding of the period before and during Mencius’s lifetime. As a whole, they have provided us with fresh materials for our study of the period between Confucius and Mencius and a better understanding of the conceptual resources that might have been at the disposal of Mencius, especially with respect to the discourse on human nature, its relationship with Heaven, and the relationships among moral virtues. One particularly significant development that emerges from these texts is the increasing awareness of the tension among core moral virtues, especially between ren (humaneness) and yi (righteousness), in the mainstream Confucian discourse, whose importance to the philosophical discourse would become increasingly clear as the classical period unfolded.

§6. Conclusion: Humaneness-cum-Justice in Confucius’s Moral-Political Project

In this chapter, I have presented what has been considered the beginning of Chinese moral-political thinking in the age of Confucius. Against the deepening social, political, and moral crisis in the fifth century bce which witnessed the crumbling of the ritual-based order, Confucius and his followers sought to revitalize the ritual practice and the ritual-based order by reimagining a new moral foundation for it, namely ren. Confucius appealed to Heaven as the ultimate sanction for his moral-political mission. His moral reimagination was still operating within an enchanted cosmos wherein the transcendent Heaven cared about human affairs and was deeply involved in them through its divine mandate. Confucius’s claim of access to the heavenly mandate, which used to be the exclusive prerogative of Zhou kings, signaled the weakening of the moral, political, and religious authority of Zhou kings, on the one hand, while opening up the Heaven as a subject of intense philosophical speculations for almost all classical thinkers whose formulations of Heaven would anchor their own moral-political projects.

Given the centrality of ren in Confucius’s moral-political project, I have focused on its multivalence. Our discussion has shown that at the heart of ren is a tension between what I call humaneness and justice, the former being an agent/recipient-relative value and the latter agent/recipient-neutral. Confucius was clearly cognizant of the tension involved but did not dwell on it. Instead, he maintained a continuum between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice as he formulated his idea of ideal personhood, family, and polity.

As we will see in the next chapter, the tension between humaneness and justice would become so central in the classical philosophical disputations that a great divergence would emerge between those who embraced one or the other. Mozi would develop the idea of ren by pushing it from care for people to its logical conclusion of impartial care, pioneering the radical idea of universal justice in Chinese history. On the other hand, Mencius would defend Confucius against the Mohist challenge by developing the norm of humaneness and enriching its expressions in Mencius’s own reformulation of the Confucian moral-political project. We will also see that family relationships constitute a major challenge for the Mencian project.



1 For example, Qian Mu (錢穆 1895–1990), one of the most towering modern Chinese scholars of the classical texts, points out, in his monumental Xianqin zhuzi xi nian kaobian (先秦諸子繫年考辨 A Study of the Chronologies of the Pre-Qin Masters), that there are many errors in the Shiji (Qian 1935, 2). Some Western scholars have gone further in questioning the historical accuracy of the Shiji and the modus operandi of Sima Qian’s approach. Stephen Durrant, in his book, The Cloudy Mirror: Tension and Conflict in the Writings of Sima Qian, presents a fascinating account of intimate connections between Sima Qian’s life and his Shiji, especially reflected in Sima Qian’s portrayal of Confucius. Sima Qian’s father, Sima Tan, exhorted him to become “a second Confucius,” instilling in his son a strong sense of mission to preserving the teaching of Confucius, the consummate sage (Durrant 1995, 10–11). Durrant believes that “Confucius . . . is the central character in Records of the Historian. Moreover, Sima Qian’s sense of self and mission . . . is tightly entwined with his concept of Confucius” (ibid., 29). Such a hypothesis has profound implications for how the historical accounts in the Shiji should be treated by contemporary scholars. Mark Edward Lewis also disputes Sima Qian’s biography of Confucius in Lewis’s treatment of what he calls “the Mythology of Confucius” (Lewis 1999, 218–238). According to Lewis, Sima Qian’s biography of Confucius “is of limited value as a history of Confucius, but of tremendous importance for an understanding of Sima Qian’s literary project. When combined with references in other sources it offers invaluable insights into the image of the scholar and his political role in the late Warring States and early imperial periods” (Lewis 1999, 218).

2 Some scholars take an accretionist view of the Analects, acknowledging its evolving nature and the multiplicity of its authors and redactors, while preserving the more traditional dating of at least the origin of the inherited Analects and its relationship with the historical Confucius and his immediate disciples (e.g., Brooks & Brooks 1998; Eno 2018). However, such an accretionist view is rejected by many scholars; e.g., Hunter offers a comprehensive examination of various accretionist theories about the Analects before rejecting such an approach (2017, 231–245).

3 David Pankenier, drawing from astronomic records, argues in his essay “The Cosmos-Political Background of Heaven’s Mandate” that “a concept ancestral to the Zhou ‘Mandate of Heaven’ existed prior to the founding of Shang in the mid-second millennium B.C.” (Pankenier 1995, 133). Despite Pankenier’s argument for the continuity in the notion of a divine mandate in the early three dynasties of Xia, Shang, and Zhou, he still concedes that the Zhou’s formulation of the Mandate of Heaven represented a watershed moment in Chinese political history (ibid., 173–174).

4 Sarah Allan, in “On the Identity of Shang Di 上帝 and the Origin of the Concept of a Celestial Mandate (tian ming 天命)” (Early China 31 [2007]: 1–46), argues that tian was actually the abode of Shang Di.

5 Mark Edward Lewis has an extensive treatment of what he calls “the Mythology of the Duke of Zhou” in his Writing and Authority in Early China (1999, 209–218).

6 Pankenier, in “The Cosmo-Political Background of Heaven’s Mandate,” presents an intriguing argument that an unusual astronomical event in 1056 bce actually prompted King Wen to start the campaign against the Shang king, finished by his son King Wu.

7 The myth about the severance of the intimate link between Earth and Heaven (絕地天通) in Guoyu 國語 and Shangshu 尚書 anticipates the heavenly mandate (cf. Yü 2014, 25–28), but only the part about the exclusive access to a supernatural moral authority and not the part about the possibility to challenge the legitimacy by appealing to a higher authority which tianming does, at least in principle.

8 Eno notes that “the designation of the king as the Tianzi 天子: “Son of Tian,” [is] a term that becomes pervasive in the inscriptional record from the reign of King Mu (r. ca. 976–922 BC) on” (2009, 101).

9 William Theodore de Bary makes an insightful observation about the characteristics of the prophetic voice registered in the early Confucian tradition: “direct, individual perception of the Way as a transcendent value; the inspired utterance of the noble man as witness to a Heaven that does not itself speak; the noble man’s sense of mission—indeed, commission by Heaven; and the warning to rulers lest they bring destruction on themselves by disobeying Heaven’s Mandate” (de Bary 1991, 11–12). De Bary also points out some salient and important differences between the Confucian prophetic voice and the prophetic message in ancient Israel and explores the implications and consequences such differences brought about in their respective histories (ibid., 12–23).

10 As Yang Bojun 楊伯峻 points out in his commentary on the Analects 16.2, Confucius observes serious erosions of ritual authority during his time from the Sons of Heaven, i.e., Zhou kings, to the feudal lords (zhuhou 諸侯) and from the feudal lords to their retainers (dafu 大夫), with critical implications about sociopolitical hierarchy and order (Yang 1980, 174–175).

11 Michael Puett has an in-depth discussion of the disputation between Confucius of the Analects and the Mohists on a rather complex set of issues concerning the nature and the value of creation (2001, 40–56).

12 For example, Zuozhuan records a famous episode (repeated in Sima Qian’s Shiji and some other texts, with textual variations): in 606 bce King Zhuang of Chu 楚莊王 inquired about the size and weight of the royal cauldrons, the symbol of legitimate sovereignty that was in the possession of the Zhou royal house (Durrant et al. trans. 2016, 3.3). This was widely interpreted as a sign of Chu king’s ambition to challenge Zhou king’s Mandate of Heaven (Durrant et al. 2016, 600, fn. 55). The inquiry was rebuffed as inappropriate by Wangsun Man 王孫滿, an emissary sent by King Ding of Zhou 周定王 to honor the Chu king and his troops.

13 As Mark Edward Lewis insightfully observes in his Writing and Authority in Early China, “the culminating role of writing in the (Warring States) period, and the key to its importance in imperial China, was the creation of parallel realities within texts that claimed to depict the entire world” (Lewis 1999, 4). Lewis’s book masterfully deals with the emergence of what he calls the “textual double of the polity, a double incarnated in the parallel figures of the sage and the ruler, and the way in which it became tied to the state structure” (ibid., 4–5), a double that is so potent that it would survive the vicissitudes of political reality on the ground throughout Chinese history. My discussion of Confucius’s project in this chapter very much echoes Lewis’s arguments.

14 The earliest known references to Confucius as an “uncrowned king” can be found in Huainanzi (9.29) and Dong Zhongshu’s writings (Lewis 1999, 415, note 153)––a term also found in the Tian Dao 天道 chapter of the Zhuangzi.

15 According to Mencius, Confucius composed the Spring and Autumn Annals in order to preserve the moral judgment on the behaviors of the rulers and ministers during the Spring and Autumn period. Significantly, Mencius considers the Spring and Autumn Annals the work of a Son of Heaven (Mengzi 3B9). As Lewis observes, the Gongyang Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals, an influential early Confucian text that was compiled during Qin or early Han but based on earlier materials, builds on Mencius’s statement and develops a theory of textual kingship that idealizes the true king but denies the impotent Zhou kings their status as monarchs:

In contrast with the king-less reality of the period it narrates, the Gongyang asserts a monarchy that belongs to the realm of “pattern/writing” (wen 文) or the “constant/classical” (jing 經). Identifying political order with the person of the monarch and denying the existence of such a figure in its own time, the text of the Gongyang finds the principles of monarchy in the Chun qiu [Spring and Autumn Annals] and its author [i.e., Confucius]. (Lewis 1999, 141)

16 Alan Chan singles out Wang Chong’s (27–c.100 ce) role in elevating Confucius as uncrowned king, due to Confucius’s supposed authorship of the Annals that “is far more than a chronicle of historical events” (Chan 2010, 251) and “brings out subtly the principles of kingship, which only a sage king could have written” (ibid.). Lewis goes into great details about the formation and development of what he calls “textual kingship” in early Chinese history, linking the mythic figure of Fu Xi 伏羲 in high antiquity, the Duke of Zhou, and Confucius, in Chapter Five of his Writing and Authority in Early China:


First a model of the teacher, [Confucius] became an uncrowned king who legislated and passed judgment in the form of the writing of history or commentary. This vision of a purely textual kingship was in turn rewritten as a biography in which Confucius first acted as ruling minister and high judge, and when cut off from the possibility of government transferred his efforts to the editing and composition of texts. In this biography textual authority became a substitute for actual rulership. This substitute formed of empty words was finally given substance by a sacrificial cult that established Confucius as founder of the lineage of scholars. The kingship of Confucius also served as a prophecy of the reunification of textual authority and political power in the person of an emperor who would also be a sage. (Lewis 1999, 238–239)



17 On-cho Ng cites an exegetical effort by a Qing scholar, Liu Fenglu 劉逢祿 (1776–1829), who attempted to explain the rationale behind honoring Confucius as an uncrowned king: “Kongzi . . . became king because he established worthy institutions that were to be realized and implemented by later ages. His new rulership did not challenge and usurp the sovereignty and legitimacy of the Zhou” (Ng 2017, 298). Apparently, even after two and a half millennia, some Confucians were still trying to reconcile Confucius’s claim of tianming with the fact that he was not a Zhou king and was therefore not supposed to have anything to do with the heavenly mandate. Making him a king in the moral realm managed to alleviate such a tension.

18 According to Yü, during the Qin and Han periods the Chinese intellectual class underwent a fundamental change, from rootless roaming shi to scholar officials (士大夫) with significant socioeconomic assets. This is reflected in two ways: shi and lineage clan (宗族) became closely connected, and shi became land owners. According to Yü, Mencius’s claim that “only a shi can have a constant heartmind (恆心) even without constant means of livelihood (恆產)” (Mencius 1A.7, my trans.) can only be applied to shi prior to Qin (Yü 1987, 77).

19 For a helpful discussion of this topic, see Wilson 2014.

20 Some early scholars also used “benevolence” to translate ren in the Analects, but more recent scholarly discussion has reached a consensus that benevolence is more appropriate for Mencius’s use of ren.

21 Mencius famously defines 仁 (what is moral) in terms of 人 (what is distinctively human): 仁也者人也 (Mencius VIIB.16). This juxtaposition of the two terms also appears in the Zhong Yong 中庸, a famous chapter in the Liji that is taken to represent the Mencian school of classical Confucianism and often appears by itself as one of the Four Books in Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism.

22 Mencius (4A.17) uses the example of saving one’s sister-in-law from drowning to defend violating the ritual norm that prohibits a man from touching his sister-in-law, due to the situational exigency.

23 Mencius testifies that the three-year mourning was not in practice in much of the central states, even among those who supposedly preserved the high Zhou culture (Knapp 1995, 212–213).

24 Cf. Sima Qian’s biographies of Bo Yi and Shu Qi, in Sima Qian 1994a, 1–6.

25 See pp. 39–40 of this book.

26 There are two versions of the five hegemons, but Duke Huan of Qi is recognized in both as the first on the list.

27 Critical scholars, both pre-modern and modern, have long established a consensus that the Guanzi could not have been written by the historical Guan Zhong, a figure in the Spring and Autumn period. It was likely the works of the Warring States period or even early Han and was attributed to Guan Zhong. The Guanzi has often been called a “Legalist” or fajia text, primarily due to the fact that its putative author, Guan Zhong, was an effective administrator of the state of Qi and a daring reformer who instituted a new set of rules and regulations bringing about the empowerment of Qi and making Duke Huan of Qi the first hegemon (ba 霸) during the Spring and Autumn period. However, W. Allyn Rickett (2001, 3, 10–11), the translator of the Guanzi, considers Guan Zhong more of a Xunist Confucian than a Legalist in the mode of Shang Yang or Han Feizi. We will address the political theories by the so-called Legalist or fajia 法家 thinkers later in the book.

28 Goldin critiques the translation of zhong here as loyalty. Instead, he proposes “being honest with oneself in dealing with others” (Goldin 2008, 169).

29 Cf. Van Norden 2007, 72–74.

30 Van Norden thinks it represents more of the Zengzi’s school of Confucius’s teaching (2007, 75). See Ivanhoe’s response in Ivanhoe 2008.

31 Nivison sheds a critical light on the traditional hierarchy deeply embedded in the teaching of the Golden Rule, even though he still insists that the Confucian Golden Rule undergirds the vision of a common humanity, a conclusion Martha Nussbaum (2003) is skeptical about given the unchallenged status of hierarchy embedded in Nivison’s interpretation of the Confucian Golden Rule.

32 In his more recent article on the Golden Rule, Ivanhoe interprets shu as having to do with moral discretion, which “helps me to be sensitive to the lives of those who are directly affected by my actions” (2008, 96). I am more sympathetic to his earlier interpretation that emphasizes reversibility.

33 Wing-tsit Chan observes that ren is understood as both a particular virtue and a general virtue in the Analects (Chan 1955, 297–298). However, I have been arguing in this chapter that the tension in Confucius’s formulation of ren should not be understood as one between particularism and universalism but rather between humaneness and justice, both of which are universalist values with a partialist or impartialist orientation respectively.

34 Roger Ames (2011) has developed a theory of role ethics, against the characterization of Confucianism as virtue ethics, in describing the distinct feature of the Confucian ethics. Role ethics highlights the idea that humans are fundamentally constituted by our various roles in living our lives. That is, role ethics is based on the premise that roles are essentially relational, not properties of individuals. People take different roles in negotiating their lives, and those roles and the ethical norms guiding those roles can come into conflict. In many ways, role ethics is not limited to Confucian thought in China. The professional virtues touted by fajia thinkers, as we will see later in the book, very much fit this characterization.

35 孔子以詩書禮樂教，弟子蓋三千焉，身通六藝者七十有二人。 ( 史記 • 孔子世家).

36 孔子曰：「受業身通者七十有七人」。 (史記 • 仲尼弟子列傳).

37 Sima Qian, in his Shiji, gives an account of some of Confucius’s major disciples in a chapter, “Biographies of Confucius’ Disciples” (史記 • 仲尼弟子列傳).

38 自孔子之死也，有子張之儒，有子思之儒，有顏氏之儒，有孟氏之儒，有漆雕氏之儒，有仲良氏之儒，有孫氏之儒，有樂正氏之儒。(韩非子 • 顯學篇).

39 Mark Csikszentmihalyi and Michael Nylan have argued that “the ascription of philosophical ‘schools’ is an anachronistic imposition of a set of Eastern Han and post-Han concerns onto earlier periods” (2003, 99). Many Western Sinologists have stopped using the term “Confucianism” altogether in describing pre-Qin intellectual discussion. I will not take such a radical approach to completely jettison well-established traditional categories, with justifications provided for each case in this book.

40 Csikszentmihalyi has questioned the identity of Zisi and has argued that “Liu Xiang conflated a number of different identifications of Zisi in the Han dynasty, and that there is little indication that the identification of Zisi as the grandson of Kongzi existed before the Han” (2004, 95).

41 In Liang’s study of early Confucianism that incorporates the Guodian materials, he proposes an interpretative model that involves a process of “diversifying” (fenhua 分化) (Liang 2008, 60), “deepening” (shenhua 深化), and “narrowing” (zhaihua 窄化) (ibid., 9) in the formation of the early Confucian lineages. Such an interpretative model preserves the traditional image of a Confucius who was broad-minded and broadly learned, as opposed to many of his disciples who tended to be more specialized and technical in their own pursuits of knowledge. Liang attributes this development to several factors, most importantly, the tension within Confucius’s own teachings that evolved from li to ren and eventually to yi 易 (The Book of Change) in Confucius’s own effort to reconcile the tension between li and ren (ibid., 85–86), and the divergent inclinations and ambitions among the disciples toward self-cultivation or worldly engagement (ibid., 91–97). Liang considers the Guodian Confucian texts as belonging to a stage of early Confucianism before this diversification took place (ibid., 59).

42 Interestingly, Li Ling 李零 divides the Guodian manuscripts into the following five clusters, based on the physical lengths of the strips (from the longest to the shortest), the shapes of the strips, and their scripts, without considering their contents:


1) Laozi A, Laozi B, Laozi C, Taiyi sheng shui, and Yucong D;

2) Ziyi, Wuxing, Lu Mugong wen zisi, and Qiongda yi shi;

3) Tang yu zhi dao and Zhongxin zhi dao;

4) Xing zi ming chu, Cheng zhi wen zhi, Liu de, and Zun deyi;

5) Yucong C, Yucong A, and Yucong B. (Li 2004, 173)



43 Scott Cook provides a useful summary of the scholarly debates about the intellectual lineages or biographical associations of the Guodian corpus in the introduction to his translation (2012, 108–139).

44 Chan includes Yucong 語叢 in her discussion of tian in the Guodian manuscripts. Since the ideological orientation of Yucong is often considered more heterogeneous, I will not deal with its argument in the discussion here.

45 As Cook (2012, 143) observes, in discussing the unpredictable or even whimsical aspect of Heaven’s activities, the Guodian texts use timing or timeliness (shi 時) rather than fate or mandate (ming 命), with few exceptions. For a detailed discussion of the origin of the term ming in early China, see Schaberg (2005).

46 According to Shirley Chan, Mencius focused on the aspect of ming and Xunzi on tian, respectively:


Mencius insisted that one should seek in himself, realizing the goodness endowed by heaven in any circumstance so as to fulfill the ming (functions, duties) assigned by heaven. Xunzi on the other hand emphasized tian as a natural force, which may not reward the virtuous, thus claiming the differentiated roles in heaven and humans. (Chan 2012, 118)



47 Dirk Meyer proposes an interesting hermeneutic strategy when interpreting the philosophy in the WX:


[T]he “Wǔ xíng” is composed of highly distinct textual units, which William Boltz calls “building blocks.” . . . The building blocks, of which the “Wǔ xíng” is composed, generate a web of cross-referential links, through which the notions introduced at one point in the text inform those of other units, thus connecting the various building blocks into one coherent vision. The “Wǔ xíng” hence does not only systematise elements torn out of their original contexts and used again in the text, but it also relates different aspects advanced in the text to one another and presents a homogenised picture of universally valid concepts. (Meyer 2008, 68)



48 Mark Csikszentmihalyi (204, 103–113) offers a detailed account of the ways the Mencius draws from the Wuxing.

49 As Csikszentmihalyi (2004, 279) perceptively observes, “All commentators appear to understand the phrase ‘when four kinds of action’ as meaning ‘when four kinds of virtuous action,’ and yet the text omits the phrase ‘virtuous.’ ”

50 This passage is using Cook’s overall translation, modified by Csikszentmihalyi’s terminologies in rendering jian 簡 as resoluteness and ni 匿 as lenience, in order to be terminologically consistent in our interpretation.

51 Csikszentmihalyi contrasts the version in the Wuxing with the Mencian version wherein the conflict among virtues is harmonized through moral balance (quan 權) (2004, 118). We will see in the next chapter that the conflict among various virtues is indeed heightened and dramatized in the Mencius.

52 This inner-outer divide between ren and yi clearly reminds us of the famous debate on human nature between Mencius and Gaozi recounted in the Mencius. While Mencius rejected Gaozi’s alleged advocacy for the internality of ren and the externality of yi, it is nevertheless intriguing to note that Mencius did end up differentiating the two kinds of virtue, not along the inner/outer line, but along the familial/political line, with the critical caveat that both familial and political are considered to be naturally human, as we will see in the next chapter.


Part II

Humaneness versus Justice

Grappling with the Familial-Political Relationship under a Naturalizing Heaven

If the history of Chinese philosophy can indeed be thought of as a series of footnotes to Confucius, those footnotes often ended up upstaging Confucius in completely reshaping how he was to be understood in ways that were both expected and surprising. In this connection, we see that Mozi and his followers, the Mohists, would launch the first and the most organized effort to challenge Confucius’s moral-political project. More specifically, if Confucius was ambivalent about humaneness and justice when he was envisioning the relationship among ideal personhood, family, and polity, Mozi and the Mohists would develop and challenge almost every aspect of such a vision, resulting in the first articulation of the ideal of universal justice in Chinese history. On the other hand, Mencius would defend Confucius’s vision by embracing the value of humaneness while critiquing the Mohist universal justice as inhumane and inhuman. This divergence between justice and humaneness in the hands of Mozi and Mencius would recast the trajectory of the subsequent development of classical Chinese moral-political philosophy. Moreover, the debate between the Mohists and the Confucians, joined by others, would become the mainstream intellectual discourse, with the parameters of that debate set between humaneness and justice, as philosophers tried to navigate the relationship between the personal, the familial, and the political domains in reimagining a new world and formulating its governing norm.

Laozi and the author(s) of the Daodejing would critique the mainstream discourse dominated by the Confucians and the Mohists by questioning the anthropocentric premise of that discourse. Instead, the Laoists would propose a vision of the world that put humans on an equal footing with the rest of existences in the cosmos, resulting in an ideal of justice that did not privilege the humans. This was the naturalization of the ideal of justice in the hands of the Laoists. Some of the early fajia thinkers, i.e., Shang Yang and, especially, Shen Dao, would push the naturalization of justice, more specifically impartiality, by mapping the state onto the natural world such that the naturalized impartiality should be the operative mechanism of the state. The early fajia thinkers took much more seriously the challenge of partiality, embedded in the ideal of humaneness, to the orderliness of the sociopolitical world, and they looked to nature and cosmos for guidance in promoting the institutionalization of the ideal of impartiality in order to counter the powerful private interests of aristocratic families that were often disruptive of the sociopolitical order.

The fermentation stage of classical Chinese philosophy witnessed three critical developments, namely, a growing recognition of the tension between the norms governing the familial/private and political/public domains, a radical reconceptualization of the idea of Heaven and its relationship with the human realm, and the increasing bureaucratization of the state. It was against such a background that fierce contestations over humaneness and justice unfolded during this critical period from mid-fifth century to fourth century bce.


2

The Great Divergence

Mozi and Mencius on Justice and Humaneness

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Confucius set up the central virtue of ren in his effort to ethicize the Zhou institution of li which was in serious decline during the late Spring and Autumn period. However, within the moral-political project initiated by Confucius there was a tension between humaneness and justice, evident in the way ren was formulated. Although Confucius was clearly aware of the tension, he did not devote a great deal of effort to grappling with it. However, the underlying tension between humaneness and justice would be much more openly debated among the philosophers after Confucius. Like the development of any major moral-political idea in the history of philosophy, it would fall on the shoulders of later thinkers to spell out what is more implicit in earlier ideas or formulations, sometimes to push them to their logical conclusions, and to confront the implications and entailments of the newly articulated ideas more directly. This is precisely what happened in the discourse on humaneness and justice after Confucius.

In this chapter we will see that it was in the hands of Mozi and his followers, the Mohists, as well as the self-professed followers of Confucius, especially Mencius and his disciples, that the tension between the two values would receive full treatment in their effort to articulate their respective moral-political projects. As a consequence, the tension between humaneness and justice would become increasingly glaring and could no longer be glossed over. We will see in this chapter that the Mohists would fully embrace justice, whereas the Mencians would tout humaneness. I call such a development during the early to mid-Warring States period the “Great Divergence” in classical Chinese moral-political philosophy, referring to the fact that the Mohists and the Mencians would gravitate toward justice and humaneness, respectively, and finding the tension between them hard to reconcile—even irreconcilable under certain circumstances. This pivotal divergence would drastically reshape the subsequent development of the moral-political discourse in the classical period and beyond. Let us start with Mozi and the Mohists.

§1. Mozi: The Pioneer of Universal Justice in Chinese History

1.1. Mozi and the Mohist Project

To some contemporary scholars of Chinese philosophy, it was Mozi (墨子 c. 470–c. 391 bce) who represented the true beginning of Chinese philosophical reasoning. As A. C. Graham observes,


It is in Mo-tzu that we first meet the word pien 辯 “argue out alternatives,” cognate with pien 辨 “distinguish,” which was to become the established term for rational discourse. It is the distinguishing of the right alternative, the one which “is this” (shih 是) from the wrong alternative, the one which “is not” (fei 非). We find also in Mo-tzu a recognition that the soundness of a thought has nothing to do with who thinks it. (Graham 1989, 36)



Indeed, it was Mozi and his followers, the Mohists, who laid the foundation for adjudicating whether an argument or idea is right or wrong. Their separation of the quality of an idea from the person who formulates it, making them independent of each other, was indeed revolutionary in the development of logic and reasoning in classical Chinese philosophy which abide by their own rules regardless of who employs them.

Unfortunately, the Mohist ideas have been either caricaturized or simply ignored in much of Chinese intellectual history. Fang Shouchu 方授楚, in his Mo xue yuan liu ( (墨學源流, The Origin and Development of Mohism), laments the poor treatment of Mozi and the Mohist thought, unlike the treatment of any other major thinker in Chinese history (Fang 1937, 1), even though Fang considers Mozi’s moral character the greatest and his sense of urgency to save the world the noblest in Chinese (and world) history (1937, 1). Chris Fraser regards the Mohist ethical theory as “history’s first version of consequentialism and perhaps the earliest systematic normative theory of any kind” (2016, XII). For all the historical negligence, it is almost a miracle that the Mozi has somehow managed to survive as part of the Daoist canon, Daozang 道藏, for reasons that remain unclear (Goldin 2011b).1

Unlike many other major inherited philosophical works from the classical period, the Mozi does not have any extant commentary prior to the Qing dynasty (1644–1911), the last imperial dynasty, even though Mozi and some aspects of the Mohist thought remained a constant foil for the Confucian intelligentsia throughout much of the imperial period, with some notable exceptions (Zheng 2002, 1–27). To put it simply, prior to the eighteenth century, the Mozi was “mostly used but not studied.”2 This is all the more surprising, given the prominence of Mohism that rivaled Confucianism during the Warring States period. Bi Yuan 畢沅 (1730–1797) was really the first known scholar to work on the Mozi by correcting errors in the text and providing a useful commentary.

Sun Yirang 孫詒讓 (1848–1908), a late Qing scholar, collected all of the Qing commentaries on the Mozi and produced Mozi jian gu 墨子閒詁 which is by far the most authoritative and influential commentary on the Mozi in the modern era.3 In fact, Sun and other late Qing scholars who worked on the Mozi were responsible for what Carine Defoort calls the modern formation of early Mohism, the centerpiece of which is the birth of “the modern consensus about the ten Mohist doctrines” (2015, 220) that has become the foundation of the latter-day interpretation of the Mohist project,4 even though Defoort is clear that these facts “do not necessarily invalidate the current interpretation of early Mohism as the philosophy of ten theses” (2015, 220). What is critically important in these Qing scholarships on the Mozi is that they began to study the text on its own terms, initiating the process of “slow emancipation from Mencius” (Defoort 2015, 221).

According to the widely accepted traditional account, Mozi appeared to have come from the lower strata of the early Chinese society, likely a craftsman and a self-made thinker, although this has been disputed by some contemporary scholars.5 Sima Qian, in the Shiji, has surprisingly little to say about Mozi:


Probably Mo Di 墨翟 (c. 480–390 bce) was a Grand Master of Song, skilled at defense and practicing frugality. Some say he lived at the same time as Confucius, others after him. (Sima Qian 1994a, 185, with slight modifications)



Sun Yirang is rather incredulous about Sima Qian’s negligence in his coverage of Mozi despite the sources that must have been available to him in the early Han (Sun 2001, 680). Fang Shouchu echoes Sun’s apprehension about Sima Qian’s flawed treatment of Mozi, given Sima Qian’s status as a consummate historian (Fang 1937, 1). Sima Qian’s brief note might even have contributed to the embarrassingly poor treatment of the Mohist thought in the subsequent Chinese intellectual history.6

According to the Huainanzi, Mozi “studied the work of the Confucians and received the techniques of Confucius” (Queen & Murray trans., in Liu 2010, 864). Mozi would become one of the most serious critics of the Confucian project during the classical period. In the bibliographical “Treatise on Arts and Literature” (Yiwen zhi 藝文志) of the History of the (Former) Han Dynasty (Han shu 漢書), Ban Gu 班固 provides a bit more information on the Mohists. He mentions that the Mozi has seventy-one chapters, whereas the extant text has only fifty-three chapters:


Originally the Mohists were probably guardians of the ancestral temples for the royal family. They lived in thatched huts with simple rafter, therefore valuing frugality; they provided for the elderly, therefore advocating impartial care; they used archery to select officials, therefore advocating the elevation of the worthy; they engaged in ancestral/lineage worship and venerated the father, therefore worshipping ghosts; they conducted themselves according to proper time and seasons, therefore being against fatalism; they governed the world using filial piety, therefore conforming upward; these are their strengths. But in terms of their one-sidedness, they saw the advantage of frugality, but became anti-ritual because of it; they extended the meaning of impartial care but did not differentiate intimate relationships from distant ones. (Ban 2008, 1737)



This is a good summary of some of the core Mohist teachings, such as frugality, impartial care, elevating the worthy, and conforming upward.

The broad outline of Mozi’s biography indicates that he was the leader of a major religious and social movement in the early decades of the Warring States period, challenging the established social and moral norms of the aristocracy. Mozi and his followers, the Mohists, were the first and by far the most organized challengers to the moral-political project initiated by Confucius. In fact, the Mohist movement would become so powerful that Mohism was widely recognized, along with Confucianism, as one of the two mainstream teachings during the classical period.7

All classical Chinese philosophers had to deal with the ongoing social-political-moral crisis that was plaguing the “civilized” world as the normative Zhou order was collapsing. Confucius was widely considered the first thinker to offer a diagnosis and a solution to the deepening and increasingly desperate situation. Confucius’s vision was often perceived to be grounded in a nostalgia for a lost ideal world and a wish to regenerate such a world (even though, as we have seen in the previous chapter, in many substantive ways Confucius and his disciples were very much engaged in the construction, rather than the retrieving, of such an idealized world), Mozi and the Mohists had a different approach:


The Mohists offered two main diagnoses of the causes of disorder. The first, and more fundamental, was moral disagreement. In the absence of proper political leadership, people will follow diverse conceptions of what is morally right, many of them presumably in ignorance of the correct moral norms, if they are strongly committed to their conception of what is right yet endorse different, incompatible norms, they are likely to come into conflict and may ultimately resort to violence. The Mohists’ second diagnosis—partly a consequence of the first—was that, ignorant of proper moral norms, some people act without regard for others, willingly injuring them to benefit themselves. (Fraser 2016, 15)



While Confucius fashioned himself as the defender and transmitter of the venerated Zhou tradition, Mozi saw himself more as a reformer of the inherited tradition. The different social origins between the Confucians and the Mohists are clearly relevant8 to the different concerns in their philosophies in that the Mohists, many of whom likely came from the lower strata of society, had less stake in maintaining the Zhou system of ritual performances and aristocratic norms venerated by the Confucians. Fraser summarizes the roots of the Mohist project in the following terms:


opposition to the inhumanity and immorality of warmongering rulers, parasitic aristocrats, wasteful, senseless customs, and people with no regard for others—especially for the poor and powerless, the farmers, laborers, and artisans struggling to keep their families clothed and fed. Mohism was above all a social and political program aimed at overcoming war, strife, crime, and poverty. (Fraser 2016, 5)



The Mohists had no patience with the sensibilities of the aristocratic class, who seemed more concerned with their prerogatives in lavish ritual performances than with helping the impoverished and the barely subsisting masses. Instead, the Mohists were concerned with something much more basic, namely the material subsistence of common people and a set of objective criteria against which moral and legal judgments can be made openly and publicly (as opposed to the judgment made by the self-proclaimed sages or gentlemen who refused to articulate any objective criteria for their judgments).

Given the nature of this book, I will follow the consensus among modern interpreters of the Mozi and focus on the so-called synoptic chapters, Chapters 8–39, wherein the Mohists formulate and develop ten doctrines to articulate their overall project that encompasses social, economic, moral, and political dimensions. Those chapters belong to the earlier layer of the Mozi, believed to represent the historical Mozi’s views (Van Norden 2007, 140). The ten doctrines include “conforming upward” (shang tong 尚同), “honoring the worthy” (shang xian 尚賢), “impartial care” (jian ai 兼愛), “against aggression” (fei gong 非攻), “moderation in use” (jie yong 節用), “moderation in burial” (jie zang 節葬), “Heaven’s intent” (tian zhi 天志), “illuminating ghosts” (ming gui 明鬼), “against music” (fei yue 非樂), and “against fatalism” (fei ming 非命). The ten Mohist doctrines can be clustered into three broad themes: believing in the supernatural (“Heaven’s intent,” “illuminating ghosts,” and “against fatalism”), reducing waste and spreading benefits more fairly (“against aggression,” “moderation in use,” “moderation in burial,” and “against music”), and achieving a just and meritocratic polity (“impartial care,” “conforming upward,” and “honoring the worthy”).

In the following discussion I will start with a closer look at the first theme since it is one of the most important, though still underappreciated and understudied, sources of the Mohist philosophy, namely an enchanted cosmos populated by various supernatural agents. Afterward we will explore the most significant aspects of the Mohist project, namely the ideas of universal justice (impartial care) and objective standards. These pioneering and revolutionary ideas in the history of classical Chinese philosophy serve as the foundation for the broader Mohist project. The rest of the Mohist doctrines will be addressed in connection with these key features of the Mohist project.

1.2. Heaven, Ghosts, and Spirits in the Mohist Cosmos: Caring Supernatural Agents on Human Affairs

The Mohists believed in Heaven, ghosts, and spirits. Such a belief is sometimes considered to belong to popular (instead of elite) religion during the classical period and the Mohists' lower-class status is often invoked in explaining their beliefs (e.g., Graham 1989, 47). The Mohist belief in ghosts and spirits can be traced to the Shang period (seventeenth–eleventh centuries bce) that predated the Zhou period (eleventh–third centuries bce), even though the Mohists would repurpose their belief for their moral project rather than following the earlier ritual practices to placate those supernatural agents, a practice the Mohists considered wasteful. The Mohists were disturbed by the elite religiosity during the classical period which was trending away from devotion to ghosts and spirits, represented by Confucius of the Analects, as we will see in our following discussion.

For some contemporary scholars of classical Chinese philosophy, the Mohist religious belief is rather incidental to the Mohist thought and as such it is often treated more as an inconvenience (to a modern secularist interpreter) than a central feature in the Mohist teachings.9 Such a scholarly attitude can be problematic, given the rather deep religious commitment and sentiment expressed in the Mozi. In this section we will see that the Mohists’ religious belief is a central part of their philosophical effort, especially in their attempt to envisage a transcendent standpoint from which to critique the prevailing frame of thought represented by Confucians and backed by the powerful aristocratic code.

A. The Supernatural: Confucius versus Mozi

Confucius famously maintains an ambivalent attitude toward ghosts and spirits. The Analects proclaims, “The Master did not discuss prodigies, feats of strength, disorderly conduct, or the supernatural” (Analects 7.21, Slingerland’s trans.), and that wisdom means “respecting the ghosts and spirits while keeping them at a distance” (Analects 6.22, Slingerland’s trans.). At least in these passages Confucius appears rather suspicious and wary about ghosts and spirits and counsels against getting too close to them. On the other hand, Confucius’s attitude toward Heaven is markedly different. He claims to know the Mandate of Heaven at the age of fifty, as a way to sanction his moral mission to transform an increasingly chaotic and violent world into one that is peaceful, humane, and just, modeled after the idealized early Zhou period. In other words, Confucius makes a clear distinction between Heaven, on the one hand, and ghosts and spirits, on the other, in that he sees the former as the ultimate divine moral authority who alone could legitimize a polity or a moral cause while regarding the latter as potentially troubling.

Underlying Confucius’s different attitudes toward Heaven, ghosts, and spirits is an implicit acknowledgment of the existence of these supernatural agents. Michael Puett has persuasively argued that the ancient Chinese world was perceived as being haunted by the supernatural world, consisting of ancestral spirits as well as other ghostly beings, and that ritual became the way to construct and orchestrate an effective human response to pacify those capricious supernatural beings: “One of the interesting and most enduring features of sacrificial practice in China, from the early times to the present, is the notion that human ritual domesticates an otherwise capricious and dangerous world of divine powers and determines the pantheon within which those divine beings operate” (2010, 366). Indeed, Confucius might well have regarded ghosts and spirits as, at least potentially, capricious and dangerous and resorted to rituals in pacifying them without unnecessary entanglements. On the other hand, Confucius’s attitude toward Heaven was that of unconditional acceptance (Puett 2002, 101). Bryan Van Norden explains that such an acceptance is “born of the confidence that, whether one succeeds in the short term or not, Heaven has an ethical purpose that will prevail in the long run” (2007, 152).

By contrast, Mozi and the Mohists appeared to be much more comfortable with and, indeed, in awe of ghosts and spirits, in addition to their worship of Heaven. In fact, the Mohists constantly invoke Heaven, ghosts, and spirits in making the case that people should do the right thing in order not to incur the wrath of ghosts, spirits, and Heaven. In the Mohist cosmos, Heaven occupies the lofty upper domain as the ultimate divine authority, ghosts and spirits dwell in the middle as the intermediary between Heaven and humans, whereas humans inhabit the lower realm.

The Mozi has several chapters devoted to the elaboration of the supernatural domains. Heaven’s intent, ghosts, and condemning fatalism constitute three of the ten Mohist theses, with three chapters devoted to the explanation of each of the theses. Chapters 26–28 deal with Heaven’s intent (tianzhi 天志), Chapter 31 is an explanation of ghosts (Chapters 29 and 30, supposedly also on ghosts, are lost),10 and Chapters 35–37 tackle the problem of fatalism. Scholars have largely accepted the hypothesis advanced by A. C. Graham that the three-chapter discussion of a given thesis represents three different voices or sects within the Mohist movement (1989, 35–36). There are overlaps among the three, but at times also significant differences.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Confucius had thrust open the access to Heaven by claiming to know the Mandate of Heaven, which was rather subversive since only the Zhou king was supposed to have such an access. Mozi and the Mohists followed Confucius’s example by appealing to the same divine authority to support their own project. Indeed, both the Confucians and the Mohists claimed Heaven as the supreme moral authority for their causes. Mozi might well have been positioning himself as a contender to carry on the moral-political project initiated by the legendary Zhou founders, even though he showed more affinity to Xia 夏 (an era with a higher antiquity than Zhou) rather than Zhou (revered by Confucius) as his ideal model, offering an alternative to the Confucian way of carrying out the heavenly mandate.

Mozi and the Mohists took Heaven rather personally and vowed to follow its intent (tianzhi 天志) with the kind of religious fever rarely seen among early Chinese thinkers. We see in the Mozi that Heaven often issues proclamations to make its intent known (tianzhi yue 天志曰). This is contrasted with a largely silent Heaven in the Analects even though Confucius’s Heaven does make itself known through other means.11 In other words, the Mohist Heaven is an omniscient, benevolent, and impartial supernatural agent, or as Fraser puts it, “a personified, moralized conception of nature as an entity that follows and enforces ethical norms” (Fraser 2016, 105). However, the personalized and moralized conception of nature or Heaven does not mean that it necessarily has a recognizable personality. More specifically,


The Mohists see Heaven, and thus nature, as fundamentally intelligible, consistent, and predictable. If we act in line with its intent, it will reliably support and reward us; if we do not, it will discipline us. Consistent with the idea of Heaven as nature itself, the Mohists see Heaven’s interactions with people as largely reactive, like the operation of regular natural patterns, albeit natural patterns that include moral and political norms. (Fraser 2016, 106)



Therefore, in this chapter I adopt Heaven’s intent, rather than Heaven’s will, as the translation of tianzhi, due to the voluntarist implications of the latter translation, which is often used as a contrast to rationalism in the history of Western philosophy, a division not shared by the Mohists.

However, Heaven does not act alone in the Mohist supernatural universe. There are intermediaries, i.e., ghosts and spirits. Chapter 31 of the Mozi, “Explaining Ghosts,” is devoted to the defense of the existence of ghosts and spirits. In fact, the Mozi puts the blame of moral and political bankruptcy of his time on the doubt about the existence of ghosts and spirits:


Because of this the world has descended into anarchy. What is the cause of this state of affairs? Everyone is uncertain about whether ghosts and spirits exist or not, and they do not understand that ghosts and spirits have the ability to reward the worthy and punish the violent. Now if everyone were to believe in the ability of ghosts and spirits to reward the worthy and punish the violent, would there be any anarchy in the world? (Mozi 31.1)12



Chapter 31 would go on to list a series of events in the past wherein the supernatural intervened as the evidence that ghosts and spirits exist and are powerful.

In this connection, it is interesting to note that the Mohists famously criticized the Confucians for not believing in the power of those supernatural agents:


The Ru [Confucians] hold that Heaven is not intelligent and that ghosts have no spiritual efficacy. Heaven and the ghosts are displeased by this. This alone is enough to bring the world to ruin. (Mozi 48.10C)



It is probably unfair to accuse the Confucians of not respecting Heaven, even though, as I have noted, Confucius’s attitude toward ghosts and spirits was indeed more ambiguous. As Roel Sterckx argues when explaining another passage, we can see passages such as this “as a veiled criticism of the Confucian notion that one should respect and offer sacrifice to the spirit world in order to keep it at bay, or their insistence that one should serve spirits ‘as if’ (ru 如) they are present (祭神如神在)” (2013, 119). In other words, for the Mohists, Confucius’s “as if” attitude was insufficiently devotional in serving the divine beings.

B. Tensions in the Mohist Supernatural World

However, the Mohist stance toward ghosts and spirits is more complicated than their rhetoric suggests. It is actually full of tension, if not outright conflict. For example, at the end of Chapter 31, Mozi appears to be retreating from the resolute insistence that the existence of ghosts and spirits be accepted, whereas we just saw earlier that the Mohists are rather adamant in insisting the existence and potency of ghost and spirits:


Now when we prepare purified wine and rice and millet cakes and offer them in sacrifices with reverence and care, if ghosts and spirits really exist, this is the same as giving food and drink to our fathers, mothers, elder brothers, and elder sisters. Is this not a rich benefit? But if ghosts and spirits do not in fact exist, then would we have wasted materials making purified wine and rice and millet cakes? Though we do use up resources making them, it is not as though we had just poured the wine down the drain or thrown away the rice and millet cakes. Within the family, descendants of the common ancestors, and from outside the family, members of the village and district, can all gather to eat and drink them. So even if ghosts and spirits do not in fact exist, people would still be able to enjoy being with the assembled family and develop closer ties with the people of the village and district. (Mozi 31.14)



Here Mozi does not appear to be committed, at all, to the view that insists on the existence of ghosts and spirits. Rather, he is arguing that even if ghosts and spirits did not exist, sacrificial ritual performed to them would still benefit those who participate in it since what is served at the ritual was not simply thrown away and the interactions on such occasions can also help strengthen communal bonds. As Sterckx points out,


Compared with the sustained buildup and consequential logic displayed in the three tests, the argument in the final part of Mozi 31 lacks vigor; in fact, this part of the chapter seems to represent a strand of Mohism that is less convinced of or indeed less preoccupied with the theoretical proof of the existence of ghosts. In its claim that even if one allows for the possibility that spirits do not exist, one should still perform cult rituals, this final segment is ultra-utilitarian in that it is no longer concerned with the question of the you 有 or wu 無 of a spirit world. (Sterckx 2013, 105)



Furthermore, other parts of the Mozi sometimes also undercut the standard version of the Mohist position on ghosts and spirits. As Sterckx perceptively observes,


The ontological problem of the existence of a spirit world and questions surrounding the basis of their interventionist powers are not the only themes in Mozi 31 that are cast into doubt elsewhere in the received Mozi and beyond. Mozi 31 sits uncomfortably among other Core Chapters that advocate thrift in ritual expenditure. (Sterckx 2013, 131)



One apparent inconsistency in the Mohist position on ghost and spirits can be seen in their warning against lavish ritual expenditure on funerary and other occasions. In this case, it is rather curious that, whereas the Confucians seemed to allow for more latitude in ritual expenditure (even though Confucius explicitly recommends that for a ritual performance “it is better to be thrifty than lavish” in Analects 3.4) but were ambiguous about ghosts and spirits, the Mohists were the exact opposite (even though the end of Mozi Chapter 31 undermines such a clear contrast between the Confucians and the Mohists).

These apparently conflicting stances toward ghosts and spirits means that the Mohist attitude toward the supernatural agents is anything but clear-cut and consistent. Rather it is a field of intense contestation wherein we witness the grand master Mozi often being forced to defend his positions on Heaven, ghosts, and spirits. Two notable cases stand out in this connection. Chapter 48 of the Mozi contains an interesting exchange between Mozi and one of his followers:


There was a traveler who came to the gate of our Master Mozi. He said to our Master Mozi: “You, sir, consider that ghosts are perceptive and wise beings that are able to bring about calamity or good fortune, and that they enrich the good and bring misfortune upon the oppressive. I have served you for a long time now, yet good fortune has not been visited upon me. Is it possible that there is something wrong with your teachings? Or is it that ghosts and spirits are not percipient? Why else have I not received any good fortune?”

Our Master Mozi replied: “Even though you have not received any good fortune, how could you possibly conclude that my teachings are flawed, or that ghosts and spirits are not percipient? Have you ever heard that those who hide criminals are also guilty of a crime?” He replied: “I have never heard that.” Our Master Mozi said: “Suppose there was a man ten times more virtuous than you, could you praise him ten times without once praising yourself?” He allowed that he could not. Our Master Mozi continued: “Suppose he was a hundred times more virtuous, could you praise him your whole life long without once praising yourself?” He allowed that he could not. Our Master Mozi concluded: “If someone hides a single man, he is guilty of a crime. You must have hidden many individuals, so you are very guilty. How could you expect any good fortune?” (Mozi 48.14)



In this encounter, Mozi was forced to explain to his perplexed follower why that follower had not received any good fortune despite the fact that he followed the master’s teachings. Mozi tried to turn the table on the follower, essentially saying that the latter must have hidden some criminals away, thus having committed crimes without necessarily meaning to do so. Given the Mohist context, we can speculate that Mozi might be referring to the likelihood that the follower had hidden away some wrongdoings by his family members in order to protect his family/kin without realizing that by aiding the wrongdoer the follower was also engaged in wrongdoing, hence receiving no blessings from the ghosts and the spirits.

In another case, we find Mozi trying to explain to his disciples why someone like him could get sick if ghosts and spirits were really what he told them to be, namely powerful, just, wise, and percipient:


Our Master Mozi had an illness. Die Bi came forward and said: “You, sir, consider that ghosts and spirits are perceptive and able to cause fortune or misfortune: they reward those who are good and punish those who are not. Now as you are a sage, why have you become ill? Could it possibly be that your doctrine is in some way flawed, or that the ghosts and spirits are not percipient and wise?”

Our Master Mozi replied: “Even though I am sick, why should you conclude that they are not percipient? There are numerous ways in which a man acquires an illness. Some are acquired as a result of heat, others of cold, still others of fatigue and exhaustion. If there are a hundred gates and only one of them has been closed, then why should robbers not find a way to enter?” (Mozi 48.15)



This means that there are many causes leading to sickness and that ghosts and the spirits do not have control over all those causes. That is, according to the Mohists, although spirits and ghosts are supernatural agents that have major impact on human affairs, they are by no means omnipotent. By implication, neither is Heaven omnipotent, of which spirits and ghosts are, in Knoblock’s words, informants (1994, 6).13 There are things and events that are outside the control of these supernatural agents who are more powerful than humans but are not necessarily omnipotent. If so, such an understanding of the supernatural agents could, at least potentially, compromise the Mohist faith in the power of those supernatural agents as clearly expressed in the preceding two passages.

These problems are often clustered together in the West as the general problem of evil, or theodicy, which tries to reconcile the seemingly untenable position that an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent divine being could allow evil to exist under his watch. However, the Mohists do not seem overly worried about the apparent inconsistency in their position, which appears to allow some bad actors to go unpunished and some good actors unrewarded. Franklin Perkins attributes this to the fact that “the problem of evil in early China remained primarily practical rather than theoretical” (Perkins 2014, 81). Perkins’s conclusion is that “if we take the Mohist criteria as claiming that one should promote what is most beneficial within the limits of what can be plausibly believed, the realm of plausibility became more restrictive as debates became more sophisticated” (2014, 81). This means that the problem of evil has only limited application to the early Chinese context due to the shared Chinese understanding of human and supernatural agencies as constrained, albeit in different ways. We can imagine that had the Mohist doctrines continued to evolve after the classical period, they might eventually have had to confront some of the theoretical and theological problems outlined here.

Another issue has come up in the contemporary scholarly discussions of Mohism in connection with Christian theology, namely Divine Command (or Divine Will) Theory, according to which “what makes an action right is that God decrees that it is right” (Van Norden 2007, 145, original italics). More specifically, when applied to the Mohist context, “do the Mohists follow the will of Heaven because it is impartial, or are the Mohists impartial because it is the will of Heaven?” (Van Norden 2007, 145). Although there is a divide among scholars when deciphering the Mohist position on this,14 Fraser has demonstrated that none of the relevant passages in the Mozi implies that “Heaven’s intent provides a foundational explanation of why the benefit of all is the factor that makes righteous actions, policies, or practices morally right” (2016, 118). Van Norden puts it more bluntly,


I cannot imagine that the Mohists regard Heaven as transcending Earth and humans to such a degree that it would be lese majesty to suggest that Heaven does not simply decide, by an ultimately arbitrary act of will, what is benevolent and righteous. Consequently, there is nothing problematic for them in saying that Heaven favors what is righteous because it is righteous. (Van Norden 2007, 149)



In other words, the Divine Command Theory becomes a problem in Western theology precisely due to its conception of a God that is so omnipotent that any conceivable constraint would be regarded as a compromise on that omnipotence. By contrast, the Mohist supernatural agents, especially Heaven, might not even be omnipotent, or at least their omnipotence is not a clear given, if our preceding discussion is on the right track.

Therefore, the Mohists did not have to commit themselves to an idea of an arbitrary and unpredictable Heaven as a sign of its supremacy and omnipotence. Indeed, as we will see in the following, the Mohist appeal to Heaven (as well as other supernatural agents) is motivated by an ambition to offer non-arbitrary criteria and standards when adjudicating the validity of various practices and arguments. To insist on adding arbitrariness to the Heaven’s intent, as will be required for the Divine Command Theory, would be self-defeating for the Mohist project. This means that for the Mohists, Heaven’s intent is not a primarily voluntarist concept, but rather a rational one. Heaven’s supremacy lies not in its arbitrariness and ultimate unintelligibility, but in its rationality and objectiveness which is universal and not biased in favor of the privileged. Furthermore, as we will see later in this chapter, the Mohist Heaven supplies a religious motivation for the Mohist commitment to universal justice.

My analysis here echoes Sterckx’s attempt to link the Confucian and the Mohist polemics on ghosts and spirits to their respective moral-political projects, whose dominant orientation I have characterized in this book as humaneness and justice, respectively:


The Mo-Ru disagreement hinges, not on whether or not spirits are potent, but rather on the question of what signs should be taken as significant and hence acted upon. Mohists would argue that the spirits should be monitored constantly since the spirit world is impartial in judging human conduct; the Ru instead assume that the spirit world is biased toward certain groups or individuals. For them the crux lies in deciding when to ignore signs from the spirit world and when to interpret them as socially significant. As a result, Mohists prefer to see cultic activity and expenditure dedicated to the entire pantheon so as to benefit as many as possible, whereas the Ru prefer to invest resources in cultic activity on behalf of those entities that are of immediate concern to clan, lineage, or locality. (Sterckx 2013, 138)



Indeed, the appeal to Heaven, spirits and ghosts as just and impartial supernatural agents is very much at the foundation of the Mohist moral-political project of establishing a just world.15 In so doing, the Mohists might be seen as trying to resuscitate the early Zhou ideal of a caring but impartial Heaven that would hold those in power accountable in granting or withdrawing the mandate to rule, with the assistance of ghosts and spirits. This means that for the Mohists, Heaven, assisted by ghosts and spirits, is the ultimate authority to obey and model to emulate.

In this connection, it is important to note that Mozi’s Heaven is not quite the same as that of Confucius. Their conceptions of Heaven shared one important trait, namely Heaven deeply cares about human affairs and is very much involved in the human world. On the other hand, their conceptions also differed in a critical aspect, namely the impartiality of the Heaven’s care of the humans and the objectivity of Heavenly criteria when adjudicating disputes in the Mohist conception of Heaven, as opposed to the partialist (or at least gradational) nature of Heaven’s care and the privileged access to it by cultivated moral agents advocated by Confucius. Such a difference in the understanding of Heaven offers us a critical clue to their respective moral-political projects. As Fraser perceptively observes,


For the Mohists, Heaven is an ideal, infallible moral agent whom we can take as an exemplar by which to identify objectively correct moral norms, since it unfailingly sets an example of what is right. Heaven has not handed down any scriptures we can take as a guide. But by observing its conduct, we can determine its intentions, which can serve as our guidelines. From Heaven’s conduct, the Mohists contend, we can know that it cares about and benefits all humanity. (Fraser 2016, 16)



Put simply, the rather drastic reconceptualization of Heaven was echoed by the formulation of the highest ethical ideal in the Mohist moral universe, namely jian ai. As I will argue in the following, the Mohist formulation of jian ai heralded a notion of universal justice that was radical and unique in the history of Chinese moral-political philosophy.

1.3. The Two Legs of Universal Justice in the Mozi: Impartial Care and Objective Standards

The idea of jian ai 兼愛 is one of the most, if not the single most, fundamental moral teachings of Mozi and the Mohists.16 Jian ai has been translated as universal love, universal care, concern for everybody, inclusive care, and impartial care, etc. While universal love was a popular translation early on, it has been largely shunned by scholars in recent years. Graham criticizes such a translation as both too vague and too warm: “The Mohists were dour people whose ears were open to the demands of justice rather than to the appeal of love” (1989, 41). While the other four translations, i.e., universal care, concern for everybody, inclusive care, and impartial care, can all be justified from various elements in the Mohist thought, I adopt impartial care as the translation for this chapter and this book as it best captures the Mohist ideal of universal justice as well as the trajectory of classical Chinese moral-political philosophy narrated in this book.

In many ways, Mozi’s ideal of impartial care is the corollary of the idea of an impartial and just Heaven. In fact, the Mohists often enlisted early sage-kings as practitioners and exemplars of justice they were promoting. The ideal of justice is reflective of the conviction that Heaven does not play favors, laid out in Duke of Zhou’s articulation of the Mandate of Heaven. However, jian ai by itself is inadequate. There need to be uniform and objective standards and criteria that are universally applied in order to accomplish the ideal of jian ai. Therefore, the “search for objective moral standards to guide action and reform society lies at the heart of the Mohist philosophical and political project” (Fraser 2009, 143). Discussions on objective moral standards, fa 法,17 are critical in the Mohist philosophical discourse.

A. Impartial Care

1) Universal State Consequentialism

The prevailing view of Mohist philosophy among contemporary scholars of classical Chinese philosophy is that it is a form of consequentialism.18 Fraser even considers Mohists the world’s first consequentialists, a well-deserved place in the global history of philosophy. However, the types of consequentialism that have emerged from contemporary philosophical discussions, i.e., act, rule, or character, etc., do not fit the Mohist framework.19

There are two leading interpretations of the nature of the Mohist consequentialism: state consequentialism and dao consequentialism. Ivanhoe and Van Norden argue that the Mohists “sought to maximize three basic goods: the wealth, order, and population of the state” (2001, 56), and hence can be characterized as state consequentialists.20 Fraser counters that “right and wrong are determined by what benefits all the people of the world—or in some Mòzĭ passages, by what benefits Heaven, the ghosts, and people—not by what benefits the state” (2016, 17). Instead, Fraser uses dao consequentialism to characterize the Mohist form of consequentialism:


Classifying Mohist ethics this way reflects the structure of their ethical theory as they themselves understand it and ties together the diverse evaluative focal points they employ. To them, the primary unit of human activity and the focus of ethical reflection are not discrete acts by individual agents but a social dào. A dào can include practices, mores, and institutions, along with models, guidelines, attitudes, and dispositions. . . . Performing proper acts, observing appropriate norms, guiding action and judgment by relevant models, emulating virtuous figures and so cultivating virtuous attitudes and dispositions––all these activities are part of following a dào. All can be evaluated by whether they conform to the proper dào, the dào of promoting the benefit of all. (Fraser 2016, 142–143)



Both interpretations agree that the primary object of concern for the Mohist consequentialism is the collective, rather than the personal, regarding the personal welfare as derivative of the collective welfare, but not the other way around. The basic disagreement between the two interpretations of the nature of Mohist consequentialism is on the scope of the collective, with the former seeing the locus of the collective in the state and the latter not being confined by the boundary of a state. The challenge facing the dao consequentialist interpretation is that the text clearly refers to the state as the place where Mohist ideals are implemented. On the other hand, the difficulty in interpreting Mohism as state consequentialism is the fact that key Mohist ideals, especially jian ai, are not constrained by the boundary of a feudal state (or any territorial state by implication). Rather, the Mohist ideals apply to all people under the Heaven (tianxia 天下).

There is a way to reconcile the two seemingly conflicting interpretations by redefining the ideal state in the Mohist philosophy as a universal state,21 which, as a global community, encompasses all people. This universal state is the correlative of the Heaven that covers all under-the-Heaven. Even though the Mozi presupposes plurality of states, which makes sense given the context of the Warring States period the Mohists lived in, the Mohist principle of jian ai would overrule the narrower interest of any territorial state: “If the lord of a state regarded another lord’s state just as he regards his own, whom would he attack?” (Mozi 14.3) Let us call this form of consequentialism “universal state consequentialism.”22 We can even hear the voice representing such a universal state in the Heaven’s intent that regularly speaks out (tian zhi yue 天志曰) in the text.

The point of departure for the Mohist consequentialism is the idea of benefits (li 利). Coming primarily from the lower strata of society, the Mohists were mostly worried about basic human needs. In Van Norden’s words, “early Mohism identifies benefit (lì 利) with having particular concrete goods, and harm (hài 害) with lacking these goods: wealth (fù 富), populousness (zhòng 眾), and good order (zhì 治)” (2007, 145). Therefore, proper adjudication and distribution of benefits lie at the heart of the Mohist project. That is, the Mohists advocated bringing benefits to all as the way to bring about welfare in the world. It is in this connection that we find the signature Mohist moral teaching, impartial care, which underlies the Mohist commitment to universal justice and whose radical nature within the context of early Chinese philosophy is hard to overestimate.

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the term “care” (ai 愛), appears in the Analects in connection with Confucius’s iterations of ren. However, ai makes only an occasional appearance in Confucius’s thought. By contrast, ai is a much more central concept in the Mohist ethical system, especially as part of jian ai. Developmentally, jian ai builds on ai by adding a critical component of impartiality (jian) to the expression and articulation of care. That is, despite jian ai’s radicality within the context of classical Chinese thought, there is actually a clear conceptual connection between ren qua ai in the Analects and ren qua jian ai in the Mozi. As we have seen previously, Mozi is believed to have studied Confucius’s teachings early on. It is conceivable that Mozi might have seen himself as someone who developed certain aspects of Confucius’s teachings. More specifically, I will argue here that the central Mohist doctrine of impartial care can be understood as the Mohist development of Confucius’s idea of ren. That is, it was Mozi and the Mohists who developed the ideal of universal justice by identifying ren with justice. If justice is an important component of ren in the Analects, as we saw in the previous chapter, it becomes identified with ren in the Mozi.

In “Jian Ai” III 兼愛下 (16.6), jian 兼 (impartiality) is explicitly linked to ren and yi (兼即仁矣義矣). Clearly, the idea of jian is conceptually connected to the more established term of ren and pushes ren further in the direction of impartiality, namely the agent/recipient-neutral value of justice. What is also intriguing in the Mohist linking of jian with yi 義, rightness, is the fact that in contemporary Western philosophy, justice is sometimes indistinguishable from rightness,23 pointing to a significant overlap between jian, ren, and yi in the Mohist context and the concept of justice as it is commonly used in contemporary English.

2) Golden Rule in the Mozi

What is most interesting for our purpose in this chapter and this book more broadly is that it was actually Mozi and his followers who inherited and developed a critical component of Confucius’s teaching that was practically ignored by the self-professed followers of Confucius during the Warring States period. This is Confucius’s teaching of the Golden Rule, discussed in the previous chapter. Indeed, as we will see later, Confucius’s Golden Rule, shu 恕, all but disappeared from the classical Confucian discourse after Confucius. By contrast, the Mohists took the Golden Rule much more seriously than post-Confucius Confucians and pushed it to its logical conclusion, namely impartial care. In fact, Mozi and the Mohists reached the doctrine of jian ai by taking reversibility in the Golden Rule much more seriously than the self-professed followers of Confucius and interpreting ren more as an agent/recipient-neutral value of justice than an agent/recipient-relative value of humaneness. That is, it was Mozi and the Mohists who vigorously applied the Golden Rule to ren and pushed Confucius’s idea of caring for people to its logical conclusion of caring for all, often to the exasperation of later Confucians like Mencius who accused the Mohists of being unfilial (無父, Mencius 3B/9).24

For example, in “Jian Ai” I 兼愛上, Mozi uses the idea of the Golden Rule to explain impartial care:


If we could induce everyone in the world to love others impartially, so that each person loved others just as he loved himself, would there be any person who failed to be obedient to superiors? If each person regarded his father and elder brothers as well as his lord just as he did himself, how could he do anything that was disobedient? And would there be any person who failed to be affectionate to inferiors? If each person regarded his younger brothers and sons as well as ministers just as he did himself, how could he do anything that was unaffectionate? Thus disobedient and unaffectionate conduct would cease to exist. And would there be robbery and murder? If each person regarded the families of other men just as he regards his own family, from whom would he steal? And if he regarded other men’s bodies just as he regards his own, on whom would he inflict injury? Thus robbers and murderers would cease to exist. And would there be grand officers who bring disorder to each other’s houses and lords of the various states who attack each other’s states? If a grand officer regarded other men’s houses just as he regards his own, to whom would he bring disorder? If the lord of a state regarded another lord’s state just as he regards his own, whom would he attack? Thus grand officers who bring disorder to each other’s houses and the lords of the various states who attack each other’s states would both cease to exist. If we could induce everyone in the world to love others impartially, states wouldn’t attack each other, houses would not bring disorder to each other, there would be neither robbers nor murderers, and every lord and minister, father and son, would be capable of behaving obediently and affectionately. If the world were like this, then it would be well ordered. (Mozi 14.3)



In this passage, Mozi uses the idea of the Golden Rule to make the case that if we could care about others the way we care about ourselves, there would be no unfilial son, no unloving parent, no theft, no attack on another’s house, and no aggression among states, etc. Carine Defoort observes a major flaw in the Mohist argument “since the scope of caring is inherently ambiguous: very often, egoism or ‘care for oneself’ coincides with altruism or ‘care for others,’ such as when it benefits more than just oneself” (2013, 48). Defoort does not think there is conceptual resource in the Mozi to deal with such a challenge.

In formulating the idea of jian ai, the Mohists advocated according equal moral status to people regardless of their relationships to the adjudicating agent. This is the most basic understanding of justice, as laid out in the Introduction. It is precisely this agent/recipient-neutral aspect of the Mohist justice-oriented project that has attracted the most attention and generated the most controversy.

3) Impartial Care, Filial Piety, and Moral Motivation

The center of controversy concerning the Mohist ideal of jian ai has to do with its perceived impossibility and lack of a credible account for its moral motivation. The first, its perceived impossibility, has to do with the tension between humaneness and justice when negotiating the relationship between the familial and the political domains. The second is related to the first since our moral motivation is often connected with our impulse to be protective of and partial to ourselves and our family. Confucians attempted to harness our familial sentiments and virtues and reorient them toward the larger sociopolitical goals without having to compromise the former, whereas the Mohists did not appeal to the familial obligations as the primary source of moral motivation for their political project. The Mohists proposed a different source of motivation for their teaching of impartial care, that is, the Heaven.

Many modern scholars have followed Mencius in interpreting the Mohist ideal of jian ai as incompatible with filial obligations, e.g., David Wong (1989) and Bryan Van Norden (2007). However, there is also significant pushback from scholars more sympathetic to the Mohist project who have attempted to cast the Mencian characterization of jian ai as a misunderstanding of the Mohist teaching. For example, Dan Robins argues that the Mohist teachings of jian ai, rather than challenging the familial obligations, “consistently took for granted the value of the family, sometimes defending their core doctrines on its basis” (2008, 386–387). Fraser offers the most comprehensive defense of what he calls “special relationships” in Mohist ethics, considering them “a cornerstone of Mohist ethics” (2016, 143) against the prevailing interpretation that downplays the role of familial relationships in Mohist ethics. According to Fraser,


People thus have three domains of duties toward others: relationships with kin, with the sovereign or state, and with outsiders. As the Mohists depict them, these domains invoke contrasting types of responsibilities or duties. Within our circle, we have a positive duty to promote the welfare of our family, clan, and state. In dealing with outsiders, we have mainly a negative duty to refrain from harming them, along with a secondary, positive duty to share surplus resources when needed (Mz 11/4). Since this sharing comes out of our surplus, the Mohists imply that normally the needs of our circle take priority. Duties toward both our circle and outsiders are understood to be reciprocal: others’ duties toward us mirror ours toward them. (Fraser 2016, 144)



This is a much more nuanced understanding of the multiple dimensions of the Mohist ethical outlook than the conventional account. Fraser laments the general negligence of Mohist deliberations on what he calls relational virtues, “virtues associated with excellent performance of the relational roles of ruler, subject, father, son, and elder or younger brother” (2016, 144), which is strikingly similar to what Roger Ames (2011) calls the Confucian “role ethics.” Indeed, according to Fraser, the Confucians and the Mohists actually share a broad outlook that treats filial devotion and benevolence as analogical (2016, 136).

Nevertheless, the Mohists have a much clearer recognition of the tension between the norms that govern the political and familial domains, respectively, than Confucius, and they devote a great deal of effort to grappling with the conflict. In his defense of the Mohist ethics, Fraser makes a useful distinction between caring attitude and beneficial conduct in the Mohist thinking:


The Mohists advocate that our caring attitude be all-inclusive, encompassing everyone. But beneficial conduct will generally be directed only toward people with whom we actually interact. Since care refers primarily to an attitude—a commitment to people’s welfare—rather than to actual conduct, we can care about others without actually benefiting them. Hence the Mohists hold that we can care about people all-inclusively without benefiting everyone or treating everyone equally. (Fraser 2016, 161–162)



In making such a distinction, Fraser tries to fend off the accusation against the Mohists that their moral imperative of jian ai seems to be impossibly demanding. Still, Fraser observes that jian ai does gradually become more demanding in the three Jian Ai chapters: “Eventually they came to see inclusive care as requiring that we assist and cooperate with those outside our circle and, in particular, that we help support those with no other means of sustenance” (2016, 169). Furthermore, Fraser concedes that Mozi accepts that jian ai “indeed refers to caring equally for all” and that the slogan of “for others as for oneself” “probably refers to our having an equally strong commitment to everyone’s welfare” (2016, 171). Such an acknowledgment puts Fraser in a difficult position in his defense of the Mohist project, leading him to question the Mohist advocacy of caring “for others as for oneself”:


Acknowledging people’s equal moral status need not entail our taking up an equal action-guiding attitude toward everyone. Moreover, giving due moral consideration to others might entail only a commitment to respect their interests, not to benefit them. “For others as for oneself” seems to overstate what morality requires and to hastily identify moral regard with benefit rather than only respect. (Fraser 2016, 183)



Indeed, it is precisely in their effort to articulate a viable form of universalist moral commitment that the Mohists ran into serious problems with respect to accommodating other considerations. This might have contributed to their eventual demise as an independent religious movement and intellectual lineage, even though their influence would persist under different conceptual and ideological registers, as we will see throughout the book.

Fraser’s discussion has added a great deal of nuance and details to the Mohist project in order for us to better appreciate the complexity of its central ideal of jian ai, away from the one-dimensional Mencian trope that has dominated the scholarly discussion. His conclusion is that “there is probably no fundamental disagreement between Ruism and Mohism on the value of special relationships. Any differences concern details of how representatives of the two schools weigh different factors in particular contexts, the Ru perhaps favoring special duties, the Mohists greater overall benefit” (Fraser 2016, 149).

Van Norden criticizes Fraser for downplaying the differences between the Mohists and the Confucians since it would mean that most people in Chinese history misunderstood Mohism (Van Norden 2018, 423ff.). Statements in the Mozi that condemn the Confucian practice of favoring the family/kin (zhong qing 重親) lend support to Van Norden’s criticism. Alexus McLeod defends what he calls the “radical reading” of jian ai (2019, 68) advanced by Van Norden, against the “modest reading” (McLeod 2019, 70) proposed by Fraser. McLeod emphasizes the element of universality in jian ai by advocating universal care as a preferred translation, rather than Van Norden’s impartial care (2019, 68–69).

Erica Brindley appears a bit torn in her interpretation of the nature of the Mohist project. On the one hand, she echoes Fraser’s observation that early Mohists supported the Confucian values of loyalty and filial piety by pointing out that “the ‘universalist’ attitude they recommend for ministers, sons, and younger brothers is discussed in terms of a particular relationship of power rather than in terms of how such a relationship itself might be transcended so as to include people external to it” (Brindley 2013b, 19, fn.66). On the other hand, Brindley also maintains that the Mohist “idealizations of public, political interest (singular and unified) at the expense of private, personal interests (plural and differentiated) permeate their thinking, representing radical claims for universal values and unified standards, especially as represented by the centralized state” (2013b, 16). Furthermore, according to the Mohists, “Justice is considered to be public because it stems from the realm of Heaven, whose authority and power are universal in scope” (Brindley 2013b, 18). In the end, Brindley appears to be more on the side of the traditional interpretation regarding the nature of the Mohist project that privileges the public over the private and justice over humaneness.

Carine Defoort is emphatic in reaffirming the traditional reading of the Mohist teaching of jian ai that highlights the tension between filial piety and impartial care. More interestingly, however, Defoort’s study of the evolution of jian ai in the Mozi provides an interesting alternative account of the moral motivation for jian ai by shedding new light on the role that reciprocity plays in the Mohist teachings. As we have seen in the previous chapter, reciprocity is an important component of Confucius’s articulation of ren. However, it was the Mohists who would push reciprocity to a new height. In this connection, Defoort observes a rather curious fact that the term jian ai does not appear much in the three chapters with the title “Jian ai” but that it appears more frequently in later “Tian Zhi” 天志 chapters. After reviewing various hypotheses advanced by A. C. Graham, Ding Weixiang, Watanabe Takashi, A. Taeko Brooks, Chris Fraser, and others to account for the differences among the three chapters, she offers her own solution to accommodate the textual and conceptual differences among the “Jian ai” triplet that includes Chapters 14, 15, and 16. Defoort argues that there is a gradual evolution from Chapter 14 to Chapter 16 that would culminate in the notion of jian ai (2013, 41). As she elaborates,


In the whole triplet, “care” in itself is never an object of controversy, but only its scope and specific content: the value of reciprocity (xiang) that was prominent in chapter 14 was slowly replaced by inclusiveness (jian) from the middle of chapter 15 onward, and most explicitly so in chapter 16. The deep-rooted idea of reciprocity has not disappeared but has become a part of the explicit argument in favor of impartiality: those who are not shortsighted realize that being good to others will involve compensation for themselves (chapter 15) and for their loved ones (chapter 16). But this is clearly not the final stage of jian ai: its occurrence in chapter 16 as well as in other Core Chapters illustrates the inherent dynamics of the Mohist idea: the new demand for inclusive caring moves further on, almost leaving behind all reflections in terms of reciprocity. (Defoort 2013, 57–58)



Defoort translates jian as inclusiveness here, even though she interprets it as impartiality. Since jian is usually contrasted with bie (別, differentiated) with the latter characterizing the norm governing the Confucian moral project, the translation of jian as impartiality adopted in this chapter better captures its contrast with bie because inclusiveness is very much compatible with differentiation.

The concern about the scope of care in the “Jian ai” chapters in Defoort’s observation echoes our discussion of Confucius’s take on the Golden Rule in the previous chapter. In Defoort’s interpretation of the doctrinal development of the notion of jian ai in the evolving Mohist moral thinking, reciprocity is seen as an important step from an agent/recipient-relative moral universe to an agent/recipient-neutral moral universe. While the Mohists would make the leap to the agent/recipient-neutral moral universe, the Confucians remained reluctant to embrace the full implications of the Golden Rule and unwilling to follow it to its logical conclusion.

Furthermore, Defoort argues that the idea of jian ai would be further radicalized in the “Tian Zhi” chapters in two ways, both having to do with reciprocity:


First, they establish a reciprocity between Heaven and all human beings, as a new way to motivate the inclusion of strangers in one’s scope of caring. Second, they further radicalize their moral stance to the extent that reciprocity becomes a duty toward Heaven rather than something to be expected from others. Here the obligation of “inclusive caring” is for the first time explicitly identified as the will of Heaven (tian zhi yi 天之意). (Defoort 2013, 60–61)



Again, whereas Defoort uses inclusive caring to translate jian ai, I think “impartial care/caring” is a better rendition because inclusive care can also be differentiated care, which characterizes the Confucian care opposed by the Mohists. What is important in Defoort’s observation here is that jian ai is evolving into a transcendent notion as the intent of Heaven, with the result that jian ai is expanded to include everybody as the expression of Heaven’s intent. In so doing, the Mohists put Heaven as the foundation of jian ai (Defoort 2013, 62). Consequently, reciprocity is now considered too limited “to contain the ever-growing moral demands of the Mohists and to support the absolute duty to care for everybody without expecting anything in return” (Defoort 2013, 63). In other words, truly universal justice ultimately transcends human reciprocity that inevitably retains the residue of agent/recipient-dependency, whereas true universal impartiality as the expression of Heaven’s intent is completely agent/recipient-neutral. Indeed, such an account of the evolution of jian ai in the Mozi should be seen as a later stage in the development of the Golden Rule in classical Chinese philosophy.

However, it is one thing to observe the power and cogency of an ethical theory, but quite another to judge whether anybody can use it to guide their moral actions. In this connection, the most frequent critique of the Mohist ideal of jian ai is that it lacks a credible account of the motivation for moral actions within the Mohist jian ai framework. That is, how can someone be motivated to embrace jian ai, especially when there is conflict in benefiting oneself or one’s family on the one hand and someone else or their family on the other? As we have seen, this is precisely the tension between humaneness and justice. The virtue of humaneness seems to offer a more credible account of motivation by arguing that sentiments of partiality to those close to us, especially our family, are natural expressions of our humanity, whereas it is unclear what could motivate anybody to save someone else’s parents when one’s own parents are in danger. The Mohists counter that if everyone can be uniformly motivated to save everybody else’s parents, our own parents will also be taken care of.

David Wong (1989) and Van Norden (2007) have demonstrated the near impossibility for any person not to morally prioritize their loved ones over strangers. This very much echoes Mencius’s accusation of the Mohists for not privileging one’s kin (Mengzi 3A/5) or for being unfilial (Mengzi 3B/9). In other words, the consensus verdict for the Mohist teaching of jian ai is that it is beyond the limit of humanity with filial attachment as the defining attribute (Mengzi 3A/5). On the other hand, as we have seen previously, Fraser rejects this conventional interpretation of Mohist ethics of impartiality and instead suggests that the Mohists and the Confucians were probably similar in their commitments to family/kin relationships, with different considerations weighed differently depending on the contexts. Fraser offers a fascinating account of the specific Mohist techniques for changing people’s motivations to impartial care (2016, 197–199).

This is where Defoort’s account of jian ai is helpful. What her interpretation has demonstrated is that the motivation for the Mohist vision of universal justice is fundamentally religious, with Heaven as its voice.25 Such a religious orientation in Mohist ethics needs to be taken much more seriously. In this connection, it is important to observe the extraordinary extent to which the Mohists took the teaching of jian ai in that they would come to the defense of a city unjustly attacked when they had no obvious ties with that city. The Mohists took much more seriously the idea, shared with the Confucians, that there would be peace in the world when everybody could treat each other’s family as they would treat their own (Mengzi 1A/7), except the Confucians did not take it quite as literally or push it as far as the Mohists did. As we have observed in the Introduction to this book, the important Liyun passage from the Liji echoes the Mohist moral sentiment more than the Confucian sentiment with which it has been commonly associated given the canonical status of the text in the Confucian tradition. This at least points to an apparent synthesis of the Confucian and the Mohist moral thinking during the Warring States period, resulting in the merging of the vision of an ideal world that could be embraced by both the Confucians and the Mohists.

The Mohists were radicals, aiming at remaking Chinese society by putting forward universally applicable objective standards and models in order to more appropriately adjudicate traditional practices and policies. Traditions occupy a less privileged status in this new framework wherein utility and consequences are weighed much more heavily, at least when compared with the Confucian approach. Such an effort is particularly evident in the Mohist formulation of fa 法.

B. Objective Standards

The Confucian intuitionist approach to moral arguments tended to be opaque, exclusively available to those (self-appointed) morally cultivated persons, or what Van Norden calls ethical connoisseurs (2007, 54–58), who claimed special moral intuitions to a moral problem and whose moral judgments were not subject to public scrutiny. By contrast, the Mohists insisted on formulating and applying standards and criteria for moral judgment that were objective, public, and reliable. This was revolutionary in the history of Chinese philosophy, according to which practices and policies that had a distinguished pedigree should still be subject to the test of objective criteria.

Whereas the Confucian approach would eventually culminate in what I call the cult of sage-kings who are the ultimate standard and model for the Confucians, as we will see in Chapter 6 on Xunzi, the Mohists held up Heaven as the ultimate standard and model in their search for objective criteria that are independent of particular personalities and can be used to measure the effects of any practice or policy and to adjudicate the validity of any argument.26 The legitimacy of particular practices and arguments should have more to do with desirable consequences they brought about, not just their pedigree as such, since their pedigree itself was or should have been the product of their initial effectiveness in promoting order and well-being in the world. This implies that there must have been some objective standards when those practices were instituted in the first place that could evaluate their results. The Mohist project was precisely a systematic and methodic attempt to articulate such underlying standards and criteria.

In this connection, the Mohists formulated three gnomons (biao 表)27 or standards (fa 法) when adjudicating the validity of an argument in the three chapters (Chapters 35–37) on “Against Fatalism.” The three gnomons or standards are similarly worded in the three chapters, namely, “Testing whether the doctrine has a proper basis (ben 本), a proper origin (yuan 原), and can be put to proper use (yong 用)” (Mozi 36.1). However, there are some interesting variations in the explanations of the three standards.


How does one test whether it has a proper basis? By examining the deeds of the ancient sage-kings. How does one test whether it has a proper origin? By examining what the common people of the world have actually seen and heard. How does one test whether it can be put to proper use? By issuing it as a restriction or regulation and observing whether that benefits the country, the Hundred Clans, and the people. (Mozi 35.2)

In regard to testing whether it has a proper basis, examine it against the will of Heaven and the ghosts and against the deeds of the sage-kings. In regard to testing whether it has a proper origin, confirm it against the documents of the founding kings. In regard to testing the effects of using it, issue it as a penal law or regulation. (Mozi 36.1)

In what should it be properly based? Examine the deeds of the early sages and great kings. What should be its proper origin? Scrutinize what the ears and eyes of the crowd take to be the truth. Where should it functionsbe properly put into use? Issue it as a regulation in the country and among the myriad peoples and observe how it . (Mozi 37.1)



The most notable variation happens in Chapter 36, i.e., the second iteration, considered to be the latest, of the three standards. In this iteration, the first standard, the proper basis, includes the intent of Heaven and the ghosts as well as the deeds of the sage-kings. According to Fraser, “Arguably, this is just a more complete articulation of the Mohist system, not a change of doctrine, for the Mohists early and late seem to agree that the deeds of the sage-kings coincide with Heaven’s intent” (Fraser 2016, 65). This important aspect of the Mohist thought will be dealt with later in this chapter.

The second standard, the proper origin, in this second iteration of the three standards changes from what people hear and see (baixing ermu zhi shi 百姓耳目之實 or ermu zhi qing 耳目之情) in the other two iterations to the documents of the former kings (xian wang zhi shu 先王之書); this “refers to documents recording the laws, penal codes, and declarations of the sage-kings of the three dynasties, which according to the Mohists never endorse fatalism and even explicitly reject it” (Fraser 2016, 65). As Fraser cautions, it is not entirely clear what conclusions can be drawn from such variations. He sketches out several possibilities:


The change could reflect the growing authority attached to documentary evidence as members of the Mohist movement became increasingly literate. It seems part of an overall trend throughout the middle and later strata of the “Triads” to cite purported documentary evidence in favor of Mohist positions. It could also represent a turn away from empirical evidence accessible to all toward traditionalism or authoritarianism, but one of the political books from the same stratum of the Mòzǐ—book 13—actually seems less authoritarian than the others in its triad. The new version could also have been taken to apply mainly to cases in which perceptual evidence is irrelevant, such as when arguing for the doctrine of inclusive care. Considered along with the new version of the first model, the change could even be a halfhearted attempt to reflect actual Mohist practice, for in fact Mohist writings regularly cite not three but five models—the intent of Heaven, legends of the deeds of the sage-kings, ancient documents, perceptual evidence, and practical benefit. (Fraser 2016, 65)



Clearly, the fact that the Mohists formulated standards/models to adjudicate a moral argument does not mean there was no tension or conflict among those standards/models. Still, the Mohists made a critical step in the history of Chinese philosophy in that very attempt to formulate standards and models, moving the criteria to adjudicate moral argument away from contestations of moral agents’ intuitions, which tends to characterize the Confucian moral reasoning. Indeed, one of the greatest contributions of the Mohists to Chinese philosophy lies in their remarkable endeavor to move the gravity of philosophical reasoning from a debate focusing on personal intuitions or inclinations to one emphasizing objective criteria that are publicly accessible and defendable. As such, the Mohists were much more clear-eyed and skeptical about the limitations of moral intuitions by self-proclaimed moral experts (or their spokespeople).

However, how did the Mohists get to such objective and publicly accessible standards and criteria? For this, the Mohists turned to Heaven’s intent, which they saw as representing the clearest standard to measure the world:


The teachings of our Master Mozi say: “My possessing the will of Heaven is, to use an analogy, like a wheelwright owning a compass or a carpenter, his square.” The wheelwright and carpenter wield their compass and square in order to measure how round or square the things of the world are, saying, “What exactly coincides with this tool is right, and what does not is wrong.” . . . How do I know this? I say because I possess the clearest standard in the world by which I measure them. (Mozi 26.7)



The Mohists turned to supernatural moral agents as a way to overcome the apparent deficiencies of human moral agents. Such a deeply religious worldview would provide the ultimate ground for their overall moral project. Here Mozi compares Heaven’s intent to a compass or a square to measure the moral qualities of people’s actions and government policies.


The Mohists thus mounted a search for objective moral criteria, or as they saw it, reliable, easily applicable “models” or “standards” (fǎ 法) by which to guide judgment and action. These would guide everyone to distinguish right from wrong correctly, just as a straight-edged tool guides a carpenter in sawing a straight line. The models would provide the content of the unified moral norms. (Fraser 2016, 16)



Fa within the Mohist context can usually be understood in terms of objective standards. As Chad Hansen observes,


Mozi’s discussion of fa makes it more theory laden than mere ‘standards.’ Fastandards are publicly, objectively and naturally accessible, measurement-like standards. The prototype is a pair of contrasting terms. They are not, that is, rules—not universal sentential prescriptions. Mozi’s appeal to fastandards contrasts explicitly with the elite intuition standard that is implicit in the Confucian theory of traditional codes and their practical interpretation. Tradition is not a fa, because all traditional language is equally permissible and traditional codes are subject to interpretative dispute.

Faobjective standards should be reliably projectable standards for selecting some language and rejecting other language. Other paradigm fastandards were measurements (plumb line, sunrise gnomons, carpenter’s square). Therefore, a code that is clear and openly published would fall in the range of denotation of fameasurement standards. Mozi advocated applying the fastandards to the language used in xingpunishment and in zhengadministration. This is not because fa means law, but because we should have codes that qualify as objective, measurable, public standards of behavior. (Hansen 1994, 464, original italics)



This means that the primary meaning of fa is not law in the Mohist framework, even though law can be one of its derivative meanings. That is, to the extent that laws, as publicly promulgated codes, represent objective standards that are reliably and fairly enforced in a polity, it is a case of fa. All law is or should be fa, but not all fa is law.

In many ways, fa can be viewed as the instrument of the Mohist moral ideal of jian ai, advocating the establishment of objective measures and models morally and institutionally against which what is right and wrong can be properly and systematically (as opposed to haphazardly) adjudicated. More specifically, fa is the institutionalization of jian ai. Such an idea was especially appealing during a time of extraordinary chaos when everything was thrown into doubt. As Ivanhoe points out, “The fundamental problem [for the Mohists] is a fragmentation of values. Hence the most pressing task is to get people to agree on a single notion of what is right” (1998, 453). Mozi directly links fa with ren, making those who embody ren the model, fa, for all. For example, in the “Fa Yi” 法儀 chapter we find the following passage explicitly linking ren with fa:


This being the case, what then is the proper model for governing? Supposing everyone were to model themselves on their parents, what would that be like? There are many parents in the world, but very few of them are ren. If we were to model ourselves on our parents, the model we chose would not be one of ren. A model that is not ren cannot serve as a model. Supposing everyone were to model themselves on their teachers, what would that be like? There are many teachers in the world, but very few of them are ren. If we were to model ourselves on our teachers, the model would not be one of ren. A model that is not ren cannot serve as a model. Supposing everyone were to model themselves on their rulers, what would that be like? There are many rulers in the world, but very few of them are ren. If we were to model ourselves on our rulers, then the model would not be one of ren. A model that is not ren cannot serve as a true model. Therefore of the three—parents, teachers, and rulers—not one can be regarded as the model for governing. (Mozi 4.2, with modifications)



In this passage, Mozi deals with the problem of standard/criterion/model (fa) in governance by refuting parents, scholars, and rulers as possible candidates of model and standard-bearer. His reasoning is simple and straightforward, namely given the plurality and heterogeneity of parents, scholars, and rulers in the world, following any of them would entail setting up standards, criteria, or models that are not ren. Clearly to translate ren as humane here is awkward since it makes little sense to say that the law/standard/model is not humane when there is no uniformity among them. On the other hand, it makes much more sense to say that the law/standard/model cannot be just if it is inconsistent as they would lead to differential treatments of people, which is unjust. Therefore, the idea of ren in the Mozi is a much more justice-oriented concept than it is in the Analects. By linking ren directly with fa, Mozi makes an explicit point that a good fa is one that is just.

Consequently, the Mohist teaching calls for a much more robust sense of communal and reciprocal commitment among its members, whereas the Confucian position is considered more humanly possible and reasonable (and more secular by comparison). This is how we should interpret the Mohist teaching in the “Shang Tong” 尚同 chapters, wherein Mozi touts the leader of a community, whether village (li 里), district (xiang 鄉) or feudal state (guo 國), as a person of ren (ren ren 仁人) and advocates the idea that everybody in a given community conform him/herself to the leader by taking his ideas, speech, and actions as the sole criterion in that community. Given the context here, it is much more intuitive to translate ren ren as a just person rather than a humane person. The Mohist concern here is precisely how a robust community can be constituted with uniform standards and models such that justice or jian ai can be put into practice within such a vigorously disciplined community.

1.4. Concluding Mozi: Justice and Its Challenges

Fraser is probably right in pointing out that it is misleading, if not completely wrong, to interpret Mohist ethics as motivated primarily by disagreement with the prevailing moral ideals formulated by the Confucians or anybody else (Fraser 2016, 131). However, this does not mean that the Confucians did not see the Mohist project as a critique of their own. For the purpose of this book, it is helpful to see the Mohist project as a corrective and a critique of the Confucian project that would draw the ire of later Confucians during both the classical period and beyond.

The Mohists, in formulating the idea of impartial care and objective standards by appealing to impartial supernatural agents, heralded a new chapter in classical Chinese philosophy that put objective reasoning and universal justice on the map. It generated ferocious but productive debates among classical Chinese philosophers in their deliberations on what is ideal personhood, family, community, and polity as a way to deal with the increasingly dire social, political, and moral crisis at the time. However, such an impartialist, universalist, and objectivist approach did have its price. Fraser summarizes some of the possible blindsides in the Mohist project:


Heaven represents a hypothetical neutral standpoint from which all sources of fallibility or bias have been removed. In the process of eliminating bias, however, the Mohists also subtract from the normative basis for their ethics many of the particular concerns and circumstances that normally provide reasons for action, filtering out all values except for bare survival needs. Heaven has no personal interests, hobbies, or projects. It has no friends, associates, or community, other than the community of “all under heaven.” It has no preferences besides furthering “the benefit of all.” From its standpoint, the only values that matter are the bare minimum that nature prompts us all to seek—life, material prosperity, peace, and social harmony. To be sure, these are important values. However, many other goods that have nothing to do with benefit in the Mohists’ sense may also have objectively justifiable value, such as the arts, pleasure, friendships, and personal projects. . . . Mohist ethics seems to leave little room for such goods. For related reasons, we can doubt whether benefit versus harm as the Mohists understand it is indeed a “constant” or “regular” action-guiding distinction in the sense they suppose. Surely the components of benefit—prosperity, adequate population, and social order—are among the goods by which we sometimes guide action. However, other goods have a role too. Benefit does not always take priority, nor is it always applicable. Other action-guiding distinctions that are arguably equally natural include just versus unjust, beautiful versus ugly, and enjoyable versus unenjoyable, to give only a few examples. (Fraser 2016, 124–125)



Even though the Mohist preoccupation with social and communal goods can be defended or even excused due to the fact that most of their members came from the lower echelons of society for whom basic need for food, shelter, and stability were weighed more heavily than other goods, such as friendship, arts, and pleasure, etc., still as a comprehensive moral system it has to leave room for the pursuit of such goods.

Fang Shouchu observes that, even though Mohists disappeared from the Chinese intellectual scene, the Mohist ideas did not really disappear at all (Fang 1937, 209). Rather, it had profound impacts on other thinkers, including the so-called fajia 法家 (often translated as Legalist) thinkers, the Confucians, and the “Daoists” (Fang 1937, 209–210). Fang specifically mentions fajia’s appropriation of the Mohist ideas of upward conformity and the importance of merits and benefits in their own approach to politics. For the Mohist influence on the Confucians, Fang mentions the idea of Great Unity in the Liyun chapter of Liji as a prominent example (1937, 210), as I have noted in the Introduction to this book. As we will see throughout this book, Mohist influence can indeed be discerned in the thoughts of many classical thinkers, including Mencius, Laozi, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi, etc.

In this connection, probably one of the most significant impacts exerted by the Mohists was on the development of the fajia thought, a connection that has not been adequately investigated in contemporary scholarship. As I will examine in greater detail later in the book, the fajia thinkers would appropriate the Mohist idea of fa, the elements of impartiality, uniformity, upward conformity, and the statist approach to politics in building a theoretical and bureaucratic model with the most profound and far-reaching consequence in Chinese political history. Such endeavors would help to bring about radical changes in the governance structure of the Qin 秦 state which would become the first Chinese imperial dynasty, whose model of governance would be emulated and modified by subsequent dynasties. Depending on how the fajia project is evaluated, we can have drastically different perspectives on the way Mohism can metamorphose. As we will see in the two chapters on fajia thinkers later in the book, the potential for a totalitarian regime in the Mohist thought, e.g., its advocacy for a single source of values, was effectively exploited by fajia theorists and politicians, although the Mohist ideal of universal justice—at least the component of impartiality, if not the element of care—was also embraced in the fajia statist project that promoted the idea of a universal, impartial, and bureaucratic state as the sole arbiter of values and the single agent to implement such a vision. But such a metamorphosis would have to wait for the naturalization of impartiality and Heaven, as well as the identification of the state apparatus with Heaven.

§2. Mencius: Humaneness, Impartiality, and the Challenge of Family

The classical Confucian thinker whose critique of the Mohist ideal of impartiality was best known among contemporary scholars is undoubtedly Mencius (Mengzi 孟子 c. 372–c. 289 bce), although Mencius was by no means the only Confucian engaging in the critique of the Mohist project.28 In his defense of the moral-political project initiated by Confucius, Mencius decried the Mohist position that does not privilege the familial over non-familial obligations as unfilial or even inhuman. If Mozi and the Mohists were unambiguously on the side of universal justice in the justice-humaneness spectrum, Mencius was decidedly on the end of humaneness in his enthusiastic promotion of renzheng 仁政, usually translated as humane or benevolent governance, and his staunch opposition to the Mohist ideal of justice as simply inhuman. Mencius appealed to human nature or incipient moral inclinations (xing) to reconstruct a world that is more conducive to human flourishing, and he advocated the ideal of benevolent governance that appeals to the humane inclinations of a ruler to be compassionate toward his subjects. Meanwhile he downplayed the role of the institution of ritual (he internalized it into the virtue of propriety) with the result that Mencius’s project was not rule-based, unlike the projects of Confucius, Mozi, Xunzi, and the fajia thinkers.

The overwhelming prominence Mencius has come to assume in the Chinese, especially the Confucian, intellectual landscape can hardly be overstated. However, Mencius, though important, was not quite the paradigmatic figure in the classical period as he was often portrayed to be. Like Confucius, Mencius was not particularly successful in convincing the rulers of his time to adopt what he considered the best moral-political program to restore peace and prosperity in the world. After repeated disappointments at a political career, Mencius retreated to a life of writing and teaching.

Mencius’s influence would soar in the intellectual discourse that has come to be known as Neo-Confucianism during the medieval period, significantly due to the challenge of Buddhism with the latter’s sophisticated deliberations on the inner world and dazzling cosmology. Mencius’s discussion of human nature and moral inclinations would serve as a precious intellectual resource to counter the intellectual challenges from the Buddhists. Therefore, the narrative about Mencius as representing the Confucian orthodoxy and the ascendance of the Neo-Confucianism from the ninth century forward were closely linked. It is no surprise that, to a significant extent, our contemporary understanding of Mencius is, however subtly and implicitly, still very much shaped by the Neo-Confucians who touted Mencius as the heir to Confucius’s Dao. As a result, modern scholars have largely accepted the view that Mencius inherited Confucius’s views and developed a more robust defense of Confucius’s moral project, especially his discussion on human nature and moral psychology.

However, the moral universes inhabited and articulated by Confucius and by Mencius are rather different due to the distinct sets of values that are highlighted in the two texts, even though they share a broadly similar moral outlook. As we will see in the following discussion, instead of being the norm of intellectual discourse at the time, Mencius’s complicated deliberations on the two dimensions (i.e., familial and political) of ren 仁 in his creative but strenuous effort to navigate the relationship between the familial and the political domains would actually make him more of an outlier29 to the dominant orientation toward rule-based justice in the post-Confucius moral-political discourse during the classical period.


2.1. From Confucius to Mencius

Mencius’s life was believed to fall within the fourth century bce. We do not know much about him, other than what is contained in the text that bears his name. Sima Qian’s biography of Mencius in the Shiji often repeats the account found in the Mencius, and when Sima Qian diverges from the account in the Mencius, he often gets it wrong (Lau 2003, viii). Mencius traveled among some of the central states in search of interested rulers to adopt his moral-political-economic program, not unlike Confucius. He had very little success in finding such a ruler. Mencius likely spent in last years in retirement in the state of Lu (Lau 2003, ix), devoted to teaching and writing. Mencius is believed to have studied under Confucius’s grandson Zisi 子思 or Zisi’s disciple, which establishes an important link to Confucius.

By the time Mencius came on the scene, the political and intellectual environments had drastically altered from Confucius’s time. Politically, wars among feuding states were intensifying; intellectually, the normative Zhou ritual order could no longer be regarded as self-justifying, as it was for Confucius. Mozi and his followers started a moral-political project that significantly departed from the one initiated by Confucius and was increasingly critical of some of the Confucian tenets. The core of the Mohist intellectual challenge to the Confucian project is the twin ideas of impartial care (jian ai) and objective standards (fa). Under such circumstances, a much more vigorous defense of the moral-political project proposed by Confucius was called for. As we will see, Mencius’s defense of the Confucian project would involve rejecting both of these Mohist ideas by taking an internalist turn. However, Mencius needed additional conceptual resources to confront the Mohist challenge effectively.

As I have discussed at the end of Chapter 1, there were a great deal of rather sophisticated intellectual activities with a distinct “Confucian” orientation after the death of Confucius. Newly excavated texts from tombs in the Warring States period have offered precious new glimpses, long lost in history, into the intellectual world between Confucius and Mencius. This means that Mencius was likely working with many textual materials available to him that would later be lost. One important aspect the excavated texts have added to our understanding of Mencius’s ideas has to do with the possible sources of his formulation of human nature.

The conventional wisdom about Mencius’s source of inspiration for his celebrated notion of human nature (xing 性)—terminological if not conceptual, given their radical differences—is that it was initially coined by Yang Zhu. A. C. Graham was the voice of this conventional wisdom. According to Graham (2002, 6), the word xing 性 as a philosophical term of human nature was first conceptualized by Yang Zhu 楊朱, who was known for his advocacy of nurturing one’s life and valorization of the private life against the public life due to latter’s requirement of self-sacrifice, however minute and insignificant, for the “greater” good. Since Yang Zhu did not leave behind any writing, our information about him is limited to sources that are often critical of his alleged position. Still, many leading contemporary scholars of Mencius (e.g., Kwong-loi Shun, Bryan Van Norden, etc.) have accepted Graham’s crediting to Yang Zhu the idea of human nature which would be appropriated by other thinkers for their own projects.

However, the excavated texts in Guodian have thrown this conventional wisdom into question. Franklin Perkins observes that the Graham’s evidence in linking Yang Zhu and Mencius in their ideas of xing is rather thin:


The Mengzi never associates xing with Yang Zhu and never appeals to xing in opposing him; Mengzi’s arguments for the goodness of xing are directed only at Gaozi, who can now be identified as a rival Ru. This suggests that at the time of Mengzi, philosophical debates about xing were a Ru issue, and it is significant that xing does not appear as a central term in the Mozi, the Dao De Jing, or the “inner chapters” of the Zhuangzi. (Perkins 2010, 17)



That is, instead of seeing human nature as a more general philosophical concern shared by the early thinkers, according to Perkins, the excavated texts show that it was actually an issue primarily involving the Confucians. Indeed, as I have discussed at the end of previous chapter, the excavated manuscripts have demonstrated that there was an active intellectual discussion about human nature, primarily among the Confucian-leaning texts in the fourth century bce. In those texts we can already see the seeds that would shape the subsequent debate on human nature (Cook 2012, 143).

When we move from the Analects to the Mencius,30 we can sense an unmistakable change in the intellectual landscape, some apparent continuity notwithstanding, and I will highlight several crucial changes for the purpose of our current study. First, between Confucius and Mencius the ground for reasoning shifted from a ritual- and tradition-based moral-political norm to a human nature-based one. To be more specific, while Confucius appealed to (ethicized) ritual to repair the ruptures among competing domains of the personal, the familial, and the political, in order to reconstitute the crumbling Zhou order, Mencius turned to (ethicized) human nature as the ground of moral reasoning and refashioning a humane world order. Essentially, the conceptual anchor of the Mencian political thought is human nature (xing), not institutional order (li). Tradition and ritual do not feature nearly as prominently in the Mencius as they do in the Analects.31 Indeed, the discourse on human nature is central to the overall Mencian moral project, whereas the term xing only makes a brief appearance in the Analects without playing much theoretical role in Confucius’s thought.

Second, ren, which is the singular virtue and moral ideal in the Analects, appears to have been “demoted” to one of four cardinal virtues, along with righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 知), that are constitutive of the heavenly endowed human nature. However, ren still retains some primacy in that it is listed as the first among the four virtues and is often coupled with yi, i.e., renyi 仁義, to represent morality, whose significance outweighs the other two virtues in the Mencian discourse. Furthermore, Mencius would completely internalize li, making it the virtue of propriety that is constitutive of human nature, whereas the Analects still emphasizes ritual performance as well as the institution of ritual in the concept of li. This means that both ren and li, whose foundational status in the Analects is clear, as I have discussed in the previous chapter, have come to be subsumed under the new conceptual framework of human nature in the Mencius.

Third, the idea of reciprocity, shu 恕, which is featured prominently in the Analects, as we have seen in the previous chapter, has all but disappeared in the Mencius.32 Given the considerations for justice embedded in the idea of shu, such a shift would have rather profound implications in terms of the evolving moral project from the ambiguity between humaneness and justice in the Analects to the unambiguous primacy of humaneness over justice in the Mencius that I will explore in the following. As we have seen earlier, in many ways it was actually the Mohists who continued to develop the idea of Golden Rule in Confucius’s thought that would ultimately transcend the confine of human reciprocity in their formulation of the idea of universal justice modeled after the impartial Heaven.

The fourth difference between Confucius and Mencius, which will be central to our discussion in this chapter, is the (not so obvious) fact that, while Mencius embraces the cardinal familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly love, he actually problematizes the role of the familial in his political project and considers the tension between the familial and the political hard to reconcile (or even irreconcilable under some circumstances) in his moral-political thinking. This is in sharp contrast to the central political role that familial virtues play in the Analects. Furthermore, instead of trying to reconcile the tension between the two, Mencius actually attempts to carve out a special place for the familial realm in his moral thought while limiting its role in his political philosophy.

Clearly, the terms of the intellectual debate have drastically changed from the Analects to the Mencius, due to the intervening challenges by the Mohists (and the Yangists, whose ideas I will only briefly touch upon here, and in slightly more detail in Chapter 5, due to the loss of primary sources by them). In order to make sense of the significant changes from the Analects to the Mencius, we need to look into the historical and intellectual contexts within which Mencius was working.

Mencius’s defense, or—perhaps more accurately—reformulation, of the moral-political project initiated by Confucius was undertaken in two moves. First, Mencius embraced humaneness as the foundational value in politics, in his promotion of the ideal of benevolent governance. It grounds a benevolent political order in a set of humane moral sentiments exhibited by a ruler who can extend such a sentiment to encompass all under his rule. This is evident in his reformulation of ren primarily in terms of a general sympathy (to any person or animal who is suffering).

Second, Mencius articulated the source of sympathy in terms of what is human by appropriating the earlier, more naturalistic idea of human nature/inclination (xing 性), as evidenced in the Guodian Confucian texts examined at the end of Chapter 1, and reframing it in moral terms. In so doing, he redefined humanity in terms of moral inclinations that are heavenly bestowed and accessed through the heartmind (盡心知性知天). That is, Mencius understood human nature in terms of the moral inclinations and dispositions that are supposedly unique and natural to humans and anchored his moral-political project on such an understanding of human nature. With the civilized world and established norms collapsing in front of his eyes, Mencius found in the idea of human nature a rich and potent alternative foundation to rebuild moral and political norms that had been established on the assumed legitimacy and effectiveness of the Zhou ritual order. He demanded that all rulers be more attuned to their own humanity (instead of acting like a brute with which being a human is always contrasted in the text) so that they could treat their people benevolently.

However, as we will see in the following, Mencius’s project would run into a serious problem in dealing with troubled family relationships. Given the centrality of family and the familial virtues associated with it in Confucius’s moral-political universe, as we have seen in the previous chapter, Mencius had to navigate the tension, sometimes deep and irreconcilable, between the sympathy-based values and family-based ones, leading to a rather nuanced and sophisticated understanding of what it meant to be human.

2.2. Humaneness, Impartiality, and the Challenge of Family

In the following, we will look into two particular assumptions about Mencius’s thought that are widely shared among scholars, and the two are related. One of them concerns the role of family in his moral-political philosophy, and the other has to do with the unity of virtues in the Mencian moral universe. First, there is a broad consensus among interpreters of Mencius that family is central to his political philosophy, similar to Confucius’s approach examined in the previous chapter. However, if we sift through the Mencius carefully, we find that family describes a rather problematic area of human life for Mencius. More specifically, in a significant portion of the text, Mencius actually devotes much of his effort to insulating the family from the political domain, instead of treating family as a crucial node in the Confucian project that links personhood, family, and the state as depicted in the accepted orthodox Confucian account.

Second, scholars have generally adopted a tacit, though seldom explicitly argued, position when interpreting Mencius’s thought, namely the unity of virtues in Mencius’s moral philosophy. As we have seen in our discussion of the Guodian Confucian texts at the end of Chapter 1, the unity of virtues was consciously pursued in the early Confucian discourse, especially in the formulation of the virtue of sagacity. This chapter will complicate such an approach to virtues by offering a new perspective into the complex relationship among different virtues in the Mencian moral universe.33 In so doing, I will re-examine the “two-sources” (or “two-roots”) problem in Mencius’s thought identified by David S. Nivison but offer a different interpretation and reach a different conclusion about the problem as a result of the discussion. We will see that, while Mencius accused the Mohists of harboring a two-roots view on morality, it was actually Mencius who maintained two roots in his own moral-political philosophy. However, instead of “one formal and public, set out in words and doctrines, which one would have to learn; and the other motivational but relatively amorphous, ‘inside’ ourselves . . . or . . . in our ‘hearts,’ ” as Nivison puts it (1996, 102), I will argue that two roots in Mencius’s thought can be more fruitfully understood as referring to two sources of morality within ourselves: the family root and the general sympathy root. Furthermore, these two sources of morality are not so easily reconciled in Mencius’s thought. I hope to demonstrate that, instead of diminishing the power of Mencius’s thought, as some have argued, the two-roots problem actually makes his philosophy more compelling.

In order to make my case, I will present what can be discerned as two distinct strands in the Mencian thought, namely, what I shall call the “extensionist” strand, which has been treated as normative, and the “sacrificialist” strand, which is much more radical and whose radical nature has not been recognized or studied in relation to the normative, extensionist strand. Based on this observation, I will argue that while the extensionist Mencius operates on the assumption, normative within Confucianism, of congruity between the personal, the familial, and the political domains, the sacrificialist Mencius recognizes a tension between the familial and the political that can be hard to reconcile or even irreconcilable under certain circumstances. Furthermore, the sacrificialist Mencius radically separates the familial from the political and ultimately prioritizes the former over the latter, by embracing the necessity for sacrifice as a way that, at times, is required to save the familial.

We will see that these two strands of thought are at times, though not always, in conflict within Mencian moral-political philosophy, demonstrating a deep tension at the heart of the Mencian system. In this respect, we will see that although family plays an important role in Mencius’s moral philosophy, its place in Mencius’s political philosophy and the relationship between the familial and the political in his thought are much more complicated and ambiguous than have been commonly assumed. The hero of the sacrificialist Mencius is none other than the legendary sage-king, Shun 舜. Let us start with the normative, extensionist, Mencius.

A. Normative Mencius: The Ren-Based Extensionist

1) The Extensionist Interpretation of Mencius

As I have been discussing in this book, the normative Confucian moral-political paradigm envisions a smooth transition from the personal, to the familial, to the political. Much of Mencian thought embraces this vision, as evidenced in the following passage:


Mengzi said, “People have a common saying: ‘The world, the state, the family.’ The root of the world lies in the state; the root of the state lies in the family; the root of the family lies in oneself.” (Mengzi 4A5)34



Such a view can be found throughout much of the Mencius. The most famous elaboration of this vision can be found in the Great Learning, as we have seen in Chapter 1. It is the cultivation-regulation-governance-pacification (xiu qi zhi ping 修齊治平, XQZP) model of Confucian moral cultivation, familial regulation, political governance, and bringing peace to all in the world. The Great Learning is generally considered a text in the Mencian “School.” In this respect, Mencius echoed other early Confucians who saw a natural progression of moral transformation from the personal, the familial, to the political, so that everybody can live in a peaceful, humane, and morally fulfilling world. This is an extraordinary accomplishment that results from a moral agent’s transformation of the domains of the personal, the familial, and the political by extending the fruits of moral cultivation from oneself to ultimately encompassing the entire world. It posits a seamless transition among these domains in that personal virtues can bring about a harmonious family, which in turn can lead to a well-governed state, and eventually bring about a peaceful and humane world. This is a clear example of what I call the extensionist vision, long celebrated and enshrined as normative in classical Confucian moral-political philosophy.

One of the most famous and celebrated passages in the text (Mengzi 1A7) has Mencius using the example of a king’s pity toward an ox on its way to being sacrificed to show that if the king is capable of benevolence toward an ox, he is certainly able to extend that benevolence (tui en 推恩) toward the people under his rule.35 However, the way Mencius parsed the king’s sympathy is rather instructive for our purpose here. When the king was pushed to explain why he pardoned the ox but replaced it with a sheep for sacrificial use, the king could not really give any good reason, which explains why many people thought the king was stingy. However, Mencius saw something different at play, “You saw the ox but had not seen the sheep” (Mengzi 1A.7.8). In other words, Mencius weighed the difference between the ox and the sheep not in terms of their sizes or values, but rather in terms of their different relations to the king. The king was partial toward what he saw, against what he did not see. Mencius grasped onto this naturally partialist humane impulse exhibited by the king and advised the king to extend it more broadly in order to overcome his lack of benevolence toward his people:


Treat your elders as elders, and extend it to the elders of others; treat your young ones as young ones, and extend it to the young ones of others, and you can turn the world in the palm of your hand. The Odes say,

He set an example for his little woman,

It extended to his brothers,

And so he controlled his clan and state.

This means that he simply took this feeling and applied it to that. Hence, if one extends one’s kindness, it will be sufficient to care for all within the Four Seas. If one does not extend one’s kindness, one will lack the wherewithal to care for one’s wife and children. That in which the ancients greatly exceeded others was no other than this. They were simply good at extending what they did. In the present case your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, but the effects do not reach the commoners. (Mengzi 1A7.12)



In this passage, Mencius appeared to advise the king to use the technique of extension in order to overcome his partialist humane sentiment limited to those close to him so that the king’s sympathy and benevolence could be more broadly enjoyed by his people. However, as we will see in the following, Mencius did not exactly advocate overcoming one’s partiality entirely. In fact, partiality toward one’s family should never be overcome, according to Mencius.

Within normative Confucian political philosophy, family has usually been treated as a necessary domain in the concentric36 circle of extension, from the self, to the family, to the state, and eventually to the entire world. The Mencius contains many other passages that adopt such an approach. Mencius advocated the idea that the familial virtues of reverence toward one’s parents and elders cultivated at home could be developed into the political virtues of ren and yi by extending the familial virtues to encompassing all in the world. In his commentary on Mengzi 7A15, Van Norden observes,


This is Mengzi’s philosophy of ethical cultivation in a nutshell. We are born with incipient tendencies toward benevolence and righteousness, which we must “extend” so that they reach all other relevantly similar cases. That is, we must feel compassion not only for our own parents but also for the parents of others. We must revere not only the elders of our family but also the elders of others. (Van Norden 2008, 175)



Indeed, this has been the dominant interpretation of the Mencian, and the broader Confucian, moral-political project that connects Mencius’s ideas of human nature, family relationships, and political governance grounded in the ruler’s benevolence. A ruler’s benevolent governance, framed in terms of the norm of humaneness, can be understood to be functionally congruent with the just rule under his supervision, unless family members of the ruler (or other relevant agents of the state) are implicated.

This is where Mencius’s thought get a lot more complex—some might say more strained—than what the Confucian orthodoxy has portrayed and it has to do with the perplexing role played by familial sentiments and virtues in Mencius’s political philosophy. More specifically, according to the Confucian XQZP ideal, the familial domain constitutes the necessary link between the personal and the political domains. But if this were indeed the case, it is rather curious that Mencius rarely appealed to the familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly deference in his conversations with various kings in his effort to promote the idea of benevolent governance. Rather, what is being extended to the world is the sympathy shown to an animal about to be sacrificed or an unknown child in danger, without necessarily going through the familial route, in his celebrated discussions on human nature with several rulers. In other words, the seed of benevolence in Mencius’s thought is most prominently represented by the king’s sympathy toward a sacrificial ox or our instinctive sense of compassion toward a vulnerable child who is a stranger to us (buren zhi xin 不忍之心), instead of our familial sentiments toward parents and siblings (xiao ti 孝悌).

If so, this means that the role played by familial virtues in Mencian political philosophy is rather ambiguous in that it does not necessarily occupy a central role, as has been almost universally assumed. Chad Hansen is onto something when he points out that


Mencius . . . does give lip service to filial piety. He shows his awareness that filial piety is a core virtue in the dao of the sage-kings. Still, filial piety plays no central theoretical role for Mencius. (Hansen 1992, 169)



Indeed, the role of familial virtues in Mencius’s thought is not quite as straightforward as portrayed in the Confucian orthodoxy. This explains why Hansen does not think that filial piety plays a central theoretical role in Mencius’s thought. However, such an interpretation does not appreciate the theoretical agony Mencius finds himself in. Hansen is right to problematize the role of filial piety in Mencius’s thought against the prevailing scholarly interpretations, but I do not agree with his conclusion. What Hansen should have concluded from his observation is that filial piety does not play a central role in Mencius’s political thought, but it does not necessarily mean that filial piety plays no central role in Mencius’s overall moral project. As we will see in the following, despite his own denial, Mencius’s philosophy does operate on the premise of two roots when it comes to the source of moral perfection, but this two-roots problem in Mencius’s thought is different from Nivison’s analysis. Instead, the two roots are family-based virtues and universal sympathy.

2) Two Moral Roots: Buren 不忍, Qin 親, and Their Relationships with Ren 仁

In his famous article, “Motivation and Moral Action in Mencius,” Nivison presents a highly nuanced analysis of Mencius’s philosophy concerning the source(s) of morality.37 In this paper, Nivison approaches the problem of the source(s) of morality from the perspective of moral motivation in Mencius’s philosophy. He sets out to answer this question: “Is the theory of extending basic depositions compatible with any moral code that anyone may think up?” (Nivison 1996, 101). In other words, “how is the moral ‘deep structure’ of self-revealing affections and motivations articulated into the ‘surface structure’ of developed morality?” (Nivison 1996, 101). To address the tension between the two domains, Nivison argues that “we would have to think of morality as having two sources, one formal and public, set out in words and doctrines, which one would have to learn; and the other motivational but relatively amorphous, ‘inside’ ourselves so to speak, or we might say in our ‘hearts’ ” (1996, 102). Even though Nivison takes very seriously Mencius’s own rejection of the two-roots view he accuses the Mohists of harboring, Nivison seems unconvinced that Mencius’s single-root position can be defended.38

In the following, I will offer a somewhat different interpretation of the two-roots problem, which I think can better capture the theoretical conundrum Mencius is in. However, unlike Nivison, I will not approach this problem from the perspective of moral motivation. Rather, my focus will be on the structure of Mencius’s moral-political philosophy, specifically the relationship between the familial and the political domains.

Mencius is known to draw a hard line separating moral obligations to family members from those outside. However, when he talked about the familial, more often than not, his focus seemed to be on its limitations rather than its universalizability. Mencius devoted a great deal of effort to defending familial sentiments and virtues precisely because of their limited nature, not in spite of them. This is especially noteworthy in Mencius 3A5 where he criticized a Mohist, Yi Zhi 夷之, who made lavish funeral arrangements for the latter’s own parents despite the Mohist teaching of impartial care, as well as its teaching against lavish burial practices. Mencius called him out on the blatant inconsistency and unfiliality in Yi Zhi’s behavior in that “he served his parents by means of what he demeans” (Mengzi 3A5).

Yi Zhi tried to defend what he did by connecting the Mohist teaching of impartial or non-differentiated care with the Confucian teaching of filial obligation,


Yi Zhi said, “According to the Way of the Confucians, the ancients treated the people ‘like caring for a baby.’ What does this saying mean? I take it to mean that love is without differentiations, but it is bestowed beginning with one’s parents.” (Mengzi 3A5)



However, for Mencius, the Mohists posited a moral ideal they themselves could not commit to. Nor should they. As Mencius mused, “Does Yi Zhi truly hold that one’s affection for one’s own nephew is like one’s affection for a neighbor’s baby?” (Mengzi 3A5). Here Mencius seemed rather incredulous that anybody could seriously commit to a position that blurs the boundary between the familial and the non-familial. He was drawing a sharp line separating the two domains, implying that what the Mohists advocated was inhuman, as it crossed that very line.

Mencius 3A5 has been commented on by many contemporary scholars, due to the fact that it is one of few cases where we can find a direct (or almost direct) engagement between Mencius and a Mohist wherein the line between Confucianism and Mohism is sharply drawn, by a Confucian in this case. However, there has also been a good deal of ambiguity as to what exactly transpires in this engagement, especially pertaining to the discussion about moral roots in the following key sentence: “Heaven, in giving birth to things, causes them to have one source, but Yi Zhi gives them two sources” (Mengzi 3A5). The prevailing interpretation, represented by Nivison, argues that Mencius was making a case for the one source of love that can be extended to encompassing others, with natural gradations of intensity of love,39 although Nivison is also ambivalent about this, as we have seen previously. In the following, I will sketch out a somewhat different interpretation of the two-roots problem, making the case that Mencius’s operative position can be understood to be more two-rooted than he himself might have realized, if the roots can be understood in light of the familial and political domains within which two distinct kinds of moral sentiments are expressed.

As Mencius saw it, what distinguishes the familial from the non-familial is their different underlying sentiments. In this connection, Mencius differentiated two kinds of sentiments, namely buren 不忍 and qin 親, and connected both with the virtue of ren 仁 in intriguingly different ways. Buren, translated as “cannot bear,” is a universal sentiment celebrated in the Mencius that is directed toward any person or even an animal that is in imminent danger or is suffering. There are two famous instances of buren in the text: one appears when Mencius describes a king’s sympathetic response to an ox that is about to be sacrificed (1A7), and the other has to do with our spontaneous response to a baby who is on the verge of falling into a well (2A6). Both are connected with Mencius’s discussion of moral inclinations, or moral sprouts (duan 端), that are constitutive of human nature (xing 性). In such cases, Mencius connected the sprout of buren with the virtue of benevolence, ren, regarding the latter as the result of extending the former to encompassing all (Mengzi 1A7, 2B6, 7B31, etc.).

On the other hand, benevolence also has a distinctly familial dimension, qin. Qin usually means parents (as in shi qin 事親) or filiality toward parents (as in qin qin 親親) in the Mencius, but it also refers to familial affection on several occasions. Mencius considers treating one’s parents properly as parents should be treated as a case of benevolence (Mengzi 7A15). In another passage Mencius says,


The core of benevolence is serving one’s parents. The core of righteousness is obeying one’s elder brother. The core of wisdom is knowing these two and not abandoning them. The core of ritual propriety is the adornment of these two. The core of music is to delight in these two. (Mengzi 4A27)



What is especially interesting about 4A27 is that the foundational Mencian virtues of benevolence, righteousness, ritual propriety, and wisdom (with the appreciation of music added to the list) are addressed entirely within the familial context, which is different from the universalist perspective discussed earlier. In fact, here the familial dimension is treated as the core of the virtues of benevolence and others. This means that Mencius sees two dimensions in the manifestation of the cardinal virtues of benevolence, righteousness, ritual propriety, and wisdom, namely the universal and the familial. For example, ren can be understood in terms of both the extension of the universalist buren to all (Mengzi 7B31) and serving one’s parents (Mengzi 4A27, 7A15).

However, 7A15 actually presents some exegetical problem for our purpose here in a way that might not be immediately obvious:


Treating one’s parents as parents is benevolence (ren). Revering one’s elders is righteousness. There is nothing else to do but extend these to the world. (Mengzi 7A15)



On its face, Mencius seems to be saying that a sage-king should extend the practice of treating parents as parents and treating elders as elders to all under the Heaven, but it is unclear what exactly is being extended. Many within the Confucian tradition treat filial piety and political loyalty as transferrable, making family the training/nurturing ground for political virtues. We can see this interpretation very clearly in Zhu Xi’s commentary on Mengzi 4A19:


If one serves one’s parents with filiality, then one’s devotion can be transferred to one’s ruler, and one’s agreeableness can be transferred to one’s elders. If one’s self is correct, then one’s family will be ordered, one’s state will be well-ruled, and the world will be at peace. (cited in Van Norden 2008, 98–99)



However, Mencius is often conflicted about the connection between familial and political virtues. In the text, Mencius uses the term qin 親 to demarcate the familial domain from the rest of the sociopolitical world. As the following passage clearly demonstrates, qin is reserved for kin and it is not appropriate to express qin to anyone else:


Mengzi said, “Gentlemen, in relation to animals, are sparing (ai) of them, but are not benevolent (ren) toward them. In relation to the people, they are benevolent toward them, but do not treat them as kin (qin). They treat their kin as kin, and then are benevolent toward the people. They are benevolent toward the people, and then are sparing of animals.” (Mengzi 7A45)



Here Mencius is drawing a line between benevolence (ren) and familial/kinship affection (qin). If we juxtapose 7A45 with 7A15, we can make the case that the extension in 7A15 should refer to promotion of the universal practice of filiality (treating one’s parents properly as parents, treating one’s elders properly as elders), rather than the sage-king or the gentleman treating everybody as family members. In other words, the practice and promotion of filial virtues is itself benevolence.

To recap, Mencius’s moral philosophy operates on the premise of two distinct but related domains: the familial and the political. This is uncontroversial. However, what might be controversial is the fact that the relationship between the two is a lot more complicated and strained than what has been commonly assumed. On the one hand, every human being has a heartmind that cannot bear the suffering of others (buren). Buren is a universal moral sentiment that all humans are born with, even though we risk losing it with repeated violations of our humanity, as implied in the famous ox mountain allegory (Mengzi 6A8). Buren is the sprout of the virtue of benevolence (ren) in Mencius’s thought. On the other hand, however, Mencius posits another source for ren, namely the familial source. In the following passage we find Mencius saying, “Among babes in arms there are none that do not know to love their parents (ai qi qin 愛其親)” (Mengzi 7A15). This seems to suggest that filial sentiment is an inborn quality of all human beings. In the same passage, Mencius says, “treating one’s parents as parents (qin qin 親親) is benevolence (ren)” (Mengzi 7A15). That is, Mencius is pointing out that loving parents is an inborn quality, whereas properly serving parents is a developed quality of a cultivated humane person. The relationship between those two is actually similar in structure to that between buren 不忍 and ren 仁. Interestingly, in 7A15 Mencius seems to equate filiality (qin qin) with ren, meaning that ren has a distinct familial dimension, in addition to its political dimension. This suggests that the political and the familial are co-equal dimensions in the constitution of benevolence.

Importantly, for Mencius the political dimension of ren should never be allowed to eclipse its familial dimension. In 1A1, Mencius says, “Never have the benevolent left their parents behind.” Given the familial dimension in ren just observed, Mencius’s sentiment here is not surprising. However, since ren also has a strong political dimension, the ability of a person of ren to navigate the relationship between the familial and the political is much trickier. Of course, the cited passage in 1A1 can simply mean that a benevolent person will always be filial, especially when there is no conflict between the two, e.g., if one is blessed with a great family such that a politically benevolent person can also be filial without having to sacrifice major principles in either domain. However, when there is conflict between the political and the familial, a decision has to be made whether to sacrifice the political or the familial. In this regard, Mencius is clearly on the side of sacrificing the political in order to save the familial.

For Mencius the familial domain is a special category in and of itself that cannot be subsumed under the political. This interpretation is in line with Mencius’s vigorous, and at times strenuous, attempt to draw a line between the familial and the non-familial domains. Indeed, we find the Mencius devoting a significant amount of effort to defending the special treatment of family members, usually framed as a critique of the Mohists who famously advocate impartial care for all without privileging family members.

In this connection it is rather curious that Mencius does not treat qin 親 as one of the moral sprouts in the way buren is treated. Moreover, neither filial piety (xiao) nor brotherly deference (ti) is included in the four cardinal virtues of benevolence (ren), righteousness (yi), ritual propriety (li), and wisdom (zhi) (hereafter RYLZ) that grow out of those four moral sprouts. If RYLZ and their respective sprouts indeed represent the foundation of the Mencian moral-political project, where does that leave familial virtues and sentiments like xiao, ti, and qin within such a framework?

In the following I will offer an alternative framework that can better accommodate these competing elements in Mencian thought between the familial and the political domains in order to have a more nuanced understanding of the Mencian project. The view I will defend argues that Mencius regards the familial and the political as two distinct domains, or two roots, such that virtues in one domain do not necessarily translate into the other. I will do this through a close examination of the Shun narrative in the Mencius. Indeed, as we will see, the story of Shun in the Mencius presents the most illuminating example in the text for revealing the theoretical struggle Mencius is in, especially the problematic status of the familial domain in his political thought. In fact, nowhere is the tension between the familial and the political more poignantly portrayed than in Mencius’s depiction of Shun, due to the prominent but deeply problematic role family plays in this narrative. We will see that the Shun narrative is an important inflection point in the Mencian moral-political project.

B. The Case of Shun

Shun is one of the ancient sage-kings revered in the Confucian tradition and serves as a paradigmatic figure in the Mencius. If Confucius finds his kindred spirits in King Wen and the Duke of Zhou among the ancient sages, Mencius feels more connected with Yao and Shun, especially Shun, as evidenced in the prominence of the narratives about Shun featured in the text (e.g., 5A1–4). However, the narrative about Shun presents some major interpretative difficulties for Mencius. One difficulty is this: on the one hand, Shun is considered the embodiment of moral perfection in the Mencian moral-political universe, with impeccable personal virtues and supreme political accomplishments; on the other hand, Shun’s struggle with his family members presents many challenges for the Mencian project, given the centrality of Shun’s dysfunctional family in his narrative and the foundational role given to familial relationships and filial virtues in the normative Confucian paradigm. A closer examination of this tension in the Shun narrative will offer a unique, perhaps underappreciated, window into the Mencian view on the role of family in his political philosophy.

The Mencius gives an elaborate account of the story of Shun, including his difficult relationships with his parents and half-brother, as well as his benevolent rule. Historical legend40 has it that Shun’s father had only one eye (nicknamed “blind man”), and his stepmother mistreated him and favored her own son, Xiang 象. In the Mencius, Shun is depicted as a filial son despite being mistreated by his parents and half-brother, who even schemed to kill him by setting the barn on fire while he was working on the roof and trying to bury him in a well he was helping to dig. Shun allegedly craved love from his parents, despite his marriage to the daughters of the sage-king Yao and Yao’s abdicating the throne to him. Shun demonstrated his love for his half-brother Xiang by enfeoffing him (while forbidding him from managing the affairs of his domain by installing capable officials around him) despite the latter’s cruelty toward him. Furthermore, when presented with a hypothetical case in which Shun’s father murdered somebody and Shun, as the ruler, has to decide whether to prosecute his father or not, Mencius suggests that Shun would give up his throne and carry his father to a faraway place and hide with him there, with no hesitation or regret whatsoever about losing the throne.

The tension between one’s filial piety and political obligations, echoing the dilemma in the Upright Gong story in Analects 13.18, presents a serious challenge to the normative Confucian ideal of XQZP. Both Confucius and Mencius have to confront this challenge. In the case of Confucius, he tries to smooth over the tension between the two by making the familial virtue of filial piety and brotherly love the foundation of the political virtue of ren, and this represents the Confucian norm codified as the XQZP paradigm. But as the Upright Gong story exhibits, Confucius does not resolve (or harmonize, to use a term in the following discussion) the conflict between filial piety and political obligations, if it can be resolved at all, in that he does not offer a way to accommodate both when he sides with the filial duty. Nevertheless, the tension between the two in the Analects is not featured nearly as prominently and dramatically as the one in the Mencius since such a tension occurred in the person of an ideal Confucian sage-king in the Mencius, instead of a virtually unknown figure in the Analects. This suggests that the tension is much more central to Mencius’s project than to Confucius’s. Due to the different ways family is framed between Confucius’s and Mencius’s thoughts, Mencius’s deliberations of the issue deserve to be treated separately, instead of being subsumed under the assumed normative Confucian paradigm.

Much of the traditional commentary and contemporary scholarship have focused on Shun’s demonstration of supreme filial piety in shielding his father from being prosecuted by giving up his throne and escaping with him to a faraway land with no regret, or on the skillful nature of Shun’s action in harmonizing various moral demands.41 However, we should note that when Mencius talks about the familial, his focus often appears to be on its limits rather than its universalizability. The familial in the Mencius is the critical domain wherein our moral sprouts can be cultivated into virtues, but it can also be disruptive when a moral agent is engaged in a political project. This is the case with Shun. Mencius seems to believe that Shun was eventually able to transform his father, after he took the throne:


Mengzi said, “Only Shun could have the world delight in and turn toward him, yet look upon this as if it were straw. When he could not please his parents, he considered himself a failure as a human. When he could not get along with his parents, he considered himself a failure as a son. Shun fathomed the Way of serving one’s parents, and his father, the ‘Blind Man,’ became pleased. The Blind Man was pleased, and the world was transformed. The Blind Man was pleased, and in the world the roles of father and son were settled. This is what is called great filiality.” (Mengzi 4A28)



Interestingly, such an ending is not recorded in the Shiji. Even if we were to accept Mencius’s version of the Shun legend regarding the eventual transformation of his father, however implausible it might be, this would at least imply that it was not just Shun’s virtues that transformed his father, but that Shun’s position as the ruler might have helped as well.

In this regard, Mencius is rather unique among the classical moral thinkers in that he confronts, instead of glossing over, a hard and intractable philosophical problem that is central to the Confucian moral-political project and is shared by many other philosophical and religious traditions in the world, namely the negotiation of conflicts between the personal, the familial, and the political. The fact that Shun’s struggle with his birth family is featured so prominently in the text suggests that Mencius takes the tension between the familial and the political much more seriously than other early Confucians.

There is a fascinating debate among contemporary scholars in China about how to properly interpret Mencius’s Shun narrative pertaining to the Confucian ideals of filial piety and benevolent politics.42 Among the parties of the debate, Liu Qingping represents a view that is critical of Mencius, whereas Guo Qiyong is more defensive of Mencius. In his essay “Confucianism and Corruption: An Analysis of Shun’s Two Actions Described by Mencius,” Liu argues that there is a distinct spirit of Confucianism, what he calls the “consanguineous affection” (xue qin qing li 血親情理) (2007, 3), which emphasizes the fundamental and uncompromising primacy of familial/kinship bond over other commitments. He lists two essential elements in this spirit:


First, . . . Confucianism always puts special emphasis on the primary importance of kinship bonds, such as filial piety and brotherly respect, as the ultimate foundation of human life. . . . Second, in order to stress the significance of consanguineous affection as the ultimate foundation, Confucius and Mencius further consider it to be the highest value of human life. They always place filial piety and brotherly duty above any other principles of human behavior, including such principal Confucian virtues as humaneness, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and truthfulness; they even demand that one should abandon anything else for the sake of consolidating kinship love in cases of conflict. (Liu 2007, 3)



Guo, in his essay, “Is Confucian Ethics a ‘Consanguinism’?” counters Liu’s characterization of the Confucian-Mencian moral project as “consanguinism” by appealing to Mencius’s theory of human nature that begins with four moral sprouts (Guo 2007, 21–22). Guo invokes Mencius’s position against two-roots as a way to reject Liu’s characterization of Mencius as embracing another source of morality, namely the familial source, as opposed to the widely accepted Mencian position about the universal source of human nature and the single moral heartmind that starts with the four sprouts (Guo 2007, 23). In so doing, Guo discounts the supreme importance of familial virtues accorded in Liu’s reading of Mencius (Guo 2007, 24) and instead considers “humanity, not ‘blood affection,’ as the fundamental basis for all moral behavior” (Guo 2007, 26).

My approach to Mencius in this chapter should make it clear that I am more sympathetic to Liu’s interpretation of Mencius’s thought, although I think he still underappreciates the tension between the political and the familial in Mencius’s framework. Guo’s defense of Mencius, on the other hand, significantly downplays the tension in the Mencian philosophy, as he seems to dismiss the existence of such a tension. An interesting solution to the tension is offered by Stephen Angle. In his short essay commenting on the Liu-Guo debate, “No Supreme Principle: Confucianism’s Harmonization of Multiple Values,” which is based on a broader discussion in his book Sagehood (2009), Angle appeals to the Confucian ideal of harmony, especially in the way Neo-Confucians like Zhu Xi formulate it, in order to reconcile the competing demands of moral ideals.43 The approach adopted in this chapter highlights the challenge in finding a harmonious solution to all problematic situations presented in the Mencius.

Values do not harmonize themselves. The Confucian appeal to a sage-king’s harmonization of different values in navigating a given situation is clearly indicative of potential tensions among core values such that the embracing of one might require the sacrifice of another under certain circumstances. Indeed, such tensions will be the focus of the next section. In the following, we will examine what I call the sacrificialist strand of Mencian thought by exploring its more radical thread that foregrounds the conflict between the familial and the political in a way that does not fit neatly into the normative extensionist interpretations of Mencius.

C. Radical Mencius: The Yi-Based Sacrificialist

1) Conflict among Desirable Goods

Among classical thinkers, Mencius was probably the one with the keenest sense of tension among values (bu ke de jian 不可得兼).44 One of the most famous and celebrated passages in the Mencius clearly lays this out,


Fish is something I desire; bear’s paw is also something I desire. If I cannot have both, I will forsake fish and select bear’s paw. Life is something I desire; righteousness is also something I desire. If I cannot have both, I will forsake life and select righteousness. Life is something I desire, but there is something I desire more than life. Hence, I will not do just anything to obtain it. Death is something I hate, but there is something I hate more than death. Hence, there are calamities I do not avoid. (Mengzi 6A10)



In traditional Chinese cuisine, bear’s paw is a delicacy of greater value than fish. Hence faced with a choice, one would be expected to choose the more valuable one. However, one has to decide which among the choices has a higher value since that might not always be obvious. For Mencius, righteousness is of a higher value than life. Therefore, when there is a conflict between life and righteousness, a cultivated moral agent would choose righteousness over life. Such a sentiment is grounded in Mencius’s observation of an interesting phenomenon that some people are willing to give up their lives in order to defend their personal dignity, e.g., at a moment of outrage when humiliated (Mengzi 6A10). While some might see such a moment as a destructive outburst of anger, Mencius sees in it a nobler impulse of righteousness. It is rather significant that Mencius sets up a binary between righteousness and life in the preceding passage. This points to the particular way righteousness is used in the text.

Another important occurrence of righteousness appears at the very beginning of the Mencius (1A1). There we find Mencius, echoing the sentiment expressed in the Analects 4.16, forcefully arguing that a ruler should be concerned with righteousness, instead of benefits or profits (li 利), in governing the state. In so doing, Mencius sets up righteousness as one of the cardinal principles in his political philosophy. He rebuts the Mohists who supposedly prioritize benefits over virtues in their moral-political thinking. For Mencius, a benefits-based governing philosophy would lead to people doing what most benefits themselves and their own families over others, inadvertently compromising the interest of the ruler and threatening the ruler’s survival.

Righteousness (yi) is actually a key moral principle in Mohist political thought as well. The Mohists do not see any problem in maintaining both righteousness and material benefits in politics, whereas Mencius seems to regard the two as polar opposites here (even though Mencius is not against material benefits per se, as we will see shortly). However, I should note a rather curious point that Mencius would consider material benefits so antithetical to righteousness, especially considering the fact that he regards desires for sex, wealth, and music as perfectly commensurable with benevolent (ren) governance (Mengzi 1B1–5). I will make the case that the peculiar nature of righteousness in the Mencius reveals an important tension within the Mencian moral-political philosophy. This has to do with the relationship between benevolence (ren) and righteousness (yi).

The relationship between ren and yi in Mencius’s thought is rather intriguing. Tellingly, in 1A1 Mencius is not invoking ren to repudiate the concern for benefits in politics. Rather, it is yi that is invoked as the opposite of benefits. This is rather surprising, given the centrality of ren in his ideal of benevolent governance. Mencius might just be elaborating on what Confucius says in Analects 4.16 that pits profits/benefits against righteousness, associating the former with petty persons and the latter with Confucian gentlemen. Still, since Mencius clearly does not reject benefits per se, as evidenced in his discussion of benevolent (ren) governance, we can see this as his drawing a distinction between ren and yi.45 Indeed, as I will argue here, this is the yi-based radical Mencius that is often in tension with the ren-based extensionist Mencius. This radical Mencius demands sacrifice in service to moral ideals, in contrast with the extensionist Mencius who maintains that all desirable goods and values can be accommodated through extension and sharing. Let us call this more radical strand of Mencius’s thought the sacrificialist Mencius, in contrast with the extensionist Mencius.

2) Yi and the Imperative of Sacrifice in Mencius’s Thought

The sacrificialist Mencius is captured in the following passage, wherein he articulates the ideal of choosing moral commitments over one’s life in 7A42:

孟子曰：「天下有道，以道殉身；天下無道，以身殉道。未聞以道殉乎人者也。」

Translations of this passage vary rather widely.46 Such differences in the translations echo the divisions within the traditional commentaries. The key division lies in how to translate the word xun 殉. The original meaning of xun is the practice of burying living humans to accompany the dead in the tomb.47 It comes to mean sacrifice more broadly. However, many translators have followed Eastern Han commentator Zhao Qi’s (赵岐) (which is the basis of Qing commentator Jiao Xun’s Mengzi Zhengyi 孟子正義) glossing of xun 殉 as “to follow” (cong 從).48 Mengzi Zhengyi also cites an interpretation in the Shi Wen (釋文) that glosses xun as to sacrifice oneself in order to follow something (殺身從之曰殉) (Jiao 1987, 946). Zhu Xi glosses xun as being buried with the dead, referring to objects that accompany the dead (殉，如殉葬之殉，以死隨物之名也。Zhu 1983, 362). Zhu Xi extends such a gloss to mean that one should follow the Way unto death and not depart from it when the Way is corrupted in the world (道屈則身在必退，以死相從而不離也。Zhu 1983, 362). Part of the challenge here has to do with the three occurrences of xun in the passage with somewhat different semantic range such that if we are to insist on using the same word, either “to follow” or “to sacrifice,” to translate the word, various parts of the sentence become incomprehensible. Therefore, I will translate xun as “to follow” or “to accompany” in the first instance and “to follow to the grave” or simply “to sacrifice” in the latter two cases:


Mencius said, “When the Way prevails in the world, the Way accompanies the gentleman (in all of his conducts). When the Way does not prevail in the world, the gentleman follows the Way to the grave (or sacrifices himself for the Way). But I have never heard of the Way following other people to the grave (or sacrificing the Way for other people).” (Mencius 7A42, my translation)



The ideal Mencian gentleman portrayed here is someone who is morally uncompromising and is willing to sacrifice his life in order to follow the Way. This echoes a similar sentiment in Analects 15.9 as we saw when discussing ren in the previous chapter.

This is the sacrificialist Mencius speaking. Whereas Confucius connects sacrifice with ren (humaneness) (殺身以成仁, Analects 15.9), Mencius associates sacrifice with yi (righteousness) (舍生而取義, Mengzi 6A10), which points to the evolution of the meanings of ren and yi between Confucius and Mencius. Indeed, the distinction between the two can even be framed in terms of the tension between the two cardinal virtues of ren (humaneness) and yi (righteousness) in the Mencian moral universe. Ren emphasizes the continuity between various domains such that moral sentiments cultivated from one domain can be extended to another, from the close-by to the faraway, which is the basic premise of benevolent governance that is extensionist in nature; by contrast, yi highlights discontinuity between domains, which is clearly at play in Mencius’s juxtaposition of righteousness against benefits or even life.

So what is yi? Van Norden cites the parsing of yi 義 in the Zhong Yong’s 中庸 in terms of appropriateness (yi 宜) (2002, 48) as its baseline meaning (or “thin definition,” in Van Norden’s words). Like ren, yi also has two dimensions in the Mencius: familial and political. In the familial domain, it is understood as deference to one’s elder brother (義之實, 從兄是也, 4A27) or one’s elders (敬長, 義也, 7A15); in the political arena, it refers to the virtue of a minister being fiercely loyal to his lord (未有義而後其君者也, 1A1).49 Graham synthesizes these references of yi into a more general explanation when he defines the term as “the conduct fitting to one’s role or status, for example as father or son, ruler or minister” (1989, 11).

In the famous four-sprouts passage (Mengzi 2A6), Mencius regards the heartmind of shame as the sprout of yi. We can see an elaboration of the sprout of righteousness in the following passage:


A basket of food and a bowl of soup—if one gets them, then one will live; if one doesn’t get them, then one will die. But if they’re given with contempt, then even a homeless person will not accept them. If they’re trampled upon, then even a beggar won’t take them. However, when it comes to a salary of ten thousand bushels of grain, then one doesn’t notice propriety and righteousness and accepts them. (Mengzi 6A10)



According to Van Norden,


Mencius makes the psychological claim that no human would allow himself or herself to be disgraced, even if that were necessary for survival. If this is true, then it follows that all humans have the sprout of righteousness, since the disposition that drives us to avoid disgrace, even at the cost of our lives, is precisely this sprout. . . . For the purposes of demonstrating that there is a sprout of righteousness, Mencius only needs one claim to be true: for every human there are some things that he or she avoids doing because he or she believes they are shameful. (Van Norden 2002, 49)



Indeed, this is exactly what Mencius appears to be doing in 7B31, wherein yi is characterized as respect for one’s personal integrity, the violation of which brings shame to oneself:


People all have things that they will not do. To extend this reaction to that which they will do is righteousness (yi). . . . If people can fill out the heart that will not trespass, their righteousness (yi) will be inexhaustible. (Mengzi 7B31)



The relationship between ren and yi in the text is characterized as such that ren is a moral agent’s abode, whereas yi is the path toward such a state. For example, in the following passage Mencius elaborates on the virtues of an ideal moral agent:


Where does he dwell? Benevolence. Where is his path? Righteousness. If he dwells in benevolence and follows righteousness, the task of a great person is complete. (Mengzi 7A33)50



In Kwong-loi Shun’s interpretation, Mencius means that “while ren has to do with one’s affective concern for others, yi has to do with the propriety of one’s conduct” (Shun 2015, 185). Shun glosses yi as self-commitment:


yi involves an element of reflectivity in that it presupposes one’s having a conception of certain ethical standards to which one’s way of life should conform. Furthermore, one is motivated by that conception, and is firmly committed not to allow oneself to fall below such standards. (Shun 2015, 185)



Shun’s observation here echoes Peter Boodberg’s comment about the virtue of yi, comparing it to the Latin proprius, “covering the connotations ‘not common with others’ (that is, our own), ‘personal,’ ‘characteristic,’ ‘appropriate,’ ‘constant’ ” (Boodberg 1953, 331, original italics). Indeed, yi as a virtue with sacrificial import carries a strong sense of personal integrity and an uncompromisingly clear boundary about what is right that can come into conflict with other virtues.51

What is unique about the sacrificialist Mencius is that this Mencius is acutely aware of the tension among different desirable goods, i.e., fish and bear paws, life and righteousness, and between different domains, i.e., the familial versus the political. In fact, a significant portion of Mencius’s moral philosophy is built on such tensions. This Mencius highlights two kinds of tension: that among desirable goods (e.g., life vs. righteousness) and that between the familial and the political (e.g., xiao vs. ren). Under certain circumstances, when confronted with such a dilemma, this radical Mencius does not try to reconcile the intractable conflict between desirable goods and between domains. Rather, he chooses righteousness over life, familial duty over political obligation. In this connection, two kinds of sacrifices are highlighted in the text: one is to sacrifice one’s life in order to uphold what is right (舍生取義 or 以身殉道), as we have discussed earlier, and the other is to give up one’s personal ambition (“to give up the throne” qi tianxia 棄天下) to save one’s family, prominently featured in the hypothetical case of Shun, when there is a conflict between the familial and the political obligations.

D. Mencius: The Extensionist versus the Sacrificialist

The extensionist and the sacrificialist strands of the Mencian thought are often at variance with each other. The extensionist focuses on the cultivation of one’s moral inclinations and the extension of such moral sentiments to encompassing all in the world. It highlights a process and an organic view of moral cultivation, with ubiquitous agricultural metaphors, and emphasizes the intrinsic connection between a moral agent and those around them. The extensionist Mencius promotes two methods of cultivation, namely extension and sharing: a person cultivates one’s virtues by extending one’s heartmind that cannot bear the suffering of others to the benevolent care of others and by sharing what one enjoys with others.

Importantly, the extensionist Mencius sees congruity between the familial and the political through the practices of extension and sharing, on the assumption of harmony among desirable goods. Indeed, this Mencius believes that all the desirable goods can be retained and shared without any loss. He maintains a harmonizing position when it comes to desirable goods, material as well as moral. The extensionist Mencius does not foreground tensions among desirable goods and takes those goods to be a harmonious and organic whole. The famous Mencian expression of oneness with the world (2A2)—an almost mystical experience of being carried over by the flood-like moral energy—and knowing Heaven through one’s heartmind within that oneness (7A1) are the ultimate expression of the extensionist Mencius that is all-encompassing.

This extensionist Mencius is in line with the normative Confucian XQZP paradigm that sees a smooth transition from the personal, the familial, to the political, famously laid out in the Great Learning, as we have seen earlier. This paradigm assumes a seamless transition among these domains in that personal virtues can bring about a harmonious family, which in turn can lead to a well-governed state, and eventually a humane and just world. Such a paradigm is operative in Mencius’s message to various kings. That is, even though the rulers are not yet sage-kings, their naturally endowed moral sentiments can still allow them to govern benevolently.

However, the Shun narrative in the text challenges the assumption of contiguity and continuum among the personal, the familial, and the political domains. The tension between the two strands of Mencius’s thought is most palpable in the hypothetical case of Shun’s handling of his father’s crime. This is where the tension between the familial virtue of filial piety and the political virtue of benevolence (which is congruent with just rule when no family members of the ruler are implicated) is on most dramatic display. The two kinds of virtues are clearly not aligned in such a way that both can be retained in an ideal course of action. In Mencius’s mind, when faced with the scenario that his father commits a crime, Shun would not use his power as a ruler to obstruct the prosecution of his father. Nor would he simply surrender his father to the authority. Instead, Shun would choose to abdicate his throne and take his father to a faraway place in order to save the latter from being prosecuted. That is, the radical Mencius embraces the necessity for sacrifice, rather than arguing for the retention of all the goods as his conversations with various rulers demonstrate.52

In so doing, Mencius appears to suggest that there is no automatic transferability of virtues between the personal, the familial, and the political in that one’s personal virtue does not necessarily lead to a harmonious family relationship, and that the familial disharmony of the ruler does not have to translate into political chaos. Rather, what is required when there is a rupture between those domains is sacrifice, personal and/or political. This is very much contrary to the XQZP paradigm which enshrines an optimistic harmony among desirable goods and values.

In light of our discussion of the two strands of Mencius’s philosophy, we can see more clearly that the Mencian critique of the Mohist view is conducted from the perspective of the radical Mencius. From such a perspective, tension between the familial and the political norms is hard to reconcile when there is a conflict of obligations to the family and to the state. It is from this perspective that Mencius criticizes the Mohists who seem to favor their political commitment against their familial attachment. In fact, the Mohists might not even be drawing a clear boundary between the familial and the political so cherished by Mencius in the latter’s effort to shield the familial from the encroachment of the political.

The extensionist Mencius is primarily the one who carries out conversations with various rulers in order to convince them to adopt the ideal of benevolent governance.53 The emphasis in those conversations is that the king already has what it takes to be a benevolent ruler without having to make any sacrifice. Given his audience, i.e., the king himself, the extensionist approach makes perfect sense. This has been treated as the normative Mencius. By contrast, the sacrificialist Mencius is aiming at the ideal of moral perfection when conflicts arise between moral goods. His audience in the second case is likely committed Confucian devotees who dedicate their lives to the cause of righteousness through self-sacrifice if necessary.

2.3. The Ambivalence of the Familial in Mencius’s Political Thought

One way to look at Mencius’s struggle is to point out that he is never really able to reconcile the conflict between the familial and the political when push comes to shove and that this renders his project hopelessly incoherent due to the apparent tension involved.54 However, I would like present what I consider a more charitable and accommodating interpretation of Mencius’s moral-political philosophy concerning the tension between the familial and the political. My argument is this: first, the familial virtues should not be regarded only as the means to the cultivation of political virtues, and as such, the familial domain is not just the link between the personal and the political in Mencius’s thought. Rather, the familial domain is an end in itself that parallels, or even rivals, the political. Second, in order to deal with the tension between the two which is at times irreconcilable under certain circumstances, Mencius, in significant parts—but not all—of his thought, decides to insulate the familial domain from the political discourse while trying to preserve a special space for the familial in his moral discourse. This means that Mencius has a rather clear-eyed view of the complicated role family plays in our moral and political lives. Unlike Confucius, who thinks that the familial is itself political when he famously claims that “in being a filial son and good brother one is already participating in government” (Analects 2.21, Slingerland’s trans.), Mencius sees a profound dis-analogy between the two domains.

A. Dis-analogy between the Familial and the Political

If the Mencian project is indeed grounded in his articulation of human nature, as has been the scholarly consensus, it is worth pointing out that human nature encompasses the familial and the political dimensions, but that the relationship between the two aspects are rather complicated in Mencius’s thought. Mencius is not willing to give up either dimension, which would be tantamount to losing our humanity, conflicted as it is. This means that Mencius regards both the familial and the political as ends in themselves, following their own norms and dynamics, instead of treating the former only as a training ground for the latter. For Mencius, the relationship between the familial virtues and the political virtues is not a matter of simply extending the former to accomplish the latter. That is, in Mencius’s mind, the familial is at least as much, quite often more, of an end in one’s moral cultivation than the political. Consequently, one’s filial sentiment can never be fully extended to other people’s kin and we can never really treat other people’s family the same way we treat our own (nor should we have to).

The special status of the father, distinct from the monarch, is clearly demonstrated in the different ways Mencius addresses the abuse by the father versus that by the ruler. Mencius would never tolerate the killing of one’s father, however abusive the father might be toward his own children, evident in the Shun narrative. This is in sharp contrast with his discussion about the killing of a tyrannical ruler (1B8). That is, Mencius allows the killing of a tyrannical king by dismissing the king as unworthy of the title of king, but he would never entertain a similar justification in the killing of one’s father. This means that there is fundamental dis-analogy between the familial and the political domains, unlike Confucius, for whom a father is not a real father if he does not provide for his children and educate them. Shun’s story demonstrates that for Mencius a father is always a father, no matter how unworthy or even abusive he is. Apparently, rectification of names (zhengming 正名) only applies to the political domain, not to the familial domain, in Mencian thought, unlike in the Analects. For Mencius, filial piety is absolute, whereas the political obligation to one’s ruler is conditional such that the killing of a tyrant can be justified in a way the killing of a father can never be. The Shun narrative is key to the Mencian absolutist position on filial piety.

Mencius elevates familial virtues as the potential rival of political virtues, with the former playing a potentially disruptive role in the demonstration of the latter within the Mencian project. For Mencius, the familial domain is where the seed of humanity is nurtured and expressed, but its political relevance and impact are rather ambivalent and should be carefully managed. Therefore, Mencius insists that one’s familial attachment is never and should never be outgrown, as it defines us as humans and preserves our very humanity while, on the other hand, one’s familial relationship is not necessarily indicative of the state of affairs of a polity under one’s rule. Both aspects are clearly demonstrated in the case of Shun. That is, according to Mencius, familial attachment is one of the core expressions that define us as humans; on the other hand, the universalist sentiments that transcend familial boundary, like the heartmind that cannot bear the suffering of others, etc., also define us as humans. Although these two kinds of sentiment often align with each other, they can also come into conflict as the Shun narrative powerfully demonstrates.

B. Tension among Virtues

Therefore, contrary to our established understanding of Mencius, the picture of a virtuous human being portrayed by Mencius is actually a conflicted one. In his attempt to solve, or at least alleviate, the tension involved, Mencius seeks to reserve a space for the familial realm in the political discourse, sometimes at the expense of the political norm. This is the price Mencius is willing to pay for maintaining our humanity, conflicted as it is. This means that, for Mencius, at the core of our humanity there is a deep tension between familial attachments and universal benevolence that might not be reconcilable under some circumstances. Familial attachment, however problematic under certain circumstances, should never be abandoned or transcended, or we would lose an essential part of being human.

Being human for Mencius is irreducibly familial and political at the same time. Familial sentiments can never be explained away or substituted in understanding what constitutes the human. The virtue that is required when the political and the familial virtues are in conflict is personal sacrifice. The imperative of personal sacrifice points to the tension between the familial and the political domains, in sharp contrast with the smooth transition between them painted in the XQZP ideal.

Mencius reserves a special place for the familial domain in his political project by making familial sentiments categorically different from political virtues. That is, family is not just the medium between the personal and the political in Mencius’s thought, but rather an end in itself. This means that for Mencius the familial is self-justifying and self-justified, and that its value in defining us as humans does not lie in its relevance to the political. This also suggests that if we allow the political to overwhelm the familial, we run the risk of losing our humanity, as Mencius’s objection to the Mohist ideal of impartial care points to. Indeed, Mencius’s accusation of the Mohists being unfilial can be more fruitfully interpreted as Mencius’s rejection of the latter’s judgment call, not their arguments with which Mencius actually agrees. What lies at the heart of the Mencian judgment, distinct from the Mohist and Yangist ones, is that Mencius has a keen sense of the limit of universalist arguments, a conflict he is not eager to resolve.

This keen sense of a deep tension at the root of what it means to be human is in sharp contrast with the Mohists and the Yangists, whose positions might be more conceptually coherent, but who both failed to accommodate the complexity of the human condition, at least from a Mencian perspective. Seen this way, the tension in Mencius’s thought in this particular aspect is actually a feature, rather than a flaw, in the Mencian moral-political project, making the Mencian philosophical approach a more attractive way to think through the set of complicated and often intractable moral issues at stake.

Our discussion of the tension between the familial and political makes it clear that this tension is fundamental to Mencius’s moral-political project that has no conceivably all-satisfying resolutions, regardless how skilled and cultivated the moral agent is. Such a deep tension is at the heart of Mencius’s understanding of what it means to be human.55

Ing makes a distinction between two kinds of value conflict: value conflict due to tragic circumstances (what he calls the “moderate” claim) and conflict among values themselves (the “strong” claim). He argues that the early Confucian thinkers were more moderate in their approach to value conflict and that they attributed such conflicts to circumstances rather than values themselves. This characterization of the early Confucian worldview fits the Mencian picture painted in this chapter. The several dramatic suicide stories cited in Ing’s book highlight the imperative of self-sacrifice when the conflict among competing obligations simply cannot be reconciled under certain tragic circumstances.

2.4. Concluding Mencius: Humaneness and Its Challenges

In this section, I have provided an alternative framework to make better sense of conflicting elements in Mencius’s philosophy, especially the tension between the familial and the political domains. I argue that there are two strands operative in Mencius’s philosophy, the extensionist and the sacrificalist. The extensionist Mencius operates on the assumption of congruity among desirable goods, whether material or moral, whereas the sacrificalist Mencius is much more clear-eyed about the tension involved among desirable goods, as well as that between the familial and the political domains. This is an attempt to draw our attention to the more radical strand of the Mencian thought that is premised upon the sacrificialist virtue of yi, as opposed to the extensionist virtue of ren. My conclusion is that Mencius considers the familial and the political as connected but ultimately separate ends in themselves, revealing a deep-rooted tension at the seat of humanity that Mencius is not willing to explain away. In so doing, Mencius, the sacrificialist, subtly diverges from the Confucian orthodoxy that takes for granted a congruent relationship between familial and political norms, implying that extending kinship-based virtues to the political realm can be much more challenging, and at times even impossible, than normally assumed within the Confucian tradition.

Mencius continued Confucius’s moral-political project that treated the political as the derivative of the moral. The central conceptual anchor of Mencius’s moral-political thought is his deliberation on human nature, a set of incipient moral dispositions that can be cultivated into cardinal virtues of a Confucian gentleman or even sage, although there is deep tension among certain core Mencian virtues, especially between ren and yi. What motivated his discussion on human nature was how to move rulers to become more humane and benevolent to their people. In other words, Mencius’s deliberations on human dispositions and moral sentiments serve his political project that centers on the ideal of benevolent governance.

Benevolent governance refers to the way a ruler governs when he cultivates his naturally endowed human sentiments and extends his humaneness to all his people. Importantly, for the purpose of this chapter and this book, we should note that benevolence in Mencius’s moral-political philosophy is congruent with the idea of justice (except when one’s family members are implicated which explains his objection to the Mohist teaching of impartial care), although benevolence is articulated in terms of humaneness. This means that a ruler’s benevolent governance is compatible with the idea of just rule under his supervision when his family is not implicated, even though Mencius formulates benevolence as a virtue oriented toward the norm of humaneness.

Mencius’ moral-political philosophy is clearly virtue-based and can be summed up in the following two aspects. First, a person, especially a ruler, should cultivate one’s heavenly endowed moral sprouts to become truly virtuous and not let the daily grind impede the healthy development of one’s inborn moral inclinations. Second, everybody, again especially a ruler, should channel their natural human emotions toward noble and worthy causes, not letting their petty self-centeredness stand in the way of such pursuits.

What is striking about Mencius is that he did not explicitly rely on a rule- or standard-based mechanism or institution in his virtue-based benevolent governance,56 be it moral, ritual, or legal. His approach was primarily based on moral intuitions and instincts. This is in sharp contrast with the Mohists and, as we will see later in the book, later Confucians like Xunzi, as well as the so-called fajia thinkers. For Mencius, as long as a ruler could extend his compassionate heartmind to his people, the king would become a truly benevolent king. The obvious problem with such an approach to politics is that it overestimates the role and the reach of personal virtues in politics and does not take political power seriously. That is, the Mencian approach to politics does not treat the political domain as sui generis with its own rules and dynamics. This would become especially clear when compared with the approach to politics proposed by the fajia thinkers, as we will see later in the book.

§3. General Conclusion: The Great Divergence between Justice and Humaneness

In this chapter, I have discussed a most consequential development in classical Chinese philosophy post-Confucius, namely the divergence between justice and humaneness, represented by Mozi and Mencius, respectively. Confucius put forward the idea of ren as an encompassing norm that accommodates elements of both humaneness and justice, but the tension between the two values was exposed and explored to an astonishing degree by Mozi and Mencius such that the battle line was now clearly drawn between the Mohists and the Confucians,57 to be joined and complicated by others as well.

As Fraser himself observes, “the Rú [Confucians] hold a pluralistic view of value, on which special relationships and the public good are distinct sources of value, for the Mohists there is only a single source of value, the benefit of all, from which special relationships derive their value” (2016, 146). Indeed, while partialist humaneness seems to be more accommodating of such a pluralistic approach to values, impartialist justice is more demanding in terms of maintaining a single source of value as well as a more uniform standard of adjudication and enforcement.

In the next chapter, we will look at one of the most important critics of the Mencian project during the classical period, namely, Laozi 老子, who was the alleged author of the Daodejing (道德經). As we will see, from Mencius to Laozi, classical Chinese philosophers found themselves in a very different intellectual environment yet again. Laozi would “demote” the role of Heaven in his philosophy and elevate Dao to take its place. The elevation of the naturalist Dao led to a drastic reconceptualization of Heaven, making what used to be taken as a caring and involved supernatural agent to one that did not particularly care about human affairs. In fact, human beings in the Laoist cosmos would be decentered, becoming one among the ten thousand things (wanwu 萬物). Such a new understanding of Heaven and its relationship with the human realm would reset the parameters of philosophical efforts in the late Warring States with far-reaching and sometimes unexpected consequences in the subsequent moral-political deliberations about the values of humaneness and justice.



1 Stephen Durrant, in his article “The Taoist Apotheosis of Mo Ti,” provides an interesting account of how Mozi came to be associated with Daoism during the early medieval period.

2 The phrase here is borrowed from Martin Kern and Dirk Meyer’s characterization of the Western scholarship on the Book of Documents (Kern & Meyer eds. 2017, 7).

3 Zheng Jiewen 郑杰文, in his Ershi shiji moxue yanjiu shi (二十世纪墨学研究史, The History of Mohist Studies in the 20th Century), provides a comprehensive coverage of scholarly discussions about the Mozi from four different periods during the twentieth century in China while offering helpful information about the study of the Mozi prior to the twentieth century.

4 According to Defoort,


In no premodern textual source, and—beyond this dialogue [a short passage from the Lu wen 魯問 chapter of the Mozi] and the chapter titles—nowhere else in the Mozi itself, was there any hint of the existence of a set of ten core ideas: no rival, no disciple, no critic, no commentator, and no bibliographical scholar seems to have thought about Mohism in the way modern scholars do. I have not found any written source before the late eighteenth century that characterizes Mozi’s thought with either this list of ten mottos or by way of this short dialogue. Even if I should have missed a possible small number of such examples, these would not resolve the remarkable contrast between the virtual absence of the ten core ideas in the past and their absolute dominance in contemporary scholarship. (Defoort 2015, 212)



Defoort’s essay goes into great details in explaining the emendation of the Lu wen fragment (by Wang Niansun) along with the highlighting of the ten Mohist doctrines in the hands of Sun Yirang and other late Qing scholars. As Defoort notes in another essay:


If the founder of Mohism had from the very outset expounded on a set of core ideas—with or without fixed formulations—it is strange that his fervent adherents only once explicitly expressed their support for this full string of ten, in a fragment that remained unnoticed by any master or scholar in Chinese history until the 19th century. My alternative portrayal is that early Mohist thought may have gradually come into being at the hands of various authors and editors, that the habit of arguing in terms of increasingly fixed formulations was a late Warring States phenomenon to which the Mozi’s authors contributed, and that Master Mo was the person to whom all these ideas were attributed rather than their inventor. (Defoort 2016, 19)



This is in line with the contemporary scholarly understanding of the nature of early texts, including the Mozi, that they are evolving texts that gradually took shape after generations of people who worked on them in various fashions, much of which remain invisible to later scholars.

5 For example, according to Michael Nylan, “No good evidence exists by which to ascertain the class and status backgrounds of Mozi or his followers. Rather, the ready ascription of a specific class background and occupation to Mozi underscores the point that historical or semi-historical figures often acquire attributes because of the figure’s alleged determination to distance himself from the autocratic rulers of his time” (Nylan 2009, 10). Nylan speculates that “Probably Mozi and his band of followers were just as much members of the governing elite as Kongzi and his band” (ibid., fn.55).

6 The unusual brevity on Mozi in the Shiji might be indicative of Mozi’s declining status at the time of early Han when Sima Qian lived. However, contrary to the conventional wisdom that trumpets the “triumph” of Confucianism and the disappearance of Mohism in the Han dynasty, modern scholarship has observed that the Mohist influence did not actually disappear in the Han dynasty. The disappearance of Mohism as a distinct school of thought was likely a much more gradual process, although some Sinologists have even argued that extant evidence does not support the conventional wisdom that Mohism was “a school” distinct from Confucianism during the Warring States period. For example, Nylan maintains that Mohism was neither distinct nor a school in the pre-Qin period in her critique of Sarah Allan’s continuing reliance on the labels of Confucian and Mohist “schools” in the latter’s interpretation of the bamboo slip manuscripts (Nylan 2009, 2, fn.9).

7 世之顯學，儒墨也。(韩非·顯學篇, in Chen 2000, 1124).

8 Of course, we should avoid the extreme in completely reducing the philosophical reasoning to social status or power, as the particularity of philosophical reasoning almost always defies such simplistic, and often misleading, reductionism. As Graham observes, “The evidence does not . . . entitle us to treat Mohism as the ideology of artisans as a self-conscious class” (1989, 35). Nylan’s speculation (2009, fn.55), that Mozi and his followers might have come from the same elite class as Confucius and his followers, provides another reason not to be overly reductionistic when it comes to the relationship between one’s philosophy and one’s class background.

9 Benjamin Wong and Hui-Chieh Loy highlight the tension between Mozi as a serious philosopher and Mozi’s belief in ghosts (Wong & Loy 2004, 344), although the two authors try to find a broader implication in the Mohist belief in ghosts without having to dismiss it as philosophically compromising, i.e., it constitutes “a crucial correction or qualification to the otherwise optimistic tenor of ‘Impartial Love’ ” (ibid.). Bryan Van Norden, on the other hand, questions the foundational nature of the Mohist belief in Heaven in Mohist ethics (Van Norden 2007, 149), based on Dirck Vorenkamp’s observation that for later Mohists “Heaven and the spirits are completely incidental to the utilitarian argument of advancing the cause of universal love” (Vorenkamp 1992, 439). Fraser clearly recognizes the relevance of religious orientation of the Mohist ethics, if somewhat guardedly. Indeed, Fraser seems rather ambivalent about the role that religious worldview plays in Mohist ethics. On the one hand, his discussion of the Mohist religious commitment is subsumed under the framework of Mohist consequentialism (Fraser 2016, 118) such that “Heaven’s function in grounding the Mohists’ ethics is in principle detachable from their religious beliefs” (ibid., 124). On the other hand, he appears to maintain the possibility that the Mohists’ religious orientation might be more than what can be accounted for in their ethical commitment through a secularist explanation (ibid., 183–184). As we will see in the following, tensions and inconsistencies in the Mohist stance toward the supernatural realm might have contributed to the scholarly ambivalence on the subject.

10 Sterckx (2013) speculates that there might not have been three chapters on the ghost at all, unlike the other core Mohist doctrines, although the conventional wisdom is that the other two chapters were just lost.

11 For example, Confucius, in response to Zigong, who is puzzled by the master’s sentiment that he wishes he did not have to speak, remarks, “What does Heaven ever say? Yet the four seasons are put in motion by it, and the myriad creatures receive their life from it. What does Heaven ever say?” (Analects 17.19, Slingerlands trans.).

12 Unless noted otherwise, the Mozi texts cited in this chapter are from John Knoblock and Jeffrey Riegal’s translation in Mozi 墨子: A Study and Translation of the Ethical and Political Writings (2013).

13 Heaven, spirits, and ghosts constitute what Ian Johnston calls, in his translation of the Mozi, “supramundane surveillance and supervision” of human conduct (Johnston 2010, liv).

14 Fraser provides a helpful summary of the representative voices on both sides of the debate (2016, 257, n.10).

15 As pointed out earlier, Dirck Vorenkamp observes that “for these later Mohists, Heaven and the spirits are completely incidental to the utilitarian argument of advancing the cause of universal love” (1992, 439). Even if we were to accept Vorenkamp’s observation about the later Mohists which requires a rather big leap in textual reasoning, I still do not think we can therefore infer, without further evidence, that it is necessarily the same with earlier Mohists, whose views are represented in the synoptic chapters.

16 Fraser maintains that the norm of promoting benefit for all is more fundamental than jian ai in the Mohist philosophy, even though he recognizes the close conceptual link between the two in interpreting the latter as a manifestation of the former (2016, 158).

17 Fa is used here as a generic term that includes other terms like gnomons (biao 表) in the Mozi, due to the wider usage of fa in many Warring States texts. The philosophical significance of this term, its appearance in other texts, and the impact of the Mohist thought on the wider Warring States thought through the lens of fa would become increasingly clear as we move through this period.

18 Such an interpretation does have its critics among contemporary scholars. For example, Goldin maintains that utilitarianism/consequentialism is “a hermeneutic prism affording a good understanding of one aspect of Mohism, but scant appreciation of the rest” (Goldin 2020, 59) and “the hermeneutic line that renders Mozi as ‘China’s utilitarian’ is a terrible simplification” (ibid., 79).

19 Fraser has a helpful summary of the contemporary discourse on the various types of consequentialism in his discussion of the Mohist consequentialism (2016, 141–142).

20 Ivanhoe first characterizes the Mohists as state consequentialists in his Confucian Moral Self-Cultivation (2000a, 15). Interestingly, Van Norden does not invoke state consequentialism in his book, Virtue Ethics and Consequentialism in Early Chinese Philosophy (2007), which deals with the Mohist consequentialism in greater detail. Instead, his interpretative framework is act- versus rule-consequentialism. Van Norden is tempted by the possibility of interpreting Mohism as rule-consequentialism, especially in understanding the Mohist view on righteous warfare, but decides that such a characterization would require more speculation than he is comfortable with (2007, 176).

21 The idea of a universal state was much more expressively articulated toward the end of the Warring States period, when it became clear that the march toward unification by the state of Qin was all but inevitable. A notable example in this effort was The Annals of Lü Buwei (Lüshi chünqiu 呂氏春秋), a monumental work spearheaded by the once powerful prime minster of Qin, Lü Buwei 呂不韋, during the early years of Yingzheng 嬴政 who would eventually become the first emperor. Lü designed the Annals as a way to preserve and synthesize all valuable teachings about governance and cultivation available during the classical period and to create a new system of thought explicitly for the impending universal state.

22 As we will discuss in Chapter 7 of this book, Han Feizi’s fajia political theory can be fruitfully interpreted as the execution of this universal state consequentialist vision when he was promoting the bureaucratic state as the sole agent of justice and impartiality. Given the shared statist orientation between the Mohists and the fajia thinkers, it is sensible to connect the Mohist vision of universal justice with the fajia project of building a powerful state institution to enforce impartiality in the public and political domain. Interpreting the Mohist consequentialism as universal state consequentialism can help to connect the Mohist and the fajia projects, as we will see later in the book.

23 “ ‘Justice’ has sometimes been used in a way that makes it virtually indistinguishable from rightness in general.” In Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, entry on justice (https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice/), accessed on October 28, 2019.

24 Chad Hansen is baffled by the inconsistency of Mencius’s ideas in the latter’s reluctance to embrace the universalist conclusion of his own teaching (1992, 168).

25 Defoort’s highlighting of the religious sentiment in the Mohist ethics is also shared by Ivanhoe in his interpretation of the Mohist motivation. When critiquing the lack of discussion of the psychological dimension of human actions in Mohist theories, Ivanhoe (1998) takes much more seriously the religious aspect of the Mohist moral teaching.

26 Hansen notes that Xunzi’s use of fa was an interesting exception to the prevailing way fa was used: “Xunzi’s use is, theoretically, the most radical deviation from the original theory of fa. Xunzi uses fastandards almost ironically. Since there can be no neutral, objective, purely measurement standards, the only possible standard can be the junzigentleman himself—his intuitions and behavior. The interpretative inclinations of the trained scholar are precisely what Mozi or Guanzi would have contrasted to fa. Mozi’s original coinage specifically opposed Confucian intuition. Scholarly intuition is the opposite of objective, measurable, publicly accessible standards” (1994, 469). The implication of this Xunist exception will be explored in the chapter on Xunzi later in the book wherein I characterize Xunzi’s exaltation of the role of sage in his defense of the Confucian project as the “cult of sage.”

27 For a helpful overview of gnomons in ancient China, see Li 2015, 2095–2104.

28 Andrew Meyer (2014) has argued that the excavated Guodian texts can be fruitfully interpreted as representing some of the lost early voices in critiquing the Mohists.

29 In a seminal article, “Modeling the Contested Relationship between Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi: Preliminary Evidence from a Machine-Learning Approach,” Ryan Nichols and his coauthors employ a machine learning method in their “distant reading” of the three Confucian classics to show that the Mencius is an outlier among early Confucian texts and that the Xunzi is closer to the Analects in their general outlooks, contrary to the conventional wisdom enshrined in the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy. My study in this chapter would provide further conceptual evidence in support of this observation.

30 Michael Hunter, in a provocative article, “Did Mencius Know the Analects?” (2014), questions the traditional dating that puts the Analects before the Mencius. Instead, Hunter puts forward a radical proposal that puts the Mencius before the Analects. However, as I have discussed in Chapter 1, even though the Analects might not have been a bounded text prior to the Han, much of its content clearly reflects an intellectual milieu earlier than the Han. This means that Mencius did not necessarily have at his disposal the entire text of the Analects that would be collected later. Still, as we will see in the following discussion, Mencius shared a general vision with what we have seen in the Analects, a vision he attributed to Confucius, albeit with important differences.

31 Interestingly, ritual is recast as one of the core constituents, propriety anchored in ritual, of the emerging notion of human nature in the Mencius. I will discuss this in greater detail later in the chapter.

32 Graham thinks shu is taken over by empathy in Mencius (1989, 109).

33 Some might criticize my approach as one that pushes those virtues to their extreme only to support my argument. As should become clear in this chapter, it is precisely those so-called extreme cases that provide us with invaluable clues to the fault lines in the moral universes occupied by Mencius and others. Mencius’s philosophy, like any philosophical system, must handle extreme cases as well as easy ones, and it is often when exploring the former that philosophical reasoning becomes most interesting. As Michael Ing observes in his study of the vulnerability of integrity in early Confucian thought, “deep value conflicts . . . may rarely occur, but the fact that they can occur, and that they can occur for even the most profound people, is significant in forecasting the sentiments people have about the world they live in” (2017, 143).

34 Unless noted otherwise, all translations of the Mencius adopted in this chapter are from Bryan Van Norden’s Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries (Hackett, 2008). When “Mengzi” is used in this chapter, it specifically refers to Van Norden’s translation. Otherwise, “Mencius” is more generally used when I discuss the text attributed to Mencius.

35 David S. Nivison connects the use of tui in the Mencius to Mohist sources:


The expression tui en, literally “pushing out compassion,” has a limited use among later Confucians, but the word tuī 推 alone is an important technical term for the later Mohist dialecticians, and there can be little doubt that Mencius here is consciously appropriating that use. It is defined in chapter 45 of the Mozi: Extending (tui) is getting someone to grant what that person has not accepted when it is the same as something that that person does accept. (Nivison 1996, 96)



36 Interestingly, as Ivanhoe points out to me in our correspondence, “While widely invoked there is no example of ‘concentric circles’ in the early Confucian tradition (though one does find this metaphor in ancient Greece),” even though the metaphor of concentric circles does seem to fit the Chinese case.

37 Nivison’s essay “Two Roots or One,” initially delivered as the Presidential Address before the 54th Annual Pacific Meeting of the American Philosophical Association in San Francisco, California, on March 28, 1980, does not quite address with the problem in a way that is relevant to this chapter, despite its title.

38 See Nivison 1996, 295, fn.26. Myeong-seok Kim (2018) critiques Nivison’s perceived defense of Mencius’s one-source position, although I think Nivison’s position is more nuanced than characterized by Kim.

39 Kwong-loi Shun’s interpretation of Mencius is also premised on this one-root assumption (Shun 1997, 129). Jeffrey Riegel, in his 2015 article “A Root Split in Two: Mengzi 3A5 Reconsidered,” challenges such an interpretation by examining the language and structure of the passage. He observes,


The grammar of the sentence is such that 一本 yi ben and 二本 er ben must be understood as verbal predicates with the pivotal pronoun zhi 之 and the proper name Yizi 夷子 (“Master Yi”) as their respective subjects. One cannot, as is often done, ignore the grammatical parallelism of the two phrases zhi yi ben, “they are single-rooted,” and Yizi er ben, “Master Yi is dual-rooted,” and render er ben as some sort of transitive verb; or insert other verbs into the text in an effort to make Heaven and Yizi parallel subjects and, as a result, render yi ben and er ben, translated as “one root” and “two roots,” or something similar, as if they were the objects of those verbs. (Riegel 2015, 47)



Riegel’s conclusion is the following:


Being “dual-rooted” means dividing this love in two, providing care equally to one’s parents and the parents of others. It further means that Yi Zhi has made “dual” by dividing in two something that in its original, innate, or “Heavenly” form is undivided—i.e., we should understand yi ben “single-rooted” not to refer to a root that is unique, or one root as opposed to two, but rather a root that is “whole” and “entire.” Also involved in Mengzi’s conception of this root that is undivided is the idea that it, unlike Yi Zhi’s divided root, consists of a love that is extended, amplified in stages or grades, to reach others who are ever more distant from the self and hence occupy a lower status and lesser importance vis-à-vis the self than those to whom one is closely related. (Riegel 2015, 48–49)



This conclusion does not really change the parameters of the philosophical discussions surrounding Mengzi 3A5 among contemporary scholars.

40 For a more detailed account of the Shun stories, see Sima Qian 1994b, 8–16.

41 Erin Cline’s comment on this aspect of the Shun narrative in her Families of Virtue: Confucian and Western Views on Childhood Development represents the most recent effort in this line of interpretation (2015, 28–30).

42 Many of the important articles in that debate are collected in a volume edited by Guo Qiyong, A Collection of Contentions about Confucian Ethics: Focusing on the Mutual Concealment among Family Members (儒家倫理爭鳴集—以“親親互隱”爲中心. Wuhan 武漢: Hubei Jiaoyu Chubanshe 湖北教育出版社, 2005). Dao runs several special issues covering the debate, using Liu and Guo as its key representatives with various Western scholars weighing in on that debate. My summary of the debate is based on the coverage in Dao.

43 For a more extensive treatment of Angle’s argument, see Michael Ing’s discussion of what he calls the “harmony thesis” in the Confucian tradition as well as in the scholarly discourse (Ing 2017, 52ff).

44 Despite the conventional wisdom that China did not have a tradition of tragedy, especially when compared with the early Greek tradition, recent scholarship has called into question such a portrayal of early China. Michael Ing (2017) has provided one of the most sustained study of the motif of tragic choices from many understudied early Chinese sources. The current chapter is another attempt to make the case that when there is a conflict between the political and the familial, one’s choice is no longer between moral and non-moral values, but between competing moral values. Those cases are the quandary ones and can indeed be understood as tragic choices.

45 Kwong-loi Shun famously observes that yi is more self-regarding whereas ren is more other-regarding (Shun 1997, 63). However, this characterization does not quite explain the way yi is used in 1A1 when yi is set up as the polar opposite of profit (li). Here I am offering an alternative interpretative framework to shed new light on the ren-yi relationship in Mencius’s thought.

46 For example, Irene Bloom translates the passage as follows:


Mencius said, “When the Way exists in the world, the Way must follow one’s person. When the Way does not exist in the world, one’s person must follow the Way. I have never heard of the Way following other people.” (Bloom trans.)



But it is unclear what it means by “the Way must follow one’s person” when the Way exists in the world. D. C. Lau translates xun in a familiar fashion:


Mencius said, “When the Way prevails in the Empire, it goes where one’s person goes; when the Way is eclipsed, one’s person goes where the Way has gone. I have never heard of making the Way go where other people are going.” (Lau trans.)



In this translation, the locale of the Way is clearly in a cultivated moral agent. This echoes the sentiment expressed in the Analects 15.29 wherein Confucius famously says, “Human beings can broaden the Way—it is not the Way that broadens human beings” (Slingerland’s trans.).

Van Norden translates it in this way,


Mengzi said, “When the world has the Way, the Way stays with you to the grave. When the world lacks the Way, you stay with the Way to the grave. But I have never heard of the Way staying with you while you follow others.” (Van Norden trans.)



This translation brings out the element of being buried with the dead in the original meaning of xun by rendering it as “stay with something to the grave,” but Van Norden does not provide the reason for rendering 以道殉乎人 as “the Way staying with you while you follow others.”

47 《康熙字典》：《玉篇》用人送死也。

48 《康熙字典》：又凡以身從物皆曰殉。《莊子·騈拇篇》小人則以身殉利，士則以身殉名，天下盡殉也。彼所殉仁義也，則俗謂之君子。所殉貨財也，則俗謂之小人。

49 In 4A4, yi is listed as the moral norm that specifically governs the relationship between lord and his ministers: “between ruler and ministers there is righteousness” (君臣有義).

50 In Mengzi 4A10, the relationship between ren and yi is put simply as the following: “Benevolence is people’s peaceful abode. Righteousness is people’s proper path.”

51 Kwong-loi Shun insightfully discerns a problematic redirection of one’s attention toward oneself in a moral context as “ethical self-indulgence” (2015, 191ff).

52 Although Shun’s abdication in order to save his father is only a hypothetical case, not a real one, the role it plays in Mencius’s thought is not much different from a “real” case.

53 The notable exception is Mencius 1A1, wherein Mencius warns the king of the dire consequences of obsessing over benefit or profit in governing a state and argues that the king should reorient himself to the perspective of what is right.

54 Hansen is a famous representative of such a stance.

55 Michael Ing, in his The Vulnerability of Integrity in Early Confucian Thought, has argued along a similar line, i.e., the conflictful world of the sages and the irresolvable value conflicts in such a world, by delving into many understudied early Chinese non-canonical texts, especially from the Han period (206 bce–220 ce). According to Ing,


Early Confucians did not believe that we live in a fractured world where values are necessarily at odds with each other. Yet they did believe in the possibility of value conflicts such that tragic circumstances could occur. For instance, early Confucians could conceptualize values such as communal welfare (gong 公) and personal welfare (si 私) or filial piety (xiao 孝) and loyalty (zhong 忠), and it may turn out that these values often conflict with each other—sometimes producing irresolvable value conflicts. However, they did not see these values in a relationship with each other that necessitates irresolvable conflict. (Ing 2017, 143)



56 The following passage might be an exception in the Mencius, wherein Mencius suggests that it is critically important to understand the moral intent of the laws and regulations set up by the former kings in the practice of benevolent governance:


Hence it is said, “Mere goodness is insufficient to govern; mere laws do not put themselves into effect.” . . . No one has ever gone wrong by honoring the laws of the Former Kings.

The sages had already done their utmost with their eyes, so they went on to use the compass, carpenter’s square, balance, and ink-line, so that squares, circles, level surfaces, and straight edges could be used endlessly. They had already done their utmost with their ears, so they went on to use the six pitch-pipes, so that the five notes could be set endlessly. They had already done their utmost with the reflection of their hearts, so they went on to use governments that were not unfeeling toward others, and benevolence covered the world. (Mengzi 4A1)



Van Norden cites Zhu Xi in explaining mere goodness and mere laws, “To have the heart but to lack the government, this is called ‘mere goodness.’ To have the government but to lack the heart, this is called ‘mere laws’ ” (Van Norden 2008, 88). Here Mencius clearly recognizes the critical role of laws and institutions in the execution of benevolent governance. Still, it is fair to say that the overwhelming emphasis of the text is from the perspective of the moral qualities of a ruler when he discusses the ideal of benevolent governance.

57 Even though some scholars have argued more recently that the Mohist project is not significantly different from the Confucian one, or that the Mohists might not necessarily treat the Confucians as their rivals when the Mohists were formulating their core doctrines, this does not mean that the Confucians did not treat the Mohists as rivals. Clearly, Mencius considered the Mohists (and the Yangists) as grave threats to the Confucian project.


3

Justice and Humaneness in a Naturalist Cosmos

Laozi’s Dao and the Realignment of Values

We have seen in the previous chapter that, after Confucius, there was a divergence in the classical Chinese moral-political ruminations on justice and humaneness, represented by Mozi and Mencius, with the former oriented more toward justice and the latter humaneness. Such a divergence was so significant that the justice-cum-humaneness continuum tenuously assumed and sustained, if not so articulated, in Confucius’s thought was starting to come apart with the tension between justice and humaneness considered irreconcilable under some circumstances. In the subsequent development of classical Chinese philosophy, the sorting between humaneness and justice among thinkers would continue with increasingly sharp formulations that pushed the intellectual milieu to new territories.

One of the most significant developments in this process was the very understanding of Heaven and its relationship with the human realm, which would have major implications in the evolution of the idea of justice in early China. We have seen that Confucius, Mozi, and Mencius all embraced an idea of Heaven that cared about human well-being and was deeply involved in human affairs, despite obvious differences among them about Heaven and its relationship with humans. Since Heaven served as the ultimate exemplar or standard for humans to emulate and follow, such a common understanding, or shared assumption, about Heaven played a central role in anchoring various speculations about moral-political norms. However, this shared assumption would be challenged in the mid- to late Warring States period, which would reset the parameters for the later philosophical development during the classical period. The Daodejing, also known as the Laozi, is the most famous inherited text signaling such a dramatic change.

We will see in this chapter that Laozi would completely jettison the idea of a Heaven that cares about human affairs and is actively involved in managing the human world. Instead, Heaven becomes indifferent to human affairs. Furthermore, in the Laozi, Heaven would be eclipsed by the Dao as the origin of the cosmos encompassing the natural as well as the human world. The concept of Dao is featured more prominently in Laozi’s thought than any other inherited text studied in this book, and Heaven is subsumed under the Dao-generated cosmos. The twin development of the idea of a detached Heaven and the subordination of Heaven to the Dao signified a naturalist turn in the Chinese philosophical discourse during late fourth century bce, supported by recently excavated texts, which would open up new conceptual spaces for subsequent moral-political deliberations. In so doing, Laozi appropriated the Mohist idea of impartiality of Heaven but did so under a naturalist cosmos, making justice and impartiality a natural feature of the cosmos and rejecting humaneness as a heavenly attribute. We will see that Laozi considered justice and humaneness incommensurable values in the political domain while repudiating the universalism in both the Confucian and the Mohist projects. It will become clear to us that the Laozi held the keys to several pivotal developments in classical Chinese philosophy.

§1. Contextualizing Laozi and the Daodejing in Light of the Excavated Texts

Among the classical texts, the Daodejing (道德經, hereafter DDJ) is the one whose authorship has been the most controversial and the related questions about the formation of the text and its timing are also the most problematic. Laozi 老子, the putative author of the DDJ, was an enigmatic figure in ancient Chinese history. According to the Shiji, Laozi was an archivist in the Zhou court whom Confucius, the consummate ritual master, allegedly consulted on ritual matters, a highly ironic scenario given how the DDJ makes a mockery of rituals. The controversy surrounding the identity of Laozi and his supposed authorship of the DDJ goes back more than two thousand years. Both have been questioned as early as the Han dynasty, such that by the time Sima Qian (c. 145 or 135–86 bce) wrote the Shiji he was noncommittal to those issues and did not even try to solve the conflict among the different accounts about Laozi available to him. The debate about the historicity of Laozi and the authorship of the DDJ continued through Chinese history. According to Luo Genze 羅根澤 (Luo 1982, 24–26), there have been as many as twenty-nine positions on the issue since the Song dynasty (960–1279).

The modern period witnessed a major flare-up of the issues in the 1920s and the 1930s following the publication of Hu Shi’s (胡適) Zhongguo zhexueshi dagang (An Outline of the History of Chinese Philosophy 中國哲學史大綱) in 1919. Hu Shi adopted the traditional dating that puts Laozi ahead of Confucius, prompting a heated debate (some characterized it as a “war” due to the high passions involved) between the traditionalists and the modernists, against the background of the New Culture Movement (xin wenhua yundong 新文化運動) in the early twentieth-century China. The debate itself lasted almost two decades but its impact is still felt today. The content of the debate is collected in volumes four and six of the Gushi bian (Disputations about Ancient History 古史辨).1

Contemporary discussions on Laozi and the DDJ have a somewhat different dynamic wherein we often see a fault line between Western Sinologists and Chinese scholars, some noticeable exceptions notwithstanding. Contemporary Western Sinology has reached a rather strong consensus that there is little, if any, overlap between the Lao Dan 老聃 (or Li Er 李耳) portrayed in the Shiji on the one hand and the author of the DDJ on the other. According to this view, the DDJ is a collection of aphorisms that were widely circulated, often orally, during the mid- to late Warring States period and was compiled and edited through the effort of multiple people across several generations; it was later attributed to a legendary figure Laozi, whose existence as a historical person is very much in doubt. However, the Western consensus on the authorship of the DDJ and the historicity of Laozi is challenged by the Chinese scholarly community. Liu Xiaogan usefully summarizes three opinions on the dating of the text among contemporary scholars: “Laozi and Confucius,” before Zhuangzi, and after Zhuangzi (Liu 2009, 213), with the first placing Laozi to the time of Confucius, the second putting him before Zhuangzi, and the third after Zhuangzi. Most Chinese scholars have taken the first position and almost all Western scholars have settled on one of the latter two.

The divergence of opinions between contemporary Chinese scholars and Western Sinologists on the dating of the DDJ and the historicity of Laozi have a lot to do with their different approaches in the study of the astonishing archaeological discoveries in two tombs, a Han tomb (c. 200 bce) in Mawangdui 馬王堆 and a Chu tomb (c. 300 bce) in Guodian 郭店, which contained a treasure trove of classical texts, many of which were lost in history. There were roughly a hundred years separating the two tombs which might not seem like a long time historically speaking. However, not all hundred-year periods are the same. In this case, the intellectual and political milieus were drastically different between the interments of the two tombs, the early imperial period in the case of Mawangdui and the pre-imperial mid-Warring States period in the case of Guodian. Those excavations challenge a great deal of the conventional wisdom when it comes to the history of production and transmission of inherited texts.

The Mawangdui collection was discovered in 1973 near Changsha, Hunan Province, and the Guodian corpus was found in 1993 near Jingmen in Hubei Province. Among the remarkable textual discoveries in those two tombs are texts that are identifiable as versions of the Laozi, and they are labeled the Mawangdui Laozi (ML) and the Guodian Laozi (GL), respectively. While those discoveries have provided precious new glimpses into a world that had long been obscured, if not entirely lost, in the vicissitudes of history, what they actually mean for our understanding of the status of the DDJ during the Warring States period has been a subject of intense scholarly debate.

The ML has two versions, A (jia 甲) and B (yi 乙), with A being the earlier one, dated to 200 bce. They were written on silk, therefore the ML is also known as the Silk Manuscript Laozi (Boshu Laozi 帛書老子). The text of the ML does not differ in any fundamental way from the inherited Laozi (IL), which makes the ML the earliest complete text of the Laozi. One major difference, long noted by scholars, is that the order of the two parts, the Book of Dao (Dao Jing 道經, Chapters 1–37 in the IL) and the Book of De (De Jing 德經, Chapters 38–81 in the IL), constituting the inherited Daodejing, is reversed, with the Book of De placed before the Book of Dao, prompting some scholars to call the ML as Dedaojing, e.g., Henricks (1989). Given the fact that the ML is the earliest complete version of the Laozi discovered so far, the clear implication is that the text was by and large finalized by the end of the third century bce. In spite of that, the ML does not tell us the status of the Laozi during the Warring States period. For this, the GL is much more valuable, given its earlier date.

However, the GL, also known as the Bamboo Slip Laozi (Zhujian Laozi 竹簡老子), dated to the late fourth century bce toward the end of Mencius’s lifetime, has presented a much bigger challenge for several reasons: first, the GL has only 31 “chapters,” compared with the 81 chapters of the IL including the ML; second, there are significant differences in those chapters between the GL and the IL, with many in the GL shorter than the IL, hence considered “incomplete”; third, the order and punctuations are different between the GL and the IL; and fourth, when the GL was discovered, it contained three bundles of texts, labeled A (jia 甲), B (yi 乙), and C (bing 丙), with C containing a text, Tai yi sheng shui 太一生水 (The Great One Giving Birth to Water), that is not found in the IL or any other inherited text.

There are two general positions when it comes to the scholarly interpretations of the GL. The first is that the GL came from an existing text of the Laozi that was already complete, and this represents the current consensus among scholars in China, including some who are well respected and active in the Western academy, e.g., Liu Xiaogan (2009, 2015). Many leading Western Sinologists who work on the GL are willing to entertain some version of this view, e.g., Henricks (2000, 22) and Cook (2012, 205), etc., even though they tend to emphasize the unlikelihood of the completeness of an existing Laozi from which the GL was copied. The second view is that the GL was one among many possible sources contributing to the IL that did not yet exist as a complete text at the time of the interment of the Guodian corpus. This view is held mostly by Western scholars, although there is quite a bit of difference among scholars who take this position. William Boltz argues that “the Guodiann manuscript text neither demonstrates the existence of a version of the Laotzyy close to the received version in the arrangement of its constituent parts nor does it testify to the name ‘Laotzyy’ ” (Boltz 1999, 594) and rejects the first position as “an act of faith” (Boltz 1999, 594). E. Bruce Brooks thinks that the GL was copied from an existing version of the Laozi without Chapters 67–81 from the inherited version (Brooks 2010a, 145) and that those last fifteen chapters were a later accretion (Brooks 2010b, 59–61).

The major flash point in the scholarly debate has to do with the relationship between the GL and the IL, the earliest version of the latter being the ML. Franklin Perkins proposes three possible scenarios:


One is that GDL (Guodian Laozi) was a complete text that we could call the proto-Laozi. Everything not found in those materials would then be interpolations, and GDL would have a claim to the greatest authenticity. The second possibility is that GDL represents source materials from which the Laozi as a whole was formed. The other materials could have been contemporaneous, older, or later, but they would not necessarily have been composed as extensions of GDL (as in the first view), nor would they necessarily be less authentic. The third possibility is that GDL is a selection of passages from a single larger text that would be close to the received Laozi. (Perkins 2019, 33–34)



Perkins’s own textual analysis focuses on the last fifteen chapters as a block in the IL that are missing from and are thematically different from the GL, as well as the several more scattered chapters in the IL devoted to treating the Dao as the “one” (yi 一) that are also missing from the GL. He suggests a more complicated process of textual compilation than any of the single scenarios described earlier in which some were added from different sources while others were more integrated into the Guodian text as its core (Perkins 2019, 38).

Robert Henricks, the translator of both the GL and the ML, lists six significant “omissions” in the GL, judging from the IL (2000, 18–19). However, those omissions, important as they are, are not central to our arguments in this chapter. Moreover, Henricks is willing to admit that “it is likely that at least one version of the Laozi, the complete text, and possibly more than one version, was in existence by 300 B.C., if not earlier” (2000, 22), although that position is not entirely based on the GL but on other texts like the ML, the two “commentaries” in the Han Feizi, as well as the fact that the GL could only be copies of the copies and could not itself have been the “original” text on the basis of the study of the three GL texts (2000, 22).

As Liu Xiaogan points out in his discussion of the different accounts of the authorship and the dating of the Laozi, “Scholars making these claims have to imagine a story to explain why the short, coherent text took many people a long time to compose, and why all pre-Qin texts attributed the doctrines found in the received versions of the Laozi to a Lao Dan, who some skeptics say never existed. They suppose that theoretical reasoning based on isolated texts is more reliable than historical documents” (Liu 2003, 342). Liu is echoing a sentiment expressed by the Chinese scholar Li Xueqin 李学勤 who in his 1994 book, Zouchu yigu shidai 走出疑古時代 (Out of the Era of Doubting Antiquity), calls for the scholarly community to get out of era of “Doubting Antiquity” (yi gu 疑古), started in the late Qing period and culminating in the fierce debate in the 1920s and 1930s noted earlier, and to have a more open mind toward historical documents. Recent archaeological discoveries seem to have validated many of the traditional accounts that used to be rejected or questioned by those in the “Doubting Antiquity” camp.

The debate about the DDJ and Laozi will go on as scholars continue to grapple with issues conditioned by a larger historical, material, and intellectual milieu, much of which remains unknown or opaque to modern interpreters. As a result, a great deal of the discussions are based on speculations, educated for sure.2 However, the fact that the GL contains a significant portion of the IL text, regardless of the status of the “complete” Laozi at the time, means that much of the IL material was already in circulation during the late fourth century, toward the end of Mencius’s lifetime. As Henricks notes, the GL contains a “surprisingly well-rounded treatment of the Daoist thought as we know it from the [inherited] Laozi” (Henricks 2000, 17). This is important for the general timeline in my narration of classical Chinese philosophy with respect to the Laozi.

In this book, I take the position that much of the inherited Laozi appeared in the fourth century bce, after the Mencius and before the Shenzi 慎子, an early fajia 法家 text, as well as the Zhuangzi. For the purpose of the book and the broad claims made here, situating the Laozi this way is important due to a significant reorientation of the intellectual discourse toward naturalism and cosmogony during this period that opened up new territories for the subsequent moral-political deliberations. This naturalist turn is best represented by the Laozi among the inherited texts and is supported by the excavated texts, and such an understanding would enable us to better appreciate the intellectual milieu for later classical thinkers.

This chapters takes it for granted that the DDJ was an evolving text that was not likely the work of one person within a short period of time, regardless of its historical relationship with a Laozi and its dating. Different parts of the IL are distinguished by distinct historical and conceptual markers, as a result of the textual evolution. The conceptual and terminological markers in the parts of the text that interest me here indicate that those parts were composed with a clear awareness of the Mencian framework and were therefore likely produced as a response to Mencius. Such a stance does not necessarily obligate me to take a firm position on the dating of other parts or the text as a whole along with the historicity of Laozi and its relationship with the DDJ. Therefore, in this chapter I take the position that the post-Mencius part of the DDJ represents a collective voice of those who were deeply wary of the brutal violence of the mid- and late Warring States period and profoundly skeptical of the Confucian (as well as the Mohist) universalist project that was proposed to save the world from sliding into further violence and chaos.

§2. What Is It about?

One persistent question about the DDJ is this: what exactly is it about? As Hans-Georg Moeller observes when addressing the challenge of interpreting the text,


[T]here is no topic that the Laozi systematically addresses. As a collection of sayings, it expresses its teachings in a fragmentary manner. Its “philosophical crumbs” are not arranged according to a specific pattern, there are no analytical steps taken to solve any explicit philosophical problem, there is no particular order of logical conclusions, no chain of arguments: There is no obvious point that the text aims at. Unlike the Analects of Confucius, there are no dialogues between a master and his students clarifying, in the question-and-answer format, philosophical terms or moral values. There is no discernable issue at stake, no obvious range of content; there is not even a general explanation of what the text is about. The reader certainly realizes that it is trying to convey something, but one is never quite sure what it is. (Moeller 2006, 3)



Here Moeller lays out some of the major challenges in any effort to present the DDJ as a system of thought that addresses specific issues in a sustained fashion. As such it is a distinct kind of text, different from a typical one in the Masters corpus. To quote Moeller again,


When one takes a closer look at the Laozi, it turns out to be an endless chain of rhetorical connections, a network of related sayings, a collection of associated images and instructions. The obscurity of the text vanishes when one follows these links and traces the repetitions and variations. If the chapters are read on their own, or the book is read linearly, the text remains hermetically closed. But if one adopts a different reading strategy and treats the Laozi as a kind of hypertext, as a collection of nonlinear but still tightly connected materials, then the “darkness” lightens and the Laozi indeed becomes a “gate of multiple subtleties.” (Moeller 2006, 6)



Be that as it may, such challenges have not prevented generations of commentators, both traditional and modern, in China and beyond, from offering interpretations that construct a cogent and coherent system of uniquely Laoist (early “Daoist” or proto-Daoist) thought they perceive as embedded in the text. On the other hand, Graham seizes upon the poetic nature of the text and regards the preceding challenges as indicative of its richness, just like poetry, rather than a problem:


The question “What is it about?” is however not necessarily any more relevant to Lao-tzu than to other poetry. That it is hard to pin down the theme of a poem we take as a sign of richness: Lao-tzu as philosophical poem has a structure which helps to illuminate patterns running through many branches of life, but as a text standing by itself has as much to do with one as with another. (Graham 1989, 234)



Indeed, the uniquely poetic format and the clearly philosophical substance of the DDJ have lent itself to the kind of rich and imaginative interpretations in both traditional and contemporary (Chinese as well as global) discourses rarely seen among Chinese classics.

There are, at least prima facie, two distinct clusters of ideas discernible in the text: moral-political and cosmogonic-mystical. The first cluster offers advices to political rulers and critiques, mostly, the Confucian moralism; the second is a deliberation on the origination of the cosmos and a description of the mysterious Dao. However, the exact nature of the relationship between these two clusters is a matter of scholarly debate. At one end of the debate stands the commentarial tradition, which treats the moral-political part of the DDJ as subordinate to its cosmogonic-mystical part. This endeavor was represented in the famous Huang-Lao tradition that flourished in the early Han dynasty. Such an approach was followed by generations of commentaries in imperial China, including several by emperors, which has demonstrated its distinct appeal to the political elite. This approach has also been the default assumption of many contemporary interpreters of classical Chinese philosophy (e.g., Coutinho 2014, 48). However, such an assumption has been called into question in modern scholarship, as Graham openly muses, “Can it really be advising rulers that to govern their states requires nothing less than the ultimate mystical illumination?” (Graham 1989, 234). At the other end of the debate stand those who reject mysticism as an applicable category to the DDJ. Chad Hansen ridicules the mystical interpretation as “a cry of despair” (1992, 228), although he thinks that Laozi can be viewed as an “antilanguage mystic” who explores the limit of language but rejects its prescriptive role (1992, 203). That is, according to Hansen, the DDJ “deals with language as a regulative social mechanism shaping our attitudes, desires, and actions” (1992, 228–229) and “shows that the entire process of learning language is a process of absorbing a conventional, social patterns of desires” (1992, 229–230). As such, the text has little to do with ultimate reality or mystical experience.

In my following discussion of the excavated texts that include an earlier version of the Laozi and other manuscripts with a similar conceptual orientation from that early period, I hope to shed some new light on this divide within the Laozi and the scholarly approach to it. It turns out that the “mystical” or cosmogonic elements in the text represented a major voice, though by no means the only one, in the philosophical speculations about the origin of the cosmos and was a part of what I call the “naturalist turn” in classical Chinese philosophy that was underway in the late fourth century bce. Such a naturalist turn would lead to the replacement of Heaven by the Dao (or other proposed ideas) as the ultimate source of the cosmos, with a corollary development that displaced the humans from the center of the cosmos that used to be dominated by the anthropomorphic Heaven. The decentering of humans in the cosmos would have far-reaching consequences in moral-political deliberations about the norms that govern the human realm. That is, if human beings are no longer in a privileged position but simply a part of the naturalist cosmos along with other existences, the norms that govern the human realms, characterized as a contestation between principles of humaneness and justices in this book, need to be re-evaluated so that they can be more aligned with the naturalist outlook.

So, to answer Graham’s question, the relationship between the cosmogonic-mystical and the moral-political sections of the text is rather closely related, although not quite in the way it has been portrayed in scholarly discussions prior to the availability of the excavated texts. That is, it is not so much that rulers’ mystical vision of the cosmos would necessarily offer them some personal insights into effective governance, although this does not mean that later readers, including rulers, could not have subtracted or developed some particular techniques for governance inspired by the text; they could and have. Rather, the more historically compelling read on the significance of the mystical-cosmogonic aspect of the text is that it signaled a new understanding of the nature of the cosmos, as well as a broad reorientation in the Heaven-human relationship in the mid-Warring States period. This would set the stage for the most consequential development in Chinese political history, namely the drastic bureaucratization and naturalization of the state with impartiality enshrined as the political norm for the state in the hands of the so-called fajia thinkers, which will be the focus of Chapters 4 and 7.

In this chapter, I will delve into the point that Laozi was highly critical of the Mencian Confucianism while being more aligned with the Mohists on the humaneness-justice spectrum. However, Laozi’s articulation of justice was couched within a radically different understanding of the cosmos from the Mohists’, naturalistic for Laozi and anthropomorphic for Mozi, with major implications and consequences for later thinkers.

§3. Laozi’s Dao and the Realignment of Values

3.1. Heaven, Dao, and the Naturalist Turn in the Laozi

One important development signaling a major change in the philosophical discourse during the fourth century bce can be seen by the fact that Heaven assumes a far less prominent position in the inherited DDJ, unlike its role as the generator of the cosmos or the source of moral order in many other classical texts. Instead, the concept of Dao is elevated to the role of primacy in the text. As D. C. Lau acutely observes in the introduction to his translation of the Laozi, the idea that Dao is the creator of the universe, instead of Heaven, was an innovation by Laozi, whereas the traditional role of creator belonged to Heaven (Lau 1963, xix). More importantly, the meaning of dao in the DDJ is also different from other classical texts. That is, dao usually means “the way of something” in other texts, but in the DDJ it becomes “a completely independent entity, and replaces heaven in all its functions” (Lau 1963, xx), in addition to the meaning of “the way followed by an inanimate universe as well as by man” (Lau 1963, xx). Such a terminological shift could not have been an accident, even though it was unclear exactly what had prompted the change. The situation has now changed from Lau’s days due to the availability of the excavated texts since the 1990s. Those newly discovered manuscripts have started to fill the gaps in our knowledge of the more immediate historical and intellectual context of the DDJ, at least a significant portion of it, even though the debate about the details of those texts is far from being settled.

A. Displacing Heaven and Decentering Humans: Cosmogony in the Excavated Texts

Let us take a look at two excavated bamboo-slip texts, Tai yi sheng shui (TYSS) from Guodian and Heng xian (HX) from Shanghai Museum, which are most relevant to our discussion here. As Andrei Gomouline perceptively observes, these two texts “present original and elaborated cosmogonic systems, thereby questioning both the absolute chronological priority of the Laozi’s cosmogony and the status of the latter as the ultimate cosmogonic source of early Chinese intellectual discourse” (Gomouline 2013, 180).

The TYSS was discovered among the Guodian corpus. What is significant about it is the fact that the TYSS was part of the GL collection in its original arrangement, appearing together with the GL bundle C, which likely implies that the TYSS and the GL C belong to the same text. Indeed, the TYSS can help us to make a better sense of Laozi’s prioritization of the Dao over Heaven.3 The TYSS starts this way:


The Great One gives birth to water, and water returns to join with (/assist) the Great One, thereby forming Heaven. Heaven returns to join with the Great One, thereby forming Earth. Heaven and Earth further join with each other, thereby forming the spiritual and luminous. The spiritual and luminous further join with each other, thereby forming yin and yang. Yin and yang further join with each other, thereby forming the four seasons. The four seasons further join with each other, thereby forming cold and heat. Cold and heat further join with each other, thereby forming wet and dry. Wet and dry further join with each other, [and the process] comes to rest at the formation of the year. (Cook trans. 2012, 345–346, with modifications)



This is a rather elaborate account of the genesis of the cosmos, beginning with the Great One. The Great One first gives birth to water which then assists the Great One to form Heaven. Heaven and the Great One together form Earth, and onward. It is interesting to note that only the Great One can generate something by itself, whereas the rest need others to continue with the generative process. Clearly the primacy in this cosmogonic picture is given to the Great One. As Sarah Allan points out, in the Laozi the Great One is often identified with the Dao (Allan 2003, 283), which suggests that the TYSS and the Laozi share a broadly similar view with respect to the postulation of a more primordial existence than Heaven as the source of all. This is entirely consistent with the primacy of the Dao over Heaven in the Laozi, with the TYSS offering further evidence for the eventual displacement of Heaven by Dao.

The other text, the Heng xian 恆先 (HX), from the Shanghai Museum collection, believed to be dated to the similar period of the Guodian texts, is more problematic for scholars than the TYSS for two reasons. First, the HX, as a part of the Shanghai Museum manuscripts, is unprovenanced even though scholars believe that they were looted from a tomb next to Guodian Tomb One. The lack of details about the origin of the Shanghai Museum manuscripts presents some serious challenges to scholars due to the lack of understanding of the way the texts were arranged in the tomb at the time of their discovery, a critical component in archaeological excavations that provide valuable information to scholars who scrutinize every minute material and contextual details for clues about the texts.4 Second, the text is highly abstract and likely has missing strips, which makes it textually and conceptually fragmented.5 Since our purpose here is to offer a richer historical and intellectual context for the Laozi based on excavated materials, our discussion will be limited to its prominent feature relevant to the Laozi in terms of cosmogony and naturalism without engaging in an elaborate study of the text itself.

The ambiguity in the meaning of the term heng xian has invited many different translations. Heng 恆 means constancy, eternality, or permanence, and xian 先 means prior, before, and preceding. The ambiguity has to do with the relationship between these two characters, as well as whether one or both of them should be treated as noun, verb, or adjective since there is no formal distinction among them in Chinese. Here I follow the translation by Erica Brindley et al. in rendering heng xian as the primordial state of constancy.


In the primordial state of Constancy, there is no material existence. There is simplicity, stillness, and emptiness. Simplicity is Great Simplicity; stillness is Great Stillness; emptiness is Great Emptiness. It fulfills itself without repressing itself. (Brindley et al. trans., 2013, 146)



At the beginning of the HX, the primordial state of the cosmos is described as the state of constancy that lacks material existence. It is also characterized as the state of great simplicity, stillness, and emptiness, that is cosmologically prior to the state of differentiation which marks the generated cosmos.


Space arises. Once there is space, there is qi; once there is qi, there is material existence; once there is material existence, there is a beginning; once there is a beginning, there is the passage of time. (Brindley et al. trans., 2013, 146–47)



Then differentiation starts. First comes space (yu 域), then qi 氣 arises, followed by material existence (you 有), and a beginning (shi 始). With beginning, there is the passage of time (wang zhe 往者). It is worth noting that the passage of time comes at the end of this process, which means that the cosmogonic process portrayed here is not temporal in nature, but rather logical or conceptual. So is the case with qi and material existence since qi is a form of material existence (Brindley et al. 2013, 147, fn. 6).


There is not yet Heaven and Earth; there is not yet arising, progression, emergence, or engendering. Empty, still, and as though one. Muddled and murky! All is still homogeneous. There is not yet light, not yet teeming life. (Brindley et al. trans., 2013, 147)



Here the text explicitly points out that at the early stage of cosmological evolution, there is not yet Heaven and Earth, no life, no light. All is still one (yi 一), characterized by emptiness and stillness, and homogeneous (tong 同), hence muddled and murky.

One passage that appears later in the text stands out for its singling out of the role of humans in the grand scheme of the cosmos:


Primordially, there is good 善, order 治, and no disorder 無亂. Once there are humans 有人焉, there is not-good 有不善. Disorder emerges from human beings 亂出於人. (Brindley et al. trans., 2013, 148)



It is not entirely obvious how this passage fits into the rest of the HX. Here the text condemns human beings as the cause of disorder, disrupting the primordial goodness and orderliness of the cosmos. However, this passage fits into the broader pattern of decentering human beings in the intellectual discourse during the late fourth century bce.

This broader shift in classical Chinese philosophy is what Perkins (2016) calls the “cosmogonic turn” in the late fourth century bce. Perkins’s discussion is based on four excavated texts, including the GL, the TYSS, the HX, and the Fan wu liu xing 凡物流形 (FWLX) which is another text from the Shanghai Museum. In Perkins’s observation, “All four texts attempt to explain how the concrete world of experience arises and is grounded. This orientation marks a radical departure from the concerns of the Ru or the Mo, whose only interest was in the origins of human culture or civilization” (2016, 189, original italics).

Two findings in Perkins’s study are especially relevant for our purpose here. First is what he perceives as a clear displacement of Heaven in the four texts:


At that time, tian would have had anthropomorphic connotations, even if it were not taken as a deliberate and conscious god (as it clearly was for the Mohists). This displacement is seen in their consistently pairing heaven with earth, di 地, so that heaven becomes incomplete on its own. Beyond this rhetorical shift, each text contains explicit claims that heaven is derived from something more fundamental. (Perkins 2016, 190–191)



The anthropomorphic implication of Heaven was visible from its earlier formulations, as we have examined previously. What is especially revealing in this context is that the pairing of Heaven with Earth in those texts signals a shift away from the primacy of Heaven into something more primordial.

Second, perhaps not surprisingly, the “demotion” of the anthropomorphic Heaven was accompanied by the decentering of humans who used to occupy a special space in the Heaven-dominated cosmos:


This de-centering of human beings follows from the nature of the cosmogonies the texts give. On one side, they eliminate any traces of anthropomorphism, not just in rejecting appeals to an anthropomorphic creator or demiurge, but by eliminating any sense that concepts, intentions, or values play a role in the generation of the world. They thus eliminate teleology. The displacement of tian is a key move in this break from anthropocentrism. On the other side, they give an account of generation that applies equally to all things. The outcome of generation is not human beings (ren 人) but the ten-thousand things, wanwu 萬物. Human beings are just one of them. (Perkins 2016, 195)



With the humans decentered and regarded as one among the myriad things, human actions have come to be understood as part of the natural processes of the cosmos. This new understanding of the cosmos and the place of human beings within it would call into question the moralist discourses championed by the Confucians and the Mohists in their debate about the guiding norm for the human realm, characterized in this book as the contestation between partialist humaneness and impartialist justice.

With the cosmogonic frameworks set up in the TYSS and the HX, it is a relatively short journey from the Great One of the TYSS or the Primordial Constancy of the HX to the Dao in the Laozi. Sarah Allan has made a compelling case for the connection between the Great One and the Dao by observing the shared root metaphor of stream and spring between the TYSS and the Laozi. According to Allan,


the focal meaning of dao is not a roadway, as many scholars have supposed (though roads are a type of dao), but a waterway, and this is the root metaphor of the philosophical concept. Philosophically, dao is a natural course or way, grounded in the imagery of the stream of a river or of the water bubbling up unceasingly from a natural spring. One of the characteristics of water is that it flows in channels and always moves downward. From this idea of the dao, modeled on the image of a stream with a spring as its source, its channel acting as a conduit that guides people in their actions, the concept was extended to encompass a condition in which everything in the world follows its natural course. (Allan 2003, 282, original italics)



In Allan’s study of the TYSS, the Great One, as the origin of water from which Heaven and Earth come, is almost perfectly aligned with the primary meaning of the Dao as the waterway such that “dao was not simply modeled on a river that flows continuously from a natural spring, but that it was taken as the celestial river that flows unceasingly from the womb of the Great One” (2003, 283). Furthermore,


the Great One cosmogony was a source for all three Guodian Laozi bundles and for the Daodejing, including the chapters not found at Guodian. Most importantly, the Great One was identified with the dao. This recognition allows us better to understand the particular imagery associated with the dao in the Daodejing and later Daoist texts. More specifically, it reveals the metaphoric source of the dao as unnamable, the only thing that is constant, female, an inexhaustible spring, a never-ending stream and the ultimate source of life, existing before the sky and earth and all the myriad things. (Allan 2003, 284)



Once the Great One is identified with the Dao, the conceptual affinity between the Laozi and the TYSS becomes abundantly clear.

We can discern a similar logic at play in terms of the relationship between the Primordial Constancy in the HX and the Dao in the Laozi. As Gomouline points out, “Most of Heng Xian terminology, such as the description of Primordial Chaos (Paragraphs 1 and 3), belong to the vocabulary of Laozi and Laozi-related discourse” (2013, 186). Even though HX does not use the term “Dao” in its cosmogonic account of the universe, either because the HX “was composed before the proliferation of Dao as the source of the world” (Gomouline 2013, 186) or, alternatively, because “the Heng Xian could deliberately have tried to distance itself from association with the Laozi’s cosmogonic model—in case the Heng Xian’s author(s) were acquainted with it” (Gomouline 2013, 186), the family resemblance between the Laozi and the HX was clearly there in that both cosmogonic accounts fit “the general conceptual framework of the Primordial Chaos dissolution model” (Gomouline 2013, 186) with their own visions of the cosmogonic processes.

B. The Primacy of Dao and the Naturalist Turn in the Laozi

From the excavated texts briefly examined in the preceding section, it should be clear that the Laozi was part of a larger intellectual shift underway in the late fourth century bce. Let us call this shift the “naturalist turn” in the philosophical discourse during the classical period. Laozi’s contribution to this naturalist turn is the promotion of Dao to the role of primacy that used to be occupied by Heaven as the origin of the world and the source of order. Even though Dao was not a new concept, it became the designation for the ultimate origin of the cosmos in the Laozi, not just the name for the way of something as in the earlier texts. With the hindsight of history, we can see that the Laoist Dao would eventually prevail over other competitors, e.g., the Great One in the TYSS or the Primordial Constancy in the HX, in designating the ultimate source of the cosmos that used to be preserved for Heaven.6 What makes Dao different from Heaven is the naturalist orientation of the former, as opposed to the anthropomorphic nature of the latter in texts prior to the Laozi.

Within the naturalist vision of the cosmos, Laozi would completely reject the idea that Heaven, which was now a part of the Dao-generated cosmos, cared about human well-being and was involved in managing human affairs. This change is most dramatically captured in Chapter 5 of the DDJ where Laozi declares that “Heaven and Earth are not humane (bu ren 不仁); they treat ten-thousand things in the world as straw dogs; the sage is not humane; he treats people as straw dogs.” Straw dogs were tools used at a sacrificial ritual but were discarded after the ritual ended. Such a statement should not be treated as simply polemical. Rather, it represents a further move away from humaneness in the moral-political discourse during the mid- to late Warring States period.

The vision of the cosmos reformulated by Laozi, with Heaven subordinate to the naturalist Dao, no longer conformed to standards that privileged (certain) humans, codified in the Confucian (as well as the Mohist) conception of ren. However, contrary to what Graham suggests when he declares that Heaven and humans went their own ways among late Warring States thinkers that included Laozi (Graham 1989, 213), Laozi did not actually abandon the idea that Heaven should serve as the model for humans. What was abandoned was the Confucian (as well as the Mohist) anthropomorphic understanding of Heaven that cared about human affairs. In other words, Heaven and humans did not go their separate ways in the Laozi since the Laoist ideal person, the sage-ruler, was still supposed to follow Heaven and, ultimately, the Dao; rather, the very understanding of Heaven was now radically changed under the naturalist Dao, resulting in a realignment of the relationship between the cosmos and the humans. The Dao is self-so-ing (ziran 自然), accommodating (rong 容), and impartial (gong 公), instead of actively intervening in human affairs on behalf of (certain) humans by anointing them to carry out its mission. The Laoist sage was supposed to emulate the Dao in its impartiality and accommodation, replacing the anthropomorphic Heaven that was humane (ren) and particularistic (qin) in much of the Confucian discourse.

Such a Laoist vision can be seen throughout the DDJ. Chapter 16 of the DDJ provides an important account of this central Laoist vision of justice in place of humaneness:


I do my utmost to attain emptiness;

I hold firmly to stillness.

The myriad creatures all rise together

And I watch their return.

The teeming creatures

All return to their separate roots.

Returning to one’s roots is known as stillness.

This is what is meant by returning to one’s destiny.

Returning to one’s destiny is known as the constant.

Knowledge of the constant is known as discernment.

Woe to him who willfully innovates

While ignorant of the constant.

He who knows constancy is accommodating (rong),7

He who is accommodating is impartial (gong),

Impartiality to kingliness,

Kingliness to heaven,

Heaven to the Dao,

The Dao to perpetuity,

And to the end of one’s days one will meet with no danger. (DDJ 16, modified)8



Chapter 16 can be divided into two parts. The first part describes the natural cycle of sentient existence (birth and death), which the text calls the constant (chang 常). Only in a state of emptiness and stillness can a cultivated person appreciate the natural constancy of the cycle of life, i.e., its generation and dissolution, including human life.

The second part of Chapter 16 describes what it is like to follow such a natural state of constancy in human affairs. What is particularly important in this respect is the use of key terms like rong 容, gong 公, wang 王, tian 天, and dao 道 here. Lau translates gong as impartiality. Gong, an increasingly important notion in the Warring States period as we will see later in the book, can also mean public-mindedness, fairness, or justice, all of which are connected and can be used to interpret Laozi’s underlying message here. The DDJ explicitly connects kingliness (wang 王) with gong, instead of ren that is embraced by Confucius and Mencius but rejected by Laozi. When we juxtapose this with the statement that “the Way of Heaven does not play familial favors” in DDJ 79 as we have seen previously, we can clearly see that Laozi sides with the Mohists on the humaneness-justice spectrum. However, as we will see in the following, the Laoist idea of justice is rather different from the Mohist iteration and such differences are implicated in the different ways Heaven is understood in their respective frameworks.

3.2. Traces of Mohist Elements in the Laozi

Placing a significant portion of the Laozi after Mencius means that Laozi was responding to both the Confucians and the Mohists when laying out his own moral-political vision. Due to lack of reference to specific names in the text, as well as the prima facie cryptic nature of the text, it is not always clear in what ways the Laozi responds to the Confucians and the Mohists, especially the latter. The connection between the Mohist thought and the DDJ has not been addressed much in the scholarly discussion, most of which makes only passing references, if any at all, without offering many details.9 Perkins is an exception to this. He makes acute observations about the conceptual alignment between the DDJ and the Mohists, on issues ranging from fatalism (2014a, 83), impartiality (2014a, 84, 104), efficacy of human action (2014a, 85), to familial attachment (2014a, 90).

Perkins summarizes the continuity as well as the break between the DDJ and the Mohist thoughts this way:


The tendency [in the DDJ] for the way to bring bad consequences on those who promote war and inequality is practically identical with Mohist views. The aspect of the way as generating life echoes Mohist claims that heaven cares for and benefits the world and that it loves shēng, life/generation/growth. The Dàodéjīng even uses the key Mohist term in talking about this generative power, benefit, lì. The Dàodéjīng’s claim that the way has no familial bias follows the other main Mohist claim about heaven—that it is impartial or inclusive. One difference, of course, is that in the Dàodéjīng these tendencies are freed of their anthropomorphic foundation. They not only happen without any conscious will or feelings behind them, but they extend to all things, not just human beings. But the most radical break from the Mohists comes through the elevation of non-action. The Dàodéjīng is deeply anti-activist; the Mohists are at the opposite extreme. Because the way itself tends toward benefit, equality, balance, and sustainability, a good—albeit simple—human society naturally tends to emerge. The primary role of sagely people is to keep others from messing it up. His orientation explains why, in the Dàodéjīng, while nature is said to benefit (lì) things, benefit is also criticized as a goal. Benefit is good, but striving for benefit gets in the way of natural processes and ultimately causes harm. On this point, the Dàodéjīng has the more consistent position and seems to follow from the Mohists’ own premises. If heaven is good, why do we need to act at all? The activism of the Mohists suggests that they do not trust that heaven will take care of things on its own. The Dàodéjīng reflects a much deeper trust in natural processes. (Perkins 2014a, 105, original italics)10



This puts the Laozi between the Mohists and the Confucians (especially Mencians) in terms of their moral outlooks. In this connection I should note that the DDJ shares the Mohist concern on the problem of familial biases in the moral-political project of the time and sides with the Mohists in embracing impartiality that is modeled after the Heaven which does not favor familial attachments (wu qin 無親). As such, the DDJ should be considered as continuing the Mohist advocacy of justice as the political ideal. As Perkins puts it, “the claim that dao is honored because it generates all things without bias can be seen as a radicalization of Moist jian ai, stripped of its anthropocentrism” (2014c, 25). At the same time, the Laozi also radicalizes the relationship between humaneness and justice in its complete rejection of humaneness that is at the heart of the Confucian project.

On the other hand, however, Laozi opposes the Mohists on the latter’s heavy-handed top-down approach in enforcing an ideal. For example, Laozi describes Dao this way in its relationship with creatures of the world:


It gives them life and rears them.

It gives them life yet claims no possession;

It benefits them yet exacts no gratitude;

It is the steward yet exercises no authority.

Such is called the mysterious virtue. (DDJ 10)



“It” here refers to Dao.11 Clearly the Laoist Dao is one that gives life to creatures in the world and yet claims no credit. It does not become a burden to its creatures by exacting gratitude or praise from them. As we have seen before, Dao eclipses Heaven in the Laozi as the ultimate source of the cosmos.

The follow passage from Chapter 17 echoes the message in Chapter 10 in its portrayal of the ideal Laoist sage-ruler:


The best of all rulers is but a shadowy presence to his subjects;

Next comes the ruler they love and praise;

Next comes one they fear;

Next comes one with whom they take liberties. . . .

When his task is accomplished and his work done

The people all say, “It happened to us naturally.” (DDJ 17)



The ideal Laoist sage-ruler emulates the Dao in that he does not claim credit or exact gratitude from his people even though he gets things done. In this respect, Laozi appears to be anti-activist and anti-interventionist. However, it would be inaccurate to characterize the DDJ as advocating libertarianism or even anarchism (Coutinho 2014, 48). Csikszentmihalyi rightly points out that “while the impact of the Laozi’s strategies in terms of policy . . . might resemble laissez-faire, the mechanism that brings the policy about is fundamentally different” (2015, 58). That is, the ideal Laoist sage-ruler does not simply let things happen on their own. He is very much involved, behind the scenes. Indeed, Laozi’s sage-ruler would enforce a particular set of rules:


[I]n governing the people, the sage empties their minds but fills their bellies, weakens their wills but strengthens their bones. He always keeps them innocent of knowledge and free from desire, and ensures that the clever never dare to act. Do that which consists in taking no action, and order will prevail. (DDJ 3)



We can see that, at least from a political governance perspective, the preceding instructions can be deeply troubling.12 Indeed, the development of certain aspects of the Laoist thought in the hands of the so-called fajia thinkers would demonstrate the non-libertine potential of the DDJ, as we will see later in the book, even though such a potential does not necessarily implicate the DDJ itself one way or another.13 Still, when compared with the explicit heavy-handedness in the Mozi, the Laozi is much gentler and subtler in its approach to governance.

However, what is especially important for the purpose of this chapter is that in the Laozi we see an even sharper turn toward justice than in the Mozi. Whereas the Mohists still sought to make use of the established idea of ren by reorienting it in the direction of justice, Laozi did not even try to salvage ren, now framed in terms of the Mencian humaneness. Instead, Laozi extoled justice and impartiality, exhibited by Heaven and emulated by Laoist sages. In Laozi’s philosophy the divergence between humaneness and justice became even more radicalized as he harbored no interest in reconciling the tension involved at all—so much so that he would completely reject humaneness. This anti-humaneness political stance14 in the DDJ signals that the pendulum of moral-political discourse was swinging in the direction of justice on the humaneness-justice spectrum in the mid- to late Warring States period.

However, the Laoists articulated the idea of justice on a radically different ground from the Mohists due to their distinct understandings of the cosmos. Whereas the Mohist Heaven cares about human affairs, the Laoist Heaven is detached from such concerns, although both took Heaven to be impartial. This means that Laozi appropriated the Mohist ideal of impartiality without the Mohist understanding about Heaven and the relationship between Heaven and the humans. In fact, Heaven is “demoted” in the DDJ and is subordinated to the Dao which occupies the position of primacy in Laozi’s thought. Laozi’s Dao-aligned justice is formulated very differently from Mozi’s Heaven-aligned notion, with a fascinating development of a naturalist account of justice in classical Chinese discourse that would have a profound impact on later thinkers.

3.3. Justice and Humaneness in Laozi’s Naturalist Cosmos

A. Justice as the Way of the Naturalized Heaven

Chapter 77 of the DDJ presents perhaps the most articulate vision of justice advocated by Laozi:


Is not the way of Heaven like the stretching of a bow? The high it presses down,

The low it lifts up;

The excessive it takes from,

The deficient it gives to.

It is the way of Heaven to take from what has in excess in order to make good what is deficient. The way of humans is otherwise. It takes from those who are in want in order to offer this to those who already have more than enough. Who is there that can take what he himself has in excess and offer this to the empire? Only he who has the way.

Therefore, the sage benefits them yet exacts no gratitude,

Accomplishes his task yet lays claim to no merit.

Is this not because he does not wish to be considered a better man than others? (DDJ 77, modified)15



Here, Laozi draws a sharp contrast between the way of Heaven and the way of humans. The former is portrayed as helping the disadvantaged while reining in the advantaged to reach some equity between them, whereas the latter is characterized as promoting the exact opposite such that the advantaged becomes even more privileged and the disadvantaged loses more ground. Laozi touts the way of Heaven as representing equity and justice, more specifically distributive justice, while railing against the way of humans as predatory and unjust.

Compared with the Mohist conception of justice that is both distributive and retributive, the Laoist notion is almost exclusively distributive. As we saw in Chapter 2, the Mohist Heaven, with the help of its supernatural agents, punishes those who do not follow its orders and rewards those who do, many complications notwithstanding. By contrast, Laozi advocates a much more accommodating approach: “the sage always excels in saving people, and so abandons no one” (DDJ 27), a stance that would be repeated in DDJ 62. The way of Heaven, naturally just and impartial, is contrasted with the way of humans.

Given the fact that Laozi’s primary target is the Confucians and their (elitist) moral project, we can interpret the way of humans critiqued by Laozi as represented by the Confucian moralism, more specifically the Mencian iteration due to the conceptual markers used in the DDJ that are prominent in the Mencius. Indeed, as Curie Virág observes,


The principle that “satisfaction” is incompatible with human civilization directly challenges the Confucian idea that the institutions created by civilization are necessary for taming, channeling, and fulfilling people’s basic emotional inclinations, and leading them to the full realization of their human potential. The Laozi’s counterclaim is that this civilization is not the solution but the cause of the problem of unrestrained and self-destructive human desires. With their preoccupation with refinement and ceremony, the Confucians have dazzled the eyes with new objects of desire, and have created a taste for refined and hard-to-attain luxuries. (Virág 2017, 86)



However, the Confucians would adamantly reject the Laoist characterization of their project as being predatory and unjust, given the Confucian commitment to humaneness and benevolence, which is the exact opposite of what Laozi accused them of. Therefore, a natural question arises: what was it in the Confucian moral discourse that lent itself to being charged as predatory and unjust by Laozi? I would argue that it is precisely the Confucian norm of universal humaneness that was the problem for the Laoists.

B. Laozi’s Critique of the Confucian Universalization of Humaneness

As we have seen in Chapter 2, the Mencian political project is grounded in the familial sentiment of qin and its extension to become the all-encompassing political virtue of ren that expresses itself as the sage-king’s benevolence to all under the Heaven. In articulating the way of Heaven against the way of humans that has been framed in largely Mencian terms, Laozi sharply critiqued Mencian humaneness that is grounded in an understanding of Heaven that was anthropomorphic in nature. In Chapter 79, Laozi states that “the Way of Heaven harbors no familial sentiments (qin), but constantly supports good people.” Here Laozi’s Heaven is taken to be naturally beneficent without partiality toward any particular humans. Given the centrality of qin and ren, as well as the close connection between the two in the Mencian moral-political universe as we have seen previously, Laozi is calling into question the Mencian project at its core, namely the politics based on ren, benevolent governance (renzheng 仁政). That is, Laozi repudiates the centrality of ren, along with its misguided role in politics in the Mencian (and, more broadly, Confucian) project.

There is a good deal of confusion in the scholarly discussion on the nature and the scope of the Laoist critique of the Confucian/Mencian project. It is often characterized as rejecting all the virtues embraced by the latter. Although some parts of the text appear to support such an interpretation when taken in isolation, if we look at the text as a whole the picture becomes much more nuanced.16 For example, in Chapter 18 we find a rather scathing indictment of the Mencian project:


When the great Dao is abandoned

There are benevolence and righteousness;

When wisdom emerges

There is great hypocrisy;

When the six relations are at variance

There are filial children and loving parents;

When the state is benighted

There are loyal ministers. (DDJ 18, modified)



Here the DDJ does appear to be ridiculing the virtues celebrated by the Confucians/Mencians as indicative of a fallen age. Virág’s commentary on this chapter is a recent representative of the prevailing approach in the contemporary scholarship on the interpretation of the Laoist project in its relationship with the Confucian enterprise:


Civilization breeds dissatisfaction in other ways beyond its arousal of desire for material acquisition. It also creates “moral” objects of desire in the form of artificial constructs of virtue that divert people from the proper goals of life. Here, we see an unveiled attack against the very institutions and virtues that Confucius had extolled as the great achievements of civilization: (ren 仁), rightness (yi 義), filiality (xiao 孝), and loyalty (zhong 忠). (Virág 2017, 85–86)



According to this interpretation, Laozi rejects the Confucian project in its entirety. By itself, DDJ 18 does appear to take such a position. However, when we examine the DDJ in its entirety, the picture becomes much more nuanced and less straightforward. For example, in Chapter 19 that immediately follows the passage cited in the preceding text we find the DDJ actually embracing certain virtues extolled by the Confucians even as it condemns the larger Confucian project. Given the proximity of the two chapters in the DDJ and the shared terminologies between them, they are clearly meant to be read together:


Exterminate the sage, discard the wise,

And the people will benefit a hundredfold;

Exterminate benevolence, discard righteousness

And the people will again be filial and loving;

Exterminate ingenuity, discard profit,

And there will be no more thieves and bandits. (DDJ 19, modified)



Here the DDJ is actually not disputing the value of the familial virtues of xiao 孝 (children’s love of parents) and ci 慈 (parents’ love of children) at all. Rather, what is rejected here is ren and yi as the very hurdle of xiao and ci. This is an especially important point that requires some additional explanation.

As Moss Roberts observes in his translation of Chapter 19, “The Daoist wants to separate family values (xiaoci, filial and parental love) from this wider application in order to restore their original vitality” (2001, 71). In other words, the DDJ separates the familial from the political in its moral deliberations. This means that the DDJ was part of the broader intellectual attempt to deal with the problematic relationship between the political and the familial in the classical moral-political discourse. The Mohists and Mencius were very much part of this effort, as we saw in the previous chapter. Laozi came down on the side of the Mohists (as well as the radical Mencius) in separating the political from the familial, against the normative Confucians (including the extensionist Mencius) who saw a continuity between the familial and the political.

C. Laozi’s Separation of the Familial and the Political Norms

Confucius believed that the core values in familial relationships should also govern politics. This explains Confucius’s formulation of ren on the familial ground (xiao). Mencius’s thinking, at least a significant part of it, was somewhat different. As we saw in Chapter 2, Mencius reformulated ren on the universal sentiment of sympathy (buzhen zhi xin 不忍之心) while trying to keep ren’s familial tie (qin 親). In other words, ren in Mencius’s formulation had two roots: familial and universal. He was well aware of the tension between the two in that it might be ultimately impossible to extend the familial to the political without the danger of eventually losing the familial, hence compromising what is human in his definition. Even though Mencius eventually failed to solve the intractable dilemma involved (if the problem could be solved at all), still his extensionist position on the ideal of benevolent governance (renzheng) very much echoed Confucius’s understanding, representing the mainstream Confucian approach.

The DDJ separates the familial from the political due to Laozi’s understanding of the political as radically different from the familial in what norms govern them and their irrelevance to each other. To apply what belongs to the familial to the political domain ends up distorting both in that it corrupts the natural development of the moral sentiments within the familial setting while confusing the norms of the political governance. From Laozi’s perspective, the fatal flaw in the mainstream Confucian formulation of political norms is that the Confucians treat the state as an extension of (the royal) family, with all the problematic implications such a treatment inevitably leads to.

The familial virtues of xiaoci are appropriated by the Confucians to serve as the motivational sources of the political virtues of renyi through the method of extension, normative in Confucian moral-political discourse. For Laozi there are, at least, two serious problems in understanding the mechanism of extension and its implications. First, extension provides the methods through which familial sentiments are extended and, inevitably, distorted when appropriated as motivational sources for sociopolitical purposes. From the Laoist perspective, familial and political norms are different in kind, with the former dealing with particularities of familial relationships and the latter maintaining a just order of a polity. As we saw in the previous chapter, radical Mencius shared this view. The extensionist approach to politics is profoundly misguided from Laozi’s perspective since it confuses the two distinct domains of the familial and the political and consequently distorts or even corrupts the governing norms in both domains. Due to the Confucian advocacy in extending our familial sentiments to the sociopolitical realm, our incipient natural sentiments can become warped, on the one hand, while the political norms are perverted to justify partialist favors in the operations of the state, on the other. Laozi formulated the two separately and rejected the Confucian attempt to appropriate one for the other.

Second, and perhaps more problematically for Laozi, extension is accompanied by a reverse process of internalization, e.g., moral education and cultivation, through which dominant social values and preferences are inculcated and internalized. It is how the sociopolitical encroaches on the familial. This is the process of socialization critiqued in the DDJ, as Hansen insightfully observes,


Learning social distinctions typically involves internalizing society’s preferences. Distinguishing between having and lacking, we learn to prefer having. Distinguishing between beautiful and ugly, we learn to prefer beautiful. Learning names shapes our behavioral attitudes, our desires. This is because we learn names by mimicking their use in guiding choices in ordinary contexts. We do not learn them in classes by recitation. Hence we learn to let names guide us to make the same choices that our social models (teachers) do.

Our learning consists in daily increasing our mastery of the system of names. We master the accepted system of names, distinctions, and desires. Every day we add more to the system and become more conditioned and shaped by it. (Hansen 1992, 212)



The Confucians were well aware of the power of extension and used it as the mechanism to bridge the gap between the familial and the sociopolitical through which familial sentiments and virtues (i.e., humaneness) can be mobilized and appropriated as motivational sources for sociopolitical purposes (i.e., justice). On the process of internalization, however, even though the Confucians were cognizant of it, they were less troubled by it as long as proper, i.e., Confucian, virtues were the ones being inculcated and nurtured.17 By contrast, Laozi was much more skeptical of the process of internalization through which sociopolitical values and preferences are imposed on us from without, resulting in distorting and warping our largely benign natural dispositions.

To sum up, the Laoist critique of the Confucian project was two-pronged. It accused the Confucians of confusing the familial and the political in the latter’s advocacy of extending the familial sentiments and virtues to the political which inevitably leads to partiality and favoritism in politics. From the Laoist perspective, what is problematic about the Confucian political virtues of renyi is precisely their confusion with familial virtues. Furthermore, Laozi was also critical of the Confucians’ advocacy of moral cultivation and education that imposes sociopolitical values and preferences on the family, warping the natural inclinations humans are born with and nurtured in a familial environment. Hence, Laozi saw a sharp divide between the familial and the political in that the two domains needed to be approached differently. In so doing, the DDJ challenges the way virtues are structured and configured in the Confucian project within which the familial and the political supposedly aligned (with the noted exception of radical Mencius notwithstanding).

The DDJ embraces the familial virtues of xiaoci while rejecting the political virtues of renyi, regarding the effort to appropriate the former for the use of the latter as damaging to both the familial and the political domains. What Laozi finds objectionable in the Confucian project is the latter’s renyi-centered approach that distorts how political and familial virtues, as well as their relationship, should be understood. In separating the familial and the political, Laozi rejects the Confucian XQZP model that is premised on a seamless connection among the personal, the familial, and the political domains, as we have been discussing in this book. Laozi’s move to radically separate the familial from the political has some resonance with what radical Mencius does, as we have seen in Chapter 2, although the entailments in their respective frameworks are rather different. Furthermore, Laozi repudiates humaneness as a viable political value and instead supports justice in the political domain, with an important caveat, as we will see later in this chapter, i.e., universal justice is beyond human capacity and should be left to the natural operation of the cosmos.

However, the import of the DDJ 18 and 19 cited earlier is actually even more subtle and intriguing than what have been brought to light so far. In DDJ 18 Laozi does appear to question xiaoci, contradicting the case I have just made that Laozi embraces the familial virtues of xiaoci while rejecting the political virtues of renyi, as shown in DDJ 19. As I have noted previously, Chapters 18 and 19 are clearly meant to be read together, so the challenge for us is how to reconcile this apparent conflict in the text. A more careful reading of the two chapters can show that they problematize virtues differently. Chapter 18 deals with the emergence of renyi, xiaoci, great hypocrisy, and political loyalty, while Chapter 19 talks about how to return to the state wherein those virtues do not have to emerge at all. Here is the latter half of Chapter 19:


These three sayings18 are still not enough to be regarded as lessons.

Therefore, I would like to let something be appended to them:

Display the unpainted canvas and embrace the uncarved block;

Lessen self-interest and reduce desires. (DDJ 19, Kim trans. 2012, modified)



The three sayings refer to the first half of the chapter wherein Laozi speaks about how to return to the state in which the world is naturally harmonious. However, it is the last two lines that are of interest to me here. Laozi is touting simplicity and naturalness, on the one hand, while linking moral virtues with desire and self-interest, on the other. Linking moral virtues with human desires opens up the issue concerning the nature of moral consciousness at the foundation of those virtues.

In the following, I will make the case that DDJ 19 embraces the substance of xiaoci relationship but rejects that of renyi since xiaoci represents a naturally harmonious familial relationship, while DDJ 18 problematizes the moral consciousness that reifies xiaoci, renyi, and other virtues. Indeed, we will see that in Chapter 18 and several other chapters Laozi conducts a metacritique of the nature of moral consciousness, reaching an unprecedented level of sophistication and maturity in classical Chinese moral deliberations. Laozi’s effort can be seen as an attempt to recast classical moral-political discourses on a new metaethical ground by offering a novel conceptual framework, youwei and wuwei, in his metaethical critique of the Confucian (and, to some extent, the Mohist) project. He rejects the normative Confucian, as well as the Mohist, moral-political project as youwei-oriented and proposes an alternative that is wuwei-based.

§4. Laozi’s Metaethical Critique of the Mainstream Moral-Political Project

4.1. Wuwei and Youwei

For many contemporary scholars of Chinese philosophy, wuwei 無為 is one of the most distinctive, intriguing, and at times puzzling concepts in the DDJ and classical Chinese philosophy more generally. Wuwei literally means no action, non-action, or doing nothing. It has also been translated as effortless action, spontaneous action, natural action, non-deliberative action, or non-purposive actions, etc. As Edward Slingerland summarizes in his landmark study of this critical concept in classical Chinese philosophy,


[W]u-wei properly refers not to what is actually happening (or not happening) in the realm of observable action but rather to the state of mind of the actor. That is, it refers not to what is or is not being done but to the phenomenological state of the doer. . . . It describes a state of personal harmony in which actions flow freely and instantly from one’s spontaneous inclinations—without the need for extended deliberation or inner struggle—and yet nonetheless accord perfectly with the dictates of the situation at hand, display an almost supernatural efficacy, and (in the Confucian context at least) harmonize with the demands of conventional morality. . . . It represents not a transitory state but rather a set of dispositions that has been so thoroughly transformed as to conform with the normative order. This state of wu-wei harmony is even reflected in the agent’s physical bearing and thus can be perceived by others. (Slingerland 2003, 7)



In other words, wuwei is a state of perfect alignment between a person’s inner and outer states in that such a person’s mind is at ease while performing supremely effective actions that accord with the normative order of the world, human and/or natural. Heaven (and at times with Earth), with its apparent effortless and majestic effectiveness in running the world, is the ultimate exemplar of wuwei.

In this chapter I will take a different approach to wuwei. My focus will not be on its status as a consummate ideal of perfect action shared among all classical philosophers. Instead, I will focus on the deliberation and deployment of wuwei as a distinct philosophical category in the Laoist conceptual universe in a way that is unique among classical texts. More specifically, I will explore wuwei as an exercise in metaethics19 that is formulated to scrutinize the nature of morals by examining the roles of conscious awareness, effort, and motivation in moral actions. Not much contemporary scholarly discussion on wuwei explicitly explores this aspect of the idea. This approach is justified by the fact that the idea of wuwei is more prominently featured in the DDJ than in any other philosophical texts during this period.20

In this respect, wuwei is best understood in contrast with its opposite, youwei 有為 or simply wei 為, which means doing or deeming. Within the DDJ, youwei or wei refers to the kind of moral actions that require conscious effort and deliberation oriented toward socially sanctioned goals and purposes, whereas wuwei refers to actions that are the exact opposite. As Hansen observes,


Weido:deem is not “purposeful” in the sense of free, rational, conscious, or voluntary action. On the contrary, for Laozi wei signals socially induced, learned, patterns of response—the opposite of autonomous or spontaneous response. The character links deeming, unnatural artifice, doing or making and purpose. Laozi’s prescriptive paradox involves the whole complex role of wei. We should avoid any action based on artificially induced or learned purposes or desires—those that result from deeming things to be such and such. Getting rid of wei is freeing us from society’s purposes, socially induced desires, social distinctions or meaning structures. We are to free ourselves from social, artificial, unnatural guidance, guidance by a system of distinctions and name pairs. That, notoriously, leaves us able to act naturally. (Hansen 1992, 213–214)



It is indeed very helpful to interpret wei or youwei in terms of the process of socialization through which human beings become members of a larger sociopolitical entity, beyond the immediate environment of family or kinship group.

However, the process of socialization in Hansen’s parsing of youwei only deals with the internalization of social values and preferences, not the other way around, namely extension through which moral paragons shape the sociopolitical landscape featured prominently in the Confucian moral-political project, as we have seen. To extend our naturally born and family-nurtured sentiments to encompassing all in the world is a key feature in the Confucian moral-political project such that familial sentiments and virtues were appropriated to serve as motivational sources for the political project, e.g., the ideal of benevolent governance in the Mencian iteration. The extension of familial sentiments to dealing with situations outside the familial context requires deliberate effort, as it is not “natural” to us and frequently includes violence on a massive scale.21

In setting up the conceptual framework of youwei and wuwei, Laozi was engaged in a meta-analysis of the Confucian project in particular and any moral-political discourse more broadly. In the DDJ we see a remarkable paradigm shift that changes the terms of the debate from normative ethics, primarily carried out between the Confucians and the Mohists, to metaethics. The meta- in metaethics means standing back from ethics in order to think about ethics. Metaethics is a systematic analysis of moral language, moral psychology, and moral ontology. It is a “second-order” discourse, as opposed to normative ethics, which means that the kinds of questions raised by metaethicists focus on the nature of moral discourse, rather than engaging in the debate about ethical norms.

The metaethical critique of the mainstream moral discourse conducted in the DDJ focused on the underlying processes of extension and socialization that were at the heart of the Confucian (as well as the Mohist) project. The Laoist metaethical framework of youwei vs. wuwei provided a new and insightful perspective to investigate the very nature of morals by problematizing the highly complicated roles played by heartmind, effort, purpose, and motivation in our actions. This was a significant development in classical Chinese philosophy, underappreciated in the contemporary philosophical discourse, which represents a degree of philosophical maturity and sophistication unseen, or at least not articulated, before. As it will become clear in our following discussion, Laozi’s formulation of the norm of justice and impartiality is grounded in such a new metaethical deliberation.

In his metaethical critique of the mainstream discourse on morals through the category of youwei, Laozi characterized morals as primarily corrective and compensatory in nature. That is, the emergence of youwei morals was fundamentally tragic, indicative of a deficiency in the very condition those morals were meant to rectify and compensate. In the imagined perfect state of affairs (dao), the world would supposedly have no need for morals.22 This means that the world would have been better off if morals did not have to emerge at all. However, once morals emerge, the more vigorously they are touted, the more exacerbated the underlying conditions become due to the fact that the very existence of morals is predicated on those underlying problems. That is, the more touted the morals are, the stronger the need is to rectify and compensate for the deficiency in such conditions, whether such rectification and compensation are actually warranted or not, since the underlying conditions are always changing and might require different solutions and strategies to deal with them.

From Laozi’s perspective, morals are not independent in and of themselves. Rather, they are dependent on the underlying conditions they seek to rectify; without such underlying conditions, morals would become superfluous. This means that using morals to solve sociopolitical problems can potentially end up entrenching, if not exacerbating, the very problems they are meant to rectify in the underlying sociopolitical conditions. In this respect, morals are analogous to medicine: medicine is dependent on the disease it tries to cure in the sense that there is no medicine for a disease that does not exist and that there has to be disease in order to justify the need for medicine. Contemporary pharmaceutical companies are sometimes accused of relying on diagnoses of diseases that are either unnecessary or even nonexistent in order to promote certain drugs they produce and profit from. By the same token, in order to justify the morals advocated by the mainstream moral philosophers like the Confucians and the Mohists, there has to be a constant need for the moral sickness in the world. This is the unintended consequence of youwei moral-political projects that include those offered by the Confucians and the Mohists.

Therefore, from the Laoist perspective, there is a profound misunderstanding at the core of the moral debate between the Confucians and the Mohists, namely the hopelessness and futility of using morals to solve sociopolitical problems due to the corrective and compensatory nature of morals. Accordingly, the fundamental error by the Confucians (and the Mohists) was their blindness to such an underlying condition for the very possibility of morals. That is, instead of recognizing the dependent and emergent nature of morals, the Confucians and the Mohists treated morals as independent and self-justifying. To use medicine as an analogy again, not recognizing the dependent nature of medicine runs the risk of perpetuating or even fabricating diseases in order to justify the need for a particular medicine. Similarly, the more the morals are extolled, the more the underlying condition is entrenched or even exacerbated since only the latter can justify the former. Without recognizing such an underlying dynamic, mainstream moral philosophers were often excessive in their ethical demands in the pursuit of moral perfection, thus creating more problems rather than solving them, at least in the eyes of the Laoists.

Laozi used youwei as a category to group together the Confucian worldview and its morals, nicely summarized by Graham as “something, doing something, knowledge, male, full, above, before, moving, big, strong, hard, straight” (1989, 223). For Laozi, all youwei morals end up exacerbating the problems they are meant to rectify. Instead, Laozi proposed a new set of ideals under the category of wuwei, including “nothing, doing nothing, ignorance, female, empty, below, behind, still, small, weak, soft, bent” (Graham 1989, 223). Laozi considered the wuwei-universe superior to the youwei-universe in that the latter arises only when the former is lost.

From the Laoist perspective, the entire Confucian project is youwei-oriented, whereas a wuwei-based project is far superior. Nowhere is the relationship between the wuwei-universe and the youwei-universe more clearly laid out than in Chapter 38 of the DDJ. There Laozi proposes a fascinating genealogical account of the evolution of moral consciousness that offers a radically new perspective on the nature of youwei morals celebrated in the Confucian moral discourse.

4.2. Laozi’s Genealogical Critique of Youwei Values

As Bernard Williams defines it, “A genealogy is a narrative that tries to explain a cultural phenomenon by describing a way in which it came about, or could have come about, or might be imagined to have come about” (Williams 2002, 20). Genealogy does not take a narrative form in the DDJ. Instead, it takes the form of philosophical poetry in proposing a genealogical account of the evolution of moral consciousness. According Edward Craig in his study of Bernard Williams, genealogies


can be subversive, or vindicatory, of the doctrines or practices whose origins (factual, imaginary, and conjectural) they claim to describe. They may at the same time be explanatory, accounting for the existence of whatever it is they vindicate or subvert. In theory, at least, they may be merely explanatory, evaluatively neutral. . . . They can remind us of the contingency of our institutions and standards, communicating a sense of how easily they might have been different, and of how different they might have been. Or they can have the opposite tendency, implying a kind of necessity: given a few basic facts about human nature and our conditions of life, this was the only way things could have turned out. (Craig 2007, 182)



Indeed, a genealogical account is motivated by its subversive or vindicatory power when offering an explanation of a phenomenon. In this section I use genealogy as a conceptual trope to analyze Laozi’s method that retrieves and exposes hidden or concealed dimensions of morals, represented by the morals celebrated in Confucianism, in his account of the evolution of moral consciousness. We will see that the Laoist critique of the Confucian morals is both explanatory and subversive: on the one hand, it offers an explanation of origins of those Confucian morals and reveals their contingency and deficiency; on the other hand, in so doing it subverts the Confucian claim of necessity or normativity of such morals.

Chapter 38 of the DDJ has long been considered the locus classicus of the Laoist critique of the Confucian project in exposing the nature of moral consciousness. Interestingly, the Mawangdui manuscript puts it as the opening chapter of the DDJ, whereas the Guodian version of the text does not even have this chapter. As Roberts observes, with Chapter 38 placed at the very beginning of the DDJ, “the emphasis of the entire work shifts from cosmology and cosmogony to history, social organization, and politics” (2001, 107). Let us examine this chapter in some detail.


Those of superior Virtue do not strive for Virtue and so they have it.

Those of inferior Virtue never stray from Virtue and so they lack it.

Those of superior Virtue practice nonaction and never act for ulterior motives.

Those of inferior Virtue act and always have some ulterior motive.

Those of superior benevolence act, but without ulterior motives.

Those of superior righteousness act, but with ulterior motives.

Those who are ritually correct act, but if others do not respond, they roll up their sleeves and resort to force.

And so,

When the Way was lost there was Virtue;

When Virtue was lost there was benevolence;

When benevolence was lost there was righteousness;

When righteousness was lost there were the rites.

The rites are the wearing thin of loyalty and trust, and the beginning of chaos. (DDJ 38, Ivanhoe trans. in Ivanhoe and Van Norden, eds., 2001, modified)



Jiwei Ci usefully divides the chapter into two parts, covering two distinct but closely related motifs, a consciousness motif and a decline motif (Ci 2011, 233–234). Consciousness motif is the focus of the first half of the chapter when the text delves into the structure of moral consciousness in terms of effort and motives. Decline motif is dealt with in the second half, wherein Laozi traces the decline of morals from the highest to the lowest.

Within the consciousness motif itself, the passage is subdivided into two segments: the first segment deals with the general divide between superior (wuwei) and inferior (youwei) virtues, whereas the second segment looks into the specifics of inferior virtues that include ren, yi, and li. In terms of the divide between superior/wuwei and inferior/youwei virtues, those with wuwei virtues do not strive for virtues yet always have them, whereas those with youwei virtues constantly endeavor to keep virtues, indicative of the agent’s awareness of deficiency in their virtues (consciousness is indicative of a lack). Those with wuwei virtues do not act and harbor no ulterior motives, whereas those with youwei virtues act and always have ulterior motives.

When it comes to the inferior/youwei virtues, the DDJ lists ren, yi, and li, which shows some familiarity with the Mencian framework. However, there are at least two major differences between the virtues Laozi critiques here and the Mencian list. First, the Mencian virtue of wisdom (zhi 智) is treated separately in the DDJ from the cluster of ren, yi, and li in Chapter 38, as opposed to Mencius, who puts the four together as the constituents of core moral virtues. This requires some explanation.

Laozi treats wisdom as a youwei virtue. In Chapter 18 Laozi ties the emergence of zhi with deception and artificiality. Chapter 19 calls for abandoning “sageliness” and zhi in order to benefit people a hundredfold. In Chapter 33, Laozi defines zhi as knowing others and ming as knowing oneself, with a clear preference for ming. In Chapter 65, Laozi singles out zhi as the reason for the difficulty in governance and condemns governing the state by using zhi. Zhi (智, wisdom) is the cognate of zhī (知, knowing or knowledge), the opposite of ignorance or not-knowing (wu zhī 無知). As we have seen previously, not-knowing is listed as a wuwei value. From Laozi’s perspective, knowing is based on having-desire (youyu 有欲) whereas not-knowing is grounded in having-no-desire (wuyu 無欲). What is problematic about desire is that it gives rise to distinctions and preferences:


The whole world recognizes the beautiful as the beautiful, and this itself is ugly;

the whole world recognizes the good as the good, and this itself is bad.

Thus Something and Nothing produce each other;

The difficult and the easy complement each other;

The long and the short offset each other;

The high and the low incline towards each other;

Note and sound harmonize with each other;

Before and after follow each other. (DDJ 2, modified)



Here Laozi famously makes the case that differentiation itself is the problem since it does not realize the mutual dependency of the differentiated. As Hansen explains,


[L]earning consists in learning names, distinctions, and desires and then having them guide us. Our natural spontaneity requires us to give up the whole complex. That is Laozi’s version of “abandon knowledge.” Thus to follow wu-wei is to give up names, distinctions, desires, and any deliberate action based on them. Wu-wei and “abandon knowledge” are linked slogans. (Hansen 1992, 214)



This explains the startling Laoist advocacy of not-knowing or even ignorance23 as one of the wuwei values, as we have seen earlier. The more positive formulation of not-knowing in the DDJ is what Laozi calls “illumination” (ming 明).

For Laozi, illumination is a way of “knowing” that is impartial and non-discriminating. Ming is glossed in several ways in the DDJ: in Chapter 42 ming is defined as perceptions of the subtle and the minute aspect of a situation; in Chapters 16 and 55 it is understood as knowing constancy; and in Chapter 22 it is described as not self-exhibiting (bragging) and staying invisible.24 As Roberts acutely observes,


In the view of the Dao De Jing the wise have ming (insight or clarity of vision), which makes possible their appreciation of Dao and how it moves the ten thousand things (stanza 16). Laozi values ming but rejects zhi, a word covering intellect, knowledge, expertise, and sophistry. To Daoists ming is the power of the natural mind, while zhi refers to educated and hence artificial judgment (stanza 33). Confucians, however, value zhi over ming. In the Analects, zhi is an all-important term, ming an unimportant one. (Roberts 2001, 13–14)



Therefore, Laozi considers ming a form of knowing that is subtle, humble, and constant, while regarding zhi (wisdom) as discriminatory, arrogant, and fickle. Therefore, the reason wisdom is not part of the genealogical account of morals in Chapter 38 likely has to do with the fact that it is not a distinct stage in the evolution of youwei moral consciousness, but rather the cognitive state of discrimination and differentiation underlying all youwei morals.

The second, and more significant, difference between the Laoist and the Mencian lists is that the DDJ ranks ren, yi, and li in a declining order of moral potency, whereas Mencius presents them as complementary to each other in constituting the core of moral virtues. This is the decline motif in DDJ 38 mentioned earlier. Jiwei Ci offers a fascinating interpretation on the relationship among the three core virtues. He does this by translating ren as spontaneous goodness, yi as cultivated goodness, and li as cultivated propriety (Ci 2011, 235). In so doing, Ci hopes to explain the key distinctions among the three virtues, the rationale for their ranking in the DDJ, and the profound implications in the way Laozi explains the nature of morals and moral cultivation that are at the heart of the Confucian project:


[T]here is a sense in which what a morality lacks is something that is the defining feature of a higher morality. Thus, li lacks the cultivated goodness that is characteristic of yì, and yì in turn lacks the spontaneous goodness that is characteristic of rén. Rén, in turn, lacks whatever (say, the state of wúwéi 無為 that is natural and beyond good and evil) is characteristic of dé. . . . According to this way of looking at the matter, each level of morality is to be understood not so much in terms of what it has, its constituent elements, as by what it lacks, that is, by that whose absence makes it necessary in the first place. In this sense, what each morality lacks is identifiable as a positive feature of a higher morality. (Ci 2011, 235–236)



As Ci sees it, the DDJ rank-orders the morals the way it does precisely due to the one-way dependency of the higher moral on the lower moral in order to make up for what is lacking in the higher morality through conscious effort. Ci argues that the Confucians, starting with Confucius, profoundly misunderstood the structure of lack in moral consciousness. That is, one cannot achieve the higher virtue of ren by appealing to the lower virtue of yi since such an effort “would amount to denying the very absence of a morality for which a substitute, and lower, morality is necessary in the first place” (Ci 2011, 237). This means that “the process of acquiring . . . a virtue has to rely on motivational resources that are not only other than but also lower than the motive that supposedly informs the virtue in question” (Ci 2011, 238).

Ci uses the powerful example of love, distinguishing between the spontaneous feeling of love and the desire to have the feeling of love. In the latter case, one wants to love someone but finds oneself unable to. What should one do in such a situation?


You must therefore rely on other motives, such as gratitude or sense of duty or sheer convenience, among countless others. You must rely on those of such motives of which you happen to have plentiful supply. No matter how well you thus succeed in displaying the outward signs of love, it is no use pretending that you have learned to do so from the spontaneous feeling of love. (Ci 2011, 239)



In other words, if one cannot love someone naturally and spontaneously but still wants to love that person for whatever reason, s/he has to turn to other sources, such as gratitude, obligation, or convenience, etc., in order to motivate oneself to love, but ultimately those ulterior motives are not love.

Ci argues that moral education operates on the same dynamics. That is, when one cannot be wuwei in their virtues, one has to rely on youwei sources that are extrinsic to the wuwei virtues. Based on such an observation, Ci concludes that, from the perspective of the DDJ, the Confucian project of moral cultivation is premised on a fundamental misunderstanding about the nature of morals and their motivational sources. That is, the motivations’ sources always come from lower morals than the level of morals the cultivator aims at achieving. For example, to achieve yi (which means one is not yet yi), one has to turn to motivational sources available for a lower virtue like li. This means that moral cultivation, more often than not, ends up promoting hypocrisy and artificiality rather than authentic virtues.

We should note that the Confucians were well aware of such a risk, demonstrated by their ridiculing of village worthy25 who are thieves and pretenders of virtues. However, while Confucians saw such a phenomenon as failure in individual efforts, Laozi regarded it as fundamentally social in nature, according to Ci:


In promoting yì, or any other virtue for that matter, society encourages or compels a certain pattern of behavior in the name of yì (or some other virtue) while leaving people to draw on whatever motives they happen to have in learning this pattern of behavior. As long as such motives, in all their empirical diversity, conduce to the expected end result, society has no reason to expose them as false ones. (Ci 2011, 241)



Therefore, from Laozi’s perspective, the Confucian project of moral cultivation, which undergirds the politics of benevolent governance, is ultimately futile since artificiality and hypocrisy often associated with it are not accidental, but rather intrinsic, to the project. That is, the disparity between the aspirational moral virtues, e.g., ren (given its central role in the Confucian moral-political project), and their motivational sources makes it impossible for the project of moral cultivation to succeed since the disconnect would invariably produce the unwelcome consequences of hypocrisy and disingenuousness.

According to the DDJ, moral consciousness has a quality of almost fickleness in that it signals the very deficiency it attempts to compensate. The more pronounced morals are, the more dubious they become; the more effort a moral act requires, the less effective and less genuine it is; the gap between the stated purpose of morals and their unintended consequences is often glaringly big, not due to accidents of circumstances but rather due to the very nature of morals which conceal their own motivational sources that are extrinsic to morals.

Ci’s interpretation is an interesting contrast with Slingerland’s. In his book, Effortless Action: Wu-wei as Conceptual Metaphor and Spiritual Ideal in Early China,26 Slingerland argues that all classical Chinese thinkers were struggling with what he calls the “paradox of wuwei.” According to Slingerland, the Confucians were well aware of the paradox of moral cultivation (trying not to try) while seeking a solution to it, whereas Ci argues that the DDJ dismisses the Confucian project of moral cultivation as based on a misunderstanding of the nature of morals and their mismatched motivational sources.

Slingerland makes wuwei central to all the classical Chinese philosophical projects that include the Confucian, whereas Ci sees the Confucians as not cognizant of the deep-seated and well-concealed paradox at all. The differences between Slingerland and Ci in their interpretations of the Confucian project lie in whether or not they see socialization, central to the Confucian project, as being conducive or antithetical to wuwei. While Slingerland makes a compelling case that the Confucians were aware of the paradox at stake, it is also fair to recognize that Laozi, in conceptually setting up wuwei- versus youwei-frameworks and by diagnosing ren-yi-li-zhi in terms of youwei and contrasting it with wuwei ideals such as fairness (gong), accommodation (rong), and illumination (ming), was much more cognizant of the nature of the challenges involved. As such, the DDJ should be understood to represent a more sophisticated development in the deliberations of conundrum at stake.

Our discussion of the Laoist observation pertaining to moral motivation in the cultivation of virtues shows that moral cultivation, key to the Confucian project, is either futile or disingenuous. It offers a false hope whose accomplishment can only be forced or pretended. Laozi’s genealogical account of morals offers a powerful critique, on the metaethical ground, of the ultimate futility of the Confucian and other youwei-oriented projects. In their place, Laozi proposes a new set of ethical norms that are wuwei-oriented and operate within a naturalist cosmos generated by the Dao.

4.3. Wuwei vs. Youwei: Metaethical and Normative

For Laozi, making youwei virtues like renyi the center of the moral universe entrenches the problems that moral discourses are meant to address. In so doing, it distorts what is human (a quintessential Mencian notion) by imposing sociopolitical values on it, on the one hand, while confusing the nature of politics (which is impartial) with family and kinship (which is partial) by advocating the appropriation of familial virtues for the political project on the other. By contrast, Laozi, in making wuwei the center of his moral universe, promotes a vision of the natural world that is fundamentally just and urges human beings, especially those self-appointed moral judges, not to upset such a naturally just order in the human realm.

This means that aligned with the metaethics of wuwei and youwei are two distinct sets of ethical norms in the Laoist framework, wuwei and youwei. Normatively, wuwei is aligned with justice, impartiality, accommodations, and non-interference, whereas youwei is aligned with humaneness, partiality, differentiation, and interference. The Laoists were on the side of wuwei and its associated normative values, whereas the Confucians were on the side of youwei. The Mohist values did not fall neatly into either category. Instead, the Mohists seemed to be juggling with values from both categories. More specifically, the Mohists embraced justice and impartiality, on the one hand, while advocating rather heavy-handed means to enforce universal standards of impartiality, on the other. This might explain, at least in part, the rather ambiguous attitude Laozi had toward the Mohists while reserving most of his critiques for the Confucians whose norms fall more clearly under the category of youwei in contradistinction with the Laoist ones that are on the side of wuwei.

Therefore, we can recognize two visions of justice on offer so far in classical Chinese philosophy, youwei-based (Mohist) and wuwei-based (Laoist). They have significant overlap in terms of their normative entailment, i.e., impartiality, but differ crucially on metaethical ground, reflected in their different attitudes toward socialization. Wuwei justice, touted in the Laozi, is naturally operative in the cosmos and, from this perspective, human effort is seen as disruptive to such an operation due to the inherent limitation of human knowledge, capability, and partialist inclinations. Youwei justice, a human vision of impartiality enshrined in the Mohist project, would require a high degree of socialization and sociopolitical engineering opposed by the DDJ since they corrupt the natural human dispositions from the Laoist perspective.

Ideally for Laozi, justice should be left to Heaven as any human effort at justice would be too heavy-handed, on the one hand, while forcing humans to forsake naturally endowed human inclinations, on the other. Humans should aim at preserving our natural inclinations within a familial, kinship, or small local communal environment. This means that the Laoists were actually trying to preserve the most natural expressions of humaneness, i.e., in a familial, kinship, and small local communal context (xiao ci), without such expressions being appropriated or even hijacked by the pretense of universal(ized) humaneness in the hands of the Confucians for the latter’s moral-political project.

From a Laoist perspective, the problem with the Confucian moral-political project is precisely their attempt to match the natural attributes of heavenly processes with the Confucian moral norms which are conventional and artificial, hence unnatural. The most obvious example of the Confucian effort to match the heavenly with the human is found in Mencius, who was caught between the natural and the moral. From Laozi’s perspective, Mencius’s effort to bridge the two resulted in distorting both. Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly given the intense cross-fertilization among the classical thinkers and texts, Laozi actually shared with Mencius the idea of the natural goodness of being human, even though their conclusions were drastically different from each other. Hansen summarizes this nicely, using “primitivist” to label the segment of the DDJ that deals with moral-political issues:


The primitivist, like Mencius, must assume a natural goodness in our presocial instincts. Without language we would still make distinctions, but they would be natural ones instead of conventional ones. The difference is this. Mencius’ theory entails that all the distinctions necessary for empire building and ruling are implicit in our innate structure. The primitivist says that only those fitting for agrarian village life are natural. For Mencius unified world government is natural, for the primitivist only small villages. The Mencian sage would know innately how to rule all within the four seas. The primitivist sage would know how to plant potatoes and feed pigs and be absorbed in village life. (Hansen 1992, 229)



In other words, although Laozi and Mencius shared the premise on the natural goodness of being human, they differed in their views about the effects of socialization on those benign natural inclinations. Mencius was much more positive about socialization, especially when it is done according to the Confucian program of moral cultivation and education, as well as the practice of benevolent governance grounded in the moral sprouts all humans are supposedly endowed with. By sharp contrast, Laozi was deeply suspicious of the effects of socialization since he perceived it as corrupting the natural benignity of human inclinations.

Given the inevitable high degree of socialization and sociopolitical engineering required for the emergence of a large political community whose pace was drastically quickening at the time, Laozi wanted to resist such large and impersonal entities from taking over human life and advocated small communities which, he believed, were much more suitable for the generally benign natural inclinations of the humans. That is, Laozi advocated for a small community, against what he perceived as the alarming race toward increasingly large political entities that would culminate in the establishment of a universal empire after an extraordinarily violent episode in Chinese history.27

4.4. Laozi’s Rejection of Universalist (Youwei) Projects

From a Laoist perspective, the mistake by the Confucians and the Mohists lay in their universalist maneuver to match the natural with the moral, whereas Laozi rejected such a universalist hubris and pretense. Laozi only recognized the familial as naturally human, making large societies undesirable and unnatural for humans. In other words, the Laoists imagined a way of human life that was different from the one on offer, i.e., the increasingly large political entities as the result of consolidations through warfare. Under the Laoist ideal of small communities, natural expressions of humaneness would be the operative (if not the schematized and reified) norm, whereas justice should be left to Heaven and the Dao. The role of a Laoist sage is to make sure that those universalist values are not allowed to infiltrate people’s heartminds. The alternative would be a hard choice between humaneness and justice within large political entities with the consequence that violence and chaos would become a permanent feature of the human world.

This is where the Laoists departed from both the Confucians and the Mohists in their articulations of an ideal society and the norms that should govern it. That is, the Laoists were deeply skeptical of the universalist moral-political project, evident in the following passage:


Whoever wants to take the world (tianxia 天下) and wishes to do anything to it I see will have no respite. The world is a sacred vessel (shen qi 神器) and nothing should be done to it. Whoever does anything to it will ruin it; whoever lays hold of it will lose it. (DDJ 29, modified)



For Laozi, any human effort at governing the world is doomed to failure. What he is suggesting here is that the world is simply too grand for the limited human capacity to tinker with and that any effort to interfere with its natural operation would inevitably ruin it. In other words, it would be best to leave the world to its own device, i.e., a world that is naturally just without human intervention, a sentiment similar to the one expressed in the Heng Xian that condemns humans as the source of disorder, as we have seen earlier in this chapter. The Confucian project was precisely such an interference as Laozi opposed.

The Laoist critique against the Confucian project can be applied to the Mohists as well, due to the youwei elements in the Mohist moral project, although Laozi’s critiques of the two are rather different. Laozi rejected aspects of the Confucian and Mohist projects due to their embracing of youwei values; but he agreed with the Mohists in regarding Heaven as fundamentally just in nature, aligning wuwei with a broad vision of justice that operates naturally in the world (the way of Heaven, tian zhi dao 天之道) as long as humans do not interfere in its natural operations. Consequently, the primary role of the ideal Laoist sage-ruler would be to guard against the twin-youwei processes, i.e., socialization and extension, in order to resist their calamitous impacts on human society.

For the Laoists, establishing the proper norm in the political domain requires a different motivational source from the familial sentiments if both the political and the familial domains are to preserve their respective naturalness. The Mohists resorted to a caring and impartial Heaven to solve this problem. The Laoists also looked to Heaven for solution in that the Laoist sage-ruler should emulate Heaven. However, because the Laoist Heaven is an objectivist and detached natural process, not the Mohist activist and interventionist supernatural agent, following the Laoist Heaven means impartiality and accommodation in political governance, rather than the Mohist Heaven which is impartial and imposing.

To sum up, the Laoist justice is articulated differently from the Mohist iteration in the following ways: whereas the Mohist justice appeals to publicly articulated and uniformly applied standards, the Laoist justice operates in the darkness or in mystery; whereas the Mohist justice requires heavy intervention from leaders to impose uniform standards, the Laoist justice abhors such heavy-handedness; whereas the Mohist justice anticipates a large and unified political entity in their pursuit of universal justice, the Laoists call for small communities in order to save humanity from the onslaught of mass socialization and the corruption of the benign natural human inclinations in service to nefarious objectives while leaving the project of universal justice to Heaven/Dao since it is beyond human capacity.

In this connection it is interesting to note that for Laozi, both impartialist political values (justice) and partialist family values (humaneness) are natural, in contrast with the partialist approach to politics advocated by the Confucians or the impartialist approach to familial relationships suggested in some Mohist teachings. Furthermore, for Laozi, the impartiality of Heaven and the partiality of human sentiments render the universalist ambition in the Mohist project untenable, since only Heaven is impartial and universal, whereas humans are not. On the other hand, the inhumaneness of Heaven repudiates the possibility to universalize humaneness as the governing norm of a large polity advocated by the Confucians. The manifestation of the partialist humaneness, reflected in the virtues of xiao (filial love) and ci (parental love), can only be maintained within a kinship group or a small local community, but cannot be extended beyond such a constraint without serious distortions.

Our discussion here has exposed a rather surprising twist in the Laoist contemplation on justice and humaneness, the caveat mentioned earlier. That is, from the Laoist perspective, Heaven is inhumane and does not particularly care about human affairs; instead, Heaven (and only Heaven) is naturally just and impartial. This means that what is human and humane cannot be just at the same time. A large human society trying to be just would result in heavy-handed imposition of universal and impersonal standards touted by the Mohists; on the other hand, if a large society hopes to embrace humaneness, it would end up with a system of universal partiality that radiates from the sage-king outward, and this is the political vision embraced by the Confucians. Both projects require mass socialization and sociopolitical engineering that would stretch human nature beyond its (limited) natural endowment.

Laozi rejects the universalist ambition of the Confucian and the Mohist political projects and critiques both of them as youwei-based on metaethical ground, even though he is more aligned with the Mohists on the normative value of justice. The ideal Laoist justice is wuwei-based, i.e., pre-mass socialization and naturally operative in the cosmos, whereas both the Confucian universal humaneness and the Mohist universal justice are youwei in nature, requiring mass socialization that would radically distort human nature. Hence, the best human society for Laozi is to be found in small communities wherein the distortion of humaneness is kept to a minimum, while considerations for justice are left to Heaven, which alone could, mysteriously, maintain a just world without human interventions.

Laozi’s understanding of the relationship between humaneness and justice is distinct from other mainstream moral-political thinkers of the period. The Confucians were more on the side of universal humaneness, grounded in the particularity of human relationships and the universality of moral sentiments, with the two connected through extension from the familial to the political. The Mohists were more on the side of universal justice, sometimes even at the expense of our most intimate relationships. The Laoists were clear-eyed about the challenges of universal justice in the human world, essentially agreeing with Mencius, and the Confucians more broadly, on the defining qualities of being human as well as its limitation, albeit under a distinct conceptual register with different ideological entailments. On the other hand, the Laoists rejected the Confucian humaneness in the political domain and the mass socialization project it entails. Instead, the DDJ extols small communities as ideal human societies wherein humaneness is the operative norm, rather than explicitly schematized and actively cultivated, since the latter would inevitably lead to artificiality, distortion of natural (i.e., familial) human sentiments, and mass socialization, all of which are opposed by Laozi.

Historically, the text stood at a critical juncture when the pace of mass socialization and sociopolitical engineering was quickening to remake the state and the society, as we will see later in the book. On the one hand, the Laozi represents a voice in the mid- to late Warring States period wishing to push back the exhilaration of sociopolitical engineering in the hands of increasingly powerful states and their ambitious politicians whose efforts were often aided by the Confucians, the Mohists, and others. On the other hand, the text also touts a naturalist vision of justice, thus leaving open the possibility of a universal justice, even though the Laoists did not allow any human instrument or agent to carry it out, essentially leaving the execution of justice to a naturalized Heaven (or Dao as the ultimate source of the cosmos). Laozi was deeply skeptical about the project of universal justice engineered by human beings since it would compromise what it is to be human both in terms of its natural endowment and the limit of such endowment.

Laozi’s wuwei project was clearly against the tide of history that was gathering pace toward a universal empire, the culmination of the youwei project. However, as we will see later in the book, the rather shadowy and elusive vision of a naturalized justice that appears in the text would actually help some of the so-called fajia thinkers to refashion a new model of the state that could be perceived as both impartial and natural, just like Heaven, thus helping to bring about the eventual establishment of a universal empire. The appropriation of the wuwei norm (i.e., naturalness) in service of the ultimate youwei project (i.e., political engineering of the state apparatus) is a rather astonishing case of transvaluation of values, to borrow a Nietzschean term, in the history of unintended consequences, a phenomenon the Laozi is, ironically, well aware of.

§5. Conclusion: Laozi’s Realignment of Values and Its Consequences

In this chapter, I have discussed a critical stage in the development of classical Chinese philosophy that involved the reconceptualization of the nature of the cosmos. In Chapter 1, we have seen that there is a core tension within the project Confucius initiated, between the values of humaneness and justice. In Chapter 2, I have argued that such a tension broke out in the open after Confucius, when commitments to humaneness and justice diverged among different thinkers, with the Mohists advocating justice to its logical conclusion and Mencius leaning more heavily toward humaneness. In this chapter, we have witnessed yet another important development in the contestation between the two values. Laozi pushed the divergence further by completely rejecting humaneness in the political domain and embracing a vision of justice that naturally operates in the world without human intervention. In so doing, Laozi naturalized justice and impartiality to be the operating principle in the Dao-generated cosmos.

The great divergence between humaneness and justice points to the conflict of norms governing the familial and the political or the private and the public. Familial virtues, as expressions of humaneness, were widely accepted by all thinkers, but the critical issue at stake was whether the norms that governed family relationships could be extended and applied to the political domain, with thinkers lined up differently on this issue. The Confucians tried to muddle through the conflict between the two through the mechanism of extension and socialization, although radical Mencius deviated from this Confucian orthodoxy, as we have seen in Chapter 2. The Mohists and the Laoists rejected such an approach. They both maintained that politics should be governed by the imperative of justice, with familial virtues rendered politically less relevant (Mohists) or simply irrelevant (Laozi). Laozi’s moral thinking is normatively closer to the Mohist ideal of justice, but it is couched in a new metaethical ground and a naturalist cosmology. Such a new approach to justice in the DDJ would lead to the recasting of the ideal of justice and the nature of impartiality, especially in the hands of fajia thinkers like Shen Dao and Han Feizi, who would attempt to model the state apparatus after such a naturalized cosmos and to engineer the state to operate like nature, as we will see in later in the book.

One of the most important contributions of the DDJ to the development of classical Chinese philosophy is the naturalization of Heaven. That is, whereas thinkers before Laozi, e.g., Confucius, Mozi, and Mencius, assumed or argued for a Heaven that cared about and was involved in human affairs, Laozi completely rejected such a notion of Heaven. Instead, he explicitly argued that Heaven was inhumane and did not particularly care about human affairs. Furthermore, the anthropomorphic Heaven was eclipsed by the naturalist Dao as the ultimate source of the Laoist cosmos. As a result, Heaven would be made to align with the naturalist Dao, becoming a Laoist Heaven that was detached from human affairs. As we will see in later chapters, such a new, naturalist understanding of Heaven would reset the parameters of moral-political deliberations for the late Warring States philosophical discourse.

It turns out that the Laozi is an extraordinarily influential text whose historical impact has not been adequately recognized in the scholarly discourse (other than its critique of the Confucian moralism), even though its poetic quality and philosophical insight have long been widely admired. Much of Laozi’s influence is not a straightforward case of adoption. Rather, his impact lies more in the creative, and often surprising, appropriations of the Laoist line of thought by later thinkers. That is, despite the historical futility of the Laoist critique of the Confucian and the Mohist youwei projects, the Laozi opened up many new possibilities for subsequent philosophical deliberations, unleashing extraordinary philosophical creativity, often in unexpected ways. One of the most far-reaching developments after Laozi in classical Chinese philosophy is the new approach to the very relationship between what is natural and what is human, on the one hand, and whether or not the human goodness has to be natural, on the other.

As we will see in Chapter 4, some so-called fajia (often translated as Legalist) thinkers would try to model the state apparatus after the natural process, essentially mapping the ultimate youwei product, i.e., the state, onto the wuwei cosmos and merging the state and Heaven into a single, indistinguishable reality such that the carefully engineered state apparatus could function like Heaven. Essentially the Laoist wuwei ideas would be spectacularly appropriated to serve the youwei project.

On the other hand, Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists would seek to personalize the Laoist Dao, exploiting its naturalist and wuwei wonders and mysteries in one’s personal life. They also sought to merge the human with Heaven or Dao, in a direction that was the exact opposite of the fajia endeavor, the personal in the case of the Zhuangists and the state in the fajia thinkers. In so doing, the Zhuangists opted to exile themselves to the margins of the political world or retreat into their own heartminds in pursuit of personal freedom due to what they considered the hopelessness of the mainstream moral-political project. We will see in Chapter 5 that the Zhuangists, in their pursuit of personal freedom, were the ultimate outliers among classical Chinese moral-political philosophers.

Furthermore, as we will see in Chapter 6, Xunzi, the last major Confucian of the classical period, would embrace the implications and the consequences of the Laoist naturalized cosmos by rejecting the valorization of authenticity and naturalness that were taken for granted by most moral thinkers of the classical period. In its stead, Xunzi would celebrate artifice or deliberate effort (wei 偽) as one of the defining characteristics of being human, especially in his advocacy of the inculcation of Confucian ritual norms through cultivation and education. Xunzi would also elevate ancient sage-kings as the equal partner in the cosmic order, along with Heaven and Earth, in his effort to reconcile the tension between humaneness and justice and to fashion an order of humane justice mediated by rituals.

Lastly, Laozi’s genealogical method would be appropriated by other philosophers whose efforts to construct their own systems were often grounded in an imagined state of nature as a shared form of argument. As we will see in later chapters, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and many of the fajia thinkers would all put forward their own imagined state of pre-social nature as a way to justify and articulate their respective moral-political projects.



1 Edward Shaughnessy (2005, 418–432) provides a useful recount of that debate.

2 Edward Shaughnessy explicitly calls his own conclusion about the GL a “speculation” (Shaughnessy 2005, 452).

3 According to Sarah Allan (who refers to the text as Da yi shengshui, instead of Tai yi shengshui, since the character used in the Guodian slip is actually da 大, instead of tai 太, with the two characters often interchangeable in the early texts),


the Da yi shengshui has two distinct parts. The eight slips which include a cosmogony that begins with “The Great One produced water . . .” are a coherent unit, stylistically distinct from anything found in the Daodejing. These eight slips represent an appended text––a preface, or coda––to Guodian Laozi C. The other six slips do not correspond to any previously known passage(s) of the Daodejing, but they are stylistically similar to it. They should be regarded as part of the main Laozi C text. In other words, this bundle of slips––including both the Laozi C and the Da yi shengshui––should be regarded as a single work with the cosmogony of the Da yi shengshui as an appended comment. (Allan 2003, 253)



4 Goldin calls on scholars to take more seriously the problems in dealing with an unprovenanced text as is the case with the Shanghai Museum collection (Goldin 2015).

5 Gomouline summarizes the many challenges in the interpretation of the HX:


Much of the content of the Heng Xian looks like a puzzle. The abstract wording and ambiguous structure of the presentation invite numerous, and mutually incompatible, interpretations. Moreover, the analysis meets considerable—at times essentially irresolvable—problems of a technical nature. A number of crucial characters can be read in more than one way. The unclear syntax allows several equally plausible, but mutually incompatible, divisions of the text into readable sentences. Finally, and partly due to this graphical and syntactic uncertainty, no scholarly consensus exists regarding the order of the bamboo slips. These problems open the door for numerous speculations regarding the philosophical foundations of the text’s cosmogony. (Gomouline 2013, 180)



6 Perkins cautions against interpreting the Laozi as the dominant voice in what he calls the cosmogonic turn (Perkins 2016, 203). Since this book deals primarily with inherited texts, I will use the excavated texts to contextualize the Laozi without having to assume Laozi’s historical primacy.

7 For some reason in his translation of the chapter Lau did not include the sentence on accommodation (rong) in the inherited text which precedes the sentence on gong, “He who knows constancy is accommodating (rong); He who is accommodating is impartial (gong)” (知常容，容乃公).

8 Unless noted otherwise, the DDJ cited in this chapter is from D. C. Lau’s translation.

9 Traditional Chinese commentaries on the DDJ are based on the general assumption that the Laozi belongs to the same era as the Analects, which would make the Laozi much earlier than the Mozi (a timeline rejected by most Western Sinologists discussed earlier in this chapter), rendering any Mohist influence on the Laozi out of the question. Therefore, the traditional Chinese commentaries are not really helpful in shedding any light on the possible Mohist influence on the Laozi.

10 Perkins elaborates the last point in another essay this way:


The Moists consistently argue that heaven (or ghosts) will invariably reward good people and punish those who are bad. This follows from the more fundamental claim that heaven cares inclusively for the people. If we take such claims seriously, though, something like wuwei, nonaction, naturally arises. We do not need to strive to reform the world, if heaven already ensures justice. A government does not need to be activist or intrusive: those who commit misdeeds will naturally be punished by heaven itself. That is precisely the position taken up by the Daodejing, modified to fit its less humanistic conception of what counts as “good” actions. (Perkins 2014c, 26)



However, I am reluctant to go beyond the broad outline of the possible Mozi-Laozi connections due to the lack of more specific, let alone reliable, historical evidence.

11 The Chinese sentences here have no subject. Since a subject is required in an English sentence, “it” as the implied subject is added in the translation.

12 As we will see later in this chapter, the reasoning in DDJ 3 should be understood on wuwei ground, not youwei ground, the latter characterizing the mainstream moral-political project critiqued and rejected by the Laoists.

13 We will also see that the nature of the fajia project has been much misunderstood in the traditional account.

14 As we will see later in the chapter, Laozi is not against the expressions of humaneness in the familial domain.

15 Several scholars, e.g., Brooks (2010a) and Perkins (2014b, 2014c), etc., speculate that Chapters 67–81 in the DDJ might have come from a separate source that is different from the rest of the text, assuming the Guodian Laozi as the core of the inherited Laozi. This observation is made due to the thematic differences between those chapters and what was found in the Guodian Laozi, especially concerning the notion of Heaven in those fifteen chapters that appear to be more anthropomorphic than other parts of the inherited text. Perkins speculates that this section of the Laozi might have originated from quasi-Mohist sources, given its striking similarity with the Mohist positions (2014c, 26–28). However, without more reliable historical evidence, I am reluctant to make such a leap. Instead, I interpret Chapter 77 as containing a vision of justice that is consistent with other parts of the inherited Laozi. Given the disputation about the formation of the inherited Laozi, for my purpose here I will treat the last fifteen chapters as an integral part of the text.

16 The methodological considerations sketched out in the Introduction to this book becomes especially relevant here. That is, if we treat the DDJ as an inherited text, instead of a collection of isolated sayings, we would need to take relevant passages in the entire text into consideration when interpreting certain ideas embedded in the text. On the other hand, if we are to treat it as simply a collection of isolated sayings without having to consider the inherited text as a whole, the text would not be approached as necessarily embracing any cogent and coherent position. Without disputing the legitimacy of the latter approach, I am following the interpretative framework outlined in the Introduction that treats classical texts like the DDJ as inherited texts whose textual authors and textual intentions can be constructed as a result of our interpretative endeavors.

17 On this issue, the tension between Mencius and Xunzi is the most dramatic. Mencius advocates extension and it is unsurprising, given Mencius’s understanding of the benignity of human inclinations. As we will see in Chapter 6 of this book, Xunzi promotes internalization through which moral cultivation is accomplished, and this is closely related to his understanding of the problematic nature of human sentiments and the need to impose order on the chaotic human disposition from the outside, namely the society through ritual. The difference between the two is actually sharper than some contemporary scholars acknowledge when they try to reconcile the conflict between the two.

18 In his translation, Hongkyung Kim uses the term “three sentences” (sanyan 三言) found in the Mawangdui and the Guodian manuscripts, not the more vague term “three” (sanzhe 三者) in the inherited version.

19 “Metaethics is the attempt to understand the metaphysical, epistemological, semantic, and psychological, presuppositions and commitments of moral thought, talk, and practice.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, entry on metaethics (https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaethics/). Accessed on December 31, 2019.

20 As Slingerland points out, “Laozi is the pre-Qin thinker who is most often associated with the ideal of wu-wei, and as a term of art wu-wei certainly plays a greater role in the Laozi than in any other of the texts we will be considering” (2003, 77). In order to present wuwei, translated as effortless action by Slingerland, as a common spiritual ideal for both the “Daoists” and the Confucians during the Warring States period, Slingerland develops a sophisticated methodology, using the contemporary discourse on conceptual metaphor, to bring together those classical texts. Such a methodology is developed, partially, to account for the presence of the wuwei ideal in those texts wherein the term itself does not appear or is not featured prominently. My approach in this chapter is different from Slingerland’s, taking as the point of departure the prominence of wuwei in the Laozi and exploring what I see as a distinctly metaethical dimension in the Laoist concept of wuwei which is unique along the classical texts.

21 Contemporary evolutionary biology has demonstrated that our preference of kinship over strangers is an extraordinarily powerful impulse whose overcoming requires complete displacement of natural sentiments with the emergence of larger communities through a shocking degree of violence and indoctrination.

22 Zhuangzi, in the Da Zongshi 大宗師 Chapter, echoes such an understanding of the nature of ethics in his description of fish being better off forgetting each other in the rivers and lakes (the state of Dao), rather than trying to moisten each other by their slime in order to stay wet on the land when springs dry up (ethics addressing the deficiency of the underlying condition).

23 Perhaps the most famous cautionary tale about the discriminatory and differentiating functions of knowledge in the world is found in the book of Genesis of the Bible, where the acquisition of the knowledge about good and evil is what led to the fall of Adam and Eve, even though in traditional biblical exegesis this particular aspect is less emphasized than Adam and Eve’s defiance of divine will that forbade them from eating the fruits from the tree of (moral) knowledge. This of course begs the question about why God would even want to forbid such a thing, unless (moral) knowledge is somehow problematic for humans. The DDJ intriguingly echoes such a biblical stance, if underappreciated within the traditional biblical exegeses.

24 Chapter 24 talks about its opposite, namely those who are keen on showing off are not ming 自見者不明.

25 Confucius, in Analects 17.13, famously dismisses what he calls the village worthy (xiang yuan 鄉愿) as the thief of virtue. An elaboration of this notion can be found in Mencius 7B.37. In brief, the village worthy is someone who has all the appearances of a cultivated person but lacks the true commitment to the Confucian way.

26 Some of Slingerland’s ideas about wuwei would be revised in his book Trying Not to Try: Ancient China, Modern Science, and the Power of Spontaneity (Broadway Books, 2014). Since the 2014 book is primarily aimed at a general audience, I will limit my discussion of his ideas to his 2003 book.

27 Many contemporary scholars have speculated that the audience of the DDJ might have been rulers in small states who were struggling to survive in the increasingly hostile domestic and international environment during the mid- to late Warring States period. This makes some sense, given the sentiments expressed in the text. However, the DDJ also severely critiques various wasteful practices of the ruling elite, suggesting that it might also represent some of the voices of the lower strata of the society during the Warring States period. Still, it is important to explore the philosophical arguments behind the Laoist sentiments without being excessively reductionist. Otherwise, the astonishingly sophisticated philosophical reasoning in the DDJ can easily be underappreciated, which would be most unfortunate in terms of appreciating the significance of the Laoist philosophical project, its broader philosophical implications, as well as its critical place in the landscape of early Chinese moral-political philosophy.


4

Modeling the State after Heaven

Impartiality in Early Fajia Political Philosophy

I have argued in Chapter 1 that the development of ritual in the late Spring and Autumn period took two routes, institutionalization in the hands of politicians like Yan Ying, and ethicization in the hands of Confucius and his disciples. In this chapter, we will see that the effort to institutionalize ritual would be continued in the hands of institutional reformers who, in their effort to strengthen the state, would reform ritual in a more impersonal direction from the earlier endeavors and, inspired by the Mohists, would formulate impersonal standards to further institutionalize the state, resulting in the emergence of bureaucratic states.

There was one key difference between these institutional reformers’ project and the earlier effort to institutionalize the state through ritual, namely the changing role of Heaven. As we have seen in the previous chapter on Laozi, the idea of Heaven was radically changed in the late fourth and early third centuries bce and, as a result, it became much more naturalist and impartial. This would impact the way in which the institution of the state was conceived. That is, the state apparatus would be engineered to model after this new understanding of Heaven, resulting in a significant, but not complete, replacement of ritual1 in organizing the state by legal codes and evaluative standards. This was precisely the approach by the so-called fajia 法家 (often translated as Legalist) thinkers and politicians, in whose hands the state became much more powerful and bureaucratized.

One of the most consequential political developments in the Warring States period was the increasing concentration of power in the monarchy and the accelerating bureaucratization of the state. Such a development was reflected most directly in the writings of what came to be known as the fajia 法家 thinkers. In this chapter, I will look into the writings by three prominent political theorists in the fourth to early third centuries bce, Shen Buhai 申不害 (c. 400–c. 337 bce), Shang Yang 商鞅 (c. 390–338 bce), and Shen Dao 慎到 (c. 350–c. 275 bce).2 These three are known as the early fajia thinkers.

I will argue that it was in the hands of these early fajia thinkers that classical Chinese political philosophy took a decidedly bureaucratic turn, away from the paradigmatic norm that saw politics as derivative of the moral virtues of the political actors, which characterized the mainstream approach to politics at the time, most famously represented by the Confucians. Put differently, the early fajia thinkers saw the institution of the state as a domain that required its own operating norm, irreducible to other domains. In these fajia thinkers, we see that impartiality, first formulated and defended by the Mohists, became the most important institutional norm that eclipsed personal virtues like filiality or even humaneness and righteousness. These fajia thinkers advocated implementing the Mohist impartiality in the state bureaucracy such that the state apparatus could function by itself without constant intervention from the ruler. Furthermore, some early fajia thinkers, especially Shen Dao, would seek to map the state onto the cosmos, essentially merging the two into a single reality such that the state could be perceived to operate “naturally.” This approach to the state would bring the problem of the state to the forefront of moral-political discourse, confronting all subsequent thinkers with the question of how to deal with the increasingly powerful state.

§1. Problems with Fajia and Legalism

Before delving into the three fajia thinkers, we need to have a clearer idea about what fajia is. Fung Yu-lan (Feng Youlan 馮友蘭) summarizes the traditional understanding of fajia/Legalism this way:


Before Han Fei Tzu, who was the last and greatest theorizer of the Legalist school, there had been three groups, each with its own line of thought. One was headed by Shen Tao, a contemporary of Mencius, who held that shih was the most important factor in politics and government. Another was headed by Shen Pu-hai (died 337 b.c.), who stressed that shu was the most important factor. Still another was headed by Shang Yang, also known as Lord Shang (died 338 b.c.), who, for his part, emphasized fa. Shih means power or authority; fa means law or regulation; shu means the method or art of conducting affairs and handling men, i.e., “statecraft.” (Fung 1948, 157)



According to this traditional picture, Han Feizi synthesized the three Legalist thinkers by incorporating Shang Yang’s fa, Shen Dao’s shi, and Shen Buhai’s shu. While much of modern discussion about fajia thinkers has followed this standard presentation of Legalism, more recent Sinological debate about fajia has stepped outside of the standard portrayal presented in Fung’s summary.

Recent discussions among Sinologists have centered around two issues. First, can the term fajia 法家 be anachronistically applied to thinkers before the term was coined in early Han? Second, should the term fajia be translated as Legalism, as it is commonly rendered in English? The first issue is both historical and conceptual, having to do with the legitimacy of the term fajia to include thinkers from Guanzi to Han Feizi. The category of fajia is traced back to the early Han historiographer Sima Tan (司馬談 d. 110 bce), the father of the more famous grand historian Sima Qian. Sima Tan listed six schools in the classical period, namely Yinyangists 陰陽家, Confucians 儒家, Mohists 墨家, Fajia 法家, Sophists 名家, and Daoists 道家. He characterized fajia thinkers this way:


The Fajia do not distinguish degree of kinship, do not differentiate noble and lowly—they make a single judgment before the law. Thus the kindness of treating one’s kin as kin and honoring the honorable is cut off. It is a calculus that could be practiced for a time, but one could not long employ it. Thus I said “strict and of slight kindness.” But if one were to honor the ruler and abase the ministers, and clarify official functions so that none oversteps [his allotted task], then even the many wise men could not alter it. (translated by Kidder Smith, in Smith 2003, 141)



Kidder Smith observes that Sima Tan did not include any name under fajia (Smith 2003, 141). In fact, among the six schools, Mohism was the only exception since its school name contains the name of the founder. No other school names contained references to personal names. Sima Tan did not specify who were included under those categories. As Smith observes,


One hundred years later, Tan’s six configurations had become the “schools” of Warring States political thought, with texts, authors, affiliations, and a history. Insofar as Tan had made order from a confusing multiplicity of views, he also provided a tool with which imperial bibliographers could rewrite an early story after their own considerably different interests. This past was cast in a form compatible with the bureaucratic division of labor; each school was said to have descended from a particular official function of the Zhou court, the Fajia, for example, emerging from the liguan 理官 or chief of prisons. That vision of “the many schools” (baijia) has retained its prominence down to our recent past. (Smith 2003, 131)



Since the thinkers involved did not identify themselves as fajia, as the term was coined after their lifetimes, the term can only be applied anachronistically. So the question is whether such a label can be justified at all. Many contemporary scholars are skeptical. Some wonder whether fajia is the best nomenclature for the group of thinkers traditionally included under its umbrella since a historical lineage did not exist.

The second, and a related, question is whether or not fajia should be translated as Legalism. Fa in the classical Chinese context has a different semantic range and connotations from law in the contemporary Western context. Fa can refer to method, standard, regulation, law, model, or (as a verb) to follow, etc. Hence, translating fa as law does not do justice to how the term is used and what it encompasses in the texts involved.3 Paul Goldin defines fa as “an impersonal administrative technique of determining rewards and punishments in accordance with a subject’s true merit” (2011a, 68), and considers it one of the instruments by the monarch to rule over his state. Other well-known fajia tools include shu and shi. Therefore, from such a perspective it is misleading to single out fa as representing the core idea of those thinkers grouped under the nomenclature fajia or Legalism. For these reasons, Goldin (2011a) rejects the usefulness of both fajia and Legalism.

On the other hand, Herrlee Creel has argued that during the Warring States period, fa has come to encompass law, method, or even technique (1974, 145), which means it does include some other elements of the fajia tools. Creel differentiates fajia from Legalism, regarding the latter as one of the two wings of the former. He identifies Shang Yang as the Legalist wing of fajia and Shen Buhai as the administrative wing. Creel blames Han Feizi for associating Shang Yang and Shen Buhai in Han Feizi’s own works, which creates the categorial confusion between fajia and Legalism (Creel 1974, 159). According to Creel, since both Shang Yang and Shen Buhai were fajia but only Shang Yang was a Legalist, we can solve the problem by rejecting Legalism as the translation of fajia. Soon-ja Yang persuasively argues that in fact fa was the most central issue in the four fajia thinkers she examines, even though she questions the category of fajia primarily due to the ambiguity of the term fa (Yang 2010, 6). Yuri Pines advocates preserving the term Legalism due to its ubiquity in the Chinese tradition and contemporary scholarship in order to avoid confusion if a different term or no alternative is adopted. Still, Pines argues that Legalism should not be used as an independent analytic category that prescribes a certain common ideological commitment in the classical Chinese context. Instead, it should only be used as a heuristic convention (Pines 2014).

Scholars of Chinese philosophy are generally more willing to use established categories within the Chinese tradition than Sinologists who often problematize those very categories for disciplinary reasons, as I have discussed at length in the Introduction to this book.4 Ivanhoe defends the traditional Chinese use of jia to group classical thinkers by pointing out that jia 家 literally means family:


One did not have to be related by blood in order to be part of such intellectual “families,” nor did one even have to have studied with the founder or progenitor of such a group, so “lineage” even in the loose sense is not required. One had to be a “relative” in a more figurative sense, a kind of intellectual brother or cousin. It is also quite clear that such intellectual families did not share any well-defined or essential set of principles. There was no checklist of beliefs required for inclusion and no committee that determined membership in such groups; the relationship was rather one of family resemblance.5 When seen in this light, the Han scholars who first began to group early thinkers into different families were not being loose or careless and crudely lumping figures together, there were employing a quite sophisticated concept to identify genuine and helpful collections of thinkers. (Ivanhoe 2016, 20–21, original italics)



Therefore, most philosophers tend to embrace the term fajia as a useful interpretative category while acknowledging its anachronistic nature. The key question is this: are there any common ideological commitments among the thinkers conventionally categorized as fajia, especially Shen Buhai, Shang Yang, Shen Dao, and Han Feizi? Among contemporary scholars of classical Chinese philosophy, Eirik Harris is the one who has provided the most forceful defense of the term fajia as a useful interpretative category. Harris maintains that there is actually quite a bit of philosophical coherence among thinkers under such a designation (2014, 156). He elaborates this common feature shared by these Legalist thinkers in his study of Shen Dao:


The idea that political thought needs to begin with the state and the people as they actually are, rather than with a vision of how they ought to be, is one way in which the various thinkers who have often been labeled “Legalist” (fajia 法家), in particular Shen Dao, Shang Yang 商鞅, Shen Buhai 申不害, and Han Fei seem to be appropriately grouped together. Such a view sets them apart from a range of early thinkers who seem either to view political philosophy as an exercise in applied ethics or otherwise to think that the normativity to be desired in the political realm bears a necessary relationship to the normativity of the moral realm. (Harris 2016, 24)



Harris is more worried about the appropriateness in translating fajia as Legalism due to the wide-ranging meaning covered under the term fa, but he eventually decides to embrace Legalism as the translation because of its popularity (2014, 156).

I am sympathetic to the Sinologists’ concerns but still think that there is a way to preserve the utility of the term fajia (if not the English translation of Legalism) in the contemporary philosophical discourse (if not historical discourse) when discussing early Chinese thought. For all its imperfections, the traditional nomenclature of fajia does capture certain key features that can justify characterizing those who fall under the category, namely its problematization of the assumed connection between personal virtues and political authority and its singular focus on the institutionalization of political power. As many scholars have aptly observed, most other philosophers of the classical period did not separate the two and often regarded the political as the derivative of the moral.6 For these fajia thinkers, such a way of conceptualization vastly underestimated the uniqueness and independence of the political domain, especially the nature of political power, that is irreducible to personal virtues. Fajia thinkers were the most clear-eyed about this unique and sui generis nature of political power. In fact, as we will see, fajia thinkers considered personal virtues disruptive of or even hostile toward political power.

As for the issue of whether it is appropriate to single out fa, over other key notions, as representing the thought of philosophers grouped under fajia, I agree with Creel that fa has wide enough semantic range that covers the bulk of the thought of the thinkers under such a name. Furthermore, in most of the contemporary discussions of these fajia thinkers, scholars tend to use materials from later thinkers to supplement their discussion of earlier thinkers, especially using Shang Yang and Han Feizi as historical and conceptual resources to study Shen Buhai and Shen Dao due to the relative brevity of the texts attributed to the latter two thinkers, e.g., Creel and Harris, etc., in a clear recognition of what can be called an inner fajia logic distinct from others in the Warring States period. Therefore, in this chapter I will use the term fajia to refer to the cluster of thinkers conventionally categorized as Legalists but leave the term fajia untranslated, given the controversy concerning the translation of fa.

Furthermore, I will make the case that it is actually problematic to think that the fajia vision has no moral underpinning at all, a common perception harbored by many in Chinese history and modern scholars. As we will see in our following discussion, the fajia thinkers’ effort to formulate an impartial political order for the sake of all people points to the critical value of justice and impartiality in their political thought. Moreover, many of the fajia thinkers problematized personal virtues they considered to be at odds with the interest of the state and instead touted professional virtues of specialization and impersonal application of standards when an official was acting on behalf of the state.

§2. Shen Buhai: A Pioneer of Impartialist Administrative Techniques

Shen Buhai (申不害 c. 400–337 bce) and Shang Yang (商鞅 c. 390–338 bce) were contemporaries in the first six decades of the fourth century bce, with Shen probably several years Shang’s senior. They both ascended to the highest administrative position in a state, i.e., chancellor in Qin and Han, respectively. Their political prominence was rather unusual among classical thinkers. Their powerful political roles enabled them to put their ideas into practice. As such, they stood at the beginning of a top-down political revolution that would radically transform the subsequent political history of China.

We do not know much about Shen Buhai. Sima Qian’s Shiji contains a short biographical note about him in the chapter that prominently features Laozi and Han Feizi (Laozi Hanfei liezhuan 老子韓非列傳). According to Sima Qian, Shen Buhai was appointed chancellor (xiang 相) by the Marquis Zhao of Han (Han Zhaohou 韓昭侯). During his fifteen-year tenure, Shen managed both domestic and diplomatic affairs so well that nobody invaded Han, an impressive accomplishment considering the relative weakness of the kingdom of Han and the frequency of territorial encroachments at the time. Among the prominent fajia figures who achieved high offices, Shen Buhai was unique in that he held his office until his natural death, instead of being executed at the hands of vengeful or suspicious rulers, most notably Shang Yang and Li Si (李斯, the chief minister of the first emperor and the one who forced Han Feizi to commit suicide when the latter was imprisoned). Creel attributes Shen’s success to his less draconian measures in managing the bureaucracy, especially when compared with Shang Yang, and his “cultivated obscurity” (1974, 44).

There has been some disputation, both historically and in the contemporary discussion, about whether Shen Buhai should be considered a fajia figure or whether his thought was centered on techniques of governance (shu 術).7 Creel laments the challenge in deciphering Shen Buhai’s works and argues that the difficulty of the text might have contributed to his obscurity in Chinese intellectual history (1974, 34). Creel’s book on Shen Buhai, Shen Pu-hai: A Chinese Political Philosopher of the Fourth Century B.C. (Chicago, 1974), is still the most comprehensive study of this historic figure in English.8 However, Creel’s book relies rather heavily on other works, especially the Book of Lord Shang and the Han Feizi, to flesh out Shen’s ideas, due to the extreme fragmentation of Shenzi 申子 traditionally attributed to Shen Buhai. Therefore, Creel’s book is very useful for understanding fajia thought more generally. For the purpose of this chapter, I will limit my discussion of Shen’s ideas to what can be found on the Shenzi fragments compiled by Creel.

According to Creel, “The kind of government that Shen envisaged was, essentially, what we today call a ‘bureaucracy’ ” (1974, 55), defined as “a system of administration by means of professional functionaries, whose functions are more or less definitely prescribed” (1974, 55). This means that Shen Buhai was one of the pioneers in the bureaucratization of the state. Creel cites two techniques that can be traced directly to the influence of Shen Buhai: civil service examination and the systematic merit rating of officials (1974, 4):


The basic difference between feudal and bureaucratic government lies in their focus of responsibility. The ruler of a feudal regime must appoint vassals who are able and loyal; once that is done, he can leave the details of regional government to them. In a bureaucracy, however, it is necessary that the entire working of the administration be envisaged by someone at the top. This may be only the originator of a bureaucratic regime—but at the least the ruler, or someone who directs the government for him, must make intelligent choice of individuals who can successfully fill the various roles within the organization. (Creel 1974, 55)



As one of the earliest theorists and practitioners in bureaucratizing the state, especially in the area of state administration, Shen Buhai emphasized “rational organization and technique” (Creel 1974, 57), instead of moral virtues of the ruler or his ministers. This was in sharp contrast with the kind of political philosophy that aligned governance with the moral virtues of the political actors, characteristic of the Confucian approach. According to Creel, “The officials staffing the ideal government of Shen Pu-hai were professionals” (1974, 58), and as a result, professional competence in the state bureaucracy (what would come to be known as xingming 刑名,9 which I will discuss in the following), instead of moral virtues, would become paramount in selecting and evaluating government officials. This explains the traditional characterization of Shen’s political philosophy as focusing on shu 術, methods and techniques of governance.

Traditionally, Shen Buhai is known for his teachings of shu, understood to mean techniques in managing those closest to the ruler. Creel’s list very much reflects the traditional understanding of Shen Buhai’s political philosophy. Here we find Shen Buhai touting techniques, rather than moral virtues, in governance. Specific shu for rulers includes the following: keeping firm control of the levers of power; being informed but leaving details to ministers; acting decisively when occasions called for it while appearing inactive; hiding the ruler’s motives in actions so that ministers could not exploit and manipulate them for their own benefits; not boasting about power and intelligence; appointing officials based on merits only; not letting power be monopolized by one official; and giving orders only when they could be obeyed in order to appear powerful (Creel 1974, 63).

However, Soon-ja Yang takes the absence of shu 術 and xingming 刑名 in the textual fragments much more seriously. Instead of trying to explain away such an absence, Yang disputes the conventional characterization of Shen Buhai’s thought as centering on those two notions, regarding it as the result of too much reliance on Han Feizi’s writings, especially the Dingfa 定法 chapter (Yang 2010, 89–90). Instead, Yang develops a different interpretation of Shen Buhai. Based on the textual fragments compiled by Creel, Yang argues that Shen Buhai’s political thought is grounded in the notions of ming 名, fa 法, and shu 數.

In terms of ming, Yang rejects the widely shared association of ming with xingming in interpreting Shen Buhai’s thought. Rather, she links ming with zhengming 正名, rectification of names, the famous Confucian teaching in the Analects and the Xunzi. This means that ming in Shen Buhai’s thought includes both “common names used by the general populace, social, political and ethical institutions such as terminology related to punishments, the tiles of nobility, ceremonial/ritual institutions” (Yang 2010, 97) and “once names are created correctly, the state would be ruled as a result” (Yang 2010, 97), similar to its meaning in the Confucian texts.

Yang interprets fa as an actualization of ming in Shen Buhai’s thought:


Shen 1 mentions that Yao ruled through ming (昔者堯之治天下也，以名); Shen 6 writes that when Yao ruled, he clarified fa and was scrupulous in giving orders (堯之治也善明法察令而已). Putting two passages together, it can be said that ming is put into practice in the form of fa in Shen Buhai’s view. (Yang 2010, 99)



Yang tries to establish the importance of fa in Shen Buhai’s thought and rejects Creel’s interpretation of fa in Shen’s system as method. Instead, Yang argues that Shen’s fa very much means laws, similar to the way it is used by Shang Yang (Yang 2010, 105).

Lastly, Yang questions Han Feizi’s characterization of Shen Buhai’s thought as centered on shu 術. Both Creel and Yang point out that only shù 數, not shu 術, appears in the Shen Buhai fragments. However, while Creel tries to explain the issue away by arguing that shù would come to be used as technique or method of governance (shu 術) in Warring States time (1974, 125), Yang glosses shù 數 as “the standard by which people are compared and judged when employed, and which a ruler should observe if he wants bring up order in his state” (2010, 109), referring to the principle or rule when selecting officials (2010, 112).

In discussing Shen’s overall philosophy of governance, Creel reconstructs Shen Buhai’s instructions to a ruler into the following items:


Be independent, impersonal, and impartial.

Depend upon technique, not sagacity.

Firmly hold the controls, but leave action to your ministers.

Appear inactive and complaisant—but when you do act, act decisively.

Be completely informed, but do not bother with details.

Hide your motives and your actions.

Do not vaunt your power or intelligence.

Inspire sympathy and affection.

Give office only on the basis of ability, achievement, and seniority.

Let no one minister gain predominant power.

Do not give orders that will not be obeyed. (Creel 1974, 63)



For the purpose of this chapter, it is important to take note of the fact that impartiality appears to be the first principle in Shen Buhai’s political philosophy, at least in Creel’s summary. This suggests that for Shen Buhai one of the biggest threats to a political system and the ruler reigning over such a system during the Warring States period was caused by favoritism and the exploitation of authority by those in positions of power to benefit themselves, their families, and associates. Yang’s analysis of Shen’s shu 數, challenging Han Feizi’s emphasis of shu 術 in Shen’s thought, actually strengthens Creel’s point about the centrality of impartiality in his political philosophy.

Yang’s analysis dovetails very well with Creel’s observation that Shen Buhai did not advocate that the ruler should suppress ministers, but rather that he should seek their cooperation. Such an observation would have been harder to accommodate, had shu 術 been considered the center of Shen Buhai’s thought, an interpretation that is followed by Creel himself, since it would clearly imply that Shen Buhai’s ruler should be wary about powerful officials serving the ruler. As Yang points out, “in Shen Buhai’s view, a ruler should keep an impartial attitude once he rectifies names. It is his ministers who are involved in details of the government” (Yang 2010, 99). As we will see later, this is quite unlike other fajia thinkers like Shang Yang and Hai Feizi, both of whom considered ministers the competitors and potential enemies of the ruler. Creel considers this to be one of the distinguishing characteristics of Shen’s approach to politics and the reason for him to reject the label of Legalism on Shen Buhai due to the harshness of punitive law enshrined in what Creel considers to be the Legalist “wing” of fajia, represented most prominently by Shang Yang, who was Shen Buhai’s contemporary in a different state (1974, 102–103).

As Creel marvels,


the degree of his emancipation from the factors that molded the thought of most Chinese philosophers of government is remarkable. Nowhere does he appeal to the force of religion, tradition, familial ties, or loyalty. His system of government is founded almost entirely upon administrative technique and applied psychology. (Creel 1974, 6)



This is indeed one of the signature traits of the fajia approach to politics, and Shen Buhai was a pioneer in such an effort. While Creel might be justified in speculating that “Shen Pu-hai had more influence on the creation of the Chinese administrative system than any other individual” (1974, 5), a more serious contender of such an honor in the history of Chinese political system was probably Shang Yang, to whom we turn.

§3. Shang Yang: An Impartial Institutionalist

Shang Yang (商鞅, c. 390–338 bce), also known as the Lord of Shang (Shang jun 商君) or Gongsun Yang (公孫鞅), was the pivotal figure who set in motion dramatic political transformations of the state of Qin that would make Qin the ultimate unifier of warring states. A great deal of fajia thought can be traced to Shang Yang’s ideas and formulations. Shang was put in a powerful position by a trusting ruler, Duke Xiao of Qin (Qin Xiaogong 秦孝公), so that he could implement his ideas in changing the polity under his supervision. The Book of Lord Shang (Shang jun shu 商君書) has traditionally been attributed to Shang Yang. As is the case with most classical texts, the authorship and the dating of the text have been called into question, and much of the discussions are built on its relationship with other texts, especially those by Laozi, Sunzi, Shen Buhai, and Shen Dao, etc., when trying to determine the date of Lord Shang. However, since the dates for many of those texts are themselves in dispute, such discussions are less than conclusive. Yuri Pines places the bulk of the text in the fourth century bce (2017, 51).

The Book of Lord Shang has been understudied in traditional as well as contemporary scholarship. Pines offers several reasons for such a lack of scholarly interest, including textual corruption and lack of commentaries, doubts about dating and authorship of the text, its supposed lack of philosophical sophistication, and imperial literati’s distaste for Shang’s attack on traditional values and cultures, etc. (Pines 2017, 4). We will see in this section that Shang Yang was an impartial institutionalist whose effort to bureaucratize the state (and the military) was unprecedented in Chinese (and perhaps even world) history, laying a powerful material and ideological foundation for the eventual unification of China under the state of Qin he worked for.

3.1. Situating Shang Yang

Shang Yang had a rather dramatic life, with various intriguing details of his life recounted, often with a great deal of literary flair, in Sima Qian’s Shiji. Shang Yang was from the aristocratic family of Wey 衛. He was an expert in the doctrine of performance and official charge (xingming 刑名: the proper match between the two as the measurement of an official’s competence in fulfilling his duties). Shang was a counselor to Prince Zuo of the state of Wei 魏, who recognized Shang’s immense talents. Prince Zuo wanted to recommend Shang to King Hui of Wei but fell ill before he was able to do so. When the king came to visit the prince, the prince recommended Shang, touting Shang’s talents to the king, but the king did not respond. Sensing the king’s reticence, the prince suggested that the king either employ Shang or kill him so that he would not be recruited by other states to the detriment of Wei. Interestingly, Prince Zuo immediately summoned Shang, telling him what he had told the king, and urged Shang to leave the state of Wei as soon as possible in order to save his life. The king did not heed the prince’s advice to either hire or kill Shang, attributing such an advice to the prince’s illness that had corrupted his mind. Neither did Shang believe that it was necessary to leave Wei immediately, since he did not think the king would take the prince’s advice seriously at all.

Prince Zuo’s reason for doing what he did has a great deal of relevance to the theme of this chapter and this book more generally. Sima Qian’s narrative here is a masterful piece of literary creativity and imagination:


Today His Majesty asked who could serve as Prime Minister and I mentioned you, but His Majesty, from his expression, was going to refuse me. I then put lord before vassal and thus told His Majesty that if he did not employ you, Yang, he should kill you. His Majesty gave me his word. You can fly quickly, or you will soon be taken. (Sima Qian 1994a, 87)



This is a fascinating tale that captures the core tension between different obligations highlighted throughout this book, i.e., obligation to the state and obligation to friends, characterized in this book as the tension between justice and humaneness. We have seen this tension flaring up in some other thinkers’ philosophy, most prominently Mencius in his attempt to grapple with the complex dilemma confronting Shun. Clearly many others were wrestling with this intractable tension in their own ways, and Prince Zuo was one of them.

Soon after the death of Prince Zuo, Shang went to the state of Qin, having heard of Duke Xiao’s interest in recruiting new talents to strengthen his state. Duke Xiao ended up granting Shang several audiences, and Shang used each occasion to gauge where the duke’s heart lay; namely, whether Duke Xiao was interested in becoming an emperor, a king, or a hegemon, at least in Sima Qian’s telling. Once Shang Yang found out that Duke Xiao’s ambition was to become a hegemon, he offered the duke detailed advice on how to achieve it and they “talked for several days without tiring” (Sima Qian 1994a, 88). Shang Yang explained his reasoning to the person who arranged for the audience:


I advised His Dukeship on the ways of emperors and kings comparable to those of the Three Dynasties [Xia, Yin, and Zhou]. His Dukeship said, “These take too long. I cannot wait. Moreover, worthy rulers all spread their fame across the world within their own lifetime. How could I bear to stew for decades or a hundred years waiting to become an Emperor or King?” I therefore advised His Dukeship on the ways of strengthening the state and that is all it is that has pleased him so much. But it will be hard [for him] to compare in virtue with Yin and Zhou. (Sima Qian 1994a, 88, with slight revisions)



Shang Yang was clearly aware of the personal flaws of Duke Xiao in that the duke’s virtues would never measure up to those set by the storied ancient sage-kings. However, Shang Yang was willing to work with Duke Xiao as he was and helped him accomplish his political ambitions. Such an approach would become a signature fajia approach to politics, in sharp contrast with the Confucians, who steadfastly hold on to the ideal of rule by sage-kings.

Duke Xiao made Shang Yang a powerful minister so that he could implement his policy to remake the Qin state. Sima Qian recounts the strong resistance Shang Yang encountered in trying to implement new rules and regulations that would radically change the way the state was governed. He had to convince Duke Xiao repeatedly of the merits of the reform when the duke was reluctant to see through the reform measures. I will examine in some details what the reform measures were in the next segment. Initially people were resistant to the new ordinances, and even the duke’s heir violated the law. Shang punished the heir’s tutors harshly and the resistance was vanquished.

Sima Qian describes the effect of the reform in rather effusive terms, even though his view of the man who was instrumental in bringing this about is rather dim:


After [the ordinances] had been in effect for ten years, the commoners of Qin were delighted; no one picked up articles lost on the road, there were no bandits or thieves in the mountains, households were well provided for and the people were well off. The commoners were brave in the duke’s battles but cowardly in private feuds and the townships and cities were in good order. (Sima Qian 1994a, 90)



Such a state of affairs left a deep impression on a later Confucian, Xunzi, when he visited Qin, prompting him to rethink the Confucian project and re-examine key Confucian premises, as we will see in Chapter 6 of this book.

Due to Shang Yang’s exclusive reliance on the support of his patron, Duke Xiao, in order to carry out draconian measures in reforming the state, many of the powerful nobles and their families harbored deep resentment for losing their privileges under the new governing norm. Sima Qian records one instance wherein a Zhao Liang 趙良 implored Shang to mend some fences in order to salvage his fate after Duke Xiao passed, but Shang ignored the advice. After Duke Xiao died, his heir, who was humiliated by Shang Yang when the heir’s own tutors were harshly punished for his transgressions, ascended the throne. Shang Yang lost his power soon afterward and had to flee Qin. When he arrived at the pass, he hoped to stay at a traveler’s lodge, but according to the ordinance passed by Shang Yang himself, no one could stay at a lodge without proper identification. Shang clearly could not reveal who he was, so he was not allowed to stay. Such is the irony of Shang’s story! Eventually he was captured by Wei, a state he defeated through deception, and was sent back to Qin, where he was brutally executed. However, his policies remained largely intact in Qin.

Shang Yang was one of the fajia thinkers whose tragic end prompted much discussion about the relationship between their teachings and their fate. Sima Qian’s harsh verdict of him clearly prevailed in the subsequent judgement of Shang Yang in Chinese history:


The Lord of Shang was born by nature a harsh and relentless man. Mark well that in seeking favor from Duke Xiao with “the arts of emperors and kings,” he was merely making use of insincere speech! His true nature was otherwise. Moreover, it was through the offices of a favored slave [that he obtained his interviews]. Once employed, he mutilated Noble Scion Qian (虔, the tutor of Duke Xiao’s heir who was punished for the heir’s transgressions), deceived Wei’s commander Ang, and failed to follow Zhao Liang’s advice. This alone is enough to reveal the Lord of Shang’s lack of mercy. I once read the Lord of Shang’s writings, “Kai se” 開塞 (Breaking Open the Blocked Way) and “Geng zhan” 耕戰 (Agriculture and War), and they were similar to the man’s actions. The ill fame he eventually won in Qin was well founded, wasn’t it? (Sima Qian 1994a, 95, with slight revisions)



In Sima Qian’s assessment, Shang Yang was not really interested in promoting the ways of the benevolent sage-kings of the past, but was relentless in pushing forward with hegemonic practices. Sima Qian’s highlighting of Shang Yang’s lack of mercy while downplaying his broader political accomplishments was to be followed by subsequent generations of Chinese intellectuals in their assessments of Shang Yang (as well as other fajia thinkers). The prosecution of Confucian-leaning officials under Li Si, the first emperor’s chancellor who was considered a key fajia figure, did not earn fajia thinkers any favor from later Chinese intellectuals, most of whom were Confucians.

However, Sima Qian, situated at a relatively early stage of the political development unleashed by fajia’s political reforms (or, maybe more appropriately, top-down political revolutions), might not have been in the best position to evaluate the historic impact of Shang Yang and other fajia thinkers and politicians since he could not possibly have predicted the way such political reforms, or top-down revolutions, would radically and permanently reshape the trajectory of subsequent Chinese history. Francis Fukuyama, famous for his claim at the end of the Cold War that liberal democracy was the end of history when the ideological debate about political governance was supposedly over except for some refinement at the edges, makes a startling claim in his 2011 book, Origins of Political Order: From Prehuman Times to the French Revolution, that China under the Qin was the first modern state, in the Weberian sense of the term, in world history.10 The fajia thinkers and politicians were clearly instrumental in bringing about a new model of powerful states, drastically changing the trajectory of Chinese and world political history.

3.2. Shang Yang’s Political Project

Narrowly speaking, Shang Yang’s political project was “enriching the state and strengthening the military” (fuguo qiangbing 富國強兵, thereafter FGQB).11 To this end, Shang Yang proposed a set of measures that singularly focused on encouraging agricultural production and participation in the military, to the exclusion of other possible venues of promotion and reward. For him, agriculture was the means to enrich the state, and warfare the way to expand and strengthen the state. Such a singular vision is clearly laid out in Chapter Three, “Agriculture and Warfare,” the longest chapter in the Book of Lord Shang. What is striking about his vision here is the close link between these two endeavors, farming and warfare, designed as “the One” (yi 壹). In many ways, Shang Yang’s sociopolitical project can be characterized as an effort to engineer a political system that was most conducive to agricultural production and military warfare. Those two were considered the interest of the state as far as Shang Yang was concerned. Shang Yang’s reform effort would result in an increasingly bureaucratized political system and militarization of the Qin society. The Book of Lord Shang is a work that offers a road map to reaching the goal.

More broadly, however, especially from the vantage point of historical hindsight, it is fair to characterize Shang Yang’s political project as a pioneering effort in bureaucratizing the state such that it could function largely on its own, ideally without constant interference from external factors, including the monarchs. Many contemporary scholars have characterized the Chinese state as precocious, largely due to its extraordinary maturity at such an early stage of China’s political history, especially when compared with other early polities around the world. The precociousness of the Chinese state was the result of efforts initiated by Shang Yang, who was singularly important in bureaucratizing the state apparatus.

A. The Bureaucratic Turn: Professionalization of the Military and the State

There were several critical political developments as the Warring States period was gathering pace from the mid-fifth to fourth centuries bce that were relevant to Shang Yang’s project, namely the urgency to build a professional mass infantry and the urgency to build a state apparatus that could survive the increasingly dire international and domestic challenges. Shang Yang was at the forefront of the effort to meet the twin urgency. He was credited as the one who came up with the phrase “enriching the state and strengthening the military” (FGQB), which suggests that as a political theorist Shang Yang identified the state and the military as the key areas that had to be improved.

The Warring States period saw a drastic transformation in the way warfare was conducted. During the preceding Spring and Autumn period (and before), warfare was still very much the prerogative of the aristocratic class. According to Mark Edward Lewis, warfare was one of three forms of sanctioned killing, or what Lewis calls “great services,” that distinguished the aristocracy from the commoners, the other two being sacrifice and hunting (Lewis 1990, 17). Relevant to our discussion here is the fact that warfare was identified as a form of religious service, reflected in the ritualistic character of military campaigns: “Every stage of the campaign was marked by special rituals that linked the actions in the field to the state cults and guaranteed the sacred character of battle” (Lewis 1990, 22). The scripted and formalistic character of warfare was reflective of the shared aristocratic code in the sacred service to their ancestors and the gods.

Such an apparently chivalrous way of conducting military campaigns during the Spring and Autumn period would give way to an increasingly unrestrained form of warfare on a much more massive scale in the Warring States period. There was a great deal of improvement in weaponry, but “[t]he ways in which human beings were marshaled were also thoroughly transformed, with the deployment of mass infantry, the skillful dispatch of spies, and the rise of competing tacticians, none of which had been seen in East Asia before” (Mair 2007, 25). The size of the armies would drastically increase, and rulers had to resort to recruitment of peasants to fill the need. Furthermore,


Professional commanders gradually replaced noble warrior-leaders. Campaigns could go on for a year or more, with no seasonal limits. Multiple armies could be sent to fight simultaneously in different areas. Weapons proliferated, both in types and quantities. (Mair 2007, 26)



All of these practices would fundamentally change the character of warfare. Sunzi’s Art of War (sunzi bingfa 孫子兵法, hereafter Sunzi), the most famous military treatise in Chinese (and probably world) history that emerged during this period, was reflective of a new thinking about military campaigns in search for more efficacious ways of conducting warfare. The text was traditionally attributed to a Sun Wu 孫武, who was supposedly a contemporary of Confucius, but is now believed by most critical scholars to have been put together in the mid-fourth century bce with an obscure origin.12 What distinguishes the Sunzi from the earlier approach to warfare in the preceding Spring and Autumn period (and before) was the very appearance of a comprehensive and sophisticated military strategy.

The central notion in the Sunzi is the concept of shi 勢, situational or positional advantage, that is to be built and exploited in military campaigns by commanders in order to prevail over the enemy troops. What is intriguing is that the concept of shi is also a critical component of the fajia approach to politics, as we will see later. Since we do not know the line of influence between the Sunzi and the early fajia texts,13 it is useful to treat shi as a shared strategy in the fourth century bce among the theorists of military affairs, i.e., Sunzi, and the theorists of the state apparatus, i.e., Shang Yang and Shen Dao. This means that the fajia approach to political affairs echoed Sunzi’s approach to military campaigns (and vice versa). What distinguished their shared approach from earlier effort was precisely their treatment of military and political affairs on their own terms without reducing them to moral virtues of the players involved or appealing to a caring Heaven to intervene on their behalf.

In fact, Shang Yang, in Chapters 10–12, explicitly engages in discussions about warfare, with 10 and 11 dealing with offensive military campaigns and 12 on defensive wars. Chapter 10, “Methods of War” (zhan fa 戰法), in particular, appears to have the Sunzi in mind, even though those chapters in the Lord Shang are severely damaged and very short when compared with a typical Lord Shang chapter. The major difference between the two thinkers’ approach to warfare has to do with the role of the military commander. Whereas Sunzi elevated the role of the commander above all others in warfare, Shang Yang maintained the ruler’s supremacy over his military commanders (Pines 2017, 181).

While the extant chapters on military affairs in the Lord Shang might not be as sophisticated as the Sunzi, Shang Yang’s engagement with military thinking is still quite relevant to our discussion of his political project. In this connection, Pines is struck by the lack of romanticism or other moral/aesthetic sentiments in Shang Yang’s musing about how to encourage people to participate in warfare that focused exclusively on how people’s desire for rank and wealth could be exploited:


Why did the authors not promote any positive means of encouraging the people’s commitment to war? Why do we never encounter in this text (or any other) the adoration of the martial spirit akin, for example, to the Romans’ maxim “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori” (It is sweet and glorious to die for the fatherland); the dehumanization of the enemy; the identification of martiality with masculinity; the presentation of war as the only way to ensure the people’s security; or any other device employed worldwide to encourage men to fight? (Pines 2017, 94)



Pines attributes this to the authors’ mistrust of all forms of education and indoctrination: “Instead of cheating the people with hollow ideological constructs, the authors prefer to clarify substantial gains and losses from engagement in war or evading it, respectively, and then let the people’s basic ‘disposition’ direct them to the ends desired by the state” (Pines 2017, 94–95). I will make a stronger claim later in this chapter and again in Chapter 7 on Han Feizi that such a lack of moral and aesthetic sentiments and motivations in Shang Yang’s deliberations on warfare can be understood as a signature fajia move that was meant to make the bureaucratic state the sole arbiter of desirable goods and values within an increasingly naturalist cosmos articulated in the Laozi, as we saw in the previous chapter. Bureaucracy does not exactly lend itself easily to being romanticized, unlike warfare wherein heroes can be more easily portrayed as grander-than-life figures. On the other hand, romanticizing warfare through glorification of sacrifice or valorization of masculinity would reify alternative sources of values, hence distracting people from recognizing the state as the sole source and arbiter of all values.

B. Shang Yang’s Justification for Political Reform

In order to initiate a political reform, Shang Yang first had to make the case for some drastic change in the way business of the state had been conducted. He was famous for advocating that “When the affairs of the world change, one should implement a different Way” (Lord Shang 7.1). The changes Shang proposed would result in fundamentally remaking the Qin society and state, and the impact on the trajectory of Chinese political history can never be overestimated. The structural changes in bureaucratizing the state apparatus and in instituting the norms of impartiality when enforcing the will of the state would upset centuries-old traditions wherein norms of governance had been expected to accommodate the private interests of powerful aristocrats and their families, often in the name of humaneness (ren) and ritual (li) most prominently represented by the Confucians. Such radical changes would threaten the status quo of powerful interests, hence requiring a strong justification.

In this respect, Shang Yang offered an astonishingly sophisticated, especially from a contemporary perspective, observation of the way human history evolved and justified his ambitious political project on this radical reinterpretation of the course of human history, especially the history of political order and state formation. Accordingly,


The state was created not as a singular act of the sages, but as a result of a lengthy process of increasing political complexity and social change. Society evolves from an egalitarian, promiscuous, kin-based order to an incipient stratified order and then to a mature political organization based on property distinctions, prohibitions, and officials. This process is crowned with the establishment of a ruler, and it is only then that we can speak of a fully formed state. (Pines 2017, 63)



This is indeed an impressive understanding of the history of political order that is materialistic and naturalistic, as opposed to moralistic and super-naturalistic which tends to characterize much of the early Chinese musings about human history.

In Shang Yang’s advocacy for political reform, he took on the generally pious attitude toward ancient sage-kings during his time. Against the norm that touted the exemplary roles of ancient sage-rulers in political governance, especially in the hands of the Confucians, Shang Yang questioned the relevance of their policies and practices in serving as guides for solving contemporary problems. His argument was rather straightforward: there was no uniformity in the past practices by various ancient sage-rulers such that those practices could not serve as an effective model of governance to be emulated by later generations (Lord Shang 1.4). In its stead, Shang pointed out the changes made by those very sage-rulers themselves who were able to adapt their ways to meet the demands of their time.


The [founders of the] Three Dynasties did not use the same rituals but still became monarchs; the Five Hegemons did not employ the same laws but still became hegemons. Hence, the wise [man] creates laws, whereas the ignorant is restricted by them; the worthy revises rituals, whereas the unworthy is bound by them. (Lord Shang 1.3)



Aided by the examples of the exalted founders of the legendary Three Dynasties and the glorified Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn period, who became who they were precisely by changing laws according to particular circumstances, Shang Yang forcefully repudiated the rationale behind the mind-numbing practice of slavishly following the ancients. For Shang Yang, following the ancients actually failed those very ancients. The tumultuous condition at the time called for political innovations, just like what those powerful legendary rulers of bygone eras had to do during their own time in history. In other words, instead of rejecting the sage-rulers of the past, Shang Yang reinterpreted their exemplarity in terms of the changes they themselves had to make in dealing with the problems of their own time.


Thus, when the sage rules his state, he neither models himself after antiquity nor follows the present. He relies on what [is appropriate] to his age and thereby attains order; he evaluates customs and makes them into law. Thus, when a law is established without investigating the people’s disposition, it will not succeed, whereas when orderly rule is implemented in accordance to what is appropriate to our times, [inferiors] will not object. Hence, the rule of the sage is to be diligent in his actions, to investigate his tasks, and to focus on the One—that is all. (Lord Shang 8.3)



What Shang Yang spelled out here is that instead of following ancient or contemporary models of governance, the best ruler should establish laws by investigating people’s dispositions and evaluating their customs so that his rule could be more responsive to the situations on the ground and make necessary adjustments and adaptations accordingly. That is exactly what ancient sage-kings did in their own time.

Shang Yang’s observation that a political system should accord with people’s dispositions and accord with historical circumstances is a common theme in many of the classical texts, including fajia texts, even though how human dispositions are understood and what kinds of political mechanism should be established accordingly vary a great deal. As we will see in the next segment, Shang Yang’s solution, widely shared among the fajia thinkers, was distinctly political and institutional, rather than moral and personal.

However, there is an important caveat in Shang Yang’s advocacy for change. Chapter 26, which is the last, and likely the latest, chapter in the inherited text, stands out among the book in that it shifts from changing the law to fixating it, signaling the changing status of Qin from one of the competing warring states to an empire that was about the unify the world (tianxia 天下). As Pines points out, “This shift creates a full cycle from change to stability, from a small and highly aspiring territorial state to an empire in the making. The goal stipulated in the last sentence of this chapter, ‘All-under-Heaven will be greatly ordered,’ appears to be imminent” (2017, 244).14

C. Shang Yang’s Political Analysis of Human Nature

As we have seen earlier in the book, human nature was a critical issue of debate among classical Chinese thinkers, especially among the Confucians. Whatever position a thinker took on human nature, it would inevitably factor into his larger moral-political project. That is, Confucian thinkers treated human nature first as an issue in moral discourse and only secondarily as a political consideration since the latter was usually treated as derivative of the former. However, Shang Yang differed in his approach to human nature. He treated human nature primarily as a problem of political governance such that the most effective political system for him was one that took human nature as given, instead of trying to transform human nature. That is, for Shang Yang, problems presented by human nature would require a political solution, not a moral one.

Shang Yang was skeptical about the political system that was based on a promissory note of moral education aiming at transforming the problematic aspects of human nature, selfishness being one of the most prominently featured flaws in the classical discourse. Shang Yang did not think that moral education was or should be the solution to the problem of human selfishness. Rather, the problem of human selfishness required a political solution. The ingenuity of his political project lay in the idea that the selfishness of people should and could be redirected as a source for political order, through the mechanisms of reward and punishment, given people’s penchant for wealth and status and aversion to poverty and pain.


The nature of the people is to seek food when they are hungry, to seek respite when they are belabored, to seek joy when they are embittered, to seek glory when they are humiliated: this is the people’s disposition. In seeking benefit, the people lose the standard of ritual; in seeking name, they lose the constant of their nature. How can I demonstrate this? Now, criminals above violate the prohibitions of rulers and superiors and below lose the ritual of subjects and sons; hence, their name is dishonored and their body endangered, but they still do not stop: this is because of benefit. In the generations of old, there were men-of-service (shi) who did not have enough clothes to warm their skin or enough food to fill their bowels; they exerted their four limbs and injured their five internal organs above, but they behaved ever more broad-heartedly: this is because of name (repute). Hence, it is said: wherever name and benefit meet, the people will go in this direction. (Lord Shang 6.4)



Such an unsentimental portrayal of human nature is in clear contrast with the Mencian characterization, and it is not hard to speculate that Shang Yang’s discussion might have influenced Xunzi’s take on human nature when the latter was writing at the end of the Warring States period.

The motivation behind Shang Yang’s discussion of human nature was not to bemoan or condemn the problematic nature of some human dispositions as the Confucians tended to do, but rather to provide a clear-eyed analysis of human nature so that a political institutional builder could take it into consideration in order to create an effective form of governance that aligned people’s desires with the interest of the state.


When the sovereign holds the handles of name and benefit and is able to bring together merit and name, this is the method [of proper rule]. The sage examines [the nature of] authority to operate the handles; he examines the method to direct the people. The method is the technique employed by the ministers and the sovereign; it is the essential [matter] of the state. . . . Farming is what the people consider bitter; war is what the people consider dangerous. Yet they brave what they consider bitter and perform what they consider dangerous because of calculation [of name and benefit]. (Lord Shang 6.5)



Here Shang Yang outlined the essential aspects of political tools at the disposal of a ruler, name or fame (ming 名) and benefit or profit (li 利). A ruler should use proper methods to direct people’s thirst for fame and profit (ming li 名利) to the quest for prestige based on merits (gong ming 功名), which were aligned with the interest of the state, so that they would do even what they hate to do, e.g., farming and warfare, in order to gain prestige and merit that would benefit the state.

In Shang Yang’s eyes, people’s thirst for name and benefit could be exploited since people would do anything in order to achieve those. This portrait of human nature appears rather dark or cynical, if and only if our concern is moral. But if the concern is primarily political, such an understanding of human nature can actually provide a solid ground for enhancing the interest of the state. The key is how to construct a political system in such a way that can channel people’s desires to endeavors that benefit the state. This was precisely Shang Yang’s political project, namely to build a robust political system that could align people’s desires with the interest of the state.

D. An Institutional Solution to the Political Crisis: A Fa-Based Bureaucratic System

Shang Yang proposed a highly centralized political system to establish and safeguard a new political order wherein impartial and impersonal laws of reward and punishment were reliably enforced.


The state is ordered through three [things]: the first is standards 法, the second is credibility 信, the third is authority 權. Standards are what the ruler and ministers jointly uphold; credibility is what the ruler and ministers jointly establish; authority is what the ruler exclusively regulates. When the sovereign loses what he should preserve, he is endangered; when the ruler and the ministers cast away standards and rely on their private [views], turmoil will surely ensue. Hence, when standards are established, divisions are clarified, and when standards are not violated for private reasons, then there is orderly rule. When authority and regulations are decided exclusively by the ruler, [he inspires] awe; when the people trust his rewards, success is accomplished; and when they trust his punishments, wickedness has no starting point. (Lord Shang 14.1, with modifications)



Here Shang Yang explicitly advocated the use of standards, credibility, and authority as the tools of governance and, in so doing, implicitly excluded personal virtues, so exulted by the Confucians, as politically irrelevant. In Shang Yang’s formulation, standards were regulations issued by the state that were in accordance with people’s dispositions and customs; credibility referred to the reliable, predictable, and impartial enforcement of those regulations; and authority was what made regulations and enforcement possible. While standards and credibility were established and maintained by the ruler and his officials, authority should be wielded by the ruler alone and exercised in his name only.

At the heart of Shang Yang’s political project was his theorization of fa 法 (Lord Shang 18.2), whereas credibility and authority can be understood as the requirements for enforcing fa in a sustainable fashion, credibly and authoritatively. This is why it makes sense to consider him a fajia thinker. Fa has two primary meanings in the text: (a) punitive laws, and (b) standards of promotion/demotion. In other words, Shang Yang sought to institute a highly centralized and autonomously functioning bureaucratic system to impersonally enforce standardized criteria in rewards and punishments that were aligned with the interest of the state.


Hence, when the superior man holds authority, he establishes techniques of rule by rectifying [everything]; he establishes offices and makes rank esteemed so as to correspond [to office]; he investigates one’s labor, elevates the meritorious, and then makes the appointments. Then superior and inferior are balanced. When superior and inferior are balanced, then ministers are able to fully commit their strength, and the sovereign is able to monopolize the handles of authority. (Lord Shang 6.11)



As a result, a sophisticated and efficient state bureaucracy was established to define an official’s role in terms of his position alone and evaluate his performance on that basis. This system removed elements of unpredictability and chaos in the officialdom and protected the interest of the state (as well as the ruler) by impartially enforcing the established standards.

Shang Yang’s unequivocal advocacy of standardizing rewards and punishments was clear: “Rulers of our age frequently cast away standards and rely on private deliberations: this is why the state is in turmoil” (Lord Shang 14.2). The imperative to rely on standards had to do with the fact that most rulers were not sages like Yao (Lord Shang 14.2), a crucial point Shang Yang and other fajia thinkers like Han Feizi took to heart in their political thinking. In so doing, the fajia thinkers challenged the Confucians, who insisted on building their model of political governance on the premise of sage-rulers.

Using fa to standardize reward/punishment and promotion/demotion constitutes a sharp contrast with doing so on the ruler’s favors, a common practice Shang Yang adamantly opposed. In Shang Yang’s eyes, such a practice undermined the ruler’s authority, instead of enhancing it, since that practice encouraged currying the ruler’s personal favors instead of performing tasks that were in the interest of the state (and the ruler by implication). A ruler was the custodian of the state, but at times the interest of the state could diverge from the private interest of that ruler, even though the two often overlapped as the ruler clearly benefited from the strong state he ruled over. “Only a clear-sighted sovereign cares for his authority, takes trustworthiness seriously, and does not damage law through his private [interests]” (Lord Shang 14.1).

As Shang Yang argued, relying on fa would promote coherence within the political order and prevent the festering of resentment among those who were not rewarded for their achievements:


Therefore, the former kings knew that they could not rely on their own deliberations and private appointments; hence, they established standards and clarified divisions so that those who were within the norms were rewarded, and those who damaged the common [interests] were prosecuted. The standards of rewards and prosecutions did not lose their appropriateness; hence, the people did not struggle. If one does not use ranks and appointments to benefit intimates and kin, hard-working ministers are not resentful. If one does not use punishments and penalties to obstruct strangers and outsiders, inferiors are close to superiors. (Lord Shang 14.2)



It is rather interesting that Shang Yang was touting the virtue of humility, exemplified by former kings who recognized their own limitations and established standards to deal with those limitations such that rewards and punishments were handled fairly without incurring resentment. This means that the establishment and promotion of explicit and transparent standards of reward and punishment required a ruler who recognized his own inadequacy. Instead of indulging in his own glorified virtuosity when ruling over a state, an ideal fajia ruler would rather put his faith in the system that was carefully set up and let it operate as designed on its own without unnecessary and constant interference.

Shang Yang elaborated the fa-centered tools of governance in Chapter 17, “Rewards and Punishments”:


When the sage rules the state, he unifies rewards, unifies punishments, and unifies teaching. When rewards are unified, the army has no rivals. When punishments are unified, orders are implemented. When teaching is unified, inferiors heed superiors. (Lord Shang 17.1)



Clearly Shang Yang saw consistency and reliability in enforcing the standards for rewards (yi shang 壹賞) and punishments (yi xing 壹刑) as the most critical element of a sustainable political order. In enforcing such standards and exercising the will of the state, the principle of impartiality had to be applied:


What is called unifying punishments means imposing punishments without regard for one’s status. From chief ministers, chancellors, and generals down to nobles and commoners, whoever disobeys the king’s orders, violates the state’s prohibitions, or wreaks havoc on the regulations of one’s superior should be executed without pardon. If he had merits before but failed thereafter, this should not reduce the punishment. When one was good previously but transgressed thereafter, this should not diminish the law. When loyal ministers and filial sons transgress, their cases should be decided according to the rules. (Lord Shang 17.3)



The principle of equal treatment without regard for status was revolutionary and antithetical to the ritual order advocated by the Confucians wherein one’s status and relationships within that order were essential considerations. This prompted the accusation of inhumaneness and cruelty against Shang Yang, especially by those who would lose their privilege under the new political norm. Of course, it would be rather naïve to believe that privileged treatment of the elite would disappear under the regime proposed by Shang Yang. Still, even though his clear advocacy of equal treatment without consideration of status should not be taken as an accurate description of the actual Qin practice since there were plenty of ways the powerful could leverage their status for more lenient treatment (Pines 2017, 207), the principle of equal treatment before the law was a significant development in the Chinese political and legal systems, which were not separate institutions in Chinese history.

The same principle applied when Shang Yang talked about rewards, even though in talking about rewards, Shang Yang’s focus was on something else:


What is called “unifying rewards” means that benefits, emoluments, official position, and rank uniformly derive from military [attainments] and that there are no other ways to dispense them. (Lord Shang 17.2)



Here Shang Yang advocated channeling the reward of desired goods of status, reputation, and wealth through military accomplishments, one of two essential elements of a powerful state, the other being agricultural production. In so doing, Shang Yang blocked other venues of attaining those goods as the way to promote the interest of the state and direct aspiring seekers of those goods through that venue only.

This point is closely associated with Shang Yang’s advocacy of “unification of teaching” (yi jiao 壹教). In calling for “unification of teaching,” Shang Yang targeted the educated elite whose knowledge and expertise often granted them special access to power and who had been allowed to question the authority of the state:


What is called “unification of teaching” is that none of these—the broadly educated, the argumentative, the knowledgeable, the trustworthy, the honest, those skilled at ritual and music, those who cultivate their conduct, those who establish cliques, or those who are appointed due to their reputation or [after] having requested an audience—will be allowed to become rich and noble, to criticize punishments, or to establish their private opinions independently and submit them to superiors. (Lord Shang 17.4)



Shang Yang’s worry was that the educated elite can undermine or even challenge the authority of the state if they are allowed to gain status and wealth using their skills in sophisticated argument, ritual performance, or their reputation. In order to circumvent that, he proposed that no status, reputation, or wealth should be granted outside the venues of reward and punishment established by the state, namely agricultural production and warfare (especially the latter), as the way to redirect the aspiration and ambition of the educated elite.

As we have seen earlier in this work, fa is also a central Mohist concept. It represents the Mohist advocacy of the establishment of objective measures and models, morally and institutionally, which can be employed to adjudicate what is right and wrong properly and systematically. That is, fa is the institutionalization of impartial care (jian ai), the highest moral ideal in Mohism. On the other hand, in Shang Yang’s thought fa becomes the kernel of a political system to impersonally enforce a set of rules about rewards and punishments. The connection between the Mohist fa and Shang Yang’s fa is unmistakable in that they both valorized establishing universal standards of adjudication and impersonal enforcement without considerations of relationships (Mohists) or status/rank (Shang Yang). Such traits make Shang Yang’s philosophy much more aligned with the value of impartiality championed by the Mohists. In the case of Shang Yang, impartiality is an institutional norm that impersonally enforces standardized rules of reward and punishment without considerations of the status or rank, at least in principle. In so doing, Shang Yang also echoed Shen Buhai in the latter’s governing philosophy, as we saw earlier in the chapter.

E. Conflict of Interests between the Private and the Public

1) Shang Yang’s Diagnosis

As Shang Yang’s political project was to establish a fa-based bureaucratic machine that could impartially enforce standards of reward and punishment instituted by the state, he was clearly cognizant of the threat posed to such a system. In fact, a critical component of Shang Yang’s political philosophy was his clear-eyed analysis of the conflict of interest between the private (si 私) and the public (gong 公) domains.

Erica Brindley, in her study of si and gong, observes that during the mid- to late Warring States period,


si and gong became increasingly viewed as a polarized, dichotomous pair. A parallel point is that si accrued a negative, moral connotation of self-interest that was linked to partiality and fragmentation, while gong became imbued with positive, moral meanings associated with impartiality and unity, usually associated with a universal Way, and sometimes associated with an imperial ruler who was supposed to represent such an interest. (Brindley 2013b, 5)



Prior to that period, the prevailing sense of si and gong were more neutral, without the moral and evaluative overlay. This was the case with the Analects (Brindley 2013b, 9) and much of the Mencius (Brindley 2013b, 10). Brindley credits the Mohists as one of the earliest voices in articulating clusters of positive and negative values that would eventually coalesce around gong and si.


Though they do not always use the terms gong and si, they draw clear distinctions between a private, personal and morally inferior sphere of interaction on the one hand, and objective, public, and universal standards deriving from Heaven’s Will on the other. Their idealizations of public, political interest (singular and unified) at the expense of private, personal interests (plural and differentiated) permeate their thinking, representing radical claims for universal values and unified standards, especially as represented by the centralized state. (Brindley 2013b, 16)



The Mohists laid the ground for later development of gong and si, but the big shift from neutral to moral in describing gong and si took place in mid-fourth century bce. Brindley uses the Lord Shang as critical evidence in such a change (2013b, 12–13).

Indeed, the juxtaposition of gong and si and the normative values attached to them are so pervasive in the Lord Shang that the conceptual pair must have become a critical preoccupation in Shang Yang’s political project.


But now all rulers and ministers of [this] calamitous age act in a petty way, monopolizing the benefits of a single state and appropriating the authority of their office so as to benefit their private [interests]. This is the reason why the state is endangered. Hence, the interrelationship between the common and the private is the root of survival or ruin. (Lord Shang 14.4)



Shang Yang was clear-eyed about the fact that even rulers had interests that were not aligned with that of the state under his rule, despite the obvious fact that the survival of the ruler himself was completely dependent on the survival of the state under his rule. Indulgence in those private interests would lead to the ruin of the state, thus jeopardizing the ruler’s own life.

However, why would rulers (and others) do things that would lead to their own ruin? It turns out that this is part of a more general pattern of human behaviors, according to Shang Yang: “The people’s disposition is to be ruled well; but their activities bring about turmoil” (Lord Shang 5.4). It means that there is a conflict within human nature: on the one hand, people desire a good political order so that life can be orderly and peaceful; on the other hand, many people exploit such a condition to their own advantage and their activities are antithetical to the good political order they themselves desire. Shang Yang’s observation of people’s penchant to game and undermine a system while enjoying the benefits of the political order that results from that very system is particularly insightful and powerful. His vision of an effective political system is precisely one that could deal with such a conflict of desires as a given in human nature and dispositions. That is, the central challenge for Shang Yang’s political project was how to redirect people’s selfishness to the service of the common interest.

2) Shang Yang’s Solution

While most, if not all, classical philosophers recognized the conflict between the private and the public, what distinguished Shang Yang from many others was that he sought solution to such a conflict in the political domain, rather than in the domain of moral virtues as most other thinkers did. This means that Shang Yang saw the conflict between the private and the public as primarily a political problem that required a political solution, and he thought that the conflict could not be solved by reducing it to moral virtues.

So how does Shang Yang solve this central problem? Interestingly, he saw the solution within what many classical thinkers considered the problematic aspects of human nature. That is, instead of latching onto any potential for moral transformation as the foundation for political order, e.g., Mencius’s moral sprout theory, Shang Yang’s genius was to look for a solution in the way a political system could be set up such that people’s selfish dispositions could be redirected toward activities conducive to the public interest of political order, instead of threatening it.


The people follow after benefit as water flows downward: it has no preference among the four directions. The people do only whatever brings them benefit, and the benefit is granted by superiors. (Lord Shang 23.3).



His analysis of human disposition as a political problem provided the rationale to build a robust political institution that could harness selfishness to the advancement of the public interest and keep in check such conflicting impulses exhibited by people. Shang Yang found what he needed in the part of human nature that seeks benefits. Once identified, he could leverage the authority of the state to grant benefits in order to direct the effort of those who sought the desirable goods, such as rank, honor, and wealth, toward goals set by the state. In so doing, he realigned people’s private interest with the interest of the state.

However, there are many ways such a realignment of public and private interest can be derailed. One of the challenges in countering various expressions of people’s private interest is the fact that the private domain is at times extolled as the site of personal virtues, whereas the public is sometimes dismissed as the realm of cruelty due to the official duties required of the officeholders. A constant critique of Shang Yang (and other fajia thinkers) is that he favored heavy punishments for even petty offenses, such as chopping off noses and feet, etc. Those who were in charge of such punitive measures were often deemed villainous. Shang Yang was all too familiar with such a sentiment. In the following passage, he even relished celebrating “villains” while ridiculing “good” people:


When the good are employed, the people are attached to their relatives; when villains are employed, the people are attached to regulations. Those who are harmonious and cover up for each other are “good”; those who are separate and regulate each other are “villains.” When the “good” are commended, transgressions are concealed; when “villains” are appointed, crimes are punished. When transgressions are concealed, the people overcome the law; when crimes are punished, the law overcomes the people. When the people overcome the law, the state is in turmoil; when the law overcomes the people, the army is strong. (Lord Shang 5.2)



Here Shang Yang was a bit tongue in cheek, sarcastically calling those who faithfully enforced the law as “villains” and those who prioritized their own families as “good.” This was a direct mockery of the Confucian sentimentalists who saw fit to sacrifice public interest in order to protect their own familial interest and relationships. The difference in the valuation of personal virtues lay at the heart of the clash between the public and the private articulated in Shang Yang’s political project.

Aside from the accusation of cruelty and inhumanity of heavy punishments for petty offenses, there is also the issue of proportionality of punishment. That is, when the offense is light, so should the punishment be, and the same for a heavy offense and punishment. However, Shang Yang had a rather different take on the proportionality of punishment:


When one eradicates punishments through punishments, the state is ordered; when one brings punishments through punishments, the state is disordered. Hence, it is said: “when in implementing punishments you [punish] heavily for light [offenses], punishments are eradicated, affairs are accomplished, and the state is strong; when you [punish] heavily for heavy [offenses] and lightly for light [ones], punishments are brought in, [more] affairs are born, and the state is dismembered.” (Lord Shang 4.8)



That is, when light punishment was administered for those with light offense and heavy punishment for serious offense, more disputes would arise in order to adjudicate what was proportional. That discretion in judgement itself could easily create chaos and confusion in the standard of punishment. Such a confusion could be exploited for nefarious purposes, which would eventually lead to the demise of the state. Furthermore,


the prohibitions of the former kings, such as [carrying out] executions, cutting off feet, or branding the face, were imposed not because they sought to harm the people but only to prohibit depravity and to stop transgressions. Hence, to prohibit depravity and to stop transgressions nothing is better than to make punishments heavy. When punishments are heavy and [criminals] are inevitably captured, then the people dare not try [to break the law]. Hence, there are no penalized people in the state. When there are no penalized people in the state, it is said: “Clear punishments eliminate executions.” (Lord Shang 17.3)



For Shang Yang, punishment was designed to make the state strong. He was not particularly concerned with meting out justice to individuals. The deterrent value of excessive punishment might not be good for those individuals who were being punished, but it was good for the state in general.15 In so doing, Shang Yang hoped that heavy punishment of even petty crimes would eventually remove the necessity for punishment, instead of perpetuating punishment. As Pines points out,


this system is neither arbitrary nor senselessly cruel. The authors repeatedly clarify that the goal of their harshness is to over-awe the people, thereby eliminating transgressions and ultimately bringing about a reduction in the use of punishments. (Pines 2017, 80)



This means that for Shang Yang, heavy punishments were meant to reduce and eventually eliminate the necessity of such practices by scaring off potential offenders, whereas arguments about proportionality, and the discretion involved, in adjudicating what constitutes proportional punishment could potentially undermine the impartial enforcement of law.


When the state has Rites and Music, Poems and Documents, goodness and self-cultivation, filiality and fraternal obligations, uprightness and argumentativeness—when it has these ten, superiors cannot cause [the people] to fight, and [the state] will surely be dismembered to the point of final collapse. When the state lacks these ten, superiors can cause [the people] to fight, and [the state] will surely prosper to the point of [its ruler] becoming [the True] Monarch. (Lord Shang 4.3, with revisions)



This passage reveals Shang Yang’s wariness of those who were traditionally exalted as wise and virtuous since these people embraced values and judgments that might not be aligned with the interest of the state.


Argumentativeness and cleverness are the assistants of turmoil; rites and music are symptoms of excessiveness and indolence; kindness and benevolence are the mother of transgression; appointment based on reputation is the rat of villainy. (Lord Shang 5.1)



Here Shang Yang completely turned the traditionally extolled virtues on their head and dismissed them as antithetical to a well-ordered society.

3) Virtues and the State

One striking feature of Shang Yang’s political philosophy is that it is almost completely devoid of discussion of moral virtues that are independent of the state. In other words, Shang Yang was only interested in the professional virtues of officeholders in faithfully executing the charge of whatever office they were put in; he was not interested in any moral virtue that was primarily personal (instead of institutional). This was a common feature shared by fajia philosophers, as we will see again in Shen Dao’s and Han Feizi’s thought.


The six parasites: Rites and Music, Poems and Documents, self-cultivation and goodness, filiality and fraternal duties, sincerity and trustworthiness, integrity and uprightness, benevolence and righteousness, rejection of the military, and being ashamed of waging war. When the state has these twelve, the superiors are unable to direct the people to agriculture and warfare, and the state will surely be impoverished to the point of dismemberment. When the twelve assemble together, this is called “the ruler’s governance is unable to overcome his ministers and the officials’ governance is unable to overcome their people.” This is called “the six parasites overcoming government.” When the twelve take root, [the state] will surely be dismembered. (Lord Shang 13.4, with revisions)16



In Shang Yang’s eyes, those who claimed expertise on matters concerning classical learning and moral virtues were “parasites” of the state that had no reason to exist. Clearly, Shang Yang was wary about those outside the political system, especially the political and social elites, who possessed power, prestige, and influence that might be detrimental to the state. Moral philosophers and those who traveled from state to state to lobby for position and influence fell under the category of villain as well. For Shang Yang, it was entirely up to the state to distribute desirable goods, including wealth, sociopolitical status, reputation, and power, to whom it judged to be deserving. As we will see in the following, the state would rely on a draconian reward-punishment mechanism, strictly enforced without special considerations or favors, to distribute those desirable goods, and no such goods should even exist outside such an apparatus. This policy would eradicate social and economic elites that exist independent of the Qin state, whom the text brands as “villains.”

Shang Yang’s understanding of moral virtues was strikingly historicist. That is, he did not see moral virtues as intrinsic to human nature as some classical thinkers, most famously Mencius, advocated. Rather, Shang Yang considered virtues the result of human responses to their natural and social environment, echoing the Laoist understanding of the origination of morals, as we saw in the previous chapter.


Formerly, in the age of Hao Ying, the people cut trees [for fuel] and slaughtered animals [for food]; the people were few, whereas trees and animals plenty. In the age of the Human Thearch the people consumed neither fawns nor eggs; officials had no servants to support them, and at death they could not obtain outer coffins. Undertakings [of Hao Ying and the Human Thearch] were not the same, but they all were Monarchs: this is because the times were different. In the age of Shennong, men plowed to obtain food, women wove to obtain clothing; he used neither punishments nor regulations, yet there was order; armor and weapons were not set up, but [Shennong] became a Monarch. (Lord Shang 18.1, with revisions)



The circumstantial nature of moral virtues means that they are not reliable indicators of the character of people under different circumstances. The idyllic state of social harmony, famously touted by the Confucians as a lost golden age, was primarily the result of a particular set of natural and social conditions. In other words, Shang Yang thought that the Confucians basically got the cause-effect relationship between moral virtues and natural/social environment wrong: the Confucians believed that a harmonious social order was the work of exemplarily virtuous moral paragons, whereas according to Shang Yang, social harmony was primarily due to a particular set of natural-social circumstances and the personal virtues were indexed to the circumstance one was in, even though people still had to do their part to develop virtues in a given circumstance.

Indeed, one of the most consequential changes proposed by Shang Yang was that a good and effective political system should not be left to the device of moral virtues, whether individually or collectively, but rather that the political system should be so engineered that a new set of (professional) virtues, aligned with one’s official charge and role within the state apparatus, could be encouraged (or, more appropriately, enforced) as a result of such a system. This means that an effective political system is the result of conscientious human effort that is adaptive to the changing situations on the ground and that virtues should flow from that engineered and adoptable system. Put simply, in Shang Yang’s political thinking, virtues should be derivative of the political system, not the other way around.

Shang Yang highlighted the tension between the social and the political realms as ultimately irreconcilable and designed a political system based on that observation.


These outspoken statements clarify one of the premises of the text: the persistent conflict between society (“the people”) and the state. The people’s intrinsic selfishness constantly endangers social order, and to safeguard this order, the ruler should resolutely rein in his subjects, which, in turn, requires empowering the state vis-à-vis society. (Pines 2017, 80)



Still, Shang Yang, as well as other fajia thinkers, put too much faith in a bureaucrat’s willingness to follow the rules, to such an extent that he was almost blind to the nearly endless opportunities for officials to abuse power in the name of following the rules (even though Shang Yang was trying to limit the power of those very officials). Indeed, one of the major flaws in Shang Yang’s political philosophy and the political project embedded in such a philosophy was the dilemma of power, namely, how to make sure that those in positions of power follow the rules. To some extent, Shang Yang was aware of the challenge, evident in the following passage:


Nowadays, [the ruler] relies on many officials and numerous clerks; to monitor them he establishes assistants and supervisors. Assistants are installed and supervisors are established to prohibit [officials] from pursuing [personal] profit; yet assistants and supervisors also seek profit, so how will they be able to prohibit each other? (Lord Shang, 24.2)



However, he did not seem to be able to solve such a central problem, other than appealing to the power of position (shi) and methods (shu) without offering any detail. It is unclear whether such a flaw could be effectively dealt with at all in the system designed by Shang Yang or even tolerated by the powers that be. And the subsequent history of Chinese politics was a testimony to such a challenge, both practical and theoretical, to monitor those in power within the political system.

Shang Yang’s diagnosis of the nature of the ongoing crisis was fundamentally different from the Confucians like Mencius (or the Mohists). Shang Yang saw the crisis as primarily political in nature—hence advocating political solutions—whereas the Confucians saw it as fundamentally moral—hence embracing moral solutions. Indeed, Shang Yang’s distinctly political diagnosis and political solutions to the ongoing crisis were one of the most striking features of his fajia philosophy, treating the political domain as sui generis that has its own dynamics and norms. In fact, as we will see later, the fajia political system can be understood to be motivated by a different set of moral values, the Mohist impartiality being the most important one. The traditional understanding of the fajia project as immoral or amoral is, in many ways, the consequence of the Confucian monopolization of the very definition of what is moral, filtering out other moral values, such as Mohist impartial care (dismissed as inhumane) as we have seen earlier in the book, or Zhuangist personal freedom (shunned as useless) as we will see later in this book.

§4. Shen Dao: Modeling the State after Heaven

As we have seen previously in Fung Yulan’s presentation of the standard view of fajia thinkers, Shen Dao (慎到 c. 360–285 bce) was known primarily as a theorizer of shi 勢, a critical component of the fajia political enterprise, usually translated as positional power, circumstantial advantage, power, or authority, etc. However, as Soon-ja Yang has argued more recently, instead of shi, the focus of Shen Dao’s thought is actually fa and “Han Fei quotes Shen Dao in the ‘Nanshi’ chapter not because Shen Dao focused on the concept shi, but because it is Shen Dao who pointed out that political power or authority takes precedence over other individual capabilities in achieving political control” (Yang 2013, 49). Moreover, Shen Dao’s thought includes several other fascinating and underappreciated elements, such as his discussion of Heaven-human relationship, human dispositions, and the inculcation of professional virtues, which will be highlighted in this chapter.

Among the three fajia thinkers covered in this chapter, we know the least about Shen Dao. Sima Qian did not even have a separate entry for Shen Dao in his Shiji and only briefly mentioned that Shen Dao was a member of the famous Jixia Academy, where Xunzi was another famous member, as we will see in Chapter 6, and that Shen Dao took delight in Huang-Lao teachings, the veracity of which has long been questioned. But we do have a text, Shenzi 慎子, that is attributed to Shen Dao, and even though scholars have questioned the authorship, more recent scholarship has more or less accepted Shen Dao as the author for most of the text, if not all of it.

One thing clearly coming through from the Shenzi fragments is that Shen Dao shared a great deal in common with Shen Buhai and Shang Yang in questioning the connection between moral virtues and political governance advocated by the Confucians. As I have argued earlier, this was perhaps the defining characteristic of the fajia thinkers, namely they took the dynamics and structure of power as the singular focus of their political philosophy and considered it sui generis, instead of reducing it to moral virtues. Furthermore, the fajia thinkers were deeply skeptical toward the possibility of drastically altering human nature and argued against basing political philosophy on such a dubious premise. Rather, they believed that an effective political system should operate with human nature as given and make it work toward an orderly political system.

All fajia thinkers were deeply troubled by an unruly political system and operation, wherein those in positions of power regularly exploited it for the benefits of themselves and their families, often under the disguise or pretense of high-sounding moral principles such as ren (benevolence or humaneness) and yi (righteousness). The fajia thinkers all believed that there had to be a set of fixed standards that could be enforced impersonally and impartially in order to bring about order in a polity. As I have discussed earlier in the book, whereas the Confucians looked to the family and kinship structure and dynamics for inspiration in terms of the source of political order, the Mohists appealed directly to Heaven in formulating a set of criteria that could regulate human behaviors when applied impartially. To some extent, the Laoists shared the impartialist outlook within the political domain, even though Laozi was adamantly opposed to the universalist moral-political project championed by both the Confucians and the Mohists. The fajia thinkers can be seen as the appropriators of the Mohist (as well as the Laoist) impartialist project who brought the principle of impartiality to its logical conclusion within the political domain.

Here I make the case that Shen Dao’s major contributions to the fajia political philosophy were his reconceptualization of Heaven from a supernatural agent to an impersonal system and his devising of a political system that worked with relatively stable human dispositions. In so doing, Shen Dao rendered Heaven a model system, instead of a model agent like most other classical thinkers, such that human beings could construct a political system to emulate Heavenly processes within the human realm.

4.1. Heaven: From a Supernatural Agent to a Natural System

I have been arguing throughout this book that many of the disputations in classical Chinese philosophy were reflected in the changing understandings of Heaven and dramatically different responses to it. The late Warring States period was dominated by Laoist cosmology, which portrayed a cosmos (Heaven and Earth) as majestic and orderly but indifferent to human affairs. However, Laozi, despite articulating a Heaven that is detached from human affairs, still advocated that the sage emulate Heaven in its impartiality and detachment. The two earlier fajia thinkers covered in this chapter did not seem to be particularly interested in or concerned about the way of Heaven and did not devote any significant effort to spelling out a vision of Heaven or the supposed relationship between the heavenly and the humanly. By contrast, Shen Dao offered an explicit account of Heaven and the proper relationship between Heaven and humans, critical to his political philosophy.

As is evident in the following passage, Shen Dao embraced the broadly Laoist cosmology and echoed Laozi’s general approach with respect to the relationship between the heavenly and the humanly:


While heaven is bright, it does not worry that the people are in the dark. While the earth is bountiful, it does not worry that there is insufficiency among the people. While the sage is potent, he does not worry that the people are endangered. Even though heaven does not worry that the people are in the dark, those who open up doors and windows certainly can take from [heaven] in order to obtain their own illumination, though heaven does nothing. Even though the earth does not worry that there is insufficiency among the people, those who chop down trees and cut grasses can certainly draw from [the earth] in order to obtain their own bounty, though the earth does nothing. Even though the sage does not worry that people are endangered, those of the hundred surnames who take the sage as their standard from above and harmonize with those below can certainly draw from [the sage] in order to attain their own security, though the sage does nothing. . . . (Shenzi 1–6)17



Here Shen Dao adopted the Laoist understanding of the cosmos that is majestic and orderly, but unconcerned with the state of affairs in the human realm. Humans flourish if they are able to take advantage of the resources afforded by the natural world, but suffer if they inflict pains on each other. In either case, it does not concern Heaven since whatever the state of affairs is in the human realm, it makes no difference to Heaven itself. The sage in Shen Dao’s thinking was someone who modeled himself after Heaven, despite the latter’s lack of concern for human affairs. This is similar to the Laoist relationship between Heaven and sage.

However, there was a fundamental difference between Shen Dao and Laozi in their understandings of Heaven and its relationship with the humans. Whereas Laozi (as well as most classical Chinese thinkers) considered Heaven a supernatural agent whose human correlate was a sage, Shen Dao regarded Heaven a patterned natural system whose human correlate was an orderly political system. Despite the Laoist rhetoric of the sage doing nothing (wushi 無事), like Heaven, Shen Dao believed that, for it to be possible for a sage-king to reign over an orderly world, the state had to be engineered so that all mechanism of governance would become invisible, hence perceived to be natural, just like Heaven. In other words, what made Shen Dao’s call for the sagely emulation of nature radically different from Laozi’s was the former’s attempt to engineer the entire political apparatus so that it was modeled after the way nature was perceived to operate, whereas the latter’s focus was more on sages and their personal virtues (wuwei).

A far-reaching consequence of such an approach to politics was to model the political apparatus after nature such that the political became, eo ipso, the natural. Therefore, for all intents and purposes, Heaven and the state are merged into a single reality. As Harris observes, “Shen Dao begins with a conception of the natural world as fixed, as following a set of regular, observable, and predictable patterns, and that he wishes to model the social and political realm on the fixity of the natural world” (2016, 61). As we will see in Chapter 7, the point would be even more explicitly expressed in Han Feiz’s writings and should therefore be considered the signature fajia political cosmology. The fajia understanding of nature and its far-reaching political ramifications have not received adequate attention in the scholarly discourse. Their ambitious and daring sociopolitical engineering of the entire human realm to model after the natural world was one of the most consequential developments in Chinese political history.

What Shen Dao saw as the gravest mistake in the existing political system was its unpredictability, bias, and constant agitation by those in positions of power for their own advantages. The political system he advocated would be regular, impartial, and free from constant interference from powerful forces, mirroring the regularity and constancy of the natural world. As Harris points out, “if patterns can be created in the social and political realm that have the same degree of certainty as in the patterns of the natural world, then the political realm will be as predictable as the natural world, and, moreover, it can be ordered” (2016, 21). Such a political vision was widely shared among the fajia thinkers. As we will see in the following, Shen Dao’s attempt to construct a political system, modeled after the natural world, starts with his understanding of human dispositions.

4.2. A Political System to Channel Human Dispositions to the Benefit of the State

A. A Political Approach to Human Dispositions

Shen Dao’s attitude toward human dispositions (qing 情), widely shared among the fajia thinkers, was that they should be taken as given, rather than obsessing over whether they can be reformed or not. Moreover, “Shen Dao seems to take the dispositions of human beings to be set and unchangeable, at least in any respect that matters for governing” (Harris 2016, 23). Shen Dao’s thought offered a distinctly political, instead of moral, approach to human dispositions. According to Harris, Shen Dao highlighted three particular dispositions that are politically relevant: first, people’s actions are motivated by self-interests; second, people differ in terms of their strengths, talents, and abilities; and third, “feelings of resentment and expectation arise not just when desires are frustrated but also when the reasons underlying this frustration are deemed to be subjective” (2016, 61). The last point was particularly insightful in its observation of human psychology, whose significance will become clear in our following discussion of the procedural-oriented approach to law advocated by Shen Dao.

As we have seen previously in our discussion of Shang Yang’s political thought, designing a political system that could effectively work with human dispositions was key to his political project. Shen Dao’s effort echoed Shang Yang’s approach. For Shen Dao, to imagine a political system that could replicate the natural world had to take seriously human dispositions (qing 情) that are naturally given.

An effective political system should be one that followed human dispositions instead of trying to change them:


The Way of heaven is such that if you “follow” then you will be great, while if you alter then you will be insignificant. To “follow” means to follow the dispositions of people. Among people, no one fails to act for himself. If you [try to] alter them and cause them to act for you, then there will be none whom you can secure and employ. Therefore, the former kings did not use as ministers those who would not accept a salary, and they did not take as partners in difficult endeavors those whose salary was not large. In circumstances where people are not able to act for themselves, those above will not get any use out of them. Therefore, if you make use of people who act for their own benefit rather than those who act for your benefit, then there are none whom you cannot secure and employ. This is what is called following [their dispositions]. (Shenzi 28–32)



For Shen Dao, the problem with human dispositions was not so much that they are self-interested as the fact that they were allowed to fester within a political system that did not take them seriously. An effective political system is one that channels those dispositions for public good, instead of insisting on changing those human dispositions, which would be a hopeless proposition as human dispositions or human nature remains largely stable, especially in the ways human dispositions respond to external conditions. An effective political system should leverage its incentive structure when dealing with human dispositions such that the latter can be made to serve the interest of the former. As Harris elaborates,


. . . it is not necessary for human dispositions to include care and concern for others in order for them to be manipulated for the good of society. Rather, simply by recognizing the patterns that arise from the dispositions that human beings actually have, it is possible to make use of the bounty they provide, just as it is possible to make use of the light of the sun and the bounty of the earth. (Harris 2016, 24)



It is striking that Shen Dao’s political project was not at all premised upon people’s moral sentiments of care or concerns for others. Rather, what was more important for Shen Dao was to understand the patterns of human dispositions and put in place an effective incentivizing mechanism that could direct those dispositions toward the objective of benefiting the society. Harris compares the Confucian railing against certain troubling aspects of human nature and their effort to change them through moral cultivation to complaining about the law of gravity or solar movement and attempting to alter them (2016, 25). Shen Dao, like other fajia thinkers, was formulating an alternative, political, approach that would be more effective in dealing with human dispositions.

B. Standards and Regularity: Fa 法

Shen Dao’s tool to create a regular and predictable political order that replicated the natural world was fa 法. As we have seen previously in this book, fa has multiple meanings in the context of classical Chinese moral-political discourse. According to Harris, fa in the Shenzi fragments focused on “the standards or laws instituted by the ruler” (2016, 46), whose “defining features is its fixity and lack of bias” (2016, 47). One critical element of fa in Shen Dao’s thought is that it was an incentivizing device to motivate people to realign their self-interested dispositions toward goals that were beneficial to the public interest and the general political order. In other words, Shen Dao advocated designing a political system that incentivized the expressions of human nature or human dispositions in such a way that they could serve the public or state interest, instead of private interest. Such a distinctively political approach to human dispositions (or human nature) had already been explored by Shang Yang, as we have discussed previously.

Fa has two components: content and enforcement. For an intriguing reason, Shen Dao was more occupied with how fa was enforced than what was being enforced when he argued that a bad law was still better than no law at all:


Even if the law is not good, it is still better than having no law at all. Casting coins to divide property and drawing lots to apportion horses is not done because casting coins and drawing lots lead to equal distribution. Rather, they are methods that cause those who do well not to know toward whom to feel grateful and cause those who do badly not to know toward whom to feel resentful. These are the means by which resentment and expectation are blocked. (Shenzi 23–24)



Tossing a coin to make any legally binding judgment is clearly not an ideal way to settle a dispute, as Shen Dao readily acknowledged. However, as long as all parties agree to such a mechanism which is observed and enforced without bias, it can actually offer an effective procedure to adjudicate disputes that is far more desirable than no procedure at all. Such a procedure-centric approach to settling disputes bore the unmistakable mark of an ardent institutionalist who was wary of an individuated and intuitive approach to law and politics. Still, even though Shen Dao believed that bad laws were better than no laws, he considered good laws to be better than bad laws (Shenzi 78–79).

Shen Dao’s primary concern for legal procedure was to prevent resentment or improper expectation of favors by the parties involved. This is a point also made by Shang Yang, as we have seen earlier, although Shen Dao’s discussion is more in depth. It opens a window into the way Shen Dao (and other fajia thinkers) understood the relationship between a political system and human psychology. More specifically, for Shen Dao, an enforced procedure, without bias or favors, was more important than the particular result it generated. This means that impartiality and no bias were the most important legal principles in Shen Dao’s conceptualization of fa, echoing his understanding of Heaven.

In the following passage, Shen Dao sketched out an opposite scenario wherein the lord relied on his heartmind to make decisions about rewards and punishments:


When the lord of the people abandons the law and relies on himself to govern, then punishments and rewards as well as firings and hirings will arise out of the lord’s heart. If this is the case, then those who receive rewards, even if appropriate, will always expect more, and those who receive punishments, even if appropriate, will ceaselessly expect leniency. When the lord abandons the law and relies on his heart to make judgments about severity, then the same accomplishments will have different rewards while the same crimes will receive different punishments. It is from this that resentment arises. Thus, those who apportion horses draw lots, while those who apportion fields cast coins. It is not because coins or lots are wiser than men, but rather they are the means by which to get rid of private interests and block resentment. Therefore it is said, “Since a great lord employs the laws and does not personally act, affairs are decided by the law.” That which the law confers is such that each by means of its divisions receives their rewards and punishments and none expect [anything different] from their lord. Therefore, resentment does not arise and there is harmony between superior and subjects. (Shenzi 61–65)



What is of interest to us here is Shen Dao’s observation that, without the standardized and regularized criteria for rewards and punishments that were impartially enforced, even those who received appropriate rewards or punishments would end up harboring resentment toward the ruler due to expectations that the ruler would reward them more or punish them less as an expression of the ruler’s personal favors. Such irregularities created instability in the system, even chaos, because of the resentment that would inevitably fester.


Therefore, milfoil and tortoise shell divination are how decisions are recorded publicly. Balance weights and beams are how true weight is established publicly. Documents and contracts are how trust is established publicly. Standardized measurements are how length and volume are determined publicly. Laws, institutions, rituals, and documents are how norms are set up publicly. In all these cases, establishing public standards is the means by which private interests are eliminated. (Shenzi 73)



In setting up standards of reward and punishment that are public and fixed, a ruler can effectively circumvent the destructive ways in which selfishness serves private interests and instead channel it toward the public good and political stability, hence benefiting the ruler who sat at the top of the polity.

C. Authority and Power: Shi 勢

Shen Dao was perhaps most famous for his theorization of shi 勢, usually translated as authority, power, or positional power, largely due to Han Feizi’s credit to him for it. As we have seen in our discussion of Shang Yang, shi was part of a shared strategy in political and military affairs that emerged during the mid-fourth century bce when political and military theorists were seeking alternative ways to establish authority and/or advantage once Heaven was no longer treated as a transcendent agent that cared about and was involved in the human affairs. This paradigm shift is most evident in the Laozi, as I addressed in the previous chapter.

The notion of shi signaled a shift to the human realm wherein wise people, instead of looking to the Heaven for guidance, would, through their extraordinary discernment, create and/or exploit situations at hand to their advantage in order to advance their causes, whether political or military. Shen Dao puts shi this way:


So the winged snake travels on the mists, and the flying dragon rides the clouds. But when the clouds are gone and mists dissipate, then they become the same as worms, because they have lost that upon which they were riding. Therefore, if worthies yield to an unworthy, this is because their authority is too light. If unworthies submit to a worthy, it is because his status is respected. When Yao was a commoner, he could not bring order to neighboring families, while when Jie was the son of heaven, he was able to bring disorder to all under heaven. Looking at it from this viewpoint, being worthy is not sufficient to make the masses bow down, but positional power and status are sufficient to make worthies bend. So, those who are not renowned but still decide matters are able to do so because their authority is weighty. If a crossbow is weak, but its bolt flies high, it is because the bolt rides on the wind. If one is not worthy, and yet one’s orders are carried out, it is because one has obtained the assistance of the masses. (Shenzi 10–14)



The passage is striking in several aspects: first, Shen Dao was not overtly concerned with the problem of political legitimacy that preoccupied the Confucians, who linked a sage’s moral virtues with his right to rule, hence the sage-king hybrid. In fact, Shen Dao separated a ruler’s moral virtues from his political authority entirely. Second, Shen Dao emphasized the externality of political authority, not the inner moral virtues. This means that for Shen Dao, political authority was primarily about a system of institutional arrangement that had no relationship with the personal qualities of the monarch reigning over it. This is in sharp contrast with Mencius’s obsession with the internal nature of yi in his debate with Gaozi. If anything, Shen Dao touted the efficacy of external mechanisms in enforcing authority and power, and the issue of legitimacy does not seem to have received any attention from him at all.

As Harris observes, “Positional power is simply a single instance of a more general idea—that external assistance is essential, and that it is of much greater importance than any internal qualities that an individual may possess” (2016, 58). This means that Shen Dao considered the integrity of a political system a far more important factor when it came to effective governance than the moral virtues any individual actor in that system might possess. This had to do with Shen Dao’s understanding of the limits of knowledge and competence of a single person:


If one discards the Way and [its proper] techniques and gives up standards and measurements, seeking to understand all under heaven through the understanding of one man, whose understanding could be sufficient for this? (Shenzi 107)



Here Shen Dao echoed Shang Yang, as we have seen previously, in touting the virtue of humility when handling human affairs. Like Shang Yang, Shen Dao challenged the Confucian ideal that one right person, i.e., a sage-king, was all what was needed to bring about a proper political order. In Shen Dao’s opinion, no single person was capable of understanding all of the complexities of the world in order to properly govern it. What was required was a system that recruited capable bureaucrats who fulfilled their duties as prescribed and dictated by their roles.


Since rulers lack the ability to have a complete and overarching understanding of their state and those within it, they need to rely upon others within the state. However, they cannot assume either that those they rely upon will act in the best interests of the state or that they, as ruler, will be able to recognize when those below are acting in the best interests of the state and respond accordingly. Therefore, any subjective decision made by the ruler will be suspect. In order to ensure that the state remains ordered and that it functions so as to ensure its survival and flourishing, it is necessary to accord with fixed standards—with a system of law that is immune to subjectivity. (Harris 2016, 60–61)



In this connection, we should observe that, according to Shen Dao, what was relevant to the state was the ability and professional commitment of officials in the state apparatus, not their moral virtues whose source of legitimacy was independent of that very state apparatus. In other words, professional virtues were relevant virtues in a bureaucratic system, whereas moral virtues could be rather dangerous due to the fact that the exercise of moral judgments, based on one’s moral virtues, could be at odds with one’s prescribed role in that system:


Therefore, in employing ministers, the enlightened ruler ensures that their loyalty does not exceed their responsibilities and their responsibilities do not exceed their positions, and so they will be liable for any excess. As such, his subjects will not dare to be conceited and arrogant on account of their goodness. (Shenzi 51)



Shen Dao was clearly wary of the excessiveness of moral virtues over one’s official responsibility. Due to the critical importance of professional virtues in Shen Dao’s (as well as the broader fajia) thought, which was a new development in Chinese political philosophy that had to do with the emerging bureaucratization of the state apparatus, let us take a closer look in the following.

D. Professional Virtues

1) Specialization

Confucius famously said, “The gentleman is not a vessel (qi 器)” (Analects 2.12, Slingerland’s trans.). According to Slingerland,


Qi 器, literally a ritual vessel or implement designed to serve a particular function, is also used metaphorically to refer to people who are specialized in one particular task. Although some commentators take this passage to mean that the gentleman is universally—rather than narrowly—skilled, the point seems rather that the gentleman is not a specialist. (Slingerland 2003, 12)



Confucius was warning against morally superior persons, junzi, making themselves narrowly focused specialists. Shen Dao could not have disagreed more by clearly arguing against such a sweeping position when it came to specialization, especially in the management of the state wherein no single person was capable of knowing it all and doing it all. Instead, according to Shen Dao, what was needed was a system consisting of experts in particular areas fulfilling their prescribed duties.


Being lord of a failed state is not the fault of a single person. Being lord of a well-ordered state is not due to the strength of a single person. Bringing order to disorder rests in worthy officials holding governmental positions and does not rest in loyalty. Therefore: “When wisdom pervades the empire, its benefit extends to the lord. When loyalty pervades the empire, its harm extends to the whole state.” (Shenzi 53–54)



For Shen Dao, competence in performing the prescribed duties of government positions far outweighs the virtue of loyalty (to a particular monarch) in the governance of a state.


Thus, that which caused Jie’s downfall is not something that Yao could have survived, and yet Yao had unsurpassable goodness, while every bad action was attributed to Jie. So, [what really matters is whether one] secures or loses the right people. Hence, the timber for the imperial court does not all come from the branches of a single tree, and a white fur coat does not come from the pelt of a single fox. The conferring of order or disorder, security or danger, survival or destruction, glory or dishonor are not due to the strength of a single person. (Shenzi 55–56)



The contrast with the Confucian approach cannot be sharper. Whereas the Confucians tended to valorize the role of a singular exemplary person in making sure the smooth operation of the state, Shen Dao (and other fajia thinkers) put their faith in the system instead. Specialists were required for a system to function efficiently and effectively, contrary to the Confucian model of well-rounded scholars or scholar-officials (shi 士) or an almost omnipotent sage-king. As a result, faithfully carrying out the duties dictated by one’s role within the state apparatus, i.e., professional virtues, were the only virtues considered praiseworthy in Shen Dao’s framework. By contrast, moral virtues were looked upon as suspects that could potentially undermine the interest of the state.

2) Professional Virtues versus Moral Virtues

Scholarly discourse commonly characterizes the fajia political project as one that separated moral virtues from politics. While such a characterization can certainly find plenty of textual support, I would make case that it is actually more accurate to see this more as a case wherein the fajia thinkers problematized certain virtues, instead of virtues per se. More specifically, what fajia thinkers like Shen Dao found problematic was not all virtues, but rather virtues that were independent of or even at odds with the state. Instead, what fajia thinkers promoted were professional virtues that served the interest of the state (and not necessarily a particular ruler). Any notion of virtue whose source of authority lay outside the state had the danger of fostering arrogance in someone who possessed (or claimed to possess) such a virtue and the extra-state authority that accompanied it. Anyone laying claim to those state-transcendent moral virtues could potentially become subversive if that person decided to leverage such virtues and their moral authority for their own private interest (even though sometimes the pursuit of private interest could be disguised as for the public good).

A case in point is the virtue of filial piety and political loyalty, two of the cardinal virtues in Confucian moral-political philosophy. As we have seen in the chapter on Mencius, he was actually quite ambivalent when it came to the relationship between familial and political virtues, but he was committed to both, despite their tension and even incommensurability under some circumstances. As we will see here, Shen Dao problematized these virtues from a very different perspective.


They say, “Gu Sou had a good son, but Shun banished him. Jie had loyal ministers, but his transgressions filled up all under heaven.” This being so, filial children do not arise only in families with loving parents, and loyal ministers do not arise only as the subordinates of sagely lords. (Shenzi 49–50)



Here Shen Dao referred to two famous cases in the repertoire of historical narratives widely shared at the time. The first case was about Shun and his troubled relationship with his father, Gu Sou 鼓叟. I have discussed at some length the problem of filial piety and moral virtues in Chapter 2 on Mencius. The general outline of the Shun narrative is that Shun was an extremely filial son who put up with numerous instances of abuse by his father, stepmother, and half-brother. However, Shen Dao seemed to be working with a somewhat different version of the narrative from the Mencian one. In Shen Dao’s version, Shun was eventually forced to banish his father when the latter committed a crime; in the Mencius it is presented as a hypothetical story wherein Mencius was making the case that Shun, if faced with the dilemma between prosecuting or protecting his criminal father, would abdicate his throne and hide out with his father in a faraway place, as we saw in Chapter 2.

The second case was about Jie 桀, who was a notorious ruler in the Xia 夏 period, often mentioned together with King Zhòu of Shang 商紂王 to represent paradigmatic tyrans in ancient Chinese history. Jie had several loyal ministers who admonished him against his tyrannical ways. Jie exiled or executed all of his critics, resulting in the collapse of Xia.


In both of these cases the point is clear: if individuals high up in the bureaucracy utilize their power to break out of the fixed, regulated bureaucratic structure, then with each step they take away from this structure, not only does the political realm cease to be modeled upon the natural world but also the seeds of its own destruction are sown. (Harris 2016, 39–40)



Indeed, we can even argue that the virtue of filial piety in the case of Shun and the virtue of loyalty in the case of Jie’s ministers were actually the enablers of the licentious and abusive behaviors that eventually led to the banishment of Shun’s father in one case and the collapse of Xia in the other.18 What was needed was the professional virtue of faithfully carrying out the duties prescribed for one’s particular role in the political system, ideally not simply following personal orders of one’s superior (we can see how such a stipulation could be easily compromised in actual practice). In so doing, the system as a whole could function smoothly, thus maintaining the orderliness of the world. In fact, for Shen Dao the best political system is one that operates like Heaven or nature.

4.3. Modeling the State after Heaven

As we have seen earlier, in Shen Dao’s formulation Heaven was transformed from a supernatural agent into a natural system. Shen Dao advocated that the human institution, namely the fa-centered state bureaucracy, be modeled after such a Heaven, so much so that the best political system was one that completely merged with Heaven and was taken as part of the natural apparatus of Heaven.

One of the most interesting aspects about the political system articulated in Shen Dao’s theorization is that Shen Dao touted it as the most effective means of dealing with people’s resentment in the face of punishment (as well as rewards under certain circumstances). We saw in Chapter 1 that in Confucius’s discussion of the virtue of ren, a person of ren should be able to fulfill their official duties without incurring resentment (Analects 12.2) and that he praised Guan Zhong as one such person (Analects 14.9). Incidentally, Guan Zhong has traditionally been regarded as one of the earliest fajia politicians. However, Confucius treated such cases as the manifestations of the moral virtue of ren, whereas Shen Dao took a very different approach to address the problem of resentment.

In Shen Dao’s thought, an impersonal system impartially enforcing a set of fixed standards, similar to the way Heaven operates, was the most effective way to manage people’s expectations and to address their resentment when the expectations were not met. As Harris elaborates,


After all, if we understand the features of the natural world, then we will not rail against heaven and earth when, after falling off a steep cliff, we find ourselves unable to fly. In such a situation, we have no expectation that the natural world is going to provide us with any assistance and feel no resentment toward it for not doing so. In the same way, so long as it is equally clear what rules and regulations govern the political realm, resentment and expectation will be absent there as well. And, importantly, this is not because we see the political world as fair or as benefiting us but because we see it as regular, fixed, and unchanging. As such, we will no more entertain the possibility that our whims and desires will be catered to than we do when interacting with heaven or earth. (Harris 2016, 35)



That is, if people could treat standards and laws regulating human society as natural and impartial as Heaven or nature itself, any expectation of favors from those in charge and possible resentment when such expectations were not met would be eliminated. This is precisely what Shen Dao tried to articulate in the Shenzi 73 wherein, as we have seen previously, he unequivocally endorsed the public nature of standards and laws that regulated the sociopolitical domain. Such a public recourse would promote a set of standards that were clear and fixed and eliminate private interests which were allowed to run amok and damage the interest of the state. Importantly, as Harris observes,


Law is not, on this account, valued because its content leads to an equal or fair distribution of burdens and benefits among those in society (or by philosophers), nor because it upholds certain moral precepts dearly held by those in society, nor because it directs people to do the right thing (whatever that might be) in their interactions with others in society. Rather, its fundamental value, and a value that makes it important regardless of its actual content, is that it ensures that those who benefit from its regulations have no one toward whom to feel grateful and that those who are burdened by its regulations have no one toward whom to feel resentful. The law apportions social and political goods in a public and fixed fashion, much in the same way that drawing lots or casting coins does, and as such leaves the participants with no cause for resentment. . . . (Harris 2016, 47–48)



Clearly, Shen Dao’s overarching concern was impartiality in governing the state through laws and regulations. This suggests that his primary worry was the unpredictable and often chaotic exercise or abuse of power rampant in his days. His ideal was to establish a political system wherein everybody received the same treatment, just as the fact that nature does not play favorites.


Thus, if in ordering a state, one were to do away with its laws, then there would be chaos; if its laws were to be preserved and not modified, then it would decline; if it were to have its laws but allow private interests to manifest themselves, then this is called not abiding by the law. Those who are willing to exert themselves to serve the law are those of the hundred surnames. Those who are willing to lay down their lives in service of the law are the officials. Those who change the laws in accordance with the Way are the lords and chiefs. (Shenzi 78–79)



One potential issue here is that laws might not be able to emulate Heaven and nature after all, since laws should be modified in keeping up with changing circumstances, whereas Heaven’s patterns are constant and fixed. If laws should be fixed and unaltered like Heaven as Shen Dao stipulated previously, how does it square with the sentiments expressed in the passage here? In this respect, it is important to make a distinction between natural activities and natural patterns. Natural activities do change, leading to the alteration of the natural environment, sometimes gradually and sometimes abruptly. On the other hand, natural patterns are fixed and unalterable. This means that the legal principles should emulate the natural patterns in their constancy, whereas laws need to adapt to the changing conditions on the ground in accordance with legal principles that emulate natural patterns, i.e., the Way (Shenzi 78–79). As Erica Brindley observes,


What the Shenzi shares with the Mozi and other Warring States writings on statecraft is a healthy respect for fa-law. The underlying power of fa lies in the fact that they uphold public, impartial, and objective values, not private or partial concerns. So the entire discourse concerning the usefulness and importance of laws is based in an understanding that they are the tools by which the public or common good (gong) can be established in place of private and biased desires, benefits, and rewards. In these writings, gong, in essence, comes to represent not merely a ruler’s power or official prerogative, but a sense of objective fairness linked to the vast workings of the heavens and seasons, which is to be implemented through an idealized state and ruler and to benefit everyone universally. (Brindley 2013b, 25)



To sum up, it should be clear to us that Shen Dao was an arch defender of impartial institutions and laws in his conceptualization of the political order. By contrast, the Confucians placed their faith in moral paragons who alone shouldered the awesome responsibility of bringing about a well-ordered world. More specifically, fajia thinkers like Shen Dao reinterpreted the exemplarity of sage-kings, highlighting their adaptability and humility. This meant that fajia thinkers put their trust in a system and institution, rather than the virtues and the abilities of any particular person. In so doing, they tried to reduce the role of any single person in political governance, recognizing the limitation of any individual person, however virtuous or capable they might be.

Unfortunately, fajia thinkers’ valorization of the virtue of humility in political governance, requiring rulers and officeholders to defer to and follow clearly laid-out stipulations and procedures in the system, remains an underappreciated aspect of their political philosophy. Fajia thinkers were partly to blame for this underappreciation since they did not (or could not) formulate an institutional arrangement such that humility can be embedded in the way the bureaucratic apparatus was set up. Instead, they allowed the virtue of humility to do too much heavylifting in their political theories, against their own generally institutionalist approach to politics. Many threads of political philosophy we have seen in Shen Buhai, Shang Yang, and Shen Dao would be synthesized into a grand fajia system in the hands of Han Feizi, as we will see in Chapter 7.

§5. Conclusion: The Bureaucratic Turn and the Problem of the State

During the fermentation stage of classical Chinese philosophy, a group of thinkers emerged who took a rather distinct approach to political and military affairs. Their approach can be characterized as institutional and bureaucratic. Driven by the imperative to enrich the state and strengthen the military, these thinkers (many of whom were placed in positions of power to actually implement their ideas) sought to professionalize the way political governance and military campaigns were conducted, marking a decidedly bureaucratic turn in Chinese political history. The three political thinkers covered in this chapter developed many powerful and effective tools in managing and regulating the state, with the result that the bureaucratic state became increasingly the norm of political governance with a vast concentration of power in the hands of rulers. All subsequent philosophers would have to confront such a challenge posed by the problem of the state, i.e., the bureaucratization of the state and its radical concentration of power, as the Warring States period entered its final stage.

We will see that in the culmination stage of classical Chinese philosophy, there were three distinct voices signaling three different approaches to the problem of the state, i.e., Zhuangzi’s personal freedom, Xunzi’s humane justice, and Han Feizi’s naturalized impartiality. They represented three strikingly distinct outlooks for the subsequent development of Chinese moral-political discourse.



1 Ritual would not be completely replaced but, instead, would be accommodated by and integrated into the legal and the administrative codes.

2 As Philip J. Ivanhoe observes about the relationship between Mozi and Han Feizi,


One place we find precedents in the thought of Mozi for important parts of Hanfeizi’s philosophy is in the fundamental stance or perspective of their political philosophies. Both began their philosophizing from the point of view of the good of the state, rather than the interests of the individuals who might happen to live in or desire to move to their ideal states. In addition, both insisted that in order to succeed in establishing and maintaining a successful state, a ruler needed to articulate and implement a set of clear, objective, and publicly known criteria as the basis for choosing and promoting as well as disciplining, demoting, or dismissing those who worked in government. (Ivanhoe 2011, 32)



3 Chad Hansen (1994) has argued that fa should be consistently translated as standard in classical texts, against the thesis of meaning change more broadly in the classical context.

4 Goldin is a clear exception in this connection, but his exception can be explained in terms of his dual role as a Sinologist and a philosopher, with the former eclipsing the latter when addressing this particular issue.

5 Ivanhoe provides a further clarification on his use of the idea of family resemblance in defending the traditional category of jia:


Of course I am not stating that these early Chinese thinkers had developed an explicit conception of family resemblance, only that they were using the term “family,” as many people commonly do, to capture this sense. The use of the word jia for a school of thought is earlier than the Han; for example, we find the term “the hundred schools” (baijia 百家) in chapters 21 and 22 of the Xunzi. Further support for the idea that schools of thought in early China were conceived of on the model of families is found in the common use of the word the “gate” (men門) (i.e., the gate of a family compound) to refer to a teacher and his school. (Ivanhoe 2016, 194, fn.8)



6 Loubna El Amine has argued in her book Classical Confucian Political Thought: A New Interpretation that classical Confucian political thought is not derivative of the Confucian ethics. This is a rather controversial claim, against the broad consensus in contemporary scholarship.

7 Soon-ja Yang provides a useful summary of the debate through history in her dissertation (Yang 2010, 81–88).

8 Soon-ja Yang’s treatment of Shen Buhai in her doctoral dissertation is based on Creel’s compilation of the Shen Buhai fragments.

9 According to John Makeham, the earliest appearance of xingming is found in the Zhanguoce 戰國策 (1994, 69).

10 Echoing such a sentiment, Tongdong Bai (2011) calls Han Feizi the first modern thinker in Chinese history. Benjamin Schwartz (1985) and Yuri Pines (2009) have made similar claims as well.

11 Shang Yang was the one credited with the phrase of FGQB, which has strong resonances in China and East Asia well into the modern era. Orville Schell and John Delury, in their Wealth and Power: China’s Long March to the Twenty-first Century, trace the instantiation of such an ideal in modern Chinese history. “Fukoku kyōhei” 富國強兵 was a famous slogan during the Meiji Restoration in Japan that started the modernization of Japan in 1868.

12 Victor Mair (2007, 9–23) provides a detailed account of the issues surrounding its authorship and the figure of Sun Wu in the introduction to his translation of the text.

13 Robin Yates differs, notably, from the consensus view on the dating of the Sunzi and places it in the fifth century BCE. If Yates is right, it would mean that


this use of “form and name” originated in military practice of the fifth century B.C. as a concrete method of organizing units and controlling troops on campaign, and it was only in the late fourth century that the term was taken up by officials in the civilian administration, such as Shen Pu-hai, and applied symbolically or abstractly to the correspondence between the name of the bureaucratic position and the “form,” “performance,” or function of that position which the official actually carried out. (Yates 1988, 221)



I will not adjudicate the various claims about the dating of the Sunzi here and would instead defer to the consensus view that puts it in the mid-fourth century bce.

14 This might even remind us of the end-of-history argument popularized by Francis Fukuyama in the 1990s. A little over two thousand years ago, the author(s) of Lord Shang was already envisioning a time when irregularities and chaos would be brought to an end and standards would be fixed once and for all. But of course, we know better now, maybe. In his more recent works, Fukuyama himself has also revised, if not completely abandoned, his earlier Western triumphalism.

15 This is from Ivanhoe’s comment to me in our private correspondence.

16 It is unclear why the text numbers the parasites six and twelve whereas nine are actually listed (Pines 2017, 290, n.12).

17 Translations of Shen Dao’s text used in this chapter are from Eirik Harris’s The Shenzi Fragments (2016).

18 As Ivanhoe points out to me, “Personal loyalty can be problematic but loyalty to the right system seems like a good thing” (private correspondence). I think this is precisely what Shen Dao and other fajia thinkers wanted to promote, namely the professional virtue of faithfully fulfilling one’s role stipulated in a carefully designed bureaucratic system. The language of loyalty was not used, probably due to fajia thinkers’ antipathy toward the Confucian approach.


Part III

Personal Freedom, Humaneness, and Justice

Coming to Terms with the State under a Naturalized Heaven

The problem of the state would become the most important issue in the late Warring States period as rulers of all major states were desperately trying to fend off constant threat of invasion and usurpation. All philosophers during this period had to grapple with increasingly powerful and bureaucratized states. Their radically different approaches toward the state would point to possible future trajectories of Chinese politics.

In this respect, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi represented three distinct voices toward the end of the classical period, with three strikingly different outlooks for the subsequent development of Chinese political and intellectual history. Among the inherited classics studied in this book, the three texts that bear the names of these thinkers share one common trait. That is, they all attempt to take stock of the intellectual landscape for the entire classical period,1 summarizing major philosophers’ positions, critiquing those positions from their own vantage point, and positioning themselves as the authoritative voice to conclude that extraordinarily chaotic but also stunningly creative episode in Chinese intellectual history.

Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists tried to avoid the state as much as possible and advocated a form of personal freedom that thrived primarily on the margin of the state as well as in people’s heartminds; Xunzi wished to rein in the state by reinvigorating the time-honored ritual practices and apparatus through the cult of sage-kings so as to retain the element of humaneness in the political order; and Han Feizi hoped to perfect the mechanism of the bureaucratic state, designed to operate impartially and impersonally, treating the state as the sole arbiter of values and the sole agent of justice. The latter two approaches to the state would shape the subsequent development of Chinese politics, whereas the Zhuangist political vision of personal freedom was tragically futile against the powerful forces represented by the mainstream political and intellectual preoccupation with humaneness and justice.



1 The most relevant chapters include Tian Xia (天下 Under the Heaven) in the Zhuangzi, Fei Shi Er Zi (非十二子 Against the Twelve Masters) in the Xunzi, and Xian Xue (顯學 Prominent Schools of Thought) in the Han Feizi.
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Zhuangzi’s Lone Project of Personal Freedom

As we have been discussing so far in the book, the classical Chinese philosophical discourse was dominated by a debate over whether the moral-political order should be dictated by the principles of humaneness or justice. These values were two ends of a spectrum, with different thinkers lining up differently on the spectrum. Those thinkers were overwhelmingly concerned with how to establish a moral-political order, either through reconstituting an old one (e.g., the Confucian discourse on ritual and its relationship with ren) or through reimagining a new one (e.g., the Mohist discourse on fa and impartial care). The heart of the debate was about the nature of such an order. Most thinkers of the period were participants in this debate. There was one major exception in this intellectual landscape, whose voices were collected in the Zhuangzi, named after Zhuang Zhou (莊周 late fourth century bce–early third century).

However, this does not mean that Zhuangzi did not engage in the ongoing moral-political discourse. Rather, Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists did not accept the parameters of humaneness and justice that were set by the mainstream discourse. There is a confusion in the contemporary scholarship on the Zhuangist attitude toward political discourse. That is, many interpreters of the Zhuangzi consider the Zhuangist vision(s) anti-political or apolitical. However, as will become clear in our following discussion, the Zhuangists did engage in moral-political discourse. Rejecting certain ways of being moral-political, especially the Confucian persuasion, was very much a form of engaging in the moral-political discourse.

What Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists were not interested in was serving the state. Serving the state and engaging in political discourse were separate for the Zhuangists, unlike most other thinkers of the time, who regarded serving the state as the most effective way of engaging in political discourse and promoting their political ideals. The problem of the state had become the single most prominent moral-political issue of the time, and the Zhuangists were active participants of the ongoing intellectual debate about it. It would be rather unfortunate if we do not adequately recognize this important element of the Zhuangist thought and instead try to explain away its significance in the classical moral-political debate about the state.

§1. Contextualizing Zhuang Zhou and the Zhuangzi

Our knowledge of the historical Zhuang Zhou is very limited. Sima Qian’s Shiji contains the most extensive, though still relatively short, and earliest biography of Zhuang Zhou (Sima 1994a, 23–24). He was a native of the state Meng 蒙 and only served as a minor official there. Two points stand out in this brief account: he was a fierce critic of the Confucians and the Mohists, and the rulers of his time had no use for his talent. It is rather instructive that Sima Qian, writing in the early Han dynasty more than 100 years after Zhuangzi’s time, already observed that Zhuangzi’s teachings were of such a radical nature that they were of little use to contemporary political discourse, even though Zhuangzi delighted in debating with his contemporaries.

Sima Qian’s observation points to the marginal status of Zhuangist thought in the political discourse of Zhuang Zhou’s own time, as well as during the early Han when Sima Qian lived. Interestingly, we can discern a clear awareness of its own marginal status in the Zhuangzi itself, conveyed in many signature Zhuangist expressions portraying an ideal Zhuangist person, such as alone (du 獨), without partner (wu ou 無偶), and non-dependence (wu shi 無侍), etc. In other words, these characterizations of ideal Zhuangist persons can very well be understood as Zhuangzi’s self-perception in terms of where he stood among his intellectual peers.

I have discussed some of the textual issues with the Zhuangzi in the Introduction of this book, using it as a case study to propose the hermeneutic model of inherited text, textual author, and textual intent that has been utilized in this book for the philosophical approach to Chinese classics. I will not repeat that discussion here. Modern scholars have more or less coalesced around a position that accepts the Inner Chapters as the core of the text written by the historical Zhuang Zhou portrayed in the Shiji. According to this conventional wisdom, the Outer Chapters and Miscellaneous Chapters, due to their lack of textual coherence and integrity, mostly represent later additions by those who either followed or shared at least some of the historical Zhuang Zhou’s philosophical outlook, although these chapters may contain misplaced fragments from the Inner Chapters representing the authentic voice of the historical Zhuang Zhou. I will follow this convention in the chapter, drawing materials primarily from the Inner Chapters while taking advantage of resources in the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters whenever relevant and helpful to our discussion at hand. For the purpose of this chapter, I will treat much of the Zhuangzi corpus as the work of third century bce, when philosophers increasingly had to deal with thorny issues pertaining to the centralization and bureaucratization of the state.

The Zhuangzi is a singularly powerful and rich text in Chinese intellectual history. It is full of fascinating tales, whimsical images, fantastic imaginations, astonishing insights, radical perspectives, or even subversive ideas that are put together loosely. Anybody who has even a cursory knowledge of Chinese philosophy cannot help but be impressed and inspired by the exceptional qualities and unique features of the ideas and images presented in the Zhuangzi. It promotes a set of ideals and norms concerning the personal, the social, and the political that have inspired generations of followers who constitute a powerful intellectual alternative to the dominant Confucian tradition in Chinese history. In fact, the preservation and transmission of a text like the Zhuangzi from the classical period is itself a rather remarkable feat of history, attesting to the lasting lure of the Zhuangist project.

I will argue in this chapter that Zhuangzi’s overarching intellectual project is that of personal freedom,1 which is an outlier of the mainstream moral-political discourses during the classical period whose terms and parameters were set primarily by the Confucians and the Mohists. This does not mean that Zhuangzi was not engaged the moral-political debate at the time, but that he did not accept the terms and the parameters of the intellectual discourse set by the Confucians and the Mohists. Most importantly, his imaginaire of personal freedom added an alluring, if underappreciated, third dimension in the classical Chinese philosophical discourse, in addition to the two pillars of humaneness and justice as I have been discussing throughout the book.

Modern scholarship on the Zhuangzi recognizes its unique style of presentation and the unusual status of its putative author, Zhuang Zhou, who shunned political offices, unlike most of his famous intellectual peers. Unfortunately, however, most scholars largely attribute such uniqueness to Zhuangzi’s privileging private life over public office. A. C. Graham’s classic, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China, is representative of such a characterization of the text: “The book is in effect an anthology of writings with philosophies justifying withdrawal to private life, passing under the name of their greatest representative” (1989, 172). Such an approach, while valuable in helping us better understand certain aspects of its historical context, tends to underappreciate the radical nature of philosophical ideas in the text, especially their social, political, and moral implications, within the classical intellectual milieu.

The dominant scholarly approach to the Zhuangzi does not adequately recognize the profound connection between the personal and the political in his philosophy, despite his apparent antipathy toward the state. Historically, Confucius demonstrated a clear awareness of the connection between the personal and the political domains when he declared that by being a filial son and a good brother, one already participates in politics (Analects 2.21). Conceptually, even rejecting the call to serve in the government in order to preserve one’s own life and moral-spiritual integrity is itself a distinctly political move. Zhuangzi’s reluctance to deal with the state does not mean that he did not engage in the political discourse. He did, albeit of a kind that was radically different from the mainstream discourse.

In this chapter I provide a different interpretative framework which does not assume that Zhuangzi was participating in the philosophical debate on the terms set primarily by the Confucians and the Mohists. Instead, I will make the case that personal freedom provides a useful overarching interpretative framework to approach the Zhuangzi and that the Zhuangist conception of personal freedom is fundamentally incommensurable with the prevailing values of humaneness and justice embraced by the Confucians, the Mohists, and others. Even though Zhuangzi’s rhetoric can appear to be asocial, apolitical, anti-rational, skeptic, relativistic,2 or agnostic, at least prima facie, he shared a profound concern with his intellectual peers on how to cope with a tumultuous and violent world in his intellectual project. I will contend that despite some escapist rhetoric in the text, the social, political, and moral message of the text is central to the Zhuangist philosophical project, most fruitfully formulated as advocating the primacy of personal freedom, against the ritual-centered social-political-moral norms. If Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists were true escapists who did not want to be bothered by the world, as often portrayed in traditional depictions, they would not have bothered to leave behind such an astonishing body of text. Not recognizing the social, political, and moral aspects as central to the Zhuangzi can diminish its philosophical significance during the formative period of Chinese philosophy, as well as its continuing lure and profound impact in subsequent Chinese intellectual history.

In this respect, Zhuangzi clearly saw the Confucians and the Mohists as his intellectual opponents, often grouping them together as RuMo 儒墨, even though he did not really engage them on their specific arguments. That is, in spite of the fact that Zhuangzi was very critical of the Confucians and the Mohists, there is not much debate between Zhuangzi and the Confucians or the Mohists in the text, imagined or actual. At times, Zhuangzi would use Confucius and his disciples as his own spokesperson, the irony of which is probably intended. At other occasions, the text describes some encounters between a Zhuangist and Confucius, but that would almost always result in the Zhuangist lecturing Confucius about the futility and misguided nature of the Confucian project and Confucius expressing admiration of the Zhuangist. There is little give-and-take or mutual challenge in such encounters that would normally characterize any meaningful and engaging debate, unlike Zhuangzi’s colorful and memorable engagements with Hui Shi 惠施, Zhuangzi’s logician and sophist alter ego whose company he would genuinely miss after Hui Shi’s death.

All of these are clear indications that Zhuangzi was fundamentally uninterested in the kind of intellectual projects the Confucians and the Mohists were engaged in. He saw such projects as futile, pretentious, and counterproductive. Zhuangzi did not even bother to distinguish the Confucians and the Mohists, and often referred to them as RuMo. This implies that for Zhuangzi the Confucians and the Mohists were engaged in a similar project.3

Before delving into an in-depth investigation into the Zhuangist project of personal freedom, we need to recognize that even though some contemporary scholars recognize the pursuit of personal freedom as an important component of Zhuangzi’s thought, such a characterization has been often questioned or even ridiculed. Jean François Billeter’s article “La phénoménologie de l’activité dans le Zhuangzi” is a good representative of such a take:


It (Zhuangzi’s thought) has often been taken as an apology for recklessness, abandonment, escape, and therefore freedom. But Zhuangzi is at first a philosopher of non-freedom: “Nothing is more important,” he said, “than to act according to necessity—and nothing is more difficult.” There is no freedom for him except in the knowledge of necessity, or more precisely in the practical realization of necessity within our activity. It is therefore not by some necessarily illusory escape can a person attain freedom, but rather it is the necessary activity which the wheelwright, the cook, the carpenter—and Zhuangzi himself, on the philosophical level—engage in that offers striking examples. (Billeter 1993, 558)



There are several places where I disagree with Billeter’s argument. First, he pits freedom and necessity against each other in understanding freedom, laying bare a conceptual lens—i.e., freedom as choice against necessity—that has framed the Western philosophical discourse on freedom. When freedom is formulated as the opposite of necessity, choice-making becomes the only way of conceptualizing freedom. As we will see in the following, the Zhuangist notions of freedom include creating and discovering new possibilities to navigate various constraints of the world, instead of simply making choices as an “escape” of necessity.

Second, even if we were to accept Billeter’s framing of the issue, it still fails to account for cases in the Zhuangzi where freedom does mean choice. Since Billeter does not specify what necessity means in the text, it might be hard to pin down his criticism. For example, is following the rule of funeral ritual considered a necessity? It seems to fit Billeter’s understanding of necessity. If so, the text actually contains many cases where that is violated, pointing to the choices made by certain people that were not constrained by the ritual imperatives of the world Zhuangzi dwelled in. Another example is a story in the text wherein Zhuangzi resolutely rejected a king’s offer to serve in his court, analogizing it to a dead tortoise serving in the ritual hall. Both of these are clear indications of the choices Zhuangzi exercised, unlike the choiceless and hapless Zhuangzi characterized by Billeter in the preceding passage. I will make the case in the following that Zhuangist philosophy is very much a philosophy of personal freedom, which is unique within the classical Chinese intellectual landscape, its limitation notwithstanding given the milieu of its emergence.

In order to probe into the particular features in the Zhuangist formulation of personal freedom, we have to understand what Zhuangzi thought about the nature of the world so as to appreciate the conceptual parameters within which Zhuangzi operated, as well as the problems he was grappling with in his philosophical project. Put differently, we need to first identify what problems Zhuangzi was struggling with, for which personal freedom was offered as a solution, imagined or actual. In this respect, the Zhuangist metaphysics can be most fruitfully conceived of in terms of two concepts: relationality and transformation.

§2. Zhuangist Metaphysics: Relationality and Transformation

It has been widely acknowledged in the current scholarly discourse that the traditional Chinese society values relationality, especially human relationality (lun 倫), over individual autonomy. This is most vocally and systematically represented and defended by the Confucians, who emphasized the regulating and nurturing aspects of human relationality. Against such an overwhelmingly communitarian orientation of the classical Chinese intellectual tradition, Zhuangzi expressed a deep ambivalence about the inherently relational nature of existence. That is, unlike most of his peers, Zhuangzi problematized the aspect of entanglement in relationality, even when he acknowledged at times the nurturing aspect of human relationship.

Zhuangzi’s uneasiness about the relational nature of existence in the world is most vividly captured in a well-known story from “The Mountain Tree” (Shanmu 山木) Chapter. A cicada was about to be preyed upon by a mantis who was oblivious of its own imminent danger of being attacked by a magpie who itself did not realize that it was the target of a bird-catcher, with the latter in each pair taking advantage of the former’s self-deception and illusory sense of safety. When Zhuangzi saw this, he was alarmed: “It is inherent in things that they are tied to each other, that one kind calls up another” (wu gu xiang lei, er lei xiang zhao ye 物固相累，二類相召也) (Graham trans. 2001, 118, modified). He was so traumatized by such an observation that he would remain gloomy for three months! Clearly, the relational nature of being in the world was profoundly troubling for Zhuangzi.4

Two xiang-expressions in the preceding Zhuangist observation stand out: xiang lei 相累 (mutually tied/burdened) and xiang zhao 相召 (calling out each other). Indeed, such expressions in the Zhuangzi best capture the Zhuangist observation about the relational nature of the world as well as the troubling nature of relationalities. We find the Zhuangzi taking stock of a wide variety of mutuality (xiang- 相-) that permeates every fabric of our existence. In addition to the two mentioned, xiang-expressions like the following about the problematic aspects of mutuality and relationality can be found throughout the text: mutual stabbing (xiang ren 相刃), following each other (xiang mi 相靡), crushing each other (xiang ya 相軋), prevailing over each other (xiang sheng 相勝), kicking each other (xiang di 相踶), mutual suspicion (xiang yi 相疑), mutual deception (xiang qi 相欺), faulting each other (xiang fei 相非), ridiculing each other (xiang ji 相譏), pushing each other (xiang tui 相推), and disturbing each other (xiang ying 相攖), etc. These xiang-phrases aptly capture Zhuangzi’s apprehension about relationality, especially within the human world. Although this negative take on human relationality can be partially attributed to the crushingly violent and chaotic sociopolitical environment toward the end of the Warring States period, Zhuangzi’s deep ambivalence of relationality, different from the dominant lens through which relationality is understood, is still quite striking among his peers. The Zhuangist anxiety toward relationality would come to shape the overall Zhuangist outlook in Chinese intellectual history.

Two interesting exceptions to the overwhelmingly negative, or at least ambivalent, tenor of xiang-expressions are xiang xu 相呴 (spitting moisture at each other) and xiang ru 相濡 (soaking each other in the foam). They are used in the well-known Zhuangist fable about fish trying to feed and nurture each other when stranded on land in order to survive.


When the spring dries up and the fish are stranded together on land, they spit moisture at each other (xiang xu) and soak each other in the foam (xiang ru), but they would be better off forgetting each other (xiang wang) in the Yangzi River or the Lakes. Rather than praise sage Yao and condemn tyrant Jie, we should be better off if we could forget them both and let their Ways enter the transformations. As the saying goes, “Fish forget all about each other in the Yangzi River and the Lakes, men forget all about each other in the lore of the Way.” (Graham trans. 2001, 90, with revision)



Here Zhuangzi clearly gives a nod to the nurturing aspects of relationality, evident in the expressions of xiang xu and xiang ru. However, even these two xiang-expressions, despite their apparently positive import, are regarded as inferior to forgetting each other (xiang wang 相忘), which is the only xiang-phrase fully embraced in the Zhuangzi. That is, spitting moisture at one another is a futile attempt to preserve life in the face of impending death whereas when we forget each other in the Dao there is no need for others to save us. We are preserved naturally. Wang (forgetting) is a critical theme in the text that has a direct bearing on the Zhuangist formulation of freedom, to which I will return later in the chapter. Clearly, the Zhuangist conception of freedom is an attempt to overcome the entanglement such mutuality entails in our dealing with others. Consequently, how to effectively negotiate various domains of relationality lies at the heart of the Zhuangist project of personal freedom.

In addition to its pervasive web of relationality, the world is also recognized in the Zhuangzi as one that undergoes constant change. This is the theme of transformation (hua 化) and change (bian 變) that is featured prominently throughout the text. The inherited Zhuangzi opens with a fantastic tale about the dramatic transformation of a gargantuan fish Kun 鯤 into a humongous bird Peng 鵬 at the start of the first chapter, “Roaming with Ease” (Xiaoyao You 逍遙遊). Its astronomical scale is clearly meant to shock and awe the readers, alluring them to opening up their petty and confined worldview to an unimaginably grand and unconfined perspective. The Zhuangzi portrays various forms of change this way in the “Autumn Floods” (Qiu Shui 秋水) chapter:


Decay, growth, fullness, and emptiness end and then begin again. It is thus that we must describe the plan of the Great Meaning and discuss the principles of the ten thousand things. The life of things is a gallop, a headlong dash—with every movement they alter, with every moment they shift. What should you do and what should you not do? Everything will change of itself, that is certain! (Watson’s trans. 2013, 132)



Here the text emphasizes the inevitability and universality of change and recognizes how to cope with the constant change as the challenge for living in the world.

One of the most celebrated occurrences of hua appears in Zhuangzi’s signature butterfly story in the “Yangsheng Zhu” 養生主 chapter. Here Zhuangzi tells us about his being a butterfly in a dream; once awakened, he cannot tell whether he is Zhuang Zhou who dreams he is a butterfly or he is the butterfly who dreams he is a Zhuang Zhou. As he is musing on the difference and the connection between him as Zhuang Zhou while awake and as a butterfly in the dream, he invokes the notion of wuhua 物化, usually glossed as “the transformation of things” (Graham trans. 2001, 61; Chan trans. 1963, 190; Watson trans. 2013, 18; Mair trans. 1997, 14) or “the transformation of one thing into another” (Ziporyn trans. 2009, 21). Here Zhuangzi is holding up the ease of mutual transformation between him the man and him the butterfly, between the waking state and the dream state, as the ideal state of effortless and natural transformation.

Among the varieties of changes in the world, death is arguably the most radical kind, particularly for humans. It represents the most dangerous and incomprehensible disruption in the world. Consequently, a funeral is among the most sacred ritual occasions in one’s life when the departed is honored and remembered, according to carefully prescribed rules and procedures. Given the text’s preoccupation with transformation and change, it is no surprise that the Zhuangzi takes up the topic of death rather frequently. It contains detailed descriptions of the deaths of Laozi, of Zhuangzi’s wife, and of close friends.

The normative Confucian way of handling death was heavily choreographed and regulated by rituals designed to deal with the graveness of the situation when a loved one, most notably a parent, passed away. The Mohists were known to be critical of the wastefulness of the Confucian funeral practices. Zhuangzi’s critique of the Confucian practices differed from the Mohist approach. Zhuangzi tended to use occasions of death to reflect on the wonders of the cosmos and the unpredictability of transformations, and to critique the narrowness and limitation of the normative Confucian approach to death. His discussion of death was multifaceted, with plenty of tension among different perspectives he toyed with in his effort to grapple with such a critical issue. Mark Berkson identifies six positions in the Zhuangzi with regard to death:


(1) avoid harm so that one can live out one’s years; (2) accept death—both one’s own and that of others—with equanimity (as one should accept all change); (3) embrace life and death as the essence of the cycle of nature; (4) see that there is no ultimate distinction between life and death and that they form a unity; (5) reject notions that the timing of death is significant and that there is such a thing as “premature death”; and (6) maintain a therapeutic skepticism with regard to the nature of death and post-death existence. (Berkson 2011, 191–192)



It should be clear that the first one in the list sits uneasily with the rest since it is rather ambiguous from a Zhuangist perspective what it means to avoid harm in order to live out one’s years if there is no distinction between life and death as both are part of the cycle of natural transformation; and if no death is premature, the timing of one’s death would be irrelevant in determining one’s natural years (Berkson 2011, 201).5

Still, one feature stands out in the Zhuangist attitude toward death in contrast with the Confucian one, namely that Zhuangzi treats death and life as natural transformation with a sense of mystery (comparing death to Lady Li’s dread for leaving home after marriage), wonder (waking up after the end of this life), or even awe (someone on his deathbed wondering out loud what nature has changed him into). As such, death does not necessarily enjoy a privileged status in the Zhuangist worldview, whereas for the Confucians the funeral is one of the most sacred occasions.

Berkson observes that the difference between the Confucian and the Zhuangist attitudes toward death points to sharply different outlooks toward temporality. Such an observation provides a good interpretative framework to appreciate the larger stake in the two approaches. Accordingly, the Confucians see human life as a narrative and death as a cataclysmic end to that narrative:


We can contrast the Confucian “narrative” picture with Zhuangzi’s understanding of temporality. According to Zhuangzi, all narratives are based on constructions given to us by society—for example, about the appropriate time to do certain things, about which roles should be occupied when, about what constitutes successful performance, and so on. For Zhuangzi, however, these are overlays constructed on top of, and often obstructing, what is actually there: a ceaseless flow of life that can be experienced in its immediacy at any time. Without a narrative conception, there can be no sense of a life being cut short before the goals are reached or the story is completed. Given that life consists not of stages of development but rather moment-by-moment transformation, the best way to live does not involve cultivation or development; rather, Zhuangzi tells us to just “ride along with things” and let ourselves “wander” rather than progress on a well-formulated path. (Berkson 2011, 202)



In a word, the Confucian narrative conception and the Zhuangist naturalist conception of time present a sharply contrasting understanding of the nature of temporality, especially as it pertains to lived time. From a Zhuangist perspective, narration imposes a particular structure on interpreting the way life is lived, according to certain socially sanctioned ideals by which one’s quality of life is measured. As such, the narrative structure interferes with the natural rhythm of the world that stands in the way of natural transformation. We will have more occasions to delve into the Zhuangist treatment of death later in the chapter when I deal with notions of freedom in the text, as it would feature prominently in the Zhuangist imagination of personal freedom.

To sum up, as Zhuangzi sees it, constant change and pervasive relationality are the basic characteristics of the world. Such an observation sets up the intellectual challenge for the Zhuangist project of freedom, namely, how to negotiate our way in a world that is characterized by constant change and pervasive relationality. In the following, we will see that Zhuangist freedom is best understood as a critique of the Confucian (and by extension the Mohist) way of structuring and ordering the world through rituals (and laws or standards in the case of the Mohists). Even though the Mohists would be grouped together with the Confucians as RuMo 儒墨 in the Zhuangzi, few Mohist thinkers actually appear in the text, whereas Confucius and his disciples make regular appearances in the text, often as a foil or, at times, even as spokespersons of some Zhuangist ideas. This suggest that the Zhuangzi does not really distinguish the Mohists from the Confucians in their effort to structure and order the world, or at least does not consider their difference really meaningful,6 often using the Confucians to represent both. It also shows that Zhuangzi was not interested in the kind of project the Confucians and the Mohists were engaged in, which is the basic premise of this chapter. Therefore, I will focus on the Zhuangist engagement with the Confucians in discussing the Zhuangist project of personal freedom for the rest of the chapter.

§3. Defending the Personal: Yang Zhu and the Integrity of the Personal

Among the classical philosophers, Zhuangzi stood out as someone who prioritized and privileged the personal over the familial and the political domains. However, Zhuangzi was not the first thinker to prioritize the personal. That honor belongs to a Yang Zhu 楊朱 (fourth century bce), an elusive but influential figure in early Chinese philosophy.

Yang Zhu’s fortune in the history of Chinese philosophy was even worse off than Mozi’s. Whereas Mozi and the Mohists were able to leave behind a large corpus of texts that have survived the Chinese history, there is no inherited text (or even excavated text) attributed to Yang Zhu. This means that all discussions of his ideas are based on secondary accounts that are not necessarily sympathetic to Yang Zhu, with Mencius being the best-known example in this respect. Qian Mu 錢穆 speculates that, since there is so little textual evidence of Yang Zhu from pre-Qin sources and that he had no lineage or followers from that period, Yang Zhu was likely not as prominent as Mencius claimed (Qian 1935, 229). A. C. Graham suggests that it is better to think of Yang Zhu as an intellectual movement called Yangism rather than a single thinker with that name (1989, 54). Erica Brindley considers it a particular point of view (2007, 71).

The most famous references to Yang Zhu are found in the Mencius. Mencius considered Yang Zhu and Mozi the main rivals of the Confucians, dismissing the two as promoting the ways of birds and beasts (qin shou 禽獸). According to Mencius, “Yang Zhu advocated for oneself and that was tantamount to denying the monarch” 楊氏為我，是無君也 (Mencius 3B9, my trans.). For Mencius, Yang Zhu’s advocacy for oneself meant the rejection of the ruler. On the other hand, Mencius thought that Mozi’s advocacy of impartial care was the equivalent of denying the father (Mencius 3B9), as I have discussed in Chapter 2. Mencius positioned the Confucian teachings as the most sensible one against those two extremes which were inhumane (and inhuman) from the Mencian perspective.

The different opinions in the scholarly discussions on Yang Zhu are primarily due to their different takes on the several references in the Mencius. Qian Mu believes that it was Mencius who elevated Yang Zhu to prominence and juxtaposed him with Mozi as the main competitors of the Confucians and that Mencius was likely motivated not so much by a high opinion for Yang Zhu (zun yang 尊楊) as by the desire to belittle Mozi (qing mo 輕墨) since there was no question about the prominence of Mohists and their being the main rival of the Confucians at the time (Qian 1935, 230).7 Bryan Van Norden, on the other hand, considers Yang Zhu among the most important thinkers in early China who “revolutionized Chinese thought in some fundamental way” due to his contribution to the early Chinese discourse on human nature (2007, 69). Graham was primarily responsible for crediting Yang Zhu as the one who coined the term “nature” (xing 性) and initiated the discussion on human nature in Chinese history. But as we have seen in Chapter 2, this once widely shared view has been challenged in the more recent scholarly discussion based on the excavated texts. Unless new evidence emerges, all discussions about Yang Zhu will remain highly speculative.

For our purpose here, the importance of Yang Zhu, either as a historical person, an intellectual movement, or a particular point of view, is his unapologetic advocacy for the personal. Indeed, the image of Yang Zhu that emerges from all the secondary references in the early texts,8 if we can put aside the partisan judgment in Mencius’s account, is that of an absolutist in his defense of personal integrity, physical and moral. This is contrary to the prevailing scholarly consensus about Yang Zhu, which portrays him as an ethical egoist (e.g., Kushner 1980; Van Norden 2007, 206).9

What is ethical egoism? Jesse Kalin defines it as “the position that a person ought, all things considered, to do an action if and only if that action is in his overall self-interest” (quoted in Van Norden 2007, 186). According to Kim-Chong Chong, “The main issues concerning ethical egoism are whether it is rational and whether it can be called a moral or ethical principle at all” (Chong 2003, 241). Therefore, much of the discussion about Yang Zhu’s ethical egoism has to do with whether as a moral principle it is rational or coherent (e.g., Kushner 1980; Van Norden 2007). However, the characterization of Yang Zhu as an ethical egoist is, to a large extent, the result of a contested translation of the famous passage about Yang Zhu in the Mencius:

楊子取為我，拔一毛而利天下，不為也。


Yangzi advocated for oneself. If he could benefit from receiving the whole world by pulling out one hair from his body, he would not do it. (Mencius 7A26, my trans.)



The disputation in interpreting this famous Mencius passage has to do with how to understand the word li 利 (benefit or profit) in the sentence 拔一毛而利天下. While most contemporary scholars interpret the sentence to mean “pulling out one hair to benefit the world,” there are also good reasons to understand the sentence as “pulling out one hair to benefit from the world.”10 If we follow the latter interpretation, this means that Yang Zhu was not really concerned with whether or not he should benefit the world through self-sacrifice, however minute or insignificant that sacrifice might be. Rather, his concern was about his own bodily integrity such that he would not sacrifice the minutest part of the body in order to benefits from the world, presumably to gain wealth, power, and fame.

Still, Graham thinks that Mencius had a point in labeling Yang Zhu a selfish egoist: “To refuse a throne may be seen, from one point of view, as a high-minded renunciation of a benefit to oneself; from another, as a selfish refusal to undertake responsibility for benefiting the people” (1985, 76). In other words, Mencius was highlighting the selfish implications in the Yangist teachings, at least from a Confucian perspective that tended to privilege public-mindedness.11 In Graham’s words, Yang Zhu “affirms what for Confucians and Mohists is a right to selfishness” (1985, 77), selfishness not in terms of harming others to benefit oneself, but rather in terms of minding one’s own business and not being burdened by public service.

Clearly, Yang Zhu’s commitment was the integrity of the self (wei wo 為我), echoing the portrayal of the Yangists as valuing the self (gui ji 貴己) in the Annals of Lü Buwei. In light of the Huainanzi’s summary of Yang Zhu’s teachings, i.e., “Keeping one’s nature intact, protecting one’s authenticity, not allowing things to entangle one’s body” (Liu 2010, 501, with revisions), we can see that the Yangist self is both physical and moral/spiritual. As Brindley puts it, “Yang Zhu idealized certain aspects of the self that help define its essence, whether material, spiritual, or both” (2010, 73). For this reason, Brindley prefers the label of “individualistic egoist” rather than selfish egoist (2010, 74) since Yang Zhu did not advocate the exploitation of public resources or goods to benefit the self but instead “value[d] the self (wo 我, ji 己) in terms of one’s personal, material-spiritual salvation” (2010, 74). For Brindley, “Yang Zhu was perhaps one of the first thinkers . . . to see xing and the self as a primary source of idealized individual agency and meaning” (2010, 74).12

However, John Emerson, in his discussion of Yang Zhu’s discovery of the body and its significance in early Chinese philosophy, tries to temper the eagerness to call Yang Zhu an individualist:


Yang did not liberate the “individual” from his obligations. What he did was to elevate private affairs (both family and personal) above public business. This was an enormous break with the past and it certainly might have been a step in the direction of individualism or liberalism, but in itself it had quite a different significance. (Emerson 1996, 550)



In other words, the Yangist “individualism” is not quite what individualism means in the modern conception. However, we do not have to take Yang Zhu to be a full-fledged individualist in the modern sense of the term in order to appreciate the uniqueness of his position among the early thinkers. His powerful pushback against the overwhelming demand of familial and political obligations and commitments that often called for self-sacrifice, as well as his unapologetic advocacy of an absolutist position on the integrity of the self, both physical and moral/spiritual, was historically significant in honoring and privileging the personal. Such an orientation toward the self would be appropriated by Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists for their own intellectual project.

The historical connection between Yang Zhu and Zhuangzi is an intriguing one. Graham suspects that at one time Zhuangzi might have been a Yangist but that he had a “crisis of conversion from Yangism” (Graham 1985, 79). This is the famous anecdote of Zhuangzi being traumatized when witnessing the chain of predatory relationships between a cicada, a mantis, a magpie, and Zhuangzi himself, as I have discussed earlier in this chapter. According to Graham, in this anecdote Zhuangzi “seems to be taking the first step away from the Yangist obsession with life and health of the body toward the reconciliation with death and with bodily mutilation that is so characteristic of his mature thought” (1985, 79). In fact, the mature Zhuangzi’s teaching “is the polar opposite of the Yangist ‘valuing self’ and . . . of any kind of individualism” (Graham 1985, 79).13

The major difference between Yang Zhu and Zhuangzi, summarized by Brindley, is the fact that


Yang Zhu valued the self as a material body that is spiritual and perhaps even sacred precisely because of its essential materiality and life-producing qualities. Zhuangzi, on the other hand, did not directly embrace the cult of bodily vitality. He wished for individuals to transcend their bodies and their materiality so as to embrace what he sometimes referred to as the spirit (shen 神) of the Dao, which should be understood in terms of an ethereal type of vitality. (Brindley 2010, 74)



This means that Zhuangzi’s philosophical preoccupation was on the personal, not so much on the individual.14 For the purpose of this chapter and the book more generally, I will take Zhuangzi and the Zhuangist position to be the defender of the personal, instead of the individual, given the highly charged nature of the terms “individual” and “individualism” in the modernist discourse.

As we will see in the following, Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists would vastly expand the Yangist imaginaire of the personal domain, focusing more on the moral and spiritual dimension of the personal while retaining the bodily aspect, and exploring a critical component of the personal within the intellectual space of early China, i.e., personal freedom. The Zhuangist freedom is comprehensive in its scope, covering the physical, epistemological, moral, political, and spiritual dimensions of the personal agent.

§4. Zhuangzi’s Redemption of the Heartmind as the Faculty of Personal Freedom

4.1. Zhuangzi’s Unease in the Confucianized Lifeworld

The Zhuangist metaphysics is not much different from the Confucian understanding that foregrounds relationality and change. However, the Confucians have a very different attitude toward the two elements in that the Confucians appeal to ritual in nurturing relationality and managing change. We have seen in earlier chapters that ritual constituted and regulated every fabric of the ancient Chinese lived world. As Yü Yingshi points out, since the Spring and Autumn period, ritual has come to represent the all-encompassing religious-political-moral order for the Chinese people (Yü 2014, 91). I call this ritually regulated and ritually constituted public as well as private space the early Chinese “lifeworld.” Such a lifeworld encompassed both physical and non-physical (mental as well as normative) space.

Zhuangzi was deeply troubled by ritual as the privileged way of dealing with relationality and change of the lifeworld. For him, ritual is both excessive and inadequate: it is excessive in that ritual is so all-encompassing that there is no room for the personal within the ritually constituted lifeworld wherein one can be left alone (無所逃於天下),15 and is hence suffocating; on the other hand, ritual is also grossly inadequate in that, instead of dealing with radical changes in the lifeworld, like death, head on, humans resort to building an elaborate arrangement around death so as to shield ourselves from the reality of change. The Confucians would, of course, disagree with the Zhuangist characterization of ritual, but their different perspectives on ritual are precisely what makes Zhuangzi distinct or even subversive to the normative Confucian worldview.

Zhuangzi’s effort in the midst of pervasive relationality and change was to create space wherein one can enjoy a high degree of autonomy and independence. For such a purpose, he took on the familiar notion of heartmind (xin 心) and dismissed the discussions on the heartmind during the classical period as distorting and degrading. As we have seen earlier in this book, the heartmind had already been taken over by the Confucians who populate it with moral categories such that the heartmind has become the locus of the Confucian moral cultivation. As such the Confucian heartmind is too deeply entangled in the ritually constituted lifeworld from Zhuangzi’s perspective. What he needed was a far more radical form of the heartmind that is not beholden to ritual norms with their underlying principle of humaneness and benevolence. In so doing, Zhuangzi attempted to redeem the heartmind from being the faculty of the Confucian moral cultivation to being the faculty of personal freedom.

In this connection, I argue that the most significant aspect in the Zhuangist reformulation of the heartmind is the radical separation of the inner world (heartmind) from the ritually constituted lifeworld because for Zhuangzi the two follow different norms. By contrast, the Confucian inward turn is primarily the internalization of the external ritual norms and the deliberation of the inner sources of such norms. As we have seen in the chapter on the Analects, the reconceptualization of ren by Confucius is an effort to ground li in Confucius’s moral-political project. We have also discussed Mencius’s effort to link the heartmind with Heaven (知性知心知天), even though it moralizes the heartmind in lieu of its connection to our moral nature (性 and 天) and diminishes any boundary between the inner and the outer worlds. We can also recall our earlier discussion of the Confucian paradigm of XQZP which explicitly links the personal, the familial, and the political domains. The assumption underlying this paradigm is the continuity and commensurability among those domains such that what is applicable in one domain is also applicable to the others. As we have seen in our discussion of the Shun narrative in the Mencius, this continuity and commensurability are implicitly questioned in the more radical strand of the Mencian rumination, even though the normative Mencius still hopes to maintain such a paradigm. We have also discussed in Chapter 3 that Laozi already critiques the Confucian advocacy for the internalization of sociopolitical norms for the latter’s universalist project.

What we observe here is that Zhuangzi launched an even more direct challenge to the XQZP paradigm in rejecting continuity between the heartmind and the other domains. For Zhuangzi, forcing the heartmind to follow the ritual norms that govern the lifeworld which lies at the core of the Confucian moral cultivation, embedded in the XQZP paradigm, does grave harm to the heartmind. From Zhuangzi’s perspective, it is rather tragic that Confucius, by the age of seventy, has completely internalized ritual norms such that he can follow his heartmind’s desire without overstepping the boundary of what is right as dictated by those ritual norms (Analects 2.4), since such a heartmind has utterly lost its authenticity and has been completely taken over by human artifices. For Zhuangzi, the heartmind should be left in its original carefree state such that it can explore what is authentic to itself without being overwhelmed by conventional norms. That is, whereas the Confucians see a continuity between the inner world of the heartmind and the outer world of ritual, the Zhuangists see a break between the two as they follow radically different norms and are motivated by different drives.

Since Zhuangzi rejected ritual as the guide of the heartmind, he needed a different source that is not coterminous with the ritually constituted lifeworld, as is the case with the Confucian heartmind. He found what he was looking for in the notion of Dao. In the text, Zhuangzi tries to redeem the heartmind, attuning it to the Dao, so that it can be liberated from the ritually regulated lifeworld in the pursuit of personal freedom. In so doing, Zhuangzi repudiated the Confucian ideal of the ritually regulated heartmind and replaced it with the Dao-attuned heartmind. That is, in searching for the space of personal freedom, Zhuangzi sought to reconceptualize and reimagine the heartmind as a faculty that follows its Dao-endowed impulse for freedom before it is appropriated by the Confucians to ground the latter’s project of ordering the lifeworld through ritual norms.

In fact, the Zhuangist separation of the Dao-attuned heartmind from the dominant values of the ancient Chinese lifeworld, dictated by concerns for humaneness and justice, was so thorough that personal freedom, belonging to the former, was understood by many in pre-modern China to be socially and politically useless, irrelevant, or even destabilizing. Indeed, for Zhuangzi, personal freedom and ritual-based ethical norms were fundamentally incommensurable. Later in this chapter we will see Zhuangzi’s struggle between the two domains, as well as some intriguing Zhuangist solutions in such an effort. Whereas the Confucians are preoccupied with the imperative of humaneness and the Mohists with justice, the Zhuangists are resisting such an all-pervasive understanding of moral-political norms which are fundamentally relational in nature. Instead, Zhuangists want to preserve a domain that is unregulated/undifferentiated (hundun 混沌) and open (tong 通) wherein one can roam freely (you 遊).

Zhuangzi’s effort to redeem the heartmind as the faculty of personal freedom in his intellectual project can be seen in two respects: first, he dismissed the fixed (cheng 成) heartmind as an organ of entanglement in the lifeworld that is not much different from other sense organs; second, he sought to redeem and recondition the heartmind through mental fasting so that the fasted (zhai 齋) or emptied (tenuous 虛) heartmind could be attuned to the Dao. Such a newly imagined heartmind becomes extraordinarily discerning and agile, and as we will see in the following, Zhuangzi’s effort to redeem and recondition the heartmind lies at the core of his project of personal freedom.

4.2. The Confucianized Heartmind and the Problem with Knowledge

Zhuangzi was rather conflicted in his attitude toward the heartmind. Confucius counted his ability, at the age of seventy, to follow his heartmind’s desire without overstepping the boundary of what is right (Analects 2.4) as the consummate achievement of a lifelong moral cultivation. Mencius further developed Confucius’s thought by taking the heartmind as the path to realizing one’s true moral nature and the Heaven (知心知性知天). Clearly the heartmind was a key notion in the Confucian moral discourse.

Zhuangzi treated the heartmind differently. His main problem with the Confucian heartmind was that it was too entangled in the lifeworld and the norms that govern it. However, the heartmind was too important a conceptual resource to be left entirely to the Confucians. Since the heartmind had already been taken over by the Confucian moral discourse, Zhuangzi hoped to redeem it for his own project of personal freedom. As part of such an effort, he deprived the (Confucianized) heartmind of its primacy by relegating it to an organ just like others. For example, in the Qi Wu Lun chapter, Zhuangzi says,


if you go by the completed heartmind and take it as your authority, who is without such an authority? Why should it be only the man who knows how things alternate and whose heartmind approves its own judgements—who has such an authority? The fool has one just as he has. For there to be “That’s it, that’s not” before they are formed in the heartmind would be to “go to Yüe today and have arrived yesterday.” This would be crediting with existence what has no existence; and if you do that even the daemonic Yü could not understand you, and how can you expect to be understood by me? (Graham trans. 2001, 51, with revision)



Here Zhuangzi explicitly takes on what he calls the completed or fixed heartmind (chengxin 成心). A completed heartmind is one that is already populated by moral categories. Those moral categories are the fabric of (moral) knowledge. For the Confucians, to nurture the heartmind’s ability to apply moral categories in dealing with the lifeworld lies at the core of moral cultivation, whereas for Zhuangzi dealing with a problem is not simply a matter of applying moral categories to a problematic situation since it entails a heartmind that is predetermined, hence closed and blind to the fluidity and nuances of a situation. Zhuangzi accuses such a fixed heartmind of committing tautology in that it already reaches the conclusion of the right (shi) and the wrong (fei) before actually examining situations in their concrete circumstances. “Going to Yüe today but having arrived yesterday” is a critique of moral tautology, arriving at a conclusion that is already presupposed without actually inquiring into the specificity of a given situation.

Furthermore, a morally fixed heartmind is oblivious to the fact that moral arguments are rarely, if ever, effective and that other dynamics and concerns are at play in a given situation which can be far more powerful than moral arguments. This is played out in the conversation between Yan Hui and Confucius wherein the latter is preparing the former before Yan Hui goes to the state of Wei to persuade its deviant lord to change his tyrannical ways. Yan Hui believes that his moral training has adequately equipped him with what it takes to accomplish the task, only to be discouraged by Confucius, who warns Yan Hui that he will accomplish nothing except putting his own life in harm’s way.

Moreover, Zhuangzi uses Confucius to criticize the Confucian teaching of moral persuasion that is not cognizant of the implicit motivation of the moral agent’s own name-seeking: “A good name, a great deed, tempt even the sage, and do you think you’re any better?” (Graham trans. 2001, 67). Still more, Yan Hui’s attempted course of action shows a lack of understanding of the moral recipient’s heartmind when receiving moral lessons: “He will stay obstinately as he is and refuse to reform, outwardly agreeing with you but inwardly insensible, and what’s the good of that?” (Graham trans. 2001, 68). This is especially the case for an all-powerful king who might not even have to pretend that he agrees with Yan Hui at all. As such, Yan Hui’s effort is doomed to fail.

For Zhuangzi, political activities require much more than moral motivation. They demand a high degree of awareness of one’s own possible ulterior motive, as well as a profound cognizance of the psychological dynamics of the moral recipient. That is, a moral recipient is most likely not receptive to being lectured to; for them, being persuaded can simply mean admission of their failing and defeat, especially if the moral recipient is a powerful ruler.

Then Yan Hui proposes what he calls “inwardly straight and outwardly bent” such that he would maintain his own dignity internally while conforming to the whims of the tyrant externally in order to influence the tyrant. Confucius summarily dismisses such a tactic as too much organizing and relying too much on the heartmind (Graham 2001, 68). This means that it requires too much calculation that would betray a lack of authenticity and spontaneity on Yan Hui’s part and that the tyrant would become suspicious of being manipulated. As a result, Yan Hui’s mission would end in failure, even jeopardizing his own life. Zhuangzi’s message is clear here, namely, a fixed heartmind that is populated with moral categories operated by calculation is incapable of dealing with the fluid and perilous world. We will come back to this story when we deal with Zhuangzi’s proposal to solve the problem of the fixed heartmind later in the chapter.

Zhuangzi’s problematizing the fixed heartmind echoes his skepticism toward knowledge more broadly. Similar to Laozi, Zhuangzi regularly expresses such skepticism, especially toward moral knowledge, in contrast with the Confucians. In Analects 2.17 Confucius famously says, “To recognize what you know as what you know, and recognize what you do not know as what you do not know: this is knowledge” (Slingerland’s trans. with revision). Here Confucius defines knowledge in terms of the ability to distinguish between knowing and not knowing. Importantly, for our purpose here, Confucius regards ignorance as a possible object of knowledge and anchors both knowledge and ignorance in knowing. By contrast, Zhuangzi rejects the possibility that ignorance can be the object of knowledge, because we have no way of knowing what we do not know.16 The difference between the Confucian and the Zhuangist attitudes toward the primacy of ignorance versus the primacy of knowing is fundamental in nature, pitting the ultimate non-knowing in Zhuangist thought against the ultimate knowing in the Confucian project.

In this connection, we find in the Qi Wu Lun Chapter this conversation between a Gaptooth (nie que 齧缺) and some Wang Ni:


Gaptooth put a question to Wang Ni.

“Would you know something of which all things agreed ‘That’s it’?”

“How would I know that?”

“Would you know what you did not know?”

“How would I know that”?

“Then does no thing know anything?”

“How would I know that? However, let me try to say it—How do I know that what I call knowing is not ignorance? How do I know that what I call ignorance is not knowing?” (Graham trans. 2001, 58)



Here Zhuangzi challenges the foundation of any knowledge claim. Even though the passage can be held up as evidence of Zhuangzi’s global skepticism toward any possibility of knowledge, it is actually followed by a pivot toward disparaging observations about the distinctions made or assumed within the Confucian moral framework. “As I see it, the sprouts of benevolence and rightness, the paths of ‘That’s it, that’s not’, are inextricably confused; how could I know how to discriminate between them?” (Graham trans. 2001, 58, revised). Therefore, Zhuangzi’s skepticism in this juncture should be interpreted more specifically as targeting the Confucian moralism which is clearly the primary target of the Zhuangist critique, rather than a sweeping claim about knowledge in general, even though a skepticism toward knowledge more broadly is implied.

Contemporary commentators of the Zhuangzi have tried several interpretative tropes to accommodate the different positions on knowledge represented in the text, given the multiple perspectives involved. Probably the most widely accepted hermeneutic framework in such an endeavor is the various iterations of the practical versus theoretical distinction. For example,


. . . Zhuangzi identifies two types of knowing—practical or skill knowing and theoretical or fact knowing. He celebrates practical knowing, which he associates with the Dao and with learned skills of action, but asserts that its value and power are, in principle, vitiated by the development of theoretical knowing. Practical knowing is portrayed as dynamic, responsive, and improvisatory, providing access to a natural world that is similarly dynamic and free of fixed rules. Theoretical knowing, by contrast, is rigid, unresponsive, and limited by its own arbitrary rules: it blinds us to the world around us that is not structured in any way expressible by theory. (Eno 1996, 127–128)



As attractive as this approach can be, we should note that Zhuangzi did not seem to have differentiated theoretical from moral knowledge or claims since theoretical knowledge as a distinct category did not appear to have entered Zhuangzi’s mind. There are very few instances of theoretical knowledge that fall outside the moral domain in the text. It is therefore useful to think of the Zhuangist skepticism toward knowledge as specifically targeting moral knowledge since that is Zhuangzi’s primary concern in any case. I would argue that the objective of the Zhuangist critique of moral knowledge is to promote a particular mode of cultivating the heartmind such that it retains its authenticity and freedom, which can easily be lost in the pursuit of moral knowledge.

4.3. Fasting the Heartmind and Attuning It to the Dao

David Nivison makes an insightful observation contrasting Zhuangzi and Mencius in their approaches to the cultivation of the heartmind:


In Mencius’s cultivation yi, dutifulness, “accumulates.” In Zhuangzi, it is dao, the Daoist “Way,” that “accumulates.” In Mencius, our qi is “starved” (nei 餒) if this “accumulating” doesn’t happen. Zhuangzi transvalues the image, making his cultivation itself a psychic “fast” (zhai 齋). (Nivison 1996, 129)



Indeed, for Zhuangzi, letting the Dao into the heartmind entails clearing out what is already in there, namely the moral categories that have occupied the heartmind and made it a closed or fixed one. Zhuangzi echoes Laozi’s dictum that “to practice learning is to accumulate everyday whereas to practice Dao is to discard everyday” (為學日益，為道日損) and turns Laozi’s discarding into his own idea of mental fasting. In the text, mental fasting is described as resulting in a heartmind that is tenuous, forgetting, mirror-like. It is important to note that these words should be understood as technical terms with specific denotations and connotations within the Zhuangist philosophy. Let us take a look at them one by one.

The most famous description of the Zhuangist ideal of the fasting of the heartmind (xinzhai 心齋) appears in the context of Confucius’s advice to Yan Hui as the latter is preparing himself before embarking on the dangerous trip to persuade a tyrant to change his ways in the episode we have seen previously. After dismissing Yan Hui’s misguided confidence in the power of moral persuasion and the clumsy tactic of outward bent and inward straight mentioned before, Confucius recommends the following:


Unify your attention. Rather than listen with the ear, listen with the heartmind. Rather than listen with the heartmind, listen with the energies. Listening stops at the ear, the heartmind at what tallies with the thought. As for ‘energy,’ it is the tenuous which waits to be roused by other things. Only the Way accumulates the tenuous. The attenuating is the fasting of the heartmind. (Graham trans. 2001, 68, with modifications)



As Alexus McLeod observes, “This is a radical rejection of the Confucian notion of personhood and moral agency altogether” (2012, 454). That is, “the Zhuangist’s answer to the Confucian argument that failing to develop one’s social nature in the right kind of project leaves one less than a person is that one should not be a person, understood as an entity whose moral agency is located in the self, rather than the dao” (McLeod 2012, 454). What is striking in this Zhuangzi passage is that he proposes a form of engagement with the world that goes beyond using one’s sense faculties or even the heartmind. Instead, he, through the mouth of Confucius, counsels dealing with the world through energy, or qi. In the classical Chinese worldview, qi is a form of energy whose various forms are constitutive of the psycho-somatic-physical world. As such, it connects the mental, the bodily, and the physical dimensions of our lifeworld subtly and invisibly such that a person’s ability to engage with the world through an exchange of qi is indicative of a heartmind that is attuned to the things in all their subtleties.

Slingerland provides a helpful detailed interpretation of what is involved in the fasting of the heartmind:


For Zhuangzi, what we get when we listen with our ears (doctrine) is not as valuable as what we get when we listen with our heart/mind (morality), and this thing we get through our heart/mind is still less valuable than what we get through listening with our qi. This is because the ears can get no deeper than the surface of words, and the heart/mind can get no deeper than coordinating things with words, whereas qi—being “tenuous”—is open to things-in-themselves, the patterned interrelationship of which constitutes the Dao. Zhuangzi feels we must “starve” the heart/mind that we have been given, purging it of the accumulated deposits of shifei distinctions that constitute language and conventional conceptions of righteousness, in order to create a clearing of tenuousness in which the Way will gather. (Slingerland 2003, 184)



Zhuangzi thinks that through the fasting of the heartmind, the fixed heartmind (chengxin) can be salvaged from its way of blindly following the socially sanctioned norms without understanding the efficacy of such norms under different circumstances. This means that the fasting of the heartmind clears away the pre-populated moral categories such that the latter no longer stands in the way of Dao coming to dwell in the emptied or cleansed heartmind. Consequently, the person’s heartmind is attuned to the Dao and one becomes the conduit for the Dao. This is in sharp contrast with the Confucianized heartmind:


The Confucian assumption, the Zhuangist holds, is that everyone accepts that the way to thrive as a human being is to develop identity and personhood, and to bring about a thriving society. The question is, according to the Confucians, not whether we should develop identity and engage in the project of self-cultivation attached to personhood, but rather how we should do so. The Zhuangist, however, challenges the view that we ought to do so, and it is just this that the Confucian has failed to make a case for in Book 18 or elsewhere in the Analects. The Zhuangist’s radical response is meant to undermine the entire basis for the Confucian person-building project. (McLeod 2012, 455, original italics)



McLeod argues that the Zhuangists questioned the value of becoming human at all (2012, 455) and that they either failed to notice or fully understand the Confucian moral personhood (2012, 456). This is an insightful observation with respect to the antithetical nature between the Zhuangist and the Confucian ideas of personhood. However, seeing from a Zhuangist perspective on personhood instead of assuming the normativity of the Confucian ideal, we can interpret the Zhuangist repudiation of the Confucian project not in terms of rejecting person-making per se but rather in terms of advocating a different kind of person-making. This Zhuangist person-making followed a radically different norm, i.e., the pursuit of personal freedom, rather than the project of humaneness/justice that was the very parameter of the mainstream classical Chinese philosophical debate, as I have been arguing throughout this book.

Importantly, fasting the heartmind to overcome the tautology of the closed heartmind is more than an epistemological breakthrough, which would have stayed in the realm of (moral) knowledge, but a cognitive breakthrough that includes an experiential component. In another famous conversation between Confucius and his favorite disciple, Yan Hui, the latter is describing the progress he is making in cultivation. Earlier steps of the cultivation involve forgetting ren (benevolence), yi (rightness), li (ritual, propriety), and yüe (music, harmony), all of which are cardinal Confucian values and virtues. Then Yan Hui reaches this state:


Drop the limbs and the body, dismiss auditory and visual perceptions, leave behind form and knowledge, and identify with the Great Attunement. This is called sitting in forgetfulness (zuo wang 坐忘). (my trans.)



Sitting in forgetfulness is touted as the last step in that process. Confucius is portrayed as being so impressed by Yan Hui’s accomplishment that he wants to be Yan Hui’s disciple! Forgetting and leaving behind the moral categories that have taken over the heartmind are promoted as the way to declutter the heartmind17 so as to open it up to the Dao. Such a breakthrough is characterized as identification with the Great Attunement (datong 大通).

What is the Great Attunement? It should be understood as the attunement to the Dao in terms of a breakthrough of ritual constraints. As I have examined earlier in the book, ritual is an elaborate system of behavioral and moral norms that regulated the ancient Chinese lifeworld. For the Confucians, ritual is the sage-invented, Heaven-sanctioned, and time-tested way of dealing with the capricious world of change and uncertainty through the nurturing of different kinds of relationships in the human society. Importantly, ritual in the Confucian framework is not limited to a set of bodily activities or practices; moreover, it also represents an order and a structure according to which the world should be organized, both sociopolitically and morally. In other words, the ritually structured world encompasses both the sociopolitical and the moral worlds wherein all humans dwell. Sociopolitically or externally, ritual represents the way different people should conduct themselves in various familial, social, and political interactions, based on a certain vertical and/or horizontal order of human relationships; morally or internally, ritual is constitutive of ethical norms to which our heartmind should conform. The all-encompassing nature of ritual in the Confucian worldview was the backdrop of Zhuangzi’s musing about the Great Attunement.

As I have pointed out in this chapter, Zhuangzi was a critic of, as well as a rebel against, the Confucian project. He appealed to the Dao as the source of freedom in order to break through the limiting and suffocating ritual norms of the lifeworld represented by the Confucian discourse while making a case for his own project. Dao is one of the most important, ubiquitous, and nebulous terms in the Chinese intellectual lexicon. It is as multivalent as ambiguous, depending on the textual and interpretative contexts. Its everyday meaning is simply “road,” but as a normative concept, it is usually translated as the Way. At times Dao also takes on a supernatural agent-like quality that enlivens the ultimate reality in the text.

The technical meanings of the Dao in the Zhuangzi, aside from its common meaning of “road,” can be summarized in the following three aspects. First, it refers to an undifferentiated reality that is the origin of the universe, echoing the Laoist formulation. In the Da Zong Shi 大宗師 Chapter, it is portrayed this way:


As for the Way, it is something real, something reliable, but does nothing, has no shape. It can be handed down but not taken as one’s own, can be grasped but not seen. Itself the trunk, itself the root, since before there was a heaven and an earth inherently from of old it is what it was. It hallows ghosts and hallows Lord on High, engenders heaven, engenders earth; it is farther than the utmost pole but is not reckoned high, it is under the six-wayoriented but is not reckoned deep, it was born before heaven and earth but is not reckoned long-lasting, it is elder to the most ancient but is not reckoned old. (Graham trans. 2001, 86, revised)



This Dao is both immanent to the world and transcendent of the world. It is immanent to the world such that it exists everywhere, however high or low, as it is spelled out in the Zhi Bei You (知北遊, Knowledge roams north) chapter, one of the Outer Chapters:


Dongguozi inquired of Zhuangzi.

“Where is it, that which we call the Way?”

“There is nowhere it is not.”

“Unallowable unless you specify.”

“It is in mole crickets and ants.”

“What, so low?”

“It is in the weeds of the rice fields.”

“What, still lower?”

“It is in tiles and shards.”

“What, worse than ever!”

“It is in shit and piss.”

Dongguozi did not reply. (Graham trans. 2001, 161, with modifications)



It is also a transcendence to the world in that it cannot be heard, seen or described. It is nameless and formless that begets name and form:


“The Way is inaudible,” said Neverbegan, “whatever you hear is something else. The Way is invisible, whatever you see is something else. The Way is ineffable, whatever you talk about is something else. Do you know that the shaper of shapes is unshaped? The Way does not fit a name.” (Graham trans. 2001, 163)



By positing the Dao as the source of the lifeworld, Zhuangzi laid claim to the source in order to reimagine an alternative way of being in the world wherein one can enjoy personal freedom without sacrificing one’s nature or jeopardizing one’s life.

Second, Dao refers to an astonishingly effective way of conducting a particular activity, whether governance, various professional crafts, or even nefarious activities like theft. Clearly this aspect of the Dao is morally neutral, neither for nor against moral considerations, as it only pertains to the efficacy of actions. This is where Zhuangzi departed sharply from the Confucians in that the latter placed their Dao squarely within the realm of morality, whereas Zhuangzi often questioned whether there is any real difference between self-proclaimed moralists and the morally nefarious ones since the moralists often lump the latter together with those who are opposed to their particular moral visions. Zhuangzi pushed the moralists’ stance toward their opponents to its logical conclusion by calling into question the very categories of right and wrong (shifei 是非) that are assumed in any moral system.

In so doing, Zhuangzi revealed that the real foundation of the prevailing moral discourse is not really about morality, but about power, echoing the Laoist sentiment with regard to morals:


Until the sages die the great robbers will not stop. Even if we had twice as many sages to bring order to the world, the result would be to double the benefit to Robber Zhi. If you institute pecks and bushels to measure things by, he’ll steal them and the pecks and bushels with them. If you institute scales to weigh things by, he’ll steal them and the scales with them. If you institute tallies and seals to guarantee things, he’ll steal them and the tallies and seals with them. If you institute benevolence and righteousness to bend things straight, he’ll steal them and benevolence and righteousness with them. How would we know that this is so? The man who steals a buckle is put to death, the man who steals a state becomes a prince, and at the gates of a prince you’ll see the benevolent and the dutiful. Then isn’t this stealing the benevolence and righteousness, the sagehood and wisdom? So the man who, succeeding as a great robber, wins the throne of a state, and steals benevolence and righteousness, and annexes the pecks and bushels, scales, tallies and seals for his own benefit, even the rewards of high-fronted carriage and cap of office cannot induce, the terror of the executioner’s axe cannot deter. This redoubling of the benefit to Robber Zhi which puts him beyond the reach of prohibitions is the fault of the sage. The sage is the sharpest tool of empire, he is not a means of bringing light to the empire. (Graham trans. 2001, 208, with revisions)



From this Zhuangist perspective, moral arguments only apply to ordinary folks, not to the powerful ones, since no monarchical ruler can possibly justify private ownership of the state and the problem of theft at such a grand scale. In other words, as Zhuangzi saw it, the prevailing political order is a grand theft at its most fundamental level, with moral discourse as mere decorations to conceal the fundamental immorality of the reigning political system as well as its political actors.

The third aspect of Dao connects the first two in that it hints at a majestic and yet mysteriously elusive super-agent behind extraordinary natural feats and the ultimate source of authenticity and efficacy. This is closely related to the first two aspects of the Dao in that the most effective way of performing an act is to find ways to channel the Dao as the real agent such that the act is performed effortlessly and efficaciously. The Dao as agent is characterized by its spontaneity wherein no obvious agency can be traced or attributed to: “when it is at an end, that of which you do not know what is so of it you call the ‘Way’ ” (Graham trans. 2001, 54). This Dao is a super-agent that is supremely effective in accomplishing any task without any obvious sign of strenuous effort.

The Zhuangist access to the Dao is called attunement (tong 通). The perfection of such an attunement is called Great Attunement (datong 大通).18 In the Ren Jian Shi 人間世 Chapter, Zhuangzi describes Great Attunement as reaching the very source of transformation:


Let the ears and eyes be attuned inwardly and knowledge be expelled from the heartmind, spirits would come to dwell, let alone human beings. This is where all things transform, where even Shun and Yü were stuck and even Fu Xi and Ji Qu were at their wits’ end, not to mention lesser people. (my translation)19



The source of transformation is also described as the axis of the Dao (dao shu 道樞). Zhuangzi discusses the “axis of the Dao” this way in the Qi Wu Lun Chapter:


What is It is also Other, what is Other is also It. There they say “That’s it, that’s not” from one point of view, here we say “That’s it, that’s not” from another point of view. Are there really It and Other? Or really no It and Other? Where neither It nor Other finds its opposite is called the axis of the Way. When once the axis is found at the center of the circle there is no limit to responding with either, on the one hand no limit to what is it, on the other no limit to what is not. Therefore I say: “The best means is Illumination.” (Graham trans. 2001, 53)



Here Zhuangzi is chastising the moral disputations between the Confucians and the Mohists for their narrow, rigid, and closed nature. For Zhuangzi, the narrowness and rigidity of their positions chain them to a particular perspective that prevents them from responding to situations more effectively. Zhuangzi appeals to the axis of the Dao as the self-generation of inexhaustible and effective responses to changing circumstances without committing to a course of action or principle a priori. To be attuned to the axis of the Dao is Zhuangzi’s way of overcoming the fixed heartmind exhibited by both the Confucians and the Mohists. As Steve Coutinho perceptively observes,


According to Zhuangzi, the Ruists and Mohists are blinkered by their petty concerns and thereby prevented from understanding what lies beyond. The frog that peers up from the bottom of the well takes the patch of ground beneath its feet to be the whole of the earth and the circle of light above its head to be the heavens. The unending expansiveness of heaven and earth, of space and time, is utterly beyond its comprehension. Zhuangzi uses the term “petty” xiao to describe the parochial attitude of those who seem incapable of judging anything except from their familiar perspectives, and whose conception of the value of life is limited to success as defined by their community. This is how Zhuangzi sees the sociopolitical daos of the Ruists and the Mohists, both represented in the first of the Inner Chapters by the little creatures who can comprehend nothing that lies beyond the narrow confines of their imaginations. (Coutinho 2014, 94)



The “pettiness” used to describe the Confucians and the Mohists can refer to the way their heartmind is confined and fixed to their respective moral categories. Such a fixed heartmind deliberates on a situation by relying on pre-populated categories, whereas for Zhuangzi the fasted heartmind illuminates a situation by maintaining its agility and openness.

An illuminating heartmind is like a mirror that reflects the world without any distortion. Mirror is a metaphor employed in the Zhuangzi to portray a heartmind that can reflect a situation in terms of the intricate particularities involved, without being clouded and blindsided by moral categories:


The utmost man uses the heart like a mirror; he does not escort things as they go or welcome them as they come, he responds and does not store. Therefore he is able to conquer other things without suffering a wound. (Graham trans. 2001, 98)



The fasted heartmind functions as a mirror that reflects the world without distortion and responds to its endless complexity and transformation effectively without preconception. A fasted heartmind does not store, whereas storage is the sign of a fixed and pre-populated heartmind that distorts our understanding of particular situations.

A mirror-like heartmind enables one to act by way of yinshi 因是, whereas a fixed heartmind acts by way of weishi 為是. The categories of yinshi and weishi were introduced by Zhuangzi to describe what is at stake in disputations. As Graham clarifies in the note to his translation,


“The ‘that’s it’ which deems” (wei shi): in disputation over whether an object fits the name ‘ox,’ the object is ‘deemed’ (wei) an ox by the judgement “That’s it” (shi). Zhuangzi allows the flexible “ ‘That’s it’ which goes by circumstance” (yin shi), but rejects absolutely the rigid “ ‘That’s it’ which deems.” (Graham 2001, 54, with revision)



In other words, weishi is the way the completed (cheng 成) heartmind operates, namely applying pre-committed moral categories to situations, and in so doing it imposes a particular perspective on the situation. By contrast, yinshi is the way the illuminating (ming 明) heartmind operates, namely discerning a situation in its complexity and nuances and responding to it with maximal openness and flexibility. Accordingly, the key difference between weishi and yinshi is that the former is dogged and imposing, whereas the latter is flexible and open. A fasted heartmind is one that is tenuous, non-attached, open, free of distortion and preconception. It is the conduit of the Dao, reflecting and responding to the world without being entangled in it.

Only such a heartmind can appreciate the vastness of the cosmos, unshackled by the pettiness of the human concerns and ways.


The contrast between pettiness, xiao 小, and vastness, da 大, signifies the fundamental shift of perspective that Zhuangzi recommends: an ever-expanding frame of reference beyond the limitations of the human toward the all-encompassing range of the cosmos. (Coutinho 2014, 93)



The vastness of the cosmos correlates with the vast openness of the inner space of a fasted heartmind, in sharp contrast with the narrowness and pettiness of the fixed heartmind and its correlate of the ritualized lifeworld. This vast and unshackled heartmind is the locus of personal freedom in the Zhuangzi.

The heartmind that can access the Dao is one that is free. In other words, personal freedom in the Zhuangzi has a heavenly registry. As Zhuangzi declares in the Ren Jian Shi 人間世 Chapter, “One who is of Heaven’s party knows that in the eyes of Heaven he is just as much a son as the Son of Heaven is” 與天為徒者，知天子之與己皆天之所子 (Graham trans. 2001, 68). This is an extraordinarily daring claim on Zhuangzi’s part. We have seen earlier in the book Confucius’s effort to wrestle the access to Heaven away from the rulers in his claim of the Mandate of Heaven. Here Zhuangzi continues such an individuation of the access to the transcendent Heaven, characteristic of the classical Chinese spiritual and intellectual ethos, as Yü Yingshi acutely observes (Yü 2014, 43). Indeed, we can even make the claim that a daemonic person (shenren 神人) who is attuned to (tong 通) the axis of the Dao (daoshu 道樞) in the Zhuangist framework is analogous to a sage (shengren 聖人) who understands (zhi 知) the Mandate of Heaven (tianming 天命) in the Confucian framework.

The Zhuangist redemption of the heartmind enables it to be attuned to the Dao. Such a heartmind illuminates the world with utmost openness and agility without distorting it. This redeemed heartmind would come to anchor the Zhuangist imaginaire of personal freedom as its faculty. Indeed, the epistemic openness and skillful responsiveness of such a heartmind would lay the ground for the Zhuangist conceptions of personal freedom, i.e., liberation from various entanglements and burdens, whether sociopolitical, moral, or technical, to which we turn in the following.

§5. Two Spaces of Personal Freedom in the Zhuangzi

The Zhuangist imaginaire of freedom can be understood in terms of two kinds of space, wherein the fasted heartmind can roam freely (you 遊). In its common usage, you simply means “to travel.” During the Warring States period, you is often used in youshi 游士, referring to those learned men who traveled among the states to persuade rulers to adopt their ideals of governance, i.e., the Confucians, the Mohists, the fajia thinkers, and others. The youshi also included those who hoped to convince rulers that the particular ways of securing alliances recommended by them were the most effective ways to secure the survival of the states involved (e.g., diplomats known as zongheng jia 縱橫家, the most famous or notorious of whom were Su Qin 蘇秦 and Zhang Yi 張儀), etc. However, in the Zhuangzi, the term you takes on a rather peculiar array of meanings and a special significance. Even though many of yous in the Zhuangzi can still be dubbed as travel, it is a travel of a spectacular kind. I will therefore treat such a usage of you as a technical Zhuangist term, rendered as roaming or navigating of the heartmind, in order to distinguish it from its common meaning of travel.

Two kinds of you are distinguished in the text: you within fang 方 and you without fang.20 Zhuangzi, through the mouth of Confucius, as often happens in the text, characterized Confucius’s effort as being confined within fang and portrayed the prototypical Zhuangist who lived away from the ritually constituted lifeworld as operating outside fang. Fang, translated as the lifeworld, is an important term in this connection. As Berkson observes,


There are at least two possible ways to understand fang here. The character can refer to a region or area; it can also refer to a prescription or plan for something. The reference in the passage can be to wandering within or outside either “the realm/domain/world” (Mair, Watson) or “the guidelines/structure” (Graham). Thus, there are a number of interpretive possibilities. The latter translation would suggest that the men are outside the bounds of the social structure, of normative behavior, while Kongzi operates within the structure. The former could mean, with a more “transcendent” reading, that they are moved by forces other than the worldly. The passage suggests that the men are able to move beyond conventional understandings of and approaches to life and death. They forget convention and (or perhaps, because) they forget themselves. (Berkson 2011, 198)



Indeed, we do find both physical and non-physical representations of fang in the text, as we will see in the following. Even though the characterization of the Zhuangist freedom as operating outside fang might be paradigmatic in the text, there are nevertheless many prominent cases wherein some impressive people exercise their personal freedom within fang.

Consequently, I will characterize the Zhuangist freedom as one that explores two kinds of space within and without the ritually regulated social-political-moral space, the Chinese lifeworld (fang). This means that the ritually constituted lifeworld encompasses both physical and non-physical (including mental and normative) space, and the space outside the lifeworld also covers both dimensions. Zhuangzi’s imaginaire of freedom explores rooms to navigate inside and outside such a lifeworld gracefully and effectively. Let us examine them one by one.

5.1. Freedom as Roaming at the Margin of the Lifeworld

Roaming at the margin of the lifeworld (fangwai), beyond the social-political-moral boundaries, is often regarded as the paradigmatic Zhuangist imaginaire of personal freedom. There are two kinds of fangwai space in the text, physical and non-physical (including the normative), sometimes intertwining and sometimes distinct from each other. We see many expressions of roaming in fangwai throughout the text, e.g., roaming between heaven and earth (you hu tiandi zhi yi qi 遊乎天地之一氣), into the infinite (you wuqiong 遊無窮), beyond the four seas (you hu sihai zhi wai 遊乎四海之外), beyond the dust and grime (you hu chen gou zhi wai) 遊乎塵垢之外), and so on. In fact, the inherited text of the Zhuangzi starts with a soaring image of the radical transformation of a giant fish into a giant bird, freely roaming to the limits of the lifeworld, opening up a vast vista that stretches the reaches of readers’ imaginations and jolting them to go beyond the confines of the limited and limiting daily norms.

This is the transcendent aspect of you that has been duly noted and celebrated by many commentators. As Eske Møllgaard observes,


Zhuangzi’s experience of wandering (you 遊), which is his spiritual exercise par excellence, is precisely this experience of being moved by Heaven. Wandering is not a technique or a method, but the simple release of human life into its pure coming-into-being, which is the inner experience of being engendered by Heaven. . . . For Zhuangzi uses the term you (wandering) in a very precise sense that can only be understood against the background of Zhuangzi’s crucial distinction between human life (renzhisheng 人之生) and the life of Heaven (tianzhisheng 天之生). Human life is engendered by Heaven, but usually we are so immersed in human life that we have no sense of being engendered by Heaven. Wandering (you) happens when we do experience ourselves as being engendered by Heaven and experience a freedom and joy that is not found within the confines of human life. Far from simply going along with the flow of things and the events of human life, which is precisely what prevents us from experiencing the life of Heaven, the person who is wandering is liberated from things. (Møllgaard 2007, 21–22)



Indeed, much of the intellectual attraction of the Zhuangzi to the educated elite in Chinese history,21 as well as its lure to many Western readers, can very well be attributed to the rich repertoire of such fantastic imaginations of roaming that can be found throughout the text wherein a person is free to wander beyond the various worldly entanglements, burdens, and boundaries.

The context within which the term fangwai appears is rather instructive and has important implications on the Zhuangist imaginaire of freedom. In the Da Zong Shi Chapter, one of the Inner Chapters, Confucius asks one of his disciples, Zi Gong, to inquire about the funeral arrangement of a Master Sanghu who recently has died. However, Zi Gong is roundly mocked by Sanghu’s friends. A puzzled Zi Gong turns to Confucius for guidance:


What men are these? The decencies of conduct are nothing to them, they treat the very bones of their bodies as outside them. They sing with the corpse right there at their feet, and not a change in the look on their faces. I have no words to name them. What men are these? (Graham trans. 2001, 89)



Zi Gong is clearly disturbed by the extraordinary detachment and indeed uncouthness Sanghu’s friends display toward their friends’ remains, as it offends Zi Gong’s Confucian sensitivity toward the ritual order that governs how a funeral is to be performed properly. Upon hearing from Zi Gong, Confucius sighs, offering his confused disciple an explanation that has been used to frame the Zhuangist intellectual and spiritual orientation in contrast with the Confucian one:


“They are the sort that roams beyond the guidelines (fangwai),” said Confucius. “I am the sort that roams within the guidelines (fangnei). Beyond and within have nothing in common, and to send you to mourn was stupid on my part. They are at the stage of being fellow men with the maker of things, and go roaming in the single breath that breathes through heaven and earth. They think of life as an obstinate wart or a dangling wen, of death as bursting the boil or letting the pus. How should such men as that know death from life, before from after? They borrow right-of-way through the things which are different but put up for the night in that body which is the same. Self-forgetful right down to the liver and the gall, leaving behind their own ears and eyes, they turn start and end back to front; and know no beginning-point or standard. Heedlessly they go roving beyond the dust and grime, go rambling through the lore in which there’s nothing to do. How could they be finicky about the rites of common custom, on watch for the inquisitive eyes and ears of the vulgar?” (Graham trans. 2001, 89–90)



Here we see the appearance of two critical terms, fangwai and fangnei, in the Zhuangzi. It is significant that these two terms appear within the context of discussing funeral ritual between the Confucians and the Zhuangists.

As we have seen previously, death represents a grave moment wherein chaos can ensue due to such a radical rupture of the lifeworld. Ritual responds to such a disruption by carefully choreographing a set of rules that can help mourners cope with the devastating loss of a loved one. However, as we have seen previously, for Zhuangzi, such an elaborate and compulsive observance of death ritual is both excessive and inadequate. The Zhuangist attitude toward death breaks all ritual norms of the lifeworld forcefully advocated and guarded by the Confucians. For Zhuangzi, the Confucian approach prescribes a problematic framework to interpret life and death (e.g., the funeral ritual) that interferes with the ceaseless natural transformations.

Violating the funeral ritual is a blasphemy to the Confucian normative order constituted by ritual, but for Zhuangzi the normative Confucian response to death is rather misguided in that the latter focuses too much on the survivors and the prescriptions to them in dealing with the death of a beloved family member. That is, instead of seeing death as a loss, essentially from the perspective of those left behind by the departed, Zhuangzi approaches death from the perspective of the dying and imagines what it might be like to be the one who is going through the process of death and transitioning into the world beyond, powerfully demonstrated in the following passage:


That hugest of clumps of soil loaded me with a body, had me toiling through a life, eased me with old age, rests me with death; therefore that I found it good to live is the very reason why I find it good to die. If today a master swordsmith were smelting metal, and the metal should jump up and say “I insist on being made into an Excalibur,” the swordsmith would surely think it metal with a curse on it. If now having once happened on the shape of a man, I were to say “I’ll be a man, nothing but a man,” he that fashions and transforms us would surely think me a baleful son of man. Now if once and for all I think of heaven and earth as a vast foundry, and the fashioner and transformer as the master smith, wherever I am going why should I object? I’ll fall into a sound sleep and wake up fresh. (Graham trans. 2001, 88–89)



What we do not find in such a Zhuangist deliberation on death is its familial, social, political, and moral aspects which dominated the Confucian approach. Rather, Zhuangzi focused singularly on the dying person, with incredible detachment and sometimes even in a celebratory tone. This explains the rather extraordinary scene in the Da Zong Shi Chapter where we find a Mr. Lai on his deathbed. His friend, a Mr. Li, admonishes Lai’s family, who are bewailing his impending death, against disturbing Lai as he is going through the radical transformation (wu da hua 無怛化). Instead, Li leans against the door and talks to his dying friend about death. The Zhuangist attitude toward a dying loved one is to stay out of the way, and not to focus on emotional demonstration, or even indulgence at times, of the survivors. Li’s approach to his friend Lai’s death is to be with the dying person without disturbing the person who is going through such a difficult process. The non-interventionist attitude toward death is a sharp contrast with the Confucian interventionist approach via carefully scripted ritual arrangements.

Zhuangzi, through the mouth of Confucius, frames such an approach to death as operating outside the normative space of the ritual-constituted lifeworld (fangwai) and contrasts it with the Confucian tenets and practices that are squarely within the lifeworld governed by its ritual norms (fangnei). To the Confucians, for whom ritual norms reign supreme, the Zhuangist rejection is both puzzling and blasphemous, as shown in Zi Gong’s reaction. However, it is important to observe that Confucius, either in the Zhuangzi or in the Analects, has demonstrated profound respect and deep understanding, even appreciation, of those who wander at the margin of the lifeworld and discard the social and moral norms Confucius himself adamantly defends. The Zhuangists understand themselves to have a “higher” calling, as it were. It is to be aligned with the Dao that transcends the ritual norms of the lifeworld. This is normative and non-physical space of fangwai.

In addition to the normative and non-physical dimension of fangwai, there are also many references in the Zhuangzi to a kind of fangwai that is more physical in nature. The paradigmatic representations of those who are in attuned with the Dao beyond the norms of the lifeworld in the Zhuangzi are often those who live in the wilderness at the margin of the lifeworld, e.g., hermits.22 In fact, the Zhuangzi contains the most extensive collection of the lives of hermits, real or imagined, in early China.23 The ideal or idealized space for Chinese hermits is the natural world or an abode close to nature, either in the mountains or on the river (shan shui 山水), common subjects in traditional Chinese paintings. We can find both settings in the Zhuangzi. Clearly, nature is both physical and normative for the Zhuangists.

In the Xiaoyao You Chapter, we see a rather detailed depiction of a daemonic man, a mountain dweller:


In the mountains of far-off Ku-yi there lives a daemonic man, whose skin and flesh are like ice and snow, who is gentle as a virgin. He does not eat the five grains but sucks in the wind and drinks the dew; he rides the vapour of clouds, yokes flying dragons to his chariot, and roams beyond the four seas. When his spirit is concentrated, it keeps creatures free from plagues and makes the grain ripen every year. (Graham trans. 2001, 46)24



Zhuangzi is portraying a daemonic person (shenren 神人) in terms of images that are full of symbolism: he resides in a mountain, symbolizing loftiness; the distance with such a world (far-off) captures his disentangled state of being; his skin is like ice and snow, suggesting coolness and detachment; his gentleness and virgin-like state point to his purity and untainted existence away from the lifeworld; his sucking in the wind and drinking the dew instead of eating five grains demonstrates his unworldly existence; his ability to roam beyond the four seas represents his unconfined existence that is not limited by space; his concentrated spirit providing a protection of the world gives us a glimpse of his supernatural spiritual potency. This daemonic person dwells in a faraway mountain, a fangwai physical space, untainted by worldly entanglements.

“The Old Fisherman,” one of the Outer Chapters, provides another example of those who live outside the physical space of the lifeworld. This time it is someone who lives on the river, the other idealized space for the hermitic abode in China. Given the rather sophisticated literary and almost cinematographic quality of the writing, unusual among the entire Zhuangzi corpus, contemporary scholarship considers it a later addition to the text. The central theme of this chapter is to extol the virtue of zhen 真, genuineness or authenticity. Here we see a vivid portrayal of an encounter between a hermit, the old fisherman, and Confucius, with the former lecturing the latter about genuineness or authenticity and critiquing the stifling impact of ritual. The old fisherman touts the virtue of genuineness, which is put in sharp contrast with codified ritual behaviors:


The rites are what the custom of the times has established. The genuine is the means by which we draw upon Heaven, it is spontaneous and irreplaceable. Therefore the sage, taking Heaven as his model, values the genuine and is untrammeled by custom. The fool does the opposite; incapable of taking Heaven as his model he frets about man, ignorant of how to value the genuine he timidly lets himself be altered by custom, and so is an unsatisfied man. What a pity you were steeped so soon in man’s artificialities, and are so late in hearing the greatest Way! (Graham trans. 2001, 252)



Zhuangzi commends the virtues of genuineness, spontaneity, and naturalness as expressions of freedom that is untrammeled by customs. The natural genuineness has a power to move people without resorting to coercion, unlike ritual which can coerce people’s behaviors and self-expressions. In other words, in the fisherman’s discussion the natural is set up as the contrast with ritual in representing different ways the world is organized, both inner and outer, with genuineness as the expression of the natural and coercion as the expression of ritual:


When it is applied to relations between men, in service within the family the son is filial and the father compassionate, in service within the state the minister is loyal and the lord just, in a wine-feast you enjoy, in mourning you grieve. What matters in being loyal or just is that you do fulfill the charge, in a wine-feast that you do enjoy, in mourning that you do grieve, in serving parents that you do please them. To the glory of fulfilling the charge you can pick your own route; in serving parents, if you do please them they won’t raise difficulties about how you did it; in the wine-feast, if you do enjoy you won’t be finicky about the cups; in mourning, if you do grieve no one quibbles about the rite. (Graham trans. 2001, 251–252)



What is intriguing is that the Zhuangist message here does not actually dispute the goals of the Confucian moral discourse, but rather questions the artificiality created by the Confucian norms that prevents the spontaneous expressions of genuineness and authenticity. Put differently, the Zhuangist critique is that forced or unnatural behaviors, codified by rituals and customs, suffocate the expression of genuineness. The old fisherman, clearly speaking as a Zhuangist spokesperson, dwells outside the ritually constituted lifeworld and critiques such a world from the outside. He constantly resorts to Heaven or nature, a standard Zhuangist trope that anchors his project, as a way to break through the thickets of ritual codifications that warp the genuine expressions of human emotions. Any codification to impose the ought onto various human activities is superfluous and artificial, distorting the natural endowment and expression of a person’s sentiments.

Therefore, fangwai, both as a physical space of nature and as a normative space of personal freedom, represents a repudiation of the social-political-moral norms accumulated and sedimented over generations of ritual practices. As we have learned earlier, the Confucians resort to ritual to regulate relationalities and to manage change, in constructing the Chinese lifeworld. Whereas for the Confucians, ritual shapes and acculturates a particular kind of disposition, worldview, and behavior in the making of a ritual agent as well as a ritualized lifeworld, Zhuangzi resists that very ritualization of the lifeworld, ridiculing the mind-numbing ritual norms and dismissing the ossification of genuine dispositions into dogmatic moralization.

At its core, the Zhuangist freedom is an attempt to challenge the centrality of ritualized lifeworld that most Chinese intellectuals embrace (the Mohists reject the more elaborate and excessive aspect of such a ritualized world without necessarily objecting to the underlying principles) and the norms that govern such a world. In fact, the Warring States period was an extremely rare period in Chinese history, wherein the established ritual norms were and could be openly challenged. This explains Confucius’s lamentation of the collapse of ritual and music during his lifetime, which would progressively get worse for the rest of the classical period. The Zhuangist vision represented one of the most potent, if ultimately futile, challenges to the normative ritual order and the lifeworld that was constituted by such an order, while offering Chinese intellectuals an alluring alternative to the dominant political and intellectual imaginaire. Such a vision is deeply subversive of the normative order constituted by ritual.

However, freedom at fangwai does not encompass all of the Zhuangist imaginaire of personal freedom. In fact, some of the most compelling and fascinating descriptions of personal freedom are cases wherein a person is operating within the restricted space of ritualized lifeworld and its normative boundaries. Let us take a closer look.

5.2. Freedom as Roaming within the Lifeworld

Despite the apparent prominence of freedom as roaming outside the lifeworld in the Zhuangzi, there is an equally important formulation of personal freedom that accepts the boundaries as inevitable and inescapable and seeks ways to navigate life within those boundaries. This is the second kind of you, roaming within the confines of ritualized lifeworld (fangnei 方內). This aspect of the Zhuangist freedom represents “the freedom that roams in between constraints” (Cook 1997, 540, original italics). It is subtler, though no less compelling, in the text.

In this connection we find Zhuangzi, in the Ren Jian Shi Chapter, somewhat uncharacteristically as Graham observes (2001, 71), talking in some length about obligation to the parents and duty to the ruler. Through the mouth of Confucius, Zhuangzi lays out two constraints for living in the world, namely destiny (ming, 命) and duty (yi, 義). The former refers to one’s filial love of one’s parents and the latter a minister’s service to his lord. According to Zhuangzi, there is no escape from these two supreme constraints (無所逃於天地之間，是之謂大戒). This means that for a Zhuangist these two constraints constitute the ultimate limiting condition for living in the lifeworld. One can leave behind other norms and boundaries, except these two. Such a stipulation limits the subversiveness of the Zhuangist vision of personal freedom, as we have just seen. This reflects Zhuangzi’s struggle with the ritual-constituted lifeworld whose norms are governed by the expected commitment to filial piety as well as the political obligation of serving the state. Interestingly, though, there is very little discussion of filial love in the text, whereas there is significant effort devoted to the topic of serving the state. This suggests that for Zhuangzi serving the state is much more problematic, whereas one’s filial love of parents is less so.

However, the Zhuangist you within the lifeworld should not be equivocated with the Confucian approach, despite the fact that, as we have seen previously, it is Confucius in the Zhuangzi who proposes the fangwai and fangnei differentiation and claims fangnei to himself while leaving fangwai to the Zhuangists. In other words, Zhuangzi’s roaming within fangnei is not the same as the Confucian way, even though both are operative in the lifeworld. The celebrated story of a butcher, Cook Ding (paoding 庖丁), in the Yangsheng Zhu 養生主 Chapter, offers the most illuminating example of the distinct Zhuangist you within the lifeworld in its portrayal of the butcher’s supremely attuned senses and daemonically guided actions when roaming between the constraints within an ox. There Cook Ding is depicted as performing a fantastic feat of untangling the massively intricate body of an ox (jie niu 解牛):


Cook Ding was cutting up an ox for Lord Wenhui. At every touch of his hand, every heave of his shoulder, every move of his feet, every thrust of his knee—zip! zoop! He slithered the knife along with a zing, and all was in perfect rhythm, as though he were performing the dance of the Mulberry Grove or keeping time to the Jingshou music. (Watson trans. 2013, 19)



As Burton Watson points out in the note to his translation, “The Mulberry Grove is identified as a rain dance from the time of King Tang of the Shang dynasty, and the Jingshou music, as part of a longer composition from the time of Yao” (2013, 19). This means that Cook Ding’s performance is conducted within the context of a carefully prescribed state ritual, a highly confining occasion, with the lord present. What makes the story so striking is precisely Cook Ding’s amazing ability to navigate gracefully within the confine of the highly scripted ritual occasion. He puts on an exquisite performance, hitting all the right notes, while smoothly cutting open the body of an ox without hacking his way through.

Cook Ding explains to the awestruck lord that he is actually interested in the Dao which is beyond skill. He describes the different stages of learning the butchery craft in terms of different perceptions that become available to him as a result of the deepening knowledge of the ox. At the beginning, he sees the whole ox, unable to cope with the intricacy of the complex bodily structure; gradually he is able to discern bone and muscle patterns, which makes his work easier as he can follow along those patterns without having to constantly hack his way through, as he had to at the beginning; eventually he discovers that there are actually paths inside the ox, even though they are normally invisible. The butcher describes how the discovery of such paths enables him to run the chopper more gracefully and effectively: “At that joint there is an interval, and the chopper’s edge has no thickness; if you insert what has no thickness where there is an interval, then, what more could you ask, of course there is ample room to move the edge about” (Graham trans. 2001, 64).

What is extraordinary in the preceding description is Cook Ding’s discernment of an interval in a joint (you jian 有間) and his realization of thicklessness of his chopper’s edge (wu hou 無厚). Neither is apparent from the ordinary perspective. Clearly in the butcher’s long years of practice, his perception of the ox has been transformed such that the intervals of the ox’s joints are brought into the open, enabling him to run his chopper through the intervals as if the chopper’s edge had no thickness. Cook Ding’s extraordinary discernment is clearly a case of expert cognition in contemporary parlance.

The ox is a metaphor for the intricacy and complexity of the ritually constituted lifeworld. This should be clear from the ritual occasion of Cook Ding’s performance pointed out earlier. It also explains the lesson, on how to nurture life, learned by Lord Wenhui from the butcher’s performance and explanation. The bones and joints symbolize the rules and norms of the lifeworld that should not be violated while the butcher qua chopper is a ritual agent. A Zhuangist daemonic person can find the path of least or no resistance in accomplishing what s/he sets out to do when navigating the lifeworld, similar to the butcher who can discern a space between joints when running his chopper. Such a person can roam the lifeworld without having to force their way through, by exploring routes and ways invisible and unavailable to the undiscerning. Zhuangzi calls this state, wherein a daemonic person finds the path of no or little resistance, “the Great Attunement,” “the Great Thoroughfare,” or “the Great Openness,” mentioned earlier in the chapter. As Slingerland points out, “The freedom that Zhuangzi advocates is a freedom to act properly in response to a given situation, and thus represents a subtle combination of freedom and constraint” (2003, 206, original italics). Indeed, this is the kind of freedom within the constraint of the ritually constituted lifeworld and its norms.

What is especially noteworthy is the fact that Lord Wenhui admits he has learned from a lowly butcher’s explanation of his craft. Here Cook Ding is portrayed as someone who has completely mastered the intricacies of ritual performance while finding ways to avoid being injured by the ritually regulated lifeworld. The fact that this comes from a lowly butcher again points to the Zhuangist ideal of personal freedom that is rather subversive of the hierarchy embedded in the lifeworld and the norms it embodies.

Another case of roaming within boundaries is found in the expression 遊其樊, which means “roaming free inside his (the king’s) cage.” This is a much more perilous form of navigating one’s way within the lifeworld, given the vast imbalance of power between the two parties involved and the extreme restrictions encountered. The larger context of this is a discussion on how a Zhuangist sage can bring his wayward ruler closer to the Way, in a conversation between Yan Hui and Confucius before Yan Hui embarks on the trip to persuade the lord of Wei to change his tyrannical ways. As I have discussed at some length previously, Confucius proposes the fasting of the heartmind to help Yan Hui prepare himself. As Graham points out, Zhuangzi is making an observation that “it is easy to withdraw from the world as a hermit, hard to remain above the world while living in it” (2001, 69). This is precisely the kind of roaming that takes place within the boundaries of the lifeworld without being bound by them, as opposed to transcending such boundaries which is paradigmatic in the Zhuangist thought, as we have seen earlier.

However, Zhuangzi is clearly struggling with the idea of freedom within the confines of the ritually constituted lifeworld. In the Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 Chapter, he recommends that we should “Forget the years, forget duty, be shaken into motion by the limitless, and so find things their lodging-places in the limitless” (Graham trans. 2001, 60). This advice is offered in the context of discussing how to settle a disputation and adjudicate various alternatives. Here Zhuangzi does not set any limiting condition for living freely, including the duty to one’s lord, and instead advocates leaving it behind, in contradiction to the passage in the Ren Jian Shi 人間世 Chapter, as we saw previously. Here is a case of the intrusion of the ever-present paradigmatic Zhuangist impulse to leave the lifeworld and its restrictive and often perilous norms behind, clearly as a demonstration of his frustration with the lifeworld.

Such a rejection of the duty of serving the state is even more pronounced in some of the Outer Chapters. The most famous example can be found in the “Autumn floods” 秋水 Chapter wherein Zhuangzi compares someone who serves the state to an enshrined dead tortoise and asks the king’s two emissaries: “Would this tortoise rather be dead, to be honored as preserved bones? Or would it rather be alive and dragging its tail in the mud?” (Graham trans. 2001, 122). Once the two emissaries reply that the tortoise would prefer the latter, Zhuangzi demands that they leave him alone, “Away with you! I shall drag my tail in the mud” (Graham trans. 2001, 122). Essentially, on such occasions the Zhuangzi resorts to fangwai as the way to escape from fangnei obligations, more aligned with the sentiment to leave all such sociopolitical obligations behind (wang yi) in disregard of the Zhuangist dictum about the two inescapables in the lifeworld, one of which is the obligation to serving one’s lord. I do not think the tension between these two kinds of you 遊 is satisfactorily resolved within the text.

The call to forget years and obligations touches another motif in the Zhuangist freedom within the lifeworld. This is the theme of forgetting (wang 忘) that is prominent in the Zhuangzi. We have already seen its usage in connection with sitting (zuo wang) in describing a rarified state of self-cultivation wherein the everyday cognition drops away and the daemonic comes in. Wang also has a social aspect. The social expression of such a freedom is understood in the Zhuangzi as one wherein everybody is no longer consciously upholding morals and values. Instead, they just forget each other and let each other be.

The most famous instance of forgetting in a social context is found in the passage, examined previously in this chapter, about fish being better off forgetting one another, instead of spitting moisture at each other to stay alive. There Zhuangzi pronounces, ironically and playfully, through the mouth of Confucius on the spuriousness of morals and values. That is, just like fish being better off forgetting one another in the Yangzi River, people should forget one another in the Dao. Commentators usually interpret the Zhuangist forgetting as the manifestation of an un-self-aware spontaneity, a consummate virtue in classical Chinese thought that is key to the idea of personal freedom in the Zhuangzi. However, such an interpretation underappreciates the social and political aspects of the idea of wang. Socially it can be interpreted as leaving each other alone or letting each other be. Such an interpretation is supported by the use of wang in the peculiar Zhuangist discourse on friendship.

The Da Zong Shi 大宗師 Chapter describes an interesting group of friends, Zi Sanghu 子桑戶, Meng Zifan 孟子反, and Zi Qinzhang 子琴張, whose take on friendship is rather unusual, to say the least:


“Which of us can be with where there is no being with, be for where there is no being for? Which of us are able to climb the sky and roam the mists and go whirling into the infinite, living forgetful of each other for ever and ever?”

The three men looked at each other and smiled, and none was reluctant in his heart. So they became friends. (Graham trans. 2001, 89, Graham’s italics)



What is striking here is the peculiar and unusual way the ideal Zhuangist friendship is depicted as friends forgetting each other and letting each other be who they want to be. Apparently, even friendly entanglement for Zhuangzi should be resisted and rejected.

As we have seen previously, relationality is one of the dominant features of the lifeworld (the other being change) which sets the boundaries for the Zhuangist freedom within the lifeworld. So far two relationships have been highlighted: relationships with one’s parents and with one’s lord. Both are hierarchical in nature. Even though Zhuangzi acknowledges the inescapability of these two relationships, they are hardly the ideal ones relished in the text. If the paradigm of ideal human relationality in the Confucian universe is family relationship, that in the Zhuangist universe is relationship between friends who are equal among themselves. Whereas the Confucians tend to reduce friendship to sibling relationship within a family, for Zhuangzi true friendship is a completely different category of relationship that is irreducibly sui generis. While Zhuangzi acknowledges, grudgingly, the inescapability of one’s relationship with one’s parents (ming) and one’s lord (yi), it is the relationship between like-minded friends that is celebrated in the text. For Zhuangzi, the best kind of friendship is one that lets each other be, free from the emotional and moral entanglements.

Zhuangzi’s friendship with Hui Shi is legendary in that Hui Shi is practically the only thinker Zhuangzi engages with in any sustained fashion, and many of the famous episodes of their encounters constitute the core appeal of the Zhuangzi, e.g., their delightful quibble over whether a person can know if a fish is happy or not. After Hui Shi dies, Zhuangzi laments that he has now lost his only partner with whom he can talk about things (Graham 2001, 124). Such an expression of lamentation has prompted some modern commentators to muse, quite sensibly, that Zhuangzi really should have been more embracing of emotional expressions of human relationships. However, we do not have to hold Zhuangzi to the view that somehow he is against any expression of sorrow, as some places in the text seem to suggest. Rather, we can understand the Zhuangist attitude toward sorrow as one that is not against sorrow per se, but rather against its excessive and scripted expressions or even attachment to sorrow that can interfere with the process of transformation.

At times Zhuangzi elevates friendship even above the sacrosanct familial relationship.25 This is clearly exemplified in the way Mr. Li talks to Mr. Lai’s family when Mr. Lai is on the verge of death and in Zhuangzi’s lamentation over the death of Hui Shi. When Mr. Lai is on the verge of death and his wife and children are bewailing him, Mr. Li warns them, “Don’t startle him while he transforms” wu da hua 無怛化 (Graham 2001, 88). In such a case, Mr. Lai’s family is clearly observing the scripted ritual of sending off a dying family member, but Mr. Li speaks to Mr. Lai’s family with a sense of authority, implying that the family members do not truly understand Mr. Lai and that their bewailing actually impedes the natural transformation Mr. Lai is undergoing.

In many ways, letting each other be (as friends, instead of as family members) is a core Zhuangist social value, in contrast with what he regards as the meddling and intrusive ways of the Confucian and the Mohist moralists. Such an idea is also carried into Zhuangzi’s discussion about politics. In the last of the Inner Chapters, “Responding to Emperors and Kings” (Ying Diwang 應帝王), the Zhuangzi offers some thoughts on governance. As Graham (2001, 94) points out, this is clearly not the kind of subject Zhuangzi devotes a great deal of his time and effort to. The most relevant passage to our discussion here in that chapter addresses the ideal of an enlightened kingship:


When the enlightened king rules

His deeds spread over the whole world

 but seem not from himself:

His riches are loaned to the myriad things

 but the people do not depend on him.

He is there, but no one mentions his name.

He lets things find their own delight. (Graham trans. 2001, 96)



This represents the proto-Daoist ideal that a sage-king who rules the least and does not impose is the best. He just lets everybody be. The Laozi has a similar take on the ideal governance and is much more developed than the Zhuangzi in discussing the ideal proto-Daoist sage-ruler.

It is obvious that Zhuangzi did not enjoy discussing the state, at least not directly and explicitly. For him, serving in political office was like a sacrificial tortoise put at the altar of power. Compared with the Confucians who saw serving in political office when the timing is right as one of the most fulfilling and meaningful aspects of a good life, Zhuangzi’s general attitude toward serving the state was that of futility and aversion, despite occasional forays into the tactics of political persuasion or performance. This explains the limited contribution the Zhuangzi makes to the traditional Chinese political discourse. For those who want to get away from serving the state (e.g., hermits) or are frustrated in pursuing their political ambitions (e.g., exiled scholar-officials), the Zhuangzi is their counsel and comfort.26 Other than that, the Zhuangzi has not been a major voice in traditional Chinese political discourse, especially the political discourse on freedom, where it could have made the most impactful contribution. In fact, freedom was never part of the mainstream political discourse in pre-modern Chinese intellectual discourse. Freedom was always taken to belong to the realm of one’s heartmind or operate at the margin of the lifeworld, and the relevance of freedom to the social-political-moral discourse was often treated with some suspicion.

§6. Conclusion: Tension between Personal Freedom and Humaneness/Justice

I have argued in this chapter that Zhuangzi is not a significant participant in the debate on humaneness versus justice during the classical period, carried out among the mainstream moral-political philosophers. He is best understood as an intellectual outlier during this period. He ridiculed the misguided character of the dominant intellectual projects and warned against their potential for inhumanity and injustice, the very opposite of what is intended by the participants of the mainstream discourse. That is, Zhuangzi is an exception to the prevailing intellectual discourse on humaneness versus justice, both during the pre-Qin classical period and in subsequent Chinese history. He extoled personal freedom within the context of overwhelming emphasis on order, structured by humaneness and/or justice, and single-handedly opened up a critical, if often underappreciated and misunderstood, space for the discourse on personal freedom in Chinese intellectual history that would be explored by the successive generations of thinkers. As such, the Zhuangist project of personal freedom is deeply social, political, and moral in nature, albeit different from the Confucian and the Mohist projects.

Zhuangzi’s vision of personal freedom had a formative impact on the way Chinese imagined and conceptualized such a pivotal ideal. On the one hand, it shaped later developments in Chinese intellectual history as the singular source of intellectual inspiration and stimulation, while, perhaps inadvertently, placing certain implicit limits and constraints on the scope of personal freedom and the way it is formulated in the Chinese imaginaire, on the other. What makes Zhuangzi radical is his recognition of the incommensurability between his project of personal freedom and the mainstream project on order dictated by humaneness and/or justice. The marginal nature of the Zhuangist vision of personal freedom in classical Chinese intellectual discourse did not portend well its prospect in the subsequent Chinese political history. That is, the Zhuangist project of personal freedom did not have much of a chance in early China or the rest of Chinese imperial history due to the dominance of the humaneness/justice discourse, on the one hand, and the perceived reluctance of Zhuangists to engage politically, on the other.

Wu Genyou 吴根友, a prominent contemporary Chinese philosopher, makes an interesting observation about the notion of freedom in Chinese intellectual history in his article, “On the Idea of Freedom and Its Rejection in Chinese Thought and Institutions.” According to Wu,


Chinese traditional thought is replete with divergent concepts of freedom, whether these are ideas or merely notions. However, the ideal of freedom has not been credited as a positive value in human civilization. Especially in old monarchical societies freedom is treated as opposed to order. (Wu 2006, 219)



Wu argues that those conceptions of freedom are not regarded as contributing positively to the well-being of the society due to the seemingly antagonistic relationship between freedom and order. This is an insightful and important observation about the place and perception of freedom within the conceptual universe of traditional Chinese thought, although it needs much more elaboration than what is offered in Wu’s short article. The current chapter is an attempt to provide an account for one of the earliest attempts, in the Zhuangzi, to conceptualize personal freedom in the Chinese imaginaire as well as its marginal status in the formative period of Chinese philosophy.

As we have seen in this chapter, the Zhuangist idea of personal freedom was a powerful effort to push against the suffocating and crushing relationality of the lifeworld whose governing norms, characterized as humaneness and justice in this book, were debated by the mainstream philosophers at the time, including the Confucians, the Mohists, the Laoists, and the fajia thinkers. The Zhuangist freedom thrives in personal space with its characteristic ambivalence toward the state. Zhuangzi’s antipathy toward moral monopoly, social conformity, and political tyranny is evident throughout the text. He sought salvation in the personal, which is a reimagined space of freedom radically different and separated from the social and the political domains whose rules were debated by his contemporaries. This made Zhuangzi the most unique among traditional Chinese thinkers, most of whom were engaged in the discourse on humaneness and justice that were proposed to govern the Chinese lifeworld, as we have been discussing in this book.

The two spaces of personal freedom schematized in the Zhuangzi, i.e., fangnei and fangwai, indicate that Zhuangzi was well aware of the challenges facing those who hoped to lead a life of personal freedom in the early Chinese context. Fangwai signaled an acknowledgment by a significant portion of the Zhuangzi that much of the Zhuangist idea of freedom was incommensurable with ideas of humaneness and justice that dominated the classical debate. Both humaneness and justice are norms of regulating human relationships, whereas the Zhuangist freedom vis-à-vis fangwai is an attempt to break away from the established norms of human relationships altogether. Clearly the idea of freedom in fangwai exists at the margin of the lifeworld.

This means that Zhuangzi considered the personal and the political as incommensurable spaces such that fangwai freedom, belonging to the personal, and humaneness/justice, belonging to the political, are fundamentally incommensurable norms. That is, the pursuit of freedom is a personal effort, whereas the pursuit of humaneness/justice is a political cause, and the two endeavors are fundamentally at odds with each other for the Zhuangists. The Confucians and the Mohists tried to solve such a tension between the personal and the political by problematizing the personal and rejecting any desire or aspiration rising from the personal domain as selfish (si 私). Such a move essentially eliminates any substantive distinction between the personal and the political by subjugating the personal under the political such that the political norms are internalized as personal virtues. That is, the Confucians and the Mohists made the political personal by internalizing political norms they advocated within each person. By contrast, Zhuangzi rejected such attempts to make the political personal or the personal political by drawing a sharp line between the two. Zhuangzi’s effort was almost exclusively focused on the personal qua personal while reluctantly engaging the political from the perspective of personal freedom, at least in his valorization of the fangwai. Such a Zhuangist approach to politics has often been dismissed as useless or irrelevant to the political discourse in Chinese intellectual and political history.

On the other hand, freedom in fangnei represents Zhuangzi’s attempt to navigate the tension between the pursuit of personal freedom and the norms that governed the ritual-constituted Chinese lifeworld. Here Zhuangzi appeals to paragons of extraordinary skills as a way out of the seemingly impossible circumstances by exploring (usually) undiscerned personal spaces. The Cook Ding story portrays a skilled person who is capable of discerning and exploring an invisible personal space while navigating situations that are fraught with danger, such as a heavily scripted state ritual.

The high stakes of pursuing personal freedom within the lifeworld, especially on difficult political occasions, are even more dramatically portrayed in the story about Yan Hui’s aspiration to persuade a ruler to change his tyrannical ways. Zhuangzi characterizes such an instance of roaming within boundaries as “roaming inside the king’s cage” (you qi fan 遊其樊). In other words, to participate in politics, a cultivated Zhuangist has to learn how to navigate within the dangerous confines of the king’s cage. This case involves a Zhuangist attempt to engage with the world in its most perilous and risky endeavors, namely, how to guide an all-powerful ruler away from his waywardness with no protection. Zhuangzi is not counseling against engaging the ruler, but is rather trying to find a more effective way to do so. He is explicit in justifying such an engagement:


To leave off making footprints is easy, never to walk on the ground is hard. What has man for agent is easily falsified, what has Heaven for agent is hard to falsify. You have heard of using wings to fly. You have not yet heard of flying by being wingless; you have heard of using the wits to know, you have not yet heard of using ignorance to know. (Graham trans. 2001, 69)



As Graham points out insightfully here, Zhuangzi is making the point that “it is easy to withdraw from the world as a hermit, hard to remain above the world while living in it” (2001, 69). This is precisely the kind of roaming that takes place within the boundaries of the worldly affairs without being bound by them, as opposed to transcending such boundaries by leaving behind worldly affairs.

However, Zhuangzi’s advice on how to navigate inside the king’s cage focuses on personal effort while shunning any deliberation about the legitimacy of the cage and treating the king’s cage as given. That is, Zhuangzi is not exactly challenging or even questioning the cage. His advice on how to deal with it is premised on accepting the king’s cage as an unalterable and hopeless political reality. He does not ponder the possibility of enlarging the proverbial cage or destroying it—not even as a matter of imagination. Given the richness of the Zhuangist imaginaire, it is puzzling and unfortunate that it has a rather limited imagination about the state and politics. The advice given in the text is either on how to operate within the cage or how to stay out of it. When operating within the cage of the state, the Zhuangist imagination is devoted to the discernment of potentials that lie in the invisible or even the undesirable realms of the world in order to “roam in between constraints” (Cook 1997, 540, original italics) with great efficacy and ease. Zhuangzi’s discussion of the fasting of the heartmind (xin zhai 心齋) discussed earlier and the mesmerizing story about Cook Ding are both such cases.

Therefore, the vision of fangnei personal freedom leaves out the vast majority of those who are unskilled in cognitive discernment and social engagement. In other words, the Zhuangist vision of fangnei personal freedom is at its core an personal effort, not a collective or institutional project. Even though Zhuangzi often valorized common folks from the lower strata of the traditional Chinese society, like the butcher Cook Ding, as exemplars of such extraordinary abilities, their fangnei freedom is nevertheless a personal effort. In so doing, Zhuangzi essentially conceded the space for collective project to the Confucians and other more “mainstream” thinkers whose projects centered around the normative debates between humaneness and justice. In fact, the Zhuangist ideal of personal freedom was not even recognized as useful for or relevant to politics by the mainstream philosophical discourse as Sima Qian notes in his brief biography of Zhuangzi.

Clearly, the centrality of self-transformation in the Zhuangist project of personal freedom and its perceived lack of interest in engaging the state constituted a challenging obstacle to the wider currency of such an idea in pre-modern China. As we have discussed in this chapter, the Zhuangist imagination of personal freedom hinges on a radical transformation of one’s heartmind from a fixed and closed one to an agile and open one through mental fasting. That is, in the Zhuangist imaginaire, those who hope to enjoy some degree of personal freedom within the Chinese lifeworld, rigidly regulated by ritual and laws, have to cultivate extraordinary discernment and social skills which can enable them to navigate the suffocating and often treacherous lifeworld. Clearly, the cultivation of a heartmind, so that it can attune to the Dao and transcend the ritual-constituted lifeworld with its norms and habits, requires extraordinary effort and accomplishment.

As we will see in the Conclusion of this book, the Zhuangist ideal of personal freedom had the unfortunate fate of either being banished to hermitic space at the margins of the lifeworld or driven into the inner space of one’s heartmind, without exerting much impact on the development of a native Chinese imaginaire of political freedom in the political and institutional arena. I will reflect on a possible path that was not taken in Chinese political and intellectual history, i.e., the integration of the Zhuangist idea of personal freedom into the mainstream moral-political discourse, when conceptualizing an alternative political order from Chinese sources.



1 Freedom has many expressions in the text. Perhaps the most famous expression is xiaoyao 逍遙 which appears in the title of its first chapter. It is often translated as “roaming with ease” or “carefree wandering.” Interestingly, as Zhang Songhui 张松辉 points out, before Guo Xiang (d. 312 ce)—who is the most famous commentator and editor of the Zhuangzi—xiaoyao simply meant rambling or strolling, often sorrowfully (Zhang 2007, 3). However, Li Zhifu 李智福 (2016) disputes Zhang’s portrayal of the early meaning of xiaoyao and concludes that the term does carry the meaning of spiritual freedom in texts like the Shijing 詩經 and Chu ci 楚辭. In any case, Guo Xiang glosses xiaoyao as contentment and carefree which has effectively become the definitive meaning of the word. The translation of xiaoyao as freedom is justified in the fact that although the title of the chapter is likely a later addition, possibly by Guo Xiang, his glossing of xiaoyao as carefree has become the standard reading. The actual occurrences of xiaoyao are rather few in the text, whereas expressions of freedom permeate the Zhuangzi. Hence, the Zhuangist freedom is not confined to the more limited meaning of xiaoyao. The xiaoyao in the title of the first chapter likely reflects the later understanding of the term. Therefore, xiaoyao will be used in this book as the generic Chinese equivalent to the English word “freedom,” their different denotations and connotations notwithstanding.

2 For a constructive contemporary engagement of the skeptic and the relativist aspects of Zhuangzi’s thought, see David Wong’s Natural Moralities: A Defense of Pluralistic Relativism (2006, 234–237), wherein Wong fruitfully explores those Zhuangist elements as a source of inspiration for Wong’s own project of pluralistic relativism.

3 Michael Nylan observes a striking similarity between the ways Confucius and Mozi are portrayed in the extant ancient texts (2009, 4–8). She discerns an apparent discourse of elite anxiety in the way the two names were often paired together in those texts:


the legends about these two illustrious men bespeak the governing elite’s profound anxiety in the centralizing and centralized empires about fame’s relation to power. If the entire realm of empire increasingly was seen as the de facto personal property of the ruler, then the so-called “elite” men were little more than slaves, in that they enjoyed little or no discretion over the disposition of their own affairs. Enter on the historical stage the figures of Kongzi and Mozi, who became authorities because they reeked of authenticity based in autonomy: the two figures reputedly said what they thought, rather than acting like the many craven men in service who merely accepted, promoted, and transcribed their rulers’ version of events. To be a “great man,” in the classical era, meant to capture the gaze of others among the powers-that-be, to have been duly evaluated by them, and to have received a favorable reputation on the basis of that evaluation. . . . This constellation of basic dispositions associated with the most highly respected “masters”—independence of mind and deed, discipline in training, a willing-ness to eschew the pleasing word or gesture, resoluteness in the face of unjust assaults on one’s person—should not escape the modern reader’s attention, for the underlying anxiety that persisted throughout the classical era was of greater historical and philosophical consequence than any single “fact” imputed to the lives of these two famous men at a distance of several centuries. (Nylan 2009, 7)



Ting-mien Lee argues that the reference of rumo was often broader than the Confucians and the Mohists in the classical texts:


the expression “ru-mo” might not exactly denote Ruists and Mohists (as they are currently understood), but rather have been employed nebulously by early authors to talk about advocates of popular values that were related to benevolence and righteousness in one way or another. In this regard, the phrase “ru-mo” may function as a metonymy (or synecdoche, depending on the exact role of ru and mo in the coinage of “ru-mo”) for those who propagated such values. Early Chinese combined “ru” and “mo” to coin this metonymy, probably because both the ru and the mo tended to appeal to widely approved political-ethical values when efforts were made to encourage political advocacy or articulate statecraft or strategic prescriptions. (Lee 2014, 116)



These studies clearly show that the way RuMo is referenced in many classical texts is rather fluid and that they are less fixed categories in those texts than they have often been taken to be in contemporary scholarship. Such studies provide a useful background explanation for the Zhuangist approach to RuMo that treats RuMo as the mainstream of the classical discourse with significant overlaps and without clearly delineated the boundaries.

4 Intriguingly, Graham sees this episode as Zhuangzi’s “crisis of conversion from Yangism” (1985, 79). Yang Zhu (fourth century bce) was known to be much more preoccupied by the effort to preserve one’s bodily integrity, whereas Zhuangzi, in his mature thought, would become rather playful and rebellious when dealing with mortality and funeral rituals. I will discuss the Yang Zhu–Zhuangzi connection in some detail later in this chapter.

5 For a somewhat different account of the Zhuangist attitude toward death and an attempt to reconcile some tension therein, see Amy Olberding’s essay “Sorrow and the Sage: Grief in the Zhuangzi,” which is built on a distinction Olberding makes between Zhuangzi’s brief expression of bereavement at the initial moment of his wife’s death and the state of equanimity he quickly reached, followed by a lengthy and detached reflection on death when his friend Hui Shi came to visit him. While others might see inconsistency in Zhuangzi’s position on death, Olberding regards such an inconsistency enriching (2007, 358). In so doing, Olberding hopes to make the case that


it is a mistake to read Zhuangzi as thereby seeking to remedy this narrow view with the claim, perhaps equally narrow, that death is good. Death provisions us with the limits within which a host of goods—for example, long-lived marriages and friendships—become possible, but it does so only where the fragility of these joys is acknowledged. The trepidation we experience in apprehension of this fragility is part of these joys. Thus when Zhuangzi weeps over the death of his wife, he does so as one for whom visitations of sorrow are not a lapse in, but an exercise of, his wider commitments. (2007, 357–358)



6 The interesting allegory in the Qi Wu Lun chapter about monkeys making a choice between having three bananas in the morning and four in the evening or four in the morning and three in the evening can be read as ridiculing the silly rivalry between the Confucians and Mohists.

7 Carine Defoort even suggests that Yang Zhu might have been invented by Mencius. As she notes, echoing Qian Mu’s observation (Qian 1935, 229) about the scanty evidence for Yang Zhu in the early Chinese sources, “There is little evidence in early sources of his existence and ideas, let alone of the success that Mencius attributes to him. Aside from references to Yang Zhu in the Mencius and Liezi [an apocryphal text from the third century ce], there is one in the Huainanzi (13: 123/21) and in the Lü shi chunqiu (17.7: 107/4). No figure, school, or book is mentioned in Xunzi ‘Fei shier zi,’ Zhuangzi ‘Tianxia,’ or Shiji ‘Taishigong zixu’ ” (2018, 179, n.4).

8 In addition to the Mencius, there are several other references to Yang Zhu in the pre-Qin and early Han texts. The Huainanzi 淮南子 ascribes three doctrines to Yang Zhu: “Keeping one’s nature intact, protecting one’s authenticity, not allowing things to entangle one’s body” 全性、保真、不以物累形 (Liu 2010, 501, with revisions). As Graham observes, these teachings correlate with some of the chapter titles of the Annals of Lü Buwei (lü shi chunqiu 呂氏春秋), namely, “Life as Basic,” “Giving Weight to Self,” “Valuing Life,” “The Essential Desires,” and “Be Aware of What It Is For” (1989, 55), even though Yang Zhu’s name does not appear in those chapters at all. On the other hand, the Annals does mention that Yang Zhu values oneself (gui ji 貴己). Furthermore, Graham believes that the four “primitivist” chapters from the Zhuangzi also belong to the Yangist corpus: “Yielding the Throne,” “Robber Zhi,” “Discourse on Swords,” and “The Old Fisherman” (1989, 55). However, among these supposedly Yangist texts and references, only the two sentences in the Annals of Lü Buwei and the Huainanzi explicitly mention Yang Zhu, whereas the attributions of several entire chapters in the Annals of Lü Buwei and the Zhuangzi to the Yangists are based on speculations without textual or historical evidence. This means that we only have several short passages from the early texts, i.e., two pre-Qin texts (the Mencius and the Annals of Lü Buwei) and the early Han text of the Huainanzi, that explicitly reference Yang Zhu’s teachings.

9 Van Norden also entertains the possibility of Yang Zhu being what he calls a “privatist,” a term John Emerson also used in characterizing Yang Zhu (1996, 534). Privatism is “the view that one should act only for the interest of oneself and one’s immediate family” (Van Norden 2007, 209), not just for the interest of oneself. Both Emerson (1996, 549) and Van Norden (2007, 209–210) think that privatism can help us to make better sense of Mencius’s accusation of the Mohists of denying the father, but not the Yangists, and Mencius’s observation that people who fled Yangism always ended up embracing Confucian teachings.

10 Graham credits Ku Chieh-kang (Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛, 1893–1980) with the observation that Mencius misrepresented Yang Zhu on this point (Graham 1985, 75). According to Gu, by li tianxia Yang Zhu meant benefiting from the world whereas Mencius took it to mean benefiting the world (ibid., 76).

11 However, as we have seen in Chapter 2 of this book, the Mohist public mindedness was too extreme for Mencius. In many ways, Mencius positioned himself as occupying the middle ground between the two extremes represented by the Yangists and the Mohists, respectively.

12 Many prominent early twentieth-century Chinese scholars considered Yang Zhu an individualist, e.g., Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (Liang Chi-Chao, 1873–1929) (Liang 1930, 86) and Hu Shi 胡適 (Hu Shih, 1891–1962) (Hu 2020, 51–53). Brindley’s take is more ambivalent and nuanced.

13 Chad Hansen notes that it is a category mistake to see Zhuangzi as a philosopher of individualism, “Chuang Tzu’s system rests . . . on a distinction between the social-conventional and the ‘natural.’ It is our own cultural heritage that presupposes that the natural, or unconventional, must be the individual” (Hansen 1985, 52). Hansen’s observation is based on his larger point about the distinct linguistic features of classical Chinese and its manifestations in Chinese philosophical reasoning:


[B]oth metaphysical theories and methodological (philosophy of science) theories in the Chinese tradition are non-individualistic. They are more naturally and coherently modeled on a part-whole dichotomy than on a one-many dichotomy. In the conceptual scheme of classical Chinese, the principles of individuation are not fixed and inherent but are variable for each kind of thing. Division of things into individualized, fixed, interchangeable parts is not an essential feature of the nature of the thing. Chinese language, in other words, draws more immediately to a speaker’s attention the fact that for each kind of thing, many different principles of partitioning are possible. The division of semantic reference is a matter of choice and convenience, not of bare objective nature. (Hansen 1985, 38, original italics)



14 Nevertheless, as Graham perceptively observes, Zhuangzi’s teaching “encourages individuality in practice more than any other Chinese view of life. Chuang Tzu himself stands out in the literature as the most strikingly individual character in pre-Han China” (1985, 79). Xu Keqian insists that it is entirely appropriate to understand the Zhuangist philosophy as a philosophy of individualism, albeit different from modern Western formulations. Xu emphasizes the inner and the spiritual aspects of the Zhuangist iteration of individualism, as opposed to the social, economic, and political foci in Western formulations (Xu 2011, 457–460). I will problematize this inner/spiritual aspect of the Zhuangist philosophy and cast a light on its limitation later in this chapter, as well as in the Conclusion of this book.

15 This reference might explain Billeter’s characterization of the Zhuangist thought as choiceless and hapless, but as we will see in the following, such a portrayal actually describes the Zhuangist characterization of the Confucian worldview and hence is not a fair representation of the Zhuangist imaginaire of personal freedom. I have argued somewhere else that Isaiah Berlin’s conception of negative liberty/freedom, which argues that being left alone and not required to participate in the social and political life is itself an important form of freedom, is a more helpful way to appreciate the Zhuangist vision (Jiang 2012). I will explore this motif in the Conclusion of this book.

16 The difference between the two can be formulated in terms of Donald Rumsfeld’s famous or notorious distinction between “known unknown” and “unknown unknown,” with Confucius leaning toward the former and Zhuangzi the latter.

17 As we will see later in the chapter, this decluttering and forgetting would also be characterized as the non-storing.

18 Watson translates it as “Great Thoroughfare” (90). Graham translates it as “the universal thoroughfare.” Ziporyn renders datong as “Great Openness” even though he amends it as huatong (化通) by adopting a parallel in the Huainanzi. Mair’s translation as “the Transformational Thoroughfare” follows the same textual change (Mair trans., 64).

19 Graham translates this as: “If the channels inward through eyes and ears and cleared, and you expel knowledge from the heart, the ghostly and daemonic will come to dwell in you, not to mention all that is human! This is to transform with the myriad things, here Shun and Yü found the knot where all threads join, here Fu-his and Chi Ch’ü finished their journey, not to speak of lesser men!” (2001, 69).

20 My approach bears some similarities with that by Xu Keqian. My inclusion of jie and fang was inspired by his discussion in his 2005 book, Zhuangzi zhexue xintan: dao, yan, ziyou yu mei (《庄子哲学新探：道、言、自由与美》 New Exploration of Zhuangzi’s Philosophy: Dao, Language, Freedom and Beauty, Beijing, China: Zhonghua Shuju 中华书局). However, Xu’s discussion of these concepts is brief and his interpretation of you is different from mine. Furthermore, he does not look into the relationship between these Zhuangist notions of freedom and does not provide an overarching framework to situate them.

21 As a relatively late example, Jia Baoyu 賈寶玉, a main character and the favorite son/grandson of a leading aristocratic family in the famous eighteenth-century Chinese novel Dream of the Red Chamber 紅樓夢, professes his attraction to the Zhuangzi instead of the Confucian classics.

22 As Vervoorn Aat (1990) and Alan Berkowitz (2000) have pointed out in their respective books on Chinese hermitic tradition, Chinese hermits are usually portrayed as living with their families.

23 Aat (1990) and Berkowitz (2000) have credibly demonstrated that much of the hermits in the Zhuangzi and other early Chinese texts are the products of imagination, rather than historical records of real hermits.

24 The last sentence is revised at the suggestion of Chung-ying Cheng. The original translation is: “When the daemonic in him concentrates it keeps creatures free from plagues and makes the grain ripen every year.”

25 Ivanhoe points out to me that Zhuangzi “was married and had and raised children with his wife. They lived together until she died and her death, at least initially, bowled him over.” I treat these descriptions as facts (whether historically accurate or not) about Zhuangzi’s life, undistinguishable from others. Zhuangzi was a family man, but when compared with the Confucians, he seemed to cherish friendship over family relationships.

26 Isaiah Berlin (1969, 139) calls this the “doctrine of sour grapes.”
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Xunzi’s Synthesis of Humaneness and Justice

Ritual as Sages’ Partnership with Heaven and Earth

In the previous chapter, I have examined the first major voice in the culmination stage of classical Chinese philosophy as the Warring States period was sprinting toward an extraordinarily violent conclusion: Zhuangzi and the Zhuangists. We saw that in dealing with the increasingly bureaucratized and powerful state, Zhuangzi advocated the ideal of personal freedom and staying at the margin of sociopolitical world. In this chapter, I will look into the conceptual universe constructed by Xunzi (荀子 active in the third century bce), another major philosopher in this culmination stage. We will see that Xunzi’s distinctly Confucian approach to the central problem of the state was very different from the Zhuangists’.

For many modern scholars of classical Chinese philosophy, Xunzi was the greatest pre-Han thinker (Hughes 1942, 226), the molder of ancient Confucianism (Dubs 1927), or even “one of most brilliant philosophers the world has ever produced” (Creel 1953, 115), although Chad Hansen is not convinced of Xunzi’s greatness (1992, 308). Living at the very end of the violent Warring States period, Xunzi took stock of what had happened intellectually during the classical period, and his philosophy offered a grand synthesis of many threads of thought from the period while critiquing many of them. As Graham observes, Xunzi “is one of those whose thought thrives on controversy and who, without ever acknowledging it, are continually learning from those they criticise” (1989, 236).

If a main component of the Zhuangist ideal of personal freedom was a rebellion against ritual, the Xunist ideal was the exact opposite. Xunzi was a fierce defender of ritual and indeed he has been regarded as the philosopher par excellence of ritual in early China. His emphasis on the centrality of ritual practice in moral cultivation and the importance of ritual as an effective political institution was more aligned with the vision expressed by the Confucius of the Analects than the sentimentalist approach to moral virtues that Mencius articulated. The Mencian approach makes ritual into the virtue of propriety and does not focus on ritual’s institutional and political aspect. As we will see in this chapter, Xunzi touted ritual as both an effective means of moral cultivation and the ideal way of political governance. In fact, for Xunzi, ritual is the embodiment of humane justice. I will make the case that in the hands of Xunzi, ritual takes on both the heavenly and the humanly qualities and becomes a grand system of ritual cosmology.

§1. Situating Xunzi and His Project

Among the classical philosophers, we know more about Xunzi than most others. Once again, our primary source is Sima Qian’s Shiji which provides some details about the general contour of Xunzi’s life as well as the nature of his scholarly activities. He was from Zhao, a weak state toward the end of the Warring States period. He studied in the state of Qi, starting at the tender age of fifteen. Xunzi became one of the leading teachers in Qi, probably at the famed Jixia Academy (jixia xuegong 稷下學宮)1 that attracted many talented scholars from other states. Xunzi was appointed a Libationer (ji jiu 祭酒) in the state of Qi and served three times. Due to someone’s slandering, he left Qi and went to Chu. He was made the prefect of Lanling 蘭陵, but when his patron died, he was dismissed from office. Xunzi stayed in Lanling till the end of his life, devoting himself to writing and teaching. Sima Qian summarizes his teachings this way:


Minister Xun loathed the politics of his troubled time, with lost states and disorderly rulers one following the other, refusing to follow the Great Way and instead laboring at sorcery and spells and believing in omens; he was contemptuous of scholars arguing over minutiae, the likes of Zhuang Zhou who caused confusion in the custom with their clever rhetoric. Thus he explored the advantages and disadvantages of the Confucian, Mohist, and Daoist ways of conduct, writing several tens of thousands of characters till his death. He was then buried in Lanling. (Sima Qian 1994a, 184, with modifications)



Indeed, as we will see in this chapter, Xunzi was both a critic of his predecessors’ thoughts and a synthesizer of them. Situated toward the very end of the classical period, Xunzi was uniquely positioned to take stock of what the entire period had to offer in the vastly rich conceptual repertoire and came up with his own particular vision of the ideal person, family, and polity.

Xunzi’s sojourn at the Jixia Academy must have exposed him to a broader range of thinkers and ideas than a more cloistered thinker. Masayuku Sato provides a detailed look at the intellectual activities in the Jixia Academy and their impact on Xunzi’s philosophy, especially the development of analytical terms like zhi, luan and fen and of the analogical relationship between the body, society, and the natural world (Sato 2003, 113). Xunzi was clearly aware of the philosophical issues of his days such that he was able to engage many of them while trying to rearticulate and defend the Confucian project. In a significant sense, the main attraction of Xunzi’s system of thought is a series of ingenuous and fascinating syntheses through which he critiqued as well as appropriated a large array of ideas fermenting at his time.

According to Knoblock, Xunzi’s visit to the state of Qin had a major impact on his thought such that we can divide Xunzi’s philosophical endeavors into two periods, the period before the visit and the period after it:


Had he [Xunzi] undergone no further change, he might be remembered as a pessimistic Mencius because of his doctrine that man’s nature is evil. His stay in Qin changed all that. His orthodox and glib adherence to the model of antiquity, his faith in the Ancient Kings, his stress on ritual, and his distrust of created, positive law would all be challenged by the example of Qin. It had all the appearances of a well-ordered state. Even the example of Confucius in Lu hardly exceeded it. Yet it possessed none of the values transmitted from the Ancient Kings. How could such order have been produced? It was a question that required Xunzi to reexamine his whole philosophy. (Knoblock 1988, 22)



Indeed, it is one thing for a scholar to engage in the kind of scholarly activities one pursues in a cloistered environment surrounded by scholars who relish intellectual debates and arguments, but quite a different matter once a scholar is venturing out into the “real” world and has his ideas challenged by the conditions on the ground. Xunzi’s stay in Qin forced him to rethink and reformulate his ideas about morality and politics, especially the Confucian ideal of political governance, rule of ritual, when heeding to the challenges posed by the fajia thinkers.

This rethinking was most evident in the significant shift in the Xunist vision of politics from Confucius and Mencius, witnessed in the changing ideal of political leadership in Xunzi’s thought from his predecessors. More specifically, hegemonic rule (ba 霸) was considered an abomination of the ideal of kingly rule (wang 王) in the traditional Confucian discourse as well as in the contemporary discussion of the Confucian deliberation of an ideal ruler. However, Xunzi came to a greater degree of acceptance of ba than his Confucian predecessors, as Sungmoon Kim (Kim 2013, 74–75) rightly observes (although, Confucius’s occasional admiration of Guan Zhong, as we have seen in the first chapter, might well have been a harbinger of such a sentiment). Xunzi’s dilemma was whether to uphold the Confucian ideals of sage-king at all cost or to re-examine such ideals in lieu of the means-ends distinction such that the Confucian ends might be more effectively achieved by alternative means.

Masayuki Sato, in his comprehensive study of Xunzi’s philosophy, rejects what he sees as “a prevalent notion that Xun Zi’s socio-political theory opened the door to the development of Legalism, the upshot being that his thought must have worked as a mediator between Confucianism and Legalism” (2003, 375). I agree with Sato’s observation about the misguided conventional wisdom concerning Xunzi’s role vis-à-vis the fajia thinkers. Our discussion of early fajia philosophers in Chapter 4 provides a more sensible alternative for understanding possible sources of Han Feizi’s thought. Sato’s conclusion is that


what Xun Zi intended to argue was that for a ruler the establishment of morality was much more imperative than playing manipulative skills in real politics. Xun Zi drew the analytical discourse on the mechanisms of state and society back to the locus of the Confucian ethical argumentation. This aspect can be observed particularly in Xun Zi’s conception of li as the ethical standard by which a ruler could recruit the worthy ministers in his government. (Sato 2003, 375)



While agreeing with Sato’s overall characterization of Xunzi’s political thought, I think he misses an important aspect in Xunzi’s approach to politics, i.e., that Xunzi’s apparent change of heart toward ba signaled a broader shift in his moral-political philosophy toward a more justice-oriented political ideal, away from the Mencian humaneness-oriented political ideal. If such a move was somewhat reluctant on Xunzi’s part, for whom the “true king” (wang 王) was still the highest Confucian ideal of political leadership, we will see in the next chapter that what ba represented would reach its logical conclusion in Han Feizi’s complete conceptualization of an “enlightened ruler” (ming zhu 明主) as a justice-centric vision in complete disregard of humaneness. I argue that Xunzi’s approach would preserve the Confucian character of his political philosophy while leaving open the possibility that some of his ideas did inch toward the fajia approach to politics as he was sometimes understood. Still, the vigorous moral cultivation program offered in the text and the prominent position it occupies within his overall project puts Xunzi squarely within the perimeters of the classical Confucian orthodoxy. In this sense, Xunzi continued to follow the normative XQZP paradigm that privileges self-cultivation while treating politics as its derivative, as we have been discussing throughout the book.

The Xunzi corpus underwent a significant redaction and rearrangement by Liu Xiang 劉向 (79–8 bce) in the Han dynasty who was working with more materials available to him, but those materials are lost. It was significantly worked on again by Yang Liang 楊倞 in the ninth century who also provided the first commentary on the text. Yang’s version is the basis for the text in use today. John Knoblock (1988, 105–128) offers a detailed account of the textual history of the Xunzi. Among the classical texts considered in this book, the Xunzi is less controversial than many in terms of its authorship and textual integrity, although this does by no means suggest that the text and the authorship are unproblematic at all. Sato summarizes five groups of scholars in modern scholarship about the formation of the text:


There are, first, those who aim to distinguish the “authentic” (or “essential”) parts from the “eclectic” parts; second, those who regard the whole group of texts as the evolutionary process of the Xun Zi school; third, those who discover the developmental stages in his philosophical activity; fourth, those who consider that the “eclectic” part was the result of Xun Zi incorporating preceding ideas into his own thought; and fifth, those who stress the unity and consistency of his thought as a whole, in spite of the fact that it is seemingly eclectic. (Sato 2003, 33)



However, as Sato observes, after going through those positions, “Whether or not ‘the’ Xunzi reflects Xun Zi’s views or those of his school, it remains a fact that eventually they were certainly read as one point of view by a single author” (Sato 2003, 39). Therefore, following the general practice of this book, I will not explicitly problematize issues concerning the authorship and layers of the text, unless such a discussion is germane to a specific argument. Instead, I treat the Xunzi as a distinct and largely coherent Confucian text representing an important intellectual voice toward to the end of the Warring States period.

§2. The Changing Conceptions of Heaven: From the Heaven of Care to the Heaven of Order

Any inquiry into Xunzi’s thought almost always involves some comparison and contrast with his famous Confucian predecessor, Mencius. These two most famous followers of Confucius during the classical period share their deep commitment to the project spearheaded by their master. In Daniel Gardner’s summary, the following five aspects represent a broad area of agreement between Mencius and Xunzi:


(1) that man can become a sage; (2) that moral goodness results from self-cultivation; (3) that learning is a part of the self-cultivation process; (4) that a vanguard elite is essential in promoting morality among the people; and (5) that good governance depends on the virtue of the ruler, who creates the right conditions whereby the people can become good and society can become harmonious. (Gardner 2014, 50)



Still, the differences between the two Confucian thinkers, both stylistically and substantively, are palpable, e.g., their different understandings of human nature and their different attitudes toward Heaven and ritual, etc. Most relevant to our discussion in the following is the fact that Xunzi reconfigured what he considered the uniquely human qualities to channel the kind of human endeavors that are conducive to an order proper to the human world. However, what Xunzi considered to be uniquely human is different from Mencius’s view that emphasized what Mencius called moral sprouts, as I have discussed in Chapter 2. Instead, Xunzi touted the human qualities of distinction-making, righteousness, and community-building to counter disruptive human qualities, such as desires, competition, and chaos.

As we will see, Xunzi’s effort would herald a new notion of justice in Chinese intellectual history that synthesizes the Confucian, Mohist, Laoist, and early fajia considerations. That is, Xunzi highlighted the givenness of desire as well as its chaotic nature in the human condition, similar to the views about human nature by the early fajia thinkers, but he saw ritual as the most effective way to cope with such a condition in bringing about orderliness through making right distinction, distribution, and division in the constitution of a flourishing human community that emulates the cosmic order characterized as hierarchical and constant. We will delve into all these components later in this chapter.

A good deal of the differences between Mencius’s and Xunzi’s thought can be attributed to their different intellectual milieus. Indeed, there was a dramatic change from Mencius’s time to Xunzi’s, namely, the intellectual fermentation that took place from the fourth to the third century bce. Mencius lived most of his life in the fourth century bce, while Xunzi lived mostly in the third century bce. Between Mencius and Xunzi were the later Mohists (and other logicians and sophists), Laozi, Zhuangzi, as well as some of the early fajia thinkers. In Chapter 6 of the Xunzi, “Against the Twelve Masters” (fei shi er zi 非十二子), he lists twelve major intellectual voices of his time and refutes them one by one. There we can get a sense of the wide-ranging nature of his intellectual engagement, as well as how he views his predecessors and contemporaries. Therefore, Xunzi’s philosophy, as a credible defense of the Confucian project, would have to take into account drastic changes in the intellectual milieu.

One of the most consequential intellectual developments during the late Warring States period was the loss of traditional cosmology regarding the relationship between the cosmos, or Heaven (tian 天), and the human realm that had been assumed by many of the earlier thinkers. Prior to this period, there were two widely shared assumptions with respect to Heaven and its relationship to the human realm: Heaven cared about human affairs and the paragon of humanity, i.e., a sage, should model himself after the Heaven. Both assumptions were questioned or simply rejected during the late Warring States period, an exhilarating but challenging intellectual development many of the leading thinkers had to reckon with.

As we have discussed in Chapter 1, starting with the founders of Zhou reign, Heaven had been revered as the supernatural moral authority that cared deeply about human affairs such that its mandate to rule was required to legitimize a polity. Zhou kings enjoyed the exclusive access to Heaven mediated through their royal ancestors, so long as their rule was just and humane. Confucius wrestled away Zhou kings’ exclusive access to Heaven in his claim of knowing the Mandate of Heaven at the age of fifty and reconceptualized the heavenly mandate in moral terms, separating it from its political import. We have seen that such a separation between political and moral authority in the hands of Confucius and his followers represented a major philosophical breakthrough in Chinese intellectual history.

Confucius’s individuation of the access to Heaven was widely adopted by subsequent thinkers of the classical period, including the Mohists, Mencius, Laozi, Zhuangzi, etc. The Mohists had the most robust understanding of Heaven. They extoled Heaven’s impartiality, developed a vigorous idea of impartial care, and formulated objective standards that heralded a new moral ideal of universal justice in Chinese history. Mencius did not follow the Mohist lead in the direction of patterning Heaven’s impartiality in conducting human affairs. Rather, Mencius’s Heaven was embedded in human moral inclinations as moral sprouts that are supposedly endowed in all humans. Since, according to Mencius, the heavenly endowed moral inclinations could be lost without proper cultivation, his idea of Heaven was much weaker than the Mohist vision.

However, as we discussed in Chapter 3, in Laozi’s thought we saw a very different kind of Heaven. Heaven became completely detached from the human affairs and was literally non-humane (buren 不仁). This marked a radical change from the idea of Heaven, premised upon its care of human affairs, that had hitherto dominated the intellectual discourse. The Laoist formulation of an indifferent and non-humane Heaven reset the parameters of subsequent development of moral-political philosophy in the late Warring States period, including Xunzi’s project. Benjamin Schwartz already took note of this development in his observation that Xunzi’s conception of Heaven is “profoundly Taoist” (Schwartz 1985, 309). This Laoist (or proto-Daoist) conception of Heaven was the dominant intellectual ethos of this period, and Xunzi’s philosophical endeavors were very much reflective of it, even though many of his conclusions were the exact opposite of the Laoist ones. In the Zhuangzi, Heaven (or Dao, as the two were not clearly distinguished in the text) is taken to be the daemonic, powerful, and invisible force in the cosmos, the access to which would liberate us from various human entanglements and follies.

Interestingly, whereas Confucius opened up the access to Heaven, which used to be the exclusive prerogative of universal monarchs, Xunzi effectively closed off any privileged access to the mysteries of Heaven and argued that the sage would not even want to know what Heaven does. As we will see in the following, Xunzi approached the idea of Heaven differently from many other classical thinkers, separating what is mysterious and invisible from what is knowable and relevant to humans, namely its regularity and constancy.

Therefore, a primary challenge in Xunzi’s intellectual maneuvers was how to defend the project outlined by Confucius without the cosmology of Confucius (or even Mencius) during a period when the Laoist conception of Heaven became the norm in framing the relationship between Heaven and humans. The pre-Xunzi Confucian project had been premised on a caring Heaven. Furthermore, almost all classical thinkers followed the script that an ideal person, the sage, should model oneself after the Heaven, however Heaven was assumed to be or was conceived of. This includes the Laoist sage who supposedly models himself after the Heaven, even though Laozi saw Heaven as non-humane in its detachment from human affairs.

As we will see, Xunzi would accept the broadly Laoist position about the Heaven but would reject the Laoist prescription on what a sage should do in relation with Heaven. Furthermore, Heaven would be returned to its primacy over Dao in Xunzi’s framework (as opposed to the primacy of Dao over Heaven in the Laozi as we have discussed in Chapter 3), likely reflective of his Confucian worldview, but the Xunist Heaven is essentially Laoist in nature. However, Xunzi would abandon the Laoist idea, shared by most classical thinkers, that the sage should model himself after the Heaven. Instead, the Xunist sage regards himself as a partner of Heaven (and Earth), instead of a follower. This rather defiant stance toward Heaven, now Laoist in nature, is one of the most remarkable aspects in Xunzi’s thought. Such a radical position regarding the sage’s relationship to Heaven is clearly laid out in the chapter on Heaven.

In the Xunzi corpus, “Discourse on Heaven” (tian lun 天論) is one of the most philosophically riveting chapters. The chapter starts this way:


There is a constancy to the activities of Heaven. They do not persist because of Yao. They do not perish because of Jie. If you respond to them with order, then you will have good fortune. If you respond to them with chaos, then you will have misfortune. (Xunzi 17.1–5)2



From the very beginning, Xunzi made it clear that the state of affairs of the human world has absolutely no impact on the way Heaven operates. This was a far cry from the idea of a heavenly mandate to rule in the human world which presupposed a Heaven that cared about human affairs. Instead, Xunzi thought that it was entirely a human affair whether there was order and prosperity or chaos and poverty in the human world.

In so doing, Xunzi laid the blame and praise of how things turned out in the human realm squarely on human initiatives in response to heavenly activities:


If you strengthen the fundamental works and moderate expenditures, then Heaven cannot make you poor. If your means of nurture are prepared and your actions are timely, then Heaven cannot make you ill. If you cultivate the Way and do not deviate from it, then Heaven cannot ruin you. Thus, floods and drought cannot make you go hungry or thirsty, cold and heat cannot make you sick, and aberrations and anomalies cannot make you misfortunate. (Xunzi 17.6–12)



Such a vision of Heaven makes humans completely responsible for their own fortune or misfortune. It is not Heaven that makes life good or bad for the humans. Rather, it is entirely due to the efforts by humans themselves. Clearly, Xunzi’s thought operated within the Laoist conception of a detached Heaven that dominated the intellectual discourse in the late Warring States period.

However, this did not mean that Heaven was irrelevant to the way human society operated. In the Xunzi, Heaven is usually appreciated for its regularity (e.g., rotation of seasons) and constancy, irrespective of the state of affairs in the human world which was miserable and chaotic at the time:


That which is accomplished without anyone’s doing it and which is obtained without anyone’s seeking it is called the work of Heaven. With respect to what is like this, even though he thinks deeply, a proper person does not try to ponder it. Even though he is mighty, he does not try to augment it by his own abilities. Even though he is expertly refined, he does not try to make it more keenly honed. This is called not competing with Heaven’s work. (Xunzi 17.27–33)



Here Xunzi was explicitly rejecting the idea, prevalent during the classical period, that the ideal person was one who emulated the heavenly model, characterizing it as a case of “competing with Heaven’s work.” Rather, there is a dividing line between the heavenly regularity and the humanly orderliness in that the former is natural and spontaneous, whereas the latter requires deliberate effort by humans. Therefore,


Heaven has its proper seasons,

Earth has its proper resources,

And humankind has its proper order,

—this is called being able to form a triad. To neglect that whereby we form a triad and wish instead for those things to which we stand as the third is a state of confusion. (Xunzi 17.34–39)



Here we see the famous triad in the Chinese intellectual tradition, consisting of Heaven, Earth, and human (tian di ren 天地人). This triad, whose exact origin is unclear, constitutes the parameters of philosophical deliberations since the Laozi if not earlier. From Xunzi’s Confucian perspective, Heaven is regular and constant, Earth is resourceful and nurturing, and human beings should aim at bringing order to the human realm in response to the heavenly conditions and the earthly endowments. Importantly, in his elaboration of the triad, Xunzi emphasized order achievable by the humans as being worthy of forming the triadic relationship with Heaven and Earth, while rejecting the manipulation of Heaven and Earth by prying into the non-manifest aspects of the cosmos. He admonished,


With respect to Heaven, focus only on those manifest phenomena to which you can align yourself. With respect to Earth, focus only on those manifest places which are suitable for growing. With respect to the four seasons, focus only on that manifest order by which work is to be arranged. With respect to yin and yang, focus only on those manifest harmonies which can be used to order things. (Xunzi 17.78–84)



Xunzi made the case that we should only deal with the manifested aspects of the cosmos that are knowable and actionable, instead of obsessing over its mysterious and unknowable aspects. In making such remarks, Xunzi likely had in mind thinkers like Laozi and Zhuangzi who were known to explore the invisible and the hidden dimensions of the heavenly way. For Xunzi, “the greatest cleverness lies in not doing certain things, and the greatest wisdom lies in not pondering certain things” (Xunzi 17.76–77). In Knoblock’s explanation,


The central theme of this book is the critical task of elucidating the division between the “tasks” belonging to Nature (Heaven and Earth) and those belonging to Man. To understand this division is really to “know Nature.” Seeking instead to understand or manipulate the operations of Nature tempts one to “long for” the tasks of Heaven and Earth, to compete with them over the same tasks, and to abandon the tasks properly belonging to Man. Such “longing” distinguishes the petty man from the gentleman, who reveres what lies within himself and is governed by the dictates of ritual and morality. (Knoblock 1994, 10)



Indeed, to know the distinction between the cosmic (Heaven and Earth, or Nature in Knoblock’s translation) and the human and to properly maintain that distinction lie at the heart of Xunzi’s philosophy. Xunzi made this point abundantly clear in the following passage:


What is such that one does not see its workings but sees only its accomplishments—this is called spirit-like power. What is such that everyone knows how it comes about, but no one understands it in its formless state—this is called the accomplishment of Heaven. Only the sage does not seek to understand Heaven. (Xunzi 17.45–49)



This passage echoes an earlier one wherein Xunzi warned against competing with Heaven. Here Xunzi was trying to draw a distinction between what is sagely and what is heavenly and argued that the sage is not seeking to understand Heaven (zhitian 知天). However, in the passage immediately following the preceding one, Xunzi seemed to reverse course and argued that the sage does understand Heaven. This presents an interesting exegetical challenge about what exactly Xunzi was trying to convey in understanding the relationship between the humanly and the heavenly:


The sage keeps clear his Heavenly lord, sets straight his Heavenly faculties, makes complete his Heavenly nourishment, accords with his Heavenly government, and nurtures his Heavenly dispositions, so as to keep whole the accomplishment of Heaven. A person who is thus is someone who knows what he is to do and what he is not to do. Then Heaven and Earth will have their proper positions and the myriad things will all be servants to him. His conduct will be completely ordered, his nourishment will be completely appropriate, and his life will suffer no harm—this is called knowing Heaven. (Xunzi 17.66–75, Hutton’s italics)



By juxtaposing these two apparently contradictory passages, Xunzi was clearly trying to make a point.3 We can interpret this to mean that Xunzi was trying to steer our attention toward the manifest aspects of Heaven, namely the orderliness of the cosmos, and away from the unknowable aspect of Heaven, namely the mystery of its spontaneity and generativity. As he pointed out elsewhere in the text: “His [a sage-king’s] approach to Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things is that he does not work at explaining why they are as they are, but rather is extremely good at making use of the resources they provide” (Xunzi 12.122–124), and “His intelligence is so far-reaching as to make use of Heaven and Earth and bring order to the myriad changes without perplexity” (Xunzi 7.135–137).

Clearly, Xunzi was not rejecting Heaven as a model for humans. Human beings should follow the heavenly regularity and make use of what is made available by Heaven and Earth to institute an order appropriate to the human world. What he did reject, in connection to the heavenly exemplarity to humans, was the human attempt to emulate Heaven’s majestic spontaneity and natural generativity because such feats are simply beyond what is humanly possible. Xunzi articulated this point in the following passage:


The sage kings took an image from Heaven above, they took an image from Earth below, they took a standard from humans in the middle, and then the order by which people are to live together in harmony and unity was complete. (Xunzi 19.502–505)



It is clear here that Xunzi embraced the natural world as a possible model for the human world, just not its unknowable or “mystical” aspects. The manifest orderliness and regularity of the natural world can serve as a model for humans about how to manage human affairs. The sagely effort completes what is given in the natural and human conditions by instituting an order that is appropriate for human society, as we will see later in this chapter.

Consequently, for Xunzi, the heavenly attribute that is relevant to the human affairs shifts from caring to constancy:


Heaven does not stop producing winter because humans dislike cold, Earth does not stop being broad because humans dislike huge distances, and the gentleman does not cease his conduct because of the chatter of petty men. Heaven has a constant way, Earth has a constant measure, and the gentleman has a constant substance. The gentleman makes his way based on what is constant, whereas the petty man calculates what he can accomplish. (Xunzi 17.108–114)



In short, the cosmos does not conduct itself to the likings of human beings. Rather, it exhibits constancy and regularity that can serve as the model for human beings to institute an order appropriate to the human conditions. The changing understanding of Heaven, from the source of care and benevolence to the source of regularity and order, underlines a fundamental cosmological shift in the late Warring States period.

If Heaven does not by itself bring about orderliness in the human world due to its indifference to human affairs, where should order in the human world come from? Should orderliness in the human world be the same as the natural world? What should the relationship be between Heaven and the humans if Heaven does not care about the human affairs? As we will see in the following, answers to these questions would lead to a different understanding of the human realm, with profound implications on the source of a proper sociopolitical order and how that order is to be instituted.

§3. The Changing Conception of Ideal Humans: From the Followers of Heaven and Earth (法天地) to Their Partners (參天地)

As we have observed in the previous section, in Xunzi’s eyes Heaven is indifferent to human affairs but demonstrates a majestic regularity and constancy. His philosophical deliberations were conducted within a broadly Laoist cosmology that had come to dominate the late Warring States intellectual discourse. Meanwhile the human world was in the middle of grave turmoil during the late Warring States period and was in desperate need for the right order. This means that order in the human realm would not be naturally generated as part of the cosmic order (otherwise the human world would have been much more orderly) and that it was entirely up to the humans to figure out the way to establish an order that was appropriate to human society. Such an approach placed an incredible burden on the shoulders of human beings, especially the paragon of humans, i.e., the sages or sage-kings. This is why in Xunzi’s thought the idea of sage-kings came to play such a central theoretical role that was unprecedented in earlier Confucian thought, wherein it played a more “historical” role as exemplary precedents. In Xunzi’s thought, the sage-kings became a pillar of the cosmos, in partnership with Heaven and Earth, as the instigators of moral-political order in the human realm. This is in sharp contrast with the dominant idea at the time that sages were followers of Heaven and Earth. I call this Xunist move to glorify the role of sage-kings the “cult of sage-kings.”

There was almost a spirit of defiance of Heaven in Xunzi’s philosophy in making the sage-kings the partners of Heaven and Earth, instead of their followers. The cult of sage-kings signaled a dramatic change in the Xunist definition of what is human. As we have seen previously, the concept of human nature played the role of defining what is human in some of the Guodian Confucian texts as well as in the Mencius. So, a natural candidate for what is human would have been the idea of human nature due to its prominence and ubiquity in the Confucian discourse during the classical period. However, Xunzi moved away from seeing human nature (xing 性) as the defining quality of what is human since he considered human nature as chaotic and conflictful. Instead, Xunzi touted artifice or deliberate effort (wei 偽) as the hallmark of humanity. The Xunist deliberate effort includes distinction-making (fen 分), community (qun 群), and the sense of what is right (yi 義). These defining human traits are not the endowment of nature, but rather the result of socialization and cultivation.

3.1. Human Nature in Xunzi’s Philosophy

Xunzi’s deliberation on human nature is probably the most famous aspect of his thought and has been extensively discussed in contemporary scholarship, especially in contrast to Mencius’s views.4 Xunzi is known for his position that human nature is bad. This means that, unlike Mencius, he does not place his confidence of bringing about an orderly human world in the original endowment of human moral capacities, even though some commentators have noted that actual positions held by Mencius and Xunzi are more nuanced and less black and white (e.g., Wong 2000).5 Nevertheless, when compared with Mencius, Xunzi was clearly skeptical toward human nature and was clear-eyed about its flaws. The objective in our discussion here is to situate Xunzi’s discussion on human nature within his philosophical project against the backdrop of broader intellectual development during the late Warring States period in order to have a better understanding of the particular role the idea of human nature plays in his moral-political project.

Xunzi was deeply engaged in the effort to search for possible sources of the right moral-political order, given the dire need for order in the tumultuous and violent world during his time. His take on human nature was part and parcel of his rethinking about the source of morality, given the assumed goodness of the natural and the badness of the artificial that were prevalent at the time.


People’s nature is bad. Their goodness is a matter of deliberate effort. Now people’s nature is such that they are born with a fondness for profit in them. If they follow along with this, then struggle and contention will arise, and yielding and deference will perish therein. They are born with feelings of hate and dislike in them. If they follow along with these, then cruelty and villainy will arise, and loyalty and trustworthiness will perish therein. They are born with desires of the eyes and ears, a fondness for beautiful sights and sounds. If they follow along with these, then lasciviousness and chaos will arise, and ritual and yi, proper form and order, will perish therein. (Xunzi 23.1–10)



Xunzi was rather blunt in his assessment of human nature. He defined the badness of human nature in terms of their susceptibility to greed, aggression, jealousy, hatred, violence, and indulgence in sensuous desires. The conflicts among those problematic desires lead to chaos in human behaviors. Eric Hutton provides a useful summary of Xunzi’s understanding of human nature in four aspects:


First, Xunzi believes that we naturally have certain desires, which are neither good nor bad in themselves. Second, Xunzi believes that we have no innate moral knowledge or tendencies that would naturally lead us to control the strength of these desires or to satisfy them in a morally appropriate way. Third, Xunzi believes that without such guidance, our desires and emotions tend to bring us into conflict with each other, which is bad. Therefore, he declares that human nature is bad. Fourth, Xunzi believes that we do not naturally enjoy imposing such restraints on our desires, but that we can come to see such restraints as both enjoyable and intrinsically valuable. (Hutton 2000, 221)6



Hutton’s interpretation of the Xunist theory of human nature represents one of the main approaches in contemporary scholarship. There are several other voices in this discussion as well. Ivanhoe sketches out two influential approaches. The first is what Ivanhoe calls the “Augustinian turn,” most clearly represented by Homer Dubs, who interprets Xunzi’s position as human nature being evil,7 and the second is a “complementary” interpretation that treats Xunzi’s “pessimistic” understanding of human nature as a complement to Mencius’s “optimistic” picture (Ivanhoe 2000b, 243). Ivanhoe rejects both of these approaches as missing the critical aspect of Xunzi’s position, namely, “we begin life in a state of utter moral blindness” (Ivanhoe 2000b, 243–244). That is,


According to Xunzi, initially we have no conception of what morality is; we can’t recognize the moral dimensions of even paradigmatic actions or situations. . . . Prior to undergoing a proper course of learning, moral categories simply do not color our view of the world, any more than an appreciation of irony and the other beauties of literature are innately part of our nature. In the pre-social state of existence, we are led exclusively by our physical desires. In a world of limited goods, inhabited by creatures of more or less unlimited desires, it is inevitable that the result is destructive and alienating competition. This is what Xunzi means by the claim that human nature is bad. (Ivanhoe 2000b, 244)



Franklin Perkins echoes Ivanhoe’s interpretation by pointing out that the Xunist position on human nature is that it is essentially amoral, rather than evil: “in spite of Xúnzǐ’s strong rhetoric, however, xìng is not really evil but amoral, and our xìng leaves us enough space to become either good or bad, in just the same way that heaven does not stop us from succeeding or failing” (2014a, 200).

However, Brook Ziporyn’s interpretation of Xunzi’s theory of human nature emphasizes the conflict among desires, rather than the lack of any moral inclinations at all in the constitution of human nature. Ziporyn interprets è 惡 in Xunzi’s thought to mean “disorder, inconsistency, internal conflict—whatever obstructs a cohesion around a single purpose, that allows for strength and unity to overcome nature and obtain the satisfaction of desires” (2012, 208). Such an interpretation is shared by Donald Munro, David Wong, Aaron Stalnaker, and others in contemporary scholarship.

Both approaches have textual support in the Xunzi, and such a divergence has to do with how each scholar interprets the entirety of the Xunist project and weighs the role human nature plays in it. Both approaches are compatible with Xunzi’s concern that human nature in its original state cannot serve as an effective guide to our moral judgements and conducts. Such a concern is an integral part of Xunzi’s search for possible sources of moral-political order in the human world. Being either conflictual (Ziporyn) or lacking any moral inclination (Ivanhoe), human nature as such cannot serve as a useful source for order in the broader sociopolitical world. In fact, Xunzi warned his contemporaries of the dangers in regarding human nature as good:


Now does he (Mencius) really think that people’s nature is originally correct, ordered, peaceful, and controlled. Then what use would there be for sage kings? What use for ritual and yi? Even though there might exist sage kings and ritual and yi, whatever could these add to its correct, ordered, peaceful, and controlled state? (Xunzi 23.158–163)



That is, if human nature were indeed good, as Mencius advocated, the ritual, yi, as well as the sage-kings would have been rendered useless. Hutton summarizes the Xunist critique of the Mencian position on human nature in the introduction to his translation of the Xunzi, pointing out the dire consequences of the Mencian position:


Xunzi thinks not only that there is no good evidence for Mencius’s view, but moreover that it threatens to undermine the ru tradition instead of supporting it. If people somehow naturally knew the Way and were naturally inclined to follow it, Xunzi reasons, then there would be little need for them to seek guidance from the ancient sages and their wisdom as handed down in the classic texts; they could simply look within themselves for the answers instead. However, encouraging people to trust in their own individual judgments, if they do not in fact naturally conform to the Way, will likely result in chaos and disaster, and so is a very dangerous idea from Xunzi’s perspective. (Hutton 2014, xxvi)



That is, Xunzi’s discussion on human nature was motivated by his commitment to defending the legitimacy of the Confucian moral-political project and, in this respect, he believed that the Mencian take on human nature would undermine such an effort.

To sum up, Xunzi could no longer take for granted that there was a Heaven that cared about human affairs or that humans should model themselves after Heaven in their search for solutions to the deepening moral, social, and political crisis. Instead, he made a powerful case that humans were completely responsible for their own world. His rejection of human nature as a source for moral-political order was part of his effort to maintain a link between the heavenly and the human due to his understanding of human nature as given by Heaven and the indifference of Heaven to human affairs. Human nature only provides the “raw materials” (Xunzi 19.359) that can be worked on in order to bring about beauty and virtue in the human character and human society. But what is it that can work on the raw material of human nature? In other words, Xunzi needed a source for moral guidance and sociopolitical order that is unavailable in the human world in its natural state, which for Xunzi was plagued by chaos and conflicts. He was looking for something that is “unnatural,” or as he called it, artifice or deliberate effort.

3.2. Artifice/Deliberate Effort

Wei 偽, within the context of classical texts, usually means artifice, pretension, or even deception. In the Mencius, wei is used in two contexts: one (3A4) referring to artifice or dishonesty in the marketplace (市賈不貳，國中無偽) and the other (5A2) to Shun’s supposed feigning of joy (然則舜偽喜者與) to see his brother Xiang after the latter schemed to kill him. Clearly Mencius used it in the negative senses of pretending and artifice. In the Daodejing (DDJ), Laozi views wei as the result of knowledge which is itself the result of the decline of Dao, e.g., DDJ 18. In the Zhuangzi, wei is often treated as the opposite of zhen 真, usually translated as ingenuousness, authenticity, or truthfulness. In other words, in most of the classical texts, wei is considered a negative term pointing to something that is unnatural, artificial, contrived, or even deceptive. It is in the DDJ and the Zhuangzi where wei becomes a uniquely, but problematically, human trait, due to the exaltation of the natural as the norm. The implication is that what is human should be curtailed as much as possible such that the heavenly and the natural could be allowed to present itself in the human world. Clearly, the prevailing sentiment among classical thinkers was that nature and what was natural were considered the source of what was morally superior to the human contrivance, and that artifice was morally inferior or even depraved.

However, in Xunzi’s thought the valuation of wei is completely reversed. Here it became a celebrated quality unique to humans. In other words, contrary to most other classical thinkers, Xunzi treated wei as both uniquely human and laudatory. As such, wei should be treated as a special Xunist term, appropriately rendered as “deliberate effort” by many translators. Indeed, this can be seen as one case of dramatic change of values toward the end of the Warring States period, namely the valorization of artifice and unnaturalness over nature and naturalness, the latter of which had been the norm in classical Chinese thought. As we will see, wei became the defining trait of what is human for Xunzi.

Deliberate effort (wei) and human nature (xing) are often addressed together in the Xunzi in that the former is a kind of human action that patterns and orders the latter in order to transform and beautify the latter. Xunzi saw human nature as what is given by nature that needs to be worked on by deliberate effort so that order and orderliness can be brought about within each person as well as in the human world. In its original state the human world is chaotic and disorderly, and it would take deliberate efforts to bring order to the human world (Xunzi 19.359–370). He addressed the relationship between human nature and deliberate effort in the following passage, using the genesis of filial piety as an example:


Now people’s nature is such that when hungry they desire satiety, when cold they desire warmth, and when tired they desire rest. This is people’s inborn disposition and nature. Now if people are hungry and see food but do not dare to eat first, that will be because there are some to whom they will give way. If people are tired but do not dare to seek rest, that will be because there are some for whom they will substitute themselves. When a son gives way for his father, a younger brother gives way for his older brother, a son stands in for his father, or a younger brother stands in for his older brother, these two kinds of conduct both go against one’s nature and are at odds with one’s inborn dispositions. Nevertheless, they are the way of a filial child, and the proper form and order contained in ritual and yi. Thus, if one follows along with one’s inborn dispositions and nature, then one will not defer and give way. If one defers and gives way, then one is at odds with one’s inborn dispositions and nature. Looking at it in this way, it is clear that people’s nature is bad, and their goodness is a matter of deliberate effort. (Xunzi 23.75–91)



Xunzi saw natural and immediate human responses to stimuli, e.g., desire for food and comfort, etc., as our inborn nature. Deliberate effort is a conscious human intervention in the natural human responses to those stimulations that takes into considerations the norms that govern our relationships with others so as to nurture proper relationships, e.g., familial relationships. Such an intervention is where the moral is located, e.g., filial piety. This is how morality is connected with deliberate effort.

However, for Xunzi, this intervention is not a natural endowment of being born as human (which would be tantamount to the Mencian view). Rather, it originates from the interventions by sage-kings’ deliberate efforts. That is, all humans share similar natural endowment and inclinations, but only the sage-kings can exercise the right kind of deliberate effort that brings about the right order in the human world, both within each moral agent and in the sociopolitical world. As we will see in the following, sage-kings’ deliberate effort is predicated on an understanding of the heartmind that bears striking similarities to the ones formulated by proto-Daoists like Laozi and Zhuangzi.

A. Heartmind

I have discussed extensively the central role played by heartmind within Zhuangzi’s philosophy in Chapter 5. Heartmind plays a similarly significant role in Xunzi’s system as the locus of human agency.


The heartmind is the lord of the body and the master of one’s spirit and intelligence. It issues orders, but it takes orders from nothing: it restrains itself, it employs itself; it lets itself go, it takes itself in hand; it makes itself proceed, it makes itself stop. Thus, the mouth can be compelled either to be silent or to speak, and the body can be compelled either to contract or to extend itself, but the heartmind cannot be compelled to change its thoughts. What it considers right, one accepts. What it considers wrong, one rejects. And so I say: if the heartmind allows its choices to be without restraint, then when it reveals its objects they will surely be broadly varying. Its perfected disposition is to be undivided. (Xunzi 21.211–221, with modifications; Hutton’s italics)



Here Xunzi was locating human agency within the heartmind in that it issues orders to the other faculties but does not take orders from them. The heartmind is its own master in making every decision and taking every action, whereas other faculties follow its orders. Given such a central position occupied by the heartmind in us as humans, its state of affairs is critical to the moral virtue of a human agent.

One major topic Xunzi dealt with in his discussion of the heartmind was its relationship with desires, which he considered to be an essential part of human nature, as we have seen previously. Clearly, Xunzi’s conception of the heartmind was closely linked to his discussion of human nature. As we will see, Xunzi placed his hope for morality in the heartmind’s ability to rein in human nature while providing ways for desires to be fulfilled within proper bounds.


Human nature is the accomplishment of Heaven. The dispositions are the substance of the nature. The desires are the responses of the dispositions to things. Viewing the objects of desire as permissible to obtain and seeking them are what the dispositions cannot avoid. Deeming something permissible and guiding one are what the understanding must provide. Thus, even were one a gatekeeper, the desires cannot be eliminated, because they are the necessary equipment of the nature. Even if one were the Son of Heaven, one’s desires cannot be completely satisfied. Even though the desires cannot be completely satisfied, one can get close to complete satisfaction. Even though desires cannot be eliminated, one’s seeking can be regulated. Even though what is desired cannot be completely obtained, the seeker can approach complete fulfillment. Even though desires cannot be eliminated, when what is sought is not obtained, one who is reflective desires to regulate his seeking. (Xunzi 22.301–315)



Xunzi was arguing that desire is an essential part of human nature that cannot be avoided. What is needed is an understanding about what is permissible, which can serve as a guide to desires in order for them to be fulfilled to the greatest possible extent. Here Xunzi presented what he considered a healthy dynamic between desires and the heartmind such that desires can be fulfilled as much as the heartmind allows and that the heartmind can regulate desires such that desires do not become excessive. This implies that although Xunzi considered human nature bad, he did not have to think that desires as such were necessarily bad, since it is rather inconceivable that Xunzi would actually advocate accommodating what is bad or reject its elimination. It makes far more sense to see the Xunist project as a way to reshape the desires, heavenly endowed, such that they do not become the source of what is bad, i.e., violence and chaos.


All those who say that good order must await the elimination of desires are people who lack the means to guide desire and cannot handle the mere having of desires. All those who say good order must await the lessening of desires are people who lack the means to restrain desire and cannot handle abundance of desires. Having desires and lacking desires fall under two different kinds, namely being alive and being dead, not order and disorder. Having many desires and having few desires also fall under different kinds, namely the numbers of people’s dispositions, not order and disorder. (Xunzi 22.266–274)



In this passage, Xunzi was clearly targeting the Laoists and others who advocated lessening or even eliminating desires as a precondition for order in the human world. Xunzi defended the naturalness of desires in humans such that it is coextensive with life itself. Lacking desires is the equivalence of death for Xunzi. This is clear evidence that, for Xunzi, desires are not in and of themselves bad, but rather that, if unsupervised and neglected, the chaos and violence that desires can give rise to are bad. In so doing, he was making the point that not only are desires compatible with order, but that they are also key to a fulfilling life. As such, the effort to eliminate desires would be futile, misguided, and even life-negating, whereas a good order improves human life and fulfills desires appropriately. Mencius actually shared Xunzi’s view on desires in this respect.


Life is what people most desire, and death is what people most despise. However, when people let go of life and accomplish their own death, this is not because they do not desire life and instead desire death. Rather, it is because they do not approve of living in these circumstances, but do approve of dying in these circumstances. Thus, when the desire is excessive but the action does not match it, this is because the heartmind prevents it. If what the heartmind approves of conforms to the proper patterns, then even if the desires are many, what harm would they be to good order? When the desire is lacking but the action surpasses it, this is because the heartmind compels it. If what the heartmind approves of misses the proper patterns, then even if the desires are few, how would it stop short of chaos? Thus, order and disorder reside in what the heartmind approves of, they are not present in the desires from one’s dispositions. If you do not seek for them where they reside, and instead seek for them where they are not present, then even if you should say, “I have grasped them,” you have simply missed them. (Xunzi 22.284–300, with modifications)



Here we see that Xunzi located the source of order in the human agency, which lies squarely in the heartmind, not in human nature. The heartmind has the power to override desires by following proper patterns and bringing about order within oneself. The heartmind that does not exercise that power becomes the source of disorder. For Xunzi, the proto-Daoists’ problematization of desires missed the point about the real source of order in the human agency.

Given the fact that the heartmind is the source of both order and disorder in the Xunist human agent, what can steer it toward order rather than disorder? In Chapter 21, “Overcoming Fixation” (jiebi 解蔽), Xunzi offers some intriguing hints about the kind of heartmind that can be the source of moral order:


How do people know the Way? I say: with the heartmind. How does the heartmind know the Way? I say: it is through emptiness (xu 虛), unity (yi 壹), and stillness (jing 靜). (Xunzi 21.167–169, with modifications)



By making the heartmind the knower of the Way, Xunzi connects the Confucian moral project with a particular kind of heartmind. We can call it a sagely heartmind, characterized by a very different set of qualities from the ordinary one (e.g., fondness for profit, fixation, etc.). As many contemporary commentators have observed, emptiness, unity, and stillness are familiar attributes of the heartmind extolled in the DDJ and the Zhuangzi (e.g., Graham 1989, 253; Hansen 1992, 309). This means that Xunzi’s conception of the sagely heartmind is influenced by the proto-Daoist formulations. However, as we will see, Xunzi understands these terms rather differently from the proto-Daoists.


The heartmind is always holding something. Yet, there is what is called being “empty.” The heartmind is always two-fold. Yet, there is what is called being “unified.” The heartmind is always moving. Yet, there is what is called being “still.” Humans are born and have awareness. With awareness, they have focus. To focus is to be holding something. Yet, there is something called being “empty.” Not to let what one is already holding harm what one is about to receive is called being “empty.” (Xunzi 21.169–176, with modifications)



As Hutton notes in his translation of this passage, “what Xunzi means by ‘emptiness’ is not having no thoughts or clearing out one’s mind, but rather being able to take up new ideas and objects of attention. Thus, his ‘emptiness’ is more akin to what nowadays would be called ‘receptiveness’ (2014, 228, fn.12; original italics). On the other hand, the proto-Daoists like Laozi and Zhuangzi understood emptiness precisely in terms of no thought, or clearing out one’s heartmind. That is, even though Xunzi used the term “emptiness” to characterize the sagely heartmind, such a notion is situated within a very different conceptual universe from the proto-Daoist orientation, despite their prima facie similarity.


The heartmind is born and has awareness. With awareness, there comes awareness of differences. These differences are known at the same time, and when they are known at the same time, this is to be two-fold. Yet, there is what is called being “unified.” Not to let one idea harm another idea is called being “unified.” When the heartmind sleeps, then it dreams. When it relaxes, then it goes about on its own. When one puts it to use, then it forms plans. Thus, the heartmind is always moving. Yet, there is what is called being “still.” Not to let dreams and worries disorder one’s understanding is called being “still.” (Xunzi 21.176–185, with modifications)



The heartmind is endowed with awareness at birth, and such awareness becomes awareness of differences. The heartmind’s ability to know the many sides of the differences simultaneously implies that it is a unified heartmind. Therefore, Xunzi’s unity of the heartmind (or single-mindedness in Hutton’s translation) specifically refers to the heartmind’s unifying activities that constantly synthesize various differences into an integrated whole. The heartmind’s stillness points to its ability to withstand worries and wandering thoughts, as in dreams (possibly cuing Zhuangzi), as well as to stay calm and undisturbed.


As for those who have not yet grasped the Way but are seeking the Way, I say to them: emptiness, unity, and stillness—make these your principles. If one who would search for the Way achieves emptiness, then he may enter upon it. If one who would work at the Way achieves unity, then he will exhaustively obtain it. If one who would ponder the Way achieves stillness, then he will discern it keenly.8 One who knows the Way and observes things by it, who knows the Way and puts it into practice, is one who embodies the Way. To be empty, and unified, and still—this is called great clarity and brilliance. (Xunzi 21.186–195, with modifications)



Xunzi clearly regarded the heartmind that is empty, unified, and still as an achievement of moral cultivation. Moral cultivation involves knowledge, discernment, practice, and embodiment of the Way. This clear and brilliant heartmind is the one possessed by sage-kings whose deliberate effort is the genesis of moral-political order in the human world.

All these qualities of the sagely heartmind are meant to counter an ordinary heartmind’s tendency of fixation and one-sidedness which is the main concern of Chapter 21 (Chapter 17, “Discourse on Heaven,” also covers some aspects of this topic). Xunzi summarized the positions of his contemporary thinkers and chided them for their supposed one-sidedness. In his judgement, most of the classical thinkers were guilty of fixating on one particular perspective (or being simply erroneous). Only Confucius represented the comprehensiveness and the wholeness of the Dao.9

Despite his appropriation of proto-Daoist thought, Xunzi critiqued it for being impracticable as a guide for human actions: “Zhuangzi was fixated on the Heavenly and did not understand the value of the human” (Xunzi 21.109–110) and “Laozi saw the value of yielding, but not the value of exerting oneself” (Xunzi 17.252–253). He called for the cultivation of virtue as the way to anchor the heartmind:


The gentleman knows that whatever is imperfect and unrefined does not deserve praise. And so he repeatedly recites his learning in order to master it, ponders it in order to comprehend it, makes his person so as to dwell in it, and eliminates things harmful to it in order to nourish it. He makes his eyes not want to see what is not right, makes his ears not want to hear what is not right, makes his mouth not want to speak what is not right, and makes his heart not want to deliberate over what is not right. He comes to the point where he loves it, and then his eyes love it more than the five colors, his ears love it more than the five tones, his mouth loves it more than the five flavors, and his heart considers it more profitable than possessing the whole world. For this reason, power and profit cannot sway him, the masses cannot shift him, and nothing in the world can shake him. He lives by this, and he dies by this. This is called the state in which virtue has been grasped.

When virtue has been grasped, only then can one achieve fixity. When one can achieve fixity, only then can one respond to things. To be capable both of fixity and of responding to things—this is called the perfected person. Heaven shows off its brilliance, Earth shows off its breadth, and the gentleman values his perfection. (Xunzi 1.217–236)



This is Xunzi’s brief summary of how to achieve the sagely heartmind. It clearly indicates that Xunzi’s conceptualization of the heartmind is in service to the Confucian moral project. For him, the proto-Daoist conception of the heartmind is insufficient to adjudicate human affairs. What is required, in addition to emptiness, unity, and stillness, is the moral agent’s virtue of abiding by what is right; such a virtue can serve as an anchor (ding 定) for sage-kings so that they can be responsive to the world, based on moral principles. Xunzi was highlighting two aspects of a sage, a heartmind that is discerning (cha 察) and an anchoring (ding) virtue (de) that is responsive (ying 應) to worldly affairs. This is how the gentleman (another name for a perfected person in this context) participates in the co-creation of the cosmic order (Hutton 2014, 8, fn.36). I will have a more detailed discussion of Xunzi’s program of moral cultivation later in the chapter.

Ziporyn nicely summarizes the rationale for Xunzi’s rejection of the proto-Daoist conception of the heartmind:


[T]o speak only of emptiness, unity, and stillness is typical of someone who is merely seeking the Dao, but has not yet begun to put it into practice. When it is put into practice, it entails an active and pragmatic shaping of things, putting them into order, making of them into a Greatest Coherence.10 (Ziporyn 2012, 217)



Kjellberg echoes Ziporyn’s observation by characterizing the Laoist position on non-action and yielding as “a tempting but dangerous non-solution” (2016, 389).

In this connection, Ivanhoe’s observation is particularly insightful with regard to the radicality in Xunzi’s way of defending the Confucian moral project:


The critical claim of Xunzi’s position is that we truly begin to understand the value of such rituals and norms only after successfully embarking upon the arduous course of Confucian learning. We acquire true moral understanding only through our critical participation in the Confucian way of life. According to Xunzi, before we engage in learning, we simply lack the cognitive equipment to “see” the value of the Way, and it clearly follows that before we appreciate the value of moral action, we lack any ability to enjoy acting in accordance with it. (Ivanhoe 2000b, 240)



Kjellberg rephrases Ivanhoe’s observation in terms of the choice sage-kings make in connection with their effort to invent and institute ritual in Xunzi’s effort to defend the Confucian moral project: “The rightness of the Confucian way can only (be) seen by those who have made a certain choice; and the reasons for that choice can only be fully appreciated by those who have made it” (2016, 381). This means that a moral project, such as the Confucian Dao, requires an act of choice and decision on the part of moral agents. Sage-kings’ choice means they must accept something while rejecting others in their evaluation and adjudication of human affairs according to the moral principles they are committed to and the choices they make. As we will see in the following, for Xunzi, the sage-kings, with their heartminds of emptiness, unity, and stillness, together with their moral virtues, are in a unique position to discern various differences and distinctions in the world and to respond to them effectively by integrating those differences into a whole so as to bring about a moral order in the human world.

B. Differentiation and Integration

We have just seen that Xunzi has located sagely deliberate effort in a heartmind that is empty, unified, and still, as well as in the sages’ moral commitments. A still heartmind is discerning of the differences in the world; an empty, or receptive, heartmind is responsive to the world; and a unified heartmind can integrate those differences into a coherent whole. We have seen that for Xunzi such a heartmind alone is insufficient for bringing about a moral order in the world. The heartmind also has to be anchored on moral principles, benevolence and rightness (renyi 仁義), using those principles to discern and respond to human affairs. This means that deliberate effort by the sage-kings specifically refers to their discernment (cha 察 or gan 感) and responsiveness (ying 應). Discernment means the ability to observe distinctions in the world, and responsiveness means instituting such distinctions in the human world:


For Heaven can give birth to creatures, but it cannot enforce distinctions among creatures. Earth can support people, but it cannot order people. In the world, all members of the myriad things and the human race must await the sage, and only then will they be appropriately divided up. (Xunzi 19.370–374)



Here Xunzi attributed the sage-kings’ deliberate effort to their ability to cognize, institute, and enforce distinctions appropriate for the human world in order to bring about a moral order. Indeed, Xunzi would go so far as to see making proper distinctions as a defining quality of being human:


What is that by which humans are human? I say: it is because they have distinctions. . . . [T]hat by which humans are human is not because they are special in having two legs and no feathers, but rather because they have distinctions. The birds and beasts have fathers and sons but not the intimate relationship of father and son. They have the male sex and the female sex but no differentiation between male and female. And so for human ways, none is without distinctions. Of distinctions, none are greater than social divisions, and of social divisions, none are greater than rituals, and of rituals, none are greater than those of the sage kings. (Xunzi 5.104–121)



Xunzi regarded the ability to make distinctions one of the defining attributes of being (socialized, instead of pre-social or “natural”) human. However, he did not believe mere differences were unique to the humans, e.g., father and son, or male sex and female sex, etc. Rather, the kind of distinctions he considered uniquely human referred to the particular way humans, in their socialization, treated such differences, especially in various domains of human relationships. This particular way pointed to ritually prescribed roles and their associated obligations, abiding by which can lead to the kind of human relationship qualitatively different from the mere distinctions observed in the natural world.

In so doing, Xunzi fleshed out the sagely heartmind’s discernment and responsiveness by linking the cognitive activities of bian (辨, making distinctions) to divisions or differentiation in social relationships and roles (fen 分 or bie 別). He used bian, fen, and bie to argue that it was necessary to make distinctions in the moral domain, such as nobility and baseness, greatness and pettiness, high and low, etc., and in the familial-social-political domains, such as lord and minister, parent and child, husband and wife, elder and younger siblings, etc. Such distinctions and divisions should be maintained in both personal cognition and social arrangement in order to maintain a proper cognitive, familial, social, economic, political, and moral order.


The gentleman not only obtains its [the ritual’s] nurturing, but also loves its differentiations. What is meant by “differentiations”? I say: It is for noble and lowly to have their proper ranking, for elder and youth to have their proper distance, and for poor and rich, humble and eminent each to have their proper weights. (Xunzi 19.19–23)



Here Xunzi articulated the point that making distinctions is more than the recognition that there are differences in the human and natural world. Rather, it is to structure the human society hierarchically based on social divisions that foster different relationships appropriate to the kinds involved. Clearly, hierarchy is intrinsic to the differentiation made and the order generated in Xunzi’s thought. That is, for Xunzi, ritual is a system of social hierarchy based on divisions whereby people can know their roles in the society, according to their abilities, virtues, and relationships, depending on the domains and occasions.

At this juncture, it is important to recognize that, despite the centrality of division (or differentiation) in Xunzi’s philosophy, “this differentiation remains subordinated to the universal at all times, and has no value apart from this relation” (Ziporyn 2012, 219). Put differently, differentiation without integration leads to fragmentation, confusion, and chaos. Differentiation and distinction are made in order to integrate them into a unified whole wherein a person is appropriately situated. This is why distinction needs to be made properly, according to moral principles, so that the whole can be a morally coherent one. For Xunzi, a society that observes proper distinctions and institutes proper order to accommodate such distinctions is one that is most conducive to fruitful collaborations and fulfilling lives for its members. As we will see later, the traditional ritual system is, for Xunzi, the best way to integrate those differences in creating and maintaining an orderly, humane, and just society.

Through differentiation and integration, Xunzi made his way to the broader Confucian project of ritual as representing an all-encompassing familial-social-political-moral-cosmological order, invented by ancient sage-kings and accumulated through the generations. This means that in asserting that the greatest social divisions are the rituals of sage-kings (5.121), Xunzi attempted to justify traditional rituals on the ground of social divisions and their proper integration. This way, Xunzi provided a new ground of legitimacy for the traditional ritual system treasured by the Confucians, i.e., the deliberate effort of sage-kings due to their discerning heartminds and anchoring virtues, which enabled them to cognize distinctions in the world and institute proper social divisions in order to bring about order and coherence in the human world that is humane and just, all embodied in the ritual.

Such a move in Xunzi’s conception of ritual further developed Confucius’s understanding of ritual as being grounded in ren, as we have seen earlier in the book. However, as we will see shortly, the concept of ren came to play a different role in Xunzi’s system from Confucius’s (and Mencius’s), highlighting the increasing importance of order in Xunzi’s thought within a broadly Laoist cosmology that sees Heaven as being detached from human affairs.

C. Renyi as the Human Source for Care and Rightness

Ren has been a core Confucian virtue since Confucius reformulated it to become an all-encompassing meta-virtue that grounds ritual. However, its exalted status in the Analects is lowered somewhat in the Mencius, wherein it becomes one of four cardinal virtues, along with yi (righteousness), li (ritual propriety), and zhi (wisdom). In Xunzi’s thought, we witness further decline in the status of ren in terms of its importance.11 As we will see later in this chapter, ritual (li) is by far the most prominent notion and the most extensively deliberated concept in Xunzi’s system. Still, ren retains its relevance in the Xunzi and such relevance can be construed as a way to locate the source of care in the human realm, given Xunzi’s position that Heaven does not particularly care about human affairs and that it is entirely up to humans whether human society flourishes or not.

Xunzi’s position on ren is not as fully developed as his position on li or yi, indicative of the lowering of importance of ren in the most robust portion of his philosophical effort. Still, ren remains an important concept in Xunzi’s philosophy. On the one hand, he continued Confucius’s formula that saw ren as a fundamental consideration for ritual, as is evident in the following:


As for the ruler of men, when a heartmind that is ren is set up within him, then understanding is its servant, and ritual is its completion. And so, a true king puts ren first and puts ritual behind, because the Heavenly given order of implementation is thus. (Xunzi 29.45–48, with modification)



Here Xunzi considered ritual the completion of sage-kings’ benevolent heartmind. In Chapter Ten, “Enriching the State,” Xunzi stated that setting up an elaborate ritual system of divisions with all its bells and whistles by sage-kings was meant to “make clear the proper forms for ren, and in order to promote the smooth operations of ren” (Xunzi 10.120–121). These are clear indications that ren remains an important consideration in Xunzi’s conception of ritual. Therefore, even though Xunzi did not really offer any major conceptual development in his deliberation on ren, I would like to make the case that the continuing significance of ren in Xunzi’s thought can be better appreciated as a source of human-to-human care within the Xunist framework, wherein the source of care can no longer be expected to originate from the naturalized Heaven.

Conceptually, ren is connected with ai 愛, regularly translated as “care” or “love” in classical texts, as we have seen earlier in the book. Xunzi followed this understanding of ai.12 However, as Hutton points out, such an altruistic sentiment is not really moral in nature:


If the badness of human nature is that our desires know no natural bounds and tend to bring us into conflict, there is no reason to exclude other-directed desires. For example, a father might selflessly love his son, but if he is willing to do anything, including stealing and killing, to provide for his son’s welfare, there is no reason why Xunzi would not condemn even this apparently altruistic motivation. Xunzi would probably deny that such altruistic tendencies form a major part of our natural inclinations, but even if he does allow them, it does not contradict his theory of human nature. (Hutton 2000, 230)



This is why Xunzi insisted that kindness (en 恩) alone is not ren (Xunzi 27.123). Rather, ren is constituted by kindness and good order (Xunzi 27.123). Therefore, ren is not an inborn trait of a person, but rather the result of moral cultivation.

Xunzi often coupled ren with yi (義, rightness), as renyi 仁義, to represent one iteration of the entire Confucian/Xunist moral universe (another iteration of the moral universe is liyi 禮義, and I will deal with that later in the chapter). Yi 義 is often translated as “righteousness,” “justice,” or, simply, “morality.” As Hutton notes in his translation of the Xunzi:


In the Xunzi, yi has two main meanings. On the one hand, it refers to a certain set of ethical standards that were created by the ancient sage kings to bring order to people. These standards delineate proper social roles and the privileges and responsibilities attached to them. On the other hand, yi also refers to a virtue, namely the tendency to adhere to these standards and the order they contain. In other texts, one commonly sees the latter sense of yi translated as “righteousness,” and the former sense is sometimes translated as “duties.” (Hutton 2014, 345, Hutton’s italics)



It is interesting to observe, in this connection, that Xunzi considers yi, instead of ren, one of the defining and celebrated attributes of being human, using it to differentiate humans from inanimate objects, plants, and animals (Xunzi 9.316–319). This can be regarded as another case of the depreciation of ren in Xunzi’s thought.

There is quite a bit of divergence in the scholarly discussions on Xunzi’s yi as the quality that distinguishes humans from other forms of life or inanimate objects. The central point of controversy is whether yi is an inborn characteristic or is acquired later in life through human socialization. Hutton has carefully demonstrated, after combing through various textual evidence, that yi should be understood as acquired later in life, instead of an inborn characteristic of a human being which, according to Hutton, would have contradicted Xunzi’s position on the badness of human nature (2000, 224). On the other hand, Zipoyrn, in agreement with Donald Munro, whose position is critiqued by Hutton, sees no contradiction in regarding yi as an original endowment of human nature. Ziporyn’s reading is based on his understanding of Xunzi’s theory of human nature as we have seen previously, i.e., it is not that human nature lacks any moral component at all but that it is the chaos in human nature that makes it bad (Ziporyn 2012, 211). This means that it is perfectly acceptable for Xunzi to admit some version of the Mencian sprouts as long as he could maintain that human nature as a whole is conflictful and hence bad. I am in agreement with Hutton’s interpretation of Xunzi’s yi since it is more in line with my understanding of the role yi plays within Xunzi’s broader project in that yi, together with ren, is the result of moral cultivation, not an inborn trait.

Together, renyi represents the moral principles in the Xunist moral universe in that ren has more to do with the care and love between people, whereas yi deals more with their social divisions and hierarchy. As Xunzi summarized, “One who is ren cares for others, and one who is yi follows good order” (Xunzi 9.349–350). In the following passage, Xunzi explicitly linked renyi to the genesis of a moral order:


The person of ren indeed cares for others, but it is because he cares for others that he hates for people to harm them. The person of yi indeed follows good order, but it is because he follows good order that he hates for people to throw it into chaos. (Xunzi 9.354–359)



It is precisely the sage-kings’ (or persons of ren and yi) care for people, evidenced in their loathing of chaos and violence, that leads them to invent ritual and establish a moral order in the human world, as we will see later in this chapter. Here renyi serves as the primary motivation for the sage-kings’ deliberate effort to establish the ritual-based moral order. Furthermore, renyi is considered the telos of the ritual order in that ritual is designed to nurture and fulfill human desires (Xunzi 19.8–9), both personally and socially, while fending off human inclinations toward chaos and violence.


Ren is care, and so it makes for affection. Yi is good order, and so it makes for proper conduct. Ritual is proper regulation, and so it makes for completion [of these]. (Xunzi 27.115–117)



The guiding value for ren is caring affection, whereas the guiding value for yi is proper order. Here, Xunzi articulated the crucial point that the ritual order is the fulfillment of moral values (renyi). As we will see later in this chapter, the Xunist conception of ritual is the completion of caring affection and just order. In other words, ritual is the synthesis of humaneness (ren) and justice (yi) in Xunzi’s philosophy. I will elaborate on this important development later in the chapter.

Xunzi’s discussion of renyi can be better appreciated when juxtaposed with Laozi’s musing on the subject. Due to their shared cosmological outlook, especially concerning Heaven and its relationship with the humans, a better understanding of renyi in their respective systems of thought can enable us to see more clearly the distinguishing feature of Xunzi’s project under the broadly Laoist cosmology. As we have seen in Chapter 3, Laozi saw the moral project, represented by ren, yi, and li, as the result of the degeneration of the Dao. This is most evident in Chapter 38 of the Daodejing:


When the Way was lost there was Virtue;

When Virtue was lost there was benevolence;

When benevolence was lost there was righteousness;

When righteousness was lost there were the rites.

The rites are the wearing thin of loyalty and trust, and the beginning of chaos. (DDJ 38, Ivanhoe trans. in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, with modifications)



Put simply, Laozi saw ren, yi, and li as signs of the increasing loss of the Way, which eventually leads to disorder. In other words, instead of seeing these moral principles as conducive to promoting the right sociopolitical order, Laozi regarded the moral project as fundamentally antithetical to the right order since such a project tends to entrench the underlying problematic conditions it is meant to rectify, as we have seen in Chapter 3.

Xunzi’s position on ren, yi, and li cannot have been more different from Laozi’s, their shared cosmology notwithstanding:


The gentleman dwells in ren by means of yi, and only then is it ren. He carries out yi by means of ritual, and only then is it yi. In implementing ritual, he returns to the roots and completes the branches, and only then is it ritual. When all three are thoroughly mastered, only then is it the Way. (Xunzi 27.128–132)



Here Xunzi made an interesting point that yi is the means of ren, ritual is the means of yi, and to conduct oneself according the Confucian Way requires a thorough mastery of all three. This passage can be read as a direct repudiation of the Laoist take on the Confucian moral project.

In all these discussions of deliberate effort, the idea of the sage-kings is a constant element, making it indispensable to Xunzi philosophical endeavors. As we will see in the following, the Xunist defense of the validity of the Confucian project hinged on these ideal human paragons who were the inventors of morality and ritual order through their deliberate efforts. It dovetails with Xunzi’s elevation of deliberate effort as the defining trait of being human. Indeed, deliberate effort came to inextricably link to sage-kings who were the agents of such effort. This development signaled an important change with regard to what was ideal human personhood which carried significant moral-political implications in the late Warring States period.

3.3. The Cult of Sage-Kings and the Human Constitution of Cosmic Order

If the legitimacy of traditional ritual was primarily defended on the ground of a caring Heaven in earlier Confucian thought, Xunzi shifted it toward a decidedly human ground, namely, the deliberate effort of sage-kings. In so doing, Xunzi placed his hope in sage-kings and the ritual tradition handed down by them during the time of crushing chaos and hopeless despair as the Warring States period was racing toward a brutal conclusion. This means that the idea of sage-kings plays an even more prominent conceptual and structural role in Xunzi’s philosophy than in his Confucian predecessors’. That is, even though the ideal of sage-king featured prominently within the Confucian tradition, in Xunzi’s hands such an ideal would see a dramatic aggrandizement, approaching the cult of sage-kings.13 This is an example of the Xunist sentiment toward sage-kings: “Thus, Heaven is the ultimate in height, Earth is the ultimate in depth, the boundless is the ultimate in breadth, and the sage is the ultimate in the Way” (Xunzi 19.171–173). Here the sage is considered one of the three ultimates, together with Heaven and Earth.

Previously in this chapter I briefly mentioned the famous triad in the classical Chinese intellectual tradition, consisting of Heaven, Earth, and human (天地人). It has been assumed in the scholarly discussion that this triadic structure is paradigmatic in the Chinese philosophical discourse, even though the exact origin of this framework is still shrouded in obscurity. There has been quite a bit of debate about the origin of this triad in classical Chinese thought. Ikeda Tomohisa 池田知久 thinks that Xunzi was actually the inventor of this framework (Sato 2003, 151) whereas Hu Jiacong 胡家聰 maintains that the framework is widely shared in works attributed to Jixia scholars and credits Fan Li, Laozi, and Liezi for initiating the framework (Sato 2003, 150). Sato is more sympathetic to Hu’s observation and argues that this famous triad is the result of fruitful intellectual activities in the Jixia Academy with which Xunzi was intimately familiar. However, Sato broadens the scope and claims that it is the product of what he calls analytic thinking that characterizes the middle period of the Warring States, not restricted to particular thinkers.14

One of the most famous instances of the triad in the classical texts appears in the Daodejing, even though Laozi adds Dao to the triad in this iteration.


Dao is great, Heaven is great, Earth is great, and the king is also great.

There are four greats in the world and king is one of them.

Humans should model themselves after Earth, Earth after Heaven, Heaven after Dao, and Dao after what is naturally so. (DDJ 25, my translation)



Laozi lists four parties, instead of three, in the cosmic order, making all subject to the Dao, which is the natural way. Relevant to our discussion here is Laozi’s stipulation that humans (or their ideal representatives, sage-kings) should follow the example of the natural world.

This triadic framework was not quite articulated in the same formula in Confucian texts prior to Xunzi, even though we can detect the general contours of this framework developing and operative in those earlier Confucian texts. The triadic framework plays a prominent role in Xunzi’s thought, although Xunzi articulated a different relationship between the three from the one outlined by Laozi, with Xunzi emphasizing the role of deliberate effort (wei) by sage-kings and Laozi highlighting the natural way (ziran or wuwei). In Xunzi’s thought, sage-kings become partners of Heaven and Earth (san tian di 參天地); in Laozi’s thought, sage-kings are followers of Heaven and Earth (fa tian di 法天地).

A. Sage-Kings as Partners (san 參) of Heaven and Earth

The most important development of the triadic framework of Heaven, Earth, and human (represented by sage-kings) in Xunzi’s thought is that he elevated the role of sage-kings to the partners of Heaven and Earth. The sage is hailed as one of the cornerstones of this triadic order:


Use the proper categories to manage muddled cases, and use the one right standard to manage the myriad situations, beginning and then ending, ending and then beginning again, just like the way that a jade loop has no endpoints. If you abandon these things, then the whole world will consequently fall into decline. Heaven and Earth are the beginning of life. Ritual and yi are the beginning of order. The gentleman is the beginning of ritual and yi. Practicing them, habituating oneself in them, accumulating great regard for them, making oneself fond of them—these are the beginning of becoming a gentleman. Thus, Heaven and Earth give birth to the gentleman, and the gentleman brings order to Heaven and Earth. The gentleman is a third partner to Heaven and Earth, a supervisor for the myriad things, and mother and father to the people. If there were no gentleman, then Heaven and Earth would not be properly ordered, and ritual and yi would be without a unifying guide. Above, there would be no lords or teachers, and below, there would be no fathers and sons. Such a state is called utmost chaos. When the positions of lord and minister, father and son, older brother and younger brother, husband and wife all begin and then end, end and then begin again; when they are part of the same order with Heaven and Earth, and persist as long as the myriad generations—this is called the great root. And so, funerals, sacrifices, court appearances, royal greetings, and military matters all proceed by this one standard. Ennobling and degrading, killing and giving birth, and bestowing and taking all proceed by this one standard. To treat the lord as lord, the minister as minister, the father as father, the son as son, the elder brother as elder brother, and the younger brother as younger brother all proceed by this one standard. To treat the farmer as farmer, the officer as officer, the craftsman as craftsman, and the merchant as merchant all proceed by this one standard. (Xunzi 9.286–315, added italics)



The ideal Xunist sage is one who can effectively transform human affairs in collaboration with the heavenly generativity and earthly support. Everything in the world awaits the sage-kings who have the capacity to distinguish and differentiate beings from one another and put them in proper order such that each person can play a proper and fulfilling role within society and find their place in the grand scheme of the world. Such a grand role reserved for the sage-kings in Xunzi’s thought is breathtaking.

The sagely partnership with Heaven and Earth is often described in terms of sage-kings completing (cheng 成) the works of Heaven and Earth in the human realm:


The gentleman relies on virtue. The petty man relies on strength. Strength is the servant of virtue. The strength of the common people awaits [the gentleman] and only then does it have accomplishments. The community of the common people awaits him and only then is it harmonious. The wealth of the common people awaits him, and only then does it pile up. The circumstances of the common people await him and only then are they comfortable. The life span of the common people awaits him, and only then is it long. Without him, relations between father and son will not be close. Without him, relations between brothers will not be smooth. Without him, relations between man and woman will not be happy. Through him, the young grow and mature. Through him, the old obtain nurture. Thus it is said, “Heaven and Earth produce them, but the sage completes them.” This expresses my meaning. (Xunzi 10.168–182)



Put simply, sage-kings use their virtue to build a harmonious community, to increase people’s wealth, to provide comfort to people in their lives, to expand people’s life expectancy, to make human relationships fulfilling, and to ensure that human lives are flourishing. Xunzi regarded such accomplishments as the sage-kings’ completion of the works of Heaven and Earth, whereas Heaven and Earth give birth to things in the world, including human beings.

This Xunist vision of the sage’s role is a sharp contrast with Zhuangzi’s much more critical attitude toward the idea of humans completing nature’s work through regulations and technical skills. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Zhuangzi rejected a heartmind that is complete (chengxin 成心) and closed to the movement of Dao. As Eske Møllgaard observes,


The Confucian progression outlines a particular program of education, socialization, and self-fashioning, and the completion is entirely inscribed in the realm of man (literature, rituals, music). The swimmer’s sequence, on the other hand, involves no program of learning, no socialization, no self-fashioning, and no completion in the realm of man. It simply indicates the inexplicable experience of being engendered by self-emerging life. Furthermore, Mencius says that Confucius’ wisdom is a kind of technical skill (qiao), it is a form of regulatory wisdom that brings things completion. Cook Ding, for his part, does not rely on technical skill or practical wisdom in any form. (Møllgaard 2007, 64)



Indeed, whereas Zhuangzi did not allow any singular human person the role of regulating the human world by imposing a set of rules and mores on it, Xunzi lauded such efforts by sage-kings to bring order to the human world as the way to complete the work of Heaven and Earth.

For Xunzi, the sage-kings’ partnership with Heaven and Earth and their completion of the work of Heaven and Earth have to do with sage-kings’ invention of morality in the human realm, whereas morality does not exist in the natural world. Put simply, making humans moral is the result of sage-kings’ partnership with Heaven and Earth. Therefore, it is the sage-kings, not Heaven and Earth, who are credited as the source of morality in Xunzi’s thought. As he forcefully asserted,


In every case, ritual and yi are produced from the deliberate effort of the sage; they are not produced from people’s nature. Thus, when the potter mixes up clay and makes vessels, the vessels are produced from the deliberate efforts of the craftsman; they are not produced from people’s nature. Thus, when the craftsman carves wood and makes utensils, the utensils are produced from the deliberate efforts of the craftsman; they are not produced from people’s nature. The sage accumulates reflections and thoughts and practices deliberate efforts and reasoned activities in order to produce ritual and yi and in order to establish proper models and measures. So, ritual and yi and proper models and measures are produced from the deliberate efforts of the sage; they are not produced from people’s nature. (Xunzi 23.93–105)



There are at least two important points in this passage: first, ritual and righteousness are the result of the deliberate efforts of the sage, not people’s natural endowments; second, sagely deliberate efforts accumulate over the generations in the formation of the ritual tradition. The first point has to do with Xunzi’s observation that human nature cannot be the source of morality for human society. In making ritual and righteousness the result of sagely deliberate efforts, Xunzi argued that morality is a human accomplishment, thanks to the cumulative efforts of sage-kings, instead of a natural endowment. Therefore, Xunzi was making the point that to be moral is to follow the standards and practices of ritual and righteousness established by sage-kings. Second, the formation of a system of ritual and righteousness is not the result of the work by any single omnipotent sage-king, but rather the accumulation of deliberate efforts by sage-kings over the ages. The idea of accumulation is conspicuous in the Xunzi and merits a close examination.

B. Accumulation in the Achievement of Sagehood and Moral Order

The notion of accumulation (ji 積) does not feature prominently in Confucian texts prior to the Xunzi. It does not appear in the Analects at all and only twice in the Mencius (one of which is a quote). It appears more frequently in the Mozi, the Zhuangzi, and the Daodejing. In the Mozi, ji is primarily used in the sense of accumulation of materials and it does not really stand out as a uniquely Mohist notion with any moral purchase. However, in the last chapter of the inherited text of the Daodejing, ji is problematized in a way that is uniquely Laoist:


The sage does not hoard (ji).

Having bestowed all he has on others, he has yet more;

Having given all he has to others, he is richer still. (DDJ 51, Lau trans.)



It is rather telling that Lau translates ji as “hoard,” given its obvious negative connotation in the context of this chapter. Laozi was making an interesting claim that the sage’s apparent generosity is the most efficacious way of acquiring leadership. The more one gives, the more influence (and, therefore, power) one has. The idea expressed here is similar to another famous passage in the DDJ wherein Laozi stated that the Laoist sage does not accumulate knowledge in pursuing the Dao:


In the pursuit of learning one knows more every day; in the pursuit of the way one does less every day. One does less and less until one does nothing at all, and when one does nothing at all there is nothing that is undone. (DDJ 48, Lau trans.)



Laozi rejected both accumulation and deliberate effort in the pursuit of the Dao and, as we have seen in Chapter 3, advocated the idea of non-action (wuwei). By sharp contrast, a Xunist sage accumulates knowledge, which is a particularly potent form of deliberate effort, in contributing to the formation and transmission of the ritual tradition. Here we see a sharp contrast between the Laoist and the Xunist ideals about sagely actions: effortless and spontaneous actions by a Laoist sage versus effortful and deliberate actions by a Xunist sage. The two are mirror images of each other.

Laozi’s advocacy of non-action is premised on the assumption that, left to itself, nature would work its way through humans naturally in bringing about order in the human world. Xunzi had no such illusion about human nature, as we have seen earlier. Underlying the Laoist confidence in nature is the assumption of a generally benign human nature, if left undisturbed by human artifices. However, Xunzi dismissed such a Laoist assumption about human nature and its implications for human society. As Hutton perceptively observes,


 . . . even though Mencius is his explicit target, Xunzi’s contention that human nature is bad also serves as a response to Laozi and Zhuangzi. For it amounts to the claim that, contrary to what they propose, living in a more “natural” manner would not be better for people, but would in fact make them worse off. In sharp contrast to these other figures, Xunzi exalts wei 偽. The word wei originally connotes what is “artificial” in a negative sense, but in Xunzi’s hands it becomes a technical term (rendered here as “deliberate effort”) for ways of behaving that do not arise from human nature and may even be contrary to it, and that thus provide a way to avoid the misdeeds and troubles to which human nature would otherwise lead us. (Hutton 2014, xxvi)



Indeed, as we have seen throughout this chapter, important aspects of Xunzi’s thought are direct responses to Laozi and the Laoist conceptual universe. More specifically, even though Xunzi accepted the Laoist conception of Heaven, he rejected the Laoist assumption about human nature, the Laoist model of sage as an emulator of Heaven, the Laoist idealization of non-differentiation as the way to return to the original Dao, and the Laoist position on ritual as resulting from the loss of Dao. Xunzi vigorously defended the value, legitimacy, and efficacy of the Confucian ritual tradition on the ground of deliberate effort, especially reflected in the accumulation of distinctions made by sage-kings over generations, so as to bring order to both the human heartmind and to the broader sociopolitical world.

Ji in the Xunzi refers to a series of significant achievements such as the gradual formation of good habits to counter our natural responses to impulses and stimulations, the ultimate accomplishment of sagehood, and the systematic institution of a cultural tradition conducive to human flourishing. In fact, ji in the Xunzi can be seen as an alternative iteration of the ideal of XQZP in the Great Learning that is paradigmatic in the Confucian moral-political universe, as we have seen earlier in the book. At the heart of the Xunist reformulation of the Confucian project lies his elevation of the role of sage-kings in the genesis of moral-political order embodied in the sacred rituals handed down through the generations.


The sage is the pitch pipe of the Way. The pitch pipe of the Way for all people under Heaven rests in him. The ways of the hundred kings are unified in him. Thus, the principles of the Odes, Documents, Rituals, and Music are summed up in him. The Odes tells of his intentions. The Documents tells of his works. The Rituals tells of his conduct. The Music tells of his harmoniousness. The Spring and Autumn Annals tells of his subtlety. (Xunzi 8.280–286)



Xunzi saw the sage as the hope of the human world in whom the accumulation of human civilization resided. Despite the disappearance of sage-kings during his time, they left behind traces, i.e., a time-tested tradition recorded in the Odes, Documents, Rituals, and the Spring and Autumn Annals, all of which were believed to have been edited and/or written by Confucius himself, the last sage. Xunzi’s deference to the tradition articulated by Confucius is evident throughout the text, even though, I should point out, he was also open to change: “He follows the true fount to adapt to changes, and in everything obtains what is fitting. When he is thus, only then is he a sage” (Xunzi 6.231–233).

Accumulation is closely tied to two core considerations of the Xunist philosophy, namely sagehood and the ritual-based moral-political order. First, sagehood results from the cumulative effort of moral cultivation, the path of which is available to anybody, including the proverbial “man on the street,” who engages in a vigorous regimen of cultivation laid out by the Confucians:


Now if people on the streets were to submit themselves to study and practice learning, if they were to concentrate their hearts and make single-minded their intentions, if they were to ponder, query, and thoroughly investigate—then if they add to this days upon days and connect to this long period of time, if they accumulate goodness without stopping, then they will break through to spirit-like powers and understanding, and will form a triad with Heaven and Earth. Thus, becoming a sage is something that people achieve through accumulation. (Xunzi 23.276–285)



Indeed, for Xunzi, becoming a sage is the result of moral cultivations accumulated over the years. In the following passage, he details what happens in the course of moral cultivation:


If people have no teachers or proper models, then they will take human nature as their exalted standard. If they have teachers and proper models, then they will take accumulated effort as their exalted standard. Following teachers and proper models is something one gets from one’s accumulation,15 not something one receives from human nature, because it is insufficient to stand on its own and be well ordered. Human nature is something I cannot remake, but it can be transformed. The accumulation is not something I have in my possession, but it is something I can practice.16 Practice and habituation are the means to transform human nature. Being devoted to one thing and not departing from it are the means to bring about accumulated effort. Habituation changes your intentions, and being able to take comfort in such things and persist in them changes your substance. If you are devoted to the one right thing and do not depart from it, then you will reach to spirit-like power and understanding and take your place in the triad with Heaven and Earth. (Xunzi 8.474–489, with significant modifications noted in the two footnotes in this passage)



Here Xunzi is exalting the efficacy of transforming human nature through accumulative effort and forming new habits through persistent practice, following the examples of teachers and models in such an arduous process. Gradually, the cumulative effect of the moral cultivation will lead to a better understanding of the human condition, helping to transform the human world in partnership with Heaven and Earth.


Thus, if you accumulate soil, you will form a mountain. If you accumulate water, you will form a sea. The accumulation of dawns and dusks is called a year. The highest thing is called Heaven, and the lowest thing is called Earth. The six directions in the world are called the extremes. If ordinary men in the street and the common people accumulate goodness and make it whole and complete, they are called sages. They must seek it and only then will they obtain it. They must work at it and only then will they achieve it. They must accumulate it and only then will they be lofty. They must make it complete and only then are they sages. So, the sage is the product of people’s accumulated efforts. (Xunzi 8.490–500)



The idea of accumulation is inspired from Xunz’s observation of the natural world, according to which a mountain is the accumulation of soil, a sea that of water, and a year that of days, etc. By the same logic, a sage, as the consummate person, is the accumulation and completion of goodness in ordinary people.

Second, in addition to the point that accumulation is critical to the achievement of sagehood, Xunzi also saw the idea of accumulation as critical to the formation of the moral-political order, embodied in the revered ritual tradition. For Xunzi, the formation of the ritual tradition is the accumulation of deliberate efforts by ancient sage-kings through the generations. Through sage-kings, Xuzni reasserted the humanly attributes in the absence of a caring Heaven, unlike Laozi and Zhuangzi, who tended to problematize the human aspect. However, the Xunist sagely agent possesses reconstituted human traits that are infused with the heavenly attribute of orderliness, emphasizing the sagely heartmind’s ability of discernment and responsiveness to the world. In this sense, the idea of the sage is conceived of by Xunzi as the synthesis of the heavenly and the humanly in that the sage reaches the heavenly qualities of orderliness and constancy through the accumulation of goodness resulting from the uniquely human quality of deliberate efforts.

If the sage is a synthesis of the heavenly and the humanly in Xunzi’s thought, the sage-invented ritual tradition is the expression of such a synthesis in that the human institution of ritual is constitutive of the cosmic order. Put differently, in Xunzi’s philosophy, the idea of the sage and the ritual tradition are two sides of the same coin of orderliness, with the sage on the agential (subjective) side and the ritual on the cosmological (objective) side. This means that both the idea of sage-king and that of ritual in Xunzi’s thought are the result of grand syntheses between the heavenly and the humanly, with the consequence that Heaven is embedded in the ritual system as the new anchor of the Xunist moral universe and that the sage-kings represent the ideal human with the heavenly attribute of orderliness and the humanly attribute of morality (renyi). In other words, Xunzi’s conception of ritual is the culmination of the twin development concerning Heaven and human, to which I turn in the following.

§4. Ritual as the Institution of Humane Justice: A Grand Synthesis of the Heavenly and the Humanly

Modern scholars generally agree that Xunzi was by far the most sophisticated systematizer of ritual in the classical period. He defended the intellectual challenges to ritual from many of his contemporaries that include the proto-Daoists like Laozi and Zhuangzi, the Mohists, the fajia thinkers, and even some of his fellow Confucians, etc. As we have seen in our earlier discussions, for the Mohists ritual was too wasteful; for the Zhuangists ritual was suffocating; for the Laoists ritual was the result of moral decay. As I will examine in the next chapter, for Han Feizi, ritual was too weak and ineffective as a governing mechanism. In order to tackle such a sweeping challenge to the ritual tradition, Xunzi reconceptualized ritual on the grounds that it is the accumulation of the sage-kings’ deliberate effort, using the reformulated ritual to fill the cosmological vacuum left by the indifferent Heaven in the late Warring States period.

One of the most original aspects of Xunzi’s philosophy was his articulation of ritual through a creative synthesis between the heavenly and the humanly qualities. As we have seen earlier, in Xunzi’s thought, Heaven is characterized as natural, daemonic, orderly, and indifferent to the human affairs, whereas humans are described in terms of desires, artifice, distinction, and rightness. Xunzi’s ritual is the synthesis of these heavenly and humanly attributes, the product of the sagely deliberate efforts, that results in the establishment of a moral order. This synthesized moral order (li) is characterized by orderliness (zhi), humaneness (ren), rightness (yi), hierarchy (fen), taking the positive attributes from the Heavenly (orderliness and hierarchy) and the humanly (humaneness and rightness). Such a ritual-based moral order represents the ideal of humane justice in Xunzi’s formulation.

For Xunzi, the ritual tradition represented the most comprehensive and effective program from personal moral cultivation all the way up to the political institution of governance, regulating and harmonizing the many dimensions of the complex human conditions, personal as well as political. Conceptually, he built up the ritual from its supposed origin as the way to fulfill various human desires, saw it as the most equitable way to distribute resources and manage the officialdom, considered it essential in cultivating one’s moral habits and establishing order in the human world, and eventually elevated it to a glorified status such that it was constitutive of the cosmic order. Let us examine these aspects of ritual in some detail.

4.1. The Chaos of Desires and the Origin of Ritual

Xunzi famously attributed the origin of ritual to the fact that humans are born with desires and that such desires need to be fulfilled:


From what did ritual arise? I say: 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. (Xunzi 19.1–12)



There are several points worthy of our attention in this rich passage. First, as we have already seen when examining his theory of human nature, according to Xunzi human beings are born with desires and when desires are not satisfied it leads to struggles and chaos. This is the given human condition in the supposedly natural state. We should note, in this connection, that Confucius’s emphasis on family as the origin of ritual is replaced by the more general human condition in Xunzi’s rearticulation of the origin of ritual.

Second, ritual is the means employed by the sage-kings to distribute things in order to nurture people’s desires and satisfy their seeking. It is through ritual that human desires are properly channeled and effectively transformed into satisfactory fulfillment. Xunzi famously glossed ritual as “nurture” (Xunzi 19.12). Clearly the nourishing function of ritual is front and center in Xunzi’s conception of ritual. In Xunzi’s historical imaginary, the very origin of ritual had to do with managing and fulfilling human desires. The very purpose of establishing li was to make sure that “desires did not overextend the means for their satisfaction, and material goods did not fall short of what was desired. Thus both desires and goods were looked after and satisfied” (Watson trans. 2003, 89). In the classical Confucian tradition, fulfilling basic material needs was viewed as an indispensable precondition for a flourishing life.

Third, in order to create material conditions that fulfill human desires, we inevitably move into the moral realm, confronting issues like equity and justice in the distribution of materials (and honors in terms of official ranks, as we will see later). We find Xunzi stating that the ritual system is established by ancient kings to “divide things among people, to nurture their desires, and to satisfy their seeking” (Xunzi 19.8–9). This is the moral dimension of li in the economic-sociopolitical realm. To be able to nurture and fulfill people’s desires, divisions and distributions have to be right and appropriate. In a word, ritual has to represent right (yi 義) divisions and distribution (fen 分) that are conducive to the flourishing of the community (qun 群). Here li is associated with two concepts, yi and fen, both of which lie at the very heart of promoting the material and moral well-being of the human community in the Xunist formulation of a ritual order.

According to Masayuki Sato, Xunzi’s contribution to the development of the concept of yi lies in his effort to make it the moral constituent of li: “by combining yi as a moral value with li as a concrete method for tightening various levels of social bonds, [Xunzi] proposed a viable prescription for attaining order and peace of the human world” (2003, 351). Indeed, the combination of li and yi, namely liyi 禮義, has come to define the parameter of moral-political deliberations in Xunzi’s philosophy.

As we have seen in connection with our discussion of the sage’s deliberate effort, fen 分 means proper divisions in social relationships and roles. It is cognitively related to the concept of bian 辨, to differentiate or to make distinctions. Fen/bian points to the necessity of moral distinctions—such as nobility and baseness, greatness and pettiness, high and low, etc.—and social divisions—such as lord and minister, parent and child, husband and wife, elder and younger siblings, etc.—both in terms of personal cognition and social arrangement so as to maintain a proper familial, social, economic, political, and moral order. It crystallizes the principle behind the famous saying in the Analects 12:11, “let the lord be a true lord, the ministers true ministers, the fathers true fathers, and the son true sons” (Slingerland’s trans.).

As moral concepts, yi and fen have both a personal aspect and a social aspect, reflected in the ways they are translated and interpreted. Understood in terms of personal virtue, yi means the virtue of righteousness, while on the social level it stands for justice where a hierarchical but equitable familial, economic, social, and political order is observed; on the personal level fen refers to our cognitive distinction between the high and the low, the noble and the base (bian is sometimes used to refer to the cognitive distinction mentioned here), while socially it is expressed in terms of the distinction and arrangement in various familial, social, and political relationships. Such dual purports of yi and fen point to the all-encompassing potency of li, material and moral, personal and political. That is, on the one hand, li nurtures human beings materially through equitable distribution of material goods in fulfilling human desires and through proper reconstitution of familial, social, and political relationships in establishing a just and harmonious order. And on the other hand, it is powerful in fundamentally reshaping the moral character of a person through appropriately distinguishing various mental inclinations and impulses, cultivating the benign ones into moral virtues while regulating the baser instincts. Let us take a closer look at this dual role of ritual in Xunzi’s philosophy.

4.2. Ritual and the Emergence of Moral Agency

According to Xunzi, proper ritual practice can literally transform human nature by elevating the nobler moral inclinations and intellectual capability while sublimating (Van Norden 2000, 121) the base instincts like greed, jealousy, and selfishness. As David Wong observes, “rituals are especially effective in shaping and channeling human feeling because they regulate and partially define occasions on which human beings have strong feelings of the sort that can become moral feelings” (2000, 149). This transformative power of li is crucial in establishing the efficacy of the Confucian program of moral cultivation.

As Sato observes, “the perfection of humanity could be attained by the internalization of the concept of li; it would be changed from external rituals and social norms into the morally based internal psychological condition which would be acquired by contemplative activities rather than social practices” (2003, 383). This echoes the observation by most commentators that Xunzi is an externalist when it comes to moral cultivation. As Erica Brindley puts it, “Because Xunzi views the self as possessing multiple, competing agencies—some of which hold ultimate sway over human actions when we do not concertedly attempt to overcome them—he not surprisingly endorses a type of moral self-cultivation that relies heavily on the guidance of external authorities” (2010, 90).

How does this internalization of external norms take place? It has to do with the inculcation of an order within a person through observing the li. Chaos, both external and internal, is problematic for Xunzi. We have already seen the power of ritual in harmonizing and regulating the material (external) condition in our earlier discussion. It is also important to recognize that ritual is a potent means to harmonize and regulate the emotional (internal) life.


Ritual cuts off what is too long and extends what is too short. It subtracts from what is excessive and adds to what is insufficient. It achieves proper form for love and respect, and it brings to perfection the beauty of carrying out yi. Thus, fine ornaments and coarse materials, music and weeping, happiness and sorrow—these things are opposites, but ritual makes use of all of them, employing them and alternating them at the appropriate times. And so, fine ornaments, music, and happiness are that by which one responds to peaceful events and by which one pays homage to good fortune. Coarse mourning garments, weeping, and sorrow are that by which one responds to threatening events and by which one pays homage to ill fortune. Thus, the way ritual makes use of fine ornaments is such as not to lead to exorbitance or indulgence. The way it makes use of coarse mourning garments is such as not to lead to infirmity or despondency. The way it makes use of music and happiness is such as not to lead to perversity or laziness. The way it makes use of weeping and sorrow is such as not to lead to dejection or self-harm. This is the midway course of ritual. (Xunzi 19.304–321)



In other words, li strikes a balance between excess and deficiency in our emotional responses to personal and social circumstances as both of these extreme tendencies lead to chaos, internally and externally.

Xunzi touted ritual as an effective way to rein in chaotic dispositions in our inborn nature. The image Xunzi used, famously, in transforming the bad human nature into a virtuous one is the straightening of a piece of warped wood:


[C]rooked wood must await steaming and straightening on the shaping frame, and only then does it become straight. Blunt metal must await honing and grinding, and only then does it become sharp. Now since people’s nature is bad, they must await teachers and proper models, and only then do they become correct. They must obtain ritual and yi, and only then do they become well ordered. (Xunzi 23.19–24)



Likewise, the transformation of human nature from bad to good requires vigor and persistence. Clearly, in Xunzi’s mind, such a process is arduous and lengthy. This represents a sharp contrast with the Mencian model of moral cultivation which uses the agricultural metaphor of cultivating crops in nurturing the natural growth of moral sprouts. Xunzi rejected human nature as the basis for moral reasoning, deeming it chaotic, directionless, and lacking a moral compass, and so he leaned on the tradition, namely li, as the more reliable source for his moral project.

However, this moral externalism presents us with a conundrum that has been at the heart of a fascinating debate among contemporary interpreters of Xunzi. The issue is this: given Xunzi’s position that human nature is bad, how can he on the one hand maintain an externalist position on moral cultivation, which argues that the moral good comes from outside, while on the other hand not fall victim to the charges of “brainwashing” and moral heteronomy? Doesn’t the externalist position on morality necessarily lead to the denial of autonomy and integrity for the moral agent? Laozi and Zhuangzi would have been sympathetic toward such a critique of Xunzi’s moral philosophy. In this connection, we should point out that in Xunzi’s vision the Confucian gentleman exhibits a strong sense of moral agency who “makes things his servants” (yu wu 役物) instead of becoming “servant to things” (yu wu 役於物) (Xunzi 2.9–10). Xunzi’s moral externalism seems to contradict his own vision of moral autonomy.

Contemporary scholars can be roughly divided into two groups on their interpretations of Xunzi’s take on human nature, and let us call them “compatibilist” and “incompatibilist.” Both groups position the Xunist stance vis-à-vis the Mencian stance. The first group argues that Xunzi’s account of human nature complements, instead of contradicting, Mencius’s account, and the two are compatible with each other. For example, Masayuki Sato argues that “Mencius emphasizes the human in ‘human nature,’ which is the distinctive essence of the human species; whereas Xun Zi emphasizes the nature in ‘human nature,’ which is shared by all creatures” (Sato 2003, 251, original italics).17 The second group, represented most powerfully by Philip J. Ivanhoe, maintains that the Mencian and the Xunist accounts of human nature are fundamentally incompatible. In Ivanhoe’s view,


The difference between the theories of Mencius and Xunzi on human nature and moral education is not just one of degree but of kind. It is not that Xunzi thought it is more difficult to develop one’s innate moral sense, he did not believe we have an innate moral sense at all. Morality is something we can and must acquire in order to lead a fully satisfying life, but we can acquire it only by coming to understand and appreciate the accumulated wisdom of human culture; it is not something we have an innate feeling of or taste for. (Ivanhoe 2000b, 245)



Both Sato and Ivanhoe accept some version of moral externalism in their interpretations of Xunzi.

The compatibilist interpretation of Xunzi appears to be in a better position to deal with the problem of moral autonomy. However, even for the compatibilist, serious issues remain. For example, Aaron Stalnaker’s interpretation of Xunzi, in his Overcoming Our Evil: Human Nature and Spiritual Exercises in Xunzi and Augustine, can be regarded as embracing some version of the compatibilist line. He tries to tackle the thorny issue of moral autonomy by arguing that within the Xunist moral system, the heartmind is the ultimate moral agent, the “craftsman,” that seeks to shape our impulses, thoughts, and practical abilities (2006, 158). Unfortunately, such a solution runs into some textual difficulties. Xunzi regards the heartmind of an average person as problematic due to its fondness of profit (xin hao li 心好利) and its easy fixation on limited perspectives (bi 蔽). Such a profit-loving and easily fixated heartmind is ill suited to be the ultimate moral arbitrator of our impulses and actions. Furthermore, if we were to grant that the heartmind could indeed perform the function of a moral agent, the Xunist moral externalism would have already yielded to the Mencian moral internalism. Essentially the issue at stake here is how the heartmind can be transformed from a profit-loving and easily fixated one to a sagely heartmind that is characterized by emptiness, unity, and stillness, as we have discussed previously.

Bryan Van Norden addresses this issue by arguing that Xunzi postulates two mental states, desire (yu 欲) and approval (ke 可) and that “[a]pproval simply trumps desire” (2000, 124). Since approval can always override desire, Van Norden argues that Xunzi can rely on approval as the ultimate moral agent. However, as David Wong points out, if “the mind’s approval can cause an agent to act contrary to what the agent desires most immediately, but what the mind approves is ultimately based on what it will take to best satisfy over the long term the total set of the agent’s desires” (2000, 140), “there cannot be as dramatic a contrast between Xunzi’s and Mencius’ views of agency as Van Norden claims there is” (2000, 141). So, we are back in the same quandary.

David Wong is sympathetic to the compatibilist interpretation of Xunzi in pointing out that even though Xunzi’s explicit account of human nature is that it is bad, many passages in the Xunzi presuppose a more benign understanding of human nature, e.g., our natural love for, grief over, and remembrance of lost parents (Wong 2000, 148). This means that Xunzi’s explicit account of human nature can be regarded as a kind of corrective of the more optimistic Mencian account. Wong finds inspiration in David Nivison’s earlier studies of Xunzi, which argue that “Xunzi must assume that human beings just have a sense of duty. This sense of duty, for Nivison, amounts to a capability of performing moral duty for its own sake and not for self-interested reasons. . . . Nivison observes that the sense of duty as an original feature of human nature need not have any particular content” (Wong 2000, 147, original italics). That content needs to be inculcated from vigorous learning and ritual practices. Wong furthers Nivison’s argument by reconstructing a more nuanced picture of the Xunist take on human nature and its potential for transformation:


The natural feelings that rites and music work upon are not yet moral in content. They are primitive responses not yet refined and regulated by moral rules. One originally delights in harmony and in wholeness of various sorts, with no thought that it is somehow morally right. . . . The proposed reconstruction is consistent with Xunzi’s claim that morality is constructed out of self interest. But he now has a picture of human nature that allows him to explain the transformation from self interest to a love and delight in morality. On this view, we love it because it expresses, channels, and strengthens some of our natural human feelings. (Wong 2000, 149)



Following Nivison, Wong makes an important distinction between natural feelings and moral feelings: e.g., the feeling of a debt of gratitude for a kindness or gift: “Such a feeling, as an innate impulse, need not be interpreted as a moral feeling, but simply a strong impulse to return good for good. It becomes a moral feeling after the rules of morality are devised. The rules come to govern and even be embedded in the intentionality of the feeling (feeling that it is one’s duty to return good for good)” (2000, 150). Wong attributes this reconstructed and more sophisticated view on human nature to Xunzi:


Human nature is not evil because it contains nothing but selfish desire and feeling. It is evil because these kinds of desire and feeling dominate in conditions of insecurity and lack of order. It is evil in precisely the sense that Xunzi says it is: without the transforming effect of rites, music, and righteousness, human beings would act for themselves. So interpreted, Xunzi’s claim has a great deal of plausibility to it. It also should be noted that love and grief may be expressed in a wide range of ways, only some of which are compatible with morality. These feelings must be moralized in order for them to result in moral behavior. (Wong 2000, 150)



In other words, moral cultivation changes the structure of the heartmind such that the more benign feelings are nurtured and come to rule over the malign instincts within the heartmind. When this happens, the proper moral order in the heartmind emerges. Clearly, Xunzi’s moral teaching attempts to facilitate the emergence of a coherent moral agent through regulating and sublimating various impulses and desires and unifying various tendencies, hence setting the heartmind in proper order.

To set the heartmind in proper order, or self-unification, as Stalnaker puts it (2006, 156), one must properly integrate its warring elements. This is the creed of focusing the heartmind and integrating the intention (zhuan xin yi zhi 專心一志) in the Xunzi. Xunzi describes the creed in a passage about sagehood as an achievement through accumulative effort (Xunzi 23.276–285) which we have examined earlier in this chapter when looking at his unique idea of accumulation (ji). As Stalnaker explains it,


Uniting one’s heart/mind and focusing its attention on the Way are the means to perfect one’s accumulation of goodness; this, then, is what Xunzi means by “artifice.” Through this conscious, goal-oriented work one’s “customs,” that is, habits, change to become consonant with ritual propriety, and in parallel the orientation of one’s heart/mind gradually shifts, even in its very “substance” (zhi 質). This seems to be a reference to the qing, “dispositions,” which Xunzi regards as the “substance” of the innate endowment. In other words, if practiced assiduously, Confucian spiritual exercises will reshape what is innate so thoroughly that one’s dispositions shift, and thus one’s largely chaotic innate desires eventually become consonant with the Way; for Xunzi such a state of developed Confucian virtue is genuine human flourishing. In the end, this shifting of intent and disposition is so complete and far reaching that Xunzi can only call it hua 化, a “transformation”; the path of Confucius is a “transforming Way.” (Stalnaker 2006, 158)



This is Xunzi’s prescription on how to overcome the scattering and fragmentation of our heartmind, torn by conflicting and contradictory impulses and tendencies. Consequently, a coherent and cogent moral agent would emerge from this cultivation. This means that to frame the Xunist moral cultivation in terms of moral autonomy versus heteronomy really misses the central point of his project since from Xunzi’s perspective there would not even be a moral agency in a person that can override problematic desires and impulses prior to socialization and moral cultivation. In other words, it is not possible to stand outside the Confucian project while evaluating its validity without first making certain commitments. If for some reason the Confucian project turned out to be entirely false, Xunzi would not have a way to deal with such a scenario. Inevitably, his defense of the Confucian Way becomes somewhat tautological.

Once the moral agent emerges and grows, one can extend the power of one’s moral virtues to encapsulate the world in transforming it from a chaotic one to an orderly one. The connection between inner and outer orderliness in Xunzi’s thought is further elaborated in the following passage from the “Nothing Improper” (bu gou 不苟) Chapter:


For the gentleman’s cultivation of his heart, nothing is better than integrity. When you have achieved integrity, there is nothing more to do than to cling to ren and to carry out yi. If you cling to ren with a heart of integrity, then you will come to embody it. If you embody it, then you will have spirit-like power. With this spirit-like power, you can then transform things. If you carry out yi with a heart of integrity, then you will become well-ordered. If you are well-ordered, then you will become enlightened. When you are enlightened, then you can adapt to things. To transform and adapt in succession is called Heavenly virtue. (Xunzi 3.118–127)



In this passage, Xunzi singles out cheng 誠 as a grounding virtue for the Confucian sage to transform the uncouth world into a moral world. Cheng is often translated as sincerity or integrity.18 For Xunzi, in order to transform the world into a moral one, the sage is required to be sincere and authentic, act righteously, and act in partnership with Heaven and Earth.

Here the connection between the formation of powerful moral agency and the establishment of a harmonious sociopolitical order in Xunzi’s conceptualization of li becomes crystallized. Xunzi is following the established Confucian formula that locates the power of ritual practice in the vision that li effectively links up the moral cultivation of a person to the moral transformation of the entire world. This is the XQZP ideal expressed most elegantly in the Great Learning 大學 on the relationship between one’s virtue and its power to transform the world, as I have been discussing throughout the book. The Confucians see a natural progression of moral transformation from the personal to the familial, the social, and the political, so that the entire world can live in peace, prosperity, and moral fulfillment. This is an extraordinary accomplishment that results from a moral agent’s transformation of various domains of relationality by extending the fruits of moral cultivation from oneself to encompassing the whole world. In Xunzi’s conceptualization, li is the means by which such a grand and total transformation occurs.


By ritual, Heaven and Earth harmoniously combine;

By ritual, the sun and the moon radiantly shine;

By ritual, the four seasons in progression arise;

By ritual, the stars move orderly across the skies;

By ritual, the great rivers through their courses flow;

By ritual, the myriad things all thrive and grow;

By ritual, for love and hate proper measure is made;

By ritual, on joy and anger fit limits are laid.

By ritual, compliant subordinates are created.

By ritual, enlightened leaders are generated;

With ritual, all things can change yet not bring chaos.

But deviate from ritual and you face only loss. (Xunzi 19.126–137)



What is especially fascinating about this passage is the rather audacious claim that ritual is the means by which the cosmos is brought into order. The implication is that without ritual, Heaven and Earth would not harmoniously combine, the sun and moon would not radiantly shine, the four seasons and stars would not be operating orderly, etc.

However, these natural forces are clearly beyond the reach of human interventions. What could Xunzi possibly mean when granting such awesome power to ritual that it even regulates the natural world? Xunzi was not delusional about the efficacy of human actions in influencing the natural world as he clearly pointed out in the following observation:


One performs the rain sacrifice and it rains. Why? I say: there is no special reason why. It is the same as when one does not perform the rain sacrifice and it rains anyway. When the sun and moon suffer eclipse, one tries to save them. When Heaven sends drought, one performs the rain sacrifice. One performs divination and only then decides on important affairs. But this is not to be regarded as bringing one what one seeks, but rather is done to give things proper form. Thus, the gentleman regards this as proper form, but the common people regard it as connecting with spirits. If one regards it as proper form, one will have good fortune. If one regards it as connecting with spirits, one will have misfortune. (Xunzi 17.177–187)



Xunzi was clear-eyed about the domain of efficacy for ritual, namely the human world, not so much in the natural world. Therefore, Xunzi’s attitude toward ritual cited above cannot be about supernatural efficacy of the ritual. Rather, it is about the role of sage-kings, i.e., to complete, in the human world, what is given by Heaven and Earth by instituting the moral order according to the ritual norms. That is, ritual, as a sagely invention, constructs a lifeworld in response to the natural world so that humans can lead an orderly and flourishing life.

4.3. Ritual as the Institution of Humane Justice

In addition to its power to turn a desire-filled human person into a moral agent, for Xunzi ritual also provides the best way to bring about a moral order in the human world that encompasses familial, social, political, and economic dimensions. Simply put, ritual is an institution of orderliness (zhi 治) in the human society that embodies humaneness and justice. The most pressing problem for Xunzi is chaos (luan 亂) during the late Warring States period and the challenge for Xunzi’s political project is to lay out a vision of orderliness in the human society that is both just and humane.

Our working definitions of humaneness and justice in this book are that humaneness is understood to be an agent/recipient-relative value, referring our natural inclination to be partial toward those who are spatiotemporally close to us, especially our family members, whereas justice is an agent/recipient-neutral value, referring to our exercise of impartial judgment on the merits of persons and states of affairs irrespective of their relations to us. That is, humaneness is partialist and justice is impartialist. We have seen throughout this book different attitudes and approaches toward the tension in the relationship between the imperatives of humaneness and justice. Confucius was ambivalent (or ambiguous) about the tension involved. Mozi and the Mohists were decidedly on the side of universal justice, whereas Mencius’s philosophy was primarily oriented toward humaneness. Laozi was on the side of natural justice and was against humaneness in the political realm, even though he was against the universalist aspect of both the Confucian and the Mohist projects due to their intrinsically coercive nature. Zhuangzi was the most radical classical thinker in that he was critical of the mainstream project on humaneness and justice and rejected the entire project as misguided and dangerous. As we will see, Xunzi used ritual as the way to reconcile the tension between humaneness and justice. His conception of ritual as an institution was leaning more toward justice, while his philosophy retained humaneness as the virtue that distinguishes a kingly order from a hegemonic one.

The centrality of justice in Xunzi’s philosophy is reflected in the critical role ritual plays in the distribution and allocation of material goods, professions, and official ranks. In other words, distributive justice is critical to Xunzi’s formulation of ritual. In this regard, Xunzi considered ritual primarily as a deserts-based distributive system. For example, in a response to an inquiry about the way of the lord in Chapter Nine, Xunzi famously declared, “Make divisions and distributions according to ritual in order to be equitable, inclusive, and not one-sided” (Xunzi 9.82–83, modified). In other words, ritual is the most equitable and proper way to delineate various social relationships and distribute material resources and official ranks. As Ziporyn observes, the regulative and distributive functions of ritual in Xunzi’s thought, beyond its psychological and affective roles in human relationships, are its ultimate justification:


Ritual is no longer the antithesis of penal laws and coercive corporal punishments, getting its central significance from this contrast, but now unproblematically subsumes and employs them. Its ultimate justification no longer lies directly in the psychological and affective dimensions of a certain type of human interaction, but rather in its pragmatic ability to regulate the objective distribution of material goods and privileges in a way that contributes to collective human strength and the satisfaction of the human desires for these goods and privileges. . . . In Xunzi’s case, as in Mozi’s, the satisfaction of material desires related to the distribution of palpable goods is at the forefront, though Xunzi, unlike Mozi, does make a place for a psychological dimension of desire to be fulfilled. The ultimate justification for his program, however, is accomplished independently of any appeal to these psychological satisfactions (in harmony, in affection, in “feeling at ease,” and so on) per se. (Ziporyn 2012, 200, original italics)



Indeed, the idea of proper social division and equitable distribution (fen) lies at the heart of the ritual order instituted by sage-kings. Xunzi spelled this out in great detail in the following passage that traces the origin of moral order (ritual and yi) to division and distribution:


To be as noble as the Son of Heaven and to be so rich as to possess the whole world—these are what the natural dispositions of people are all alike in desiring. However, if you followed along with people’s desires, then their power could not be accommodated, and goods could not be made sufficient. Accordingly, for their sake the former kings established ritual and yi in order to divide the people up and cause there to be the rankings of noble and base, the distinction between old and young, and the divisions between wise and stupid and capable and incapable. All these cause each person to carry out his proper task and each to attain his proper place. After that, they cause the amount and abundance of their salaries to reach the proper balance. This is the way to achieve community life and harmonious unity. So, when a person of ren is in power, the farmers devote all their strength to their fields, the merchants devote all their cleverness to their earnings, and the hundred craftsmen devote all their skillfulness to their products. From the officers and high ministers up to the dukes and marquises, no one fails to devote all his ren, generosity, intelligence, and capabilities to fulfilling his official position. This is called the utmost balance. And so, one man takes the world as his salary but does not consider it much. Another man guards the gates, steers the army, secures the passes, or sounds the alarms, but does not consider it little. And so it is said: “cut apart and yet even, crooked and yet aligned, different and yet one.” Such is called the proper gradation of people. (Xunzi 4.294–316)



Here Xunzi connects division and distribution to the institution of social order, building of a harmonious and integrated communal life (qun ju he yi 群居和一). That is, without proper social divisions and fair distributions of materials and positions, there would be strife among people due to the insufficiency of materials and positions in connection with people’s desires. Thus, Xunzi advocates putting people in official positions and professions according to their abilities so that all can live a fulfilling life and the world will be peaceful. He calls this ritual arrangement “proper gradation of people” (renlun 人倫). Social division is meant to equitably distribute materials and fairly allocate positions in order to promote social cooperation and cohesion so that human beings can live in a peaceful and prosperous community. Therefore, the Xunist ritual-based political system is a system of distribution in which fairness and equity are the utmost considerations.

In this connection, I should point out that fairness and equity need to be understood in terms of the cosmology within which Xunzi’s deliberations operated and should not be confused with the modern egalitarian worldview. More specifically, the Xunist cosmology refers to a hierarchical differentiation of human beings, based on abilities and virtues, in the constitution of a coherent, orderly, and flourishing community (qun). In this sense, Xunzi (and the Confucians in general) was unabashedly elitist in that he considered the regulation of the human world the exclusive prerogative of the educated elite, with the important caveat that membership in the political elite in charge of running the state was not the birthright of the privileged class but was in principle open to those who were capable and virtuous.

There are three broad areas of distribution considered in Xunzi’s thought: material goods, professions, and official ranks. Material goods are necessary for survival; professions are how material goods are produced and distributed; official ranks are necessary for the governance of a state. Materials goods are distributed according to the basic needs of everybody; the young, the elderly, and the disabled are the primary concerns in this category. The other two kinds of goods, professions and official ranks, are distributed on the basis of people’s contributions to the society; abilities and merits are the two considerations in evaluating how these goods should be distributed.

This is Xunzi’s conception of justice, namely it is an orderly system of proper distribution of materials and positions based on people’s needs, merits, and abilities in order for the human community to function harmoniously and to flourish. Such a system includes meritocratic appointments of officials and allocation of professions as well as equitable distribution of materials based on contributions, while taking care of those who are incapable of taking care of themselves. Among these three areas of distribution, Xunzi devoted a good deal of space to the discussion of the appointment of government officials since it is the area that was fraught with abuse and corruption due to the desirability of government positions and the honors they carried in most people’s eyes at the time (it remained the case throughout Chinese history). In fact, Xunzi was very adamant about the centrality of abilities and virtues in the appointment of government officials:


Let us inquire into how to conduct the government. I say: Promote the worthy and the capable without waiting for them to rise through the ranks. . . . Even the sons and grandsons of kings, dukes, gentry, and grand ministers, if they cannot submit to ritual and yi, should be assigned the status of commoners. Even the sons and grandsons of commoners, if they accumulate culture and learning, correct their person and conduct, and can submit to ritual and yi, should be assigned the status of prime minister, gentry, or grand ministers. (Xunzi 9.1–13)



We might recall that it was the Mohists who pioneered the idea of meritocracy in classical Chinese moral-political discourse. Earlier Confucians were willing to accommodate the familial sentiments in the appointment of government officials, in addition to meritocratic considerations. In Xunzi, we see a complete acceptance of meritocracy in political appointments. Indeed, it is rather striking that Xunzi rejected, without reservation, the considerations of family lineages and pedigrees in the appointment of government officials. In this respect, Xunzi can be seen as strictly separating the familial and the political domains, making the political realm the domain of merits alone, irrespective of kinship lineages or familial connections of those who were under consideration for government positions.


Thus, enlightened rulers in some cases bestow personal favor on people with gifts of precious metals and stones, pearls and jades, but in no case do they bestow personal favor on people with gifts of official position or responsibilities. Why is this? I say: It is because doing otherwise is fundamentally not beneficial to those whom one personally favors. If the person is not capable but the ruler employs him anyway, then the ruler is benighted. If a minister is not capable but boasts that he is capable anyway, then the minister is engaging in deceit. When the ruler is benighted in his position above, and ministers engage in deceit in their positions below, the day of destruction will be at hand, and so this is a way that leads to harm for both. (Xunzi 12.420–443)



Xunzi did not allow personal favors to play any role in official appointments, as it would introduce elements of ignorance and deceit that would eventually lead to the destruction of order in a polity, let alone the harming of both the ruler and those incapable and undeserving appointees.


And so, public-spiritedness and evenhandedness are one’s scales in holding a position, and balance and harmoniousness are one’s plumb line in judging affairs. In cases for which there is a model, act according to the model. In cases for which there is no model, handle them according to their proper category. This is the utmost way of judging affairs. To be biased, partisan, and have no guiding principle is a perverted way of judging affairs. (Xunzi 9.55–61)



Here Xunzi extoled the political virtues of public-spiritedness, evenhandedness, balance, and harmoniousness, and repudiated partisanship, bias, and the lack of a moral compass, in an official’s execution of one’s official charge.


The judgments of a true king are such that those without virtue are not honored, those without ability are not given office, those without meritorious accomplishment are not rewarded, and those without criminal trespass are not punished. In the court, no one obtains their position through luck. Among the people, no one obtains a livelihood through luck. He elevates the worthy and employs the capable, and no ranks and positions are left unattended. He cuts off false shows of virtue and prohibits brutality, but his punishments and penalties are not excessive. The common people then all clearly understand that if they do good deeds among their family they will receive rewards in the court, and if they do bad deeds in secret they will suffer punishment in the open. This is called having fixed judgments. Such are the judgments of a true king. (Xunzi 9.233–245)



Xunzi fully embraced the Mohist ideal of meritocracy in political appointments, in complete disregard of familial lineages and ties. Indeed, one striking development in Xunzi’s philosophy was its eventual embrace of the Mohist ideal of impartial care or justice (jian ai). Instead of attacking the Mohists for the ideal, like Mencius, Xunzi fully embraced it, albeit with a critical caveat as we will see:


The way to provide universal sufficiency for all under Heaven (jian zu tianxia 兼足天下) rests with making clear social divisions. . . . Universally keeping watch over the people (jian er fu zhi 兼而覆之), universally caring for them (jian er ai zhi 兼而愛之), universally ordering them (jian er zhi zhi 兼而制之), so that even when the year’s harvest is ruined by drought or flood they will not face the disasters of freezing or starving—these are the works of sagely lords and their worthy prime ministers. (Xunzi 10.200–215)



In this connection, it is interesting to note that Hutton translates jian as universal, instead of impartial as it is usually rendered within the Mohist context in recent scholarly interpretations. As a Confucian, Xunzi was still critical of the Mohist project, but that his critique was completely different from Mencius’s critique of the Mohists. Whereas Mencius accused the Mohists of being unfilial, Xunzi’s most substantive critique on the Mohists was on their rejection of music and their lack of differentiation.

Xunzi’s critique of the Mohists for their rejection of music focused on the value of frugality extolled by the Mohists. Xunzi took to heart the Mohist virtue of frugality and embraced it in his teaching as well. He even connected ritual with the realization of frugality in claiming that “one keeps expenditures frugal through ritual, and one enriches the people through government” (Xunzi 10.46–47), neutralizing the Mohist critique of ritual and music as the epitome of wastefulness. Xunzi’s defense of music revolved around its nurturing of human sentiments. However, Xunzi’s critique of the Mohists for their lack of differentiation has received less attention in contemporary scholarship. Let us take a closer look.

In Chapter 17, “Discourse on Heaven,” Xunzi pointed out that “Mozi saw the value of making things uniform (qi 齊), but not the value of establishing differences (ji 畸)” (Xunzi 17.253–254). This observation was made when Xunzi was taking stock of positions taken by various classical thinkers and critiquing them for their supposed one-sidedness and lack of knowledge. Given the centrality of differentiation and division in Xunzi’s philosophy, it is unsurprising that he would be critical of those who did not see its value. What is surprising, though, is that Xunzi critiqued the Mohists for their advocacy of qi, whereas we would have expected that the target of his critique be the famous Mohist teaching of jian, impartiality. In fact, qi qua non-differentiation does not really appear in the Mohist canon at all, whereas jian is ubiquitous. Due to Xunzi’s apparent embracing of jian, as we have just seen, we can interpret his characterization of the Mohist thought as advocating qi 齊 to be his way of salvaging the notion of jian by extricating the element of qi in it. More specifically, Xunzi regarded qi as a key component of jian in Mohist thought, but he removed the former from the latter, taking away the implication of uniformity or undifferentiation in jian while keeping its universality. This means that Xunzi embraced the Mohist universalism but rejected what he perceived to be the Mohist advocacy of uniformity. Indeed, Xunzi’s conception of ritual is the system of universalism that integrated various differentiations and distinctions in human society into an orderly and wholesome community, based on the principles of humaneness and justice (renyi).

In this respect, Xunzi’s political thought was surprisingly close to the Mohists. This also means that Xunzi changed ren from a virtue grounded in familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly love (as in the thoughts of Confucius and extensionist Mencius) to primarily a political virtue with little or no obvious familial implications (similar to radical Mencius). In fact, the familial virtues of filial piety and brotherly love, which play a central role in the Analects and a significant part of the Mencius, do not play a similarly important role in the Xunzi at all. The Xunist ren can even be seen as an appropriation of the Mohist ideal of impartial care (jian ai), which is itself a development of ren from Confucius’s formulations, as we have seen in Chapter 2.

In fact, Xunzi sharply separated familial relationship from political relationship, unlike the normative Confucian XQZP paradigm that assumes a continuum between the familial and the political, as we have seen previously. In other words, the familial roots and the political roots are treated separately in Xunzi’s thought. The move echoes radical Mencius’s effort, although what motivated such a separation is not the same between Mencius and Xunzi in that Mencius reserved a special place for familial relationship in his political thought, while Xunzi largely ignored the political dimensions of familial relationships, likely implying the irrelevance of the latter to the former in Xunzi’s deliberations of political norms. This means that humaneness, understood in terms of partialist favors toward those close to the moral agent, was no longer acceptable to Xunzi. This was a rather stunning development, considering the great length to which both Confucius and Mencius were willing to go in order to accommodate wayward family members, as we have seen earlier in the book.19

This suggests that humaneness in Xunzi’s philosophy is no longer inextricably connected with familial sentiment as in the thoughts of Confucius and Mencius, but rather that it has become a thoroughly political virtue, grounded in sage-kings’ care for the people. Familial virtues, such as filial piety and brotherly love, are still important to Xunzi only as an early stage for the development of political virtues without familial considerations themselves being carried into the political deliberations. For Xunzi, a mature political actor, such as a gentleman or a sage-king, has outgrown the familial stage, is able to separate the familial from the political and directs their care and concern toward people more generally. This point is resolutely made at the very beginning of Chapter 29, “The Way of being a Son”:


To be filial upon entering and to be a good younger brother upon going out is lesser conduct. To be compliant to one’s superiors and devoted to one’s inferiors is middle conduct. To follow the Way and not one’s lord, to follow yi and not one’s father is the greatest conduct. (Xunzi 29.1–4)



Similar points are made later in the chapter as well (Xunzi 29.19–24). Here, the Way and yi have become universal values detached from one’s relationship to particular persons, whether it was one’s lord or father. By touting their separation from specific persons, Xunzi made those values universally valid and appealing, unconstrained by the particularities of persons and relationships involved.

Our discussion here has demonstrated that Xunzi, in his moral-political philosophy, has decidedly moved in the Mohist direction in his embracing of universal justice. The key difference between the Xunist and the Mohist universal justice is twofold. First, Xunzi removed what he perceived to be the element of uniformity in the Mohist ideal of jian while retaining its universality, replacing the uniformity with differentiation and hierarchy in Xunzi’s ideal of humane justice, whereas impartial care (jian ai) entails agent/recipient neutrality when adjudicating a moral, political, or legal claim in the Mohist ideal of universal justice. Second, they differed on the means by which such an ideal was achieved. That is, the Mohists sought to achieve universal justice through establishing a uniform legal code in the hands of a universal state, an idea appropriated and implemented by the fajia thinker; on the other hand, Xunzi’s ideal of humane justice was exercised through the ritual system which was an integration of social differentiations and divisions, invented by sage-kings and transmitted through the generations.

§5. Conclusion: Xunzi’s Synthesis of Humaneness and Justice

In this chapter, we have seen that Xunzi, as a defender of the moral-political project outlined by Confucius, had to deal with a vastly changed intellectual landscape from the time of Confucius or even Mencius. With Heaven appearing indifferent to the human suffering and the intensification of the bureaucratization of the state during the late Warring States period, Xunzi had to present the Confucian vision as a credible project under a very different set of circumstances from the time of Confucius and Mencius. His broad scholarly exposure during his long sojourn at Ji Xia Academy positioned him well as the grand synthesizer of the various strands of classical thought available to him.

Xunzi saw ritual as the most invaluable source for moral-political order as well as for the cultivation of moral virtues. He articulated ritual as the most humane and just means of achieving personal virtue and institutional regularity, to counter the increasing bureaucratization and impersonalization of the state during the late Warring States period. As we will see in the next chapter, in Han Feizi’s framework, following the footsteps of early fajia thinkers, a “perfected” bureaucratic system would render personal moral virtues of political actors completely irrelevant to the state, on the one hand, while providing a more institutional foundation for the fulfillment of universal impartiality, on the other.

It should be clear that in Xunzi’s thought li has an all-encompassing power in transforming the material and moral conditions of the world, both personally and collectively. Personally, li fulfills a whole host of human desires and provides the right method to nurture the formation and growth of human moral agency; collectively, it transforms a chaotic and uncouth world into a harmonious and fulfilling one in economic, social, political, and moral realms. Through ritual, human nature is transformed from the uncouth and the chaotic to the elegant and the orderly; correlatively, through ritual, the sage-kings can appropriate natural patterns and resources from Heaven and Earth to establish and sustain a humane and just political order for human flourishing.

Among the classical Confucians, Xunzi provided the most elaborate account for the reason behind the Confucian faith in the power of ritual. In making li the order of the human world, Xunzi completed the ethicization of li started by Confucius. Xunzi’s political ideal can be aptly understood as rule of ritual (lizhi 禮治). Under this ritual order, sage-kings partnered with Heaven and Earth through their discernment of natural activities in order to take advantage of nature’s bounties and regularities while avoiding or at least mitigating natural whims and disasters. In so doing, Xunzi exhibited a spirit of defiance against the indifferent Heaven, which makes him utterly unique among the early thinkers.



1 Nathan Sivin observes that “[t]he early sources mention only guests, never formal organizations, never institutions or any buildings but residences” (Lloyd and Sivin 2002, 30). Michael Nylan (2016, 95–96) considers much of the recent scholarly discussion on the Jixia Academy a case of “latter-day reconstruction.” On the other hand, Andrew Meyer argues that “[t]hough Jixia was not an ‘academy’ established for educational purposes, it was a major intellectual center, and in its history can be perceived the efforts of the Tian rulers to harness intellectual manpower on their own terms” (2010–2011, 76). Without having to commit to an elaborate idea of the Jixia Academy, we should still be able to use the name as a historical shorthand to refer to some noted intellectual activities in the state of Qi under some official or semi-official patronage during the late Warring States period.

2 Unless noted otherwise, all translations of the Xunzi in this chapter are by Eric Hutton (2014).

3 It can be regarded as an elaboration of a famous Confucius’s dictum in the Analects 2.17, namely that wisdom is the ability “to recognize what you know as what you know, and recognize what you do not know as what you do not know” (Slingerland’s trans.).

4 Goldin dismisses much of the pre-modern discourse on Xunzi’s view on human nature as “intellectual cul-de-sac” (2020, 170).

5 Ivanhoe provides a useful alternative reading to Wong’s observation about some goodness in Xunzi’s understanding of human nature, especially pertaining to the role of knowledge in connection with one’s moral sense: “for Mencius, the process of acquiring practical knowledge refines the moral sense; for Xunzi, this sense arises from such practice” (2000b, 241).

6 Hutton would revise these points at the end of the essay from which this quote is taken, after a discussion of Donald Munro’s interpretation. Munro regards Xunzi’s take on human nature as inconsistent, and Hutton hopes to provide a more nuanced understanding of Xunzi’s position on human nature which, to Hutton, offers a more plausible picture of human nature:


First of all, in addition to the desires for food, sex, and other fairly concrete bodily comforts which he frequently cites, . . . Xunzi thinks that humans also have a natural desire for less tangible goods such as power and honor. Now these desires for power and honor consist in a desire for others to behave in a certain manner toward oneself (i.e., with obedience and admiration), and correspondingly Xunzi posits that people are naturally disposed to react in certain ways to certain sorts of treatment by others. In particular, he believes that people are naturally disposed to react positively when treated well, especially when they are shown the kind of respect and deference that follows from ritual and yi. . . . As a third and final point, Xunzi seems to allow that people’s inborn tendencies need not all be narrowly self-centered, but that people may also naturally have certain feelings of love and concern for others. (Hutton 2000, 231–232)



7 Aaron Stalnaker’s book Overcoming Our Evil: Human Nature and Spiritual Exercises in Xunzi and Augustine (Georgetown University Press, 2009) is an in-depth study comparing Xunzi’s deliberations on human nature with Augustine’s.

8 According to Wang Xianqian 王先謙, the original text here might be corrupt but the meaning should be straightforward (Wang 1988, 396). Clearly, Hutton follows Wang’s interpretation and eliminates some of the redundant texts.

9 “The myriad things are but one facet of the Way. A single thing is but one facet of the myriad things. Foolish people take a single facet of a single thing and think themselves to know the Way—this is to lack knowledge” (Xunzi 17.247–250).

10 “Coherence” is Ziporyn’s translation of li 理, which is usually translated as “principle” or “pattern.”

11 Here I disagree with Hutton’s assessment of the importance of ren in Xunzi’s thought: “In Xunzi’s thought, ren is a major virtue, and arguably the most important virtue, as it is for many other early Confucian thinkers” (Hutton 2014, 345; original italics). I think the importance of ren has declined from Confucius to Mencius and then to Xunzi.

12 For example, in Chapter 29, “The Way of a Son” (子道) of the Xunzi, Confucius asks his disciples about their understanding of a person of ren and the answers range from someone who can get others to love him, someone who loves others, and someone who loves himself (29.125–139). Confucius regards the last answer as the best one, while expressing approval of the other answers as well. Clearly ren and ai are closely connected in the Xunzi.

13 Chad Hansen sees such a development as politically problematic: “He produced a version of Confucianism that could be a minion of imperial rulers and an ideology for totalitarianism” (1992, 307). We do not have to agree with such a characterization of Xunzi’s political philosophy, but it is good to keep in mind the connection between political philosophy and cosmology in Xunzi’s thought.

14 This point is articulated with greater detail in the Chinese version of Masayuki Sato’s book on Xunzi, 《參於天地之治: 荀子禮治政治思想的起源與構造》, 臺北：國立臺灣大學出版中心 (2016, 151).

15 Hutton uses qing 情, disposition, instead of ji 積, accumulation, in his translation of this passage. However, ji is a better fit here, as this sentence and the next valorize the virtue of ji instead of disposition. Wang Xianqian 王先謙, the most famous traditional commentator of the Xunzi whom Hutton is very familiar with, makes an observation that the text here is likely corrupt and that the disposition should be accumulation (Wang 1988, 143). I have adopted Wang’s reading in this passage.

16 Hutton’s translation of this sentence is: “The dispositions are something I do not have complete grasp of, but they can be remade.” My modification of Hutton’s translation is based on Wang Xianqian’s reading.

17 Ziporyn seems rather ambivalent on this point. On the one hand, he can be seen as taking a compatibilist position in the following passage:


. . . if “evil” simply means internal conflict, then it is easy to reconcile “Man’s nature is evil” and “man is born with an innate sense of rightness and justice.” Man is born with many different conflicting desires and inclinations. Among these, there is the sense of justice—indeed, Xunzi could equally admit all the Mencian “sprouts” without interfering with his thesis in the least. The point is that an inborn nature that consists of both good and evil spontaneous inclinations, taken as a whole, is itself evil. That is, it is in conflict with itself, cannot attain unity of purpose, coherence, needed for the satisfaction of desires. Human nature is evil because man is born with the spontaneous inclination for justice and other spontaneous inclinations that stand in conflict with it. Human nature is incoherent. (Ziporyn 2012, 211; original italics)



However, in a different passage he seems to argue for an incompatibilist interpretation:


Xunzi attempts to regard any view that he sees as just plain false, as unassimilable to the whole, to be in a certain sense meaningless, that is, as a misuse or misapplication of words, as in the case of Mencius’s doctrine that human nature is good. (Ziporyn 2012, 216)



18 In the classical dictionary 說文解字, 誠 is glossed as 信 or “trustworthy.” Roger Ames and David Hall (2001), in their philosophical translation of the Zhongyong, gloss cheng as “creativity.” Yanming An’s book (2005) provides a useful detailed discussion of cheng in Chinese thought.

19 Xunzi did not tackle the kind of hard cases other classical thinkers had done, such as the dilemma about what to do when one’s family member commits a crime and one is in the official position to prosecute such a case. It is hard to imagine Xunzi would follow the Mohist example about having one’s only son executed, since that would be unimaginable as a Confucian. Still Xunzi was not explicit about what to do in those hard cases.


7

Universal Bureaucratic State as the Sole Agent of Justice in Han Feizi’s Thought

I have been arguing that the major challenge facing the late Warring States philosophers was how to deal with the increasingly powerful state. There were three prominent voices toward the end of the classical period, represented by Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi, registering three competing visions for the Chinese lifeworld and three distinct approaches to the state. I have covered two of them, Zhuangzi and Xunzi. Zhuangzi represented the voices for personal freedom. He participated in the intellectual debate primarily as a critic of the mainstream discourse on humaneness and justice and was a powerful yet lone voice for personal freedom. Zhuangzi engaged the state cautiously or simply tried to stay away from it altogether. Xunzi was a fierce defender of the Confucian project of ritual-centered moral-political order that embodied justice and humaneness. He incorporated the Mohist element of jian, modified it with moral-social-political differentiations and divisions, and advocated the traditional ritual as the way out of the moral-political morass of his time. Facing the increasing bureaucratization of the state and the centralization of power, Xunzi hoped to rein in the state apparatus through the ritual system invented by sage-kings. In his system, the human agency was preserved, especially in the form of sagely moral agency, against the machination (or even naturalization) of the state.

As we will see in this chapter, Han Feizi (韓非子 c. 280–233 bce) represented the third voice in the late Warring States period. Han Feizi was one of the most articulate, insightful, and witty thinkers during the classical period. Standing at the very end of the Warring States period right before the unification of China under Qin, he epitomized a powerful voice in the mainstream moral-political debate, torn between humaneness and justice (as defined in the Introduction to this book), with Han Feizi decidedly on the side of justice, especially the aspect of impartiality, as the classical period was galloping toward a violent close. However, for a set of unique historical and cultural reasons, his (as well as other fajia thinkers’) contribution to the development of Chinese philosophy has not always been properly acknowledged, although that seems to be changing.

In this chapter, I will make the case that the fajia project articulated by Han Feizi can be most fruitfully interpreted as a comprehensive repudiation of the Confucian XQZP moral-political project, with humaneness being its operative principle. He challenged the Confucian paradigm by poking holes in every aspect of the latter’s raison d’être, especially the tensions between the personal and the political and between the familial and the political. In so doing, Han Feizi pushed the divergence between humaneness and justice we have first seen in the philosophical projects by Mozi and Mencius and continued by Laozi and the early fajia thinkers to its logical conclusion, a conclusion that would completely reject the Mencian project of humaneness while bringing the Mohist cause of universal justice to its statist and impartialist finish. Han Feizi perfected the earlier fajia model of a strong state with a well-regulated bureaucracy that impartially and reliably enforced a uniform standard and/or law (fa) instituted by the state, regardless of the status of the persons involved. His primary contribution to the fajia project lies in his insights into the seemingly infinite ways the operation of the impartial state could be subverted by private interests and in the set of proposals he made to help a monarch manage such a daunting challenge.

§1. Han Feizi: The Thinker and the Text

Among the classical philosophers, Han Feizi was perhaps one of the most underappreciated by the Confucian-dominated literati class in Chinese history. He has been dismissed as an embarrassment of the classical period due to his advocacy for policies that would contribute to the unification of China under Qin in 221 bce and Qin’s suppression of Confucianism after the unification. As Ivanhoe notes, “there is a tendency among modern scholars to see him and other Legalist thinkers as somehow deeply anomalous within Chinese philosophy and therefore as less embedded in and part of the ongoing and developing philosophical conversation that occurred among early Chinese thinkers” (2011, 42, fn.2, original italics). Indeed, the characterization of Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers as anomalous has had the unfortunate consequence of profoundly misunderstanding the nature of the overall classical Chinese moral-political discourse, as well as the place of Han Feizi and his fajia cohorts in Chinese intellectual history. As Hsiao-Po Wang and Leo Chang point out, Han Feizi very much belonged to the mainstream of classical Chinese philosophy (1986, 79).

Another attempt to place Han Feizi’s thought in the landscape of classical Chinese philosophical discourse is the claim that although Han Feizi was a major political theorist, he was not really a political philosopher since he was “not the least interested in normative issues such as the justification of political authority, the legitimate scope of state power, or social justice” (Fraser 2011, 64). Indeed, Han Feizi’s theoretical interest seemed to lie elsewhere than the usual topics in political philosophy and this is also true about the earlier fajia thinkers discussed in Chapter 4. However, we can interpret Han Feizi’s apparent lack of interest in such topics as implying that he did not question what was generally accepted as the desirable goods for the state, i.e., wealth, order, and population, the ones articulated by the Mohists given their shared impartialist and statist political project, as we will see later. Instead, Han Feizi staked his claim of the superiority of the fajia political system over the Confucian model on the greater potential for misgovernment under the latter, which meant that Han Feizi had a clear understanding of what good/bad governance was and focused his attention on the less disruptive approach to achieve a goal that was itself less disputed.

In this respect, Han Feizi’s fajia project can even be understood as the operationalization of state consequentialism, which is Ivanhoe’s characterization of the Mohist normative commitment, in carrying out essentially the Mohist project of universal justice, especially the aspect of impartiality, within an exclusively statist framework. Much of Han Feizi’s effort was devoted to perfecting the mechanism and the method in order to ensure the execution of impartiality in political governance and to safeguard the monarchy against being hijacked by powerful private interests.

In addition to Han Feizi’s adoption of the impartialist and statist elements of Mohism in his political project, we will see that in many important ways Han Feizi also appropriated many other strands of thought in the universe of classical Chinese philosophy, including the Laoist, the Xunist, the Zhuangist, and, most importantly, the early fajia thought, etc., such that his thought should be considered one of the, if not the, culminating conclusions of the moral-political discourse during the classical period. Seeing Han Feizi’s thought this way has the potential to change how this critical period of Chinese intellectual history has been understood, as well as to reconfigure the trajectory of traditional Chinese moral and political discourses.

According to Sima Qian (1994a, 25), Han Feizi was a descendent of the royal family of the kingdom of Han (韓) which was a relatively weak state during the Warring States period. He studied under the famous Confucian scholar Xunzi, along with Li Si 李斯 who would become the chief minister of the powerful kingdom of Qin 秦 under King Yingzheng 嬴政. Yingzheng would eventually crush the remainder of the Warring States and establish the first Chinese imperial dynasty in 221 bce. Han Feizi was a stutterer, one of few Chinese philosophers in history with a known disability, which seriously limited his ability to participate in court politics that required eloquent rhetorical skills. However, his lack of verbal eloquence was more than compensated by his extraordinary writing skills. His advice about how to reform the government was neglected by the king of Han, so he resorted to writing in order to preserve his ideas and spread his influence. Yingzheng, the future first emperor, was supposedly impressed by Han Feizi’s writings. When Yingzheng attacked the kingdom of Han, the latter sent Han Feizi as an envoy to negotiate with Yingzheng. Yingzheng hoped to offer Han Feizi a position in his court. However, Li Si, Han Feizi’s fellow student under Xunzi who had become Yingzheng’s powerful chief minister and the architect of many of Yingzheng’s policies, was supposedly threatened by Han Feizi’s brilliance. Li warned Yingzheng that Han Feizi, being a member of the Han royal house, could not be trusted. When Han Feizi was thrown into prison, Li made him commit suicide before Yingzheng could change his mind and reverse the decision to incarcerate Han Feizi.

Sima Qian’s biography of Han Feizi in the Shiji remains the primary source for much of what we know about Han Feizi and other classical thinkers. In this connection, it is interesting to note that the title of the chapter that includes Han Feizi’s biography is “Biographies of Laozi and Han Fei” (老子韓非列傳). This is important for at least two reasons: first, the chapter includes biographies of other prominent thinkers of the classical period, such as Zhuangzi and Shen Buhai, but only the names of Laozi and Han Feizi appear in the chapter title, likely indicating, from Sima Qian’s vantage point in the late second and early first centuries bce, that Laozi and Han Feizi were more influential than Zhuangzi and Shen Buhai in Sima Qian’s time, if not during the pre-imperial classical period. Second, Sima Qian clearly thought that Laozi and Han Feizi (or more broadly the proto-Daoists including Laozi and Zhuangzi and the fajia thinkers including Han Feizi and Shen Buhai) were related in their philosophical outlooks: Han Feizi “enjoys the learning about the relationship between job performance and official charge (xingming 刑名) as well as methods and techniques of governance (fashu 法術) but his fundamentals are grounded in the teachings of Huang-Lao” (喜刑名法術之學，而其歸本於黃老).1

Some modern scholars have questioned Sima Qian’s claim that Han Feizi was Xunzi’s student (e.g., Sato 2013). While the evidence presented is not yet conclusive and contains various degrees of speculation, the practical implication of this observation is that scholars should not take for granted a teacher-student relationship when interpreting their thoughts. Indeed, although many scholars assume that Han Feizi’s thought operates on the basis of the Xunist idea that human nature is bad, Han Feizi’s project was actually much more aligned with other pre-Xunzi fajia thinkers’ understanding of human nature as driven by cravings for wealth and recognition. Consequently, viewing Han Feizi’s political philosophy through the lens of Xunzi’s theory of human nature does not really help us better appreciate Han Feizi’s project. In fact, it can distort the nature of Han Feizi’s approach to politics as well as misidentify the sources of inspiration for various components in his thinking.

Another issue in the contemporary discussion on Han Feizi has to do with the authorship of the Han Feizi. Sima Qian lists five chapters under the Han Feizi, including Gu Fen 孤憤 (Pent-up Emotions of a Solitary Man), Wu Du 五蠹 (Five Vermin), Neiwai Chu 內外儲 (The Inner and Outer Congeries), Shui Ling 説林 (The Forest of Persuasion), and Shui Nan 説難 (The Difficulty of Persuasion), totaling over 100,000 characters (Sima Qian 1994a, 25–26). Sima Qian must have been so impressed by the Shui Nan chapter in the Han Feizi that he quotes it in its entirety2 in Han Feizi’s biography, with the conclusion that despite Han Feizi’s keen perceptiveness of the difficulty of persuasion, he failed at it himself given his tragic fate at Qin.3

Even if we are to accept Sima Qian’s opinion, those five chapters constitute only a small portion of the fifty-five chapters of the Han Feizi corpus, and the authorship of many other chapters is less clear. As Sarah Queen observes, “We know next to nothing about when the text was created, what person or persons compiled it, and the circumstances and motivations that informed its compilation, let alone who composed the individual chapters of this 55 chapter compendium” (2013, 198). This calls into question “unsuitable expectations and misguided conceptions of authorship and authorial voice that have informed our scholarship on the Han Feizi and many other classical Chinese texts” (Queen 2013, 197), a problem I have addressed in the Introduction.

Paul Goldin advocates strongly that we distinguish Han Feizi the person and Han Feizi the book. One particular reason Goldin provides is rather interesting. That is, in addition to the problematic relationship between Han Feizi and the text that bears his name, we should not “identify the philosophy of Han Feizi himself with the philosophy (or philosophies) advanced in the Han Feizi, as though these were necessarily the same thing” (Goldin 2013, 1), even if we are to take most of the Han Feizi to be the works of Han Feizi. This is because what Han Feizi said in the text might not represent what he really believed at all since he adapted his teachings to different audiences who had different, and sometimes opposite, interests, e.g., a ruler versus a minister. Goldin entertains the possibility that Han Feizi might not have any position of his own at all and that his thought is entirely situational, depending on whom it is addressing and whose interest it represents at a particular occasion (Goldin 2013, 1–2). Indeed, even though to some extent all thinkers adapted their messages to their audience, Han Feizi was on the more extreme end of that practice.

Still, since my project in this book is aimed at interpreting an inherited text by constructing its textual intent based on the textual author that emerges in the text itself, a methodology outlined in the Introduction, the problem of what the historical Han Feizi really believed in is not my primary concern. Moreover, I will not dwell on the specific persuasion tactics or strategies that would indeed vary dramatically depending on the audience. Rather, my focus will be on Han Feizi’s discussion of the overall political system in the text that bears his name.

Bertil Lundahl, in his Han Fei Zi: The Man and the Work, offers a comprehensive discussion about the various disputes concerning the authenticity of the Han Feizi. Lundahl’s work, much of it based on Chinese and Japanese scholarship, remains one of the most comprehensive treatments on Han Feizi in English. I will base much of my discussion on the less disputed chapters identified by Lundahl (with some notable exceptions to be identified in the course of my discussion), which also happen to contain what are considered to be core ideas concerning the political order Han Feizi envisioned. My argument is that Han Feizi saw the main challenge to a good political order as twofold: the misunderstanding of the nature of political authority, primarily represented by the Confucians and their XQZP ideal, and how to manage powerful private interests and prevent them from hijacking the operation of the impartial political system.

§2. Contextualizing Han Feizi’s Conception of Political Order

Han Feizi was a clear and unsentimental thinker. His writing is full of humor, wit, and dramatic flair. Like other earlier fajia philosophers discussed in Chapter 4, Han Feizi treated political governance separately from moral virtues, delving into the mechanism of political operations and designing a political system capable of operating on its own. In this section I will argue that Han Feizi enshrined a way to regulate the world that would usher in a new political order, a fajia vision in contrast with a Confucian one. We will see that Han Feizi’s fajia political vision operates within the Laoist cosmology that dominated the late Warring States philosophical discourse. Such a cosmology continued to cement a strong connection in Han Feizi’s thought between how the natural world was understood to operate and how the political system should be engineered to perform, a relationship we have already seen in Shen Dao’s philosophy.

Furthermore, I will argue that at the center of Han Feizi’s vision of political order lay a series of critical observations about ideal personhood and family relationships that would tear down the XQZP model connecting the qualities of ideal personhood, family, and state, which is the premise underlying the normative Confucian moral-political project. Instead, Han Feizi singled out the state as the locus of a universal and impartial political order, while rejecting the cult of ideal personhood as impractical and the exaltation of family relationship as inherently subversive of such an order. In this vision, private interests, especially those of powerful aristocratic families, high ministers, and those in the proximity of the monarch including the royal consorts and the children they had with monarch, were seen as corrupting or even subverting the operation of the state and the political order it embodied. In fact, according to Han Feizi, the biggest threat to the state was precisely those powerful private interests that were embedded in the Confucian XQZP ideal, and he would completely reject it as a viable political model. Put simply, whereas the Confucians extolled family relationships and the familial virtues as one of the most important sources of political order, Han Feizi considered the entire familial domain as a serious threat to such an order. In this respect, Han Feizi was probably the most clear-eyed among classical thinkers about the challenge that family and kinship posed to political order and took that challenge most seriously in his theoretical endeavors.

2.1. Laoist Cosmology

I have been arguing that much of the mainstream intellectual discourse during the late Warring States period operated within the Laoist cosmology with regard to the notion of Heaven and its detached relationship with the humans. We have seen that Laozi transformed the idea of Heaven from a caring supernatural agent that was involved in human affairs, which characterized an earlier understanding underpinning the thoughts of Confucius, Mozi, and Mencius, to a Heaven that was detached from human affairs. Still, Laozi upheld the view that the consummate human agent, the sage, should emulate Heaven in its (apparent) laissez-faire and wuwei. Xunzi embraced the Laoist idea of Heaven but was rather defiant in his dealings with such a Heaven. That is, Xunzi elevated the role of sage-kings as the human partner of Heaven (and Earth), making the traditional institution of ritual, which in Xunzi’s eyes was the result of such a partnership, as the ideal political system in managing human affairs. Shen Dao, an earlier fajia thinker we have studied in Chapter 4, proposed to set up the state apparatus by emulating the operations of Heaven, pushing the Laoist Heaven from a supernatural agent, albeit now detached from concerns for human affairs, to a majestic natural system that served as a model system to be followed by a political system in the human realm.

Han Feizi’s philosophy was no exception to this generally naturalist orientation during that period. Even though the idea of Heaven played a less prominent conceptual role in Han Feizi’s thought4 than in some other post-Laozi classical thinkers’ theories, especially that of Xunzi, under whom Han Feizi supposedly studied, Han Feizi’s thought still very much operated within the broadly recognizable Laoist conceptual universe. In this connection, it is interesting to note that two pieces of writings on the Laozi are included in the inherited version of the Han Feizi, namely Jie Lao 解老 and Yu Lao 喻老. They are sometimes taken to be the earliest extant “commentaries” on the Laozi, even though the status of the Laozi itself at the time these two texts were composed was rather ambiguous.5 However, many scholars have questioned the authorship of Jie Lao and Yu Lao being attributed to Han Feizi (e.g., Lundahl 1992, 218–241).6

Still, as we have seen earlier, Sima Qian believed that Han Feizi and Laozi were so closely related that the essential elements of Han Feizi’s teaching could be traced to the Huang-Lao tradition. Even if we do not completely endorse Sima Qian’s opinion, there is enough textual evidence in other parts of the Han Feizi that warrants taking seriously the apparent connection between the Laozi and the Han Feizi.7 As Ivanhoe observes, Han Feizi’s “interest in ensuring the ruler undergoes a process of training that leads him to ‘abandon wisdom,’ ‘discard desire,’ practice ‘non-action,’ and in general appear empty and without purpose—things any good Daoist would aim to achieve—is a critical and underappreciated aspect of his political philosophy” (2011, 31).

In this connection, the Da Ti 大體 (The Great Whole) chapter is especially interesting for my purpose here. Although it might not have been from the hands of the historical Han Feizi (Lundahl 1992, 257–258), the political and cosmological vision presented therein certainly coheres with that of Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers, especially Shen Dao. Chen Qiyou 陳奇猷, whose commentary on the text has been followed by many contemporary interpreters, thinks that this chapter actually represents Han Feizi’s ideal society (Chen 2000, 556). As we will see, this chapter adds an unmistakable moral dimension to Han Feizi’s political project.


The ancients who completed the Great Whole, looked upon heaven and earth, surveyed rivers and oceans, and followed mountains and ravines. [They observed that] the sun and the moon shone, four seasons rotated, and cloud spread and wind moved. They never hampered their mind with [personal] wisdom, nor did they burden themselves with selfishness. Instead, they relied on laws and techniques to deal with order and chaos, depended upon reward and punishment to tackle the right and the wrong, measured lightness and heaviness according to weight and balance. They never acted against the patterns of heaven, never injured the human sentiments and dispositions, nor blew apart the hairs on a fur to find small defect, never washed off dirt to investigate anything hard to know, never drew the inked string off the line and never pushed the inked string inside the line, and were neither severe beyond the boundary of law nor lenient within the boundary of law; but observed the established patterns and followed what is natural. Thus, disaster and fortune were based on the Way and regulations, not on personal care or resentment; the responsibility for honor and disgrace rested on oneself, not on others. (Chen 2000, 555)



According to Hsiao-Po Wang and Leo Chang, this passage “articulates the ancient Chinese philosophical insight that the natural world and the human world are within one continuum. Tao permeates all things and its principle (li) informs both worlds; therefore, the natural world and the human world are intimately interconnected” (1986, 8). Although much of their analysis is a bit dated and insufficiently nuanced in light of more recent scholarship, Wang and Chang are certainly right in their argument that the text is echoing the well-known Laoist and the Yijing position, or what they call “common fund of ancient wisdom” (1986, 6), in terms of following the natural course and patterns.

The imperative to “follow what is natural” (yin ziran 因自然), a distinct Laoist doctrine, has normative weight in Han Feizi’s conception of political order. As we will see later in this chapter, the natural specifically refers to the impersonal, the impartial, the uniform, and the reliable way nature or Heaven is observed to operate. All of these are critical components of Han Feizi’s theorization of the way a well-regulated, standardized, and bureaucratized state should function, in emulating the way of nature or Heaven.


In the age of ultimate peace, laws are like morning dews, pure and simple but not yet scattered. People’s heartminds harbor no resentment and their mouths utter no confusing words. Therefore, wagons and horses are not exhausted on the long road; flags and banners are not littered across big swamps; people do not lose their lives to bandits and military affairs; [those who ride on] strong horses do not cut short their years following military banners; brave heroes do not write their names in pictures and books; nor are their deeds recorded on plates and vases; and documents of annals are left empty. As a saying goes: “No benefit is more lasting than simplicity, no blessing is more enduring than peace.” (Chen 2000, 555)



This passage paints a rather idyllic picture of a peaceful world as the ultimate goal of law. Lundahl thinks that the “pacifist” vision in this passage seems to conflict with the emphasis placed on military strength in the chapters that were more likely authored by the historical Han Feizi himself (Lundahl 1992, 258). However, this does not have to be the case at all since, as many scholars have pointed out, Han Feizi’s ultimate goal was peace and order under the Heaven, which he believed would be more likely achieved through fajia methods than others.


[When enlightened rulers] complete the laws and regulations, following the Way, gentlemen rejoice and villains stop. Calmly, serenely, and leisurely, they follow the Mandate of Heaven and maintain the Great Whole. Therefore, people suffer no punishment outside of laws and regulations, just as fish suffer no disaster outside of water. As such, few tasks under-the-Heaven would be impossible. (Chen 2000, 555)



Here we find the only occurrence of Mandate of Heaven in the Han Feizi. What is significant for my purpose here is the idea that enlightened rulers are the ones who complete the laws and regulations and maintain the Great Whole (i.e., the cosmos), in accordance with the Way. This echoes Xunzi’s notion that sage-kings form a partnership with Heaven and Earth in establishing orders in the human world. If Han Feizi did indeed study under Xunzi, as Sima Qian notes, this would certainly be a relevant piece of evidence in support of such a claim.


If it were not Heaven in the above, everything would not be covered in the below; if the enlightened ruler’s heartmind is not like the Earth, all things would not be carried in it.8 Mountain Tai does not differentiate between good and bad, and it can accomplish its height; rivers and oceans do not reject small tributaries, and they can reach their abundance. Therefore, great people (i.e., enlightened rulers) pattern themselves after Heaven and Earth, and the ten-thousand things are perfected; they exercise their heartminds to explore the riches in the mountains and oceans and enrich the country. There is no poison of anger coming from above, nor is there peril of hidden resentment coming from below. Hence both high and low are pure and simple, and dwell in the Way as their abode. As a result, lasting benefits are accumulated and great merits are accomplished. A reputation is achieved in one’s life, and the benefits extend to the posterity. This is the ultimate order. (Chen 2000, 559)



This passage again emphasizes the extraordinary role of enlightened rulers who, in partnership with Heaven and Earth, maintained orderliness and equity in the human world. Its celebration of the enlightened rulers very much reminds us of Xunzi’s cult of sage-kings. Given the way an enlightened ruler is broadly framed within the text, we can interpret their role as maintaining the orderliness in the operation of a political system that is carefully engineered, instead of intervening to achieve their personally preferred result in any particular case. The interventionist model, based on the premise of a benevolent sage-king, characterizes the Confucian moral-political paradigm that was rejected by Han Feizi. Furthermore, as we will see later, here Han Feizi was also expressing concern for the less fortunate and the lowly and was admonishing rulers to take care of them, similar to the way of Heaven and Earth that does not discriminate against anybody in covering (Heaven) and supporting (Earth) all in the world, a Laoist notion of the naturalist distributive justice at play.

2.2. Repudiating the Confucian XQZP Moral-Political Ideal

As I have been discussing throughout this book, the XQZP ideal represented the Confucian ideal of sociopolitical order that was premised upon the cultivation of moral character and the nurturing of harmony in one’s family relationships. There were two basic premises in this ideal model: first, the moral character, or virtue, of the ruler, which was the linchpin of the Confucian moral-political philosophy, was foundational to the polity under his rule; second, the proper relationship between the ruler’s virtue and the polity was accomplished through the practice of extension, namely a virtuous ruler extending his moral power to transform his family and eventually the state under his governance (or better yet, tutelage) into a moral community. We have seen in Chapter 1 that the operative principle in the XQZP model is humaneness with its extensionist orientation.

Confucius was a pioneer of this ideal in his effort to ground the consummate moral virtue of ren in the familial virtue of filial piety, even though the XQZP formula itself does not appear in the Analects. Mencius was more ambiguous about it: on the one hand, he embraced the extensionist framework underlying the XQZP ideal while, on the other hand, implicitly questioning the ideal by separating family from such an all-encompassing paradigm and treating family as a category that needed to be treated differently. Interestingly, family did not play a major theoretical role in Xunzi’s moral-political deliberations which contained some perfunctory statements about the importance of filial piety expected from a Confucian. Clearly, even among classical Confucians there was quite a bit of complexity and ambivalence toward the ideal, especially the role or the relevance, of family in the conceptualization of an ideal political order. But all classical Confucians did share a strong commitment to the project of moral cultivation and consider a perfected moral agent, a sage or a gentleman, as the cornerstone of the ideal political order. As we will see in the following, it was in the hands of Han Feizi that this model received the most relentless and devastating critique.

Han Feizi challenged both premises of the XQZP ideal by effectively exploring the tension between the three domains in the model, the personal, the familial, and the political, especially the tensions between the personal and the political and between the familial and the political. Han Feizi had a fundamentally different diagnosis of the nature of the crisis at the time. He saw the crisis and its solution in purely political terms (this was very much shared by other fajia thinkers, as we have seen in Chapter 4), whereas the Confucians saw the ongoing crisis as primarily moral in nature which required moral solutions. The fajia thinkers, including Han Feizi, believed that there was no moral solution to the crisis at hand due to tensions or even conflicts among moral ideals, on the one hand, and the failure of moral education in inculcating even those non-disputed moral virtues, on the other. Furthermore, the fajia thinkers saw morals as politically irrelevant at best and politically disruptive or subversive at worst. For them, morals were little more than the façade employed by cunning people, especially the powerful ones in the proximity of a ruler, to obfuscate their selfishness by appealing to high-sounding ideals. Let us examine in some detail these two tensions which were brilliantly exploited by Han Feizi.

A. Between the Personal and the Political

With respect to the relationship between the personal and the political, Han Feizi did not dispute the fact that if a sage happened to be a ruler, it would be beneficial to the state under his governance: “if one says that when Yao and Shun obtained the power of position there was order, and when Jie and Zhou obtained the power of position there was disorder, I would not deny that this was indeed the case with Yao, Shun, Jie, and Zhou” (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 314). However, for Han Feizi the orderly governance under Yao and Shun and the disorderly rule under Jie and Zhou were accidents of history that should not serve as the norm of governance. For a more sustained political order, a source had to be located elsewhere than the personal qualities of those individual rulers.

Han Feizi challenged building an entire political system on the ideal of sage-kings in two ways: scarcity of sages and the source of political authority. First of all, there were very few sages in Chinese history, a point not even the Confucians could really disagree with. Therefore, if we were to wait for the arrival of a sage-king once every several hundred years, the world would be condemned to an almost constant state of hopelessness, perhaps punctuated by some bright spots occasionally. In fact, he condemned setting up a system on the ideal of sage-king as unrealistic and irresponsible:


Furthermore, even if a Yao, Shun, Jie, or Zhou only emerged once in every thousand generations, it would still seem like they were born bumping shoulders and treading on each other’s heels. But those who actually govern each age are typically somewhere in the middle between these two extremes. The reason why I discuss the power of position is for the sake of these mediocre rulers. These mediocre rulers, at best they do not reach the level of a Yao or Shun, and at worst they do not behave like a Jie or Zhou. If they hold to the law and depend on the power of their position, there will be order; but if they abandon the power of their position and turn their backs on the law, there will be disorder. Now if one abandons the power of position, turns one’s back on the law, and waits for a Yao or Shun, then when a Yao or Shun arrives there will indeed be order, but it will only be one generation of order in a thousand generations of disorder. On the other hand, if one holds to the law, relies on the power of position, and waits for a Jie or Zhou, then when a Jie or Zhou comes there will indeed be disorder, but it will only be one generation of disorder in a thousand generations of order. Having a thousand generations of order with one generation of disorder and having one generation of order in a thousand generations of disorder is like getting on two fast horses and riding them in opposite directions—the distance between the two will certainly be great. (Sahleen trans., in Invahoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 314–315)



Clearly, Han Feizi did not theorize from the perspective of either a sage or a tyrant, but an average/mediocre ruler, which was the most common kind of ruler. His reason for not obsessing over sage-kings was that political order should be largely independent of moral virtues of a ruler so that it could operate on its own without interference from the ruler. As such, Han Feizi thought that the political domain had a high degree of autonomy, decoupling it from personal qualities of individual rulers which vacillated from one to the next.

From Han Feizi’s perspective, a model of political governance formulated on the basis of the Confucian ideal of sage-king was futile, self-defeating, and irresponsible. As he pointed out,


if starving people do not eat for a hundred days because they are holding out for fine grain and meat, they will not live. Now if one says that we must wait for the worthiness of a Yao or Shun to bring order to the people of the current age, this is like saying that one should hold out for fine grain and meat in order to save oneself from starvation. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 315)



This is not a controversial position to critique the Confucian moral-political model that is grounded in the ideal of sage-king, with the implication that to theorize on the basis of unattainable ideals alone would be an abdication of responsibility on the part of the theorists and the advocates of such theories. Instead of waiting for the arrival of sage-kings, Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers hoped to find an alternative model of political governance that was not based on such an unattainable foundation.

Second, at the foundation of the XQZP moral-political philosophy was the unexamined assumption that, without moral virtues of renyi (benevolence and righteousness), a monarch would not have any political authority to exercise effective rule. However, Han Feizi flatly rejected such a premise:


Duke Ai of Lu was a mediocre ruler, yet when he ascended the throne and faced south as sovereign of the state, there was no one within its boundaries who did not acknowledge allegiance to him. The people will bow naturally to authority, and he who wields authority may easily command men to submit; therefore Confucius remained a subject and Duke Ai continued to be his ruler. It was not that Confucius was won by the duke’s righteousness; he simply bowed before his authority. On the basis of righteousness alone, Confucius would never have bowed before Duke Ai; but because the duke wielded authority, he was able to make Confucius acknowledge his sovereignty. (Watson trans. 2003, 103)



Han Feizi took it as a given that Confucius was morally far superior to Duke Ai. But as he observed, due to the difference in position and power between them, it was Confucius who had to bow before the duke, not the other way around. In Han Feizi’s mind, that fact alone would be enough to call into question the assumption underlying the XQZP paradigm that political authority was derived from moral virtues of a ruler.


Moreover, the people will bow naturally to authority, but few of them can be moved by righteousness. Confucius was one of the greatest sages of the world. . . . Therefore within the vast area of the world only seventy men became his disciples, and only one man—he himself—was truly benevolent and righteous. (Watson trans. 2003, 110)



Here Han Feizi was using Confucius and his influence (or lack thereof) at the time to make the case that moral virtues like benevolence and righteousness had very limited impact in the world. That is, if someone as great as Confucius could only manage to get seventy disciples, what were the odds of politicians’ ability to move people if their authority was built on moral virtues far inferior to Confucius’s?

The Confucians could still make the argument that political authority should be derived from moral virtues, even though it might not actually happen frequently. However, from Han Feizi’s perspective, if political authority were built upon moral virtues, we would be in the constant state of mismatch between political authority and moral virtues of the ruler, with the consequence of disorder prevailing throughout history. Han Feizi conceptualized the foundation for political order rather differently from the Confucians in that he saw the cycle of order and chaos as the failure of a theoretical model that linked the political order with the moral virtues of a particular ruler which was notoriously unpredictable. If, however, the state was set up properly, political order would follow from such a setup and moral virtues of its ruler would be irrelevant. Indeed, according to Han Feizi, a political order should not be built on the ideal of a morally perfect sage because the source of political authority should not derive from moral virtues of a ruler at all. The more irrelevant the ruler’s moral virtues are to the political authority, the more sustainable and durable the political order would become. For Han Feizi, political authority was itself the creation of political order alone.


If a Yao or Shun is born into a superior position, then even if there are ten Jies or ten Zhous they cannot cause disorder, because the differences in power and status are well ordered. On the other hand, if a Jie or Zhou is born into a superior position, then even if there are ten Yaos or ten Shuns they cannot bring about good order, because the differences in power and status are disordered. Thus it is said, “If the differences in power and status are well ordered there cannot be disorder, but if the differences in power and status are disordered there cannot be order.” But this refers only to naturally occurring differences in power and status, and not to the differences in power and status that can be set up by human beings. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 314)



Here Han Feizi was calling into question the supposed naturalness of the XQZP ideal, namely, if a virtuous ruler was in power, the state would be well governed, whereas if a tyrannical ruler was in power, the state would be in peril. The XQZP ideal justified the Confucian conviction that political order was dependent on the moral virtues of a ruler. As Han Feizi argued, if the state was organized differently, political order would not be so contingent upon the personal qualities of a particular ruler and the stake would be lower when someone with mediocre moral and/or intellectual qualities, which would include most rulers in history, took the throne. Han Feizi regarded it unfortunate that a political order was beholden to a particular ruler and was thus fickle, entirely at the mercy of that ruler.

Ideally the state should be set up in such a way that it could operate seamlessly like natural processes, without interference from the monarch. But, of course, Han Feizi did not say how such unwelcome interference from monarchs could possibly be avoided, given the unquestioned authority bestowed on the ruler in Han Feizi’s system. As it would become clear in the following discussion, Han Feizi did not actually abandon the idea of moral cultivation. Rather, the virtues touted in Han Feizi’s philosophy in a ruler were humility and self-constraint, rather than benevolence and righteousness as promoted by the Confucians. More specifically, the highest moral value in Han Feizi’s philosophy was the institutional virtue of impartiality, rather than the personal quality of benevolence and righteousness of any particular ruler. The best virtue for a ruler in Han Feizi’s thought was humility, which would temper a ruler’s urge to constantly interfere in the operation of the state under his rule. As Yuri Pines observes,


I believe that Han Fei’s insistence on the advantages of “laws and methods” for maintaining the ruler’s authority is but a smokescreen; what the thinker wanted most was to subjugate the ruler to impartial “laws and methods” and to limit thereby the ruler’s intervention in everyday political life. (Pines 2013, 77)



Without constant personal interference from the ruler, the state bureaucracy could operate impersonally on its own. Moreover, those who staffed the state bureaucracy should not be expected to be personally virtuous since that would render the ranks completely empty, as few would measure up.


Hardly ten men of true integrity and good faith can be found today, and yet the offices of the state number in the hundreds. If they must be filled by men of integrity and good faith, then there will never be enough men to go around; and if the offices are left unfilled, then those whose business it is to govern will dwindle in numbers while disorderly men increase. Therefore the way of the enlightened ruler is to unify the laws instead of seeking for wise men, to lay down firm policies instead of longing for men of good faith. Hence his laws never fail him, and there is no felony or deceit among his officials. (Watson trans. 2003, 110)



Instead, what should be demanded of the officeholders would be their expertise and professional virtue of faithful execution of their official charge. An officeholder’s authority within the state bureaucracy was derived from the position he occupied instead of from the moral virtues he might or might not possess. This also means that a new kind of virtue should be inculcated in order to be more aligned with the interest of bureaucracy, i.e., professional virtues dictated by one’s position in the bureaucracy and professional performance evaluated by the assessment about whether the performance matches the mandate of the position. This was called xingming 刑名, a term shared by other fajia thinkers, as we have seen earlier, which dictated the professional obligations of office holders in a bureaucratic state. I will discuss xingming in some detail later in the chapter.

In this sense, Han Feizi was a diehard realist, harboring no illusions about moral virtues, knowledge, and abilities of individual rulers or officeholders to bring about a good and sustainable political order. He put his faith in the fajia political system that was carefully engineered to impersonally and impartially enforce rules of the state.

B. Between the Familial and the Political

In addition to the tension between the personal and the political in the XQZP ideal, there is also a great deal of conflict, instead of a seamless transition, between the familial and the political domains assumed in the Confucian model. In this respect, Han Feizi threw into sharp relief the tension between the two that had already been taken note of by earlier thinkers, e.g., the Mohists, Mencius, Laozi, and the early fajia thinkers, as we have seen before. What is striking about Han Feizi, in marked contrast with the Confucians, who usually came down on the side of the family or at least tried to negotiate the tension between the two in order to accommodate the familial interest, was that Han Feizi sided emphatically and unapologetically with the political, i.e., the interest of the state, represented by the monarch.

Han Feizi highlighted the ways familial ties and interests could subvert the interest of the state. One of Han Feizi’s main targets was powerful families, including families of powerful ministers and even families of the ruler. Han Feizi demonstrated a keen sense of the intractable problem in establishing an effective political order, i.e., powerful private interests—those close to the power center, such as the high ministers, the royal consorts and, by proxy, their families, or even the ruler’s own sons—often undermined or damaged the interest of the state. Han Feizi concentrated his intellectual firepower to shine a bright light on the corrupting impact of such private interests.

According to Han Feizi,


if someone as close to the ruler as his own consort, and as dear to him as his own son, still cannot be trusted, then obviously no one else is to be trusted either. Moreover, whether one is ruler of a state of ten thousand chariots or of a thousand only, it is quite likely that his consort, his concubines, or the son he has designated as heir to his throne will wish for his early death. (Watson trans. 2003, 86)



He painted a rather dark picture about the dynamics and divergent interest between the ruler and those around him, including his own children. He went into greater detail about how the conflict of interest arose between the ruler and his consorts, between the ruler and his son:


A wife is not bound to her husband by any ties of blood. If he loves her, she remains close to him; if not, she becomes estranged. The saying goes, “If the mother is favored, the son will be embraced.” But if this is so, then the opposite must be, “If the mother is despised, the son will be cast away.” A man at fifty has not yet lost interest in sex, and yet at thirty a woman’s beauty has already faded. If a woman whose beauty has already faded waits upon a man still occupied by thoughts of sex, then she will be spurned and disfavored, and her son will stand little chance of succeeding to the throne. This is why consorts and concubines long for the early death of the ruler. (Watson trans. 2003, 86)



Han Feizi’s dissection of the familial dynamics in the royal household, as well as the high stakes in such dynamics, was clear-eyed and insightful. Even though we might think that Han Feizi was rather cynical in his observation of the relationships and the dynamics within the royal household, there is no denying that ignoring such divergence often led to catastrophic consequences for the state as well as the ruler himself.


In the same way, when consorts, concubines, and heirs apparent have organized their cliques, they long for the ruler’s death for, unless he dies, their position will never be really strong. They have no feeling of hatred toward the ruler; they merely stand to profit by his death. (Watson trans. 2003, 87)



Such a wariness or even paranoia about those whom one is supposedly closest to reminds us of Zhuangzi’s uneasiness about the relational nature of existence, humans included. While for the Zhuangists, relationality begot entanglements which bound us to others, the opposite of the ideal of personal freedom cherished by Zhuangzi, for Han Feizi such an entanglement would have a far higher stake for rulers since their lives and their reigns could be in jeopardy if they were not careful in managing those relationships, especially those relationships most other people took granted, i.e., family relationships. In this connection, Ivanhoe, in his comment on the constraint of the ideal fajia ruler in Han Feizi’s philosophy, makes an interesting observation, “If freedom is the state of being unconstrained and power the ability to act as one desires, then the ideal Legalist ruler seems to have no real freedom or power!” (2011, 41).

It is also striking that Han Feizi’s analysis of the troubling and precarious family dynamics in the royal household was not based on familial sentiments at all, unlike the Confucians. Rather, it is entirely based on their positions and relationships vis-à-vis the ruler. This means that Han Feizi saw the problem in the royal household as structural in nature that required a structural solution, rather than one that could be solved through education or moral cultivation, as the Confucians proposed. Han Feizi questioned the effectiveness of the Confucian proposal, as we will see in the following.

In addition to the problematic structural dynamics within the royal household, Han Feizi problematized another area wherein familial and state interests could diverge. This was the problem of filial piety. That is, even when virtuous people were in charge of the state, there would still be problems arising from an intractable tension between filial piety and obligation to the state. Whereas the Confucians were often seen as trying to accommodate the interest of the family/kinship when it clashed with that of the state—Confucius grounded political virtues in filial piety but the attitudes of Mencius and Xunzi toward the relationship between filial piety and obligation to the state was more complicated, as I have discussed previously—Han Feizi heightened and dramatized the conflict between the two.

For Han Feizi, state interest and familial interest were often at odds with each other. Even though the tension between the two was recognized by others as well, e.g., Mencius as I discussed in Chapter 2, the conflict painted by Han Feizi between family and state was much sharper, with a conclusion that was the exact opposite of the one reached by Mencius.


Nowadays, he who makes certain to avenge any wrong done to his brother is called an upright man, and he who joins his friend in attacking the perpetrator of an insult is called a man of honor. Such a man performs deeds that are regarded as upright and honorable, and in doing so violates the laws and prohibitions of the ruler. But the ruler, lost in admiration for such upright and honorable deeds, forgets to punish the violation of his laws, and hence the people outdo each other in shows of valor and the magistrates can no longer control them. (Watson trans. 2003, 105)



That is, acts of uprightness and honor in the private domain could often be illegal from the perspective of the state. This reminds us of the distinction often made between revenge and justice in our everyday discourse. In these cases, justice is squarely the prerogative of the state which exercises the exclusive right to punish the perpetrator on behalf of the victim by bringing the former to justice, whereas revenge is a personal behavior by which an aggrieved party seeks to redress the situation on their own. Left to the feuding parties themselves, a situation can lead to an endless cycle of violence and revenge, the opposite of justice.

The most famous example used by Han Feizi to illustrate this point is Zhi Gong 直躬, who appears in the Analects as we discussed earlier in the book. Han Feizi recounted the story this way:


In the state of Chu there was a man named Upright Gong. When his father stole a sheep, he reported the theft to the authorities. But the local magistrate, considering that the man was honest in the service of his sovereign but a villain to his own father, replied, “Put him to death!,” and the man was accordingly sentenced and executed. Thus we see that a man who is an honest subject of his sovereign may be an infamous son to his father. (Watson trans. 2003, 106, with revision)



As we have seen in the Introduction to this book, the Zhi Gong story in the Analects exposed a fault line within the received thought of Confucius that the familial interest eclipsed the interest of the state. Han Feizi’s take on the story aligned him more with the Mohists who, at least based on traditional understanding of the Mohist project, advocated a uniform code that was equally applied to anybody regardless of their status or political connections. This is a clear case that puts Han Feizi’s political thought solidly on the side of impartiality; in his view, any partialist sentiments should be avoided in order not to be manipulated or exploited by those in power to their advantage under the disguise of humaneness.

Another example raised by Han Feizi was the case of someone who fled the battlefield three times:


There was a man of Lu who accompanied his sovereign to war. Three times he went into battle, and three times he ran away. When Confucius asked him the reason, he replied, “I have an aged father and, if I should die, there would be no one to take care of him.” Confucius, considering the man filial, recommended him and had him promoted to a post in the government. Thus we see that a man who is a filial son to his father may be a traitorous subject to his lord. (Watson trans. 2003, 107)



Whereas Confucius was often portrayed as being sympathetic to the plight of particular families and frequently siding with the family in his judgments of those cases wherein there was a conflict between family and state interests, Han Feizi was unequivocal in repudiating such an approach. As he observed, “Since the interests of superior and inferior are as disparate as all this, it is hopeless for the ruler to praise the actions of the private individual and at the same time try to insure blessing to the state’s altars of the soil and grain” (Watson trans. 2003, 107). Han Feizi was very clear-eyed about the conflict between private and public interests, stating that “the interests of the state and the individual are mutually at odds, and both cannot prevail at the same time” (Watson trans. 2003, 108). Indeed, Han Feizi clearly recognized that the tension between the two interests could well be irreconcilable, and he sided emphatically with the interest of the state.

There was clearly a heightened recognition in Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers with regard to the tension between the norms of humaneness and justice, defined in the Introduction to this book, in the political arena. This means that in such glaring cases of inconsistency in enforcing the law when familial relationships were taken into consideration the Confucians saw the imperative of humaneness at stake, whereas Han Feizi discerned something far more cynical or even nefarious at play, namely the bending of the legal code issued by the state to the advantages of powerful officials and their family interests while subjugating ordinary people to the full weight of the punitive measures. Such a dynamic is famously captured in the Liji, an important early Confucian canon, that penal laws should not be applied to high officials (刑不上大夫). Han Feizi was adamant that such blatant manipulation and subversion of law to the detriment of the state and the ruler should never be tolerated.


Judging from the tales handed down from high antiquity and the incidents recorded in the Spring and Autumn Annals, those men who violated the laws, committed treason, and carried out major acts of evil always worked through some eminent and highly placed minister. And yet the laws and regulations are customarily designed to prevent evil among the humble and lowly people, and it is upon them alone that penalties and punishments fall. Hence the common people lose hope and are left with no place to air their grievances. Meanwhile the high ministers band together and work as one man to cloud the vision of the ruler. (Watson trans. 2003, 89)



This is one of Han Feizi’s most powerful condemnations of the gross injustice suffered by the commoners. It clearly points to the moral dimension in his vision of the political order. Put simply, the family in the Confucian XQZP ideal, in the eyes of Han Feizi, referred almost exclusively to those with sociopolitical status and connections. Under the disguise of humaneness, the powerful ministers shielded their family members from punitive measures with moral justifications, which was one of the major sources of political corruption, whereas those without such connections would suffer the full consequences of the law. It is hard to dispute aspects of such an observation in light of the way political power operated in Chinese history.

A further challenge to the relevance of the family to the state, central to the XQZP ideal, is that, as Han Feizi rightly pointed out, family as the venue to cultivate virtue is rather limited and far from effective. Similarly, virtue is often ineffective in its ability to persuade people to do the right thing.


Now the love of the ancient kings for their people was no greater than the love of parents for their children. And if such love cannot prevent children from becoming unruly, then how can it bring the people to order? (Watson trans. 2003, 102)



That is, if parents’ love of their children, as great as such a love can be, is not always able to make the children obedient and filial, what are the odds for a sage-king to bring people to order through his affection? As we will see later in this chapter, Han Feizi advocated reward and punishment, what he called “two handles,” in getting people to realign their private interests to the interests of the state, in order to bring about a fairer, more equitable, and more just political system, embodied in the way the state was engineered.

Having discredited the Confucian XQZP model, Han Feizi set out to establish a distinctly fajia political framework, appropriating and synthesizing ideas from earlier fajia theorists as well as many other thinkers in the classical period, most notably the Mohists, the Laoists, and even the Zhuangists, etc. His project would aim at making a properly ordered state the sole source and arbiter of values, depriving all state-independent elements of their relevance to the state.

C. Han Feizi’s Elevation of the State as the Sole Source and Arbiter of Values

In our discussion of Han Feizi’s repudiation of the Confucian XQZP model, we have seen that he sharpened the dividing line between moral virtues and the interests of the state even more than earlier fajia thinkers by arguing that the moral worthiness or virtues of a political actor could do positive harm to the operations of the state. Indeed, Han Fezi forcefully argued for the incompatibility between moral virtues and political authority (or positional power, shi 勢) and advocated that the state be the sole source and arbiter of what is worthy and valuable. We can see him making this point through the use of a famous analogy about the conflict between all-penetrating spears and impenetrable shields (maodun 矛盾):


Worthiness is something that cannot be forbidden by the power of position, but when the power of position is used as a Way of governing, there is nothing that it cannot forbid. So if one says that achieving good order requires both worthiness, which cannot be forbidden, and the power of position, which has nothing it cannot forbid, this is just like saying one has both all-penetrating spears and impenetrable shields. Hence, the fact that worthiness and the power of position are incompatible should be abundantly clear. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 314)



The Chinese text here is severely corrupt and scholars have tried to amend the text in order to make it more coherent and sensible.9 However, the basic crux of the passage is clear: worthiness 賢 and political authority (or power of position, shi 勢) are incommensurable. Han Feizi was disputing those who argued that both political authority and worthiness were required for an orderly governance. Let us examine this more closely, as it is a key point distinguishing the fajia political model from the Confucian XQZP ideal.

Han Feizi appeared to be saying that it is actually self-defeating to put people in positions of power because they are morally worthy10 so that they could exercise power properly and bring peace and order to the world. The obvious question is why Han Feizi would argue for such a position, since it is, at least prima facie, rather counterintuitive. That is, we would expect that putting people in positions of power because of their moral worthiness should lead to less abuse of power and a smoother operation of the state apparatus. But Han Feizi rejected that position.

So, what was exactly problematic with worthiness? Most commentators tend to gloss over this particular point and instead focus on the parable of maodun. According to Chen Qiyou, whose redaction of the text is followed in this chapter, the conflict between worthiness and political authority is that “those who are worthy cannot be prohibited by those in power, similar to Mencius’ statement in 3B that ‘[a great man] cannot be made to bow before power’ ” (Chen 2000, 948). But why did Han Feizi see the tension between worthiness and political authority as so central to his thinking? What did worthiness even mean for him in this context?

Given Han Feizi’s overall philosophical project that centers on political order, I would like to propose that, for him, worthiness implied moral autonomy of a moral agent whose source of virtues lay outside the purview of the state. That is, moral autonomy meant that the source of morality for a moral agent was not derivative of their positions and roles within the state apparatus. In the context of classical Chinese philosophy, the source of morality was usually Heaven or Dao that transcended the state. What Han Feizi hoped to accomplish was to set up a system such that political actors in the state could derive their authority solely from the positions in the state bureaucracy they occupied, not from their state-independent moral virtues whose source, i.e., Heaven or Dao, was outside of and whose authority was regarded as higher than the state and its political apparatus.

Han Feizi forcefully argued against political actors independent of the state and advocated that the state should monopolize all venues of values. He had in mind several categories of such people who, in his eyes, would exploit the state for their own private interests:


Men who are contemptuous of ranks and stipends, quick to discard their posts and abandon the state in search of another sovereign, I would not call upright. Those who propound false doctrines and controvert the law, who defy their sovereign or oppose him with strong censure, I would not call loyal. Those who practice charity and dole out benefits in order to win over their subordinates and make a name for themselves, I would not call benevolent. Those who withdraw from the world, live in retirement, and employ their wits to spread false slander against their superiors, I would not call righteous. Those who devote all their time to establishing favorable relations with the princes of other states, impoverishing their own state in the process, and who, when they see the moment of crisis approaching, attempt to intimidate their sovereign by saying, “Only through me can friendly relations be established with So-and-so; only through me can So-and-so’s anger be appeased!,” until the ruler comes to believe in them and entrusts all state affairs to their decision; who lower the name of the ruler in order to enhance their own eminence, who raid the resources of the state in order to benefit their own families—such men I would not call wise. (Watson trans. 2003, 25–26)



The Zhuangist hermits who criticized those in power, the wandering stateless scholars (including the Confucians, the Mohists, and the alliance/anti-alliance strategists, i.e., the so-called zonghengjia 縱橫家, etc.), warriors who were not committed to a particular state or sovereign, and those who exploited their relations with the ruler to benefit their private interests were all suspects in Han Feizi’s eyes. As Goldin observes,


Indeed, it is precisely those ministers who claim to be guided by principles beyond reward and punishment—in other words, the allegedly selfless and high-minded ones extolled by other schools of thought—who arouse suspicion. For if a ruler cannot control a minister with rewards and punishments, he cannot control that minister by any means at all. (Goldin 2013, 5)



Indeed, by allowing such state-independent agents to operate the state bureaucracy, a ruler would be in danger of losing his authority, in whose name alone the political power should be exercised at all levels of state bureaucracy.

As Han Feizi saw it, the main danger for a ruler was that his ministers became an independent source of political authority, thus depriving the ruler of his authority and power. According to Han Feizi, there were five ways for powerful ministers to do this: shutting out the ruler, gaining control of the resources of the state, issuing orders themselves, doing righteous deeds in their own name, and building up cliques (Watson trans. 2003, 17–18). All of these moves could potentially usurp the authority and power of a ruler, leading to their removal and demise, which was rather frequent at the time. In Chapter 49, Five Vermin (Wu Du 五蠹), Han Feizi laid out a vision of political order wherein the state completely monopolizes the access to all desirable political goods:


Therefore, in the state of an enlightened ruler there are no books written on bamboo slips; law supplies the only instruction. There are no sermons on the former kings; the officials serve as the only teachers. There are no fierce feuds of private swordsmen; cutting off the heads of the enemy is the only deed of valor. Hence, when the people of such a state make a speech, they say nothing that is in contradiction to the law; when they act, it is in some way that will bring useful results; and when they do brave deeds, they do them in the army. (Watson trans. 2003, 112)



As we will see in the following, Han Feizi devoted a great deal of his theoretical effort to ensure the state monopoly of all venues of values.

In Chapter 5, The Way of the Ruler (zhu dao 主道), Han Feizi juxtaposed three pairs of virtues, namely, wisdom 智/illumination (enlightenment) 明, worthiness 賢/accomplishment 功, and bravery 勇/strength 強, and advocated removing the former while retaining the latter in the pairs (是故去智而有明，去賢而有功，去勇而有強). In light of the discussion here, we should be able to see that the former three virtues in the pairs were considered independent of the state, whereas the latter were dependent on the state.

Therefore, the form of government theorized in Han Feizi’s thought can be characterized as totalitarian in nature, in the sense that it did not allow any moral-political authority outside the state, at least according to one popular definition of totalitarianism as a “form of government that theoretically permits no individual freedom and that seeks to subordinate all aspects of individual life to the authority of the state.”11 However, Goldin rejects such a characterization, arguing that “Totalitarianism . . . requires an ideology—something that Han Fei is too much of a nihilist to offer. Han Fei might advocate authoritarianism, but he is no totalitarian” (2005, 7).12 Since Goldin also maintains that Han Feizi’s nihilism is compatible with authoritarianism, there is nothing about nihilism that makes it inherently incompatible with advocacy for a totalitarian form of governance. Indeed, Han Feizi’s rejection of any political actors and agents independent of the state was so total and complete that totalitarianism is a fitting characterization of this particular aspect of his political project, at least in terms of the ideal type he posited.

To sum up, what distinguished the fajia political order from the Confucian one was a clear recognition, on the part of Han Feizi, that a ruler’s political power was the product of the political order and that the political power was independent of a ruler’s personal qualities. Furthermore, other political actors in the state were also the agents of the state whose authority was derived from the political system alone, and the state-independent elements had no relevance to the political operations. By contrast, for the Confucians, legitimate political power could only be exercised by a virtuous ruler and his virtuous advisors through the extension of their moral virtuosity, enshrined in the XQZP model.

Han Feizi echoed Shang Yang in dismissing the myth of an idyllic past when society was spontaneously harmonious and orderly. As Han Feizi saw it, the supposedly ideal past when society was more orderly is not due to the fact that people were more virtuous, but rather that the population was much smaller and the materials were more abundant (Watson trans. 2003, 99–100). There was, therefore, less reason to fight and compete for resources during the time of abundance. However, the conditions were vastly different in the late Warring States period, with far more people and fewer resources. Therefore, like Shang Yang, Han Feizi was trying to make the case for changing the political system in order to adapt to the new conditions on the ground, something he accused the Confucian traditionalists of being incapable of doing.13

§3. Han Feizi’s Statist Political Order

After challenging the Confucian moral-political ideal of XQZP, Han Feizi set out to establish an alternative fajia political order with a different set of observations and premises about the human condition. Much of the discussion of Han Feizi’s thought has tended to focus, almost exclusively, on Han Feizi’s defense of the ruler’s interest. However, that is not entirely fair to Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers, or at least it is an incomplete picture. There is an equally, if not more, compelling read of Han Feizi’s thought that can construe his teachings as a strong defense for the interest of the monarchy, not so much individual monarchs, most of whom were mediocre as he clearly recognized, despite the rhetoric of advocacy for the ruler. This is an important distinction within Han Feizi’s and other fajia thinkers’ political philosophy whose significance and implications need to be taken much more seriously than they have been.

3.1. Its Characters

Han Feizi’s conception of a sustainable political order centered on the standardization of the state bureaucracy. Such an order was rule-based, regulating the state through clearly established standards for reward and punishment that were publicly promulgated, and enforced impartially, uniformly, and reliably. Indeed, standardization, clarity, transparency, impartiality, uniformity, and reliability characterized Han Feizi’s fajia political order. The personal virtues of the rulers or the ministers were considered irrelevant, even though, as we will see later, it is actually more complicated than what the conventional wisdom portrays with respect to political actors’ virtues. This approach to the state was shared by many of the earlier fajia thinkers, even though they might not have articulated it in exactly the same way.

A. Standardization

As we have seen previously, Han Feizi considered it the main challenge to the rulers when their ministers became independent sources of political authority, depriving the rulers of their authority and power. In order to deal with such a danger posed to the rulers, Han Feizi proposed instituting standards in selecting and evaluating officials. In the chapter, “On Having Standards” (you du 有度), he argued, “If those who uphold the law are strong, the state will be strong; if they are weak, the state will be weak” (Watson trans. 2003, 21). In Han Feizi’s eyes, a person’s ability to uphold the law should be the standard for their appointment in the state bureaucracy. He condemned the ministers who disregarded the law and sought personal gains at the expense of their ruler and the state, and called such people “hefty persons” (zhongren 重人).14 It was in the interest of the state as well as that of the ruler to select officials who could uphold the law and shun private scheming.


In our present age he who can put an end to private scheming and make men uphold the public law will see his people secure and his state well ordered; he who can block selfish pursuits and enforce the public law will see his armies growing stronger and his enemies weakening. (Watson trans. 2003, 22)



Here Han Feizi emphasized the nature of the law as public and impartial (gong fa 公法) and contrasted it with scheming activities that were against the law, the state, and the ruler, characterizing the latter as private and partial (si qu 私曲). The conflict between the public and the private was clearly highlighted in Han Feizi’s and other fajia thought, whereas the tension between the two domains tended to be smoothed over by the Confucians, not infrequently at the expense of the state and to the private benefits of powerful people and their families.

Han Feizi made it clear that in selecting high officials, their understanding of the interest of the state was the most important consideration:


Find men who have a clear understanding of what is beneficial to the nation and a feeling for the system of laws and regulations, and place them in charge of the lesser officials; then the ruler can never be deceived by lies and falsehoods. Find men who have a clear understanding of what is beneficial to the nation and the judgment to weigh issues properly, and put them in charge of foreign affairs; then the ruler can never be deceived in his relations with the other powers of the world. (Watson trans. 2003, 22)



He implored the ruler that it was in his interest to align his activities with the law, especially in the appointment of officials. To ensure this, the ruler should put in place some mechanism in the selection process. Han Feizi advised against selecting officials based on reputation alone since it would encourage cliques against the interest of the ruler and the state:


Now if able men are selected for promotion on the basis of reputation alone, then the officials will disregard the ruler and seek only the good will of their associates and subordinates. If appointments to office are controlled by cliques, then men will work only to establish profitable connections and will not try to achieve office by regular routes. In such cases, official posts will never be filled by able men, and the state will fall into disorder. (Watson trans. 203, 22–23)



Han Feizi did not see reputation as having anything to do with the person’s competence. Rather, it had everything to do with that person’s relationship with other people. By using reputation as the basis for selecting officials, the ruler might inadvertently redirect office-seekers’ efforts to cultivating mutually profitable relationships with others, instead of trying their best to fulfill their official charge. Once the state interest (hence the interest of the ruler) was hijacked by those powerful private interests embedded in those mutually profitable relationships among officials, it was the beginning of the end of that state as well as its ruler.


In such cases, the officials will turn their backs on law, seeking only to establish weighty personal connections and making light of public duty. Numbers of them will flock to the gates of powerful men, but none will appear in the ruler’s court. They will lay a hundred plans for the advancement of private family interests, but give not one thought to how the ruler should order his state. (Watson trans. 2003, 23)



Han Feizi clearly saw the divergent interests between powerful ministers and their families, on the one hand, and the ruler and the state, on the other, regardless of which side Han Feizi might have theorized from since he was known to give completely different advice to rulers and ministers in order to address their particular interests and concerns.

However, what is interesting in this connection is that, as a solution to the problem posed by the private scheming against the ruler, Han Feizi advocated using clearly stipulated laws and standards to select, promote, and punish officials, instead of doing it by the ruler himself:


A truly enlightened ruler uses the law to select men for him; he does not choose them himself. He uses the law to weigh their merits; he does not attempt to judge them for himself. Hence men of true worth will not be able to hide their talents, nor spoilers to gloss over their faults. Men cannot advance on the basis of praise alone, nor be driven from court by calumny. Then there will be a clear understanding of values between the ruler and his ministers, and the state can be easily governed. But only if the ruler makes use of law can he hope to achieve this. (Watson trans. 2003, 24)



In making use of law as the standard to select officials instead of relying on his personal opinions or preferences, the ruler would be directing office-seekers’ calculations and talents to the benefit of the monarchy itself, inhabited by the ruler. As such there would be no divergence between the monarch and the monarchy, a tension that was clearly on Han Feizi’s mind as we will see later.

B. Clarity, Transparency, Impartiality, Uniformity, and Reliability

The standardization of state bureaucracy through fa, with standards including legal code and criteria of the selection and evaluation of officials, required that such standards be instituted and enforced. In Han Feizi’s fajia system, the standards for reward and punishment should be clear, publicly promulgated, and executed impartially, uniformly, and reliably. First of all, fa should be clear, easy to understand, and does not cause confusion:


Now in administering your rule and dealing with the people, if you do not speak in terms that any man and woman can plainly understand, but long to apply the doctrines of the wise men, then you will defeat your own efforts at rule. Subtle and mysterious words are no business of the people. (Watson trans. 2003, 109)



Here Han Feizi was counseling the rulers against esoteric scholarly discourses whose meaning and significance was opaque to those unfamiliar with the particularities of such discourses. Han Feizi was targeting what he called vermin of the state who, in his eyes, relied on the state coffers for their livelihood but did not contribute anything tangible to the well-being of the state, which for him meant primarily agricultural production and military service, echoing Shang Yang’s view here. Instead, those scholars’ high-sounding but opaque discourses often confused the masses, contrary to the interests of the state and the ruler.

Han Feizi railed against the confusion in laws and standards within the political domain, blaming the Confucians and others who managed to convince rulers of the values of their learning and actions.


The Confucians with their learning bring confusion to the law; the knights with their military prowess violate the prohibitions. Yet the ruler treats both groups with respect, and so we have disorder. People who deviate from the law should be treated as criminals, and yet the scholars actually attain posts in the government because of their literary accomplishments. People who violate the prohibitions ought to be punished, and yet the bands of knights are able to make a living by wielding their swords in a private cause. Hence, those whom the law condemns, the ruler accepts, and those whom the magistrates seek to punish, the higher officials patronize. Thus law and practice, high official and lowly magistrate, are all set at odds, and there is no fixed standard. Under such circumstances even ten Yellow Emperors could not bring the state to order. (Watson trans. 2003, 106)



The lack of clarity in the standards for selecting and evaluating officials, as well as in the legal code, sowed the seeds of confusion in the political system. Such confusion could be exploited by people, especially the privileged ones, for their own private ends at the expense of the state as well as the monarch. Han Feizi was admonishing the rulers about the grave danger in allowing this to happen under their watch.

Second, in order for fa to work as designed, it should be publicly promulgated in a way anybody on the street should be able to understand. This is the trait of transparency in the fajia political order, a feature rarely touted in any conception of political order in China: “Laws should be compiled in books, displayed in government offices, and promulgated among the masses” (Chen 2000, 922). Such public knowledge of clear standards instituted by the state would inculcate in the people a new habit as they negotiated their relationships with the state.


Government through law exists when the ruler’s edicts and decrees are promulgated among the various departments and bureaus, when the certitude of punishments and penalties is understood in the hearts of the people, when rewards are given to those who respect the law, and when penalties are imposed on those who violate the ruler’s decrees. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 320)



According to Han Feizi, the key to a successful implementation of an effective political order was the public knowledge of the standards that were being enforced. As a result, “[t]hose who are rewarded and those who are punished are certain to understand why, and when they understand why, this is the utmost of the Way” (Harris trans. 2016, 86). Han Feizi’s advocacy for the transparency of standards, including public proclamation of laws and the use of plain language accessible to the less educated, was a rather unusual aspect of his conception of political order, against the prevailing sentiments about the highbrow nature of scholarly discourses that were inaccessible to the commoners. As we will see later in the chapter, such an advocacy for transparency of standards would point to an unmistakably moral component in his political order, namely universal justice.

Once fa was put in place and publicly pronounced, it should be properly implemented and enforced. In this connection, Han Feizi steadfastly upheld the ideal of impartiality when it came to reward and punishment, regardless of the person’s status or relationship.


Thus if a man has truly won merit, no matter how humble and far removed he may be, he must be rewarded; and if he has truly committed error, no matter how close and dear to the ruler he may be, he must be punished. If those who are humble and far removed can be sure of reward, and those close and dear to the ruler can be sure of punishment, then the former will not stint in their efforts and the latter will not grow proud. (Watson trans. 2003, 19)



In this connection, what is especially interesting was Han Feizi’s reason for upholding impartiality, namely to avoid the manipulation of a ruler by others around him for their interests. As we have seen previously, Han Feizi warned the ruler that he should be wary about those close to him, including his own family members. Here Han Feizi turned his attention to powerful ministers. In fact, compared with the earlier fajia thinkers, Han Feizi devoted a lot more of his effort to examining the many ways the interests of the ruler could be subverted by his powerful ministers:


If the ruler of men tries to keep a personal check on all the various offices of his government, he will find the day too short and his energies insufficient. Moreover if the ruler uses his eyes, his subordinates will try to prettify what he sees; if he uses his ears, they will try to embellish what he hears; and if he uses his mind, they will be at him with endless speeches. The former kings, knowing that these three faculties would not suffice, accordingly set aside their own abilities; instead they relied upon law and policy, and took care to see that rewards and punishments were correctly apportioned. Since they held fast to the essential point, their legal codes were simple and yet inviolable, and alone they exercised control over all within the four seas. (Watson trans. 2003, 26)



Facing this almost impossible challenge, a ruler, according to Han Feizi, should rely exclusively on laws and policies, rather than on his own personal sentiments, since such sentiments can be easily manipulated by cunning ministers. Treating everybody impartially must have been hard for rulers when they personally favored or disliked certain people. It is a natural expression of human sentiments for anybody to be partial to those close to oneself (even though such a partiality can also turn into a disadvantage when one is disliked by the ruler). But Han Feizi saw in such expressions of humane sentiments the pitfall of manipulations by those who could take advantage of their understanding of the ruler’s personal desires. The consequence could be disastrous if the rulers let their personal desires be the judge, instead of having clearly established standards impartially enforced. In other words, it is in the interest of the ruler to be impartial when it comes to reward and punishment. This point is repeatedly emphasized in the text. For example, “Laws are the means of prohibiting error and ruling out selfish motives; strict penalties are the means of enforcing orders and disciplining inferiors” (Watson trans. 2003, 27) and “one should use laws to govern the state, disposing of all matters on their basis alone” (Watson trans. 2003, 28).

Another important aspect of the fajia political order regulated by standard, according to Han Feizi, was its uniformity and reliability.


For this reason, the best rewards are those which are generous and predictable, so that the people may profit by them. The best penalties are those which are severe and inescapable, so that the people will fear them. The best laws are those which are uniform and inflexible, so that the people can understand them. (Watson trans. 2003, 104)



Uniformity and reliability in the execution of law (yi xing qi fa 一行其法) were regularly touted by Han Feizi, usually framed as the way to check private interests encroaching on the interests of the state.

One important component of the uniformity of law is that it left very little, if any at all, discretion for the officials in applying the law. In this respect, Han Feizi did not even allow proportionality when it came to punishment so that many people would suffer greatly for even a minor offense. For Han Feizi, the apparent heavy-handedness in punitive measures, in the interest of uniformity and reliability in the application of laws and rules, had the benefits of deterrence such that people would be afraid to commit any crime at all, however minor. That is, the harshness of punishment could eventually preempt the necessity of punishment. In other words, for Han Feizi, heavy punishment itself is not the goal, but just the means that would help to usher in lasting peace when people would self-consciously regulate their own behaviors and refrain from committing any crime at all.

In a word, Han Feizi’s conception of political order, much of which was built on earlier fajia thought as well as elements of the Mohist ideas, centered on standardization of the legal code and the criteria for selecting and evaluating officials. He argued that the standards should be clear and transparent, and should be executed impartially, uniformly, and reliably. In order to implement such an order, Han Feizi relied on several instruments, to which I now turn.

3.2. Its Instruments

Much of Han Feizi’s writing was devoted to the discussion of the seemingly infinite ways powerful private interests can encroach on the interests of the state and the monarch. In this section I focus on Han Feizi’s discussion of the instruments that keep those private interests in check so as to bring about and sustain the political order addressed earlier. Much of his thought was a rearticulation of ideas developed by earlier fajia thinkers, especially Shang Yang and Shen Dao, albeit with Han Feizi’s own flair and wit. In this particular area, Han Feizi should be considered a synthesizer of ideas by earlier thinkers, rather than an original thinker, even though he obviously continued to develop those ideas by articulating and defending them against critics.

We will see that Han Feizi relied on reward and punishment, what he calls the two handles, to realign people’s desires with the interest of the state. Furthermore, he promoted the idea of xingming, articulated by earlier fajia thinkers, as the instrument to appoint and evaluate officials in regulating the bureaucracy. Finally, he embraced the idea of shi, positional power, as the foundation of a monarch’s political authority.

A. The Two Handles

Probably the most famous instruments of political power Han Feizi articulated was what he called the two handles (er bing 二柄):


The enlightened ruler controls his ministers by means of two handles alone. The two handles are punishment (xing 刑) and favor (de 德). What do I mean by punishment and favor? To inflict mutilation and death on men is called punishment; to bestow honor and reward is called favor. (Watson trans. 2003, 29).



The two handles referred to the system of reward and punishment exclusively wielded by the monarch. Many scholars have pointed out that Han Feizi’s political philosophy was not premised upon transforming human nature, which is fundamentally different from the Confucian and the Mohist moral-political project. Instead, he took human nature, or dispositions, as it is, and theorized a political system that followed human dispositions instead of trying to change them:


In general when ordering all under heaven, it is necessary to follow the dispositions of people. The dispositions of people are such that they have their likes and dislikes and thus rewards and punishments can be employed. Because rewards and punishments can be employed, prohibitions and orders can be established, and the Way of good order can be set up. The lord grasps the handles in order to dwell in a position of power and thus what he orders is implemented and what he prohibits ceases. The “handles” refer to the system of executing or letting live while “position of power” refers to the property through which one dominates the masses. (Harris trans., 2016, 85)



Here in the Ba Jing 八經 chapter, Han Feizi argued that the system of rewards and punishments should be put in place to bring order to the world, as a way to leverage people’s likes and dislikes to the benefit of the state. He juxtaposed the two handles with position of power (shi), both of which are wielded by the ruler, with the former as the instruments of the state and the latter as what makes the former possible. I will come back to the idea of shi later when examining Han Feizi’s discussion of the source of political authority.

As discussed previously, for Han Feizi public interests and private interests are often at odds with each other. What makes the approach by Han Feizi (and fajia thinkers more generally) unique in dealing with the selfish pursuit of private interests is to reorient the human dispositions in such a way that what people like and dislike are aligned with the interests of the state, instead of trying to change the selfish human nature. That is, if people can be made to identify their interest with that of the state, their very expression of selfishness can be harnessed for the benefits of the state. This means that selfishness as such, expressed as people’s likes and dislikes, does not have to be problematic; what is actually problematic about selfishness from the perspective of the state is people’s relationship with the state. If people can identify or align their interest with that of the state, selfishness can actually serve the purpose of establishing a well-ordered state.


For this reason, the best rewards are those which are generous and predictable, so that the people may profit by them. The best penalties are those which are severe and inescapable, so that the people will fear them. The best laws are those which are uniform and inflexible, so that the people can understand them. Therefore the ruler should never delay in handing out rewards, nor be merciful in administering punishments. If praise accompanies the reward, and censure follows on the heels of punishment, then worthy and unworthy men alike will put forth their best efforts. (Watson trans. 2003, 104–105)



In Han Feizi’s eyes, strict enforcement of clearly laid-out laws provided the most effective means to realign people’s interest vis-à-vis that of the state. For him, this was a far more effective way to transform people’s behaviors than moral cultivation or education, clearly pointing the finger at the Confucians:


Now here is a young man of bad character. His parents rail at him but he does not reform; the neighbors scold but he is unmoved; his teachers instruct him but he refuses to change his ways. Thus, although three fine influences are brought to bear on him—the love of his parents, the efforts of the neighbors, the wisdom of his teachers—yet he remains unmoved and refuses to change so much as a hair on his shin. But let the local magistrate send out the government soldiers to enforce the law and search for evildoers, and then he is filled with terror, reforms his conduct, and changes his ways. Thus the love of parents is not enough to make children learn what is right, but must be backed up by the strict penalties of the local officials; for people by nature grow proud on love, but they listen to authority. (Watson trans. 2003, 104)



In this passage, Han Feizi was touting the efficacy of law and punishment over parents’ love, teachers’ education, or neighbors’ influence, as mentioned previously in this chapter. The contrast with the Confucians could not have been starker, as the Confucians emphasized the effect of parents’ love on the moral development of their children, the power of moral education and moral cultivation in transforming one’s character, and the influence of neighbors on a person’s behaviors. On the last point, there is a well-known and celebrated (and possibly apocryphal) story that Mencius’s mother had to move their home three times (孟母三遷) so that her son, Mencius, could live in a neighborhood conducive to his moral development. For Han Feizi, none of these was as effective as clearly laid-out laws impartially enforced by the state.

It is important to observe, at this juncture, that Han Feizi was not necessarily disputing the importance of personal virtues, education, and moral cultivation per se. Rather, he was challenging their political relevance in establishing a viable and sustainable political order. He sharply distinguished the political realm from other domains of human life, with a singular focus on the political, such that the political realm was understood as a unique domain of human life irreducible to the personal, the familial, and the moral. What is praiseworthy in the political domain can be drastically different from what it is in the personal and familial domains. This line of thinking was shared by earlier fajia thinkers, as I have discussed in Chapter 4, and it constituted one of the most significant differences between fajia thinkers and others.

B. Matching Job Performance and Official Charge

In managing the state bureaucracy, Han Feizi recommended that a ruler used xingming 刑名, match between job performance and official charge, echoing Shang Yang’s thought.


If the ruler of men wishes to put an end to evil-doing, then he must be careful to match up names and results, that is to say, words and deeds. The ministers come forward to present their proposals, the ruler assigns them tasks on the basis of their words, and then concentrates on demanding the accomplishment of the task. (Watson trans. 2003, 31)



Goldin compares xingming with the modern bidding practices among contractors for a project. Using such an analogy, he points out two problems with xingming. One is that “a call for bids today will usually specify the task to be completed, whereas Han Fei advised rulers to leave the very definition of the task to the competing ministers” (Goldin 2013, 9). For Goldin, the problem with this approach is that Han Feizi seemed to allow government officials to set their own agenda, and as a result, “certain types of problems might be systematically neglected” (2013, 9). It is conceivable that Han Feizi might have trusted the expertise of the ministers more than any particular ruler such that he would rather let the former define a task and perform it, while the ruler’s role is limited to making sure a task is completed accordingly. The other problem, according to Goldin, is that “whereas no contractor today would expect to be penalized for finishing a project under budget, Han Fei wrote that a minister who ends up delivering more than he promised should be punished as surely as if he had underperformed” (2013, 9, original italics).

However, these two problems identified by Goldin only applied to task-specific projects, instead of a post in the state bureaucracy with its well-defined set of official charges and roles. As the following example vividly demonstrates (Goldin cites this example as well), in Han Feizi’s ideal state apparatus, each position within it had a clearly defined set of obligations and should be performed exactly as it was stipulated:


Once in the past Marquis Zhao of Han got drunk and fell asleep. The keeper of the royal hat, seeing that the marquis was cold, laid a robe over him. When the marquis awoke, he was pleased and asked his attendants, “Who covered me with a robe?” “The keeper of the hat,” they replied. The marquis thereupon punished both the keeper of the royal hat and the keeper of the royal robe. He punished the keeper of the robe for failing to do his duty, and the keeper of the hat for overstepping his office. It was not that he did not dislike the cold, but he considered the trespass of one official upon the duties of another to be a greater danger than cold. (Watson trans. 2003, 31)



In telling this story, Han Feizi was driving home the message that government officials should stay within their explicitly stipulated and clearly defined official charges, contradicting what Goldin portrays in the previous discussion about xingming. Han Feizi was adamant that officials should not overstep their obligations (or underperform them), however minor an overstep might be, or however virtuous the motivation of the person who took such an overstep might have been, as he sternly admonished in the following:


Hence an enlightened ruler, in handling his ministers, does not permit them to gain merit by overstepping their offices, or to speak words that do not tally with their actions. Those who overstep their offices are condemned to die; those whose words and actions do not tally are punished. If the ministers are made to stick to their proper duties and speak only what is just, then they will be unable to band together in cliques to work for each other’s benefit. (Watson trans. 2003, 32)



Han Feizi was skeptical about the underlying motivation of an apparently virtuous act when such an act overstepped the clearly stipulated charge of the office. It seemed that he was rather worried about the cliquishness of people who overstepped their official duties. Based on our earlier discussion about the distinction between moral virtues and professional virtues, we can speculate that what was operative in Han Feizi’s thought was a clear line between the two virtues. That is, professional virtues tied officeholders to the state apparatus, whereas moral virtues could eclipse professional virtues with the danger that those claiming to cultivate moral virtues could work in service to ends that were at odds with the interests of the state and the monarch.

For Han Feizi, the best ministers were the ones who completely identified with the interests of the state such that they would not pursue their own ends unless they were aligned with the interests of the state. Such an identification would allow them to avoid punishment and receive reward:


The law of the former kings says, “Ministers shall not wield the instruments of authority nor dispense benefits, but follow the commands of the king; none shall do evil, but uphold the king’s path.” In antiquity the people of a well-ordered age upheld the public law and renounced private schemes, concentrated their attention upon one goal and their actions upon one object, and together awaited the charge that was laid upon them. (Watson trans. 2003, 26)



In Han Feizi’s mind, the ideal minister for a ruler was one who was almost a receptacle of the ruler’s command, which was itself guided by explicitly laid-out standards. The xingming system that was put in place for managing the state bureaucracy was meant to guarantee that officials would faithfully execute their official charges exactly as stipulated of their positions, no more, no less. For Han Feizi, if an official carried out more than his position obligated him to, he would be suspicious of harboring ulterior motive; on the other hand, if he carried out less than his official charge required, that would suggest incompetence. Both were considered problematic in Han Feizi’s political system.

C. Political Authority

In Han Feizi’s political philosophy, what gives a ruler the authority to wield the power of the two handles and enforce xingming when managing the masses as well as the vast bureaucracy is shi 勢, power of position or positional power. He dealt with this topic in the Nan Shi 難勢 chapter. In his words, “What I refer to when I talk about ‘the power of position’ are the differences in power and status set up by human beings” (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 313). Han Feizi developed this idea that was formulated by Shen Dao, as we have seen in Chapter 4, using the flying dragon’s dependence on the clouds and the soaring serpent’s reliance on the mist to argue that the position and status are what makes a ruler a ruler, not his virtues or abilities.

One of the most perceptive aspects of the fajia thought by Han Feizi and others was their penetrating analysis of the nature and the structure of political power, treating it as a distinct domain of human activities irreducible to other domains. They observed that a ruler’s political authority had a great deal more to do with his position within a political system than with particular virtues he might have possessed. Such an observation became the point of departure in Han Feizi’s approach to politics, allowing him to focus on how to reshape the dynamics and structure of political power from which political authority was derived. This is the idea of shi, an idea discussed earlier in the thought of earlier fajia theorists.

Han Feizi developed the idea of shi by defending Shen Dao’s formulation. He took on Shen Dao’s critics and advanced the theory to a higher degree of sophistication as a result. In Han Feizi’s telling, Shen Dao critics, likely the Confucians, actually conceded that the ruler’s position and status were important, but still insisted that the ruler’s personal virtues and abilities were also relevant in ensuring a well-ordered state. The critics invoked the examples of Yao versus Jie, the former being a sage king and the latter a tyrant, to make their point. In fact they argued that it was precisely Jie’s position as a ruler that led to the chaos in the world, which means that the power of position itself was no guarantee for order if it had to depend on the virtues and abilities of the one who occupied such a position. The dependence on the ruler’s virtues to make shi work would supposedly undermine the integrity of the theory of shi. Han Feizi summarized the critics’ position this way:


If one has fine horses and a sturdy chariot, and one allows a common servant to drive them, people will just laugh at him. If the great charioteer Wang Liang drives them, however, they will speed across a thousand li in a single day. The chariot and the horses are no different, but one person travels a thousand li and the other is laughed at by people. This is because the distance between skillfulness and clumsiness is vast. Now, suppose one takes the state to be the chariot, the power of position to be the horses, orders and commands to be the reins and bridle, and punishments and fines to be the whip and crop. If a Yao or Shun drives them, the world will be well ordered, but if a Jie or Zhou drives them, the world will be disordered. This is because the distance between worthiness and unworthiness is vast. To understand that one should employ Wang Liang if one wants to travel swiftly over great distances, but not understand that one should employ the worthy and the capable if one wants to promote what is beneficial and get rid of what is harmful—this is the kind of misfortune that comes from not understanding things of the same category. Yao and Shun are the Wang Liangs of governing the people. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 313)



In Han Feizi’s account, Shen Dao’s critics wanted to maintain that it was actually the worthiness (xian 賢) of the ruler that was critical to the orderliness of the world, not their positional power as rulers. This was clearly the Confucian position.

Han Feizi defended Shen Dao’s theory of shi on several grounds: first, Han Feizi argued that shi is a single term and had no room for worthiness. As we have seen previously, Han Feizi used the story about spears and shields (maodun 矛盾) to illustrate his point that shi and xian are simply incommensurable, just like spears and shields. Second, Han Feizi made a persuasive case that most rulers in history were neither sage-kings like Yao and Shun nor tyrants like Jie and Zhòu, and that shi was actually the most useful for those mediocre rulers. He criticized the Confucians for their irresponsibility in building a political system on the wish of the rare occurrence of a sage-king while condemning most people in history to misery and chaos as they wait for sage-kings:


If one has fine horses and sturdy chariots, and one places a fresh team every fifty li along the road, then even if one allows a mediocre charioteer to drive them, he can still use them to travel swiftly over great distances, and a thousand li can easily be traversed in a single day. What need is there to wait for an ancient hero like Wang Liang? Moreover, in the case of driving, the critic makes it sound like if one does not employ a Wang Liang, one must employ a common servant who will ruin things; and in the case of governing, he makes it sound like if one does not use a Yao or Shun, one must use a Jie or Zhou who will throw things into disorder. But this is like saying that if something does not taste as sweet as syrup or honey, it must taste as acrid as bitter herbs or mustard greens. The previous criticism is nothing more than a collection of empty rhetoric and meaningless phrases. It presents an argument based on two extreme positions that is entirely opposed to reason and bereft of any method. How can it be used to criticize or find fault with the reasonable teachings of Shenzi! The critic’s argument has not reached the same level as his doctrine. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 316)



In Han Feizi’s mind, Shen Dao’s critics did not take his theory of shi seriously and their criticism was nothing more than a smear campaign against Shen Dao using extreme cases to discredit him. From Han Feizi’s perspective, the Confucian alternative was actually worse in that it condemned the world to almost endless misery and chaos, punctuated by some episodes of order and prosperity when sage-kings happened to grace the world. For Han Feizi, the fajia alternative was less disruptive, more sustainable, and indeed more beneficial to the people.


If a mirror is kept clean and without obstructions, then the beautiful and the ugly can be compared; if a scale is kept straight and without obstructions, then the light and the heavy can be weighed. Indeed, by shaking a mirror one cannot obtain clarity and by shaking a scale, it cannot stay even. The same can be said about the laws. Therefore, the early kings took the dao as the constant standard, and the law as the root [of government]. (Bárcenas trans. 2019, 161)



Here Han Feizi invoked the image of mirror as a metaphor to describe the standards that included law and scale. As we have seen in the chapter on Zhuangzi, mirror is an important metaphor in the Zhuangist characterization of the heartmind. For Zhuangzi, an unbiased heartmind is like a clear mirror that objectively reflects the world without distortion. Han Feizi appropriated the mirror metaphor to portray an objective standard that does not bend toward the privileged and against the disadvantaged. The naturalist and objectivist orientation of the standard clearly echoes Shen Dao’s effort to merge the state apparatus with the heavenly (hence natural and unbiased) processes. In Han Feizi’s thought, such a merger between the natural and the political was complete.

Consequently, a ruler’s authority, derived from his position at the pinnacle of power, should be as natural as the heavenly dynamics and processes. In this connection, Bárcenas perceptively observes that “Han Fei never came to the conclusion that monarchy was the best form of government—as it was done, for instance, by Thomas of Aquinas—but assumes rather than it is the natural form of organization” (Bárcenas 2019, 172, original italics). Indeed, for Han Feizi as well as for all other early Chinese thinkers, the naturalness of the monarchy was never questioned. In Han Feizi’s case, monarchy’s complete fusion with the heavenly order underscored and enhanced its naturalness. As we will see in the next section, such a naturalness actually carried a moral weight in his conception of political order.

3.3. The Statist Approach to Justice

It is fair to characterize the prevailing scholarly view about the philosophy of Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers as immoral or amoral. That is, according to the broadly shared conventional wisdom, the political in much of the classical Chinese moral-political discourse was considered the derivative of the moral,15 but the fajia thought was often singled out as a striking exception. Harris’s following observation represents a recent iteration of such a consensus view among scholars of early Chinese philosophy:


In the vast majority of pre-Qin philosophy, political thought seems to be, in a sense, applied ethics. The political theory is justified insofar as it accords with a moral theory that is accepted. Although Laozi, Mozi, and Xunzi, to name a few, have radically different political theories, they are all similar in that the justification for these theories is to be found in them according with their moral theories. I argue that Han Fei, on the other hand, wishes to completely jettison any talk of morality from discussions in the political realm, and takes relying on morality in politics as necessarily detrimental to the flourishing of the state. (Harris 2013, 107)



According to this dominant view, Han Feizi did not reduce the political to the moral. Instead, he treated the two separately and regarded the moral as irrelevant or even antithetical to the political. In Han Feizi’s deliberation of the political domain, the institutional structure of power took center stage, instead of being treated as the derivative of a political actor’s moral authority and virtues. This approach to politics has been touted as one of the most important contributions Han Feizi (and other fajia thinkers) made to the classical Chinese political philosophy.

There is a good deal of truth in such a view that highlights the uniqueness of the fajia approach to politics. However, I will argue that this understanding of Han Feizi and the broader fajia project is incomplete. I will not base the discussion of the moral nature of Han Feizi’s project on a speculation of his motivation because it is not clear at all what exactly his motivation was.16 As discussed earlier, Han Feizi was famous for shifting his strategies and rhetoric targeting different audiences, e.g., ruler vs. minister, and the practice of tailoring the message for different audiences was even more striking and extreme in the Han Feizi when compared with other classical thinkers and texts. This makes it all but impossible to discern the real motivation of the historical Han Feizi. Instead, what we can do is to construct a textual intention of the inherited Han Feizi corpus, based on a possible and compelling reading of the text that takes into consideration the entire political project.

I argue that although Han Feizi despised and rejected the ethics of benevolence and righteousness (renyi), the foundational Confucian virtues, and did not consider politics the derivative of those particular virtues, he was nevertheless a strong advocate for certain institutional and judicial norms like fairness, impartiality, and non-interference as the most effective means for building a powerful state. Even though it is debatable whether or not his overall project was motivated by those institutional norms themselves, in terms of the consequences of his approach, making such a distinction does not make a good deal of difference.17 Han Feizi was clearly a statist, theorizing from the perspective of a strong state or monarchy in the context of early Chinese history. He was advancing the politics of impartiality pioneered by the Mohists and further developed by the earlier fajia thinkers, advocating the well-regulated state as the sole agent to bring about impartiality, and can therefore be considered a state consequentialist with certain normative moral entailments, specifically universal justice from the perspective of the state.

A. Mohist Elements in Han Feizi’s Thought

We have seen Han Feizi’s devastating critique of the Confucian project based on the XQZP ideal earlier in this chapter. Han Feizi’s attitude toward the Mohists was more complicated. Even though he often critiqued the Confucians and the Mohists together, e.g., in the Xian Xue (顯學) Chapter, Han Feizi reserved most of his firing prowess for the Confucians. Furthermore, his criticism of the Mohists often had little to do with the substantive aspects of the Mohist teaching per se. Rather, it had more to do with the confusion the Mohist teachings supposedly caused due to the internal divisions of the Mohist movement as well as the fact of their disputations with the Confucians, echoing some of the Zhuangist sentiments toward RuMo. On the other hand, in terms of substance Han Feizi actually inherited a great deal of important elements from the Mohist system, especially the centrality of fa and the statist ideology. As Yuri Pines observes,


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, 33)



It is rather striking how much such a political vision is aligned with the one proposed by the fajia thinkers, especially Han Feizi, albeit without the Mohist moralistic language, possibly the result of the mediation through the Laoist framework.

Zhou Fumei 周富美, one of the few contemporary scholars who have addressed the relationship between Mozi and Han Feizi in some length, summarizes three aspects in Han Feizi’s critique of the Mohists, primarily in the chapter, “Prominent Schools of Thought” (Xian Xue 顯學): first, the Mohists split into three groups after the death of their grand master Mozi (墨離為三) (Zhou 2008, 583); second, their teachings were those of fools and charlatans (愚誣之學) (Zhou 2008, 586); and third, they advocated inconsistent and contradictory codes of conduct (雜反之行) (Zhou 2008, 596). The first point of Han Feizi’s critique has to do with the internal divisions among the Mohists (as well as the Confucians) which, from Han Feizi’s perspective, indicates the futility and self-defeating nature of the mainstream discourse. That is, if the Mohists (and the Confucians) could not even agree among themselves the correct way of interpreting their own master’s teachings, what were the odds that the rest of the world could figure them out? Here Han Feizi’s critique had to do with the organizational divisions among the Mohists which resulted in inconsistency and contradiction within the Mohist teachings, making them unfit for an enlightened ruler to adopt as his governing philosophy.

The second point in Han Feizi’s critique of the Mohist teachings is that they were the teachings of fools or charlatans, or both. This had to do with the practice by the Mohists (and even more so by the Confucians) who based their teachings on the words and conducts of ancient sages and former kings who lived hundreds or even thousands of years ago. Due to the long passage of time, the veracity of those sagely teachings could not possibly be verified.


Someone who is sure about something without supporting evidence is a fool. Someone who bases their views on something they cannot be sure about is a charlatan. Thus, those who depend on the teachings of the former kings and are absolutely sure about the Way of Yao and Shun are either fools or charlatans. (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 352)



Put differently, Han Feizi’s second critique had to do with the historical foundation of the Mohist (and the Confucian) teachings that appealed to claims whose veracity could not be verified.

Zhou elaborates this point by delving into Han Feizi’s view on historical evolutions (歷史進化論) (2008, 588) and his method of verification (參驗之法) (2008, 592) when it comes to the efficacy of laws, policies, and practices. Han Feizi’s view of history is similar to that of Shang Yang who, as we have seen in Chapter 4, proposed a rather sophisticated and materialist view of historical change that treated material conditions as the primary mover of historical changes. In the chapter, Five Vermin (Wu Du 五蠧), Han Feizi echoes Shang Yang’s view and explicitly argues that “the sage does not expect to follow the ways of the ancients or model his behavior on an unchanging standard of what is acceptable. He examines the affairs of the age and then makes his preparations accordingly” (Sahleen trans., in Ivanhoe & Van Norden eds. 2001, 340). Since history is not a reliable guide for adopting the kind of particular policies and practices that would suit the present age, either because the world has changed or because there is no way to ascertain what really transpired in history anyway, Han Feizi appealed to more reliable and verifiable methods to make sure that laws, policies, and practices could yield the desired results.

The third point in Han Feizi’s critique of the Mohists had to do with inconsistencies and contradictions between the Mohist and the Confucian teachings. Han Feizi used the example of different funeral arrangements advocated by the Mohists and the Confucians and the example of different approaches to adversities between the two groups to illustrate the danger of a ruler, when trying to accommodate these differences, implementing inconsistent and contradictory policies. That is, for Han Feizi, if a ruler honored these inconsistent and even contradictory practices advocated by different schools, the state under his rule would be confused and doomed.


Therefore, in the state of an enlightened ruler there are no books written on bamboo slips; law supplies the only instruction. There are no sermons on the former kings; the officials serve as the only teachers. There are no fierce feuds of private swordsmen; cutting off the heads of the enemy is the only deed of valor. (Watson trans. 2003, 112)



However, Han Feizi’s apprehension about the inconsistencies and contradictions in laws and policies was very much shared by the Mohists, as I have discussed in Chapter 2. In fact, Han Feizi’s understanding of fa and his valorization of the public and the state over the private and the family were very much aligned with the Mohist approach, some differences notwithstanding.

Here I argue that in many intriguing ways Han Feizi’s thought can be considered the development of the Mohist political philosophy, operating on a version of state consequentialism18 and pushing the statist orientation of the Mohist project to its logical conclusion. It was Han Feizi (and other fajia thinkers) who sought to transform the state apparatus in order to carry out a statist vision of justice and impartiality, to be discussed later in the chapter, whereas the Mohists were not quite as focused as the fajia thinkers on developing the state apparatus to promote the kind of institutional changes required to bring about their pioneering vision of universal justice.

Zhou Fumei addresses Han Feizi’s appropriation of the Mohist thought in three aspects, namely the centrality of fa (law, model, standard), the priority of the public over the private, and the idea of upward conformity. We have seen that fa represents objective standards in the Mohist philosophy against the Confucian intuitionist approach to morality. Han Feizi (and other fajia thinkers) took the objectivist fa to the next level, institutionalizing it as the central mechanism of state bureaucracy with as little interference from the ruler as possible since the interference would inevitably inject personal biases into the impersonal operations of fa, favoring those close to power. Han Feizi’s fa is a major constraint on the potential for corruption and favoritism within the fajia political system.

Han Feizi also shared the Mohist prioritization of the public over the private in his approach to politics. In fact, Han Feizi was so wary of the hijacking of state interests by powerful private interests that he categorically separated the two domains and vehemently attacked any expression of private interests that could encroach the operation of the state. For him and other fajia thinkers, the public/political domain is governed by the standardized norm of impartiality that does not take into consideration people’s status or relationships when adjudicating cases involving them or evaluating their performances. Within the public realm there is no room for expressions of personal sentiments that would invariably favor those in or close to power. While the Mohists separated the private from the public and focused on the norms governing the public domain, Han Feizi’s discussion of the private domain focused almost exclusively on its potential detriment to the impartialist norm of the state.

Lastly, the Mohists advocated upward conformity (shang tong 尚同) and honoring the talented and meritorious people (shang xian 尚賢) to achieve two goals: to avoid confusion of standards by promoting uniform criteria set by those at the top of the Mohist order and to promote those who are talented and virtuous to the top of that order. However, Han Feizi would reformulate the two ideas within the fajia framework such that upward conformity became absolute obedience to the monarchy irrespective of the personal qualities of any particular monarch. As we have seen previously in this chapter, Han Feizi sought to render the personal qualities of the monarch irrelevant to the impersonal operation of the impartial state. Ideally the conformity advocated by Han Feizi is fulfilling one’s roles within the political apparatus in conformity to the state, the institution of monarchy, although he often equivocated between the monarchy and the monarch.

The Mohists built their moral philosophy on an understanding of human nature that is malleable and can be trained toward the good, whereas the fajia thinkers were not interested in the moral potentials of human nature at all. Rather, the latter’s interest in human nature was exclusively its political implications, namely, given the fact that the humans are selfish, how a political system can be built to channel such destructive potentials toward goals and objectives favored by the state. The distinctly political approach to human nature is a striking aspect of the fajia thinkers, especially Shang Yang and Han Feizi.

Indeed, it was the singular focus on institutional and bureaucratic aspect of Han Feizi’s fajia political theory that distinguishes it from the Mohist project. In this respect, Han Feizi was much more of a statist than the Mohists when comparing their theoretical outlooks and their practical advices. As we will see in the following, for Han Feizi, the state should be engineered in such a way that it could abide by the principle of impartiality and become a lasting, wealthy, and powerful universal state.

B. Universal Bureaucratic State as the Sole Agent of Justice

In the discussion of the Mohist project in Chapter 2, I have characterized Mohism as a form of universal state consequentialism that promotes a statist approach to maximize wealth, order, and population. In many ways, Han Feizi’s fajia project can be viewed as a way to operationalize the Mohist project, attempting to work out in granular details how a universal state can be engineered as the sole agent to promote wealth, power, and order. Some recent scholarly discussions have also started to take more seriously the moral components in Han Feizi’s (and other fajia thinkers’) political philosophy, e.g., Winston (2005), Bárcenas (2013, 2019), Schneider (2014), and Mower (2018),19 which has led to a bit of a revaluation of his abysmal reputation prevalent in the traditional Chinese discourse. In this respect, Kenneth Winston offers a sustained but unconventional argument that spells out what he perceives as the underlying moral visions in the fajia political project. Let us take a look at his revaluations of the moral component of Han Feizi’s political thought in some detail as it serves as useful correctives (even overcorrections at times) of the evaluation of the fajia project within the traditional Chinese intellectual discourse as well as in much of the contemporary discussion.

Winston, in his essay “The Internal Morality of Chinese Legalism,” tries to make the case that “the Han Feizi intends to link law and morality” (2005, 315) and that “the apparently neutral tones of the Han Feizi are in fact morally weighted” (2005, 329). Winston builds his case by taking on the conventional wisdom in reading the Han Feizi, according to which the law was seen as an instrument in the ruler’s hands. He distinguishes two senses of instrumentalism, ad hoc or strategic instrumentalism versus principled instrumentalism. Ad hoc instrumentalism means that


rulers use law only if and when it suits their purposes; it is employed (or not) at the ruler’s discretion to achieve the ruler’s own desires or ends. In this construction, law does not have any special pride of place, and certainly nothing beyond a fortuitous connection to moral value. On any particular occasion, if a ruler fails to realize his or her will by the use of law, an alternative instrument of governance could be deployed. (Winston 2005, 316)



For Winston, this form of instrumentalism is not really rule by law which would require two additional conditions. First is the commitment to rules, “fixed standards of general applicability” (2005, 316), that are not ad hoc once they are chosen by the ruler as the mechanism of governance:


Thus, the commitment to rules is deliberate and firm, and the instrumentalism is consistent and principled. This commitment . . . introduces a variety of self-imposed constraints on lawmaking and secures the connection between law and morality. (Winston 2005, 316)



The second additional condition for rule by law has to do with the fact that the rules promulgated by the lawmaker do not have to serve the personal interest of the ruler alone:


They may serve common ends, or they may permit (or enable) subjects to pursue ends of their own. In that event, we move from a minimal to a morally robust instrumentalism. If the rules facilitate the pursuit of ends other than those of the lawgiver, principled instrumentalism transitions to the rule of law. (Winston 2005, 316)



According to Winston, a significant part of the Han Feizi promotes “a robust principled instrumentalism” (Winston 2005, 316). In this connection, I note that Han Feizi tried to distinguish between the institution of monarchy and the person of monarch in his conception of political order. He clearly theorized from the perspective of the monarchy and advocated the virtue of self-constraint on the part of monarchs, most of whom were mediocre in intelligence and capabilities. Unfortunately, perhaps also unsurprisingly, Han Feizi’s theory offered little in terms of effective ways to enforce the distinction and to restrain the power of an interfering or abusive monarch (other than the institutional weight of the monarchy and the limited capacity of any single person), which was probably outside the realm of possibility within the traditional imaginaire of monarchy. I will revisit this point in the next section.

What is surprising in Winston’s reassessment of Han Feizi’s project is that Han Feizi’s principled instrumentalism could allow or enable the subjects to pursue their desires or ends. In Winston’s view, it was actually Han Feizi who treated ordinary people or the ruler’s subjects as moral agents who could exercise independent judgement in lieu of the rules clearly laid out by the state, whereas it was the Confucians who regarded ordinary people as “an inert mass, passive recipients of the ruler’s goodwill” (Winston 2005, 344). As Confucius famously states, “The Virtue of a gentleman is like the wind, and the Virtue of a petty person is like the grass—when the wind moves over the grass, the grass is sure to bend” (Analects 12.19, Slingerland’s trans.). Winston sees Han Feizi’s taking advantage of human desires in his political engineering as respecting the human agency, rather than the Confucian dismissal of the average people’s moral capacity and agency. Such an exploration of the uptake of Han Feizi’s political project is completely outside the mainstream opinion among scholars of early Chinese philosophy and history. In this regard, we can discern an implicit, but persistent, Confucian (as well as Sima Qian’s) influence on the scholarly judgment of Han Feizi and the immorality or amorality of his fajia project.


Rule by law is a consciously chosen and principled mode of governance, not simply instrumental to the preferences or interests of the lawmaker. Rather, it is a cooperative venture and carrier of collective value, involving reciprocal dependence between ruler and ruled. On one side, lawmakers are constrained to issue directives that meet critical standards, such as intelligibility and reasonableness; on the other side, as collaborators in a regime of rules, subjects engage in practical deliberation, taking the lawmaker’s directives as their presumptive guide in particular cases. (Winston 2005, 329)



Even though Winston is drastically underestimating the draconian nature of the system of governance that characterizes what Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers proposed, it is still a useful corrective to appreciate aspects of the often maligned rule by law (in contrast with the celebrated rule of law) that emphasized the public and clear nature of legal and administrative codes in the fajia thought which were more principled than have been credited. Furthermore,


The Han Feizi consistently addresses its advice not to the ruler per se but to the good ruler—also referred to as the enlightened, benevolent, or sage ruler—and the language of success and failure in meeting the pattern set by the good ruler is pervasive. (This does not mean that Han Fei expects the ruler to possess exceptional qualities, either of virtue or intellect. The mediocre ruler, in particular, needs the guidance that comes from the correct ideal.) Further, a conception of the public good guides the whole analysis. The good ruler “investigates the conditions of order and chaos” with the aim of promulgating clear laws and severe penalties “in order to rescue all living beings from chaos.” What counts as avoiding chaos and achieving order? At an abstract level, the answer is a regime of governance by law, which will serve every subject’s interest. On occasion, Han Fei goes further in specifying the public good. In the passage just quoted, for example, he adds: What the enlightened ruler does is to “rid All-under-Heaven of misfortune, prohibit the strong from exploiting the weak and the many from oppressing the few, enable the old and the infirm to die in peace and the young and the orphan to grow freely, and see to it . . . that father and son support each other . . . [and so on].” (Winston 2005, 330–331)



The system of governance by law represents the kind of rule by a good ruler, even in their absence. Under such a system, the ruler should refrain from personally interfering in the operation of the state carefully put together by the system builder. The advice against personal intervention applied especially to those who advocated the personal virtues of benevolence and righteousness as the defining quality of a good ruler, i.e., the Confucians, and justified their intervention on the ground of benevolence and righteousness. As Winston puts it,


Not because benevolence is unimportant, but because the ruler is likely to get it wrong. If permitted, nature will take care of things. Indeed, precisely because nature will take care, Han Fei’s ruler has the same concern with human well-being—a desire for people to prosper and be contented—as the Confucian ruler. The difference turns on whether one relies on one’s own idea of human well-being or nature’s. (Winston 2005, 343)



Han Feizi shared with Shen Dao the sentiment that a political order needed to be engineered in such a way that it emulates the way the natural world operates. Just like the natural world, the political system should be impartial, uniform, and reliable. In many ways, the fajia path toward an ideal political order was to institute the Mohist principle of impartiality through state bureaucracy and enforcement of a uniform standard, i.e., legal and administrative codes. Han Feizi’s ideal political system was an autonomously functioning and fine-tuned vast political apparatus, the state bureaucracy, that safeguarded the political order, enforced uniform standards, and operated seamlessly behind the scene, as if it was the way of Heaven (wuwei). Han Feizi followed the Laoist formula about the ruler’s virtue of wuwei and minimized the political footprints of any single person, including the ruler.

However, despite certain Laoist elements in his theories, Han Feizi’s philosophy departs from Laozi’s thought in important ways. As we have seen in the chapter on Laozi, he valorized the values of obscurity and shadowiness that characterize the Laoist Dao and sage. Han Feizi’s enlightened ruler shared the Laoist trait of wuwei, non-interference with the operation of the state machine, and shadowiness, even impersonality, in the ruler’s relation to his ministers so as to preserve his political authority. But Han Feizi’s political apparatus was not all shadowy or obscure. Rather, he strongly advocated transparency of standards and laws in the political system, which required the standards and laws to be both public and clear in order to avoid confusions. This means that the monarch’s primary responsibility is to make sure that the system operates according to the design, instead of reaching a particular result in any given case. Such a monarch abides by the rules and the procedures in the system, even when the result is not what he personally desires, echoing the Mohist commitment to the universality and the impartiality of rules exhibited by Fu Tun, as we have seen in the Introduction to this book.

Another critical difference between Han Feizi and Laozi is that Han Feizi’s political project was designed for a large polity, or even a universal empire, that relied heavily on publicly pronounced standards, especially laws and regulations, in contrast with Laozi’s clear preference for small communities and his rejection of universalist projects, as we have seen in Chapter 3. Han Feizi’s complete mapping of a vast and sophisticated political apparatus onto the majestic natural world was probably something never imagined by the more laissez-faire Laoists. Winston concludes that “in language as close as any ancient Chinese legal theorist could possibly get to formulating the rule of law ideal, Han Fei says: ‘[T]he most enlightened method of governing a state is to trust measures [i.e., laws] and not men [i.e., Confucian ministers]’ ” (2005, 331). In this respect, it is indeed quite intriguing to see how close Han Feizi and his fajia cohorts actually got to an ideal of rule of law within the context of the early Chinese political and intellectual milieu.

Winston’s somewhat liberal-tilted interpretation of Han Feizi’s project might have been more Laoist than fajia (the apparent rhetorical and conceptual affinity between the two notwithstanding). Furthermore, a major blind spot in Winston’s treatment of Han Feizi’s thought is that Winston’s problematization of Han Feizi’s idea of law does not adequately address the moral nature of law itself. Instead, Winston’s focus is on following the law in the Han Feizi. But, as Alejandro Bárcenas asks, “is a society just because it has a legal system in place and is it always just to follow such laws?” (2019, 170). Indeed, if the legal system is unjust, the more it is followed, the less just that society would become. So, is the legal system articulated by Han Feizi just?

Bárcenas tries to make the case that “Han Fei’s insistence on government principles in accord with the dao and tian as well as his picture of a well-ordered and peaceful society suggest the sense that there are moral boundaries and ends in his political philosophy” (2019, 164). More specifically, Han Feizi argues that the law should be supportive of the weak and the disadvantaged. Bárcenas cites the following sentence from the Da Ti 大體 chapter of the Han Feizi as an evidence of Han Feizi’s care for the weak: “If rulers are not as great as tian, they will not be able to embrace all inferiors; if their mind is not like the earth, they will not be able to support everything that is” (Bárcenas 2019, 164). As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, the Da Ti chapter is considered a portrayal of an imagined fajia utopian. Bárcenas emphasizes an enlightened ruler’s emulation of Heaven as inclusive and impartial in teasing out the element of justice in Han Feizi’s political vision:


if the ruler is going to follow tian and the dao, then, apart from bringing stability and peace for the state as a whole, the ruler and the legal system should be inclusive and supportive of all the members of society, in particular of the weak. In this regard, a society should have a structure that allows the edification of stable standards against the powerful. This might be one of the most important features of Han Fei’s political philosophy: it is not enough to have a stable society if there is no sense of protection for the weak. In other words—to use a more current terminology—Han Fei proposed that a society has to be not only well-ordered but it also has to be just in order to have the characteristics of the grand model of things. (Bárcenas 2019, 164–165)



Bárcenas appeals to an Aristotelian conception of justice which, according to some interpreters, allows for degrees of justice, and argues that “as limited and imperfect as Han Fei’s proposed system of legality might have been, it can be considered under Aristotle’s inclusive criteria to some extent just” (2019, 171). My previous discussion about the judicial characters of law in Han Feizi’s thought, i.e., standardization, clarity, transparency, impartiality, uniformity, and reliability, echoes Bárcenas’s observation about the component of justice in Han Feizi’s political order.

In this connection, we should note that it was in the hands of Han Feizi that the tension between the private (si) and the public (gong) received the most sustained attention among the classical thinkers, clearly indicative of his wariness about the consequences of this relationship if it was improperly managed. Indeed, Han Feizi considered the clearly demarcated boundary and distinction between the public and the private (公私不可不明) a key element in the enlightened governance of the former kings (先王知之矣). According to Erica Brindley, in Han Feizi’s thought,


si is often linked to the negative term li (profit), while gong is linked to justice (yi): “Thus ministers and subordinates ridded themselves of their selfish heart-minds and behaved according to public justice 則人臣去私心，行公義. Han Feizi’s juxtaposition of gong with justice and si with self-interest suggests . . . that the public sphere is associated with objective standards of what is good and fair to all in the centralized state, while si—and therefore, self-interest—reflects the limited realm of partial benefit to the one or few, associated with non-state-sanctioned activities. (Brindley 2013b, 27)



Consequently, “gong denotes a larger conceptual ideal concerned with what is universal, fair, objective, unified, and whole” (Brindley 2013b, 3) which was “intended to limit the ruler’s power in important ways” (Brindley 2013b, 3) in the later Warring States context, instead of being simply an expression of imperial control only. Indeed, designing the state as the agent of universal justice should be considered a critical component of Han Feizi’s political project and its moral vision should not be easily dismissed as it has been, even though such a moral vision is different from the virtue-based (renyi) one which has dominated the traditional Chinese understanding of what is moral.

In fact, Han Feizi’s political theory should be considered to operate on some form of state consequentialism in that it posits a universal state or “cosmic imperium” as “an idealized, universally-encompassing state” (Brindley 2013b, 29) that “takes everyone’s interests into account in an objective and impartial manner” (Brindley 2013b, 29). This means that in Han Feizi’s fajia vision, the idea of a universal state and the ideal of universal justice became concomitant in that the former was the agent for achieving the latter. However, in order for such a conception of political order to work as designed, the private interests of the monarch and the public interests of the monarchy needed to be strictly separated, and that was precisely where Han Feizi (and other fajia thinkers) failed.

3.4. Unresolved Tension: Monarchy versus Monarch

In Han Feizi’s fajia approach to politics, there is a central tension lurking in the background that remained unresolved. This is the tension between the ruler and the state, or the monarch and the monarchy. Han Feizi attempted to reduce the former to the latter. As Ivanhoe points out, “It is his position and carefully crafted persona—not his personality or character—that commands this authority” (Ivanhoe 2011, 41). Han Feizi argued that the ruler should be empty, tranquil, not knowing, in apparent adoption of the Laoist vocabularies and framing when it comes to the ruler’s qualities. Ideally for him, the state apparatus becomes so embedded in the world that it is almost natural, hence the merging of the political and the natural in Han Feizi’s thought. Han Feizi appropriated the Laoist framework (i.e., the political should ideally be natural in that the natural is the model for the political) while subverting it (i.e., the political is the natural in that the political co-opts the natural), echoing Shen Dao’s approach to the relationship between Heaven and the state, as I discussed in Chapter 4.

Consequently, Han Feizi’s enlightened ruler became the Laoist sage in their non-interference (wuwei). The person of the monarch essentially served the institution of monarchy so that the monarchy could operate on its own with as little intervention from the person of the monarch as possible, similar to the way in which nature operates on its own without the intervention of human beings. Therefore, as Yuri Pines observes, “the price for their [i.e., rulers’] omnipotence is refraining from exercising their limitless power” (2009, 106). But the question is: were the rulers willing to pay such a price?

Han Feizi essentially sidestepped the question and did not devote much effort to dealing with it at all, other than touting the virtue of wuwei for enlightened rulers in order to make the person of the monarch as irrelevant as possible. But it turns out that this problem was even more intractable than the issue of how to rein in powerful ministers, the latter being Han Feizi’s overwhelming theoretical preoccupation. Han Feizi never solved what political scientists call the “bad emperor” problem, not unlike the Confucians, since there is nothing in the political system Han Feizi conceived of that would counter an abusive ruler. That is,


the laws will always be subservient to the monarchical regime and not the other way around. So unless Han Fei could envision, not just laws, but an entire regime that was appropriately directed, constructed and ordered in accordance with the goals he proposed of equality and justice, his project was quite possibly doomed to fail. (Bárcenas 2019, 171)



The Confucians could, in principle, appeal to moral education and moral cultivation of the ruler to mitigate the problem (whether that was effective or not is another question), but Han Feizi and the fajia thinkers were left with little recourse other than the rulers’ cultivation of the virtue of wuwei or simply to wait them out. As Pines observes, “Whatever their argumentation, political thinkers of the Warring States period appear to have aimed at a common goal: a powerful centralized monarchy in which they, the intellectuals, would display their utmost respect to the monarch—but rule the realm in his stead!” (Pines 2013, 85).

On the other hand, we should note that it cannot be easy being a ruler envisioned by Han Feizi. Here we see a strong Zhuangist influence on Han Feizi in terms of the wariness of relationality and manipulation by others. This is only exacerbated by the ruler’s prominence which subjects him to endless opportunities of being exploited and manipulated. A ruler in Han Feizi’s system is an absolute loner, much more so than a Zhuangist hermit, who at least has the luxury of the company of friends who share one’s interest. By contrast, an enlightened ruler in Han Feizi’s theory simply cannot afford to trust anyone. As Chen Qiyou points out,


Unable to share his innermost thoughts and feelings with anyone around him, or to love or hate or be motivated by any emotion at all, a ruler is the loneliest of men. We are even told that he ought to sleep alone, lest he reveal his plans as he mutters in his dreams (Chen 2000: 13.34.782–783, cited in Goldin 2013, 10)



Such a loneliness and alienation from all their relationships, demanded for Han Feizi’s rulers, is a humanly impossible burden to bear. In this sense, we can see why the Confucian teaching about humaneness and familial attachment was attractive to a ruler, since perfect impartiality would require that a monarch be an absolute loner so that the laws and regulations could be enforced without his intervention. If so, what would even be the point of being a ruler, according to Han Feizi? For all his keen insights on human psychology when it comes to human relationships and their limitless potential for manipulation, Han Feizi did not take the ruler’s humanity into adequate consideration, other than the ruler’s survival, when conceptualizing the monarchy, hence leaving a gaping hole, perhaps unfillable, in his theoretical enterprise.

One way to defend Han Feizi is that he might not be aiming at a perfect political system at all. Instead, he was proposing an alternative to the Confucian model of XQZP precisely because he clearly recognized that most rulers in human history would be mediocre. In so doing, he rejected the perfectionist fantasy in the Confucian approach that was premised on the exalted ideal of sage-kings and the moral cultivation and education of the masses to follow the moral examples set by the sage-kings. Han Feizi considered the fajia political model as just good enough for most people most of the time. Seen this way, he was not allowing the perfect to be the enemy of the good (or good enough), to use a popular expression. For him, the fajia model was good enough within what was conceivable in the early Chinese political and intellectual milieu.

The overwhelming preoccupation of Han Feizi was how to deal with abuse of power by government officials and royal relatives who took advantage of their positions to manipulate the monarch and to mistreat the masses in order to benefit their private interests. The Confucians relied on moral cultivation and education to deal with this problem, but Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers took it much more seriously and sought a structural, political, and legal solution, instead of a moral one which they considered naïve, ineffective, and self-serving. Unfortunately, Han Feizi did not devote much effort to the more intractable problem, namely, how to effectively regulate a monarch, thus depriving us of the opportunity to learn about possible strategies he might have offered in dealing with bad rulers. As Hsiao Kung-chuan points out, in Han Feizi’s (as well as Shang Yang’s) thought, the ruler “is seen as occupying a status that is above law. Whether or not he personally obeys the laws is no longer an issue, and the effort has shifted to holding imperial relatives and nobles obedient to the law” (Hsiao 1979, 403). Han Feizi rightly identified some major sources of corruption and chaos in the political system, i.e., royal relatives and high officials, and sought to design a mechanism to rein them in so that they would not cause major damage to the monarchy as well as to the interests of the monarch. However, the inability to effectively deal with disruptive and rule-breaking monarchs was the Achilles’ heel in his fajia system.

Han Feizi was clear-eyed about the limitation of his thought but had faith in the observation that most rulers are not tyrannical or sagely and that the system he helped to engineer and perfect could withstand the abuse in the hands of occasional bad rulers while enjoying a relatively healthy state of affairs in the hands of most rulers who were mediocre. Unfortunately, Han Feizi drastically underestimated the corrosive effects of mediocre rulers, i.e., most rulers in history, when they were unable to rein in corruption by royal relatives and high officials and the cumulative impact of such an inability on the whole system. As Hsiao Kung-chuan observes, from Qin and Han onward, the fajia vision of rule by law would be undermined by authoritarian practices, namely, “the implementation of rewards and punishments was always interfered with by imperial relatives and persons of high status” (Hsiao 1979, 403, fn.78). So, the fajia system could not effectively handle mediocre rulers after all.

The bad emperor problem became the central problem in modern political theory, with theorists devoting much of their effort to articulating the ways the democratic institutions and norms could be set up in such a way that they could provide critical checks and balances to rein in powerful rulers. However, whether the democratic institutions and norms on a global scale can survive the grave challenge posed by bouts of autocratically leaning leaders in the early twenty-first century, caused by persistent political paralysis and polarization in many democratic countries, is still very much a live question that awaits answers.

§4. Conclusion: Perfecting the Universal Bureaucratic State as the Sole Agent of Justice

In this chapter we have seen that in Han Feizi’s thought, the conflict between humaneness and justice reached its climax in the classical moral-political debate, due to his complete rejection of the relevance of partialist humane sentiments when engineering a political system from the perspective of the state. Instead, he, like the earlier fajia thinkers, treated politics as an independent domain with its own dynamics and features that are irreducible to other domains. He carried on the top-down fajia revolution in promoting a vision of the state that was modeled after the majestic operation of the impartial and impersonal natural world. In so doing, Han Feizi tore down the Confucian moral-political paradigm of XQZP that linked the cultivation of personal virtues to political governance, with its partialist orientation. Instead, he proposed the norm of justice, especially the component of impartiality, in his conception of the state bureaucracy that standardized operations of the state, making the state the sole arbiter of all values while curtailing the excessive influence of powerful ministers who were positioned to take advantage of their status in the state to benefit their families at the expense of the state and its ruler.

Han Feizi was right to point out that the Confucian call for the rule by sage-kings was unpractical or even wishful thinking due to the scarcity of sage-kings in history. Han Feizi’s fajia vision was similar to the Mohist vision, driven by a shared universalist vision of impartiality. In many ways, Han Feizi’s fajia project was the operationalization of the Mohist project of universal state consequentialism, even though Han Feizi’s approach was much more statist and bureaucratic than the Mohists. Still, the connection between Han Feizi and the Mohists is a testimony that Mohist ideas did not really disappear from Chinese history. Rather, they were incorporated by Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers into the very way state apparatus was set up in order to implement the ideal of universal justice. In this respect, it is perhaps not an accident that Confucians regarded both the Mohists and fajia thinkers as inhumane, which points to the Confucian monopoly of the moral discourse in pre-modern China, even though Confucians would appropriate ideas from both the Mohists and the fajia thinkers, as we will see in the Conclusion of this book.

I have argued that one problem shared by fajia thinkers is the status of moral virtues. That is, almost all fajia thinkers wanted to systematically get them out of the political domain, whereas Confucians saw them as constitutive of humanity. While Confucians might have overestimated the power of those virtues, the fajia thinkers, on the other hand, grossly underestimated their importance in our self-understanding as humans, hypocrisy and all. Instead, the fajia thinkers put all their faith in the political system they designed, which was supposed to operate on its own, vastly underestimating the intractable variations of problems and situations in the human world beyond the (inevitably) limited imagination of the designers and the engineers of that system. Left to its own device, the impartialist state, conceived of by Han Feizi and other fajia thinkers, was totalitarian in its monopoly of values under Heaven since no alternative source of values was allowed under such a system. Essentially, the state was identified with Heaven, both of which operated impartially and majestically in managing the world. This totalitarian orientation toward impartiality articulated and defended in the fajia project exposed a dark side to a single-perspective, monistic notion of justice, especially when it is enforced by an all-powerful state, if that idea is untampered or unbalanced by other norms like humaneness or personal freedom.



1 This is my translation. Cf. Sima Qian 1994a, 25.

2 Sima Qian’s citation of Han Feizi’s Shui Nan chapter is remarkably close to the version contained in the Han Feizi corpus that has been handed down, although there is still some discrepancy between the two.

3 “I am saddened that Hanzi could write ‘The Difficulty of Persuasion,’ but still could not extricate himself from his own plight” (Sima Qian 1994a, 29, with modifications).

4 The most frequent usage of tian in the text occurs in the compound tianxia 天下, under the Heaven or, simply, the world.

5 Another way to look at the relationship between Jie Lao/Yu Lao (JYL) and the Laozi is that JYL are based on different versions of the text later coalesced into the Laozi that has been transmitted in Chinese history. This is why Sarah Queen calls the text on which JYL are based “proto-Laozi collections” (2013, 199). This also suggests that the titles of these two chapters might have been later additions since there is no reference to a Laozi in the JYL.

6 As Sarah Queen perceptively observes in a more recent study of the two commentaries on the Laozi,


At the heart of the debate lies the question of Han Fei’s relationship with a tradition, which by the early years of the Han, was to become associated with the shadowy figure of Laozi or the Old Master. Many questions remain unanswered: Why are these commentaries preserved in the Han Feizi? How do they comport with the rest of that work? When and by whom were they written? What do they identify as the principal ideas of what was to become the Laozi and why? The answers hold vital keys for understanding not only the nature of Han Fei’s thought but also the history of the Laozi itself. (Queen 2013, 198)



Unfortunately, most of these questions do not have definite or conclusive answers right now and will not likely have any in the foreseeable future, unless there is new textual or archaeological evidence to emerge.

7 Hsiao-Po Wang and Leo Chang, in their book The Philosophical Foundations of Han Fei’s Political Theory (1986), argue that Han Feizi’s political philosophy is grounded in Laozi. The two authors base their claim on the analysis of five chapters in the Han Feizi, namely, Jie Lao 解老, Yu Lao 喻老, Da Ti 大體, Zhu Dao 主道, and Yang Quan 揚權. These chapters have long been regarded as containing explicitly proto-Daoist or Laoist elements, but, according to Lundahl, who summarizes the consensus opinions in Chinese and Japanese scholarship at the time, only Zhu Dao and Yang Quan were likely from the hands of the historical Han Feizi.

8 As we will see toward the end of this chapter when I address the moral component of Han Feizi’s project, this sentence is invoked by some scholars as the evidence that Han Feizi was concerned about the weak and the disadvantaged such that in his imagined ideal world an enlightened ruler would take care of them.

9 I am following the redacted text by Chen Qiyou (陳奇猷) in his 韓非子新校注 (2000, 945–949). Chen has collected many traditional commentators’ emendations, evaluated them, and put forward his own redaction of the text.

10 My thanks to Ivanhoe for suggesting the wording here.

11 This is from the Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed online on February 2, 2020.

12 Yuri Pines echoes Goldin’s observation about the fajia project when Pines comments on whether or not the philosophy of Shang Yang, the most important source for Han Feizi’s thought, is totalitarian in nature: “the text’s lack of interest in brainwashing makes it insufficiently ‘totalitarian’ ” (2017, 95).

13 Han Feizi’s famous allegory of a stump-watcher 守株待兔 makes a mockery of those who were stuck in the ways of ancient sage-kings, clearly targeting the Confucians:


There was a farmer of Song who tilled the land, and in his field was a stump. One day a rabbit, racing across the field, bumped into the stump, broke its neck, and died. Thereupon the farmer laid aside his plow and took up watch beside the stump, hoping that he would get another rabbit in the same way. But he got no more rabbits, and instead became the laughing stock of Song. Those who think they can take the ways of the ancient kings and use them to govern the people of today all belong in the category of stump-watchers! (Watson trans. 2003, 98)



14 “Powerful persons ignore decrees and act arbitrarily, benefit themselves by offending the laws, help their families by consuming state resources, and have enough power to manipulate their ruler. Such are the so-called ‘powerful persons’ ” (Bárcenas trans. 2019, 165).

15 Loubna El Amine is a notable exception in repudiating the broad scholarly consensus that Confucian political philosophy is an extension or a derivative of the Confucian moral philosophy. In her book Classical Confucian Political Thought: A New Interpretation (Princeton University Press, 2015), she argues that the political and the moral are largely independent of each other in the thoughts of classical Confucian texts, the Analects, the Mencius, and the Xunzi. My book takes a different approach from hers.

16 It is interesting, in this respect, that Alejandro Bárcenas seems to have interpreted Han Feizi’s motivation in exactly the opposite direction of the conventional understanding that takes his ideas to be amoral or immoral:


In Han Fei’s eyes the political order based on li had lost its original intentions and now it seemed as if it was only at the service of creating and perpetuating privileges for a bureaucratic aristocracy. Considering that Han Fei was the only major philosopher of the Warring States period who came from a noble class background, he had an existential relation to those privileges and for that matter was well aware of their meaning. Even if those privileges benefited him as an individual, in being consistent with his philosophical principles, Han Fei recognized that those advantages were against the improvement of the society as a whole and, consequently, needed to be abolished. (Bárcenas 2019, 159–160)



This implies that Han Feizi was, at least to some extent, even a self-sacrificialist, willing to sacrifice the interest of the aristocracy, of which he was a member, for the project of impartiality.

17 Conceptually there is a difference whether Han Feizi regarded those institutional virtues as intrinsically valuable or instrumentally valuable in service to a strong state, but in terms of consequences there is not much difference between the two.

18 As I have discussed in Chapter 2, state consequentialism is Ivanhoe’s characterization of the Mohist project. Here I am applying it to Han Feizi’s thought. In fact, it might even be a more appropriate description of Han Feizi’s project than that of the Mohists, given the overwhelming emphasis on the power of the state to enforce its visions in Han Feizi’s philosophy.

19 Pines defends the possibility of seeing Shang Yang’s brutal tactics as necessary evil to achieve moral goals in that the ultimately good ends justify the unpalatable means (2017, 97).


Conclusion

The Regime of Self-Cultivation and the Tragedy of Personal Freedom

By the end of the Warring States period in late third century bce, there must have been a sense of inevitability toward unification as the number of states fighting for survival dwindled. Various alliances were constantly created, broken up, recreated, and broken up again to counter the menacing pace of Qin’s conquest, which had been quickening. At that time, Qin was by far the most powerful state. However, Qin’s status as the most powerful state, which would eventually unify all the states to establish the first imperial dynasty in 221 bce, was not preordained by good fortune. Actually, it used to be regarded as the backwater of cultural and material development among the major states early on. Rather, a powerful Qin was the result of several generations of relentless reforms, starting with Shang Yang, to create and cement a centralized state and to build up a powerful military (FGQB 富國強兵). The late Warring States intellectual discourse was set against such a political context.

As I have discussed in Part III of this book, there were three important thinkers at the end of the classical period, namely Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi, representing three distinct voices, as the powerful Qin was marching toward its conquest of all of the central states. It matters how we interpret the way the classical moral-political debate concluded, since such an understanding would shape our view of the subsequent development of Chinese intellectual and political history, especially in terms of the trajectories of three underlying values discussed in this book. The dissolution of Mohism as a philosophical school and religious movement (although by no means the demise of the Mohist impact, as we will see presently), the marginalization and internalization of the Zhuangist project of personal freedom, the success of the fajia project under Qin rulers, and the eventual “triumph” of some form of Confucianism would have far-reaching consequences in shaping the subsequent development of Chinese history, intellectually and politically.

However, the nature of the Confucian “triumph” in the Han dynasty, during Emperor Wudi’s 漢武帝 reign (141–87 bce), when Confucianism supposedly became the state-sanctioned ideological orthodoxy, is problematized in contemporary scholarship. Some of the Sinological discussions have focused on sorting out whether the Confucianism that supposedly prevailed in the Han court really had much to do the teachings of Confucius (along with Mencius and Xunzi) or if it was something else. Benjamin Wallacker observes unmistakable indications of the Confucian absorption of Mohist teachings during the Han, especially in the figure of Gongsun Hong 公孫弘 who was a prime minister under Emperor Wudi and was credited with the policy of privileging Confucianism over other teachings. However, Gongsun Hong equated ren, the cardinal Confucian virtue, with the Mohist teaching of impartial care (Wallacker 1978, 222), even though, as we have seen in Chapter 6, Xunzi had already made a similar move earlier.

Wallacker characterizes Han Confucianism as essentially “content-free” (1978, 227), which means that it could “accept beliefs and practices from all schools” and that its “own creed consisted most entirely of simple reverence for tradition” (1978, 227). Accordingly, the emerging preeminence of Confucianism in the Han was identified more with the figure of Confucius than with his (and other early Confucian) teachings:


Confucius became identified with the Chinese tradition and thereby became the rightful recipient of universal respect. But he gained that position at the cost of his supporters’ giving up the attempt to impose his ideas upon the Chinese people to the exclusion of competing ideologies. (Wallacker 1978, 227)



Wallacker probably went too far in characterizing Han Confucianism as content-free, but he was certainly right in his observation that Han Confucianism absorbed many other ideological elements and became quite eclectic (and this absorption or appropriation did not start or end with Han Confucianism). As a result, this form of Confucianism was fluid, heterogeneous, and context sensitive, all of which were critically important in accommodating the divergent needs of the vast Chinese state and society during the imperial era that would last over two thousand years. This means that Confucianism, with its accommodationist philosophical disposition and partialist moral orientation, was best positioned, politically and intellectually, to deal with the universal state that was set up to operate on the fajia impersonal and bureaucratic framework under mostly mediocre and often deeply flawed rulers.

However, the Mohists also played a significant, but still underappreciated, role in shaping the trajectory of the classical moral-political discourse. As I have discussed throughout this book, the Mohists powerfully influenced the thoughts of Mencius, Laozi, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and the fajia thinkers like Han Feizi. They all had to respond to the Mohist universalist moral-political vision, often in surprising and unexpected ways. It turns out that Mencius was actually a bit of an outlier among the mainstream moral-political philosophers in his vigorous resistance against the Mohist ideal of impartialist justice, whereas most other mainstream classical thinkers attempted to accommodate and integrate, or even enthusiastically embrace, it within their respective frameworks.

An example of the Mohist influence, as we have seen in the Introduction, is the way an ideal(ized) society is portrayed in the famous Liyun chapter of the Confucian ritual canon Liji.1 The Liyun chapter represents a clear case of cross-fertilizations among different strands of thought, especially between the Confucian and the Mohist persuasions, after several hundred years of intense philosophical debate and disputations during the classical period. It signals the Confucian integration of the essentially Mohist principle of universal justice into its own humaneness-oriented vision of the ideal world in the sense that the Liyun passage no longer privileges one’s own family. Rather, the ideal of justice is embraced, in contrast with the earlier Confucian family-centric sentiment, e.g., in the Analects and parts of the Mencius, although, as we have discussed in this book, justice is already a critical component of ren in the Analects and Xunzi also appropriates an element of jian in his philosophy.

However, what is conspicuously missing in the celebrated Liyun passage, in light of the discussion in this book, is the Zhuangist personal freedom in that picture of the ideal world. This is indicative of the marginalization of Zhuangzi and the Zhuangist vision during the early imperial period when Liji was believed to have been compiled. By way of concluding the book, I would like to explore one particular ideological script widely shared among classical thinkers, including the Zhuangists, namely the imperative of self-cultivation and the cult of exemplary persons, that might have contributed to the limited influence of the Zhuangist personal freedom in pre-modern Chinese philosophical imaginaire. I call this script the “regime of self-cultivation” in the Chinese intellectual tradition. I will examine such a script by introducing the voice of a prominent contemporary Western philosopher in our discussion, i.e., Isaiah Berlin. Bringing in a voice outside the Chinese intellectual orbit can help us to see aspects of classical Chinese philosophy in a new light and to problematize some long-cherished ideas that have seldom been questioned or challenged.

§1. Negative and Positive Freedoms

The Latvian-born British philosopher Isaiah Berlin (1909–1997) is a leading contemporary Western thinker on the subject of political freedom, best known for articulating and crystallizing two competing notions of liberty or freedom (Berlin uses the two terms synonymously) operative within modern Western social and political philosophy, namely negative and positive freedom. His framework provides a powerful defense of the Western liberal tradition which tends to elevate the ideal of negative freedom in its attempt to preserve personal space for one’s actions and choices, while regarding positive freedom as suppressive due to its potentially collective orientation as opposed to the individualistic orientation of negative freedom. As we will see, engaging Berlin can be especially instructive for the Chinese deliberation on freedom, much of which was shaped by the Zhuangist imaginaire.

In his famous essay, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Berlin defines negative freedom as “the area within which a man can act unobstructed by others” (1969, 122). Here the obstruction or coercion “implies deliberate interference of other human beings within the area in which I could otherwise act” (1969, 122). Clearly, negative freedom is primarily concerned with various external constraints placed on a person while living in a society. On the other hand, positive freedom “derives from the wish on the part of the individual to be his own master” (1969, 131). Put differently, positive freedom pays more attention to the internal dynamics of a person, valorizing the ideal of self-determination and self-realization. Despite the appearance that the two are simply two sides of the same coin, they do come into conflict due to their historically divergent development, and the conflict between the two will be elaborated later. Berlin’s essay offers a powerful defense of the modern liberal project of democracy with its entailment of negative freedom, while casting an unflattering light on various conceptions of positive freedom, both Western (e.g., Stoic) and Eastern (e.g., Buddhist).2

Berlin’s deliberation of freedom and his valorization of negative freedom over positive freedom are grounded in his acute observation that many ultimate human values are incommensurable. He defends the superiority of negative freedom by offering a spirited critique of the various ways in which positive freedom has been perverted and abused in the service of political suppression and tyrannical governance under the banner of achieving “higher” political and social ideals, whether genuine or cynical, making a powerful case for the necessity to privilege negative freedom over positive freedom in a liberal democracy. He provides a sobering observation that the effort to realize various ideals of positive freedom has often led to the most catastrophic human disasters and suppression of individuals in modern history, both on the left and on the right. Berlin asks, “What can have led to so strange a reversal—the transformation of Kant’s severe individualism into something close to a pure totalitarian doctrine on the part of thinkers, some of whom claimed to be his disciples?” (Berlin 1969, 152). According to Berlin, the line between the ideal of individual freedom and totalitarian doctrines is much more blurred than their apparent incongruity, both philosophically and historically.

Berlin lays the blame for this ghastly perversion of freedom squarely on the impulse toward a philosophically and emotionally gratifying moral monism on the part of many philosophers (1969, 170), with disastrous unintended consequences.3 Moral monism is understood as the conviction that “[a]ll true solutions to all genuine problems must be compatible: more than this, they must fit into a single whole: for this is what is meant by calling them all rational and the universe harmonious” (Berlin 1969, 147). Given the apparent diversity and plurality of human values, in order to make them compatible with each other, moral thinkers invariably employ various theoretical schemes to distinguish the “higher,” “true,” or “rational” nature from our “lower,” empirical, and “irrational” nature and argue that those “higher” and “true” values are congruous with each other in forming a perfect and harmonious system of values:


The common assumption of these thinkers is that the rational ends of our “true” natures must coincide, or be made to coincide, however violently our poor, ignorant, desire-ridden, passionate, empirical selves may cry out against this process. Freedom is not freedom to do what is irrational, or stupid, or wrong. To force empirical selves into the right pattern is no tyranny, but liberation. (Berlin 1969, 148)



Once distinctions are made between the higher and the lower, the true and the empirical, the rational and the irrational, the next logical step is to find ways to achieve the former in the pair and suppress the latter, despite the suffering such a process has often caused. This is how the value of individual freedom is metamorphosed into the obedience to an authority, typically an authoritarian or even totalitarian state, which claims to speak on behalf of such “higher” and “true” values.

As Berlin sees it, there are four problematic premises that have led to the subversion of freedom into totalitarianism:


first, that all men have one true purpose, and one only, that of rational self-direction; second, that the ends of all rational beings must of necessity fit into a single universal, harmonious pattern, which some men may be able to discern more clearly than others; third, that all conflict, and consequently all tragedy, is due solely to the clash of reason with the irrational or the insufficiently rational—the immature and undeveloped elements in life—whether individual or communal, and that such clashes are, in principle, avoidable, and for wholly rational beings impossible; finally, that when all men have been made rational, they will obey the rational laws of their own natures, which are one and the same in them all, and so be at once wholly law-abiding and wholly free. (Berlin 1969, 154)



Berlin goes on to make a passionate case against moral monism that is based on some a priori conviction, instead of an investigation into how real lives are lived and negotiated in the real world. Such a conviction is also demonstrably false. He observes that “[t]he world that we encounter in ordinary experience is one in which we are faced with choices between ends equally ultimate, and claims equally absolute, the realization of some of which must inevitably involve the sacrifice of others” (Berlin 1969, 168). Given this incompatibility of various ultimate values, Berlin argues that social and personal conflict and tragedy is not simply a contingent fact of life, but rather its very constitution: “The necessity of choosing between absolute claims is then an inescapable characteristic of the human condition” (1969, 169).

To treat this incompatibility of ultimate values as the inescapable human condition seriously, Berlin turns to pluralism, with the negative freedom it entails, as a truer and more humane way to accommodate the differences and to affirm our conviction that human beings are free agents. Otherwise, “[t]o say that in some ultimate, all-reconciling, yet realizable synthesis, duty is interest, or individual freedom is pure democracy or an authoritarian state, is to throw a metaphysical blanket over either self-deceit or deliberate hypocrisy” (Berlin 1969, 171, original italics). This means that negative freedom, with pluralism as its positive corollary, is a potent way to keep various forms of positive freedom in check so that the monistic orientation of the latter does not overwhelm the pluralistic orientation of the former. Berlin ultimately justifies this on the ground of incompatibility of values, trying to preserve, within the social and political arena, a space for the individual with the idea that certain personal space within the social and political domain is inviolable. It enshrines the primacy of the ordinary individual and the inviolability of her choices as a human being.

Charles Taylor is arguably the most prominent critic of Berlin’s formulation of freedom and the latter’s elevation of negative freedom at the expense of positive freedom. In his article “What’s Wrong with Negative Liberty,” Taylor decries Berlin’s caricature of “the whole family of positive conceptions” (1979, 175) as well as Berlin’s espousal of “a corresponding caricatural version of negative freedom” (1979, 176).4 As Taylor points out, Berlin’s formulation tilts heavily toward safeguarding against external hurdles to individual freedom but does not take as seriously obstacles to individual freedom that originate from within, such as “lack of awareness, or false consciousness, or repression” (1979, 176). To make his case, Taylor argues that behind the formulation of positive/negative freedom lie some deeper differences of doctrines:


Doctrines of positive freedom are concerned with a view of freedom which involves essentially the exercising of control over one’s life. On this view, one is free only to the extent that one has effectively determined oneself and the shape of one’s life. The concept of freedom here is an exercise-concept.

By contrast, negative theories can rely simply on an opportunity-concept, where being free is a matter of what we can do, of what it is open to us to do, whether or not we do anything to exercise these options. (Taylor 1979, 177)



Taylor uses what he regards as the more fundamental distinction between an opportunity-concept and an exercise-concept to expose the one-sidedness in Berlin’s formulation. According to Taylor, the problem with Berlin’s formulation is that it aligns negative freedom solely with an opportunity-concept and positive freedom with an exercise-concept. Such an alignment does not encapsulate the ideal of freedom:


We can’t say that someone is free, on a self-realisation view, if he is totally unrealised, if for instance he is totally unaware of his potential, if fulfilling it has never even arisen as a question for him, or if he is paralysed by the fear of breaking with some norm which he has internalised but which does not authentically reflect him. Within this conceptual scheme, some degree of exercise is necessary for a man to be thought free. (Taylor 1979, 177)



This means that negative freedom can, and must, also be aligned with an exercise-concept.5 Taylor argues that Berlin, by denying the combinability between positive theories and opportunity-concept, on the one hand, and between negative theories and exercise-concept, on the other, only recognizes the value of opportunity concepts and “leaves no place for a positive theory to grow” (1979, 178).

Furthermore, Taylor makes a passionate case that the fear of the “Totalitarian Menace,” as is evident in Berlin’s argument against potential abuses of positive freedom, has led many liberal political thinkers to abandon one of the major sources of freedom in modern Western intellectual tradition, namely Romanticism and its progenies. Calling such an impulse “Maginot Line mentality,” Taylor argues that it is indefensible as a view of freedom (1979, 179), as it would have a stifling effect on a powerful source of the modern conception of freedom.

According to Taylor, the appeal of Berlin’s formulation of freedom is its simplicity. However, freedom is never simple and always involves various kinds of discrimination and distinction that require evaluations of purposes and values: “our attributions of freedom make sense against a background sense of more and less significant purposes, for the question of freedom/unfreedom is bound up with the frustration/fulfillment of our purposes” (Taylor 1979, 191). Without making such distinctions in weighing the difference in the significance of various human purposes (e.g., between traffic rules and abortion rules that compromise our exercise of freedom), freedom becomes trivial and spiritless, instead of being the powerful drive that motivates human self-realization and fulfillment. In this article, Taylor doesn’t address the issue of the incompatibility of values that Berlin raises in his essay, even though he deals with this subject more directly in his other works.6

To sum up, the value of negative freedom lies in that it does not offer prescriptive and normative claims about what the individual agent should or should not do, hence saving the critical space for the individual agent for her own self-determination and self-realization. But critics of Berlin, such as Charles Taylor and others, have argued that making no positive claims about the positive content of freedom completely leaves out the critical scholarly examination of what constitutes a good and fulfilling life, and hence is ultimately detrimental to the political project of liberal democracy.

In some sense, Taylor’s critique of Berlin validates Berlin’s argument about the incommensurability of some ultimate values and the necessity of choice among such values, even though the necessity of choice also appears to echo Taylor’s contention that freedom has to involve both an opportunity-concept and an exercise-concept.7 It seems that when facing the “totalitarian menace” posed by conceptions of positive freedom due to their monistic orientation, Berlin decides to simply bite the bullet and reject the project of positive freedom in the political and social arena. Taylor, on the other hand, wants to maintain a middle ground that leaves room for the public discourse on positive freedom while remaining loyal to the project of modern liberal democracy with its entailment of negative freedom that respects the sanctity of personal space.8

Although Berlin’s article does not directly engage Chinese philosophical traditions, much of his critique of positive freedom is very much relevant within the Chinese context. In general, pre-modern Chinese philosophy tends to be oriented toward some aspects of Berlin’s positive freedom, requiring a person to engage in moral/spiritual cultivation to achieve self-realization and self-mastery. For example, in what can be construed as Xunzi’s articulation of positive freedom, the relationship between a cultivated gentleman and things in the world is captured in the following remark from the “On Self-Cultivation” (Xiu Shen 修身) chapter: “The gentleman makes things his servants. The petty man is servant to things” (junzi yi wu, xiaoren yi yu wu 君子役物, 小人役於物) (Hutton trans. 2014, 12). Such an expression prizes cultivation of intention and purpose (zhi yi xiu 志意修), dedication to the Way and righteousness (dao yi zhong 道義重), and introspection (nei xing 內省), over wealth and eminence (fu gui 富貴), political power (wang gong 王公), and external things (wai wu 外物). This crystallizes the Confucian ideal of positive freedom that conveys a strong sense of moral autonomy and effectiveness in cultivating the self and in reconstituting human relationships, rather than letting considerations for wealth, power, and fame dictate the moral agent’s actions. Such autonomy and effectiveness are the result of vigorous moral cultivation through which a strong moral agency emerges. It very much echoes Confucius’s sentiment that “human beings can make the Way great, but the Way cannot make human beings great” (Analects 15:29, my trans.). A strong and expansive moral agency, exemplified in the ideal of a sage, is what the Confucians place all of their hope on, in order to achieve and sustain a fulfilling life in this world.

However, Zhuangzi was an intriguing exception to this general orientation toward positive freedom within the early Chinese philosophical deliberations. The Zhuangzi clearly exhibits distinct traits of negative freedom, showing a deep appreciation for personal space and value-pluralism as well as a profound skepticism toward moralistic certainty (Wong 2006, 234–237), even though it also embraces the idea of cultivated self-transformation. This means that the Zhuangist personal freedom, insofar as it is predicated upon what Charles Taylor calls an exercise-concept, namely self-transformation, is more in line with Berlin’s definition of positive freedom. However, in some critical respects, the Zhuangist idea of personal freedom, in its effort to push against the suffocating and crushing relationality of being in the world, also resonates strongly with Berlin’s negative freedom.

Both Zhuangzi and Berlin cherish the personal space and celebrate the value of pluralism. Like Berlin’s negative freedom, the Zhuangist freedom thrives in personal space with its characteristic ambivalence toward the state. Zhuangzi’s antipathy toward moral monopoly, social conformity, and political tyranny is evident throughout the text. This makes Zhuangzi unique among traditional Chinese thinkers, most of whom are more interested in exploring positive freedom. Nevertheless, the centrality of self-transformation in the Zhuangist project of personal freedom and its lack of political engagement are problematic for Berlin.

§2. Regime of Self-Cultivation and Marginalization of Personal Freedom

Berlin devotes significant effort to debunking the social and political implications of various ideals of spiritual freedom cherished in some religious and non-religious traditions, such as Stoicism and Buddhism. At the heart of such conceptions of freedom lies what Berlin describes as a “strategic retreat into an inner citadel—my reason, my soul, my ‘noumenal’ self—which, do what they may, neither external blind force, nor human malice, can touch” (1969, 135). Berlin is clearly troubled by this approach to freedom, and is at times even hostile to it by calling it a form of the doctrine of sour grapes: “It is perhaps worth remarking that in its individualistic form the concept of the rational sage who has escaped into the inner fortress of his true self seems to arise when the external world has proved exceptionally arid, cruel, or unjust” (1969, 139). This doctrine “maintains that what I cannot have I must teach myself not to desire; that a desire eliminated, or successfully resisted, is as good as a desire satisfied” (Berlin 1969, 139). We can understand Taylor’s accusation of Berlin’s sweeping caricaturization of all expressions of positive freedom mentioned previously.

To be fair to Berlin, he is not arguing against the doctrinal integrity or the spiritual values of those expressions of freedom per se, but rather their social and political ramifications and potential abuses. In this respect, he views them as antithetical to the project of political freedom: “Ascetic self-denial may be a source of integrity or serenity and spiritual strength, but it is difficult to see how it can be called an enlargement of liberty. . . . Total liberation in this self (as Schopenhauer correctly perceived) is conferred only by death” (Berlin 1969, 140).

The Zhuangist personal freedom exhibits some of the traits criticized by Berlin. For example, one instance of roaming (you 遊) within boundaries is found in the expression “roaming free inside the king’s cage” (you qi fan 遊其樊). This appears in the discussion of the fasting of the heartmind (xin zhai 心齋) between Confucius and Yan Hui as we have discussed in Chapter 5. An enlightened Zhuangist has to learn how to navigate within the dangerous confines of the king’s cage, a metaphor for monarchy, through the fasting of their heartmind.

Here it seems as though Zhuangzi is guilty of advocating a retreat to the inner citadel of oneself in order to avoid confronting the complexity and the danger of the political world. However, that is not quite true. As I have discussed in Chapter 5, this case involves a Zhuangist attempt to engage with the world in its most perilous and risky endeavors, namely, how to guide an all-powerful monarch away from his waywardness with no protection. Zhuangzi is not advising against engaging the king, but is rather trying to find a more effective way to do so. This is an expression of personal freedom within the boundaries of the worldly affairs, as opposed to transcending such boundaries by leaving the world behind.

However, although Zhuangzi does not advocate simply retreating into the inner citadel of oneself in his advice on how to navigate inside the king’s cage, he is not challenging or even questioning the legitimacy of the cage, either,9 as I have discussed in the conclusion of Chapter 5. The advice given in the text is either on how to operate within the cage or how to stay out of it. Zhuangzi’s musing about the fasting of the heartmind and his riveting story about Cook Ding are both cases of how to navigate the cage. When living outside the cage of the state, the Zhuangists enjoy life at the margin of society, being left alone. The most famous example of the Zhuangist advice to stay out of the king’s cage can be found in the “Autumn floods” (Qiu Shui 秋水) chapter wherein Zhuangzi compares someone who serves the state to an enshrined dead tortoise. In this case, Zhuangzi only wants to be left alone, as opposed to trying to find an effective way to engage the state.

However, from Berlin’s perspective, the political implications of leaving the society behind are deeply problematic:


This is the traditional self-emancipation of ascetics and quietists, of stoics or Buddhist sages, men of various religions or of none, who have fled the world, and escaped the yoke of society or public opinion, by some process of deliberate self-transformation that enables them to care no longer for any of its values, to remain, isolated and independent, on its edges, no longer vulnerable to its weapons. (Berlin 1969, 135–136)



As such, it is not really a political doctrine, even though it has clear political implications (Berlin 1969, 139). That is, it is not particularly useful as a way to engage politics and enlarge the realm of freedom within society and politics. This particular criticism is clearly relevant to the Zhuangzi. The Zhuangists,10 with their general antipathy toward the state, tended to cede the ground of political discourse to others, mostly the Confucians, in pre-modern China. Aside from obvious historical and cultural reasons, this also reflects a limitation on the part of the traditional Zhuangists to imagine a kind of polity that can accommodate their desire for personal space and allow for individual freedom within politics, not outside politics or within each person’s heartmind only.

This comparative engagement can help to problematize an important aspect of the Zhuangist philosophy that has long been taken for granted within the Chinese tradition. That is, from Berlin’s perspective, at the root of the inadequacy of the Zhuangist imagination of political freedom lies the axiomatic primacy of self-cultivation in the traditional Chinese discourse on personhood. As Gerald MacCallum (1967, 321) perceptively observes, advocates of negative freedom “hold that the agents whose freedom is in question (for example, ‘persons,’ ‘men’) are, in effect, identifiable as Anglo-American law would identify ‘natural’ (as opposed to ‘artificial’) persons” and the defenders of positive freedom “sometimes hold quite different views as to how these agents are to be identified” (1967, 321). This means that Berlin’s negative freedom is articulated from the perspective of an ordinary person with average cognitive endowments. This is clear from Berlin’s fight against the monistic conviction of moral philosophers that all true values are ultimately commensurable. Berlin proposes that “we must fall back on the ordinary resources of empirical observation and ordinary human knowledge” (1969, 168) and take seriously “[t]he world that we encounter in ordinary experience” (1969, 168) in understanding human society. The valorization of an average “natural” person, with their ordinary knowledge and ordinary experience, is at the heart of Berlin’s deliberation on freedom. In many ways, negative freedom safeguards the “ordinariness” of a free, average, and natural moral agent against encroachment by others.

So, the obvious question is: does the concept of an ordinary natural person exist as the focus of intellectual deliberation, aside from the need for cultivation and education, in traditional Chinese philosophy? The Zhuangzi, with its celebration of ordinary folks, might seem like a promising place to locate a discourse on such a person, but the “ordinary” folks in the text are not ordinary at all. They are often exemplars of unique virtues and paragons of special skills, even though their social status varies widely. This points to the assumed primacy of self-cultivation in the Zhuangzi, a widely shared premise in traditional Chinese philosophical discourse.

At this juncture, it is important to point out that Berlin does not reject the project of self-transformation. In fact, as John Gray argues, the value of negative freedom for Berlin lies in its being “a condition of self-creation through choice-making” (1996, 21). Berlin’s powerful defense of negative freedom is precisely to enable our self-creation through the choices we make as free agents. However, what is different between Zhuangzi and Berlin is that Berlin theorizes from the perspective of an ordinary natural person and the choices available to her, whereas Zhuangzi often reasons from the vantage point of a perfected sage or the paragon of skills and offers the range of possibilities for such a person.

So what does this discussion amount to if we hope to make the Zhuangzi more relevant to the modern discourse on political and social freedom?11 To develop a Zhuangist imaginaire of political freedom that safeguards an individual against the encroachment of others and the state, thinkers in the Chinese tradition need to think through the implications of such a world from the vantage point of an ordinary, average person. This requires a paradigm shift, away from the axiomatic premise of self-cultivation and epistemic superiority of a cultivated sage, an assumption that is shared by almost all traditional Chinese thinkers, including Zhuangzi. It has been allowed to do a great deal of philosophical heavylifting without the kind of critical scrutiny a central philosophical notion deserves or should be subjected to.

I call such a shared but seldom examined paradigm the “regime of self-cultivation” in order to highlight its tenacious grip on the mainstream Chinese intellectual imagination that did not take seriously the ordinary aspects of human nature and experiences. If the imperative of self-cultivation and the cult of sages were meant to solve intractable moral problems, they can become a hindrance in developing a new political imaginaire that does not take them as its point of departure.

From a traditional Zhuangist perspective, an ordinary person cannot be really free from various entanglements due to the inherent relationality of beings in the world; only a cultivated person can, through their self-cultivation, gain access to the kind of personal space, both mental and physical, that is invisible, hence unavailable, to others wherein one can enjoy freedom from any entanglement and thrive. However, there is no intrinsic reason that a Zhuangist cannot imagine a political system wherein such valued personal space is actually brought out in the open as a public and political space that is institutionally protected. In other words, if it is indeed possible for an accomplished Zhuangist paragon to gain access to the precious personal space through their vigorous self-cultivation, there should be nothing inherently prohibitive that prevents the Zhuangist from envisioning a more effective way to enlarge such a personal space into a public space of freedom so that more people can enjoy and thrive in it. Such a public access to the space of personal freedom cannot be accomplished by a moral agent’s self-cultivation alone.

In order to do this, a social and political solution would be required to solve the problem of personal space. That is, instead of seeing it only as a personal effort, which is precisely a weakness in the traditional Zhuangist project, there needs to be a political solution to the problem of personal space. If such a move, or at least imaginaire, is possible for modern Zhuangists, they can certainly embrace some idea of political rights as the institutional guarantor of an individual’s personal freedom against the interference by other people as well as the state. Put differently, for a Zhuangist breakthrough in the political and social arena, there needs to be some political creativity in their imagination first, instead of simply acquiescing to the political reality of the day12 or just dismissing politics as an unworthy cause.

Importantly, venturing into the social and political arena does not have to compromise the lure of the Zhuangist project. As pointed out earlier, Zhuangzi and Berlin share many concerns with regard to moral monism and social conformity, as well as their advocacy of value pluralism and epistemic humility. Their difference has to do with where they see the viable and attractive solutions lie. Clearly Berlin’s ultimate concern is political, with the spiritual regarded as suspect at best, whereas Zhuangzi’s case is exactly the opposite. More specifically, for Berlin the political should be the ultimate arbiter for any spiritual claim, whereas for Zhuangzi the spiritual should be vigorously pursued whereas the political is to be put up with. Both Berlinian and Zhuangist negative freedoms are an achievement: for Berlin, negative freedom is a political and a social project that can only be accomplished by the collective effort of a political community; for Zhuangzi, negative freedom is a spiritual and a personal project that can be achieved by the effort of an agent herself.

However, as Charles Taylor perceptively argues in his critique of Berlin, negative freedom without spiritual inspiration is hollow and shallow. On the other hand, as Berlin powerfully demonstrates, escapist spirituality and monistic positive freedom often pervert the project of personal freedom. The Zhuangist spiritual project can potentially bridge the gap between the two. Indeed, it can even be argued that to be a Berlinian politically is to be a Zhuangist spiritually. The value of the Zhuangist freedom lies precisely in its cultivation of personal space, its pursuit of disentanglement from the world, its advocacy of value-pluralism, and its epistemic humility. This very much resonates with Berlin’s political project of negative freedom.

What worries Berlin about a thinker like Zhuangzi is the latter’s antipathy toward politics, but there is nothing intrinsically anti-political in the Zhuangist project. In fact, Berlin can well supplement the Zhuangists with a viable and attractive political imaginaire. On the other hand, in Zhuangzi we see a spirituality that is non-aggressive and non-imposing. It is a kind of negative spirituality that can serve as the spiritual corollary of the political and social project of negative freedom Berlin so powerfully articulates and defends. Moreover, Berlin’s negative freedom enhances the Zhuangist spiritual freedom in the political and social arena.13 Here we see a genuine opportunity for potentially fruitful cross-fertilization on the project of negative freedom between Berlin’s political project and Zhuangzi’s spiritual pursuit.

It is clear that for Zhuangzi, freedom is first and foremost a spiritual problem that can only be resolved through spiritual cultivation hinted at in the text. By contrast, for Berlin, freedom is primarily a social and political problem that can be dealt with only within the social and political realm. That is, for Berlin a political system should be set up in such a way that an ordinary person can make their own choices in their self-realization and self-actualization. In this way Berlin’s negative freedom translates, institutionally, into a set of inalienable political rights that protect an individual against the interference by other people as well as the state in the modern liberal democracy.

Therefore, what is lacking in the classical Chinese tradition is not so much the discourse of negative freedom (and personal freedom) itself but rather its marginalization (and internalization) with little direct engagement with the mainstream moral-political discourse. It is no surprise that we do not find any codification of negative freedom in institutional building in pre-modern China. Consequently, it is left to individuals themselves to cultivate a personal space both physically and spiritually, instead of its being codified in the law as a legally protected personal space that can be enjoyed in the sociopolitical world itself, as in a modern liberal democracy.14

§3. A Path Not Taken in Chinese History: A Zhuangist-Fajia Synthesis

Ironically, among the classical Chinese philosophers, the only ones whose theories were not premised on the transformation of fundamental human dispositions were the fajia thinkers. As such, the fajia acceptance of an average person as the point of departure for their political theorization can, at least potentially, be a promising alternative to the Confucian-dominated paradigm. However, the fajia project has been dismissed as advocating a position that “places little faith in humanities and relies solely on punishment and reward to regulate behavior” (Chan 2014, 191). Accordingly, the Confucians argue that “such a strategy would not only fail to ensure peace and stability but make people become ‘shameless’ and hence move them farther away from moral development” (Chan 2014, 13). This standard Confucian critique of the fajia project, a clear manifestation of the regime of self-cultivation operative in the Chinese moral-political discourse even to this day, does not take seriously the moral agency of an average person, especially within a political context.

In this connection, it is intriguing to observe that both Zhuangzi and Han Feizi were critics of the ethics of renyi 仁義 (benevolence and righteousness), the signature Confucian virtues, regarding renyi as either suffocating and pretentious in the case of Zhuangzi, or disruptive and disorderly in the case of Han Feizi. They both advocated limiting the scope of renyi but in radically different directions: Zhuangzi retreated into the personal space, whereas Han Feizi argued that political governance and political order should not be the derivative of some sage-kings’ moral virtues of renyi. I have noted the Zhuangist influence on Han Feizi in terms of the latter’s wariness of the infinite possibilities for manipulation in any relationship, especially in the high-stakes relationships that centered around the ruler. However, there are other more daring, but unexplored, possibilities that can bring the Zhuangist and the fajia visions together.

Kenneth Winston, in his sympathetic discussion of the fajia theory of law, sees particular virtues in Han Feizi’s rule-based politics that are lacking in the Confucian approach to politics. He offers an intriguing alternative lens to view the fajia project that respects, and indeed takes advantage of, average people’s desires and dispositions, trying to channel them to the creation of a sustained political order that eventually benefits everybody:


The alternative in the Han Feizi is that good governance consists in enabling subjects to work out their relations with one another on their own. The special task of the ruler is to create and support the variety of institutional mechanisms—markets, elections, forums for the adjudication of disputes, and so on—by which people’s decisions about their lives are brought into meaningful relation with each other. . . . The chief danger of government by directives from above is that it impoverishes mutuality and the sense of responsibility for relationships to specific others. By facilitating individual decision making, the lawmaker displays respect for the capacity for self-rule. (Winston 2005, 344)



Even though Winston is too rosy in his characterization of the general outlook of the political order articulated by Han Feizi, it is still worth pondering the potentials for the fajia political system viewed from outside the orthodox Confucian lens. This alternative take on the fajia political order can become more attractive if the Zhuangist ideal of personal freedom can be integrated into the fajia political thinking. Indeed, we can only imagine what it would be like for China, politically and intellectually, if the Zhuangist personal freedom and the impartialist, public, and transparent fajia political system had somehow been brought together in one intellectual and political framework, with all its tensions, conflicts, but also promises.

If the Zhuangist personal freedom can be integrated into the fajia political framework to create a new ideal of political order, this can initiate a brand new political and intellectual imagination from underexplored traditional sources in the early Chinese philosophical discourse. It can provide a powerful alternative to the contemporary discussion on the possibility of liberal democracy in China that has been, understandably, dominated by various Confucian-based speculations. This Zhuangist-fajia synthesis is a path that was not taken in Chinese political history, but there is no intrinsic reason for us not to contemplate such an intriguing possibility under a drastically different context in the contemporary world.

The extraordinary creativity demonstrated by classical Chinese philosophers as they endeavored to articulate the proper roles for the three core normative values when envisioning a more perfect human community, i.e., humaneness, justice, and personal freedom, is still very much relevant to our contemporary world as we confront the many existential crises of our own time. The many dimensions of Chinese experiences in the last two millennia, morally, politically, and intellectually, can provide a rich repertoire to evaluate how these values, with their appeals as well as their unintended consequences, can play out in the “real world.” The dazzling array of insights offered by classical Chinese philosophers, as well as their limitations, will and should continue to reverberate beyond the narrow confines of their historical origins and intellectual lineages, contributing to the global imagination of a more perfect world that is just, humane, and free.



1 See p.41 in this book.

2 Berlin specifically mentions the Stoics and Buddhist sages as examples of positive and spiritual freedom:


There are two methods of freeing myself from pain. One is to heal the wound. But if the cure is too difficult or uncertain, there is another method. I can get rid of the wound by cutting off my leg. If I train myself to want nothing to which the possession of my leg is indispensable, I shall not feel the lack of it. This is the traditional self-emancipation of ascetics and quietists, of stoics or Buddhist sages, men of various religions or of none, who have fled the world, and escaped the yoke of society or public opinion, by some process of deliberate self-transformation that enables them to care no longer for any of its values, to remain, isolated and independent, on its edges, no longer vulnerable to its weapons. All political isolationism, all economic autarky, every form of autonomy, has in it some element of this attitude. I eliminate the obstacles in my path by abandoning the path; I retreat into my own sect, my own planned economy, my own deliberately insulated territory, where no voices from outside need be listened to, and no external forces can have effect. This is a form of the search for security; but it has also been called the search for personal or national freedom or independence. (Berlin 1969, 135–136)



3 In this connection, it is interesting to note that Dai Zhen (戴震 1724–1777), a Qing dynasty scholar, was known for his devastating critique of the Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucian (程朱理學) teaching of “preserving heavenly principle and eliminating human desire” (存天理滅人慾). Dai accused those Neo-Confucians of advocating the persecution of people by resorting to moral principles, similar to the persecution of people by law in the hands of ruthless officials (酷吏以法殺人，後儒以理殺人). He believed that the former was actually worse because people might be sympathetic to those persecuted by law, but nobody would take pity on those who were persecuted due to their moral offenses (人死於法，猶有憐之；死於理，其誰憐之).

4 Taylor seems to soften his critique of Berlin later on, e.g., Taylor 2007, 685.

5 John Gray defends Berlin against Taylor’s charge by arguing that negative freedom is “choice among alternatives or options that is unimpeded by others” (1996, 15, original italics), instead of simply the unobstructed pursuit of one’s desires, as Taylor alleges.

6 Taylor agrees that we should examine whether a view of freedom can only be realized within a certain form of society and whether this pursuit necessarily leads to justifying the excess of totalitarian oppression in the name of liberty. But he dismisses any attempt to evade the question “by a philistine definition of freedom which relegates them by fiat to the limbo of metaphysical pseudo-questions” (1979, 193). It is not clear whether the issue of incompatibility of values falls under the category of “metaphysical pseudo-questions” or not. Taylor’s later works acknowledge this issue more forcefully.

7 Defenders of Berlin, such as John Gray, argue that choice is essential to Berlin’s conception of negative freedom and reject Taylor’s charge that Berlin’s negative freedom is purely an opportunity-concept.

8 This is more apparent in Taylor’s later works, such as Sources of the Self (1992) and A Secular Age (2007).

9 This might also be indicative of the increasing identification between the state and Heaven, an idea promoted by Shen Dao as we have seen in Chapter 4.

10 These can include those who were lifelong hermits who lived at the margin of society or those whose political ambitions were frustrated.

11 I would like to thank Chung-ying Cheng for pushing me to clarify the implications of my discussion of Berlin and Zhuangzi here.

12 Qin Hui 秦晖, a noted Chinese intellectual historian, famously dismisses some version of the Zhuangist accommodationist attitude as cynicism (quanru 犬儒), a trait shared by many Confucians as well.

13 Yong Huang, in his two essays on the Zhuangzi, “Respecting Different Ways of Life: A Daoist Ethics of Virtue in the Zhuangzi” (Huang 2010a) and “The Ethics of Difference in the Zhuangzi” (Huang 2010b), effectively explores what he calls the ethics of difference in the Zhuangist philosophy. Such an approach to the Zhuangzi very much resonates with Berlin’s powerful advocacy of pluralism and diversity of values that is the foundation of negative freedom, the norm governing liberal democratic institutions.

14 I do not mean to imply that the lack of a political discourse on negative freedom alone is responsible for the lack of development in the democratic institution building in traditional China. Nor do I mean to fault Zhuangzi alone for the lack of political imagination here. The historical circumstances are of course too complicated to be reduced to any single cause. But the lack of intellectual interest and popular imaginaire in this direction must have played some role. Imagination is socially and culturally conditioned even as it tries to transcend such conditions, with varying degrees of success. The limitation of the Zhuangist political imagination is in many ways the product of a lack of alternative forms of political systems in early China.
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