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1. Preface 
 
A great many books and articles have been written about 
Chinese thought and religion, so many, in fact, that they fill 
libraries. So why another one? The reason is, however, an 
attempt at a new approach that is simple, practical and 
useful. A long story can be given in short chapters and 
simple terms, even the long story of Chinese religion and 
thought. The presentation is made in a threesome division: 
inner, central and outer thought and beliefs. Chinese 
thinking, like thinking generally, East and West, divides 
into religion, ethics and politics. 
 
When one has worked on a subject over decades rather 
than years, it is impossible to name all those who have 
helped and assisted. I will only name three people who 
meant everything during my studies. Professor Bernhard 
Karlgren under whom I began my Chinese studies in 



 

 

Stockholm in the 1950s and who supported my going to 
Berkeley in the late 1950s, Professor Peter Boodberg who 
inspired the style of my work, and Edward Schaffer who 
evaluated my doctoral work at Berkeley. My foremost 
gratitude goes, however, to my wife Gunvor who has 
patiently followed and assisted me in my work over some 
fifty years.  
  
 
2. Introduction 
 
In China religion and philosophy formed a unity. This 
oneness was so natural and so seamless that no word was 
needed for either religion or philosophy.  The reality of 
Heaven and earth was taken for granted and never 
doubted. Man lived in the midst of an inner-outer 
harmony, so natural and axiomatic that nobody 
questioned it. When the whole was self-evident, what need 
was there for differentiation and argument? A single 
whole is named but not divided. This truth was as natural 
as the belief that there was only one world and that China 
was the Central Kingdom of the Celestial Empire of  “all 
under Heaven” ( 天下).1  

                                                     

1 Chinese philosophy can be divided into three periods: (1) The classical 
age from the sixth to the second century BC, (2) the middle age from the 
first to the tenth century and the ascendancy of Buddhism, and (3) the third 
period from the eleventh until modern times with the Confucian 
renaissance (the Neo-Confucian period). Modern thought afterwards can 
be seen as a mélange of earlier thought, to which Western thought is added. 
"While the modern mind divides, specializes and thinks in categories, the 
traditional Chinese tended to see things and ideas in terms of relations 
rather than in their isolation." This happened metaphysically in Taoism, 



 

 

 
Natural phenomena were always coupled with an 
immaterial world. Reality embraced the beyond that 
interfered with matters in the tangible world.  
Transcendence and immanence joined in the here and 
now inseparably and played a role in human life. Nothing 
was undertaken without being preceded with ceremonies, 
rites and offerings. 
 
Chinese thinkers did not profess any specific Creation. 
They seem in a sober way to have accepted the universe as 
it was. A great Way (Tao) was above things and this 
Eternal was accepted without further ado, just lived and 
taken as the beginning of things. Change was recognized 
as the orderly work of negative and positive forces.  This 
view of the cosmos was later confirmed by Buddhism. 
When the Buddhists spoke about the Wheel of Law and 
Death, to which even the Gods were bound, their thinking 
ran parallel with Chinese thought. In the same manner as 
the Wheel of Law of the Buddhists were the eternally 
cyclical forces that were in eternal rotation. All was in 
harmony with the heavenly Tao (or Eternal).  
 
The Tao comprised life and death and permeated all 
natural harmonies and balances.  It enclosed both rational 
mastery and divine mystery and constituted an all-
comprehensive animism. Thinking was immersed in the 
symmetry of the whole without any division between the 
                                                                                                                                                                   

socially and morally in Confucianism, and politically in Legalism. 

 



 

 

divine and the profane and all religious perspectives 
aimed at the totality of being. Man was the loyal 
cooperator in its midst and served with appropriate 
rituals and ceremonies. The union of Heaven, earth and 
man ((t'ien-ti-jen 天地人) gave meaning to life. 
 
China seemed forever to follow the eternal Tao and its 
civilization to remain the same even though occasionally 
shaken by the arrival of "barbarians." It was continuous 
from dynasty to dynasty and spread all over the Asian 
East, first of all Korea and Japan. 
 
This refers also to the present age when the West has 
made China oscillate to the right and to the left as never 
before in its long history. This is happening now again, 
with new social, economic and political thinking being 
added to earlier thought. The Chinese can bend with the 
wind and absorb whatever storm breaks on them and rise 
again and recover their balance - with a new stance within 
the same eternal paradigm. Heaven is mentioned in 
Chinese discourse today just as it was in early times. 
 
By the middle of the Chou era (1154-256 BC) a new 
humanism demanded a virtuous life of both ruler and 
subjects. The paradigm was widened when philosophers, 
beginning with Lao Tzu and Confucius, presented morality 
that demanded both compassion and justice. An 
uninterrupted line of thinkers brought forth social and 
political rules which concerned not least the ruler. 
 
It has been a long process, ideas coming and going through 



 

 

the ages, modes of thought in constant change and as 
dynamic today as when prehistory ended and history 
began. It has shifted from left to right, from inner to outer, 
from above form to below form but never left its balanced 
world-view that linked the trinity of Heaven, earth and 
man.  
 
The thought from the Chou era onwards can be divided 

into inner (nei 内), central (chung 中) and outer (wai 外). 

It crystallized into the inner idealism of Lao Tzu, the 
central ethical world-view of Confucius, the outer 
sociopolitical realism of Hsün Tzu and the political 
pragmatism of Han Fei Tzu. Within one and the same 
paradigm the Chinese could move inwards and practise 
Taoism and outwards and practise Legalism, but whether 
inwards or outwards they never moved away from the 
central Confucian ethical principles. Even Legalism with 
its harsh laws had a common core of assumptions with 
both Taoism and Confucianism. A dialectic is registered 
which tends outwards as the empire grows and law and 
order demands regulations and institutions, and inwards 
when the land is in disorder and falling apart. People's 
hearts oscillated between private intuitive experience and 
collective morality, between Taoist inner freedom and 
outer social restraint, between inner feeling and 
inspiration and outer knowledge and action. No one was 
entirely a Taoist, a Confucian or a Legalist. Everyone was a 
bit of all three.2 

                                                     

2     “A passion for consistency has never been been one of the major 
Chinese passions. … It set the way for the Chinese among the great 



 

 

 
Early Greek and Chinese thought were much alike, and 
originated independently between the 6th and 3rd 
centuries BC. The ‘Golden Age’ of ancient Greece had 
Socrates and Plato as its foremost names and early China 
had similarly Lao Tzu and Confucius. The thinkers East 
and West were approximations of each other. They 
reflected the world but also transcended the world. On 
either side they strove to "attain the sublime and perform 
the common task."3 The Oneness of the Whole in the East 
equalled the infinite awareness in the West. Greek 
humanism and Chinese humanism were born around the 
same time.4 
 
Early man “lived perpetually in a world of mysticism and 
ritualism," says Malinowski.5 China was no exception. 
When religious thinking made the distinction between 
non-being and being it was always non-being that came 
first and was superior. The infinite beyond directed the 
world. The case was the same in Greece. The difference 
was that "the Greek philosophers held that non-being and 
the unlimited came second; in Chinese philosophy the case 

                                                                                                                                                                   

civilizations of the world to have by far the best record, even if not 
altogether unblemished, in the matter of religious toleration (emphasis 
added).”  A. Cooper, Li Po and Tu Fu l973, p. 18. 

3 Chung Yung, ch. 22. 

4         Karl Jaspers_ speaks about the ”axial age” (Achsenzeit) in the 
religions of the high cultures around the fifth and sixth centuries BC, be it 
Greece or China, Palestine or India. 

5 B. Malinowski 1926, Magic, Science and Religion, p. 24. 



 

 

was the reverse."6 
 
Enjoying their geographical isolation the Chinese  evolved 
thought that differed from that of Europe by being other-
worldly first and this-worldly second. Cosmic balance and 
harmony and personal wisdom were at the centre of their 
interest. They did not turn to pure epistemology. The main 
concern was not for objective learning but for subjective 
knowledge, not for facts to be known but for intuitive 
wisdom to be experienced. Knowledge and virtue were 
not separated, learning was not just intellectual, never 
decorative.7  
 
European and Chinese thinking were still close in neo-
Platonic and medieval times. When Plotinus says that 
"Every one has all things in himself and again sees in 
another all things, so that all things are everywhere, and 
all is all and each is all, and infinite the glory,"8 he was 
close to Chuang Tzu who said  that "all things are one and all 

melts into one” and to Mencius who said that “All things are 

already complete in us.”9 It was after Descartes who spoke 
of man as the lord and not as part of nature that the ways 
were separated in philosophy. 
 

                                                     

6 Fung Yu-lan 1960, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, p. 24. 

7 See W.-t. Chan 1963, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 
232. 

8 Enneads, V. 8, 4. 

9      Chuang Tzu, ch. 12 and Meng Tzu VII:1; 4,1.  

Kommentar [Olof1]:  

Kommentar [Olof2]:  

Kommentar [Olof3]:  



 

 

While a gulf developed between the unlimited and the 
limited in the West, the sacred and the profane remained 
in one piece in the East. The inner and outer stayed so 
tightly together in one piece that no dividing line was ever 
drawn between them. The Chinese turned ethical and 
political but their reality never lost its world-
transcendence. Nothing turned mystical. "The secular as 
the sacred," as Fingarette puts it.10 Reality as a whole 
never lost its all-enveloping religious quality. The infinite 
and finite complemented each other and offered balance 
to the lives of the people. The outer widened but the inner 
was not reduced. Some schools emphasized the sublime 
side while some schools emphasized the mundane side 
but the Tao, the Way, the truth, was always above them 
all.11 
 
Under the Tao Heaven and earth constituted the cosmic 
Logos and the Mother and Father of reality. All ended up in 
polarities and correlations: root and branches, rest and 
movement, light and darkness, yin and yang. The Tao was 
the natural law, implanted in cosmos as well as in man's 
heart. It was "the begetter of all begetting." Inner balanced 
outer and one could not do without the other, spelling 
symmetry and proportion. All creation was made up of 
both elements in harmonious complementary pairs, which 

                                                     

10 H. Fingarette, 1972, title of the book: The Secular as Sacred.  

11 Ibid., p. 22. Fung Yu-lan 1960 refers to Chuang Tzu: "The 
Confucianists roam within the bounds of society, while the Taoists roam 
beyond it." The Chinese swang from inner values to outer values but their 
belief in Heaven's Tao remained intact. 



 

 

together formed the net of all the cosmos. All was “one 
common flow one common breathing, all things in 
harmony.” (Hippocrates) 
  
The unity in things was best expressed by Lao Tzu and his 
follower Chuang Tzu.12 Lao Tzu says, "There is something 
that contains everything, before Heaven and earth it is. ... 
Not knowing its name, I only call it the Tao." And Chuang 
Tzu echoes, "The Tao covers and supports all creation; the 
Tao is vast, vast, inner and outer ... even a clod of earth 
does not miss its Tao."13 
 
The Way stood above all Chinese beliefs and customs like 
a fixed Polar Star and spelled the cosmic direction, 
meaning and purpose. It upheld the harmony between 
what is within and what is without. It was the Creation 
and Order, the Godhead and the Whole. For Confucius it 
was the heavenly and sagely truth of antiquity, inspired by 
Heaven. It was recognized in every school and every 
scripture, whether inner, central or outer. To live the life 
of the Tao was the goal of the life of "sageliness within and 
kingliness without." It signified the ethical equilibrium in a 
person as well as in society. Fulfilling the Tao, one had the 
quality of dealing with life in its variety and totality. 

                                                     

12 B. Schwartz 1959 has discussed the inner-outer problematique 
in Some Polarities in Confucian Thought, in A. F. Wright 1959, 
Confucianism and Chinese Civilization, pp. 3-15. 

13 Tao Tê Ching, ch. 25; Chuang Tzu, ch. 12.  Cf. R. Browning: "God is 
seen in the star, in the stone, in the flesh, in the soul and the clod." 
Browning's God and Chuang Tzu's Tao are indeed close concepts. 



 

 

Consequently, a traditionally educated Chinese "was 
rather a synthesis of the entire heritage than an adherent 
of a particular school of thought or religion."14 
  
The Chinese have hence been reverent in their own way. 
Their conception of the Creation has always been "wholly 
other," anthropopathic rather than anthropomorphic. 
While the Taoists separated the Tao and Heaven, the 
Confucianists tended to couple them as Tendô 天道, 
Heaven’s Way. 
 
The ideal of being in harmony with things permeated all 
philosophical thought. Every major thinker strove for this 
ideal in a world of endless change.  Already in the I Ching, 
The Book of Changes15,  it is said that all things are 
balanced in the interaction of yin and yang. Afterwards the 
Taoists found life's harmony in nature and natural life and 
the Confucians in ethical rules. Political philosophy strove 
for harmony in institutions and law. 
 
The Chinese tradition cannot help being repetitive. It is the 
same paradigm from age to age. The borders of the 
paradigm have widened today under western influence 
                                                     

14 J. Li Dun 1965, The Ageless Chinese, p. 84. For the Chinese, the 
Whole was a matter of symmetry and balance. The basic symmetry of 
Heaven above the heads and earth below and of the corresponding inner 
and outer realms of man ultimately emanate from the Tao, the Way and the 
Truth. The Tao upholds the whole cosmic balance.  

15         I Ching, "The Book of Changes (I Ching 易經 (J. Ekikyô)", a work of 

early Chou, considered the earliest book of antiquity and the first among 
the Classics. See below. 



 

 

but Chinese thought still operates within the classical 
parameters - today just wider, more open and perforated 
than before. 
 
Both Taoism and Confucianism are built on folk religion, 
just as symphonies build on folk melodies. They equally 
"directed attention to the harmony between the human 
and the cosmic as well as the harmony within society and 
within the self." Where they differed was in address. The 
Taoists held that the equilibrium would come from the 
cultivation of inner virtue (Tao, "Way") and the Confucians 
that it would come from the pursuit of social virtue (jen, 
"goodness"). 
 
Taoist idealism and Confucian realism existed side by side, 
idealism being the inner half and realism the outer half. 
Even turning Legalist and increasingly rational, thinking 
never lost its equilibrium, just lengthened under the same 
moral Heaven and Tao.  The two realms, man and his 
world in the middle and Heaven and earth above and 
below formed a symphonic religion.  In brief, what the 
Chinese strove for during their long cultural history - from 
about 1500 BC during Shang until our day - was harmony. 
They considered themselves to be part of a gigantic cosmic 
order, cooperating with Heaven above and earth below, 
being the third component of a well-balanced universe. 
They were in the middle and responsible for the cosmic 
order. If this order was not maintained, the universe 
would be out of balance and chaos would result. 
  
René Grousset sums up succinctly: "All that Chinese 



 

 

thinking aimed at was a civic common order in harmony 
with the cosmic order. The whole universe was  tuned to a 
cosmic harmony."16 
 
 
 
3. Religion in Early China.  From Shang to Chou. 
 
 
A.   Ghosts and Spirits. 
We have little direct knowledge of the religious practices 
of the Shang era (1766-1154 BC), the first historical era, 
except for what we glean from inscriptions on bones and 
bronzes. These inscriptions offer evidence of a rich 
spiritual world with endless numbers of gods and deities, 
demons and ghosts. The religious celebrations during the 
following Chou era were probably prevalent already in the 
Shang era. Change was slow in antiquity, and what we 
read about religion in the following era can also refer to 
preceding times. The sacred beliefs and habits we read 
about in the I Ching may be extended to Shang. It is natural 
that the Chou Chinese accepted Shang customs as regards 
religion together with other social conventions and 
institutions. It can be presumed, for example, that the 
dragon on the oracle bones was not less a deity in Shang 
than later - and today. 
 
All creeds and beliefs probably originated from a very 

                                                     

16          R. Grousset 1952, The Rise and Splendour of the Chinese Empire 
1952, p. 31. 



 

 

simple outlook. People viewed the blue sky above and felt 
that something up there was in control of things down on 
earth. Then they observed the the natural world around 
them and recognized forces that seemed to influence both 
them and their society. Heaven and earth became the 
home and origin of cosmic powers that controlled their 
world. They were the parents of change and affirmed a 
symmetry of infinite proportion.  It was a celestial design 
and it was felt intuitively that man was part of a mosaic of 
things, self and other, inner and outer, visible and 
invisible, from which there was no parting. Reality was a 
complex interrelationship of the supra-rational and the 
rational, and religious life was a corresponding rich 
mélange of worship  and magic. 
 
Man's life was thus soaked with religion in early China. 
Religion constituted one huge complex of worship which 
today would be regarded as animistic. The mountains and 
rivers were all important gods. The land overflowed with 
gods and , both benevolent and evil, which mingled with 
and influenced the world of man in multifarious ways. 
There were the  of the hills, mountains, rivers, fields and 
forests, of one’s own house, of oneself, of the garden, of the 
village, of the family and of nature at large. They 
represented the divine half of reality and it was up to man 
to maintain his peace with them. Thus one directed 
incantations and made offerings to the  of fields, 
mountains and rivers, just as to Heaven and earth, hoping 
that man and society would live in bliss and luck with all 
the necessities for daily life.  Their worship was as 
important as the reverence of Heaven. The transgression 



 

 

or oblivion of ritual and cult could call down divine 
vengeance. 
 
The divine was thus seen in many forms and shapes - and 
everywhere. Everything was alive. ”The heavens, of 
course, were filled with  and the earth teemed with : 
Heaven itself was the greatest of the ; each of the stars had 
an identity and a power."17 There were the benevolent  

(shen 神) and the malevolent  (kuei 鬼). Man was no 

exception. He was a spirit closely related and attached to 
the  of his ancestors. Man’s soul itself had two parts, an 

upper soul (hun 魂) which ascends to Heaven at death and 

a lower soul (p’o 魄) that descends into the earth. 

 
There was the Dragon Deity, who was associated with 
clouds, storms and fertility. He had power over weather 
and was revered as a rain maker and a bringer of good 
fortune. He was worshipped all over China and not 
considered malicious as in the West. A benign power, he 
was, and still is, a symbol for China.18 The Dragon dances 
attract attention at the Chinese lunar New Year. He is 
found already in oracle bone inscriptions. And there were 
other deities, many others, nationally and locally, in a 
mosaic of otherworldly forces. All ended up being an 
animistic totality.  
                                                     

17 Marcel Granet, quoted in E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, China, Empire and 
Civilization, p. 136. 

18 Today's Dragon dances at the Chinese New Year are directly 
linked to the ancient Dragon worship. 



 

 

 
The ruler might have been at the centre of religion already 
in Shang. In Chou the primacy of royal virtue was 
expressed in the Shu Ching, “The Book of History”19 (ca 
1000 BC). In this work it was stressed that if a king wished 
to achieve much and be illustrious, he had to serve as the 
high priest and show moral rectitude.  He was at the 
centre of an extensive and elaborate cult and responsible 
for the great rituals. He performed the worship not only 
for Heaven and earth and the royal ancestors but also for 
the Sun and the Moon and numerous minor  and gods. It 
was his duty, more than anyone else's, to safeguard the 
concord of Heaven, earth and the world of  and gods. If he 
strayed from virtue, his realm would be assailed by 
calamities such as droughts, floods, famines, plagues and 
earthquakes. Natural disasters were regarded as 
manifestations that the king had lost Heaven’s favour, and 
that it was time for a new ruler. It was said that if the ruler 
sneezed at the wrong hour, untoward things would 
happen in the realm.20  
 
This world was hence balanced with and united to the 
further world. Ceremonies and prayers took place to win 
the goodwill of gods and , and oracles were performed to 
seek guidance from them. If the spiritual powers were 
carefully attended to, they would reveal their wishes in the 
interaction with the divine.  

                                                     

19     Shu Ching 書經,  J. Shukyô, “The Book of History,” one of the Five 

Classics. See below. 

20     For more on this subject, see, for example, J. Ching 1993, pp. 33-50.  



 

 

 
The gods and  differed among the people of the “myriad 
regions” of large China and varied from locality to locality. 
What all creeds and cults had in common in all their 
variety, however, was that they served the needs and 
sensibilities of the people who felt that they lived with 
fearful spiritual forces that needed to be humoured and 
pacified with ceremonies, sacrifices, prayers - and revelry. 
For the ruler to make momentous decisions affecting the 
entire nation, religious rituals became momentous affairs, 
accompanied by song, dance and merriment when gods 
and human beings feasted together. Both the security of 
the land and human happiness depended ultimately on the 
goodwill of the spirits.21 
 
It was a necessity to seek and maintain harmonious 
rapport with this transcendent world. Sacrifices, 
supplications, prayers, worship and exorcism were 
important to placate the unseen  of the celestial world for 
the sake of an orderly terrestrial life. Transgression of 
ritual and custom could call down the vengeance of the 
higher powers.  
 
Heaven and earth were worshipped together. The 
ceremonies and prayers took place to calm and win the 
goodwill of the gods and spirits, and oracles were 
performed to find out what the Divine Will wished and 
judged. If the gods and  were carefully attended to, they 

                                                     

21 Marcel Granet, quoted in E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, China, Empire and 
Civilization, p. 136. 



 

 

would reveal their wishes through oracle divination. In the 
end, all people participated in the rituals of propitiation of 
endless numbers of gods and ancestors, demons and 
ghosts. 
 
The intensity of this early faith is indicated by the 
numbers of victims offered. Cattle, sheep and dogs were 
slaughtered in the hundreds and humans, notably 
captives, were also sacrificed.22 A sacrificed human could 
bring rain to its fullest. Bloodshed vitalized and linked the 
living and the dead. 
 
Already in Shang times the elite class embraced more 
cultured assumptions and dignified patterns of thought 
than the masses for whom folk religion plainly aimed at 
pleasing the gods and , offering besides colourful festive 
occasions. Many religious beliefs seem, however, to have 
been shared by high and low. In the ancestral creeds all 
were the same and in public ceremonies the social lines 
were in all probability much perforated. Anthropological 
studies have also shown that the popular cults continued 
to play a significant role also after elevated philosophy 
developed from mid-Chou times.23 Many of them still exist 
in present-day China. Whether upper or lower class, 
educated or not, there has always been ample place for 
syncretic beliefs in the Chinese soul.24 

                                                     

22      Burying living persons with the dead was also practised. H. A. Giles 
1918,  Religions of Ancient China, pp. 39-41. 

23      D. Kolak 2007, Chuangzi, pp. 53-58. 

24      The Chinese seem to think that the more gods you worship the better 



 

 

  
 
 
 
B. Divination and the Oracle Bones25 
 
Heaven and earth constituted the poles of an equilibrium 
that was not, under any circumstances, allowed to be 
disturbed.26 Which were then man's duties and 
responsibilities within this duality? He was the 
intermediary and supposed to do his best not to upset the 
forces of nature but to co-operate with them. And how was 
this to be done? He had to strive to be in accord with 
Heaven and earth,  and ancestors, and offer the sacrifices 
of the season. Heaven was unreliable and not to be 
trusted. It could confer good luck and well-being but also 
ill luck and adversity. It could reward as well as  punish 
according to deeds - and misdeeds. Vengeful  could wreak 
havoc.  
 

It was therefore important to discover what the gods 
wanted from man. The future was predestined, and it was 
believed that man might know his fate and forecast his 
future. The Shang Chinese found an ingenious way to co-

                                                                                                                                                                   

off you are in preserving the good life. 

25     Also called "Dragon's Bones." 

26     Heaven was the "canopy" over earth's "chariot" in popular thought, 
metaphor for the close union of Heaven and earth. E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, 
p. 131. 

 



 

 

exist with the volatile sacred domain: the method of 
“divination with oracle.27” This was a refined technique, 
using the shoulder blades of oxen (scapulae), the under-
shell of the turtle (plastrons) and other bones. 
 
We can now only guess how the procedure took place. It 
was probably simple. The bone or shell was scraped and 
polished, and a hole - often several - was chiselled into it. 
The preparations would be made carefully by official 
diviners and in a religious atmosphere in a temple. The 
divination was possibly accompanied by ceremonies. A 
red-hot bronze needle was applied and a question was 
uttered by the diviner. The cracks that developed were 
studied and the oracles were interpreted as auspicious or 
inauspicious. To begin with, there were perhaps only the 
two answers "yes" and "no,” "fortunate" and "unfortunate" 
or "auspicious” and “inauspicious.” As times went on a 
more detailed "science" developed. A later source 
mentions not less than 1200 varied interpretations 
according to the cracks. Finally, the diviner inscribed both 
the question and the reply on the shell or bone. Some 
150,000 oracle-bone fragments with inscriptions have 
been unearthed. Over 3000 Shang graphs are known of 
which 2500 come from the oracle bones and about 800 
can be identified with modern characters. They constitute 
the first Chinese script, the so-called Shell-Bone Script. 
The importance of the diviner can be imagined since some 

                                                     

27       Divination with bones and shells was practised from early Shang to 
late Chou times, from ca 2300 BC to 300 BC, according to F. Bloomfield 
1983, p. 123. 



 

 

hundred diviners are remembered by name. Together 
with sorcerers, magicians and invocators they probably 
formed a priesthood in close connection with the ruler.  
 
The basic questions put to the oracles probably touched 
upon war and peace. Further, however, the Chinese asked 
their oracle whether they should go on a journey, whether 
it was in order to go hunting, if it was the right time to 
build a house and if the next ten-day week would be 
successful. Other questions could concern harvest, rainfall, 
health and death. Keightley concludes that "few significant 
aspects of Shang life were undivined."28 This shows how 
aware of and dependent the people, not least the ruler, 
were upon the unseen reality and how they feared its 
power. It had to be consulted and respected in all worldly 
endeavours. There was no question about Heaven's being 
in the rider's seat: The saying was that "What Heaven sees 
the people see and what Heaven hears the people hear."29 
 
The reason that we know so much about this early Chinese 
culture has its own interesting history. In later centuries 
Chinese doctors devised a medicine, whose essential 
ingredient was considered to be "Dragon bone." "Dragon 
bone" in pulverized form was considered to help against 
many illnesses, for example malaria, different kinds of 
fevers and dysentery. Because the Chinese peasants 
believed much in the effectiveness of this medicine - as 

                                                     

28 D. N. Keightley 1985, Sources of Shang History: The Oracle-Bone 
Inscriptions of Bronze Age China, p. 33ff. 

29 K. Armstrong 2006, The Great Transformation, p. 31. 



 

 

also in the Black Dragon spirit - it was highly valued all 
over China. In spite of the fact that no one had ever seen a 
Dragon, there was no lack of Dragon bone medicine in the 
land. Sick peasants could for a little money buy as much as 
they wanted.  
 
Oracle bones with inscriptions were discovered in 1899 
and scholars began to take an interest in them and their 
inscriptions. It was soon understood that they were 
fossilized bones, which had been buried for a very long 
time. An investigation of the oracle bones in Germany 
revealed that they came from not less than 90 kinds of 
animals. It was disclosed that many of the bones had 
inscriptions from the Shang era. Thereupon, in 1911, 
thousands of bones and shells that carried written 
symbols were found in the ruins of the Shang capital, 
Anyang, and the earliest Chinese characters were 
discovered. A new science was born as the earliest Chinese 
literature was discovered and history began. 
 
Thanks to the "oracle inscriptions" the rich cultural life of 
the Shang people was disclosed little by little, and much 
was learned about their religion.30 With the fall of Shang 
the oracle prognostications gradually fell into disuse but 
were still popular during the following Chou era as milfoil 
stalks were increasingly used in divination. See below. 
 
                                                     

30   H. G. Creel 1937, The Birth of China 1937, pp. 21-26. It has been 
possible to learn about  thirty Shang kings and about the legendary Yellow 
Emperor preceding them. K. C. Wu 1982, The Chinese Heritage, pp. 49-
232ff. 



 

 

 
 
C. Heaven, Gods and Kings 
 
The bones revealed that the concept of a higher power or 
personal god existed during the Shang era. This was the 

Shang Ti 上帝,  "Lord-on-High", T'ien-ti 天帝, Heavenly 

God or just Ti 帝, "High God or Lord," who was closely 

identified with the ruler.31 He was the supreme spiritual 
reality but whether he was a God in the western sense is a 
moot question.32 The ruler prayed to him for victory in 
war and prosperity in peace. This High Lord constituted 
the cosmic law, the Tao above the spiritual and mundane 

worlds. One meets the composite T'ien Shang Ti 天上帝, 

"Heavenly Lord-on-high."33 
 
At the end of Shang and in early Chou it seems that an 
abstract, impersonal Heaven, t'ien 天 (J. ten) came to 
exercise the same supreme power as Shang Ti. For a while 

                                                     

31 Shang Ti is mentioned in the Shu Ching, "Book of History", Bk. VIII, 
Records of Shang, and in the Meng Tzu, IV: I; 25,2. 

32 This God seems never to have been endowed with human traits or a 
kind of physical image.  

33 In the Shang oracle inscriptions one finds Shang Ti and Ti but 
rarely T'ien. In the Chou literature T'ien but rarely Shang Ti or Ti. H. G. 
Creel 1970, The Origins of Statecraft in China, pp. 493-496. Both in the 
Book of History and the Book of Poetry there is mention of the Ti as 
though there being a human being there above, “commanding things 
to come to pass”. J. Ching 1993, p. 159.  



 

 

the two terms seem to have been used interchangeably. 
Later, T’ien replaced the Shang Ti and came to denote the 
power that governed all creation and combined 
everything divine (Heaven, earth and man). There was 
also the term August Heaven huang t'ien 皇天 (J. kôten) 
with the same denotation. The balance between Heaven 
and earth was ascertained by the king wang 王 (Jpn. ô). He 

was the t'ien tzu 天子 (J. tenshi), the Son of Heaven, who 

received Heaven's Mandate, t'ien-ming 天命 (J. tenmei), to 
rule all under Heaven, that is, the whole world. The Way of 
the King (wang tao 王道, J. ôdô) should match the Way of 

Heaven (t'ien tao 天道, J. tendô). It was the king's duty, 
more than anyone else's, to safeguard the harmony and 
concord of Heaven, earth and man. It is a guess that the 
faith in Heaven crystallized early together with the arrival 
of agriculture.  
 
The I Ching and other early sources bear witness to a rich  
cultural life in antiquity. Prehistory began with “semi-
divine culture heroes who are said to have instructed the 
people in the various arts of civilization.”34 These were the 
mythical emperors, traditionally referred to as the Five 
Emperors (wu-ti 五帝), who taught the people  the 
domestication of animals (Fu-hsi), the making of fire (Sui-
jen), agriculture (Shen-nung), medicine and sericulture 
(Huang-ti) and other arts and skills. After them came the 
Three Kings (San-huang 三皇) Yao and Shun and Yü and 
they led to the prehistoric Hsia age (according to later 

                                                     

34 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 1 and 197. 



 

 

annals, ca 2200-1766 BC). These were venerated as the 
early Sage Kings of the mythical times when divine 
governance prevailed. 
 
Yao and Shun are supposed to have lived immediately 
before the Hsia Dynasty. Inspired by Heaven, they 
undertook public works and brought peace and 
prosperity. Last Shun assigned Yü to be the first Hsia 
emperor. The mythical days of Yao and Shun, with Yü soon 
added to them, were idealised by Confucius, and by every 
Confucian beginning with Mencius, as the days of early 
Sages. These glorious times were remembered as “the 
Heaven of Yao and the sun of Shun.” When the official 
chronology was established, it extended the imperial line 
to these "good emperors" who had attended to "the 
sublime, yet been concerned with the common."  
 
In the cosmic harmony, there was a hierarchy among the 
actors. Heaven was in every instance more important than 
earth, ancestral  were placed over other , the yang force 
was more essential than the yin force, and the ruler stood 
above all other human beings. Heaven's virtue flowed 
from the ruler to the people. His first responsibility was to 
promote the welfare of the people and ensure that they 
were well fed, clothed and housed. He should rule through 
moral power and act as their "father and mother.” If his 
virtue was perfect, Heaven would shower good fortune 
upon his land. His country would be blessed with 
adequate rainfall and plentiful harvests. Any deviation on 
his part from the proper rules, on the other hand, could 
mean drought and famine. It was therefore important that 



 

 

the government was staffed with virtuous men. For this 
reason, Confucius directed his teaching to students whose 
goal was to serve in the government. 
 
The ruler topped the world in the hierarchy of men, and 
was the moral leader at the centre of the world order and 
the norm of all society through all ages and dynasties until 
modern times (1911). He was in a class of his own. He was 
the mediator between Heaven and earth and he alone 
could perform the highest sacrificial ceremonies. Ordained 
by Heaven to rule the world, he was responsible for the 
happiness of the people. As the chief priest he was in 
charge of the state sacrifices to heavenly and earthly 
deities as well as to the ancestors of the royal house. At the 
winter solstice he sacrificed to Heaven and at the summer 
solstice to the temple of the earth, and every season he 
sacrificed to the royal ancestors. He performed the 
sacrifices in the spring and at the summer solstice at the 
"Altar of Heaven", and communed with the  of the land 
(shen 神) at the "altar of land and grain (shê 社).“35 
 
The ruler’s ancestral temple was the centre of state affairs. 
It was where he announced his succession. He did not 
undertake anything without consulting the royal ancestors 
first. At this temple he assumed his position as ruler and 
from there he set out on travel. Wholly responsible for his 
land he was to blame if poverty struck. 
 
If Heaven had total demands on the ruler, the ruler, in 

                                                     

35 See Chung Yung, ch. 19: 6. 



 

 

turn, had authority over his subjects and requested 
absolute obedience. His word was law and he exercised 
the power of life and death over his subjects. The Spring 
and Autumn Annals decreed that "the people are subject 
to the ruler and the ruler is subject to Heaven." 
 
The devotion of officials and servants was already evident 
in early feudal times. A true man should be capable of any 
sacrifice and ready to give up his life for his king and lord 
in war and in peace. This devotion could lead to suicide 
when he failed to perform his duties and brought disgrace 
on his lord. This demand of loyalty lived on through the 
ages and was adopted in Japan where the samurai showed 
total devotion to the emperor (until 1945). 
 
 
 
D. Man’s Mandate of Heaven 
 
The Mandate of Heaven (t'ien ming 天命, J. tenmei) 
probably developed as a corollary to the concept of a 
moral Heaven being in control of the world. According to 
this doctrine  man’s destiny depended on his virtuous life 
and this referred not least to the ruler who was the Son of 
Heaven. The heavenly connection gave divine sanction to 
this rule and to the cyclical continuity of his royal line.36 
This political theory enabled China to remain ideologically 
intact even under the Mongols and Manchus. The invaders 

                                                     

36 J. H. Berthrong 1998, Transformations of the Confucian Way, pp. 
124-125. 



 

 

were soon absorbed into her social and cultural fabric. 
Being assimilated, the "barbarian" conquerers accepted 
the Mandate of Heaven and became Sons of Heaven. 
 
The doctrine developed in Chou times and was soon tied 
to the principle of royal heredity. It was important for the 
incumbent ruler to prove that Heaven had destined him 
for the throne. There could be portentous happenings 
surrounding his birth indicating this. A faked genealogy 
could show ancestors all the way back to Yao and Shun. 
One way or another it had to be evident that Heaven had 
chosen him for his high position. Otherwise he was 
considered a usurper not worth the support of the people. 
It was his deeds that counted. As long as he performed his 
duties with piety and justice and his subjects enjoyed 
peace and security, Heaven would sanction his rule, but if 
he turned evil and oppressed the people, Heaven would 
cease to protect him. As long as he could justify his rule by 
the prosperity of the people, he was Heaven's Son on 
earth. His whole life had to be a divine ceremony - as the 
slave of the divine other side of reality. 
 
His life's rhythm had thus to be a replica of the Tao of 
Heaven. He was expected to be both a philosopher and a 
Sage, exhibit wisdom and virtue and demonstrate integrity 
and devotion to the people, proving his transcendent 
position and kingship. It was his propriety, in line with the 
Mandate of Heaven, that ascertained the smooth 
functioning of society and secured the always precarious 
cosmic symmetry. “Good government resulted in blessings 
and misgovernment in misfortune,” said Hsün Tzu.  



 

 

 
The Pole Star was regarded as the heavenly counterpoint 
of the ruler on earth. As the other stars rotated around the 
Pole Star, the ministers, courtiers and all society circled 
around the ruler. As it is said in the Lun Yü, "He who 
exercises government by means of his virtue may be 
compared to the Pole Star which keeps its place while all 
the stars turn around it."37 
 
He inaugurated the new year and implored Heaven's 
blessing for the year by sacrificing a red bull. This act was 
followed by the ploughing of the sacred field, which was 
the signal that the agricultural work was to begin. In the 
second month another sacrificial act took place, 
accompanied by prayer for seasonal rain. If rain did not 
come, shamans and witches could be burned since their 
ceremonies and exorcism had been inefficient. Finally, 
when the autumn approached work was finished and the 
peasants left the fields and the winter season began, a 
black bull was sacrificed. This combined with the harvest 
and the thanksgiving celebration, the most important 
yearly feast, when all people joined in general festivities, 
carousing, eating and drinking. 
 
In the ceremonies the ruler dressed in seasonal garb. In 
winter he wore black, in spring green, in summer red and 
in autumn white garments. He was accompanied by music 
and followed by priests, diviners, shamans and others. 
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The ruler's rise and fall was interpreted in moral terms. He 
had to fear divine retribution when behaving in ways of 
which Heaven disapproved. When things went wrong, he 
should make amends. If he did not benefit the people, it 
was their right to dispose of him. This was mentioned as a 
justification for king Wen when taking over the rule after 
the last Shang king, who was forced to commit suicide 
because he had forfeited Heaven's mandate by behaving 
cruelly and dishonouring his ancestors. 
 
 
 
E.   Ancestral Religion 
 
Side by side with the worship of Heaven, earth and the 
multitude of  went the veneration and worship of  the 
ancestors.38 This is as old as the oldest official annals and 
has been called the most fundamental form of Chinese 
religion. It has been assumed that it even preceded the 
belief in Heaven and earth. The classics ascertain that it 
played an important role already in Shang times. 
 
The ancestral  were always present in people's lives. 
Habitually, every household had its domestic altar and 
there was an ancestral hall in every village with the names 
of ancestors engraved on wooden tablets. Daily offerings 

                                                     

38 It was believed that the human being possessed two , one spiritual 

(shen)(神) that was yang in nature and one earthly (kuei) (鬼) that was yin 

in nature. The ancestral cult concerned both. For more about spirits, souls 
and ghosts, see e.g., E. L.Shaughnessy 2005, pp, 138-139. 



 

 

were made in the homes and seasonal worship performed 
at the halls. Memorial services were held at ancestral 
temples and graves and in the homes. Supervision of the 
ancestral halls conferred power on clan chiefs and 
officials. Nothing of significance was done without 
consulting the ancestors first.  
 
The services were important “in securing the blessings 
and protection of the , and any move to neglect them, 
perform them improperly or perform sacrifices to which 
one was not entitled would, it was thought, bring about 
misfortune and calamity.”39 
 
Even today sticks of incense are burned at ancestral altars 
in the homes, and the graves of the ancestors are visited 
regularly. The family grave is the concern of every 
kinsman. Of national importance was the ruler's ancestral 
temple. 
 
The daily and seasonal services served to please the souls 
of the departed and also allowed them to participate in the 
family's doings. This cult, which is also today the 
"innermost inner" of Chinese religion, is most aptly called 
"familism." The reverence for one's ancestors was 
intimately connected with the life of the living family. The 
sacrifices to ancestors were of vital importance to the 
welfare of the family. The ancestors had the power to aid 
and bless or to punish and curse their descendants 
according to their deserts.  
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The living family was in medias res between those gone 
and those to come, stretching backwards as well as 
forwards. It was only one link in an endless chain of 
generations. Dead did not mean gone and finished. Earlier 
generations were constantly present and participated 
spiritually in rites, ceremonies and daily life. They were 
part of the family, watched over behaviour and shared 
fortune and misfortune. The well-being of the ancestors 
was therefore directly linked to the welfare of the living. 
The burial ceremonies and the memorial services were 
prescribed in elaborate detail and have remained with the 
Chinese until this day. The duties of the cult rested with 
the men. This was a masculine world  with women serving 
only in the shadow of father, husband and son. 
 
The importance of the ancestors was not to be 
underestimated. They were there to help and support man 
and society in the same manner that Heaven and earth 
guaranteed the universal balance. In the cosmic mosaic 
they linked the family and the spiritual world. Ancestral 
wrath could affect the entire community. The 
interrelatedness of the living and the dead was achieved 
through continuous prayers and offerings by the king in 
his royal shrine and by each single family in its home.40  
 
The ancestral cult was intimately connected with the 
practice of filial piety. Parents should be served in death as 

                                                     

40 For more on the ancestral cult generally, see, e.g., J. Ching 1993, 
Chinese Religions, pp. 15-32. 



 

 

in life. The Book of Rites (Li Chi) prescribed funerary and 
memorial ceremonies for the deceased members of the 
family and it was laid down in a detailed fashion how the 
rites were to be correctly enacted. Confucius expressed his 
great appreciation of the divine bond of father and son: 
"Perform your last duties to your parents with devotion, 
and commemorate them with reverence, even when they 
have long departed; in this way the virtue of the people 
will be heightened."41 He said further, also in the Lun Yü: 
"To honour and revere the dead as if they were alive is 
true filial piety."42 Mencius echoed Confucius: “When 
parents are alive, they should be served according to 
propriety; when they are dead, they should be buried 
according to propriety; and they should be sacrificed to 
according to propriety - this may be called filial piety.”43  
He said further: “There never was a man trained to 
benevolence who neglected his parents”, that “the richest 
fruit of benevolence is the service of one’s parents” and 
that “Filial affection for parents is the working of 
benevolence.“44 
 
 
F.  Man  and Nature 
 
In the ancestral religion it is to be noticed how Chinese 

                                                     

41 Lun Yü, I: 9.  

42 Ibid., IV: 20, 21. Cf., Lun Yü, IX: 15. 

43      Meng Tzu III:1; 2,2. 

44        Ibid., I:1; 1-5; IV:1; 27,1; V:1; 4,3; VI:2; 15,3. 



 

 

thinking reached into the sacred and how the worship 
served the maintenance of the cosmic equilibrium. The 
ancestors were there to help and support the family in the 
same manner that Heaven and earth guaranteed the 
universal balance. The Chinese did not feel that there was 
any contradiction between these two cults. Heaven and 
earth affirmed a balance of cosmic proportion,45 and the 
ancestral practices achieved a rapport between the living 
and the  of the dead.  
 
The correlation between man and nature is often 
described in Chinese literature. One source formulates it 
with the following words: "According to ancient Chinese 
thinking the relation between man and nature is not only 
an outer phenomenon but belongs to the all-pervading 
order of the cosmos where man is an integrated part. In 
the same manner that nature can bring luck and 
unhappiness to man, man can disturb nature with his bad 
deeds, because Heaven, earth and man form an indivisible 
unit that is ruled by the Tao, the Way. One must not draw 
any border between the divine, nature and man. If this 
sensitive organism is to function in a satisfactory manner, 
man must take his part of  the responsibility. When he 
obeys the laws of nature, there is peace and quiet in the 
land, and when he disobeys, Heaven and nature are 
disturbed, the complicated machinery of cosmos is upset 
and catastrophes are the result." 
 
It is characteristic of China that this outlook on nature 

                                                     

45        Cuius maius cogitari non est. 



 

 

pervades its poetry, art and religion and constitutes the 
basis of thinking and philosophy that is dominated by the 
idea that Heaven and man function as a unit. This was 
manifest in Confucius by whom good relations between 
people were regarded as a condition for  a deep harmony 
between man and his world. Also Lao Tzu taught that man 
can live a meaningful life only by subordinating himself to 
the laws of nature.46 
 
In western thinking one meets a different approach to 
nature.  While the Chinese have aimed at living in 
harmony with it, western man has striven to overcome 
and use nature. Through the entire Judaeo-Christian-
Islamic tradition man has felt in opposition to and done 
his best to SUBDUE nature. Nature has been considered 
man's enemy, and it has been his duty to master it. The 
divine has been "reduced" to a God existing somewhere 
beyond, who co-operates with man in his continuous 
endeavour to overcome and exploit nature. God stands on 
the side of man while the earth is evil and is in opposition 
to man. This view of the world has driven man from one 
victory to another over nature and the history of the 
western world can be seen as its realization. The final goal 
is never reached. It is not long since man began to study 
the atom and landed on the moon - only to be confronted 
with new and bigger scientific vistas. It is remarkable that 
the westerner has rarely been conscious of the fact that he 
is conducting a war with nature.47 According to Eric Hoffer 

                                                     

46 The World's Great Religions 1957. Section China. 

47 Cf., Hobbes who found nature "nasty and brutish" and John 



 

 

it is a conflict without a declaration of war. For the 
Chinese, on the other hand, harmony with nature was the 
beginning and end of life. The Western view is expressed 
in the first chapter of the Bible: "Be fruitful and multiply 
and subdue the earth."48 Then, according to Eric Hoffer, 
"nature lost its divine attributes." The Chinese today have 
joined the West and most of the world in using and 
exploiting the earth. 
  
The Chinese never conducted war on nature but there 
were philosophers who were aware of the need for using 
nature. Wood can be formed and transformed and human 
nature can nurtured and changed. This did not mean 
considering nature to be evil and man being at war with 
nature. No Chinese philosopher declared war on nature 
but no one hesitated to use nature. Chinese culture was 
actually built on the active use of nature. 
  
One philosopher who actively advised making use of 
nature was Hsün Tzu. Even though he declared that 
human nature was evil he never said this about nature as a 
whole. The Chinese embraced the doctrine of harmony 
between nature and man as promoted by Lao Tzu and 
Confucius. 
 
Otherwise, the Chinese and the westerner have been 
equally rooted in the world. They have both differed from 
the Indian, whose view of the world has mostly been 
                                                                                                                                                                   

Stuart Mill who found it "imperfect and murderous." 

48     Genesis, I: 28. 



 

 

negative. For the Chinese and the westerner, since earliest 
times this world has been the only world. There has never 
been any hesitation vis-à-vis this world as in Indian 
thought, in which time and space are illusions. The 
Chinese enjoys life - but this requires that he be in 
harmony with Heaven and earth and all superior  and 
powers. 
 
 
 
G. Yin and Yang Thought 
 
During the long Chou era (1122-256 BC)49 so much was 
added to Chinese thought that it takes a lifetime to digest 
it all. The result was a more complex view of the cosmos 
and the order of nature that was marked by regularity, 
polarity and symmetry. Heaven and earth constituted the 
fundamental metaphysics but from this cosmic totality an 
abstract cosmology, yin-yang 陰陽 (J. in'yô or onmyô) 
philosophy, developed.50 
 
 

                                                     

49 The Chou era or dynasty is divided in Western Chou (1122-771 
BC) and Eastern Chou (771-256 BC). 

50 For yin and yang generally, see, for example, A. Forke 1925, The 
World-Conception of the Chinese, pp. 163-223. 



 

 

                         
 
 
This thinking might have developed as early as 1000 BC, 
since yin and yang are mentioned already in the I Ching 
and the Shih Ching.51 The graphic depiction (above) 
"represents the opposing but complementary forces of yin 
and yang; each flows into, and contains, the seed of the 
other within the circumferance of the same circle."52 It 
appears first in systematic discourse in the fourth century 
BC, and we cannot know with certainty what comes from 
earlier times and what was interpolated and rewritten 
during the great philosophical centuries from the sixth to 
the third centuries BC. The circular rhythm of the stars 
and seasons might have moulded the thinking and led to 
the classification of objects into two general categories or 
                                                     

51 Tradition has it that yin and yang were already known in Shang 
times. The I Ching and Shih Ching prove that yin and yang were 
abstractions for Heaven and earth at the beginning of the Chou era. 
"To take the widest view and to see things as an organic whole so that even 
the particular details and the individual events are fixed firmly into a 
universal frame - this is perhaps the most characteristic feature of the way 
of thought in China. This instinct for seeing things as a whole and the sense 

of the wholeness of things are at the heart of the Taoist philosophy." (D. 
Kolak 2007 p. 6.) For the I Ching and Shih Ching, see below. 

52 E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, p. 122. 



 

 

forces, which were abstractions of Heaven and earth. 
 
"The yin and yang doctrine is very simple but its influence 
has been extensive,” says Wing-tsit Chan.53 In essence, yin 
and yang were Heaven and earth in other terms.54 The 
whole was an interplay of these two forces,55 "the 
opposing but necessarily co-existing aspects of all being," 
that animate all things and phenomena. Everything was 
considered to possess the characteristics of both in 
varying degree. Their intercourse generated all things and 
their motion decided their course.  Each represented a 
constellation of qualities. Yang was the positive and 
masculine force, inherent in everything active, warm, 
hard, dry, bright and steadfast; it was associated with the 
sun and light, with the south side of a hill, and the north 
bank of a river, the mountain and the fire. Yin was the 
negative and feminine force, immanent in everything 
passive, cold, wet, soft, dark, mysterious, secret, 
changeable, cloudy, the female sex, valley and river and 
the south bank of a river.  In the same object, one principle 

                                                     

53 W.-t. Chan 1963, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 244. 

54 "Heaven holds the yang and hangs out the sun and the stars, 
earth holds the yin and sinks down in mountains and rivers,"  says the 
Li Chi. See A. Forke 1925, The World-Conception of the Chinese, pp. 
55-56ff. "The sky is active, sending driving rain and hot sunlight. The 
earth is passive, motionless, putting forth the fruit of the seed it 
receives. Quite simply, the male yang came to have its seed in heaven, 
while the female yin was naturally linked to earth." H. G. Creel, 1929 , 
p. 17. 

55 Also called two souls or breaths. 



 

 

might prevail at one time, another later, as in the case of 
wood, which changed character from yin to yang when 
cast into fire. Any thing and any event, everything, 
including Heaven, which was predominantly yang, and 
earth, which was predominantly yin, men and women, 
rose and fell, flowered and decayed, contained the two 
forces, always harmoniously balanced, always in flux and 
movement.56 They took turns to grow and diminish in 
continuous motion and rest, light and dark, hot and cold. 
In the yin half there was always a spot of yang, and in the 
yang half always a spot of yin. This aspect constituted an 
essential part of the creed: the dark always contained an 
element of light, and the light always an element of dark. 

The shen (神)  belonged to yang and the kuei (鬼)  to yin. 

In the world of thought the Taoists were yin-oriented 
while the Confucianists were yang-oriented.  
 
According to Fung Yu-lan, the word yang meant originally 
sunshine and light, while yin originally meant night and 
darkness. He says, "Later yin and yang came to be 
regarded as two cosmic principles ...  Through the co-
operation of the two forces all the phenomena of the 
universe have been created. This assumption has 
remained dominant in Chinese thinking."57 In 780 BC an 
earthquake was explained in the following manner: "When 
yang is hidden and cannot manage to appear and when yin 
                                                     

56 JJuunngg  rreeffeerrss  ttoo  tthheemm  aass  aanniimmuuss  ((yyaanngg))  aanndd  aanniimmaa  ((yyiinn))  aanndd  AA..  KKooeessttlleerr  
((11990055--11998833))  ccoommppaarreess  tthheemm  wwiitthh  ssooffiiaa  aanndd  mmaassccuulliinnee  llooggiicc  ((yyaanngg))  aanndd  oossiiaa  
aanndd  ffeemmiinniinnee  iinnttuuiittiioonn  ((yyiinn))..  CCff..  MMeenngg  TTzzuu,,  VVII::22;;  1155,,11.. 

5577  FFuunngg  YYuu--llaann  11994488,,    pp..119955ffff.. 



 

 

is stopped and cannot do the opposite, earthquakes 
occur." In what intimate relationship the concepts of 
Heaven and arth and yin and yang stood is revealed in 
statements like "one must use yin's and yang's regularities 
and obey Heaven's and earth's regularities."58  
 
There is no antagonism between the yin and the yang but 
"They are not what we would ordinarily call a dualism, 
rather an explicit duality expressing an implicit unity,"59 
and "The yang and the yin are constantly passing over into 
each other, and both derive from what Wang Ch'ung (AD 
20-ca 100, see below) calls 'one primal fluid' (ichi-genki 
一元気)."60 Like their archetypes, Heaven and earth, they 
operate in harmony. In their movements they constitute 
the Tao. Both the feminine yin and the masculine yang are 
necessary for the order and stability of the universe and 
their co-operation is always benign - and vital. There 
cannot be one without the other. The disappearance of one 
of them would be the end of the world. This dualism is 
essentially different from other classical philosophical 
dualisms. In Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism the two , 
representing good and evil, are at war and in constant 
combat, and it is the ultimate goal of the good spirit to 
triumph over the evil spirit. The same split between good 

                                                     

5588  ""IInn  tthhee  llaatteerr  CCoonnffuucciiaann  ssoocciieettyy  tthhee  AAppppeennddiicceess  ooff  tthhee  II  CChhiinngg  
eexxppllaaiinneedd  tthhee  yyiinn--yyaanngg  mmaallee--ffeemmaallee  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  iinn  tteerrmmss  ooff  tthhee  ssuuppeerriioorriittyy  
ooff  HHeeaavveenn  oovveerr  tthhee  iinnffeerriioorr  eeaarrtthh..””    JJ..  CChhiinngg  11999933..,,  pp..  116677.. 

59 A. Watts, Tao, The Watercourse Way, p. 26. 

60 H. G. Creel 1929, p. 22. "Duality ceases and unity appears." J. C. 
Cooper 1981, p. 122. 



 

 

and evil is witnessed in Abrahamic thinking. 
 
Ancient Chinese thinking can be divided into a more yang 
view and a more yin view, the former being that of the 
Confucians and the latter being that of the Taoists. It 
originates in the I Ching that says, "The alternation of the 
yin and yang makes up the Tao." 
 
It might have been the alternating seasons and the 
agricultural life that made the Chinese classify objects in 
two general categories. It is written in the classics that 
"the four seasons are the great path of yin and yang." This 
classification dominated Chinese systems of thought until 
modern times. Peasant life was rigorously divided into a 
period of the closed winter season when female work was 
pre-eminent (the season of spinning and weaving) and a 
summer season when agricultural labour was dominant 
(the season of ploughing and planting). Following an 
analogue distribution, all phenomena were divided into 
two categories: yin, corresponding to the winter season, 
cold, shadow, moisture and the female gender, and yang, 
corresponding to the summer season, warmth, expansion 
and the male gender. Similar to the cycle of the seasons 
the two categories of yin and yang modified and followed 
each other. Their interrelatedness and changes showed 
the order and life of the universe. When they harmonized, 
all things grew and developed and good omens were 
reveled, and when they were at variance, misfortunes 
intervened.61 

                                                     

61 H. G. Creel, ibid, p. 29. 



 

 

 
In late Chou yin and the yang thinking developed into a 
school (Yin-yang chia 陰陽家) and the Yin-yang masters 
came to exert great influence on the syncretic thought of 
the following Han era. Yin and yang cosmology, associated 
with Tsou Yen (ca 305-240 BC),62 incorporated both 
Taoist and Confucian views and provided the framework 
for (quasi-)scientific work for some two thousand years. 
This was yin-yang science dealing with cosmology, 
astronomy, astrology, calendar-making63 and geography 
and closely combined with Five Elements science dealing 
with finite matters: wood, fire, soil, metal and water. 
 
Later, in Sung times, Chang Tsai (1020-1077) described 
the work of the yin and the yang in the following manner: 
"The yin and yang function together, condensing and 
dispersing, become wind and rain and frost and snow. 
That all things take on forms, that mountains soar up, that 
rivers flow down and that there are also sediments is 
explained by this."64  

                                                     

62 Tsou Yen is mentioned as the founder of the Yin-yang school in 
the Shih chi, "Records of the Historian," by Ssu-ma Ch'ien  (145-86 
BC). See W.-t Chan 1963, pp. 244-250. 

63 Calendar-making was of importance. Exact time was important 
in agricultural and religious life,  divination and in connection with the 
belief in lucky and unlucky days, omens and portents. The almanac 
existed from early times and is still found in every Chinese household. 
Astronomy  was advanced in early China, closely linked to astrology. It 
was said: "If time was allowed to become disordered, the 
consequences would be dire.". 

64 Chang Tsai,  quoted in T. Kuwako 2001, Seikan no tetsugaku, p. 



 

 

 
During the following two thousand years the yin-yang 
science deals with cosmology, astronomy, astrology, 
calendar-making, historyand geography in concurrence 
with the Five Elements science dealing with finite matters, 
wood, fire, soil, metal and water. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
H.  Milfoil Stalk Divination 
 
At one or another juncture, possibly at the dawn of the 
Chou era, oracle bone divination began to be supplanted 
by milfoil stalk divination. At the same time the cracks on 
the shells and the bones were systematized and 
rationalized which led to the I Ching. The cracks, naturally, 
took numberless different forms, and it can be imagined 
that the diviners early developed written or unwritten 
manuals as they studied and interpreted them. This led to 
the earlier eight trigrams and the later sixty-four 
hexagrams. The finalized divination manual came to be 
known as "The Book of the Changes" or just “The Changes” 
(I Ching) and is considered the oldest literary work in 
China. It was much consulted and applied in the following 
ages, and also in our day. 
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The eight trigrams symbolically together with the  
yin-yang emblem in the middle. 

 
Two alternative arrangements of the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. 

 
Tradition has it that the legendary Fu-hsi invented both 
the trigrams and the hexagrams. Fu-hsi was, however, 
only a mythical first emperor of China - as much fish as 
human being. Therefore, the diagrams were only later tied 
to his name. They rather developed over a long time and 



 

 

were finally written down in early Chou times to become 
the I Ching. 
 
The activities of the yin and yang forces were reduced to a 
rationalized system of "broken" and "unbroken" lines, 
arranged in trigrams and hexagrams.  The I Ching is 
basically a catalogue of these diagrams and their 
interpretations. 
 
Along with the development of the trigrams and the 
hexagrams milfoil divination evolved, which gradually 
replaced the oracles. Instead of poking a hot needle into a 
bone or a shell, the diviner shuffled milfoil stalks when 
foretelling the future. The many-faceted aspects of the 
universe and the directions of becoming could be 
understood by the use of sixty-four milfoil stalks, with 
interpretations being made according to established 
praxis or manuals in the light of the I Ching. As these stalks 
mixed in various combinations, they represented 
"imitations of the movements of the world of experience." 
Thanks to them the future could be anticipated as regard 
the question that had been raised.65 
 
Supplementary interpretations were added to the I Ching, 
some moral, some metaphysical and some cosmological,  
in late Chou and early Han. They are found in a series of 
appendices to the I Ching known as the "Ten Wings" and 
in the "Great Commentary" (Tso Chuan) that was 

                                                     

65 The Tao world is suggestive of the Platonic world of ideas. 



 

 

composed ca 300 BC.66 Later commentaries of the I Ching 
are without number. 
 
 
 
I. Numbers and the Five Elements (wu hsing 五行, J. 
gogyô)  
 
Through their fondness of prognostication and divination 
the Chinese came to take an interest in numbers and 
numerical systems.67 Their world view was shaped by a 
correlative cosmology in which numbers corresponded to 
personal and cosmic events as an essential element of 
existence. Questions could be made and answers be 
received in numbers. From the very beginning the number 
One came probably to be a positive Yes and the number 
Two a negative No, but as the trigrams and hexagrams 
were formed, the numerical series widened and the 
answers could come in more and more detail. A whole 
mathematics was created. Beginning with oracle 
divination and continuing with the milfoil stalks, a refined 
art of prognostication developed, and sophisticated 
mathematical operations emerged that have remained 
current until this day. One was the One and became the 
beginning and ultimate of things. Heaven was assigned 
                                                     

66 Fung Yu-lan 1960, p.140. 

67 J. B. Henderson discribes the number symmetries  in later Chou. 
See his The Development and Decline of Chinese Cosmology 1984, pp. 1 
- 46. 

 



 

 

number Three and earth number Two. Numbers were  
also given to yin and yang and to the Five Elements. By 
means of the numbers there was communication between 
things. 
 
In Taoist thought the number One became tied to Creation 
and to the original Tao: 
 
The tao gives birth to One; 
One gives birth to Two 
Two gives birth to Three 
Three gives birth to the myriad things.68 
 
 
As an outgrowth of this interest in numerological 
symbolism the Chinese early discovered the magic square 

(lo shu 洛書, J. rakusho)69, which can be traced back to the 

fourth century BC.  
 
 

                   
 
                                                     

68        Tao Te Ching, ch. 42. 

69       See L. Berglund, The Secret of Luo Shu: Numerology in Chinese 
Art and Architecture. 



 

 

 
This inspired the Chinese cosmological love-affair with the 
numbers from One to Nine. The Chou Chinese found the 
mystery of the universe in these numbers and, like the 
Greeks, considered numerical orders to be 
representations of life. Due to the central position of the 
number five in this system, it came to be the heart of both 
Heaven and earth and to denote China (chung kuo 中国, 
Jpn. chûgoku, "Central Kingdom").70 
 
Since the number five was hence especially revered, it also  
engendered the theory of the Five Elements (wu hsing 
五行, J. gogyô), the cosmic building blocks.71 They were 
wood, fire, earth, metal and water. They differed from the 
Greek or Hindu Four Elements of earth, air, fire and water. 
These elements were not conceived as substances but 
rather as the essential and elemental energies or forces of 
all matter. All things and every aspect of life came to be 
categorized under one of the Five Elements. They move 
and dominate in fixed rotation. As one Element ends, it 
"overcomes" the next Element in endless succession.  
 
It can be asked which came first, the magic square or the 
Five Elements theory. The number five may have been 
considered important already during earlier epochs. It 
seems logical, however, to imagine that the magic square 
                                                     

70 This cosmology is mentioned in the Appendices of the I Ching. 

71 The term wu-hsing is also translated as the Five Phases, the Five 
Forces or the Five Workings. See, for example, A. Forke 1925, pp. 227-
300. 



 

 

developed out of the “divination mathematics”, and that 
the number five was given great importance due to its 
central place in the square. The theory of the Five 
Elements could have resulted from the magical properties 
that the number five seemed to possess. This constituted 
part of the yin-yang creed, which was an earlier 
rationalism that explained and classified cosmic 
phenomena. All things were also said to originate from the 
interaction of  yin and yang. 
 
The Five Elements were combined with other thinking in 
Chou. The Li Chi says, "Man is said to be the product of 
Heaven and earth, the interaction of yin and yang and the 
union of animal and intelligent  with the finest matter 
(ch’i)."72 The Five Elements theory further systematized 
earthly matters such as the seasons, colours and even 
emperors and  in sets of five.73 This yin-yang-wu-hsing 
pseudo-science, "to an almost disastrous degree," affected 
the Chinese approach to natural science.74 "For two 
thousand years it was the core of the Chinese world-view 
and remains influential even in modern times."75 But the 
                                                     

72 A. Forke 1925, op. cit., p. 238. Adapted. The energy-matter ch’i 
condenses and dissolves in perpetual change, alternating between the yin 
and the yang in endless relationship, interplay and harmony, a constant 
flow of energy passing between them in the cosmos. J. C. Cooper 1981, p. 
60. Adapted.  

73 Ibid, pp. 240-241. There are sixteen correspondences of five listed in 
the Li Chi. The Li Chi says further, "Man is the heart of Heaven and earth 
and the visible embodiment of the Five Elements." 

74 E. R. Hughes 1974, Chinese Philosophy in Classical times, p. 212. 

75 M. M. Chiu 1984, The Tao of Chinese Religion, p. 32. 



 

 

demand for systematic interdependence and correlation 
was not conducive to a law of scientific progress.76  
 
The Yin-yang forces and the Five Elements theories 
became part of religious Taoism. 
  
Later in the Sung period Chou Tun-i summarized thus in 
his Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate: "The Five Elements 
are no other than the yin and the yang, the yin and the 
yang are no other than the Great Ultimate and the Great 
Ultimate is rooted in the Unlimited." 
 
The "well-field system," mentioned later by Mencius, 
corresponded to the cosmological view that China was 
central among the nine continents of the world. See below. 
 
 
 
J. Omens and Portents; Shamanism 
 
The unity of Heaven and man (t'ien-jen ho-i 天人合一) 
developed in ever new patterns. Omens and portents came 
to function as messengers between the divine Heaven and 
human society and were to be feared. They manifested the 
Will of Heaven. It was said that “When a state is about to 

                                                     

76 E. R. Hughes concludes,"Indeed, for two thousand years the Chinese 
approach to Natural Science has been to an almost disastrous degree 
affected by the speculations which followed the lines laid down by this 
thought." E R. Hughes 1974, p. 212. 

 



 

 

flourish, there are sure to be happy omens; when it is 
about to perish, there are sure to be unlucky omens.” The 
ascendency of a ruler should be accompanied by 
portentous events. These would prove that he was 
favoured by Heaven and possessed the right to rule. He 
enjoyed the mandate as long as his rule  was just. He had 
therefore to be alert to omens and portents spelling 
Heaven's approval or disapproval. 
 
A comprehensive body of literature grew up in late Chou 
times registering signs and auspices. It developed into a 
considerable divination theology during Former Han, 
when one of the departments of the imperial court worked 
earnestly with such phenomena. This was the Yin-yang 
Bureau. Natural phenomena were registered and studied. 
Certain birds were considered propitious while others 
were considered ominous. The magpie boded lucky events 
while the crow was the messenger of bad news. When a 
rare red or white bird appeared, this could lead to a new 
era in the calendar. Eclipses of the sun and moon were 
predicted and judged for their value as indications of 
Heaven’s will. Any unusual natural phenomenon was 
viewed as a presage of harm about to be inflicted upon 
mankind.77 “Calamity and happiness in all cases were 
men’s own seeking” but “when Heaven sent down 
calamities, it was still possible to escape from them,” 
Mencius said optimistically.78 
 
                                                     

77        S. Kaizuka 1956, 83ff. 

78            Meng Tzü II:1; 4,6. 



 

 

The belief in omens and portents has continued until our 
own times. There existed as much reciprocity between 
human events and the natural flow of things under later 
dynastic eras as in remote antiquity. Disease and disaster 
were regarded as signs from Heaven. They exerted a 
strong influence upon Han and later dynasties. As late as 
in 1976 an earthquake in North China just preceding Mao 
Tse-tung’s death “was widely seen as an omen, predicting 
drastic change.”79  
 
Portents were to be feared and thus exerted a strong 
influence upon society.  A great number of things were 
dreaded and tabooed. Tung Chung-shu (179?-104? BC) 
writes, "Heaven first sends warnings and if they are not 
understood, it sends wonders to awe them." He quotes the 
Book of Odes (Shih Ching) that says, "We tremble at the 
awe and fearfulness of Heaven!" and, "The genesis of all 
ominous portents and wonders is a direct result of errors 
of the state. ... If we examine these wonders and portents 
carefully, we may discern the Will of Heaven."80 When an 
ill omen occurred, the scholars seized on this Heaven-sent 
opportunity to remonstrate with the ruler and rebuke his 
misdeeds. In quite a few cases the scholars did succeed in 
bringing about reforms and check the monolithic power 
thanks to this ingenious "science." This represented some 
control of and check on autocratic power over the 
centuries. But it also happened that they suffered for their 

                                                     

79      J. Ching 1993, p. 156. 

80        Generally, through history, "the sensibility of China has been 
synthetic, whereas in the West it has been analytic." D. Kolak 2007, p. 6. 



 

 

courage to criticize and censure the ruler. 
 
Shamanism was common in the pre-historic era. It was 
another way to be in touch with the other side of reality. 
Both men and women could serve as shamans and 
exorcists and consort as mediums with the spiritual world. 
Even the kings possibly served as such in the early times 
when shamanism and exorcism were prevalent in large 
areas of East Asia - as they still are in Korea and North 
Eurasia. Shamans were later linked with witchcraft, 
exorcism and ecstatic dancing. 
 
 
 
4.  Taoism - the Gospel of Natural Virtue 
 
The rich spiritual life of early times led to the great mid-
Chou era with the towering Lao Tzu and Confucius, and 
thereupon to the vistas of their followers and a rich 
developing philosophical landscape. 
 

As already stated, from the earliest China a transcendent 
Tao, the Way, is mentioned as the unifying force of visible 
and invisible reality. It became the foremost concept of all 
Chinese thinking and it has been used by every school of 
thought. Generations of thinkers have used much time to 
expound it. It came also to be a concept that varied only in 
detail from one school to another. The Taoists put the Tao 
above Heaven and earth. Chuang Tzu says that "the Tao 
existed before Heaven and earth and begot Heaven and 



 

 

earth."81 In Confucianism it became combined with 
Heaven in t'ien-tao 天道, J. tendô, "Heaven's Way," a term 
found in all Confucian classics. For three millennia this 
double term has been a Godhead, a moral principle and a 
political criterion in Confucian writings.82 
 
The Tao thus loomed large in the creeds in Chou China. It 
was the nourishing source and the great foundation of 
Taoists, Confucianists and Legalists alike, of the cosmic 
order and the "other side, the inner essence and the law of 
the totality of things." It can be described as the inward 
soul of things, engendering the cosmos, the world and 
civilized society. It was the law and order of both 
macrocosmos and microcosmos, yin blending with yang 
and Heaven with earth. Its action and movement was 
cyclic. It was said, "Returning is the characteristic of the 
Tao. Life gave way to death and death gave way to new 
life." 
 
The two fathers of Chinese thought, Lao Tzu and 
Confucius, repeatedly asserted that they had gained their 
profound wisdom from the "study of the ways of the wise 
kings of old." They interpreted the Tao differently but 
basically recognized the same truth. Both acknowledged a 
natural order, a Tao, Lao Tzu on the cosmic level and 
Confucius on the social and personal level. Later, Han Fei-
tzu did the same on the political level. There was a 
                                                     

81 Chuang Tzu, ch. 6. 

82 The literal meaning of tao is "road." In philosophical usage the 
meaning is analogic and stands for "the way of nature." 



 

 

balanced harmony in nature, and it was important to find 
this harmony when choosing, for example, the place for a 
grave or the site for a house. Any disturbance of the Tao 
and nature was alarming on any level. Disasters would 
befall people if the Tao rhythm was not sustained on the 
personal level; likewise, on the national level. Nature hit 
back if the Tao was neglected or harmed. 
 
Lao Tzu expressed the cosmic Tao poetically when he said: 
 

Something formless, complete in itself 

Time before Heaven and earth 

Tranquil, vast, standing alone, unchanging 

It provides for all things yet cannot be exhausted 

It is the Mother of the Universe 

I do not know its name 

  so I call it "Tao" 

Forced to name it further 

I call it 

  "Greater than the Greatest" 

  "The End of all Endings" 

I call it 

  "That which is Beyond the Beyond" 

  "That to which All Things Return."83 

 
                                                     

83 J. Star, Two Suns Rising 1991, p. 33. 



 

 

The Taoist Tao was Nature. Lao Tzu says, "It is eternal, 
nameless and unnameable. It is the Uncarved Block." It 
was the whole universe and it proceeded on its course 
without interruption, through comings and goings. It was 
the beginning of Heaven and earth and of life and death. It 
was the Destiny - the Fate - that directs all under Heaven. 
It was the Upper Balance and the grand entelechy of the 
Whole. While all things changed, it did not. "It was change 
that was  unchangeable."84 

 

Confucius said more prosaically that the Tao was the 
ethical code enveloping man and society. It was heavenly 
but it belonged to the here and now and could vary and 
change. The Legalists expressed this with emphasis on a 
this-worldly, legal level and so did many later Confucian 
scholars. 

 

In the same age that produced the early cosmology we 
reach the axial era in Chinese thinking that surpassed all 
other ages, before or after. This comes in the latter half of 
Chou when the dynastic rule had broken down and the 
nation had been divided into a number of small and 
competing feudal states. This situation gave leeway for 
freedom of thought and the result was that new thinking 
developed and a number of original philosophers 
appeared who have been remembered in the East ever 
since as much as Greek philosophers in the West. This era 

                                                     

84 Cf., H. Wilhelm, Change, Eight Lectures on the I Ching, pp. 20-23 
and A. J. Bahm 1969, The Heart of Confucius , pp. 18-20. 



 

 

stretched from the seventh to the third century and is 
referred to as the Spring and Autumn era, (Ch'un-Ch'iu), 
from 722 to 481 of the Chou dynasty. This axial age was 
important also in other respects. Among other things, 
China entered the iron age in this epoch, and there were 
great advances in material culture generally. 
 
Still, it was basically the same China. The people lived with 
the same cults and beliefs which envisioned a perfect 
harmony between Heaven, earth and man. No matter how 
complicated the situation became through yin and yang 
speculation and the Five Elements pseudo-science, it was 
within the same general framework that this development 
of thought took place. Interestingly enough, most of this 
development centred on human society and the natural 
world. It is evidence of the practicality of the Chinese that 
they put stress on this world and man's role in it. 
 
A close look reveals that this late Chou age ran the whole 
gamut of philosophical thought. There were philosophers 
who constituted the inner wing, who were more 
metaphysical and dealt with "reality" in itself and its 
totality. Among them were Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu. One 
may question whether Chinese philosophy and its world 
picture were ever given loftier expression than in their 
writings. On the other side of the spectrum were the outer 
philosophers who concentrated on man in this world, man 
as a social being. They advocated a political philosophy 
that was both radical and extreme.  Even though they 
mentioned Heaven, - sogar a Taoist Heaven -, they mostly 
avoided metaphysical matters. They were the Legalists 



 

 

who looked upon things realistically. 
 
Between these extremes were the central philosophers, 
among whom no one was more central and pivotal than 
Confucius. He straddled the line, looking in both 
directions. Close to his left was Meng Tzu, who, although of 
a central bent, tended in an inner direction. He can 
therefore be characterized as central-inner. As closely to 
the right of Confucius was Hsün Tzu, who tended in an 
outer direction. He can therefore be designated central-
outer. This is naturally a simplification of a complicated 
picture, but it suits this endeavour to map the thought 
patterns of this era.. Also, numerous less significant 
schools of philosophy are left out. There were many of 
them in the classical period - so many in fact that Chuang 
Tzu described them as "The Hundred Schools."85 
  
 
 
A. Lao Tzu 
 

                                                     

85 It was thereupon Pan Ku (AD 32-92) who grouped the Chou thinkers 
into schools in his History of the Former Han Dynasty (Ch’ien Han Shu). 
They were so many, in fact, that they have been referred to as the Hundred 
Schools. One among them was "the School of Names" or "Sophists" 
represented by Kung-Sun Lung (ca 4th century BC). They were the 
logicians and considered "frivolous wordmongers" by other schools. 
Chuang Tzu mentions them together with Confucianists, Mohists and Yang 
Chu (ch. 24) and not positively. They are not heard of after the 2nd century 
BC. 



 

 

  
 
 
It is fitting to begin with the inner wing. It not only links 
with  popular religion, divination and shamanism,86 but  it 
also reflects all of them when it ends up as religious 
Taoism. It should therefore come first among the schools. 
This inner creed is usually referred to as Taoism, and Lao 
Tzu 孝子, J. Rôshi,  is considered its father. Tradition has it 
that Lao Tzu, literally "The Old Master," lived in the sixth 
century BC, that he was a contemporary with Confucius 
and that they even met. The story of his life is told by Ssu-

                                                     

86 A link between shamanism and Taoism is suggested by T. Izutsu 
1983, Sufism and Taoism, pp. 300-309.  



 

 

ma Ch'ien (145-86 BC) in his Shih chi, "Records of 
History."87 He was born in the state of Ch'u. For a time he 
was a state archivist for the Chou emperor. He did his best 
to live up to his philosophy, that is, a life in obscurity, and 
to remain nameless. In this he was so successful that we 
know next to nothing about his life. What we know is myth 
and legend. At an advanced age, when the conditions in 
Ch'u became intolerable, he departed to the west. At the 
behest of the frontier guard he wrote the Tao Te Ching 
道徳經, "The Book of the Way (Tao) and of Virtue (Te),” in 
five thousand words.88 Then he "mounted his bull and 
went away and no one knows what became of him." This is 
the legendary tradition. Whoever Lao Tzu was and no 
matter when and where he lived, however, there are no 
doubts about the work Tao Te Ching. "Its inner cohesion is 
so convincing that ... one cannot doubt that it was created 
by a thinker of the highest rank. The man seems to stand 
before us and speak to us."89 
 
B. Tao Te Ching 
                                                     

87 Written about 104 BC. Ssu-ma Ch'ien was the great 
historiographer. His Shih chi is the great and primary work of Chinese 
history from the Yellow Emperor until Chou times. See K. C. Wu 1982, 
The Chinese Heritage.  

88 The text divides into eighty-one chapters and two major 
sections. 

89 S. Mitchell 1988, Tao Te Ching, p. vii. The Tao Te Ching is the 
most read Chinese work. It is a religio-philosophical work and its 
message has been  described as mystical pantheism. It is speculated 
whether it is a composite work, but,  as a whole, the message has a 
consistent tone, showing a singular thinker. 



 

 

 
The Tao Te Ching is a collection of sayings of varying 
length, divided into eighty-one brief chapters. It is written 
in a terse, poetic style. The arrangement follows no 
system. The essential message is stated at the very 
beginning and then recurs in richly meaningful 
amplifications. The repetition of the same idea in 
numerous variations gives a magnificent impression of 
consistency. It is not a mystical document, rather a 
epiphany of the soul in cosmos, nature and man. It is an 
array of free verse. Its quietism, occultism and love of 
paradox reveal the high level of early Chinese thought and 
a word or a phrase in its suggestive and poetic prose 
exudes an enigmatic fascination that invites ever new 
translations. "Never, surely, has so much thought been 
compressed into so small a space."90 "It can be taken as a 
manual of advice to government, as a book of natural 
philosophy or as a compendium of metaphysical 
wisdom."91 
 
In the Tao-Tê-ching the Tao is "an ineffable, unfathomable 
mystery"92 that the author refused a name. He "just called 
it the Tao." The closest Lao Tzu came to describing the Tao 
was as the "uncarved block (p'u 樸, J. boku)"93. It was 
                                                     

90 T.-k. Ch'u, 1959, Tao Tê Ching, p. 10. 

91 A. Watts 1975, Tao, the Watercourse Way p. 78. 

 

92      B. I. Schwartz 1985, The World of Thought in Ancient China, p. 369. 

93          J. Needham’s translation of the term p’u. J. Legge translates it as 
“simplicity” and, as an adjective, as “plain and true.”  Tao Tê Ching, ch. 19:2 



 

 

considered metaphysical and other-worldly according to 
Confucius' social-ethical message. In Hsün Tzu's 
Confucianism it tended to be outer and in Legalist thinking 
it was definitely finite and temporal. Sung and Ming 
Confucian philosophers were inner and close to both Lao 
Tzu and Confucius. Last in Ch'ing the tendency turned 
outer, not least under the influence of western thought. 
However, through the whole tradition there was rarely a 
thinker who forgot or denied the Tao and a Heaven 
beyond things. It is in our day that the Tao is at times 
disregarded in the onrush of  Western thought. 
 
The Tao Te Ching is unique in world literature. There is a 
pervading unity of thought which lends itself to systematic 
interpretation and eludication. In spite of its brevity it is 
one of the most important writings to appear in China and 
it is also the work that has been translated and 
commented upon more than any other Chinese work. It 
invites ever new translations. "The power of its 
paradoxical formulations, its earnestness, and the impact 
of a seemingly fathomless depth make the book one of the 
great works of world philosophy."94 
 
 
C. Tao and Nature 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   

and 37:3.  

94 A tradition puts Lao Tzu between  Mencius and Hsün Tzu. Usually  
Lao Tzu is put earlier, as contemporary with Confucius. T. Izutsu 1983, 
Sufism and Taoism, pp. 288-290. 



 

 

Lao Tzu saw nature in a metaphysical perspective. The 
Tao 道, J. dô, was the Way of life and the Natural Law. "It is 
the cosmic God-like principle, the primordial and eternal 
aspect that generates and sustains all creation - formless, 
timeless, limitless."95 The cosmic picture - Heaven, earth 
and man - was one half of the balance, labelled Being 有 

yu, J. yû. Beyond Being was the other half, Non-being 無 
wu, J. mu. The Tao had been mentioned before, on oracle 
bones and in the I Ching, as the rationale of the whole 
cosmic play of yin and yang and the Five Elements, but it 
had not attained the pre-eminence as in Lao Tzu's 
thinking.  The Tao becomes so all-permeating that the 
whole systen of thought is referred to as Taoism. Pre-
dating Heaven and earth, it is the thread and core of 
everything in the sphere of Being: nature, ethics and 
politics. It is the cosmic soul that makes things come to 
life. Lao Tzu describes Tao in this way: 
 
"A something, chaotic in formation, begotten before 
nature, quiet and uncommitted, existing of itself, never 
changing. ... We may well think of it as the world's mother. 
Its rightful name I do not know, but I give it the sobriquet 
‘Tao’. If a rightful name is insisted, I would call it 
Greatness."96  
 

The human Tao is synonymous with virtue (tê 徳, J. toku) 

                                                     

95 E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, p. 90. 

96     J. R. Ware’s  translation. 



 

 

and the cardinal virtue jen (仁, J. jin), compassion.97 It 

occupies the middle, embracing and pervading all reality.98 
The Tao is "the origin and purpose of Heaven and earth, 
enveloping the Tao of Heaven (天道), the Tao of earth 

(地道) and the Tao of man (人道)." "In its vastness, it 
enfolds all things, it is the One, the All," says Chuang Tzu. It 
existed before Heaven and earth and all things and will 
exist after all things, for "all things return to the Tao. We 
cannot tell where it comes from, it is "the mother of the 
ten thousand things." All attempts to reach the Tao by 
means of reason must fail. "It is nameless, formless, not 
beginning, not ending, ineffable, unknowable, 
transcendent yet immanent, weak yet powerful, original 
yet developed, subtle yet huge."99 "It is an ordered 
harmony: Heaven, earth, man and all forms of life in 
accordance with the logos (= Tao)."100 As Lao Tzu says: 
 
Look at it and you do not see it: 
We call it invisible. 
 
Listen to it and you do not hear it: 

                                                     

97 F. M. Cornford 1957, From Religion to Philosophy, pp. 99-100. 

98 L. Kohn 1992, Early Chinese Medicine, p. 162. 

99 Ibid., p. 165. 

100 D. Kolak 2007, p. 58, adapted. Abel-Rémusat says, "It seems 
impossible to translate the word Tao otherwise than by the word logos and 
its derivatives, in the triple sense of supreme being, reason, and word. The 
logos in Greek Stoic thought is generally  close to the Tao in Chinese Taoist 
thought. 



 

 

We call it inaudible. 
 
Touch it and you do not feel it: 
We call it subtle ... 
Infinite and boundless, it cannot be named. 
 
It belongs to the realm of no beings. 
It may be called the shape of no-shape, 
It may be called the form of no-form. 
 
Vague and obscure! 
Meet it, yet you cannot see its head, 
Follow it, yet you cannot see its back.101 
                                           
Thus, though "the great Tao flows everywhere," it is not 
what we can see or hear. It is the wind that blows in a 
thousand ways.102 "It is an empty bowl". "It is vague and 
elusive. Meet it and you will not see its head. Follow it and 
you will not see its back." It can best be described in 
negative terms as the Unnameable. It is invisible, 
inaudible, formless. We run into a "wall" when, as finite 
beings, we try to attain it. We are incapable of having any 
name applied to it. One cannot explain the unexplainable. 
"When I call it Tao, I am simply forcing a name on it. It 
cannot be done with reason; this is to move away from 
Tao." In the end it is "wordless"; it speaks in silence, in 
quiescence. When words are necessary it is no longer the 

                                                     

101  Lao Tzu, ch. 14. Tr., J. Star 1991, p. 34. 

102        Cf. New Testament, John, 3.8: “The wind bloweth where it listeth … 
. Much of Jesus’ teaching is ‘Taoist’. 



 

 

true Tao that is lived from instant to instant naturally. 
Words are like crutches; no longer needed, they are put 
aside. "Words are a means for catching ideas. When the 
idea has been grasped, the words are forgotten."103 "The 
senses, feelings and thoughts must be allowed to be 
spontaneous ... and they will then order themselves 
harmoniously. To try to control them forcefully is like 
trying to flatten out waves with a board."104 
 
Lao Tzu shows one way that brings us close to the infinite 
non-being. We can feel it in paradoxical and illogical 
statements, often of a “coincidence of opposites” nature. 
"The great square has no corners." "The great talent is 
slow to mature." "Great music sounds faint." "Great form 
has no shape." "Being and non-being grow out of one 
another."  "Difficult and easy complete one another." 
"Pitch and mode give harmony to one another." "High and 
low determine one another." "The most ignorant is always 
the wisest." “The more you know, the less you 
understand." “Difficult and easy complete each other.” 
”Long and short contrast each other.” “The best soldier 
does not fight,” and so forth105. In the realization of the 
harmony and unity of the "sway of the opposites," non-
being is felt. Feeling what is infinite, timeless and useless 
can bring the realization of the Tao. 

                                                     

103   Chuang Tzu, ch. 26.  "Be content with the moment and be willing to 
follow the flow; then there will be no room for grief or joy. This is called 
freedom from bondage." Chuang Tzu, ch. 3. 

104         A. Watts 1975, p. 118. 

105         Tao Te Ching, ch. 10, 51, 77ff. 



 

 

 
The non-being should not be taken in the sense of nothing, 
but in the sense of the other half of reality. It is pure being, 
non-changing eternity matching changing spatio-
temporality. It is the root of all and nourishes all. "It is 
simple, it is still, it is the centre of all peripheral things, yet 
complete in its repose. In its emptiness it reaches beyond 
time and space, in its non-being it is more than being, in its 
uncarved simplicity greater than all determinate, 
differentiated being. It is the nave of a wheel, the empty 
inside of a cup. It is that which is natural and spontaneous 
and happens of itself (tzu jan 自然, J. shizen).”106 
 
Only when one places oneself in what is simple and 
undifferentiated, one comes close to the Tao. Opposites 
disappear, one "lives in the sublime and ferries over into 
the beyond." All things become a field of harmony and one 
does artlessly whatever comes naturally in all 
circumstances. 
 
What is natural is complete, that is, in accordance with the 
Tao. Just as an extra toe is a deviation so is unnecessary 
speech. All that are inordinate are aberrations from the 
Tao. What is naturally short, for example, a duck's legs, 
should not be lengthened, and what is naturally long, for 
example, a crane's legs, should not be shortened.107 
 

                                                     

106 Tao Tê Ching, ch. 34ff. 

107 Chuang Tzu, ch. 8. 



 

 

 
D. Tao and the World 
 
"Weakness is the function of Tao." Hence, "Tao invariably 
takes no action, and yet there is nothing left undone." It is 
the "mysterious female", the "valley spirit that never dies." 
Yin qualities like the female, weakness and the empty 
valley are given as allegories to describe the nature of Tao. 
Tao functions in a passive way, it is  as empty and non-
active as a deep valley. It leaves all things free, as though 
each thing were what it is through itself. But Tao does not 
turn away from things. It is emptiness, the imperceptible 
non-action that accomplishes all things, the all-producing 
power of oneness, the power beyond good and evil which 
sustains the beings "that come and go." "For it is the Way 
of Heaven not to strive but nonetheless to conquer; not to 
speak but nonetheless to get the answer; not to beckon; 
yet things come to it of themselves." The power or moral 
quality of Tao in each thing is tê 徳, J. toku, "virtue". Tao 
and tê go hand in hand. Kuan-tzu says, "Tê is the dwelling 
place of Tao" and Chuang Tzu echoes Lao Tzu: 
 
"The Tao has reality and evidence, but has no action and 
no form. It can be transmitted but cannot be heard. It may 
be attained but cannot be seen. It exists by and through 
itself. It existed before Heaven and earth and indeed 
before all eternity. It causes the gods to be divine and the 
world to be produced. It is above the zenith, but it is not 
high. It is beneath the nadir but it is not low. Though prior 
to Heaven and earth it is not ancient. Though older than 



 

 

most ancient, it is not old."108 
 
Although Tao is present everywhere, although it produces 
all things, it is not seen, it is not heard, it is not known.  It is 
the "invisible hand," the imperceptible non-action (wu-
wei, 無為, J. mui)) that accomplishes all things. It is the 
unlimited oneness from which nothing can be separated 
and the immediacy and spontaneity necessary in accord 
with nature. 
 
"Heaven cannot help being high, earth cannot help being 
wide, the sun and moon cannot help going round, and all 
things of creation cannot help but live and multiply."109 
                    
There are, in a sense, two Tao. First, the original Tao that 
is the "origin of Heaven and earth and the mother of the 
ten thousand things. It is the root of being, and all things 
come from it. It is not nameable, it is complete non-being." 
The second Tao is connected with being. It is the principle 
underlying and governing the universe. "Being comes from 
non-being, and all things come from being." Therefore, "as 
soon as Tao begins to create and to order, it has a name. 
Once the block is carved there are names, and as soon as 
there are names they will be known." Lao Tzu saw 
creation in the following abstract way: "Tao produces the 
One. The One produces the two. The two produces the 
three. And the three produces the ten thousand things. 

                                                     

108 Ibid., ch. 6. 

109 Ibid., ch. 22. 



 

 

The ten thousand things carry the yin and embrace the 
yang, and through their blending they achieve 
harmony."110 "All things flourish, but each thing returns to 
its root. It is called to return to its destiny. To return to 
destiny is called the Eternal (Tao)."111 
 
Things, reaching one extreme, must return regardless of 
circumstances. All is in a constant flux and circulation 
(hsün huan 循環, J. junkan,  "circling cycle").112 All things 
partake of the Tao through the tê.   
 
 
E. Tao and Man 
 
The salient characteristics of the Tao - action through non-
action, being through non-being, strength through 
softness - are found in the True Man. But unlike a plant or 
an animal he can fall away from the Tao. Authentic life in 
the light of one's inborn power (tê) is in unison with the 
Tao. The usual deviation is due to self-striving, to 
intention, to zeal and to purposive bustle. Man is seen in a 
large, cosmic perspective and not as the measure of all 
things. "The man of superior virtue is not conscious of his 
virtue. The man of inferior virtue never loses sight of his 

                                                     

110 Tao Tê Ching, ch. 42. 

111 Ibid., ch. 16. 

112 Chuang Tzu, ch. 5. Within the cosmic process there is coming and 
going from nothingness to nothingness. 

 



 

 

virtue, and in this way he loses his virtue." What he 
pursues with a purpose, he loses. "The mind (心 hsin,  J. 

kokoro)113 should be an emptiness (虚 hsü, J. kyo)."114 
 
The purposive man sees alternatives, and he clings to one 
as correct. The true Tao life "embraces the opposites, for 
the harmony of the world consists of contrary things."115 
The purposive, intentional man loses his awareness of 
opposites and splits the pairs of opposites, he ceases to see 
one in the other. Instead he sees the one or the other, or 
vacillates between the two. This is to lose the Tao. Falling 
away from the encompassing oneness, he grasps for 
particulars. Thus, what is purposive or intentional leads 
away from the Tao. "He who shows himself is not 
luminous; he who justifies himself is not prominent; he 
who boasts of himself is not given credit; he who brags 
does not endure long." 
                                                                          
The Taoist accepts that phenomena are under the law of 
cyclical change. He senses the patterns and rhythms of 
nature and is therefore able to live in a peaceful and happy 
symbiosis with the wheel of existence. He realizes that 
every phenomenon is paired with its opposite and that 
"returning is the movement of Tao." "[The Taoists] were 

                                                     

113    The Chinese hsin 心 is the seat of both reason and emotion. The term 

is translated as “mind” or “heart” or as “mind and  heart” depending on 
context.   

114 Chuang Tsu, ch. 4. 

115 D. Kolak 2007, p. 59. 



 

 

impressed by cyclical change, not only of the seasons and 
of birth and death, but as visible in all kinds of observable 
cosmic and biological phenomena," according to Needham. 
The Tao moves in cycles and to understand the Tao one 
must grasp the whole cycle and not just concentrate on 
one point of the cycle. "The Sage discards the absolute ... 
and the extreme."   
  
"Every being in the universe is an expression of the Tao.  It 
springs into existence, unconscious, perfect, free, takes on 
a physical body. ... That is why every being spontaneously 
honours the Tao."116 All things flourish and then return to 
their roots. "This return to the roots is called Tranquillity 
(ching, 静 J. jô) and submission to Fate (ming 命, J. mei). 
Submission to Fate is called the Invariable. To know this 
Invariable is called Constant (ch'ang 常, J. jô)." Everything 
has its opposite and exhibits the unity of opposites: "What 
is to be overthrown must begin by being set up. What is to 
be snatched away must first be given.  He who grudges 
expense pays dearest in the end. He who has hoarded 
most will suffer the heaviest loss." 
 
Non-purposiveness and non-intentionality lead to the 
philosophy and ethics of wu-wei, "non-action.“ This is not 
inactivity, not passivity or dullness of soul. It rather 
indicates inspired effortless activity and pure being. In fact 
the Sage does nothing - but everything is done - 
spontaneously. He puts himself in the background - but is 
always to the fore. He performs as though not acting - but 
                                                     

116 Tao Te Ching, ch. 51. 



 

 

it is authentic action. He refrains from activity contrary to 
nature. It is not possible to give a rule for wu wei that 
would demand one thing and exclude another. It is 
situational dynamism, springing from one single 
individual's intuitive knowledge. Purposeful and 
intentional living, on the other hand, focuses on finite 
things - and "is anxious for the morrow." In no other 
philosophy is unintentionality, so puzzling in its simplicity, 
taken so resolutely as the foundation of social activity. "Let 
there be no action, and there is nothing that will not be 
well regulated (無為則無不治 wu wei tsê wu pu chih, J. 
mui soku mufuchi). "Wu wei signifies letting things take 
their own course, not against the grain of things, and 
refraining from all action contrary." "The perfect does 
nothing, and the great Sage originates nothing, they 
merely contemplate all within the four seas. He discards 
the excessive, the extravagant, the extreme. He does not 
'over-do'." 
 
This leads to the truth in opposites: "What is most perfect 
seems to be incomplete ... What is most full seems to be 
empty ... What is most straight seems to be crooked ... The 
greatest skill seems to be clumsy ... The greatest eloquence 
seems to stutter “The Tao which is bright appears to be 
dark ... Great virtue appears like a valley … Great purity 
appears like a disgrace.117 Far-reaching virtue appears as 
if insufficient. Solid virtue appears as if unsteady. ... The 
most ignorant is always the wisest."118 It is impossible to 

                                                     

117 Tao Te Ching, ch. 45ff. 

118 Tao Te Ching, ch. 29ff.  The Taoists used the character kuan 観 "to 



 

 

speak about Tao and the wu-wei in ways  other than 
opposites. Balance is struck within oppositions. Therefore, 
moderation119 is a key to harmony: "Withdraw as soon as 
your work is done." The wu-wei man "has no desire to 
display his excellence." He has no ambitions and thus no 
failures. "He accomplishes his task but does not claim 
credit for it." This goes together with modesty and 
unselfishness: "The Sage places himself in the background 
but finds himself in the foreground. He puts himself away, 
and yet he always remains." “He moves in the realm of 
human affairs but also in the transcendental world.”  He is 
minimal in his demands, he does not envy and is not 
envied. 
 
The man of “the happy mean" brings the spiritual down to 
earth and raises the earth to the spiritual.120 "He is free 
from vanity: He does not show himself. He does not justify 
himself, therefore he becomes prominent. He yields and 
wins." Softness (and femininity) is preferred to hardness 
(and masculinity): "The weak and tender overcome the 
hard and the strong. The female always overcomes the 
male by tranquillity, and by tranquillity she is 
underneath." Often weakness is likened to water: "There is 
nothing softer and weaker than water, and yet there is 

                                                                                                                                                                   

look", "to see", for their temples. Could it be that their temples were places 
of meditation (inward seeing?)? "Follow virtue (tê) when still and act with 
nature when moving, that is the way to feed the within," says the Chuang 
Tzu, ch. 15. 

119 ibid., ch. 59. 

120 J. C. Cooper 1981, p. 10. 



 

 

nothing better for attacking hard and strong things. The 
great rivers and seas are kings of all mountain streams 
because they skilfully stay below them. Tao in the world 
may be likened to rivers and streams running into to sea. 
The best is like water. Water is good; it benefits all things 
and does not compete with them. It dwells in places which 
all disdain."121 
 
"The man of Tao affects everything but the people do not 
attribute anything to him. What he has done is never 
mentioned. Taking his pleasure in the Tao, he enjoys 
perfect freedom." Chuang Tzu adds that "while all things 
change, the man of the Tao changes not.” 
 
F. Tao and Knowledge 
 
True knowledge is to live in unity with the Tao, and at the 
same time to know the Tao. However, this is not the usual 
knowledge. "The pursuit of learning is to increase day by 
day. The pursuit of Tao is to decrease and further decrease 
until one reaches the point of taking no action. A wise man 
has no extensive knowledge; he who has extensive 
knowledge is not a wise man." Knowledge of the Tao is not 
acquired from outside, it grows from within: "One may 
know the world within without going out of doors. One 
may see the Way of Heaven without looking through the 
windows. The further one goes, the less one knows." It is 
the knowledge of the One: "To know eternity is to attain 
enlightenment. He who does not know eternity runs 

                                                     

121 All quotations in this passage belong to the Tao Te Ching. 



 

 

blindly into disaster." In man's depths of the mind rests 
the potential of a knowledge that is one with the source. If 
those depths are choked up, the waves of worldly life pass 
over it as though it did not exist. Consequently, true self-
knowledge means knowledge of the Tao. "He who knows 
others is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened. Seek 
Tao in yourself; that is all you need to do. When we give up 
worldly learning, we will have no more trouble. Discard 
sageness, get rid of wisdom, and be a hundred times better 
off." 
 
 
G.  The Tao Life 
 
He who attains the Tao is part of things in their unity.122 
The unity of all reality constitutes the kernel of Lao Tzu's 
philosophy. He advocates a “return to nature.” "Knowing 
eternity, he is all-embracing. All-embracing, he is without 
prejudice." He treats all men alike: "I treat those who are 
good with goodness. And I also treat those who are not 
good with goodness. Repay hatred with virtue." This 
breadth of scope implies detachment. He becomes 
impervious to the particular. Thus, he "becomes genuine 
like the uncarved block. He becomes original simplicity, 
open and broad, like a valley, undifferentiated like muddy 
water." Therefore, "It is impossible to be intimate with and 
close to him or to be distant and indifferent to him. It is 
impossible either to honour or disgrace him."123 
                                                     

122 Chuang Tzu, ch. 21. 

123 Tao Te Ching, ch. 25 and ch. 28, and generally. 



 

 

 
Authentic being is only achieved in union with the Tao. 
Lao Tzu thinks, however, that man has fallen away from 
the Tao. "Now the great Tao has declined and the doctrine 
of jen and i has arisen." The men of remote antiquity 
possessed the Tao and were undifferentiated and natural. 
The loss of the Tao and natural behaviour was the error of 
the Sages. Due to them, differentiation and social virtues 
led to intentionality, self-reflection and self-seeking. 
Simplicity was gone, and people knew nothing of the Tao. 
Lao Tzu says: "He who follows the Tao becomes one with 
the Tao; he who follows virtue becomes one with virtue; 
he who follows corruption becomes one with corruption." 
Intentional virtues and conduct lie halfway between the 
Tao and corruption. Lao Tzu prescribes no definite 
behaviour. Man's conduct should be individual and based 
on instinct and intuition. "When the Tao is lost, only then 
does the doctrine of virtue arise. When virtue is lost, only 
then does the doctrine of humanity arise. When humanity 
is lost, only then does the doctrine of righteousness arise." 
 
Lao Tzu did not offer any instruction for finding the way 
back to the Tao, because unintentionality cannot be 
produced intentionally. He advised, however, people to 
learn from antiquity. Then the Way of the Tao had been 
lived. He says: "Hold on to the Tao of old and be master of 
the present." 
 
Lao Tzu, in the last analysis, advises: "Practise the eternal." 
"Grasp the imperishable in the perishable.  Partake of the 
Tao and be authentic, which is to be eternal and immortal. 



 

 

Whatever is contrary to Tao will soon perish. Rest in the 
timelessness of eternity. Unchanging, seek to transcend 
sensible experience and be at one with the Tao.” Such a 
man dwells safely between life and death: "The wild 
buffalo cannot butt its horns against him, the tiger cannot 
fasten its claws in him, and weapons of war cannot thrust 
their blades into him. And for what reason? Because in 
him there is no room for death. In a fallen world, a man 
who lives with true being will be reduced to solitude. Not 
because he wishes to be solitary, but because society 
forces him."124 
 
 
H. Tao and Government125 
 
The Way of the Tao is as applicable to government as to 
man. The truth lies in non-action, in a laissez-faire attitude 
and in following nature. Lao Tzu regards rulers in the 
following light: "The best are those whose existence is 
merely known by the people. The next best are those who 
are loved and praised. The next are those who are feared. 
And the next are those who are despised." A perfect ruler 
"takes no action and therefore does not fail. The best ruler 
does not rule." He just follows nature. His life is beyond 
rules and law which offer but organized mediocrity. He 
prefers the open ocean where the waves come and go. 
Nature's variety makes his life worth living. He so fits with 
the rest of Creation that his specific acts go unnoticed.          
                                                     

124 Tao Te Ching, ch. 50ff. 

125 L. Kohn 1992, p. 40. 



 

 

 
A good ruler is humble and makes himself inconspicuous. 
The people are hardly aware that he exists. In order to be 
superior to the people, he places himself below them.126 
To be ahead of the people, he follows them. Such a ruler 
"becomes the valley of the world." Chuang Tzu was asked 
how an enlightened king governs, and replied: 
 
"The effects of such a king cover the world like a lid, but 
they do nor seem to emanate from him. He affects 
everything but the people do not attribute anything to 
him. What is actually being done is never mentioned, so all 
creation is happy of itself. Taking his stand in the 
Unplumbed Tao, he finds pleasure in perfect freedom (wu 
yu 無有, J. mu-yû)."127 
 
Governmental non-action can be no more defined than 
individual non-action. It is non-intentional action that is 
neither passive nor planned. The essential thing is the 
spontaneity that rises from the source itself, the Tao. It is 
only found in inspired minimal government. The true ruler 
knows that "the more laws and ordinances are 
promulgated, the more thieves there will be." 
 
All this can seem as impracticable on the governmental as 
on the personal level. It would be, if it were taken in a 
sense of total inactivity. In such case it would be the 

                                                     

126 Chuang Tzu, ch. 7.  

127 Tao Te Ching, ch. 58. 



 

 

beginning of anarchy. However,  political non-action, as 
Lao Tzu sees it, is also non-purposive, authentic, 
spontaneous, inspired, natural action - in moderation.128 
When action is performed in such a fashion, it is in fact 
non-action. As a decision that comes spontaneously at the 
right time is no decision. Such minds are not inactive; they 
just act in such a natural manner that it is non-action. This 
requires inner peace. They are shooting stars which 
naturally brighten the sky. "They affect everything but 
people do not attribute anything to them."129 Thus non-
action does not become the passivity of the onlooker but 
the dominant ground of action. All-important is the 
imperceptible touch of the right time. To be ready for the 
touch at all times is difficult, and requires that one is 
always in harmony with the ground of things, that is, with 
one's soul. 
 
It is natural that Lao Tzu condemned aggression. Every 
general is a murderer in disguise and every victory 
celebration a funeral rite. The true general does not 
rejoice in victory.  How can he take delight in the slaughter 
of men? He conducts his triumph as a funeral. He yields 
and wins.130 Lao Tzu was thus against war. He says, "If a 
country is governed wisely ... there might be an arsenal of 
weapons, but nobody ever uses them."131 It is better to 

                                                     

128 Ibid., ch. 7. 

129 Ibid., ch.  31 and ch. 80. 

130        Ibid., ch. 69. 

131 Ibid., ch.  53 and ch. 57. 



 

 

retreat, because "the victory will go to the one who knows 
how to yield." "Yielding is the way of the Tao."132 A state 
should let go of armaments, "because the more weapons 
you have, the less secure people will be." To spend money 
on weapons is robbery. "It is not in keeping with the 
Tao."Peace has the highest value. "Let peace be present in 
your country, and your country will be an example to all 
countries in the world."133 
 
The empire is a holy vessel, which cannot be tampered 
with. Those who tamper with it, harm it and those who 
grab it, lose it. "I act not and the people are of themselves 
transformed. I love tranquillity, and the people ... go 
straight. I meddle with nothing, and the people ... are 
prosperous. I am without desires and people display of 
themselves unwrought simplicity (p'u 樸)." 134 
 
Lao Tzu presents a truth that encompasses all things and 
is as applicable to a state as to an individual. "The world is 
seen from the perspective of all things in unity, not from 
the point of view of human dominance over the natural 
environment."135 It is but a dream as in Chuang Tzu’s 
butterfly anecdote (see below). Life exists as a part of the 
                                                     

132 Ibid., ch.  40  and ch. 69 . 

133 Translations from various sources, among them S. Mitchell 1988. 

134 Tao Te Ching, ch. 52, 3. "The Stoic Sage and the Taoist Sage have 
much in common. They share the belief that it is within man's power to 
achieve happiness and that unhappiness is the result of pursuing what is 
not wholly under the control of the individual." D. Kolak, 2007, p. 59. 

135 D. Kolak 2007, p. 61ff. 



 

 

higher-order creative process and in its flux happiness is 
found in the virtues of simplicity and spontaneity. 
 
 
I. The Chuang Tzu 136 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                     

136 The Chuang Tzu consists of two parts: Books 1-7, the Inner Chapters, 
which are ascribed to Chuang Tzu, and Books 8-33, the Outer Chapters, 
which are regarded as later additions. Together they form a comprehensive 
whole. 



 

 

Chuang Tzu (fourth century BC) is the most prominent of 
Lao Tzu's followers, often mentioned together with his 
master. His work, the Chuang Tzu, is witty, exciting and 
philosophically rich in fluent disquisitions.137 He holds our 
attention by anecdotes, parables and conversations. He 
differs from Lao Tzu, who is characterized by elevated and 
extended deliberation. 
 
The work’s contradictions are many, which shows that 
there were a number of authors and later additions. 
However, the overall message and the fundamental 
insights are a unity, a development and an elaboration of 
Lao Tzu. Chuang Tzu startles with his power and 
imagination and an enlarged language that fits a new age. 
While Lao Tzu is often understood only after long 
reflection, Chuang Tzu is somewhat easier to grasp. The 
atmosphere in Lao Tzu is serenely peaceful; in Chuang Tzu 
it is polemical, full of mockery and subtlety,  arrogance and 
humour. Confucius is at times ridiculed but at other times 
revered. He is mostly made inferior to Lao Tzu.138 Chuang 
Tzu matches Lao Tzu's elevated quietude, but, due to his 
rich language and flights of imagination, adds to his 
master's teaching. He belongs to a new generation, to 
which Mencius also belongs, and displays a style that is 
full of fanciful images and vivid metaphors spanning seen 
and unseen reality. He reaches heights and depths not met 
in Lao Tzu but still always mirrors and echoes his master. 
He shares Lao Tzu's sincerity and his central concept of 
                                                     

137 D. Kolak 2007, p. 18. 

138 Confucius is praised for his wisdom in the Chuang Tzu ch. 16. 



 

 

the Tao as the celestial principle governing Heaven and 
earth, not least man's world. They are equally 
transcendental, with the same wu wei view of things. Life 
is for both of them a continual natural transformation, 
grasped in the correlation of complementarities. They 
both see things in an eternal perspective, discerning the 
Tao in all activity and in all forms of life.139 

 
Chuang Tzu, like Lao Tzu, puts the Tao above Heaven. It is 
the uppermost principle and balance. Then follows the 
cosmic balance, the balance of nature, the balance of the 
animate world and the balance of man's social and ethical 
world. All balances emanate from the same Tao, and 
Chuang Tzu uses about twenty terms to name this 
"unnameable" first universal Principle. The whole is an 
automaton, never decreasing, never increasing, ever 
moving, ever guiding, ever willing. This has led translators 
like J. R. Ware to translate the Tao mostly as "God"142 and 
occasionally with terms like "The Greatness", "The Mass of 
Greatness", “the Absolute" and “the Creator."140 T'ien, 
Heaven, which comes together with the Tao in Confucian 

                                                     

139 They both say that the Tao cannot be expressed. Therefore "the 
wise do not speak and those who speak are not wise." Chuang Tzu, ch. 
13.  

142 Tao is the term that Chuang Tzu uses most. Other scholars have  
rendered the Tao as God. See A. Waley 1934, The Way and Its Power, 
pp. 30-31.  

140 Tao is the term that Chuang Tzu uses most. Other scholars have  
rendered the Tao as God. See W. Waley 1934, The Way and Its Power, 
pp. 30-31. 



 

 

parlance and is translated as "Heaven's Way“, is separated 
and located below the Tao. J. R. Ware often translates t'ien 
as "nature" or "sky."  Chuang Tzu says that "Heaven and 
earth are the parents of all creation." 
 
Chuang Tzu and Lao Tzu are so close that many times a 
statement could be made by either of them. For example, 
Chuang Tzu's discussion of the Tao could as well come 
from Lao Tzu:  
 
"The Tao possesses reality (ch'ing 情, J. jô) and 

trustwortiness (hsin 信, J. shin) but is free from action 

(wu-wei 無為, J. mui) and has no shape (wu-hsing 無形, J. 
mukei). It is transmittable but unreceivable, attainable but 
invisible. [You live it, but you do not see it]. The Tao is its 
own trunk and its own root. Before Heaven and earth 
existed, the Tao unquestionably existed. It is the divine in 
the ghosts and emperors. It begot Heaven and earth ... and 
thus preceded their creation, but it is not to be thought 
old. It is more ancient than high antiquity, but is not to be 
thought aged. ... Nobody knows where the Tao began and 
no one knows where the Tao will end."141   
 
The term Tao stood, thus, for all the Greatnesses, 
explained by Lao Tzu as "A Something, chaotic in 
formation, begotten before nature, that ... we may well 
think of as the world's mother." Chuang Tzu said the same 
in other words. 
 
                                                     

141 Chuang Tzu, Ch. 6 and 19.  



 

 

Chuang Tzu, generally, took up where Lao Tzu left off. He 
reflected a new and lively time. Lao Tzu and Confucius 
belonged to the earlier sixth century which evinced 
sincerity. The fourth century brought a new literary style 
and a rich discourse. The discussion widened as new 
subjects were brought into the debate. Chuang Tzu, like 
his contemporary Mencius, wrote with with an elaborate 
style and used longer coherent passages. One does not find 
aphoristic sayings as in the Lun Yü and poetic passages as 
in the Tao Te Ching. 
 
An example of Chuang Tzu's wit and originality is his 
anecdote about the butterfly:  
 
"Once upon a time, Chuang Chou [i.e. Chuang Tzu] 
dreamed that he was a butterfly, a butterfly fluttering 
about, enjoying itself. He did not know that it was Chuang 
Chou. Suddenly he awoke with a start and he was Chuang 
Chou again. But he did not know whether he was Chuang 
Chou who had dreamed he was a butterfly, or whether he 
was a butterfly dreaming that he was Chuang Chou."142 
 
The Tao Te Ching and the Chuang Tzu are works on ideal 
social life and a call for minimal government by means of 
virtue.143 The Warring States Period (468-221 BC), was a 
period of incessant warfare and political disunity. And,  
amazingly, of philosophical greatness. The kings and lords 
competed for power and wealth. Chuang Tzu echoes Lao 
                                                     

142      Ibid., ch. 2. L. Kohn 2001, p. 40ff. 

143 Chuang Tzu, ch. 17: 3 



 

 

Tzu, saying that "the more restrictions and prohibitions 
there are in the world, the poorer the people will be," that 
"the sharper weapons the people have, the more troubled 
the country will be" and that "the more laws are 
promulgated, the more bandits and thieves will plunder." 
His narrative is just more sardonic, colourful and 
trenchant. 
 
In this situation the man of the Tao "does not bother with 
his own interests. He does not struggle to make money 
and does not make a virtue of poverty. Sharing joys with 
all nature, he goes his way without relying on others and 
without allowing power and fame to enslave him. While he 
does not follow the crowd he will not complain of those 
who do. Rank and reward make no appeal to him; disgrace 
and shame do not deter him. “The man of Tao remains 
unknown, perfect virtue produces nothing,” “No-self is 
True-Self and the greatest man is nobody."144 He “aspires 
to maintain a balance between the core of the self and 
being open to the whole of life.”145 “He intuits internal 
reality and roams over the realm of external reality.”146 
 
Chuang Tzu's fertile imagination finds ever new themes 

                                                     

144 D. Kolak 2007, Zhuangzi, p. 60. Chuang Tzu observes that each 
natural kind has its nature and that “following nature means dealing with 
each form of life from its perspective and thus seeking harmony with all 
things.” Adapted. 

145         J. Berling 1985, Self and Whole in Chuang Tzu, in J. Munro 1985, 
Individualism and Holism: Studies in Confucian and Taist Values, p. 117. 

146     Chuang Tzu, ch. 6,  in Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 246. 



 

 

for divine revelation and the joy of life. He observes the 
spontaneity of the Tao in all operations of nature, in 
plants, birds, beasts and fishes. Together they form the 
orchestra of nature.147  
 
His wu wei, "non-doing", also mirrors Lao Tzu. It is at the 
heart of the Tao, the true activity, not inactivity, that is in 
harmony with Heaven. The effortless action of wu wei is in 
accord with the universal flux. There is the wu wei of 
Heaven and the wu wei of earth: 
 
"Heaven does nothing: it is serenity. Earth does nothing: 
its wu wei is its rest. From the union of these two non-
doings all actions proceed. All things are made, how vast, 
how invisible! This coming-to-be! All things come from 
nowhere! How vast, how invisible, no way to explain it! All 
beings in their perfection are born of wu wei. Hence it is 
said: 'Heaven and earth do nothing, Yet there is nothing 
they do not do'."148 "The Tao has no beginning or end. 
Things die and are born, never resting in their 
culmination."149 
 
Everything is relative in the light of the Tao: "The tip of a 
hair is as big as a mountain" and "The whole cosmos is a 
grain of rice." "Therefore, there is nothing that is not 
'great'. And there is nothing that is not 'small'." "When we 

                                                     

147    T. Merton 1965, The Way of Chuang Tzu. Chuang Tzu, ch. 18. 

148 Chuang Tzu, ch. 9ff. Cf. Meng Tzu V:1; 5,1-8. 
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look at things in the light of the Tao, nothing is best, 
nothing is worst, Each thing, seen in its own light, stands 
out in its own way." "Can a man cling only to Heaven and 
know nothing of earth?" "You never find happiness until 
you stop looking for it." "Vast is the Sage's utter simplicity! 
Accomplishment, profit, contrivances, dexterity - these are 
certainly neglected by the heart and mind of such a 
man."150 As can be noticed, Chuang Tzu is close to Lao Tzu 
in his rhetorical questions and paradoxical statements. 
 
In myth and legend Confucius and Lao Tzu meet a number 
of times. Confucius is disclosed as a moralist, and Lao Tzu 
displays the superiority of his wu wei thinking, has the 
better of the exchanges and puts Confucius in his place. 
 
Among later prose pieces there is the story about the 
robber Chih. Who is the true robber? Confucius meets the 
master robber Chih who unmasks his hypocrisy. The story  
ends with Confucius beating a retreat feeling that "he has 
barely escaped the jaws of a tiger." The gist  of the story is 
the revelation that the Confucian is robbing people more 
than the real robber. According to the robber Chih there is 
no more hideous robber in the world than the 
presumptuous Confucian gentleman who "dressed in 
splendid clothes, with honeyed speech and pompous 
behaviour" suppresses the people.151 
                                                     

150 Ibid., ch. 12. 

151    But Confucius is the true robber.  Chuang Tzu, ch. 29. Mencius also 
mentions the ‘good ministers’ as the ‘robbers of the people’. Meng Tzu 
VI:2; 9, 1-2. 



 

 

 
Chuang Tzu asserts that Nature as a whole never perishes. 
"It does nothing, yet there is nothing that is not done." 
Things comes naturally from wu wei. They come naturally 
and they go naturally. "Be obedient to things of nature (wu 
tzu-jan 物自然, J. mono no shizen) without bringing 
yourself in."152 The reason is that "Nature cannot be 
interchanged; what is fated cannot be changed. Seasons 
cannot be halted in their rounds, the Tao cannot be 
blocked. If one is on the right road, nothing can fail to go 
right. If, however, one misses it, nothing can go right."153 
 
The affirmation of life and the assertion of  the non-duality 
of transcendence and immanence are found in the Chuang 
Tzu: 
 
"Life is the companion of death, death is the beginning of  
life. Man's life is a coming together of breath. When it 
comes together there is life; when it scatters there is 
death. When life and death are companions, what is there 
for us to be anxious about? ... When you take on human 
form, you are delighted. The human form has ten thousand 
changes that never come to an end. Your joys then must be 
uncountable. Therefore, the Sage wanders about in the 
realm where things cannot get away from him, and all are 

                                                     

152 Ibid., ch. 14ff. 

153      Chuang Tzu, ch. 6 and 22. Cf., B.  Watson 1964, p. 235 and H. 
Holck 1974, p. 205. Chuang Tzu, like Lao Tzu, was no seeker of 
immortality. This quest became popular in later religious Taoism, but 
was not part of early Taoism. 



 

 

preserved. He delights in early death; he delights in old 
age; he delights in the beginning; he delights in the end."154 
 
For the Taoist who experiences the great awakening (ta 

chüeh 大覺) all things are but a dream. This Taoist vision 

is epitomized by Lieh Tzu: 
 
"The Sage stands side by side with the sun and the moon 
and holds the whole universe under his arm. He brings all 
things together in harmony ... and blends the thousand 
years into one."155 
 
Wing-tsit Chan summarizes Chuang Tzu thus, 
 
“His revolt against traditionalism and conventional 
standards, his poetic mysticism, his subtle individualism, 
his insight into human nature, his profound interest in 
how to live and how to respond to all things, and his broad 
view of things remained inexhaustible sources of 
inspiration for the Chinese.”156  
 
Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu are the two great philosophers of 
Taoism. To them is usually added Lieh Tzu (c. 450-375 BC) 
and tradition speaks about the big three in Tao 
philosophy.157  Lieh Tzu is considered the fatalist among 

                                                     

154 Chuang Tzu, ch. 2. 

155 Ibid., Chuang Tzu, ch. 22. 

156       W.-t. Chan 1963,  A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 179. 

157 H. G. Creel 1970, p. 19. The Lieh Tzu, named after Lieh Tzu, was 



 

 

the three. Further Huai-nan Tzu is often added. He gave 
his name to the Huai-nan Tzu which is described as 
"eclectic but predominantly Taoist in tone."158  
 
Under the influence of Buddhism the classical 
philosophical Taoism developed into a Taoist religion in 
the Han era. The Taoist natural philosophy further lived 
on in Ch'an (Zen) Buddhism, where the spontaneous life 
(tzu jen 自然, J. shizen) is also central. 
 
 
5.  Confucius - The Middle Way 
 

  
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   

written later in the Han era. Most of it is lost. Only the seventh Yang Chu 
chapter remains. See below. 

158 The Huai-nan Tzu is a collection of essays written or compiled at the 
time of the first Han emperor, Kao-tsu, ca 122 BC. The most prominent 
among these scholars, Huai-nan Tzu (d. 122 BC) has given his name to the 
work. It is largely Taoist in tone and a reiteration of Lao Tzu and Chuang 
Tzu. Sources of Chinese Traditiontion 1960, p. 157. A. Waley 1938, p. 31, 
London, 1938. See also B. E. Wallacker 1962, The Huai-nan-tzu, Book 
Eleven: Behavior, Culture and the Cosmos, pp. 1-14.  

 



 

 

When we move to Confucius (551-479 
BC)159                                        , we move to 
the very centre of the great philosophical era of late Chou. 
It was central because it stood between Taoist doctrine, 
described in the previous chapter, and Legalism, which 
will be described in the next. It was also central for 
another reason. Confucius chose to stress only one 
component of the cosmic vision of Heaven, earth and man. 
It was life on earth, man and his sociopolitical order, that 
was at the heart of his interest. It is the social being, not 
the natural being as among the Taoists, who is at the 
centre. So much so that a later rational world has come to 
believe that Confucius was, if not sceptical, at  least 
agnostic. He was reluctant to speak about supernatural 
matters160 and he argued that he just wished to revive the 
social harmony and benevolent government that had been 
lost. Reading the Lun yü, however, one finds passages in 
which Confucius preaches his social gospel against a 

                                                     

159 Confucius is the latinized name of Kong Fu-tzu 孔夫孑, or short   孔孑, 

Master Kong.  

160 It is a matter of definition whether Confucianism is a religion or 
not. It is the writer's belief that as long as a transcendent dimension of 
reality is professed, it is religion or religio-philosophy.  The Neo-
Confucian thinkers affirmed this. See below. Authorities like J. Legge, 
The Religions of China, To say that Confucius was agnostic or atheistic in 
a western sense is not to understand the world he lived in.  He restricted 
his concern to the human situation.  That Confucius was aware of Heaven, 
however, comes clear when he say, “Does Heaven speak? The four seasons 
pursue their courses and all things are continually being produced. Does 
Heaven  not speak?  Lun Yü, XVII:19.  Cf. Meng Tzu, V:1; 5:4. Authorities like 
J. Legge  (The Religions of China) and W. E. Soothill (The Three Religions 
of China), do not hesitate to call Confucianism a religion.  



 

 

background in which both Heaven and earth are 
mentioned repeatedly as divine powers. The ultimate 
standard was for him cosmic and outside the historical 
process. He loved ritual and recognized a sacred region of 
cult and belief but refrained from delving into 
metaphysical matters. The Tao was a cosmic absolute, 
varying from age to age and from individual to individual. 
Further, he referred to the Mandate of Heaven, and made 
no deprecatory remarks about ancestral . He went so far 
as to say that if he had the chance to relive his life, he 
would spend the major part of it over the trigrams and 
hexagrams of the I Ching.  The Lun Yü reflects no 
"modern" rationality in the form of disbelief in 
supernatural forces. But it does disclose the compassion 
and humanity of a high-minded thinker.161 
 
He took, however, less interest in the supernatural than 
Lao Tzu and focused on human and social matters. In this 
respect he was an innovator and the starting point of a 
new development which is named Confucianism after him. 
This term has come to be used for a number of 
philosophical schools, both more "inner" and "outer" than 
Confucius, but all of them looked back to him as their first 
philosophical ancestor. He was himself the central 
“Confucian” and his thinking the original “Confucianism.’” 
HE WAS THE initiator and CREATOR OF THE CHINESE 
HUMANISM.  

 
Confucius was born in 551 BC in the small state of Lu, 
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located on the Shantung peninsula. We do not know much 
about his family, but as a young man he was, by his own 
testimony, "without rank and in humble circumstances." 
He was of shih 士 literati class162 and seems to have been 
largely self-taught like so many of this world's truly great 
philosophers. He believed that the world, that is, China, 
was sadly in disorder and that it was vital that solutions be 
found for its ills. He understood, too, that the reforms had 
to come from responsible people in governmental 
positions. His life came to be a dialectic between minor 
official positions and scholastic work. This has been the 
line taken by Confucian scholars ever since. It was their 
desire to be of service to the world, and when this was not 
possible, to withdraw to further bookish pursuits and 
philosophy, sharping up while waiting for a new 
opportunity. Confucius was not overly successful in 
reaching responsibility in government and certainly 
regarded himself as a failure. Therefore, fortunately, he 
had time for the scholarly work that has been the hallmark 
of his fame for some 2500 years. If he had succeeded as an 
official in Lu or some other feudal state, his name would 
today not be the household word it is in the world but 
would have been forgotten, among thousands of other 
names of officials, and possibly mentioned in China's 
dynastic chronicles. 
 
So far as we are able to follow the course of Confucius's 
                                                     

162   The shih, "knights," the lowest rank in the nobility. They were the 
"literati" or scholar-bureaucrats (Mandarins). 

 



 

 

thinking, it would seem that he never sought innovations. 
Admittedly, this is difficult to establish since we have only 
the terse aphorisms, disconnected sayings and brief 
conversations of the Lun Yü, but there we have his own 
humble words: "I am not born in the possession of 
knowledge; I love antiquity and I am earnest in seeking 
knowledge." (VII:19) He preferred to be called a 
transmitter. His ambition was to restore the ancient 
sacred Way (Tao) of Yao and Shun, and revive the divine 
order of the ancients. Following the traditions of the three 
early dynasties he devised the Confucian synthesis of 
government. He believed that the ceremonies and rituals 
known as li 礼, J. rei, which were at the heart of the ancient 
way, constituted the truth that ensured harmony in 
society and in man himself. In the cult of the past the 
moral, cultural and political traditions of ancient China 
were the ideals to be copied at all times. He said that a 
country should be administered “following the calendar of 
Hsia, riding the state carriage of Yin (Shang) and wearing 
the ceremonial cap of Chou.”163  
 
Confucius wrote nothing himself. The Lun Yü (Analects) 
presents his teaching and was compiled shortly after his 
death. It is the closest we come to him as a person and a 
thinker. He did not wish to present something new. He 
wished only to be a moral teacher and transmit the 
tradition of the ancients. The Lun Yü can be regarded as an 
exposition, explication and elaboration of the ancient 
wisdom. It represents a milestone in Chinese culture. It 
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has exerted an influence on Chinese intellectual history 
more than any other work. It was the ANCIENT VISION 
that was upmost in his mind. It was the ANCIENT TRUTH 
that he wished to recapture. It was the ANCIENT WAY he 
wished to see revived in his decadent world. Man and 
society were at the centre; other matters were at the 
periphery. 
 
When Confucius failed to convince the rulers that they 
should practice the ancient Tao, he turned to teaching and 
literary work.  He is said to have had some three thousand 
students, of whom seventy-two were his close personal 
disciples. Tradition has it that he edited the Five (Six) 
Classics. 
 
It is immediately seen that Confucius's Tao differed from 
Lao Tzu's. The latter's Tao meant a spiritually inspired 
government. Confucius came to be the upholder of 
ceremony in state affairs and propriety in private life. 
Achieving moral righteousness in social and private life, 
the HARMONY (wa 和) necessary for man's welfare on 
earth was realized. He envisioned a moral reality within a 
harmonious cosmic scheme. Everything was part of a 
divine order. When Confucius was exhorting filiality in the 
family and reverence toward the  of the ancestors, it was 
in the context of such a vast reality. However, although 
Confucius considered himself nothing but a humble 
scholar (ju 儒, J. ju) and a transmitter of the ancient Tao, 
he heralded a new age of ethical wisdom, moulding the 
ancient thought in accordance with his own times and 
creating a “Confucian humanism.” 



 

 

 
Confucius stressed one virtue that, more than any other, 
epitomized the ancient Tao, both in government and 
human relationships: jen 仁, J. jin, goodness (benevolence, 

humanity and love), often mentioned together with i 儀, J. 
gi, righteouness. Together they "thread the Tao into one." 
Jen is to love others and i is love in action/extension. 
 
Jen involved human feelings. Confucius says, "Goodness 
consists in loving others." The Chinese character was 
interpreted as depicting a human being stretching out his 
arms toward living beings and toward society. The 
meaning was that the man who loved others was able to 
perform his duties in society. In the Lun Yü Confucius uses 
the term not only to denote jen but all virtues combined. It 
is the cardinal virtue that develops naturally within man. 
It is both a metaphysical and a moral concept. The "jen 

man" (jen-jen 仁人, J. jinnin)164 signifies the man of virtue 

who lives in harmony with Heaven and earth, with his 
ruler, his wife, his children, and his fellow men.  “The 
benevolent man has no enemy under Heaven,” says 
Mencius.165 By his obedience to the Tao, he is the superior 
man, the noble man, the ch'ün tzu 君子, (J. kunshi) - the 
balanced gentleman. Whether rich or poor, he evinces the 
dignity of the sublime way of the Tao. As a statesman his 
highest concern is the proper ordering of the state. Thanks 

                                                     

164         Jen, “goodness”, and jen, “man” are homophones. Confucianism has 
been called both the “jen“ and the “li” religion. 

165         Meng Tzu  I:1; 5,6 and VII:2; 3,2.  



 

 

to him, society is spared the evils that tend to destroy it.166 
 
Confucius's lasting greatness rests on his declaration of 
man's moral nature and his accentuation of ethical life. 
Man must strive to act correctly. The virtue of i, 
"righteousness," is a moral obligation. A disciple of 
Confucius described i as "what ought to be so and not so 
for any utilitarian reason." A thing should be done because 
it was right, regardless of consequences.167 One should 
seek the inner peace that follows from virtue. One should 
never calculate the results of a particular action. I is the 
"oughtness" of any action in the light of jen. It is jen in 
action. This leads to Confucius's principle of reciprocity 
(shu 恕, J. jo): "Do not to do to others what one does not 
wish others to do to oneself."168 The same reciprocity is 
expressed when Confucius says that "desiring to be 
established, one seeks to establish others."169 “Loyalty” 
(chung 忠, J. chû) is mentioned in combination  with 
reciprocity.170 
 

                                                     

166 Confucius says: "If my own heart tells me that I am right, I shall 
go forward even against thousands and tens of thousands." Meng Tzu 
2:1; 2,7.  

167 Meng tzu, 2:1; 2,7. Cf., Lun Yü, 15.23. 

168 Lun Yü XV: 23. Righteousness for righteousness's sake was 
advocated by Confucius and subsequent Confucian scholars. 

169 Ibid.  Lun Yü VI: 28. J. A. Adler, Chinese Religions, p. 34. 

170    Lun Yü IV: 15. See W-t. Chan 1963, p. 27 and pp. 785-786 and S. 
Kaizuka, Confucius, pp. 101-102. 



 

 

The nobility of Confucius's ethical thought was summed 
up well by his disciple Cheng Tzu: 
 
[Life] is "to fulfil one's duties as man (chung 忠, J. chû); 

and to love others as oneself (shu 恕, J. jo)." The two terms 
express the Chinese Golden Rule, in both its heavenly and 
social dimensions. The loyalty and devotion (chung) 
concern the relation between Heaven and ruler and man 
and the social reciprocity (shu) concerns man versus 
man.171 The just ruler and the noble man live up to both 
chung and shu. 
 
 
A. The Confucian Social Morality  
 
Confucian morality was not just morality on the individual 
level. It was firmly linked with public morality and aimed 
at the smooth functioning of the whole society. The 
collective had its ceremonial to be performed as 
meticulously as that on the private level. For whatever act, 
there was a correct way of acting. Confucius recognized 
standards of ethics including a hierarchical social order 
that determined everyone's life, rank and position. The 
goal was good government by means of virtue and 
sympathy with all life. An orderly and harmonious society 
- under the Way of Heaven - was at the heart of 
Confucianism. Farmers represented stability (and the 
bread-basket) whereas acquisitive merchants were looked 
                                                     

171       Lun Yü 12: 5. Cf, Chuang Tzu ch. 5. 

 



 

 

down upon.  
 
It was important for the government to be staffed with 
virtuous men (ch’ün tzu). For this reason, Confucius 
directed his teaching to students whose goal was to serve 
the government. After his death his teachings eventually 
became the national ideology that stressed education for 
state service. Confucius's message had a holy and other-
worldly tenor but the humanist and this-worldly aspects 
were uppermost. 
 
Confucian beliefs and practices involved an elaborate 
ceremonial that enveloped the lives of all people. The 
ruler's conduct was more important than other people's, 
but this did not mean that the people could let go of things. 
They had also, in varying degrees, their mandates in the 
cosmic design, and for this reason an enormous number of 
propriety rules came to enclose everyone. All activities 
had their rules. Hunting had its rules, fishing had its rules. 
Life became "a continuing ceremony. symbolizing 
reverence for human culture and the uniquely human 
capacity for moral perfection."172 For each field of life 
there was a correct pattern of material culture, which the 
early Sages had set up at the behest of Heaven. The 
propriety rules were thus part of the ancient way. They 

                                                     

172 The Tao was still metaphysical but realistically divided in categories. 
It was no longer "unitary" but "multiple." See Fung Yu-lan, A Short History 
of Chinese Philosophy, pp. 166-167. For Confucius, the Tao meant the Tao 
of the ancients. 

 



 

 

were of heavenly origin and had to be followed and 
obeyed without questioning. These rules were expressed 
in early works on rites and propriety, first of all in the 
ancient classics and then in manuals. 
 
 
 
 
B. Confucian Thought in Basic Terms 
       
 
If one puts Confucius's thinking in graphic form, it is best 
done with a series of Chinese words. First among them 
comes t'ien 天, Heaven, the transcendental beyond.173 
Heaven is mentioned thirty-three times in the Lun Yü and 
forty-three times in the Meng Tzu.   
 
Together with t'ien comes the Tao 道, the Way. For 
Confucius Heaven and the Way formed a unit and were 
written together as t'ien-tao, J. tendô. This compound 
word stood for both the transcendent Heaven and 
Heaven’s immanence in the world. Tao and t'ien are not 
split apart as by the Taoists, who put the Tao above t'ien. 
Confucius seems rather to put Heaven first. The composite 
word, tendô 天道 puts Heaven first and the Way expresses 
Heaven’s omnipotence and omniscience in the world, 

                                                     

173         Heaven had several meanings. It was first the visible blue heaven. 
Next it was the divine Godhead and the holy other side of reality opposite 
to earth. Third it was the ethical godhead conferring direction,  purpose 
and meaning, equal to the Way. 



 

 

related to all being and becoming. As it is said in the Chung 
Yung, “That which is bestowed by Heaven is called man’s 
nature; the fulfilment of this nature is called the Way”.174 It 
concerned the world as a whole just as it concerned a 
single man. 
 
The true man follows the Way of Heaven. The Tao 
becomes individualized concerning what ought to be done 
in the human world and categorized as to earthly matters. 
Just as there is the Tao of father and son, there is the Tao 
of hardness and lightness.175 
 
Closely connected with Heaven and the Way was the 
concept of t'ien ming 天命, the Mandate of Heaven. In 
Book 2:4 of the Lun Yü Confucius states that "At fifty I 
knew Heaven's Decree." He also mentions the t'ien ming at 
other times. This statement shows, however, that 
Confucius was, like most Confucian thinkers, fatalistically 
bound to Heaven. He continues in the same passage, "At 
sixty I was already obedient to these decrees," and he 
clinches this in the last line, "At seventy I followed my 
heart's desire without overstepping the boundaries of the 
right." One cannot but notice that it it took even Confucius 
quite some time to understand his Heavenly Decree and 
even longer to learn to live with it. The respect and 
veneration for Heaven and earth, for ancestral  and for the 
Tao over things suggests that Confucius was "a man of 

                                                     

174         Chung Yung 1:1. 

175 Sources of Chinese Tradition, p. 17ff. 



 

 

deep personal piety and reverence."176 
 
The Tao 道 was both the fundamental principle of the 
universe and of the proper way of daily life.  It expressed 
the Heavenly Will and included all Heavenly Decrees, both 
in their totality and in their individuality. The great Tao 
had been introduced during the Golden Age, when Sage 
Kings had ruled and both government and people had 
been one with Heaven’s Way and not divorced from its 
essence. Therefore, Confucius took a great interest in 
ancient China and wished to be its restorer. "I am a 
transmitter and not a creator; I believe in and love the 
ancients," he said.177 The Tao represented perfection to 
which nothing needed to be added. One just needed to re-
establish the past. Confucius was the realist who did not 
believe in the Taoist laissez-faire attitude to life but who  
supplied the virtues and rules needed in societal life 
 

Among the virtues of the Tao life jen 仁, J. jin, "goodness, 

benevolence, and love,” comes first. Its graph depicts a 
man stretching out his arms toward other men and all 
humanity.178 It encompasses all other virtues and is first of 

all combined with i 義, J. gi,  righteousness, which 

expresses jen in lived life. For the true Confucian 

                                                     

176 Cf. Lun Yü, VII:16. 

177 Lun Yü, VII:19ff.. 

178 Jen is little different in Taoist and the Confucian thought 
interpretations. 



 

 

gentleman and scholar these two virtues came in tandem 
in ethical life. Jen and i were usually listed together with li, 
ritual, and with chih 知 (or 智), knowledge or wisdom. 
 
Jen in life was obligatory and recalls agapê, caritas, charity 
and love in Christian theology and life. It spelled happiness 
while the wrong jen in life caused shame and a feeling of 
sin. Confucius says, "If you want goodness, the people will 
be good. The virtue of the noble man (ch’ün tzu) is like the 
wind and the virtue of the small people is like grass. When 
the wind blows over it, the grass must bend."179   
 
The goal was to become the noble man, ch'ün tzu, 君子  (J. 

kunshi), the sincere man, ch'eng jen  正人 (J. seijin). He 
was the morally superior man, the man of jen and i, 
unselfish, faithful and loyal. “He stands erect in the middle 
without inclining to either side.180 His highest concern was 
the proper ordering of the state in the light of the ancients. 
To aim at what was new and "profitable" was, on the other 
hand, despised by Confucius.181 
 
What characterized the ch’ün tzu was his humble 
approach to life and his being punctilious in etiquette and 
daily duties. "He does not push himself forward; he waits 
until the prince calls him." He is truthful. Archery and 

                                                     

179 Lun Yü, XII: 19ff; Meng Tzu, III:1; 2:4. 

180       Chung Yung, ch. 10, 5. 

181  Lun Yü IX:1ff. The Lun Yü says, "The Master seldom spoke of what 
was 'profitable'." 



 

 

charioteering were two of the "Six Arts"182 he was 
supposed to be skilled at. Learning and the study of 
history were important for him. He could find the Law of 
Heaven and traditions of the past in literature. The Sages 
had lived in an age of peace and order. Inspired by Heaven 
they had created rites (li 礼, J. rei) for man's social life and 

music (hsüeh 学, J. gaku) for his inner life. They 
represented wisdom and virtue and reflected the 
kingliness of the past. "All the ills of his day Confucius 
attributed to the fact that the leaders of society had 
neglected the old rites ... hence his insistence upon a 
careful and reverent attention to both the spirit and the 
letter of the rites. He sought to restore what was good and 
reform what was bad. Study should be done with care. 
Confucius says, "Study without thought is a waste of time. 
But thought without study is dangerous." 183 
 
The great difference between Lao Tzu and Confucius 
cannot go unnoticed. While Lao Tzu stressed non-action 
(wu wei 無為, J. mui), Confucius emphasized correct action 

(ch'eng wei 正為, J. seii). While Lao Tzu categorically said, 
"Do not act," Confucius said, "Act correctly." While Lao Tzu 
was contemplative, Confucius was purposive. While 
Confucius modestly put the ch’ün-tzu as his ideal, Lao Tzu 
wished his followers to strive to become Sages (shêng jen, 

                                                     

182 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 18. W.-t. Chan 1963, p. 140. The 
noble man should also be accomplished in the other four arts, writing, 
ritual, music and mathematics. 

183      Lun Yü II: 15.  



 

 

J. seijin).184 Lao Tzu and Confucius were otherwise close 
and of one mind. When Confucius said that "Having heard 
the Tao in the morning, one may die content in the 
evening,"185 it could have been Lao Tzu who said it. In 
many ways, Confucius was as much a Taoist as Lao Tzu. 
Creel goes so far as to say, "Confucius was a confirmed 
Taoist. 186 
 

Righteousness (i 義, J. gi) was closely tied to li 礼  (J. rei), 

ceremonial, ritual and propriety. The li embraced all 
official rites and social rules. Between man and nature 
there was ritual, between man and society there was 
ceremony and between man and man there was propriety. 
Already early China had an abundance of li which 
regulated every aspect of civil life from regular sacrifices 
to Heaven and earth to social etiquette. These were 
collected in special ritual (li) manuals: the Chou Li, I li, the 
Li chi187 in late Chou and Han times and many new 
                                                     

184 Ibid., I:2 ; II:11, IV:5ff. Cf., Lun Yü VII: 25: Confucius says, “A Sage it is 
not mine to see; could I see a ch’ün tzu that would satisfy me.”  Meng Tzu 
II:1; 2,19. The highest ideal was the Sage (sheng jen 聖人), less mentioned 
by Confucius than by Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu.  Chuang Tzu spoke of the 
Sage sheng jen 聖人 as the True Man chên jen 真人 and the Ultimate Man, 

chih jen 至人, a synonym for the accomplished man. Confucius was more 

sober and confessed that “A Sage is what I cannot rise to”. Mencius (Meng 
Tzu II:1; 2,19) stressed the shêng jen Sage ideal and pronouced his master, 
Confucius, a Sage, “far superior to Yao and Shun” (Meng Tzu, II:1; 2,26). 

185 Ibid., IV:8. H. G. Creel has documented thirty-three times that the 
Tao appears in the Lun Yü. See H. C. Creel 1929, Sinism, pp. 43-44. 

186 Creel, ibid, p. 44. 

187 Lun Yü, X: 9 and X generally. The Li chi is one of the most 



 

 

manuals in later times. To all intents and purposes China 
became a li culture. Confucian behaviour became 
ritualized in contrast to the spontaneous life of the Taoist. 
Life was regulated as to how to sit, how to stand, how to 
walk, and so forth. In eating, drinking, clothing and 
housing, there had to be order. For example, Confucius 
says, "If the mat is not straight, I do not sit on it."188 Li in 
daily life meant also being courteous and polite toward 
everyone. In life generally, li meant that man restrained 
his natural inclinations and only indulged his senses in 
moderation.  
 
Confucius took an immense interest in li, and stressed that 
it was the duty of  the scholar to be well versed in li and to 
enact the right li at times of funerals, sacrifices, weddings 
and so forth. He stressed a life of proper behaviour but 
also that the sincere heart of jen must come first. He says, 
"If a man is without jen, what has he to do with li?189 
 
Confucius says further about li behaviour, "There are three 
things that a ch'ün tzu, in following the way, places above 

                                                                                                                                                                   

celebrated classics in Confucian literature. "It has been taken as 
representing Confucius's highest ideal in the social order, the age of 
the Grand Unity (ta-t'ung), in which the world was shared by all the 
people (t'ien-hsia wei kung)." Chou li is considered written in Han 
times. Tradition ascribes them all to Confucius. K. C. Wu 1982, The 
Chinese Heritage, pp. 381-397. Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 
175. 

188 Lun Yü, X:9. 

189 Lun Yü, VIII: 4ff. Cf. XVI: 8. 



 

 

all the rest: from every attitude, every gesture that he 
employs he must remove all traces of violence and 
arrogance; every look that he composes in his face must 
betoken good faith; from every word that he utters, from 
every intonation, he must remove all trace of coarseness 
or impropriety.”190 
 

Man is equipped with inborn virtue (tê 徳, J. toku) which is 

"received from the Tao" and constitutes his moral nature. 
Man’s good is in himself and is expressed in actual living. 
Man has his conscience that makes him live up to social 
expectation and experience both happiness and shame. It 
shows in gentleness, humility and sincerity.191 Of special 
importance is the ruler's tê. His virtue affects society as a 
whole. "He leads through his tê," says Confucius,192 and 
says further, "He who exercises government by means of 
tê may be compared to the north polar star, which keeps 
its place and all the stars turn towards it."193 In Taoist 
literature tê is exemplified in terms of skills - of the 
carpenter, boatman and so forth, but in Confucius in terms 
of the virtuous life of man. 
    

                                                     

190 A. Watts 1975,  p. 107. Cf., Lun Yü, XVII: 23ff. 

191    Lun Yü, XV: 17. 

192  “The flow of jen is tê.”  Tê can be seen as the entelechy of both 
organic and inorganic things. Man differs from the rest of creation in 
easily deviating from his tê and having to make efforts for the true tê 
life. 

193 Lun Yü, II: 1. 



 

 

Other virtues prized highly were uprightness (正, cheng, J. 

sei), sincerity of heart (誠, ch'eng, J. sei) and 

trustworthiness (shin 信, hsin, J. shin), all parts of 
benevolence and central in the Confucian message. 
Sincerity was the highest praise afforded a person. It was 
the result of a life of jen and the way of Heaven.194 Without 
sincerity, even perfect conduct and behaviour became 
empty and artificial. 
 
How did li, ritual, ceremonial and propriety differ from i, 
righteousness? Probably li referred more to the big events 
in life, the Grenzsituationen, while i referred to civil life 
generally. Whether one or the other, i or li reflected tê and 
inner feeling from situation to situation. 
 
The list of basic terms and concepts belonging to 
Confucius's teaching could be made long. Just one more 
important word will be mentioned here: "learning" (hsüeh 
学, J. gaku). Learning was highly esteemed by Confucius 
and has been in Chinese culture ever since. Over the 
centuries and ages it became the way to fame and success. 
“Is it not pleasant to learn with constant perseverance and 
application?”, begins the Lun Yü.195 Confucius differed 
from Lao Tzu who said much learning could lead to human 
ill. For Confucius learning was the scholars first obligation. 
He should study the ancient cultural tradition and "pattern 
himself after the ancients." He had to be equal to the Tao 

                                                     

194       Meng Tzu IV:1; 12,1-2. 

195         Lun Yü, I:1, 1. 



 

 

of Heaven and cherish the early kings. This required the 
study of the Classics and the learning of ritual and music. 
 
 
C. The Five Classics (wu ching 五經)                        
 
The li ceremonies, rites and proprieties had to be 
performed with sincerity and accompanied with good 
taste; a li without an earnest heart was considered 
superficial. Naturally, one could  rely on one's own inner 
inspiration, and be close to a Taoist in laissez-faire 
demeanour. Confucian scholars usually did not wish to act 
by so loose a yardstick. Confucius therefore advised the 
Chinese to turn to the Five Classics (wu ching 五經) for 
guidance. Tradition has it that it was Confucius himself 
who edited these classics and handed them down to 
posterity. They were (1) the I Ching the Classic of Changes, 
(2) the Shih Ching, the Book of Odes, (3) the Shu Ching, the 
Book of History, (4) the Li-chi, the Record of Rituals, (5) 
the Ch'un Ch'iu, the Spring and Autumn Annals and (6) the 
Yüeh Ching, the Book of Music.196 
 
The I Ching is mentioned first. It was primarily a 
divination manual but supplied further the cosmological 
view that became the basis of cosmic speculation and 
study for a couple of millennia.197 The Shih Ching 

                                                     

196        The Yüeh Ching was lost; hence the Five Classics. Conservative 
Confucianists used the term “Six Classics. 

197 Commentaries were later added to the I Ching, referred to as the 
Ten Wings. The longest is the Hsi-tz'u, "Appended Amplifications," 



 

 

contained about 300 songs that were considered 
important in forming human sentiments. The Shu Ching 
was important as it mirrored the past and presented 
lessons for the future. The Li chi is mentioned together 
with two other collections of rites, the I-li, the Book of 
Rites and the Chou-li, the Institutes of Chou, the last of 
which contained state regulations of the Chou era. The 
Ch'un-ch'iu was a chronicle of events in the state of Lu 
from 722 to 481 BC. Among its commentaries were the 
often quoted Tso Chuan198 and the lesser known Kung-
yang and Ku-liang. The Yüeh Ching was regarded as the 
embodiment of correct feeling.  The Li chi was a manual of 
ceremony and etiquette, offering minute rules for 
everyday life. From Former Han the Five Classics became 
the primary corpus of the Confucian canon which counted 
thirteen works from Sung times. 
 
The Five Classics were considered the carriers of the 
ancient truth about right personal life and statecraft, and, 
as a result, they were regarded as the core of learning. 
They were, in a sense, the Old Testament while the later 
Confucian Four Books was the New Testament.199 

                                                                                                                                                                   

which offer cosmological and metaphysical speculation. With its idea of 
the universe as a yin-yang duo it has been responsible for Chinese science 
being side-tracked for some two thousand years. 

198        As for the Tso Chuan, see B. Watson 1989, The Tso chuan, Selections 
from China's Oldest Narrative History.  It presented “the records of the 
government  and institutions of the Sage Kings and the  models for all later 
rulers.” Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 4. 

199        As for the Four Books, see below. From Han times China became 
the land of Confucius. He came to be the symbol of Chinese thought, even of 



 

 

 
 
 
 D. The Mean and the Virtues   
 
The preceding concepts led to the "Mean", chung 中, J. chû. 
All life should be jen and i, and lived in accordance with li.  
Its goal should be the attainment of chung. This meant 
achieving the Mean in any act. Confucius says, "To exceed 
is as bad as not to reach" and "To go too far is as wrong as 
not going far enough."One must find the middle ground 
and the middle way without swinging on the too-little or 
the too-much side. This can be easy enough in acts which 
are regulated by written li but can be more difficult as 
regards acts guided just by unwritten jen and i.  The life of 
the Mean was considered the ideal of moderation and 
gentleness and a virtue in itself. The ch’ûn-tzu, "the noble 
man," says Confucius, was the embodiment of the Mean. 
He was the man of superior knowledge and qualified to 
“serve in high stations”. 
 
In Confucian common parlance the true jen life embraced 
the "Five Constant Virtues": jen 仁 , i 義, J. gi, li 礼 , chih  

智 and hsin 信: goodness, righteousness, propriety and 
sincerity and trustworthiness.200  The jen and i were 

                                                                                                                                                                   

China itself. Dynasties have come and gone and new creeds and ideas have 
had their day, but Confucius has remained the icon of the land. 

 

200 Lun Yü, XI: 15,3. The Chung Yung adds (ch. 15): "These five 
exemplify the nature of all social relationships." A. J. Bahm 1969, The 



 

 

considered to be on a higher metaphysical level than the li 
and chih,  which were considered to be on a lower level. 
Sincerity, hsin 信, J. shin, was usually added to the primary 
four virtues, perhaps in order to make them five. Together 
they were named the "Five Constant Virtues."   
 
Another term expressing the ideal of the Mean was jang 
譲, J. jô, modesty, and yet another was ch’eng 誠, J. sei, 
sincerity. They meant that a person in his dealings with 
others should not exaggerate, should be humble and 
sincere and somewhat self-deprecating. Many 
Confucianists in history went too far in their application of 
these ideals, showing a modesty and sincerity that was 
hypocritical, belying a true understanding of the Happy 
Mean. 
 
There are also mentioned the "Three Virtues," "wisdom," 
chih 智, J. chi, "goodness," jen,  仁, J. jin, and "courage," 勇 
yung  (J. yû), which together stood for a man's qualities as 
both a gentleman and a warrior. 
 
 
E.  The Five Social Relationships 
 
Among all rules of propriety that hedged Chinese life until 
recently none was of greater importance than the Five 
Social Relationships (wu lun, J. gorin 五倫, “the Five 

Bonds”, also wu ch'ang 五常,  J. gojô, “the Five Constants”). 

                                                                                                                                                                   

Heart of Confucius, pp. 93-94. 



 

 

Constituting five great commandments, they were the 
centre-piece of the entire value system, closely linked to 
familistic and ancestral cults. These five concerned: 
 
(1) Sovereign and subject; 
(2) Father and son; 
(3) Elder brother and younger brother; 
(4) Husband and wife; 
(5) Friend and friend. 
 
Among the five the second towered above the others and 
stood for all the others.201 The term with which it was 
expressed was hsiao 孝, J. kô, usually translated as "filial 
piety."202 Hsiao was regarded as the root of the other 
virtues. It implied primarily that a son should be obedient 
to and esteem his parents, but in a wider sense it implied 
that one should show respect toward all people and all 
ancestors.  Hsiao began at home. One showed respect for 
parents while they were alive and presented offerings to 
their  after they died. As Mencius said, "There has never 
been a man of jen who has neglected his parents." 203 This 
respect was shown most clearly in the long mourning 
period (usually three years) that all true Confucians were 
supposed to observe after a parent had died. A person was 
praised and condemned in accordance with his filial hsiao 
                                                     

201    Mencius put the relation of father and son first. See Meng Tzu III:1;  
4:8. 

202 While the Chinese gave priority to filial piety, the Japanese usually 
gave priority to loyalty. 

203       Meng Tzu, I:1; 1,5. 



 

 

at the times of his parents' deaths. The mourning period 
could mean up to six years of forced retirement during a 
person's best years.204 A special classic, the Hsiao Ching 
孝経, J. Kôkyô, the Classic of Filiality, was purportedly 
written by Tseng Tzu, a disciple of Confucius, in the form 
of a colloquy between Tseng Tzu and the Master. It 
became popular in Han times and was added to the other 
classics that were committed to memory by every aspiring 
scholar. That the virtue of filial piety is of long standing in 
Chinese culture is proved by the fact that it is mentioned 
in one of the early classics, the Shih Ching, the Book of 
Odes. The cult of filiality became significant as it came to 
serve as a conservative force at court with family 
nepotism and favouritism as a consequence. In Tung 
Chung-shu's scheme filial piety and loyalty combined 
intimately with the Five Elements. See below.205 
 
Confucius was also a believer in the Tao. In the world it 
concerned correct deportment. It was the cosmic principle 
above man and his society. It was the absolute law for 
everything in society. Confucius concentrated on the last 
component of the triunity of Heaven-earth-man and his 
thinking vis-à-vis the other two components is less noted. 
His Tao was linked to historical Sages, who had set up the 
Way that reflected Heaven for all generations to follow. 
The Tao was therefore for everyone to learn. Tradition has 
it that Confucius used the long periods between his short 
                                                     

204 For a scholar often a form of sabbatical leave from public duties, used 
for study and literary work. 

205 Ch'un-ch'iu fan-lu, ch. 42. W.-t. Chan 1963, pp. 277-280. 



 

 

bureaucratic terms to revise the classical texts which 
contained the Sages' Way. 
 
Perhaps there were two Confuciuses. On the one hand 
there was the inner Confucius who was close to Lao Tzu. 
On the other, the outer Confucius who stressed the social 

life of the "Five Constant Virtues": jen 仁 , i 義, J. gi, li 礼 , 

chih  智 and hsin 信: goodness, righteousness, propriety 
and sincerity. The true Confucius was maybe an amalgam 
of them both. "He stood in the middle, without inclining to 
either side."206 In the Lun Yü Heaven is mentioned about 
as often as li.  Chuang Tzu said that "the Confucianists 
roam within the bounds of society, while the Taoists roam 
beyond it."207 
 
Confucius and Lao Tzu had areas in common. For example,  
they both praised the ideal of the minimal life, exemplified 
by Yen Hui. He was one of Confucius's loved students who 
is lauded in the Lun Yü and is equally praised in the 
Chuang Tzu. Confucius and Lao Tzu were, further, both 
firm believers in Fate (ming). Confucius said that "life and 
death are decreed by  Heaven" and Chuang Tzu said that 
"life and death are Fate in action" and that "life, death, loss, 
failure, poverty, riches, hunger, thirst ... are the workings 
of fate.“208 Mencius followed along, saying that “all things 

                                                     

206 Chung Yung, ch. 10. 

207       Chuang Tzu, ch. 21 

208      Chuang Tzu, ch. 5. Cf., Lun Yü, XII:5 



 

 

are complte in us.”209 The Chung Yung can be considered a 
link between the Confucian and Taoist traditions. It has a 
metaphysical message that is close to both Lao Tzu and 
Confucius and to the Ch'eng brothers and Chu Hsi later. 
 
From Former Han times when Confucian thinking became 
accepted as the state socio-religious philosophy, it has 
exercised a profound influence upon all the lands and 
peoples of East Asia. 
 
Did Confucius, then, believe that one would achieve the 
good life by personal cultivation or by studying the 
classical texts? He stood on the middle ground. He 
believed in perfecting one's person both by self-cultivation 
and by study and learning. It is, therefore, posited that 
Confucius's thinking stands in the philosophical midst, 
gazing both inwards and outwards. It was his destiny to be 
interpreted in both ways. In the next chapter it will be 
seen how one of his followers, Mencius, stressed the 
inward side of Confucius, and in the following chapter, 
how another follower, Hsün Tzu, stressed the outward 
side. 
 
 
 
 
6.  Mencius 
 
 

                                                     

209      Meng Tzu, VII:1; 4,1. 



 

 

 

 

 
 
                                    Mencius writes that Confucius had 
seventy disciples.210 None of them is well known. For a 
long time the Confucian school remained only one among 
a number of schools of philosophy. Gradually Confucius's 
creed began to triumph over other beliefs. It was “one 
hundred and somewhat more”211 after his death that 
scholars appeared who are remembered as the founders 
of the school together with the master himself. The two 
most important among them are Mencius (Meng Tzu 372-
289 BC) and Hsün Tzu (ca 320-235 BC). 
  
Mencius was a student of the grandson of Tzu-ssu who 

                                                     

210 Meng Tzu, II:1; 3, 2. 

211 Ibid., VII:2; 38, 4. 



 

 

was Confucius's grandson. He served as a philosopher in 
the state of Ch'i and visited king Hsüan of Liang and 
various other feudal kings, offering his services. Like 
Confucius he was no success. His conversations and 
meetings during these wanderings were written down in a 
lengthy work which was named simply the Meng Tzu. It is 
a much longer work than the Lun Yü.  While the Lun Yü is 
aphoristic with short, pregnant sentences and 
conversations, the Meng Tzu presents long consistent 
conversational passages. It is considered the first great 
work in Chinese literature. Mencius's presentation is 
complete and need not be complemented.  In this respect 
he is close to Chuang Tzu. They are both experts in the art 
of reasoning and debate and give expression to a lively  
new era. Like Chuang Tzu vis-à-vis Lao Tzu, Mencius 
became the popularizer vis-à-vis Confucius, making the 
message simple and within the reach of everyone. And like 
Chuang Tzu he did not achieve the stature of the master. It 
seems that the truly great prophets turn to cryptic and 
suggestive aphorisms to express truth. 
 
Mencius can be taken as an extended footnote to 
Confucius. In most of his utterances he was close to his 
master, and thought of himself as nothing but his disciple. 
He referred to Confucius with much deference and 
considered him a Sage.212 Having studied with his 
grandson he also belonged to the tradition begun with 
Confucius. He himself had disciples who further diffused 
the Confucian message of virtuous government. 
                                                     

212  Mencius says, “From the birth of mankind till now, there never has 
been one so complete as Confucius. Meng Tzu II.1; 2,28.  



 

 

 
If Mencius deviated from Confucius, it was in emphasis. 
Confucius had only stood with one foot in the inner 
sphere. The other foot had stood firmly on the outer side, 
with no apparent exaggeration of otherworldly matters. 
Mencius followed the inner line of the Confucian message 
and put himself at a point of the spectrum near Taoist 
thought. Thus we find him saying, "I am skilful at 
nourishing the hao-jan-chih-ch'i 浩然之気, the floodlike 
spirit (J. kôzen no ki).  He was asked what this meant and 
he answered: "It is difficult to express. It is ch'i 気, J. ki, 
exceedingly great, and exceedingly strong. Being 
nourished by rectitude and sustaining no injury, it floods 
all space between Heaven and earth. It is ch'i that 
pervades righteousness and the Tao and is in harmony 
with the universal soul; without it there is emptiness. It is 
the product of accumulated rightness, and cannot be 
appropriated through sporadic righteousness. If a man be 
dissatisfied in his heart, there is emptiness. Therefore I 
maintain that Kao Tzu213 does not know righteousness, 
because he externalizes it. There must be the constant 
practice ch'i. Heart and mind must not neglect it, nor help 
it grow."214 

                                                     

213     Kao Tzu was contemporary with Mencius. He held the view that 
human nature was neither good nor bad. His discussions with Mencius are 
preserved in the Meng Tzu. 

214      Ibid., II:1; 2,11-16. In the following Mencius explains what he 
means by "help it grow." "A man of Sung was grieved that his growing 
corn was not longer, and so he pulled it up. He returned home, looking 
very stupid, and said, ‘I am tired today. I have been helping the corn to 
grow long.’ His son ran to look, and found the corn all withered. There 



 

 

 
Ch'i was a core concept of Chinese thought generally and it 
can be traced back to early classical texts, even to oracle 
bone inscriptions. The woed ch'i cannot be fully explained. 
It had a narrow as well as a broad meaning. Confucius 
seems to have used it in a narrow sense but Mencius in a 
broad sense. For Mencius ch'i was a primal and 
undifferentiated force that pervaded the entire cosmos. It 
is both the substance of all things and the divine flow of 
energy, the cosmic stuff and its spirit. Thus, it is a psycho-
physical term, wider than the western notions of energy 
and matter, combining both. All is one and the whole is 
divine. The entire world of time and space is constituted 
by it. In all its forms, whether perceptible and tangible or 
imperceptible and intangible, it is elusive and difficult to 
name. When a translation is attempted, it is with the 
double term: "energy-matter." It is energy invisibly, and 
matter visibly. The ch'i gives a religious dimension to 
Mencius's thought and connects it with Taoism.  
 
For Meng Tzu, then, this "immense, flood-like energy (ch'i, 
ki 気),"215 was the spirit that connects man with the All. He 
says, "This spirit in itself, how exceedingly great, how 
exceedingly strong it is! ... It pervades all Heaven and all 
earth.” “Hold it fast and it remains with you. Let it go, and 

                                                                                                                                                                   

are few in the world [who do not deal with their ch'i as if] they were 
assisting the corn to grow long. ... [What they do is] not only of no 
benefit to the nature [i.e., ch'i] but also injures it." Legge, adapted. 

215 Meng Tzu, II:1; 2,1,3-16. 



 

 

you lose it!”216  
 
Mencius describes "the inner-directed man". He believes 
in the inner side of man. In the same manner as worldly 
spirit has to be cultivated to be of full use, likewise the 
"immense, flood-like energy (ch'i)" has to be nourished to 
be useful. This cultivation must not come just from the 
outside. One must "set one's heart on the Tao and attain 
the highest sphere of life." It follows that one does the 
deeds which ought to be done in the world and acts 
according to inner inspiration. Mencius describes this as a 
"marriage" between the Tao and righteousness.217 If one of 
the components is missing, man is in a state of starvation 
and a pot cooking nothing. 
 
Knowledge of the Tao connects with introspection. 
Turning inwards, one allows the “immense, flood-like 
energy (ch'i)” to stream from the centre of one's being. If 
this spirit flows freely, one acts righteously. One can not 
compel this flow; it has to run naturally. Righteous action 
is therefore the natural elongation of the Tao mind. This 
must take place all the time. He who thus cultivates the 
inward spirit knows Heaven, and fulfils his destiny.218 His 
life in the world is the steady accumulation of 
righteousness. He must not be in haste. To take special 
measures to aid one's inner spirit to grow was likened by 

                                                     

216    Meng Tzu VI:1; 8,4.  

217  Ibid, VI:1; 16,1-3ff. 

218        Cf., ibid., VII:1; 1,1.  



 

 

Mencius to assisting plants to grow; one kills them by 
helping them. 
 
The man of hao jan chih ch'i lives in the transcendent 
sphere of his mind and identifies with Heaven and earth. 
219 Still,“He lives in the wide house of the world of men, 
walks in the great path of the world ... and practises his 
principles for the good of the people."220 Like a 
Bodhisattva he stands on the threshold of what is 
transcendent and receives his nourishment from his inner, 
but he does not step over the boundary to dwell in the 
boundless. 
 
Mencius was an optimist. It was central to his thinking 
that human nature (hsing 性, J. sei) is good and that the 
"goodness" (jen) springs from within man. "Jen is man's 
mind hsin)," he says.221 When his mind is broad, he dwells 
in jen. He writes that anyone suddenly witnessing a child 
about to fall into a well is instinctively terrified and wishes 
to save the child.222 This sympathy is inborn in every 
normal human being, spontaneous and without calculation 
of gain. The  belief in the "immense, flood-like energy 
(ch'i)" that flows from the transcendental Tao into 
                                                     

219        Heaven and earth are described as “exceedingly great and 
exceedingly strong”. The passion nature (ch’i), “being nourished by 
rectitude, and sustaining no injury, fills up all between heaven and earth.” 
Meng Tzu, II:1; 2,13.  

220        Ibid., III:2; 2:3.      

221        Ibid.,VI:1; 11,1. 

222        Ibid., II:1; 6,3. 



 

 

righteous action joined with his faith in goodness as the 
central virtue and force in social life. Mencius thus 
stressed the moral perspective and saw a society in which 
love and goodness permeated government and political 
institutions. His ideal was a society of beneficent action 
from above and grateful obedience from below. The Tao 
was the proper way of daily life, as for Confucius. 
 

It was also of part of Mencian optimism that everyone 
was born with the four moral beginnings (tuan 端, J. 
tan) which, if properly cultivated, would grow into the 
four cardinal virtues, benevolence (love, goodness), 
righteousness, propriety and knowledge. They were  the 
seeds of sagehood. “If given their development and 
completion, they will suffice to love and protect all 
within the four seas.”223   
 
Mencius states that the "human nature is good" (hsing 
shan yeh 性善也, J. sei jin nari), that "any man can 
become a Yao or a Shun” and that “the Sage and we are 
the same in kind.“224 He further states that “benevolence 
is the most honourable dignity conferred by Heaven, 
and the quiet home in which man should dwell.“225 It 
was only negligence of the cultivation of inborn 
goodness that led man into evil ways. He should 
“fashion benevolence and righteouness out of his nature 

                                                     

223       Ibid. II:1; 6,7ff. 

224         Ibid., III:1; i,2; VI:1; 1-6; VI:2;2.1, V:I; 7,3. 

225         Ibid., II:1; 7,2. 



 

 

… and return to the purity and recover a ‘child-like’ 
heart for evil to vanish in his life.” “Benevolence is mans 
mind, and righteousness is man’s path.” 226  

 
Like his master, Mencius looked back to the perfect age of 
the Sage Kings, Yao, Shun and Yü, in early China when all 
was peace and order. He commended the political and 
economic institutions of their glorious Golden Age. New 
Sage Kings should provide the social patterns mirroring 
the perfection of that age.   
 
In an economy which was largely agricultural Mencius 
proposed the "well-field system"  (ching-t'ien 井田, J. 
seiden).227 It  envisaged a division of land in fairness, a 
Confucian socialism.228 This was part of good government, 

                                                     

226         Ibid.,VI:1;11,1. VI:1;16,1-3. Cf. IV:2;20. 

227   According to this system, each square li (about one third of a 
mile or 900 mou) of land was divided into nine squares, each 
consisting one hundred Chinese acres. The central square was known 
as the "public field," while the  eight surrounding squares were the 
private land of eight farmers, each having one square. These farmers 
cultivated the public field collectively and their own fields 
individually. The produce of the public field went to the ruler, while 
each family kept what it raised from its own field. The arrangement of 
the nine squares resembled in form the Chinese character for 

"well"井  which was the reason why it was called the "well-field 

system"(ching-t'ien 井田, J. seiden) system. Meng Tzu III:1; 3, 19,  V:2; 
2, 9 and  Fung Yu-lan, 1960, p. 75. 

 

228      It has been discussed whether the “well-field system” was ever 
enacted in China. In Japan it was probably tried in the Nara area in 



 

 

which propounded a minimum of taxes, minimal 
conscription and penalties, public support for the aged, 
communal schools for moral instruction and social 
welfare. The "well-field system" corresponded to the 
cosmological view that China was one of the nine 
continents of the world and that China consisted of nine 
provinces. As the Pole Star was central in the celestial 
world and China in the terrestrial world, the central piece 
of land belonged to the emperor. Mencius noted that the 
"well-field system" was formulated by the Sage Rulers of 
immemorial antiquity in an effort to conjoin the world of 
man to the blocks of nine units.229 
 
In later Confucian thinking the Sages were often seen as 
rarities who had only existed in ancient China. In  Mencian 
optimism, however, by immersing oneself in the 
"immense, flood-like energy (ch'i)" and acting accordingly, 
anyone was on the way to sageness. Then "he realizes that 
all the ten thousand things are there in me." Mencius 
writes that "There is no greater joy than to find, on self-
examination, that one is true to oneself."230 Thereupon he 

                                                                                                                                                                   

Asuka times. Meng Tzu mentioned it first. Every true Confucian 
espoused the well-field system that was supposed to have existed in 
ancient times. 

229 See S. Cammann 1961, The Magic Square of Three in Old Chinese 
Philosophy and Religion, 44, E. H. Schafer 1977, Pacing the Void, p. 78, 
and L. Berglund 1999, The Secret of Luo Shu, pp. 57-58. 

 

230       Meng Tzu, II:1; 2,7. Mencius continues, “Then I will go forward 
against thousands and tens of thousands. 



 

 

stresses the Golden Rule: "Treat others as you wish to be 
treated yourself, and you will find that this is the shortest 
way to the good life."231 
 
Mencius looked forward to new "true kings" who had 
reached this stage in mental development. If a Sage 
became the king, true government and just rule would 
follow. Then China would again be united and happiness 
and harmony would prevail. 
 
The world of which Mencius spoke was loftier than 
Confucius's world. It might also be that Mencius expressed 
more vividly what both felt. Both of them strove to "attain 
the sublime and perform the common task." Mencius 
spoke warmly for social action. Optimistically he believed 
in imperial wisdom. The just ruler should reduce 
punishment and taxation and share his enjoyments with 
the people. He echoed Confucius who said that one should 
deal with people as if "receiving important guests" or 
"officiating at a great sacrifice."232 The ruler should care for 
the homeless and see to it that granaries were full. Public 
schools were proposed for the first time in Chinese 

                                                     

231 By behaving as though other people are as important as oneself one 
finds unity with all things. A noble man (ch’ün tzu) becomes "a divine force 
by himself in a troubled world." Mencius says further that "Wherever a 
noble man passes through, transformation follows; wherever he abides, his 
influence is of a spiritual nature. It flows abroad, above and beneath, like 
that of Heaven and earth. How can it be said that he mends society but in a 
small way!" Meng Tzu, VII:1; 13: 3. Lun Yü, 12, 2. 

232    Lun Yü, 12, 2. 



 

 

history. The legendary emperors Yao, Shun and Yü233 were 
the moral paragons to be emulated. The welfare of the 
people had been uppermost for them. The ruler was there 
for the people and if he neglected his responsibility, the 
people had the right to remove him. Mencius said  that "In 
a state the people rank the highest, the  of land and grain 
come next, and the ruler counts the least."234 
 
Both Confucius and Mencius attempted to strike a balance 
between the divine and the temporal. For their practical 
morality they sought justification in a heavenly sphere. 
Mencius managed to give these feelings a lofty and 
mystical dimension. When he says, "All things are 
complete in me. There is no greater joy than to turn within 

to examine oneself and find that one is true (ch'eng 誠, J. 

sei, makoto)," he is close to Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu. It 
was his vision that became the orthodoxy in coming 
centuries. Sung Neo-Confucianism had its roots in this 

                                                     

233 Meng Tzu, 6:2; 2:1. Yao, Shun and Yü  regulated floods, dredged 
rivers and taught the people how to cultivate grain and other things. 
The Chinese usually mention seven ancient Sages: Yao, Shun, Yü, T'ang, 

Wen, Wu and the Duke of Chou (Chou kung). Yao, Shun and Yü were the 
founders of the Hsia dynasty, T'ang of the Shang dynasty and Wen, Wu  
and the Duke of Chou the founders of the Chou dynasty. Hsia 
according to tradition, ruled between 2205-1766 BC. Hsia, Shang(-
Yin) and Chou were traditionally considered the Golden Age, the age 

of Great Unity (ta t'ung  大同, J. daidô). 

234 Because Mencius implied the right of revolution,  Meng Tzu was 
later often considered a dangerous book. Sources of Chinese Tradition 
1960, p. 87. Cf., Meng Tzu,  II:2; 5, 7; IV: 1, 14. 



 

 

Mencian idealism.235  
 
The primary Confucian works from early times were the 
compilations of Confucius and Mencius, the Lun Yü and the 
Meng Tzû. From the same early times originated the Ta 
Hsüeh and Chung Yung. Later in Neo-Confucian times 
these four works came to be called the Four Books and to 
be considered the Confucian canon and the quintessence 
of Confucian doctrine. 
 
 
7.  Hsün Tzu 荀子 (J. Junshi) 
 

 

 

 
 
 
Poles apart from from Mencius was Hsün Tzu (312-238 
BC).  His  work, the Hsün Tzu, shows a Confucian realism 
and synthesis that is both systematic and convincing. 
While Mencius represents the idealistic wing of 
Confucianism, Hsün Tzu represents  the realistic wing. As 
much as Mencius stressed the "inner" man, Hsün Tzu 
emphasized the "outer" man. Hsün Tzu's realism was to 

                                                     

235 W.-t. Chan 1963, pp. 129-132. 



 

 

material Confucianism as Mencius's idealism was to 
immaterial Confucianism. Both were close to Confucius, 
Hsün Tzu on his li side and Mencius was on his jen side. 
For Hsün Tzu the Tao was not what you first of all sought 
within yourself in the transcendent sphere of your psyche. 
The mind was not considered reliable by Hsün Tzu. To live 
by the natural flow of one's mind, he felt, was like riding a 
horse with rotten reins. The mind had by itself no 
yardsticks. It did not possess the inborn moral potential 
proclaimed by Mencius. Neither did Hsün Tzu explicitly 
have confidence in Yao and Shun. What he trusted was 
Heaven and its Way as revealed in the Five Classics. The 
ethical yardsticks were provided there. In contrast to 
Mencius, Hsün Tzu believed that human nature was 
inherently evil (性悪也 hsing wu yeh, J. sei aku nari), in 
need of laws and institutions. It was selfish, sought profit 
and gain. "By inborn nature he was envious and hated 
others."236  His goodness had to be  acquired.  Therefore, 
he needed standards and touchstones which he found in 
the Five Classics. There he had the li and the i for his moral 
life and the penal law and the rules for government. He 
ended up with "rites, music, (penal) law, and government" 

(li 禮(礼) rei, yüeh 樂, hsing 刑 and cheng 政, J. rei, gaku, 

kei, sei. Mencian inner morality was exchanged for outer 
rectitude.  
 
Hsün Tzu’s realism was especially apparent when he 
asked for man to act and use things actively rather than 

                                                     

236 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 104-108. 



 

 

passively to wait for nature to work for him. Simply to live 
by the prevalent doctrine of harmony of man and nature 
promoted by both Taoism and Confucianism was riding 
without reins. Man should rather bridle nature and make 
it useful. The theory of overcoming nature was never 
dormant in Chinese thought and many Chinese  have lived 
by it, but it never became so dominant as in the West. The 
fundamental theory of harmony always came first. The 
feeling of war with nature was never there. Consequently 
they were eventually overcome by the West.  
 
In a Confucian context Hsün Tzu sounds almost 
blasphemous when he writes, “Instead of regarding 
Heaven as great and admiring it, Why not foster it as a 
thing and regulate it? Instead of of obeying Heaven and 
singing praises to it, Why not control the Mandate of 
Heaven and use it?”237  
 
This did not mean, however, that the over-all cosmic view 
of Hsün Tsu differed much from that of Confucius and 
Mencius. Heaven and earth came first also in his thinking, 
and man was in their midst and a reflection of the greater 
cosmic picture. Describing the rites (li), for example, Hsün 
Tzu says, "They are that whereby Heaven and earth unite, 
whereby the sun and the moon are bright, whereby the 
four seasons follow their sequence, whereby the stars 
move in their courses, whereby all things prosper, 

                                                     

237     Hsün Tzu, ch. 17, tr. W.-t. Chan 1963, p. 122. Among late Chou 
philosophers there was otherwise only Chuang Tzu who discussed nature’s 
being useful and unuseful (ch. 5). 



 

 

whereby love and hatred are tempered, whereby joy and 
anger keep their proper place." Man is a weak chattel who 
needs firm external reins and rules to keep his course 
straight in the world. He needs to be trained by custom 
and law to be a social being and, therefore, the Sages have 
provided the li to put an end to social disorder and human 
misery. These li are eternal and applicable in any age and 
society. Living by the li man attains both moral life and 
happiness, and his society is easily ruled. Without the li 
man has nothing to go by except his evil nature and this 
can only end in personal ruin and tragedy. 
 
Man can improve his initially evil nature through study 
and learning. The subjects had to be the classical texts, 
created for man's guidance by the Sages in past perfect 
ages. The Sages were the channels of the heavenly Way 
and had been specially equipped by Heaven to understand 
and describe correctly the relationships which govern the 
moral, social and political order. As a consequence, 
lifelong education was of utmost importance in Hsün Tzu's 
message. 
 
Harking back to the three early dynasties of Hsia, Shang 
and Chou, Hsün Tzu wished his contemporaries to take the 
Sage rulers - Yao, Shun, Yü, T’ang, Wen, Wu and the  Duke 
of Chou - as their paragons. Man needed their rituals as his 
guidelines. Unlike most Confucian scholars, however, he 
also urged man to observe the examples of later rulers of 
virtue who had lived in the less distant past. He 
maintained that there were eternally valid moral 
principles, and if at least the ruling class was imbued with 



 

 

these principles, "The reign of the true king would arise 
again." All people had in the end the potential to become 
Sages. 
 
It must be emphasized that Hsün Tzu was close to both 
Confucius and Mencius in his views on society. The goal of 
all three of them was a well-ruled society with virtuous 
rulers. The ruler was for the sake of the people, not the 
people for the sake of the ruler. He also described how the 
ruler must have the support of the people: he was the 
boat, they were the water which may bear him up or 
capsize him. Both Hsün Tzu and Mencius, echoing 
Confucius, asked for a responsible and benevolent 
government. If it was not, the people had the right to rebel 
and set up a new ruler. Further, both believed in a 
structured society in which each social group performed 
its duties. Society was stratified vertically in an eternal 
and static fashion by the Sages. Under the shih elite were 
the peasants, artisans and merchants (nung-kung-sheng, J. 
nô-kô-shô 農工商). Social and status inequality was 
accepted as the nature of things.238 
 
Hsün Tzu wished the people to reject, or at least reduce, 
the cults and practices which sought to put man in contact 
with the  supernatural powers. Since the Sages had given 
man the moral and political orders in the Five Classics and 
since human perfection could be attained in their study 

                                                     

238    As Mencius said, “It is the nature of things to be unequal” Meng Tzu 
III:2; 4,18;  H. G. Creel 1953,  pp. 58-59.  

 



 

 

and application, to venture beyond the human realm was 
pointless and futile. He condemned certain ritual acts and 
magical practices, such as prayer for rain, healing and the 
art of divining a man's future by the configuration of his 
face. He ridiculed the worship of spirits.  

 

On the other hand, he accepted the art of divination by the 
tortoise shell and milfoil stalks, and even encouraged the 
mourning and sacrificial rites. These practices were useful, 
serving as embellishments of joy and sorrow and guiding 
people in the proper expression of their emotions. He 
denied the existence of baleful  and demons. He 
occasionally mentions the shen 神 (J. shin, [kami]), which 
denote the  of ancestors and powers of nature and define 
them as "that which is completely good and fully ordered," 
making them a matter of moral excellence. Still, he was the 
most rational and clear-headed among early Confucian 
writers, reducing Confucianism to what it came to be in 
centuries to come. Later Chinese Confucianists, while 
lauding Confucius and Mencius, lived close to Hsün Tzu. 
His teaching was a healthy and sensible reduction of early 
Confucian thought, more suitable for a large and unified 
state. It became the stepping-stone to further realistic 
outer thinking. 
 
Hsün Tzu wished man to renounce paths of enquiry which 
would lead him away from reasoned moral concerns and 
into the barren search for knowledge in realms outside the 
world of man. Too many thinkers of his time, he felt, were 
directing man along the wrong paths. For this reason he 



 

 

frequently made objections to various schools of late Chou 
times, often with considerable asperity. He attacked Mo Ti 
whose severe doctrines he found repugnant, and criticized 
Chuang Tzu for dwelling too much on the mystical 
workings of nature. He castigated the Legalists for their 
credo that precise laws and institutions could replace the 
moral leadership of a virtuous ruler. He also condemned 
the teachings of the Logicians Hui Shih and Kung Sun-
lung,239 whose paradoxes and conundrums he felt were 
endangering the sane and efficient use of language. He had 
occasionally also some harsh words for Mencius and even 
Confucius. In his basic philosophy, however, he was close 
to "Confucius' unassailable belief in the moral order of the 
universe." He was certainly in agreement with Confucius 
when he said that "Heaven was law and social balance that 
required both external and internal effort and 
discipline."240 
 
Learning was an imperative for a Confucian who 
emphasized the outer reality. It should occupy him 
through the whole of his life. "It must not be superficial; 
the learning of the chün tzu penetrates his heart, 
permeates his entire body and shows itself in his every 
action. It should not stop with mere knowledge but should 
go on to be embodied in conduct. "Study and education 
had to have a purpose. It should lead to inner wisdom and 
outer sageness. Man should be the master of his desires 
which was achieved by cultivating the li presented in the 
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Five Classics. Without the li one's inner life and all worldly 
pursuits were a chaos.  The instincts could not be given 
free rein. Society was formed by the li, which give rhythm, 
order and beauty to man's actions. Likewise, music241 
functioned as an instrument for moral education and 
mental composure and, further, for joy in life.242 "Rites and 
Music (li-yüeh 礼学, J. reigaku)" came to stand for the 
poised life not only in China but in the East generally. This 
was the Confucian way in centuries to come. A Japanese 
Confucian philosopher, who like Hsün Tzu stressed the 
Confucianism of "Rites and Music," was Ogyû Sorai (1666-
1728): ceremony for social life and music for personal 
joy.243 
 
Like Confucius Hsün Tzu also asked for the "rectification 
of names."244 Realities and names should match and 
deviations should be corrected. The names had been 
designated by the ancient Sage Kings and were sacrosanct; 
it was blasphemy to change them and it was a major crime 
to use the wrong word. A "dog" should always be a "dog." 
 

                                                     

241 Hsün Tzu wrote on music, saying that music represents   
individual joy while rites stand for the collective social order. 

242 The Chinese word for "music"(yüeh 楽, J. gaku) also stands for  
"joy." 

243 Among the many schools of Mencian times at the end of Chou 

there was also a short-lived Ming chia 命家, J. Meika, "School of 
Names." 

244 Hsün Tzu, ch. 22.  



 

 

Man has his original nature which Hsün Tzu compared 
with the "crooked wood" that "needs steaming and 
bending by the carpenter's tools before it is straight." The 
result was acquired good nature following original nature 
which is evil and unbalanced. 245 
 
With his pragmatism, Hsün Tzu gave Confucianism an 
essentially systematic exposition, which meant a 
considerable tempering of Confucius and Mencius.246 He 
was active at a time when the unification of China under a 
central rule was in sight. His influence was extensive and 
two of the leading ministers of the Ch'in dynasty (221-207 
BC), Han Fei-tzu (d. 233 BC) and Li Ssu (d. 208 BC) were 
his students. His moderate thought was rejected by the 
Ch'in rulers, who preferred the harsher Legalist doctrine. 
The fall of the oppressive Ch'in dynasty in 207 BC 
discredited, however, the Legalist philosophy, and 
Confucian thinking came to the fore in the following Han 
dynasty. In Han Confucianism, there was much that came 
from Hsün Tzu. One day it might be fully established that it 
was Hsün Tzu’s realism more than Confucius’s and 
Mencius’s idealism that held sway during the following 
two millennia. Hsün Tzu influenced the Han thinkers, first 
among them Tung Chung-shu and Wang Ch'ung. It should 
be noted that Hsün Tzu's writings, the Hsün Tzu (32 
chapters) were more voluminous than those of Mencius. 
Confucius's aphoristic and Mencius's conversational styles 
were exchanged for long coherent chapters. He has rightly 
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been described as one of the giants of Chinese intellectual 
history. 
 
 
 
8. Yang Chu and Mo Ti 
 
 
 
Two other philosophers of the late Chou era should be 
mentioned briefly.247 Two among the philosophers were 
Yang Chu and Mo Ti who lived simultaneously between 
the death of Confucius 479 BC and the birth of Mencius 
372 BC.248 Both of them were “extremists” who fitted 
badly together with Confucian moderates. They were 
poles apart. Yang Chu with his "each for himself"249 
philosophy went all the way in one direction, teaching a 
total individualism which caused an immediate and harsh 
Confucian reaction. For Confucianists generally society 
was collective and of a higher order than the individual. 
Mo Ti went all the way in the opposite direction with his 
"to love all equally"250 doctrine, likewise hurting Confucian 
sensibilities. Mencius derided both, lamenting that “their 

                                                     

247 Nine philosophical schools were specified in Han times: The 
Confucian, the Taoist, the Yin-yang, the Legalist, the Names, the Mo Ti, 

the Politics, the Miscellany and the Agrarian Schools (chiu-liu 九流) 

248       Meng Tzu,VII:1; 26:1. 

249       Ibid. VI:2; 26,1 

250       Ibid., III:2; 9.9 



 

 

words fill the empire.” He was alarmed and stated that 
“whoever is able to oppose Yang and Mo is a disciple of the 
Sages.”251 
 
 
A. Yang Chu 
 
Yang Chu was up to a point close to the Taoists. He 
interpreted “following nature” as giving full rein to the 
senses. The best thing a man could do was to enjoy his 
days, gratify every desire and forget about mankind 
otherwise. He reacted violently against all moral restraints 
and said that "though he might have benefited the whole 
world by plucking out a single hair, he would not have 
done it."252 He was  convinced that it was harmful not to 
follow the natural inclinations. He was thus close to Lao 
Tzu and Chuang Tzu in his individualism and “each for 
himself" philosophy but never reached the sublime 
heights of either of them. In his pessimism he questioned 
the worth of both the corrupted world and the eternal life 
after death. More to the point, in favouring amoral egoism 
and hedonism, he thought only of himself and with no 
consideration of the Taoist ideals of the Tao life of 
simplicity and minimalism. The Taoist individuality was 

                                                     

251     Ibid., III:2; 9,14.  He continues, “If their principles are not stopped 
and the principles of Confucius not set forth, then those perverse speakings 
will delude the people and stop up [the path of] benevolence and 
righteouness.” 

252 The Lieh Tzu, tr in A. C. Graham 1960, The Book of Lieh-tzu, p. 
142. 



 

 

always optimistic within the wide perspective of the 
happiness and freedom of all.  
 
It is mostly through the Yang Chu chapter in the Lieh Tzu 
and thanks to Mencius that we know about Yang Chu. 
Chuang Tzu also refers to Yang Chu - negatively (ch. 24). 
Mencius took issue with Yang Chu and wrote, "Yang's 
principle of 'each one for himself' amounts to making 
one's sovereign of no account."253  
 
Yang Chu's mottos were to “shun the world” and to “shun 
being famous.“ His “shunning the world" was however 
hedonist and the very opposite of “shunning the world” in 
Taoist thinking.  The avoidance of pain and the pursuit of 
pleasure were the central objectives of his message. What 
he advocated was that one should make the most of a 
short life by giving rein to all instincts and desires. Man 
must seek his individual happiness, free from anxiety, to 
enjoy the consummate  pleasurable life. He says, "Give 
yourself up to whatever your ears listen to, your eyes look 
on, your nostrils turn to, your mouth says, your body finds 
ease in, your will achieves."254  
                                                     

253        Meng Tzu III:2; 9,9 

254 Yang Chu quoted in H. G. Creel 1953, Chinese Thought, p. 83. The 
source is Lieh Tzu, 7(1)26.1. Cf.  Chuang Tzu (ch. 11): "Let your eyes 
see nothing, you ears hear nothing, your heart and mind know 
nothing. ... Close yourself to the outside, ... and you will enjoy Heaven's 
harmony ... and live long." Yang Chu is mentioned in the Lieh Tzu, a 
Taoist work of the third century, which is considered a link between 
earlier philosophical Taoism (Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu) and later 
religious Taoism which took an interest in alchemy and immortality. 



 

 

 
This brought the accusation that hedonism was what he 
strove for and his ultimate aim. He was, however, a 
penetrating thinker, who could defend his stance, as can 
be seen in the following passage in the Lieh Tzu: 
 
"In life all creatures are different, but in death they are all 
the same. Alive they are wise or foolish, noble or base; 
dead they all alike stink, putrefy, decompose and 
disappear. ... Thus things are equal at birth, and again 
become equal in death. ... The benevolent dies just as the 
wicked fool. Alive they were [the Sage Kings] Yao and 
Shun; dead, they are just rotten bones. And rotten bones 
are all alike; who can distinguish them? Then let us make 
the most of these moments of life that are ours. We have 
no time to be concerned with what comes after death."255 
 
This pessimistic realism is also seen in the following 
passage, in the same chapter of the Lieh Tzu: 
 
"The longest life is but a hundred years, and not one man 
in a thousand years lives to that age. Suppose there is one 
who does. Half of that time is occupied with infancy and 
senility. Of the other half, almost half is wasted in sleep at 
night and naps in the day time. And almost half of the 
remainder is lost in pain, illness, sorrow, grief, death and 
loss of relatives and friends. ... Then what is the purpose of 
life? What is the joy of life? ... What is the difference  
between of this and being doubly chained inside a 
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prison?"256 
 
 
 
B. Mo Ti (also Mo Tzu)257 
 
Mo Ti (ca 480-430 BC) is known for the work that bears 
his name, the Motzu. Not much is known about his life and 
he cannot be dated with accuracy.258 
 
The Motzu is a lengthy work of 71 chapters, of which 
eighteen are now lost. It is the first Chinese work that 
presents philosophical thought in a coherent and 
extensive narrative and in chapters devoted to particular 
subjects. The style is lucid and easy-to-read even though 
quite repetitious. The question is how much was written 
by Mo Ti himself and how much by others. Later chapters, 
for example, chapters 40-45, which discuss the School of 
the Dialecticians, were probably written by followers. In 
the generations after Confucius' death Mo Ti’s disciples, 
the Mohists, were as influential as Confucius's disciples. 
That the Mo Ti school was important in the intellectual life 
in late Chou is proved by the fact that it figures 
prominently in the writings of the Meng Tzu, the Hsün Tzu 

                                                     

256 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 250-251. 

257 For Mo Ti, generally, see B. Watson 1967, Basic Writings of Mo 
Tzu, Hsün Tzu and Han Fei Tzu, pp. 1-140. 

258        There are different opinions about his dates. His birth is mentioned 
as early as in the mid-490s and his death as late as in the 410s. C. Lee 1969, 
Mo Tzu, The Great Educator. p. 11. 



 

 

and the Chuang Tzu. Confucius and Mo Ti are often listed 
together, and Mo Ti is depicted as Confucius's rival. Hsün 
Tzu assailed Mo Ti for scorning music and Mencius 
berated him for his faith in universal love. In the Chuang 
Tzu Confucius and Mo Ti are mentioned together and 
equally criticized. Chuang Tzu mentions them together as 
creators of questionable doctrines. Han Fei Tzu, later, 
acknowledged that Confucianism and Mohism were the 
two dominant teachings of his time. 
 
In his critique, Mencius says, "Mo's principle of  'universal  
love' amounts to making one's father of no account: To 
have no father and no sovereign is to be like the birds and 
beasts. ... These pernicious opinions mislead the people 
and block the way of jen and i." 
 
Generally, however, Mo Ti fitted well into the Confucian 
world. Both revered Heaven and worshipped the . Their 
canons of virtues were the same. The difference was Mo 
Ti’s more severe stance. Jen, love (benevolence, goodness) 
came first for both of them but Mo Ti asked for universal 
love while Confucius stopped at partial or graded love. If 
Confucius occupied a central position, straddling the line 
with his restrained and moderate views, Mo Ti went far 
beyond him with his demand for uncompromising, 

universal love (chien-ai 兼愛, J. ken'ai).259 He urged the 

ruler to benefit and feel for all others as he benefited and 
felt for himself, without distinction. Mo Ti’s teaching had 
                                                     

259 Vertical, realistic love versus horizontal, socialist love was the great 
difference between the Confucianists and the Mohists. 



 

 

its otherworldly basis. So did Confucius’ teaching, but it 
came through the filter of the Sages. Mo Ti also believed in 
the ancient civilization but asked for moderation and 
wished to do away with the excessive ceremonies and 
ritual observancies shown by the followers of Confucius. 
As Mo Ti put it, “Temperance and economy bring 
prosperity, while indulgence and excess lead to 
destruction.“260 Both desired to benefit the world but they 
differed as to the ways of achieving it. 
 
Mencius, giving voice to Confucius, expressed that Mo Ti 
was going too far. He says, "I am not able to love 
universally. I love the man of Tsou better than I love the 
man of Yüeh. I love the man of Lu better than I love the 
man of Tsou. I love the man of my own district better than 
the men of Lu. I love the members of of my own clan better 
than I love the people of my district. I love myparents 
better than I love the members of my clan. I love myself 
better than I love my parents."261 This was "partial and 
graded love," and it shows how realistically the Confucian 
scholars looked at social life. Love began with one’s 
parents, widened to one’s family, to being a member of a 
village and finally to being a member of a world society. 
The Mohists did not recognize any degrees in love. Mo Ti 
says, "All should be loved without difference of degree."262 
This principle of universal love was wrong - and a lie - 
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261        Cf.,  Meng Tzu III:1; 5,3. 
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according to Mencius. 
 
Being a true socialist, Mo Ti wished to benefit the whole 
world and secure people’s welfare.263 He was against 
discrimination and for social solidarity, for a rational 
approach to social matters and for social engineering. He 
stressed the unimportance of rites and rituals and invited  
the Confucian accusation that he was a utilitarian. 
Examples in this respect were funerals and mourning 
periods. Mo Ti wished the funeral to be simple264 and the 
mourning periods to be brief - three months instead of 
three years - while for Confucius these rites represented 
the acme of moral life.  
 
While the Confucian ideal was to combine “the sublime 
and the common task,” the Mohists, in the light of the Will 
of Heaven, wished to handle societal matters economically 
and rationally. Many rituals and ceremonies were a waste 
of time and squandered resources of the people. Thus, Mo 
Ti's approach showed a pragmatic streak. He believed in 
active social work and manual labour and asserted the 
value of the lower echelons of society. He spoke up for the 
poor and humble, stressing their need for material help. 
                                                     

263     W. Bauer writes that the Mohist school taught “the fundaments of 
socialiam.” W. Bauer 1976, p. 30. 

264 Chuang Tzu, ch. 33., B. Watson 1967, p 13. "A spare simplicity 

should be the rule in funeral matters." Mo Ti quoted in Meng tzu, III:1; 
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His aim and scope was the welfare state and material 
sufficiency rather than an emphasis upon intangible 
values such as rites and rituals. His universal love included 
further an anti-militaristic stance and a condemnation of 
offensive warfare. 
 
Despite such differences, Mo Ti and Confucius had much in 
common and were motivated by the same interest in the 
well-being of the people. Both accepted the existing feudal 
forms of government. Yao and Shun were the Sage Kings 
also for Mo Ti, but he drew special attention to Yü, the 
Sage King who followed Yao and Shun, and had dug canals 
and built dams to protect the land from floods. In 
deploring poverty and espousing pacifism, Mo Ti was in 
agreement with Confucius. 
 
He differed much from Confucius, however, when he 
opposed music, song and dance, which he considered a 
waste of time. He wished to abolish many habits and 
ceremonies. He wrote: "What is it that makes the ruler 
neglect government and common men neglect their work? 
Music!"265 He asked for hard work. One should not sing, 
not show emotions, not mourn and in he end be buried in 
a simple coffin. Stringed instruments should not be played 
and wine not be drunk. This differed from the Li Chi which 
says, "Music produces pleasure, which man's nature 
cannot do without." Mo Ti, however, condemned luxuries 
                                                     

265      Mo Ti said also: “To have men engage in music is to waste their time 
from ploughing and planting. To have women engage in music is to waste 
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and pleasure. In the Chuang Tzu it is concluded that it was 
a dour philosophy which allowed "no singing in life, no 
mourning in death," and "caused the people to be anxious 
and sorrowful; its ways are hard to follow."266 Chuang Tzu 
opined  that "there was neither love for others nor love for 
self" in what Mo Ti advocated 
 
Confucians and Mohists were in competition in late Chou 
times. Han Fei Tzu mentions that there were eight 
Confucian and three Mohist schools in his age.267  After the 
unification of China under the Ch'in and during the Former 
Han dynasty in the third century BC, Mo Ti is not much 
heard of. 
 
 
 
9. The Legalist School (fa chia 法家, J. hôka) 
 
Turning to the outer wing of Chou philosophy, we meet 
another impressive array of thinkers who exerted 
influence over society in late Chou. They were to be 
known as the Legalists, since they advocated that a strong 
unified empire should be based on law rather than on 
morality (Confucianism) or intuitive life (Taoism). It 
should be remembered, however, that Chinese thinkers, 
whether they were Taoists, Confucians or Legalists, had 

                                                     

266  It seems that the society advocated by Mo Ti would have been 
unutterably tedious.  

267 In the Han Fei Tzu, ch. 50, quoted in Sources of Chinese Tradition 
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one goal in common: they wished to see the ancient vision 
restored and China reunified. It was on the ways and 
means to this goal that they differed. The Legalists, in their 
own way, asked for a strong, bureaucratic government and 
a rigid handling of social ferment. They were realistic and 
pragmatic while the Confucians and Taoists were idealistic 
and high-minded. Further, they all, whether Taoist, 
Confucian or Legalist, recognized a Heaven and a Tao 
above the world and a Golden Age in the past. 
 
A. Shang Yang 商鞅 
 

The first Legalist of importance was Shang Yang (d. 338 
BC), who is called the father of the School of Legalism. He 
was first employed as a scholar in the little feudal state of 
Wei, and when he did not meet with success there, turned 
to another feudal state, Ch'in. There he proposed sweeping 
reforms and, under his advice, Ch'in became unified, 
disciplined and the most powerful state in China. 
According to the Book of Lord Shang (Shang-chün shu 

商君書),268 which is ascribed to him but probably written 

                                                     

268 The Book of Lord Shang (Shang-chün shu), attributed to Shang 
Yang, was probably written by an anonymous author in the third 
century BC. For a translation, see J. J. L. Duyvendak 1928, The Book of 
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by a later Legalists, his programme was utterly radical. He 
stated categorically that tradition need not be followed. 
Different times and evolving circumstances called for new 
and harsher methods. The goal was to achieve and 
maintain a strong rule. Shang Yang depicted what was 
needed with two words. Force would achieve the 
unification of China, and law would maintain what was 
unified. The old customs and rites, based on natural law, 
were replaced by laws, made by man. Severe laws were 
consequently introduced and ruthless force used to enact 
them. Ch'in was converted from a small feudal territory to 
a centralized state. A systematized administrative 
government with a stratified hierarchy of officials was set 
up alongside an espionage organization that put the 
population under tight state control. Rewards and severe 
punishments served as incentives. They were the means 
by which merit and demerit were recognized.269 “By 
means of punishments punishments will be abolished“, 
Shang Yang said,270 A system was set in motion that was 
strict and effective. Virtue was not related to Confucian 
benevolence but to harsh law as fixed by the state and had 
little to do with  morality. Fear was the prime virtue. 
 
This system would be to the advantage of the ruler, who 
would not take a personal hand in running things. He 
"would repose on a rest-couch and listen to the sound of 
stringed and bamboo instruments, and yet the empire will 
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270    Book of Lord Shang III:13,  J.J.L. Duyvendak 1928, p. 259. 



 

 

enjoy order." Thus, the Taoist ideal of non-activity (wu-
wei) was realised, but with an ironic twist. In Taoism it 
refers to each and every individual, while in Legalism to 
the autocrat only. 
 
The Legalist ruler was later described with much clarity 
by Han Fei Tzu: "Just as  the sun and moon shine forth, the 
four seasons progress, the clouds spread and the wind 
blows, so does the ruler not encumber his mind with 
knowledge, or himself with selfishness. He relies for good 
government upon laws (fa 法, J. hô), timely trends (shih 勢, 

J. sei) and methods (shu 術, J. jutsu), leaves right and 
wrong to be dealt with through rewards and punishments 
and refers lightness and heaviness to the balance of the 
scale."271 
 
Where unity and strength had been achieved in this 
manner, it would be foolhardy to depend on the virtues of 
jen and i. It was external law, not virtue, that was needed. 
Therefore, Shang Yang turned against most of the values 
which are usually connected with Chinese Confucian 
culture. He rejected goodness and righteousness and 
spoke about the "parasitic functions" and listed the 
following as such: "rites, music, odes, history, virtue, moral 
culture, filial piety, brotherly love, integrity and 
sophistry."272 The list could hardly have been more anti-
                                                     

271 Han Fei Tzu, ch. 29; translation by Fung Yu-lan 1960, p. 162. 
"Heroes mold times (shih) just as times (shih) shapes heroes," says an 
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Confucian; it contains everything that went into the 
precious distinction of the ch’ün tzu and the difference 
between a  Chinese and a barbarian.  
 
It was a totalitarian system that Shang Yang envisaged. It 
meant a relationship between the ruler and the people 
that can be described as a state of warfare. The Legalist 
government would treat its people in such a brutal 
manner that "on perceiving war, they would behave like 
hungry wolves on seeing meat." Warfare and aggression 
were right and normal and would be used so long as they 
contributed to the power of the state. 
 
Shang Yang had the brazenness to describe this state of 
affairs as a new ideal virtue: "If the whole world applies 
this method, the highest state of virtue will be re-
established. This is my way of reverting to virtue by death 
penalties, and making righteousness a corollary to 
violence and disorder." He looked to the present rather 
than to the past and demanded accomplishments and 
concrete results. Instead of professing ancient times he 
proclaimed that novel laws should be applicable to novel 
things.273 Further, he stated that "Punishment produces 
force, force produces strength, strength produces awe, 
awe produces kindness" and that "kindness has its origin 
in force."274 
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equality in which close or distant relationships are overlooked and 
high and low stations are ignored." 

274 See B. Lundahl 1992, pp. 29-32ff. "The climax in the understanding of 



 

 

 
Punishment and kindness, thus, went hand in hand. They 
were the two means of control and of power. Kindness and 
love did not spring from man's natural goodness, but from 
outer fear and force. Since actions were determined and 
order was created by an eternal system of rules - not 
through intuition, not through moral  virtue - the inner 
man was left untouched by divisive notions of right and 
wrong. There would be pure feelings among men and the 
Taoist ideal would be achieved. The uncarved block was 
left intact, the Tao was undivided and order was created 
without any violation of man's inner space. But what room 
was there for the Tao in a mind plagued by constant 
uncertainty, suspicion, terror and war? The Legalist 
answer was that fear was only a temporary state of 
adjustment. 
 
If this dream had been fully realized, it would have meant 
the most perfect autocratic and dehumanized state. It is of 
interest that the Chou Chinese had this collectivistic 
Utopia on paper just as they had the individualistic Utopia 
of Taoism and the moral Utopia of  Confucianism on paper. 
 
About one hundred years after Shang Yang, the Warring 
States era (403-221 BC) came to an end. By then Ch'in was 
thriving on the Legalist philosophy, just as Sparta was on a 
similar philosophy in ancient Greece. The Legalist 
philosopher at the time of unification was Li Ssu (d. 208 

                                                                                                                                                                   

punishments is to bring a condition where there are no longer 
punishments." 



 

 

BC) who had studied under Hsün Tzu. He turned more 
extreme than his master and advanced the Legalist views 
of Shang Yang. When he became the adviser of the Ch'in 
duke, he said that "This is the one time of ten thousand 
generations to make the world one single unity." The rival 
states were defeated one by one, and Li Ssu's prediction 
was fulfilled: in 221 BC China was united under the duke 
of Ch'in, who took the title Ch’in Shih Huang-ti, "The First 
Emperor of Ch'in." With him the ancient history of China 
closed and a new era began. Under Li Ssu's guidance, a 
series of Legalistic reforms were undertaken. The old 
feudal system was abolished and a centralized 
government took its place. Not less than 120,000 rich and 
noble families of the empire were removed from their land 
holdings, and compelled to live in the capital. A new social 
order was established on grounds of merit rather than on 
grounds of birth. Harsh punishments for even petty crimes 
were extended throughout the empire. Work on the  Great  
Wall was also begun at this time. Imperial China was 
established. Ch'in Shih Huang-ti was its first Emperor 
ruling between BC 221-210 BC. 
 
Culture and tradition continued, however, to be the most 
stubborn enemy. It is not easy to change an ingrained 
value system in a revolutionary manner. In a drastic 
attempt, therefore, to get rid of the past once and for all, 
Ch'in Shih Huang-ti ordered that all books pertaining to 
old thinking should be burned (213 BC).275 He ordered 
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further that "those who dared to talk to each other about 
the Book of Odes and the Book of History should be 
executed and their bodies be exposed in the market place” 
and that "anyone referring to the past or criticizing the 
present should, together with his family, be put to 
death."276 
 
The Ch'in dynasty was overthrown only fifteen years after 
it was established. In 206 BC the Han dynasty took its 
place. The Legalists were repudiated, and Confucian 
moderation won over Legalist extremism. But many of the 
reforms of the Ch'in regime were preserved. A great 
unified China could not do without many of the rigid laws 
that the Legalists had advocated. The bureaucratic 
machinery established at the time of the shortlived  Ch'in 
dynasty was to continue during all the dynasties until 
1911. Still, the very word Legalist began to have dirty 
connotations in Han times and so it has had until this day. 
Confucianism became the learned tradition and the official 
ideology over the centuries to come. It was, however, a 
modified Confucianism. It was, as it were, a truncated 
Confucianism that quietly accepted and incorporated a 
number of the tenets that Shang Yang had proposed. Later, 
the general opinion about Shang Yang was well expressed 
by a famous Sung scholar, Su T'ung-p'o (1036-1101): "The 
name of Shang Yang is in the world like a fly-speck; 
speaking about him befouls the mouth, writing about him 
sullies the paper; when his methods are applied in the 
world, they are the ruin of the state, misery of the people, 

                                                     

276 A similar anti-Confucian campaign took place in China 1973-74. 



 

 

destruction of the family and loss of life follow one after 
the other." There was no later Legalist School and only few 
Legalist works are found in later Ch'ing compilations. 
 
 
B. Han Fei Tzu 韓非子 
 
Han Fei Tzu is considered the foremost among the Legalist 
philosophers and the systematizer of Legalist thought. He 
was as outstanding as Chuang Tzu, Mencius and Hsün Tzu 
in late Chou philosophy and the last among them. He was 
also the most voluble and radical. He was a prince of the 
feudal state of Han, born about 280 BC. He studied under 
Hsün Tzu together with Li Ssu. He offered his services to 
the king of Ch’in but through the involvement of his 
school-mate Li Ssu was forced to commit suicide in 233 
BC. Thus he did not live long enough to see China unified 
in 221 BC. It was thereupon Li Ssu's fate as the prime 
minister to influence the unification of China in the light of 
Han Fei Tzu’s thought. He introduced harsh measures, 
such as those also  advocated in Shang Yang’s programme 
for the political health of the nation.  Li Ssu was himself  
executed in  208 BC. 
 
The lengthy work that Han Fei Tzu wrote -- known as the  
Han Fei Tzu -- is divided into 55 chapters. The work was 
addressed exclusively to the "enlightened ruler", and took 
no interest in other individuals except to the extent that 
they affected the interest of the ruler. As in Machiavelli's 
The Prince, the only aim was to tell the ruler how to 
survive in a ruthless world. Thus, it taught what has been 



 

 

already mentioned with respect to Shang Yang, that is, 
"the strengthening of the central government, the 
establishment of more effective control over land and 
population through laws and strict penalties, and the 
replacement of the old aristocracy by a corps of 
bureaucrats." In particular, it emphasized agriculture as 
the base of the economy, while literary pursuits were 
discouraged as non-essential and corruptible.  Warfare 
was to be promoted both for the expansion of the borders 
of the state and for the ensuring of a tough, alert and well-
disciplined population. The people should live frugally and 
be devoted to the interests of the state in peace and war. 
Cities other than the capital were discouraged from 
growing too big. Han Fei Tzu called for the resolute 
suppression of all ideas and ways of life that impeded the 
realization of these objectives. "Vagabonds and draft-
dodgers, merchants and artisans who deal in non-essential 
goods, scholars who spread doctrines at variance with 
Legalist teaching and so forth are all to be unmercifully 
liquidated, and the people to be kept in a state of 
ignorance and awe." 
 
Han Fei Tzu believed that all men were born selfish, evil 
and depraved and needed to be controlled by laws and 
punishments. Force was what counted. "The ruler should 
punish without mercy." "Rewards and punishment 
(shôbatsu) are the power of  life and death. Force is the 
stuff that keeps the masses in subjection."277 Everyone 
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should live under the fear of punishment and with the 
expectation of reward. 
  
Hence, Han Fei Tzu turned against the idealism of 
Confucius, Mo Ti, Mencius and even Hsün Tzu. He says: 
"Those who  refer to the ancient kings and dogmatically 
claim the authority of Yao and Shun must be either stupid 
or deceitful. Their stupid and deceptive teachings and 
their heretical and contradictory actions are not to be 
adopted by the enlightened ruler. ... In his state one would 
find no recorded literature and the law would supply the 
only instruction; one would find no injunctions from the 
early kings and the officials would serve as the only 
instructors."278 
 
He says further, "Rewards should be rich and certain so 
that the people will be attracted by them and laws should 
be uniform and steadfast so that people will be familiar 
with them. Consequently, the sovereign should show no 
wavering in bestowing rewards and grant no pardon in 
administering punishments - when this is done, then both 
the worthy and the unworthy will want to exert 
themselves."279 
 
Like Shang Yang, Han Fei Tzu placed the law (fa 法, J. hô) 
at the centre. Power must  operate together with law. The 
ruler had to draw up an elaborate legal system and 
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distribute the laws to his officials, who taught the illiterate 
populace. As Han Fei Tzu says: "If you make the laws and 
regulations clear and your rewards and punishments 
certain, it is like applying rouge, powder and paint to the 
state."280 With an appropriate legal system and the 
corresponding usage of reward and punishment  ("the two 
handles of government"281) all life within the nation would 
be well-ordered, and nothing would be left to chance, 
private judgement and social privilege. Then "interdicts 
and commands could be established and the way of 
government be made complete."282 Everyone was equal 
before the law and the ruler. This was a uniform system of 
laws for all, backed up by generous rewards and severe 
punishments. "The ruler makes use of the majority and 
neglects the few, and so does not concern himself with 
virtue but with law."283 "Let the ruler apply the laws and 
the greatest tigers will tremble. This is the art of 
government (shu 術, J. jutsu).” “Law, statecraft and power 
were synthesized” and the interpretation of the Tao “took 
                                                     

280 Ibid.,, ch. 7. 

281 Ibid., ch. 48. 

282 Ibid., ch. 50, quoted in Fung Yu-lan 1960, A Short History of 
Chinese Philosophy, p. 160. 

283 B. Watson 1967, Han Fei Tzu, Basic writings, p. 17. He continues: 
"He waits empty and still, letting names define themselves and affairs reach 
their own settlement. Being empty, he can comprehend the true aspect of 
fullness; being still, he can correct the mover. … The  ruler must not reveal 
his desires; for if he reveals his desires his ministers will put on the mask 
that pleases him. He must not reveal his will; for if he does so his ministers 
will show the face that suits him. … Discard likes and dislikes and the 
ministers will show their true form." 



 

 

the Taoist philosophy to new heights” says Wing-Tsit Chan 
ironically.284 
 
Han Fei Tzu’s view of human nature was low. This could 
be an influence from Han Fei Tzu's teacher Hsün Tzu, who 
taught that human nature was nothing to rely upon and 
basically evil. However, during the Warring States era one 
did not have to sit at the feet of a philosopher to reach this 
conclusion. Han Fei Tzu could prove by personal 
experience that human nature was anything but good. 
Everyone should be inspired by fear of punishment and 
expectation of reward. No one was to be trusted, neither  
relations nor friends. 
 
Neither did Han Fei Tzu believe in the perfect Golden Age 
of Yao and Shun. If there had actually been peace and 
order in ancient times, it was not because of any moral 
guidance of the Sages but because there were enough 
goods and wealth for everyone, and  therefore no poverty. 
Furthermore, all attempts to educate the common people 
were futile, and charity was a sin because it robbed the 
industrious people and pampered the prodigals and idlers. 
 
Above all, the officials of the vast imperial bureaucracy 
had to be controlled. The first principle was that no 
bureaucrat could be relied upon. Like a Taoist Sage, the 
ruler was supposed to be far above the populace, distant 
and inscrutable, holding all strings in his hand. The 
officials should be his marionettes. 
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Han Fei Tzu's doctrines can, ironically, be traced to Taoist 
thinking. There is a Taoist tone throughout the Han Fei 
Tzu: "Discard wisdom! Be empty, quiet and retiring! Never 
put yourself forward! Do not let your power be seen! Be 
distant and remote!" This could as well be a quotation 
from the Tao Te Ching or the Chuang Tzu. It might seem 
strange until one understands that Taoism and Legalism 
join in absolute  thinking. As the Taoist Sage rises above 
human distinctions, likewise the Legalist ruler rises above 
good and evil; either of them is a law to himself. It is just 
that they dwell in dimensions that are far apart. The 
Legalist saint dwells in this world of absolute power. The 
Taoist Sage, on the other hand, lives in an inner world of 
bliss. He is the universalist who withdraws from this 
sordid world to a life of transcendence. The Legalist 
likewise withdraws, shunning contacts with people and 
dwelling deep within his palace. He conceals his true 
motives and desires, and surrounds himself with an aura 
of mystery. Their absoluteness resides in different realms: 
one in the infinite bliss and the other in the finite power. 
 
Han Fei Tzu says, "The enlightened ruler reposes in non-
action above - and the ministers tremble with fear below." 
He is "so still he seems to dwell nowhere at all; so empty 
no one can seek him out."285 He must keep a constant 
check upon the officials. They should be rewarded and 
promoted if they perform well; if they fail - whether they 
perform less than their offices call for or more - they 
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should be summarily punished, which usually meant 
death. 
 
Even though Han Fei Tzu traced his thinking to Lao Tzu, 
as Hsün Tzu’s pupil he did not have faith in moral 
training and education but rather in power politics, 
control, violence and law. He used the sublime language 
of Taoism but recommended that the ruler use the “two 
handles” of reward and punishment to achieve the 
loyalty - and discipline - of his subjects. He himself 
possessed absolute power and was an absolute power 
unto himself. “Hidden from the multitude in the depths  
of his palace, he sets in motion a machinery of 

government which could then run by itself 
 

 
Still,  Han Fei Tzu exalted antiquity and saw his thought as 
a replica of perfect ancient thinking. He says, "The former 
kings held laws in high esteem and handed them down to 
posterity.” Apparently, turning to the nebulous past and 
making it the foundation of his thought, the ruler could  
instil into it whatever suited him.   
 
It was Ch'in Shih Huang-Ti’s and the Legalists’ great 
mistake to think that the people could be kept within a 
prison of savage discipline for long. Totalitarian regimes 
have made this mistake again and again only to wake up to 
the reaction of the people who are never ready to  submit 
for ever.  
 
 



 

 

 
10. Han Confucianism 
 
The Han dynasties (206 BC-AD 220) are the last era in 
which Chinese thought is pure and unaffected by 
extraneous elements. It is therefore of much interest to get 
a clear picture of the ancient tradition during these axial 
four centuries. The era is divided into the Former Han 
(206 BC - AD 9) and the Later Han (AD 23 - AD 220). In 
between was the short Wang Mang era (AD 9 - 23). 
Buddhism reached China during this lengthy period, but 
we are probably correct in assuming that the new religion 
did not affect the Chinese soul until after Han. Until Later 
Han Chinese thinking had a specifically Chinese character. 
The Han era reflects a new national consciousness. 
 
It was in the Former Han that Emperor Wu Ti (r. 141-87 
BC) in 137 BC declared Confucianism to be the national 
philosophical system of China. The emperor’s sacrifice to 
Heaven betokened a state religion. Legalism was rejected. 
The Confucian classics became required reading for 
scholars. Moderate Confucian thinking in almost all 
respects suited the Han and following dynasties. Its all-
embracing ethics harmonized with the aims of upholding 
the state, the emperor and the family.286 
 
Harsh laws were relaxed and land tax reduced. 
Nonetheless, many of the reforms which Ch'in had enacted 
were retained. Much Legalism was as necessary in the Han 
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as in the Ch'in world.287  Officials were often accused of 
being "Confucianists in appearance but Legalists in 
reality." However, since the very term Legalism had 
attracted the bad renown of oppressive government it was 
not suitable to bring Legalist practices openly into the 
Confucian ideology. "The Han inherited the concept of 
political unity of the Ch'in and continued its unfinished 
work, that is, the building up of a new political and social 
order."288 Therefore, although the Han rulers professed to 
be Confucian, they were in many respects Legalists. It took 
some time of consolidation but Confucian thought became 
the ideological mainstay not only in China but also in 
Korea and Japan until modern times. "The Han succeeded 
in accomplishing, by gradual and peaceful means, what the 
violent proscriptions of the Ch'in had failed to achieve."289  
 
Liu Pang (official name, Kao Tsu, r. 206-195 BC), the first 
ruler of Han, was a farmer's son, a pragmatist with little 
understanding of philosophical sophistries. He was 
cautious and shrewd and did not go so far as to lift the ban 
on the ancient classics that had been effected by Ch'in Shih 
Huang-ti in 213 BC. The next emperor (Hui-ti,  r. 195-188  
BC) withdrew the ban in 191 BC. Then began a feverish 
attempt to restore the lost books. They were collected and 
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presented to the court and kept in the imperial archives. 
These were the Book of Odes (Shih Ching), the Book of 
History (Shu Ching), the Spring and Autumn Annals 
(Ch'un-Ch'iu), The Book of Changes (I Ching) (which had 
not been banned) and the Book of Rites (Li Chi). The only 
loss was the Book of Music (Yüeh Ching), of which only 
one chapter survived in the Hsün Tzu. 
 
A most fruitful discovery was made a few decades later in 
the last years of Emperor Wu-ti. At that time a prince 
discovered in the wall of a house belonging to Confucius's 
family numerous tablets that contained the Book of 
History, the Spring and Autumn Annals, the Analects and 
the Classic of Filial Piety. All these were, however, written 
in the archaic tadpole script of Confucius's time and hardly 
readable for the people of the Han era. These books were 
therefore sent to K'ung An-kuo, a lineal descendant of 
Confucius in the eleventh generation, to be deciphered and 
written in the current Han script. When the work was 
completed, it was presented together with the old tablets 
to the emperor in 97 BC. 
 
Still, moderate Confucianists did not have the whole field 
to themselves. Legalism had certainly fallen into disgrace 
and Mo Ti's universalism was forgotten, but Taoism 
remained a formidable rival to Confucianism. This age 
gave rise to a symbiosis of irrational Taoist thinking and 
rational Confucian thinking.290 It was only slowly that the 
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sober Confucian influence increased in the face of 
prevalent Taoist beliefs. The early Han emperors favoured 
and patronized Taoism, accepting Taoist occultism as their 
personal faith and as the ideal for state policy. Many times 
it seems as if the rulers were Taoists on the private level 
and Confucianists in official life. It was not until in 
Emperor Wu-ti's time that Confucianism was proclaimed a 
national cult.  
 
As long as Taoism was philosophical Taoism, as presented 
by Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, there was no reason why a 
person could not practise both Taoism and Confucianism 
simultaneously. Han Taoism developed, however, into a 
salvation religion that extended to cults and rites that did 
not belong to early Taoism. It was transformed into a 
potpourri of animism, magic and sorcery, dealing with 
immortality, alchemy, geomancy, breath control, 
meditative exercises exorcism, numerology, elixirs and 
beliefs in imagined isles of the blessed somewhere outside 
China (Japan?).291    In the Han world such occultism and 
practices became fashionable. A huge Taoist canon, the 
Tao-tsang, with over 1400 works, was collected and 
printed later in 1445. First in the canon came the Tao Te 
Ching and the Chuang Tzu. The earlier philosophical 
Taoism should not be confused with the later occult 
Taoism and its manifold religious excesses. The best-
known Neo-Taoist was Wang Pi (AD 226-249) who in 
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Later Han times combined Lao Tzu and Confucius in his 
Dark, Mysterious Learning (hsüan hsüeh 玄学).292 
 
Since life is more than magic, superstition and dreams, a 
new order and sober times needed more empirical and 
rational ways. The Confucian scholars provided these. 
They set forth their balanced creed, more easily attainable, 
of securing for the emperor not longevity but the long rule 
of his dynasty. If the ancient vision was enacted, the 
dynasty would last long. Hsün Tzu offered the Confucian 
formula: "Heaven operates with constant regularity. ... 
Respond to it with good government and blessings will 
result; respond to it with misgovernment and ill fortune 
will result."293  
 
Some emperors desired the best of two worlds: Emperor 
Wu-ti saw no objection in dabbling with alchemy, magic, 
and the quest for immortality, and at the same time having 
Confucian scholars introduce political measures that 
welded together his vast empire. 
 
The most important milestone in the rise of the Confucian 
school during early Han was when, in 141 BC, an imperial 
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edict dismissed all the scholars from the "Board of Eruditi" 
who were not Confucian. This board served as an official 
organ for the promotion  of  learning. Through this 
enactment learning became the monopoly of the 
Confucian literati. The edict met with stiff opposition from 
the Taoists and it was only with another edict in 136 BC 
that Confucianism was finally proclaimed as the state 
orthodoxy. As such it continued until AD 1905.  
 
The Board of Eruditi was organized into five departments, 
each specializing in one of the Five Classics (wu ching 
五經) , the Book of Changes, the Book of Odes, the Book of 
History, the Spring and Autumn Annals, and the Record of 
Rites.294 In 124 BC, the first Chinese university was 
founded in the Han capital, Ch'ang-an, for "transmitting 
the sacred ways of the ancient rulers and achieving the 
moral and intellectual advancement of the empire." At first 
only 50 students were admitted to the university to study 
with the Eruditi in the five departments. From this modest 
beginning the university grew in leaps and bounds until it 
had as many as 3,000 students by the end of the first 
century AD. It reached its peak enrolment in the second 
century AD with 30,000 students. The professors were 
selected from the best scholars of the nation. At the same 
time schools were also established in the provinces, and 
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they had likewise the objective to train young men in 
Confucian knowledge. Holding education firmly in their 
hands, Confucian scholars soon dominated the Chinese 
intellectual scene, and continued to do so during the 
ensuing two millennia. Education was not just for the sake 
of erudition but in order to prepare the students to 
become officials. It became practically the only way to 
governmental office, political power, social prestige and 
even economic wealth. No other tradition has "ever been 
endowed with a more effective incentive to study." 
 
The result was the rise of a new class, the class of the 
future of China: the literati (shih 士, J. shi), often referred 
to as Mandarins. Standardized education based on the 
ancient classics and an ingenious examination system had 
its first development during the Han eras (under Kao Tsu 
in 196 BC) and ensured that the Confucian intelligentsia 
dominated throughout the immense realm. They formed a 
minority that floated on top of the toiling and illiterate 
majority, but on the other hand they connected and 
cemented the whole realm. Without them China would 
probably have kept fragmented for longer periods than it 
did during its long history from Han until today. It 
probably meant intellectual stagnation, but it certainly had 
its beneficial aspects. It brought about a single unified 
administration and a centralized state. A great empire 
needs standardized habits, and capable officials to run the 
administration. The Confucian scholars provided this 
capacity, and created incidentally the social class which 
would in more respects than any other be tied to the very 
name of China. Confucian doctrine became the state cult -- 



 

 

the ideology and religion of the land hand-in-hand with 
the imperial power structure. Confucius was deified and 
temples in his honour were erected. It became the official 
duty of the civil servants to discharge the worship of 
Confucius - and Heaven. Confucian scholars served as the 
clergy in this national veneration.295 
 
Central in their message were rites and music (li 礼 and 

yüeh 楽, J.  rei and gaku), the two means for peace and 
prosperity. The rites were the instrument for social order 
and stability and the music for moral life. The first aim of 
Confucian education was the learned man, the chün tzu, 
who possessed a refined moral sense and functioned in 
the government centrally and locally. He served the triad 
of Heaven, earth and the emperor. The notions that kept 
China in one piece ideologically from dynasty to dynasty 
were simple.. 
 
The Li Chi says, "The former kings set up rites and music 
(rei-gaku) that men might be controlled by them. ... Music 
comes from within, rites from without. Music coming from 
within is characterized by stillness, while rites coming 
from without are characterized by order. Great music 
must be easy, great rites simple. Music induces an end to 
anger, rites and to strife. ... Music is the harmony of 
Heaven and earth, rites are their order. ... Therefore, the 
Sage creates music in response to Heaven, and sets up 
rites to match earth. He moves in the realm of human 
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affairs as well as in the transcendental world. When music 
and order are fully realized, Heaven and earth function in 
perfect order."296 
 
 
 
A. Tung Chung-shu 董仲舒 
 
Most prominent among the Confucian scholars of the 
former Han was Tung Chung-shu (179?-104? BC). In 
official service he advocated the monopoly of Confucian 
learning and was instrumental in advancing the setting up 
of the famous civil service examination system that had 
been begun in the short Ch'in era. Under this system 
government officials no longer had to have noble birth but 
had to undergo competitive examinations conducted 
throughout the country. In his teaching Tung is known to 
have been demanding, giving his lectures from behind a 
screen that did not allow the students to see him. In ethics 
he was strictly Confucian, upholding the Five Constant 
Virtues": jen, i, li, chih and hsin (wu-chang 五常, j. gojô), 
and in politics he attached importance to the 
interrelationship of the ruler and the subject. Loyalty 
became as important as filiality, leading to intense respect 
for authority and hierarchy. Virtues and relations had to 
be observed at all times.  
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Tung Chung-shu departed, however, from the early 
Confucian tradition in his cosmic speculation, which found 
expression in his work Ch'un-Ch'iu Fan-lu 春秋繁露,297 
"Luxuriant Dew from the Spring and Autumn Annals." In 
this work he systematized at great length the 
correspondences between natural phenomena and human 
action. Whereas Confucius had avoided supernatural 
subjects, and both Mencius and Hsün Tzu only had dwelt 
with them marginally, Tung Chung-shu took an immense 
interest in such matters and fused them into a wide 
rationalized order. The ultimate goal was to set forth a 
theoretical justification for a new imperial Confucianism 
that forged a state in union with with the workings of the 
cosmos. 
 
Tung Chung-shu emphasized the close relation between 
man and Heaven and the identity of the social and cosmic 
orders. Any human action manifested itself in natural 
phenomena. Heaven, earth and man work in unison and 
Heaven presents warnings. Man's wicked deeds, for 
instance, culminate in terrestrial disasters, such as fire, 
drought, flooding and earthquake, and heavenly anomalies 
such as comets, eclipses and the "growing of beards on 
women." The study of such phenomena was called the 
"Science of Catastrophes and Anomalies."  
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Tung Chung-shu went further in this "science" and applied 
it to political affairs. He was responsible for the 
recognition of Confucianism as the state orthodoxy. 
Imperial authority was founded in the universal order of 
yin and yang and in the teaching of Confucius. This 
resulted in an amalgamation of morality and cosmology, in 
turn correlated with natural and supernatural 
observances and numerology. He asserted further in the 
Ch'un-Chiu Fan-lu that the ruler, by virtue of his great 
authority, was particularly responsible for prodigies as 
Heaven might deem it fit to punish earth because of  his 
misdeeds. According to Tung Chung-shu, it was never too 
late for the ruler to mend his ways; but if he persisted in 
misgovernment without heeding ominous signs, he would 
ultimately cause the destruction and the downfall of the 
empire. 
 
A moot question is how close Tung Chung-shu was to 
Confucius. It is possible that Confucius's thought ran in his 
veins without meaning as much. Living in an uncritical 
age, he elaborated early ideas and his synthesis was 
happily accepted by scholars who found them useful in 
supporting imperial rule and combating misgovernment. 
Even though the ruler's power was unlimited, he was 
subject to the judgements of Heaven, the omnipotent 
power, visible in natural abnormalities and catastrophes. 
 
 
B. The Han Confucian synthesis 
 



 

 

Tung Chung-shu expressed the ancient Chinese conception 
of the Great Harmony (ta t'ung  大同, J. daidô) of nature 
and man. It depicted the dynamic correlation between 
what is visible and what is invisible. Man occupied the 
central position in a universe treated as an organic whole. 
 
The Grand Harmony was witnessed in a wide paradigm 
that comprised the yin-yang theory, the Five Elements, 
Taoist speculation and Confucian moralism. The yin and 
yang and the Five Elements, operating in concord, became 
the pivot of a grand coherent cosmology. Their movement 
and cycles successively led through the four quarters and 
the corresponding seasons. 
 
The Five Elements were combined with the cycle of the 
four seasons in such a manner that each season was 
considered to flourish and thrive thanks to and hand in 
hand with its Element. The Five Elements were regarded 
as active forces, which moved in unison with the seasons. 
Each of them had its ascent and descent. Wood belonged 
together with spring and was subjugated by fire that 
belonged to early summer. Fire, in turn, was  subdued by 
earth, earth by metal and metal by water. All, in a cycle, 
going round uninterruptedly.  
 
In the same manner, the seasons were subjugated by each 
other, and the same relationship existed between other 
natural and human occurrencies. All changes were 
manifestations of the Five Elements. 
 
Perhaps influenced by the Huai-nan-tzu, Tung Chung-shu 



 

 

put the Element earth in the centre among the Elements; it 
functioned not only in late summer but the year round, 
assisting the other elements in their seasonal circuit. 
  
Yin and yang did not move in the same direction: yang 
moves with the sun and yin against the sun. Thus yang, 
beginning from the north in the winter when the sun is at 
its lowest, "passes" the spring under its course eastwards. 
During the summer yang is at its highest, then turns north. 
This time it "passes" autumn in the west, constantly 
decreasing in strength, until it again appears in the north 
at the time of the winter solstice. At the same time yin 
runs in the opposite direction; during autumn yang 
decreases gradually to the benefit of yin, until it attains 
maximal strength during winter and again loses its power 
for the sake of yang in spring. In this manner yin and yang 
meet yearly at the winter solstice when yin is dominating, 
and then again at the summer solstice, when the roles are 
opposite. They stand every year opposite each other, at 
the spring equinox when yang is in the east and yin in the 
west, and then again at autumn equinox when yin is in the 
east and yang in the west. On both occasions their strength 
is exactly equal. This, says Tung Chung-shu, is the Celestial 
Run, which, when it ends, begins anew. In this grand 
system the yin-yang forces and the Five Elements operate 
in complete harmony. It is a universe of relations and 
contrasts, tending to orderly change. 
 
Tung Chung-shu attempted to harmonize disparate 
elements of earlier Chinese thinking in his synthesis and 
create a unified system of thought that would explain all 



 

 

questions of the divine, natural and human worlds. It 
comprised not only Heaven and earth, yin and yang, the 
Five Elements and the seasons, but also emotions, colours, 
tones, ethics as well as spirits, ancestors and man-in-
society. Cosmological ideas drawn from various Chou 
sources were welded together and integrated into one 
grand whole. This unification of cosmology, morality and 
politics was perhaps a natural follow-up concomitant with 
the imperial unification under the Han emperors. So great 
was the urge for the systematization of the parallels 
between man and his universe that astronomy, 
mathematics, medicine and music were set up in concord 
with yin and yang and the Five Elements. The series of 
dynasties were arranged in the same manner. All reality 
was seen in balances and correspondences and upheld by 
ritual observances accompanied by solemn music. 
 
Tung Chung-shu says: "In all things there must be 
correspondences. Thus if there is the upper, there must be 
the lower. If there is the left, there must be the right. ... If 
there is cold, there must be heat. If there is day, there must 
be night. These are all correspondences. The yin is the 
correlate of the yang, the wife of the husband, the subject 
of the sovereign. There is nothing that does not have a 
correlate and in each correlation there is yin and yang. 
Thus the lineage relationships between sovereign and 
subject, father and son, and husband and wife all derive 
from the principles of yin and yang. The sovereign is yang, 
the subject is yin; the father is yang, the son is yin; the 



 

 

husband is yang, the wife is yin."298 
 
Tung Chung-shu mentions the Three Cords of the King's 
Way (san kang 三綱, J. sankô): sovereign-subject; father-
son; husband-wife in the same context. These were  
closely connected with the above-mentioned wu-chang, 
the Five Constant Virtues. The Three Cords concerned 
social ethics while the Five  Constants stressed the five 
basic human virtues. The compound word (san)kang-
(wu)chang (三)綱(五)常), J.(san)kô(go)jô, referred to 
them together. 
 
As regards human nature, Tung Ch'ung-shu stood between 
Mencius and Hsün Tzu. For him nature was both 
potentially good and potentially evil. He writes, "From 
Heaven the people receive their potentially good nature, 
and from the king the education which completes it. It is 
the duty and function of the king to submit to the will of 
Heaven, and thus to bring to completion the nature of the 
people. ... If the nature of all men were already good, then 
what would be left for the king to do when he assumes his 
calling?" 
 
Jen, "goodness," was also for Tung Chung-shu the all-
encompassing virtue. It was the first social virtue of the 
king but he had further rewards, punishments and 
executions at his disposal. Those four ways of governance 
correlated with the four seasons of spring, summer, 

                                                     

298 Ch'un-ch'iu fan-lu, ch. 53. tr. Fung Yu-lan 1960, quoted in Lodén 
2006, pp. 78-79. 



 

 

autumn and winter.  
 
Tung Chung-shu is close to Huai-nan-tzu, which says: 
"Heaven has four seasons, five forces, nine cardinal points 
and three hundred and sixty-six days. Man similarly has 
four limbs, five viscera, nine apertures and three hundred 
and sixty-six joints. Heaven has wind, rain, cold and heat 
and man has the activities of taking and giving, joy and 
anger. Thus the gall bladder corresponds to clouds, the 
lungs to air, the liver to wind, the kidneys to rain, and the 
spleen to thunder. In this way man forms a trinity with 
Heaven and earth."299  
 
Even if Confucian thinkers reacted against the excessive 
correlations and correspondences in later centuries, the 
grand vision has existed with few changes until today. It 
became the pseudo-scientific Confucian cosmic cult, "a 
great synthetic religion into which were fused all the 
elements of popular superstition and state worship. It was 
rationalized somewhat in order to eliminate a few of the 
most untenable elements, thinly covered up under the 
disguise of Confucian and pre-Confucian Classics. This 
made them appear respectable and authoritative. In this 

                                                     

299 Huai-nan-tzu, ch. 3, quoted in H. G. Creel 1953, op. cit., 144. Huai-
nan-tzu runs parallel with Tung Chung-shu as presented in the Chun-
chi'u Fan-lu. H. G. Creel 1953, op. cit., p. 147. Hu Shih, "The 
Establishment of Confucianism as a State Religion during the Han 
Dynasty," pp. 34-35, adds that in some Han works Confucius is 
described as a god and the son of the mythical Black Emperor. "At his 
birth, it is recounted that dragons hovered in the air over the scene of 
the nativity." 



 

 

sense, the new Confucianism of the Former Han Empire 
was truly the national religion of China."300 It had much 
that was akin to Taoism. 
 
Later, additional categories of fives, such as the Five 
Ancient Emperors, the Five Holy Mountains, the Five 
Senses, the Five Smells, the Five Bodily Functions, the Five 
Organs and many others were included. Quite a number of 
items, particularly geographical features, were also 
enumerated by nines. 
 
The harmonization of all cosmic things extended yet 
farther during the Later Han (23 BC-AD 220). The yin  and 
yang theory, the Five Elements theory, the trigrams and 
hexagrams, the numerical systems based on the Magic 
Square and other mathematics were linked to form a huge 
totality. Heaven was considered to be one of the nine 
heavenly provinces and, in the same manner, earth 
became one of the nine terrestrial regions, among  which, 
of course, China was central. In connection with the 
number nine, Emperor Yü was considered the "great 
norm" in his category. 
 
Nine like five was thus an important number in the order 
of heavenly and earthly things. The hexagrams could be 

                                                     

300 For a table of correspondences of the Five Elements, see Sources 
of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 199. The search for HARMONY in nature 
found expression in classifying  phenomena in sets of things in fives. In the 
Huai-nan-tzu the Five Elements, the Five Seasons, the Five Quarters, the 
Five Colours, the Five Circulatory Symbols and the Five Significations 
constitute a comprehensive correlative universe. 



 

 

arranged in a circle, representing Heaven and in the form 
of a square, representing earth. The necessity of 
maintaining a harmonious equilibrium between the 
heavenly and human realms was the ultimate reason for 
this yin-yang pseudo-science.301 
 

 
C. Confucian Social Thought 
 
Early Confucianism put emphasis on human and social 
relations. Metaphysical and cosmological reflections were 
left to Taoists, yin-yang scholars and popular creeds. In 
the Han era Taoist cosmic beliefs, the yin-yang philosophy, 
prognostication, numerology and magic tended to 
combine with Confucianism and in the work of Tung 
Chung-shu one discerns an amalgamation of all beliefs and 
a great body of cosmic correspondences, built upon the 
two complementary forces of yin and yang and the Five 
Elements. 
 
The divinatory thought based on the I Ching was expanded 
and the new interpretations were given in a series of 
appendices, "the Ten Wings," the longest of which is the 
Hsi-tzu. This led to a comprehensive cosmology. The 

                                                     

301      The study of the heavens was not scholarly in a modern sense. It 
was rather astronomy and astrology in one. Heaven was the divine 
power that expressed itself by the changes that came across its face, 
for example,  comets and meteors.  Therefore, no efforts were spared 
in observing and  mapping mysterious events both in the heavens and 
on earth and interpreting them and what they meant to man. His 
earthly matters reflected heavenly matters. 



 

 

trigrams and hexagrams were equated with yin and yang 
so that Heaven and earth, male and female, became the 
father and mother of all symbols and correlations. 
 
The metaphysical force originated in the Supreme 
Ultimate (t'ai-chi 太極, J. taikyoku), mentioned in the I 
Ching,302 and generated all the phenomena of the world. 
This thinking connected with Taoism, and thus with the 
Chu-Hsi synthesis in Sung times.  
 
Thus, the Han thinkers attempted to understand the world  
and its  changes and to reduce them to an all-inclusive 
order. They developed a cosmological totality that would 
free men from the ancient dread of the unknown and the 
supernatural and allow them to live their lives in s 
harmony with and an understanding of the basic laws 
underlying all phenomenal change. 
    
The social and political ethos of Confucianism interested 
Tung Chung-shu who saw Confucian social ethics as part 
of the natural order of the universe. He linked it with the 
Tao and Heaven, ending up in the five human 
relationships, namely, those between sovereign and 
subject, father and son, husband and wife, elder and 
younger brother, and friend and friend. Four social classes 
were recognized: the literati, the peasants, the artisans 
                                                     

302 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 191-192. In the I Ching  it 
is said: "In change there is the supreme ultimate (T'ai Chi  太極, J. 

taikyoku). 

 



 

 

and the merchants (shih-nung-kung-sheng 士農工商, J. 
shi-nô-kô-shô), stratified vertically. Justice was stressed. 
Only if harmony reigned between the classes could the 
Great Harmony be maintained. Therefore, much interest 
was taken in the people in general and in the peasants in 
particular. The latter represented the bulk of the 
population. Mencius had emphasized the natural equality 
of all things within the four seas when he proposed that 
the ancient socialistic system of "well-field" land 
distribution be restored.303 If restored, it would have been 
as close to Marxist dreams as could be possible. No true 
Confucian philosopher worth his salt would leave societal 
matters out of his works, and, in office, it was his duty to 
speak up for what he thought was right 
 
The imaginative largesse of early Han Confucian thought 
can also be seen in other developments. Tung Chung-shu 
asserted that Confucius had actually received a mandate 
from Heaven and considered him an unsceptered king (su 
wang 素王). Soon temples were built in his honour. He had 
edited the classics and formulated the ethical ideals for the 
new world order. New spurious Confucian texts, the so-
called wei ("woof"), to differentiate them from the old 

                                                     

303 From earliest times Chinese thinkers have expressed the liberal 
ideas of fairness and social justice, but they have never combined this 
idealism with the realism of a democratic electoral system for 
choosing their leaders. It was recommended that the leaders should 
be virtuous, good and upright, but this was seldom achieved. There 
was idealism but the vertical social system prevented democratic 
participation.  Any elective process was alien to the tradition and still 
is. See K. C. Wu 1982, The Chinese Heritage, p. 419. 



 

 

ching, ("warp"), were fabricated and in these Confucius 
was represented as an omniscient saviour of the world, 
decreeing laws for future generations, a divine being and 
the son of the Black Emperor.304 Endowed with 
supernatural gifts, he had had the power to foretell the 
future. By attributing to him godly qualities, which he 
himself would have disclaimed, the Former Han 
Confucianists sanctified him and made his teaching a 
religion. 
 
 
D. The Era of Wang Mang 
 
As imperial despotism grew in the Former Han, Confucian 
scholars began to ask for a return to the ways of antiquity 
and the good government of law and justice. They had the 
opportunity to advance their dreams during Wang Mang's 
short-lived dynasty (AD 9-23). His minister of state was 
the eclectic scholar Liu Hsin (ca 46 BC - ca AD 23).305   
 
Wang Mang attempted to enact the Ancient Vision. In a 
drastic move he declared the nationalization and equal 
distribution of land. He based his reforms on the Chou Li. 
This classic says: "... all land in the empire shall henceforth 
be known as the 'Emperor's land', all slaves shall be called 
'private retainers' and neither land nor retainers shall be 
bought or sold by the people."  He further decreed that 
                                                     

304 The Black Emperor was an imaginary first emperor in the Taoist 
tradition. 

305 See Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 218-222. 



 

 

"any family having not more than eight adults and 
possessing over 800 mou shall distribute the superfluous 
land among fellow clansmen, neighbours and fellow 
citizens. ... Anyone who dares to oppose the Land Policy ... 
shall be exiled to the lands of the barbarians." 
 
Continuing his reform policies, Wang Mang promulgated 
the establishment of the Six Monopolies and  Five 
Equalizations: "The Six State Controls shall cover salt, 
wine, iron, mines and forests, money and coinage and 
banking and pricing in order to aid and protect the people 
and supply their needs. ... The Sages of ancient times 
discerned all evil and resolved to check it by means of 
governmental control. The Five Equalizations shall be: (1) 
Determining the index number of all prices, (2) Buying of 
unsold goods from the market, (3) Stabilization of prizes, 
(4) Loans without interest and (5) Loans to be used as 
working capital."  
 
How astonishingly modern these words sound! Hu Shih 

(1891-1962) writes, "Whereas the land policy of Wang 
Mang may be described as communistic, his Six State 
Monopolies ... may very well be described as state 
socialism. ... These edicts certainly deserve to be ranked as 
the earliest conscious statement of the theory of state 
socialism in the history of the social and political thought 
of mankind."306 The decrees proved, however, a failure 
and were repealed.  

                                                     

306 Hu Shih 1934, op. cit., presented in Lodén 2006, op. cit., 168-169. 
As regards the Chou Li, see K. C. Wu 1982, op. cit., pp. 375-391. 



 

 

 
It is considered that the Chou Li was written during Wang 
Mang's regime and was only declared to be of ancient 
times for the sake of respectability. Even if it was the 
product of this era, however, it shows, according to Hu 
Shih, "the indebtedness of later generations to the very 
advanced political and social ideas of Wang Mang's New 
Dynasty."307 The Chou Li remained of inspiration for later 
political reformers. It became the basis of the policy of  the 
equalization of land attempted in North Wei in the fifth 
century, and it was the political textbook for the reformers 
of the Sung Dynasty; for example, for Wang An-shih 
(1021-1086) whose land policy and economic reforms 
were ideologically based on it.308 
 
It was probably scholars of the Old Text School who 
originated the reforms. In his work Fa-yen 法言, J. Hôgen, 

"Model Sayings,” Yang Hsiung 楊雄, (J. Yô-yû) (53 BC-AD 
18)309 turned to the "true" Confucianism of Confucius and 
endeavoured to reconcile the views of Mencius and Hsün 
Tzu, teaching that the nature of man at birth is neither 
good nor evil. In another work, T'ai-hsüan 太玄, J. Taigen, 
"Grand Mystery," he was more metaphysical, in line with 

                                                     

307       Hu shih, Ibid. 

308    For Wang An-shih’s reforms, see, for example, J. Li Dun 1965, pp. 207-
212. 

309 Yang Hsiung belonged to the Old Text School. As for this school, 
see below. He refers to the Yellow Emperor and Lao Tzu. 

 



 

 

Taoist thought and the yin-yang philosophy. He linked Lao 
Tzu with Confucius and was instrumental in the Taoist 
revival in the Later Han. He has been described as a 
Taoistic Confucian. 
 
The land reforms were rescinded in AD 17. A new decree 
was issued permitting landowners not only to own but 
also to sell land and slaves. But this decree also failed. In 
AD 23 Wang Mang (also Liu Hsin) was assassinated and 
for nineteen centuries afterwards Wang Mang's name was 
anathema. He was usually referred to as "Wang Mang the 
Usurper" and no historian spoke out in his defence. Since 
1949, however, he has been a national hero. He tried some 
1900 years earlier exactly what has been attempted under 
Communism: to give social equality to the most populous 
nation of the world. 
 
During the following Later Han (23 BC - AD 220) one 
meets a reaction not only against the economic adventures 
of Wang Mang but also against the philosophical 
exaggerations of the Former Han. The Chinese mind is too 
sensible to allow the flight of imagination into an ever 
higher unreality for a long time. Thus, as we enter the 
Christian era, conservatism was building up. Scholars 
turned to the classics in their search for orthodoxy in the 
literature. They came to be called the Ancient Script 
School (ku wen chia 古文家, J. kobunka). Confucius had 
written in the old tadpole script, and it was to the classics 
in this script that they returned.310 The Former Han 

                                                     

310 Tung Chung-shu and others reconstructed by 206 BC the pre-



 

 

scholars, Tung Chung-shu among them, were in turn 
referred to as the Modern Script School (chin wen 今文家, 
J. jinbunka), since they accepted the classics, written with 
the new script, that became current during the Han era. 
The Modern Script scholars were the members of the 
Board of Eruditi of Former Han.311 
 
The Ancient Script School arose as a reaction against the 
New Text School and was backed by Liu Hsin, who, like 
Yang Hsiung, was influenced by both Taoism and 
Confucianism. The controversy between the Old Script and 
the New Script schools has been persistent. It started by 
the end of the Former Han era and continues to this day.312 
 
The Old Script scholars asked for a return to the 
orthodoxy of the ancient classics. They were against the 
excesses of the New Script scholars, not accepting, among 
other things, the description of Confucius as a holy man 
and an uncrowned king. Their Confucianism was close to 
                                                                                                                                                                   

Ch'in classics that had been burned in 213 BC relying on memory, 
fragments and supernatural means. These were written in the new 
script (chin wen) and were called the New Scripts. Tradition has it 
that in the Later Han texts were found in the walls of Confucius's 
house written in the old tadpole  script. They were therefore called the 
Ancient Scripts (ku wen). The Ancient Script School was strong during 
the following T'ang (618-907) and Sung (960-1279) revivals of 
Confucian philosophy. In late Ch'ing times K'ang Yu-wei revived the 
Modern Script School, arguing that the ancient texts were forged by 
Liu Hsün (ca 46 BC-AD 23).   

311 Fung Yu-lan 1960, op.cit., p. 208. 

312 Ibid., pp. 209-211. 



 

 

the Lun Yü and the Meng Tzu. The New Text scholars, on 
the other hand, were close to the Hsün Tzu. It was a 
controversy between two groups of scholars, one group 
more liberal and innovative (the New Script School), the 
other group more conservative and orthodox (the Old 
Script School), between innovators and traditionalists, 
both asking for reforms and both, ironically, identifying 
themselves with Yao and Shun. 
 
 
E. Wang Ch'ung 
 
The most original philosopher of the Later Han was Wang 
Ch'ung 王充 (J. Ô Jû) (AD 27- ca. 100) who belonged to the 
Old Script School. Unlike his fellow scholars he lived 
mostly a quiet life in the country, was not much known in 
his time and has been mostly forgotten until modern 
times. "The study of ancient literature was his debauchery, 
and strange stories his relish. ... A recluse in solitary 
retirement, he sought to sift truth from falsehood." In this 
solitude he wrote a number of works, among which the 
Lun Heng 論衡, J. Ronkô, "Critical Essays," is the most well 
known.  
 
In this work we meet a freethinker who is ready to use his 
reason. Displaying a critical and rational spirit he 
denounced a number of superstitious beliefs of his age. He 
attacked the faith in ghosts, assailed prognostication, and 
questioned the belief in abnormalities of nature and the 
like. He went so far as to criticize doctrines of Confucius 
and Mencius and to refuse to see any teleological 



 

 

relationship between Heaven and man. He maintained, on 
the contrary, that Heaven, having neither mouth nor ears, 
could not listen to man's prayers or reply to questions 
addressed to it. "We live between Heaven and earth like 
lice on the human body. If the lice, wishing to learn from 
man, emitted sounds near his ear, they would certainly not 
be heard. Why? Because there is such an enormous 
difference in size between man and lice that the utterance 
of the latter would hardly be audible. Now let us suppose 
that a pigmy-like man puts questions to Heaven and earth, 
which are so immense. How could they understand his 
words or become acquainted with his wishes?"313 
 
Likewise, he criticized the beliefs in spirits and an afterlife: 
"Human death is like the extinction of fire. When a fire is 
extinguished, its light does not shine any more, and when 
man dies, his intellect does not perceive any more. The 
nature of both is the same. If people nevertheless pretend 
that the dead have knowledge, they are mistaken. What is 
the difference between a sick man about to die and a light 
about to go out?"314 
 
Further, Wang Ch'ung denied the prevalent belief that man 
formed a trinity with Heaven and earth. This conception 
he considered to be wrong. According to Wang Ch'ung 
man's place in the universe is no more than a louse 
underneath the jacket or an ant in the ant hill. The louse or 
the ant might jump or crawl about, but can their 
                                                     

313 The Lun Heng, "On Death" chapter.  

314 Lun Heng, J. Ching 1993, p. 125, and Lidin 2006, p. 53. 



 

 

movements change the atmosphere in their hiding places? 
Similarly, could man affect the phenomena of nature with 
his puny existence and his insignificant actions? 
 
Probably alone among ancient thinkers, Wang Ch'ung in 
this way rejected supernatural matters and refused to 
attribute any human significance to the abnormalities of 
nature. He questioned whether the dead would survive as 
spiritual beings and whether Heaven could interfere in 
human matters. He was the dry realist who saw life for 
what it is. When one dies, this is it. No soul carries on in an 
afterlife. There is only the present time, no ancient 
antiquity to be copied and emulated. Ancient times and 
Yao and Shun are no sure guidance. Nature is not 
influenced by man. 315 
 
Natural phenomena are explained rationally. All things are 
spontaneously produced, when the ch'i of Heaven and 
earth come together, husband and wife unite and children 
are naturally born.316 He went so far as to attack the yin-
yang dichotomy and the doctrine of the harmonious 
cooperation of Heaven and man. He was thus opposed to 
the idea that the virtue of Heaven takes action with regard 
to the myriad things. He pointed out that, on an average, 
there is a lunar eclipse about every six months, and a solar 

                                                     

315       But even for Wang Ch’ung Heaven and earth were the ultimate 
reality, “the canopy of Heaven above and the chariot of earth below” (kan-
yu 乾坤 J. kenkon, (J. Needham’s translation in E. L. Shaughnessy 2005, 
op. cit., p. 131.  

316 T. Lodén 2006, Confucianism, p. 84-86. 



 

 

eclipse about every forty-one or forty-two months. These 
were natural occurrences and so were other abnormalities 
and catastrophes. 
 
Wang Ch'ung was, accordingly, ahead of his time in his 
rational understanding of phenomena. It has been noted 
that "In certain ways one may even think that Wang 
Ch'ung anticipated the European Enlightenment."317 In his 
own words he was motivated by his "hatred of fictions and 
falsehood." He was considered "heterodox" by his 
contemporaries but he was the Voltaire of his times and a 
later age has recognized his greatness. Today he is 
regarded as one of the most original thinkers in the 
Chinese tradition. 
 
Wang Ch'ung was close to Taoist thinking when he placed 
stress on the instinctive life, saying, "The Way of Heaven is 
that of spontaneity which consists of non-activity." Fung 
Yu-lan claims that he "prepared the way for the revival of 
Taoism that came a century later.”318 Fung Yu lan 
continues, “On the whole, Wang Ch'ung impresses the 
modern reader with his independent and critical stance 
and his rational and logical reasoning, avoiding 
convictions that were not based on facts."319 
 
 

                                                     

317 T. Lodén 2006, op. cit, pp. 85-86. 

318 Fung Yu-lan 1960, p. 211. 

319 Ibid., Wang Ch’ung nursed a “hatred of fictions and falsehoods.“  



 

 

F. The Confucian Classics 
 
In connection with the interest in the olden times during 
Han, the classical books were compiled on a number of 
occasions. They were finally widened to include thirteen  
works, which have ever since been regarded as the 
Confucian heritage and canon. They  are: 
 
1. I Ching 
2. Shu Ching 
3. Shih Ching 
4. Chou Li 
5. I Li  (The Book of Etiquette and Ceremonial) 
6. Li Chi (The Record of Rites)320 
7. Tso Chuan (The Tso Commentary) 321 
8. Kung-yang Chuan (Kung-yang Commentary) 
9. Ku-liang Chuan (Ku-liang Commentary) 
10. Hsiao Ching (The Classic of Filial ) 
11. Lun Yü 
12. Meng Tzu 
13. Erh-ya (ancient first dictionary)322 
 

                                                     

320 The Chou Li, the I Li and the Li Chi are the three classics about 
ritual, rites and etiquette. They are approximately dated to early Chou 
(Chou Li), late Chou (I Li) and Former Han (Li Chi).  

321The commentaries of the classics are divided into four periods. (1) 
The first period until AD 420; the era from about 420 until early Sung; 
the early Sung exegetical works; and the Ch'ing empirical works.  

322   A catalogue from 1782  mentions 1776  classical works and 
commentaries. 



 

 

The invention of printing from wooden blocks facilitated 
the editing and spread of the Confucian canon. The first 
printed collection appeared in 953, a mammoth work that 
took twenty-one years to accomplish. After that, 
innumerable editions have followed, and commentaries 
and expositions in the thousands have been published. For 
nineteen centuries the canon has been the mainstay of the 
Chinese intellectual diet and what millions of students 
have learned partly by heart. 
 
Through these works and their study Confucianism 
became the central pillar of the Chinese scholarly world. It 

became the state ideology that cemented the enormous Middle 

Kingdom uniformity and conformity with the past.323 

 
When one ideology becomes unquestioned and dominant, 
one soon finds wings of thinkers within it, one wing more 
inner and one wing more outer, one more metaphysical 
and one more rational, one more traditional and one more 
reformist. This division can be followed in Chinese 
thinking in subsequent ages. The commentaries that 
followed were thought of as footnotes to the classics.  
 
 
 
 
                                                     

323 Fairbank 1957, p. 170: "During the Han Dynasty China had 
drawn abreast of the Mediterranean world. Now it was starting on 
what was to prove to be a millenium of pre-eminence as the strongest, 
richest and in many ways the most culturally advanced country in the 
world." 



 

 

11. Buddhism 
 
At one time or another the Buddhist religion reached 
China. The first mention of Buddhism in Chinese sources 
dates from the first century but it had certainly been heard 
of before.324  After Gautama Buddha's death Buddhist 
monks followed the merchants and the creed spread 
eastward into China. It was a long and gradual process and 
it took several hundred years of assimilation before it 
became a native Chinese tradition.325 It is known for sure 
that Buddhism became part of Chinese life during the 
turbulent times that followed the collapse of the later Han. 
Aided by the well organized Chinese world it spread 
RAPIDLY TO BECOME the third leg on the Chinese 
ideological tripod, side by side with Confucianism and 
Taoism. Its real expansion took place in the fourth and 
fifth centuries AD when the country was divided and 
disorder reigned. It became the most popular religion of 
the masses and TAOIST AND Confucian thought was to a 
large extent eclipsed by it. "The Chinese were dazzled, 
baffled and carried away by this marvellous religion of 
rich imagery, beautiful and captivating ritualism and 
wonderfully ingenious metaphysics. There was not only 
one heaven, but thousands of heavens; not only one hell, 

                                                     

324 The founder Gautama Buddha lived supposedly ca 560-480 BC 
in India.  

325 This is Fung Yu-lan's view. See his A Short History of Chinese 
Philosophy, p. 241. Tradition has it that Buddhism was introduced by 
Emperor Ming (r. 58-75) in 64  AD   after he had seen "The Buddha of 
India" in a dream. 



 

 

but eighteen hells of ever increasing severity and 
horror."326 
 
In consequence, many took Buddhist monastic orders, and 
a large number of temples and monasteries were built. 
Monks, for example, Fa Hsien327 (no dates) and Hsüan 
Tsang (596-664) made long and arduous trips to India "to 
drink at the well of Buddhist wisdom." Indian monks came 
also to China, for example the famous monk Kumarajiva 
(344-413 AD), who arrived at Hsian about 400 and 
established a bureau where some ninety-four Buddhist 
scriptures were translated under his supervision.328 
 
The reasons for the rapid success and great popularity of 
Buddhism in this dark period are not far to seek. It was the 
divine light from the "western world" that brought 
comfort to despairing souls, PROMISING SALVATION 
FROM SUFFERING AND INJUSTICE. To A world THAT was 
lawless and WHERE life was chaos, it brought the cheerful 
message of a happy life in paradise after death. This other-
worldly attraction was what Confucian dogma lacked, its 
supreme social and political teachings notwithstanding. 
Confucianism could be enough for life in normal times, but 
                                                     

326   Hu Shih 1934, The Chinese Renaissance, p. 84.  

327        Fa Hsien set out for India in 399 and returned fifteen years 
later. 

328         Tu, Wei-ming, Toward a Third Epoch of Confucian Humanism: A 
Background Understanding, in I. Eber 1986, Confucianism, The Dynamics 
pf Tradition 1986, p. 11.  

 



 

 

for times of turmoil and misery it did not have much to 
offer. Buddhism offered suffering human beings the 
consolation of a religion which had an explanation for and 
answer to all privation in the world. Further, the Chinese 
hoped for elixirs and medicines from exotic lands for 
health and longevity.329 
 
One important date in the diffusion of Buddhism in China 
was the year  517. In that year, after long and painstaking 
work, the Chinese Tripitaka330 was published for the first 
time during the reign of Emperor Wu of of the Southern 
Liang dynasty.  Emperor Wu (r. 502-549) was such a 
devotee himself that he twice renounced his imperial 
throne to retire to a monastery, only to be ransomed back 
to the throne by his courtiers. Some years later, at the age 
of 86, he lost his life when he was besieged by a rebel 
general. For this unhappy end he won for himself the 
derision of the Confucian scholars, who alleged that he had 
preached Buddhism so effectively to his officers that they 
would not mount their horses to fight for him. In his 
defence one can perhaps say that Buddha blessed him 
with 86 years, a long life at the time.  
                                                     

329 It is evident that Buddhism, together with Taoism,  was the religion 
of periods of disorder, while Confucianism was the ideology of ages of 
order. Confucianism had what was needed to hold together the Chinese 
nation in times of peace, while Buddhism and Taoism were havens in  times 
of dynastic disarray. 

 

330       Tripitaka, “the Three Baskets”, the core scriptures of Buddhism, 
consists of the sutras attributed to the Buddha, texts on  monastic 
discipline and scholastic works. 



 

 

 
Although Buddhism and Taoism are much alike, it need 
hardly be said that Buddhism was essentially incompatible 
with the native civilization.331 Confucianism is social and 
ethical in all its variations. Taoism, even in its most 
extreme individualism, is not anti-social; and Legalism is 
nothing but social. The emphasis is upon human relations, 
moral values and this world. The human being and his 
society are at the centre. Buddhism, on the other hand, is 
metaphysical and anti-worldly, laying no or little stress on 
history and society. Rather, this petty world is only an 
insignificant part of the Whole and the innumerable 
existences which is named the One. Further, Buddhism 
brought a series of anti-social practices, such as celibacy, 
asceticism, monastic life, even mutilation, habits which 
were abhorred by the true Confucian. 
 
The native sensibilities revolted against the  domination of 
a foreign religion which was opposed to the the 
indigenous civilization. This world was the real world for 
the practical-minded Chinese. Even though they perceived 
the divine in many forms, they never allowed themselves 
flights of religious fantasy like the Buddhists. They had 
neither Paradise nor Hell, but they believed in retribution 
for good and evil and revered their ancestors and 
consulted the  through divination. They worshipped the 
                                                     

331 There is a rich Buddhist literAture which proves how close 
Buddhist thinking and Taoism, whether philosophical or religious, are 
to each other. The discussions about being and non-being and the 
nameable and the unnameable are indicative. See Fung Yu-lan 1948, 
The Spirit of Chinese Philosophy. 



 

 

deities but did not muddle their minds with speculation 
about time and space, reducing this life and this world to 
insignificant parts of an eternal and unlimited continuum. 
This is never more visible than in the treatment of history. 
Unlike the Indians who traditionally have taken little 
interest in history, the Chinese have recorded their annals 
in minute detail giving dates - year, month and day - for 
each event from very early times. Chinese thought affirms 
life and the world; Indian thought negates them.  Still, the 
Chinese came to be familiar with karma, reincarnation, 
nirvana and other Indian metaphysical notions as they 
became acquainted with Buddhism. 
 
Buddhism and Taoism were, otherwise, in many ways 
similar, close generally in thought and practice. Buddhism 
was considered an older form of Taoism, and they united 
in the Chinese mind. How close they were is proved by the 
fact that Taoist terms were made use of in translating 
Buddhist scriptures. Nirvana was, for example, translated 
by the Taoist wu wei, "no action." The terms are far from 
each other in meaning but, apparently, no better term 
could be found for the nebulous nirvana. Taoism was also 
influenced by Buddhism when it developed into a religion 
with temples, scriptures and doctrines. They became 
eventually rivals not only for believers but also for 
influence at court. 
 
It was Hinayana scriptures first but later mostly Mahayana 
scriptures that were translated, after Mahayana Buddhism 
became dominant. Temples and monasteries and monks 
multiplied and eventually owned much land. The believers 



 

 

were from all layers of society, even emperors and 
empresses. Mahayana faith Buddhism appealed more to 
the Chinese than the philosophical Hinayana Buddhism.332 
It presented the other world with life after death and 
paradises about which the Chinese had kept silent. Gods 
like Kuan Yin 観音 (J. Kannon) and Amita 阿弥陀 (J. 
Amida),333 held out hope in a reality that often 
represented hell rather than Heaven to even the humblest 
individual who could pray for life in one of the paradises 
and be comforted in his daily misery. A later strand of 
Mahayana Buddhism that took root in China was the 
meditative Ch'an 禅 (J. Zen) Buddhism. Tradition has it 
that a Buddhist saint, Bodhidharma (d. ca 534), brought 
the teaching from India to China in the early sixth century. 
It was finally Kuan Yin and Amita devotion, on the one 
hand, and Ch'an (Zen)334 meditation, on the other, that 
were the dominating forms of Chinese Buddhism, and so it 
has been until the present day. Always practical, the 
Chinese thus adapted, sinicized and simplified Buddhism 
                                                     

332    Hinayana, “Smaller Vehicle” teaches that salvation is difficult and 
attained in monastic life; the Mahayana, “Greater Vehicle” teaches that all 
can become enlightened.  

333 Kuan Yin (Sanskrit, Avalokitesvara) is the Bodhisattva of Infinite 
Compassion and Amita (Sanskrit, Amitabha) is the Buddha of Light in 
the West. 

334 Zen is the Japanese pronunciation of Chinese ch'an. Ch'an is the 
Chinese of the Sanskrit dhyana, "meditation." Ch’an is "really a 
combination of the most subtle and delicate aspects of both the 
Buddhist and Taoist philosophies." Fung Yu-lan 1960, A Short History 
of Chinese Philosophy, p. 212. Two other Buddhist sects that 
developed in T'ang China were the T'ien-tai and Hua-yen Schools. 



 

 

to two essential choices: meditation and intuition.335  One 
could reach salvation in believing in a Buddha in a distant 
"Pure Land" or find the truth in oneself just facing a blank 
wall - or no wall at all. They realized that Buddhahood and 
salvation are found in themselves. External intellectual 
assistance was of no avail in this endeavour. It was up to 
the individual himself to seek "Buddhahood and salvation 
within."336 
 
 
 
 
A. The Reaction against Buddhism 
 
An early reacton against Buddhism came in the form of the 
establishment of a native Taoist religion. It rose in parallel 
with Buddhism and under the influence of Buddhist ideas 
and practices. First unconsciously, and then consciously, 
Taoism imitated every feature of Buddhism. It invented a 
founder, the Yellow Emperor, who was superimposed on 
Lao Tzu who was himself elevated to the position of a 
supreme being. Heavens and hells were taken over from 
the Indian religion and given Chinese names and presided 
over by deified Chinese heroes. Orders of priests and 
priestesses were formed in imitation of the Buddhist 
monasteries and nunneries. From being contemplative 

                                                     

335 Hu Shih 1934, The Chinese Renaissance, pp. 86-87. Ch’an (Zen) 
is India added to Taoism. To that extent they are hand in glove. N. W. 
Ross, Three Ways of Asian Wisdom 1966, pp. 137-158. 

336 See H. G. Creel 1945, What is Taoism, pp. 44-47. 



 

 

and inner it became purposive and outer.337 
 
The Chinese are generally tolerant. Buddhism, Taoism and 
Confucianism are liberal and open-minded creeds and 
philosophies with no jealous godhead watching over them.  
They see nothing wrong in taking part in Buddhist, Taoist 
and Confucian ceremonies on the same day. The Taoist 
canon was modelled after the Buddhist tripitaka. The 
same tolerance can be witnessed in Japan and generally in 
the East. People do not risk losing their souls by professing 
several beliefs. Confucius can be honoured in a Buddhist 
temple and Buddha in a Confucian temple. Lao Tzu, 
Confucius, Buddha, all three of them, are revered in a 
Taoist temple. The tolerance had, however, its limits when 
exceptional personalities - in the name of national pride - 
asked for orthodoxy, for example, Han Yü, who is 
presented in the next chapter. 
 
 
 
12. Han Yü and the T'ang Confucianism 
 
It is natural that a reaction had one day to set in among 
educated Chinese. This had to wait for orderly times. It 
came late in the seventh century after the rise of the Sui 
dynasty (589-614). This was again a short dynasty that 
did the sordid work in a Legalist fashion, blazing the way 
for the following era, the great T'ang dynasty (614-906), 
when Confucian thinking would again rise to become the 

                                                     

337 Ibid., pp. 162-164. 



 

 

national orthodoxy. When the state was again strong and 
well organized, the indigenous culture reasserted itself. 
The most famous denunciation of Buddhism came from 
the brilliant Confucian scholar Han Yü (768-824), who 
lived in the mid-T'ang era. If we place Han Yü among 
Chinese thinkers, he comes to the left of Confucius and in 
the Mencian inner column. Mencius was so much Han Yü's 
hero that he counted him among the ancient Sages. He said 
(in his On the Origin of Tao (Yüan tao 原道, J. Gendô): 
"What is this? It is what I call the Tao, not what Taoists 
and Buddhists call the Tao. This Tao Yao transmitted to 
Shun, Shun transmitted to Yü, Yü transmitted to T'ang, 
T'ang to Wen and Wu and the Duke of Chou. These handed 
it on to Confucius, who passed it on to Mencius. After him, 
it was lost and not passed on."333388 
 
Here is again a man who was inspired by the Ancient 
Vision, adding two names to the original list of Sages: 
Confucius and Mencius. That he included Mencius would 
lead to much discussion among Confucian scholars in his 
time and in ages to come. Conservative thinkers did not 
even wish to include Confucius among the Sages, and now 
also Mencius was added. It is correct, however, to say that 
the new Confucian thinking during the T'ang and Sung 
dynasties was much influenced by Mencian inner 
Confucianism. 
 
Han Yü considered that the chief reason for the decline of 
the true Tao was due to the spread of pernicious Taoist 
                                                     

338 Quotation from T. Lodén 2006, pp. 92-93.   



 

 

and Buddhist doctrines.339 He accused their believers of 
withdrawing from the world, the state and the family, and 
of fleeing from the eternal obligations of society, with the 
unhappy result that "sons would not submit to their 
fathers, subjects would not submit to their sovereigns, and 
the people would no longer occupy themselves with their 
duties." Therefore, Han Yü advocated that "all Buddhist 
books be burned, Buddhist temples be converted to 
human homes, and monks and nuns be returned to normal 
living." "Thus and thus only," maintained Han Yü, "could 
there be the wherewithal to feed the widow and the 
orphan, and to nourish the crippled and the sick," that is, 
to attain the perfect society in accordance with the Sages' 
Tao. This was now impossible because of the demoralizing 
effect of a foreign religion that was placed above the 
teachings of the former kings. 
 
What Han Yü was up against comes through in no clearer 
form than in the story of Gautama Buddha's finger-bone. 
In Han Yü's time Emperor Hsien (r. 806-820) issued an 
edict ordering a grand palace reception for a reputed 
finger-bone of Gautama Buddha, which was sent from a 
frontier city to the T'ang capital at Ch'ang-an. This was at a 
time when Buddhism was influencing every section of 
Chinese society, even the imperial house. Han Yü was 
enraged at this royal credulity, and - alone - raised his 
voice in protest. He addressed in a candid objection to the 
throne, in which he first pointed out the foreign origin of 

                                                     

339 In T'ang times Buddhism became an entirely native religion that 
appealed not only to the educated but also to the common people. 



 

 

the Buddhist faith and then denounced its founder, 
Gautama Buddha, as a barbarian from the West, who, 
neither speaking the Chinese language nor dressed in the 
Chinese manner, was ignorant of the great father-and-son 
and sovereign-and-subject relations. He then branded the 
reception of such a relic as a piece of "preposterous 
mummery" and dwelt at large on the possible evil effects 
of the imperial patronage of this alien cult, ending by 
advising the emperor to destroy the relic by fire or water 
and exterminate the pernicious cult at its source. "And," he 
added, "should Buddha have power to avenge this insult 
by the infliction of some misfortune, then let his wrath be 
visited upon this person, your servant, who now calls 
upon Heaven above to witness that he will not repent of 
his oath." 
 
It was not the wrath of Buddha but that of the emperor 
that descended upon the objector. Han Yü was sentenced 
to death by the infuriated emperor, but, at the intercession 
of his friends at court, narrowly escaped martyrdom by 
being banished to the southern wilds to live among the 
aborigines cursed with plague and ignorance. This did not 
daunt Han Yü. Here he battled with his pen against the 
crocodile that was devastating the riverside area. Against 
this accursed reptile Han Yü wrote his famous ultimatum, 
and "the formidable words of the scholar so frightened the 
evil-doer that it soon vanished into the boundless sea" - 
according to tradition. 
 
Twenty years after Emperor Hsien's death, however, 
another T'ang emperor, Wu (r. 841-846), ordered the 



 

 

dissolution of all foreign religious houses throughout the 
empire.340 As a result, Buddhism had 4,600 of its 
monasteries destroyed, 40,000 of its temples demolished 
and 265,000 of its devotees returned to secular life. The 
figures are probably exaggerated and not to be trusted but 
indicate the extent of the Buddhist institution in mid-
T'ang. This action in 845 meant a severe blow to the 
Buddhist institution but it lasted only a few years and did 
not put an end to Buddhism in China, as it did to the other 
alien creeds like Nestorianism, Zoroastrianism and 
Manichaeism, which had also been introduced to China in 
early T'ang. Since then Buddhism has thrived in China side 
by side with Taoism and Confucianism and in modern 
times they have often together been called the the three 
religions of China. 
 
Han Yü's demand for reforms were combined with a 
request for orthodoxy in literature and a return to the Old 
Script as part of the Ancient Vision. Buddha was deplored 
and Confucius commended. Han Yü, therefore, stands at 
the beginning of a new direction in Chinese philosophy 
and intellectualism. What he began was continued during 
the following Sung era and ended in Chu Hsi's "central" 
Confucianism, Wang Shou-jen's "inner" Confucianism, and 
Su Shih's "outer" Confucianism. However, he began with a 
call for reform in the literary field, for a return to the prose 
                                                     

340 Other nation-wide persecutions of Buddhism are mentioned 
earlier in 446 and 574 and a later one in 955.  It has been noted that the 
motivating force behind the persecution was not Buddhism but Taoism to 
which not a few of the T'ang sovereigns, including Emperor Wu, were 
addicted. 



 

 

style of the Chou era. During the Six Dynasties (420-581), 
it had been fashionable to write in the ornate or 
"symmetrical" style (also called the Parallel Prose style: 
p'ien wen 駢文, J. henbun). Each sentence consisted of four 
or six words, decorated with poetic couplets. There was 
thus an abnormal emphasis on literary form at the 
expense of substance and content. Han Yü advocated a 
return to a style shorn of "symmetry" and other literary 
adornments. He wanted "to have in its place a style that 
was vigorous, full of vitality, and adequate to express the 
writer's thoughts," and he began to write in this ancient 
style (ku wen 古文, J. kobun) himself. The reaction against 
this Han Yü prose style was however fierce. Most T'ang 
writers continued to write parallel prose. It was not until 
in the Sung that a revived ku wen movement succeeded in 
replacing parallel prose with practical, unadorned prose. 
 
Han Yü turned to the Confucian-Mencian truth in 
philosophy. He says, "To love extensively is jen 
(goodness). To do what is appropriate is i (righteousness). 
The Way by which one can reach them is Tao. What is self-
sufficient and independent of the outside is tê (virtue)." He 
attempted to merge Mencius and Hsün Tzu when he 
declared that there are three kinds of human nature. It 
may be good, bad or a mixture of both. "The books one 
ought to read are the Shih Ching, the Shu Ching, the I Ching 
and the Ch'un-ch'iu. A community should be governed by 
rites, music, discipline and administration. The 
professions by which all men should be occupied are those 
of the scholar, the farmer, the artisan and the merchant. 
The social relations are king and minister, parent and 



 

 

child, teacher and friend, husband and wife. The people's 
clothing is hemp and silk. Their dwellings are houses and 
palaces. Their food is wheat, rice, fruit, vegetables, fish and 
meat. This is the Tao which is easily understood, and the 
doctrine that is readily put into practice. If one takes this 
as the basis and applies it, one will live happily and 
harmoniously. In dealing with others, one should be 
friendly and fair. As for one's own mind, let it be calm and 
peaceful. As for the world and the community, one must 
find a sound administrative policy, satisfactory to 
everybody. During life one should fulfil one's social 
vocation. Then when one offers sacrifices, Heaven will 
accept them. When oblations are served in the temples, 
the  will enjoy them. What mode of Tao is this? It is Tao  in 
our sense, not in the sense of Lao Tzu and Buddha."341 
 
Han Yü's teaching was hence close to both Mencius and 
Chün Tzu. It lay in the mainstream of the social ethics that 
Confucius stood for. Jen and i were placed uppermost as in 
all Confucianism. His inner-central thought put Mencius 
side by side with Confucius and added him to the 
pantheon of the Confucian saints. From the time of Han Yü 
the Confucian Four Books included: Lun Yü, Meng Tzu, Ta 
Hsüeh and Chung Yung. They had been mentioned 
separately before, but Han Yü brought them together as 
the Four Books and considered them the necessary 
introduction to the study of the Five Classics. In this as in 
other respects, Han Yü was the precursor of Neo-

                                                     

341 Han Yü is quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, The Development of 
Neo-Confucian Thought, pp. 96-97.  



 

 

Confucian thought. These four books constituted the basic 
Confucian canon during the long Neo-Confucian era that 
lasted until 1911. Confucian education from Han Yü until 
the 20th century began with the Four Books. Often they 
also ended with the same Four Books. One can imagine 
their importance in forming the Chinese mind by the fact 
that they were learned by heart. 
 
Han Yü turned against all currents of thinking outside the 
Confucian line. Yang Chu and Mo Ti were for himas 
heterodox as Lao Tzu and Buddha. He is the "true 
believer" when he states that "to adopt one, one must 
reject all others." Being a follower of Confucius and 
Mencius, one follows the narrow road of jen and i and the 
ancient Sages. Han Yü seems, however, to leave the 
straight and narrow himself when he discusses the Li 理, J. 
ri in things, that is, the principle and inscape of things, 
about which so much came to be said in the following Neo-
Confucian centuries.  
 
Han Yü's importance in Chinese history is immense. He 
stands as the towering giant at the outset of a new era in 
Confucianism. In this respect he can be compared to 
Confucius in late Chou. And like Confucius he only aspired 
to being the transmitter of the ancient heritage. That he 
added a line or two to this heritage is inescapable. 
Confucius did the same. 
 
Also, as in the case of Confucius, he was not much heard of 
in his own time. The T'ang era was in the grip of the 
Buddhists and Taoists. In Sung times he was presented as 



 

 

the modern ideal, and what he had begun was confirmed 
and grew into the masssive edifice of Neo-Confucianism. 
He has not been honoured and remembered like 
Confucius, but he has always been mentioned and referred 
to as the precursor of the following Sung Confucianism. 
 
 
A. Chang Chieh and Li Ao 
 
Like all true Confucian scholars Han Yü had followers and 
pupils. Among them were Chang Chieh (no dates) and Li 
Ao (ca 790-846). Chang Chieh echoes his master in the 
passage: "The moral climate is deteriorating and inferior 
to that of antiquity. This is because of the decline and fall 
of the doctrine of the Sages. After the death of Mencius, 
Yang Chu and Mo Ti indulged themselves in subtle and 
extraordinary theories in order to be attractive. Mencius 
tried to correct them, thus reviving the doctrine of the 
Sages. But in the Ch'in Dynasty China went through the 
burning of books. And in the Han eras the practices of the 
Yellow Emperor and Lao Tzu prevailed and were popular 
among the people. Then Yang Hsiung reacted against this 
trend and published his Fa-yen 法言, 'Model Sayings' as a 
counter-argument. He says, 'When the Han dynasties 
declined, the doctrine of the Buddha came into China from 
the western regions. For generation after generation the 
books of the Buddha were translated and spread among 
the Chinese. Along with the theories of the Yellow 
Emperor and Lao Tzu, Buddha was considered to have 



 

 

expressed the deepest philosophical thought.'"342 
 
Chang Chieh says further: "When people found that human 
beings suffered from the lack of self-preservation, they 
discovered metal, water, fire, earth, grain and medicine in 
order to give mankind safety and comfort. Building on the 
foundation of the knowledge of goodness, they taught men 
the virtues of jen and i in order to create orderly life for 
the community. Therefore, human life continued to be 
lived in harmony. Thus, in mundane life men became well 
supplied with what was furnished by the ancient Sages, 
but in spiritual life they departed from the teachings of the 
Sages and were attracted by the theories of the heretical 
schools. They forgot the doctrines concerning the 
appropriate relations between ruler and minister, 
between parents and children, between husband and wife, 
and between friends, and so there was disorder 
everywhere. This was much deplored by good men. After 
the Fa-yen written by Yang Hsiung, there was a 1000 years 
in which nobody was interested in the Tao of the Sages. 
You, Han Yü, are the only man today who discusses it. ... 
You are a man of high intellectual attainments, and your 
writings are equal to those of Mencius and Yang Hsiung. So 
I propose that you should be the author of a book in order 
to revive the Tao of the Sages."This dream  of continuing 
the work of Confucius and Mencius was fulfilled by the 
Sung philosophers. 
 
Li Ao was far apart from Chang Chieh. He was "inner," 

                                                     

342 Ibid., p. 101-102. 



 

 

perhaps due to the fact that he had been in close contact 
with the Ch'an (Zen) sect. He was perhaps also a different 
kind of personality. He pondered the philosophical 
problems of the Tao, and came to conclusions that 
bordered on Buddhism. He said in one of his essays: "Why 
is it that a man can become a Sage? Because he possesses 
human nature. How can a man's nature be corrupted? By 
his emotions: joy, anger, sorrow, fear, love, dislike and 
desire.343 When the emotions are out of control, human 
nature lives in obscurity. It is not that nature should be 
blamed. Rather it is the going and coming, in turn, of the 
seven emotions which prevents human nature from being 
fully developed. For example, when water is troubled at its 
source, its stream will be impure; when fire is smoking, its 
light will not be bright. ... When emotions are not aroused, 
human nature will not be fully developed. Yet human 
nature and emotions cannot be separated from each other. 
... A Sage is a man who is the master of his emotions and 
keeps calmness of mind. He comes without going, acts 
without speaking, and shows light without shining. In his 
work he cooperates with Heaven and earth. His changes 
are in accordance with the yin and yang. Though he has 
emotions, he does not seem to have them ..." 
 
Taoist influence is evident in his discussion of the Sage, 
and Buddhist influence when he uses terms like 
"awakened" and "enlightened" about the Sage. Sagehood is 
not limited to a few ancient worthies but can be attained 
by anyone who strives for it: Li Ao writes, "A Sage is one 
                                                     

343  喜怒哀樂愛惡慾, J. ki, do, ai, raku, ai, aku, yoku. 



 

 

who is first awakened. When one is awakened, one is 
enlightened." Such discourse is not found among pre-
Buddhist Confucianists. It is thus obvious that his 
interpretation is “tainted” by both Taoism and Buddhism. 
He turns "inner" and sees things in a metaphysical light. 
Yet he was a true Confucian in the sense that his inner 
cultivation aimed at perfect social relations and the 
perfect organization of government and state. He did not 
“leave” the world in his speculation and study as 
Buddhists did.  
 
Li Ao was otherwise close to and reflected Han Yü when 
he wrote, "Tzu-ssu [Confucius' grandson] received the 
teaching of his grandfather and composed the Chung Yung 
in forty-seven chapters which he transmitted to Mencius. 
... Alas, though writings dealing with nature and destiny 
are still preserved, none of the scholars understand them, 
and therefore they all plunge into Taoism and Buddhism. 
Ignorant people say that the followers of the Master 
[Confucius] are incapable of investigating theories of 
nature and destiny, and everybody believes them. ... My 
hope is that the long obstructed and abandoned Truth may 
again be transmitted in the world."344 
 
This discussion demonstrates that Taoism and Buddhism 
were still dominant in the late T'ang era while the 
Confucian Tao was eclipsed. Both Chang Chieh and Li Ao 
were like Han Yü regarded as precursors of Sung Neo-
Confucianism. 

                                                     

344 Li Ao is quoted in Fung Yu-lan 1960, pp. 267-268.  



 

 

 
 
 
13. Sung Neo-Confucian Thought 
 
The Confucian revival, begun in the T'ang, culminated in 
the Sung. It induced Confucian scholars to go back to the 
roots and build their philosophy anew. An additional 
stimulus was the new political situation in the early Sung, 
when radical political thinkers, for example Wang An-shih 
(1019-1086), attempted reforms modelled on the ancient 
Sages. The Sung was also a period when public education 
expanded and civil service examinations became the 
prime avenue to position, name and fame. 
 
The scholars felt that the ancient thinking lacked 
something. Confronting Buddhism and its gigantic thought 
structure, they realized that they, too, needed a cosmology, 
a comprehensive world-view, a renewed theory of human 
nature, and, further, an altered attitude towards life, 
family and government. They had to acquire a systematic 
metaphysics, ethics, epistemology and so forth to match 
the Buddhists. Most of these questions could be 
confronted by re-interpreting antiquity in the light of what 
they learned from Buddhism. They should not allow 
Buddhism to lead them astray into unknown territories of 
abstruse thought. The perfection of the individual was the 
necessary step for the ordering of the family, the state and 
the world. The aim was the improvement of both 
individual and society and the goal the wholesome social 
being. A new doctrine was established, known in the West 



 

 

as Neo-Confucianism or Sung Confucianism. 
 
Confucianism was recast on a more speculative, 
systematic and metaphysical foundation. This revitalized 
and updated Confucianism was created in the Sung 
Dynasty (960-1279) and cherished until the end of the 
Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1911). Its seeds were sown by Han 
Yü and others in the ninth century and ripened with the 
school of Chu Hsi in the thirteenth century. It reclaimed 
the allegiance of most intellectuals and became the 
dominant factor in Chinese thought. Central was the 
return to Confucius and a reaffirmation of Confucian 
ethics. A new syncretic consciousness emerged and a 
heightened awareness of political responsibilities. 
Mencius and Hsün Tzu united as it was declared that there 
are three kinds of human nature. It could be good, bad or a 
mixture of both. Above all, however, were Heaven and the 
Tao, challenging the Buddhist metaphysics.  
 
The point of departure was again the I Ching but much of 
the Neo-Confucian credo came from the Ta Hsüeh, "Great 
Learning," one of the Four Books. The Ta Hsüeh became 
the backbone of the new thinking. It was short and 
systematic and was learned by heart by every student 
from the twelth century together with the Lun Yü, the 
Meng Tzu and the Chung Yung. These Four Books 
constituted the basic Confucian canon during the long 
Neo-Confucian era that lasted until 1911. They were 
taught in schools and used as the standard texts at the civil 
service examinations. 
 



 

 

A shift towards self-cultivation and transcendental 
speculation occurred with the construction of a 
metaphysical system based on the Chinese tradition. Sung 
thinkers cast Confucian thought in quite a new light and, 
perhaps unintentionally, developed both a cosmology and 
a metaphysics that could compete with those of the Taoist 
and the Buddhist creeds. Taoism and Buddhism continued 
to flourish in popular religious life but it was the new 
Confucianism that came to dominate intellectually. 
 
The pragmatic and ethical Confucius found in the Lun Yü 
was given a sacred dimension that pointed in the direction 
of Taoist thought but differed from the universal 
Confucius of the Early Han.  This development, begun in 
the late T'ang, continued in the Southern Sung (960-1011), 
when it moved to the forefront of Chinese intellectual life, 
and persisted into Northern Sung (1011-1279) when 
thinkers like Shao Yung (1011-1077), Chou Tun-i 周敦頤, 

J. Shû Ton-i, (1017-1073), Chang Tsai 張載, J. Chôsai, 

(1020-1077) and the Ch'eng Brothers, Ch'eng Hao 程コウ, 

J. Teikô, (1032-1085) and Ch'eng I 程頤, J. Teii, (1033-
1107) - the Five Great Masters - gave the creed the form 
which was finalized in Northern Sung by Chu Hsi 朱熹 (J.  
Shushi) (1130-1200). This  creed, usually referred to as 
Tao Hsüeh 道学, J. dôgaku,345 "Doctrine  of the Way", "has 
dominated the Chinese mind ever since." 
 
The “Five Great Masters” were related or acquainted with 

                                                     

345 J. P. Bruce 1923, Chu Hsi and His Masters, p. 7ff. 



 

 

each other and it is therefore natural that their thinking 
was alike and overlapped. They operated within the same 
Confucian parameters and worked with the same 
concepts. They differ sufficiently, however, to be worth 
individual consideration. Chu Hsi is mostly considered the 
fifth and last among the Masters while Shao Yung is 
omitted. 
 
Without question, there was a nationalistic element in the 
Neo-Confucian movement. Proud Chinese considered it a 
disgrace that they had lived for centuries, even a 
millennium, under a creed from “barbarian lands.” 
Therefore, a complex metaphysical reconstruction of the 
ancient heritage took place. Many ancient ideas in the I 
Ching346 were re-interpreted under the influence of 
Buddhism, but nevertheless firmly on Chinese ground. 
They never lacked the basic Chinese attitude of life 
affirmation. "The Masters never believed that the world is 
an illusion. On the contrary, they were incurably 
convinced of its reality." When they accepted the 
techniques of concentration and meditation, it was not to 
attain nirvana or become a Buddha but to become a Sage. 
"They did not retire from the world but continued to 
participate in the family, the government and the usual 
activities of a moral man." 
 
 

                                                     

346 The I Ching became, according to H. G. Creel, "a virtual bible" 
since Confucius himself had mentioned it in his aphorisms and was 
believed to have written its appendixes. H.G. Creel 1945, p. 167.  



 

 

 A. Chou Tun-i (1017-1073) 
 
The list of the Sung Confucian scholars begins usually with 
Chou Tun-i. He is depicted as the first pillar of the new 
Confucianism, and as the founder of Sung philosophy. Like 
most Sung scholars he was in and out of office, using the 
time in between appointments to read and philosophize. 
He is remembered for his frugal life, and as an eccentric 
who never cut the grass outside his window.  It is said that 
he preferred to make friends with the great minds of the 
past rather than increase his contemporary social 
landscape. His learning was vast, and he was as familiar 
with the Taoist and Buddhist scriptures as with the 
Confucian canon. It was perhaps his familiarity with 
metaphysical thought that led him to draw a simple 
picture of the unity of all within the four seas. The result 
was the the Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate (T'ai-chi-tu 
太極図 (J. Taikyoku-zu).347 This diagram is probably the 
ultimate attempt in China to fix the whole cosmic scheme 
in one neat graph. Chou Tun-i was in line with both early 
Taoist thought and with Tung Chung-shu of Former Han. 
The Diagram’s accompanying explication provided the 
cosmological and metaphysical foundation of the Neo-
Confucian creed. The explication of the Diagram reads as 
follows348: 
                                                     

347 It is discussed whether the Diagram was influenced by 
Buddhism. This is possible but it seems to be a pure Chinese, 
Confucian and Taoist, product, with the I Ching its first origin. J. Ching 
1993, The Religious Thought of Chu Hsi, pp. 17-20.  

348 Translation from Lidin 2006, From Taoism to Einstein, pp. 41-
42. Diagram made by Jesper von Wieding.  



 

 

 
The Infinite! And the Supreme Ultimate! (wu-chi erh t'ai-chi 無極而太極, J. 
mukyoku ni shite taikyoku) When the Supreme Ultimate moves, it 
produces the yang. When the motion reaches its limit, it comes to a 
standstill. In standstill, it produces the yin. Subsequent to the standstill, 
motion returns. But motion is followed by another period of standstill; 
these alternately constitute the primordial factor. When either the yin or 
the yang is diffused, the one or the other constitutes a function - one of the 
two functions. By the cyclical transformation of the yin and the yang, wood, 
fire, earth, metal and water are produced. These Five Elements are diffused 
causing the rotation of the four seasons. The Five Elements are no other 
than the yin and the yang, the yin and the yang are no other than the Great 
Ultimate and the Great Ultimate is rooted in the Unlimited. 

 
When the Five Elements are produced, each has its own nature. The 
Unlimited and the Five Elements are integrated in a wonderful union 
between the divine and the human. The Tao of the Ch'ien [first diagram of 
the I Ching, meaning Heaven] brings out the male; the Tao of K'un [second 
diagram of the I Ching, meaning earth] brings out the female. Out of the 
mutual affection of these two vital forces grows the manifoldness of things. 
By the process of production and reproduction things spring up infinitely 
and eternally. 
 
Man is, however, endowed with the best and is the most spiritual among 
beings. He is born with the shape of a man and endowed with the spirits of 
Heaven and earth. He lives through the mutual workings of the Five 
Elements. As a result, good and evil and thousands of kinds of action 
diversify themselves. The Sages decided the fundamental principles of 
chung (Mean), cheng (Fairness), jen (Goodness) and i (Righteousness) and 
set up the criteria for human dignity and nobility. They co-operate with 
Heaven and earth with regard to moral excellence just as the sun and moon 
co-operate with regard to light. As there is order in the four seasons, so 
there is peace in human society. A man of noble character pursues these 
virtues, and incurs good fortune. A small man disobeys the laws of the 
universe and so incurs misfortune. 
  
The Tao of Heaven is yin and yang. The Tao of earth is softness and 
hardness. The Tao of man is goodness and righteousness. When one is 
familiar with what is the beginning and and what is the end, one 



 

 

understands all about life and death. Great is the I Ching! It presents the 
ultimate truth.  

 

The Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate: 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

Chou Tun-i based his system on the oldest among the the 
Chinese classics, the I Ching. There he found the material 
for his diagram. It immediately linked with the yin and 
yang and the Five Elements theories of classical times. The 
I Ching had been sanctioned by Confucius himself and 
become a virtual Bible for the Neo-Confucians.349 The yin 
and yang had been described earlier. Chou Tun-i simply 
brought the old concepts together in a neat package, 
following the traditional ways of Chinese cosmic 
speculation. Nothing came from later times. Tung Chung-
shu's holistic and all-comprehensive synthesis 
represented a step on the way to Chou Tun-i's diagram.350  
 
The Diagram caused a great deal of discussion among Sung 
scholars and gave rise to much literature in following 
centuries, not least because of its terse simplicity that 
allows various interpretations. The opening phrase that 
presents the unlimited Infinite (wu-ch’i) on the yonder 
side together with  the Supreme Ultimate (t’ai-chi) on the 
hither side is one of the most puzzling sentences in 
Chinese philosophy.351 Questions were asked and points 
                                                     

349      The Infinite might be interpreted as pre-Big-Bang, pre-cosmic 
and reminiscent of Buddhist emptiness and Taoist nothingness. The 
wu-chi, Infinite, and the t'ai-chi, Great Ultimate, formed the 
inseparable two halves of reality. Lidin 2006, p. 43. 

350       J. Berling ascribes Taoist origins to the Diagram. See her Paths of 
Convergence, pp. 128-131ff. 

351 Fung Yu-lan 1948, The Spirit of Chinese Philosophy, pp. 269-270.  



 

 

were raised by one philosopher after another, but, by and 
large, the simple diagram was accepted and became the 
backbone and manifesto of the Neo-Confucian creed for 
eight hundred years.  Chu Hsi, for one, accepted the 
Diagram, showed a passion for it and wrote a commentary 
on it. Chou Tung-I has been remembered as its father. 
 
It proves, first of all, that a message has to be short to 
convince. Beginning with Chu Hsi, it was copied in Neo-
Confucian works, not only in China but also in Korea and 
Japan. It was a vision close to the eastern soul and has 
remained so until this day. Chou Tun-i laid the foundation 
for the unified discourse that followed from the Ch'eng 
brothers and Chu Hsi. 
 
Chu Hsi explained the circles of the diagram in the 
following manner. Circle 1 and the exclamatory "The 
Infinite! And the Supreme Ultimate!" expresses the inner 
ch'i side of reality, the original energy-matter, the origin 
and "chaos" of reality. It nears and approximates the Tao 
of Taoism. Circle 2 represents the yin and yang and their 
changes in passive and active movements. These changes 
take form in the Five Elements, Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal 
and Water, which are  in the circles of Picture 3. Circle 4 
exhibits Heaven and earth which embrace the operations 
of the female (yin) and male (yang) energy-matter and 
Circle 5 the resulting creation of the world and ten 
thousand things. 
 
One cannot avoid noting the absolute balance between a 
spiritual reality and a wu nothingness of pure ch'i in the 



 

 

first circle beyond time and space and the material ch'i 
universe in time and space in the following circles. 
Everything is balanced in Chinese beliefs. 
 
Chou Tun-i placed emphasis upon stillness and 
contemplation in man's life. "The man for whom stillness 
is the guiding principle, there is nothing external and 
nothing internal. The scope of his mind is as wide as the 
scope of Heaven and earth, and, like Heaven and earth, he 
has no private predilections. His mind is like the 
emptiness of a mirror and the evenness of a balance."352 
This was close to Taoism. Chou Tun-i, further, showed 
Buddhist influence in stressing the need for the 
suppression of physical desires. This was new, although 
moderation had been stressed already by both Lao Tzu 
and Confucius. Human desires were usually not degraded 
and regarded as "villains" in earlier Chinese thinking; they 
were rather considered to be heavenly endowed gifts - to 
be handled with restraint. 
 
 
B. Chang Tsai (1020-1077) 
 
Chang Tsai likewise studied both Buddhism and Taoism 
before turning to Confucianism and making it the 
cornerstone of his thinking. The whole universe was in the 
end a meta-reality, a "great harmony" (t'ai-ho 太和, J. 

taiwa) of ch'i 気, from which everything derived and to 

                                                     

352 Chang Tsai quoted in T. Kuwako 2001, Seikan no tetsugaku, p. 
136. 



 

 

which everything returned. It was a ch'i monism of vital 
energy-matter, a t'ien-tao-ch'i 天道気 (J. ten-dô-ki) 
metaphysical world, operating according to what Heaven 
decreed. The ch'i integrated and disintegrated, and the 
appearance and disappearance of things were a matter of 
the Tao. 
 
Ch'i encompassed both Heaven and earth. He says, "The 
ch'i of Heaven and earth condenses or dissolves into a 
thousand forms. It fills the cosmos, ascending and 
descending, never stopping. This ch'i is the beginning of 
things, of movement (tung 動, J. dô) and stillness (ching 靜, 
J. sei) and of hard and soft. What is going up is the clear 
yang ch'i and what is going down is unclear yin ch'i. The 
yin and yang, condensing and dispersing, become wind 
and rain and frost and snow. That all things take on forms, 
that mountains soar up, that rivers flow down and that 
there are also sediments, is explained by this." 
 
Chang Tsai says further: "The Great Vacuity consists of 
ch'i. Ch'i of necessity integrates to become the  things. 
Things of necessity disintegrate and return to the Great 
Vacuity. ... He who apprehends integration and 
disintegration, appearance and disppearance, form and 
absence of form, and can trace them to their source, 
penetrates the secret of change."353 
 
They are equally real, the undifferentiated ch'i of Heaven 

                                                     

353 Chang Tsai quoted in Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 
466-470.  



 

 

which is above form, unmanifest and spiritual (shen 神), 

and the differentiated ch'i of earth, which is within form, 

manifest and transforming (hua 化); one could not do 

without the other, they are the two sides of the same 
reality. What is above and what is below are "threaded on 
one string," that is, the ch'i that now condenses and now 
disperses. Things come and go but the underlying ch'i is 
not destroyed. Chang Tsai likens it to ice, congealing and 
melting, and with water always remaining the same. The 
ch'i of the "Great Vacuity" is the origin of all things in the 
world. Consequently, although there are numerous things, 
they are all one, the unity in diversity and the diversity in 
unity - the one ch'i in the many manifestations of the one 
ch'i." By enlarging one's mind one can enter into all things 
in the  world. 
 
All ch'i formations are temporary "guests" (k'o 客, J. 
kyaku) in the world. The process of attraction and 
repulsion of ch'i is for everyone to see; there is nothing 
illusory about physical matters as the Buddhists wish to 
have it. There is a principle of motion operating in circles: 
day becomes night and night becomes day; summer 
replaces winter and winter replaces summer in endless 
alternation, illustrating the cyclic nature of the yin and 
yang order driving the universe. 
 
When ch'i consolidates itself it has shapes and becomes 
visible to the eyes. When ch'i does not consolidate itself 
and has no shape it will not be visible to the eyes. After its 
consolidation it manifests itself in the external world. 



 

 

When it dissolves, one can say that it becomes 
nothingness. Thus, ch'i took on two forms: there were 
unmanifest ch'i and manifest ch'i which stimulated each 
other through dispersion and cohesion like water and ice. 
It could be hidden and it could be evident, but in either 
case it was neither nothing nor empty. Like water and ice 
were both being, ch'i in both forms were being, never non-
being. 354 
 
In a famous passage referred to as the "Western 
Inscription" (Hsi ming 西銘, J. Seimei) Chang Tsai asserted 
that all things in the universe are constituted of one and 
the same ch'i and that men and all things were parts of one 
great body. We should therefore serve Heaven and earth 
as we do our own parents and regard all men as our 
brothers and extend the filial virtue to our universal 
parents. The passage says in part: 
 
"Heaven is my father and earth is my mother, and even 
such a small creature as I finds an intimate place in their 

                                                     

354 Translation by R. L. Taylor, The Confucian Way of 
Contemplation, p. 14. A full version is found in Sources of Chinese 
Tradition, 469-470. It continues, "The fact that ch'i consolidates and 
dissolves itself into the Unmanifest is just like ice consolidating and 
dissolving itself into water. If one knows that the Unmanifest consists 
of ch'i, one will find that there is no such thing as nothingness. When 
the Sages discussed the question of human nature and the Tao of 
Heaven, they reached the utmost truth with their saying that there is 
the wonderful change of the Three (Heaven, Earth and Man), and of 
the Five (the Five Elements). This is the meaning of the I Ching.” Chang 

Tsai's Correcting Ignorance (Sheng meng 生蒙 or Hsi ming 西銘). 



 

 

midst. Therefore, that which extends throughout the 
universe I consider to be my body and that which directs 
the universe I consider to be my nature. All people are my 
brothers and sisters, and all things are my companions. ... 
Even those who are tired and infirm, crippled or sick, 
those who have no brothers or children, wives or 
husbands, are all my brothers who are in alarm and 
distress and have no one to turn to. ... If in life I follow and 
serve [the Way], in death I will be at peace." 
 
Chang Tsai described the subjective feeling of oneness 
with all things as an ecstatic eruption of true Confucian 
fervour, an  oneness of cosmic jen, man and all things, all 
ending up in ch'i.  There was an over-all balance: the 
Unmanifest Infinite versus the manifest finite world. The 
world's phenomena were in turn balanced: the yin and 
yang gave symmetry to each and every phenomenon. 
Chang Tsai and later Chu Hsi say, "Yin and yang are ch'i 
and, in movement, constitute the Tao. Creative love and 
compassion (jen) pervade all cosmic reality, and man is in 
the middle and partner with Heaven and Creation. Jen is Li 
in chi."355  
 
Chang Tsai may seem a materialist and equally an idealist; 
both a monist and a dualist. But since he gave priority to 
the force of ch'i, we can safely call him a ch'i monist. Tao 
and ch'i coincided. Tao conferred the natural and 

                                                     

355     The same ch'i cosmology was discussed, by every Neo-Confucian 
scholar in the following seven centuries with only variations in vocabulary 
and interpretation.  



 

 

purposive process to ch'i.356 
 
"That which extends throughout the universe refers to 
ch'i," the substance of things, and "that which directs the 
universe refers to Li”357, the order and purpose of 
things.358 
 
Chang Tsai's ch'i theory became a corner-stone of Chu 
Hsi's finalized teaching. Ch'i became the fundamental term 
of the Neo-Confucian metaphysics. Chu Hsi, as it were, 
reduced ch'i to make room for Li.  
 
Dealing with man, Chang Tsai spoke about his essential jen 
nature, on the one hand, and his physical nature, on the 
other. The essential nature was good while the physical 
nature was good or bad depending upon the ch'i 
endowment. To improve oneself meant changing one's 
physical nature. To eliminate or limit one's desires, to 
control one's imagination and to suppress the urge for 
fame and name were methods of changing one's physical 
nature and ways to by the true man.359 
 
 
                                                     

356 Ch'i has been described as the "all-pervasive energy that powers 
the universe." E. L Shaughnessy 2005, op. cit., p. 152.  

357   In order to differentiate the li, meaning “propriety” from the Li, 
meaning “principle”, “the order and purpose of things”, the latter is written 
with a capital L in this work.  

358      J. A. Adler 2002, Chinese Religions, p. 93. 

359 J. Needham 1926, op. cit., p. 507. 



 

 

 C. Shao Yung (1011-1077) 
 
A contemporary of  Chou Tun-i and Chang Tsai was Shao 
Yung. He was also a ch'i monist who regarded change (hua 
化) as the metaphysics of things. The I Ching itself took the 
place of a creative godhead in a yin and yang evolutionary 
dialectics.  
 
The Five Elements were thereupon the basis of the 
correspondences and multiplicity of things which come 
and go in eternal circulation. Ch'i is the stuff of both 
Heaven and earth. The difference between the two realms 
is that whereas the ch'i of earth has forms, the ch'i of 
Heaven is devoid of form and primordial. Most parts of his 
creed parallelled and had their origin in Taoist thought. 
 
Shao Yung is less known than Chou Tun-i and Chang Tsai. 
The reason might be that his thinking ended up in complex  
diagrams, in which cosmological and ethical ideas were 
mixed with an elaborate numerology. It lacked the 
simplicity of Chou T'un-i's diagram. Another reason might 
be that Chu Hsi criticized him for his excessive interest in 
metaphysics and hardly mentioned him in his 
commentaries. He was, however, in line with the new 
trend that stressed the Confucian order in the universe. All 
changes were manifestations that began and ended in the 
Great Ultimate. He tended to an inner, idealized stance 
when he expressed the view that "the  things are all in 
myself";360 likewise when he said that "The human heart 

                                                     

360         Meng Tzu VII:1; 4:1: “All things are already in us.” 



 

 

contains Heaven and earth and the Tao of the mysteries 
are complete in every person's spirit."361 In his speculation 
he thus echoes early Taoism. He also says: "Whatever 
creates the manifoldness of things is the Supreme 
Ultimate. How can one give a name to the Supreme 
Ultimate? How can the Supreme Ultimate be within the 
scope of human knowledge? The term 'Supreme Ultimate' 
was coined because of the impossibility of naming it. 'The 
Supreme Ultimate' means merely 'the Nameless'." 
 
These last quotations reveal how close Neo-Confucian 
thought could be to Taoism. The dichotomy of Heaven and 
earth is there and above Heaven ranges "the Supreme 
Ultimate." The terms are synonymous and 
interchangeable. Chou Tun-i, Chang Tsai and Shao Yung 
belonged to the "inner" wing of the Sung thinkers and 
were as much Taoist as Confucian in their basic thinking. 
In their personal eccentric behaviour they also often 
seemed more Taoist than Confucian.362 
 
 
D. Ch'eng Hao (1032-1085) and Ch'eng I(1033-1107) 
 
The intermediate group of Sung thinkers, leading finally  
to the great Chu Hsi, were the two brothers, Ch'eng Hao 
and Ch'eng I. After all the speculation by Chou Tun-i, 

                                                     

361 A. D Birdwhistell 1989, Transition to Neo-Confucianism: Shao 
Yung on Knowledge and Symbols of Reality, p. 58.  

362 Shao Yung, for example, liked to sit in a wheel-barrow drawn by 
a man, and be laughed at by the people who saw him. 



 

 

Chang Tsai and Shao Yung, these two philosophers 
brought Confucian thinking to an even keel - the human 
level, from "inner" thinking to "central" thinking. They 
were different personalities but agreed essentially in their 
philosophies. The older brother, Ch'eng Hao, was the 
idealist who tended more "inner" than the younger 
brother, Ch'eng I, the realist, who tended "outer." Both 
studied Taoism and Buddhism but were further under the 
influence of Chou T'un-i from about fifteen years of age. 363 
After years of varied studies they turned to the native 
Classics and found their intellectual home there. 
 
Together they laid the foundations of Sung philosophy. 
With them, Li, "principle 理," "reason," "inscape,"  became 
the most important concept of Neo-Confucian philosophy 
and, as concretized later by Chu Hsi, introduced to a new 
perspective and way of Confucian thinking. This new 
Confucianism came as a result to be called Li-hsüeh 理学, J. 

rigaku, also tao-hsüeh 道学 (dôgaku).  The term t'ien-Li 

天理, J. tenri, "heavenly li," was used by Ch'eng Hao and 
stood for natural law. Later, Ch'eng I held that human 
nature was reason, and this gave the school yet another 
name, hsing-Li-hsüeh 性理学, J. seirigaku,  "philosophy of 
human nature and li." Still another name was the Cheng-
Chu-hsüeh 程朱学, J. teishugaku, "Cheng-Chu School", 
because the Ch'eng brothers and Chu Hsi were the 
                                                     

363 P. Bruce says that Ch'eng Hao studied the doctrines of Taoism 
and Buddhism for ten years. Chu Hsi and His Masters 1923, 45. One 
can surmise that his brother was sitting by his side during these 
studies. 



 

 

creators of the school. 
 
Like Chinese thinkers generally, they embraced an organic 
view of the universe and recognized a sublime order, 
correlations and a dialectical alternation of opposites in all 
phenomena. Ch'eng Hao says: "Everything comes in 
opposites and yin and yang are counterparts. Good 
balances evil. When yang grows, yin declines. When good 
increases, evil decreases. The theory of dualistic opposites 
is applicable to all types of phenomena."364 
 
The Li is reason and order in all phenomena. It is the 
cornerstone of the philosophy of the Ch'eng brothers. The 
Li as a philosophical basic concept originated with them. 
Ch'eng Hao says, "Because the Li is ordained by Heaven, it 
is natural and unalterable. .... It extends everywhere and 
governs all things. It cannot be augmented or diminished. 
It is many but it is essentially one, for all specific principles 
are but principle (Li). It is possessed by all people and all 
things. Even  a small thing has it. ... It is universal truth, 
universal order, universal law. ... It is one but its 
manifestations are many."365 
 
A line had to be drawn, however, between the world of Li 
and the world of ch'i. The Li, like the Tao, belonged to the 

                                                     

364   Ch'eng Hao is quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, The Development of 
Neo-Confucian Thought, p. 35ff. Sung-Yüan hsüeh-an, Book 13, Ch'eng 
Hao.  

365        Ch'eng Hao is also quoted in W.-T.  Chan 1963, A Source Book 
in Chinese Philosophy, p 519ff. 



 

 

world of constancy; the ch'i to the world of change. The Li 
and the Tao, being immaterial, were non-corporeal while 
ch'i, being material, was corporeal. However, the Li was 
not found outside the ch'i physical world. It was the 
eternal universal in reality. 
 
This dualism,366 that is, the Li and the Tao on the one side 
and  ch'i on the other, was of special interest in regard to 
man. In this respect the Ch'eng brothers were in 
agreement with Chang Tsai. Like him they differentiated 
the physical and essential natures of man. Following the 
line from Mencius, they argued that human nature was 
good but had evil tendencies because it was placed in a 
deficient body. The original good nature was the Li, while 
the evil in man originated from his ch'i endowment. 
 
The Ch'eng brothers were much alike and shared most 
thinking. The goal was, for both of them, to become a Sage 
in this life - not buddha in afterlife. Together they also 
nursed the optimism that evil could be removed by 
cultivation. However, "they diverged enough in their 
thought to foreshadow the two branches into which the 
Neo-Confucian school divided."367 While Ch'eng Hao 
concentrated on self-cultivation, Ch'eng I insisted that self-
cultivation and the investigation of things must be 
pursued at the same time. Ch'eng Hao became the 

                                                     

366 "This is not what we would ordinarily call a dualism but rather 
an explicit duality expressing an implicit unity." A. Watts 1975, Tao, 
The Watercourse Way, p. 26 

367        Sources of Chinese tradition 1960, p. 470ff.   



 

 

precursor of the School of Mind (hsin hsüeh 心学, J. 
shingaku) and Ch'eng I of the School of Reason (Li hsüeh 
理学, J. rigaku). Ch'eng Hao was generally subjective and 
inner while Ch'eng I objective and outer. 
 
 
E. Ch'eng Hao (1032-1085)  
 
Ch'eng Hao likened human nature to water: "Water is 
what flows downwards, and in some places it flows into 
the sea without becoming dirty ... In other places it 
becomes dirty after flowing a short distance ... Sometimes 
it is more dirty, sometimes less dirty. But whether dirty or 
pure, it is water." He continues,  "The purity of water is 
like the goodness of human nature. Therefore it is 
incorrect to say that good and evil are opposites in human 
nature. This fundamental principle is a Heavenly Decree. 
To be in conformity with this principle is the Tao. To 
cultivate one's self in conformity with this principle and to 
share what is appropriate to one's self is education. From 
the commencement with the Heavenly Decree, down to 
the work of education, human nature remains what it is. It 
is neither increased nor decreased." 
 
Ch'eng Hao compares the metaphysical Li with the pure 
water that is dirtied by the impure ch'i. There is a 
distinction made between the two spheres.  The Li side in 
man is superior to the ch'i side. The ch'i sphere is lower 
and contains sediments which muddy the water. Personal 
cultivation is the answer. One must act to keep the water 
pure. This is the way to sagehood. 



 

 

 
It is said that when Ch'eng Hao found that there was the Li 
in every thing and event, he was so glad and happy that he 
could not help but "swing his hands and dance with his 
feet."368 

 
The Li in human nature are jen, i, li and chih, benevolence, 
righteousness, propriety and knowledge. First among 
them is jen. One must keep one's mind in a state of jen and 
be one with the universe. Ch'eng Hao says that the first 
thing for a scholar  is to feel oneness with the whole 
universe. Righteousness, propriety, knowledge and 
honesty may be  considered parts of jen. If one recognizes 
this fundamental principle, one preserves it by means of 
truthfulness and attentiveness. One needs nothing more.  
 
He says further that a man with jen should feel as if he 
forms one body with all things. Every part of the world 
should be felt as he feels his own body. Everything works 
for him. When a man does not have the sense that all 
portions of the whole are part of himself he is just like a 
paralytic. A feeling of universal love for all people is a 
prerequisite for sageliness.369 
 
Inner tranquillity was part of the jen life: "Tranquillity 

                                                     

368 Ch'eng Hao is quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, op. cit., p. 45. 

369 Jen is so much in the centre that Neo-Confucianism is often called 
"jen metaphysics." Jen makes it close to the love gospel in Christian 
teaching. See Fung Yu-lan 1948,  The Spirit of Chinese Philosophy, p. 
179-180. 



 

 

means quietness in time of activity and inactivity. One 
should not anticipate what is to come. Neither should one 
take the view that there is something inside, or something 
outside. ... It is preferable to forget both the inside and the 
outside, rather than to exclude the outside for the sake of 
keeping the inside. When one forgets both the inside and 
the outside, one's mind will be clear and distinct, and will 
be occupied with nothing. Being occupied with nothing 
leads to tranquillity. Tranquillity leads to light. When one 
is full of light, why should one worry about the question of 
giving responses to external stimuli?"370 
 
Thus, C'heng Hao wished tranquillity to be the touchstone 
of the true man. This was the Confucian answer to the 
Buddhist way of sitting in meditation.371 To keep one's 
peace of mind and to remain calm required introspection 
and contemplation. A calm state of non-attachment 
became the way of deportment of the perfect scholar. 
 
Ch'eng Hao simplified the way to enlightenment when he 
eliminated the strait-jacket of the many steps of learning 
and declared that the capacity for immediate sagehood 
was inherent in the depths of the heart. He embraced a 

                                                     

370 Ch'eng Hao quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, pp. 199-201. Sung-
Yüan hsüeh-an, Book 13.  

371 The Buddhist "sitting in meditation" (tso ch'an 坐禪, J. zazen,  

was more formalized than the Confucian "quiet sitting" (ching-tso  

静坐 , J. seiza). 



 

 

sudden rather than a gradual "penetration."372 The heart-
mind itself was "the seat of the unfolding of Li" and the 
practice of self-cultivation became "an internal process of 
correcting  that which is already there." 
 
The ch'i was as real for him as for his brother and other 
Sung thinkers. It was the undifferentiated ocean in which 
all "fish swim." Everything emanated from there and it 
was where all things returned. The ocean was the ch'i and 
the Li the fish. They said that "man lives in the ch'i of 
Heaven and earth exactly as fish in the ocean. The ch'i 
envelops him, it is what he breathes in and what he 
breathes out." 
 
 
F.  Ch'eng I (1033-1107) 
 
Ch'eng Hao was in many respects an "inner" man. To the 
extent that there was a difference between him and his 
younger brother, it was that the latter was more "outer." 
Ch'eng I was also tutored by Chou Tun-i. He was a brilliant 
student, and was awarded the chin-shih (進士, J. 
shinshi)373 degree in 1059 at twenty-five years of age. He 
became the tutor to the emperor Che Tsung but eight 
years later he was exiled to Fou-chou. 

                                                     

372 In this respect he differed from his brother.  His brand of Neo-
Confucianism is therefore usually called the hsin hsüeh 心学 (J. shingaku), 

"learning of the heart-mind". 

373       Chin-shih was the highest academic degree, often compared with 
the Western “doctor of letters.” 



 

 

 
Ch'eng I was an idealist, believing that "all things in the 
world can be understood in the light of the Li.” He believed 
that "the world is a manifestation of the Tao."374 He 
accepted Chang Tsai's ch'i, the material force, the 
fundamental stuff of all things, but added the Li, which 
gives form and life to the individual objects of creation.  
Each thing works according to its Li.  The Ch'i is the raw 
stuff of creation and is dependent on the Li for 
individuality and rationality. 
 
Rationality was lodged in the Li universals which were 
inherent in each phenomenon and thing. They were the 
unmoving, unchanging higher essence, directed by the Tao 
and Heaven. The Li was consequently the heavenly order 
and purpose of everything, "the harmony of one and 
many." The human mind is part of this heavenly order, and 
it is man's duty to live in accord with it. There is oneness 
in it, and man must abide until he understands the Li in 
things. As it is said in the Shih Ching, Everything must have 
its Li and it is our duty to investigate the Li. Ch'eng I says 
that even the most insignificant of things and events have 
it.375 The Li became the fundamental concept of Neo-
                                                     

374 Ch’eng I is considered the father of Li thought which he combined 
with ancient yin-yang thought. 

375 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, pp.. 476-477ff. Ch'eng I says 
further: "Man's power of speaking, moving, thinking and designing is the 
effect of ch'i, but Li is there too. Man's sense of filial duty, brotherhood, 
loyalty, honesty, benevolence, righteousness, propriety and wisdom comes 
from the endowment of Li. But the various ways of combining the two 
forces of yin and yang and the Five Elements result in remarkable 
differences in the degree of perfection in the nature of men and things."  



 

 

Confucian philosophy, just as the Tao was fundamental for 
Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu and Confucius. The Li and the Tao 
were identical. 
 
To maintain a mental balance was at the centre of the 
teaching of first the Ch'eng brothers and then of Chu Hsi. 
The question was how to achieve this balance and 
preserve the peace of mind that responded correctly to all 
circumstances of life. Ch'eng I says: "In Heaven and earth 
there is a wonderful store of natural gifts. Man is endowed 
with the best of the Five Elements. He is born true and 
calm. Prior to the operations of his mind were the five 
characteristics: jen, i, li, chih, hsin. With his body, he comes 
into contact with external phenomena, and the seven 
kinds of emotions are stimulated: joy, anger, sorrow, fear, 
love, dislike and desire. When these emotions are aroused, 
man suffers from a lack of equilibrium. Those who are 
awakened, try to hold on to the Golden Mean. They are on 
the right track and their nature takes an appropriate 
course of development. The emotions then play their 
natural part. Those who are ignorant, however, do not 
know how to control their emotions, which get the upper 
hand. … The proper way of learning requires a rigid 
discipline over nature. He who observes this discipline 
realizes truth and attains sagehood. ... The mind must not 
for a single moment leave the virtues of jen, i, chung 
(loyalty) and hsin (honesty)." 
 
The study of the Li to the utmost and the full development 
of his nature was the fulfilment of a person’s destiny.  This 
study became the most important part of the final Chu Hsi 



 

 

synthesis. This was the external way to the truth. While 
Ch'eng Hao was more subjective and tended to the 
internal way of contemplation, Ch'eng I was more 
objective and turned to the external way of Li 
investigation. While Ch'eng Hao emphasized study of the 
Li in human nature and self-cultivation, Ch'eng I put 
primary stress on the study of the Li in external things. 

Their goal was however the same: both aimed at truth, 
enlightenment and sageness. As regards the Li and the 
investigation of the Li, Ch'eng I says, “The Li of one thing is 
one with the Li of all things just as the course of one day is 
one with the course of a year”376 and that "The 
investigation of the Li may be carried out in many ways: 
by reading books, by discussion, by evaluating the 
personalities in history and their actions, by discerning the 
correct responses to what comes. All these kinds of 
procedure may be called 'investigation of the Li'." 
 
This Li idealism became the corner-stone of the finalized 
Chu Hsi Confucianism and is remarkably close to Plato's 
idealism. In both philosophies the external  material thing 
was regarded as simply the shadow of an eternal idea. The 
ideas were the essences which gave form to all 
phenomena, universal and eternal. 
 
In such an intellectual context "science" became  
endeavours to find the essences. One strove for the 
universal rather than for the particular, for the general 
man-ness, horse-ness and so forth. This was opposite to  

                                                     

376    Sources of Chinese Tradition, p. 472.  



 

 

the strivings of modern "science." Modern science deals 
with a particular thing or event. It predicates something as 
a quality, a property or an attribute but usually does not 
strive for the over-all essence.377 
 
The philosopher Kant presented an analysis of the 
difference between the Platonic idealist - it could as well 
have been the Neo-Confucian idealist - and the modern 
scientist. Early thinking, he says, is a form of reason 
"which being, not like ours, discursive, but intuitive, 
proceeds from the synthetic universal (the intuition of the 
whole as such) to the particular, that is, from the whole to 
the parts. … While the modern mind specializes and thinks 
in categories, the traditional Chinese tended to see things 
and ideas in terms of relatedness rather than in their 
isolation." This, according to Kant, lies outside human 
possibilities. What is peculiar to modern man is his 
analytic intellect which is restricted to taking in through 
the senses the single details (facts) of the world as such 
and constructing pictures of their totalities, but these 
pictures have only a hypothetical character In the light of 
Kant's analysis, the Neo-Confucian thinker was as far away 
from modern science as Plato. 
 
 
 
 

                                                     

377  Generally, through history, "the sensibility of China has been 
synthetic, whereas in the West it has been analytic." D. Kolak 2007, 
Zhuangzi, p. 6. 



 

 

 
 

14. Chu Hsi (1130-1200  
 
 
Chu Hsi was the Confucius of his era. He ranks as one of 
China's great philosophers and as one of the world's great 
thinkers. He is is the epitome and apex of (Neo-)Confucian 
thought and the great syncretist of the school. His aim was 
to collect and transmit the totality of the classical heritage. 
By doing so, he could not help reviewing, commenting 
upon, and giving each classic Confucian book his stamp 
and tone. He amplified and formed their consummation, 
giving Confucianism a new meaning. Wide learning and 
enormous labour enabled him to complete this gigantic 
task. The perhaps most imposing part of this achievement 
was his summing up of early Confucianism and T'ang and 
Sung thought. From this achievement rose the opinion that 
he was second only to the ancient Sages and one of the 
greatest men in the development of Chinese thought.378 
 

                                                     

378 Chu Hsi assimilated the thought of Confucius and Mencius of Chou 
Tun-i, Chang Tsai and the Ch'eng brothers, and integrated the various 
tenets of the whole Chinese tradition, achieving a consummation of 
Confucian thought that  “dominated not only Chinese thought but also the 
thought of Korea and Japan as well.” W.-t. Chan 1963,  p. 588.  



 

 

Chu Hsi was from the start a bright boy who astonished 
both parents and elders. At nineteen years of age he won 
his chin-shih degree, and he is said to have aspired to 
sagehood from early age. His studies were far-flung: 
Buddhism, Taoism, literature, poetry, history and military 
science. He was at times employed in governmental 
positions, but, fortunately for his writing, his periods out 
of demanding posts were much longer than those in 
service. He was also lucky that the positions he held were 
sinecures which gave him ample time to concentrate on 
studying, thinking and writing. 
 
He seems to have vacillated between Buddhism and 
Confucianism for a while in his youth, but by thirty years 
of age his Confucian allegiance seems to have been 
established, that is, by 1160. Between 1160 and 1163 he 

studied with the Confucian philosopher Li T'ung 李 

恫(1088-1163). After that followed his most prolific 

period, between 1163 and 1178. There are not less than 
eighteen works from this period. His authorship only 
stopped a year before his death, and even in 1200 he 
added a section to an earlier work. Fifty of his works dealt 
with the Four Books, and most of his other numerous 
books were devoted to the  elucidation of the Confucian 
classics. 
 
To make a comparison, Chu Hsi was, first, like Aristotle, a 
universalist, but a Chinese universalist. He strove to 
encompass all Chinese learning from physics to 
metaphysics. But, second,  he  was also a Platonist. He saw 



 

 

the universe as a coherent whole with eternal Li 
penetrating every part of it. Order and purpose existed in 
all things, both the physical and moral worlds, in nature as 
in society. The harmonious inner man and the well-
ordered society were equally his goal. 
 
He created such a beautiful synthesis, so  systematic, in 
fact, that Chinese literati found it to be the philosophy to 
live with for some 700 years, and so convincing that it 
superseded Buddhism as the creed for the educated class. 
 
 
A.  Chu Hsi's Li-ch'i Philosophy 
 
Agreeing with Chang Tsai and the Ch'eng brothers, Chu Hsi 
said that in the beginning was t'ai-hsü 太虚, J. taikyo, 
"Great Void," the primordial essence and the storehouse of 
ch'i. To this he added the Li, that is, the eternal law of 
nature, which gave form, meaning and purpose to the 
cosmic ch'i. The ch'i thinking was received from Chang 
Tsai and the Li thinking from Ch'eng Hao and Ch'eng I. 
Chou Tun-i in turn provided the over-all diagram of 
Creation. Heaven was at first a mass of ch'i, turning like a 
millstone. As this rotary movement grew faster, the heavy 
parts became consolidated in the centre to become the 
earth, whereas the light parts were towards the periphery 
and became  the heavens.379 
 
The form-meaning-and-purpose-giving Li 理, J. ri, 
                                                     

379 The first origin for the thought can be traced to the I Ching.  



 

 

"principle",380 "inscape" or "reason," emerged from the 

t'ai-chi 太極, J. taikyoku, the "Supreme Ultimate" or the 
"Grand Ridgepole," which comprised the Li in its totality. 
In Taoist thought it originated from the wu-chi 無極, J. 
mukyoku,  the Infinite or "absolute non-being".381 The 
unformed chaos had two names, the wu-chi and the t'ai-
hsü, which corresponded to the uppermost circle in Chou 
Tun'i's diagram.382 In the end both the Li and the ch'i 
sprang from the non-being and vacuity of early Chinese 
thinking.  They worked together, Li being  moral reason 
and ch'i physical endowment. 
 
The Li originally denoted "the lines in pieces of stone or 
wood." It was the inherent inscape of a material thing. 
                                                     

380 "Li is inherent in each individual thing as the law of its being, the 
rule of existence, or norm, to which it conforms." J. P. Bruce 1922, op. 
cit., p.  112. It has to remembered that the li in early Confucianism and 
the Li in Chu Hsi's Neo-Confucianism are different terms. The former li 

禮(礼)refers to rites and propriety and the later Li (理) refers to 

principles and inscapes. They are homonyms but differ in meaning.  

381 “ The word Li refers to the cosmic order which unifies all things 
into a single intangible pattern. Its origins go back from Ch’eng I, 
through Hua-yen Buddhism, all the way to the Neo-Taoist Wang Pi. 
Other terms such as “heaven” (t’ien), “decree” (ming), “Supreme 
Ultimate” (t’ai-chi) and “nature” (hsing) appear in statements of this 
theory, but each is defined as Li  viewed from different perspectives.” 
D. J. Munro 1985, The Family Network..., p. 262. 

382 The t'ai-chi was the metaphysical source of Heaven and earth and all 
things. Therefore, Chu Hsi concluded, echoing Taoist thinking, "before the 
creation of the world, Li existed." Occasionally, he equated Heaven, the Way 
and the Li.  

Kommentar [Olof4]:  



 

 

Metaphorically it was used later for the immaterial 
inscape of a thing, and in the Neo-Confucian philosophy 
the heavenly inscape of all things. In this last respect, it 
referred to the supreme law of the physical and moral 
world. For Chu Hsi it was the eternal and unchanging 
natural law, and was the same in everything. 
 
In a cosmic sense the ch'i was inferior to the Li but from a 
meta-cosmic point of view it could as easily be the ch'i that 
was prior to the Li. The Li was the underlying meaning 
and purpose of creation and in the moral world the four 
cardinal virtues, jen, i, li and chih. In both worlds "Li hung 
on yin and yang like a man riding a horse." 
 
Chu Hsi hence distinguished two dimensions of reality. On 
the one hand there was the world of the Li and the Tao 
"above form" (hsing erh shang 形而上, J. J. keijijô), which 
had no physical substance and which could not be 
perceived with the senses. This was the metaphysical 
world. On the other hand there was the world of the ch'i or 
physical substance "below form" (hsing erh hsia 形而下, J. 
keijika). This was the physical world. Human behaviour 
was divided accordingly. Man's power of speaking, 
moving, thinking and designing was the effect of ch'i, but 
the Li was there too. Man's sense of filial duty, 
brotherhood, loyalty, honesty, benevolence, righteousness, 
propriety and wisdom came from the endowment of the 
Li. The various ways of combining the two forces of yin 
and yang and the Five Elements resulted in differences in 



 

 

the degree of perfection in men and things.383 
 
Chu Hsi's moral thought connected Heaven's Tao with 
human nature (hsing 性), embracing both his intellectual 

and  emotive life (ch'ing 情) and the virtues, primarily jen, 

goodness. Like Mencius he considered human nature to be 
good. The mind (hsin) was the ego and combined the 
intellect and the emotionally inclined heart. It was man's 
consciousness, the seat of both reason and emotions. His 
nature was good but his mind could be good or evil, 
depending upon circumstances. 
 
What was good in man came from his Li endowment and 
what was evil in man originated from his ch'i endowment. 
His desires were rooted in his ch'i. Chu Hsi says, "Li is to 
ch'i as a pearl in water. When Li is in pure ch'i, it shows its 
brightness like a pearl in clean water so that the pearl is 
transparent. When it is in soiled ch'i, it is like a pearl in 
dirty water. A thing that is foul or obscure is like a pearl 
fallen in the mud."384 
 
About the Li Chu Hsi says further, "From beginning to end, 
Li is one, but the  things share it in order to acquire 

                                                     

383 ”Li serves as the principle of permanence amid flux, which brings 
multiplicity into unity, while ch’i serves as the principle of change and 
multiplicity, because of which creativity is immersed in the process of 
concrescence.” J. Ching, putting Chu Hsi in Whiteheadian terms.  J. Ching 
(1979), God and the World, p. 290.  

384 Ibid, Book 94 and Book 6, quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, op cit., 
p. 262.  



 

 

essence. Each particular thing is in itself the Supreme 
Ultimate. Is then the Supreme Ultimate divided? The 
answer is: The Supreme Ultimate is one, but each thing 
shares it so that each thing forms a Supreme Ultimate. It is 
just like the moon which is one, but which is reflected in 
many rivers and lakes and is seen everywhere. One cannot 
say that the moon is split up. ... Li is one, but its 
manifestations are demonstrated in innumerable ways. 
From the point of view of manifestation, one sees 
varieties; from the point of view of Li, one sees self-
identity and the pervading power of Li. ... But the 
underlying principle is one."385 But "Li cannot exist 
without ch'i. Now, Li is metaphysical but ch'i is physical. 
From the difference in their nature, metaphysical and 
physical, an order in their priority may be inferred." 
 
Someone asked how the Tao and the Li are to be 
distinguished. Chu Chi said: "The Tao is the path. the Li is 
the pattern. "Like the grain of a wood?" the questioner 
asked.  "Yes," Chu Hsi replied. In that case, the questioner 
said, they seem to be alike. Chu Hsi said: "The word Tao is 
all-embracing. Li refers to the many veins within the Tao. 
... The word Tao refers to the whole, Li to the details."386 
 
The Li, accordingly, denotes the order in all things - law,  
direction, meaning, purpose and harmony. It is the 
ordering principle of the ongoing creative process. It is 
                                                     

385 Grousset 1952, and ibid, quoted in Carsun Chang 1957, pp. 257-
258. 

386 The Chu Tzu yû lei, quoted in Lidin 2006, op. cit., p. 13.  



 

 

order in Heaven, order on earth and in all things - just like 
the veins in a stone or the grains in a piece of wood. 
 
The Li was, hence, the normative dimension of things. The 
tao was not replaced, only rationalized by the Li. The 
metaphysical line was elongated with the Li and ming to 
the chi endowing things with nature, purpose and 
direction. This was the t'ien-tao-Li-ming of metaphysics. 
The ancient Confucianism was only lengthened on the  
metaphysical side from t'ien-tao to t'ien-tao-Li.387 This 
trinity could thereupon be expanded with the ming and 
jen (goodness), and hsing (nature), ending up in a ti'en-
tao-Li-jen-hsing metaphysics. 
 
We can have doubts about the existence of the Li but by 
studying, or just seeing, cosmic manifestations and forms, 
we can deduce its existence, because any manifestation 
shows form, order and purpose. As Chu Hsi says, "When 
the mind is bright, it can spontaneously see  that this 
thing or event has this or that Li; but "when the mind is 
not settled, one cannot see the Li."388 
 
How do then the Li and the ch'i relate to each other? Chu 
Hsi says that they come undifferentiated from their 
metaphysical source but in the cosmic reality differentiate 
into physical ch'i and metaphysical Li. In their first reality 

                                                     

387 This trinity is, mutatis mutandis, close to the Christian trinity 
with God=Heaven, Christ=Tao, and Holy Spirit=Li.  

388 Chu Hsi and Ch'eng I are so close that such statements  can come 
from either of them. 



 

 

they are without shape while in the second with shapes. 
Without study of the ch'i, knowledge of the Li cannot be 
complete and one can never clearly know the essence of 
the Li.   
 
The Great Ultimate was the highest good within the ch'i 
cosmos, the same beyond things and within things. "The Li 
of one thing is one with the Li of all things just as the 
course of one day is one with the course of a year."389 
Together they formed a net that naturally synthesized all 
existence into one whole. Chang Tsai's ch'i and Ch'eng I's 
Li joined in a single vitalistic dimension. "The world can be 
explained as the ceaseless unification of principle (Li) and 
energy-matter (ch'i). ... In humans the role of the heart and 
mind (hsin, J. kokoro) is to unify nature qua ethical 
principles and virtues with the dynamic power of energy-
matter (ch'i) as passion and emotion."390 
 
As a result, Chu Hsi's Li-ism seems dualistic.391 Li is the 

                                                     

389 It is said that Ch'eng Hao was monistic and Ch'eng I was 
dualistic. "Whatever dualism and (monism) there may be, it is 
superficial." W.-T. Chan 1963, op. cit., p. 544.  

390 "One day, in a flash, one comprehends that everything is linked 
together, it is a revelation of the outside and the inside, of the refined and 
the coarse of all things, and the mind in its essence and its prime function 
becomes enlightened in every way." 

391 Chu Hsi reflects Ch'eng I who says, "Mencius was above all other 
philosophers in that he knew what human nature is. There is no human 
nature that is not good. It may not be good, but this comes from its working 
capacity. Human nature is Li, and it is the same in everyone, from Yao and 
Shun down to the man in the street." 



 

 

inner essence, the inscape of a thing, as necessary as the 
ch'i outer matter. Without either there will be neither 
space nor time. They interfuse as substance and order. 
How do you find the Li in the ch'i? Chu Hsi answers, 
"When yin and yang and the Five Elements, in spite of 
their complications, always follow a definite course, 
without falling into disorder, this course is the Li. When 
the ch'i is consolidating, the Li is there too. If the ch'i is not 
consolidated, the Li will have no place in which to inhere." 
The Li, Chu Hsi specifies, acts without thought. Its action is 
necessary, inevitable, natural and unconscious. 
 
"The examination of things" was mandatory in order to 
arrive at the Li. As introduced by Ch'eng I and developed 
by Chu Hsi, it became fundamental in the final Neo-
Confucian synthesis. The word "investigation" (ko 格) was 
taken from the Shu Ching, "Book of History" and the 
Chinese term ko-wu 格物, J. kakubutsu, the basic meaning 
of which is "to arrive at things." The "investigation" meant 
to "arrive at" the truth, that is, the Li, in things. 
 
Since the Li could be discovered in all things the 
"investigation of things" could also, in principle, turn to 
any thing in the world. Chu Hsi did, however, not wander 
off into "knowledge for just the sake of knowledge." 
Knowledge and learning should be "for the sake of the 
self." "Man's innate knowing to the utmost" came first and 
was basic. Man was a moral being, and his Li was ethical. 
Close to Mencius, Chu Hsi came to three conclusions, (1) 
human nature (hsing) was Li; (2) human nature was good; 
and (3) the human goodness was embedded in the four 



 

 

virtues, benevolence, righteousness, propriety and 
wisdom. The search for knowledge should end in the 
attainment of inner clarity.  
 
"The truth of the universe is within myself," says Chu Hsi. 
Because of the innate four virtues, man is disposed to do 
what is good and virtuous. When he does evil, this is 
because his ch'i contains the seeds of deficiency. For this 
reason self-cultivation is important. For Chu Hsi 
investigation of the Li and self-cultivation went hand in 
hand. This meant the attainment of mental calmness and 
correct deportment in every situation. One had to keep 
one's poise, and redress it whenever out of balance. Chu 
Hsi followed closely Ch'eng I who had said that this was 
achieved through spiritual nurturing and concentration of 
mind. "Knowledge must precede action. It is like having 
light in front of you when you walk along the road. ... 
Without reasoning one cannot attain Tao." Learning, 
reflection and introspection led to calmness and 
equipoise. Ch'eng I had said: "The first thing is the 
realization of knowledge. Realization of knowledge 
necessitates thinking and thinking leads to awakening."392 
 
Awakening might have been an influence of Buddhism. 
Mencius had, however, expressed approximately the same 
with his concept of the "immense, flood-like energy (ch'i)" 
long before Buddhism was introduced in China.  
 

                                                     

392 For more on  Chu Hsi’s Li-ch’i thought, see, for example,  Sources 
of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 481-502.  



 

 

 
 
B. Study, Learning and the Ta Hsüeh, "The Great 
Learning" 
 
The rationale for the investigation of things and learning 
was found in the preamble of the Ta Hsüeh (J. Daigaku, 
"Great Learning"), a work that Chu Hsi found both 
coherent and easy to understand. This classic says: 
 
"Wishing to order well their states, they first regulated 
their families (ch'i-chia 斉家, J. seika). Wishing to regulate 
their families, they first cultivated their persons (hsiu-hsin 
修身, J. shûshin). Wishing to cultivate their persons, they 

first rectified their hearts (cheng-hsin 正心, J. seishin). 
Wishing to rectify their hearts, they first sought to be 
sincere in their hearts (ch'eng-i 誠意, J. seii). Wishing to 
be sincere in their hearts, they first extended to the utmost 
their knowledge (chih-chih 致知, J. chichi). Such 
extension of knowledge lies in things being investigated 
(ko-wu 格物 J. kakubutsu)." 
 
The learning process was expressed with terms such as 
ko-wu--ch'iung-Li 格物窮理, (J. kakubutsu-kyûri), "the 

study and pursuit of Li in things," short as ch'iung-Li 窮理 
(J. kyûri), or "the pursuit or inquiry of Li, and ko-wu--chih-
chih 格物到知 (J. kakubutsu-chichi), "to  investigate things 
and attain knowledge and wisdom." 
 
Convinced that an original ko-wu (kakubutsu) chapter of 



 

 

the Ta Hsüeh had been lost, Chu Hsi supplied his own 
explication, which circulated as part of the Classic. It says,   
"What is meant by 'the extension of knowledge' lies in 
fully apprehending the Li in things. If we wish to extend 
our innate knowledge of the good to the utmost, we must 
probe thoroughly the Li in those things that we encounter. 
It would seem that every man's intellect possesses the 
potent capacity for knowing that everything is possessed 
of Li. But, to the extent that the Li is not yet thoroughly 
probed, man's knowledge is not yet fully realized. Hence, 
the first step of instruction in greater learning is to teach 
the student, whenever he encounters anything at all in the 
world, to build upon what is already known to him of the 
Li and to probe still further, so that he seeks to reach the 
limit. After exerting himself in this way for a long time, he 
will one day become awakened and understand all 
matters under heaven, the manifest and the hidden. The 
subtle and the obvious qualities of all things will all be 
known, and the mind, in its whole substance and vast 
operations, will be completely illuminated. This is called 
'fully apprehending the Li in things.' This is the completion 
of knowledge."393 
 
Knowledge could come from many sources: "from books, 

                                                     

393 Chu Hsi says further, "From one's own body ... to grass and plants, 
and insects and animals, one should investigate the Li embodied in them. 
One should extend further to the books of the Sages and worthies, the 
classics and the political affairs of the various dynasties, all of which are 
things to be investigated." To these can be added customs, institutions and 
other prescribed forms of behaviour. Gardner D. K. 1986, p. 28ff and 
Gardner 1989 in toto.  



 

 

discussions, evaluation of personalities of the past and the 
present, and things which come to you. All these 
procedures fall under the heading of investigation of Li." 
Knowledge was acquired through "inquiry and study" and  
preceded morality.394 So much emphasis was put on the 
dimension of Li that Chu Hsi's teaching was sometimes 
called "the religion of Li". 
 
Chu Hsi thus recommended a strict approach to study and 
learning. It should be for both self-cultivation and 
enlightenment and not just for the civil service 
examinations and merit rating. It had to be systematic and 
in proper order. With this aim in mind Chu Hsi set up a 
graded curriculum for the disciple. He should begin with 
the Ta Hsüeh, which is reasoned and lucid, and thereupon 
turn to the Lun Yü, and the Meng Tzu and finish with the 
more difficult metaphysical work, the Chung Yung. Chu Hsi 
singled them out as the primary works for teaching the 
Confucian truth. The Lun yü was the central teaching, 
which should be read meticulously, and the Meng Tzu 
should serve as the elucidation of the Lun Yü. To make this 
study truly thorough, Chu Hsi wrote commentaries on the 
classics which soon became as important as the original 
texts. The Confucian Four Books with the Chu Hsi 
commentaries became the major programme of education 
for all students in the Yüan, Ming and Ch'ing China. The 
previously authoritative Five Classics became the second 
round, undertaken only after the study of the Confucian 

                                                     

394 J. Ôhashi, quoted in G. Wm. Knox, Ki, ri and Ten, in TASJ, 1st 
series, XX, pt. I, 1892, p. 168. 



 

 

books and were not considered as important. They were 
literally learned by heart by every educated person; 
recited aloud and memorized. They formed a unit, in 
which one book had little or no meaning without the other 
three. The day the commentaries on the Four Books were 
completed in 1190, the Chu Hsi era commenced. For six 
centuries, under Yüan, Ming and Ch'ing dynasties (1313-
1905), they constituted the standard texts and curriculum 
for the civil service examinations by which scholars were 
selected for posts in government. Until the last days of the 
empire Chu Hsi was officially honoured as the equal of the 
Great Sages of early antiquity. 
 
No learning should be the soulless measuring of distances 
or observing the stars. "The evil comes from measuring 
heaven and not knowing its heart. Study and learning 
should be in the full awareness of the overshadowing 
Heaven. They should lead to an understanding of the 
wholeness of Heaven, earth and the things, to the 
experience of spontaneous enlightenment and to the Li in 
things.395 Thus knowledge and learning was two-pronged. 
It meant knowledge but the ultimate aim of ko wu was "to 
reach the One Li, the heavenly Li via the individual Li." 
This final apprehension was described as "thorough 

                                                     

395 When the West came with its cold scientific rationalism which 
measured only for the sake of measurement and observed only for the sake 
of cognition, it was not readily accepted in the East, where people were 
deeply steeped in perceiving all endeavours in a moral light and with a 
heavenly raison d'être.  



 

 

penetration."396 

 

Later Confucianists found that Ch'eng I and Chu Hsi had 
been too optimistic. They had said that "you can study one 
thing today, and another thing tomorrow, and after a 
process of accumulation and becoming accustomed to the 
items you have learned you will one day awaken to 
comprehensive understanding." Since one Li was identical 
with all Li and united in the T'ai Chi, logically, one needed 
to "investigate" the Li of only one thing to awaken to the 
ultimate truth. Ch'eng I and Chu Hsi seem close to modern 
science, and it was not impossible that the Sung era was 
close to science, but, as said, the aim of the ch’iung-Li was 
to acquire correct ways to wisdom and not to science. 
 
The cultivation of the person was equally important for 
Chu Hsi. Mind worked on two planes: it was motivated by 
the physical world, but also by human nature. It depended 
on how man controlled his mind. He must cultivate his 
upper Tao mind and control his lower mind of desire. 
Thoughts and movements should be neither defective nor 
excessive but keep to the Mean. He should be aware of and 
foster the Li of human nature, benevolence, righteousness, 
propriety and wisdom, and live the life of the Mean. 
Calmness came from (1) knowledge and (2) spiritual 

                                                     

396 Chu Hsi's Li was always "embedded in ki." It has been discussed 
whether he took a negative attitude toward desires and emotions.  W.-
t. Chan 1987, Chu Hsi, Life and Thought, p. 30 and P. J. Ivanhoe 1993, 
Confucian Moral Self Cultivation, p. 57.  



 

 

nurturing. Through the concentration of the mind the two 
ways became one. There was a balance of feeling and 
knowing in this synthesis. They were of equal value. 
Together they formed the grand equilibrium that made the 
whole life of which "the Buddhists were ignorant."397 
  
 
C. Chu Hsi,  in Sum 
 
With his consistent and reasoned approach Chu Hsi 
presented an intellectual alternative that fitted the 
Chinese mind and pride. His synthesis could successfully 
counteract the Buddhist and Taoist faiths that had 
dominated for a millennium. The school developed rapidly 
during the Yüan and Ming dynasties. It offered a recourse 
for the intellectual elite that preferred the exoteric and 
practical to the esoteric and occult. Much magic and 
superstition were condemned and learning aiming at 
wisdom took its place. With the addition of meditation, 
serenity was sought that spelled peace of mind on the one 
hand and positive social activity on the other. 
  
Chu Hsi was the climax of Neo-Confucian thought. He 
matched inner self-cultivation with theouter study of 
things, emphasizing both objective observation and 
intuitive understanding. He was neither monist nor dualist 
but a union of both. He nourished a religious attitude of 
reverence toward Heaven throughout his life, furthered 

                                                     

397 W.-t. Chan 1957, p. 277; J. Ching 1993, pp. 156-162ff.  



 

 

with ch’iung-Li and ching-tso (seiza).398  W.-t. Chan 
concludes that he "was an intensely religious person." His 
ch’iung-Li "aimed at a thorough comprehension of the 
multitude of things by realizing that all principles 
constitute one ultimate Li principle - only one step from 

mere intellectualism towards a religious perspective. 
Therefore, the Chu Hsi stance may safely be said to be 
congenial to a religious state of mind, and, in fact, Chu Hsi 
sought such spiritual transcendence." 
 
Chu Hsi finalized the line of succession of the Way of the 
Confucian tradition (the tao-t'ung 道等, J. dôtô). It began 
with the ancient Sages, continued with Confucius and 
Mencius and ended with the Ch'eng brothers. He was later 
himself added to the list.399 
 
Among Chu Hsi's numerous works, the Chin-ssu lu 
金思緑(J. Kinshiroku, "Reflections on Things at Hand, 
which he compiled in 1175-1176 with the help of a friend, 
Lü Tsu-ch'ien 呂祖謙 (1137-1181), is a compact work and 
perhaps the best summation of his thinking. It is an 
introduction to Li thinking and considered one of the most 
influential works of philosophy produced in East Asia 
during later dynasties. Chu Hsi's complete works were 
published in 1713 under the direction of Emperor K'ang 
Hsi with the designation Yü-tsuan Chu Tzu ch'üan-shu 
                                                     

398 Y. Abe 1970, Development of Neo-Confucianism in Japan, Korea, 
and China: A Comparative Study, pp. 16-39.  

399  The first to formulate the theory of the line of succession of the Way 
was Han Yü. His line ended with Mencius.  



 

 

御纂朱子全書, J. Gosan Shushi zensho, "Chu Hsi's 
Complete Works, Imperial Compilation."  
 
 
 
 
15. The Inner Mind School 
 
A. Lu Hsiang-shan (Lu Chiu-yüan) (1139-1193)   
 
Other Sung philosophers can be put to the right or to the 
left of Chu Hsi who was in the centre like Confucius in 
former ages. There are schools of a more inner character 
on the one hand, and schools of a more outer character on 
the other. One can talk about two different currents within 
Neo-Confucianism, an inner and non-rational and an outer 
and rational. 
 
The school of an inner nature that developed in Chu Hsi's 
time and continued to exert influence over the following 
centuries was the Lu-Wang School. Lu-Wang stands for 
two people: Lu Hsiang-shan 陸象山, J. Riku Shôsan (also 

Lu Chiu-yüan 陸九淵, Riku Kyûen, 1139-1193) and Wang 

Yang-ming 王陽明, J. Ô Yômin (1472-1529). Lu Hsiang-
shan was a contemporary of Chu Hsi, while Wang Yang-
ming belonged to the the Ming era (1368-1644). Ch'eng 
Hao, the older of the Ch'eng brothers is usually considered 
the forerunner of the school.  
 
In Lu's and Wang's teaching the human heart and mind 



 

 

(shin 心, J. hsin, kokoro) is at the centre. The same can 
certainly be said about Chu Hsi, but there is a difference in 
emphasis. While Chu Hsi put the emphasis on the rational 
Li side of the human mind hsin), Lu and Wang put the 
emphasis on its emotive side.400 Lu Hsiang-shan, who was 
Chu Hsi's friend, emphasized the "realizing of the virtuous 
nature" and the cultivation of the heart and mind. "The 
truth of the universe is within myself and there is nothing 
else to be investigated; it is the universe," he said. What a 
person has to do is to examine his inner self and find the 
truth there. Having achieved this, he is ready for the 
world.   
 
Chu Hsi was in full agreement about the goal of "realizing 
the virtuous nature "but, being a realist, he observed that 
the Li had also an objective existence in the universe 
outside man's mind, attainable through "inquiry and  
learning." For him the outer mind was emphasized - on the 
way to truth and wisdom. For Lu and Wang the inner heart 
was the world of truth, and thus there was less or no need 
for investigation of and learning about the Li of the outside 
world. The human heart was the key to the good life. It 
was therefore referred to as the liang hsin 良心 (J. 

ryôshin), "the good heart," and intuition was the key to 

the heart. Its inner nature of feeling was as infinite as the 
outer world of the senses. One must rely on the liang hsin 
and not on books, investigation and learning. The Tao of 

                                                     

400 As already stated above the Chinese hsin 心 is the seat of both reason 

and emotions. Depending on context it can be translated as either ‘mind’ or 
‘heart,’ as also in this work.   



 

 

one's inner nature came first, the Tao of the Classics next. 
Lu held that human nature possessed an inborn capacity 
for truth, while Chu Hsi considered seeking outer 
knowledge as important as seeking inner knowledge.401 
For this reason Lu's branch of Neo-Confucianism was 
called hsin-hsüeh 心学, J. Shingaku, "the School of the 

Heart," in contradistinction to Chu Hsi's Li-hsüeh 理学, 
"the School of li." It should be noted that Chu and Lu did 
not differ about the goal.  They only differed over how to 
carry out the spiritual pursuit. The difference was that Chu 
put emphasis upon learning and cognitive study while Lu 
on "inner penetration," that is, personal cultivation. 
 
Lu Hsiang-shan placed much emphasis upon Mencius. 
Their departure was equally that "human nature is 
good."402 Mencius had said: "All things are already 
complete in us. There is no greater delight than to be 
conscious of sincerity on self-examination. ... To preserve 
one's mind (心) and nourish one's nature is the way to 
serve Heaven."403 That "all things are already complete in 
us" became the outset and the kernel of the hsin-hsüeh 
school.404  Man has his inborn  knowing, which is a gift 
from Heaven. "Man, Heaven, earth and all things exist in 
the Infinite. ...  We are concerned in every affair of the 
universe, and the universe is concerned in all our personal 

                                                     

401 R. Grousset 1952, p. 219,  Fung Yu-lan 1948, p. 307. 

402       Meng Tzu, III:1; 1,2. 

403 Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960,  p. 510ff. Meng Tzu VII:1; 4,1.  

404 Meng Tzu, VII:1, 1-2; 4, 1-2. 



 

 

affairs. ... The Universe is my mind, my mind is the 
Universe." The distinction between subject and object was 
accordingly an illusion. 
 
Hand in hand with the supremacy of mind went the 
necessity of eliminating the desires. Unlike other animate 
things, man was often excited by sensations and passions, 
likes and dislikes, prejudices and opinions. Man had to 
restrain himself. When excesses were avoided, the unity of 
the mind with all things would be complete. Man had to 
preserve and nourish his mind, reduce his desires and let 
the heavenly jen shine through. If his mind received 
nourishment, it grew; if not, it decayed. 
 
One did not increase the purity and brightness of the mind 
by seeking more and more knowledge. Lu Hsiang-shan 
says, "There is a way of attainment of truth in one's self:  if 
a man does not know what is good, he will not attain truth 
in himself. Nowadays nobody makes efforts to be clear 
about what is good and to know what is right. By reading 
and learning one just accumulates non-essentials. One's 
entire life is then buried in literary work. It is as if 
someone, intending to climb to the top of a mountain, falls 
into a valley: the farther he goes, the farther away he is 
from the mountain summit." 
 
Hence, true knowledge did not come from the external 
world but from from inside man. Man is complete in 
himself and need not seek knowledge above on the 
mountain top or below in the valley. He should look into 
himself and live by instinct and personal experience. 



 

 

 
One does not find the dichotomy of mind versus 
phenomena in Lu Hsiang-shan's thinking as in Chu Hsi's. 
There is no differentiation of mind, heart and feelings. 
Rather, hsing 性, "human nature," hsin 心, "mind and 

heart," and ch'ing 情, "emotions," coalesce. Lu Hsiang-shan 
denied further that there was a difference between the 
mind of Tao and the mind of man and drew no line 
between the metaphysical and the physical. The mind was 
one and could not be divided into two.405 
 
The Chu Hsi school, consequently, accused Lu Hsiang-shan 
of advocating a loose doctrine: "a weighing machine 
without marks on it, a measuring stick without division of 
inches."406 
 
It goes without saying that Lu Hsiang-shan was close to 
both Taoism and Buddhism. He had in fact learned much 
from Ch'an (Zen) Buddhism. Meditation and sudden 
enlightenment were as much part of his thinking as were  
that of the Ch'an Buddhists. Yet, Lu was basically 
Confucian, which came through most clearly in his attitude 
to the world. He says, "I tried to distinguish between 
Confucianism and Buddhism. According to Confucianism, a 
man born into this world is a human being, and the 
noblest among all things and animals. He is co-ordinated 
with Heaven and earth and together they form a trio. In 

                                                     

405       Carson Chang 1957, p. 195ff.  

406     Ibid.  p. 297. 



 

 

Heaven there is the Tao of Heaven; on earth the Tao of 
earth; and in man lives the Tao of man. As long as a man 
fails to perform his proper functions, he is not equal to 
Heaven and earth. ... The motive of Confucianism is for the 
common good, and it is public-spirited. But Buddhism 
thinks differently. It holds that humanity is tied up with 
the chain of life and death, with soul-transmigration, and 
with all sorts of suffering. ... Confucianism affirms life, 
while Buddhism is selfish and negates life. Even 
Confucianists reach a stage which is incorporeal, 
spaceless, inaudible and ineffable, yet their attitude 
towards life is always affirmative. ... Therefore, the 
characterization of one as public-spirited and of the other 
as selfish provides the distinction between Confucianism 
and Buddhism."407 
 
 
2. Wang Yang-ming (1472-1528) 
 
Wang Yang-ming lived at the mid-point of the Ming era, 
and is considered the second great man of the Neo-
Confucian school. If Chu Hsi was the foremost 
representative of Sung Confucian scholarship, Wang Yang-
ming was the foremost in Ming Confucianism. He was Chu 
Hsi's antipode in the Confucian world. His thinking was in 
line with Lu Hsiang-shan and together they are usually 
referred to as the "Lu-Wang" 陸王 school. In his studies it 
dawned on him, as it had on Lu Hsiang-shan earlier, that 
the mind and Li could never be separated and that truth 
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was to be found in the human mind and in the undivided 
"sincere intention" (ch'eng-i 誠意, J. seii), not in external 

things and affairs (shih-wu 私物, J. shibutsu). After having 
experienced an awakening, he became a firm believer in 
the power of man's mind. Internal ko wu became the way 
to sagehood, not external ko wu. Man had his intuitive and 
good knowledge liang hsin 良心, his inner conscience All 
he needed to do was to activate and follow the dictates of 
this good knowledge and go unhesitatingly forward.  
 
The teachings propounded by Wang Yang-ming were, in a 
modern sense, less advanced than those of Chu Hsi. While 
Chu Hsi was external and objective, Wang Yang-ming was 
internal and subjective. Since the latter interpreted human 
nature in an inner light, it led to results diverse from those 
of the former. While Chu Hsi searched for the truth in 
objective outer Li, Wang Yang-ming placed emphasis on 
the heart and searched for the same in his subjective inner 
hsin. For Wang Yang-ming the cultivation of the self was 
nothing more than to follow one's immediate intuition and 
to put it into practice. There was therefore no need for the 
objective investigation of the Li of things. Only one's 
intuitive knowledge was to be one's teacher: "Mind itself is 
the world of truth, and intuition the key to it." 
 
Investigation should aim at enlightenment, attained and 
experienced in a sudden flash of illumination, rather than 
through step-by-step transformation. The "inner light" 
should lead to the "unity of knowledge and action" (chih-
hsing ho-i 知行合一, J. jôchi gôitsu) and to the "highest 



 

 

good" (chih-shan, 至善, J. shizen). Man had to respond to 
the promptings of the "inner light" and act accordingly. 
"Knowledge is the beginning of action; action is the 
completion of knowledge."408 They are identical and form 
a unity. Wang Yang-ming lived up to this ideal when 
serving as a civil servant and as a general. 
 
Wang Yang-ming says, "The great man regards Heaven 
and earth and things as one body. He regards the world as 
one family and the country as one person. Those who 
make a cleavage between objects and distinguish between 
self and others are small men. ... Humanity forms one body 
with all. ... The learning of the great man consists entirely 
in getting rid of selfish desires and making manifest the 
clear condition of the unity of Heaven, earth and things. ... 
Loving people is the way to manifest the clear character of 
this unity. ... When my clear character is manifested, I will 
really form one body with Heaven, earth and things. ... It is 
the original of the clear character which is called innate 
knowledge. ... Therefore, abiding in the highest good is to 
love people and manifesting a  clear character is what is 
meant by the learning of the great man. ... People who fail 
to realize the highest good in their minds seek it outside. 
As they believe that everything and every event has its 
own definite principle, they search for the highest good in 
individual things. Consequently, the mind becomes 
fragmented and without a definite direction. Once it is 

                                                     

408 Quotation from W.-T. Chan 1987, op. cit., pp. 669-670. "The 
relation between knowledge and action has been a perennial subject 
among Confucianists."  



 

 

realized that the highest good is in the mind and does not 
depend on any search outside, then the mind will have a 
definite direction and there will be no danger of its 
becoming fragmented and confused. It will not be 
perturbed but will be tranquil, it will function at ease and 
attain peaceful repose. When a thought arises, the mind 
with its innate knowledge will carefully sift and examine 
whether it is in accord with the highest good. Thus 
deliberating, every decision will be excellent and every act 
will be proper, and the highest good will be attained. ... 
Extension of knowledge is not what later scholars 
understand as enriching and widening knowledge. It 
means simply extending my innate knowledge to the 
utmost."409 
 
One can follow an "innerism" that goes from Lao Tzu and 
Mencius in Chou to Ch'eng Hao and Lu Hsiang-shan in 
Sung and Wang Yang-ming in Ming. "All the ten thousand 
things are there in me," Mencius proclaimed and this 
proclamation was repeated in one way or another by all 
the "innerists." When Wang Yang-ming stated that the 
original mind was endowed with transcendantal 
perfection, he echoed what had been said by Taoists and 
Mencius and repeated by others. The good mind is the 
arbiter for both modes of thought. This means a 2000-year 
tradition that was to continue to the end of the imperial 
age. 
 

                                                     

409 Translation of Yang-ming chüan-shu, 26: 1b-5a, in Sources of 
Chinese Tradition 1960, pp. 516-521, shortened and adapted.  



 

 

In his emphasis on "single-heartedness" Wang Yang-ming 
repeatedly referred to a "lord" (chu tsai 主宰, J. shusai) 
amidst "the thousands changes and the ten thousand 
transformations.410 He said that "if there is no 'lord' the 
ch'i will simply run wild." The question is how he 
conceived this "lord." Is this ultimate part of the mind 
close to a God or connoting Mencius' "imperturbable 
mind" or Lao Tzu's Tao and Order?411 Chu Hsi, too, 
referred to a "lord" ultimately controlling existence. 
Questioned on this point, Chu Hsi stated, "Heaven revolves 
and spreads in all directions. It is sometimes said that 
there is up there a person who judges all evil actions; this 
is assuredly wrong. But to say that there is no ordering Li 
would be equally wrong." Would it not be correct to say 
that both Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-ming did not see this 
"lord" outside man's mind as a free-standing, personal 
God? That it was not a God in anthropomorphic terms but 
rather a Moral Order or an Absolute in anthropopathic 
terms?412 
 

                                                     

410 See Lidin 2009, p. 117.  

411 See D. J. Munro 1969, The Concept of Man in Early China, p. 63 
and T. A. Metzger 1977, Escape from Predicament, p. 69. 

412 There is a Divine Will - in man himself. Man is part of an indivisable 
and illimitible cosmic mind and all his activities are part of the same mind. 
All is linked together as in an Indra's net. The mind was the same for Chu 
Hsi and Wang Yang-ming, just that Chu Hsi saw the human activities as a 
threesome of spiritual nature, cognitive study and practice, all "carried out 
at the same time," while Wang saw them as a duality of cosmic will and 
pure activity. For Chu Hsi it was a more realistic oneness of two while for 
Wang Yang-ming a more idealistic total of one. 



 

 

While there had been Godheads from the beginning of the 
Chinese tradition, both a Lord-on-High in the Shang-Yin 
era and a Heavenly Lord in the Chou era, there is the 
mention of an internal lordly power in Neo-Confucianism, 
both in Chu Hsi and the Wang Yang-ming. The lord resides, 
as it were, in the human mind. Every man has his faculty of 
innate knowledge endowed by Heaven, "an internal 
'sovereign' whose moral commands are like those 
formerly issued by the Lord-on-High.413 "This reflects and 
reminds one of early Taoism, which speaks about the Tao, 
innate in each individual as his guide of life. This means 
that there is not much distance between Taoist 
metaphysical thought and Wang Yang-ming's 
"innerism."414 Man finds himself in himself and the 
injunctions and commands are an individual's communion 
with the cosmos of yin and yang. 
 
At the centre of the quest for mental clarity lies sincerity. 
Self-cultivation must make a person guard against being 
moved by wayward impulses and extend his work to 
questions of peace in the mind and in the world. This 
effort does not disregard the study of the Classics and 
sitting in meditation, but knowledge or quietism per se 
should not be the goal. This would be having the 
knowledge - but not acting on it.415 

                                                     

413        Both Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-ming had probably noted that the Lord 
Ti is mentioned both in the Book of History and the Book of Poetry as 
commanding things. See J. Ching 1993, p. 159. 

414 Cf. the Chuang Tzu, ch. 14, where the same thinking is expressed.  

415 "When one knows something but has not yet acted on it, one's 



 

 

 
Wang Yang-ming describes the difference between Chu 
Hsi and himself in the following manner: 
 
"What Chu Hsi meant by the investigation of things is 'to 
investigate the principle in things to the utmost as we 
come in contact with them.' To investigate the principle in 
things to the utmost, as we come into contact with them 
means to search in each individual thing for its so-called 
definite principle (Li). It means further that the principle 
in each individual thing is to be sought with the mind, thus 
separating the mind and principle into two. To seek a 
principle in each individual thing is like looking for the 
principle of “filiality” in parents. If the principle of filiality 
is to be sought in parents, then is it actually in my own 
mind or is it in the persons of my parents? If it is actually 
in the persons of my parents, is it so that as soon as 
parents pass away the mind will then lack the principle of 
filiality?"  
 
Wang Yang-ming actually says, "I am the things I deal with 
- in the end all things. My mind and Li are identical." The Li 
and ch'i are reduced to the mind only. All people have "the 
truth within themselves" and it can only be obscured by 
the clouds of desires and selfishness. But even if "clouds 
obscure the sun, how can the sun ever be lost?" When the 
mind is freed from selfish desires and is sincere, it is 
completely identical with everything and the embodiment 

                                                                                                                                                                   

knowledge is still shallow.”  Wang Yang-ming, quoted  in W.-t. Chan 
1987, op. cit., p. 609.  



 

 

of that (Li) "which requires not an iota from the outside." 
Wang Yang-ming's study was therefore referred to as 
"learning of the mind" like the studies of Ch'eng Hao and 
Lu Hsiang-shan earlier and not associated with Chu Hsi 
learning. His meditation was actually close to Ch'an (Zen) 
and he was accused of being a "Ch'an-ist in disguise." 
 
Wang Yang-ming made, in this context, a distinction 
between "real knowledge" (chen chih 真知, J. shinchi) and 

"ordinary knowledge" (chang chih 常知, J. jôchi). Real 
knowledge is the true knowledge when "the perfected 
person is as clear as a mirror: accurately and concisely 
‘reflecting’ the situation at hand." Ordinary knowledge is 
superficial knowledge, just knowing about a matter. With 
real experience a person knows vividly and deeply of the 
matter, and acts directly in ways that a person with 
ordinary knowledge does not. "You cannot really know 
what love is until you have been in love, and you can not 
really understand what compassion is until you have acted 
compassionately." The "real" person knows and acts 
without hesitation in accordance with the natural 
inclination of his heart while the ordinary person takes all 
things into consideration. The majority of politicians 
would fit under the second category, people freshly in love 
under the first.416 
 
In 1508 Wang Yang-ming was awakened when it dawned 
on him that the ko wu need not involve "things" but just 

                                                     

416 J. H. Berthrong 1998, Transformations of the Confucian Way, pp. 
124-125. 



 

 

"oneself.” It did not mean to "investigate things" but to 
"rectify one's mind" so as to "eliminate what is incorrect in 
one's mind and preserve the correctness of its original 
substance." It is ethical life in harmony with the whole. 
The conclusion was that "everyone can become a Sage and 
thereupon naturally be able to take up the task of 
investigating things." 
 
Wang Yang-ming's concentration was afterwards on the 
human mind, which he equated with Li. "Mind-heart is Li" 
(hsin chi Li 心即理, J. shin soku ri) versus Chu Hsi's 

"human nature is Li" (hsing chi li 性即理, J. sei soku Li). He 
says, " Li is the heart (hsin, kokoro).417 There is no Li 
outside the heart; there is no thing either outside the 
heart."418 The heart is fully formed and perfect at birth. If it 
is kept free from the obscurantism of the ch'i endowment, 
it joins hands with Heaven and earth and all people. It is 
the pure light that illumines everyone. Also for Wang 
Yang-ming jen was the root of all virtues, pervading the 
cosmos. "My mind is the cosmos," say both Lu Hsiang-shan 
and Wang Yang-ming, and at the same time "the cosmos is 
me" and show how close they are to Buddhism.419 Wang 
Yang-ming succinctly summarized his thought in a poem: 
 
In me is Ch'ien (Heaven), in me is K'un (earth) 

                                                     

417 See T. A. Metzger 1977, op. cit., p. 137. 

418 Chu Hsi was close when he said that "Heaven, earth and the ten 
thousand things are ultimately one with me." 

419 See J. Ching 1976, op. cit, pp. 154-161. 



 

 

I need not seek elsewhere -  
The thousands of Sages pass as shadows, 
"Liang-chih (good knowledge) alone is my guide.420 
 
Wang Yang-ming was naturally close to both Buddhism 
and Taoism. The Buddhists and Taoists shared with him 
the same quest for the inner light (liang chih). They only 
differed in their methods of achieving it. Wang Yang-ming 
open-mindedly accepted all the Three Teachings. All of 
them were at the disposal of the person who was free to 
follow the liang chih from everywhere.421 
 
This inner light must extend through all daily life 
practices. Intuition and action must go hand in hand. This 
comes from an understanding of the virtue of jen. Jen is 
the unity of all things, and must be cultivated with 
sincerity. Nothing else is necessary. As Lu Hsiang-shan had 
said: "If in learning one gains a comprehension of what is 
fundamental (that is, jen), then the Six Classics become but 
footnotes."422 
 
The Ming era tended toward "the unity of the three 
religions." The first emperor of the dynasty himself was 
symbolically "wearing a Confucian crown, a Taoist robe 
and a pair of Buddhist sandals" and "eating off the one 
                                                     

420 Poem (here last four lines) quoted in J. Ching 1976, op. cit., p. 
158 and p. 246.  

421 Filial piety was emphasized as a central virtue in later Japanese Wang 
Yang-ming thinking. 

422 Carsun Chang 1562, Wang Yang-ming, pp. 18-19.  



 

 

plate while eyeing the other two." Wang Yang-ming 
mirrors the age with his tendency toward eclecticism and 
syncreticsm. 423  
 
The sixteenth century was much dominated by Wang 
Yang-ming as the key to right action. He came also to exert 
a decisive influence on the samurai in Japan. The amalgam 
of knowledge and action was a philosophy that appealed 
to these vigorous men. Wang Yang-ming's disciple Wang 

Ken 王艮 (J. Ô-kon) 1483-1540) established the Tai Chou 

school which was open for ordinary people. In Japan 
Nakae Tôju (1600-1648) established the Ô Yômei (= Wang 
Yang-ming) school. Activist personalities both in Ming 
China and Tokugawa Japan were often Wang Yang-ming 
adherents.424 
 
 
 
16. Late Sung, Yüan and Ming Thought 
 
It is not often recognized that the Sung era also had its 
"outer" tradition.425 One can discern a tendency toward 

                                                     

423        Lin Chao-en (1517-1598), a Ming syncretist, had its roots in the 

Wang Yang-ming thought. See J. Berling 1976, The Syncretic Religion of Lin 
Chao-en. 

424 It is natural that there were developments also in outer thought over 
a millenium from the eighth century to the nineteenth century, although 
not much mentioned. See T. Lodén 2006, op. cit., pp. 125-127.  

425 As for Ch'en Liang and Chu Hsi and their debate, see Carsun 
Chang 1557 , The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought, pp. 309-



 

 

social realism in spite of the dominant emphasis upon 
inner beliefs. One example was the heterodox Li Chih 李贄, 
J. Rishi (1527-1602) who was  a follower of Wang Yang-
ming and in an unabashed fashion defended gain, desire 
for goods and even sexual satisfaction - "all the things that 
are productive and sustain life in the world."426 This 
tendency to break out of the bounds of Confucian morality 
accelerated in the following Ch'ing era (1644-1911). 
 
Individual thinkers stressed divergent points within the 
rich Confucian heritage. Philosophically and personally 
Confucian scholars were, generally, inclined to either the 
Ch'eng-Chu Li hsüeh or the Lu-Wang hsin hsüeh. They 
were idealists and the Buddhist influence was apparent. 
There were however also realists among the philosophers 
and the most well known among them in Chu Hsi's time 
was Ch'en Liang (1143-1194). His school of philosophy, 
the Yung k'ang hsüeh 永康学,  J. Eikôgaku, "the School of 
Eternal Vigour", was a school of realism within the 
Confucian tradition that has been described as utilitarian 
and materialistic. The philosophers belonging to this 
school recognized reality on the physical level only. They 
maintained that no ideal state had existed under Yao and 
Shun and that no great Tao had been created for all times. 

                                                                                                                                                                   

331.  

426 Chu Hsi answered his friend that "You should use your 
enthusiam on men who lived up to the standards of the Three 
Dynasties and not waste your time in the defence of the Han and T'ang 
dynasties." Quotation, found in J. Ching 1976, To Acquire Wisdom, The 
Way of Wang Yang-ming, p. 17.  



 

 

Thus Ch'en Liang did not accept Chu Hsi's historiography. 
He wondered sceptically why the era of Yao, Shun and Yü 
was the only perfectly governed era and why the following 
eras were so imperfectly governed. Government had of 
course been the same in every age! He kept to the here and 
now in his thinking and refused to be involved in the 
subtleties of the Li-hsüeh and hsin-hsüeh schools. He says: 
 
"The [Chu Hsi] philosophers can be familiar with subtle 
questions of principles (Li) and moral life, and can analyze 
the identity and difference of ancient and modern ages. 
They can introspect and disentangle fundamental causes 
in a minute manner. They accumulate a vast amount of 
what they learn, and they can express their spirituality in 
their facial features and bodily movements." ... "In these 
matters I must confess that I am no match for them. But 
when there is a discussion about political or military 
emergencies -- whether the weather promises wind, rain, 
clouds or lightning in a great storm; or when there is a 
situation where dragons, snakes, tigers and leopards jump 
and howl before you at once; at such times, if a man is 
wanted who can make all giants look like dwarfs ... then 
my humble self may be able to render a bit of service." 
 

It was therefore actual social and political institutions that 
Ch'en Liang concentrated on in his philosophy. He 
confined himself to what was visible and tangible. His 
ambition was to become a statesman and restore the Sung 
dynasty to its former glory. As a result, he and his 
colleagues in the Yung k'ang hsüeh were interested in the 
study of history. They showed their realism by not limiting 



 

 

perfect history to the Three Dynasties in early Chinese 
history, but manifested admiration for also the Han and 
T'ang dynasties. He considered Liu Pang (Kao Tzu, r. 206-
195 BC), the founder of the Han dynasty, a person of 
outstanding quality, and Li Shih-pen (T'ai Tsung, r. AD 
627-649), the founder of the T'ang dynasty, a man of 
excellence. He says, "Why were the founders of the great 
Han and T'ang dynasties selfish and wrong when they 
accomplished such heroic deeds as the unification of the 
great China?"427 Chu Hsi had described them as 
utilitarians, who had deviated from the Way of Yao and 
Shun. Ch'en Liang did hence not subscribe to the "vacancy 
of Tao in all centuries after the Chou dynasty," and did not 
agree with the Confucian theory that divided history into 
eras of wang 王 government by divine right and pa 笆 
government  by usurpers. 
 
Ch'en Liang wrote memorial after memorial addressed to 
the emperor, and aspired to serve in the the government. 
However, he never attained the goal of governmental 
service but, rather, landed in jail.  
 
Another "outer" Confucianist school in Chu Hsi's China, 
not much mentioned in literature,  was the Yung chia 
hsüeh school 永嘉学, J. Eikagaku,428 "the Eternal Luck 
                                                     

427 Yang Chien is quoted in  Carsun Chang 1957, The Development 
of Neo-Confucian Thought, pp. 336-339.  

428  The mind and virtue must come first, wide reading second. The 

supremacy of virtue must not be forgotten. "If one limits one's efforts to 
the acquisition of knowledge, without taking the supremacy of virtue 
as a goal, one is certain to fall into the pit of philology,” says Ch'en 



 

 

School," a school of the Che Chiang province. It echoed the 
Yung k'ang hsüeh school and was as radical in its 
philosophy. This school was brought to its highest 
flourishing by Ch'en Chih-chai (1141-1207) among others. 
Both schools were critical of both Chu Hsi and Lu-Wang. 
 
One of the members of the "Eternal Luck" school, Yeh 
Shui-hsin, made the Chou Li the basis for his thought on 
government. He says, "If rites and  music ward off, the 
mean an harmony are acquired, human nature is upright 
and one’s person is in peace.“ What he expressed was that 
human nature is packed with passions and falsehood, and 
in order to control these and bring about harmony and 
peace the Sages created rites and music. The Sages who 
achieved this were: Yao, Shun, Yü, Kao Yao, T'ang, I Yin, 
Wen and the Duke of Chou. Confucius was not included 
among them, but, again, regarded only as a transmitter of 
the ancient truth. Still, both Confucius and Mencius were 
considered to belong to the Confucian tradition. Cultural 
and institutional creation reached its completion and 
perfection in the Chou state, and the Chou Li was the 
literary incarnation of the same. The Chou Li was 
therefore estimated by Yeh Shui-hsin higher than the Four 
Confucian Books. As a consequence, Yeh Shui-hsin reacted 
violently against the idealism of the Neo-Confucians. He 
was rather close to Hsün Tzu. He recognized the perfect 
society embodied in the early Three Dynasties of China, 
especially in the last of the three, the Chou dynasty. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   

Shun (1153-1217).  



 

 

There were also the compromising "moderate realists.” 
The great Sung politician Ou-yang Hsiu (1007-1072) and 
the great historian Ssu-ma Kuang (1018-1086) belonged 
among these, who emphasized Confucian ethics and 
erudition but inclined toward Legalism in statecraft and a 
strong central government. 
 
 
 
A. Chu Hsi and Lu Hsiang-shan Followers in Sung and 
Ming 
 
Both Chu Hsi and Lu Hsiang-shan had followers and heirs. 
Among the Chu Hsi followers were Ts'ai Yüan-ting and his 
son Ts'ai Shen, and among the Lu Hsian-shan followers 
was Yang Chien (1141-1226). While the Tsai, father and 
son, echoed their master, Yang Chien developed his own 
thinking, which came close to Ch'an Buddhism and 
Taoism. He was, as a result, excoriated by Chu Hsi and not 
much read. In his simple message, close to Lao Tzu, he 
equated the universe and the personal self. The self was 
all-inclusive and comprised persistent change. "There is a 
unity that must not be split." "Thus change of Heaven and 
earth is change of the self and nothing else." "Tao is the 
mind, why not seek it where it is, in your own inner 
mind?"429 
                                                     

429  One prominent Chu Hsi scholar in the Ming was Lo Ch'in-shun 
(1465-1547). His K'un-shih chi, translated by I.  Bloom under the title 
Knowledge Painfully Acquired, presents a mature study of Confucian 
thought of the era. He was only one among many. See I. Bloom 1987, 

Knowledge Painfully Acquired, New York.  



 

 

 
By the end of the Sung era the Lu Hsiang-shan school 
exercised more influence than the Chu Hsi school, which 
was accused of having degenerated into a mere search for 
knowledge. Thereupon in the Yüan and Ming eras a fusion 
of Chu Hsi and Lu Hsiang-shan took place and in this 
amalgam Lu Hsiang-shan became dominant. Lu Hsiang-
shan's thought came to form the essence of cultural and 
religious life together with Buddhism, primarily Ch'an 
(Zen) Buddhism, and Taoism. It culminated with Wang 
Yang-ming in the Ming dynasty. 
 
In the Yüan era (1260-1360) Neo-Confucianism was 
adopted as the state orthodoxy in 1313, and, thereupon, 
both the Ming (1368-1644) and Ch'ing (1644-1911) eras 
were officially Neo-Confucian. Chu Hsi and his central 
brand of Sung Confucianism became the intellectual 
teaching of the land.430 
 
Confucian scholars tended both inner and outer but, by 
and large, it was Chu Hsi's balanced inner-central message 
that was in the midst of scholarly life for 700 years. This 
was accentuated in Confucian interests and occupations. 
Chinese humanism came to have some specific aesthetic 
fields, which had to be cultivated and preserved by every 
scholar. These were (1) calligraphy, (2) poetry, (3) 
painting, (4) essay-writing and (5) music. Each of these 

                                                     

430  Emperor K'ang-hsi (r. 1661-1722) himself adored Chu Hsi. "He 
strove to become a Confucian model monarch and set a moral example for 
his subjects."  



 

 

had its canon of taste, and in each of them the scholar had 
to be at least a good amateur. The intellectual backbone of 
them all was Confucian jen ethics. 
 
This  small percentage of the Chinese population - 5% at 
the most - floated on top of the majority, enjoying their 
privileged status, in imperial proximity. They would move 
about from one provincial centre to another, reciting their 
poems, practising their calligraphy, writing their essays, 
painting their pictures, enjoying their music; striving to be 
in harmony with the universal soul and only occasionally 
being in touch with the illiterate masses. They were the 
carriers of the culture of the most populous and, in many 
respects, the most advanced nation in the world.431 
 
 
17. The Ch'ing Rationalists432 
 
By the beginning of the Ch'ing we meet a reaction to the 
previous inner-central Sung predominance. Although Chu 
Hsi was still highly valued and continued to be the 
backbone of the civil service examinations, he was both 

                                                     

431     “They might be said to be the synthesis of the entire Chinese heritage 
rather than the followers of a particular school of thought or religion. … 
They were the recognized leaders in  their communities by their fellow 
countrymen who might not be able to read or write” (adapted). J. Li  Dun 
1965, The Ageless Chinese, p. 84.  

432 The Ch'ing learning need not be seen as a revolt against Neo-
Confucianism. It could be considered an outgrowth of Sung and Ming 

thought. The compilation Chu Tzu zenshu 朱子全書, J. Shushi zensho, 
became important in Ch'ing education.  



 

 

criticized and denounced. It is then natural that Wang 
Yang-ming and his intuitionism were also condemned. A 
new interest in outer Confucianism developed and this 
Confucianism was linked to the outer thinking in Sung. 
Research might reveal that a rational, outer thinking 
existed throughout the Ming era. It is possible also that the 
arrival of Europeans by sea in the late Ming aroused an 
interest in rational thought.433 
 
Ch'ing scholars thus began a revolt against the excessively 
metaphysical leanings of the Sung scholars. They styled 
themselves as "followers of Han learning" (Han hsüeh 

漢字),434 meaning that their inspiration came from 

Confucius and classical times. "With the revival of the 
study of the Han scholars, the old controversy between the 
Old Text School and the New Text School was also 
revived." 
 
The reaction against speculative transcendent philosophy 
and the proliferation of eclectic philosophies was manifest 
in the Tung-lin Academy that was founded by Ku Hsien-
ch'eng (1550-1612) and others in 1604. This was a 
Confucian Renaissance that aimed at the restoration of 
ancient values and a regeneration of the Confucian spirit. 
The members of the Academy were deeply concerned with 
the social and political situation and dedicated to moral 
action. They were not opposed to Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-

                                                     

433 See Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960, p. 527-531.  

434 Fung Yu-lan 1960, op. cit., p. 324ff.  



 

 

ming per se, just to the excesses which had led in the 
direction of Ch'an Buddhism. It was the moralism and 
scholarly insincerity that they were at variance with, not 
the Confucian message. "The Tung-lin scholars upheld the 
moral nature of man, the importance of moral principles, 
the necessity for moral effort. ... They returned to the 
traditional function of the Confucian school: the 
inculcation of especially civic virtues and a sense of social 
responsibility. As a corollary to this they emphasized the 
study of the Classics -- and sound scholarship in general - 
to counteract the anti-intellectualism of the Ch'an school." 
 
The Tung-lin Academy did not last long. It was suppressed 
by the imperial authorities in 1625-26 because of its 
outspoken criticism of corruption in public life, but was 
revived later. 
 
The most noteworthy intellectuals and philosophers of the 
following Ch'ing era came therefore to be outer realists. 
This took place in rigorous empirical research. They 
turned to philology, phonology and a textual analysis of 
the whole Confucian corpus. They asked for less 
philosophizing à la Sung, and for more direct social action. 
Yen Yüan 顔元, J. Gangan (1635-1704), for example, 
disillusioned with Neo-Confucianism which he found close 
to Taoism and Buddhism,  emphasized that "too much 
reading is bad for a man's health." He found "no point in 
trying to distinguish between what is the nature ordained 
by Heaven and what is physical nature." Man should "learn 
by doing." Yen Yüan declared further that "practical 
activity was near to benevolence (jen) and should be the 



 

 

remedy for the ills of the world."435 This was illustrated by 
his studies of mathematics, astronomy, mechanics, 
military strategy and tactics, perhaps an indication of 
European influence. Yen Yüan further denounced the 
prevailing social inequalities and poverty and expressed 
the socialist thought that all land in the world ought to be 
enjoyed by all the people in the world. He proposed that 
the ancient "well-field" system be reinstated. H. G. Creel 
claims that he was a herald and forerunner of Chinese 
Communism. His disciple, Li Kung (1659-1733), reiterated 
his views.  
 
Yen Yüan 顔元 and before him Ku Yen-wu 顏炎武, J. Gan 
Enbu,  also Ku T'ing-lin (1613-1682), were probably the 
first Ch'ing scholars to introduce textual criticism or 
"evidential studies," k'ao-cheng-hsüeh 考証学, J. Kô-shô-
gaku. They are credited with advancing precise factual 
methodology in the study of classical and historical 
literature. They failed to develop experimental science in 
regard to physical nature, yet in their philological and 
historical scholarship they initiated research that was 
close to modern science.  Their thoroughness was evinced 
when Ku Yen-wu offered 160 pieces of evidence to prove 
the ancient pronunciation of one ancient word. 
 
For Yen Yüan and Ku Yen-wu this was not a waste of time 
and energy. Truth was in the Classics and the right 

                                                     

435 Yen Yüan, quoted in H. G. Creel 1953, Chinese Thought, p. 182-
184 and in W.-t. Chan 1963, Source Book of Chinese Philosophy, pp 
703-708. 



 

 

understanding of these works was a prerequisite for a 
correct comprehension of the Sages' minds and for their 
own enlightenment. Only thereafter existed the potential 
that the ancient way of Yao and Shun would be completely 
and correctly enacted. 
 
Ku Yen-wu is perhaps the most well-known philosopher of 
early Ch'ing. He tended toward the Old Text School and 
their solid scholarship and is considered the  founder of 
the school of Han Learning. His studies were wide-ranging 
and included economics and geography. He was greatly 
influenced by Chu Hsi but attacked Lu Hsiang-shan and 
Wang Yang-ming, whom he considered to be too close to 
Ch'an Buddhism. He opined that the latter two had 
deviated from the ancient truth. He went so far in his 
attack on the hsin-hsüeh school, especially Wang Yang-
ming, that he accused them of having caused, one-
handedly, the decline of the Ming empire. He was also 
harsh in his criticism of autocratic imperial rule and blunt 
in his demands for imperial reforms. 
 
Huang Tsung-hsi, 黄宗義, J. Ô Shû-ki (1610-1695), was the 
son of a Ming official affiliated with the Tung-lin Academy 
who had died at the hands of the authorities. He refused to 
enter into the service of the Manchu regime. Instead, he 
settled down as an independent scholar and teacher. His 
interests included mathematics, geography and the 
Classics. He was more a Ch’ang Tsai and Wang Yang-ming 
scholar than a Chu Hsi follower and opined: "Between 
Heaven and earth there is only ch'i, there is no Li. The 
dualism of Li and ch'i is just devised by man." Like other 



 

 

Confucians, he asked for wide-ranging institutional and 
economic reforms and advocated the ancient ideal of the 
well-fields for land distribution. As a true Wang Yang-ming 
follower he dared to be critical of the authorities, even the 
emperor, accusing them of abuse of power and being 
"unable to grasp the changing circumstances and to adjust 
to current conditions." He unfavourably compared 
contemporary emperors who worked only for their selfish 
interests to Yao and Shun who spent their lives working 
for the people. His denunciation of despotism was 
expressed openly in his well-known work, Ming-i tai-feng-
lu 明夷待訪緑, J. Min-i taihô--roku, translated as "Waiting 
for the Dawn: A Plan for the Prince," reminiscent of 
Machiavelli's Il Principe.436 
 
Wang Fu-chih 王夫之, J. Ô Fushi (1619-1692), in the same 
early Ch'ing era, was, likewise, a ch'i monist, who 
emphasized the primacy of the tangible over the 
intangible.437 He was also close to Ch'ang Tsai when he 
argued that Li and ch'i are two aspects of the same reality. 
He was, however, close to Chu Hsi when he recognized Li 
to be the metaphysical order of ch'i. He opposed the 
Manchus and even raised an army in support of the Ming, 
but when he realized the hopelessness of such efforts, 
retired - at the age of thirty-three - to his native place and 
spent the rest of his mortal span as a recluse and solitary 
                                                     

436 See de Bary, Waiting for the Dawn: A Plan for the Prince. Huang 
Tsung-hsi’s Ming-itai-fang lu, p. 92 and Sources of Chinese Tradition, 
pp. 530-531.  

437 See Source.s of Chinese Tradition, Vol.1, 542-551.  



 

 

scholar. He compiled numerous works on the classics, 
history, philosophy and literature, employing historical 
and philological methods of research and at the same time 
expounding his own political ideas.438 He demonstrated 
national pride in his discussion of the barbarians, among 
whom the Manchus came first, and proudly set the 
Chinese apart: they formed their own  category who, living 
at the centre of the civilized world, did not compare with 
uncultured barbarians. Living up to this thinking, he 
haughtily kept away from the Manchus after they had 
conquered his country until he died in 1693. He says in his 
work Huang shu 黄書, J. Ôsho, "Yellow Book": "The 
Chinese cannot be put in the same category as the 
barbarians.Why is this? It is because if man does not draw 
lines of demarcation in order to set himself aside from 
other creatures, the order of Heaven is violated."439  
 
Wang Fu-chih showed perspicacity when he recognized 
that his age could not be a copy of remote antiquity. He 
declared that the Way (Tao) was relative. Laws and 
institutions were adaptable to the times in question. The 
wise man did not set up a legal system except for his own 
age. Laws must concern current times. He said in the Hsü-
lun: "The ancient institutions were designed to govern the 
ancient world and cannot be applied to the present day. 
Therefore the superior man does not try to set up detailed 
systems. One  uses what is right for today to govern the 
                                                     

438 I. MacMorran, in Sources of Chinese Tradition, Vol. II, 1966, pp. 

32-33, and  T. Lodén 2006, p. 137.  

439 Cf. T., Lodén 2006, Confucianism, pp. 136-138.  



 

 

world of today, but this does not mean that it will be right 
for a later day. Therefore the wise man does not try to 
hand down laws to posterity. ... Times change, conditions 
differ from dynasty to dynasty. ... One must follow the 
times and try to determine what accords with each age." 
 
He realized that the Tao exists when things exist, not 
before or after. "Before bows and arrows existed there 
was no Tao of archery and before chariots and horses, 
there was no way (Tao) to drive them. Likewise, the Li can 
only be seen as ch'i patterns and there can be no non-
being before there is being. ... What is meant by the Tao is 
the function and management of concrete things. Without 
a concrete thing, there cannot be its Tao and without being 
there can be no non-being."440 
 
Wang Fu-chih's emphasis was thus on the concrete things 
of the human world. The ch'i comprised the totality of 
things. Heaven was not forgotten but all transformations 
took place within the ch'i material patterns. The ch’i also 
applied to desires. Unlike Buddha he was positive toward 
human existence and allowed the desires to include both 
wealth and sex. His science was however limited to old 
things; no interest in new things is discerned. 441 
 
There were numerous other scholars, who tended their 
Confucian studies and are only briefly mentioned in the 
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Ch'ing encyclopedias. They mostly followed the orthodoxy 
but could be, as in the cases of Fang  I-chih (1611-1671) 
and  Li Kung (1659-1733), critical of Neo-Confucian 
metaphysics. Li Kung excoriated the Sung scholars for 
being too much preoccupied with ch’iung-Li and 
meditation. He declared that "There are things and there 
are rules for them; apart from things, where is Li?" He 
recommended "practical studies," which included classical 
activities such as archery, music and ceremonial. Like 
most Confucian literati in the Ch’ing era, he turned to and 
trusted Mencius and the Classics. 
 
It was to the credit of the Manchu regime that Ku Yen-wu, 
Huang Tsung-hsi and Wang Fu-chih, who had all fought 
against the Manchus, were left alone and allowed to 
pursue their scholastic interests despite their known anti-
government stand. 
 
Until the Renaissance Europeans were equally orthodox 
and idealist. In Europe nominalism reached its high point 
in medieval thought beginning with Abelard (1079-1142). 
Nominalist thinking was similarly prevalent in Ch'ing 
China.  
 
The Chinese thinkers, however, never progressed beyond 
nominalism.442 East and West parted in the late Middle 
Ages. Europeans, as noted by Francis Bacon (1561-1626), 
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turned from nominalism to inductive empirical science. 
The Chinese did not evolve any new learning until under 
European influence in the nineteenth century.  In 
humanistic fields, however, empiricism made progress in 
late Ming and Ch'ing. Chinese scholars used inductive 
methods in their philological and historical studies.  But 
they did not, like the Europeans, turn to the inductive 
method in any new learning. They kept looking back into 
the past, as if that was enough. They remained 
retrogressive and conservative rather than forward-
looking and innovative. The commitment to the the past 
was strong. A stable civilization had once been 
established, and innovations were discouraged. It needed 
only be a little modified in a later age. 
 
The Ch'ing scholars were, thus, negligible as innovative 
scientists or philosophers but outstanding as philologists. 
They made great efforts to determine the authenticity and 
correctness of ancient texts. They were encyclopedists, 
lexicographers, commentators, philologists and exegetes. 
Through printing they bequeathed annotated texts 
covering the whole ancient heritage. They looked to the 
past and not to the future. One can ask why westerners 
turned to unknown lands and science and new learning 
while the Chinese remained at home and kept to the past? 
The Chinese might have answered: "Why bother with 
something new when the old is so perfect?" 
 
 
18. Tai Chen and Late Ch'ing Empiricism 
 



 

 

The foremost representative of the empirical school of 
mid-Ch'ing was Tai Chen 戴震 (1724-1777), who is 
considered the most outstanding Ch'ing thinker and the 
foremost among the scholars of Han learning. He was 
versed in phonology and the annotation of ancient works, 
but he also wrote on social and economic matters, 
mathematics, astronomy, history, geography and other 
subjects. He was possibly influenced by some works of 
western science which entered China in his time. He was 
critical of Chu Hsi and asserted that the ch’iung-Li had 
become subjective introspection and not an objective 
study of things, and, in fine, a tool for social oppression. 
Consequently, he bypassed the Sung era in his search for 
true Confucianism. The Sung scholars had been influenced 
by Buddhism and Taoism and were not to be relied upon. 
Instead he turned directly to Mencius and the Mencian ch'i 
monism. Reality was one and indivisible. Li and ch'i were 
one and Li was only the inscape and structure of ch'i. He 
found that the Li is only rarely mentioned in the early 
Classics. It is the business of the mind to discover the 
truth, unclouded by one's own predilections and 
undeceived by the biases of others. As he said, "All 
products of Tao have structural forms and their li are 
understood by observation; they are not revealed by 
meditation, neither fathomed by enlightenment." Li was 
hence heavenly form and purpose in as many things as 
there are in the universe. In reality, however, Tai Chen 
limited his interest to subjects with which the Confucian 
scholar was always concerned. 
 
Tai Chen held that Chu Hsi was indirectly influenced by 



 

 

Buddhism when he asked for the elimination of desires. 
He asked rhetorically, "What is wrong with human 
desires?!" In the end he shied away from metaphysical 
speculation and concentrated on empirical research: 
phonetics, philology, etymology, textual criticism and 
other worldly matters. These studies were  meant to 
contribute to the understanding of Han and pre-Han 
writings. 
 
Tai Chen, like practically all philosophers of the Ch'ing era, 
was conservative in his views on history. This is never 
seen more clearly than in his  advocacy of the well-field 
order of equal land ownership. As seen above, this 
doctrine had been part of Chinese social thought ever 
since Mencius.443 The equalization and socialization of 
agriculture was a dream that had haunted Ku Yen-wu who 
praised it and considered it the epitome of the ancient 
wisdom and Yen Yüan who had offered detailed plans 
about how order should be restored. Further,  Huang 
Tsung-hsi  believed in earnest that the well-field system 
could be revived.444 The ching-t'ien system thus impacted 
on Chinese socialism and has been praised by recent 
ideologues. Chu Hsi, however, always sceptical, had 
nursed doubts about its applicability. 
 
Tai Chen was the "radical empiricist" who loved precise 
scholarship. This was, however, always within the 
Confucian tradition. This is best exemplified by his works 
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on calendrical science, ancient dialects and mathematics. 
He was, furthermore, never far away from philosophical 
subjects. He was again close to Mencius who, he thought, 
never separated reason and the meaning of things from 
the things themselves. His philosophical treatises also 
focused on Mencian subjects. The first was Inquiry into 
Goodness (Yüan shan) and possibly his last work was a 
study of the meaning of terms in the Meng Tzu (1777). His 
production in all kinds of fields has been described as 
"prodigious." In an almost Taoist way, however,  he 
decided that his goal and focus was "on hearing the Tao". 
 
Tai Chen was a controversial figure in his time. He was not 
afraid of attacking Chu Hsi and stating that the latter's 
"principle" (Li) "kills people." He was attacked in his 
lifetime and  accused of plagiarism. A later age, however, 
has given him the renown of being a giant in Ch'ing 
scholarhip. He broke with Chu Hsi but he did not break 
with the Confucian tradition and explore new intellectual 
ground. His fundamental impulse was instead to restore 
the ancient truth in its original purity, just as the early 
Neo-Confucianists of the Sung had thought of reviving the 
old order after centuries of disintegration and perversion 
under the Han and T'ang dynasties.445 
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A. Conclusion about Ch'ing Thought  
 
Carsun Chang states, "It may be said that the dominant 
factor in Chinese thought for the last thousand years has 
been the Neo-Confucianist movement, which, like the 
Renaissance in Europe, began with the revival of old books 
but ended with the creation of a new view of the world. 
While the European Renaissance produced science, 
industry and technology, which led eventually to 
democracy and capitalism, Chinese Neo-Confucianism 
failed to achieve these things. ... The Confucianists and 
their spirited offspring took the realm of human relations 
and ethics as their principal data, whereas for most 
western thinkers ... the world of nature and the quest for 
[natural] knowledge was the chief interest."446 
 
 
19. Globalization in late Ch'ing 
 
It was in the nineteenth century and toward the end  of the 
Ch'ing era, with the philosophical picture tilting in an 
empirical direction that the onslaught of European 
“imperialism” began. Already in the early sixteenth 
century the first Portuguese had come seeking trade. They 
represented no threat and their aftermath was limited 
trade. Soon after them came the first Jesuit missionaries, 
among whom Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) is the most well 
known. He arrived in Peking in 1601 and enjoyed prestige 
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both as a missionary and as an intellectual.447 He 
impressed the Chinese more with his knowledge of 
mathematics and astronomy than with his exotic religion. 
These Europeans represented no problem. They were 
easily absorbed. The massive European intrusion began 
with the Opium War (1839-1842) and continued through 
the nineteenth century. The Ch'ing dynasty in its decline 
went from reverse to reverse as the Europeans divided 
China into "spheres of influence" and demanded economic 
concessions. Then came the Taiping Rebellion (1854-
1864) and the humiliating defeat by Japan (1894-1895). 
The last débâcle shook China out of its imperial lethargy 
and led to a concern about a new global situation. 
Something had to be done. One way or another, China had 
to reform: which might mean a  break with its Confucian 
past. 
 
The Chinese had always considered that their culture was 
superior and that they had nothing to learn from the 
outside barbarian and uncivilized world. Now, for the first 
time, they faced a situation when their tradition was 
challenged by another advanced culture. More so than 
Buddhism and the Jesuit missionaries, the modern West 
represented a threat to the ancient way of Chinese life. 
Buddhism had enriched China but had not changed it. It 
had just added another thinking to their own rich religious 
and philosophical reality. The Mongols and Manchus had 
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invaded and conquered China but they had accepted 
Chinese culture, been assimilated and never questioned 
Confucian values. No similar sinicization of the Westerners 
could be expected. Now the Chinese realized that they 
were not the “Central Kingdom of the Celestial Empire of 
‘all under Heaven’ (t’ien-hsia 天下)” but only part of a 
greater world - a hideous and unwelcome idea.   
 
The West represented not only a new religion but also a 
new political, economic, social and intellectual culture, in 
short, a totally new world. It was ahead materially, not 
least militarily, and possessed ideas, techniques and 
accoutrements which posed a threat to the whole fabric of 
traditional Chinese values. Worse, everything was 
introduced with an air of superiority and condescension. 
Such a challenge the Chinese had never been up against 
earlier. No Great Wall could stop this onslaught. To yield 
to "barbarians from the outer darkness" filled proud 
Chinese with despair and made them both cry and vomit. 
448 
 
However, being both practical and intelligent, the Chinese 
soon understood that something had to be done. They 
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comprehended that their culture had to be modified and 
modernized to survive in a new, now global, world, 
however unwelcome, and that "strong ships and effective 
guns" were needed to preserve Chinese culture. 
 
Chinese intellectuals have been preoccupied with this 
problem ever since the Western threat became acute in 
the nineteenth century. The new material civilization from 
the West had to be tackled, and old thinking be adjusted. 
What we find in Chinese philosophy from the mid-
nineteenth century are consequently a series of attempts 
to combine European ideas with traditional Chinese 
values.  
 
Three different factions emerged among thinkers to meet 
the challenge: (1)  the conservatives, who considered the 
domestic culture superior and rejected western culture - 
all change would be for the worse, (2) the moderates, who 
asked for selective accommodation with the West; and (3) 
the impatient avant-garde modernists, who wished to 
accept the Western political, economic and cultural 
institutions in their entirety and to modernize their 
indigenous society totally. 
 
The moderates, who represented the compromise, came 
first to the fore. Traditional values were to be respected 
but the situation required that Western skills and 
practices be accepted and added to the unique culture. 
This concerned first of all the armed forces, which had to 
be equipped with modern weapons to be able to 
withstand foreign pressure. Next, the political and 



 

 

economic institutions had to be reformed without losing 
their cultural integrity. Western ideas in these fields were 
necessary to achieve the strength to confront the 
foreigners and retain independence. The Chinese, like the 
Japanese, discovered optimistically that European 
superiority depended upon only a few inventions which 
could easily be appropriated and adopted. 
 
Philosophers like Lin Tse-hsü (1785-1850) and Chang 
Chih-tung 張之洞 (1837-1909) provided the via media. 
Chang Chih-tung turned to the old thinking that said that a 
thing had its "essence" (t'i 体) and its "functions" (yung 

用) and interpreted these two terms to fit the new political 
situation. T'i came to stand for China and its culture, and 
yung for things introduced from abroad. Thus China would 
sustain its traditional values, be intact and continue to be 
the “Central Kingdom,” now of the whole world! Practical 
things from the West like machines and weapons could be 
looked down on as just "functional  and useful accretions.” 
 
Close to Confucian Sung thought was the attempt to 
recognize western science as Li patterns in the ch'i 
universe. This seemed logical for what is science other 
than Li in things? Practical scientific and technical matters 
were, however, not what Chinese thinkers normally dealt 
with in their learning. "Practical" matters were 
traditionally handed over to artisans and craftsmen in the 
lower social echelons.449 
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The Li belonged usually to higher philosophy and the 
physical world was only of peripheral interest. Less so for 
the Japanese. By 1851 Kawamoto Kômin wrote, "Physics is 
that study that investigates the Li of Heaven and earth, of 
the 10,000 things. "In this light, the Li thought could apply 
to all spheres of inquiry - just what Chu Hsi had 
recommended. Now, as a matter of fact, it took longer to 
turn the large Chinese ship than the small Japanese ship.  
 
Among Confucian conservatives who strove to preserve 
the old heritage intact was K'ang Yu-wei 康有爲 
(1858-1927), the great statesman at the end of the Ch'ing 
dynasty. His Confucian convictions made him oppose both 
science and democracy. He wished to establish 
Confucianism on a new religious level. It should not just be 
revered as the philosophy of the past but be the 
philosophy of the future.  He believed, further, that wide-
ranging political, social and economic reforms had to be 
undertaken and attempted a coup d'état that failed in 
1898. He had to leave China but returned sixteen years 
later without returning to prominence. His disciple Liang 
Ch'i-ch'ao (1873-1928) advanced a Confucian-Buddhist 
syncretism. He did not wish Chinese culture to be 
displaced by the culture of the modern West. He wished to 
accept the Western ideas of evolution and parliamentary 
democracy, while preserving the religion and philosophy 
of former times. As Wang Yang-ming had said: "Without 
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religion, there is no strength of soul." Confucianism was in 
eclipse, but it could be saved.450 
 
Another conservative attempt came from Tseng Kuo-fan 
會国蕃, J. Kai Kokuban, 1811-1972), who regarded the 
Chinese heritage as one whole, all the parts of which were 
needed for the smooth functioning of man and society. 
Taoism and the Lu-Wang idealism bestowed the inner, 
intuitive ethics, Confucius and Chu Hsi the central, social 
ethics and Hsün Tzu and the Legalists the outer, public 
ethics. All of them were indispensible. Tseng Kuo-fan's 
amalgam of inner, central and outer thought came 
however in the midst of foreign pressure and the 
ascendancy of foreign thought. Both Chinese and 
foreigners had begun to regard all Chinese schools as one 
entity. One half of a new polarity was Chinese, the other 
half Western. 
 
Chinese who went abroad were not impressed by what 
they experienced in Europe. Liang Ch'i-ch'ao was horrified 
by what he witnessed after the first World War. Yen Fu 
(1854-1921), who was educated in England and translated 
John Stuart Mill and Adam Smith into Chinese, was 
disillusioned, turned conservative and decried the West in 
the name of Confucius and Mencius.451 
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In the face of the Western superiority and domination, 
however, many Chinese realized that the philosophical 
squabbling was not much more than domestic quibbling. 
Professor Levenson concludes that "when the West turned 
out to be a serious rival, the Chinese closed ranks. The 
question 'New or Old?' as a test of value continued to be 
asked, but the question was removed from a Chinese 
world to the larger world of the West and China. 
Comprehending that Western culture had to be taken in 
earnest, a first effect was that the Chinese schools ceased 
contending about which of them was old. They were all 
old, having all existed before the West came. Now it was 
the West that was new." 
 
The philosophical tenor showed spiritual pride. The t'i-
yung dichotomy would have worked if the foreign 
intrusion had been limited and have been the right excuse 
for accepting foreign commodities and technology. But 
this was an avalanche, and a persistent one to boot. 
"Western learning when sought as yung, did not 
supplement Chinese learning - as the neat formula would 
have it do - but began to supplant it. The more western 
learning was accepted as the practical  and useful 
instrument of life and power, the more Confucianism 
ceased to be t'i, the essence and unique civilization 
without a rival, and became instead an historical 
inheritance, preserved, if at all, as a romantic token of the 
surrender to a foreign competitor. "Liang Ch'i-ch'ao 
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lamented that the literati continued "to wear the scholar's 
robe and read the writings of the Sages" without noticing 
that "our country has become crippled, our race weak, our 
religion so feeble."452  
 
The t'i-yung formula was perhaps the last genuine Chinese 
attempt at placing the development on the basis of pure 
Chinese ideas. At the end of the nineteenth century, the 
situation was no longer pure. Scholars began to stand with 
more than one leg in Western philosophical thinking. If 
they were not influenced by one philosophical trend in the 
West, they were by another.453 
 
"Officials read Confucian writings, but assiduously seek 
foreign learning," writes Yü Yüeh (1821-1907) around 
1900.454 They resented the growing eclipse of the 
Confucian Tao but accepted the new learning. This new 
knowledge was the "science and democracy" that 
Christian missionaries brought, "many of whom not only 
preached the gospel but also rendered service as teachers 
and physicians," often infuriating the Chinese by 
displaying "a complacent assurance of the superiority of 
their own Heaven." 
 
When K'ang Yu-wei's reforms failed, the conclusion was 
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that the Manchu regime had to go. It had lost Heaven’s 
Mandate. The modernists became gradually the majority 
and it was Great Britain that was at the centre of their 
admiration. This was the great world empire where the 
sun never set and ruled by a Queen just like China. It was, 
however, Great Britain's political institutions and military 
strength that interested them the most. If it had not been 
for international developments parliamentary democracy 
could have taken root early in China, building upon British 
values.455 
 
 
20. China after 1911 
 
What followed after the downfall of the empire in 1911 
was a struggle between the idealists and the materialists. 
The idealists were the traditionalists who conservatively 
held to the old values, while the materialists tended more 
and more to Western ideas. The choice stood between 
Anglo-Saxon British liberal materialism and continental 
German autocratic materialism. The British values were 
close to central Confucian thought and appealed to the 
Chinese. The Confucian Middle Way had an affinity with 
British humanism as it was also based on political 
compromise. Hobbes and Locke could rather easily be 
amalgamated with Confucius and Mencius. Sun Yat-sen 
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(1867-1925) believed in republican institutions and 
admired the democratic ideals of the English, French and 
Americans. He took "liberty, fraternity and equality" as his 
adage when he accepted the office of president in 1912. It 
was "science" first and "democracy" next that constituted 
the nub of his thinking, which emphasized Confucius, Chu 
Hsi and Wang Yang-ming. The first decades of the 
twentieth century saw a rich dialectic of inner and outer 
thought but the moderate inner way would probably have 
dominated if it had not been for Japan and the Second 
World War. 
 
German thought took a long while to be accepted, and in 
Marxist garb it was little accepted before 1919. In the 
intense philosophical debate around 1920 dialectical 
materialism was introduced and by 1929 a materialist 
camp was formed. It engaged in ideological battle and 
presented the charter of a New Democracy that would 
grow strong during the long war period (1937-1545). It 
became more and more prominent and with its Legalist 
and totalitarian doctrine achieved victory over Chiang Kai-
shek and the Nationalist regime in 1949.456 
 
The Communist era began in 1949 building upon another 
branch of European thought, totalitarian Marxism, which 
Mao Tse-tung (1893-1976) combined with the domestic 
Legalist doctrine. It took long for this extreme thought to 
be accepted. It was not until in 1921 that the Communist 
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Party was established and it was only the upheaval of the 
Second World War that brought it to the top. It is 
indicative that democratic values are being introduced 
today as it were through the back door of Communism and 
that, with economic advances, the Communist party, even 
though still ruling, is considerably weakened. The great 
economic turn-around came in 1978, two years after Mao 
Tse-tung's death, when, under Teng Hsiao-p'ing (1904-
1997), Western economic liberalism was accepted side by 
side with Marxist political authoritarianism. Global 
economic forces, which are dominating the present world, 
are about to make China the great power that it was 
earlier (up into the seventeenth century) and are likely to 
exert a considerable influence on Chinese ideas and values 
in the future. 
 

On the surface, under Communism (from 1949), China is a 
Marxist state and Marxism is the only allowed philosophy.  
However, it does not take long for even a superficial 
spectator to see that there are many elements from 
customary Chinese thinking in the new ideological set-up. 
A scrutiny of Maoism as seen in the Little Red Book shows 
that, under a light veneer of Marxist idealism, views 
appear which are replicas of old  thinking received from 
"outer" Legalism, "inner" Taoism and "central" 
Confucianism. Mao Tse-tung was correct when he once 
commented that he was a native thinker and that what 
came from the West was only decorative. 

 

In a short time China has been deluged by modern 



 

 

Western culture. In the twentieth century China was the 
"spiritual marketplace" where the indigenous creeds 
generously accepted new beliefs. Both Catholic and 
Protestant Christianity are recognized, as is also Islam, 
together with native Taoism  and Buddhism as the five 
religions. Now that inner thought is being gradually 
reduced to religion, Confucian outer thought is no longer 
regarded as religio-social but as ethical,  and put side by 
side with Marxism and other secular ideologies. Hardly 
any Chinese would call himself “Confucian” today but in a 
sense all Chinese are since they are still permeated with 
Confucian ethical values.  Popular religion is considered to 
be superstition and officially not accepted, but it is very 
much alive among the common people. 

 

There are two Chinas today. One is the political China 
where the Communist party and bureaucracy continue to 
rule and administer the vast empire heavy-handedly. The 
second is the economic China that follows the rules of the 
global market as heavy-handedly. The political power 
ensures peace and stability, the economic power the 
expansive growth of the national wealth. China has found 
the melody and philosophy that combines British liberal 
and Marxist totalitarian values.457 This balance works at 
the present time and there is reason to believe that it will 
continue. This is the new China in our global times.458 

                                                     

457      It has been expressed that China today is “a Confucian-Communist-
capitalist hybrid under the umbrella of a one-party state.” 

458    “They are adapted to the computer age but preserve the 
traditions and beliefs of thousands of years". See F. Bloomfield 1983, 



 

 

 

----  

Afterword 

China has a religious and intellectual heritage at least 
three millennia long that is worth being kept alive for the 
spiritual enrichment of the world.459 East and West are 
meeting today and both are profiting from it. The West 
learns  from China and China from the West!  As Julia 
Ching concludes, "It is part of human striving to achieve 
communication, harmony and even union with the supra-
human, the heavenly, the divine."460 
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