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lects, trans. D. C. Lau (London: Penguin, 1979) for all translations 

from the Analects. I have also consulted Confucius, Confucius: Analects 
with Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Edward Slingerland 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003). Chapter and section numbers follow Lau. 
For the Mencius, I have quoted, unless otherwise indicated, from Men-
cius, Mencius, trans. D. C. Lau (rev. ed.; London: Penguin, 2003), and 
consulted Mencius, Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentar-
ies, trans. Bryan Van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2008). Chapter and 
section numbers follow Lau. For the Xunzi, I have quoted, unless other-
wise indicated, from Xunzi, Xunzi: A Translation and Study of the Com-
plete Works, 3 vols., trans. John Knoblock (Stanford: Stanford University 
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Confucianism has become popular again in recent years. With the 
failure of communism as a state ideology, the Chinese govern-

ment has been turning more and more to long- vilified Confucius for 
inspiration. The motto of a “harmonious society” (hexie shehui 和谐 
社会), strewn on banners throughout Beijing in preparation for the 
2008 Olympics, was meant to signal the Confucian renaissance of the 
country. More recently, China’s president, Xi Jinping, has been known  
to reference Confucius and other Chinese Classical thinkers in his 
speeches. The government also projects its reinvented identity world-
wide, exporting cultural centers, known as Confucius Institutes, to 
countries around the world. This revival of Confucianism is not, how-
ever, limited to the political level; it also pervades contemporary social 
life in China.1

On the other hand, Confucianism has also witnessed a resurgence  
in Western and Chinese academia, fueled by post–Cold War debates 
about the compatibility between non- Western traditions and liberal de-
mocracy, and more specifically by the debate that became known as the 
“East Asian Challenge to Human Rights.”2 It has also benefited from 
increasing interest in political theory and in philosophy in non- Western 
traditions, which has led to the emergence of subfields like compara-
tive philosophy and comparative political theory.

1 See Daniel Bell, China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing So-
ciety (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).

2 See, for example, Joanne R. Bauer and Daniel A. Bell, The East Asian Challenge for 
Human Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); William Theodore de 
Bary and Tu Weiming, eds., Confucianism and Human Rights (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1998); and Kwong- loi Shun and David B. Wong, eds., Confucian Ethics: A 
Comparative Study of Self, Autonomy, and Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004).
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Inspired by these two trends, this book investigates Classical Confu-
cian political thought: its conception of government, of the relationship 
between ruler and ruled, of the methods of ruling, and of the obliga-
tions of individuals toward the political community. In other words, 
the book does for Classical Confucian thinkers what political theorists 
have long done for thinkers from the Western tradition, from Plato to 
Nietzsche.

Ethics and Politics in Classical Confucianism

Confucianism might not at first appear as the most likely candidate for 
a project that is motivated by an interest in non- Western conceptions of 
politics, for its wisdom has usually been understood to be of a moral or 
spiritual rather than political nature. This is not especially surprising 
insofar as the Classical Confucian texts, the Analects, the Mencius, and 
the Xunzi, include many sayings that express the Confucian masters’ 
judgment about a person’s conduct in society. To illustrate, the first 
entry in the Analects goes as follows: “The Master said: ‘Is it not a plea-
sure, having learned something, to try it out at due intervals? Is it not a 
joy to have friends come from afar? Is it not gentlemanly not to take 
offence when others fail to appreciate your abilities?’ ”3 Social relation-
ships are indeed central to the early Confucian texts. The latter are full 
of guidelines about how to treat parents, siblings, neighbors, friends, 
and superiors. Anecdotes about the proper relationship between par-
ents and sons especially abound. Mencius, for example, relates the 
story of Shun who persisted in his obedience to his parents despite 
their cruelty toward him. As the story goes, Shun’s parents once asked 
him to fix the roof of the storehouse and then set fire to it while he was 
repairing it. On another occasion, they forced him down the well and 
then covered the well with him inside. Nevertheless, Shun remained 
unwavering in his respect for them, an accomplishment that, recog-
nized by the extant emperor, was to earn him the position of next 
emperor.4

The preponderance of anecdotes about social relationships should 
not, however, mask the fact that the anecdotes relating to government 
are also plentiful, easily constituting half of the content of the texts. 
The Mencius begins with a presumed encounter between Mencius 

3 Analects 1.1.
4 Mencius 5A.2.
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him self and King Hui of Liang in which Mencius encourages the king 
to give up concern for profit in favor of ren 仁 and rightness (yi 義).5 
The Xunzi includes chapters on the regulations of kings, on enriching 
and strengthening the state, on the duties of ministers, and on military 
affairs, among others. In fact, it is precisely the intriguing question of 
the relationship between its ethical and political components that 
makes Confucianism an interesting case to study. To return to the 
story of Shun, we can glean already from the anecdote reported above 
the intertwining of ethics and politics, for it reveals the importance not 
only of filial piety per se, but also of filiality in a good ruler, which 
Shun was to become.

As Benjamin Schwartz has argued, one should think of the Confu-
cian texts as working along two dimensions: an ethical dimension con-
cerned with “self- development” (xiu shen 修身, xiu ji 修己) and a politi-
cal dimension concerned with the “ordering of society” (zhi guo 治國) 
and the “pacification of the world” (ping tianxia 平天下).

The relationship between the two is fraught with a certain tension, 
indicated by Schwartz’s use of the concept of “polarity” to characterize 
it.6 Schwartz has also argued that the concept of the Dao (道)—the 
Way—in the Analects, refers, in its most expansive meaning, to the 
whole sociopolitical order. This usage includes the different social and 
political roles to be performed—starting in the family—and the rituals 
governing the performance of these roles. On the other hand, the Dao 
also “emphatically” refers to the “inner” moral life of the individual. 
Schwartz contends that “a central problematique of the Analects in-
volves the relation between the two.”7

In much of the recent literature on Confucianism, the relationship 
between ethics and politics in early Confucianism has been presented 

5 Mencius 1A.1. A wide controversy surrounds the translation of ren into English. Ste-
phen Angle translates it as “humaneness,” Hsiao Kung- chuan as well as D. C. Lau as 
“benevolence,” Edward Slingerland as “goodness,” Roger Ames and Henry Rosemont 
as “authoritative conduct,” while others, like Benjamin Schwartz, prefer to leave it un-
translated. I follow Schwartz in leaving it untranslated. I will return to the meaning of 
ren in Chapter 4. Yi (rightness) differs from ren in that ren indicates an internal disposi-
tion to relate to others in a reciprocal way, while yi denotes the application of external 
principles of proper behavior to given circumstances.

6 See Benjamin Schwartz, “Some Polarities in Confucian Thought,” in Confucianism in 
Action, ed. David Nivison and Arthur F. Wright (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1959), 52. The other two polarities that Schwartz identifies in Confucianism are “knowl-
edge versus action” and the “inner versus outer realms.”

7 Benjamin Schwartz, The World of Thought in Ancient China (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1985), 62.
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as a one- sided relationship where politics is wholly dependent on eth-
ics, thus failing to capture the tension between the two. Indeed, promi-
nent writers on Chinese political thought, including Joseph Needham,8 
Hsiao Kung- chuan,9 Fung Yu- lan,10 D. C. Lau, and Herbert Fingarette, 
have assumed that Confucian politics is the logical conclusion of Con-
fucian ethics and that the second is therefore more important than the 
first. Thus Lau writes that “Mencius’ political philosophy . . . is not 
only consistent with his moral philosophy but is derived from it. An-
cient Chinese thinkers all looked upon politics as a branch of morals.”11 
Sor- hoon Tan contends that “the early Confucians themselves subordi-
nated politics to ethics.”12 Heiner Roetz has argued that Confucian pol-
itics is “subordinated to a moral goal,” which is “the cultivation of 
man . . . his moral elevation.”13 Similarly, in an introductory book on 
Chinese philosophy, JeeLoo Liu writes that “Confucians believe that 
morality is an indispensable element in politics: the ideal ruler should 
be a sage king; the ideal function of government is to morally trans-
form its people.”14 Paul Goldin also contends that “the only legitimate 
purpose of [Confucian] government” is to bring about “moral transfor-
mation in the populace.”15 Kwong- loi Shun argues that Confucius and 
Mencius “regarded the transformative power of a cultivated person as 
the ideal basis for government.”16

8 Needham argues that “in early Confucianism there was no distinction between eth-
ics and politics.” See Joseph Needham, Science and Civilization in China, vol. 2 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 9.

9 Hsiao compares Confucius to Plato, arguing that they both value ethics over poli-
tics. See Hsiao Kung- chuan, A History of Chinese Political Thought, trans. Frederick Mote 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 113.

10 When discussing Confucius’s thought, Fung does not discuss any of his political 
ideas. See Fung Yu- lan, History of Chinese Philosophy, trans. Derk Bodde (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1952), 43– 75.

11 D. C. Lau, introduction to Mencius, xxxviii.
12 Sor- hoon Tan, “Democracy in Confucianism,” Philosophy Compass 7, no. 5 (2012): 

295.
13 Heiner Roetz, Confucian Ethics of the Axial Age: A Reconstruction under the Aspect of 

the Breakthrough toward Postconventional Thinking (New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1993), 77.

14 JeeLoo Liu, An Introduction to Chinese Philosophy: From Ancient Philosophy to Chinese 
Buddhism (Oxford: Wiley- Blackwell, 2006), 187.

15 Paul Goldin, Confucianism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 20.
16 Kwong- loi Shun, “Mencius,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2010 

Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2010/entries 
/mencius/. May Sim writes that for Confucius, like for Aristotle, “the aim of govern-
ment is to make people virtuous.” See Sim, Remastering Morals with Aristotle and Confu-
cius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 167. Similarly, Shaohua Hu writes 
that “Confucian doctrine is less political theory than it is ethical teaching.” See Hu, “Con-

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2010/entries/mencius/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2010/entries/mencius/
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Some commentators identify core Confucian virtues and then argue 
that the preferred Confucian political arrangement is the one that al-
lows for the development of these for all members of society. For ex-
ample, in Herbert Fingarette’s short book, Confucius: The Secular as 
 Sacred (1972), which set the tone for much of the contemporary philo-
sophical reappraisal of Confucianism, the emphasis is on ceremonial 
ritual and its centrality to moral flourishing. Fingarette interprets Con-
fucius’s political vision as being aimed at propagating the same value 
of ceremonial ritual through an emphasis on cultural unity for the 
competing regional states of the day, on the grounds that culture is nec-
essary for the development of ceremony.17

William Theodore de Bary has argued that the dependence of Con-
fucian politics on ethics, specifically with relation to the idea of a “sage 
king,” is “the trouble with Confucianism,” “there from the start, to be-
come both a perennial challenge and a dilemma that would torment it 
through history.”18 In a similar line of thought, Stephen Angle describes 
the “interdependence” between morality and politics as a “central 
tenet” of Confucianism, and as the main challenge in adapting Confu-
cianism to a modern, democratic politics, given the weight it gives to 
the presence of a virtuous ruler on top of the political system, to the 
detriment of institutional constraints on the ruler’s actions.19

Recent attempts to rethink Confucianism have thus centered on re-
casting core Confucian ethical values into a more democratic political 
vision than the one offered in the early texts. Angle’s solution to the 
sage king problem rests on rethinking the implications of key Confu-
cian ideas, such as the idea that each and every person can become 
virtuous, and the idea that virtue requires political involvement, to 
imagine a more inclusive form of politics.20 David Hall and Roger 

fucianism and Western Democracy,” in China and Democracy: The Prospect for a Democratic 
China, ed. Suisheng Zhao (New York: Routledge, 2000), 66. Yang Guorong argues that 
Mencius’s political thought has a tendency toward “a pan- moralist vision of political 
life.” See Yang, “Mengzi and Democracy: Dual Implications,” Journal of Chinese Philoso-
phy 31, no. 1 (2004): 100.

17 Herbert Fingarette, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred (Long Grove, IL: Waveland 
Press, 1972), 64.

18 William Theodore de Bary, The Trouble with Confucianism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1996), 1.

19 Stephen C. Angle, Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of Neo- Confucian Philoso-
phy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 180, 193.

20 Angle, Sagehood, 212– 13. He develops this line of thought more fully in Contempo-
rary Confucian Political Philosophy: Toward Progressive Confucianism (Cambridge: Polity, 
2012). Similarly, Ranjoo Seodu Herr argues that Confucianism is compatible with democ-
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Ames suggest, on the basis of “the unsuitability of the central tradition 
of rights- based liberalism for the Chinese situation,” that essential 
Confucian tenets, like the emphasis on rites, “might well be translated 
into a communitarian form of democratic society.”21 Likewise, Sor- 
hoon Tan takes her lead from core Confucian ideas like ren (仁) and 
rituals to offer a distinctive form of “Confucian Democracy” that com-
bines Confucianism and the pragmatism of John Dewey and that 
builds on the idea that “ethical ends are political ends, and vice- versa, 
in early Confucianism.”22 Finally, Daniel Bell, while explicitly rejecting 
what he calls the “depoliticization” of the Analects (a reference to the 
approach of contemporary best- selling Chinese author Yu Dan, who 
focuses on the spiritual dimension of the text), also discusses the moral 
values advanced by the early Confucians more than he discusses their 
own political vision. Bell advocates the work of contemporary Chinese 
theorist Jiang Qing, who is interested in what he describes as “Political 
Confucianism,”23 and whose proposals, such as a tricameral legislature 
(representing popular, sacred, and cultural legitimacy), owe more, as 
Bell says, to Jiang’s “political imagination than to ancient texts.”24 Bell 
argues, however, that such imagination is precisely what is necessary 
in a forward- looking interpretation of core Confucian ideas, like hierar-
chy, ritual propriety, and merit that would yield a distinctively Confu-
cian form of democracy. Jiang Qing is indeed one of many recent Chi-
nese intellectuals, often referred to as the “New Confucians,” grappling 

racy by focusing on the Confucian notion of equality. Democracy follows, according to 
Herr, from the Confucian recognition of the equal potential of all for moral perfection. 
See Herr, “Confucian Democracy and Equality,” Asian Philosophy 20, no. 3 (2010): 280. See 
also Chenyang Li, “Confucian Value and Democratic Value,” Journal of Value Inquiry 31, 
no. 2 (1997), where Li, rejecting the argument that Mencius’s conception of government 
is democratic, inquires about core Confucian values and their compatibility with core 
democratic values.

21 David Hall and Roger Ames, Democracy of the Dead: Dewey, Confucius, and the Hope 
for Democracy in China (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), 13.

22 Sor- hoon Tan, Confucian Democracy: A Deweyan Reconstruction (New York: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 2004), 131.

23 Jiang Qing favors the development of the Gongyang tradition, associated with the 
Han dynasty scholar Dong Zhongshu (179– 104 BCE), who advocated Confucianism as 
an ideology for the Han imperial state, and later revived by Kang Youwei (1858– 1927), in 
opposition to the Xinxing tradition, concerned with “self- cultivation.” See Bell, China’s 
New Confucianism, 176.

24 Bell, China’s New Confucianism, 180. For Jiang’s proposals, see Jiang Qing, A Confu-
cian Constitutional Order: How China’s Ancient Past Can Shape Its Political Future (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2013).
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with the question of the relationship between ethics and politics in 
their attempt to offer a vision of Confucianism for the modern world. 
As David Elstein puts it, “Almost all modern Ruist [Confucian] think-
ers see a tension between the ethical and political sides of Ruism and 
make a choice about which is more important.”25

The tendency to favor a set of core Confucian moral values can ar-
guably be understood as a reaction to the critique of Confucianism by 
modernization enthusiasts, both Chinese and Western. Indeed, in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, various Chinese reform-
ers called for the repudiation of Confucianism and the establishment 
of constitutionalism, democratic freedoms, and individual rights. In 
the middle of the century, the Chinese communists attacked Confu-
cianism for its patriarchal conception of the family, its hierarchical 
leanings, its relegation of the least educated to the lowest rung of so-
ciety, and its promotion of hypocrisy on the part of the ruler toward 
the masses.26 To counter these charges, it was felt necessary to elicit 
the best in Confucianism, and build upon it a modern politics. This 
was the strategy pursued in the interlude between the May Fourth 
Movement and the Cultural Revolution, when disillusionment with 
Western ideals encouraged the reevaluation of Confucianism through 
a turn toward “the interpretation of Confucius’ ethical concepts.”27 It 
is this same approach that has been pursued since the 1970s. As the 
eminent Chinese American historian Yu Ying- shih puts it, “In the West 
today we are more inclined to see Confucianism as a way of life in-
volving faith and spiritual values,” in contradistinction to “a crude 
but once dominant notion that Confucianism was no more than a 
 political ideology that functioned to legitimate imperial authority.”28 

25 David Elstein, Democracy in Contemporary Confucian Philosophy (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2015), 23. Elstein discusses this tension in the thought of Xu Fuguan (69– 74), Mou 
Zongsan (49– 52), Lee Ming- huei (98– 100), and Jiang Qing (146.) On Mou Zongsan, see 
also Angle, Contemporary Confucian Political Philosophy, 24– 35.

26 Kam Louie, Critiques of Confucius in Contemporary China (New York: St. Martin’s, 
1980), 7, 105.

27 Louie, Critiques of Confucius in Contemporary China, 177.
28 From the introduction to Hoyt Tillman, Confucian Discourse and Chu Hsi’s Ascen-

dancy (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), ix. Yu also argues that “if we trust 
Confucius’ Analects, then the sage’s original vision was focused decidedly more on per-
sonal cultivation and family life than on the governing of the state. Or, we may say, Con-
fucius was primarily concerned with moral order and only secondarily with political 
order.” From de Bary et al., roundtable discussion on the Trouble with Confucianism, China 
Review International 1, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 27– 28, quoted in Angle, Sagehood, 190.
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Thomas Metzger also describes Chinese intellectuals of the 1970s  
and 1980s as “sifting through the impure ore of their past to extract a 
‘spirit’ of morality which could serve for the future.”29

Another reason why Confucian politics is relegated to a secondary 
status in comparison to Confucian ethics can be traced to the great 
 Confucian commentator, Zhu Xi (1130–1200). At the risk of overgeneral-
ization, it might be contended that, until the twentieth century when 
efforts to look at Confucianism afresh multiplied, most Chinese inter-
preters after Zhu Xi read Confucianism through the lens of moral self- 
cultivation. Zhu Xi is considered the most influential proponent of what 
is now known as Neo- Confucianism, characterized by a concern with 
the development of the inner self. Zhu Xi was in fact so influential that 
his selection and commentary on four Classical texts (the Analects, the 
Mencius, the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean),30 known as the 
“Four Books,” became the canon for learning and formed the founda-
tion of the curriculum for the Chinese imperial civil examination system 
used from the fourteenth century until 1905. In recent attempts to pres-
ent Confucianism to the modern world, Zhu Xi’s influence is still felt. 
For example, William Theodore de Bary and Tu Wei- ming have contrib-
uted much to Confucian scholarship by unearthing a “liberal” strand in 
Confucianism based on its concern with the individual’s inner life. 
Thus, in The Liberal Tradition in China (1983), de Bary illuminates what he 
considers Confucius’s reformist creed and the “vitality,” “creativity,” 
“critical temper,” strong individualism, voluntarism, and concern with 
self- development characteristic of the Neo- Confucianism of the Song 
period (960–1279 CE).31 Similarly, in Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Cre-
ative Transformation (1985), Tu showcases Confucian authors and ideas 
that exhibit a concern with self- realization.32

Zhu Xi’s ascendancy has overshadowed alternative interpretations 
of Confucianism. For example, consider the interpretation offered by 

29 Thomas Metzger, Escape from Predicament: Neo- Confucianism and China’s Evolving Po-
litical Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 7.

30 The Xunzi was excluded because of Xunzi’s argument that human nature is bad. 
According to Paul Goldin, Xunzi’s decline in favor started in the Eastern Han, but quick-
ened during the Tang and Song, reaching its climax with Zhu Xi, “who declared that 
Xunzi’s philosophy resembled that of non- Confucians [statecraft/Legalist thinkers] such 
as Shen Buhai . . . and Shang Yang . . . and that he was indirectly responsible for the noto-
rious disasters of the Qin dynasty.” See Goldin, Confucianism, 67– 68.

31 William Theodore de Bary, The Liberal Tradition in China (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1983), 8– 9.

32 Tu Wei- ming, Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Creative Transformation (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1985).
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Chen Liang (1143–94), a contemporary of Zhu Xi. Chen and Zhu lived 
in a dwindling Chinese empire, at the time threatened by the Jurchens 
from the north. In the face of the crisis, Chen favored the turn within 
Confucianism toward a utilitarian ethics focused on social and politi-
cal effects over Zhu Xi’s “morality of personal virtue.”33 This involved 
Chen in emancipating Confucian concepts “from the confines of cur-
rent [Song Dynasty] usage,” for example, in recasting in positive light 
the category of rulers known as hegemons (ba),34 and in glossing the 
idea of the golden age of antiquity when sage kings ruled as a useful 
myth rather than an actual historical reality.35 Chen Liang remained a 
much less well- known figure in Chinese history than Zhu Xi but is 
tellingly associated with the Confucian school known as “statecraft,” 
or more literally, “ordering the world” (jing shi 經世). This school of 
thought was concerned with administrative matters (flood control, 
the provision of grain, etc.) and political matters (the prerogatives of 
the ruler, power politics, etc.), and rebuked the emphasis on abstract 
ethical and metaphysical issues characteristic of mainstream 
Confucianism.36

The Thesis of This Book

My argument in this book is that the approach to politics offered in the 
Classical Confucian texts does not follow from Confucian ethics in any 
straightforward manner. This argument can be said to be orthogonal to 
the debate on the contemporary application of Confucianism: by show-
ing that the Confucian political vision is not necessarily one of a sage 
king seeking the moral edification of his people, I raise some doubts 
about the accusation of the conflation of ethics and politics in Classical 
Confucianism and therefore about this being “the trouble with Confu-
cianism.” However, how Confucianism can be tailored to the modern 
world is not otherwise the concern of this book. Rather, my aim is to 

33 Hoyt Cleveland Tillman, Utilitarian Confucianism: Ch’en Liang’s Challenge to Chu Hsi 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 133.

34 More on hegemons in Chapter 1.
35 Tillman, Utilitarian Confucianism, 135– 36.
36 See William Theodore de Bary, ed., Sources of Chinese Tradition (New York: Colum-

bia University Press, 2000), 155– 215. William T. Rowe explores the tension between mor-
alism and practical management in the thought of the Chinese official Chen Hongmou 
(1696– 1771) in Saving the World: Chen Hongmou and Elite Consciousness in Eighteenth- 
Century China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). I thank Leigh Jenco for this 
reference and for directing me to the statecraft writings.
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reconstruct the political vision offered in the early Confucian texts 
through a close interpretation of them.

With this goal in mind, I take the political discussions in the Classi-
cal Confucian texts as my starting point.37 In other words, instead of 
considering the discussions of rulers, ministers, political exemplars, 
rituals, and regulations as secondary or antiquated, I take them to be 
central to understanding early Confucian political theory, and Confu-
cianism more generally. By emphasizing aspects that interpreters have 
mostly pointed to only in passing, and deemphasizing areas that have 
received much more attention, the approach I take will reveal a “pat-
tern” underlying Confucian political thought that differs from the con-
clusions drawn by the ethics- first approach. My approach will thus not 
so much yield a radically different interpretation of Confucian political 
thought as much as a reconfiguration that, I argue, better accounts for 
the textual evidence.

More specifically, I contend that what commentators miss by adopt-
ing the ethics- first approach, and what my own reconfiguration reveals, 
is the Confucian concern with political order (zhi 治). Indeed, on my 
view, Confucian political philosophy is motivated by the same problem 
that Sheldon Wolin identifies as central to Western political philosophy, 
namely, the problem of how “to render politics compatible with the re-
quirements of order,” that is, “how to reconcile the conflict created by 
competition under conditions of scarcity with the demands of public 
tranquility.”38 I argue that the success of political rule in Confucianism 
is judged by its own standard, distinct from the standards the Confu-
cians use for the assessment of individual life.39 The standard in politics 

37 In Envisioning Eternal Empire, Yuri Pines also takes as a starting point his “wish to 
reverse the loss of interest in the political sphere of pre- imperial Chinese intellectual his-
tory in the West during the last twenty years.” See Pines, Envisioning Eternal Empire: Chi-
nese Political Thought of the Warring States Era (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2009), 6–7.

38 Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political 
Thought, expanded ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 10– 11.

39 Similarly, Xu Fuguan identifies two distinct standards in Classical Confucianism: a 
standard for self- cultivation centered on virtue, and a standard for politics centered on 
people’s livelihood (renmin de ziran shengming 人民的自然生命), that is, their material 
well- being. See Xu Fuguan, Xueshu yu zhengzhi zhi jian 學術與政治之間 [Between aca-
demia and politics] (Taizhong: Zhongyang shuju, 1957), 178– 79. See also Angle, Sagehood, 
191; Honghe Liu, Confucianism in the Eyes of a Confucian Liberal: Hsu Fu- Kuan’s Critical 
Examination of the Confucian Political Tradition (New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 72– 82.
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is therefore not virtue (the moral edification of the people), but rather 
the establishment and maintenance of political order.

While I elaborate on the idea of political order in the chapters that 
follow, I should clarify here my claim about the relationship between 
ethics and politics in early Confucianism. One could read my endeavor 
in this book through the lens of ideal versus nonideal theory, and thus 
take this book as highlighting the nonideal parts of the Confucian po-
litical vision to complement the ideal theory aspects (the need for a 
sage king and the importance of the moral edification of the people) 
that other commentators have focused on. This is not, however, how I 
understand it. My argument in this book actually pushes back against 
the idea that the early Confucians offer an ideal political theory at all, if 
what is meant by the latter is a political theory that directly follows 
upon their moral theory. A comparison with Aristotle might be instruc-
tive here.

Like the early Confucians, Aristotle is often read as proposing a pol-
itics that is a conceptual development of his ethics. Richard Kraut has 
argued, for example, that “Aristotle conceives of the [Nicomachean] 
Ethics and Politics as following a logical progression” in that the latter 
provides “the further detail that allows his examination of human 
well- being [undertaken in the Ethics] to be put into practice.”40 On a 
closer look at Aristotle’s Politics, however, it appears that the evalua-
tion of political regimes is not always based on whether or not they 
allow for human flourishing for all. Instead, Aristotle often seems con-
cerned with stability (as opposed to well- being and the excellences) in 
his judgment about different kinds of political arrangements.41 Based 
on this revisionist reading, one might think of Aristotle’s Politics as 
operating according to the two registers of ideal and nonideal theory: 
in the first, elaborated in Books VII and VIII, ethical ideas are embod-
ied in the life of the community; in the second, implicit in Books III  
to VI, concerns about stability render the assessment of different con-
stitutions relative to environmental, historical, and other contingent 
conditions.

The early Confucians, on the other hand, do not offer the corre-
sponding ideal vision at all; they never delineate a society where all 

40 Richard Kraut, Aristotle: Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  
2002), 4.

41 For example, in his argument in favor of a middle- class constitution. See Politics 
1295a5– 45.



12 ∙ Prologue

members are engaged in a life of virtue, pursuing reciprocal relation-
ships of care and trust, and coming together in a harmonious society, 
merit- based and ritual- centered, allowing all to flourish. In his new 
book, Joseph Chan uses the distinction between ideal and nonideal 
theory to argue that the “ideal ends” of Confucian political thought in-
clude “the flourishing of human virtues” and “a grand ideal of social 
harmony”42 (whereas a “Confucian nonideal political theory” would 
treat the former as a “regulative ideal”43 while being more sensitive to 
“the constraints of reality”).44 To illustrate the ideal ends, however, 
Chan refers to a chapter in The Classic of Rites whose “Confucian au-
thenticity,” he writes, “has been disputed in the history of Chinese 
thought” because it contains Daoist elements.45 Chan adds that the 
“general consensus today” is that the ideal of “Grand Union” (and of 
“Small Tranquillity”) offered in the chapter is “basically no different 
from the early Confucian masters’ understanding of ideal politics and 
society.”46 In this book, I ask if it is in fact the case that the Confucian 
political ideal amounts to “the flourishing of human virtues” and 
hence whether it is not actually what Chan describes as “nonideal po-
litical theory” that is key to Classical Confucianism.47

My reading of the early Confucian political vision actually suggests 
more similarities to the Platonic vision in The Republic than to Aris-
totle’s political theory. For there is no expectation in Plato’s ideal state 
that anyone other than the philosopher- king and the guardians more 
generally will attain high virtue; what is expected instead is justice 
(where each member of society will perform the task they are most fit 

42 Joseph Chan, Confucian Perfectionism: A Political Philosophy for Modern Times 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 2.

43 Chan, Confucian Perfectionism, 5.
44 Chan, Confucian Perfectionism, 1. What Chan proposes to do in his own book is to 

offer a Confucian nonideal political theory that would be compatible with contemporary 
circumstances, or what he calls “the reality of modernity” (4). He also argues that the 
early Confucians were “keenly aware of the fact that their ideal . . . was unlikely to be 
realized in their times” (3).

45 Chan, Confucian Perfectionism, 6. 
46 Chan, Confucian Perfectionism, 6.
47 Similarly, while Eirik Harris favors understanding Xunzi’s thought as comprising 

both an ideal and a nonideal theory, his discussion and the accompanying textual evi-
dence concern the latter, not the former. The evidence that Harris adduces for Xunzi’s 
ideal theory is his statement that anyone can become a sage like Yu (Xunzi 23.5a). I will 
show in Chapter 1 why this statement is actually in tension with the Confucian political 
vision. See Eirik Lang Harris, “The Role of Virtue in Xunzi’s Political Philosophy,” Dao 12 
(2013): 93– 110, 94.
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at performing)48 upon which follow harmony and order.49 The analogy 
between the philosopher- king and a ship’s captain also suggests that 
the goal is survival, security, and stability (preventing the ship from 
going off track, or even sinking).50 On my reading, the political vision 
of the early Confucians is geared in the same way toward an encom-
passing political order in which not everyone is required or expected to 
develop the cardinal virtues.

This conclusion is more surprising in the case of the early Confu-
cians than in the case of Plato because the former do emphasize the 
potential for all members of society to become virtuous, while Plato is 
clear that only a few can ever become philosophers. Yet, though the 
Confucian case is less obvious than the Platonic case, it is neither mys-
terious nor contradictory. On my interpretation, Confucian political 
theory does not follow upon Confucian ethics in the way recent inter-
preters propose because it is attuned to the material world in a particu-
lar way. To unpack this attunement, I will address three questions: the 
extent to which Confucian political thought is sensitive to empirical 
facts, whether it points toward an end- state or merely to a transitional 
phase, and finally whether and how it deals with the problem of 
noncompliance.51

The first question is the extent to which a theory is sensitive to 
“facts” or “reality.” It is difficult to answer this question without also 
asking the one that it begs, namely: what facts? On my view, the early 
Confucians were mostly sensitive to what might be described as socio-
logical facts (enduring but not unchanging), for example the level of 
technological development in society, the state of the economy, and the 
broad socioeconomic makeup of society. This largely explains, as I will 
argue in Chapter 1, why they do not expect most people to become 
virtuous.52

The Confucians are also sensitive to more specific political circum-
stances around them, such as the continual threat of interstate war dur-
ing their time. This explains the distinction I will draw in the first three 

48 Plato, The Republic, 433b.
49 Plato, The Republic, 430e.
50 Plato, The Republic, 488a– e. For an argument in this vein, see G. R. F. Ferrari’s intro-

duction to The Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), xxvi.
51 These questions are drawn from Laura Valentini’s “Ideal vs. Non- ideal Theory: A 

Conceptual Map,” Philosophy Compass 7, no. 9 (2012): 654– 64.
52 As Benjamin Schwartz argues, “we find in China the clear development of a ‘socio-

logical’ approach to the lives of the masses.” See Schwartz, World of Thought in Ancient 
China, 105.
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chapters of this book between two levels of political order: On a basic 
level, political order means the absence of chaos, produced through the 
fulfillment of the basic security and welfare needs of the common peo-
ple. The Confucians recognize a political society that fulfills this level 
of order as acceptable, and rulers who, like hegemons, help achieve 
this level of order win Confucians’ approbation. On the other hand, in 
its more exalted, and thus more durable, form, order is not merely the 
absence of disorder. It is harmony. Harmony (he 和) is not a concept 
that the early Confucians use much, but it is useful for my purposes 
here because it is a normative standard that signals high- level coordi-
nation among different segments of society. A harmonious society is 
achieved through the maintenance of a system of rituals (li 禮) that all 
members of society abide by. While they show a preference for the sec-
ond level of order, the early Confucians, because of their sensitivity to 
political circumstances, also accept the first level of order when condi-
tions such as internal political disturbances and interstate wars do not 
permit more.

The second question that the debate around ideal and nonideal the-
ory raises is the question of “End- State” versus “Transitional Theory.”53 
One might argue that the political order I describe in this book is only a 
transition stage toward a fully virtuous society. Yet there is no textual 
material suggesting that the early Confucians saw the matter in this 
way. On my reading, political order for these thinkers is not a means to 
an end; it is an end in itself. This is of course related to the question of 
their sensitivity to sociological facts, in the sense that it is due to the 
Confucian understanding of the socioeconomic makeup of society that 
the end of a fully virtuous society is not conceived of at all. On the 
other hand, the basic level of order just described could be considered 
as a transition toward the higher, ritual- centered level. Neither, how-
ever, is centrally geared toward a fully virtuous society.

The third and final question relating to the distinction between ideal 
and nonideal theory is the question of how the early Confucians deal 
with the problem of compliance:54 what should individuals do under 
unfavorable conditions, such as a breakdown of political order, or in 
the face of a bad ruler? Since the Confucians deal with real- life cases, 
they do not shy away from this question; I reconstruct their view with 
regard to it in Chapter 5.

53 Valentini, “Ideal vs. Non- ideal Theory,” 660.
54 Valentini, “Ideal vs. Non- ideal Theory,” 650.
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Given their sensitivity to sociological (and political) facts, and their 
recognition of the problem of compliance under adverse conditions, 
one might take the preceding discussion to suggest that early Confu-
cian political theory is an instance of nonideal theory as such (without 
a corresponding ideal theory). Whether this is a helpful description at 
all depends on whether one finds the idea of a nonideal theory helpful 
in the first place. I should note here that the preceding is not meant to 
suggest that the Confucians were practical (as opposed to theoretical), 
or that the early Confucian texts, as is sometimes suggested, should be 
read as advice to kings. One would indeed be hard- pressed to describe 
the Confucian vision I will describe in the chapters that follow as 
“practical” in any meaningful sense, and it is in no way tailored to suit 
the ears of rulers (more on this in Chapter 1). My contention is that the 
early Confucian political vision is both theoretical and nonideal 
through and through.

The question remains: what does the preceding discussion show us 
about the relationship between ethics and politics in early Confucian-
ism? I said above that the Confucian political standard of order is dis-
tinct from the Confucian ethical standard of virtue. To the extent that 
the political standard is a normative standard, it is difficult to insist 
that it has nothing to do with morality. This would be true of any vi-
sion of politics which is not based on brute force.55 But it is true less 
trivially for the Confucians insofar as, for example, the distinction be-
tween the basic and exalted levels of order I mentioned above hinges 
on the development of civic- like qualities in the people in the latter. 
Furthermore, as I will argue in Chapter 4, the early Confucians find 
virtue on the part of the ruler to be important for the establishment of a 
durable political order. All of this suggests that the realm of politics is 
not completely independent from the realm of ethics. Yet, what is cru-
cial for my argument is the idea that political order, not moral edifica-
tion, is the end, and that political order is an end in itself, not a means 
toward virtue. A virtuous ruler is important because he knows what 
policies to pursue to achieve long- lasting political order, not because he 
governs through the force of his example to promote virtue in society. 

55 I thus disagree with Harris both in seeing the “Legalist” Han Feizi’s position as to-
tally devoid of morality (since his support for the use of consistent, transparent, and 
universal regulations can be said to partake of a certain kind of political ethic, even if it is 
geared toward the maintenance of the state, or even just the ruler) and in seeing Xunzi’s 
vision as moralistic in the way he suggests (since, as I will argue in Chapter 3, rituals are 
not necessarily coeval with virtue). See Harris, “Role of Virtue.”
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The qualities to be developed by the common people, like honesty and 
industriousness, are neither preparatory ground for central Confucian 
virtues like rightness and wisdom, nor a diluted version of the latter. 
Whether they should still be described as “moral” turns on what is ex-
actly meant by “moral.” In other words, what is important for my pur-
poses in this book is to show that Confucian political theory is not just 
an application of Confucian morality, at least not in any direct way.56

Let me address here, finally, a worry. The worry is that my argument 
in this book is an imposition on the early Confucians, that it is foreign 
to their self- understanding. They did not after all talk about political 
standards being separate from ethical standards. They did not even 
separate their ethical and their political discussions in the first place. 
The worry is legitimate, but it actually applies to all interpretations of 
early Confucianism, not mine alone. The early Confucians do not ex-
plicitly say that politics follows from ethics either. Indeed, the early 
Confucian texts, except perhaps for the Xunzi, do not offer “meta” dis-
cussions about any topic. They might even be seen as uninterested in 
argument at all.57 This is related to the nature of the texts themselves, 
which I turn to in what follows. Suffice it to say here that the challenge 
is to propose a theory that makes the best sense of their manifold and 
sometimes disparate statements, at the acknowledged risk of reading 
too much into these.

Historical Background

Having outlined, in broad brushstrokes, the thesis of my book, it re-
mains for me to relate it to the historical context in which Confucian-
ism arose. Confucian thought is usually associated with the Spring and 
Autumn period (770–476 BCE) and the Warring States period (475–221 
BCE), which together constitute the reign of the Eastern Zhou dynasty. 
The Zhou dynasty was the longest lived dynasty in Chinese history, 

56 In an article on Xunzi’s conception of hegemons, Sungmoon Kim uses the expres-
sion “political morality” to describe the former. See Kim, “Between Good and Evil: Xun-
zi’s Reinterpretation of the Hegemonic Rule as Decent Governance,” Dao 12 (2013): 84. 
Speaking of the Confucian position on war, Tongdong Bai describes it as “realistic uto-
pia.” See Bai, “The Political Philosophy of China,” in The Routledge Companion to Social 
and Political Philosophy, ed. Gerald F. Gaus and Fred D’Agostino (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 185. Both these expressions, as well as ideas like “political virtue” and “civic vir-
tue,” capture elements of the Confucian political project as I present it in this book.

57 Or so argues Robert Eno, who prefers to see them as masters of ritual and dance. 
See Eno, The Confucian Creation of Heaven: Philosophy and the Defense of Ritual Mastery 
(New York: State University of New York Press, 1990), 2–3.



Prologue ∙ 17

but its glory is concentrated in the first half of its tenure, known as the 
Western Zhou (1045–770 BCE). As Edward Shaughnessy writes, 
“Throughout China’s long history, the Western Zhou has served as its 
guiding paradigm for governmental, intellectual, and social develop-
ments.”58 The Western Zhou was also “the largest geopolitical unity 
ever achieved by a single power” until the reunification of the Chinese 
world by the Qin emperor in 221 BCE.59 It stretched around the Yellow 
River, in the northeastern part of modern China.

The Zhou king ruled on the basis of what was known as the “Man-
date of Heaven” (tianming 天命). Possibly one of the earliest references 
to this notion can be found in the “Great Proclamation” chapter of the 
Classic of Documents (more on the Five Classics below), which relates 
the story of the first succession crisis of the Zhou reign. As the story 
goes, two years after conquering the Shang dynasty, the Zhou leader 
King Wu died. Precedent had it that King Wu’s son, Song (later known 
as King Cheng), was to succeed, as sons had succeeded their fathers for 
the preceding two generations. However, King Wu’s younger brother, 
eventually known as the Duke of Zhou, announced that Song was too 
young to rule and that he would therefore act as his regent. King Wu’s 
more senior brothers were not convinced. From their posts in the east, 
they rebelled against the supposed usurpation. A civil war followed, 
which the Duke of Zhou and King Cheng won.60 The chapter in the 
Classic of Documents presents the debate between King Cheng and his 
advisers that preceded the former’s attack on his uncles. King Cheng 
undertook the usual turtle shell divination to ascertain whether the 
signs concerning the attack were auspicious. They were. However, his 
advisers admonished him against such a difficult task. King Cheng in-
sisted on his decision. Crucially, he read the divination signals as a sign 
from Heaven. What he said was that Heaven had assisted King Wen 
(father of King Wu and founder of the Zhou dynasty) and conferred its 
mandate upon the Zhou to rule. This was the first mention of the no-
tion of the Mandate of Heaven in Chinese history.61

On the administrative level, in contrast to the preceding Shang 
 dynasty, which was, according to Feng Li, an “aggregation of self- 

58 Edward Shaughnessy, “Western Zhou History” in The Cambridge History of Ancient 
China: From the Origins of Civilization to 221 BC, ed. Michael Loewe and Edward Shaugh-
nessy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 292.

59 Feng Li, Landscape and Power in Early China (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 2.

60 Shaughnessy, “Western Zhou History,” 311.
61 Shaughnessy, “Western Zhou History,” 314.



18 ∙ Prologue

governing communities,”62 the Zhou extended the reach of the central 
government, especially over the vast terrain to the east of the capital, 
by appointing princes of the royal family as local rulers. As Li writes, 
“These numerous states, bound to the Zhou royal court through a uni-
fied ancestral cult and by their need of royal support to survive in the 
new environment, formed the macro- geopolitical structure of the West-
ern Zhou state.”63 Li argues against the common description of this sys-
tem of Zhou rule as feudal.64 The local Zhou states were both more in-
dependent and less independent than traditional European fiefs. On 
the one hand, each of the regional states “constituted an autonomous 
geopolitical entity located in a specific area, and was equipped with a 
small but complete government that enjoyed the combined rights of 
civil administration, legal punishment, and military authority.”65 On 
the other hand, the relationship between the Zhou king and the local 
state rulers was “much closer and more dictatorial” than the contrac-
tual relation between feudal lord and vassal. Central political authority 
was maintained through the “Lineage Law,” which ensured the sub-
mission of “minor lines” to the “primary lines” of royal descent, 
through the installment by the royal court of the office of “Overseers of 
the States” in the regional states, and through the visits to the royal 
court that regional rulers were mandated to perform upon assuming 
office.66

As successful as it was, the Western Zhou dynasty eventually started 
to lose power, spurring both the new geopolitical realities and the nos-
talgia for the Zhou that defined Confucianism. The Western Zhou’s 
weakening can be attributed to three factors: first, the increasing pres-
sure and threats exerted by outside powers, like the Xianyun in the 
northwest and the Huaiyi in the southeast; second, the dissolution of 
blood ties, cultural commonalities, and, most important, political con-
trol between the central court and the regional states; and third, the 
weakness caused by the continual grants of landed property as a favor 
from the Zhou king to the aristocrats at the central court.67 Since the 

62 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 2.
63 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 2.
64 Throughout the book, I will thus refer as “regional rulers” to what is commonly 

translated as “feudal lords” (zhuhou 諸侯). Similarly, I use “ruler” instead of “lord” (jun 
君, zhu 主). I have kept however, the appellation “Duke” as in “Duke of Zhou” in line 
with common usage.

65 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 111.
66 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 112– 14.
67 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 139– 40.
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Zhou could no longer maintain their capital in the west, they moved 
east around 770 BCE. This move was accompanied by an eastward 
move of aristocratic lineages, like the Zheng and the Guo, who estab-
lished their own states in the east. The move severely diminished the 
authority of the Zhou court, which became, in the words of Cho- yun 
Hsu, “virtually a government in exile,”68 and concomitantly increased 
the power of regional rulers, who then competed among themselves 
for hegemony over the Eastern plain, inaugurating a “new era of inter-
state military conflict.”69 This era lasted until 221 BCE, when the ruler 
of the state of Qin succeeded at reunification and called himself em-
peror. The Qin’s reign was short- lived, but it was the precursor to con-
secutive reigns of imperial dynasties that ruled China until 1911.

The period of the Eastern Zhou (770–221 BCE) is, as I said above, 
usually divided into the Spring and Autumn and Warring States peri-
ods, and it witnessed an increasing intensification of interstate conflict. 
The rise of territorial, centralized states out of a long period of war is 
sometimes compared to the rise of the modern European nation- states 
out of the Thirty Years’ War, whereby in both cases “the state made war 
and war made the state.”70 Victoria Tin- bor Hui argues that “ancient 
China developed the art of war and the markers of territorial sover-
eignty light years before Western practices.”71 These markers included 
a “centralized authority with bureaucratized administration, monopo-
lized coercion, and nationalized taxation.”72 Hui shows how the vari-
ous states of the period pursued “self- strengthening reforms,” includ-
ing “universal military conscription,” maintaining among themselves 
a balance of power that was stable for a long time but was ultimately 
broken by Qin’s success in pursuing “the most comprehensive self- 
strengthening reforms and the most ruthless strategies and tactics.”73

Despite the fierce competition of the Warring States period (or per-
haps because of it), the period witnessed such intellectual ferment that 
it became known as the “age of the philosophers.” Before examining 

68 Hsu, “The Spring and Autumn Period,” in Loewe and Shaughnessy, Cambridge His-
tory of Ancient China, 551.

69 Li, Landscape and Power in Early China, 277.
70 Charles Tilly, The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1975), 73, cited in John Keay, China: A History (London: Harper, 2008), 
74.

71 Victoria Tin- bor Hui, War and State Formation in Ancient China and Early Modern Eu-
rope (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 5.

72 Hui, War and State Formation, 6.
73 Hui, War and State Formation, 35.
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the social basis of scholarship during this period, it should be noted 
that, as Martin Kern argues, “even within the limited social group of 
ancient practitioners of textual knowledge, the particular circle that 
Western scholarship usually calls the ‘philosophers’ was a rather small 
minority.”74 Kern points to, on the one hand, the link between textual 
and ritual practice during this period,75 since texts were usually in-
scribed on animal bones, turtle shells, bamboo slips, and, most lavishly, 
bronze ware, all of which were also used in ritual practices. That said, 
the disentangling of texts from ritual practices is not necessarily an 
alien imposition on the Chinese tradition. As Kern declares, “For the 
longer time of Chinese studies, and partly following choices by the Chinese 
tradition in reflecting upon itself, much of the culture of the Zhou dynasty 
and the early empire has been discussed in terms of intellectual 
history.”76 On the other hand, Kern’s point is that “philosophy” in the 
early period was very much entangled with other kinds of textual 
practices. The early Chinese philosophical works thus greatly make 
use of what became known as the “Five Classics,” attributed in the 
Chinese tradition to the Spring and Autumn period (and often to Con-
fucius himself), but canonized only during the Han dynasty, in 136 
BCE.77 These include the Classic of Documents (Shujing 書經), which 
comprises presumed speeches and edicts of early rulers, the Classic of 
Changes (Yijing 易經), a divination manual, the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 
詩經), comprising a collection of poems and hymns, the Classic of Rites 
(Liji 禮記), which includes an account of ancient rites and court cere-
monies, and the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu 春秋), relating 
events in the state of Lu. Indeed, these Five Classics, as well as the es-
sential commentaries on them, such as the Zuozhuan commentary on 
the Annals, formed a large part of the world of textual knowledge of 
early China, and thus the world with which the Confucians, as well as 
the Daoists, the Legalists, the Mohists, and other philosophers of the 
early period, were versed and which they contributed to. And vice 
versa: for example, in his study of the Zuozhuan, David Schaberg 
shows how the historiographical project of the commentary partakes 
of the same normative Confucian project as philosophical texts such as 

74 Martin Kern, ed., Text and Ritual in Early China (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2005), viii.

75 Kern, Text and Ritual in Early China, xi.
76 Kern, Text and Ritual in Early China, viii, emphasis added.
77 For an account of the origins, nature, and importance of the Five Classics, see Mi-
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the Analects, the Mencius, and the Xunzi, exhibiting similar aims and 
rhetorical devices.78

My focus in this book will be primarily on the philosophers, who of-
fered new visions of life and society for a rapidly changing world. In-
deed, it was during the breakdown of authority triggered by the fall of 
the Western Zhou that “schools” emerged, taking advantage, as Mark 
Edward Lewis argues, from the opening up of new avenues for social 
advancement as the prerogatives of birth that had defined the Zhou 
hierarchical system weakened.79 Yuri Pines describes the world of the 
Warring States as “a huge market of talent, in which a gifted person 
could seek employment at any of the competing courts.”80 The emerg-
ing schools consisted of a master and his followers, and sometimes 
took their names from the master. Although their Latinized name, 
“Confucians,” draws on the name of Confucius (Kongfuzi), the Confu-
cians were actually known as ru 儒, a term used for ritual practitioners. 
This meant, to return to the point just made, that the early Confucians 
“were part of a broader social grouping of men who did not invariably 
devote themselves to the transmission of texts.”81

Lewis explains that scholarship during the Warring States period 
emerged outside of government courts, but recruitment by competing 
rulers also meant that scholars entered the governmental sphere. The 
accession to political circles became significant in the fourth century 
when it is thought that the rulers of the states of Wei and Qi provided 
stipends for scholars to lure them to their own courts. In Qi, scholars 
are said to have gathered near the Ji gate of the capital city, hence the 
provenance of the much cited “Jixia Academy.” Despite his acknowl-
edgment that the specific nature of the Jixia Academy cannot be ascer-
tained and its importance can be exaggerated, Lewis argues that “it 
marks a significant development. For the first time on record a state 
began to act as patron of scholarship out of the apparent conviction 
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that this was a proper function of the state or as a means of increasing 
its prestige.”82

It is likely, however, that the scholars maintained a certain distance 
from the state and were able to move between government and society, 
thus securing for themselves a position that could not be abolished 
with the disappearance of the local courts upon the Qin unification.83 
Schaberg makes a similar point, arguing that the protagonists of his 
own work, namely the historiographers, “separated themselves from a 
tendentiously characterized ruling class and identified themselves 
with a ministerial class depicted as steadfastly conservative, prescient, 
and eloquent.”84

The tension in the scholars’ relationship to government can be 
gleaned from what we know of the three early Confucians who will be 
the subject of this book. Kongzi 孔子, better known as Confucius (the 
Latinized version of his name adopted by Jesuit missionaries to China 
in the seventeenth century), is said to have lived during the Spring and 
Autumn period. He held minor positions in the state of Lu where he 
was born in 551 BCE, was then presumably promoted to a junior posi-
tion, where some disagreement must have arisen to force him to travel 
to other states, first to Qi, after which he returned to Lu, and then left 
again for Wei, Song, Chen, and Cai, hoping to be employed by one of 
their rulers. His quest proved unsuccessful, and he is said to have died 
in his native state of Lu around 479 BCE.85 The text attributed to Confu-
cius, known in the West as the Analects (“Collected Sayings”), poses 
great difficulties for contextualization given the amount of controversy 
surrounding its composition. What we are certain of is that Confucius 
himself did not write any of it, and that whatever his disciples recorded 

82 Lewis, “Warring States Political History,” in Loewe and Shaughnessy, Cambridge 
History of Ancient China, 643.
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