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o aid the reader, all quotations of carly Chinese texts are preceded by
Tnumbers within brackets. When the quotation comes from the Shenzi
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2nd ed., ed. Philip J. Ivanhoe and Bryan W. Van Norden, 311-62 (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2001). Cited by page.

Watson: Han Feizi: Basic Writings, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia

University Press, 2003). Cited by page.

Huainanzi
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2010). Cited by chapter/page.

Laozi
Ivanhoe: The “Daodejing” of Laozi, trans. Philip J. Ivanhoe (Indianapolis: Hackett,
2002). Cited by page.

Lunyu
Slingerland: “Analects” With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Ed-

ward Slingerland (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003). Cited by page.

Liishi Chungiu
Knoblock: The Annals of Lii Buwei, trans. John Knoblock and Jeffrey Riegel (Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press, 2000). Cited by book/chapter/page.

Mengzi
Van Norden: Mengzi”: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans.

Bryan W. Van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2008). Cited by page.

Shenzi

Thompson: P. M. Thompson, The “Shen Tzu” Fragments (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1979). Cited by page.

Xu: Xu Fuhong 8 E, Shenzi Jijiao jizhu BFEREF (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 2013). Cited by page.
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Hutton: “Xunzi”: The Complete Text, trans. Eric Hutton (Princeton: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 2014). Cited by chapter/page/line.

Zhuangzi

Graham: ‘Chuang-Tzu: The Inner Chapters, trans. A. C. Graham (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2001). Cited by page.

With the exception of the translations from the Han Feizi and the Shenzi Frag-

ments, which are entirely my own, all translations have been modified from the above

versions unless otherwise noted.
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Introduction

his is a book on Shen Dao 1# %], or, more accurately, a book on Shen

Dao’s political philosophy as viewed through the lens of the Shenzi
Fragments 185 1% X, a relatively short set of fragments that credibly can be
attributed to him.!' But why a book on Shen Dao? Among many contem-
porary educated Chinese, mentioning his name draws a blank stare. Even
among those who work in the field of early Chinese intellectual history or
philosophy, the name Shen Dao rarely calls to mind much of interest. Those
who have read the Han Feizi % 3 F may remember Shen Dao as an advo-
cate of positional power, those familiar with the Xunzi ] T will recall the
accusation that he focused on laws to the detriment of all else, while those
who remember his appearance in the Zhuangzi - may think of Shen
Dao as one who discarded knowledge and the self. Rarely, though, does an
examination of Shen Dao’s ideas extend to the text that bears his name.?

This long-standing lack of a detailed examination of Shen Dao’s philoso-
phy is, on a certain level, quite understandable. After all, we know very little
about Shen Dao the person, with much of what we think we know coming
from The Grand Scribe’s Records (Shiji #%), compiled centuries after Shen
Dao’s death. And, rightly or not, the study of Chinese philosophy has long
been focused on figures within the tradition. Additionally, the received texts
and sayings attributed to Shen Dao are of a very fragmentary nature, leading
to difficulties in interpretation. Adding to this concern is the fact that there

has long been a debate over the authenticity of the fragments that remain.



As we shall see, however, it is possible to overcome these worries and come
to a better understanding of the text that does remain. Furthermore, what
arises once we have done so is a picture of a political philosophy that is re-
markably consistent, full of insight, and aids in our understanding of a wide
range of other early Chinese philosophers who followed Shen Dao.

SHEN DAO THE PERSON

Shen Dao seems to have been active in the latter half of the fourth century
B.C.E. and the first part of the third and was likely born around 360 B.C.E.,
dying around 285 B.C.E2 If The Grand Scribe’s Records is to be believed,
he was a native of the state of Zhao # (the birthplace of the more famous
Xunzi) who, along with a wide array of scholars, was a member of the Jixia
BT Academy, which flourished under the patronage of King Xuan of Qi
" 4 This academy, the intellectual center of China in Shen Dao’s time,
seems to have allowed the scholars attached to it to be “free to debate with
one another without any of the responsibilities of high office, though they
were accorded its honors and emoluments.” His relationship with the Jixia
Academy seems to have left Shen Dao without need for other employment,
and he does not appear to have held any important political or bureaucratic
position. Rather, he is depicted as having spent his time writing and debat-
ing with others at the academy, including Tian Pian H 5, Jiezi # ¥, and
Huan Yuan 3 . Unfortunately, The Grand Scribe’s Records gives little space
to any of these thinkers and thus his description of their scholarship and
interests is sparse. He merely notes that they studied the arts of Huang-Lao
and daode (% %38 E Z A7), a comment that offers little help in understand-
ing their thought.

While it would be nice to know more about Shen Dao the person and
have a more concrete understanding of those with whom he interacted and
from whom he may have drawn inspiration for his ideas, the lack of such
knowledge is not problematic from a philosophical perspective. After all,
there are grave doubts about the very existence of the eponymous author of

one of the most studied philosophical texts of this general period, the Laozi
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#T (also known as the Daodejing 2 4%). Current scholarly consensus
is that if such an individual existed, he certainly did not write the text that
bears his name. Rather, the Laozi is an edited collection of material from
multiple sources, but this does not mean that it lacks a coherent message.
Rather, as Philip J. Ivanhoe has noted, “just as a cobbler can make use of vari-
ous scraps of leather to fashion a very fine pair of shoes, an editor can draw
upon and augment material from a variety of different sources and shape
these into a coherent and elegant composition.”

If such cobbling is possible with texts like the Laozi, then we should not
be too pessimistic about that attributed to Shen Dao, for, while there are
ways in which this text is in worse condition than the Laozi, there is actually
good reason to believe that the vast majority of what remains is from the
text that once bore Shen Dao’s name. Furthermore, once we begin reading
these fragments, it becomes clear that there is a consistent voice running
through the fragments, laying out a clear and, so far as we can tell, a unique
voice that was deeply in conversation with many of the political ideas of the
time. My approach of focusing on the views and arguments we find renders

biographical facts largely secondary.

THE SHENZI FRAGMENTS

No complete edition of the text bearing Shen Dao’s name remains. Rather,
all we have are a series of fragments, numbering a mere three thousand or
so characters in length. There are records of editions of the Shenzi exist-
ing in a variety of official libraries through the Tang /& dynasty, but by the
tenth century, no copies of the text were to be found. However, fragments
of the Shenzi have been discovered in a variety of sources, the most complete
among them being the Qun shu zhiyao FEEIEE 8 This text, first published
in 631, was seen by its compiler as a collection and distillation of views on
governance for the emperor, and it includes seven sections of the remains of
the Shenzi Fragments. Unfortunately, the Qun shu zhiyao was lost in China;
fortunately, it was transmitted to and preserved in Japan, making its way

back to China in the eighteenth century.’
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The lack of any direct transmission of the Shenzi led to a large debate in
the twentieth century over the authenticity of the fragments that remain.
The French Sinologist Henri Maspero argued that these fragments are forg-
eries from the Six Dynasties (222—589)," while Huang Yunmei argued that
the main fragments are actually a collection of later Legalist fragments."
Others, like Liang Qichao, acknowledged that some of the fragments are
genuine, but that they are mixed with forged elements.”? The well-known
historian of Chinese philosophy Fung Yu-lan noted that there appear to be
two very different sets of ideas attributed to Shen Dao and went so far as to
conclude that it is impossible to understand the connection between Shen
Dao’s ideas as depicted in the Zhuangzi and the ideas attributed to him in
the Xunzi and the Han Feizi; he therefore treated the two separately.”?

Such textual worries are important and have the potential to severely
restrict our ability to glean Shen Dao’s ideas from the remaining fragments.
Luckily, the situation has improved dramatically, due in large part to the
work of P. M. Thompson, whose textual analysis and critical edition of the
fragments mark a milestone not only in the analysis of Shen Dao’s text but
also in the field of Chinese textual analysis more generally. Thompson’s de-
tailed study provides those interested in understanding Shen Dao’s philoso-
phy with a collection of fragments that we are given good reason to think
is authentic. That is, in Thompson’s words, “there is no evidence, internal
or external, to suggest that any hypothesis of spuriousness is more probable
than the hypothesis of authenticity.”* As such, those of us interested in Shen
Dao’s philosophy are given a starting point for reconstructing and coming to
better understand his ideas.

Even if we accept Thompson’s analysis as correct and the fragments that
he collected together as genuine, there are still numerous hurdles to under-
standing Shen Dao’s ideas. While seven sections of the text involve sustained
discourses, each with a clear theme and aim, the other fragments may well
seem so removed from their original context as to make any interpretation
practically impossible. What are we to make, for example, of fragment [83],
“When animals seek cover, they enter the weeds”? Furthermore, even once
we believe that we have made sense of the remaining text as a whole (or,

indeed, any part of it), we must remain open to the possibility that the fuller
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context in which the received fragments were first recorded, a context that
is now lost to us, would necessitate a different interpretation. And we must
always also keep in mind that the text that remains is but a small subset of
what was originally a substantially longer text. Were this full text to surface,

it may well lead us to alter our understanding of Shen Dao and his ideas.

THE WORK OF THE PRESENT VOLUME

My goal in this volume is twofold. First, I provide a complete English trans-
lation of the Shenzi Fragments!® Second, I endeavor to lay out the political
philosophy found in these fragments. In doing so, I am interested in provid-
ing an interpretation of the fragments attributed to Shen Dao that makes
sense—one that is charitable and tries to read Shen Dao in such a way that
he is saying something significant, that he actually has ostensibly plausible
reasons for his views, and that he does not blatantly contradict himself”
At the same time, I wish to avoid a problem sometimes seen in scholarly
work on Chinese philosophy—namely, an unspoken assumption that Chi-
nese texts need to be interpreted in a way that ensures they speak directly to
concerns that we have today. While I believe that many of the issues Shen
Dao raises are important for contemporary political philosophers and that
his proposed solutions warrant careful consideration, these are not premises
I begin with. I see such claims as open questions and my analysis and inter-
pretation of the Shenzi Fragments as answers, rather than as assumptions
that guide or determine how to interpret the text. A further and separate
question is whether or not Shen Dao’s arguments are actually sound; I do
not take the principle of charity to require that I read Shen Dao in such a
way that his arguments prove to be sound. Therefore, my examination of his
arguments is separate from my acceptance of these arguments or my belief
that his arguments are actually useful in the contemporary world."®

In addition to this introduction, this volume is divided into two parts.
Part 1 contains two analytical chapters. The first works to build up a picture
of Shen Dao’s political philosophy. In particular, it focuses on the source,

nature, and justification of Shen Dao’s ideas about political organization
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and order. I argue that it is possible to understand his political philosophy
only if we first come to understand his conception of the natural realm and
how and why he believes that it is essential to model the social and political
realm on the natural realm. As we shall see, Shen Dao focuses in on the fixed
qualities of the natural world, arguing that it is essential both to replicate the
fixity and patterned quality of the natural world in the social and political
realm and to replicate certain of the actual natural patterns of the natural
world in the social and political realm.

This gets us only so far, however. Coming to a deeper understanding of
the natural world will allow us to better utilize it for our benefit. However,
this understanding of nature must be augmented by a deeper understanding
of human beings. Shen Dao thinks that a successful social and political order
requires a deep understanding of human dispositions and characteristics. In
particular, Shen Dao believes that there are three aspects of human beings
that must be understood and dealt with in order to effectively organize any
population: (1) people act based on their own private interests, (2) people’s
strengths and abilities vary, and (3) feelings of resentment and expectation
arise when decisions are regarded as subjective.

Analyzing these traits of human beings and examining the appropriate
political response to them is one of the key concerns of the Shenzi Frag-
ments. Given his contention that these human characteristics are for the
most part unchangeable, it is impossible for him to rely either on the moral
cultivation that characterizes Confucian political thought or on the plastic-
ity of human nature that the Mobhists rely upon. Therefore, Shen Dao holds
up the law as a fixed, unbiased foundation upon which social order can be
built. This law, however, cannot simply be whatever the ruler happens to
desire—if it is to be effective, that is. Rather, Shen Dao holds that if laws are
to be efficacious at ordering the state, they must bear a necessary relation-
ship to facts about the world and the people in it. Coming to better under-
stand this relationship, then, gives us a clearer grasp on Shen Dao’s political
philosophy and its goals.

The second chapter works to situate Shen Dao in the early Chinese intel-
lectual milieu and upon the philosophical landscape. In particular, I argue

that Shen Dao grapples with a range of significant issues that concerned a
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wide array of influential intellectuals in early China. Furthermore, his argu-
ments indicate both that he is deeply steeped in the ideas and arguments of
his time and that he provides his own unique contributions to these debates.
Perhaps not surprising, given what we learn by examining Shen Dao’s politi-
cal philosophy, many of these arguments deal with the characteristics of the
natural world and their implications for the social one.

The goal of this chapter is not merely to demonstrate that Shen Dao
was deeply tied into the intellectual milieu of his time and addressing simi-
lar issues as his contemporaries, however. It endeavors to demonstrate how
he actually influenced a range of early Chinese thinkers, including Xunzi,
Han Fei, and the compilers of the Liishi Chungiu & K&K and the Huai-
nanzi #Ew F. All these texts either attribute certain views to Shen Dao or
quote passages from the Shenzi and utilize these views to further their own
goals—either by opposing them, as in the case of Xunzi, developing them in
a particular direction, as in the case of Han Fei, or merely drawing bits and
pieces into their own heterogonous political outlook, as in the case of the
Liishi Chungin and Huainanzi.

Part 2 consists of a complete translation of the Shenzi Fragments along
with limited commentary. As mentioned, this is a translation of all the
fragments that Thompson has shown to be authentic.”” Each section of the
translation is preceded by a version of the Chinese text based upon Thomp-
son’s collation of the text.® While it is a well-worn cliché that every transla-
tion is an act of interpretation, I have worked to avoid pushing my overall
view of the text’s meaning in the translation itself. I certainly have strong
views on such matters, as is clearly demonstrated in part 1. However, the
interpretative task that gives rise to my conclusions as expressed in part 1 is
best defended not by overtranslating but rather by providing arguments for
why a variety of passages that might be understood in several different ways
actually are best understood in the fashion I propose. I see it as my job to ac-
knowledge in the translation when the language is open textured enough to
admit of multiple understandings and my task in the philosophical analysis
to defend my particular interpretation.

Interspersed throughout this translation is also brief commentary. In

certain ways, this commentary is inspired by the Chinese commentarial
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tradition and its goals. This commentarial tradition is particularly useful to
contemporary readers, as it attempts to, among other things, clarify terms,
explicate references to which the reader may be unfamiliar, point out aspects
of the text that may otherwise be overlooked, and note relations between
the text in question and a range of other texts of the time. My own commen-
tary attempts to offer such support as appropriate while at the same time
refraining from providing substantive interpretation of the passages. The
goal is simply to furnish readers with a set of landmarks and guides to bet-
ter situate them and provide some contextualization. Given that I deal with
many of the fragments in my philosophical analysis, there are times when
the points raised in the commentary parallel points raised in the first two
chapters. While this results in some overlap and repetition, this is warranted
in order to provide the support readers need to focus on the translation itself
and come to an understanding of the fragments and their richness without
having to move back and forth between it and my more complete analysis.
Also included immediately after this introduction is a list of conventions
and abbreviations that allow the reader to understand the various idiosyn-
crasies of style found herein. Following the translation is a finding list allow-
ing the reader to move from the order and organization of the fragments in
this translation to the order and organization found in Xu, the most recent

(and most thorough) Chinese edition of the text.
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A Philosophical Study
of the Shenzi Fragments






Shen Dao’s Political Philosophy

A s we saw in the introduction, no complete edition of the Shenzi, the
volume attributed to Shen Dao, currently exists. However, the frag-
ments that remain can be examined and allow us to begin to build up an
understanding of his political philosophy. In doing so, we come to the real-
ization that Shen Dao’s ideas were not only important historically but also
bear reflection by those engaged in constructive political philosophy. In his
historical context, Shen Dao was one of the first political thinkers to openly
question the tight connection between ethics and politics that was assumed
by a range of thinkers in the Confucian and Mohist traditions. In particu-
lar, he provides a range of arguments against the state’s relying upon the
moral cultivation of even some of its members, focusing not on changing
or developing the innate dispositions of human beings but rather on work-
ing with the dispositions humans initially have. While he does not provide
a detailed analysis of human nature, he does believe that individuals have
particular interest sets that are both relatively stable and include a healthy
dose of self-interest. Furthermore, as his analogies with the natural world
imply, he seems to believe that these interest sets cannot be modified to any
substantive degree, and thus it is necessary to motivate and employ those in
the state by making it in their interests to act for the state.

Shen Dao’s focus on human psychology also led him to be one of the

first advocates of a fixed set of rules and regulations in the political realm.



Again, his target seems to be those who wish to bring morality into the po-
litical realm. The worry he addresses here, however, is not one of inculcating
virtue in the people of the state. Rather, it is a worry about problems that
arise if those in positions of power act on virtues such as benevolence and
loyalty. States in which rulers are seen to act from their own views of right
and wrong or good and bad, will, Shen Dao believes, be states in which a
great deal of resentment and untoward expectations will arise. And, when
resentment looms large in the hearts of its people, or when its people are
continually frustrated in achieving what they believe they have a chance of
achieving, the state cannot be as stable and strong as it otherwise would be.
Therefore, Shen Dao provides advice on bringing in a fixed set of standards
in order to eliminate favoritism—both in fact and in perception.

While Shen Dao’s focus is understandably on the particular problems
of his time, his ideas on human characteristics, the relationship between
morality and politics, the relation between the state and its people, and
his concern with the state’s employing a publically promulgated and fixed
set of standards are all issues that are still being grappled with by political
philosophers throughout the world. The particular way in which Shen Dao
approaches these issues and his justifications for his various proposals often
differ from what we may see today, but in doing so provides additional rea-
sons for further reflection. As such, this chapter may provide not only the
beginnings of a picture of Shen Dao’s political philosophy but also a set of
reasons for continuing to reflect upon his ideas and examine how they may
still be relevant today.

SHEN DAO’S CONCEPTION
OF THE NATURAL WORLD

While Shen Dao as he appears in the fragments that remain is primarily a
political philosopher, large portions of these fragments deal with the natural
world and its various qualities. Indeed, and this is a trait that he shares with
numerous others in the pre-Qin % era, including Laozi and Xunzi, Shen

Dao seems to be a keen observer of the natural world.! This interest is quite
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practical—he is not interested in understanding its qualities simply for the
sake of gaining more knowledge. Rather, his interest in the natural world
stems from a belief that a more complete understanding of its qualities will
better allow human beings to survive and thrive in a social and political
context, and it is in this vein that he begins his analysis of heaven (tian X)
and earth (i #t) and thus the natural world.?

In pre-Qin China, there were a range of views about the relationship be-
tween human beings and heaven.? Perhaps the most prevalent view was that
heaven was an active agent in the human realm, an agent that was in some
sense concerned with human beings and their future. Such a view comes
across in one of its strongest forms in the Mozi £, where it is argued
that heaven uses ghosts and spirits not only to make clear its will but also
to lead the people to act in accordance with this will.# Other thinkers, such
as Kongzi 7L F (Confucius) and Mengzi # F (Mencius), do not conceive
of heaven in such an active role but still argue that heaven has a clear plan
for human beings and a concern for their well-being. Indeed, both of these
thinkers believe that they have been chosen by heaven to carry out its plan
and create a harmonious, peaceful society in which humans can flourish.

Such a view of heaven was by no means universal, however. Rather, texts
such as the Laozi depict heaven as lacking any concern, not merely for hu-
man beings but for anything that exists.’ Instead, heaven (and earth) are
depicted as acting of their own accord, not only lacking any particular plan
for human beings but also lacking any concern for their existence. On such
an account, there is no subjective care and concern either for human be-
ings in general or for any particular group or individuals. Rather, heaven is
seen as a fixed force, as the source of regular patterns, of natural forces that
arose without regard for human beings. Thinkers advocating such an under-
standing of heaven and earth believed that since humans live in the world
governed by these fixed forces, it is necessary to try to understand them and
take them into account when deciding how to act.

The section of the received Shenzi titled “Awe-Inspiring Potency” (Wei
de Hf2) indicates that Shen Dao’s conception of heaven and earth is more
in line with that of the Laozi than with early Confucian or Mobhist texts. It

opens with the following passage:

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 13



[1-3] While heaven is bright, it does not worry that the people are in the
dark. While the earth is bountiful, it does not worry that there is insuffi-
ciency among the people. While the sage is potent, he does not worry that
the people are endangered. Even though heaven does not worry that the
people are in the dark, those who open up doors and windows certainly
can take from [heaven] in order to obtain their own illumination, though
heaven does nothing. Even though the earth does not worry that there is
insufficiency among the people, those who chop down trees and cut grasses
can certainly draw from [the earth] in order to obtain their own bounty,

though the earth does nothing.

Shen Dao makes it quite clear in this passage that the actions of heaven and
carth are independent of human beings in two senses: they do not act out of
any concern or regard for human beings and do not bow to human desires
or demands. Further, although it is not here stated explicitly, it is clear that
heaven and earth do not move in cither random or otherwise indecipher-
able patterns. Rather, they move along regular patterns, patterns that can,
at least in part, be understood by human beings and manipulated to their
benefit. Shen Dao here is naturalizing the concepts of heaven and earth,
providing an interpretation of them as fixed natural forces, and this sets the
framework for his entire political philosophy, as we shall see.

Shen Dao does not delve into the metaphysical and epistemological
speculation that characterizes parts of other texts such as the Laozi or the
Huang-Lao manuscripts that make similar moves toward naturalization, and
he seems unconcerned with questions about whether it is possible to come
to a complete and comprehensive understanding of the inner workings and
motivations of heaven and carth.” Rather, his concern is more practical.
Having observed that the natural world has a patterned quality, he wishes
to understand this quality more deeply in order to better comprehend its
relationship to and effect on human beings. He is concerned primarily with
fathoming those aspects of the natural world that impact humans.

While the understanding of the natural world that Shen Dao secks to
gain is in an important sense scientific in nature, he is not secking knowl-

edge for its own sake. Rather, he can perhaps be seen more in the light of an
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engineer than a scientist, for his focus and empbhasis is always on application.
Shen Dao’s concern with heaven and earth in [1-3] and his focus on heaven’s
being bright and the earth’s being bountiful arise because he realizes that an
understanding of these features of the natural world can be applied to allow
us to live better lives. Implicit in such a view is his idea that at least insofar
as they affect human beings, the patterns of the natural world can be suffi-
ciently recognized and comprehended so as to allow us to effectively utilize
the world around us for our benefit.

In demonstrating the observable, patterned quality of nature, Shen Dao
often uses the example of water, and perhaps the most prominent instance

is the following:

[68] Those who work to control water build up dikes and undo block-
ages. Even among the Yi and Mo [barbarians], the methods are similar.
[These methods] are learned from water, they are not learned from [the

sage-king] Yu.

As with many of the fragments that remain, this one reaches us in a form
that is isolated from its original context. However, it still resonates clearly
with a range of issues raised in the text, and particularly with [1-3]. Water
is here used by Shen Dao as a particular instantiation of his broader view of
the patterned and predictable quality of the natural world and our ability
to understand and make use of these patterns.® Water has qualities that are
comprehensible, regular, patterned, and predictable. As such, once we un-
derstand these qualities, we can make use of this knowledge to interact with
water in ways that benefit us. Indeed, the same general point about water

arises in several other passages, as we can see:

[101] When the sea and the mountains fight over water, the sea will cer-

tainly win.
[110] Where the Yellow River flows through the Dragon Gate, its current
flows as quickly as a bamboo arrow [in flight]; even if a team of four horses

were to chase it, they could not catch up.
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[118] A cauldron from the state of Yan weighs several tons, but if it is loaded
in a boat from the state of Wu, then it can be transported. What it relies

upon is the Way of flotation.

While these statements may all seem quite inconsequential on their own,
what they remind us of is the fact that there are discernible qualities and pat-
terns to be found in the natural world. Passage [101] reveals an understand-
ing that water will always seck out the lowest spots, [110] that the speed of
water depends on the width and gradient of the channel in which it flows,
while [118] expands this understanding of the qualities of water by demon-
strating a grasp of the concept of buoyancy.

What are we to gain from these passages? Certainly, the claim here is
not that Shen Dao was China’s Archimedes. It is unclear how deep his un-
derstanding of the physical properties of water went, and there is no reason
for us to suppose that he could calculate the exact size of boat necessary to
transport a cauldron weighing a thousand juz.” What we do see, however,
is a recognition that water does not act in an arbitrary fashion but rather
that its actions are predictable once one comes to understand its underlying
qualities. Furthermore, as can be seen elsewhere in the text, Shen Dao was
not interested in this knowledge for its own sake but rather because of what
this knowledge allows us to do. What we have here is reason to see Shen
Dao as possessing an understanding of the fixed and patterned quality of the
natural world and a realization that this quality provides us with opportuni-
ties to manipulate the world to our benefit.

USING THE NATURAL WORLD AS A MODEL FOR
THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL REALM

In the preceding section, I argued that Shen Dao believes it essential to come
to a greater understanding of the natural world so as to more efficiently and ef-
fectively utilize it for our gain. However, this is not the only reason for his inter-

est in the natural world. Rather, he wishes to use the natural world as a model
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for the social and political realm. This modeling involves at least two aspects:
replicating the fixity and patterned quality of the natural world in the social
and political realm and replicating certain particular patterns of the natural
world in the social and political realm.® Before examining these points in de-
tail, though, it will be fruitful to examine Shen Dao’s usage of the term dao (38
Way), for this plays into his larger project and allows us to better understand
his conception of the relationship between the natural and human realms.

THE WAY

Much of early Chinese philosophy, in both the ethical and political realms,
can be seen as a debate over the right dao, the right Way." This term, whose
original meaning is a physical path, saw its connotation broadened in the
carly philosophical corpus to refer to a way of doing something and, in many
cases, the right way to do these things—whether the thing in question be
living one’s life, ordering the state, or attacking one’s enemy. In the Laozi
and Zbhuangzi, the term is conceived even more broadly, referring to the
underlying nature of the universe, the way things are.”?

Given both the importance of this term in early debates and the fre-
quency with which it occurs in many texts, it is perhaps surprising that there
is no sustained discussion of the Way in what we have left of Shen Dao’s
writings. After all, as he desires to understand the natural world and then
utilize it as a model for the social one, it might seem natural for him to ap-
peal to the underlying Way of the natural world, in a fashion similar to what
we see in the Laozi. On the other hand, given Shen Dao’s more practical
bent (think of him as an engincer rather than a scientist), it is perhaps not
particularly surprising that he does not focus on examining the concept of
the Way in its broader cosmic sense, focusing for the most part instead on
how it relates to the human world.

While Shen Dao does use the term in a broader sense, mentioning the
Way of heaven [28] and arguing that the state will be successful when it
accords with the Way [86], his usage of the term is usually more restricted,
referencing the way of doing certain things. He discusses the Way of the lord
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and his subjects [38], the Way of good order [38], the Way of disobedience
and chaos [41], the Way of war [140], and the Way of flotation [118].

In these senses, the Way has no moral overtone, for he discusses both the
Way of good order and the Way of chaos.” Rather, the point in each of these
instances is that certain courses of action will have certain results. As such,
if a certain result is desired, then there is a particular way that things should
be done—a particular way that superiors and subjects should interact, a par-
ticular way that leads to good order, a particular way that allows a boat to
float on the water, and so on. In making these claims, even those to do with
social and political interactions, Shen Dao is not making any sort of moral
argument. He is not telling us that there is any sort of moral imperative to
follow the Way of the lord and his subjects or the Way of good order or war.
Rather, his claim is descriptive. He emphasizes the fact that these Ways are
all fixed facts, facts based on the way that the natural world (including the
human component, as we shall see) is in fact organized. Thus, while he does
not directly analyze the underlying Way of the universe, it is apparent both
that he understands the universe as having such an underlying structure and
that he believes an understanding of this structure is essential to figuring out
how to do things in the social world.

Such a view is further solidified when we examine those instances where
Shen Dao uses the Way in its broader sense. For example, his diagnosis of the
chaotic political organization of his time is that it is the result of the state’s
lacking a constant Way. On this account, the political organization current
in his time is one in which the patterns of the Way languish [19—20].

Shen Dao’s lament here is, however, without positive content, giving
little in the way of advice for how things can be improved, how chaos can
be eliminated, and just what it would mean for the state to possess the Way
and follow its patterns. In order to gather clues in this matter, we have to
look elsewhere, and the section of the Shenzi titled “Following” (Yin xun

1) offers some insight:
[28] The Way of heaven is such that if you “follow” then you will be great,
while if you alter then you will be insignificant. To “follow” means to fol-

low the dispositions of people.
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These sentences, and the ones following them, are quite rich in their impli-
cations, and they will be explored in greater detail later. For now, what is
important to notice is that Shen Dao takes the Way of heaven to be in an
important sense fixed and unalterable, an external standard that must be ad-
hered to if one is to have any success. This is the more general claim of which
Shen Dao’s discussion of water is but a single example. It is not only the pat-
terns of water that can (and must) be followed if success in that area is to be
achieved. Rather, the broader patterns of the Way, in all their instantiations,
must be followed if one’s desired aims are to be achieved—and thus, in the
social and political realm, where an understanding of people is paramount,
the dispositions of the people must be understood and followed in order to
achieve any social or political goal.

Elsewhere, Shen Dao is even more specific with regard to just what it

means for a state to possess the Way, telling us,

[77] Therefore, in states that have the Way, when the law is established,
then private goodness will not be pursued. When a lord is established, then
worthies will not be revered. People are united under the lord and affairs

are decided by the law—this is the great Way of the state.

From this, we can glean that states that understand the patterns of the Way
in their various manifestations as they relate to political organization will
codify and ensure compliance with these patterns by instituting a fixed set

of rules and regulations, the content of which we shall examine later.

REPLICATING THE FIXITY OF THE NATURAL WORLD

With this understanding of Shen Dao’s conception of the Way in hand, we
can return to the question of just what it means to model the social and
political world on the natural world, focusing in particular on two aspects
that Shen Dao sees as important: replicating the fixed and patterned qual-
ity of the natural world in the social and political realm and replicating
certain of the actual patterns of the natural world in the social and political

world.
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Conceptually, the first component here is not very difficult. We have
seen that Shen Dao believes that the natural world possesses a fixed and
patterned quality that allows us to predict and make use of it. Simply by un-
derstanding the patterns of nature, we can more effectively utilize its bounty,
since, to the extent that we understand these patterns, we can predict the
results of those of our actions that intersect these patterns. If we understand
the patterns of water, then we can predict the results of building a dike or a
dam in a particular fashion. And, as we saw in [1-3], if we understand the
patterns of the sun and the seasons, then we are able to make predictions
and plans based on these, opening our windows in the mornings and plant-
ing our crops in the spring—in essence, organizing our lives so as to take
advantage of these patterns.

It is precisely this fixed and patterned quality of the natural world and
the predictability that it gives rise to that Shen Dao wishes to replicate in
the social and political realm. In a fashion foreshadowing Han Fei’s more
nuanced vision of a mechanical, leviathanic state," Shen Dao wishes to orga-
nize the political realm such that actions therein will have the same predict-
able results as actions in the natural world.

In the natural world, our grasp of gravity and our understanding of the
limits of which the human body can survive provide us with the knowl-
edge that stepping off a sheer thousand-foot cliff will result in one’s death.
Furthermore, we see this not as a possible result but as certitude, and thus
this knowledge is sufficient to regulate our actions. If we wish to live, we
do not step off such cliffs (suitably equipped base jumpers and paragliders
notwithstanding).

While Shen Dao does not himself use such startling examples, he does
make the same point in other ways. In addition to the examples of water

discussed in the preceding, he notes,

[114] Gongshuzi was skillful at working with wood, but [even] he could

not turn the wood of a spindle tree into a zither.

Gongshuzi was renowned for his skill as an artisan, but even he could not

take the hard and tough wood of a spindle tree and carve it into a zither. The
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limitation is not his skill but rather the particular and fixed qualities of the
wood of a spindle tree. Given its patterns and qualities, such wood can be
used only in certain ways, and no amount of hope, desire, or expectation on
our part will make any difference.’

What Shen Dao wishes to point out is that if patterns can be created in
the social and political realm that have the same degree of certainty as in the
patterns of the natural world, then the political realm will be as predictable
as the natural world, and, moreover, it can be ordered. So, for example, if
everyone in a society knows that the result of stealing a pig is death, and
that this result is as certain as the result of stepping off a thousand-foot cliff,
then people will be no more likely to steal a pig than they are to step off the
cliff. The order wrought by re-creating patterns in the political realm is not
desired for its own sake. Rather, just as the order in the natural world is the
basis of our effectively making use of and benefiting from it, so too does
Shen Dao envision the order of the political realm as the basis for our ef-
fectively making use of and benefiting from social and political interactions.

However, while Shen Dao’s call to replicate the order of the natural realm
in the political one provides structure for political organization, it may be
wondered whether it provides any concrete advice for just what the political
structure should look like. After all, saying that a blueprint or a framework
is necessary in order to construct a complex building tells us nothing about
the actual content of the blueprint or the actual design of the framework.
One blueprint may result in the construction of the Pentagon, another in
Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater, and still another in the Burj Khalifa. As
such, the details matter. It is here that the second aspect of modeling the
social and political world on the natural world becomes evident: replicating

certain particular natural patterns when ordering the state.

REPLICATING PARTICULAR NATURAL PATTERNS

One of the most important aspects of Shen Dao’s ideas on ordering the po-
litical realm is his call to accord with the ging 1% of human beings. This term,
which has a wide variety of meanings in early Chinese texts, refers in Shen

Dao’s writing to the natural qualities of human beings and can perhaps best
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be translated as “dispositions.”'® Now, as the term ging appears only twice in
the fragments, both times in reference to human dispositions, it may seem
strange to claim that according with the ging of human beings, as Shen Dao
advocates in [28], is an instance of replicating certain particular patterns
from the natural world in the political one.

Such a claim becomes more plausible, however, if we recall the passages
carlier in which Shen Dao discusses water, particularly [68]. This passage is
important not only because we see Shen Dao arguing that the only effective
way of dealing with the natural world is to understand and manipulate the
qualities of its parts but also because of his not so subtle dig at those (such
as the Confucians and Mohists) who argued that our needs can be met if we
were but to learn from the great sages of the past. In doing the latter, Shen
Dao is drawing yet another connection between the natural realm and the
political one and implying that, just as in the natural realm, what is impor-
tant for success is understanding the qualities of whatever can effect one’s
endeavors.

The point being made, in both [68] with regard to water and [28] with
regard to human beings, is actually quite simple. If someone desires to con-
trol some thing X, it is first necessary to understand the qualities of X. So, if
we wish to prevent the Yellow River from flooding our crops and destroying
our villages, we must first come to understand the distinctive qualities of
water, how it is disposed to act. It is only after we have done so that we have
any chance of regulating the floodwaters, of building the dikes and dams
that can protect our land and crops. In the same way, if, when we move to
the political realm, we focus on understanding the qualities of those causal
forces that affect order in the state, human beings being principal among
them, and act in accordance with these qualities, only then will it be pos-
sible to develop an ordered state in which human beings are controlled and
manipulated in much the same way as water is controlled and manipulated
by dikes and dams.

If, on the other hand, one attempts to alter human dispositions in an at-
tempt to order the state, this will have no more effect than trying to change
the qualities of water, and chaos is certain to result. Therefore, while a wide

array of proposals for the ordering of the state may be put forward, as indeed
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happened in Shen Dao’s time, most of these proposals will be ineffective at
achieving their goal simply because they do not take as their starting point
the facts about their objects of inquiry. It is only once we take the lessons
learned from the natural world and apply them to the political realm that
success can be obtained.

To sce this more clearly, let us return to [28] and the ideas that follow it:

[28—32] The Way of heaven is such that if you “follow” then you will be
great, while if you alter then you will be insignificant. To “follow” means
to follow the dispositions of people. Among people, no one fails to act for
himself. If you [try to] alter them and cause them to act for you, then there
will be none whom you can secure and employ. Therefore, the former kings
did not use as ministers those who would not accept a salary, and they did
not take as partners in difficult endeavors those whose salary was not large.
In circumstances where people are not able to act for themselves, those
above will not get any use out of them. Therefore, if you make use of people
who act for their own benefit rather than those who act for your benefit,
then there are none whom you cannot secure and employ. This is what is

called following [their dispositions].

As noted earlier, Shen Dao is here focusing on the political realm, though
the connection to the broader natural world is evident. In the political
realm, the paramount objects important to the investigation are human be-
ings. And, given that the first step to any successful endeavor is to determine
the qualities of the objects crucial to that endeavor, it is important first to
come to a deeper understanding of the dispositions of the people and then
to act in such a way as to allow the people to continue to follow their dispo-
sitions. Indeed, what makes the system that Shen Dao envisions successful is
that it relies upon people’s following their dispositions, just as a dam or dike
relies upon water’s following its patterns.

Implicit in this discussion is the idea that Shen Dao seems to take the dis-
positions of human beings to be set and unchangeable, at least in any respect
that matters for governing. Just like other elements in the natural world,

human actions have certain stable, reliable, and understandable tendencies

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 23



and patterns. Furthermore, just as in the case of the dispositions of heaven
and earth discussed in [1-6], it is not necessary for human dispositions to
include care and concern for others in order for them to be manipulated
for the good of society. Rather, simply by recognizing the patterns that arise
from the dispositions that human beings actually have, it is possible to make
use of the bounty they provide, just as it is possible to make use of the light
of the sun and the bounty of the carth.

Shen Dao’s analysis of political organization, then, takes as its starting
point the realities of what the world is like, what society is like, and what
human beings are like. He does not begin with a conception of an ideal so-
cial or political order. However, grounding himself in the realities of human
dispositions does not mean that Shen Dao is not interested in arriving at an
ideal social and political order. As we shall see, he is quite clear about what
he believes an ideal state would look like and has a plan for achieving it. His
point is that the only way to reach such an ideal is to first come to an un-
derstanding of the realities of human beings and the world around us. Only
after understanding these factors and how they limit possible outcomes does
it even begin to make sense to claim something as ideal and to figure out
how to achieve it.””

The idea that political thought needs to begin with the state and the
people as they actually are, rather than with a vision of how they ought to
be, is one way in which the various thinkers who have often been labeled
“Legalist” (fzjia % %), in particular Shen Dao, Shang Yang % #, Shen Bu-
hai ¥ 2%, and Han Fei seem to be appropriately grouped together.® Such a
view sets them apart from a range of early thinkers who seem ecither to view
political philosophy as an exercise in applied ethics or otherwise to think
that the normativity to be desired in the political realm bears a necessary
relationship to the normativity of the moral realm.”

While those who regarded themselves as following Kongzi often disagree
about what is necessary to cultivate and develop human beings, all predicate
their views on the ideal that it is possible for human beings to change and
develop morally in important ways.?’ Indeed, it is not just Confucian politi-
cal philosophy that relies upon people’s changing in important ways. Mozi
as well believes not only that it is possible to change people’s disposition in
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substantial ways but also that it is necessary to do so if any sort of political
order is to be achieved. Indeed, he seems to hold the view that human dis-
positions are actually quite plastic, allowing the ruler to easily modify and
control them. And, if we turn our attention to the Laozi, we see here as well
an expression of the view that it is possible for human qualities and disposi-
tions to change, though, on this account, such a change is undesirable and
leads human beings into chaos and destruction.?

While Shen Dao’s view does bear some similarities to the views of these
thinkers—like Xunzi and Mozi he believes that humans begin as basically
self-interested beings—he differs from these and many other thinkers of his
age because he does not believe that attempting to change human disposi-
tions and desires as they exist is the way forward. Such a path simply cannot
be trodden, for human dispositions are not amenable to change. While it
might be thought that such a pessimistic view about human dispositions
and the inability to alter them leaves any potential political theory in a tenu-
ous position, Shen Dao does not sce it this way. Rather, on his account, it
is possible to organize the state by following the dispositions of its people
as they actually exist, just as we can follow the patterned qualities of natu-
ral elements such as the sun and trees and grasses in order to make use of
them. What is required is not the ability to change the characteristics of
any element, be it heaven, earth, or human. What is important is coming to
a better understanding of these characteristics, whatever they may be, and
basing actions upon them. Railing against the horrors of human selfishness
and attempting to change it will have no more success than railing at the fact
that water follows the laws of gravity or that the sun’s path changes with the
seasons and trying to change these. It is only when we modify our actions
in light of the qualities of those things that we are dealing with that success

becomes possible.

ON HUMAN DISPOSITIONS

So far, we have seen that Shen Dao wishes to base the political realm on the

natural world, where part of this involves replicating the patterned qualities
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of the natural world in the political one and part of it involves according
with the patterns and qualities of the target subjects, which in the political
realm includes human beings. Therefore, as the political realm is an artificial
realm without innate patterns of its own, it is necessary to figure out exactly
what patterns to institute there. This does not mean that there are no restric-
tions, however, for the elements of political organization do include natural
clements, paramount among them being human beings. As such, just as any
engineering project involving water needs to take as its starting point the
actual qualities of water, so too does the engineering project known as po-
litical organization need to take into account the actual qualities of human
beings. Thus, we now turn to the task of investigating the relevant qualities

that Shen Dao sees in human beings.

PRIVATE INTERESTS

We can begin with the dispositions that Shen Dao refers to in [28-32]. Re-
call that he there claims that one distinctive quality of human beings is that
they act in their own private interests, rather than in the interests of others.
Such a view is not unique and appears in a wide range of thinkers, both
East and West. Xunzi, for example, recognizes that human dispositions are
often self-regarding and easily brought us into conflict (though his solution
is to restrain and modify these dispositions), while Mozi recognizes that
in a prepolitical situation, everyone had their own conception of right and
wrong based on what was beneficial to them. And, of course, Han Fei, who
borrowed extensively from Shen Dao’s ideas (as he did from a wide range of
carlier political thinkers), is famous for his arguments that human beings by
and large are born with unchanging interest sets that include a large dose of
self-interest.?? In the Western world, Thomas Hobbes is well known for his
views about how the self-interested nature of man, when coupled with his
approximate equality, gives rise to extensive conflict in the state of nature.
Saying that Shen Dao believes that people by and large act on private
interests does not need to lead us to read Shen Dao as a psychological egoist.
That is, he need not be making the stronger (and less plausible) claim that
as a matter of fact all individuals are motivated and act solely based on self-
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interest at all times. Rather, a weaker reading of [28—32] is possible, giving
us the claim that individuals have their own private interests, and that these
interests include a healthy dose of self-interest. The point being made is that
whatever composes the interest set of particular individuals, it is going to
be nonidentical with the interest set of the ruler, or the state, or whoever it
is that is trying to make use of a particular individual. Furthermore, given
that human interest sets are fairly stable and that people work to fulfill the
interests in these sets rather than working to fulfill the interests of others,
expecting people to act in ways contrary to these interest sets is a recipe for
disaster on a par with expecting water not to follow the laws of gravity.

The question, then, is how to deal with this particular human quality. In
certain ways, Shen Dao’s response is similar to one we see many centuries
later in the Scottish intellectual Adam Smith, who famously argues that “it
is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that
we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest”? Here,
Smith recognizes the fact that people have their own private interests, and
what is in the interests of one person is not necessarily in the interests of
another. So, while it is in my interest to eat dinner this evening, it is not in
the interest of the owner of the local market to simply give me the food for
my dinner. Rather, the interests of the owner of the local market are going
to include obtaining from me something she desires in return for the food
she provides me. In Smith’s scenario, in order to get dinner, it is necessary to
make it worth the while of those involved in providing the meat, the bread,
and the brew.

This is the same principle that Shen Dao relies upon in creating his po-
litical order. In the scenario he posits, if the ruler wishes to utilize the abili-
ties of the various people in his state for its benefit, he must put into place
a structure that provides incentives to these people to exercise their talents
and abilities in ways that benefit the state. He cannot rely upon the people
in the state to benefit either him or it because of their care and concern. Just
as I cannot rely on the generosity of the owner of my local market to provide
me with food for dinner, the ruler cannot rely upon the generosity of his
people to ensure the success of the state. However, just as I can get food from

the local market by making use of the owner’s own private interests, so too
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can the ruler devise a system whereby it is in the private interests of those in
the state to act in the state’s benefit.

While Shen Dao’s focus on private interests implies that human beings
do have actual interests, that they generally understand these interests, and
that these interests vary depending on the particular individuals involved
and the particular situations in which these individuals find themselves,
there are still important questions left unanswered. Unlike the later Han Fei,
who made a distinction between perceived and actual interests, and who
was rather pessimistic about the average person’s ability to grasp the latter,
Shen Dao makes no such distinction. As such, he provides us with no dis-
cussion of whether it is actually good for individuals to follow their private
interests. But that is perhaps not surprising, for his concern is always with
the way people actually are, wasting no time wondering whether it is best
for them to be this way. Indeed, such a question may have been as foreign
to him as the question of whether it is good that water flows downward.
In organizing the state, the central question is how to employ the various
clements composing the state in ensuring that this state is strong and stable.
And this requires an understanding of the dispositions of the elements in-
volved, not an analysis of whether these dispositions ought to be the way
that they are. Indeed, it may be part of Shen Dao’s worry in [28—32] about
those who would not accept a salary—they may be those who have interest
sets that the ruler lacks the tools to effectively manipulate.?*

This attempt to divorce questions of politics from more ethically norma-
tive questions of right and wrong puts Shen Dao at odds with a wide range
of thinkers in early China who saw the political realm as intimately con-
nected to the ethical realm. He is quite aware of this, and instead of simply
putting forward his own position, he also spends time discussing the pitfalls
of alternative methods of governance that do not rely on people’s acting

from their own interest set, as we shall see later.

HUMANS STRENGTHS ARE VARIED

While the implications of humans’ having relatively stable private interest

sets that include a healthy does of self-interest are certainly vast, this is not
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the only human disposition that needs to be understood and factored into
discussions about social and political order. Rather, in the section of the
Shenzi titled “The People Are Mixed” (Min za K#), Shen Dao begins,

[33-37] The people have various strengths. Each has his own abilities and
these abilities are not the same. This is a disposition of the people. A great
lord is the most superlative of all and provides for all people alike. While
the abilities of those below are not the same, they can all be used by him.
Because of this, the great lord takes people’s abilities as his material and
does his utmost to embrace and provide for them, not throwing out some
while taking in others. Therefore, he does not establish a single method for
secking [things] from people, and so in what he secks, he is never disap-
pointed. A great lord is not picky about who can be his subject, and so his
subjects are sufficient in number. Since he does not turn anyone away, it is
casy to become his subject. Since it is easy to become his subject, none are
not included. Since none are not included, he has many subjects. Since he

has many subjects, he is called a great lord.

Among the claims Shen Dao is making in this passage is one that may seem
quite prosaic—that people have different strengths and abilities. Of course
they do! Philosophers, for example, may be quite good at analyzing argu-
ments, but when the sink clogs or the furnace refuses to start, few have a
clue about how to respond (other than by picking up the phone and calling
a plumber or furnace repair person).

However, Shen Dao believes that there are some important implications
to this fairly commonsensical claim, particularly when coupled with the pre-
vious claim about people’s acting from their own private interests. Given
that people have different strengths and weaknesses and thus different tal-
ents, if the state is to be well ordered and to flourish, then it is necessary to
employ these strengths in the appropriate way.® This requires setting up a
framework and system that ensures that individuals with the appropriate
talents are employed to engage in the appropriate tasks. They are not simply
interchangeable cogs in a larger system but rather part of a much more com-

plex (yet still quite mechanical) structure.
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The realization that we see in [33-37] also leads to a recognition that
the varied talents we see in human beings can all be utilized in the political
structure and, indeed, that they are essential components of the system. As
such, one of the marks of a good ruler is his ability to identify the various
talents of the people in his realm and to find the appropriate positions in
the system for these talents. Furthermore, this makes it clear that the mark
of a good ruler is not simply his (or his state’s) ability to slot individuals
into the appropriate posts of a ready-made bureaucratic and social struc-
ture. Rather, it involves a recognition that the structure itself may need to
be further developed depending upon what talents are discovered.? It is
necessary to figure out how those in the realm with a wide array of differ-
ent talents can be employed to further the goal of a strong, prosperous, and
stable state.”

There is, however, a potential worry about the plausibility of Shen Dao’s
claim here that we should dig into. The discussion of human talents and
abilities that we see in [33-37], and in particular the fact that these talents
differ, is open to at least two different interpretations. The argument that
Shen Dao puts forward could rest either on the strong claim that the talents
and abilities of individuals are completely innate and settled by birth or on
the weaker claim that, given how they have spent their lives and what they
have done, different people have developed different talents and abilities.
While Shen Dao does not provide a clear answer as to which of these claims
he is making, some evidence that he wishes to make only the weaker (and
less controversial) claim can be adduced from his discussion of the past and

what things were like then:

[17-18] In the past, artisans did not pursue more than one craft, and of-
ficials did not hold more than one post. Because artisans did not pursue
more than one craft, their tasks were few. Because their tasks were few, it
was casy to complete them. Because officials did not hold more than one
post, their responsibilities were few. Because their responsibilities were few,
it was casy to manage them. Therefore the positions of officials were life-
long, and the tasks of the artisans remained constant. The various artisans’

children did not need to pursue formal studies but were able to practice
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their craft and not because they were born with such a skill. They say it was

because they engaged in regular activity.

This discussion makes clear that the skills of artisans are not innate but
rather arise and develop out of continued practice and habituation. Of
course, such a recognition that regular practice and habituation are neces-
sary for any skills to be developed is certainly not unique to Shen Dao, and
it can be seen throughout the early Chinese corpus. Mengzi and Xunzi both
discuss the importance of focus and single-mindedness in developing any
talents, from practical to moral, and Zhuangzi’s Cook Ding gained his ex-
alted skills only through tireless practice over a long period; these examples
can easily be multiplied.

Given these facts, even if one is agnostic regarding the question of
whether individuals have different innate talents and abilities, they clearly
will, as a matter of fact, have different developed talents and abilities. Since
this is the case, understanding these actual talents and abilities and develop-
ing a system that both aids in determining what skills and talents are present
in any particular individual and in figuring out how best to employ those
skills and talents in the various tasks and offices of the state is going to be of
paramount importance for the ruler. Therefore, the fact that humans differ
in their talents is as important to successful governing as the facts that dif-
ferent vegetables need to be raised in different ways and that temperatures

change with the seasons are important to successful farming.

SUBJECTIVITY GIVES RISE TO RESENTMENT

While the two dispositions discussed so far play important roles in Shen
Dao’s political philosophy, they do not exhaust those human traits that he
sees as important to understand. Rather, there is a third aspect of humans
that must be taken into account: the fact that human beings have feelings
of resentment and expectation and, more importantly, that these arise in
situations where decisions either are, or are seen to be, subjective, arising
out of the discretion of those making the decision. While Shen Dao does

not explicitly talk about this trait as a “disposition,” it is clear that he sees
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it as such and recognizes the important role that it plays in guiding human
action. In the section of the fragments titled “The Lord and His People”
(Jun ren & A), he says,

[61-65] When the lord of the people abandons the law and relies on him-
self to govern, then punishments and rewards as well as firings and hirings
will arise out of the lord’s heart. If this is the case, then those who receive re-
wards, even if appropriate, will always expect more, and those who receive
punishments, even if appropriate, will ceaselessly expect leniency. When
the lord abandons the law and relies on his heart to make judgments about
severity, then the same accomplishments will have different rewards while
the same crimes will receive different punishments. It is from this that re-
sentment arises. Thus, those who apportion horses draw lots, while those
who apportion fields cast coins. It is not because coins or lots are wiser than
men, but rather they are the means by which to get rid of private interests
and block resentment. Therefore it is said, “Since a great lord employs the
laws and does not personally act, affairs are decided by the law.” That which
the law confers is such that each by means of its divisions receives their
rewards and punishments and none expect [anything different] from their
lord. Therefore, resentment does not arise and there is harmony between

SllpCl‘iOl‘ and subjccts.

As Shen Dao points out elsewhere in these fragments, and as we see argued
throughout a range of early Chinese texts, though perhaps most conspicu-
ously in the Han Feizi, a variety of problems arise when the ruler attempts to
rely on his own personal qualities in order to organize and rule the state. In
this passage, however, Shen Dao is pointing to one particular problem that
his analysis of human psychology has revealed. On his account, resentment
is not something that arises in human beings simply because they do not get
what they want. Rather, it arises when people believe that there is a possibil-
ity of getting what they want, and this possibility (and often the expectation
that goes with it) is frustrated.

W can perhaps better understand this if we use a contemporary example.

I have taught both at universities that implement a grading curve limiting
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the percentage of students who can receive As and Bs in a course and at uni-
versities where no such curve exists. Students at universities where the grad-
ing curve exists are very much less likely to come to me to complain about
receiving a B in the class than their counterparts at schools where the curve
does not exist. This discrepancy does not appear to arise because students at
the former institution do not care about their grades while those at the latter
do. Rather, it seems to arise because the university with the grading curve
has put in place a fixed system. Because of this system, grades are not seen
to be related to what is often viewed as the subjective (and thus potentially
changeable) views of the instructor but rather to an overarching set of fixed
standards. Indeed, it does not matter whether the system is actually fixed
where there is a grading curve or that it is actually subjective where no curve
exists. Rather, what is important is how students perceive such scenarios—it
is this psychological response toward which Shen Dao is pointing. Further-
more, this fixity need not be tied into any notions of fairness.

Additionally, when students at institutions with a grading curve do
come to me about their grades, when I explain that their grades will not
be changed because doing so would require lowering the grade of a student
who had earned a higher score, they do not seem to exhibit resentment to-
ward me as the instructor. This trait certainly does not seem to be shared by
students in institutions that lack a grading curve. In the latter case, students
often have an expectation that I will change their grades because doing so
would be beneficial to them, and they very often resent me when I refuse
to do this. After all, their reasoning seems to go, if I am in control of the
grades, I must be able to make subjective changes to meet their expectations
and desires.

What then do the trials and tribulations of the university grader have
to do with Shen Dao’s thought? Well, what rules and regulations do, both
at the university level and at the political level of the state that Shen Dao
actually discusses, is provide clear and fixed standards for making divisions
and distinctions. Furthermore, on Shen Dao’s view, as these decisions are
seen not to rest with any particular individual, there is no one to resent
and no one from whom to expect more. Just as the student who ends up

with a B+ because 15 percent of the students in his class did better than he

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 33



did does not feel resentment toward his instructor, so too does the subject
who receives the standard punishment for a crime or a subject who receives
a minor reward for a minor achievement not feel resentment toward the
political or legal structure or an expectation for something else, at least on
Shen Dao’s account.

Shen Dao expands further upon the reasoning behind drawing lots and

casting coins elsewhere in the fragments, saying,

[24] Casting coins to divide property and drawing lots to apportion horses
is not done because casting coins and drawing lots lead to equal distribu-
tion. Rather, they are methods that cause those who do well not to know
toward whom to feel grateful and cause those who do badly not to know
toward whom to feel resentful. These are the means by which resentment

and expectation are blocked.

So long as a system is adhered to, regardless of the actual content of that
particular system, resentment and untoward expectation can be minimized.
In order to have resentments or expectations, there must be an object upon
which to focus these feelings. Absent such an object of resentment, even
when the divisions made in the political realm are not to one’s benefit, one
will still adhere to them. This comes across quite clearly in another interest-

ing fragment:

[82] If a rabbit runs through the streets, a hundred people will pursue it.
This is not because a single rabbit is sufficient to be divided among a hun-
dred people but rather because its allotment has not yet been determined.
When allotments have not yet been determined, even Yao would exhaust
his strength [to attain it], and even the more so for the masses. If piles of
rabbits fill the market, and people pass by without turning their heads, it is
not because they do not desire rabbits [but rather because] the allotment
has already been decided. When allotment has already been decided, then
people, even if they are base, will not contend with one another. Therefore,
governing all under heaven and the state rests in making allotments and

that is all.
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Initially, it may seem that this passage has little to do with advocating a
fixed set of standards, and to some extent this is true. Shen Dao is not here
emphasizing the fixed nature of the rules and regulations that lead to the
allotment of rabbits. However, implicit in his discussion of the fact that,
once rabbits are allotted and ownership is decided, contention ceases is the
idea that the allotments are not subjective and that they cannot arbitrarily
be changed. People accept that the rabbits in the marketplace are owned by
others and that the only way to obtain these rabbits is to strike a bargain
with the owner. There is no one from whom to beg the rabbits that one
desires, no one from whom to request that the allotments be altered.

Again, we see Shen Dao recognizing a potential problem in the organi-
zation of social and political order and turning to the natural world for the
solution. By modeling the structure of the state on the natural world, by
giving everyone a political order that includes a set of rules and regulations
that are as fixed as the laws of nature, Shen Dao believes that the potentially
chaos-inducing feelings of resentment and expectation can be eliminated.
After all, if we understand the features of the natural world, then we will
not rail against heaven and earth when, after falling off a steep cliff, we find
ourselves unable to fly. In such a situation, we have no expectation that the
natural world is going to provide us with any assistance and feel no resent-
ment toward it for not doing so. In the same way, so long as it is equally
clear what rules and regulations govern the political realm, resentment and
expectation will be absent there as well. And, importantly, this is not be-
cause we see the political world as fair or as benefiting us but because we see
it as regular, fixed, and unchanging. As such, we will no more entertain the
possibility that our whims and desires will be catered to than we do when
interacting with heaven or earth.

While Shen Dao works to draw the parallel between the natural world
and the political realm in this way, there are still questions left open. One
could argue, for example, that it would be possible to do a meta-analysis
and evaluation of the political system as a whole in a way that may not be
possible with the natural world. In the case of the students raised previously,
while they might not resent the instructor for grading on an established

curve, they potentially could object to the whole idea of a grading curve.
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The grading system deprives the student of reason to resent their professors
but may not deprive them of reason to resent the university system itself.

The same argument, then, could be made in the political realm. By mak-
ing rules and regulations fixed and unalterable, there is no one individual
toward whom to feel resentment. In essence, the political system Shen Dao
envisions attempts to deprive individuals of a clear target toward which to
aim their resentment. It is much more difficult to target a whole institu-
tional system than it is an individual.*®® However, insofar as there is still a
ruler in charge of the state, as Shen Dao clearly envisions, it may seem that
a clear object of resentment remains. After all, whatever the system is, it is
one that is set up by the ruler, and so it would seem fairly easy to transfer
resentment toward the system to resentment toward the ruler.”’?

This is not a question that Shen Dao himself examines. However, by
setting up the beginnings of a bureaucratic political leviathan, it could be
argued that he begins to alleviate this worry. It may not be until Han Fei,
however, that we see a full response. By setting up a system in which the
ruler is mostly a shadowy symbol of state as opposed to an active force, it
may become possible for even a monarchy to lack a clear object of resent-
ment.*® Certainly, the system Shen Dao envisions, or even the one Han Fei
develops, may not completely eradicate resentment or expectation in all in-
dividuals, but it does seem to lower the incidence of such reactions, particu-

larly in comparison with systems that allow for exceptions.

LOYALTY

The points raised so far lead naturally to the question of just what the con-
tent of the various rules and regulations should be. However, before exam-
ining this important question, let us first examine a bit more deeply Shen
Dao’s criticisms of alternative proposals for ordering the state and managing
its people, for these concerns are part of what underlie his positive program
and laws. There were others of Shen Dao’s time who advocated various
forms of moral cultivation, not only for the ruler but for his people as well.

The idea was that this moral cultivation not only led to better lives for the
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individuals involved but also led to a stronger and more stable state. Prime
among the qualities that thinkers in this vein promoted were loyalty (zhong
%) and filial piety (xizo #).>' On these accounts, developing filial piety on
the part of children leads to more harmonious, stable, and flourishing fami-
lies, while its political counterpart, loyalty on the part of ministers, leads to
a more harmonious, stable, and flourishing state.

Shen Dao, however, sees such a position as quite wrongheaded, but, rec-
ognizing that it has an appeal that could lead to his own position on politi-
cal order being ignored, he addresses it directly in a section of the fragments
titled “Understanding Loyalty” (Zhi zhong %1). In this short section, we
can discern a range of worries that arise not simply when there is an attempt
to achieve political order based on loyalty but indeed with using any sort of
emotional connection between the ruler and his ministers or subjects as a
fundamental foundation for political order. These worries include a concern
that a focus on loyalty arises only when things have already begun to go
wrong, a misgiving over the fact that loyalty can lead officials to overstep
their bounds and create chaos, an apprehension that history provides us
with numerous examples of both chaotic times and well-ordered times in
which loyal ministers were present that renders the actual power of loyalty
suspect, and a suspicion that a focus on the personal qualities of particular
individuals gives rise to the conclusion that the moral traits of particular
individuals are what are at the center of a stable political organization rather
than an appropriate bureaucratic structure.

In what is initially a fairly opaque passage, Shen Dao provides us with a

saying that he goes on to explain:

[49-s0] They say, “Gu Sou had a good son, but Shun banished him. Jie had
loyal ministers, but his transgressions filled up all under heaven.” This being
so, filial children do not arise only in families with loving parents, and loyal

ministers do not arise only as the subordinates of sagely lords.
This passage uses two examples to highlight two distinct but interrelated
ideas: (1) loyalty is insufficient for the task of ordering a disordered world

and (2) loyalty and filial piety actually suffice in making things worse than
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they otherwise would be. In order to understand these claims, it is necessary
to gain a bit of historical context. Gu Sou, or “The Blind Old Man,” was
the father of the great sage-king Shun and is traditionally and notoriously
depicted as an extremely evil person, one who, along with Shun’s stepmother
and half brother, tried to kill Shun on multiple occasions. However, in spite
of this, Shun remained the epitome of filial and fraternal love, caring for and
helping his family whenever needed, accepting most of the punishments
meted out by his father, and avoiding punishments only when his father
was actively trying to kill him.>

On such an account, Shun is remarkably loyal to his family, regardless
of their actions. However, in the end Shun is forced to banish his father,
demonstrating, on Shen Dao’s account, that even loyalty and filiality as
great as Shun’s are incapable of cultivating his father and making him better.
Indeed, it may even be that Shen Dao wishes to point out that it was actu-
ally Shun’s incredible loyalty and filiality that were the cause of Gu Sou’s
eventual banishment—had he treated his father more harshly carly on, then
perhaps his father’s actions would have been modified. By his lax treatment
of his father (not holding him to any set of fixed standards but instcad al-
lowing him to do as he wished), Shun may have allowed the situation to get
so out of control that in the end banishment was the only option. Regardless
of how far Shen Dao may have wished to push this example, it seems clear
that the virtue of loyalty or filial piety is insufficient for rectifying disorder
in the family.

At the political level, it should be quite apparent why Shen Dao would
view such actions on Shun’s part as particularly problematic, for it goes com-
pletely against the fixity that he espouses. No matter what Shun’s family
does to him, he remains loyal to them and will not treat them as most would
think they deserve. All this does, we can imagine Shen Dao saying, is ensure
that the resentments and expectations of his family will continue endlessly.

The problem Shen Dao is alluding to here may be illuminated further if
we recall Mengzi 7A3s. There, Mengzi is asked by one of his disciples what
the sage-king Shun would have done had his father murdered someone
while Shun was emperor. Mengzi acknowledges that Shun’s father would

have had to be arrested, in accordance with the laws, but then says that Shun
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would have cast aside the empire, flecing with his father to the seaside, and
happily lived out his days caring for his father.

Now, we do not know whether Shen Dao was himself familiar with this
discussion between Mengzi and his disciple. However, if he was, then the
criticism he raises by bringing up the case of Shun and his father is made
even clearer. After all, abdication of the throne in an attempt to help one’s
relative escape the sanctioned punishment for his actions is hardly an ex-
ample of the ruler guiding a fixed, ordered state bureaucracy. Rather, it is a
prime example of a ruler basing his decisions upon subjective and emotional
criteria (as is Shun’s carlier treatment of his father). Shen Dao would argue
were the people to see the ruler act in such a way, it would destroy any belief
in the fixity of the rules underlying the political realm and bring out their
subjective expectations and resentments. After all, if the ruler’s father can
be treated preferentially, then why can others not be so treated? This, then,
would be seen as the first crack in the only foundation that could possibly
ensure order in the state.

However, Shen Dao is not only concerned with the virtue of filial pi-
ety and how this emotional feeling can lead to chaos. Rather, he is worried
about the correlative of filial piety in the more general political realm—Iloy-
alty. As such, he brings up the example of Emperor Jie, who has been reviled
throughout Chinese history as one of its most evil tyrants.® Even though Jie
was a rapacious, licentious, evil ruler whose actions led to the downfall of his
state, loyalty led his ministers to continue serving him faithfully. Indeed, the
loyalty among Jie’s ministers actually allowed him to create more chaos and
disorder than he otherwise could have done. While chaos reigned, loyalty
remained.

Thus, the lesson learned by looking at the example of the sage-king
Shun—namely, that the ruler must not act out of his personal feelings—is,
by dint of the second example, turned directly toward the state’s ministers.
They too must not act out of their personal feelings of loyalty, for all such
action does is enable their ruler to continue his chaotic reign. In both of
these cases the point is clear: if individuals high up in the bureaucracy utilize
their power to break out of the fixed, regulated bureaucratic structure, then

with each step they take away from this structure, not only does the political
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realm cease to be modeled upon the natural world but also the seeds of its
own destruction are sown.>*

While important, these are not the only worries with loyalty, however.
Rather, Shen Dao wishes to point out a range of other worries, telling us,

[s1] Therefore, in employing ministers, the enlightened ruler ensures that
their loyalty does not exceed their responsibilities and their responsibilities
do not exceed their positions, and so they will be liable for any excess. As
such, his subjects will not dare to be conceited and arrogant on account of

their goodness.

Two interrelated worries are indicated here. The first is an extension of the
point raised earlier that acting from the virtues will sometimes lead one to
step away from the rules governing one’s position. However, here the con-
cern is put in slightly different terms, focusing on the idea that problems
arise not only when loyalty leads one to be negligent in one’s duty but also
when it leads one to do more than one is called upon to do.

Now, initially, we may think it strange to worry about instances in which
a minister goes above and beyond the call of duty, thinking this to be a good
thing. Indeed, such is often thought to be the mark of a sterling minister.
Although Shen Dao does not explicate this concern here, we can perhaps
come to better understand it by looking at a very similar worry expressed
by Han Fei, one of the thinkers who explicitly drew inspiration from Shen
Dao. In chapter 7 on the “Two Handles” (Er bing =##), Han Fei tells the

following story:

[HF1] In the past, Marquis Zhao of Han became drunk and fell asleep.
The keeper of caps saw that his ruler was cold and thereupon placed cloth-
ing over him. When he woke up, he was pleased and asked his attendants,
“Who placed clothing over me?” The attendants replied, “The keeper of
caps.” The lord therefore punished both the keeper of caps and the keeper
of clothing. His punishing of the keeper of clothing was because he took
him to have failed his task, and he punished the keeper of caps because he
had exceeded his duty. It was not that he did not fear the cold, it was that he
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considered the harm of invading [other ministers’] positions to be greater
than the cold.®

The most notable aspect of this story, of course, is the fact that not only is
the keeper of clothing, who was negligent in his duties, punished but so
too was the keeper of caps. Many find the latter punishment problematic.
After all, the keeper of caps helped his ruler, preventing him from catching
cold while lying in a drunken slumber, so it might seem that, if anything,
he should be rewarded. However, Han Fei makes it very clear that he does
not view the scenario in this light. Rather, he views the actions of both the
keeper of the caps and the keeper of clothing as instances of not fulfilling
the duties of their respective positions. The keeper of clothing did not live
up to his obligations while the keeper of the caps overstepped the bounds of
his position. Allowing deviations from the tasks prescribed by governmental
positions is, in the mind of Han Fei, to harm the burcaucratic system that
has been established.>

This worry is very similar to the one that Shen Dao expresses. Those
who (perhaps out of a sense of loyalty) exceed the bounds of their position,
even if it is to perform some otherwise benign or even positive action, are
at the same time attacking the very foundation of the fixed political system
that Shen Dao wishes to create. The predictability, stability, and ordered
nature of the political organization is in danger if ministers are allowed to
make such determinations on any criteria other than those that regulate
their positions, even if such criteria are otherwise morally or practically
praiseworthy.

Additionally, any such moral qualities will always be in tension with the
other dispositions that Shen Dao believes humans all have. In particular is
the tension with individuals’ private interests, as was examined earlier. Irre-
spective of what the private interests of an individual are, there are going to
be times in which these interests are nonidentical with the interests of the
ruler and times when they are nonidentical with the interests of the state. As
such, regardless of whether loyalty is directed at the state or the ruler, there
will be instances in which it requires individuals to go against their essential

concern for their own private interests. This path is quite a dangerous one

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 41



to tread, Shen Dao implies, and the dangers to ruler and state increase as the
harms to the private interests of the individuals involved increase.

It is just such a point that Shen Dao is contemplating when, in [28-32],
he emphasizes that the ruler needs to employ people by making use of their
private interests, rather than trying to make use of what they claim to do out
of loyalty or for other other-regarding reasons. Attempting to modify indi-
viduals so that loyalty wins out over other interests is futile. Again, although
it is not made explicit, the comparison with the natural world is evident, and
we can imagine Shen Dao noting that expecting people to act against their
private interests will have the same results as planting vegetables in the fall
and expecting a nice winter harvest or jumping off a sheer thousand-foot
cliff and expecting to live—failure is not just likely, it is inevitable.

There is another, related, concern that arises in [s1]—namely, the worry
that ministers will self-identify as virtuous and take overt pride in their
goodness. This is slightly different from the worry with the keeper of the
caps, who may well have given no thought to his action before covering up
the duke. The concern is that ministers will act out of a belief that they can
better understand what needs to be done than anyone else (or any system)
could. By relying on their own virtue, the ability that they take themselves
to have that allows them to look at any particular situation and discern the
salient features of that situation and how it is appropriate to act, without
reference to their own defined duties, such ministers will continue to erode
the foundations of the state. Their complete belief in their moral goodness
(even if warranted) may lead to a conceit and arrogance that could override
reasons that they might otherwise have for restraining themselves and act-
ing only within the bounds of their duties. Furthermore, such motivation
on the part of the ministers will remove them from the sphere in which the
ruler can effectively manipulate and direct them, leaving them less usable
as implements of the state. Once more, the worry is that this is harmful to
the fixed system that Shen Dao believes most capable of ensuring a strong,
stable, and prosperous state.

Associated with this is not only the narrower concern that particular

ministers will see themselves and their virtue as essential to the system but
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also the more general worry that focusing on the personal qualities of par-
ticular individuals, whether they be the ruler, prime minister, or any others,
will give rise to the conclusion that the moral traits of particular individuals
are actually what constitute the center of a stable political organization. It is

for this reason that Shen Dao emphasizes,

[53—54] Being lord of a failed state is not the fault of a single person. Being
lord of a well-ordered state is not due to the strength of a single person.
Bringing order to disorder rests in worthy officials holding governmental
positions and does not rest in loyalty. Therefore: “When wisdom pervades
the empire, its benefit extends to the lord. When loyalty pervades the em-

pire, its harm extends to the whole state.”

No one person can ensure the survival of the state, and no one person can
ensure its demise. Rather, the success of the state rests on the various cogs in
the state machinery acting as they should, fulfilling their directed roles and
not overstepping their bounds. The passage Shen Dao quotes, while from
an unknown source, further emphasizes this point. It stresses that when one
utilizes one’s knowledge, which in this context should be thought of as the
talents discussed earlier, in going about one’s prescribed duties, then every-
one in the state shall benefit. However, if one relies on one’s loyalty as the
basis for one’s actions, then the harms will be manifold and disastrous.

In closing his discussion of loyalty, Shen Dao emphasizes his point yet

again, this time by comparing the great sage-king Yao with the tyrant Jie:

[ss—s6] Thus, that which caused Jie’s downfall is not something that Yao
could have survived, and yet Yao had unsurpassable goodness, while every
bad action was attributed to Jie. So, [what really matters is whether one]
secures or loses the right people. Hence, the timber for the imperial court
does not all come from the branches of a single tree, and a white fur coat
does not come from the pelt of a single fox. The conferring of order or
disorder, security or danger, survival or destruction, glory or dishonor are

not due to the strength of a single person.
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No matter how virtuous, sagely, and good Yao was, if he had been dropped
into the circumstances in which Jie found himself, he would no more have
been able to survive than Jie, whose downfall marked the end of the Xia X
dynasty. What matters is not a single individual. Since the system under
which Yao ruled was correct, anyone could have equaled him at ruling i
those circumstances.

Immediately after making this point, however, Shen Dao says that what
really matters is whether one “secures or loses the right people.” Initially,
this may seem quite puzzling. After all, Shen Dao has just told us that suc-
cess and failure do not rest in the hands of a single (virtuous) individual.
Indeed, this passage would seem more at home in the mouth of Confucians
such as Mengzi or Xunzi, philosophers who were concerned precisely with
this question—how to get the right sort of people into positions of rule,
which, on their account, meant ensuring that the virtuous were in positions
of power. As Xunzi says, [XZ1], “If one hastens to obtain the right person,
then one can rest at ease and the state will be ordered. One’s accomplish-
ments will be grand and one’s reputation will be fine”

We can, perhaps, look at [33-37] to help shed light on this matter. This
passage emphasizes that different people have different talents and that all
these various talents must be understood and fit into the state system in the
way that maximizes the value added to the system. Unlike the Confucians
(and others), who are concerned with finding the next sage to rule (or at
least a virtuous prime minister), Shen Dao’s emphasis is not on virtue but
on role-specific competence. Just as there is no correlation between being
virtuous and being an amazing artist (as we can see in the case of Gauguin,
among many others), there is no correlation between being virtuous and
being an able administrator. However, this does not mean that the “right”
individuals are not necessary, for they certainly are. Just as flying me to Ta-
hiti and giving me an easel, canvas, and paints will never in a hundred years
yield anything that even my grandmother blinded by love would call art, so
too will handing over the position of minister of the interior to me not lead
to anything remotely resembling a well-run department of the interior. The
right person is necessary—on this Shen Dao would agree with the Confu-

cians. Where he disagrees is on just what constitutes the “right” individual.
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For him it is not a moral quality but rather refers to one who has a particular
required competence.

Furthermore, this task-specific competence cannot be thought of
broadly. There is no broad competence that could be described as a compe-
tence in the task of “uniting the world,” for example. No single individual
has all the talents necessary for engaging in such a task. This is a point that
Shen Dao expresses quite eloquently in two metaphors in [56]. He reminds
us that the timber that makes up the structure of the imperial court cannot
all come from the branches of a single tree. Rather, it requires many trees,
many different types of wood. And, in another metaphor, he tells us that a
coat of white fox fur cannot come from the pelt of a single fox. As foxes of
China have white fur only at their neck and where their legs join their bod-
ies, in order to obtain a sufficient amount of white fur to create a coat, it is
necessary to first obtain the pelts of many foxes.

This highlights a way in which Shen Dao differs from Confucians such as
Xunzi. They place a high premium on finding the o7e right person, as we saw
carlier. This view arises because Xunzi believes that an appropriately quali-
fied prime minister will have all the qualities necessary to allow him to find
all the other right people necessary to appropriately order the state. Shen
Dao on the other hand stresses two points in opposition to such a view:
(1) a single person’s intelligence is insufficient for the epistemological task
of finding the right people for // the necessary positions in the political bu-
reaucracy, and (2) the political system requires multiple individuals, includ-
ing those who are not particularly moral. The bureaucracy of a successful
state is quite complex and requires a wide variety of officials and functionar-
ies, each with particular and quite different talents. Expecting the ruler or
the prime minister to have the ability to come to a full understanding not
only of the roles to be filled in each position but also the qualities of all those
in the state who might fill such roles is an impossible burden.

A related criticism more directly aimed at the moral aspect of views
such as the one held by Confucians may also be in evidence. As even Xunzi
notes, for many tasks, farming, business, and pottery among them, what is
necessary is specific technical knowledge rather than broader moral compe-

tencies. Xunzi proceeds to claim, however, that it is necessary for a morally
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cultivated individual to act as the official overseeing all such technicians,
even though he lacks all their technical skills.®® We can imagine Shen Dao
arguing that often what officials need is actual technical knowledge rather
than virtue—thus the virtuous individual is ill fitted for many official
positions.

The examples in [56] serve to force us to realize that in order to fit the
appropriate pieces into the vast state machinery, it is necessary to under-
stand what pieces are needed where and which particular individuals have
the particular skills necessary to occupy the places of these various pieces.
Therefore, for Shen Dao, finding the right people is essential to the smooth
running of the state in much the same way that finding the right materials
to build a dam is essential to holding back water. Indeed, this is a point that
Shen Dao sees perhaps more clearly than the later advocate of a mechanized
bureaucracy, Han Fei, who far too often seems to lose sight of the impor-

tance of individuals in his emphasis of the importance of the system.

THE LAW

So far, we have seen various worries that Shen Dao has with any sort of
political order that does not rest upon a fixed, patterned, and regular foun-
dation. Further, we have scen the claim that various human dispositions
that might seem to be impediments to the creation of political order can
actually be employed to ensure such order. However, we have yet to exam-
ine just how Shen Dao envisions the foundation of this order and the over-
arching framework of the state. Exactly what are the means by which it is
possible to ensure a fixed order in the political realm that mimics the fixed
order of the natural world? In answering this question, Shen Dao turns
to the idea of fz 7. This term has a long history in Chinese texts, and its
original meaning referred broadly to a “model,” but as time passed, it was
often also used in a more narrow fashion, referring to the standards or laws
instituted by the ruler.’” Shen Dao uses the term in both its broader and its
narrower senses, but his focus in many of the fragments is on the narrower

sense of the term.
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Throughout his discussion of the law, it becomes clear that one of its de-
fining features is its fixity and lack of bias. Given what we have seen already,
it should be immediately obvious why Shen Dao see this as attractive. As he

tells us in one of the fragments,

[23—24] Even if the law is not good, it is still better than having no law at
all. Casting coins to divide property and drawing lots to apportion horses
is not done because casting coins and drawing lots lead to equal distribu-
tion. Rather, they are methods that cause those who do well not to know
toward whom to feel grateful and cause those who do badly not to know
toward whom to feel resentful. These are the means by which resentment

and expectation are blocked.

And, in a fragment that some editions place immediately after [24], Shen

Dao says,

[73] Therefore, milfoil and tortoise shell divination are how decisions are
recorded publicly. Balance weights and beams are how true weight is es-
tablished publicly. Documents and contracts are how trust is established
publicly. Standardized measurements are how length and volume are deter-
mined publicly. Laws, institutions, rituals, and documents are how norms
are set up publicly. In all these cases, establishing public standards is the

means by which private interests are eliminated.

There is a range of issues raised by these passages. The first point is that one
of the greatest values of the law is that its public nature provides open, clear,
and fixed standards, irrespective of its actual content. Law is not, on this
account, valued because its content leads to an equal or fair distribution of
burdens and benefits among those in society (or by philosophers), nor be-
cause it upholds certain moral precepts dearly held by those in society, nor
because it directs people to do the right thing (whatever that might be) in
their interactions with others in society. Rather, its fundamental value, and
a value that makes it important regardless of its actual content, is that it en-

sures that those who benefit from its regulations have no one toward whom
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to feel grateful and that those who are burdened by its regulations have no
one toward whom to feel resentful. The law apportions social and political
goods in a public and fixed fashion, much in the same way that drawing lots
or casting coins does, and as such leaves the participants with no cause for
resentment, a point discussed and illustrated in detail by the carlier analogy
with various university grading schemes.

This, then, implies that there is no subjective bias in a system set up and
regulated by the laws. Rather, much as scales provide a completely fixed
method of determining the weight of something and contracts provide a
completely fixed method of governing interactions between individuals,
laws create behavioral norms that are unalterable. Every one is treated the
same by the law, just as scales, contracts, and measures treat their objects in
the same way, simply reading off results based on the realities of the objects
in question.

The comparison between using the law as the basis for decision making
in the social and political world and using milfoil, tortoise shells, coins, or
lots as the basis for making a wide range of decisions, when coupled with
Shen Dao’s claim that bad laws are better than no laws, gives initial credence
to the idea that Shen Dao has little concern with the actual content of the
law. Such a position may even be strengthened if we accept the following

fragment as coming from Shen Dao:

[Q1] Law does not come down from heaven nor does it emerge from the
carth. Rather, it comes from the human realm, according with the human

heart, and that is all.#°

As Soon-ja Yang has noted, this passage seems to indicate that Shen Dao
sees the law as “essentially a social institution whose content and very exis-
tence is simply a matter of human will”# This view accords well with R. P.
Peerenboom, who argues that while there are many similarities between
Shen Dao’s ideas and those of the excavated Huang-Lao manuscripts, on
the important feature of the nature and source of the law, they clearly part
company, with Shen Dao laying out a position that is in line with that of
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legal positivism.* In general terms, Yang and Peerenboom are, I believe, on
the right track. Given that Shen Dao seems to see the laws as arising from
the commands of the ruler, whoever he happens to be, it stands to reason
that what counts as law is simply whatever the ruler promulgates as law.
And, given that the very act of promulgating laws results in the setting of
fixed standards, the value of which has already been discussed, it stands to
reason that Shen Dao would feel confident in claiming that even bad laws
are better than no laws at all.

However, acknowledging this does not require that Shen Dao accept a
claim that the actual content of the law does not matter. Accepting that a
set of standards are human conventions (and that they have been invented)
does not preclude us from arguing that one specific set of standards is more
effective than any other set of standards at realizing a particular goal. Rec-
ognizing that law as an institution is necessary—agreeing, for example,
with the British political philosopher Thomas Hobbes that the anarchy and
chaos of the state of nature is so bad that any ruler is preferable—does not
force us to accept along with Hobbes that we can do no better than a ruler
who institutes whatever laws he desires.”?

Rather, it is open to Shen Dao to argue that, given the qualities of the
natural world and the dispositions of human beings, certain laws will be
more effective and preferable to others, in much the same way that certain
ways of working to control, contain, and direct water will be more effective
than others. Certainly, the very existence of laws will help lessen chaotic pri-
vate interests, as Shen Dao regularly notes, just as the very existence of dams
will help reduce flooding. However, just as certain types of dams located
in certain areas will be more effective at reducing flooding than others, so
too may certain laws do a better job of eradicating the negative impact of
chaotic private interests and other elements in society that lead away from a
well-ordered state and society.

In this vein, there is a range of scholars who believe that Shen Dao envi-
sions a sort of natural law in which the particular laws to be instituted by
the state are to be read off of nature, or the Way.** However, as Peerenboom

points out, [Q1] seems to imply a problem with any such view. If law does
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not come down from heaven, and if it does not emerge from earth, but
rather arises from the human realm and accords with the human heart, then
it certainly does not appear that it is being read off of nature.

Fragment [Q1] also poses a potential worry to the claim defended earlier,
that Shen Dao’s goal is a political realm modeled on the natural realm, at
least in one sense. While it would still be possible to say that the political
realm is modeled on the natural world insofar as its laws are as regular, as
unforgiving, and as certain as the laws of nature, this passage does endanger
the view that the political realm is to be modeled on the natural world in the
sense that the specific laws that will be most effective at ordering the state are
to be read off of the fixed reality of what the world is like, by understanding
the Way.

What, then, are we to make of this? The simplest method might perhaps
be to deny that [Q1], which separates the law from heaven and earth and
argues that it is merely a human construct, is actually an authentic fragment
and thus claim that it does not espouse Shen Dao’s position. Indeed, nei-
ther Thompson nor Xu includes it in their analyses and collections of the
authentic fragments, though it does appear in certain earlier recensions of
the fragments. Such a move, however, is not very satisfying, particularly as
nothing in the passage must be read as contradicting any of the positions or
arguments endorsed elsewhere in the Shenzi. Indeed, the position espoused
in this passage may actually help to clarify Shen Dao’s ideas.

In examining how this fragment may be reconciled with other things
that Shen Dao says and in particular how it may allow him to maintain the
stronger sense of modeling the political realm on the natural world men-
tioned previously, it may be informative to take a slight detour and briefly
examine certain aspects of Xunzi’s discussion of ritual. In doing so, we shall
see that there are interesting parallels between Xunzi’s analysis of the source
of ritual and his defense of a particular set of rituals on the one hand and
Shen Dao’s analysis and defense of law on the other.

Xunzi was, of course, one of the strongest defenders of the value of ritual
in the early Chinese tradition.” However, as A. C. Graham has noted, on

Xunzi’s account, the sages of the past invented the rituals that he so pas-
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sionately advocated.“ In his defense of these rituals Xunzi argues that they
were developed at least in part for their consequences, to establish order,
nourish the people, and provide for their desires. As he says in the beginning
of chapter 19, “Discourse on Ritual” (Li lun @),

[XZ2] The former kings hated such chaos, and so they established rituals
and yi in order to allot things to people, to nurture their desires, and to
satisfy their secking. They caused desires never to exhaust material goods,
and material goods never to be depleted by desires, so that the two support

each other and prosper. This is how ritual arose.””

Given Xunzi’s understanding of human dispositions and nature, he con-
cludes that untutored and unregulated human desires lead to chaos and that
rituals are needed to appropriately allot things to the people in such a way
that their desires are nourished and that they are provided with that which
they seck. Doing this, then, requires an understanding of the human Way.
As he describes it,

[XZ3] The Way is not the way of heaven nor is it the way of earth. It is that
whereby humans make their way and that which the gentleman takes as

his way.48

So, on Xunzi’s account, rituals are based on the human Way, a Way, which,
if understood and followed, allows human beings to flourish. As Philip J.

Ivanhoe elaborates,

The rites [rituals] and norms of the Confucian way were established as the
rational minds of a series of gifted individuals sought to bring peace, pros-
perity, stability, and order out of the dangerous chaos of the state of nature.
Morality was forged through experience and refined through a long process
of experimentation and reflection in the course of which the sages fash-
ioned that form of life which, all things considered, offered human beings

the greatest satisfaction and fulfillment.?’

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 51



Furthermore, Xunzi had great confidence that his rituals are the correct
ones, that they help to provide a unique solution to the problem of social
organization, and that no alternative set of rituals would be able to provide
as good a solution. His rituals, he believes, are based on a singular, unique
Way. As he says elsewhere, [XZ4] “There are not two Ways for the world,
and the sage is not of two minds.”*°

What does this detour have to do with Shen Dao? Well, Xunzi ac-
knowledges that the rituals are artificial and invented—they are creations
that arise from the social and political situations in which human beings
find themselves. However, this does not mean that simply any rituals are
acceptable. Rather, there could be deviant rituals—ritual codes that do not
achieve the goals that Xunzi sees as the underlying justification of a ritual
code. This, though, need not be worrisome because Xunzi is confident that
it is possible to determine what the correct rituals are by coming to a fuller
understanding of human dispositions and human nature on the one hand
and the natural world on the other. Thus, while the rituals cannot simply
be read off of the pattern of the Way and the order of the natural world in
any simple fashion, by studying and examining the Way of heaven, the Way
of earth, and the Way of human beings, it is possible to arrive at the unique
set of rituals that best allows for human flourishing in a social and political
environment. And indeed on his account this is exactly what happened.

This move that Xunzi makes with regard to ritual has striking parallels
to the move that Shen Dao makes with regard to the laws. He never denies
that what constitutes the law is whatever the ruler promulgates as law, and
thus he is not a natural law theorist, at least not in the vein of Aquinas and
others. In a similar fashion, Xunzi never claims that the only things that can
be called rituals are those things that bear a proper and necessary relation
to the underlying Way. Just as Shen Dao would acknowledge that there can
be bad laws, so too could Xunzi acknowledge that there can be bad rituals.
However, both thinkers believe that the object of their examination—the
right laws and the right rituals, respectively—can be determined, and the
method for making such a determination is the same. In both cases, what is
required is a deep understanding of the natural world, including a thorough

understanding of human dispositions.>? If this understanding is obtained,
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then it becomes possible to determine what sorts of methods should be em-
ployed to regulate those in the social and political realm.

Now, admittedly, Shen Dao is not as explicit as Xunzi in arguing that
there is a singular unique set of standards necessary for optimal human
interaction and a strong and stable state. It is certainly possible that the
natural world underdetermines what the laws ought to be. So perhaps Shen
Dao would accept that there are a range of different and perhaps mutually
incompatible legal codes that would lead to strong, prosperous and stable
states. However, even if this is the case, examining what he does say about
the law in more detail makes it very clear that the natural world provides
important restrictions on what can count as appropriate laws.

Let us begin this investigation by looking at a fragment that seems to
go beyond merely advocating the establishment of inviolable laws with no

concern for their actual content. Shen Dao says,

[78-79] Thus, if in ordering a state, one were to do away with its laws, then
there would be chaos; if its laws were to be preserved and not modified,
then it would decline; if it were to have its laws but allow private interests
to manifest themselves, then this is called not abiding by the law. Those
who are willing to exert themselves to serve the law are those of the hun-
dred surnames. Those who are willing to lay down their lives in service of
the law are the officials. Those who change the laws in accordance with the
Way are the lords and chiefs.

This passage clearly indicates not only that it is necessary to implement a
set of fixed standards in order to avoid chaos but also that the actual con-
tent of these standards matters. Shen Dao argues that laws must change as
circumstances change, or the state will decline, losing its strength, stability,
and perhaps even its very existence. In doing this, he is acknowledging that
the actual laws implemented in the state are very important. The goal of
these laws is to regulate the actions of those within the state, and as such it
is necessary to ensure that they bear a certain relationship to the realities of
the time. Otherwise, they will not be maximally effective at achieving the

goals that justify their existence.
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This view is tied in with another claim made in this passage, one that
indicates that the laws should be modified so that they continue to accord
with the Way. The sort of normativity expressed here is not a moral norma-
tivity. Shen Dao is not saying that the ruler has a moral imperative to imple-
ment laws that accord with the Way. Rather, what we see here is a nonmoral
political normativity.”® This is a normativity on a par with the normativity
inherent in the claim “If you want to pass this class, you should study hard
and complete all your assignments.” The point is not that you morally ought
to study hard and complete all your assignments. Rather it is that if you
wish to achieve some thing X, in this case passing the class, then engaging
in action Y, in this case studying hard and completing all assignments, is
appropriate. In Shen Dao’s case, the point is that if you wish to achieve a
strong, stable, and prosperous state, the appropriate (and, even, essential)
thing to do is to institute laws that accord with the Way.** While Shen Dao
perhaps lacks the theoretical resources necessary for him to demand that the
ruler institute only laws of a certain sort, he clearly indicates that maximally
effective laws will be those that accord with the Way.

While such a position is wholly consistent with the other aspects of Shen
Dao’s views explored earlier and resolves the apparent difficulty of how the
laws can be related to the Way when we are told that they do not arise from
cither heaven or earth, this solution raises a new worry. One might think
that this interpretation moves us away from the idea that the political realm
should be modeled upon the natural world and that its regularities and pat-
terns should match the regularities of heaven and earth. This is because if
the laws change over time, then there appears to be a very important sense
in which they do not seem to be modeled upon the regularities of heaven
and carth and the natural world. It may be possible, however, to assuage
this worry once we come to understand that it is only the specific laws that
change, rather than the underlying nature of these laws. Furthermore, when
the laws do change, [78-79] is quite clear that they should do so i7 accor-
dance with the Way.

As current conditions change, our way of dealing with them must also
change. However, such change does not in and of itself indicate a deviance

from the regularities of the natural world. This can perhaps be seen more
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clearly if we examine the examples of periods of drought or flooding. If an
area is suffering from severe drought or extensive flooding, this does not
mean that the patterns and regularities of the natural world have changed in
any fundamental fashion. Rather, what such events indicate is that different
aspects of the natural patterns have become more or less relevant as cer-
tain underlying factors become more apparent. Indeed, this is not limited
to purely natural changes in conditions. Rather, human-caused changes in
conditions may also lead to changes. Take for example technological ad-

vances such as those discussed in one of the shorter fragments:

[119] Those who travel by sea can sit and reach the state of Yue, because they
use a boat. Those who travel by land can stand and reach the state of Qin,
because they use a chariot. Qin and Yue are far away, so how can one get

there by sitting? It is because one has a vehicle.

Technological advances such as boats, chariots, and others make it easier to
visit distant places and may give rise to a whole new set of standards, laws,
and rituals. These technological advances all rely upon the Way for their
development, and Shen Dao would see the fashion in which society changes
because of these advancements as also needing to accord with the Way if
they are to truly be beneficial.

We could also understand this point by examining a topic of much con-
cern to us in today’s world—large-scale changes in climate. These changes in
climate, whether they are natural, as in the case of the Ice Age that charac-
terized the Pleistocene epoch, or man-made, as we see in the world today,
do not indicate that the patterns and regularities of the natural world have
changed in any fundamental fashion. Rather, different aspects of the natural
patterns have become more or less germane as relevant underlying factors
become more apparent.

Furthermore, when human beings react to these large-scale changes in
climate, whether the response be mass migrations due to natural climate
changes or attempts to reduce carbon emissions in response to man-made
climate changes, their reactions are based upon their underlying disposi-

tions and interests. In none of these cases need the differences require us to
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move beyond the regularities of the external world and of human beings.
What success in all of these cases requires is actually a full grasp of these
regularities.

Shen Dao recognizes that in order to succeed, it is necessary to under-
stand the regularities of heaven and earth and the dispositions of human
beings, in all the various ways in which they may interact. These regularities,
then, serve to restrict the sort of laws that ought to be implemented, though
the exact way in which they restrict which laws ought to be implemented and

the positive advice they offer will depend on the particular circumstances.

THE RULER

We have looked at a range of issues underlying Shen Dao’s political philoso-
phy, including, essentially, his conception of human dispositions and how
the dispositions of those within the state must be properly understood in
order to effectively organize the state. However, this is only part of what
the ruler must understand if he is to be efficacious at ruling. He must also
understand his own qualities and how these qualities affect how he should
rule. It is to this question that we now turn.

We begin with a selection from the fragments that describes positional
power (shi #+).5 This concept is actually the one for which Shen Dao is best
known, in no small part because a version of this passage is later quoted by

Han Fei. The version found in the fragments reads as follows:

[10-14] So the winged snake travels on the mists, and the flying dragon
rides the clouds. But when the clouds are gone and mists dissipate, then
they become the same as worms, because they have lost that upon which
they were riding. Therefore, if worthies yield to an unworthy, this is because
their authority is too light. If unworthies submit to a worthy, it is because
his status is respected. When Yao was a commoner, he could not bring or-
der to neighboring families, while when Jie was the son of heaven, he was
able to bring disorder to all under heaven. Looking at it from this view-

point, being worthy is not sufficient to make the masses bow down, but
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positional power and status are sufficient to make worthies bend. So, those
who are not renowned but still decide matters are able to do so because
their authority is weighty. If a crossbow is weak, but its bolt flies high, it is
because the bolt rides on the wind. If one is not worthy, and yet one’s orders

are carried out, it is because one has obtained the assistance of the masses.>®

Ostensibly, this passage is another version of the attack on morality in the
political realm that we saw carlier. The great sage-king Yao was not success-
ful because he was an extremely virtuous individual, and the downfall of the
tyrant Jie was not based on his cruelty and lack of virtue. Rather, these rulers
succeeded or failed based on how effectively they were able to utilize their
positional power and status.

Let us, though, examine the analogy provided here in a bit more detail.
Shen Dao makes a distinction between the winged snakes and flying drag-
ons on the one hand and worms on the other.”” The point here is not that
there is some essential difference between the two. Indeed, the argument
seems to be even stronger—there is no essential difference between the two.
If the winged snakes and flying dragons lack the clouds and mists upon
which they rely to differentiate themselves from worms, all differences will
disappear. Winged snakes and flying dragons may well have qualities that
worms lack. After all, they do have wings. However, Shen Dao’s point is that
the wings in themselves are useless unless there exists something that these
wings can employ. Without the mists and clouds, the wings cannot function
as wings, and so iz fact they are no different than worms. As such, posses-
sion of certain internal qualities, no matter how impressive, is insufficient
for achievement. Furthermore, so long as circumstances are right, a lack of
internal qualities need not hamper success—after all the arrow of a weak
crossbow can fly high so long as it has the assistance of the wind.

The positional power that Shen Dao describes here is the power that the
ruler has qua ruler. That is to say, it is the power that his position as ruler,
with all its awesomeness, prestige, and leverage, confers upon whosoever
happens to hold that position. It is the same sort of power that explains
why the influence of the king of Thailand far outstrips his enumerated pow-

ers and how prime ministers and presidents the world around are able to
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get legislative bodies to pass the laws that they want even when a majority
within those legislative bodies claim to oppose them.

However, while Shen Dao is clear that positional power is important,
his point here is much broader. Positional power is simply a single instance
of a more general idea—that external assistance is essential, and that it is of
much greater importance than any internal qualities that an individual may
possess. This is made clear slightly carlier in the passage where Shen Dao

uses two other examples to make his point:

[7-9] Mao Qiang and Xi Shi were the most beautiful women in the world,
but if they were to wear hideous masks, then everyone who saw them
would flee. Yet if they were to change and wear fine materials, then people
in the streets would all stop [and stare at them]. Looking at it from this
viewpoint, then, fine materials assist in beauty. If beautiful women decline
them, then their beauty will be obscured. Porters can traverse and climb to
the farthest valleys and can walk through the wilds for a thousand miles
because of the salve [they apply to their feet]. If the porters decline this
salve, then their feet will be hobbled.

Shen Dao is not making the strong claim that the revered beauties Mao
Qiang and Xi Shi were not actually beautiful or that the strength and agility
of mountain porters is irrelevant. However, he takes great pains to empha-
size that external aids are extremely important for their success. A significant
reason underlying the perceived beauty of Mao Qiang and Xi Shi is the fine
materials they are able to adorn themselves with. And an important source
of the ability of mountain porters to walk long distances over rough and dif-
ficult terrain is the salve they apply to their feet. Again, these specific exam-
ples generalize and, along with his discussion of snakes, dragons, and worms,
lead Shen Dao to his conclusion that in all these cases success rests upon
receiving support and assistance. If this support and assistance is lost, failure
is inevitable, as he notes in [15-16] when drawing his broader conclusion.
Such a view has important implications for the political realm. If even

the great sage-king Yao was not a powerful ruler because of his internal
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qualities but because of the external support and assistance that he received,
then those competing political philosophies predicated on the rule of an all-

knowing sage are doomed to failure. In one of the shorter fragments, he says,

[107] If one discards the Way and [its proper] techniques and gives up stan-
dards and measurements, secking to understand all under heaven through
the understanding of one man, whose understanding could be sufficient
for this?

The world is a much too complex place for any one individual to fully grasp
and understand it alone, even the wisest and most intelligent individual
ever to live. Furthermore, Shen Dao makes clear that there is no reason to
expect the ruler to be particularly wise and plumbs the implications falling

out of this:

[42-43] The wisdom of the lord is not necessarily the greatest among the
people. If his wisdom is not the greatest and yet he wants to use his good-
ness to completely shelter those below, he will be incapable of succeeding.
Even if we were to suppose that the lord’s wisdom was the greatest, if as a
single lord he were to completely provide for those below, then he would
have to toil laboriously. If he were to toil laboriously, then he would be wea-
ried. If wearied, then he would be enfeebled. If enfeebled, then he would

again return to the Way of being incapable of taking care of [those below].

There is no reason to expect that the ruler will be a particularly perspicacious
individual. This should come as no surprise. After all, even in political orga-
nizations where the ruler is chosen, there are often worries about the ruler’s
intelligence and capabilities, so how much the more so if the ruler is heredi-
tary. Given that the state is too complex for even the wisest of individuals to
handle on their own without becoming wearied and enfeebled, resulting in
chaos, any system that requires that the average ruler handle everything on
his own is sure to fail. Therefore, a system set up to allow the ruler to suc-

ceed must include reliance upon the wide-ranging assistance of those below.
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This, of course, ties in quite closely with the views discussed earlier,
both those about the varied natures of the talents of individuals in society
and those about the necessity of setting up a fixed system. After all, if the
ruler cannot juggle all the balls in the political air, and if those on whom he
therefore needs to rely have their own private interests, then subjectivity—
both in the ruler’s actions and in the actions that he allows others to take—
has the potential for catastrophic results. The judgments of everyone—not
just the ministers but the ruler himself—are necessarily suspect, given these
facts.

It is for this reason that Shen Dao quotes the sayingin [64] “Since a great
lord employs the laws and does not personally act, affairs are decided by the
law” He expands upon this point in the section titled “The Lord and His
Ministers” (Jun chen & E):

[66-67] One who is lord of the people does not listen to the voices of
many. He depends on the law and relies upon quantitative techniques in
order to assess success and failure. As for words that are not in accordance
with the law, he does not open his ears to them. As for labors that are not in
accordance with the law, he does not reckon them as accomplishments. As
for relatives who do not labor hard, do not employ them in office. In regard
to offices, show no preference to relatives. In regard to the law, grant no
favor to those you care for. There is nothing done by those above or below

that is not in accordance with the law.

Elsewhere, we saw a range of reasons for instituting a fixed political order,
but here we see yet another one. Since rulers lack the ability to have a com-
plete and overarching understanding of their state and those within it, they
need to rely upon others within the state. However, they cannot assume
cither that those they rely upon will act in the best interests of the state or
that they, as ruler, will be able to recognize when those below are acting in
the best interests of the state and respond accordingly. Therefore, any sub-
jective decision made by the ruler will be suspect. In order to ensure that the

state remains ordered and that it functions so as to ensure its survival and
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flourishing, it is necessary to accord with fixed standards—with a system of

law that is immune to subjectivity.

This chapter has attempted to lay out some of the overarching themes to be
found in the Shenzi Fragments. In addition, I have tried to argue that, while
the fragments are quite diverse, often short, and sometimes initially opaque,
there is a great deal of consistency across these fragments and that the po-
litical organization formulated therein would have been worthy of careful
consideration in Shen Dao’s time. I have argued that Shen Dao begins with a
conception of the natural world as fixed, as following a set of regular, observ-
able, and predictable patterns, and that he wishes to model the social and
political realm on the fixity of the natural world. In a fashion that brings to
light his talent for engineering, Shen Dao probes just how an understand-
ing of the natural world, along with an understanding of human beings, in
particular their dispositions, can allow for the most effective organization
of the state. These dispositions include the fact that people act based on
their own private interests, the fact that the strengths, talents, and abilities
of people vary, and that feelings of resentment and expectation arise not
just when desires are frustrated but also when the reasons underlying this
frustration are deemed to be subjective.

Just as a good structural engineer can make an effective dam to prevent
flooding so long as she understands the qualities of water and of the various
materials she uses to build the dam, so too can a social engineer like Shen
Dao effectively create a political order by understanding the qualities of all
those elements at play in the political realm. Given natural realities and facts
about human beings, Shen Dao believes it is clear that the ruler must imple-
ment a fixed set of standards and unfailingly adhere to them.

Furthermore, while he is clear that simply having fixed standards is bet-
ter than the alternative (bad laws are better than no laws at all), Shen Dao
does believe that the content of these standards matters. After all, so as to

develop and preserve the order and strength of the state, it is important that
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these standards accord with the Way. And an understanding of the Way will
involve understanding the properties of the world around us and the dis-
position of all that we interact with, from the natural world to the human
world.

Certainly this overview of Shen Dao’s ideas is not comprehensive and
deals very little with those ideas in the text that are not political in nature.
Further, it is limited in its analysis of Shen Dao’s political philosophy, laying
out only those elements necessary for us to gain an overarching perspec-
tive of his ideas. Hopefully, though, such a perspective will aid the reader
as she or he goes through the translation, allowing not merely for a better
understanding of the elements of the fragments discussed here but also for
the gaining of a range of new insights on aspects of the fragments that have
not been covered.

A better understanding of Shen Dao’s ideas may be particularly fruitful
for those interested in early Chinese political philosophy more generally,
for these ideas were picked up, developed, and attacked by a range of carly
Chinese political philosophers from Xunzi to Zhuangzi to Han Fei. Thus,
the better we are able to come to understand his ideas, the better we may
understand what these thinkers wished to appropriate, what they wished to
oppose, and how effective they were at doing so, and it is to this topic that
we will turn in the next chapter.

Furthermore, better understanding Shen Dao’s political thought may
provide us with a variety of resources that can be brought to bear on a range
of contemporary issues in political philosophy, from debates between situ-
ationalists and virtue theorists to discussions of the role of morality itself
in political organization (and perhaps particularly in questions of how to
regulate and control not only the actions of individuals but also those of

corporate organizations).
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Shen Dao in the Early Chinese
Intellectual Milieu

A s became evident in the previous chapter’s examination of Shen Dao’s
political philosophy, he was deeply embedded in the intellectual mi-
lieu of his times. There is no question but that he was grappling with the
same general set of issues that interested a wide range of intellectuals from
carly China, from lesser known thinkers such as Tian Pian, Jiezi, and Huan
Yuan to much more well-known philosophers such as Laozi, Zhuangzi,
Xunzi, and Han Fei.

However, saying that he was interested in and grappling with the same
set of issues as these thinkers is far different from saying that his ideas were
influential in early China. After all, every philosophy graduate student at
some time or another grapples with the same set of issues as did Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle. It is certainly not the case, though, that all (or, indeed,
many) philosophy graduate students contribute to contemporary discus-
sions of these issues in a meaningful way.

Perhaps the reason that Shen Dao has rarely been mentioned throughout
the past two thousand years of Chinese political thought is the same reason
that no one cites my ideas on Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean—they simply
have not been seen to contribute in any meaningful way to this discussion.
If we wish to posit that Shen Dao was actually influential in early China, we
need to find evidence of such influence. And to do so, it is not enough to

argue that his ideas are, from our current twenty-first-century perspective,



insightful and important. After all, history is rife with philosophers, artists,
and scientists whose genius was not recognized until long after their deaths.
Indeed, it is not even sufficient to demonstrate that Shen Dao’s critiques of
the ideas of those intellectuals of his time who have long been recognized as
important were on occasion devastating, for they may not have been recog-
nized as so either during his lifetime or in the centuries following it.

Determining influence is a tricky business. It is easiest, of course, when
scholars explicitly demonstrate their indebtedness to others. Indeed, this is
one of the reasons that modern standards of scholarship require extensive
citations of those whose works upon which we rely. Unfortunately, at least
for the task of demonstrating how early Chinese intellectuals influenced one
another, the standards of scholarship in that time were quite different, and
scholars often felt free to borrow ideas without any sort of explicit acknowl-
edgment of their sources. There were certainly a variety of reasons for this,
not the least being that they may not have known the sources of the various
texts, ideas, and arguments they were dealing with. Indeed, how much of the
arguments they were dealing with found their sources in particular individ-
uals or texts and how much was simply in the air of the times is something
we may never know!

The situation may not be as bleak as just painted, however, for we do at
times see thinkers directly engaging with one another’s views. For instance,
if we look at discussions of human nature in pre-Qin China, we see vari-
ous thinkers explicitly attributing particular views to certain individuals.
Mengzi, for example, directly attacks Gaozi’s 4 F views on human nature,
and Xunzi directly attacks Mengzi’s conception of human nature. Further-
more, these are not isolated instances—Mengzi attacks a range of thinkers
from Mozi to Yang Zhu # %, and Xunzi does the same, attacking a wide
range of thinkers from Tian Pian to Zhuangzi.

More important for our task is the fact that Shen Dao is mentioned in
several prominent early Chinese texts, including the Xunzi, the Han Feizi,
the Liishi Chungiu, and the Huainanzi. As such, these texts may provide us
with the resources for analyzing the influence of Shen Dao’s ideas. However,
we must always be aware that the goal of thinkers in this period was not nec-

essarily to faithfully re-create the arguments or positions of others but rather
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to push their own positions. Therefore, these references may not necessarily
truly reflect Shen Dao’s actual views.

So, where does this leave us? Well, given that Shen Dao is mentioned in
several texts, there is the possibility that these references may help us discern
his influence. However, it is necessary to compare these references with the
arguments and positions we see in the Shenzi Fragments themselves and see
whether they are consistent. Beyond this, as noted, it is difficult to establish
any sort of causal relationship. We cannot say, for example, that Han Fei’s
conception of the law (fz %) was dependent upon Shen Dao’s. After all, we
can point to no definitive evidence that Han Fei read Shen Dao’s writings
on law, and there are many texts now lost to us that may have discussed the
law in ways similar to what we sce in Shen Dao from which Han Fei may
have drawn.> What we can do, however, is look at ways in which Shen Dao
may have influenced political philosophers. This can be done by looking
at their style of argument, the positions they advocate, and the positions
that they reject, among other things. And, as we shall see, if we do this, we
are provided with evidence that Shen Dao’s ideas placed him right at the
center of the political discussions of the time. Further, given how thinkers
like Xunzi and Han Fei argue, and the details they focus on, it is reasonable
to assume that, directly or not, their ideas were informed and influenced by
the work of Shen Dao.

SHEN DAO’S PLACE IN DEBATES ABOUT THE
NATURE AND ROLE OF HEAVEN

As we saw briefly in the previous chapter, one of the debates in early Chinese
philosophy was over the nature and role of heaven. Thinkers like Kongzi,
Mozi, and Mengzi, despite their numerous differences, all see heaven
as a conscious, active, intentional force that has a plan for human beings
or provides them with a clear set of guidelines for how to act. Therefore,
understanding the desires, intentions, and plans of heaven is essential for
both the moral task of figuring out how individuals ought to act and the
broader political task of figuring out how society ought to be organized. The
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disputations among those thinkers who have such a conception of heaven
is often over just what heaven’s will and plan actually are and how they are
to be discerned.

Shen Dao, however, provides an alternative conception of heaven as an
amoral, nonpurposive, and natural force. While the argument for this posi-
tion is laid out in the previous chapter, as we begin to investigate Shen Dao’s
thought in relation to others of his time, it may be useful to take a second

look at the opening lines of the Shenzi:

[1-3] While heaven is bright, it does not worry that the people are in the
dark....Even though heaven does not worry that the people are in the dark,
those who open up doors and windows certainly can take from [heaven]

in order to obtain their own illumination, though heaven does nothing.

Shen Dao is not unique in proposing an alternative conception of heaven,
one that lacks the strong moral normativity found in the conception of
heaven in the thought of Kongzi, Mengzi, and Mozi. Rather, thinkers as
diverse as Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Xunzi all conceive of heaven as an imper-
sonal, amoral, and natural force.> Laozi, for example, is clear on this point,
saying, [LZs] “Heaven and earth are not benevolent; They treat the myriad
creatures as straw dogs.”® Here, “straw dogs” refers to ceremonial offerings
that are discarded and trampled upon as soon as the ceremony they are be-
ing used for is finished. The point, then, is that heaven and earth lack any
concern for human beings, an idea with stark similarities to what we see in
passages [1-3] of the Shenzi Fragments.

The Zhuangzi as well provides us with a conception of heaven as ly-
ing above the petty contestations of human beings over what is right and
what is wrong, what is good and what is bad. Indeed, it directly attacks the
Confucians and the Mobhists for endlessly arguing over what perspective to
take—an argument that arises because of their differing conceptions of what
perspective heaven itself takes. The problem with such an approach, says the
Zhuangzi, is that heaven does not take any perspective. Heaven simply is not

in the game of morality, and to take heaven’s perspective is to move beyond
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the perspective of human morality, toward heaven’s holistic, comprehensive,
undifferentiated, and naturalistic perspective.’

The early Daoists® were not the only ones to turn away from the tradi-
tional conception of heaven as a moral force; we see a similar shift in Xunzi’s
writings, as is quite apparent in the opening lines of chapter 17, “Discourse

on Heaven” (Tian lun X3), where he says,

[XZs] There is a constancy to the activities of heaven. They do not persist
because of Yao. They do not perish because of Jie. If you respond to them
with order, then you will have good fortune. If you respond to them with
chaos, then you will have misfortune. If you strengthen the fundamental
works and moderate expenditures, then heaven cannot make you poor.
If your means of nurture are prepared and your actions are timely, then
heaven cannot make you ill. If you cultivate the Way and do not deviate

from it, then heaven cannot ruin you.”

Indeed, it is passages such as this that led A. C. Graham to note that Xunzi’s
conception of heaven at times “looks like a ‘scientific’ approach to nature.”®

Janghee Lee expands on this view, arguing,

Insofar as #ian [heaven] is the cosmological source for all the myriad things
and its nature is nonpurposive, the conception of nature resembles modern,
impersonal “nature” to a significant degree. However, if we construe “na-
ture” as something that is “mechanical, value-free, and exploitable,” it seems

inappropriate to render Xunzi’s zian as “nature.”

Unlike Kongzi and Mengzi, in whose footsteps he is following, Xunzi does
not believe that morality can be discerned by coming to a greater under-
standing of the desires and wishes of heaven, for heaven lacks any such
desires (Xunzi does, though, retain an awe of the spiritlike and not fully
comprehensible power of heaven).

From these passages and others, we can see that for Laozi, Zhuangzi,

Xunzi, and Shen Dao, heaven is an indifferent natural force, something that
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must be understood and accorded with if one wishes to achieve one’s desired
aims, but not something that is either actively involved in the human world
or that has any concern for this world. However, while these four thinkers
share quite similar conceptions of heaven, we see in them several strikingly
different responses. And, in many ways, we might think that many of the
disputes in early Chinese political thought arise precisely because of these
differing responses to a shared understanding of heaven and the natural
world.

Although they have numerous differences, both Laozi and Zhuangzi
conclude from the conception of heaven as impersonal and amoral that
“to emulate Heaven now means casting off the kind of social values that
[Confucians and Mohists] advocate.”?® Upon realizing that these social val-
ues are unnatural creations that do not accord with heaven or the Way that
underlies it, these early Daoists propose returning to our authentic selves,
regaining the spontaneity that characterized our prereflective state before
we became blinded by the unnatural distinctions and desires that character-
ize society."

Such a position has a tremendous impact on the sort of political theory
that early Daoists can advocate and places severe limitations on the extent
to which any sort of developed social or political organization should be
pursued.* The goal is not to control or change but rather to accord with
heaven as it is. Indeed, in the case of Zhuangzi, it seems to lead to turning
one’s back to the political realm rather than attempting to engage it and
create a better society. For Laozi, such an understanding of an amoral, in-
different, nonstriving heaven, when coupled with the belief that artificially
created human desires lead to striving and contention among all in society,
leads him to advocate for the removal of these artificial elements. Perhaps in
an attempt to emulate those aspects of heaven he saw as paramount, Laozi

proposes the following ideal society:

[LZ80] Reduce the size of the state;
Lessen the population.
Make sure that even though there are labor saving tools, they are never

used.
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Even though they have ships and carts, they will have no use for them.

Even though they have armor and weapons, they will have no reason to
deploy them.

Make sure that the people return to the use of the knotted cord.

Make their food savory,

Their clothes fine,

Their houses comfortable,

Their lives happy.

Then even though neighboring states are within sight of each other,

Even though they can hear the sounds of cach other’s dogs and chickens,

Their people will grow old and die without ever having visited one another.”

While we might call this a primitivist society, and would not be wrong in
doing so, the thrust of the argument is not the claim that primitivism is
in and of itself a better way to live. Rather, in our context, the point here,
as in Zhuangzi, is that of casting off our socially constructed desires and
conceptions, returning to our original selves so as to accord with heaven and
the Way just as all the other myriad things do. It is in this sense that the carly
Daoists wish us to accord with heaven and take it as a normative standard.

Xunzi takes a dramatically different approach to the amoral, indiffer-
ent nature of heaven. Insofar as it may be thought of as “nature,” it does
provide constraints for us, constraints that we must accord with, not for
moral reasons but for practical ones, much as we saw in Shen Dao. However,
unlike the early Daoists, Xunzi does not believe that we should simply try
to emulate nature. Rather, humans are importantly different from nature
and, indeed, from any of the myriad things, all of which follow fairly fixed
patterns. Humans have the ability to move beyond these fixed patterns, to
innovate, to create a realm (within the constraints of the natural world) that
allows them to flourish in ways they never could were they not to break free
from their natural mold.

Xunzi sees such a method as an essential response to heaven’s indiffer-
ence in part because of the dispositions and natures of human beings. As
we have just seen, the early Daoists seem to believe that if humans return

to their original natures, casting off their artificial desires, they will live in a
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state of harmony with their fellow man. Xunzi, on the other hand, believes
that limitless desires and appetites are an original component of human be-
ings and, given that natural resources are limited, the limitless desires of
human beings will necessarily bring them into conflict. Furthermore, this is
not a conflict that can be ameliorated simply by asking for heaven’s guidance
or interference. Rather, what is necessary is to figure out how, given the con-
straints of the natural order, human beings can best live together in peace
and harmony. It is for this reason that Xunzi goes about his task of creating
a society with artificially created divisions, rituals, regulations, and laws.!4

How, then, does Shen Dao fit into this debate? Well, he agrees with both
the early Daoists and Xunzi that heaven is an amoral, impersonal force, and,
along with them, he believes that this fact plays an essential role in any nor-
mative claims that follow. In addition, as we saw in the previous chapter,
Shen Dao goes along with the Daoist assumption that, at least in some cases,
we ought to emulate heaven and thus diverges from the position that Xunzi
puts forward, arguing rather that we ought to model the human realm upon
the natural realm. Furthermore, this proposition involves agreeing with the
Laozi that the way forward is to accord with the original dispositions of
human beings.

However, when it comes to an interpretation of what exactly it means to
emulate heaven and accord with human dispositions, Shen Dao’s interpreta-
tion differs dramatically from the Laozi and the Zhuangzi, as was evident
in the previous chapter. The reasons for his disagreement with them can
perhaps be seen by taking a look at a debate between Hui Shi i and
Zhuangzi that appears in the chapter of the Zhuangzi “The Signs of Fullness
of Power” (De chong fu & 7 1F):

[ZZ1] Said Hui Shi to Zhuangzi: “Can a man really be without the disposi-
tions of man?”

“He can.”

“If 2 man is without the dispositions of man, how can we call him
aman?”

“The Way gives him the guise, heaven gives him the shape, how can we

refuse to call him a man?”
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“But since we do call him a man, how can he be without the disposi-
tions of man?”

“Judging “That’s it, that’s not’ is what I mean by ‘the dispositions of
man. What I mean by being without the dispositions is that the man does
not inwardly wound his person by likes and dislikes, that he constantly goes

by the spontancous and does not add anything to the process of life.”’s

Zhuangzi’s invocation of the idea of human dispositions harks back to our
carlier discussion of the concept in the Shenzi. Recall, for example, the fol-

lowing passage:

[28] The Way of heaven is such that if you “follow” then you will be great,
while if you alter then you will be insignificant. To “follow” means to fol-

low the dispositions of people.

While they do not directly address one another’s positions, we can draw out
of these passages importantly different conceptions of human beings, con-
ceptions that lead these thinkers down vastly different paths when dealing
with social and political ideals.

In [ZZ1], “human dispositions” refer to the human tendency to dispute
and argue over right and wrong. Thus, Zhuangzi aligns himself with Laozi
in arguing that it is possible to shed this tendency to see the world through
the “artificial” distinctions and desires that characterizes human beings in
the society of his time. This allows for the return to a prereflectiveness and
a spontaneity that brings one closer to heaven, permitting one to accord
with it in all its movements and changes. The point to draw from this for
our purposes is that, regardless of what dispositions human beings happen
to have at any particular time, it is possible to alter and change them so as to
better accord with heaven.

Such a position rests in stark opposition to what we see in passage [28]
of the Shenzi Fragments. There, Shen Dao argues that any attempt to go
against human dispositions is bound to end in failure. We might initially
think that Shen Dao and Zhuangzi are not actually in disagreement here,

for they may be using the term “dispositions” to refer to different qualities.
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After all, Zhuangzi is renowned for using language in often strange and un-
usual ways.

However, reading further along in passages [28-32] reveals that when
Shen Dao talks about dispositions, he is referring in part to the fact that hu-
man beings do make distinctions, that they have their own interests. And, in
order to have these interests, distinctions, divisions, and desires, they must
be operating at the individual level. Thus, at the very least there is an overlap
between Zhuangzi’s and Shen Dao’s conceptions of human dispositions.

What Shen Dao does in his argument is deny that it is possible to make
the move that Zhuangzi wishes to make. He does not accept that current
human dispositions have been altered by society and that there is thus a
more natural state to which to return. Rather, he sces these dispositions as
natural to human beings qua human beings. Just as water is so constituted
that it will always flow downward, so human beings too are so constituted
that they will always pursue their private interests. And, just as the character-
istics of water cannot be changed so that it will flow upward, so too human
dispositions cannot be altered so as to alleviate the distinctions, divisions,
and interests that characterize them. Given this, according with heaven
means according with the dispositions that human beings have rather than
attempting the futile task of altering them.

Xunzi’s take on this issue is quite different, but we can see certain af-
finities with both Zhuangzi and Shen Dao. Like Shen Dao, Xunzi believes
that original human dispositions include limitless desires and appetites. Like
Zhuangzi and Laozi, though, he believes that it is possible to cultivate peo-
ple so that these desires and appetites are no longer operative, at least with
their original form and force. However, while Zhuangzi and Laozi seem to
believe that we can rid ourselves of desires (in part because they are unnatu-
ral accretions to our original nature), Xunzi denies this claim and, rather,
relies on our ability to radically sublimate our desires. Unlike all three of
these thinkers, though, Xunzi does not see his endeavor as attempting to
accord with heaven. Rather, while heaven provides constraints upon what
humans can do, it is up to them to create their own uniquely human life, to
follow not the Way of heaven but a unique human Way, as we saw in [XZ3]

in the previous chapter (sce page s1).
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What we see by looking at these thinkers in relationship to one another
is that Shen Dao is clearly grappling with important issues that concern a
wide range of important intellectuals in early China and that he has his own
unique contributions to make as he challenges many of the assumptions of
his contemporaries and provides his own way forward. This, then, begins to
provide us with insight into how Shen Dao fits into the early Chinese intel-
lectual milieu. However, we are not limited to investigating ways in which
Shen Dao appears to be dealing with issues similar to those of more promi-
nent political thinkers of his time. Rather, we find other thinkers directly
referring to his ideas, and perhaps the most prominent instance of this is in
the Xunzi.

SHEN DAO IN THE XUNZI

Xunzi refers directly to Shen Dao and his ideas in several different chapters,
and each time in quite a critical fashion. While these passages are not ex-
tensive, they do provide us insight into fundamental disagreements Xunzi
saw himself as having with Shen Dao. Further, the content of these passages
allows us to identify other places in the Xunzi where we can find more ex-
tended criticisms of ideas Shen Dao held.

Perhaps the central disagreement between Xunzi and Shen Dao is over
the question of what is more fundamental to a well-ordered state—people
or procedures. As we have already seen, Shen Dao comes down on the side
of procedures. Rules, regulations, laws, and other publically promulgated
and visible standards are the foundation for his vision of the well-ordered
state. Furthermore, he believes that a state that relies on the talents of par-
ticular individuals, no matter how virtuous or otherwise qualified they may
be, is courting disaster.

Xunzi, on the other hand, consistently argues that the virtuous ruler is
fundamental to a well-ordered state. It is simply impossible, on his account,
for a state to be stable, strong, and thriving in the long run if it lacks the right
people—and the right people are those who are virtuous. Now, this by no
means indicates that he is opposed to rules or regulations or thinks that they
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are unimportant. Indeed, he seems to understand their value much more so
than did either Kongzi or Mengzi. However, he argues that while regula-
tions have an important role to play, this role is secondary. As he says in the
opening of chapter 12, “The Way to Be a Lord” (Jun dao i),

[XZ6] There are chaotic lords; there are no states chaotic of themselves.
There are men who create order; there are no rules'® creating order of them-
selves. The rules of Archer Yi have not perished, but not every age has an
Archer Yi who hits the target precisely. The rules of Yu still survive, but not
every age has a Xia dynasty to reign as true kings. Thus, rules cannot stand
alone, and categories cannot implement themselves. If one has the right
person, then they will be preserved. If one loses the right person, then they
will be lost. The rules are the beginning of order, and the gentleman is the
origin of the rules. And so, with the gentleman present, even if the rules
are sketchy, they are enough to be comprehensive. Without the gentleman,
even if the rules are complete, one will fail to apply them in the right or-
der and will be unable to respond to changes in affairs, and thus they can
serve to create chaos. One who tries to correct the arrangements of the
rules without understanding their meaning, even if he is broadly learned, is
sure to create chaos when engaged in affairs. And so, the enlightened ruler

hastens to obtain the right person.”

In his insightful analysis of this passage, Roger Ames notes that Xunzi
stresses the virtuous individual “as the innovator, interpreter, and execu-
tor of the law” while the “role accorded to the objective laws themselves”
is ancillary!® Laws on their own are useless—it is necessary to have some-
one implement them. But, more than this, it is necessary for someone who
possesses good judgment to decide how to interpret, implement, and change
these laws. One who lacks such judgment will, regardless of possessing other
qualities, inevitably cause chaos when attempting to employ the law. It is
only by understanding what underlies the law that it is possible to utilize it
effectively.

Thus, it comes as no surprise that Xunzi directly attacks what he sees as

Shen Dao’s focus on the law. In chapter 6, “Against the Twelve Masters” (Fei
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shi'er zi 3+ = F), devoted to attacks on those whose views he saw as hav-

ing a pernicious influence in his time, Xunzi says,

[XZ7] Some of these men exalt law but follow no model. They look down
on cultivation and are fond of innovation. Above, they obtain the ecar of
their superiors; below, they obtain a following among the vulgar. They
speak all day long with good form and elegance, but if you repeatedly
scrutinize their words and investigate them, they are eccentric and lack
foundation, and cannot be used to set straight the state or fix proper social
divisions. Nevertheless, they can cite evidence for maintaining their views,
and they achieve a reasoned order in their explanations, so that it is enough
to deceive and confuse the foolish masses. Just such men are Shen Dao and

Tian Pian.”

In this passage, Xunzi’s concern is not that Shen Dao advocates the law per
se. Rather, the concern seems to be that the laws that Shen Dao advocates
lack the proper foundation, and as such, there is no reason to think that they
will achieve their stated purpose of ordering the state. On Xunzi’s account,
Shen Dao is missing two things: an understanding of the proper connection
between the law and the Way and an understanding of other essential ele-
ments such as moral cultivation that are crucial to good order in the politi-
cal realm.

It is not difficult to see why Xunzi makes the first of these claims, par-
ticularly if we recall fragment [23], where Shen Dao claims that having laws
is better than lacking them, even if the laws in question are not good. Such
a claim initially appears to indicate that Shen Dao does not care about the
actual content of the law. And, if [23] is analyzed either in isolation or along
with [Q1], which says that law does not come from heaven but rather from
the human realm, then it may appear that Shen Dao is susceptible to the
argument that his laws lack any foundation, that they lack any necessary
connection with the Way.

However, as we saw in the previous chapter, Shen Dao explicitly draws
connections between the law and the Way, arguing in passages [78—79] that
the content of the law matters and that when it changes, it should do so in
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accordance with the Way. Given this, Xunzi’s charge that Shen Dao’s laws
lack any foundation cannot be sustained. Furthermore, it gives us reason
to think that Xunzi’s accusation that Shen Dao is blinded by his focus on
the law is misplaced.®® After all, the laws, whatever they happen to be, are
not foundational for Shen Dao but rather arise from his examination of the
natural world and human dispositions.

Does this, though, mean that Xunzi is simply arguing against a straw
man and that his attack can thus be summarily dismissed? Not necessarily.
While Xunzi’s wording is certainly over the top, this may simply be for rhe-
torical purposes. It may be possible to interpret Xunzi’s position in a slightly
different light, one that illuminates a deeper disagreement between these
thinkers while also showing that the arguments of each are actually quite
sophisticated. Xunzi’s charge that Shen Dao’s conception of the law lacks a
model and a foundation need not be interpreted to mean that the content of
the law is random or arbitrary. Rather, as he often does, Xunzi may be using
terms in a normative sense.

That is to say, his meaning may be that the laws of Shen Dao lack the
proper model, lack the proper foundation, lack the proper Way.?' Indeed, that
seems to be the natural way to read Xunzi’s claim in [XZ7] that Shen Dao
was among those who “exalt law but follow no model” (shang fa er wu fa
+ EWERE). Literally, this passage accuses Shen Dao of “exalting fz but
following no f2.” In the context, it is clear that the second fz must be read
in a different and richer sense than the first fz if we are to make sense of
Xunzi’s complaint. The point is that while Shen Dao exalts the law, he lacks
the proper model upon which to base this law.

If this is the case, then Shen Dao and Xunzi are, in the phrase that A. C.
Graham used to eloquently title his examination of early Chinese philoso-
phy, “disputers of the dao.”? Given this, along with the fact that Xunzi ex-
plicitly claims that laws were created by the sages along with rituals, it is clear
that his attack on Shen Dao is not an attack on the concept of employing
laws tout court but rather an attack on laws that do not have the proper
foundation or necessary support.

This dispute over the Way continues, leading us to Xunzi’s second worry,

that Shen Dao lacks a proper appreciation of the other elements of the Way
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that are essential to good order in the political realm. We can begin to see
this attack by turning to chapter 21, “Undoing Fixation” (Jie bi ##i#), of
the Xunzi:

[XZ8] In past times, there were guest-retainers who were fixated—such
were the pernicious schools. Mozi was fixated on the useful and did not
understand the value of good form. Song Xing was fixated on having few
desires and did not understand the value of achieving their objects. Shen
Dao was fixated on laws and did not understand the value of having worthy
people. Shen Buhai was fixated on power and did not understand the value
of having wise people. Huizi was fixated on wording and did not under-
stand the value of what is substantial. Zhuangzi was fixated on the heavenly
and did not understand the value of the human.

Thus, if one speaks of it in terms of usefulness, then the Way will con-
sist completely in seeking what is profitable. If one speaks of it in terms of
desires, then the Way will consist completely in learning to be satisfied. If
one speaks of it in terms of laws, then the Way will consist completely in
making arrangements. If one speaks of it in terms of power, then the Way
will consist completely in finding what is expedient. If one speaks of it in
terms of wording, then the Way will consist completely in discoursing on
matters. If one speaks of it in terms of the heavenly, then the Way will con-
sist completely in following along with things. These various approaches
are all merely one corner of the Way. As for the Way itself; its substance

is constant, yet it covers all changes. No one corner is sufficient to exhibit
it fully.?

In this passage, Xunzi explicitly acknowledges that law is one component of
the Way. However, on his account, it is only one component among many.
Thus, if the state is to fully exhibit and accord with the overarching Way, it
is necessary to employ not only law but many other elements as well. Only
then can order be achieved. Where Shen Dao goes wrong on Xunzi’s ac-
count is not in advocating law but, rather, in becoming blinded by it and
thus not recognizing the importance of other elements, prime among them

virtuous individuals.
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Xunzi’s concern is not simply with rules and regulations. Rather, he is
concerned with the broader argument that Shen Dao makes implying that
establishing clearly visible and understandable standards is sufficient for en-
suring that the state will be well ordered by eliminating private interests and
ensuring that it is not necessary to rely upon contingent motivations such
as trust and moral goodness. Such a leap of faith on Shen Dao’s part misses
some very important considerations, as Xunzi tries to demonstrate in a pas-

sage from chapter 12:

[XZ9] Breaking tallies into halves and matching up halves of tallies are the
means by which to establish trust, but if the superior is fond of schemes for
power, then his ministers below, the hundred functionaries, and deceitful
people will take advantage of this to engage in trickery. Drawing lots and
tossing coins are means by which to establish lack of prejudice, but if the
superior is fond of crookedness and selfish interest, then his ministers be-
low and the hundred functionaries will take advantage of this to engage in
one-sidedness. Setting up scales and measuring out weights are means to es-
tablish what is balanced, but if the superior is fond of overthrowing people,
then his ministers below and the hundred functionaries will take advantage
of this to act precariously. Measuring by pecks and bushels and leveling off
the tops of containers are means by which to establish what is equitable, but
if the superior is fond of greed for profit, then his ministers below and the
hundred functionaries will take advantage of this to enlarge collections and

cut back on distributions, taking from the people without limit.2*

Although this passage does not quote Shen Dao, it is quite clear that it takes
as its target views such as his. In fragment [70], Shen Dao discusses the
use of contracts and tallies as methods to ensure that the parties involved
uphold their side of agreements, while [23-24] and [63-64] discuss the
benefits of tossing coins. Fragment [73] argues that scales, contracts, and
standard measurements are all tools that can be employed to eradicate pri-
vate interests, and [102] goes so far as to claim that when balance weights
and beams are employed, it is impossible to cheat about the weight of any

item. On Shen Dao’s account, the very act of establishing public standards
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of this sort is sufficient to prevent people’s acting on the basis of their own
private interests. Certainly the vendors in the marketplace have an interest
in increasing their profits, but if they are forced to use standard weights and
measures, then consumers cannot be cheated with regard to the quantity of
goods purchased.

Xunzi does not deny that these various standards can be useful—indeed
he effectively assents to their merit. He agrees with several of Shen Dao’s
claims in [73] and elsewhere, particularly that trust can be established by
means of contracts and that standard measurements prevent bias in the de-
termining of length and volume. However, while such a system has a certain
efficacy, it has one very significant flaw—it assumes that if such standards
exist, then the ruler will abide by them. Indeed, the underlying assumption
on Shen Dao’s part seems to be that if a broad range of standards, measures,
rules, regulations, and laws are established, then this will limit the actions of
everyone in the state, preventing any of them from acting based upon their
own private interests.

However, in order to do so, everyone must be bound by these regulations,
and everyone includes the ruler. But how, Xunzi implicitly asks in [XZ9],
can these rules and regulations ensure that the ruler is also bound? If the
ruler wishes to engage in scheming and intrigues to increase his power, or
if he has his own selfish interests, or if he, like everyone else, has his own
private interests and is greedy, then the system would seem to collapse. In-
deed, this is not something with which Shen Dao would disagree. He is
clear in [75-77] that the law cannot be effective if private interests can still
be acted upon. Indeed, it is partially for this reason that Shen Dao draws a
connection between the law and the Way, attempting to demonstrate to the
ruler that the laws most effective at ordering the state are going to be those
that accord with the Way and implying that this provides sufficient reason
for the ruler not only to implement such laws but also to restrain himself
by these laws.

In a sense, then, Xunzi and Shen Dao are in agreement: in order for rules
and regulations to be effective in ordering the state, it is necessary that the
ruler himself not violate them. Furthermore, they agree on the claim that

it is necessary to have a set of fixed, unbiased principles for governing. As
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Xunzi says, [XZ10] “To be biased, partisan, and have no guiding principle
is a perverted way of judging affairs.”* The judgments of a true king are, on
Xunzi’s account, fixed.

We can read Xunzi as implicitly arguing, however, that social engineers
of Shen Dao’s stripe simply do not understand the implications of their own
view. In order to fully understand Xunzi’s point, we need to recall two key
clements of Shen Dao’s position: human dispositions are such that everyone
has interest sets that are nonidentical with the interests of the state and the
only way to get people to promote the interests of the state is to manipulate
circumstances so that it becomes in their interest to do so.

On the theoretical level at least, this can work for the vast majority of
people. If the ruler does not wish people to steal, then he will implement
laws against stealing and attach strict punishments to these laws. The idea is
not that these laws will quell the avaricious desires deep within the human
breast but rather that the potential loss will be seen as greater than the po-
tential gain. If stealing a measure of rice results in one’s foot being chopped
off, one is unlikely to steal the rice. It is not that the existence of the law
climinates one’s desire for the rice, merely that one desires to keep one’s foot
more than one desires to gain a measure of rice.

But what about the ruler? Presumably, the ruler’s dispositions are the
same as everyone else’s. That is, the ruler will have a particular interest set
that is nonidentical with the interests of the state. However, he is asked by
Shen Dao to put aside these interests and implement a set of laws modeled
on the Way. The problem is that there seems to be little incentive for him
to do so. There is no independent judiciary in ancient China to hold him
accountable for his lapses or to ensure that he restrains himself. Therefore, it
should not be surprising to Shen Dao if his ruler is of the sort described in
[XZ9]. Indeed, such a ruler should be the expected norm. The most Shen
Dao can do, it seems, is work to point out to the ruler how such actions en-
danger the state and try to draw a connection between the ruler’s well-being
and the well-being of the state. But, if such a method is insufficient when
dealing with the rest of the populace, we can imagine Xunzi noting, there is

little reason to think that it will be effective with the ruler.
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Xunzi believes that what is crucial in order for rules and regulations to
work, as we saw in [XZ6], is the virtuous individual. It is necessary to have
an individual who will not be blinded by his own private interests but will
actually work for the good of the state—and laws cannot guarantee this. As
he notes in chapter 9, “Enriching the State” (Fu guo & B), which can in part
be read as a conclusion arising from the points raised in [XZ6],

[XZ11] Thus, there are indeed cases where having a good model still results
in chaos. But from ancient times down to the present, a case where having
a gentleman in charge results in chaos is unheard of. There is a saying, “Or-
der is born from the gentleman. Chaos is born from the petty man.” This

cxpresses my mcaning.26

The problem, though, is how to ensure that the state is governed by a virtu-
ous individual. Much like Shen Dao, Xunzi believes that human beings have
their own particular interest sets that if followed without regulation will
lead to cruelty, villainy, and chaos. Indeed, he argues in chapter 23, “Human
Nature Is Bad” (Xing e 14 %), that

[XZ12] if people follow along with their inborn dispositions and obey their
nature, they are sure to come to struggle and contention, turn to disrupting

social divisions and order, and end up becoming violent.?”

This seems to leave him in much the same position as Shen Dao, for the
two seem to have quite similar conceptions of the original dispositions of
human beings and are not sanguine about the potential for social and politi-
cal stability and order arising from these dispositions. Where Xunzi parts
company with Shen Dao, however, is on how we ought to respond to these
dispositions. Shen Dao argues that what needs to be done is simply follow
innate dispositions, while Xunzi wishes to remold them through a process
of cultivation.

A full account of the various aspects of this cultivation process and jus-

tifications for them throughout the various social strata of Xunzi’s ideal
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state is beyond our scope here.®® What is important for our purposes is to
note that Xunzi believes that it is possible to re-form our original natures
through an extended process of moral cultivation.”” This cultivation process
empbhasizes education in, adherence to, and understanding of rituals (/ #)
and proper social norms (y: #.). These rituals and norms were, as we saw in
the previous chapter, invented, with the goal of bringing satisfactions and
fulfillment to human lives by according with the realities of the overarch-
ing Way.

Now, initially it may seem that such a view is not so different from that
of Shen Dao. Indeed, rituals for Xunzi seem to be connected to the Way in
much the same way as Shen Dao envisions the laws being connected to the
Way. We can, for the moment, leave aside the question of whether they have
the same conception of the Way and ask why Xunzi thought his ritual-based
model was superior to a law-based model such as Shen Dao’s. And to answer
this, we can turn to the Analects:

[LY2.3] The Master said, “If you try to guide the common people with co-
ercive regulations and keep them in line with punishments, the common
people will become evasive and will have no sense of shame. If, however,
you guide them with Virtue, and keep them in line by means of ritual, the

people will have a sense of shame and will rectify themselves.”*

While there are a variety of differences in the views of Kongzi and Xunzi,
they agree that there is an essential distinction between using rituals and
using laws. Laws, as we saw, work by forcing one to recalculate what will
best maximize one’s particular interest set. Rituals, on the other hand, when
propetly inculcated, result in a modification of that interest set. To return
to our previous example, laws may well prevent me from stealing a measure
of rice because I want to keep my foot. However, they do not eliminate my
desire for the rice. And thus, in any instance in which I believe that I can
abscond with the rice with no one the wiser and thus avoid punishment,
[ am certain to do so. Moral cultivation, on the other hand, uses ritual as
a tool to re-form our natures so that we refrain from stealing the rice, not

out of fear of being caught but because of an understanding that doing so is
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wrong. Stealing rice would be shameful, and a recognition of this provides
moral motivation for refraining in the absence of potential punishment—
motivation not available in Shen Dao’s theory.

Let us now return to the political level and in particular to the ruler. As
we saw carlier, Xunzi believes that Shen Dao cannot provide a sufficient
incentive for the ruler to restrain himself, to ignore his own desires and ava-
rices, and to ensure that his actions are in accordance with the various rules,
regulations, and laws of the state. Even if he sees them as arising from the
Way and understands that holding himself to their standards is the most ef-
fective means of maintaining a strong, stable, and flourishing state, insofar as
these goals are nonidentical with the ruler’s own goals, they will lack motiva-
tional force. What Xunzi believes he can offer is this motivational force. He
can give the ruler reason to accord with the Way, so long as he undergoes the
re-forming process of moral cultivation that connects his desires to the Way.

This debate over the proper way to organize the state does not end here.
Rather, it is an issue of perennial concern in Chinese philosophy. Later
thinkers like Han Fei work to defend a position similar to Shen Dao’s against
Xunzi’s criticisms, and one of the tasks that works like the Liishi Chungiu
and the Huainanzi set for themselves is how to balance the importance of

particular individuals with the importance of set procedures.

SHEN DAO IN THE HAN FEIZI

The debate over the content and role of the law does not end with Xunzi.
Rather, it is revived in the writings of Han Fei. Although he does not ac-
knowledge Shen Dao as the source of his own theory of law, he develops
a position that is actually quite similar. There are certainly important dif-
ferences in the details of his legal theory as well as in his conception of the
implications of human nature. However, like Shen Dao, Han Fei develops
an overarching political and legal theory that sees as its goal the modeling
of the human realm on the natural world, which involves in no small part
according with the innate and unchanging dispositions and nature of hu-

man beings.*!
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Throughout the Han Feizi, we sce discussions of the dispositions and
natures of human beings, and to a large measure, Han Fei’s understanding
of these dispositions is quite similar to that of Shen Dao. Han Fei tells us
that the dispositions of people are such that they pursue security and profi,
avoid danger and harm, and take pleasure in high status while disliking low
status. Indeed, he even goes so far as to describe the dispositions of the great
sage-kings Shun, Yao, Yu, and Tang as being such that even they were greedy
and eager for gain.*

We also see discussions about human dispositions in areas far removed
from the political arena, including the following from chapter 17 of the Han
Feizi, “Precautions Within the Palace” (Bei nei 1 19):

[HF2] Thus when a carriage-wright makes carriages he wishes for people
to be rich and noble while when a craftsman makes coffins, he wishes for
people to die young. It is not because the carriage-wright is benevolent
while the craftsman is villainous, but rather that if people are not noble,
then carriages will not be sold and if people do not die, then coffins will
not be bought. [The craftsman’s] dispositions are not such that he dislikes

people; it is merely that he finds his profit in their death.®

One would not be amiss in recognizing the striking parallel between this
passage and Shenzi [103] “When a craftsman completes a coffin, he does not
dislike the fact that people die; where there is profit, odiousness is forgot-
ten.” As [103] lacks context, we cannot be certain of the larger point that
Shen Dao wishes to make, but it is natural to take it in the way that Han Fei
does. Indeed, Han Fei, as is his wont, immediately turns to the political im-
plications of this passage in a fashion that would be perfectly at home in the
Shenzi Fragments. He warns the ruler that the various factions within the
palace all wish for his death—not because they hate the ruler but because,
like the craftsman, they profit from his death.

Han Fei’s discussion of human dispositions and their implications for
political philosophy continues throughout the text, and we can bolster the
connection between his ideas and those of Shen Dao by looking at the first

84 PART I: A PHILOSOPHICAL STUDY OF THE SHENZI FRAGMENTS



section of chapter 48, “Eight Canons” (Ba jing J\#E). This section, titled
“Following Dispositions” (Yin qing B 1%), clearly brings to mind the ex-
tended discussion of “following” found in fragments [28—32]. Not only does
Han Fei display a conception of human dispositions that is quite similar to
what we see there, we also find a comparable explicit exhortation that it is
necessary to accord with these dispositions if one is to create an ordered
state. Not stopping there, he ties these dispositions to other elements of po-

litical life that are quite familiar from the Shenzi Fragments:

[HF3] In general when ordering all under heaven, it is necessary to follow
the dispositions of people. The dispositions of people are such that they
have their likes and dislikes and thus rewards and punishments can be em-
ployed. Because rewards and punishments can be employed, prohibitions
and orders can be established, and the Way of good order can be set up. The
lord grasps the handles in order to dwell in a position of power and thus
what he orders is implemented and what he prohibits ceases. The “handles”
refer to the system of executing or letting live while “position of power”
refers to the property through which one dominates the masses. If one casts
these aside and has no system, then one’s authority will be drained. If [the
authority to] reward and punish is shared with subordinates, then one’s
might will be diluted.

And so, the enlightened ruler does not listen to others with loving care
nor does he make plans based on passing feelings. And so if when listening
to proposals he does not check these things, his authority will be divided up
by the wicked. If he does not employ the strength of his intellect, the lord
will be depleted by his ministers.

Thus the enlightened ruler in implementing his system is like heaven
and in employing people is like a ghost. As he is like heaven, so he can-
not err; as he is like a ghost, so he cannot be constrained. He employs his
positional power and his teachings are strict, and so even though he goes
against [the desires of the people] they do not dare to disobey.

Blame and praise are in accordance with a single system and without

discussion. Thus rewarding the talented and punishing the violent is the
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ultimate in promoting the good. Rewarding the violent and punishing the
talented is the ultimate in promoting the bad: it is what is meant by reward-
ing those who agree with one and punishing those who disagree.

In rewarding, nothing is as good as generosity, as it causes people to
benefit from him. In praising, nothing is as good as discussing excellences as
it causes the people to be glorified by him. In punishing, nothing is as good
as severity as it causes the people to hold him in awe. In castigating, noth-
ing is as good as being noxious as it causes people to be humiliated by him.

Only then will there be a unified implementation of the law and only
then will private factions be prohibited and punished so they cannot harm
the system of responding to achievements and crimes. Those who are re-
warded and those who are punished are certain to understand why, and

when they understand why, this is the utmost of the Way.34

This passage is interesting for our purposes not only because it advocates
according with human dispositions but also because of the way in which
Han Fei proceeds to connect an understanding of human dispositions to
three other important elements that are central to Shen Dao’s political phi-
losophy—modeling oneself on the natural world, understanding the impor-
tance and implications of positional power (shi %), and establishing a sys-
tem of inviolable laws. These three components are all addressed elsewhere
in the Han Feizi, but here he gives us a gloss of the ways in which they work
to support and buttress one another. The dispositions of people are such
that the ruler can develop methods for guiding their actions. In order for
this to be successful, however, he has to understand how to make the best
use of the power of his position as ruler and model himself on the impar-
tiality of heaven to ensure that his rules and regulations are as regular and
inescapable as are the patterns of heaven and the natural world.

The beginnings of all these ideas are visible in the Shenzi Fragments, and
it would not be unnatural for one inspired by Shen Dao to move in the
direction that we see in [{F3]. Furthermore, while Han Fei never acknowl-
edges Shen Dao’s influence on the overall framework of his political phi-
losophy, he does explicitly refer to Shen Dao in places, and so we know that

he was familiar with at least some of Shen Dao’s ideas.
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In particular, Han Fei draws on Shen Dao in developing a conception of
“positional power.” Chapter 40, “Objections to Positional Power” (Nan shi
#:4), opens with an expanded version of Shenzi [10-14] and reads,

[HF4] Shen Dao said: “The flying dragon rides the clouds, and the winged
snake travels on the mists. But when the clouds are gone and the mists dis-
sipate, the dragon and snake become the same as worms and ants, because
they have lost that upon which they were riding. If worthies yield to an
unworthy, it is because their authority is slight and their position low. If
unworthies submit to a worthy, it is because his authority is strong and his
position respected. When Yao was a commoner, he could not order [even]
three people, but when Jie was the Son of Heaven, he could disorder all
under heaven. From this I know that positional power and status are suf-
ficient to rely upon, while worthiness and wisdom are not sufficient to be
esteemed. If a crossbow is weak but its arrow flies high, it is because it is
pushed forward by the wind. If one is unworthy and yet one’s orders are car-
ried out, it is because one has attained the assistance of the masses. When
Yao tried to teach the slave class, the people would not listen to him. [How-
ever,] when he came to face south® and rule over all under heaven, his or-
ders were carried out, and what he prohibited ceased. From this, we can see
that worthiness and knowledge are insufficient to control the masses while

positional power and status are sufficient to cause worthies to submit.”>

Itis unclear whether Han Fei is working from a different version of the Shenzi
than we currently have or whether he felt free to modify and elaborate on
the text to better serve his point. However, the thrust of the argument in
this version is the same as that in fragments [10-14], clearly showing Han
Fei’s indebtedness to Shen Dao.

Shen Dao’s version of this passage was examined in the previous chapter,
where I contended that he is offering the argument that there is no essen-
tial difference between flying dragons and winged snakes on the one hand
and worms and ants on the other. There are factual differences, yes, for the
former two have wings while the latter two lack them. But the thrust of the

argument is that without exzernal assistance, they are in essence the same.
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In the example here, clouds and mists are essential to a dragon’s truly being
a dragon, and the analogy leads to the conclusion that in order for a ruler to
truly be a ruler, it is essential that he possess positional power.

Han Fei grasps this conception of positional power and incorporates
it into his political philosophy. He does not, however, simply appropriate
Shen Dao’s ideas and move on. Rather, he recognizes that there is a possible
response to this argument and so works to develop and defend Shen Dao’s
claims. In doing so, he first lays out a potential Confucian response to the

purported centrality of positional power:

[HFs] Further, when another takes the positional power of Yao to order all
under heaven, in what way is his positional power different from Jie’s po-
sitional power, which caused disorder in all under heaven? This positional
power is not such that one can ensure that the worthy use it and ensure
the unworthy not use it. If the worthy use it, then all under heaven will be
ordered. If the unworthy use it, then all under heaven will be disorderly.
As for the inborn dispositions and nature of humans, [they are such
that] the worthy are few and the unworthy are numerous, but if one uses
the benefit of awesome positional power in order to aid the unworthy who
would disorder the age, then accordingly those who use positional power to
disorder all under heaven will be many, and those who use positional power
to order all under heaven will be few. As for positional power, it is beneficial

to order and advantageous to disorder.”

As Roger Ames has noted, such a Confucian response argues that while
positional power may be necessary, it is certainly not sufficient.’ After all,
while flying dragons can ride the clouds, nothing will enable worms to fly
(except perhaps a tornado, in which case the worm, though he has a position
in the air, lacks even a semblance of control). In the hands of a virtuous ruler,
this response implies, positional power will aid in the ordering of the state,
as it did for the great sage-king Yao. However, in the hands of someone like
the tyrant Jie, it only leads to chaos and destruction.

The main point of this response is that the basic problem with Shen
Dao’s position is that it sees positional power as much more important than
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it actually is. In reality, it is merely a tool, and as with all tools, it can be used
for good or ill. Just as a properly balanced throwing axe can, in the hands
of a skilled thrower, allow her to be crowned champion at the Lumberjack
World Championships, the same axe, in the hands of one determined to
cause harm, can lead to unmitigated disaster. And, just as the neutrality of
an axe is such that it allows the achievement of great harm just as easily as
great honors, so too can positional power aid not only in the achievement of
great deeds but also in horrendous acts that would otherwise not have been

possible. This is made clear in a continuation of the Confucian response:

[HF6] [The tyrants] Jie and Zhou® built high pavilions and deep pools,
and by doing so exhausted the strength of the people. They burned people
alive, and by doing so harmed the nature of the people. Jic and Zhou suc-
ceeded in wanton behavior, and the ability to awe others that came from
facing south gave them wings.“’ If Jie and Zhou had been commoners, then
before they had implemented even one [of these bad acts], they would have
been punished by death. As for positional power, if it raises the hearts of
tigers and wolves, and succeeds in violent and disorderly affairs, this is
the greatest disaster under heaven. As for the relation between positional
power and order and disorder, it fundamentally does not have a fixed posi-
tion, and when [Shen Dao’s] words specifically say that positional power is
sufficient to govern all under heaven, then his wisdom is shallow in what

it arrives at.*!

If Jie and Zhou had lacked positional power, the argument goes, they would
have lacked the capacity to destroy their empires. In their cases, positional
power did not lead to order within the state. Rather, it is precisely the po-
sitional power itself that gave them the ability to bring chaos to the states
they ruled.

Han Fei acknowledges that this is a potential criticism of Shen Dao’s po-
sition but believes that he can refine and clarify the view such that it is not
necessary to allow morality into the equation. At this point, he introduces
another, related meaning of the term shi %, which I have previously trans-

lated as “positional power.” The term is also used to refer to circumstances,
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including those beyond human control. While this may initially secem to
be completely unrelated to positional power, such a relationship can be
drawn. We can, for example, think of positional power as that power aris-
ing due to a particular circumstance. In the case of the ruler, which Shen
Dao and Han Fei are most interested in, the circumstance in question is the
circumstance of holding the position of ruler. As such, we can think of “po-
sitional power” as a subset of a broader concept of “circumstantial power,”
the power that exists due to a particular constellation of circumstances.*>
If we think of it in this way, then it makes sense that there may be powers
arising due to particular sets of circumstances that we have no control over.
This is true in two senses—we may have no control over the circumstances
themselves and we may have no control over the power that arises from such
circumstances.

The fact that there are circumstantial powers that are outside human con-
trol is not sufficient to dismantle Shen Dao’s reliance on positional power.
Rather, since they are outside human control, they have no role to play in
discussions of political philosophy. The fact that they need not be incorpo-
rated into political theory does not mean, however, that they have no effect
on the world or, indeed, on the ruler. They may well have such effects, but it

is not something that humans can manipulate. As Han Fei argues,

[HF7] [. ..] Now, it is said that when Yao and Shun attained positional
power, order resulted, while when Jie and Zhou attained positional power,
disorder resulted. I do not deny that Yao and Jie were like this. However,
[their ability to attain positional power] was not something they estab-
lished on their own. [...]*> When [sage-kings like] Yao and Shun arise and
attain high positions, then even if there were ten [tyrants of the sort of ]
Jic or Zhou [at that time], they would not be able to bring disorder. This
is the positional power of order. When [those like] Jie and Zhou arise and
attain high positions, then even if there were ten [of the sort of ] Yao or
Shun [at that time], they would also not have been able to bring order. This
is the circumstance of disorder. Therefore it is said: “If the circumstances are
orderly, then disorder cannot arise, but if the circumstances are disorderly,

then order cannot arise.” This refers to the circumstances that arise of their
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own accord, and it is not something man establishes on his own. Now, as
for what I wish to discuss, it is the positional power that man sets up by

himself. In this, what use is there for worthies 244

In this passage, we see Han Fei defending Shen Dao’s position against an
apparently strong counterargument that could be raised. He acknowledges
that such a response has its history right—there was great disorder during
the reigns of the tyrants Jie and Zhou, even though these rulers had the
same positional power as was held by the successful sage-kings Yao and
Shun. However, he contends, this does not prove the point that positional
power is a tool that can be wielded for good or ill. Indeed, in these histori-
cal incidents, the good order that arose in the one set of cases, as well as the
disorder that arose in the other, are attributable in large part to external
circumstances that are outside human control. Order did not arise because
Yao was virtuous and disorder did not arise because Jie was vicious. As such,
Han Fei believes that the main thrust of Shen Dao’s argument remains.

At this point, Han Fei moves from defending the position that Shen Dao
has carlier espoused and begins making a unique argument of his own (al-
beit one that Shen Dao may well have agreed with). The argument goes as
follows: Let us assume that the Confucians are correct in their claims that
the unique talents of the sage-kings Yao and Shun are such as to contribute
to order, while the ineptitude of the tyrants Jie and Zhou contribute to dis-
order.® Even if this were to be the case, it should not cause concern, and it
certainly does not help the position of the Confucians. The reason for this
is that individuals at these two ends of the spectrum emerge only once every
thousand generations.“ Therefore, Han Fei argues, it is ridiculous to take
them as standards for determining how to order the state. As he notes,

[HF38] Those who govern the world are not all of the middle sort [between
Yao and Jie], but those for whose sake I talk about positional power are of
the middle sort. Those of the middle sort are neither as high as Yao and
Shun nor as low as Jie and Zhou. If they embrace the law and dwell in
positional power, then there will be order. If they turn their backs on the

law and get rid of positional power, then there will be disorder. Now, if one
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wastes one’s positional power and turns one’s back on the law while waiting
for a Yao or a Shun, then only when a Yao arrives will there be order. This
would be a thousand generations of disorder to every one of order. If one
embraces the law and dwells in positional power while waiting for a Jie or
a Zhou, then only when a Jie arrives will there be disorder. This would be a
thousand generations of order for every one of disorder. . . . If one abandons
the method of using a form for curving wood and abandons calculations
for determining length, and then has [the mythical wheelwright] Xi Zhong
make a cart, he could not even complete a single wheel. If they lacked the
encouragement of favors and rewards and the fear of punishments and
death, or if they discarded positional power and abandoned the law, then
Yao and Shun, by talking to houscholds and debating with men, would not
be able to order even three families. [From this] it is clear that it is sufficient
to rely upon positional power, and saying, “it is necessary to wait for the

worthy,” is incorrect.””

Therefore, Han Fei seems to say, even if the Confucians were right to vener-
ate the sage-kings of old, this has no bearing on Shen Dao’s argument for the
centrality of positional power over the centrality of the virtuous individual.
Indeed, Han Fei actually goes further, saying that even if Shen Dao were
incorrect in his dismissal of the positive benefits that could be achieved by
having a virtuous individual in a position of power, his argument would still
stand. Shen Dao could acknowledge (though he does not) that the Confu-
cians were correct in their veneration of the ancient sage-kings. He could
even acknowledge (though again he does not) that their moral methods
may have been able to order the state in the times of these past sage-kings.
None of this, however, is reason to attempt to order the state as it exists in
current times with the moral methods of the sage-kings. The talents of these
virtuous individuals were so unique and so extreme, a thousand generations
will pass before we can even begin to expect to see another such person arise.

The purpose of government, however, is to govern all the time, under all
conditions, not just when sages are present. Therefore, given that the vast
majority of time will be spent without a sage, the enlightened ruler will seek

methods that can work when there is no sage present as well as when there
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is. If we follow his methods, Han Fei argues, then the state will be ordered
except when circumstances outside human control arise. If we follow a vir-
tue-based system, then there will be order onzly when a great sage is present
(and when circumstances permit). The path, to him, is clear.

From this section, it is tempting to look at Han Fei as simply advancing
and developing Shen Dao’s ideas. However, while this might be the case
with regard to the concepts of positional power and circumstances, it is not
always the case. Certainly there is substantial overlap in their conceptions of
human dispositions and their ideas on how to order the state. And in nu-
merous ways, Han Fei does seem to provide a more worked out and develop
version of ideas found in the fragments. However, as we saw, there are also
ways in which Han Fei seems to have either missed or ignored certain im-
plications arising from certain of Shen Dao’s arguments.® As such, it would
be a mistake to think that what Shen Dao provides is simply an early and
less well worked out subset of the arguments employed in Han Feis political

philosophy.

SHEN DAO IN THE LUSHI CHUNQIU

Shen Dao also makes an appearance in the Liishi Chungin, a text compiled
over numerous years, perhaps beginning as early as 265 B.C.E. and reach-
ing its current state with the death of its organizer, Lii Buwei & £ %, in
235 B.C.E. This text was envisioned by its patron as an encyclopedic compen-
dium of the knowledge of the time and a philosophical manual for the ruler
of the emerging Qin dynasty. As such it attempted in part to bring together
the various strands of political thought of the time into a cohesive whole.*
While the Lishi Chungin discusses ideas similar to those seen in the
Shenzi Fragments, it is often unclear whether the compilers were directly
indebted to Shen Dao for these ideas or whether they encountered them as
filtered through and expanded on by Han Fei or others. However, in book 17,
and in particular the chapter on “Heeding Positional Power/Circumstances”
(Shen shi %), Shen Dao’s influence is both clear and explicit.® Neither this
chapter nor other parts of the Liishi Chungin advocate an amoral political
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theory of the sort found in Shen Dao (or later in Han Fei). Rather, it advo-
cates a political philosophy and method of ruling that has important ties to
morality and sees the justification of the ruler to lie in this morality. How-
ever, that being said, when it comes to more concrete aspects of governing
and the tools to be employed by the ruler, many of the techniques advocated
not only by Shen Dao but also by others whom we might think of as Legal-
ists, such as Shen Buhai # % and Han Fei, come to the fore.

The Liishi Chunqin quotes a version of fragment [82]:

[LS1] Shen Dao says, “Now, if a rabbit were to run by, a hundred people
will pursue it. This is not because a single rabbit is sufficient to be divided
among a hundred people, but rather because [its allotment] has not yet
been determined. When [its allotment] has not yet been determined, even
Yao would exhaust his strength [to attain it], and even the more so for the
masses. If piles of rabbits fill the market, and people pass by without turn-
ing their heads, it is not because they do not desire rabbits, [but rather be-
cause] the allotment has already been decided. When allotment has already
been decided, then people, even if they are base, will not contend with one
another. Therefore, governing all under heaven and the state rests in mak-

ing allotments and that is all.”!

The political connotations of this passage are quite clear—in any sort of
social or political organization, if the allotment or distribution of goods
is unclear or nonexistent, then contention among members will certainly
arise. In the Liishi Chunqiu, this passage is used to support the claim that
there needs to be a strict hierarchy in the distribution not merely of goods
but also of power, rank, and privilege. In a discussion reminiscent of Shenzi
[s7—60], this chapter argues that there must be a clear hierarchy in the po-
litical bureaucracy. If the particular duties and powers of the various parties
within the state are not clearly delineated, the Liishi Chungiu argues, then
those with lesser power and position will imitate those above. This imitation
then leads to contention and finally to chaos, leading to the destruction of

the state itself3?
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In order to prevent such a catastrophe, the Liishi Chungin says, it is im-
portant for the ruler to rely upon another concept, earlier analyzed by Shen
Dao, that of shi, both in its meaning as positional power and in its broader
meaning as circumstances. The ruler must rely upon his positional power
and ensure that no one else gains a position that allows his power to be
compromised. Going further than we see in Shen Dao’s writings, and likely
also indebted to Han Fei, the Liishi Chungin argues for a specific set of
techniques that will help ensure the ruler’s positional power, including those
of weighing strength and weakness, examining relative size, and increasing
the number of fiefs within the kingdom.” In doing this, the Liishi Chunqgiu
demonstrates an awareness of a variety of texts and uses a concept attributed
to Shen Buhai, and later refined by Han Fei, that of political techniques (shu
#), to augment and lay out the details underlying and expressing the ruler’s
positional power.

Positional power is not the only way in which shi is seen to be impor-
tant, however. Rather, the Liishi Chungin also understands the importance
of “following circumstances” (yin shi H%):

[LS2] All true kings come to the aid of the impoverished and miserable. On
water one uses a boat, on land a chariot, in the mud a mud sledge, in sand a
sand sled, and in the mountains, portage gear. One follows circumstances.

Those who follow circumstances will have their orders carried out.>*

Although this passage does not reference Shen Dao, its indebtedness is clear,
in both vocabulary and content. In particular, this section ties together a
range of passages from the Shenzi Fragments, including [119], which dis-
cusses making use of boats and chariots, [81], which discusses the role of
mud boards, and [15], which discusses the tools necessary for mountain por-
ters. These are all tied together by referencing (again, without acknowledg-
ment) [28-32], where Shen Dao discusses “following” or according with the
dispositions of people. The sense of following found in these passages can be
seen as a particular instance of the broader concept that arises in the Liishi

Chungin, that of following circumstances more generally.
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While the Lishi Chungin clearly uses an array of ideas and concepts
from Shen Dao, and its compilers are obviously influenced by him, it is also
evident that they do not see themselves as having identical goals. Rather, as
can be seen in [LS2], the goal of appropriating Shen Dao’s various methods
and ideas is to enable the king to “come to the aid of the impoverished and
miserable.” This moral goal, which is reiterated and expanded upon in vari-
ous places throughout the Liishi Chungiu, is at odds with the vision found
in the Shenzi Fragments. It does, though, resonate with (and perhaps indi-
cate the influence of ) Xunzi, for whom divisions and allotments were ex-
tremely important—for both moral and political reasons.

In the eyes of the compilers of the Lishi Chungiu, Shen Dao’s ideas
are valuable insofar as they can be appropriated as tools to achieve their
own unique aims. As such, the text does not attempt to debate Shen Dao,
to analyze which of his ideas are worth keeping and which should be dis-
carded, or to defend how some of his ideas can be removed from the context
in which they were devised in order to serve importantly different goals.
Faithfully understanding what underlies Shen Dao’s vision and engaging it
philosophically is simply not something that interests the authors of this
text. However, the very fact that the compilers of the Liishi Chungin bor-
row from Shen Dao speaks to the degree to which he was seen as an active
participant in the intellectual milieu of this time. Furthermore, it is difficult
not to read many sections of the Liishi Chungiu as continuing the debate
we reconstructed between Shen Dao and Xunzi over the relative impor-
tance of people and institutions. Recognizing that neither is sufficient on its
own, the Liishi Chungin works to provide its own account of how to weigh
the relative importance of these elements and ensure that they can work

together in creating and sustaining a strong, stable, and flourishing state.”

SHEN DAO IN THE HUAINANZI

Shen Dao also makes an appearance in the Huainanzi, another edited
collection with aims that are in many ways similar to those of the Liishi

Chungin but one that was compiled approximately a century later, around
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157 B.C.E.~141 B.C.E.” Further, like the Liishi Chunqiun, it is often difhcult
to determine whether the Huainanzi is borrowing ideas from Shen Dao or
from others such as Han Fei who discussed similar ideas.”” However, it is still
possible to note textual parallels and see that many of the ideas raised in the
Shenzi find a home in the system envisioned by the Huainanzi®

The only direct reference to the Shenzi comes in chapter 12, “Responses
to the Way” (Dao ying i J&), a chapter that attempts to lay out a compre-
hensive vision of rulership, explicated by means of fifty-six different anec-
dotes. Fifty-three of these anecdotes close with quotations from the Laozi,
while the remaining three close with an anecdote attributed either to the
Zhuangzi, the Guanzi € F, or the Shenzi. The anecdote closing with a
passage attributed to the Shenzi is utilized to support an argument against
excessively relying upon skill, though the import of the quotation itself is
not completely clear given apparent textual corruption and the fact that
the quotation is found in no other sources, ancient or medieval.’> However,
while the point to be drawn from Shen Dao is obscure, the fact that he is
seen as worth quoting, and in particular as worth quoting instead of Laozi,
as is the common practice in this chapter, does attest to his significance in
the eyes of the compilers of the Huainanzi, indicating that his influence
extended into the Han dynasty.

Moving beyond direct citations, we see a variety of parallels between phil-
osophical ideas expressed in the Huainanzi and those found in the Shenzi
Fragments. Perhaps appropriately, the majority of these arise in chapter 9
“The Ruler’s Techniques” (Zhu shu £ 47), a chapter devoted to advising the
ruler on governing.®® Among other things, this chapter is concerned with
establishing a set of procedures for governing, including figuring out how
best to employ the people and determining what actions the ruler should
take—all issues that, as we have seen, concerned Shen Dao.

Chapter 9 is quite concerned with ensuring that the ruler is able to ef-
fectively employ the people under his rule. Comparing the ruler’s task with

that of a skillful craftsman’s management of wood, it says,

[HN1] Large piceces are used for boats and barges or pillars and rafters;

small ones are used for tholes and pegs. Long picces are used for eaves and
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rafters; short pieces for red [-lacquered] brackets and capitals. Whether
small or large, long or short, each has something for which it is appropri-
ate. The compass and the square [shape them] square or round; cach has
something for which it is suitable. They have different shapes and varying
qualities, but there is nothing that does not find its [proper] use. Of all
things in the world, none is more poisonous than the xidu plant, but an
accomplished doctor puts it in his bag and keeps a supply of it, for it is
useful in some treatments. Thus, if among the products of the forest and
the thickets, there are none that may be ignored, how much more so is this

the case with people?®!

Such a passage immediately brings to mind fragments [33-37] and [55-56].
Indeed, [HN1] can be seen as a metaphor that encapsulates the main thrust
of Shen Dao’s argument. Just as there are many different types of wood, each
with its own unique qualities, there are many different types of people—
cach with their own abilities. And just as part of what makes a skillful crafts-
man skillful is his ability to appropriately choose the right piece of wood for
the task at hand, what makes a lord great is his ability to find the appropriate
position for each and every individual under his rule.®

Elsewhere in the chapter, we see another discussion that resonates with

Shen Dao’s ideas on how to employ people:

[HN2] Thus in ancient times when they made a carriage, the one who
painted its surface did not draw designs on it, and the one who drilled
holes did not carve designs. Workers did not have two different skills;
scholars did not hold two positions; each stuck to his profession and did
not interfere with others. Each person obtained what was suitable to him;

each thing obtained what gave it security.%

Such a view on how to employ people—in both the political and the broader
social realms—has clear parallels with several points Shen Dao makes. In
particular, we see a resonance with his advocacy of the methods of the past
in which artisans pursued only one craft and officials held only one post,
allowing them to develop their skills through regular activity, that appears
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in [17-18] and a discussion of the disastrous results of giving two people
responsibility for the same task, in [s8—59].

Chapter 9 also picks up on the idea that it is important to rely upon
procedures, laws, and positional power rather than on human talents. In
a fashion similar to Shen Dao’s, we see a variety of discussions about the
problems of relying upon the strength, knowledge, or wisdom of a single

individual. Laws are essential, the text says, noting,

[HN3] Law is the standard of measurement for the world, the level and the
marking cord of the ruler. [He who] proclaims the laws does so to [impose]
law on the lawless; [he who] sets up rewards does so to reward those who
deserve rewards.

After the laws are set, those who obey the laws are rewarded, and those
who fall short of the marking cord [s line] are punished. For the honorable
and noble, the punishments are not decreased, and for the lowly and base,
the punishments are not increased. If somebody disobeys the law, even if he
is [otherwise] worthy, he must be punished. If someone meets the standard,
even if he is [otherwise] unworthy, he must be found innocent. Thus the

Way of the public good will be opened up, and that of private interest will
be blocked.**

Such a position corresponds quite nicely to Shen Dao’s conception of law,
particularly its role in blocking private interests and the necessity that it
be applied impartially. A few lines later, we see two more themes quite
prevalent in the Shenzi Fragments: the idea that the laws do not come from
heaven but are rather human creations and that not employing the laws is
equivalent to not having laws at all.®® Furthermore, in another section of the
chapter, we see a familiar refrain—the idea that removing partiality and sub-
jectivity by establishing fixed laws eliminates resentment and expectation
among the populace.®® Indeed, much like what we see in the Shenzi Frag-
ments, the ruler’s use of the law is compared to the use of a balance beam,
marking cord, and balance weight and beam—all tools that prevent bias.”

Reviewing these select passages certainly provides one with the impres-

sion that the Huainanzi is working with Shen Dao’s conception of the law,
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even if it has been filtered and refracted through a variety of lenses before
reaching the editors. However, a more careful examination of this chapter
of the Huainanzi makes us realize that there are very important differences
as well. Most important among these is the explicit claim that punishments
are insuficient for the task of modifying habits and preventing wicked-
ness.®® Rather, the enlightened ruler must make use of his personal potency
and moral charisma in order to change the hearts and spirits of his subjects.
This reliance upon eliciting an emotional reaction from the population as a
motivating force shows the Huainanzi echoing some of the same concerns
raised earlier by Xunzi. Indeed, going directly against Shen Dao, chapter 9
advocates that the ruler display a range of moral excellences often associated
with Confucian thinkers, including righteousness and loyalty.”

There is another, perhaps even greater, way in which the Huainanzi takes
a conception of law similar to Shen Dao’s and recasts it in a form Shen Dao
likely never imagined—it actually explicitly applies it to the ruler himself.
In the same section from which [HN2] and [HN3] were pulled, the Huai-
nanzi tells us that a system of officials was established in the past in order to
restrain the people and that the position of ruler was established in order to
restrain the officials. It continues on to declare,

[HN 4] Laws, records, ritual, and righteousness were used to restrain the
ruler so that he could not exercise absolute authority. When none of the

people could blindly follow their own desires, the Way was triumphant.”

This section of the chapter reiterates its point by quoting the Analects 13.6 to
bring out an emphasis on the uprightness of the ruler and concludes,

[HN5s] Thus when the prohibitions apply to [even the ruler] himself, then

his orders will be carried out among the people.”!

Such a conception of the role of law is a significant advancement over the
ideas found in the Shenzi Fragments (and elsewhere in the early Chinese
tradition) and may help to alleviate some of the worries previously identi-

fied in our discussion of the role of law for Shen Dao. At the same time,
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however, it raises new questions about the methods by which the ruler could
be required to subject himself to the law, whether there is any means other
than moral cultivation leading the ruler to decide to restrain himself in this
fashion.

There are numerous other ways in which the philosophy of the Huai-
nanzi in general and chapter 9 in particular diverge dramatically from Shen
Dao’s political theory, but these are beyond the scope of this study. The hope
is merely that the ideas illustrated in these passages will lead us to see the
Huainanzi as continuing to participate in a discussion about political phi-

losophy that is in certain ways influenced by and indebted to Shen Dao.

SHEN DAO ELSEWHERE IN THE
EARLY CHINESE TRADITION

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, determining influence can
be a tricky business, and this is one of the reasons I have limited my discus-
sion of Shen Dao in the early Chinese intellectual milieu to those texts that
evince an explicit awareness of Shen Dao and his ideas. However, it is also
possible to look through the early Chinese tradition and find a range of
texts, both transmitted and excavated, that deal with similar issues to those
raised in the Shenzi Fragments, and it would be possible to postulate con-
nections between these texts and Shen Dao. In particular, those who have
read the Guanzi, the Book of Lord Shang ( WEZE Shangjunshu), or the frag-
ments attributed to Shen Buhai will certainly notice that there is significant
overlap in the set of ideas that these texts take to be fundamental for analyz-
ing the question of social and political organization and order. And, if we
broaden our scope to texts recently unearthed at Mawangdui & E3 and
elsewhere, there may be even more connections to make.

Drawing connections among these texts is made more difficult, however,
because of the uncertainty surrounding the dates of these texts. Although
the Guanzi and the Book of Lord Shang are both named after real historical
figures, the scholarly consensus is that these figures had little if anything
to do either with authoring or with compiling these texts. Indeed, it seems
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clear that in the case of the Guanzi especially, the various chapters came
from different hands and were written in significantly different periods.”
Certainly, though, anyone interested in tracing the development of the con-
cept of law in the Chinese intellectual tradition would want to look not
only at the Book of Lord Shang but also at several chapters in the Guanzi.?

It would also be possible to extend such an examination to four texts
found in Mawangdui that many have concluded are the Four Books of the
Yellow Emperor and thus provide a glimpse of Huang-Lao thought.”* These
texts are certainly engaged in a task similar to what we see in the Shenzi
Fragments, and we see numerous discussions of law, heaven, and the Way.
Indeed R. P. Peerenboom has written an excellent book examining the con-
ception of law in these texts and identifying important ways in which he
sees it as differing from that seen in other early Chinese texts, including
the Shenzi Fragments> Again, however, there are a range of worries about
the dating and authorship of these four texts that make it quite difficult to
draw lines of potential influence. That being said, there are certainly many
fascinating studies left to be written that make use of the various threads and
connections among these various texts and endeavor to examine similarities
within differences and differences within similarities.

Finally, and briefly, it should be noted that we see Shen Dao mentioned
in chapter 33 of the Zhuangzi, “All Under Heaven” (Tian xia X T). This
chapter, one of the so-called mixed chapters, has been dated by A. C. Gra-
ham to around 180 B.C.E.” Unfortunately it does not provide us with much
of a sense of Shen Dao’s influence in the intellectual milieu of the time. He
appears as one of numerous thinkers whose views are sketched and then dis-
missed by the author. The primary interest of this reference is that a variety
of nonpolitical views that do not appear in the Shenzi Fragments are attrib-
uted to Shen Dao. If these attributions are accurate, they indicate that Shen
Dao had a wider array of intellectual interests than appear in the remaining
fragments.” Again, however, the fact that Shen Dao is seen as worth refut-
ing alongside other prominent thinkers such as Mozi, Laozi, and Hui Shi

attests to his prominence at the time.
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This chapter has attempted merely to begin the process of situating Shen
Dao in his historical milieu and understand how he influenced a range of
political philosophers who followed him. It is clear that the ideas Shen Dao
examines and the ways in which he treats them bear important similarities
to ideas being examined by a range of important carly Chinese thinkers,
including Laozi, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Han Fei. Furthermore, many ideas
are taken seriously enough to be the subject of refutation by Xunzi and the
subject of further development by Han Fei. His appearance in texts such as
the Liishi Chungiu and the Huainanzi (even though they do not directly
engage with his political theory but rather borrow from it piecemeal) also
indicates that he was seen as an important player in the field of early Chinese
political philosophy.

However, as noted, this is just the beginning, and it is hoped that the
reader takes this analysis, along with the subsequent translation, as an in-
vitation to explore more deeply the intersections between Shen Dao’s ideas
and those of others in early China. There is much more work to be done in
a variety of areas, including examining how not just elements of Shen Dao’s
political philosophy resonate with elements found in others but also how
his style of argumentation is to be found in a range of other texts. Already
we have reason to think that Shen Dao was at the center of the political
discussions of his time, and further study will, I believe, reveal even more
ways in which he influenced both the theoretical discussions and the actual
politics of early China.
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A Translation of the Shenzi Fragments

A NOTE ON THE ORGANIZATION
OF THE TRANSLATION

As noted in the introduction, I follow Thompson’s organization of the text
and numbering of the fragments. However, the reader should be warned
that we have no reason to think that this organization is related to the origi-
nal organization of the text. The first seven sections comprise extracts from
the original Shenzi that were collected by the editors of the Qun shu zhiyao,
as described in the introduction. Sections 8 to 20 come from citations of the
Shenzi that appear in a range of other texts, as indicated in the translation.
The reader should remain aware that in their current form, the fragments
are often far removed from their original context. Unless explicitly com-
bined in the following translation, there should be no assumption that any
particular fragment was originally written after the preceding fragment or
before the subsequent one or that it bears a necessary relationship to those

fragments that surround it

SECTION 1: Ef& AWE-INSPIRING POTENCY

1-6. RAW, TEAZHEG, MAM, FTEAZAH, EAHE, W@
FEANZ G, REFEAZHE, BPAHK, LHEAE, AXRES



2, MBETEAZE, KANEL, LBMOES; HHEFR, EAR
FEAZ o, BHELTMILART, LWMOEE,; WEAZER, &
EARLE, BEFEA, FHEAECEL; HEUHREER, ZAZH
AT, Zz4, W2, BHIRAEAL, B4, FFEEAED
W AEZEAEFEXR,

While heaven is bright, it does not worry that the people are in the dark.
While the earth is bountiful, it does not worry that there is insufficiency
among the people. While the sage is potent, he does not worry that the
people are endangered. Even though heaven does not worry that the people
are in the dark, those who open up doors and windows certainly can take
from [heaven] in order to obtain their own illumination, though heaven
does nothing. Even though the earth does not worry that there is insuffi-
ciency among the people, those who chop down trees and cut grasses can
certainly draw from [the earth] in order to obtain their own bounty, though
the earth does nothing. Even though the sage does not worry that people
are endangered, those of the hundred surnames who take the sage as their
standard from above and harmonize with those below can certainly draw
from [the sage] in order to attain their own security, though the sage does
nothing. Thus while the sage is able to avoid harming the people when oc-
cupying a position above, he is not able to keep the people from harming
themselves. However, those of the hundred surnames are able to stop the
people from harming themselves. The manner in which the sage possesses
all under heaven is that he accepts it; he does not take it. The relationship
between those of the hundred surnames and the sage is that they nourish
him; they do not make him nourish them. And so the sage does nothing,.

(L translate the term de & here and throughout as“potency” or‘potent.”
Often, translations of early Chinese texts render it as “virtue.” In some texts
from this period the term has a moral implication, but not in these fragments.
Rather, it can be thought in the sense of a characteristic potency (and in this
way, it is similar to the Latin virtus). Others have rendered de as “power” in
similar circumstances.?

Ir is worth paying attention to Shen Dao’s point that human beings are not
at the center of the universe. They are a part of the universe, but neither heaven

nor earth acts for the sake of human beings. Rather, they engage in regular ac-
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tivities, irvespective of the existence of humans. We also begin to see Shen Dao’s
attempt to depict his conception of the sagely ruler as modeling himself on na-
ture and, in turn, serving as a model for those below.

Also note that “those of the hundred surnames” refers to a particular class of
individuals—those with status sufficient to have a surname. They are differen-
tiated from the lower classes, referred to merely as “the people.”

The conceptions of heaven, earth, and the sage here bear resemblances to

ideas that we see in Laozi s. |

7-9. T, FMi, RTZERM; RZUKME, BREEE;, 2
Nz#h, A%, ma8z, Mx8eiib, KEFz, R
2, AVBRBEL, HATE, B4, 2HHE, LE,

Mao Qiang and Xi Shi were the most beautiful women in the world, but
if they were to wear hideous masks, then everyone who saw them would
flee. Yet if they were to change and wear fine materials, then people in the
streets would all stop [and stare at them]. Looking at it from this viewpoint,
then, fine materials assist in beauty. If beautiful women decline them, then
their beauty will be obscured. Porters can traverse and climb to the farthest
valleys and can walk through the wilds for a thousand miles because of the

salve [they apply to their feet]. If the porters decline this salve, then their
feet will be hobbled.

10-14. WHEWREE, RERE;, ZRER, B RER; B KA
T, WEMBRTHE, B4, THHRRES, TEH, £4
Tk, FHEHMR, MEART, #EAKXT. BBz, BEREUR
B, MHBLRUE B, MELATEH, #E0, YEWESH, b
B &R HTATE, BB R,

So the winged snake travels on the mists, and the flying dragon rides the
clouds. But when the clouds are gone and mists dissipate, then they become
the same as worms, because they have lost that upon which they were riding.
Therefore, if worthies yield to an unworthy, this is because their author-
ity is too light. If unworthies submit to a worthy, it is because his status is
respected. When Yao was a commoner, he could not bring order to neigh-

boring families, while when Jie was the son of heaven, he was able to bring
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disorder to all under heaven. Looking at it from this viewpoint, being wor-
thy is not sufficient to make the masses bow down, but positional power and
status are sufficient to make worthies bend. So, those who are not renowned
but still decide matters are able to do so because their authority is weighty. If
a crossbow is weak, but its bolt flies high, it is because the bolt rides on the
wind. If one is not worthy, and yet one’s orders are carried out, it is because
one has obtained the assistance of the masses.

5-16. WEEREH, TERE, TFTH, TEM,; BRER
#, TERAH, REBAIK, BHAER, KZF. ZazE 2RAX
M, B R, ARENE, HBFIHEAL,

So, one who is able to lift a heavy weight and climb high is not careless
about applying salve. One who dotes on infants is not careless about those
who care for them. One who travels over dangerous terrain and across dis-
tant plains is not careless about his driver. They are successful because they
receive assistance, and if they lose this assistance, they will fail. The potency
of the Three Kings and Five Hegemons forms a trinity with heaven and
carth, communicates with the ghosts and spirits, and spreads throughout all
living things because it receives wide-ranging assistance.

[Yao was the first of three mythical sage-kings and is traditionally said to
have ruled from 2356 B.C.E. to 2255 B.C.E. The tyrant Jie, taken to have been
the last ruler of the Xia dynasty, reigning from 1818 B.C.E. t0 1766 B.C.E., was
renowned for his cruelty.

This discussion of positional power is perbaps what Shen Dao is most famous

for. Han Fei quotes a version in his own investigation of positional power in
chapter 40. However, reading this passage in its fuller context may lead us to
draw a slightly different impression than we get from reading the Han Feizi.
While positional power plays a role here, it is merely one example of a larger
phenomenon that Shen Dao wishes to point out—that it is necessary to utilize
external assistance if our goals are to be achieved. This emphasis also resonates
with Xunzi's argument in the opening of chapter 1 that what makes the gentle-
man better than others is that he is good at making use of things and in chap-

ter 12 where he discusses how water can support a boat or overturn it.]
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17-18. H#, TA¥E;, tF%E. TAREAEL, FLA 55,
TRFERRE, BENGF, kLA TH;, IHFTH, BIZTFIFE
TaeH, A£G, FHEEH

In the past, artisans did not pursue more than one craft, and officials did
not hold more than one post. Because artisans did not pursue more than
one craft, their tasks were few. Because their tasks were few, it was easy to
complete them. Because officials did not hold more than one post, their
responsibilities were few. Because their responsibilities were few, it was easy
to manage them. Therefore the positions of officials were lifelong, and the
tasks of the artisans remained constant. The various artisans’ children did
not need to pursue formal studies but were able to practice their craft and
not because they were born with such a skill. They say it was because they
engaged in regular activity.

[This passage is intriguing as one of the earliest recognitions of the harms of
multitasking and the benefits of repeated engagement with particular tasks in
order to develop skill. The idea here, that regular practice and habituation are
necessary for any endeavor to be successful, can be found throughout the early
Chinese corpus. See, for example, Mengzi 3B6 and 649, Zhuangzi, chapter 17,
and Xunzi, chapters 1 and 21. Unlike the Han Feizi, however, which makes a
similar point, Shen Dao does not seem to be worried about too much power

accumulating in the hands of one official.)

1920 A, EEFHE, FEEE RUERES, HEK EF
B, EXRAEEE, sREAREY, REFAEARZIBEE AL
R,

Today, the state lacks a constant Way, and offices lack constant models.
Because of this, the state is deteriorating day by day. Even if they have been
well educated, [competent] officials will be insufficient [in number]. When
officials are insufficient, then the patterns of the Way will languish. When
the patterns of the Way languish, there will be a yearning for the worthy and
the wise. When there is a yearning for the worthy and the wise, the most
crucial elements for governing the entire state will depend on the mind of

a single person.
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[Here, Shen Dao seems to argue that the lack of an overarching bureaucratic
structure leads to the weakening of the state. Unfortunately, on his account,
the recognition of the resultant disorder leads to a failed attempt to find a cure
in the form of a worthy and wise individual. It may be useful to compare this
with fragments 7 to 16, where Shen Dao notes that the great sage-king Yao was
successful only once there was a system in place that allowed him to benefit from
outside assistance. In certain ways, this passage is also reminiscent of Laozi 38.]

u-22. BH, LRFTWMEZH, FUM—AH; B: RTE—&, A
BEGE, BEUARTH, WLRTFUBRTH, FLRTUAHKRT
., TEENARE, FIBENAEHL, TERUAESL, FILEUL
KA,

In ancient times, setting up the emperor and honoring him was not for
the benefit of that single person. It is said, “If the world lacks a foremost
object of honor, then patterns will lack what connects them to one another;
the connection of these patterns is for the sake of the empire.” So, the [posi-
tion of ] emperor was established in order to serve the empire; the empire
was not established in order to serve the emperor. The [position of | lord
was established in order to serve the state; the state was not established in
order to serve the lord. The [position of ] prime minister was established in
order to serve the officials; the officials were not established in order to serve
the prime minister.

[Note the advocacy of state consequentialism here. This is a position that bas
important parallels to (along with definite divergences from) other state conse-
quentialists in early China, including Mozi and Han Fei. While Shen Dao’s
emphasis is on the claim that the state is not put in place to serve the desires of
the ruler, he does not say here (as the Confucians do) that the role of the ruler

is to serve the people; rather it is to serve the state. ]

2324, KHEFE, MANER, KM, HELSE, FUHKR
B, AR TR E, ERRE T T LA, AT U ELZ A,

Even if the law is not good, it is still better than having no law at all.
Casting coins’ to divide property and drawing lots to apportion horses is

not done because casting coins and drawing lots lead to equal distribution.
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Rather, they are methods that cause those who do well not to know toward
whom to feel grateful and cause those who do badly not to know toward
whom to feel resentful. These are the means by which resentment and ex-
pectation are blocked.

[Two interesting claims arise here. First, the existence of law is in and of
irself a good for the state. Even if the content of the law is not optimal, the
structure that it provides allows for a more stable and successful state than the
alternative. Second, the point of laws is not to achieve some sort of equal or even
equitable distribution of the goods in the state. Rather, it is to set up a system
in which resentment and personal gratitude do not arise on the part of those in
the system. Note fragment 63 for further discussion on blocking resentment and
expectation and fragment 73 for other instances of impartiality.]

25—27. MEBHER, LwmE; 2Fol, Lok, TEFF,
hEE, HBARTHE, EFAFLE; BEX/RA, ®RFAFRME; £1
B¥EE, TrHREE, NEZE, UWEXA, FRF, LEXH, T£
* o

An enlightened ruler, when assigning tasks and appointing offices, does
so on the basis of discernment; when deciding punishments and distribut-
ing wealth, he does so on the basis of the law; when exercising potency and
regulating what is within [his household], he does so on the basis of ritual.
Therefore, desires will not lead to interference in the cycle of the seasons,
affection will not lead to violations of the law, honors accorded will not
go beyond protocol, salaries will not exceed rank, officials will not hold
more than one post, and artisans will not pursue more than one craft. Use
ability as the basis for awarding tasks. Use the tasks performed as the basis
for awarding benefits. If things are done in this manner, then above there
will not be an excess of rewards, and below there will not be an excess of
wealth.

[Here again, the emphasis seems to be on the bureaucratic system and not
acting in ways that would go against this fixed system. We also see a connection
back to the patterns of nature, in particular the pattern of the seasons.]
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SECTION 2: Hf& FOLLOWING

28-32. K, HEAIK, A4, Hhx, EBAZFEHE AEFTEA
t; kEZ AR, NETETAL, REEEIFAZHRAETE, IR
HAENE, ATREFNEAE, IEFBAE, &AAZER, F
RAAzAE, NEXTETAL, WZHEE,

The Way of heaven is such that if you “follow” then you will be great,
while if you alter then you will be insignificant. To “follow” means to follow
the dispositions of people. Among people, no one fails to act for himself.
If you [try to] alter them and cause them to act for you, then there will be
none whom you can secure and employ. Therefore, the former kings did
not use as ministers those who would not accept a salary, and they did not
take as partners in difficult endeavors those whose salary was not large. In
circumstances where people are not able to act for themselves, those above
will not get any use out of them. Therefore, if you make use of people who
act for their own benefit rather than those who act for your benefit, then
there are none whom you cannot secure and employ. This is what is called
following [their dispositions].

[Shen Dao seems to voice an anticultivation position here, arguing that it is
necessary for the ruler to accord with people’s dispositions as they are rather than
trying to change them. He also implies that actions said to be for the sake of oth-
ers should be viewed with suspicion. These points are picked up by the Han Feizi
in a section of chapter 48 that bears the subbeading “Following Dispositions,”

and the Huainanzi elaborates on this point in chapter 20.)

SECTION 3: R % THE PEOPLE ARE MIXED

33—37. RERTAFE, rkErE. WRZFEL AEHFALE
, EETH4N, TZHEFRME L2 fb, RUAEERZEA
%, mamaz, BERE, ARAH—FURAAN; RATKHFELR
H, REFHBAT, % Rt,; FTEHETAZATR, ZATAHTES
B, EXBRHET, #TZHAL

The people have various strengths. Each has his own abilities and these
abilities are not the same. This is a disposition of the people. A great lord is
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the most superlative of all and provides for all people alike. While the abili-
ties of those below are not the same, they can all be used by him. Because of
this, the great lord takes people’s abilities as his material and does his utmost
to embrace and provide for them, not throwing out some while taking in
others. Therefore, he does not establish a single method for secking [things]
from people, and so in what he secks, he is never disappointed. A great lord
is not picky about who can be his subject, and so his subjects are sufficient
in number. Since he does not turn anyone away, it is easy to become his
subject. Since it is easy to become his subject, none are not included. Since
none are not included, he has many subjects. Since he has many subjects, he
is called a great lord.

[Untriguingly, Shen Dao does not seem to believe that there is any sort of
person who cannot be utilized by the ruler. The task, then, is to figure out how

to make use of the particular talents of everyone in his realm.)

38—41. BEZHE, EFEMEBLESE, BARWEMRLY, EZF AU
EHEMARAE, MAWE, RFLELE, BLEERE, AFEHE
MEHERHEULET, MERTRAERS G, ERBR, ®E: BEAETA
FULET, ATAHEEFREULEE R, BRLTH, LEES, #
#, IEREER,; #ALZHEH,

The [proper] Way of the lord and his subjects is such that his subjects en-
gage in work while the lord has no work to do. The lord is leisurely and happy,
while the subjects serve and toil. The subjects exhaust their knowledge and
power in order to fulfill their tasks excellently, while the lord does not partici-
pate in these tasks. He simply nods his approval and that is all. Therefore, there
are no tasks that are not well ordered. This is the correct Way of good order. If
the lord personally takes on responsibilities and strives to do good in order to
outdo his ministers, this is to take the place of his subordinates by taking on
their responsibilities and carrying out their labors, and his subordinates will,
conversely, be leisurely. Therefore, it is said, “If a lord of men likes to do better
than those below, then those below will not dare to compete with their lord by
doing better than him.” They will all keep what they know to themselves, cov-
ering and concealing it. When things go wrong, those below will conversely

hold the lord responsible; this is the Way leading to perversity and chaos.
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[The idea here seems to be that dangers arise when the ruler competes with
his ministers. It shifts the ministers’ focus to outperforming their lord rather
than completing their assigned tasks, and it gives them a potential scapegoat if’
things go wrong.]

42—45. BZERLHERARM, URAKEMAUEFTHT, BAHE
Ro BERZERE, W—EWEETAY, FAAE HAx, FH
BRRTEz B, ZUABEETHE, WEFFEL, REESN
W BB ¥, EHHELR. ABEETMZESH, HEYEER, RF
EZJE, #Elza, FHFEH,

The wisdom of the lord is not necessarily the greatest among the people.
If his wisdom is not the greatest and yet he wants to use his goodness to
completely shelter those below, he will be incapable of succeeding. Even if
we were to suppose that the lord’s wisdom was the greatest, if as a single lord
he were to completely provide for those below, then he would have to toil
laboriously. If he were to toil laboriously, then he would be wearied. If wea-
ried, then he would be enfeebled. If enfeebled, then he would again return
to the Way of being incapable of taking care of [those below]. Therefore,
if the lord takes on responsibility himself and personally carries out tasks,
then his subjects will not pursue their affairs. This is to change the position
of lord and minister and is called inversion and perversity. If there is inver-
sion and perversity, then there will be chaos. If the lord of men delegates
responsibility to his ministers and does not personally take on their tasks,
then his ministers will all pursue their affairs. This is the proper arrangement
between lord and minister, and the difference between order and chaos, and
it is essential that this be examined.

[Recognizing that there is no reason to believe that a hereditary ruler will
have any particular talents or capacities, Shen Dao here counsels him not to rely
upon himself but rather take advantage of the myriad talents available to him
and situate them in a bureaucratic system that can then run efficiently regard-
less of the ruler’s talents. At the same time, Shen Dao shows an awareness of the

problems in another potential way of solving this problem, that of velying on the
independent talents of his ministers. Given the dispositions discussed in section

2, ministers cannot be counted on to act in the best interests of the state unless a
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bureaucratic system is in place that necessitates that they do. These points about
delegating authority are picked up in a variety of texts, including the Xunzi
and Han Feizi, though they are developed in a range of different directions.]

SECTION 4: %/ UNDERSTANDING LOYALTY

46-48. Al H, THZE, FBEESEL, BEZY, BEZ
B, FEaES 4, pEZA, EFRARE; ALEZA, #fHAHE
B, ATieAlzt, FAALHEZA, EXHREHTRY, MEAREL
b EEWT. FEZEWEEBAFRBELT, BERBWA TR,

It is not only in chaotic ages or among the ministers of failed states that
we find a lack of loyal ministers. It is not only in well-ordered ages or among
the ministers of eminent lords that we can find complete loyalty. The loy-
alty of people in a well-ordered age is not particularly directed toward their
ruler. The morality of people in a chaotic age is not particularly directed
toward their ministers. Nevertheless, in both well-ordered and chaotic ages,
we find loyal and moral people. Ministers who desire to be loyal exist in
every generation and yet lords have never yet been able to be secure in their
position. Even if rulers encounter those with the loyalty of Bi Gan or Zixu,
if they are dissolute and lost in darkness, they will be infected with self-
indulgence, ruin their reputation, and be killed.

[Bi Gan was the uncle of the tyrant Zhou, the corrupt last ruler of the Shang
dynasty. Irritated by Bi Gan’s continual exhortations to change his ways, Zhou
had him eviscerated (in one account Zhou explained his actions as arising from
an interest in learning whether a sage’s heart had seven orifices). Zixu refers
to Wu Zixu 1T &, a minister of the Spring and Autumn Period who served
Fuchai K%, the last king of the state of Wu %. After making a recommenda-
tion that the king did not like, he was ordered to commit suicide. Because of
their failure to heed the recommendation of their advisers, both rulers lost their
empires and ended up committing suicide.

Throughout Chinese history Bi Gan and Zixu have been held up as para-
digms of loyalty willing to make the ultimate sacrifice. It is interesting to note,
though, how different social and political theorists react differently to the inef-
Sfectiveness of these ministers’ loyalty. In the Lunyu, Mengzi, and Xunzi, they
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are held up as models to be emulated, even if they are ultimately unsuccessful.
There are often circumstances beyond the control of the virtuous, these Confu-
cian thinkers acknowledge, and so what individuals should focus on is what
they can control—namely, their own virtue and moral cultivation. Shen Dao,
however, examines these situations and their import from a political rather
than moral perspective, noting the general ineffectiveness of loyalty as a politi-
cal tool.

49-s1. MABZ, EAREUREH, WHEEZUEE, FMURIAL?
H: RKART, MAKTY; £HLE, MHABRT. RUAFTFREHE
RZEK, MEEFEEREZT, RAEZEHEL, EAHEMEE, W
TARME; £ UBMER BT T FIANEFH

Looking at it from this perspective, “loyalty” is insufficient to rescue a
disordered age and has the tendency to exacerbate what is wrong. How can
this be seen to be so? They say,

Gu Sou had a good son, but Shun banished him.

Jie had loyal ministers, but his transgressions filled up all under heaven.

This being so, filial children do not arise only in families with loving parents,
and loyal ministers do not arise only as the subordinates of sagely lords. There-
fore, in employing ministers, the enlightened ruler ensures that their loyalty
does not exceed their responsibilities and their responsibilities do not exceed
their positions, and so they will be liable for any excess. As such, his subjects
will not dare to be conceited and arrogant on account of their goodness.
[This passage raises several distinct ideas and illustrates them through ex-
amples. The first example secks to illustrate that loyalty itself is not sufficient to
put in order a disordered world. The sage-king Shun’s father was a notoriously
evil person who tried to kill Shun on multiple occasions. However, Shun’s re-
markable loyalty and filiality led him to treat his father with great respect and
deference, allowing his father to beat him and running away only when his
father was expressly trying to kill him. However, in the end, Shun is forced to

banish his father, demonstrating, on Shen Dao’s account, that even with such
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loyalty on Shun’s part, his father is still bad (or perhaps even that Shun’s laxity
with his father damaged their relationship rather than reinforcing it). Acting
Jfrom loyalty led to a situation in which Shun had no option but to banish his
father, demonstrating that virtue is insufficient for rectifying disorder in the
family. The second example is clearer, demonstrating that loyalty among Jie’s
ministers actually allowed him to create more chaos and disorder than he other-
wise could have done.

Shen Dao also seems to be responding to those who might claim that loyalty
among ministers natuvally occurs when a virtuous ruler is present. His point is
that there is no necessary relationship between the moral qualities of the ruler
(or the parent) and the loyalty of his ministers (or children). If this is the case,

then something else needs to guide their actions if the state is to survive. ]

se. FHZFE, ABHEWRIEMAFE, A EMUHAE, fRL =
HE; kAl ERE.

Officials who maintain their responsibilities all devote themselves to or-
dering [their tasks] and none dare to be licentious or indolent with regard to
their duties. They are public minded and upright and show respect for their
occupation and are harmonious and submissive in serving their superior;

this is the way to achieve the ultimate in good order.

s3-56. THZ A, AR BEZE, F-AZHH, KB
TETEFEAR, WAEREL, & BERXT, ERHEE;, REXT,
ERAR, HEZUT, EXFRUART, KTEATHEZE, WEHR
Ez 4, A/RAREKXAL, HBBHZM, ZE— Az, Kax
£, FEMz b, BALZAFTEEZHE, F—AZ .

Being lord of a failed state is not the fault of a single person. Being lord
of a well-ordered state is not due to the strength of a single person. Bringing
order to disorder rests in worthy officials” holding governmental positions

and does not rest in loyalty. Therefore,

When wisdom pervades the empire, its benefit extends to the lord.

When loyalty pervades the empire, its harm extends to the whole state.
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Thus, that which caused Jie’s downfall is not something that Yao could have
survived, and yet Yao had unsurpassable goodness, while every bad action
was attributed to Jie. So, [what really matters is whether one] secures or
loses the right people. Hence, the timber for the imperial court does not all
come from the branches of a single tree, and a white fur coat does not come
from the pelt of a single fox. The conferring of order or disorder, security or
danger, survival or destruction, glory or dishonor are not due to the strength
of a single person.

[This passage seems to indicate once again that it is wrong to think of the
ruler as the most important component of the state. Rather, it is necessary to
have many components—ijust as when building the imperial court a variety of
materials have to be brought together and utilized correctly, so too is this neces-
sary when constructing a political organization.

The reference to the fox pelt is to the fact that a fox has white fur only on its
neck and where its legs join its body, and so the fur from many foxes is necessary
to create a white fur coat. The implication again is that if one wishes to create an
ordered state, it is necessary to employ the talents of many individuals.

It is interesting that Shen Dao seems to indicate more awareness than the
later Han Fei about the importance of individual people.)

SECTION 5: #£3 POTENCY ESTABLISHED

s7. IRFH, THE#FGEEE, T#HGEH, THEAXEE, TEZ
#, TMEEZRE,; IMTH, TERERE, RAUF, WAUR, £
A, FERRE, FEEH

When establishing the son of heaven, one cannot allow the feudal lords
to raise doubts.> When establishing the feudal lords, one cannot allow the
senior officials to raise doubts. When establishing one’s principal wife, one
cannot allow one’s concubines to raise doubts. When establishing one’s heir,
one cannot allow the sons of one’s concubines to raise doubts. If there are
doubts, then they will make a move for it. If there are two possible candi-
dates, then there will be contention. If things are mixed up, then there will
be mutual injury. Harm lies in sharing with others; it does not lie in keeping

things exclusive.
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s8—6o. K E A MM, BELEL. EWALWETALY, BHEL,
BEWMAEER; KBELE. THWCH, Foil. THATRXFALE, #
MAaEH, FHRTAA; ARLH. EREE, EFAZEH,; BERALE,
ELZK,

Therefore, if among ministers two claim the position [of responsibility
for some matter], the state will certainly be disordered. If two ministers
claim control and the state is not disordered, it is because the lord is still
present. If the lord is relied upon, then there will not be disorder, but if the
lord is lost, there will certainly be disorder. If among sons, two claim to lead
the family, the family will certainly be disordered. If two sons claim this
position and the family is not disordered, it is because the parents are still
present. If the parents are relied upon, then there will not be disorder, but if
the parents are lost, there will certainly be disorder. Among situations where
ministers raise doubts about their rulers, no state can avoid danger. Among
situations where the son of a concubine raises doubts about the legitimacy
of the line, no clan can avoid danger.

[Again Shen Dao emphasizes a hierarchy in which everyone has their al-
lotted position and that they should not encroach on that of others. He also
makes clear that these hievarchical relationships should exist beyond the purely
political realm and into vealms that we usually think of as personal. For him,
anything that can affect the political needs to be brought under control.

Such a view is not limited to those like Shen Dao and Han Fei who focus
on legal and administrative techniques. Rather, it is seen as well in the Mozi,
particularly in chapter 11, and throughout the Xunzi. However, Xunzi has the
added task of explaining why, while this hierarchy is important, it is also im-
portant for ministers to remonstrate with those above them rather than simply
according with their superiors.

Note as well that while it is not explicitly brought up, Shen Dao may wish
the reader to recall his discussion in section 3 of the perils of the ruler’s exhaust-
ing himself by doing too much. If this is the case, then an implication would be
that while the state or family is not disordered while the ruler or parents are

present, this order is tenuous and leads to exhaustion. ]
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SECTION 6: #A THE LORD AND HIS PEOPLE®

61-6s. BAH, #HMURE, AHAFERECHR, AAZH#
Y, 2585, XHLEY, 2880, BEEWMUCKERE, QR
ElhskE, BEFEHEML; LZfrmst,. BULPBEHRZAK, 2HEZFZ
e, VLR AMAE L, FTANERELL, &E: KEFEETH
R, AEHRER, B2, SUHSRAEE, WELZNE L.
A URFET ETRE,

When the lord of the people abandons the law and relies on himself to
govern, then punishments and rewards as well as firings and hirings will
arise out of the lord’s heart. If this is the case, then those who receive re-
wards, even if appropriate, will always expect more, and those who receive
punishments, even if appropriate, will ceaselessly expect leniency. When
the lord abandons the law and relies on his heart to make judgments about
severity, then the same accomplishments will have different rewards while
the same crimes will receive different punishments. It is from this that re-
sentment arises. Thus, those who apportion horses draw lots, while those
who apportion fields cast coins. It is not because coins or lots are wiser than
men, but rather they are the means by which to get rid of private interests
and block resentment. Therefore it is said,

Since a great lord employs the laws and does not personally act, affairs are

decided by the law.

That which the law confers is such that each by means of its divisions re-
ceives their rewards and punishments and none expect [anything different]
from their lord. Therefore, resentment does not arise and there is harmony
between superior and subjects.

[t is intriguing that Shen Dao sees resentment and expectations as aris-
ing only in situations where emotions and subjectivity are in play. Removal
of these and replacement of a fixed system, regardless of its content, is seen to
alleviate these instigators of disorder. Note too the resonances with fragments

23-24.]
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SECTION 7. ZE THE LORD AND HIS MINISTERS

66-67. RABHEALSE, BEmUUBAE L, BF2F, FER
B &%, TERAY, £528, TERE; EFAAR, E1H
B, FTHRZE EEA

One who is lord of the people does not listen to the voices of many.
He depends on the law and relies upon quantitative techniques in order
to assess success and failure.” As for words that are not in accordance with
the law, he does not open his ears to them. As for labors that are not in ac-
cordance with the law, he does not reckon them as accomplishments. As for
relatives who do not labor hard, do not employ them in office. In regard to
offices, show no preference to relatives. In regard to the law, grant no favor
to those you care for. There is nothing done by those above or below that is

not in accordance with the law.

SECTION 8: FRAGMENT FROM THE ZHANG ZHAN
COMMENTARY TO THE "LIEZ]"®

68. B A, RIFHE, BAER, 5 M —; B2k FEZ
RE A,

Those who work to control water build up dikes and undo blockages.
Even among the Yi and Mo, the methods are similar. [These methods] are
learned from water, they are not learned from Yu.

[The Yi and Mo were non-Chinese groups from beyond the frontier borders
that were considered barbarians for they lacked the culture and customs of the
Zhou empire. According to legend, the great sage-king Yu was the third of the
mythical sage-kings after Yao and Shun. He founded the Xia dynasty and is
traditionally taken to have ruled between 2205 B.C.E. and 2197 B.C.E. He
was landed for introducing flood control by means of dikes and dams and us-
ing the propensity of water to flow to the low places to drain already flooded
areas. )
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SECTION @: FRAGMENT FROM THE TEXTUAL
EXPLANATIONS OF CLASSICS AND CANONS?

69. HEf 4 B,

Tian Pian’s personal name was Guang.

[Little is known about Tian Pian, though he appears to have been a mem-
ber of the Jixia Academy. The Grand Scribe’s Records mentions him as a con-
temporary of Shen Dao’s from the state of Qi and the author of a book on politi-
cal thought who had political views similar to those of Shen Dao. Unfortunately

all that remain of his ideas are a few fragments and scattered references.]

SECTION 10: FRAGMENT FROM THE TRANSCRIPTIONS
FROM THE BOOKS IN THE NORTHERN HALL'®

7o. MHE, BIFH, BAHEZ; #AET A1 4,

As for breaking contracts into halves and joining together the halves of
tallies, both the worthy and the unworthy follow these [procedures]. Things
can be obtained in this manner without relying upon trust.

[Contracts and agreements in ancient China were written on wood or bam-
boo and then broken in two, with each party keeping one-half of the agreement
as proof- They could only be read when reunited, and thus it was impossible for
one party to alter or forge the contract. Xunzi also discusses the use of tallies, in
chapter 12, but arques that such procedures are ineffective without a virtuous

individual to implement them.)

SECTION 11: FRAGMENTS FROM THE CATEGORIZED
COLLECTION OF LITERARY WRITING!!

7 BERZ W, RERBEI 24, Tk RWAwRLZEE, B
T, HPEH b,

Li Zhu’s clarity of vision was such that he could see the tip of a hair
beyond a hundred paces. But if something were submerged in even a foot
of water, he would not be able to tell how shallow or deep it was. It is not

that his eyes are not keen, it is that the circumstances make it difficult to see.
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[Also known as Li Lou W%, Li Zhu is frequently mentioned in early Chi-
nese texts such as the Mengzi and the Han Feizi for his acute vision.]

72 BT, BRER, FRARTWRAL K,

Yao offered to abdicate to Xu You, Shun offered to abdicate to Shan Juan.
But they both declined to become the son of heaven and withdrew to be-
come simple men.

[Little is known about Xu You and Shan Juan beyond what is described
here. Chapter 12 of the Zhuangzi opens with a depiction of the events described
here, and both figures are mentioned in chapter 25 of the Xunzi.)

73. BCER, PTG, HE, PTASLAEH; FHZ, P LA
e, EE, FrUALAZ4; EaEeE, Frolaoa®t, Looa, Bt
Z fh,

Therefore, milfoil and tortoise shell divination are how decisions are
recorded publicly. Balance weights and beams are how true weight is es-
tablished publicly. Documents and contracts are how trust is established
publicly. Standardized measurements are how length and volume are deter-
mined publicly. Laws, institutions, rituals, and documents are how norms
are set up publicly. In all these cases, establishing public standards is the
means by which private interests are eliminated.?

[Xunzi perhaps has ideas such as this in mind as bis target in the opening
passage of chapter 12 where he emphasizes that the effective implementation of

rules and norms is dependent upon having a virtuous individual in a position

of power.)

74. B, B E, EWRE,
Rituals should follow customs; governing should follow superiors; of-

ficials should follow their lord.

75-77. BZY, RREALAT, Bxoh, RARERTFE, 4k
WATA, RAEEF, HEEREE TEWER, RHRATE, Hil
EREE, fAEZH, RxAERT, BLAEEFYE, R—KR
B, FEOE, BZAREA
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Among the achievements of the law, none are greater than causing pri-
vate interests to not be pursued. Among the achievements of the lord, none
are greater than causing the people to not quarrel. Now, establishing the law
and yet still pursuing private interests leads to conflict between the private
and the law, and the chaos of this is greater than if there were no laws at
all. Establishing a lord and yet still revering the worthies leads to conflict
between worthies and lords, and the chaos of this is greater than if there
were no lord at all. Therefore, in states that have the Way, when the law
is established, then private goodness will not be pursued. When a lord is
established, then worthies will not be revered. People are united under the
lord and affairs are decided by the law—this is the great Way of the state.

78-79. HUEE, EEKRAA, FHEWMARURE, FEWATH,
k. UAGEH, BEE, URARTEH, a4, WEREH,
R

Thus, if in ordering a state, one were to do away with its laws, then there

h=(%

i
£

would be chaos; if its laws were to be preserved and not modified, then
it would decline; if it were to have its laws but allow private interests to
manifest themselves, then this is called not abiding by the law. Those who
are willing to exert themselves to serve the law are those of the hundred
surnames. Those who are willing to lay down their lives in service of the law
are the officials. Those who change the laws in accordance with the Way are

the lords and chiefs.

[This passage seems to parallel ideas raised in sections 5 and 7.

SECTION 12: FRAGMENTS FROM THE CORRECT
INTERPRETATION OF THE "BOOK OF DOCUMENTS"!3

8o. Z A HZ .
Cang Jie lived before Pao Xi.
[Cang Jie was the mythical creator of the Chinese writing system. This is

perhaps the earliest textual reference to Cang Jie. In later texts, he is said to
have been the scribe of the Yellow Emperor and to have come up with the idea
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for the Chinese writing system by looking at the footprints of birds in the sand.
According to legend, Pao Xi, also known as Fu Xi K%, created the eight tri-
gams (/\2}) after observing the patterns of heaven and earth. It is unclear,
however, whether this creation was attributed to him during Shen Dao’s time.
While Fu Xi appears in texts like the Zhuangzi, it is only as one of the sagely
rulers of the past.]

81. AEABEZ IR,

The reason one makes mud boards is because one suffers from mud on
the roads.

[This fragment may perbaps be usefully compared with fragment 103.)

SECTION 13: FRAGMENT FROM LI XIAN'S COMMENTARY
ON THE "HISTORY OF THE LATER HAN"T4

82. —RAEM, BARZ; F—RRAE AN, BEREZoH. 4%
£, ZRHEATMRBAFT? MemT, & F1B, Fr8sd, 28
R, ABE, NBETH, FERTREA, £FELTEL,

If a rabbit runs through the streets, a hundred people will pursue it.
This is not because a single rabbit is sufficient to be divided among a hun-
dred people but rather because its allotment has not yet been determined.
When allotments have not yet been determined, even Yao would exhaust
his strength [to attain it], and even the more so for the masses. If piles of
rabbits fill the market, and people pass by without turning their heads, it is
not because they do not desire rabbits [but rather because] the allotment
has already been decided. When allotment has already been decided, then
people, even if they are base, will not contend with one another. Therefore,
governing all under heaven and the state rests in making allotments and that
is all.

[Shen Dao is not alone in the early Chinese tradition in focusing on the
importance of divisions and allotments for political order. This emphasis is seen
not only among other Legalist thinkers but also prominently in Xunzi’s politi-
cal philosophy. What is particularly interesting about this passage, however, is
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how it could be read as denying any role for morality in organizing and order-

ing the state. Note also that a version of this passage appears in book 17 of the
Liishi Chungiu.]

SECTION 14: FRAGMENTS FROM LI SHAN'S
COMMENTARY TO THE "SELECTIONS OF
REFINED LITERATURE"!®
83. BR IRt HRe

When animals seck cover, they enter the weeds.

84. RERMT A R, FLOW 4, £RAMF EHN,
Potency is refined and abstruse but is not manifested, keen and clear but

does not come forth. Because of this, external things do not wear out one’s
inner qualities.

[This fragment can perbaps be usefully compared with section 3, with its
exhortation to the ruler not to exhaust himself.]

8s. &+,

The world esteems those who are disciplined.

86. KEFTUME, ERTHMM, FIUEE, ExEME. & iA
R,

The Way is the means by which one employs the worthy. It has no use
for the lowly. It is the means by which one employs the wise. It has no use
for the foolish. When one conforms to this, then the Way will be triumphant.

[The idea seems to be that the Way is not about how to employ base and
stupid people in government, because they do not belong in it at all.]

87. A% T %,

When the Way is triumphant, one’s reputation is not ornamented.

88. MEZ A E, B,

Those officials who frenetically pursue their duties are undistinguished.

126 PART Il: A TRANSLATION OF THE SHENZI FRAGMENTS



[Compare with fragments 17—18 and the idea that officials should not be

overworked. |

89. ETHIU, ZA#E,

Lesser officials close their mouths, and attendants tie their tongues.

go. AREEZ M, AIMBIER,
If you long reside in a place where there are no transgressions, then you

will come to know the customs of your age.

o TEEZ R, BEEAKRT, #EHK, AKBETUHEE.

Formerly, during the decline of the house of Zhou, King Li brought
trouble and chaos to all under heaven, the feudal lords governed by means
of force, and the people desired to act as if there were no hierarchy and an-
nex one another’s land.

[King Li of Zhou is depicted in bistorical accounts as being a particularly
decadent and corrupt ruler. Forced into exile after a rebellion by soldiers and
peasants, he died in 828 B.C.E.]

92. RZIGEE, s,

The many triumph over the few, this is a certainty.

93-94.1¢

SECTION 15: FRAGMENT FROM THE
RECORDS FOR EARLY LEARNING'”

9s. B NEEKRGE, EFRARE: SEEATER, EMLEZ,

While Duke Zhuang of Lu was casting a great bell, Cao Gui entered to
have an audience and said, “Now the state is small while the bell is large, why
do you not consider this?”

[Duke Zhuang is thought to have ruled the state of Lu from 693 B.C.E. to
662 B.C.E. Cao Gui was a wandering scholar whom the duke put in charge of
Lu’s troops in order to repel an attack by Duke Huan of Qi. Given the lack of
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context, it is unclear whether Cao Gui is criticizing the expense of the bell or the
fact that Duke Zhuang may be violating a sumptuary regulation.]

SECTION 16: FRAGMENTS FROM THE FOREST OF IDEAS'®
96. MARITy; BT RAE,

Commoners sustain themselves by means of efforts. The gentleman sus-
tains himself by means of the Way.

97. 7, &4 F, Rt AN EFEL

The Odes are past aspirations; the Documents are past pronouncements;
the Spring and Autumn Annals are past affairs.

[7he Odes and the Documents have long been considered classic reposito-
ries of wisdom. The Odes was a collection of rhymed poems regarded as having
allusive and allegorical messages, while the Documents purported to contain
the judgments of important historical figures. The Spring and Autumn Annals
is the generic name for the court chronicles of various states, the title referring
to the passage of time.]

98. METHHE, W BAMHME,

Two who are equally honored cannot serve each other. Two who are
equally lowly cannot employ each other.

[This passage is remarkably similar to a passage in chapter g of the Xunzi
where this fact is attributed to the heavenly order of things. It may also be seen
as advocating clear hierarchical distinctions of the sort defended in section s
and elsewhere.

99. K& BB RR, KA A, EFMEE, FIFLAEH,
When a family is rich, then distant relatives will gather together. When
a family is poor, then brothers will separate. It is not because they do not

care for one another; it is because profits are not sufficient to accommodate

them both.

100. B TELH, THAT, TELE, THAL,
A proverb says,
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If one’s hearing is not keen and one’s eyesight not clear, one cannot be
aking.

If one is not blind and deaf, then one cannot be public minded.

[The blindness and deafness here should be taken figuratively rather than
literally. Note that this passage rhymes in the original.]

tor. MBI FK, WA/,
When the sea and the mountains fight over water, the sea will cer-

tainly win.

02, AHEMHE, THRUKE, FRI#F¥, FTTEZURE; AEE
#, TG UM,

When a balance weight and beam are employed, cheating with respect to
weight is impossible. When rulers are employed, discrepancies with respect
to length are impossible. When laws and standards are employed, swindling
by deception and fraud is impossible.

103, EAMKAE, FTRA, MZpE, SHEBA,
When a craftsman completes a coffin, he does not dislike the fact that

people die; where there is profit, odiousness is forgotten.

104-10s. BT ZFSH F#E, TATEGE, LEZEFHAR,
States that store up armor will certainly follow the Way of war. While
the ordinary people in the marketplace can be driven to fight, the troops of

a secure state do not allow their anger to lead their actions.

SECTION 17: FRAGMENTS FROM THE YANG LIANG
COMMENTARY ON THE "XUNZI"'?

106. ST EF R AALG, AT EERA A,
If those with strength harm those with ability, then there will be chaos.
If those who are said to have ability harm those who lack ability, then there

will be chaos.
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107. Z#EAN, #FE, UR—AZHRART, #TFTIHRELE,

If one discards the Way and [its proper] techniques and gives up stan-
dards and measurements, secking to understand all under heaven through
the understanding of one man, whose understanding could be sufficient
for this?

108. HEZ#, UHEHFEH, UEZLH, UEEEMN, UXEE
", 0REARE K, WHEZ R,

The punishments of Emperor Shun employed the painting of strange
designs on the face to represent [the punishment of ] tattooing, used grass
tassels to represent [the punishment of ] the cutting off of the nose, used
[the wearing of | grass sandals to represent [the punishment of ] foot ampu-
tation, used the cutting of one’s leather apron to represent [the punishment
of ] castration, and used collarless cloth shirts to represent capital punish-
ment. These were the punishments of Emperor Shun.

[We see a criticism of such a chavacterization of Emperor Shun in chapter 18
of the Xunzi. It should be read with fragment 116 in mind.)

109. 5%, THUSE,; £, TAUEE.

Even if there are many worthies, there cannot be many lords. Even if
there are no worthies, there must be a lord.

[This fragment recalls Shen Dao’s argument in section s for why hierarchy
is essential.]

SECTION 18: FRAGMENT FROM MR. BAI'S COLLECTION
OF CLASSIFIED ITEMS UNDER SIX HEADINGS?0

o, FI TR, HRBATE; MEEZ, FHA

Where the Yellow River flows through the Dragon Gate, its current
flows as quickly as a bamboo arrow [in flight]; even if a team of four horses
were to chase it, they could not catch up.

[The Dragon Gate is the name of a set of very narrow gorges and water-
falls on the Yellow River. According to legend, these gorges were carved into the

mountains by the sage-king Yu in order to provide an outlet for the water and
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relieve flooding. It received its name because any fish able to swim against the

current through the gorges was said to turn into a dragon.)

SECTION 19: FRAGMENTS FROM THE IMPERIAL DIGEST
OF THE TAIPING REIGN PERIOD?!

uL 4, RTFRRKMEREZM, RETTAHAEELE, OREMAT
AFERE, WERT RE .

In the past, the son of heaven could dress himself, but his chamberlains
arrayed his robes. His feet were capable of walking, but his prime minister
led him forward. His mouth could speak, but his intermediaries announced
his words. Therefore he was without error in speech and without error in
ritual.

[The opening of chapter 24 of the Xunzi includes very similar lines and
develops the ideas seen here.)

. HHAUE, REREHH,
Those who possess bravery do not act in anger but on the contrary [ap-

pear to be] the same as those who are timid.

m. BHRRZE, EEFHZE, ARz 8, EFE2HE, AH
HZE, ®ERZAEE,

States have rituals governing treatment of the honored and the lowly but
lack rituals governing the treatment of the worthy and the unworthy. They
have rituals governing the treatment of the old and young but lack rituals
governing treatment of the courageous and the timid. They have rituals
governing treatment of close and distant relatives but lack rituals govern-
ing treatment of those cared about and those loathed.

[This is a rare mention of ritual in these fragments, and while it is the most
expansive, the thrust of the fragment is still not fully clear. The point of the
distinction may be that the honored and the lowly are officially recognized
social positions and thus have rituals associated with them. The worthy and
the unworthy, however, are not official social positions, perhaps because such

distinctions refer to their levels of intelligence or morality. The same, then,
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would go for the other distinctions. On this reading, the point is that in assess-
ing people’s intelligence, courage, likeability, and so forth, ritual should work
off of socially recognized and recognizable standards rather than following the
subjective attitudes and feelings of a ruler. As a result, rituals become more like
the laws that Shen Dao praises.]*

4. AT RAM, TR UEA .

Gongshuzi was skillful at working with wood, but [even] he could not
turn the wood of a spindle tree into a zither.

[Gongshuzi was a highly skilled artisan, often referred to in conjunction
with the keen-sighted Li Zhu, whom we saw in fragment 71. However, even one
as skilled as he could not turn the tough wood of the spindle tree into a zither.
This fragment may well hark back to the warning in section 2 that success is
possible only by following the qualities of whatever is being manipulated. There
is an interesting parallel between this fragment and the Lunyu s.10, where
Kongzi, in reference to a particularly unworthy student, says, “Rotten wood

cannot be carved, and a wall of dung cannot be plastered.”]

us. LFE: EOTHE, BWHE, ULHEL.

Kongzi said, “When I was young, I enjoyed studying, but only later in
life did I hear the Way. This was how I became widely learned.”

[This fragment parallels the description of Kongzi in chapter 14 of the
Zhuangzi. There, he is depicted as searching for the Way and, in doing so,
secking an audience with Laozi when he was fifty-one. Compare as well with

Kongzi’s intellectual autobiography from the Lunyu 2.4.]

ue ¥ =: AEKFKAH, EREMAE, BRAATAH, A
AHEE. &, £ ", #Ea,

Kongzi said, “Emperor Shun neither rewarded nor punished. The Xia
dynasty rewarded but did not punish. The Shang dynasty punished but did
not reward. The Zhou dynasty rewarded and moreover punished.”” Penal-
ties are to prohibit. Rewards are to induce.

[Compare with the ideas in fragment 108.]
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uy AR, BHNE, #xH, EXAE, EER, BB L
R RAALAL; &R R,

Chopping limbs from the body and skewering the skin and muscle are
called punishment. Drawing [designs] on clothing or cap and altering cer-
emonial garments are called humiliation. In early generations, humiliation
was employed and people did not transgress. In current times, punishment
is employed but the people do not obey.

ud. ML EFTH, RTLAATUR, ek, FiEd

A cauldron from the state of Yan weighs several tons,* but 1f itis loaded
in a boat from the state of Wu, then it can be transported. What it relies
upon is the Way of flotation.

g TEELTMER, HAH, TEEXIMER, FEH. & HEX
wh;, RATEH, WA,

Those who travel by sea can sit and reach the state of Yue, because they
use a boat. Those who travel by land can stand and reach the state of Qin,
because they use a chariot. Qin and Yue are far away, so how can one get
there by sitting? It is because one has a vehicle.

[The state of Yue was the state furthest south and was used as a trope for
the nether regions, while the state of Qin was a landlocked state and thus
inaccessible by boat. These states were on the southern and western edges of the
Chinese political sphere, respectively, and thus quite far away from Shen Dao,
particularly if he were writing at the Jixia Academy in the eastern state of Qi.]

no. ##H, MERMKZE, b, Bkl RERZTY
Z; AXREZA, vAZm, EXRUFHZR,

If you are dealing with something weighing several tens of pounds and
ask Yu if you are off by a fraction of an ounce, even he would not be able to
tell.” But if you suspend it by means of balance weight and beam, then you
will not be off by so much as a hair. Thus, one does not need to rely upon the
intelligence of a Yu. Rather, the intelligence of average people is sufficient

to know this.
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. BEZH, Mgk, #rR0EE, AR EE  BEXM
Mo KMz FE A,

The relationship between lords and ministers is like that of a balance
weight and beam. When the weight is lighter on the left, it is heavier on the
right. When it is lighter on the right, it is heavier on the left. Light and heavy
alternate in restraining each other. This is the pattern of heaven and earth.

2. BGBEH EK; BEEH AR,
Drinking an excessive amount gives rise to water. Eating an excessive

amount gives rise to gluttony.

SECTION 20: FRAGMENT FROM THE LIBRARY
OF THE CLOUDS IN SEVEN SUBDIVISIONS?®

3. TREH, BLE,
If nothing [important] happens during the day, then one will have no
dreams at night.
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APPENDIX

Conversion and Finding Chart

s noted elsewhere, the ordering of this translation is based upon P. M.

Thompson, The Shen Tzu Fragments. Since the most useful Chinese
edition of the text, Xu Fuhong #F & %, Shenzi jijiao jizhu 1&F &R &,
orders the text differently, however, this finding chart has been included to
aid in checking multiple versions of the original text.

Both Thompson and Xu follow the convention of previous editors of
the fragments by placing those fragments found in the Qun shu zhiyao first.
In that text, the fragments are grouped under seven headings, as listed be-
low. Thompson numbers these fragments, while Xu does not, and so in the
following list, I refer to the location in Xu’s edition by page number. For
the remaining material, which Xu numbers, the finding chart shows which
numbered fragments in Xu correspond to those in Thompson. As Xu does
not follow Thompson’s convention of breaking the fragments down into
“minimal rhetorical units,” there are times when more than one of Thomp-

son’s numbered fragments are considered by Xu to be a single fragment.

THOMPSON XU
B A& 1-27 pp-1-23
B 1& 28-32 pp- 24—28
Rt 3345 pp- 29-38



THOMPSON

46-56
57—60
61-65
66-67
68
69
70

71

72

73
74
75
76
77
78
79
8o

81

82

83

84

8s

86
87
88
89
90

91

92
93?
947
95
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XU

pp- 39—46
pp- 47-51
pp- 5255
pp- 56-58
47

44
12

.18 (in H18)



THOMPSON

96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111
12
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122

123
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XU

46
37
38
39
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Notes

INTRODUCTION

The most detailed examination of the authenticity of the various fragments
that have been attributed to Shen Dao in any language is P. M. Thompson,
The “Shen Tzu” Fragments (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979).

The few Western articles dealing with Shen Dao’s thought include Soon-ja
Yang, “Shen Dao’s Own Voice in the Shenzi Fragments,” Dao: A Journal of
Comparative Philosophy 10, no. 2 (2011): 187-207, doi: 10.1007/s11712-011-
9212-7; Soon-ja Yang, “Shen Dao’s Theory of fz and His Influence on Han Fei,”
in Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Han Fei, ed. Paul R. Goldin, 47-63
(New York: Springer, 2013); Vitali Rubin, “Shen Tao and Fa-chia,” Journal of
the American Oriental Society 94, no. 3 (1974): 337-46, doi: 10.2307/600068.
There is more work done in Asian languages, though even there he has gener-
ally been undervalued. The fullest accounts include Chen Fu [f48, Shenzi de
sixiang BT # B (Taipei: Tangshan chubanshe, 2001); Liu Zehua 2&
2, Zhongguo zhengzhi sixiangshi, xian Qin juan FEEKSEEE, £&
* (Hangzhou: Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 1996), 270-84; Xu Fuhong #
& ., Shenzi jijiao jizhu AT R & IE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2013).
Qian Mu gives his dates as ca. 350 B.C.E.—ca. 275 B.C.E., while Thompson
believes he was born around 360 B.C.E. and either died or left Linzi B,
the capital of the state of Qi 75, before 285 B.C.E. See Qian Mu B8, Xian
Qin zhuzi xi nian %R #H T ¥4 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 198s), 618;
Thompson 131.
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See William H. Nienhauser Jr., ed., The Grand Scribe’s Records, Volume 7: The
Memoirs of Pre-Han China (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994),
183—84; Thompson 127-28.

John Knoblock, trans., Xunzi”: A Translation and Study of the Complete
Works; Volume 1, Books 16 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), ss.
This general view of the Jixia Academy is shared by a range of scholars, includ-
ing John Makeham, Name and Actuality in Early Chinese Thought (Albany:
SUNY Press, 1994), 170; Masayuki Sato, The Confucian Quest for Order: The
Origin and Formation of the Political Thought of Xun Zi (Leiden: Brill, 2003),
67-70; Robert Eno, The Confucian Creation of Heaven: Philosophy and the
Defense of Ritual Mastery (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), 48, 137. For an alter-
native understanding, which attacks this conception of the nature and role
of the Jixia Academy, see Nathan Sivin, “The Myth of the Naturalists,” in
Medicine, Philosophy and Religion in Ancient China: Researches and Reflec-
tions (Brookfield, Vt.: Variorum, 1995), 19—21.

The term “Huang-Lao” refers to the philosophy of the Yellow Emperor and
Laozi. Unfortunately, the vast majority of its texts have been lost, making it
impossible to determine its main features and ideas. However, texts associated
with Huang-Lao have recently been excavated from tombs in China and may
allow us to begin to reconstruct these ideas. See Robin D. S. Yates, trans., Five
Lost Classics: Tao, Huanglao, and Yin-yang in Han China (New York: Ballan-
tine Books, 1997). Daode refers to the Daodejing, the text attributed to Laozi.
Philip J. Ivanhoe, trans., 7The ‘Daodejing” of Laozi (Indianapolis: Hackett,
2003), XV.

Wei Zheng A, Qun shu zhiyao HERE (Taipei: Shijie shuju, 2011).
For a detailed textual history of the Shenzi, see Thompson.

Henri Maspero, La Chine antique (Paris: de Boccard, 1927).

Huang Yunmei HEH, Gujin weishu kaobuzheng H A EE M E (Nan-
jing: Jinling daxue Zhongguo wenhua yanjiusuo, 1931).

Liang Qichao B, Gushu zhen-wei ji qi niandai ¥ % B R HEFR
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1955).

Yu-lan Fung, 4 History of Chinese Philosophy, Volume 1: The Period of the Phi-
losophers (from the Beginnings to Circa 100 B.C.), trans. Derk Bodde (Prince-

ton: Princeton University Press, 1952), 159.
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Is.

16.

17.

Thompson 173. It should be noted that by “authenticity,” Thompson does not
mean “the authentic words of Shen Dao.” The precise relationship between
Shen Dao and the work that bore his name is not fully clear. What Thompson
means is that we have no reason to doubt that the fragments collected come
from a manuscript bearing Shen Dao’s name that existed around the begin-
ning of the third century B.C.E.

It should be noted that there are six quotations attributed to Shen Dao among
the “Shanghai Museum Bamboo Strips,” a collection of bamboo strips pur-
chased in 1994 by the Shanghai Museum in the Hong Kong antiquities mar-
ket. This collection of strips is claimed to date to approximately 300 B.C.E.
See Ma Chengyuan %7K, ed., Shanghai bowuguan cang zhanguo zhushu
(6) B MERBRALETE () (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe,
2007), 273-82. | have not included these strips in this volume for a variety
of reasons. There is still widely divergent speculation as to the exact meaning
of the characters inscribed on the bamboo slips. Different scholars believe
that they correspond to quite different Chinese characters. Further, none of
the interpretations of these six fragments that arise from any of the proposed
transcriptions provide us with material that would affect the general line of
interpretation put forward here. Another worry is that there has been no
independent verification of the authenticity of the Shanghai Museum Bam-
boo Strips. For a list of works analyzing these fragments, see Xu, Shenzi jijiao
Jizhu, 117-18.

While Thompson included a translation in his PhD dissertation at the re-
quest of his committee (see Paul Mulligan Thompson, “The Shen-Tzu Frag-
ments” [PhD diss., University of Washington, 1970]), he did not include
this translation in Thompson. However, John Emerson has published a
translation online that is based on the version in Thompson’s dissertation,
with minor divergences. See John Emerson, Shen Dao: Text and Translation,
https://haquelebac.wordpress.com/2012/06/24/ 18 2| -shen-dao-text-and
-translation/. There is also a partial translation in French available: Jean Lévi,
“Chen Tseu,” in Dangers du discours: Stratégies du pouvoir IVe et Ille siécle
avant J.-C., 135—49 (Aix-en-Provence: Alinéa, 198s).

Throughout I shall use Shen Dao and the Shenzi Fragments interchangeably

to refer to the fragments that we have and the ideas contained therein. Thus,
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18.

20.

unless clearly indicated otherwise, when I make claims about Shen Dao’s
beliefs, arguments, or ideas, this should be read as shorthand for the ideas
of Shen Dao as they are represented in the remaining fragments that P. M.
Thompson has identified as authentic. This policy extends to all early Chinese
texts and individuals discussed, unless clearly indicated otherwise.

It should be noted that the principle of charity has the potential to be mis-
used. One could, for example, imagine someone thinking, “The only politi-
cal theory that makes sense is liberal democracy. Therefore, I must interpret
thinker X as advocating at least a nascent version of liberal democracy. Doing
anything else would imply that thinker X does not make sense.” Such a move
is not only anachronistic, it also obscures the intent and ideas of those think-
ers we are dealing with, preventing us from coming to a richer understanding
of their ideas and how these ideas may lead us to reflect upon what we think
we know today. For more on such moves on the part of certain scholars of
Chinese thought, see Philip J. Ivanhoe, “Interpreting the Mengzi,” Philosophy
East and West 54, no. 2 (2004): 249—63.

A variety of other material has been attributed to Shen Dao but, given the
uncertain nature of these claims, this material has not been included here. For
a fuller collection of most of the passages that have at one time or another
See Thompson 228—303. While this and Xu are the base texts from which I
work, I also consult a variety of other editions of and commentaries on the
text. These include Cai Rukun 22 7& 2, Shenzi jishuo BFER (Shanghai:
Shangwu yinshuguan, 1940); Gao Liushui % %t 7K, “Shenzi quanyi” 1BF
2%, in Shenzi, Yinwenzi, Gongsun Longzi quanyi BT+ F X F. A%
#ETF 423, 1-82 (Guiyang: Guizhou renmin chubanshe, 1996); D. C. Lau
and Fong Ching Chen, eds., 4 Concordance to the “Shenzi” BT & F & 5
(Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2000); Qian Xizuo % ,[ﬂ?;f/F, Shenzi: Fu
yiwen BT+ Mt 3% X (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985); Shen Maoshang /&
T’ Shenzi san zhong hezhi: Fu yiwen 185 ZFE A ¥ % X (Taipei:
Guangwen shuju, 1975); Wang Shumin E AU, “Shenzi yipian yizheng” &
%47%% %?ﬁ, in Xian Qin Dao-Fa sixiang jianggao & % B 71‘53%%,
319-36 (Taipei: Zhongyang yanjiuyuan Zhongguo wenzhe yanjiusuo, 1992);
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Wang Sirui EH1 &, Shenzi jiaozheng '8 F 4 EE (Shanghai: Shangwu yin-
shuguan, 1935); Xu Hanchang WHEE, Shenzi Jiaozhu ji qi xueshuo yanjiu
TETFARE R H 2R AR (Taipei: Jiaxin shuini gongsi wenhua jijinhui,
1976).

SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

As noted in the introduction, unless specified otherwise, when I use the
names of individuals, it is shorthand for referring to the ideas of these indi-
viduals as expressed in the texts that bear their name and is not a claim that
these individuals were the actual authors of these texts.

We see a very similar conception of the natural world in the slightly later
thinker Xunzi. For more on how similar conceptions of the natural world can
lead to dramatically different responses, see the following chapter.

There are a variety of analyses of the concept of heaven in carly texts, with
much of the focus on Confucian texts. See, for example, Bryan W. Van Nor-
den, Virtue Ethics and Consequentialism in Early Chinese Thought (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Hertlee G. Creel, The Origins of
Statecraft in China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970); Michael J.
Puett, 10 Become a God: Cosmology, Sacrifice, and Self-Divinization in Early
China (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2002); Philip J.
Ivanhoe, “Heaven as a Source of Ethical Warrant in Early Confucianism,”
Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy 6, no. 3 (2007): 21120, doi:
10.1007/811712-007-9013-1; Robert B. Louden, ““What Does Heaven Say?”:
Christian Wolff and Western Interpretations of Confucian Ethics,” in Con-
fucius and the “Analects”: New Essays, ed. Bryan W. Van Norden, 73-93 (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Robert Eno, Zhe Confician Creation of
Heaven: Philosophy and the Defense of Ritual Mastery (Albany: SUNY Press,
1990).

See in particular chapters 26, “Heaven’s Will” (Tian ming shang Kar b)),
and 31, “On Ghosts” (Ming gui xia i ?@‘—F)

See, for example, Laozi s, in which heaven and earth are said to treat the

myriad things as straw dogs.
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II.

14.

Given the available evidence, it is unclear whether the titles given to the seven
sections of the Shenzi found in the Qun shu zhiyao are Shen Dao’s own labels
or if they come from a later editor.

Indeed, it is not clear whether Shen Dao believes that heaven has motiva-
tions, but if it does, they are apparently built into the patterns of the natural
world and do not lead it to act in unpredictable ways.

As we shall see, water also serves as an illustration of the predictable patterns
of human psychology. And, of course, the usage of water as an analogy for
human nature is seen elsewhere in the early Chinese corpus. See, for example,
Gaozi’s % F debate with Mengzi in Mengzi 6Ax.

Of course, given his engineering bent, such knowledge would likely have in-
terested him greatly.

An emphasis on what he calls objective standards (keguan biaozhun EIHAZ
#) as a basis for interpreting Shen Dao’s thought is also found in Chen Fu
WRAZ, Shenzi de sixiang 18T #) B4 (Taipei: Tangshan chubanshe, 2001).
However, the evidence that Chen uses and his overall argument differ in nu-
merous ways from the line of argument pursued here.

Indeed this is the reason for the title of A. C. Graham’s excellent introduc-
tion to early Chinese philosophy. See A. C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao:
Philosophical Argument in Ancient China (La Salle, IlL.: Open Court, 1989).
For a brief but insightful discussion of the term, see David S. Nivison, “Tao
and Te,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion: Volume 14, ed. Mircea Eliade, 283-86
(New York: Macmillan, 1995). An extensive discussion of the term, focused
on the Way of the king, is Léon Vandermeersch, Wangdao, ou La voie royale:
Recherches sur Lesprit des institutions de la Chine archaigue (Paris: Ecole fran-
Gaise d’Extréme-Orient, 1980).

Unlike the Confucians and Mohists, Shen Dao never refers to moral virtues
when describing or discussing the Way.

For further discussion of Han Fei’s conception of the state, see A. P. Martinich,
“The Sovereign in the Political Thought of Hanfeizi and Thomas Hobbes,”
Journal of Chinese Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2011): 64—72, doi: 10.1111/].1540-6253
.2010.01628.x; Albert Galvany, “Beyond the Rule of Rules: The Foundations
of Sovereign Power in the Han Feizi] in Dao Companion to the Philosophy
of Han Fei, ed. Paul R. Goldin, 87-106 (New York: Springer, 2013); Eirik
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17.

19.

Lang Harris, “Han Fei on the Problem of Morality, in Dao Companion to
the Philosophy of Han Fei, ed. Paul R. Goldin, 107-31 (New York: Springer,
2013); Yuri Pines, “Submerged by Absolute Power: The Ruler’s Predicament
in the Han Feizi,’ in Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Han Fei, ed. Paul R.
Goldin, 67-86 (New York: Springer, 2013).

The story of Woodcarver Qing in chapter 19 of the Zhuangzi is a close paral-
lel to this, which is not surprising given that we see a very similar conception
of the natural world in this text.

For a more detailed discussion of the meanings of ging in the pre-Qin litera-
ture, see the appendix to A. C. Graham, “The Background of the Mencian
Theory of Human Nature,” in Studies in Chinese Philosophy and Philosophi-
cal Literature, 7-66 (Singapore: Institute of East Asian Philosophics, 1986),
reprinted in Essays on the Moral Philosophy of Mengzi, ed. Xiusheng Liu and
Philip J. Ivanhoe, 1-63 (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002). Unfortunately, as the
term appears only twice in the fragments, it is difficult to reach the same
sort of precise understanding of its meaning for Shen Dao as can be done
for certain other texts such as the Xunzi. See, for example, Eric L. Hutton,
“Xunzi on Moral Psychology,” in Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Xunzi,
ed. Eric L. Hutton (New York: Springer, 2016).

Such a view is roughly similar to what Owen Flanagan has termed the princi-
ple of minimal psychological realism. See Owen Flanagan, Varieties of Moral
Personality: Ethics and Psychological Realism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1991), chapter 2.

For more on this, see Eirik Lang Harris, “Legalism: Introducing a Concept
and Analyzing Aspects of Han Fei’s Political Philosophy,” Philosophy Compass
9,n0.3 (2014): 155-64, doi: 10.1111/phc3.12099. For a study and translation of
the book traditionally attributed to Shang Yang, see J. J. L. Duyvendak, trans.,
The Book of Lord Shang: A Classic of the Chinese School of Law (London:
Probsthain, 1928). For an excellent study of Shen Buhai that attempts to bring
together and translate the fragments attributed to him in the early Chinese
corpus, see Herrlee G. Creel, Shen Pu-hai: A Chinese Political Philosopher of
the Fourth Century B.C. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974).
Masayuki Sato’s interpretation differs from mine insofar as he asserts that

Shen Dao believes that any lasting political authority requires morality. See
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21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.
27.

28.
29.

30.

Masayuki Sato, The Confucian Quest for Order: The Origin and Formation of
the Political Thought of Xun Zi (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 134-35.

For an excellent introduction to Confucian ideas on moral self-cultivation,
see Philip J. Ivanhoe, Confiscian Moral Self Cultivation, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2000).

The Laozi identifies the ills of its age as arising because over time natural hu-
man dispositions have been corrupted, allowing poisonous desires to enter
in, and one of its goals is to get people to return to their original, unadorned
dispositions.

Aswe will see later, Shen Dao appears to be focusing on the actually perceived
and thus potentially subjective interests of individuals.

Adam Smith, A» Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Na-
tions, vol. 2 of The Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondences of Adam
Smith, ed. R. H. Campbell and A. S. Skinner (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1976), 26—27 (Lii.2).

Han Fei later addresses this issue at some length. He recognizes that the two
handles of rewards and punishments, while they will motivate the vast major-
ity of people, may well leave some unswayed. These individuals are thus of a
great danger to the state and need to be guarded against. See HF 14/27/2-4;
Liao [/131.

We may see in this a similarity to the Laozi and Zhnangzi, particularly their
ideas of not stretching natural material beyond what it can provide.

I thank Thai Dang for discussions on this point.

Shen Dao would certainly disagree with Shang Yang, whom Han Fei depicts
as arguing that the number of heads chopped off in battle should be the
basis for promotion through the ranks of the civilian burcaucracy. See HF
43/131/32-132/5; Liao I1/215.

This is a point that both social reformers and terrorists have to face.

Indeed, this would in some ways be analogous to transmuting anger at the re-
sults of a particularly devastating tsunami, earthquake, or other natural disaster
to anger at a deity that is seen as being responsible for the working of the world.
And, even if one were to take the ruler as the object of resentment and succeed in
killing him in an attempt to change the system, it would soon be clear how little

control the ruler had over the system and thus that the resentment was misplaced.

146 SHEN DAO’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY



31

32.

33
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35-
36.

37.
38.

39.

There were, of course, many others, including benevolence (ren 1=), ritual
propriety (/i %), righteousness (yi %), and wisdom (zhi % ). However, since
Shen Dao himself discusses loyalty and filial piety, it is these two that will be
addressed here.

For fuller details, see Sima Qian’s account of Shun’s early life in William H.
Nienhauser Jr., ed., The Grand Scribe’s Records, Volume 1: The Basic Annals of
Pre-Han China (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), I1-12.

For more, see Sima Qian’s account of Jie’s rule ibid., 38, 43—44.

I am indebted to Eric L. Hutton for profitable discussions on the meaning of
fragments [49—s50].

HF 7/10/1-4; Sahleen 325.

This is not to deny that there may be positive consequences to such devia-
tions, merely that these consequences will be far outweighed by the damage
to the system itself.

XZ 12/57/7; Hutton 12/117/18—20.

XZ 21/104/16-105/3; Hutton 21/230/233—49.

There are a range of studies of the term fz that argue for this view, including
Creel, Shen Pu-hai, 144—62; Roger T. Ames, The Art of Rulership: A Study
of Ancient Chinese Political Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 108—41L.
For a dissenting view, see Chad Hansen, “Fz (Standards: Laws) and Meaning
Changes in Chinese Philosophy,” Philosophy East and West 4.4, no. 3 (1994):
435—88, doi: 10.1111/j.1540-6253.2010.0163 L.X.

Thompson does not consider this fragment as authentic, though some edi-
tions of the text do. It also does not appear in Xu’s collection of the frag-
ments. The labeling of this fragment as [Q1] is to indicate its questionable
authenticity. See Thompson 271n1.

Soon-ja Yang, “The Secular Foundation of Rulership: The Political Thought
of Han Feizi (ca. 280233 B.C.) and his Predecessors” (PhD diss., University
of Pennsylvania, 2010), 32. She is citing here a description of one of the tenets
of positive law from James Bernard Murphy, The Philosophy of Positive Law:
Foundations of Jurisprudence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 3.

R. P. Peerenboom, Law and Morality in Ancient China: The Silk Manu-
seripts of Huang-Lao (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), 229-34. For a transla-

tion of the Huang-Lao manuscripts, see Robin D. S. Yates, trans., Five Lost
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4s.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

52.

Classics: Tao, Huanglao, and Yin-yang in Han China (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1997).

Indeed, Xunzi begins with a conception of human nature very similar to that
of Hobbes and yet builds up a substantial ethical, as opposed to merely po-
litical, response. See David Wong, “Xunzi on Moral Motivation,” in Virtue,
Nature, and Moral Agency in the “Xunzi,” ed. T. C. Kline III and Philip J.
Ivanhoe, 135-53 (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000).

See, for example, Gao Yinxiu B4R % and Zhang Zhihua 7 7% #, “Shen Dao
fazhi sixiang jianlun” 18 2 ok ] B %Ex’%%ﬁ,ﬁnyﬂng xuekan 6 (1988): 87—93;
Jiang Ronghai VL % ¥, “Shen Dao gaishi Huang-Lao sixiangjia® 1% 2| 3% =&
HEERE, Beijing daxue xuebao 1 (1989): 110-16.

For an excellent collection of essays on various aspects of ritual in the Xunzi,
see T. C. Kline III and Justin Tiwald, eds., Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi”
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2014). For a broader discussion of Xunzi, see Paul
Rakita Goldin, Rituals of the Way: The Philosophy of Xunzi (Chicago: Open
Court, 1999). For an extremely comprehensive set of essays on his philoso-
phy, see Eric L. Hutton, ed., Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Xunzi (New
York: Springer, 2016).

Graham, Disputers of the Tao, 247. For a similar view, see David S. Nivison,
“Response to James Behuniak,” Philosophy East and West so, no. 1 (2000):
110-15.

XZ 19/90/ 4—s; Hutton 19/201/6-11. This argument is repeated, with slight
variations, in several other chapters, including chapters 4 and 9.

X7 8/28/15-16; Hutton 8/55/101-3.

Philip J. Ivanhoe, “A Happy Symmetry: Xunzi’s Ecological Ethic,” in Ritual
and Religion in the “Xunzi,” ed. T. C. Kline III and Justin Tiwald (Albany:
SUNY Press, 2014), 55.

XZ 21/102/5-6; Hutton 21/224/5-6.

It should be noted, however, that, for the most part Xunzi uses the term “ritu-
als” as a normative rather than merely descriptive term, and thus it usually has
the meaning of “the right rituals.”

This is not, of course, to claim that Shen Dao and Xunzi share similar positive
views. Rather, it is merely to point out that their starting points and methods

of investigation are quite similar. However, as their analyses of human beings
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53.

54

55-

56.

57-

and what they are capable of differ dramatically, the solutions that they pose
also differ dramatically. For an analysis of Xunzi’s political philosophy, see
Eirik Lang Harris, “Xunzi’s Political Philosophy,” in The Dao Companion to
the Philosophy of Xunzi, ed. Eric L. Hutton (New York: Springer, 2016).

In Kantian terms, we may think of it as a hypothetical imperative rather than
a categorical imperative.

Such a position is similar to the one fleshed out in more detail by Han Fei. See
Eirik Lang Harris, “Is the Law in the Way? On the Source of Han Fei’s Laws,”
Journal of Chinese Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2011): 73-87, doi: 10.1111/].1540-6253
.2010.01631.X.

The character shi 3 refers to a constellation of ideas in early Chinese texts.
Perhaps its carliest usage was to refer to a military situation of strategic ad-
vantage, and it has been used to describe the configuration of troops, political
status as it affects the ability to influence others, and, more generally, condi-
tions or circumstances. For an excellent overview of the history of this term,
see chapter 3, “Shih 2 (Strategic Advantage/ Political Purchase),” in Ames,
Art of Rulership, 6s-107. One of the few other studies of this term is found
in Francois Jullien, La propension des choses: Pour une histoire de lefficacité en
Chine (Paris: Seuil, 1992), though it is problematic in a variety of ways.

Han Fei’s version of this passage, which is attributed to Shen Dao, as well as
his analysis, appears in chapter 40 of the Han Feizi; HF 40/127/31-128/ 43
Sahleen 327. See also the extensive discussion of this passage in relation to
Han Fei in the following chapter.

Dragons were often taken as symbols of the ruler.

SHEN DAO IN THE EARLY CHINESE INTELLECTUAL MILIEU

1.

It should be noted that the influence focused on here is exclusively intel-
lectual. One could also work to assess Shen Dao’s political influence. This
task would be similarly difficult and would involve examining practicing
politicians in early China that may have read and been influenced by Shen
Dao. Such influence may be discoverable by looking at actual policies and
behaviors rather than theoretical treatises, but it is beyond the scope of the

present volume.
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II.

And, of course, when Han Fei does acknowledge indebtedness with respect
to the concept of law, it is to Shang Yang, not Shen Dao.

They do differ, however, on the question of whether heaven is aware or not.
Xunzi does not seem to believe so, but Zhuangzi does.

LZ 5/2/14—-15; Ivanhoe s.

See, in particular, Zhuangzi, chapter 2, “The Sorting Which Evens Things
Out” (Qi wu lun Z 47 5).

Here and throughout, when I refer to the carly Daoists, I am referring to the
writings attributed to Laozi and Zhuangzi. There are numerous debates over
school affiliations in early China, but while important to our understanding
of certain aspects of the early Chinese intellectual landscape, they do not af-
fect the arguments being made here.

XZ 17/79/16-19; Hutton 17/175/1-50.

A. C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China
(La Salle, IlL.: Open Court, 1989), 239.

Janghee Lee, Xunzi and Early Chinese Naturalism (Albany: SUNY Press,
2005), 22.

Eric L. Hutton, “Virtue and Reason in Xunzi” (PhD diss., Stanford Univer-
sity, 2001), 317.

For more on such an interpretation of the early Daoists, see Philip J. Ivanhoe,
“Zhuangzi on Skepticism, Skill, and the Ineffable Dao,” Journal of the Ameri-
can Academy of Religion 61, no. 4 (1993): 639—54, doi: 10.1093/jaarel/LXL.4
.639; Philip J. Ivanhoe, “Was Zhuangzi a Relativist?” in Essays on Skepticism,
Relativism, and Ethics in the "Zhuangzi,” ed. Paul Kjellberg and Philip J. Ivan-
hoe, 196-214 (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996).

This characteristic has led many scholars to describe these early Daoists
as anarchists. See Roger T. Ames, “Is Political Taoism Anarchism?” Journal
of Chinese Philosophy 10, no. 1 (1983): 27-46, doi: 10.1111/].1540-6253.1983
.tboo272.x; Frederic L. Bender, “Taoism and Western Anarchism,” Journal
of Chinese Philosophy 10, no. 1 (1983): 5—26, doi: 10.1111/].1540-6253.1983
tboo271.x; John A. Rapp, Davism and Anarchism: Critiques of State Au-
tonomy in Ancient and Modern China (London: Continuum International,
2012).

LZ 27/80/8-10; Ivanhoe 83.
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14.

1s.
16.

17.

19.
20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

29.

See in particular chapter 19 of the Xunzi. For a more detailed analysis of the
role and content of these various divisions and distinctions in Xunzi’s politi-
cal philosophy, see Eirik Lang Harris, “Xunzi’s Political Philosophy,” in Zhe
Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Xunzi, ed. Eric L. Hutton (New York:
Springer, 2016).

ZZ 5/15/20~23; Graham 82.

The character Hutton translates here as “rules” is £z 7, which I translate in
the Shenzi Fragments as “law.”

XZ 12/57/3-7; Hutton 12/117/1-17.

Roger T. Ames, The Art of Rulership: A Study of Ancient Chinese Political
Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 122. For a more extensive discussion
of the role of laws in Xunzi, see Eirik Lang Harris, “The Role of Virtue in
Xunzi’s & F Political Philosophy,” Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy
12, no. 1 (2013): 93-110, doi: 10.1007/511712-012-9312-Z.

XZ 6/21/22—22/2; Hutton 6/41/31—40.

See [XZ8] this chapter, p. 77.

Mengzi makes a similar sort of argument against the Mohists and Yang Zhu,
disagreeing with the former over what constitutes a father in the true sense
and the latter with what constitutes a sovereign in the true sense. For a further
discussion of this point, see Philip J. Ivanhoe, Ethics in the Confucian Tra-
dition: The Thought of Mengzi and Wang Yangming, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2002), 16-17.

Graham, Disputers of the Tao.

XZ 21/103/8-13; Hutton 21/226/101-227/122.

XZ 12/57/11~14; Hutton 12/118/30—46.

XZ 9/35/19; Hutton 9/69/60-62.

X7 9/35/19—20; Hutton 9/69/62-66.

XZ 23/113/5—6; Hutton 23/248/10-13.

For an excellent collection of essays dealing with the intertwined issues of
virtue, human nature, and moral agency, see T. C. Kline IIT and Philip J.
Ivanhoe, eds., Virtue, Nature, and Moral Agency in the “Xunzi” (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2000).

Jonathan Schofer and Philip J. Ivanhoe both discuss Xunzi as offering a re-

formation model of moral cultivation. See Jonathan W. Schofer, “Virtues in
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30.

31

32.
33.
34.
35.

36.

37
38.

39.

43.

44

Xunzi’s Thought in Virtue, Nature, and Moral Agency in the “Xunzi,” ed.
T. C. Kline III and Philip J. Ivanhoe, 69-88 (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000);
Philip J. Ivanhoe, Confician Moral Self Cultivation, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2000).

LY 2/8/29-30; Slingerland 8.

For more on Han Fei’s theory of law and conception of the Way, see Eirik
Lang Harris, “Is the Law in the Way? On the Source of Han Fei’s Laws,” Jour-
nal of Chinese Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2011): 73-87, doi: 10.1111/j.1540-6253.2010
.01631.x; Eirik Lang Harris, “The Dao of Han Feizi” in The Oxford Handbook
of Chinese Philosophy, ed. Justin Tiwald (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016). For a broader collection of essays on the philosophy of Han Fei, see
Paul R. Goldin, ed., Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Han Fei (New York:
Springer, 2013).

See, for example, chapters 14, 38, and 44 of the Han Feizi.

HF 17/30/2—4; Watson 87.

HF 48/142/10-17; Liao 11/258-59.

In traditional China, the proper ritual position the ruler took in the court was
facing south, so to say that someone faces south is to say that he is the ruler.
HF 40/127/31-128/ 4; Sahleen 327.

HF 40/128/6-10; Sahleen 327-28.

Ames, Art of Rulership, 92—93.

Another evil ruler, the tyrant Zhou was the last ruler of the Shang dynasty,
traditionally said to have ruled between 1154 B.C.E. and 1122 B.C.E.

That is, they attained the awesome positional power that is attached to the
position of ruler.

HF 40/128/16—20; Sahleen 328-29.

For the most insightful discussion of the term shi throughout the early Chi-
nese philosophical literature, see chapter 3, “Shih Zh (Strategic Advantage/
Political Purchase),” in Ames, Art of Rulership, 65—107.

The portion of the text between brackets is missing from most extant versions
of the Han Feizi.

HF 40/128/28-29; Sahleen 329—30. I have italicized the terms “positional
power” and “circumstances” in this passage to emphasize that they are transla-

tions of the same character, shi 2.
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47.

48.

49.

50.
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53.
54
55-

56.

57

58.

I take this not as an admission on the part of Han Fei but rather as a hypo-
thetical scenario, for he is going to show that even if this were true, it would
be much better to rely upon positional power than on any moral qualities
possessed by rulers.

Confucians would not necessarily agree that a thousand generations pass be-
tween sages. Mengzi, for example, says five hundred years. However, even were
Han Fei to accept this more optimistic number, his basic concern would remain.
HF 40/129/7-13; Sahleen 330-31.

Of course, it is also possible that Han Fei was not aware of all the ideas that
we find in the Shenzi Fragments.

For the most complete analysis of the text as well as discussions of its history,
compilation, and contents, see Chen Qiyou T 27 Wk, ed., Liishi chungiu xin
Jiaoshi B KAEMIRE (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2002).
Indeed, the title of this chapter itself may be read as a play on Shen Dao’s
name.

Translation mine. LS 17.6/106/11~14; Knoblock 17/6.5/ 431-32.

LS 17.6/106/8-11; Knoblock 17/6.5/ 431.

LS 17.6/106/5—7; Knoblock 17/6.5/ 431.

LS 17.6/106/2—3; Knoblock 17/6.4/ 430.

Determining the full picture of the Lishi Chungiw’s political theory and
whether it can actually solve the various tensions we have seen in the rela-
tionship between people and procedures is, unfortunately, beyond the scope
of the present study.

For more on the dating and content of this text, see John S. Major, Sarah A.
Queen, Andrew Seth Meyer, and Harold D. Roth, trans., The “Huainanzi’:
A Guide to the Theory and Practice of Government in Early Han China (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 1-40, and Harold D. Roth, 7he Tex-
tual History of the “Huai-Nan Tzu” (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Association for Asian
Studies, 1991).

There are at least seventy-two references to the Han Feizi in the text, indicat-
ing that it was an important source of ideas for the editors of the Huainanzi.
This is not to say that the Huainanzi utilizes these ideas in the same way as
Shen Dao. Indeed, as in the Liishi Chungiu, there are many prominent ways in

which the political theory of the Huainanzi disagrees with that of Shen Dao.
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62.

63.
64.
6s.
66.
67.
68.
69.

70.
71
72.

73

74

It does not appear in the transmitted version of the Shenzi Fragments; HN
12/118/14-15; Major 12.5/477.

The most extensive study of this chapter as a whole is Ames, A7 of Rulership.
HN 9/74/16-20; Major 9.22/317.

Again, the claim is not that the editors of the Huainanzi self-consciously
chose this metaphor to explain Shen Dao’s ideas, merely that it demonstrates
engagement with and development of ideas that Shen Dao saw as central to
governing.

HN 9/70/115-17; Major 9.12/30s.

HN 9/75/16-18; Major 9.23/320.

See HN 9/75/26; Major 9.23/321; HN 9/75/28; Major 9.23/321.

HN 9/70/27-28; Major 9.13/306.

HN 9/69/17—20; Major 9.9/303.

HN 9/68/11-12; Major 9.4/299; HN 9/69/5; Major 9.7/301.

See HN 9/73/20; Major 9.20/314, HN 9/81/110-13; Major 9.30/337; HN
9/72/12; Major 9.18/310.

HN 9/75/18—21; Major 9.23/320.

HN 9/75/30; Major 9.23/321.

In the introduction to each of the chapters in his translation of the Guanzi,
Rickett provides a brief discussion of the possible dates, though these are not
universally accepted. See W. Allyn Rickett, trans., “Guanzi”: Political, Eco-
nomic, and Philosophical Essays from Early China, 2 vols. (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1985, 1998).

Among the chapters composing the Guanzi that would be of interest are
“Clarifying the Law” (Ming fa R %), “Relying on the Law” (Ren fa £3),
“Seven Standards” (Qi fa 53%), “Laws and Prohibitions” (Fa jin 3 £5), and
“Conforming to the Law” (Fa fa i ).

There are numerous studies and translations of these four texts, including
Chen Guying T 5 R, Huangdi sijing jinzhu jinyi 3T AR A AR
(Taipei: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1995); Edmund Ryden, 7he Yellow Emperor’s
Four Canons: A Literary Study and Edition of the Text from Mawangdui (Tai-
pei: Ricci Institute, 1997); Robin D. S. Yates, trans., Five Lost Classics: Tao,
Huanglao, and Yin-yang in Han China (New York: Ballantine Books, 1997);
Leo S. Chang and Yu Feng, trans., The Four Political Treatises of the Yellow
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75-

76.

77.

Emperor: Original Mawangdui Texts with Complete English Translations and
an Introduction (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1998); R. P. Peeren-
boom, Law and Morality in Ancient China: The Silk Manuscripts of Huang-
Lao (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993).

As is clear in my discussion of the law in chapter 1, I have disagreements with
some of Peerenboom’s conclusions.

A. C. Graham, “How Much of the Chuang tzu Did Chuang Tzu Write?” in
Studies in Chinese Philosophy and Philosophical Literature, 283321 (Singa-
pore: Institute for East Asian Philosophies, 1986).

77 33/99/15—25; Graham 279-80.

A TRANSLATION OF THE SHENZI FRAGMENTS

For more on Thompson’s procedures, see Thompson 219.

See, for example, Arthur Waley, The Way and Its Power: A Study of the Tao T¢
Ching and Its Place in Chinese Thought (New York: Grove Press, 1958).

Note that the exact process here, which translates literally as “casting hooks,”
is unknown. However, the point is that a method that ensures impartiality is
used, much like we might flip a coin. As such, I follow Eric L. Hutton, who,
in his translation of the Xunzi, renders these two characters as “tossing coins,”
as it conveys the same general point.

The rendering of this sentence follows from emending 4& to JF, “even if”
Such an emendation is not suggested in any of our textual evidence. However,
it does seem to provide us with a more coherent thought here. Wang Shu-
min T AU follows a similar strategy, noting, “HE R HEAL See Wang Shu-
min, “Shenzi yipian yizheng” BT 1k & &%, in Xian Qin Dao-Fa sixiang
Jianggao St it % B HAE (Taipei: Zhongyang yanjiuyuan Zhongguo
wenzhe yanjiusuo, 1992), 330. Without emendation, the text would read, “If
rulers never encounter anyone with the loyalty of Bi Gan or Zixu but are
dissolute and lost in darkness, they will be infected with self-indulgence, ruin
their reputation, and be killed” While this reading would make grammatical
sense of the passage, the point of the historical reference would be lost.
Wang Sirui T & reads £t as #, “to bring about that one is difficult to dis-

tinguish from; to act as if one were (someone else), to emulate.” This would
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II.

lead to the following translation of this and the following lines: “When es-
tablishing X, it is to ensure that Y is not able to take up this role.” See Wang
Sirui, Shenzi jiaozheng B FARIE (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1935), 4.
This title could also be translated as “The Lord of the People,” which would
accord with how these two characters are used in the first line. I translate it as
“The Lord and His People” because the topic of this section is the relation-
ship between the lord and his people and in order to parallel the grammatical
structure of the title of the following section, “The Lord and His Ministers.”
In a review of Herrlee G. Creel’s book on Shen Buhai, Derk Bodde argues
for a distinction between shu A7 and shu #. While both may be rendered by
the English word “technique;” shu #, Bodde suspects, means “techniques”
having to do with the “quantitative aspects of administration: the keeping
of population statistics, tax registers, and the like,” while shx T refers to the
“personnel aspects of administration: appointment, promotion, and demo-
tion of officials, allocation of responsibility, etc.” See Derk Bodde, Review of
Shen Pu-hai: A Chinese Political Philosopher of the Fourth Century B.C., by
Herrlee G. Creel;” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 36 (1976), 263. (Note as
well that while these two terms are homophones in modern Mandarin, they
were phonetically quite different in Warring States times.)

This commentary to the Liezi, the Liezi zhu 5| F JE, was written by Zhang
Zhan 7k sometime in the fourth century. See Thompson so.

The Jingdian shiwen #EHLFE X was an exegetical dictionary to the classics
compiled by Lu Deming [% /£ ¥ around 589. See Thompson s6-61.

The Beitang shuchao At % E ) was a reference work compiled by Yu Shinan
JE1# 57 before 618. See Thompson 61-62.

The Yiwen leizhu 2 XHE % was an encyclopedia compiled between 622
and 624 by a group of scholars led by Ouyang Xun BX 74. See Thompson
62-63.

Although perhaps overtranslating, /A could be read in its sense of “Impar-
tially” rather than “publicly”

The Shangshu zhengyi ¥ IE % is a subcommentary to the Book of Docu-
ments (Shangshu %), written primarily by Wang Deshao £ /&% and Li
Ziyun ZF Z in 653. See Thompson 69—72.
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16.

17.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

The Houhanshu zhu # % E % is a commentary to the Houbanshu written un-
der the sponsorship of Li Xian A and completed in 677. See Thompson 72.
The Wenxuan zhu X3 is a commentary on an early anthology of litera-
ture, completed by Li Shan 25 % in 658. See Thompson 72—7s.

Thompson’s numbering comes from his dissertation. Between finishing his
dissertation and publishing his book, he determined that the fragments origi-
nally numbered 93 and 94 were not authentic, and they are not included here.
The Chuxueji F1%:3T is an encyclopedia compiled by Xu Jian & B around
725. See Thompson 77-78.

The Yilin BAR is an anthology of excerpts from ancient and early medi-
eval philosophical writings put together by Ma Zong & # around 787. See
Thompson 79-84.

The Xunzi zhu ] T £ is a commentary on the Xunzi written by Yang Liang
A% around 819. See Thompson 84-86.

The Baishi liutie B K751 is a compendium of literary diction compiled in
the early ninth century by Bai Juyi E /& 7. See Thompson 86-88.

The Taiping yulan KT % was one of three major Song-dynasty encyclo-
pedias. It was compiled by Li Fang 2 B with the assistance of thirteen others
around 983. See Thompson 92-97.

I thank Eric L. Hutton for a very helpful discussion on this passage.

It is unclear whether the quote ends here or continues for the next two
sentences.

I render this loosely to more effectively get across the sense of the passage. It
says literally, “The weight of a cauldron from the state of Yan is a thousand
Jjun. See the following note for further information on weights and measures.
I render this loosely to more effectively get across the sense of the passage. It
says literally, “If you are dealing with weights of a juz and shi and ask Yu if
you are off by a zi or zhu, even he would not be able to tell” A jun 8 = 30 jin
J7, while a shi & = 120 jin JT. During the Warring States period, a jin, often
translated as a “catty;” was between 8.8 and 11 0z. (250—315 g). Therefore, a jun
was between 16 and 21 1b. (7.5-9.5 kg), and a shi was four times this weight,
or between 66 and 82.5 Ib. (approx. 30-38 kg). These weights were among
the largest in use at the time. A 27 #§ = 1/4 liang W (1 liang = 1/16 jin),
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while a zhu $ was 1/24 liang. Therefore a zi was between 0.137 and 0.172 oz.
(3.9-4.9 g), and a zhu was between 0.023 and 0.029 oz. (0.65-0.82 g). These
weights were among the smallest in use at the time. See Qiu Guangming .
KW, Zhongguo lidai duliangheng kao ¥ BUER E EH A (Beijing: Kexue
chubanshe, 1992), 520.

The Yunzhi qiqian EE L isan anthology of Daoist writings attributed
to Zhang Junfang 5k & /& and dates to around 1019. See Thompson 97-99.
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