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  BOOK REVIEW 

 
T.C. Kline III and Justin Tiwald, eds., Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi. Albany: 
SUNY Press, 2014, IX+197 pp., ISBN: 9781438451954. 
 
The stated aim of Kline and Tiwald in Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi is to 
“support and develop the claim made by Edward Machle that Xunzi is a religious 
philosopher” [and that] “overemphasis on Xunzi’s critique of religious practice 
arises from mistaken conclusions drawn from an examination of Xunzi’s ritual 
theory” (1). To this end, the editors have divided the book into three sections: 
religious vision, ritual theory, and comparative approaches, with Machle’s 
contribution forming the first of the book’s seven chapters. 

Machle argues that Xunzi should be taken as a religious philosopher due to his 
critique of superstition and his naturalistic view of nature (25). After a gloriously 
detailed hermeneutic study, Machle concludes that the “widespread treatment of 
Xunzi as a nonreligious, even antireligious, philosopher is based in part on the 
biases of Neo-Confucianism and of 20th Century Westernizers…” (40). The 
reason Xunzi felt obliged to maintain the religious side of Confucianism, Machle 
says, stems from “his concern for both the consistency of Heaven and the 
consistency of his own thought, and for the joint primacy of li on the one hand 
and human effort on the other, he was led to deny that the continuity between 
Heaven and human sanctity lay in the natural processes of production, a principle 
held by Mengzi and the Daoists” (40). Leaving aside the mischaracterization of 
Daoism, Machle’s 1976 paper was included in the present volume to serve as a 
fulcrum around which the other contributors could aspire to shed new light on 
Xunzi’s religious philosophy. Nonetheless, more attention is given to A. R. 
Radcliffe-Brown’s 1952 work, Structure and Function in Primitive Society: 
Essays and Addresses, and to other contemporary Western thinkers such as Freud, 
Durkheim, and C. S. Peirce, than is shown Machle. Not only is this unfortunate, 
it detracts from the book’s stated aim. This is especially apparent in the final 
three chapters wherein the respective authors rely upon doctrines pertaining to 
anthropology, psychoanalysis, and sociology to explain, even justify Xunzi’s 
notion of ritual. 

The second and fourth chapters are the most mundane in that they do not 
digress very far from the extant body of literature on Xunzi’s ritualism. For 
example, P. J. Ivanhoe in chapter two explicates Xunzi’s thought by employing a 
decidedly ecological vocabulary. After showing a religious reverence for Dao is 
present in the Xunzi, Ivanhoe proceeds to discuss the role of desire and how 
Xunzi’s doctrine of human nature differs from that of his predecessor, Mencius. 
His conclusion from this line of inquiry is that, for Xunzi, “the rites sought to 
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bring human beings and Nature into balance with one another and led to the 
common flourishing of Heaven, Earth, and humanity” (50). This is an insightful 
claim, to be sure, but why Ivanhoe feels the need to suddenly mention Hu Shih 
(1891−1962) and his attack on Xunzi for failing to take into account evolution 
and progress is baffling to say the least (55). What is more, Ivanhoe feels 
compelled to succumb to said criticism, writing there are “resources within his 
[Xunzi’s] view that allow for such modification” (56). As for chapter four by Lee 
Yearley, what was most appealing about it was his deconstruction of Xunzi’s 
spiritual vision into three levels: explicating and defending the spiritual 
fulfillment arising from social ritual; critiquing and reinterpreting religious 
systems that result in spiritual growth or decay; and, the mysterious in which 
humans contact numinous powers present in or working through the mind (82). 

The most valuable chapter in this book is the third, by Robert Neville. 
Neville’s stated goal is to provide three points of contemporary interest: the 
connection between ritual theory and semiotics; the relation of ritual to the 
proper formation of desire; and how questions of diversity and the integration of 
desires relate to ritual’s ability to connect with civilization and joy (63). Of note 
is Neville’s unique use of Peirce’s theory of semiotics. He equates it to the 
aforementioned three points by way of the analysis of signs themselves, the 
context within which signs are used, and as a system of reference (conventional, 
iconic, and indexical) (66−67). On the question of desire, Neville agrees with 
Xunzi’s critique of Mencius’ theory of human nature because “desires can be 
only immediate responses to stimuli rather than interpreted responses that take 
the stimuli to stand for states of affairs beyond themselves” (70). This is a 
brilliant application of semiotic language to the functionalism of ritual, and 
nicely illustrates that one need not resort to devolving the Chinese tradition in 
order to accommodate contemporary Western philosophical doctrines. Indeed, 
Neville himself states as much: “Ritual should not be overstressed in Xunzi so as 
to make it seem as if he lacked the Confucian commitment to humaneness or 
doubted that human nature derives from Heaven…semiotics is required to 
understand how the human organism becomes a human being” (76). Neville 
succeeds precisely on this point; religious philosophy need not compromise 
either perspective insofar as they both explicate the wonderment of human life 
and its quest to bring order to its life-world. 

Speaking of “world,” chapters five and seven take up this theme under the 
guise of psychoanalysis and sociology. In chapter five, Mark Berkson argues that 
Xunzi’s hermeneutic defense of ritual was a response to challenges from three 
sources: the Mengzian strand of Confucian thought; the Mohist and Daoist critics 
who tried to undermine the bases of participation in Confucian ritual; and those 
who participated in the rituals with a supernaturalist understanding (107−8). This 
is not a new view; what is new is Berkson’s intriguing application of the 
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Freudian themes of meta-level awareness and reflexivity, participant-observer 
consciousness, and symbolic realism (108). When seen within the realm of 
Western psychology, Freud’s analytic framework can be quite helpful in 
explaining ritual; however, when applied to classical Chinese philosophy, one is 
left wondering where the need for such cross-cultural application comes from. It 
certainly does little to further the Confucian cause, let alone address the concerns 
raised by Machle—but perhaps this was not Berkson’s point. 

The final chapter of this anthology, by T. C. Kline, endeavors to “examine 
Xunzi’s theory of ritual practice in comparison with Peter Berger’s discussion of 
religious worldviews in The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory 
of Religion” (160). Here, we are yet again treated to an odd comparison of East 
and West, ancient and modern. Kline writes: “The fundamental premise of 
Berger’s theory is that human beings are continuously interacting with society in 
three different ways…externalization, objectification, internalization” (162). 
Kline attempts to show the major differences in Xunzi and Berger’s views of 
human nature and socialization (167−68). The most notable difference concerns 
the paradigmatic person, with Berger arguing, “the Confucian sage represents…a 
degenerate form of human activity to be condemned” (169); conversely, Xunzi’s 
sage undergoes moments of ecstasy in which chaos is witnessed in the patterns of 
Dao and these “indicate a failure of individual cultivation” (170). Given their 
irreconcilable differences, why does Kline bother to compare them? Quite simply, 
he says he wishes to engage “in an effort to deepen our understanding of both” 
(160). 

While chapters five and seven use novel, though only partially successful 
approaches to study Xunzi’s religious philosophy, chapter six by James Robson 
on Xunzi and Dogen stands out as an oddity. It is the overly complex circularity 
of Robson’s methodology that is off-putting; he uses no less than four 
contemporary thinkers to map out the ritual theory and practice of Xunzi and 
Dogen. Further compounding the issue is that of the four contemporary thinkers, 
only one is a bona-fide scholar of Chinese religion while two of the three 
remaining thinkers have views that oppose one another. Here is an example of 
Robson’s circularity: “I contend that certain key aspects of Xunzi’s ritual theory, 
precisely those where he differs most from Durkheim, may also help us elucidate 
certain heretofore unconsidered aspects of Dogen’s ritual theory and practice” 
(136). This is not all, however; Robson goes on to say that he uses the 
social-functionalist approach to ritual in Xunzi by Radcliffe-Brown as his 
starting point, which is itself inspired by Emile Durkheim, to understand Dogen 
(139). And yet, “the centrality of collective effervescence in Durkheimian ritual 
theory is exceedingly difficult to reconcile with Xunzi’s picture of ritual…” (140). 
Furthermore, “Xunzi’s notion of how ritual makes distinctions and establishes 
hierarchy is another key area where Durkheimian ritual theory is particularly 
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inapplicable” and yet, “it is also equally difficult to reconcile Dogen’s picture of 
ritual with Durkheim’s descriptions of collective effervescence” (141). If 
Durkheim is neither compatible with Xunzi nor Dogen, why does Robson make 
him one of the focal points of his comparative analysis? Why does he thereafter 
feel the need to include two additional scholars? He writes: “In order to 
understand how rituals can have a wider scope and be extended to ordinary 
activity such that they can be considered as “practices” in [Alasdair] MacIntyre’s 
sense, we must first liberate ritual from the confines of its narrow definition as 
something set off in time and space as exemplified in [Robert] Campany’s 
discussion of Xunzi’s li” (143). The result is that one learns nothing new about 
either Xunzi or Dogen; all is lost in the internal strife between Durkheim, 
MacIntyre, and Campany. Since there are so many shortcomings in this chapter, 
its inclusion is disappointing indeed. 

Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi is a most welcome addition to the superlative 
series on Chinese philosophy published by SUNY Press. Despite the three less 
than stellar chapters mentioned above, the book as a whole nicely contributes to 
the field of Xunzi scholarship. Although Machle blamed Neo-Confucianism for 
distorting Xunzi’s true intention towards ritual, it would have been useful to 
nevertheless have a chapter investigating the reception of Xunzi’s thought in 
Song-Ming Confucian circles. Likewise, a chapter on Daoism would have 
produced some very fruitful comparisons closer to the Chinese mindset than 
either Durkheim or Freud. We can only hope these will be addressed in a future 
anthology. 
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