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BOOK REVIEW 

 
CHEN Yun, Zhongyong de Sixiang 中庸的思想 (The Spirit of the Doctrine of 
Mean). Beijing: Sanlian Shudian, 2007, 319pp., ISBN: 9781088285459. 
 
The Spirit of the Doctrine of Mean, which comes after The Predicament of the 
Consciousness of Modernity in China, is a masterpiece from Professor Chen Yun
陳贇. No doubt, this book displays Chen’s concern for the predicament of 
Chinese thought. Indeed, one of the biggest questions in the book comes down to 
the following: what actually makes China depart from its own tradition? To some 
extent, it is this departure that brings about the predicament of Chinese thought. 
The work, in this sense, is not only a profound reflection on that predicament, but 
also an attempt to find a proper way out of it. 

While The Doctrine of Mean reaches deeply to the center of Chinese thought, 
discusses the foundation upon which China establishes itself, and directly reveals 
and presents the core of China, the text of The Spirit of the Doctrine of Mean 
could be seen to provide solution to the predicament of Chinese thought. For 
Chen, The Doctrine of Mean is fundamentally related to China and Chinese 
thought, not only because it has been taken as the “essential teachings in sixteen 
words” handed down by sages in the Confucian tradition, but also because 
adherence to the way of the mean has been adopted collectively throughout the 
Chinese history and in Chinese culture. So the problem boils down to the 
meaning of the word “mean.” Consequently, a deep grasp of The Doctrine of 
Mean seems to be absolutely necessary for the simple reason that one cannot 
recognize what China is without the study on this classic. 

As an important component of the Four Books (四書)—a renewed framework 
for the Confucian classics set forth during Song dynasty—The Doctrine of Mean 
earned far more respect from the neo-Confucians. Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 understanding 
of this concept formulated a particular interpretative framework based on the 
heart-nature principle, and eventually became a new interpretative paradigm. 
After thorough analysis of the way of the mean, together with close readings of 
the work of Guo Zhongxiao 郭忠孝 and Li Liwu 黎立武, Professor Chen, 
however, comes to the conclusion that the essence of the way of the mean comes 
down to the connectedness pervading the upper and the lower, or to say heaven 
and earth, which manifests in The Doctrine of Mean as a sphere of humanity 
opened up through “destiny-nature-Tao-cultivation” (命—性—道—教). It was in 
this in-between dimension that China itself acquired an original cultural character. 
While the structure of the “heart-nature principle” encloses individuals within the 
sphere of inner experience, a new sphere opened up by “destiny-nature-Tao- 
cultivation” allows the individual person to obtain independence in a network of 
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relations with family, society, state, and world, while at the same time Tianxia 天
下, the realm between the upper and the lower, becomes established in the same 
process. Furthermore, the connectedness throughout the upper and the lower 
revealed in The Doctrine of Mean actually forms the basis for the lifestyle 
prevalent amongst Chinese people. Here, Chen argues that classical China and its 
people could not be understood outside of the sphere of connectedness opened up 
by The Doctrine of Mean. The above provides a basic summary of the first 
chapter. 

The following chapter shows how the connectedness pervading the upper and 
the lower realms was expressed in the relationship between human beings and 
heavenly destiny historically, from the Zhou dynasty onward. Moreover, 
Professor Chen reminds readers that this was part of the same process in which 
the traditional approach to culture (文) developed as well. The discovery of this 
tradition actually proves to be one of the most characteristic and important parts 
of this great book, particularly as the author argues that a world without culture 
would be chaotic. The world discloses itself through culture, such that culture is 
closely connected not merely with the rhythms and the orders of all existence, 
but with the overarching institutions and rules throughout human history. In this 
respect, as practitioners of Tao, private individuals were able to experience the 
world and participate in universal history and culture while finding renewal and 
expansion in the process. The real issue, however, lies in the question of how 
culture might disclose itself? More to the point, how could culture make the 
connectedness pervading the upper and lower realms possible? The author turns 
to the first chapter of The Doctrine of Mean and proposes a unique approach to it. 
He argues that the main thing is not how one defines nature, Tao or cultivation, 
as is popularly believed, but rather a fourfold schema of destiny, nature, Tao, and 
cultivation. The four domains connect with each other and together as a whole, 
thereby making the way of the mean possible, and further providing all human 
culture with a principled foundation. More importantly, this “engagement with 
culture” finds its way in the following fourfold: adoption of culture from heaven 
(天文) provides a source of personal nature which cannot be opened up except 
through the constant adherence to Tao, and this practice has its roots in 
cultivation. So one must engage in cultivation, or in this “cultivating” (文—化) 
sphere, which is precisely the sphere of “destiny-nature-Tao-cultivation.” 

Chapter Three talks about culture (文) and virtue (德) as well as the effect of 
the interaction of the two on the pursuit of the way of the mean. Closely 
following the description of the sphere of culture in the fourfold of 
“destiny-nature-Tao-cultivation,” The Doctrine of Mean claims that the way of 
the mean cannot be discarded. However, the paradox is: the mean is declared 
impossible. Here, Professor Chen demonstrates that the impossibility of the way 
of the mean indeed implies that the cultivating sphere remains undisclosed. 
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According to Chen, because all that xiaoren (ordinary people) can do is no more 
than to accept cultivation and nurture in the sphere of “destiny-nature- 
Tao-cultivation” without being aware of it, the way of the mean can only be 
disclosed in the practices of the junzi (virtuous man) who consciously bears 
cultural undertakings and strives to disclose the “cultivating” sphere in practicing 
Tao. Furthermore, Professor Chen proposes that the trinity of wisdom (zhi 知), 
benevolence (ren 仁), and courage (yong 勇) is necessary for junzi. In other 
words, this trinity is the key for junzi to open the door to the way of the mean, 
which implies that virtues are in fact connected with the sphere of cultivation. 

Thus the issues of culture and virtue come into view. The way of the mean 
attempts to build a cultivating world in which all people’s bodies and souls can 
be cultured. However, at the same time, private individuals are born into a 
historically realistic world within a given cultural environment. The result is that 
there seems to be a contradiction between the cultivating world and the real one, 
especially when the ongoing cultural environment is a corrupt one. That is the 
very moment that the way of the mean encounters its strongest enemy. As virtue 
acts as the access to the way of the mean, the task of renewing the cultural sphere 
can be accomplished by the virtue of human beings, especially junzi. People of 
this kind have such excellent characters that they are able to go deep into the 
center of human nature, to maintain independence from the given environment’s 
influences, and to promote and transform the old culture. On the other hand, 
besides renewing itself, virtue excels at “cultivating personal life and regulating 
family” (修身與齊家), and even cultural undertakings. Virtue flows continuously 
throughout bodies, minds, individuals. To summarize, virtue and culture connect 
with each other in a mutually influential dynamic. 

The fourth and fifth chapters share the same focus and are concerned with the 
relationship between junzi and culture. From the above, we see that the key to the 
way of the mean rests with junzi. For Chen, notion of zhong 中 serves as a way of 
connecting the upper and the lower realms, while yong 庸 means “the use of 
zhong.” When The Doctrine of Mean declares that “Tao cannot be discarded,” it 
means that Tao pervades in the world—throughout bodies, families, countries, 
and the like—such that junzi discloses a cultural world precisely in these fields. 
As for bodies, families, countries being different loci of life itself, these are the 
places where Tao lives as well, or rather, where Tao actually hides— in every 
moment in time between the past and the future, or in the relationships in daily 
life between father and son, husband and wife, between brothers and friends, and 
so on. Consequently, every moment in everyday life provides a good opportunity 
for the real world to unfold; but it also creates contexts for it to wane away. The 
key lies in whether people accept or refuse the world at that time. And the former 
path is unmistakably the way of junzi. Additionally, unfolding the world opens a 
dimension between individuals and others, and this is when the self has the 



Book Review 155 

experience of being an individual akin to others. As a result, accepting the world 
means accepting others here and now. In other words, for anyone living privately 
in a manifold world and being surrounded by people, embracing others in fact 
means embracing their own manifold universes and opening oneself to variety of 
worlds of others. Furthermore, being of finite life and existence, the body is 
actually the origin of the activity of acceptance for junzi. In this respect, the way 
of junzi is the way of living an ordinary life, which means being content with 
one’s present position. Following Heidegger, anybody who holds such a position 
is called “Dasein.” To mortal humans, Dasein keeps a foothold in its present, and 
discloses the world based on that presence. 

Dasein in everyday life is the present variety of the way of junzi, while the 
virtue of ghosts and gods is of the absent kind. According to Professor Chen, 
ghosts and gods have no substance, such that their virtue points to effect. As 
fundamental elements of cosmos, ghosts and gods reveal the nature of 
unfathomable yin 陰 and yang 陽, which is a horizon beyond the control of 
human beings. Indeed, such an idea emancipates humanity from its narrow 
perspective so that we might be able to overcome instrumentalism and recognize 
the things for themselves. For a mortal man, ghosts and gods mean two probable 
modes of afterlife, where ghosts indicate concealment, and gods signify the 
continuation of being as a cultural life which could still influence the human 
world. For junzi, however, only when they disclose cultural life during their 
limited lifetime do they obtain the opportunity to carry on as cultural being. 
Nevertheless, this is merely a possibility, and only later generations can turn it 
into a reality. People use ritual and sacrifice to connect both sides of death, and to 
make death cultural. Meanwhile, for those who live, the body becomes cultured, 
because the descendants’ cultural life is actually a way of cultivating at that time. 
Going further, a ritual sacrifice, in which filial piety plays an important role, 
renders the experience of the generality of time. Chen argues that filial piety 
exceeds the limit of time and keeps running throughout one’s life and beyond, 
connecting different cultural epochs, and eventually becoming an immense and 
endless stream of life. Filial piety discloses the realm of ritual and music in 
people’s conscious practices. In this realm, political ceremonies that set the 
musical sense of propriety and manner project a life world of ritual and music 
where everybody rectifies themselves and real life returns in its own way. In this 
kind of political setting, the subjects are the authentic people, as opposed to the 
incumbents retaining power. Right here, the relation of authenticity and the way 
of the mean come into view, and this makes up the bulk of the sixth chapter. 

From the above, through the way of the mean, which is expressed as an 
embrace of the world, and the disclosedness of the upper and the lower, the 
fourfold cultivating sphere emerges. However, the humanity, which has been 
divided from the culture of the upper realm, has become ensnared in affectation, 
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conscious planning, and similar human artifice, while authentic nature faded 
away, and the structure of “destiny-nature-Tao-cultivation” was destroyed. It 
seems to be an inescapable fate for all kinds of cultures that the authenticity 
becomes particularly important in the aftermath of such change. Only with the 
help of authenticity do wisdom, benevolence, and courage find unity, and are the 
fourfold elements of destiny-nature-Tao-cultivation able to connect with each 
other. Going further, humanity can then embrace the upper realm’s culture and 
include it in itself. To embrace the world in present personal daily life is to lead a 
situation in which individuals, others, and all beings would be respectively able 
to come into their own. It is also authenticity, however, that actualizes this in 
truth. When an action in the present makes the self-realization of nature and 
destiny possible for all beings, it puts authenticity into practice, and it in fact can 
be seen that authenticity is indispensable to embracing the world. Such activity 
used to belong to human cultures, but when it became open to the self-realization 
of nature and destiny for all beings to happily accepted diversity, it became a 
special part of the authenticity of the heavens. Nevertheless, individuals cannot 
directly make the authenticity of the heavens manifest, for the latter makes its 
way on earth and expresses itself in the self-realization of nature and destiny for 
all beings. As a result, the authenticity of the heavens always occurs within the 
sphere of the earth and the beings there. Consequently, human beings look to 
authenticity in order to make the way of the heavens unfold in the body, so that 
the connection between the upper and lower realms might be achieved. In this 
sense, rebuilding humanity and civilization in terms of the authenticity of the 
heavens leads to an ordinary life in the “remaining” culture, and to a return to a 
world of original experiences where a prosperous civilization unfolds in 
simplicity, and the great and wise are always active in ordinary life. As soon as 
this becomes true, the world discloses itself, and the movement toward the end as 
a new beginning proceeds. In a word, a genuine practice of authenticity actually 
means the disclosedness of the whole world. 

The Spirit of the Doctrine of Mean returns back to the concept of Tianxia in 
its final chapter. In this part, Professor Chen argues that the way of the mean 
reveals the cultural ideal of “achieving breadth and greatness while pursing the 
refined and subtle to the limit,” and that this means disclosing the present world 
as embracing everyone with their particular individuality. Of course, this cultural 
ideal is not without preconditions. Only when “intelligence, insight, and 
wisdom” (聰明睿智), “magnanimity, generosity, benignity, and tenderness” (寬裕

溫柔), “vigor, strength, firmness, and resolution” (發毅剛強), “orderliness, 
seriousness, adherence to the Mean, and correctness” (齊莊中正), “pattern, order, 
refinement, and penetration” (文理密察) are included in the real lives of private 
individuals might the ideal become true. However, only sages could make it 
happen! One who reaches to the ultimate, as the sages, is able to support and 
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participate in the development of the cosmos, and is then able to promote the 
above-mentioned cultural ideal. While this profound and comprehensive cultural 
ideal is achieved at present through the arts, the implementation of it takes place 
in terms of virtue, for art is the intermediary that sparks virtue while virtue is the 
achievement of art. Only through virtue and art can the authenticity of the 
heavens and the earth be preserved as culture, and can human civilization be able 
to connect the upper and the lower realms. 

This serves as a brief summary of the book. As mentioned above, one of the 
most important questions from The Spirit of the Doctrine of Mean is: what 
actually makes China depart from its own tradition? Based on this problem,  
Chen proposes profound reflection on what makes China what it is; on the 
Chinese people; on the separation of administration and government; on the 
relationship between administration and cultivation; on statecraft; on the culture 
of ritual and music; on personal cultivation; and on so many similar issues raised 
in his book. But, this does not mean that such a great work belongs to China 
alone. In fact, the problems mentioned in this book have a universal significance 
beyond modern China. This prompts Chen to raise further questions: what does 
the way of the mean provide to all people and to the world-at-large today? 
Following this question, he thinks deeply about issues like the nature of 
metaphysical thinking, belief in theology, spatial nation-states, scientific cultural 
forms, and so on. In this respect, we can say, The Spirit of the Doctrine of Mean 
represents not just the fruits of the development of Chinese civilization, but has 
universal significance as well. Unfortunately, this has not been given the 
importance that it deserves. 

 
 

JIANG Qiuliu ( )  
Shaanxi Normal University 

E-mail: kexinghaishang@163.com 
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