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Abstract By analyzing the author of Ziyi 缁衣 (Black Costumes) as well as 
Ziyi’s transmission and evolution by studying and analyzing the ancient text, one 
can see that Ziyi was a work of Zisi or the Zisi and Mencius School. Comparing the 
similarities and differences between the transmitted version of Ziyi and its 
Guodian 郭店 and Shangbo 上博 versions, one finds that the original version of 
Ziyi had been significantly revised by Confucian classics teachers in the unstable 
political and social climate during the Western Han Dynasty, specifically, the 
thought of moral politics of the original Confucians contained in the work was 
garbled and concealed, and the idea of law and the legal system was highlighted 
accordingly. The uncovered Guodian and Shangbo versions of Ziyi have removed 
the shroud that Confucians in the Han Dynasty had spread over it for 2, 000 years, 
revealing the thought of moral politics of the original Confucians. 
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摘要 运用文献考据和思想考古的方法对《缁衣》的作者及其传承演变情况进行分

析，可以看出《缁衣》原本为子思或思孟学派的著述。比较《缁衣》传世本与郭店

本和上博本的异同，可以看出《缁衣》原本在西汉专制政治社会环境中被经师作了

重大改动，其中包涵的原始儒家德性政治思想被混淆和遮蔽，而纲纪观念相应得以

凸显。《缁衣》郭店本和上博本的面世，拂开了汉儒笼盖其上的长达 2000 年之久的

假面，使原始儒家德性政治思想得以重光。 
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1 Introduction 

As a piece in the Xiao Dai liji 小戴礼记 (Junior Dai’s Version of the Book of Rituals) 
(“the transmitted version” for short hereafter), Ziyi 缁衣 became a part of the 
orthodox ideology linking hundreds of generations as Shi 诗 (The Book of Poetry), 
Shu 书 (The Book of History), Li 礼 (The Book of Rituals), Yi 易 (The Book of 
Changes) and Chunqiu 春秋 (The Spring and Autumn Annals) were canonized 
during the Western Han Dynasty. For 2,000 years, nobody doubted it a classic. But 
the Guodian Chumu zhujian ziyi 郭店楚墓竹简缁衣 (Text of Black Costumes on 
Bamboo Slips Excavated from a Chu State Tomb at Guodian) (“Guodian version” for 
short hereafter) and the Shanghai Bowuguan cang Zhanguo Chu zhushu · Ziyi 上海博

物馆藏战国楚竹书·缁衣 (Text of Black Costumes on Bamboo Slips from the Chu 
State During the Warring States Period Preserved in the Shanghai Museum) 
(“Shangbo version” for short hereafter), which were discovered in recent years, 
reveal that it was finalized earlier and its sections and words are quite different 
from the transmitted version, thus critically challenging the classical status of the 
latter.1 In my opinion, the differences between both the Guodian and Shangbo 
versions and the transmitted version may reveal a significant distinction in the 
thinking of the original Confucians and the Confucians of the Han Dynasty, thus 
reflecting a transformation of thought based on different social and political 
backgrounds from a period of numerous thinkers to the age of Confucian classical 
teaching. 

2 The author of Ziyi and its transmission and evolution 

The author of Ziyi is unknown, but as it was transmitted, it was compiled into Xiao 
Dai liji. There are two general theories about who the author is. Lu Deming of the 
Tang Dynasty asserted, “Liu Huan said it was written by Gongsun Nizi” (Kong 
1980, p. 1647).2 The other theory comes from a quotation by Shen Yue in the Sui 

                                                        
1 It is recognized that the Guodian bamboo slips were entombed in 300 BC or so, late during the 
middle of the Warring States period (Pang 1998, p. 189), which should have been finalized 
earlier; and as a test shows, the Shangbo bamboo slips are from the late Warring States period 
(Ma 2001, p. 2, Foreword). Thus, both the Guodian and the Shangbo versions pre-date the 
transmitted version by 200 to 300 years. 
2 See the explanation of the title of Ziyi in Ziyi, Part 33 from Liji zhengyi 礼记正义 (Proper 
Commentaries of the Book of Rituals) in Shisan jing zhushu 十三经注疏 (Comments to the 
Thirteen Classics). Sun Xidan in his Ziyi in Liji jijie 礼记集解 (Collected Commentaries of the 
Book of Rituals) and Zhu Bin in Ziyi in Liji xunzuan 礼记训纂 (Compiled Commentaries of the 
Book of Rituals), both of the Qing Dynasty, had adopted this argument. 
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Shu 隋书 (The Book of the Sui Dynasty), whose chief writer was Wei Zheng of 
the Tang Dynasty, which says, “Zhongyong 中庸 (The Doctrine of the Mean), 
Biaoji 表记, Fangji 坊记 and Ziyi were all written by Master Zisi” (Wei 1998, p. 
989).3 Lu and Wei were contemporaries, and both Liu and Shen, whom they 
quoted, were also contemporaries. So the contemporaries in each pair did not vary 
too much in terms of their distance from antiquity and their correct and wrong 
knowledge. In addition, Lu and Wei as well as Liu and Shen were all great scholars, 
and they were prudent enough not to lightly deny one proposition with another. 
Therefore, to ascertain who the author of Ziyi is, one has to further study the lives 
and thoughts of Gongsun Nizi and Zisi. 

Regarding the life and thoughts of Gongsun Nizi, most records from the past are 
nothing more than a few conflicting fragments. Yiwen zhi 艺文志 (The Records 
of Arts and Literatures) in Han shu 汉书 (The History of Han Dynasty) included 
28 pieces as Gongsun Nizi (The Works of Gongsun Nizi), and referred to Gongsun 
Nizi as “a pupil of the ‘70 Disciples of Confucius’” (Ban 1962, p. 1725). Similarly, 
Jing ji zhi 经籍志 (The Records of Classics and Literature) in The Book of the Sui 
Dynasty includes “One volume of Gongsun Nizi,” and even goes so far as to 
presume that he “seemed to be one of Confucius’ disciples” (Wei 1998, p. 1066). 
The Book of the Sui Dynasty seems to uphold this proposition in light of Lun Heng 
论衡  (Arguments and Judgment) by Wang Chong. In Benxing pian 本性篇 
(Chapter of Essentiality), a chapter in Lun Heng, Wang Chong said: 

 
Shi Shuo , who lived during the Zhou Dynasty, thought that human nature was a 
mixture of good and evil. According to him, the good would become better if 
the good in human nature was cultivated and achieved; and the evil would get 
worse if the evil in human nature was nurtured and achieved. So all human 
beings had yin and yang, that is, good and evil, and it simply depended on how 
they were cultivated. That was why Master Shi Shuo wrote Yangshu 养书 (An 
Essay on Cultivation). People like Mi Zijian, Qidiao Kai and Gongsun Nizi also 
discussed human nature. They all asserted that human nature contained both 
good and evil although they differed from Shi Shuo to a certain extent… From 

                                                        
3 Both Wang Yinglin of the Song Dynasty in his Hanshu ·Yiwen zhi 汉书·艺文志 (The Textual 
Research of the Records of Arts and Literature in the History of the Han Dynasty), and Liang 
Qichao of modern times in his Hanshu yiwen zhi zhuzi lüe kaoshi 汉书艺文志诸子略考释 

(Textual Research and Commentaries of the Summary of a Variety of Thinkers from the Records 
of Arts and Literature in the History of the Han Dynasty), had adopted Shen Yue’s proposition. 
In the same work, Shen clearly said that “Yue ji 乐记 (Records of Music) came from Gongsun 
Nizi” (Wei 1998, p. 989). Both Zhang Shoujie of the Tang Dynasty in Shiji Zhengyi 史记正义 
(Proper Understanding of Historical Records) and Guo Moruo, our contemporary, in Gongsun 
Nizi yu qi yinyue lilun 公孙尼子与其音乐理论 (Gongsun Nizi and His Music Theory) accepted 
Shen’s proposition. 
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Mencius to Liu Xiang, there had been erudite Confucians, but as for judging 
human nature and emotions, no one had ever come to a definitive conclusion. 
And only people such as Shi Shuo and Gongsun Nizi have hit the very point 
(Wang Chong 1954, Benxing pian).  
 
In Zhongni dizi liezhuan 仲尼弟子列传  (The Biographies of Confucius’ 

Disciples) in Shiji 史记 (Historical Records), both Mi Zijian and Qidiao Kai are 
mentioned, and are among the 35 people whose “names, ages and academic 
experiences were recorded” (Sima 1998, pp. 187–189).4 Since Gongsun Nizi was 
mentioned together with Mi Zijian and Qidiao Kai, one can presume that he was 
one of Confucius’ disciples. In a word, the description in Han zhi 汉志 (The 
Records of Arts and Literature in the History of the Han Dynasty) does not differ 
much from those in Lun heng and Sui zhi 隋志 (The Book of the Sui Dynasty), and 
in this case, Gongsun Nizi can be ranked among the disciples of Confucius or 
those of Confucius’ disciples.5 

Wang Chong’s narrative not only provided a clue for an investigation into the 
life of Gongsun Nizi, but has more precisely revealed Gongsun’s thoughts. Based 
on this, it becomes possible to ascertain which piece among Ziyi and Yue ji 乐记 
(The Record of Music), which are the only extant works that are related to 
Gongsun Nizi but cannot be attributed to him, was likely to have been written by 
Gongsun Nizi. According to Wang Chong’s records, Gongsun Nizi focused on the 
issue of human nature. Holding a theory similar to that of Shi Shuo, Gongsun 
thought that human nature contained both good and evil, and that it depended on 
cultivation whether the good or evil would finally be achieved.6 Such thinking 
happens to be expounded upon quite considerably in Yue ji 乐记 (The Record of 
Music). As Yue ji says:  

                                                        
4 There are 42 more people whose “ages and names are not found in any records” (Sima 1998), 
and altogether there are 77 of them.  
5 Qian Mu, a modern scholar, put forward a new proposition about the life of Gongsun Nizi. 
Combining ideas of Liu Xian and Shen Yue, he attributed both Ziyi and Yue Ji to Gongsun Nizi, 
and asserted that “Gongsun Nizi was probably one of the disciples of Xunzi” because these two 
essays (especially Ziyi) resemble Xunzi 荀子 (The Works of Xunzi) in terms of implications and 
writing style (Qian 2001, pp. 573–574). It is clearly unreasonable for Qian to attribute Ziyi and 
Yue Ji to Gongsun Nizi without any academic research; moreover, the discovery of the Guodian 
and Shangbo versions has, with material objects, proven that Ziyi was written before Xunzi. So, 
even if there really were some similarities between them, it must be that Xunzi quoted these two 
essays, but not the contrary. Therefore, Qian’s opinion about the life of Gongsun Nizi does not 
stand. 
6  Wang Chong’s narration on Gongsun Nizi’s thought should be authentic because both 
Hanshu · Yiwen zhi and Suishu · Jing ji zhi 隋书·经籍志 (The Records of Classics and 
Literature in The History of the Sui Dynasty) have recorded the Works of Gongsun Nizi, and it is 
completely possible that Wang Chong, who lived during the Eastern Han Dynasty, could have 
seen this book in person. 
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Human beings are intelligent because of their physical forms, but they are not 
essentially emotional. Motivated by things, they respond and move, and thus 
their minds develop.  

It is a rule of nature for human persons to be born still, and it is the intention 
of the rule for them to respond to the motivation of objects. Knowledge is 
achieved as objects come within reach, and thus come likes and dislikes. With 
likes and dislikes unconstrained within and knowledge drawing one outside, 
one would be deprived of tianli 天理 (heavenly principles) if he failed to reflect 
upon himself. As objects are endlessly able to tempt human beings, and human 
beings are unconstrained in their likes and dislikes, objects would be within 
reach and human beings would be alienated. The alienation of humans simply 
means the elimination of heavenly principles and the indulgence of human 
desires. And thus there is betrayal, rebellion, duplicity and hypocrisy, as well as 
excessiveness and rebellion. In this case, the powerful threaten the weak, the 
majority bullies the minority, the intelligent fools the unintelligent, the brave 
tortures the coward, those who suffer from disease could not be supported or 
treated, and those who are too old, too young, parentless or childless would lose 
their accommodation. That is a time of destructive turmoil. For this reason, the 
late great kings set forth rituals and music, and people were thus ruled. 
Ceremonial funeral costumes and cries were used to standardize funeral matters; 
musical instruments and weapons were used to harmonize leisure and pleasure; 
marriages as well as caps and hairpins were used to distinguish men from 
women; archery matches and dinner parties were used to regulate human 
relationships. Rituals were designed to control people’s minds, music was 
intended to harmonize people’s voices, politics was established to practice them, 
and criminal laws were set up to guard against any wrongdoings. With rituals, 
music, laws and politics operated smoothly without confliction, and the way of 
a great king would become available (Kong 1980, Yue ji).  
 
This passage clearly points out that human nature is neither purely good nor 

completely evil, and that the achievement of good or evil relies on cultivation or 
practice after one is born. In reference to the genesis and role of music, Yue ji 
repeatedly articulates that human minds respond to different external objects and 
thus develop different kinds of music. Different kinds of music have different 
effects on human minds and shape different temperaments. Furthermore, it 
advocates edification through music to “balance likes and dislikes and thus lead to 
the correct path of human affairs.” All these points are consistent with Wang 
Chong’s narrative on “Shi Shuo and Confucian Gongsun Nizi.” The only 
difference is that Yue Ji mentions both intelligence based on physical form and 
human nature that is yet to be born. But Shi Shuo asserts that exclusive nature is a 
mixture of “good and evil.” That might be how Gongsun Nizi differs from Shi 
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Shuo. In view of what Ziyi discusses, it can be summarized as the edification of 
moral politics and harmonious relationships between the superior and the inferior, 
which has nothing to do with human nature, and is unrelated to Gongsun Nizi’s 
thinking as narrated by Wang Chong. So Ziyi was probably not written by 
Gongsun Nizi. 

Now that we have determined that Ziyi was not written by Gongsun Nizi, can we 
directly assert that it was written by Zisi? It is not so simple. There are several 
distinct ideas about the life of Zisi. Some have suspected that he was the grandson 
of Confucius, and it has also been accepted that in his late years Zisi was a 
consultant for Prince Mugong of the Lu State (Qian 2001, pp. 199-202).7 As for 
the works of Zisi, one begins to wonder as he looks into the literature. The 
Hanshu · yiwen zhi records 23 pieces of Zisi’s works, but over time, Suishu · Jingji 
zhi, Jingji zhi in the Jiu Tangshu 旧唐书 (The Old History of the Tang Dynasty), 
Yiwen zhi in the Xin Tangshu 新唐书 (The New History of Tang Dynasty) and 
Yiwen zhi in the Songshi 宋史 (The History of the Song Dynasty) all record 
works by Zisi. So it seems that Zisi’s works existed up to the Song Dynasty.8 
Supposing that the records in these books are authentic, it would be 
incomprehensible why Liu Xian and Lu Deming as contemporaries and Shen Yue 
and Wei Zheng, as another pair, held their opinion about the author of Ziyi and did 
not simply refer to this book to remove uncertainty and end the debate. Provided 
that they assumed if none of these people had ever seen the works of Zisi, or one 
person had seen them and the other person had not, it would be unimaginable for 
Liu and Shen in one camp, and Lu and Wei in the other, as they were all so familiar 
with Confucian classics and history. A reasonable explanation was offered by 
Song Lian: “The 7 volumes of Zisi Zi 子思子 (Works of Master Zisi) were also a 
compilation by later generations, instead of the works by Zisi himself” (Song 1955, 
p. 805). In other words, the early works of Zisi included in the Hanshu · Yiwen zhi 
were not written by Zisi himself, but were compilations by Confucians from the 
Han Dynasty. Furthermore, it may be reasonably concluded that all the works 
authored by Zisi did not include the piece in Ziyi, and Liu, Shen and others simply 
reasoned that Ziyi in Xiao Dai liji came from Zisi in light of different materials that 
                                                        
7 Qian pointed out, in reference to the Biography of Confucius in the Historical Records which 
says that Zisi lived for 62 years, it would be impossible for him to live when Prince Mugong of 
the Lu State did. But because Mencius, who lived just one generation after Zisi, mentioned that 
“Prince Mugong of the Lu State respected Zisi” several times, that matter should be true. So, 
Qian actually adopted the opinion of the Confucians of the Qing Dynasty, mistakenly thinking 
that “62” should be “82.” 
8 Yiwen zhi in Qingshi gao 清史稿 (The Historical Scripture of the Qing Dynasty), recorded a 
total of 7 pieces by Zisi, including both original pieces and additional ones. These 7 pieces were 
signed as “Huang Yizhou zhuan” 黄以周撰 (Written by Huang Yizhou), obviously they were not 
the Zisi Zi recorded by previous generations. It implies that the works of Zisi recorded by 
previous generations had been ruined by the time of the Ming and Qing Dynasties. 
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they had seen. 
But it is important to note, by saying that the Zisi Zi was not written by Zisi 

himself, we do not mean to imply that Zisi did not write anything nor do we 
suggest that Ziyi definitely has nothing to do with Zisi. Xunzi, who lived less than 
a hundred years after Zisi and did not experience the cultural disaster during the 
Qin Dynasty, pointed out as he criticized the doctrines of thinkers of that time, that 
they “learn a little from the late great kings but fail to systematically follow the 
latter as examples. Despite that, they are untalented while being too ambitious, and 
are eclectic in terms of their knowledge. They take old teachings and present it as 
new doctrines after a little modification, naming it wu xing 五行 (five-element 
theory), which is so strange that it departs from the normal, so obscure that it puts 
forwards no reasonable proposition, and so simple that it cannot be interpreted. 
They sweetened the words and said, ‘Those are truly the words of the late worthy 
men.’ Zisi began such a movement, and Mencius followed in his steps” (Wang 
1954, Fei shier zi). That indicates that Zisi once followed a tradition of setting 
forth the doctrine of Wu Xing. In addition, Sima Qian, who “collected all the 
omitted essays and old events in the world,” wrote that “Zisi wrote Zhongyong  
中庸 (The Doctrine of the Mean)” (Sima 1998, p. 164) in the Biography of 
Confucius in his Shiji 史记 (Historical Records). In order to verify whether Ziyi 
was written by Zisi, presupposing that Zisi had really written something, it is key 
to identify among the extant works that are said to be related to Zisi, what was 
really written by Zisi and what was written by later generations. Then differences 
and similarities between the thoughts in these works and Ziyi should be verified, 
thus identifying the author of Ziyi. 

Besides Ziyi, the extant works that are said to be related to Zisi also include 
Fangji记, Zhongyong and Biaoji in Xiao Dai liji (Xiao Dai’s Book of Rituals) and 
pieces such as Lu Mugong wen Zisi 鲁穆公问子思 (Prince Mugong of the Lu State 
Consulted Zisi), Wuxing 五行 (A Essay on Five Elements)9, Chengzhi wenzhi 成
之闻之, Zun de yi 尊德义 (Appreciation of Virtues and Righteousness), Xing zi 
ming chu 性自命出 (Nature Comes from Destiny) and Liu de 六德 (Six Virtues) 
from the Guodian Chu State bamboo slips. As the above-mentioned, Shen Yue was 
the earliest to set forth that Fangji and the other three pieces in Xiao Dai liji were 
all written by Zisi, and nobody had ever mentioned the author of Fangji or Biaoji 
before him. As for the author of Ziyi, there were different opinions beginning with 
Shen’s putting forward his proposition. So these three pieces cannot support each 
other; luckily, both Sima Qian and Zheng Xuan affirmed that Zhongyong was 

                                                        
9 Another essay titled Wuxing is found among the Mawangdui Boshu 马王堆帛书 (Mawangdui 
Silk Books), which is also identified as one of the works of Zisi or his later generations. It is not 
listed here because this piece is not as complete as the Wuxing of the Guodian Chu State bamboo 
slips, and because its text is largely the same as that of the Guodian version.  
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written by Zisi, and even Lu Deming, who disagreed with Shen Yue on the matter 
of the author of Ziyi, also believed this. Thus, Zhongyong can be identified as a 
work of Zisi (Hu 2001, p. 67). As for Chengzi wenzhi, Zun de yi, Xing zi ming chu 
and Liu de from the Guodian bamboo slips, they do not specify their authorship, 
and it has been deduced by modern scholars in reference to transmitted literature 
by the Zisi School. There is a vicious circle between these two, for the former 
cannot serve as independent proof for Ziyi; the related opinions about Wuxing and 
Fei shier zi in Xunzi confirm each other and thus can be affirmed as the work of the 
Zisi School that had been long lost. and the essay Lu Mugong wen Zisi can be 
identified as a work by a follower of Zisi because it was close to the era of Zisi and 
consistent with his life. 

Then, what kind of thought was expressed in Zhongyong, Wuxing and Lu 
Mugong Wen Zisi, which could be or are largely identified as works of Zisi or 
fellow members of the Zisi School? Based on “the endless profound” vocations of 
human nature, Zhongyong discusses the virtuous essentiality of human beings, 
such as zhonghe 中和 (harmonization), zhongyong and chengming 诚明 (faith 
and enlightenment), and points out a path for cultivating morality by “constant 
purification” so as to recover the essence and live up to Heaven, thus setting up an 
internally transcendent moral metaphysical system based on individual-subjects, 
with the goal being a return to a virtuous nature. The moral metaphysical system in 
Zhongyong is not a closed circle, but an open one towards the world of human 
relations and physical rules; and like in human relations and physical rules, 
individual-subject can take part in the evolution and further rank among Heaven 
and Earth by being faithful and reaching his ultimate nature. Consistent with the 
two morally metaphysical dimensions in Zhongyong, that is, internal 
transcendence and participation in evolution, which always point to a virtuous 
nature, the underlying impetus for moral practice lies in the original good of 
human nature and its pursuit of good in the world of human relationships and 
physical principles, and thus develops a virtuous political model in a broader sense 
that integrates families, states and the world. In this way, a basic requirement for 
those who have power is to first be virtuous. In its 20th chapter, Zhongyong quotes 
Confucius as such: 

 
Politics just means edification. Therefore, good governance depends on 
people, to win people over rests in oneself, to cultivate oneself lies in the 
Dao, and the way to practice the Dao is benevolence…curiousness 
approaches intelligence, struggling practice approaches benevolence, and 
the awareness of shames approaches bravery. Aware of these three points, 
one will know how to improve himself, aware of how to improve himself, 
one will know how to get along with people; and aware of how to get along 
with people, one will know how to govern his family, state, and even the 
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whole society. 
 
Moral politics also imposes many requirements upon those who govern people, 

such as considerate measures to “govern people in their own ways,” the idea that 
“one should not impose what he dislike upon others,” and even the edifying means, 
“Nurturing by Heaven is intangible.” It attempts to reach “steadiness and peace as 
well as reverence and sincerity in all society” by cultivating oneself, respecting 
worthy people, being kind to one’s relatives, valuing important ministers, being 
considerate to all ministers, looking after the common people, attracting a variety 
of handcrafters, placating distant barbarians, and appeasing feudal princes (Kong 
1980, Zhongyong). Such moral metaphysics and moral politics based on the theory 
of good in human nature are the basic characteristics of Zisi and the Zisi School 
transmitted from Confucius. 

Wuxing proposes two ways to be moral, i.e., the “forms of virtues” such as 
benevolence, righteousness, rituals, wisdom and sainthood that are “formed 
inside” and their “practice” that happen outside. As for the “forms of virtues,” 
the possession of four mere forms means less goodness, which is the Dao of 
human beings, and only that of all five forms can be viewed as real virtues, 
which is the Dao of Heaven. In this way, the five elements match up with 
Heavenly virtues. To be truly moral the “forms of virtues” in a complete set 
have to be revealed though “practice,” just as it is said that “one would be regarded 
as a worthy man when he has developed all the five elements and practices them 
from time to time.” The practiced “forms of virtues” mainly involve moral 
cultivation, moral willpower and moral sense. Therefore, it is said “One cannot 
achieve goodness if without effort, cannot acquire virtues if without willpower, 
and cannot improve intelligence if without thoughtfulness,” and the expectation is 
to be “able to embrace integrity, and then be a gentleman and firmly stick to 
morality even as he is alone.” The “forms of virtues” have been revealed through 
practice, and they can be seen in the world of human relationships. So it is also 
said that “it is pleasant to get well along with others from the bottom of one’s 
heart, and it is intimate to share one’s pleasure with his brothers. To remain in a 
close relationship to someone and trust him means kindness, and intensified 
kindness means love. Loving his father, one will thus love others, and that is what 
is known as benevolence” (Guodian 1998, pp. 149–154).10 Obviously, the content 
of the essay Wuxing is within the range of moral metaphysics of internal 
transcendence and ethical moral theory, and advocates trying one’s best to improve 
himself and help others. By and large consistent with Zhongyong, it is one of the 

                                                        
10 All the related quotations can be found in Wuxing, Guodian Chumu Bamboo Slips. The author 
has directly changed the ancient Chinese characters into the normative ones bracketed or 
interpreted by the collators as he quotes from this essay.  
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works by Zisi or his followers, but Wuxing has placed more emphasis on moral 
metaphysics through repeated discussions of how to achieve benevolence, 
righteousness, rituals, wisdom and sainthood, and less discussion on moral 
politics. Because it stressed that the virtues of five elements should match up 
with the Dao of Heaven, Xunzi, who advocated “controlling nature” and “utilizing 
nature,” thought it “so screwy that it departs from the normal, so obscure that it 
puts forwards no reasonable proposition, and so simple that it cannot be 
interpreted.”  

Lu Mugong wen Zisi is an essay of short length, and the only words of Zisi it 
records is that “those who always criticize their kings’ shortcomings are worthy of 
their reputations as loyal ministers” (Ibid., p. 141). Here, it seems to be talking 
about “ministers,” but is actually discussing “monarchs.” Taking the view of moral 
politics as a criterion, Zisi pointed out that one who took a position of political 
power would have to become more moral by listening to frequent criticism from 
his ministers, and thus imbued politics with morality. According to the Mencius, 
Zisi often criticized or protested against Prince Mu. In the last section of 
Wanzhang 万章, Mencius writes, “Several times, Prince Mu consulted Zisi and 
thus rewarded the latter with cooked meat. Zisi became displeased. After the event 
came to an end, he had messengers take the meat outside his gate, saluted 
northwards twice and refused to accept these presents saying, ‘From this event I 
come to know that Your Majesty is supporting me as if you are raising animals.’ ” 
Again it says, “Prince Mu met Zisi earnestly asking, ‘how do the kings of large 
ancient states make friends with worthy people?’ Zisi replied unhappily, ‘Ancient 
people spoke of serving kings, but who has ever spoken of ‘making friends?’ With 
his displeasure, Zisi implied that ‘In terms of position, you are the monarch and I 
am a minister, so how dare I be friends with you the monarch? But as with virtues, 
it is you who should offer me services. In this way, how could you ever be my 
friend?’ If the king of a large state is not worthy of being his friend, how could the 
dignitaries present summon him?” (Mencius 1957, Wanzhang zhangju xia) All 
this demonstrates that Zisi judged the activities of Prince Mu in light of jiu jing 九
经  (nine principles) for the governance of states and the world, including 
cultivating oneself and respecting worthy people and ministers. And at the same 
time, it expresses Mencius’ idea of counteracting a position of power with virtue, 
which is consistent with the profound concerns of moral politics promoted by Zisi 
and his followers. 

In general, Zhongyong, Wuxing and Lu Mugong wen Zisi have expressed moral 
metaphysics and moral politics based on the theory of the good in human nature. 
Though the three essays place different emphases on these two dimensions of 
thinking, they characterize the thinking of Zisi or his followers. In Ziyi, all the 
quotations are from Confucius, and it mostly discusses issues of moral politics, 
so it should be Zisi or his followers’ particular development of his political 
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thought based on the words of a “former worthy man.” A deeper analysis shows 
that the transmitted version of Ziyi was mixed with ideas on authority in 
politics while the Guodian and Shangbo versions contain relatively pure 
thoughts on moral politics. That must have resulted from a shift in ideas that 
occurred over a period of 300 years from the writing of Ziyi to its compilation 
into the Xiao Dai liji and corresponding to a radical change in time (The 
similarities and differences between the transmitted version and the Guodian 
version as well as the Shangbo one will be analyzed next, and here it is 
temporarily omitted). 

In fact, it has become impossible to clearly describe the process of 
transmission during that period, and we can only surmise what happened 
from transmitted and excavated literature. From the Guodian and Shangbo 
versions, it can be seen that Ziyi was fairly widespread by the middle and late 
Warring States Period. In the 34th year (213 BC) of his reign after the 
founding of the Qin Dynasty, the First Emperor of Qin adopted the advice of 
Li Si: “All books such as the Book of Poetry, the Book of History, and the 
works of other people or schools, being kept by anyone except those who are 
academic officials, should be handed over to local security officers to be burnt” 
(Sima 1998, Qin Shi Huang Benji). Ziyi was among those to be burnt and was thus 
lost to the people, and its reemergence happened no later than around the 4th year 
of the reign of Emperor Hui of the Han Dynasty (191 BC) when some texts were 
deciphered and promoted (Ban 1998, Huidi ji). At that time, “All the institutions 
had been destroyed, Confucians picked up discrete slips and remnant passages 
among ruined pitches and walls, and compiled those related to rituals into the 
present Liji 礼记 (Book of Rituals)” because “rituals are a key foundation to 
cultivate oneself and govern a country, therefore the Confucians had to assemble 
and supplement it for use in practical affairs” (Wei 1998, Yinyue shang), Ziyi was 
probably compiled into a book of rituals at this very point and became “one of the 
131 pieces recorded” (Ban 1998, Yiwen zhi dishi, p. 1709).11 By the reign of 
Xuandi of the Han Dynasty, Liu Xiang took the opportunity while lecturing on the 
five classics at Shiquge 石渠阁 (Pavilion of Stone Canal) to supplement the 
former book of rituals, making it 214 pieces; Dai De, a contemporary of Liu Xiang, 
edited the book of rituals compiled by Liu Xiang by eliminating the completed or 
repeated pieces, and with 85 pieces left, this version became known as Da Dai li ji 
大戴礼记 (Senior Dai’s Book of Rituals); Dai Sheng, a nephew of Dai De, reduced 
the book to 46 pieces, which was named Xiao Dai liji (See Wei 1998, p. 1060).12 
                                                        
11 The original note says, “recorded by the followers of Confucius’ 70 Disciples.” 
12 Again the same record says, “At the end of the Han Dynasty, Ma Rong promoted the learning 
of junior Dai. Furthermore, Ma finalized the scriptures, including one piece of Yue ling 月令, 
one piece of Mingtang wei 明堂位 and one piece of Yue ji 乐记, a total of 49 pieces altogether.” 
That should be today’s Liji. Also see Ban 1998, p. 1929. 
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The books of rituals by Liu Xiang, senior Dai and junior Dai must have all 
contained Ziyi. When the learning of junior Dai was established as official learning 
during the reign of Emperor Xuan of the Han Dynasty (Ban 1998, Rulin zhuan), 
the Liji began to rank among the classics, and correspondingly Ziyi became a part 
of the classics. It was probably during this process in which the Liji became 
canonized, and the text of Ziyi was revised to suit the ideology established during 
the reigns of emperors Wu and Xuan. The most likely revisers are scholars who 
researched Confucian classics during the period from Emperor Wu’s adopting the 
advice of Dong Zhongshu to eliminate all other schools of thought and only 
respect Confucianism to Emperor Xuan’s establishment of rules for and attending 
the Shiqu Ge meeting. 

3 Similarities and differences in the texts and thoughts of 
the Guodian, Shangbo and the transmitted versions 

The transmitted version of Ziyi consists of 25 parts, and the Guodian and Shangbo 
versions have 23 and 22 parts respectively. The difference between the Guodian 
and Shangbo versions is due to the fact that the 15th and 16th chapters in the former 
are combined into a single one (the 15th one) in the latter. So the transmitted 
version actually has three more parts than the other two versions. Specifically, 
the 1st, 16th and 18th parts in the transmitted version are not found in the 
Guodian and Shangbo versions, and were thus added by Confucians in the Han 
Dynasty. 

In addition to the different number of parts, the sequences of the parts are also 
different in the three versions. The different sequence of parts in the Guodian and 
Shangbo versions mainly come from the afore-mentioned combination; as a result, 
the serial numbers of the parts from the 15th part in the Guodian version are 
progressively one higher than those in the Shangbo version, but it has no effect on 
the overall consistency between the sectional sequences of the versions. Taking 
into account how fragmented the text on the slips are, leading to ambiguity and 
other factors, one could even presume that neither the sequences nor the amounts 
of the parts between these two versions are different at all.13 The sequence of the 
parts in the transmitted version, however, is different from those in the Guodian 
and Shangbo versions. It is shown as Table 1.  

                                                        
13 In reference to the 16th piece of bamboo slip of Ziyi in Shiwen kaoshi 释文考释 (Researching 
an Interpretation of the Unscrambled Text) for the Shanghai Bowuguan cang Zhanguo Chu 
zhushu, Vol. 1, 14 characters are missing in this version where it corresponds to the end of the 
15th part in the Guodian one, which probably includes the words “such as Confucius said” that 
mark paragraph arrangement. That might be why the collator of this version professes that “The 
whole piece contains 23 parts altogether.” See Ma 2001, Vol. 1, pp. 192, 171. 
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Table 1: The Sequence of the parts in the transmitted, Guodian, and Shangbo versions 

Transmitted version Guodian version Shangbo version 
1st   
2nd 1st 1st 
3rd 12th 12th 
4th 8th 8th 
5th 7th 7th 
6th 6th 6th 
7th 14th & 15th 14th & former part of 15th 
8th 16th Later part of 15th 
9th 9th 9th 
10th 3rd 3rd 
11th 2nd 2nd 
12th 4th 4th 
13th 13th 13th 
14th 11th 11th 
15th 10th 10th 
16th   
17th 5th 5th 
18th   
19th 18th 17th 
20th 21st 20th 
21st 22nd 21st 
22nd 20th 19th 
23rd 19th 18th 
24th 17th 16th 
25th 23rd 22nd 

As this chart shows, the Han Confucians revised Ziyi so radically that it no 
longer accords with the tradition or principles of the well-known pieces in ancient 
books. Regarding this, Kong Yingda once remarked, “This essay is titled Ziyi but it 
does not begin the text with the word ‘ziyi’ because it wants to express the idea that 
both kings and ministers can wear ziyi as only they are as worthy as such” (Kong 
1980, Ziyi). Kong’s remarks were groundless, of course, but he was insightful as 
he was aware of the problematic title of this essay. 

To be strict, no part is the same as others in terms of their paragraph 
arrangement and diction in the three versions. However, most differences between 
the Guodian and Shangbo versions involve writing style, detailed and brief 
quotations, redundant and lost words, and so forth; in addition, explanations by 
different collators may also lead to differences between these two versions. In a 
word, there is no difference between these two in terms of thought, and this has 
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been affirmed by the collator of the Shangbo version.14 Because of the revision of 
its paragraph arrangement and diction, however, the transmitted version is greatly 
different from the Guodian and Shangbo versions in terms of thought, which can 
be seen in a comparison of the 1st, 2nd, 8th, 16th and 18th parts in the transmitted 
version with the Guodian and Shangbo versions (Because the Guodian and the 
Shangbo versions are basically the same, the following comparison is mainly 
made between the transmitted version and the Guodian version to save space). 

The 1st part in the transmitted version says: 
 
Confucius said, “There would be no troubles if the superior can be easily served 
and the subordinate can be easily seen through” (Ibid.). 
 
This is not found in either the Guodian or the Shangbo versions. Zheng Xuan 

commented, “It means that criminal laws can be discarded if a monarch is not 
rigorous or tyrannical and his ministers are not double-dealing” (Ibid., p. 1647). 
Formally, it proposes requirements for both the superior (a monarch) and the 
subordinates (ministers), but it actually only requires the superior not to be too 
rigorous or tyrannical and thus be easily served, while the subordinates have to be 
guileless. Suppose that the superior think his subordinates fail to meet their 
responsibility, or that the superior think the subordinates fail to be easily seen 
through although they have met their responsibility, or that the superior fail to be 
easily served although the subordinates have met their responsibility and been 
easily seen through, punishment would fall upon the subordinates. Obviously, that 
widely diverges from the moral politics that Confucius and the School of Zisi 
advocated, and is apparently characterized by authoritarian politics. Placing this at 
the very beginning of the essay, the Confucians of the Han Dynasty intended to 
establish the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues as a keynote for 
Ziyi that would be consistent with the requirement of the times. 

The 2nd part in the transmitted version says: 
 
Confucius says, “Suppose people pursue goodness as Ziyi has described, and 
refuse evils as Xiangbo 巷伯 (Eunuchs) has depicted, officials do not abuse 
their power while people appear cautious, and they remain obedient even if the 
criminal laws are not enacted. Just as Daya 大雅 says, “Follow the example of 
King Wen of the Zhou Dynasty, then all the states will keep the faith” (Ibid., 
Ziyi). 

                                                        
14 Chen Peifen, the collator of the Shangbo version, says that “After deciphering part by part and 
word by word, it is found that the Shangbo version of Ziyi is largely the same as Guodian in 
terms of the content on the slips, including the sequences of all parts, and the quotations from the 
Book of Poetry and the Book of History.” See Bamboo Slips from the Chu State During the 
Warring States Period Preserved in the Shanghai Museum, Vol. 172. 
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A similar expression in the Guodian version says: 
 
Confucius said, “If (the superior) is fond of beauty as he loves black suits for 
officials at court, and disgusted with evil as if he hates eunuchs, then min cang 
ta er xing bu tun 民臧它而刑不屯. As the Book of Poetry says, “Follow the 
example of King Wen of the Zhou Dynasty, then all the states will keep the 
faith” (Guodian 1998, p. 129). 
 
For the line “min cang ta er xing bu tun,” some scholars unscramble “ta” as 

“self-interest,” and “tun” as “move” or “activities.” In this way, this part should be 
paraphrased: If “the superior” deals with his likes and dislikes properly and 
handles good and evil in a clear way, people will control their self-interest, and it 
will thus be unnecessary for (the superior) to resort to criminal laws, in other 
words, the criminal laws can be shelved. That is largely consistent with the moral 
politics proposed by Confucius when he said, “Guide them with morality, and 
regulate them with rituals, people will have shames and observe regulations” 
(Confucius 1980, Weizheng). But the transmitted version reverses the sequence of 
the words and thus highlights the deterring role of criminal laws. According to its 
logic, people are obedient without criminal laws, but they would be more 
submissive if punishment is imposed. That was rooted in the background of 
authoritarian politics. 

The 8th part in the transmitted version says: 
 
Confucius said, “A gentleman instructs his people with words and constrains 
them through his actions, so if he takes into account the final result when he 
talks and checks the consequences of his actions, the people will be cautious of 
their words and prudent in their actions.” The Shi 诗 (Book of Poetry) says, 
“Take care of your speech, and promote your best manners.” In particular, Daya 
says, “Showing respect and being dignified, the King Wen of the Zhou Dynasty 
was prudent, wise and kind” (Kong 1980, Ziyi). 
 
In comparison, a corresponding part in the Guodian version says:  
 
Confucius says, “A gentleman instructs his people with words and sets 
examples for them through his actions, so if he takes into account the final result 
when he talks and checks the consequences of his actions, the people will be 
cautious of their words and prudent in their actions. The Shi says, “Showing 
respect and being dignified, the King Wen of the Zhou Dynasty was prudent, 
wise and kind” (Guodian 1998, p. 130). 
 
In the lines “sets examples for them through his actions” and “forbids them 
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through his actions,” a single change reflects the wide difference in political 
thought. The former implies that a superior should conduct himself in a constant 
way so as to be an example for his people, which highlights the role of a model, but 
the latter suggests the superior can constrain his people so that they will be 
cautious, which stresses compulsion. When he commented on the latter line in the 
transmitted version, Kong Yingda said, “The word ‘constrain’ in the expression 
‘constrains them through his activities’ is similar with ‘carefulness,’ which 
suggests that people will conduct themselves properly if one is careful in his 
actions. That has been proposed for one to take care of his words in accordance 
with his actions” (Kong 1980, Ziyi). It may be said that Kong’s commentary 
reveals the meaning of constraints and commands in the expression “constrains his 
people through his activities.” 

Furthermore, the 16th part in the transmitted version says: 
 

Confucius says, “An unworthy man might drown in water, a gentleman might 
be ruined by his words, and a person in authority might be destroyed by his 
subordinates. All these are caused by what they have disrespected. Water can be 
easily accessible, so human beings may drown in it. Virtues are what one can 
easily become familiar with in an improper way but not achieve, so people are 
thus easily ruined. Words are excessive and controversial, and can be easily said 
but difficult to take back. Thus they can easily destroy people. People think of 
guiles and conceal them in their hearts, and are fond of respect but disgusted 
with disrespect, so they are able to easily destroy their superiors. That is why a 
gentleman has to take care as he is related to them. Therefore, Taijia says, “Do 
not go against your destiny to destroy yourself. [You should do] as hunters shoot 
arrows, who let their arrows go only after they have tried many times and are 
sure they can hit their prey.” Duiming says, “Words invite insults, armors make 
wars, costumes bring rituals, and weapons save people’s lives.” Taijia says, 
“One might be able to flee as Heaven commits evil, but he will never evade 
punishment if he commits wrong himself.” And Yiji says, “I know the great 
kings of the Xia Dynasty. They kept their words so their ministers were loyal to 
them, too” (Ibid.). 
 
This part is not found in either the Guodian or the Shangbo versions. Reflecting 

some arrogance in social lives, especially in political relationships, this part 
proposes that it is the general cause for decline. As for political relationships, the 
superior and the subordinate disparage each because “virtues can easily become 
familiar in an improper way but are difficult to achieve” and “people always think 
of guiles and conceal them in their heart.” As Zheng Xuan commented, “People 
who develop their virtues are just like those who learn to swim. At first, they try to 
learn the miniscule things in daily life and practice them in real life. Soon after, 
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they become complacent and begin to despise learning. But as for the great 
learning of the late great kings, such as nature and heavenly vocation, they actually 
know nothing at all. Confused and frustrated, they become like an arrogant 
swimmer who drowns in deep water” (Ibid., p. 1649). That implies that the virtues 
of a superior can only serve as bait or drowning water for common people. In 
addition, Zheng Xuan continued, “Common people fail to know humanity but 
conceal guiles in their heart, so they are difficult to teach. It works if emperors give 
them respect, but if the former humiliate, torture or despise them, they would 
depart, be resentful and betray him. No longer revered, emperors would be like a 
man drowning.” Through these lines, the author suggested that the masses could 
not be taught with morality; rather, they could only be treated in a serious and even 
severe way. Or otherwise, both the superior and subordinate would despise each 
other, and the emperor would lose his stateliness and finally decline. In this way, it 
denied both the necessity and possibility of moral politics from both the superior 
and subordinate while expressing its proposition on authority politics. That is far 
from the political thought of Confucius and the School of Zisi. 

Again, the 18th part in the transmitted version says: 
 
Confucius says, “When the subordinates serve their superiors, if the former do 
not act or speak properly, they will fail to observe consistent principles or 
conduct consistent behavior” (Ibid.). 
 
This part is not present in the Guodian or the Shangbo versions. In reference to 

its standards for the subordinate instead of the superior, a broader gap can be found 
between this and the discussion by Confucius, Zisi and his followers based on 
mutual obligation, especially the thought of moral politics that stressed the role of 
the superior. Even among the 25 parts in the transmitted version, this part is 
especially striking for this reason. It expresses the idea that subordinates are 
obliged to serve their superiors, rectify themselves and reflect upon themselves 
with good faith. That is also the idea of Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant 
Virtues held by the Confucians of the Han Dynasty, which has nothing to do with 
the thought of moral politics of the original Confucians. 

We can conclude that both the thought and contents in the transmitted version of 
Ziyi changed significantly from the Guodian and Shangbo versions, and that such a 
change happened when the Confucians of the Han Dynasty added new parts to and 
revised particular words in the original version of Ziyi. As a result, the thought of 
moral politics of the original Confucians was garbled and concealed to a large 
extent, and the thinking on authority as well as ideas about Three Cardinal Guides 
and Five Constant Virtues came to fit into the autocratic system and related 
ideology of the Han Dynasty. More strikingly, all the revisions by the Confucians 
of the Han Dynasty were made in the name of Confucius, but it is really doubtful 
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whether Confucius had said those words. With the canonization of Confucianism 
and the improvement in Confucius’ position, all the remarks added under 
Confucius’ name have generally been referred to as the “words of the Saint,” and 
they have come to occupy the thoughts of generations ever since. Even if we do 
not presume that the Confucians were not completely faking and concede that 
there might have been certain sources for the remarks added in Confucius’ name, 
the discovery of the Guodian and Shangbo versions, which have similar text and 
the same ideas, proves that the remarks in Confucius’ name that Confucians of the 
Han Dynasty added into Ziyi were not present in the original version of Ziyi. With 
a further review of similar thoughts expressed in the works from Confucius and the 
School of Zisi, including the Guodian and Shangbo versions of Ziyi, those remarks 
involving authority in Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues were less 
likely to have been made by Confucius, and were even less likely to have been 
quoted by Confucians such as Zisi who took Confucius as their foundation. 

4 The reason for and consequence of the revision and its 
meaning to the Guodian and Shangbo Versions 

It should be understood that the revision of Ziyi by the Han Confucians was closely 
related to the Confucian character of commitment to society and the particular 
time and place the Han Confucians lived in. It had been a common aspiration for 
all Confucians since Confucius to practice the idea of moral politics from ancient 
times in a contemporary society, filled with the ideal of saintly kings. Confucius 
said, “Neither birds nor animals can be my company. Without such people, who 
can be my fellows? Suppose society is just, I do not want to help change it at all” 
(Confucius 1980, Weizi). Zhu Xi commented, “It means that what I should 
associate with are no more than such people, how can I seclude myself from 
society for my own integrity? If society is already well governed then I do not have 
to change it. It is because society is corrupt that I want to change it with the Dao. 
Master Cheng said, ‘The Saint dare not neglect society, and that was why he said 
so.’ Master Zhang Zai said, ‘Being benevolent, saints do not necessarily reject 
society because of its unscrupulousness’” (Zhu 1998, p. 269). It clearly shows that 
Confucians not only had to live in a world of human relationships, but also they 
had to change and govern society with their “Dao.” That was why Confucius was 
in office for 6 years in the Lu State in his midlife, and then traveled from state to 
state for 14 years, earnestly seeking a political career (Sima 1998, Kongzi shijia). 
In the turmoil at the end of the Qin Dynasty, Confucians from the former Lu State 
carried their ceremonial Confucian instruments to follow Chen Sheng, who was 
low-born. This shows the aspiration of Confucians who were reluctant to be 
constrained and hidden in society and intent to achieve something (Ban 1998, 
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Rulin zhuan). In the beginning of the Han Dynasty, Confucians and Daoists 
disparaged each other, and the supreme rulers valued Daoism and despised 
Confucianism. Even so, Confucians did not hesitate to risk their lives to express 
their opinions. For example, during the reign of Emperor Jing, Yuan Gu Sheng 
despised Laozi as “gossip” and was ordered by Dou Taihou (Queen mother Dou) 
to fight a boar, and at the early reign of Emperor Wu, Confucians Wang Zang and 
Zhao Wan were put into prison by Dou Taihou and eventually committed suicide 
because they had proposed the creation of a parliament (Ibid.). 

But more than 300 years from the establishment of Confucianism to the 6th year 
of the Jianyuan reign of Emperor Wu (135 B.C.) to the death of Dou Taihou, 
Confucianism, which had been strongly characterized by its commitment to the 
society, had continuously been excluded from society because of its rejection of 
harshness (Legalists) and tolerance (Daoists), and thus remained politically 
deprived. A favorable turn occurred after Dou Taihou’s death when Emperor Wu 
was able to exercise his tyrannical power. By that time, the West Han Dynasty had 
lived through 60 to 70 years of rehabilitation, and thus accumulated enough 
strength. Emperor Wu, who was both ambitious and talented, intended to solve a 
series of political and military issues such as border problems left behind by 
previous generations and the secession tendencies of feudal kings, and thus further 
strengthen a centralized autocratic system based on a legal system. In this case, the 
dynasty was eager to establish a uniform ideology that fit into this social and 
political institution. Legalist doctrine was too tyrannical, and Daoist teaching was 
too passive. After practices in the Qin and early Han Dynasties, these two schools 
proved unsuitable to the establishment of such ideology, but Confucian thought, 
which laid equal emphasis on both benevolence and rituals, remained ambitious, 
could better meet the need of supreme rulers. In the year after Dou Taihou’s death, 
i.e., 134 B.C., Emperor Wu issued an edict asking for workable strategies from 
able and virtuous people. “In this way, Dong Zhongshu, Gongsun Hong and others 
stood out” (Ban 1998, Wudi ji). Confucianism, which had been elbowed out in the 
300 years since its establishment by Confucius, formally stepped into the politics 
of ancient China. 

As for this historical opportunity, the Confucians of the Han Dynasty who were 
committed to society were very aware of its significance, so it is certain they 
wanted to grasp it tightly. At the same time, as some people of political insight 
among them had learned in an equally profound sense, autocratic politics since the 
Qin and Han Dynasties had gone too far beyond the feudal politics of the West and 
East Zhou Dynasties, especially during the Spring and Autumn Period and the 
Warring States Period, so it had become almost impossible to follow the thought of 
moral politics which the original Confucians had advocated on the basis of the 
ancient tradition and ideal of a saintly monarch. The thought is characterized by 
mutual obligation between the superior and the subordinate, especially with its 
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stress on the role of the superior, and which encouraged intellectuals to act as 
teachers or friends in frequently criticizing and protesting contemporary rulers. If 
such a thought was strictly practiced, then not only the Confucians who practiced 
them would risk their lives, but Confucianism as a whole would be rejected once 
again. In his “Three Strategies for Heaven and Human” submitted to the emperor, 
Dong Zhongshu first set forth a cosmic-political theoretical frame in which 
Heaven and human beings responded to each other with the interwoven Heaven 
and Dao, yin and yang, disasters and good events, omens and destiny, governance 
and verdicts, and so on. Based on this assumption, he discussed moral political 
edification, advocated valuing Confucianism and constraining Legalism, and 
criticized contemporary wrongs (Ibid., Dong Zhongshu zhuan). He was no longer 
playing the role of a teacher, a friend or a minister in advising a monarch; rather, he 
asked “Heaven” to put forward his own idea, and depended on “Heaven” to deter 
the monarch: he evidently regarded the monarch as supreme under “Heaven.” If 
one can say that Dong Zhongshu did not lapse from the former Confucian spirit, 
that is, to “follow the Dao rather than obey the monarch” because he dared to 
criticize contemporary malpractice by asking “Heaven” to speak out, and dared to 
point at “the lack of a king’s heart,” then people such as Gongsun Hong and Ni 
Kuan were unmentionable, for “at each meeting in the court, [they] initiated a 
topic, and then left matters up to the emperor, unwilling to confront or argue with 
the emperor in court,” “in order to please the supreme and assure their own 
position, for a long time they did not give any help or advice to the emperor” (Ibid., 
Gongsun Hong Bu Shi Ni Kuan Zhuan). Expecting edicts from the supreme, they 
knelt to submit themselves to the authority of autocratic monarchs, so it is no 
wonder Yuan Gusheng scolded Gongsun Hong as “distorting Confucianism and 
adulating society” (Ibid., Rulinzhuan). Dong Zhongshu and Gongsun Hong 
represented two types of Confucians during the Han Dynasty. They were both 
aware of the reality of autocratic institutions, but the former tended to promote 
their Confucian moral spirit while they recognized reality and viewed autocratic 
institutions as an acceptable form, the latter generally submitted themselves to the 
autocratic system and abandoned the moral spirit of Confucianism. That is why the 
latter devolved into something able to fit into an autocratic system, but the former 
were not tolerated by the system although they survived within this institution and 
became a voice of dissent within it. During the Western Han Dynasty, when they 
expected the original classics (including Ziyi) that supported their arguments or 
helped their personal promotion to become widespread throughout the country, all 
Confucians were likely to have revised some lines or expressions in these works 
that might have threatened the supreme reverence of monarchs. 

When the Qin Dynasty was suddenly ruined and the early Han Dynasty was 
weak, Confucianism was chosen by some powerful rulers. Having adapted some 
ideas that did not fit into the new political institution (such as the revision of Ziyi), 
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and created a new theoretical system by adopting the thoughts of other school 
(such as the doctrine of tian ren ganying 天人感应 (responses between the Heaven 
and human beings), Confucianism thus merged with this political system, 
becoming an orthodoxy that was used to cage all social ideas. As the transmitters, 
carriers, and believers of Confucian teaching, most Confucians became officials or 
intellectuals within this institution, fulfilling their aspiration to be engaged in both 
the court and society. This social model had largely been inherited by all Dynasties 
from then to the Qing Dynasty, becoming a social pattern lasting for 2,000 years in 
ancient China. No doubt it was a great success for the Han Confucians, but their 
success was at the cost of concealing the thought of moral politics of the original 
Confucians. Moral Confucianism turned into an autocratic one. The Confucianism 
that translated morality into politics was transformed into a politicized 
Confucianism. The Confucianism that involved the thought of equal obligation 
changed into one that preached the superior’s one-sided domination over the 
subordinate. The Confucianism full of rebellious spirit became a submissive one. 
The Confucianism committed to human matters in reality became something that 
resorted to the fallacious Heaven of godhood. All these have not only made 
Confucianism seem illegitimate from the perspective of modern democratic 
politics, but it has entombed the insight of original Confucianism, that is, all social 
politics must inherently contain morality. 

However, it is impossible to completely entomb the moral politics of the 
original Confucianism forever. Out of a few extant original classics of the 
Confucianism that remain intact throughout the burnings in the Qin Dynasty, such 
as The Book of Poetry, The Analects, The Doctrine of the Mean, The Works of 
Mencius and so forth, later generations have been able to catch a glimpse of the 
concealed light in their thought. On the other hand, however, it is because of the 
calamity during which the Qin Dynasty “burnt books and slaughtered scholars, 
and all the schools of teaching were extinguished” (Ban 1998, Rulinzhuan), that 
people tended to take the skeptical attitude of the Tang and Song Dynasties even 
towards the afore-mentioned works by the early Confucians that involved fewer 
suspicions. In this case, the scientifically proven age and provable textual content 
of the Guodian and Shangbo versions of Ziyi (and also the Guodian versions of 
Prince Mugong of the Lu State Consulted Zisi, Wuxing, Chengzhi Wenzhi, Xing zi 
ming chu and so forth) have removed veils placed by the Han Confucians for 2,000 
years. They affirmed the thought of moral politics of the original Confucians, 
which were based on ancient tradition and ideals about a saintly monarch, and 
characterized by mutual obligation between the superior and the subordinate, 
especially with its emphasis on the superior being a role model, and which 
encouraged intellectuals to act as teachers or friends in frequently criticizing and 
protesting contemporary rulers. Just as Tu Wei-ming asserted several years ago, 
“After the excavation of the Guodian Chu Tomb bamboo slips, all Chinese 
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philosophical history, and even all Chinese academic history, must be rewriten” 
(Tu 1999, p. 4). That is why the Guodian and Shangbo versions of Ziyi (as well as 
other related pieces among the Guodian and Shangbo bamboo slips) are so 
important. 
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