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Abstract In ancient Chinese thoughts, de is a comparatively complicated idea.
Most of the researchers translated it directly into “virtue”, but this translation is not
accurate for our understanding of the idea of “de” in pre-Qin times. Generally
speaking, in Pre-Qin times, the idea of “de” underwent three developmental periods.
The first is the de of Heaven, the de of ancestors; the second the de of system; and
the third the de of spirit and moral conducts. In a long period of history, the idea of
“de” never cast off the influence of tian Dao (the way of Heaven). It was in Western
Zhou Dynasty that the idea of “de” shook off the dense fog of the mandate of
Heaven. However, it was the thinkers in Spring and Autumn Period and Warring
States who made contributions to bring it deep into people’s mind. The ancient
Chinese thoughts were mainly concerned with people’s recognition and
development of their own abilities, with people’s seeking harmony and balance
between human-beings and nature, and with people’s seeking harmonious and
balanced human relations. The development of the idea of “de” played a very
important role in this context.
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De is a comparatively abstract and obscure idea. Generally, it means virtue or morals.
Just like other ideas in the domain of thought and culture, it does not have a perfect
system in the very beginning, and its connotation cannot be accomplished in one
move, so its accomplishments experienced a long history of accumulation and
evolution. If we generally talk about de and affirm that from the emergence of the
term de in Pre-Qin times it meant a kind of virtue or morality, then our
understanding will not well-fit the real situation of Pre-Qin thought development.
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This paper attempts to analyze the emergence and development of the idea of “de”
in Pre-Qin times. It also brings into focus some special features of the development
of ancient thoughts.

Though people had many kinds of virtues in the primitive society, such as modesty,
bravery, honesty, simplicity, and so on, they did not have the abstract idea of “de”.
Further more, these characteristics were considered as virtues only by the later
generations. Until the beginning of the ancient civilization, strictly speaking, the
idea of virtue or morality was still in the embryonic stage and the systematic theory
of ethics or moral principles did not come into being. Generally speaking, at the
early stage and middle term of the primitive society, not only was there very little or
no idea of “de”, but also that there was no idea of characters like goodness, ugliness
or evil. Over a long period of history, it was the primitive religious beliefs and the
primitive pantheism that dominated people’s thought.! It was not until the later
stages of primitive society, with the emergence of the conception of private
ownership, and the emergence of greed and power, * that the many factors of de
developed. Unselfishness and the desire of greed and power, the good and the evil,
honesty and cheating, diligence and laziness, justice and partiality, and so on, make
a sharp contrast. The two ideas were born together. They are both opposite and
complementary to each other. If the former did not appear, the latter would not exist.
De is not an innate idea, but an idea formed in the long developmental history of
human beings. All these component parts of de developed in the transition period
from the uncivilized to the civilized times, along with the evolution of human
thought and the reinforcement of the enlightenment process. It was written in Zuo
Zhuan * Wen Gong Shiba Nian that Zhou people looked back at the living conditions
of some tribal communities in a remote antiquity:

Once there were eight competent persons in the clan of the Gao Yang. They were
named Cang Shu, Tui Ai, Tao Yin, Da Lin, Long Jiang, Ting Jian, Zhong Rong, and
Shu Da. People called them as mean, learned, generous, profound, bright, loyal,
honest, and kind. Together they were the Eight Kai (harmony). There were eight
competent persons of the Gao Xin clan who were named Bo Fen, Zhong Kan, Shu

! Einstein once pointed out that all morality, science, religions, and arts “are the branches of the same tree,
and for the purpose to make people’s life lofty, to improve it from the pure physical living state,
furthermore to guide people to freedom.” ([1], p. 49) This statement is correct, but I want to point out that
morality is only a branch of the tree that appeared “comparatively late (it did not emerge from the very
beginning). As for the praying and taboo of the primitive religions, although we could not say it was not
concerned with moral elements, we should not lump them together.

2 Engels once pointed out: in Hegle’s eyes, evil is the pushing force of the history. We can understand the
statement in two senses. In one sense, every kind of new development certainly is a blasphemy against a
holy thing; it is a rebellion against the obsolete, dying orders worshiped by customs. In the other sense,
since class oppositions developed, human’s bad desires, including greed and the desire of power, became
a lever of the development of history, of which the history of the feudal system and the capitalist class is a
unique and constant example. But Feuerbach had no intention to investigate the role of evil in history. ([2],
p. 237)
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Xian, Ji Zhong, Bo Hu, Zhong Xong, Shu Bao, and Ji Li. People called them the
people of upright, respectful, careful, beautiful, comprehensive, loving, helpful, and
lenient. Together they were the “Eight Yuan” (goodness). In all these sixteen tribes
people inherited their virtues and did not hurt the good reputation of their ancestors.
Until King Yao’s time, they were not recommended. When Shun took office to
serve King Yao, he recommended the Eight Kai and appointed them as officials to
handle everything. When the Eight Kai took charge, they put everything in order.
Shun also recommended the Eight Yuan and appointed them to teach five virtuous
in the country. The fathers were just, mothers were kind, elder brothers were
friendly, younger brothers were respectful and sons were filial. People lived
peacefully and happily both within the country and abroad. In the Di Hong clan
there were some incompetent persons. They did evil things and had no fidelity
towards anybody. So people called them Hundun. There were incompetent persons
in Shao Hao clan. They destroyed loyalty and discarded faith. They listened to ill
words, liked slanderous talks, and believed evil persons. They slandered good
people and encouraged evil ones. People called them Qiongqi. ZhuauYu had an
incompetent and unteachable son who did not know good words, did not speak
highly of fidelity, looked down upon those people with clear characters (ming de)
and run against principles of Heaven (tian chang). People called him Tao Wu. These
three clansmen stuck to their bad deeds that added much to their bad fame. In King
Yao’s time, they continued to behave in this manner. JinYun had an incompetent
son who had a greed for food and goods. He was full of lust, wanted to live a
luxurious life and his desires could never be satisfied. He collected grains and goods
limitlessly. He did not give alms to the widows and the widowers; he did not show
his mercy to poor people. So people compared him with the three evils and called
him “Tao Tie.” When Shun took office to serve King Yao, he made all the people
and tribes in the world submit themselves to King Yao’s rule. He banished all these
four evil clansmen to desolate places in four directions, and gave them the task to
resist monsters.

This is a very important piece of material about clan society in the era of the
“Five Lords” (wu di). These tribes were divided into “competent” (cai) and
“incompetent” (bu cai) tribes according to their moral conduct. The moral conducts
include just, kindness, friendliness, respect, filial piety, honesty, exemplariness,
generosity, and so on. There are also evil conducts such as obstinacy, foolishness,
unfriendliness, slander, treachery, flattery, arrogance, greed, and so on. It can be
inferred that people at that time already distinguished between virtuous conducts and
evil conducts. The two kinds of conduct had been paid great attention by the society.
But the So-called “mei de”, “xiong de” and “ming de” are generalized by later
generations, as there was no such concepts at that time. The clear distinction
between virtuous conducts and evil conducts in ancient history and legends had an
enlightening significance. But the early legends may just be statements of the past
and lack an enlightening function. The Five Lords synthesized all these good virtues
in remote antiquity. The first chapter of Guoyu ° Luyu says: “Huang Di was able to
name everything he saw in order to make his people enlightened in sharing
properties. Zhuan Xu could amend and accomplish it. Di Ku could arrange a day
properly in order to settle people. Yao laid down the law in order to organize
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people’s life.  Shun was diligent in serving people and died in an open country.” At
that time, virtues were influential. Lu Shi Chun Qiu-Shang De said that “San Miao was
not obedient and Yu asked to attack it. Shun said: ‘enlighten them with de (virtues).’
Three years later, San Miao submitted themselves to the rule of Shun.” It was said
that it is mainly because of Shun’s virtuous conducts like diligence, filial piety,
friendliness, honesty, and so on that he (as a common person) could become the king
of the country. Bamboo slips in Shanghai Museum Tang Yu zhi Dao ( Dao of Tang
Yu) says, “It is Shun who love and esteem his parents and respect persons of virtue”.
His virtues were praised. These people were all unselfish and brought prosperity to
their people. In fact, the later generations speak highly of them to learn their virtues.
In Zhou Dynasty, the earlier mentioned Tao Wu’s name was used as the title of a
history book in the Kingdom of Chu. A Confucianist in the Han Dynasty, who made
explanatory notes for Mencius * Lilou, said that he was “being prosperous for taking
warnings from the evil.” From this we can see that the legend at that time had
already made a distinction between virtue and evil, and this laid a foundation for the
emergence of the idea of “de”. There was a famous piece of words describing the
Great Harmonious and well-off Society in Liji * Liun. It states the main features of
such a society as the following: “The whole world is one community, in which the
competent persons of virtue are elected leaders. People are friendly and honest to
each other and live in harmony. They will not esteem only their own parents or love
only their own children. Old people can live comfortably until their death, healthy
adults have the chance to put their talent to good use, and children can grow
healthily. Old widowers, old widows, and the handicapped are well supported. Male
adults take their social duties and female adults get married at right time. People
detest that goods were discarded on the ground, but it is not necessary for people to
possess them. People detested that the strength was not in his own body, but the
purpose is not for himself; therefore intrigues can not be carried out”. Of course this
is a description of an ideal society with the highest virtue. It is very precious to help
the understandings of the later generations. However, we cannot conclude, on the
basis of this description, that our ancestors already had such a good idea of “de” in
the Great Harmony Era. The description was made by later generations to generalize
and interpret people’s natural behavior during the early times. Before the emergence
of the conception of private ownership, the virtue of “the whole world as one
community” would not have emerged and be praised by people.

Was there the idea of “de” in the Xia Dynasty? Because we have no conclusive
evidence at present, we should leave the question open. It is recorded in Zuo
Zhuan * Zhuang Gong Ba Nian, that “Xia Shu says, ‘Gao Yao persuaded people to
cultivate de (virtues). Once one gets possession of de, others would voluntarily come
over and pledge allegiance.”” Xia Shu appeared comparatively earlier. However
upon careful study of its meaning, we can see that the word de mentioned here is
another name for “the mandate of Heaven”. It is recorded in Shang Shu ° Shang
Shu * Tang Shi that Shang Tang once said “de in Xia dynasty was just like this”. The
idea of “de” in this chapter certainly belongs to the category of “virtue”, but this
passage is finished comparatively late and it sheds no light on the problem of the
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idea de in the Xia Dynasty.’

Reliable documents and inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells have proved that the
de idea actually appeared in the Shang Dynasty. The records of oracle inscriptions
on bones or tortoiseshells and the passages of Shang Shu * Pangeng provide the
evidences. According to the inscriptions on bones or tortoiseshells, “de” was written
in the form that looks like a walking person with his eyes open, looking up and
down his road. After seeing his road clearly, then he could get something done.
There are two features of de according to the inscriptions on bones or tortoiseshells.

First, according to the inscriptions on bones or tortoiseshells, “xin («(», heart)”
was not a component part of the Chinese character “de (), which indicates that
the idea of “de” had not developed deep into people’s mind at that time. This is
inconsistent with the definition of ancient people that “something inwardly attained
in the heart is named ‘de’”. Certainly, looking up and down one’s road, either by
other people’s instructions, or by one’s own analysis, is concerned with judgments
made by people as subjects, but its main implication is to get something from
outside instead of inner heart. The word “de” used in oracle inscriptions on bones or
tortoiseshells had the same usage as “xun” (fff, follow) , such as “wang de yu ci
ruo ” (FAEF1E()#7, the king was on an inspection tour to this place), “wang de
Chu”(T-{%H, the king went on a tour of inspection)*, etc. The word “de” in these
two examples means walking or going on a journey, and no virtue conception is
concerned here. The sentence “wang de mou fang” (145575, the king made an
inspection tour of a certain place) repeatedly appearing in oracle inscriptions on
bones or tortoiseshells and the phrase “zhi fang” (H.J7, touring the country)
appearing in Yi-Kun Gua can mutually support the idea that “de (f) > and “zhi”(H.,
tour) are the Chinese script characters with the character component of “zhi” (HR).
Therefore, they are interchangeable, as “de fang” (f#7/7, make an inspection tour)
and zhi fang both mean “going on the rounds”.

3 Many chapters in Shang Shu-Yu Xia Shu discussed “de”. For example Gao Yao Mo said: “There are nine
kinds of moral conducts, a person who often inspects himself is called a virtuous man ..., generous and
dignified, gentle and straightforward, honest and respectful, versatile and cautious, lenient and resolute,
frank and mild, brief and incorruptible, upright and sincere, firm and kind. We should commend the
virtuous persons of these nine moral conducts. People who revealed three de and worked hard for his
family from morning till night and those who stressed on six de seriously and helped to handle the
government affairs are accepted at the same time. They can take an ideal job. And all those persons with 9
virtues are in office.” According to this passage, it seems that people at Yu and Gao Yao’s time had not
only abstracted the de idea, but also divided de into many categories which formed a great system. In fact,
although Gao Yao Mo was not a forged ancient book, its finishing time was relatively late. It is possible
that the book was written by official historians in later years of Zhou Dynasty. It will be misleading if we
study the de idea in Yu and Gao Yao times just on the basis of the “nine virtues” mentioned in the
passage.

* The oracle inscriptions quoted above is selected from Collected Works of Inscriptions on Bones and
Tortoiseshells (Chinese Publishing Houses, 1982). On slips 6152, 7421, 7231. The divination words of
“de fang” mentioned below are from slips 6390, 6354, 6739, etc.
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Second, according to the records of the oracle inscriptions on bones or
tortoiseshells, the character “de” used by the Yin people mainly means “to obtain.”
From the viewpoint of the Yin people, people can “obtain something” under God’s
guidance. This meaning of “de” in the oracle inscriptions on bones or tortoiseshells
is consistent with what is said in Shi Ming * Shi Yan Yu: “de means to obtain and to
gain something properly”. For example, the following sentences are recorded in the
oracle inscription on bones or tortoiseshells: “wang de zheng” (L4 I, the king can
go out to battle), “jin chun wang de fa tu fang” (%7 FAE4% 177, this spring can
send armed forces to suppress the Tu Fang tribe)”, “wang de fang Di shou wo [you]”
(L5 75 23 [ X ], the king can make his rounds and the Di in Heaven will bless
and protect me).” The word “de” appearing in all these three sentences are
interchangeable with the word “obtain” (£4), being used to express the meaning of
“may” and “must”. There was another sentence “de means obtaining” in the book
Liji * Yueji, here, de means to obtain something.’ The sentence further proved the
above meaning of de and this is the general understanding of the meaning of de in
ancient times.

De ({5) and de (#3) are interchangeable, there are many cases of point in Shang
Shu * Pan Geng as well. We can frequently see the word “de” in Pan Geng. It is
farfetched to understand it as virtue, but if we take its meaning to be “gain” or
“obtain”, our understanding of the whole passage will become better and smoother.
Here I illustrate de’s usages in Pan Geng as follows:

First, King Pan Geng explained the reasons for his decision in moving the capital
to another place and said: “Si Shang Di jiang fu wo gao zu zhi de, luan yue wo
Jjia ,zhen ji du jing gong cheng min Ming, Yong yong di yu xin yi.” (5_L30 K 2 F e
28, TR S, WAL, A& R, KM T ¥ &)  To paraphrase, it says,
“Di will make wus once again obtain our ideal capital just like our
great-great-grandfather and give our country a settled life. So I obey the will of
Heaven with great respect, bear people’s fate respectfully, and build our permanent
capital in this new place.” “Gao zu zhi de” can be understood as “good virtues of
our ancestors.” But considering that King Pan Geng’s moving his capital to yin was

> These three pieces of oracle inscriptions quoted above can be found in slips No.7231. No.6399 and
No0.6737 of the Collected Works of Inscriptions on Bones and Tortoiseshells.

6 As for the interchangeability of de and obtaining, Duan Yucai once pointed out in his interpretation of
Shuo Wen’s explanation ““de’ means sheng (1) that “sheng” (J}) should be read as deng (&) , “and
deng should be read as de (obtaining), means something obtained, it was pronounced by the people in the
Qi country. The Qi people called “seeking” as “obtaining something”. Pronounced as “deng”, it means big
and urgent, which was instructed orally, obtaining is de. Deng and de together made a double sounds, part
one and part six are harmonious sounds, and closest in rhythm. Now there was the saying “pushing
forward hard is de” in folk adage. It was an ancient word. (Shuo Wen Jie Zi Zhu, later part of passage two).
The argument was a very brilliant exposition. The No.12 slip of Min Zhi Fu Mu, “chun de tong Ming”, in
Vol.2 of The Shanghai Bowuguan Cang Zhan Guo Chu Zhu Shu edited by Ma Chengyuan. (Shanghai
Ancient Books Press, 2002), was a good sample to show that de was “obtaining something” in the
Warring States Period. In page 300 of Wang Li Gu Han Yu Zi Dian (Chinese Publishing House, 2002),
“favors” is listed as a meaning of the word de. Receiving favors from others was called de, i.e., obtaining
something. Zuo Zhuan-Cheng Gong San Nian said “wu yuan wu de, bu zhi suo bao (AL T, ANFNFT
K, I have no resentment, and no favor as well. So I do not know what I should repay.).” If we read de as
“obtaining”, the sentence is easier to understand.
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repeating the story of his ancestors’ obtaining a perfect capital, the word “de”
mentioned here is not de (ff) in the sense of “virtue”, but de (#3) in the sense of
“obtaining”. That is to say that our great-great-grandfather had obtained an ideal
capital.

Second, there is another sentence “fei yu zi huang zi de” (AFT H i 2418, it is not
me who want to give up what our ancestors had obtained) in Pan Geng. We used to
understand this “de” as virtue. However, if we take this “de” as “obtaining”, just as
in “gao zu zhi de” ({12 1%, something obtained by our ancestors) mentioned
above, our understanding of the passage will be better. “Huang zi de” (32445, give
up what our ancestors had obtained) means that what our ancestors had obtained
would lie waste.

Third, there is another passage in Pan Geng that says: “ru wan min nai bu sheng
sheng, ji yu yi ren you tong xin. xian hou pei jiang yu ru zhui ji yue: ‘he bu ji zhen
you shun you bi?” gu you shuang de. (7% J7 R JIAAAL, 85— ARG ZEJaA
FESHaREE: CBABIRYIMALL? 7 A 45, If your people did not make
concerted efforts with me to make a living, but run against my will instead, our
ancestors will condemn you, saying: ‘Why didn’t you be friendly and kind to my
young grandson?’, so you have committed something wrong.) Here “Shuang de ”
means “obtaining something wrong”, namely those Yin people who did not make
concerted efforts in helping King Pangeng move the capital would make great
mistakes and obtain something wrong.

Fourth, when migration of ancestors was discussed in Pan Geng, it was said that
“gu wo xian wang jiang duo yu gian gong, shi yu shan, yi jiang wo xiong, de jia ji yu
zhen bang.” (MG THLZTEL), G+ 1ih, PAFERX, MmEgi+ L. Long
time ago, our ancestors moved to the mountain areas in order to make greater
achievements, so they achieved good results and reduced disasters caused by the
floods, which were beneficial to our country.) It means that our former sovereigns
moved their capital into the mountain areas with the purpose of making greater
achievements. Former scholars explained “jiang” (%) in “yi jiang wo xiong” as
“subtract or reduce”. The explanation was very good. “yi jiang wo xiong, de jia ji yu
zhen bang” means that the migration made this time would reduce disasters and
obtain fortune to our new capital city. Some scholars put de in the former sentence
in connection with “xiong”, but I think it is better to put de in the latter sentence.
The so-called “de jia ji” (#55%%7) means “achieving or obtaining good results.” By
using “de” (f) as “obtaining”, the sentence becomes smoother. Shun Yirang’s
exegesis in Shang Shu Pian Zhi regards this “de” as “lift” (F) which is close in
meaning to “obtaining”, and what is more, it conformed to the explanatory notes of
Shuo Wen as well. 1 think this explanation is quite reasonable.

Fifth, King Pan Geng told his subordinates on the way to moving his capital: “ru
ke chu nai xin, shi shi de yu min, zhi yu hun you, pi nai gan da yan ru you ji de” (&
OB, HSEEET I, BT A, ATIEUKE A RS Only when you get rid
of your selfishness and distribute what you have obtained to your people and
relatives, would you have the right to say that you have accumulated merits). Here,
de in the sentence “shi shi de Yu min” (distribute what you have obtained to your
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people) was taken for granted as de in the sense of moral conducts by many scholars.
But actually this “de” means “favors received”, namely, people are benefited, so the
“de” here still means “obtaining”. The term “de” did not lose this meaning until the
Spring and Autumn Period. For example, there is a sentence “Wu yuan wu de, bu zhi
suo bao” (JoALTEAF, A4 I have no resentment and have no favor as well. So
I do not know what I should repay.) in Zuo Zhuan * Cheng Gong San Nian. Here,
“de” means “receiving or obtaining favors.”’

Besides, Pan Geng also linked “de” with “punishment” (fa). Please read the
following two passages:

In the past, my former kings worked diligently with your fathers, and they shared
happiness and settled life together. How dare I give improper punishment (fei fa)
to you? Our later generations will talk about your achievements, and 1 cannot
cover up your contribution. Now I would like to offer sacrifices to our former
kings, and your ancestors will be able to enjoy the sacrifices together. They can
bestow favors or give disasters to us, so I dare not give improper reward (fei de)
to you.

There is no difference between the remote and the close, I will use the law to
punish (fa) those evil and bestow a reward (de) to praise those good.

There is a common point in these two passages quoted. The meaning of the
word “de” here is opposite to the meaning of the word “punish” or “penalize”. The
first passage says, “I dare not use severe punishments to treat you and at the same
time I dare not give you improper reward.” The second paragraph states, "No matter
how far or how close you are, I will punish you according to the crime or sin you
have committed and at the same time I will award you for the good deeds you have
done.” All in all, we can see clearly in these two paragraphs that “de” and “punish
(fa)” are opposite in meaning. To the person being punished, punishment means to
make him reduce or lose something. On the contrary, “de” is to make him increase
or obtain something. Here we have two examples to demonstrate this point.*

All the appearances of “de” in Pan Geng can be understood as “obtaining”. Thus,
we can make a judgment that the Yin people regarded “to obtain something” as “de”.
Hou Wailu once pointed out that “all the names of the kings in the Yin Dynasty have
no implications of virtue.” ([3], p. 63) Although he did not discuss the topic directly,
it is still a brilliant idea that is full of inspiration.

In short, in the Yin Shang times, “de” is “de” (f#) in the sense of obtaining

" The word “de” in “ru you ji de” GLAFE) can be understood as “virtues”, but the “virtues” here
referred to “offering favors to people.” So the de idea is still centered on “obtaining something.”

8 Besides Pan Geng, the “Shang Shu (#j45)” of Shang Shu (+}) written in modern script also
mentioned de in two passages. Gao Zong Rong Ri said: “min you bu ruo de, bu ting zui, tian ji fu ming
zheng jue de (RAANFHE, AWrHE, KEEA2r IE#K1E),” which means that people are not satisfied with
their positions, and cannot obey Heaven’s arrangements, and Heaven has already descended his mandate
to correct it. Wei Zi said “wo yong chen xu yu jiu, Yong Luan bai jue de yu xia (F&FH VT T4, FHELIMUR
R T),” which means that King Zhou of the Yinshang Dynasty indulged in excessive drinking and
upset the politics, then he lost the mandate he received from Heaven. In these two examples, although de
could be understood as virtue, it is better to interpret it as “obtaining”.
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something, most important of all, of obtaining Heaven’s favors and regards with
tenderness. To be specific, the Yin Shang people got their de from two respects. One
is the mandate of Heaven, just as Pan Geng says, “Strictly following the mandate of
Heaven.” He regarded the Yin people’s frequently moving of the capital as a result
of the mandate of Heaven, and if he did not move his capital to a new place, he “did
not understand God’s will.” The other one is the great-great-grandfather (ancestors).
The Yin Shang people thought that their ancestors were the representatives of God’s
will and had the closest relationship with his people. For example, Pan Geng and his
people thought that what they had was inherited or obtained from “former rulers’
favors” or the “de of their great-great-grandfather”. In other words, the Yin people
got awards and punishments from their ancestors or former rulers. So, the idea of
“de” in Yin Shang times is, in fact, another expression of their conception of
Heaven’s mandate and God’s will. When people praised de, actually they praised the
favors bestowed by Heaven’s mandate and their ancestors. The Yin people believed
that they could obtain and increase something they wanted if they could obtain the
favors from Heaven and their ancestors and obtaining something is “de”. We may
say that the Yin people’s de is to obtain something passively. In the last years of the
Yin Dynasty, the Yin people’s way of thinking was almost the same. It is recorded
in history that when the disaster was approaching, King Zhou still said with certainty:
“Cannot I obtain blessings from Heaven’s mandate?”” So he refused to follow his
virtuous officials’ advices. Since the blind worship of God and spirits were
prevailing at that time, the idea of “de” was not freed from Heaven’s mandate and
God’s will and it was not an object of inner reflection. We can say that there is a
long way to go from the idea of “de” under the conception of Heaven’s mandate and
God’s will in the Yin Shang times to the formation of genuine virtue ideas."’

After the great social changes happened in the transition period from the Yin Shang
Dynasty to the Zhou Dynasty, the “de” idea in the Zhou Dynasty gradually acquired
different meanings from that in the Yin Dynasty. But it took a long time to develop.
An outstanding feature of Zhou Dynasty’s ideological development is that people
thought deeply of the ground of human existence and the meaning of individual life.
In the Yin Dynasty, people used the phrase “de of Heaven” (fian de) to explain
everything. They regarded what they got as coming from Heaven’s favor, and

® Shang Shu-Xi Bo Kan Li.

19 T should point out that even when de mainly meant the “de” as virtues, the “de of Heaven” (K1) were
still an important theoretical basis. The idea of the “five elements” in the Zhou and Qin Dynasties is a
typical example. According to the collective interpretations of Han Shu-Jiao Shi Zhi and Shi Ji-Meng Zi
Xun Zi Lie Zhuan, which quoted passages from Liu Xiang’s Bie Lu, Zou Yan initiated the theory of “wu
de shi zhong” (HLIELRZ, the five des move in cycles) (or “wu de zhi yun” {82 iz, the five des
circulate.) and thought that Huang Di possessed “fu de”(de of earth), the Xia Dynasty possessed “mu de”
(de of wood), the Yin Dynasty possessed “jin de” (de of iron), the Zhou Dynasty possessed “huo de” (de
of fire), and the Qin possessed “Shui de” (de of water). Scholars did not explore deep into these ideas of
“de”, but it is clear that the meaning of de here refers to “obtaining”. It is a little farfetched to understand
it as “virtue”.
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explained “de” as obtaining something from Heaven and their forefathers. I
especially want to point out here that this idea of the Yin people was still retained at
the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty. Now I may as well explain this by an analysis
of the “Wen wang zhi de” (de of King Wen).

As for the ideological transformations happened in the turn of the Yin and Zhou
Dynasties, it is well accepted that the Zhou had adopted the idea of “thinking highly
of de and protecting people” (jing de bao min) from King Wen. It carried out a series
of policies and measures accordingly, so “the small country Zhou” could defeat “the
great country Yin’’. Generally speaking, the ideological transformations happened at
the time indeed turned people’s attention from Heaven’s mandate to the human
world. The Zhou people’s idea of “de” is a good example. I should point out that
although the early rulers of the Zhou Dynasty, including King Wen, paid much
attention to their people, their focus was still on Heaven, but not the human world.
The Zhou people once praised the de of King Wen and said:

The mandate of Heaven is good for ever, the de of King Wen is illustrious and
essential.

The Di in Heaven observed King Wen’s de carefully and constantly, then sent
him on a mission to administer the world."'

After studying the two examples carefully, we can see that in the Zhou people’s
mind, the “de” of King Wen in fact was the Heaven’s mandate King Wen had
obtained or inherited from God. During his lifetime, King Wen received the mandate
of Heaven. When he died, he went to Heaven and was favored by Di, the King in
Heaven. So Shi © Wenwang says: “King Wen was bright and splendid in the high
Heaven.” And Shi » Qingmiao says: “We should keep King Wen’s de in mind, and
we are facing his soul far away in Heaven.” The so-called “sent him on a mission to
administer the world” actually means accepting Heaven’s mandate and obtaining
God’s favor. The usage of “de” in the early period of Zhou is basically in line with
that in the Yin Dynasty. In the past, scholars affirmed that a great ideological change
in the early Zhou Dynasty is the change from “respecting Heaven” (jing tian) to

" The two examples can be found in Shi-Wei Tian Zhi Ming and Li Ji-Zi Yi. It is recorded in Shang
Shu-Jun Shi: “zai xi shang di ge shen quan wen Wang Zhi de” ({5 iy I ¥+ 2 1%, Why the Di in
Heaven persuaded and awarded King Wen, and furthermore conferred Heaven’s mandate on him?)
Zhengxuan interpreted that “ge” (¥1) should be pronounced “gai” (%), Pi Xirui said in his Jin Wen Shang
Shu Kao Zheng, Vol. 21: “There were no gai used in passage 29 of Shang Shu. So Zheng’s view is
unconvincing.” People did not understand the passage (especial the words “ge shen quan”) for a long time,
one of the reasons is that they mistook de as “virtue”. Now if we change our way of thinking, taking de as
“obtaining” something, reading ge as “he” (#)), and understanding “shen quan” (H¥))) as “persuade”,
then the meaning of the sentence should be: “why the Di in Heaven persuaded and awarded King Wen,
and furthermore conferred Heaven’s mandate on him?” There was a sentence “wei wen wang shang xiu he
wo you xia.” (MESCEMBEMFEAE, it is the king Wen who could always administer and make our
Chinese people live harmoniously) in Jun Shi which was the answer to this question. The “de of King
wen” (3L X2 f#) mentioned here has the same meaning with the sentence “ji da ming yu jue gong” (4
KT 45, accepting Heaven’s mandate and obtaining God’s favors). It is not in the pattern of
“one-answer-to-one-question” sentence structure. Former scholars affirmed that “zhou tian guan” (J&H
W) in Zhi Yi is an erroneous expression for “ge shen quan” CE|H%))) , which sounds correct.
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“respecting de” (jing de). Once Guo Moruo Said:

De, with the character components of #f (straight) and :[» (heart), means
literally to straighten out one’s mind. It conforms to what is said in Da Xue (The
Great Learning): “if you want to cultivate your morality, first of all you should
straighten out your mind.” But from the viewpoints of Zhou Shu and “Zhou Yi”
(J&8#%) , “de” includes not only subjective cultivation but also objective
regulations — the so-called “/i” (rites) by later generations. ([4], p. 337)

Although we cannot say that the above explanation is wrong, the connotation of
the word “de” used by people living at the turn of the Yin and Zhou Dynasties is
“respecting Heaven” (jing tian). So it is not really accurate to infer that the meaning
of “de” at the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty was to straighten out one’s mind and
cultivate one’s moral characters.'> The Zhou people’s fundamental policy in
administering a country centered constantly on the inheritance of “de” of King Wen.
As it is said in Shang Shu * Jun Shi, “I only want to extend the de of King Wen, and
Heaven would not remove the mandate received by King Wen.” One of the main
contents of King wen’s de was to worship Heaven’s mandate piously. It is evident
that the Zhou people did not free themselves from traditional beliefs. Confucius said,
“Zhou inherited Yin’s rites.” To a great extent, Zhou also inherited Yin’s ideology
(at least the idea of “de”™).

However, Zhou’s ideology is more developed than that of Yin’s. The Zhou
people attempted to break through tradition to develop the connotation of de.
Different from Yin people’s worshiping Heaven blindly and acting according to
God’s will as reflected by oracle inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells, in Zhou
people’s idea of “de”, people’s attention was turned from God’s will to human
beings themselves and people considered not only what they had obtained from
Heaven and their ancestors, but how to keep and stabilize their gain. In the idea of
“de” of the Yin Dynasty, favors bestowed by Heaven’s mandate and ancestors are
regarded as “de” (obtaining). This kind of bestowal is unconditional and natural. It is
natural for a person to receive favors bestowed by Heaven and the ancestors. People
can live an easy life and act according to God’s will indicated by divinations and
there is no need for people to consider other problems. The Zhou people’s idea was
different. The bestowal was not unconditional or natural any more, but conditional
and selective. The Zhou people firmly believed that King Wen could receive favors
from Heaven’s mandate for the reason that he had done two excellent jobs: one is
that he was very respectful to Heaven’s mandate, the other is that he could make
people “obtain” something. Here we see that Zhou’s idea of “de” was developed.

People living in the early stage of Spring and Autumn Period explained the de of
King Wen and Said: “Zhou Shu says ‘ming de shen fa> (W#E4HT]) . So King Wen

2 As for the “de” idea in the early Zhou Dynasty, based on the records in Shang Shu-Zhao Gao, 1 (like
other scholars) once affirmed that Duke Zhao in early Zhou Dynasty believed that “the Xia and Yin
Dynasties were destroyed because they did not respect de” and proposed Duke Zhou to draw a lesson
from the history and respect de. We should understand de in this context as human’s inner sentiment and
spiritual state. The mistake of the treaties lies in that this statement neglected the differences of de in
Yin-Zhou Dynasties and in the later generations.
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established the Zhou Dynasty. ‘Ming de’ means respecting and worshiping de; ‘shen
fa’ means removing or getting rid of unjust punishments.”” The de of King wen is
concerned with respecting and worshiping which is opposite to removing, meaning
increasing and obtaining something. So to make people obtain something and
receive care or benefit was actually King Wen’s de. This idea of “de” developed the
earlier idea. Previously people called his own gain “de”, now people’s making
others obtain and increase something was also called de.'"* In a sense, this kind of
care of and solicitude towards others is closely connected with the idea of
benevolence (ren). Although there was no concept of benevolence at King Wen’s
time, the idea was in an embryonic stage. The connotation of de had already had
some connections with morality. To be specific, King Wen’s de, first of all, lies in
that he could unite different nationalities together under the spirit of “Harmony”,
namely, just as what is said in Shang Shu <Jun Shi, “King Wen could always rule our
China in harmony.” The Zhou people inherited this spirit of King Wen’s and
believed that following the example of King Wen, people in the world will live
happily. Furthermore, they carried forward the spirit of solidarity to the common
people of the Zhou ethnic group, just as the records say: “King Wen was lofty of
virtues, he gave favors to his people”."” According to the documentary materials of
pre-Qin times, King Wen’s virtues include the following five parts: the first is to
favor and protect his people; the second is to be industrious in ruling the country and
to live a thrifty life; the third is to share happiness with his people; the fourth is to
show filial respect to his parents; and the fifth is to offer sacrifices to ancestors
respectfully. King Wen gathered together all these good virtues and was therefore
regarded as the model of an ideal king in remote ages. These moral conducts,
different from “de” (obtaining something) of Heaven’s mandate, did not come from
Heaven. King Wen himself possessed these virtues. Besides, King Wen’s lofty
virtues were the prerequisite for his receiving Heaven’s mandate. Why did Di in
Heaven offer his mandate to King Wen? Because he had lofty virtues, while King
Zhou in Yin Dynasty, in contrast, only had evil conducts. The Zhou people believed
this was the reason for the transformation of Heaven’s mandate from the Yin
Dynasty to the Zhou Dynasty. King Wen’s de was repeatedly praised by his people,
and from this we can see that the conception of virtue at that time had changed a lot
from that of the Yin Dynasty’s.

We should pay attention particularly to one phenomenon. The word “de” in the

* Zuo Zhuan-Cheng Gong Er Nian. The passage quoted from Zhou Shu can be found in Shang Shu-Kang
Gao which said: “Your great father king Wen could advocate moral education and use the law to punish
carefully. He didn’t permit people to bully and humiliate the widows and the widowers. He gave favors to
those people who had made great achievements. He made people offer sacrifices to Gods and ancestors
with respect. He prepared people to be dignified in suppressing enemy, and he stressed much on common
people’s standing. Depending on these means mentioned above, I will make a good plan of our Xia clan
in order to develop with our neighboring tribes together.” So taking good care of the widows and the
widowers and conferring favors to people with great achievements meant to let people obtain something.
'4 1 should point out that the passage “ke chu nai xin, shi shi de yu min” (7¢ 2l /5.0y, JfiSE7E X, get rid
of your selfishness and distribute what you have obtained to your people) in Shang Shu-Pan Geng
indicated to let other people obtain something, but the indication was covered by Heaven’s mandate and
God’s will then. The intellectual atmosphere of the early Zhou Dynasty is quite different from that of the
Yin Dynasty, so this idea became clearer.

!> Shang Shu-Jun Shi.
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inscriptions on bronze ware in the Zhou Dynasty was written differently from that
found in the oracle inscriptions on bones or tortoiseshells. The difference is that all
the characters of de in the inscriptions on bronze ware were written with the Chinese
character component /» (heart). According to the old maxim “the function of the
heart is to think”'’, we are certain that those people who wrote “de” with the
character component of heart meant that the idea of “de” was, to a great degree,
concerned with rational thinking. That the way in which the Zhou people thought to
retain the favors bestowed by Heaven is by doing favors to the people and ruling the
country industriously is an example.

1\

Whether it is the “de” (obtaining) under God’s will and Heaven’s mandate, or the
“de”(obtaining) reached by King Wen’s lofty moral conducts and his receiving
God’s favor for this reason, the Zhou people always centered on the patriarchal clan
system and the enfeoffment system when they talked about “de”. So we can
conclude that system (the system of patriarchal clan and enfeoffment) is an
important form of expression of the Zhou people’s idea of “de”.

The Zhou people already knew clearly that they could not wait for God’s favor all
the time if they wanted to keep Heaven’s mandate received by King Wen, they had
to move Di in Heaven and heavenly spirits by their virtues. From the perspective of
system construction, the Zhou people’s ming de is, first of all, to keep their country
and society stable with the patriarchal clan system and the system of enfeoffment.
The system of patriarchal clan and enfeoffment, as the foundation of building up the
Zhou Dynasty, had a close relationship with “de” from the very beginning. Let us
read a famous passage recorded in Zuo Zhuan * Ding Gong Si Nian:

King Wu defeated the Yin Shang Dynasty and King Cheng settled it. King Cheng
selected the persons of ming de as the supporting officials of the Zhou Dynasty.
So Duke Zhou took the office to administer the country. Then the Zhou Dynasty
became very kind and generous. Duke Zhou conferred some golden ornaments as
the symbol of enfeoffment on Duke Lu. He conferred the jade object named
Huang on the Xia Hou clan. He conferred a good bow named Fanruo on Feng Fu.
There were six clans of the Yin people. They were the Tiao clan, the Xu clan, the
Xiao clan, the Suo clan, the Changshao clan, and the Wei Shao clan. Duke Zhou
ordered them, including the great clans, their branches and their slaves, to obey
the regulations made by Duke Zhou. This meant that they should accept orders
and requirements from the Zhou Dynasty. They were ordered to work in the
Kingdom of Lu with the purpose to illustrate Duke Zhou’s ming de.

' There is a passage in Mencius-Gao Zi (first part) says: “The function of the mind is to think. One can
obtain something if he thinks it over, one will lose it if he does not think about it, and this is what Heaven
conferred on me.” Here “what Heaven conferred on me” indicates that the thinking function of one’s
mind is natural.
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Originally, the system of enfeoffment was founded under the guiding principles
of the patriarchal clan relations, and the basic criterion was the closeness of blood
relationships (consanguinity). But the Zhou people did not express it that way. They
stressed on “election by lofty virtues (ming de)”. Actually the purpose of carrying
out the enfeoffment system was to keep the government stable. But the Zhou people
said that their purpose was to illustrate Duke Zhou’s lofty virtues (ming de).
According to Zhou people’s way of thinking, an obvious conclusion is that the
enfeoffment system and the patriarchal clan system cannot be separated from de.
Just as Zhong Zhong (a senior official of the Lu country in the early Period of
Spring and Autumn Period) says, this is a system in which “the emperor selects the
persons of virtues and makes them dukes or princes, people obtain their surname
according to their virtues, and the emperor bestowed pieces of land to them and
conferred surnames on them.”'” Everything was under the guiding principles of de.
Even the bronze ware, the symbol of kings’ ruling in the Zhou Dynasty, was
regarded as an embodiment of de. Under the control of the system of enfeoffment
and patriarchal clans, all aristocrats and even the common people get their proper
positions in the system. According to Guan Zi * Bang Fa Jie, this is to follow the
example of the Heaven’s de of harmony, and the enfeoffment and patriarchal clan
system constitutes part of the meaning of the “de” mentioned here. There is an
explanation in Guan Zhi * Ban Fa Jie:

As a king of the country, he should bring benefits to his people. He can rule
thousands of clans and make them work actively for his lofty virtues. He can
administer a country according to the laws revealed by the Heaven, the Earth, the
Sun, and the Moon. Heaven covers everything and everything cannot escape from
it, so the de of Heaven is omnipresent. Earth bears everything on it and is stable,
so it can produce everything. Sages follow their examples to bring benefits to
their people, so all the people can obtain their own responsibility and nature.
Once people obtain their responsibility and nature, they could make contributions
to the society. So just like the saying goes: “Follow the example of the
Heaven’s de of harmony, imitate the loving de of the Earth.

Just like Guan Zi says, “His de is ubiquitous”. So each person in the Zhou
Dynasty was living in an atmosphere of de. People respected all these “Zong Zi” (5%
¥) headed by the emperor of the Zhou Dynasty. They were satisfied with their
positions and had no intention to rebel. People could live together in harmony. All
these are the main contents of the conception of morality in the Zhou Dynasty. In
short, the idea of “de” in the Zhou Dynasty was the de of the patriarchal clan and
enfeoffment, the de of system. If the idea of “de” in the Yin Dynasty was to explain
that people’s stable life and happiness were mainly from Heaven’s mandate and
ancestors, then an important development of the idea of “de” in the Zhou Dynasty

'7 Zuo Zhuan-Yin Gong Ba Nian. Generally speaking, the so-called “tian zhi jian de” meant to elect the
virtuous persons as dukes or princes, but the passage mentioned “obtaining one’s surname for one’s birth
place,” which combined the virtuous people with “earth”, then de and the system of enfeoffment were
integrated into one.
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lay in that it indicated that the Zhou people’s stable life and happiness were mainly
from the patriarchal clan and enfeoffment system. This suggests that Heaven’s
mandate, the spirits, and ancestors were not the most important factors any longer.
Although the de of the system held by the Zhou people was still concerned with
system and did not enter people’s inner heart of reflection, it had turned its focus
from God and ancestors to the system itself and the human affairs. It was a
wonderful progress made by men in the ideological history.

We may as well delve farther into the relationship between “de” and “system” in
the Yin and Zhou times. Wang Guowei was the most influential thinker who made a
deep investigation into the social transformations made at the turn of Yin and Zhou
Dynasties. He said in his famous paper “On the systems of Yin and Zhou Dynasties”
(Yin Zhou Zhidu Lun):

Superficially speaking, the great transformation made in the Yin-Zhou times was
only concerned with the rise and fall of one clansmen and the move of the capital
city to a new place. However, in essence, it was the new system and civilization’s
replacing the old system and civilization. The Zhou’s system was quite different
from that of the Yin’s. First, it was a system of making legal wife’s child ascend
the throne, and as a result, the system of the patriarchal clan, the enfeoffment
system, and the feudal-prince system were developed. Second, it was a system of
imperial court. Third, it was a system of marriage in which marriage was not
allowed among members in the same clan. All these three differences explain
Zhou Dynasty’s social order and law, and the purpose of these systems is to bring
all the people under moral regulations and to make the emperor, the dukes, the
officials, and the common people a virtuous community. Therefore, we know that
all the ceremonies, laws and institutions in the Zhou Dynasty were founded for
moral concerns. ...The ceremonies, laws and institutions of the Zhou Dynasty
were moral instruments and are incarnations of the ideas of esteeming one’s
elders, loving one’s families, respecting persons of merit, and having a strict
differentiation between man and woman.

One expert, despite his respect for Wang Guowei’s profound exposition, pointed
out, “It is wrong to say that Zhou’s ceremonies, laws and institutions belong to the
category of morality.” ([5], p. 79) However, the expert did not make any further
exploration to find out why it was not correct. | think, from the viewpoint of later
understandings of the concept of morality, Wang’s assertion is problematic. The
reason is that moralities on the ethical level refer to one’s spirit and moral conducts,
which are diffident from system in essence. However I should emphasize that the
Zhou people’s idea of morality is quite different from that of ours. The Zhou people
did mix system and morality together. In the Zhou people’s eyes, system reflects
morality, and morality regulates system. Hou Wailu also said that “the Zhou
people’s moral ideas are reflected in the system.”([3], p. 64) Contemporary political
philosophers have expounded profoundly that a special feature of classical political
philosophy lies in that politics is subordinated to morality. When exploring the
difference between the classical political philosophy and the modern political
philosophy represented by Hobbes, they said, “The classical schools studied
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institutions not from the viewpoint of a system, but from the viewpoint of the goal
pursued by community or authority. Accordingly, they thought that the best system
should be a system that takes virtue to be its goal. Besides, they believed that a good
system is necessary to establish and ensure ruling by virtuous people. But compared
to fine breeding, namely the development of one’s moral characters, it took only the
second place in importance.” However, according to modern politics, “in order to set
up just social orders, the most important thing to do is not to develop people’s moral
characters, but to design a just system.” ([6], p. 197) Maybe this summary of the
classical western political philosophy cannot be applied to the political affairs in the
Zhou Dynasty. However, in taking virtue as a goal, Zhou Dynasty’s politics is in
line with Western classical politics. The system established in early Zhou Dynasty
could be accepted only when it conformed to virtue (de). Therefore, in the eyes of
the Zhou people, the goal of the system of patriarchal clan and enfeoffment was “to
elect the person of lofty virtues”, and similar to what was said by Wang Guowei,
“the ceremonies, laws and institutions in Zhou Dynasty were instruments of
morality.” According to this statement, the system of patriarchal clan and
enfeoffment was a manifestation of de (virtue). People established the system on the
basis of virtues, and the system established dominated the Zhou people’s view of
morality. These are the two sides of a same coin. So, is there anything wrong to say
that the system was subordinated to virtues? When Wang Guowei was expounding
on the problem of Yin-Zhou system transformation, he accidentally revealed his
understanding of the idea of “de” in the Zhou Dynasty. We did not understand Wang
Guowei’s profound idea for a long time.

Generally speaking, in the early years of Western Zhou, “de” was not completely
“de” of morality, but in one aspect, it was “de of system”. At that time, to a great
degree, people’s understanding of “de” was originated from the system and the rites.
The idea of “de” could not go deep into people’s inner heart. In the early years of
Spring and Autumn Period, Shi Fu, a senior official of Jin, still emphasized that the
function of carrying out the system of patriarchal clan and enfeoffment was to make
“the common people attend the officials and have no desire to rebel.” Lushi
Chungiu * Shenshi quoted Shenzi’s words and said that “duty has been decided, and
even people in low ranks will not fight.” The quotation indicates what lies behind
the system of patriarchal clan and enfeoffment. At that time, the following ideas
were very influential: “different clans have different virtues, and difference virtues
indicate different classes,” “the same clan has the same virtues, the same virtue
means the same way of thinking, and the same way of thinking leads to the same
goal.”'® “Same clan” means sharing the same ancestor and living in the same tribe.
“Different clan” means having different ancestors and living in different tribes.
These different prerequisites essentially determined the basic tendency of the
different ideas of “de”. Thus, people at that time thought that “de” demonstrated
the essential spirit of people living in the same tribe, clan, or blood group. It was
recorded in Zou Zhuan * Duke Xi Ershisi Nian: Duke Zhaomu thought that the “de”
of the Zhou Dynasty was not associated with virtues, therefore he gathered his
clansmen at Chengzhou and made a poet saying “although we were depressed and

'8 Zuo zhuan-Huan Gong Er Nian.
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discontented, we cannot abrogate virtues and goodness.” Because the “de of the
Zhou Dynasty” was not perfect, he gathered together his tribe members to make it
perfect, that is, to make his clansmen live in harmony and unity. The “de of the
Zhou Dynasty” still could not be separated from the system of patriarchal clan. The
idea of taking “de” to be categorized as ritual systems was still deeply rooted in
people’s mind.

v

When the system of the patriarchal clan became flexible, interpersonal relationships
changed dramatically, and the idea of “de” underwent a great change too.

Notably, the conception of morality concerning interpersonal relationships
sprouted in the Spring and Autumn Period. On the basis of an understanding of “de”
at the level of spirits and systems, people made deep reflections on their positions
and the problem of morality. Shila, a senior official of Wei, once explained the
principles of “defiance” and “obedience”. He said: “the noble son was infringed by
the son of a concubine, the elder was encroached by the younger, the distant
relatives took the place of the close relatives, the new friends made old friends feel
as strangers, the little bullied the great and the unjust humiliated the just. These were
called ‘the six defiances’. The king was just, the officials were diligent, the fathers
were kind, the sons were filial, the elder brothers were loving and the younger
brothers were respectful, all these were called ‘he six obediences.””"’ Obviously the
“six obediences” are the embodiments of morality which are conformed to the spirit
of patriarchal clan. In contrast, the “six defiances” are the bad and evil moral
conducts which are opposite to the spirit of patriarchal clan. At that time, there were
statements like “filial piety, respect, loyalty and good faith are named as the
‘auspicious de’ (ji de); robbery, the ruin of rites, hiding the robbers and the steeling
of bronze quadruped are called the ‘evil de’ (xiong de).”’ These statements are an
expression of the idea of “six obediences” and “six defiances”.

In the Spring and Autumn Period, in addition to being a direct embodiment of the
idea of patriarchal clan, “de” also expressed the political views of the state. As far as
the diplomatic relations are concerned, to build a good diplomatic relation with other
countries, to pay attention to spiritual cultivation, and to stop using military forces in
handling the relations with other countries were all the embodiment of “de”?' In
handling the diplomatic relations, even when a country resorts to force, seven rules
must be abided. The rules are “stopping the use of forces, hiding the weapons,
keeping the ‘de’ and music of the Xia Dynasty, offering ranks according to one’s
achievements, pacifying the people, uniting people and making sure that they were
well provided”. The rules were called seven de in using forces.”” As far as internal

" Guo yw-Jin Yu, 4.

2 Zuo Zhuan-Yin Gong San Nian.

' Zuo Zhuan-Wen Gong Shiba Nian.

2 1t is recorded in Zuo Zhuan-Xi Gong Shisi Nian that the country of Jin refused to help the country of
Qin who had done a favor for Jin. And a high official of the country Jin admonished: “He who forgets and
runs against the favors received will lose friends and help; He who takes other people’s misfortune as his
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affairs are concerned, showing solicitude to the common people was regarded as a
good moral conduct. So it was said that “being kind to the common people is de
(virtuous)”.” Thrift was regarded as de too, as mentioned in Zuo Zhuan * Zhuang
Gong Ershisi Nian that “being thrifty is a great virtue; being extravagant is a great
vice.” Zuo Zhuan Huan Gong Er Nian says: “de means being thrifty within a certain
limit, adding or reducing one’s wealth according to his ranks, using different
decorative patterns, bells, colors and clothes to demarcate their status.” Furthermore,
knowing well the rites was looked upon as “de”. In early years of the Spring and
Autumn Period, Duke Zhuang of Zheng defeated Xu but retained Xu’s altars to the
God of the land and grain undestroyed. The author of Zuo Zhuan made a comment:
“Duke Zhuang of Zheng knew the rites which determine the laws and orders of a
nation, keep a government stable, give proper ranks to people, and benefit the later
generations. Xu, who had done nothing wrong, was attacked by Duke Zhuang. Duke
Zhuang made Xu obey and left the altars undestroyed, handled Xu according to de,
made Xu’s people render services according to their wealth and strength. He
attacked Xu at a proper time and did not bring damage to the later generations.
Therefore I say that Duke Zhuang knew the rites quite well.” “Understanding de”
and “knowing the rites well” are different expressions of the same thing. Generally
speaking, the well regulated politics of a nation was called “de”. Meanwhile, to
re-establish politics was called “to cultivate de.” (xiu de). In the mid-term of the
Spring and Autumn Period, after the famous battle at the Xiao area between Qin and
Jin, the Qin “reorganized its politics, bestowed favors to its people” and was called
“increasing de”’(zeng de). So “de” meant to reorganize and regulate politics well.
The rulers even took “de” as a useful ruling tool. Therefore we have the saying that
“the use of de is to bestow favors; the use of punishment is to make people give up
vices and turn to virtue.””*

In the later period of the Zhou dynasty, one of the great ideological changes was
the emergence of doubts to the Heaven’s mandate and the spirits. In the Spring and
Autumn Period, the change became fundamental. Although the Heaven’s mandate,
ghosts, and spirits still existed in people’s mind at that time, their existence
depended on “de”. In the early stage of the Spring and Autumn Period, Gong Zhiqi,
a virtuous senior official of the country Yu, said: “the ghosts and spirits are not
relatives of people, their existence is dependent on ‘de’”” In the midterm of the
Spring and Autumn Period, King Zhuang of Chu became a powerful leader in the
area of the Zhou. A senior official of Zhou named Wang Sunman regarded the
transferring of regimes as the transferring of Heaven’s mandate on the basis of de.
He affirmed that when “Emperor Cheng built a quadripod in Jiaru area and divined
that Zhou would last for 30 generations, about 700 years. It was Heaven’s mandate.
Although the de of the Zhou was getting weak, the Heaven’s mandate did not

own luck is a person with no benevolence; He who is greedy and does not give his money to other people
in need, disaster is coming; He who makes a neighbor country angry does not conform with justice. If a
country has lost these four “de”, on what will he depend to protect the country?” Although here he
divided de in four, they all referred to the relations between countries and they conform to the principles
of stopping the use of weapons and cultural cultivation.

2 Zuo Zhuan-Xuan Gong Shier Nian.

2 Zuo Zhuan-Xiang Gong Qi Nian.

3 Zuo Zhuan-Cheng Gong Shiliu Nian.
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change and no one could tell the weight of the quadripod.”® Then what is the “de”
that can change Heaven and ghosts’ will? It should be Gong Zhiqi’s “ming de (]
f#)” and Wang Sunman’s “hun de (F¥4%) . All in all, they are concerned with a
country’s politics.

Besides a country’s politics, personal moral conducts were also regarded as de. In
the Spring and Autumn Periods, people called individual’s good moral conducts
“ling de” (BH), “yi de” (K1), “jia de” (GHik), “gong de” (A1), “ming de” (W]
fH5), “ji de” (7 18), etc. Meanwhile, they called evil moral conducts “xiong de”
(15, “liang de” (4 12), “bai de” (JL14), “hun de” (FF7Z), “bei de” (1#{H), etc.
People called themselves “bu de” (AN, be short of de), “gua de” (3:1%, lack of de)
in their self-deprecating remarks. From the mid-term of the Spring and Autumn
Period, de was always used to describe a person’s moral character and integrity. For
example Man Man, son of a feudal prince in the country of Zhen, was viewed as a
person of evil behavior so people then called him “greedy and short of virtues” (wu
de er tan).”” People ranked the importance of personal moral character very high in
the mid-term of the Spring and Autumn Period. A typical example is the famous
statement of “Three immortals” made by Shu Sunbao, a senior official in the country
of Lu:

The first and the most important is to establish one’s de (/i de), the second is to
render meritorious service (/i gong), and the third is to expound one’s ideas in
writing (/i yan). They can last a long period of time and people would not want to
abolish it at all. We should call these three immortals. Those who protect their
own clan in order to observe their ancestral hall, to keep their sacrificial rites
uninterrupted, and to keep their high official ranks can not be called immortal,
because once the country was destroyed, they would lose these possessions.

The remarks quoted above are full of symbolic meaning. From Shu Sunbao’s
words we can see clearly that not only that “de” was before gong and yan, but also
that the official rank under the system of patriarchal clan was excluded from “three
immortals”. The Zhou people’s turning their attention from the “de” of the system of
patriarchal clan to the “de” of personal moral conducts clearly indicated the
transformation of social ideas. Beginning from the later years of the Western Zhou,
this transformation took 200 to 300 years to complete.

Vi

Confucius distinguished “de” from Heaven’s mandate, stressed on thinking, and
took thinking to be an important way to moral cultivation. He thought we should
“have no degraved thought ”(si wu xie) of those ancient poems. As for the relation
between studying and thinking, he said: “He who learns but does not think will be

% Zuo Zhuan-Xi Gong Wu Nian.
1 Zuo Zhuan-Xuan Gong San Nian.
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lost; He who thinks but does not learn will be in danger”.”® He also said: “Seeing a
person of virtue, one should think that he would be as virtuous as him; seeing a
person of evil, one should reflect deeply that he would not make the same mistakes.”
Meanwhile he pointed out: “The superior man has nine wishes. In seeing, he wishes
to see clearly; in hearing, he wishes to hear distinctly; in his expression, he wishes to
be warm; in his appearance, he wishes to be respectful; in his speech, he wishes to
be sincere; in handling affairs, he wishes to be serious; when in doubt, he wishes to
ask; when he is angry, he wishes to think of the resultant difficulties; and when he
sees an opportunity for a gain, he wishes to be just.”” He connected moral
cultivation to “thinking” closely. Once Xun Zi highly appraised Confucius’ way of
keeping off harmful influences from the outside world by thinking. Xun Zi said:
“Confucius was benevolent and wise without any set ideas in his mind. He could be
a match to the former kings with his great learning. He inherited the Dao (Tao) of
the Zhou Dynasty and wrote the book The Spring and Autumn Annals to expand and
use the Dao; He is not biased and is preoccupied with old customs. So his de can
match Duke Jidan of the Zhou Dynasty. His fame can rival the three lords of virtue
and we can attribute these achievements to his non-biased learning.”*® But in
Confucius’ thought, Heaven was still the dominate force of the human world.
Although Heaven’s essence is beyond expression, man’s “de” (virtue) should be
admitted by Heaven’s mandate. According to the records of Lu Bang Da Han
inscripted on bamboo slips stored in Shanghai Museum, when a great drought
happened to the country Lu, Confucius put forward his countermeasures of
“justifying the punishment and de with the purpose to serve Heaven.” ([7], p. 152)
Confucius had a well-known saying, recorded in LunYu ¢ Shu er: “Heaven produced
de (virtue) in me.”

The materials of bamboo slips in the Warring States Period showed that de, even
in that period, did not break the fetters of Heaven’s mandate. I have no intention of
making a complete research into the idea of “de” in the Warring States Period and in
various school’s learnings. I just want to make a limited investigation from the angle
of how the de idea transformed inward from Heaven’s mandate and spirits to
people’s inner heart. I may as well start by analyzing the materials of the country of
Chu’s bamboo slips.

The passage Wu Xing of Chu’s bamboo slips unearthed at Guodian put 5 kinds of
moral conducts, including benevolence, justice and propriety, etc, into the category
of de, and said:

Five moral conducts (wu xing): As for benevolence, if it is produced from the
inner heart, we call it virtuous conducts; if it is not from the inner heart, we may
call it common behavior. As for justice, if it is produced from the inner heart, we
call it virtuous conducts; if it is not from the inner heart, we may call it common
behavior. As for propriety, if it is produced from the inner heart, we call it
virtuous conducts; if it is not from the inner heart, we may call it common
behavior. As for wisdom, if it is produced from the inner heart, we call it virtuous

2 Zuo Zhuan-Xuan Gong Liu Nian.
¥ Confucian Analects-Wei Zheng.
30 Confucian Analects-Li Ren, Ji Shi.
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conducts; if it is not from the inner heart, we may call it common behavior. As for
holiness, if it is produced from the inner heart, we call it virtuous conducts; if it is
not from the inner heart, we may call it common behavior. The virtuous conducts
include five parts. All these five parts together can be called “de”, and four parts
together can be called “goodness”. [8]

Because the passage was the guiding principle of the “Wu Xing” theory at that
time, experts paid special attentions to its meaning. There were great differences
among their explanations. Some experts thought that the passage was to illustrate
“internal moral activities of benevolence, justice, propriety, wisdom and holiness” [9]
and “virtues from one’s internal mind-nature (xin xing).” ([10], p. 147) They were
positive that these virtues were inborn in human mind and the differences consisted
in their forms of expression.

In contrast, Pang Pu believed that “being produced from the inner heart meant
that benevolence was nonphysical before its production, or that benevolence was
metaphysical.” ([11], p. 33) Comparing all these theories with each other, Pang Pu’s
“metaphysical” theory is better. I think that wu xing (five kinds of moral conducts)
mentioned by the writer of Wu Xing belonged to the category of “de of Heaven” (X
8 which are outside of man. They were possessed by Heaven, but they could be
expressed by human mind and then they would be the so-called “virtuous conducts”
(de zhi xing). On the contrary, if they could not be expressed by human mind (bu
xing yu nei), they would be the common behavior which could not be regarded as
“virtuous conducts.” (de zhi xing). As for the concept of “de of Heaven”, the passage
Cheng Zhi Wen Zhi of the Guo Dian bamboo slips made an explanation. It said,
“Heaven bestowed his great constant principles to the human world with the purpose
to put human relations in order. The great principles were justice between the king
and his officials, love between father and sons, differences between husband and
wife. So a base person disturbed Heaven’s principles (tian chang) and ran against
the Great Dao, a noble man handled human relations properly in order to obey
Heaven’s de (virtues).” [12] The No. 37 Bamboo slips of this passage said again
“Once a noble man said ‘sages possess Heaven’s de (virtues).”” After a careful study
we know that “Heaven’s principles” and “Heaven’s de (virtues)” (X1#) are identical,
as they both refer to the moral conduct stipulated by Heaven. Therefore in the
passage of Wu Xing, these five virtues were held by Heaven, and were totally
beyond human beings. From Wu Xing we can infer that though people then made a
distinction between “de from inner heart” and “de from outside world”, “de” could
still not completely shake off the yoke of Heaven’s mandate.

After Confucius, The Doctrine of the Mean said: “What Heaven (tian, Nature)
imparts to man is called human nature. To follow our nature is called the Dao,
cultivating the Dao is called education.” Zhu Xi said in his Commentaries on the
“Four Books”: “‘to impart’ is another expression of ‘to offer’. Nature is principle
(li). Heaven produces everything with yin and yang and the five elements. The
function of the material force is to make physical forms. And the principles are
inherent in them like “imparting”. Then human beings and things were produced,
they were endowed with their own principles in order to obey the five constant
virtues (wu chang zhi de), the so called nature. To follow is to obey and Dao is the
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way. Both man and thing should follow their own nature. So everything has its right
way respectively. We call it Dao. To cultivate is to achieve one’s virtues. Although
nature and Dao are the same, the endowments in things are unbalanced. So there are
surely the differences between going too far and not going far enough. Sages have
virtues according to the nature of human beings and things, and make them the laws
for people to follow, this is called education, such as propriety, music, punishment
and government, etc. The reasons why man is man, Dao is Dao, and why sages
impart education are all originated from Heaven and inherent in man.” He thought
that to follow the mandate of Heaven is to follow the five constant virtues. The Five
constant virtues are benevolence, justice, propriety, wisdom and sincerity. In short,
these Five virtues are inherent in human beings that are produced by Heaven’s
mandate.’’

The person who is completely freed de from the fetters of Heaven and put it into
human’s inner heart is Mencius. He pushed forward the thought expressed in The
Doctrine of the mean and put forward his theory of “the Four Beginnings”. He said,
“The feeling of commiseration is the beginning of benevolence; the feeling of shame
and dislike is the beginning of justice; the feeling of deference and compliance is the
beginning of propriety; and the feeling of right and wrong is the beginning of
wisdom. Men have these Four Beginnings just as they have their four limbs. Having
these Four Beginnings, but saying that they cannot develop them is to destroy
themselves. When saying that their ruler cannot develop them, they are destroying
their ruler. If anyone with these Four Beginnings in him knows how to give them the
fullest extension and development, the result will be like fire beginning to burn or a
spring beginning to shoot forth. When they are fully developed, they will be
sufficient to protect all people in the world. If they are not developed, they will not
be sufficient even to serve one’s parents.””> Mencius put benevolence, justice,
propriety and wisdom into man’s inner heart. He completed the course of
transformation of “de” from Heaven’s mandate and system to human’s inner heart.
He pointed out that the realization of one’s virtue was not an achievement after
one’s receiving Heaven’s mandate but a result of one’s spiritual self-reflection. The
embodiment of this thought was “the spiritual self-consciousness”. His theory, to a
great extent, launched an ideological liberation movement at that time when the
theory of Heaven’s mandate was still very influential. It made people in society rely
not on Heaven’s mandate and their status in the system of the patriarchal clan in
order to become a “noble man”, but depend on the possession of noble man’s
personality through individual spiritual self-improvement to become respectable
“noble men”. According to Mencius’, if “every person could be as virtuous as King
Yao and King Shun, ™ is there any obstacle for a person to become a noble man? In

' Xun Zi-Jie Bi.

32 The Doctrine of the Mean said: “Before the feelings of pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy are aroused, it
is called equilibrium.” Wang Fuzhi interpreted this in his Du Si Shu Da Quan Shuo-Zhong Yong and said:
“The principles of pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy are inherent in my nature which can follow the ‘five
constant virtues’ of Heaven, in addition, these “five constant virtues” are the origin of human feelings.
When these feelings are aroused to a due measure and degree they can function well in both sides. Being
this way is called Mean. He was positive that human nature and feelings were decided by the inherent de
of the five constant virtues of Heaven.

33 Mencius-Gao Zi, Part two.
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Mencius’ time, the great development of the “de” idea conformed to the great
changes of the social system taken place in the Spring and Autumn and the Warring
States Periods. The development reflected people’s attention on individual values
and the trend of ideological liberation at that time. However, it is necessary for me
to point out that Heaven’s shadow still covered the “de” concept now and then even
after Mencius, so we can not underestimate the great influence of Heaven’s mandate
on ancient thought. There was a typical statement, “de is the Dao of Heaven”, in
No.20 Bamboo ships of the passage Wu Xing. A Confucian scholar in the Han
Dynasty pointed out that “something good innated in one’s inner heart is de, and
something carried out is behavior,” which was a brief summary of the Confucianist
thought.

To conclude, we can find out a clue of the development of the idea of “de” in the
Pre-Qin times. It was only in the later years of the primitive society that the elements
of de slowly germinated, but the idea of “de” as the combination of people’s ethical
relations and behavioral standards still did not come into being. Furthermore, the
idea of “de” became richer and more systematic step by step. In the very beginning,
“de” meant receiving favors from Heaven and the ancestors. We obtained favors (1)
bestowed by Heaven and ancestors. Later, it meant that people obtained something
from the system. In detail, people could obtain something from the stipulation of the
system of enfeoffment and patriarchal clan. At last, “de” referred to something
virtuous we obtained from our own inner heart. In other words, “de” meant
something inherent in one’s inner heart. It was not until the time when people
thought that they could obtain something from their inner heart, did the richer and
perfect de idea come into being and people began to carry out self-conscious moral
cultivation and demand for sage’s personality. The investigation of the changes of
the “de” idea in the Pre-Qin times can help us better understand why Confucianism,
which stresses “de” from one’s inner heart, can occupy a pivotal position in the
development of the traditional thoughts. With more and more “intelligent persons”
emerging, in the Periods of Spring and Autumn and the Warring States, the
development of the “de” idea mainly embodied in the development of individual
“de” on the basis of rational thinking and spiritual self-reflection. One must be
responsible for himself and the collective, and the bearer of the responsibility was
not the spirits and the patriarchal clan anymore. One’s strength could not only be
transformed into a physical force that people could feel directly, but could also be
embodied in an individual person’s thinking and inherent virtues. When human
spirit developed to this stage, we may as well say that it had already entered into a
completely new state — a “transparent state” (cheng ming zhi jing) . In this course
people can keenly realize the awakening of ancient people’s spirit. In China, the
ancient thoughts and religions mainly focused on the realization and development of
human abilities with the purpose of seeking the balance and harmony between
human beings and the nature, and even among people themselves. So our ancient
thoughts and religions were different from the Christian religion and Buddhism in
that their religious beliefs are expressed by way of idolatry. Maybe there are many
factors leading to the differences between Chinese culture and foreign cultures, but I
am positive that the developing course of de idea played an important role in it.
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