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Abstract Zhong ' is a very important philosophical concept in early
Confucianism. Both the received ancient Confucian classics and the newly
discovered ancient bamboo manuscripts tell us that adhering to the principle of
zhong was an important charge that had been transmitted and inherited by early
ancient Chinese political leaders from generation to generation. Confucius and
his followers adopted the concept of zhong and further developed it into a
sophisticated doctrine, which is usually called zhongdao Ti& (the Way of zhong)
or zhongyong " j#. Being a polysemous word, zhong has several different but
philosophically related meanings. However, for a long time, people usually
understood zhong in the sense of only one of its meanings, and zhongdao or
zhongyong has been commonly interpreted as “the doctrine of the mean.” My
argument in this paper is that a synthetic interpretation, which includes all the
semantic meanings of zhong is necessary in order to acquire a deep and
well-rounded comprehension of the philosophical significance of the Way of
zhong. The Way of zhong features a dialectal view of the relationship between
heaven and human beings, mind and materials, subjective desire and the
available objective conditions, self and others, centrality and diversity, and so on.
The Way of zhong has become a widely applied philosophical methodology in
Confucianism, as well as a political principle and a kind of personal moral merit
in early Confucian doctrines. Today, it still has relevance in contemporary
Chinese social and cultural contexts.
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1

In terms of philosophical methodology, the most prominent feature of early
Confucianism can be summarized simply as being the Way of zkhong . The
character zhong ' is of great significance in Confucianism, as well as in
traditional Chinese culture in general. A number of important concepts in ancient
Confucian philosophical thought include the character zhong, such as zhongyong
F1," zhonghe Rl (zhong® and harmonious), zhongzheng 1iF (being just
and correct), shizhong B (timely correct or timely appropriate), zhongjie
1 (proper and just), zhizhong ' (holding to the principle of zhong), cheng
yu zhong V5T (being honest at heart), yongzhong H ™ (applying the
principle of zhong), and zhongdao & (the Way of zhong).

As a philosophical concept in Confucianism, zkong has undergone a long
history of evolution. Based on some of the extant ancient Confucian texts, the
origin of zhong may even be traced back to some prehistorical legendary political
accounts. It was recorded in The Analects and in The Book of Historical
Documents (Shangshu 1)), one of the most important early Confucian classics,
that when the legendary ancient emperor Yao 5% voluntarily abdicated as
emperor in favor of his successor Shun %%, and afterward when Shun abdicated
in favor of Yu #, the founder of the Xia dynasty (from about the twenty-first
century B.C.E. to the sixteenth century B.C.E.), both former emperors left behind a
political testament to their successor, exhorting them to “sincerely hold fast to

3
zhong”:

Yao said: “Oh! you, Shun, the heavenly mandate now is on your person.
Sincerely hold fast the zhong. If there shall be distress and want within the
four seas, the heavenly revenue will come to a perpetual end.” (Analects
20.1)*

' As one of the most important Confucian doctrines, as well as the title of one of the most
important and most widely read Confucian classic texts, Zhongyong is commonly translated as
“The Doctrine of the Mean” (Chan 1963; Legge 1991). However, this translation is not
completely accurate, therefore, other translations or interpretations have been suggested, such
as Lin Yutang’s (1938) “Central Harmony,” Tu Wei-ming’s (1989) “Centrality and
Commonality,” and Roger Ames and David Hall’s (2001) “Focusing the Familiar.” Ku Hung
Ming (1906) even translated it more freely as “The Universal Order of Conduct of Life.”

2 As I discuss in this paper, within some contexts of Confucian philosophical discourse, the
word zhong does not have an exact English equivalent, so I prefer to use the romanization of
this character in most places of this paper, with explanations where applicable.

® In Chinese this phrase is composed of four characters (it or FodF ), which can
still be found today on a horizontal tablet in the Hall of Central Harmony at the center of the
Forbidden City, the former royal palace of the Ming and Qing dynasties.

* The English translation of Confucius’s Analects cited in this paper references Lau (1983) or
Legge (1991), sometimes with my own revisions.
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Shun also used the same language in addressing to Yu.

The emperor (Shun) said: “Come, Yu! ... The determinate appointment of
heaven rests on your person; you must eventually ascend to the throne of the
great sovereign. The mind of man is risky; its affinity for the Dao is weak. Be
discriminating, be undivided, that you may sincerely hold fast the zhong.” (The
Book of Historical Documents, bk. 2, ch. 2, 14715)5

In Sima Qian’s Records of the Historian (Shiji %:1it), the first chapter, titled “The
Basic Annals of the Five Emperors” (Wudi Benji .7 4<it), mentions that
Emperor Ku %%, who was an earlier ruler than Yao and Shun, had already “held
the zhong and expanded his governance all over the land under the heaven” (Sima
1959, 13-14). In Mencius, Emperor Tang %, the founder of the Shang dynasty
(from about the sixteenth century B.C.E. to the eleventh century B.C.E.), is also
recorded as “holding the zhong i 1" (Mencius 8.20).°

Amazingly enough, a newly discovered bamboo script from the Warring States
period among the Tsinghua University Collection of Bamboo Slip Manuscripts,
titled Baoxun f1)ll, also records a deathbed admonition by King Wen (1152-1056
B.C.E.) to his son and heir, King Wu (1087-1043 B.C.E.), then Prince Fa. In his
admonition, King Wen mentioned zhong four times, telling the story of how
Emperor Shun had searched with awe for zhong and eventually found zhong, as
well as the story of one of the Shang people’s ancestors, Wei 7#, who employed
zhong as a way of handling the relationship between the Shang and an ancient
tribe called the Youyi % in the Yellow River valley. In the end, the Youyi
admitted its guilt, so Wei did not harm to Youyi, and all the people in the Yellow
River area followed zhong.”

Researchers still have different opinions on the question of what is the original
meaning of the character zhong. Some scholars believe that, at least in the earliest
texts such as the Baoxun, zhong indicates a tangible thing rather than an abstract
concept (Li 2009b). In terms of etymology, there are at least three proposed
interpretations of the original meaning of the character zkhong as a tangible thing:

> This English translation of Shangshu refers to Legge (1991, vol. 3, 60-62, with my own
revisions).

® The English translation of Mencius cited in this paper references to Lau (2003b) or Legge
(1991), sometimes with my own revisions.

7 The transcription of the Baoxun text was first published in Cultural Relics (Wenwu SCH#)) in
2009 (Qinghua 2009). Afterward, much research has been conducted; for detailed interpretation
and explanation on this text, see Li Ling (2009a), Li Ling (2009b), Li Xueqin (2009d, 2009¢),
Ziju (2009), Liao and Chen (2010), Xing (2010), and so on. A collection and contrasting of the
major different interpretation of Baoxun text was prepared by Professor Sarah Allan and her
students (Wang, Kam, and Yu 2011).
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(1) It might originate from a pictogram of a flag, decorated with some flying
belts, which was erected on the land and used as a signal to call the tribe
members to assemble around it (Tang 1981, 49-54).

(2) It might originate from the image of something like a sundial or a gnomon
used to mark the time of a day (Yu 1996, 2940) or a surveyor’s pole used to mark
the center of a parcel of land (Li 2009b).

(3) It might refer to a combination of a volume of bamboo scripts and a
writing pen, in synecdoche for official documents (Zhang 1908, 43—46),
especially legal documents (Li 2009a).

Nevertheless, zhong has since become an abstract and important philosophical
concept in Confucian texts. The discussion of the philosophical meaning of
zhong or the Way of zhong has long been an important topic in Confucian studies,
and it has been revived during the rush in the past two years resulting from the
publication of the newly discovered bamboo manuscript, Baoxun.

2

However, most of the current discussion on the meaning of zhong, particularly as
expressed in the Baoxun text, has been limited by the following two
misconceptions.

First, many seem secure in the belief that the Baoxun text is really a work left
by King Wen of Zhou and that it truly represents the thoughts of King Wen
himself, as opposed to the alternative, namely, that it is merely a legend told by
later Confucian scholars representing more sophisticated later doctrines. Actually,
even the authenticity of these manuscripts on the bamboo slips is physically
unquestionable; the Baoxun text can be dated no earlier than the Warring States
period, when the academic school and basic theories of Confucianism were well
established.® Therefore, just like the other stories recorded in The Analects and
The Book of Historical Documents about other early ancient emperors passing on
and retaining zhong, the Baoxun text is also a part of the historical legend in the
general Confucian tradition that formed during the later Spring and Autumn
period until the Warring State era. These stories were all used by the Confucian
scholars of that time to develop their political and moral theories. Therefore, my
view is that the story recorded in Baoxun, as well as the other similar stories

8 Most scholars have confirmed the authenticity of bamboo script of Baoxun as a reliable relic
belonging to pre-Qin times, but the date of its creation is quite likely near the end of the
Warring States period (Yang 2009). No evidence shows that it could have been created at a
time earlier than that of Confucius. At the same time, there are also some scholars, such as
Jiang Guanghui (2009, 2010), who suspect that these bamboo scripts might not really be
ancient at all.
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recorded in The Analects and The Book of Historical Documents, more likely
reflect the sophisticated thought of Confucianism of the time, when these texts
were eventually completed, rather than reflecting the thought of the ancient sage
kings themselves who appeared in these stories, that is, King Wen, Emperor Ku,
Shun, and Yao.

Second, most of the researchers today are still inclined to understand the
complicated meanings manifested in the philosophical concept zhong with the
approach of what Roger Ames and David Hall call Western “substance-oriented
language” (Ames and Hall 2001, 6). They try hard to give zhong a fixed
definition to pin down what zhong should truly “be.” Those who believe zhong to
be a tangible thing argue about whether it is a flag, a sundial, a volume of legal
documents, a place in the Central Plain area, or even a group of people or the
troops.” Those who believe zhong might be an abstract concept also dispute
whether it means the “doctrine of the mean,” justice and equilibrium, the central
authority of political power, or human-heartedness. Because these views on the
meaning of zhong are so divergent, they all nonetheless put forward in diverse
ways that there can be only one definition for the concept zhong, which can
secure unambiguous usage of this term within Confucianism. However, as Ames
and Hall have poignantly observed, these kind of “substance-oriented” terms “are
ill-disposed to describe and interpret a world, such as that of the Chinese, that is
primarily characterized by continuity, process, and becoming” (Ames and Hall
2001, 6). Unfortunately, many scholars, not only Western but also some
contemporary Chinese scholars, have long since become accustomed to using
this kind of “substance-oriented” language.

As an effort to move beyond the “substance-oriented” interpretation of
Chinese philosophy, Ames and Hall employ what they call a “language of
process” or “language of focus and field” in their translation of the Confucian
text Zhongyong. In their new translation, the character zhong in the text of
Zhongyong has been translated into different English words according to
different contexts: it is translated sometimes as “focus” or “focusing,” sometimes
as “equilibrium,” “center” or “impartiality,” and so on (Ames and Hall 2001, 17).
However, the consequence of this kind of translation is that zhong, a very
important philosophical term in the original Chinese text, has been transformed
into several different and irrelevant English words in the translated version and
lost its original consistency and integrity. In other words, zhong is such an
important and unique philosophical concept in Confucian philosophy, but it has
been dissolved and thus disappeared in the English translation.

® This is an unusual interpretation of zhong ' in the Baoxun text, taking zhong as a
homophonic substitution for zhong #x, which means “a crowd of people or group of soldiers”
(see Ziju 2009).
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I agree with Ames and Hall’s distinguishing between the “substance-oriented”
Western language and the “process-oriented” Chinese language. I also have deep
sympathy for those who have to face the thorny problem in Chinese-English
translations dealing with important ancient Chinese philosophical concepts such
as zhong. But here I would like to suggest a “language of clustered meanings” to
replace Ames and Hall’s “language of focus and field” in their interpretation of
zhong in Confucian philosophical texts.

3

My argument is that, in the currently available pre-Qin Confucian texts, zhong as
it appeared in the phrases zhongyong, zhizhong, zhongdao, and so forth, had
already evolved into an advanced and sophisticated philosophical concept that
encompasses various clustered meanings inherently residing in the character
zhong, including its original meaning, figurative meanings, and various extended
meanings in later ordinary language. More precisely, zhong is not a concept in
the sense of Western ontology; rather, it is a symbol of a cluster of some
primordially related meanings. And it is precisely because of the primordial and
inherent connection among the various meanings clustered by the character
zhong that the Way of zhong or zhongyong has accumulated its deep and rich
philosophical significance, as well as its strong symbolic power.

It is one of the unique features of Chinese characters that many of them can
represent an abstract concept, on the one hand, and yet keep their original
pictographic implications, on the other. A pictographic character may have
evolved into a sophisticated philosophical symbol representing abstract meanings,
but it still retains a metaphorical meaning from its original visual image. In the
case of zhong, its original or homophonic meanings referring to tangible things
depicting a flag, a sundial, or a volume of documents do not contradict the
inference that zhong had developed into an advanced and sophisticated
philosophical concept in the Confucian texts completed during the Warring States
period at the latest. Rather, its original meanings may even provide clues for
advancing understanding of its profound and complicated philosophical
meanings.

Furthermore, the abstract meaning of zhong as a philosophical concept in
Confucianism is not isolated from the various ordinary meanings of zkhong as a
commonly used word in everyday language. There is a subtle, deep, and innate
relationship between the philosophical concept of zhong and the ordinary
semantic meanings of zhong in everyday language. However, most scholars who
have done research on the Confucian Way of zhong link it to only one of the
various semantic meanings of zhong in ordinary language, while there are
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actually several different but related semantic meanings of zhong used in natural
language. As a result, their understanding and interpretation of the Way of zhong
is, in my view, neither comprehensive nor accurate. Therefore, it is necessary to
give a synthetic interpretation of the significance of the Way of zhong by
integrating the different but innately related meanings of zhong in ordinary
language.

In my previous research, I suggested that there were three basic meanings of
zhong that should be synthetically included in our comprehension of Confucian
discourse of zhongyong (Xu 1998). Now I want to further classify the semantic
meanings of the character zhong as it is used as an ordinary word in both classic
and modern Chinese into the following four categories.

First, zhong means “inside,” “interior,” extended to indicate people’s internal
feelings, unexpressed aspiration, heart-mind or the innermost being, or, as
interpreted by Ku Hung Ming, it is “our true self or moral being,” “our central
inner self” (Ku 1906, 2-3). That is why it is said in the Zhongyong: “When
pleasure, anger, sorrow or joy has not been expressed, this state is called Zhong.”
And in The Great Learning (Daxue K%): “What truly is in the zhong will surely
be manifested to outside.”® Also, in the Laozi, chapter 5: “Much talk brings
exhaustion; it is better to keep to the Zhong.”"!

Second, when used as a verb, zhong means “to achieve an intended aim,” or
“to succeed in doing something,” or “to do something exactly right.” For
example, an arrow shot right through the center of the target is called zhongdi
ff], succeeding in a local official election examination is called zhongju %%, a
right and pertinent speech may be praised as zhongken "', and so on. This
meaning has been further extended to denote the meanings of correctness,
appropriateness, justness, and so forth. For instance, in the Xunzi, chapter 8§,
zhongshi 3 is used to indicate correct and reasonable actions, zhongshuo
Pt is used to indicate correct and reasonable speeches (Knoblock 1990, vol. 3,
72; Liang 1983, 83). Furthermore, zhong has also an extended meaning of
usefulness, applicability, and so on, as in the word zhongyong FH. In some
northern dialects, people today still use zhong as an expression of confirming and
accepting, similar to the meaning of “good,” “ok,” and “all right.”

Third, it means “centrality,” referring to a center as opposed to the border,
edge, or margin. However, in many cases, the significance of zkhong as a center is
not limited to the sense of geography or space; rather, it frequently has the
meaning of a cultural or political centrality.

19 The English translation of Zhongyong and Daxue cited in this paper references to Legge
(1991, vol. 3), with my own revisions.

"' The English translation of Laozi cited here references to Beck (1996), with my own
revisions.
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Fourth, it means the middle contrast with the two extreme ends, a value of
mean or average, with extended meanings of a balance between two opposites,
and a status of equilibrium among different or contradicted factors. It further
extends to the meaning of impartiality, fairness, and justice.

However, people usually understand the character zhong in zhongyong or
zhongdao in terms of only one meaning. Most commonly, zhong has been
understood as meaning “central,” “middle,” “equilibrium,” “average,” and
“mean.” This understanding can be traced back to some Neo-Confucian scholars
from the Song dynasty, such as Cheng Yi F2Ei and Zhu Xi 4%."> As a result,
Zhongyong, the title of one of the most important Confucian classics among the
Four Books and Five Classics, has been translated as The Doctrine of the Mean
by James Legge (1991), Wing-Tsit Chan (1963) and others, obviously with an
intention of corresponding to Aristotle’s “Doctrine of the Mean.”"® This has left
the impression that zhongyong is only a “pale imitation of already familiar
Western ideas” (Wen 2004, 218). And furthermore, some scholars have reached
the conclusion that Confucian zhongdao or zhongyong is no more than a kind of
eclecticism and conciliationism (Cai 1963).

In my opinion, we can only acquire a deep and overall comprehension of the
philosophical significance of zhong by synthesizing all four major meanings of
zhong, which should include not only the meaning of mean, average, neutral and
impartial, but also connotations of matching the internal and external worlds;
integrating subjectivity and objectivity; finding the right means for the right
purpose, and so on. The Way of zhong represents early Confucian dialectical
thinking on the relationship between heaven and human beings, the mind and the
material, the subjective and the objective, human subjective desire and the
available objective conditions, individual will and its current applicability, means
and purpose, self and others, extremist and moderates, diversity and harmonious,
centrality and inclusiveness, and so forth.

And most important, despite the semantic ambiguity of the character zhong
and the many connotations contained in the Way of zhong, there is still a
consistent zhong or Way of zhomg, which should not be dissolved or
deconstructed. Zhong as a cluster of various meanings has become a unified and

6

12 In his Commentary to the Zhongyong (Zhongyong Zhangju *FJF%4)), Zhu Xi said: “Zhong
is the name for what is without inclination or deflection, which neither exceeds nor comes
short.” He also quoted his master Cheng Yi as saying: “Being without inclination to either side
is called Zhong” (Zhu 1936, 1; Legge 1991, vol. 1, 382).

13" Although “The Doctrine of the Mean” is the commonly accepted English translation of
Zhongyong, some scholars are not satisfied with it, so they have suggested other translations
(see note 1). The existing variety of translations of the character zhong shows that we cannot
understand zhong from only one single meaning.
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powerful symbol of early Confucian philosophical thinking. It is a philosophical
methodology as well as a kind of pragmatic wisdom left behind by early
Confucianism for us to synthesize a variety of subjective and objective factors, to
keep a balance between them, and to find the right way to handle the many
problems we face in the world. It also represents a kind of political principle,
indicating a noble state of virtue and personality belonging to Confucian junzi 7
+ (“superior men” or “exemplary men”). Actually, it is because of its
inclusiveness, comprehensiveness, and consistency that zkhong has become a
typical Chinese concept of philosophy. In the following section, I discuss the
connotations contained within ziong and the Way of zhong in further detail.

4

The general significance of zhong and the Way of zhong can be observed from
the following six perspectives.

(1) The Way of zhong is a way to bridge the gaps between heaven (tian X)
and humanity (ren \), the mind and the material, subjective and objective, and
so on, which are common in traditional Western dualistic thinking. The zhongdao
pursued by ancient Chinese philosophy is neither an absolute idea or law beyond
human experiences nor a subjective and idealistic illusion created by the human
mind in disregard of the objective world. Rather, it tries to find zhong (the middle
or the connecting point, the applicability) between heaven and humanity,
between the subjective and the objective. So the Way of zhong is neither a
substantial being or natural law that is independent of human will nor something
created by human subjectivity. It only happens when heaven and humanity meet,
when the subjective and the objective coincide and compromise with each other,
when spirits and materials interact. It is a ceaseless and dialectical interaction
between zhong (meaning “innermost being,” “subjective”) and zhong (meaning
“to hit correctly at an outside target,” “to behave appropriately under a given
objective condition”). The ancient Chinese philosophers did not seem very
interested in inquiring into the absolute objective “Being” of things in the world,
because they did not care much about the question of whether the origin or
essence of everything resides in material or spiritual beings. As the Daoist
philosopher Zhuangzi once said: “For things beyond the six directions, the sages
know they exist but never discuss them” (Zhuangzi, ch. 2; Guo 1982, 83).
Chinese philosophers are more interested in the issue of what humanity can or
cannot do under heaven than in the question of the essential origin of the world.
The dualistic opposition between the material and the spiritual, between
objectivity and subjectivity, seems have not puzzled ancient Chinese
philosophers very much, because they were not perplexed by these extremes.
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They instead concentrated on something between the two. That is the Way of
zhong.

(2) Consequently, the Way of zhong takes a realistic and pragmatic attitude
toward social and world affairs, emphasizing that people’s subjective desires
must suit the current objective situation or condition; the theories and ideals must
conform to reality; and the internal zhong must be aware of and be vigilant with
regard to the external objective situation in order to hit the target exactly. In other
words, applicability in reality and feasibility in practice come prior to theoretical
correctness or logical reasoning. No matter what kind of theory one deals with,
regardless how perfect it looks, it must be helpful in hitting the real target, of
being tested in practice and of being applicable in the current situation. This has
made the Confucian Way of zhong a very useful and pragmatic way for coping
with many situations in human daily life and social practice. As Tu Wei-ming has
indicated in his interpretation of the zhongyong, the Confucian Way “is
compatible with such familiar acts as eating and walking: it is not separable from
daily affairs” (Tu 1989, 24). Therefore, facing reality, coping with the current
situation is just a way of finding the right Way or the truth, just as Fung Yu-lan
pointed out: “pragmatism provides a method of discovering truth” (Fung 1998,
661). One modern echo of this attitude can be heard in two well-known
metaphors used by Deng Xiaoping, the former leader of China. One is “groping
forward by feeling for stones to cross a river,” which means that there is no
universal way or theory on how to cross a river; each river has its own
characteristics. The Dao of crossing a river happens only when people begin to
“grope,” that is, when subjective and objective meet and interact. Similarly, there
is no absolute and universal substance regarding how to define a good cat. The
other maxim is “regardless of whether it is a white cat or a black cat, if it can
catch rats, it’s a good cat.” This shows an emphasis on practicality and the need
for clear practical standards such as “catching rats.” In other words, truthfulness
or correctness can only be tested by whether it can zhong (hit the right target) in
real-life practice.

(3) Accordingly, another feature of zhongdao is called timely zhong FfHy,
which means maintaining zhong along with the flow of time or behaving
differently in different times yet always being correct and appropriate. It is said
in the second chapter of Zhongyong that “The superior man embodies the zhong
yong because he is a superior man and can maintain the zhong in a timely
manner.” At the end of chapter 10 of the Analects of Confucius, there is a
paragraph recording his praise for a “female pheasant on the mountain bridge”
for its “timely” action of rising and flying (Lau 1983a, 94-95), analogically
indicating that a “superior man” should choose in a timely way when deciding
the right thing to do in society. Confucius was lauded by Mencius as “a sage of
timely zhong,” indicating that Confucius was not restricted by any permanent



432 XU Keqian

metaphysical rules or dogmas. He adapted to different situations and made
different choices, yet he was still able to maintain his internal zhong and behave
appropriately under any particular conditions. That is Confucius’s Dao of timely
zhong. One example of this is Confucius never giving a substantial, permanent,
and unchangeable definition of ren {, the most important Confucian moral
category, which is usually interpreted as “benevolence,” “humanity,” and so on.
However, he did answer his disciples’ questions about ren and gave different
answers according to different situations. He limited himself to pointing out what
kind of behavior or acts can or cannot be considered ren under particular
situations. Timely zhong means that zhong (correctness, appropriateness, etc.)
only occurs at particular times and places, within certain historical contexts. It is
an aggregation point of various elements and factors under a particular condition;
a particular zhong happening at this time and this space does not guarantee that it
will still be zhong at another time and another space. This helps in understanding
why Chinese people think that the successful style of development in Western
developed countries may not necessarily be applicable in China, and similarly,
why China’s style of development may not be suitable for other countries. Every
country should find a timely zhong based on its own historical and cultural
background and natural, social and economic environment.

(4) In terms of ethics and morality, the Way of zhong is to discover and
establish moral standards and principles based on a self-other relational
perspective. Morality is not something initiated only from the heart or nature of
an isolated individual. It emerges in human mutual relatedness. Ren 1~ the most
important concept in Confucian ethics, just as the character itself indicates, is a
combination of “human A and “two —.,” suggesting that ren, being the
highest moral character, is not a property that belongs to an isolated single person.
It can only be experienced and demonstrated in the relatedness between and
among human beings. Mencius believes that there are “four sprouts” of human
goodness in every person: a sense of sympathy and commiseration, a sense of
shame and disgust, a sense of modesty and yielding, and a sense of what is right
and what is wrong (Mencius 3.6; Lau 2003b, 72—73). All the senses concern a
relation between self and others. It is unimaginable that any of these senses can
be preserved in a biological man who never has any connection with other people
and human society. Therefore, Mencius’s theory of the origin of morality cannot
be understood as holding that morality is a natural property of all man as
individual atoms. Accordingly, the Confucian theory of ethics is not a kind of
moral unilateralism. Moral standards must be applicable in measured relation
between self and others. This is called “a measuring-square” (xieju %), or a
principle of reciprocity: the doing to others as we would that they should do to us
(Legge 1991, vol. 1, 373-74). It means that true morality is not only based on
sincere zhong (innermost being) in myself but should also be testified to and
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proved in moral practice with other people in society, that is, zhongjie H77
(attaining the due degree) in the outside world. A principle is moral only when it
not only coincides with the zhong in my own heart but when it also has a place in
the hearts of others as well. This principle is also indicated by the Confucian idea
of zhongshu L7, which has been understood as the consistent Dao of
Confucius. It is also said in Zhongyong: “Zhongshu is not far away from the
Dao.” Zhu Xi explains: “to give full realization of one’s own heart is called
zhong, and to take this very heart and apply to others is called shu” (Zhu 1936, 5).
Obviously, Zhongshu also means a dialectical interaction between the innermost
Zhong and the outside zhong. That is why Xu Fuguan #XEM has correctly
pointed out: Zhongshu and zhongyong are one and the same thing, rather than
two things (Xu 2001, 101, 107).

(5) In Western culture, an image of a scale is commonly used as a symbol of
fairness and justice. Meanwhile in Chinese culture, the character zhong ' can
also be considered a symbol of fairness and justice. Whether its original meaning
refers to a flag, a sundial, or a volume of legal documents, it is obviously relevant
to the idea of fairness and justice. A flag must be kept upright and straight,
without inclination or deflection, in order to acquire authority and trust from the
community members. A sundial represents a standard; it must be square and firm.
As for a volume of legal documents, zhong is more obviously related to the idea
of fairness and justice. Actually in The Book of Historical Documents, zhong
appeared in many contexts directly related to legal issues. For instance, in
chapter 55 of The Book of Historical Documents, zhong is mentioned many times
when discussing legal issues, for example:

The minister of crime exercised among the people the restraint of punishments
on zhong, to teach them to reverence virtue. ... Hence, the clear zhong of
punishments effected the regulation of people. (Legge 1991, 596)"

Only really good persons should determine criminal cases, whose awards will
hit the right zhong. (Legge 1991, 607)

Examine clearly the penal code and deliberate with all your assessors, that
your decisions may be all likely zkong and correct. (Legge 1991, 608)

All these contexts clearly indicate that zhong has the meaning of fairness and
justice in terms of the judicial process and punishments meted out (Xu 1998, 5).
Visually, the later standard font of the character zhong ' also gives the

' The English translation of the Shangshu (The Book of Historical Documents) in this paper is
from Legge (1991) with my own revisions.



434 XU Kegian

impression of formal justice, as it combines the images of a square and an
upright stroke in a balanced and symmetrical way, seemingly symbolizing the
idea of fairness and justice. Some pictographic characters referring to
government officials, or public affairs, such as shi 5 (a civil official, an official
historian), /i # (government official), shi ZF (affairs, service, serving at court),
can be analyzed as a zhong "' character held in a human hand, thus symbolizing
that zhong, or the principle of fairness and justice is the essence of government
affairs.

(6) Fairness and justice as expressed in the Way of zhong actually also means
inclusiveness. It advocates an inclusive and tolerant attitude toward different and
even opposite components in a society and tries to find a balance between the
interests of different social groups. As mentioned above, zhong means “correct
and appropriate,” but it also means “moderation” and splitting the difference
between opposing extremes. The implication here is that what is called
“correctness” or “appropriateness” is actually a result of mutual communication,
compromise, and co-construction among different factors or members in a
commonly grounded community, and it is usually the moderate or the mean
value of all the available different ideas or opinions of the people at a certain
time and within a certain boundary. If, in a certain society, all the members had
been included in development and were able to benefit from that development,
then fairness and justice would have been almost realized for this society. So
zhong dao is also a political way of coordinating between opponents, resolving
contradictions, and seeking equilibrium and harmony in society. In this sense, the
Way of zhong is compatible with the values and principles of democracy (Xu
20006, 142). It takes a dialectical, relative, and non-antagonistic attitude in
handling contradictions and conflicts in society, trying to find and keep a zhong
between the self and others, right and left, majority and minority, rich and poor,
central government and local autonomy, and so on, while advocating the value of
equilibrium, harmony, peace, and coexistence. This does not mean that zhong
dao intends to neglect the contradictions and conflicts or that it tries to eliminate
all differences and diversity. It only means that zhongdao considers harmony and
peaceful coexistence as having a higher priority in society. Probably one of the
differences between Western or modern scientific approaches and traditional
Chinese thought is that the former places more emphasis on analyzing, paying
more attention to the differences between things, while the latter puts more stress
on synthesizing, paying more attention to the similarity and commonality among
different things, in order to find a basis for coexistence. One of the modern
echoes of this is the Chinese government’s recent introduction of the slogan of
“inclusive development,” warning that we should pay more attention to the gap
between different social stratums and allowing all members of society to be
included in the benefits of development.
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The Way of zhong in early Confucian philosophy does in fact share something in
common with Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean. Aristotle thinks that moral virtue
can be defined as a disposition concerned with choice and lies as a mean value
between two extremes, that is, excess and deficiency. Meanwhile Confucius also
thinks that zhong is the perfect virtue and excess is as bad as deficiency. However,
as discussed above, due to the ambiguity of the character zhong and its rich
historical background, the Confucian Way of zhong contains many more rich
connotations beyond being a mean value between excess and deficiency. A
synthetic and well-rounded comprehension, as elaborated above, is needed in
order to fully understand the significance of Confucian Way of zong.

My synthetic understanding of zhong finds support in the newly discovered
Baoxun text. For instance, as recorded in the Baoxun text, when King Wen told
the story of how Shun was “seeking zhong,”"> he mentioned that Shun first
“examined his own intentions” and at the same time he “did not go against the
variety of desires of the common people.” This indicates that for Shun zhong
could only be sought in a dialectical reaction between his own innermost being
and the external objective situation. The text also mentioned that Shun applied
the principle, bestowing his kind mercy on all the people, high and low, far and
near. This seems to indicate that zhong as centrality, or a justified political center,
must be based on inclusiveness. It also mentioned that Shun put himself in the
position of others in order to establish a criterion,'® corresponding to the
“measuring-square” in the Zhongyong, indicating that zhong as an ethical or
political principle must be based on a self-other relational perspective. Shun also
“surveyed all natural yin and yang things to ensure they are all in harmony
without disturbance,” indicating that zhong also means a harmonious relation
between human society and the natural world. Finally, the Baoxun text says,
“Shun eventually obtained zhong.” Obviously, we can only access the full
meaning of zhong with a synthetic comprehension.'”

In summary, the Way of zhong in early Confucian philosophy is not only a
criterion of moral virtue but also a general philosophical methodology, providing
a philosophical foundation for establishing ethical norms, social justice, and
political principles. The multiple meanings clustered in the character zhong are

!5 The citation and interpretation of Baoxun text here is based on Liao and Chen (2010),
except where indicated otherwise.

16 There are different readings of this and the next citations of the Baoxun, but I adopt the
reading and interpretation of Li (2009b).

'7 For the original text and a character by character comparison of different explanations of
the Baoxun, see Wang, Kam, and Yu (2011).
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not irrelevant; rather, they are closely and innately related. The Way of zhong
suggests a Confucian philosophical perspective on the relationship between
humanity and the heaven, the self and others, the subjective and the objective,
formal justice and virtual justice, centrality and inclusiveness. It indicates that
ethics, justice, and fairness should be based on a mutually relational perspective
between the innermost being and the outside objective being. The ideal Way of
zhong means functioning appropriately in actual practice, and it is neither
excessive nor deficient, neither going beyond nor falling short in any given
situation. It also indicates that justice and fairness cannot be separated from
equality and equilibrium, and a political power’s center is legitimized by justice,
fairness, equality, and inclusiveness.
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