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Abstract  The basic spirit of administration in The Analects includes the five 
following aspects: the wisdom of administration regarding humanity as the 
foundation; the wisdom of leadership with primary virtue; the wisdom of 
conducting business with righteousness; the wisdom of harmonious organization; 
and the wisdom of coordination with the mean. Relative to modern Western 
rational spirit of scientific management, Confucian management focuses on 
exploring the humanities and shaping human nature, and this has a unique value 
for contemporary management activities. 
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1  Introduction 

The Confucian school’s mode of thought mainly originates from classic works 
and decrees pre-dating the Zhou dynasty, which record many experiences and 
lessons of governing state by the three ancient sages, Yao, Shun and Yu, and by 
the three dynasties of Xia, Shang and Zhou. Therefore these thoughts have, from 
the beginning, directed relationships among, and activities of, administrators, and 
at one time served Confucius himself in his role as a local or state official who 
managed affairs, ranging from the important to the trivial. Many of Confucius’ 
disciples also held various official positions like dukes and princes at that time. 
Therefore it was not surprising that there were so many records about “stories of 
governing the state,” “advice for governing the state,” and “the execution of 
governing the state” in classics like The Analects. Generally speaking, the basic 
spirit of administration in The Analects includes the five following aspects: the 
wisdom of administration regarding humanity as the foundation; the wisdom of 
leadership with primary virtue; the wisdom of conducting business with 
righteousness; the wisdom of harmonious organization; and the wisdom of 
coordination with the mean. These notions are still significant and enlightening 
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for administration today. 

2  The Wisdom of Administration Regarding Humanity as 
the Foundation 

The central concept of Confucian philosophy is ren 仁  (benevolence). 
According to Shuo Wen Jie Zi 说文解字 (The First Comprehensive Chinese 
Dictionary), “‘Ren’ means the intimate relationship which is established by two 
persons.” Viewed from the structural perspective of Chinese characters, “Ren” is 
a complex character which means the combination of “two persons.” This 
indicates that the philosophy of Confucianism is actually to take persons and 
personal relations as its general theoretical starting point, as well as the starting 
point of its theory of administration. 

In the Confucian classics, Zhongyong 中庸 (The Doctrine of Mean), it is 
recorded that, when Lord Lu Aigong asked Confucius for his advice on 
governing a state, Confucius answered that “to govern a state depends on the 
persons, to get the people’s support through conduct, to cultivate conduct by the 
Dao, and to obtain Dao through benevolence.” Here, the “person” is defined as 
the bearer of administration (including the subject and object of administration, 
namely the manager and the managed). Also, in the Confucian classics, “Gaoyao 
Mo” of The Book of History, there is a record that once Gaoyao and Yu talked 
about the governing of state affairs in front of Emperor Shun. They put forward 
three principles for “the governing of the state”: (1) “to cultivate one’s moral 
character,” which requires a monarch to train his soul hard and strictly and to 
make efforts to himself superlative; (2) “to appoint the officials,” namely, being 
good at discovering and placing government officials; and (3) “to comfort the 
people,” which means to give more kindness and benefits to the people and to 
help them to live peacefully. Confucius, in The Analects, inherited and developed 
this thought. He pointed to three tasks for leaders: “to cultivate oneself so as to 
be polite,” “to cultivate oneself so as to comfort officials,” and “to cultivate 
oneself so as to make the people live peacefully” (“Xianwen”). These embody 
the Confucian administrative principle of “taking humanity as the foundation,” 
when viewed in terms of the manager’s self-administration; the administration of 
subordinates; and finally the administration of people the world over. 

In Confucian thought, the relationship between self-cultivation and the 
governing of the state cannot be separated, and conversely, the self-administration 
cannot be separated from governance. Confucianism regards the manager’s 
self-administration as the starting point of all activities of administration. The 
Confucian classics, Daxue 大学 (The Great Learning), puts forward a concise 
formula which integrates self-cultivation with governance, namely through 
“eight items”: “to study the phenomena of nature, to acquire knowledge, to be 
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sincere, to set ideas rightly, to cultivate one’s conduct, to regulate the family, to 
rule over the state, and to assuage popular indignation.” Fleshed out, this means 
that a person who wants to develop virtue must be first to rule the state well; in 
order to rule over the state well, the family must be regulated; in order to regulate 
the family well, one must firstly cultivate virtue and conduct; in order to cultivate 
virtue and conduct, one must first set ideas rightly; in order to set ideas rightly, 
there must be sincerity; in order to be sincere, one must acquire knowledge; and 
to acquire knowledge, one must study natural phenomena. Among these eight 
items, “the cultivation of one’s conduct” is of central importance. Cultivation and 
administration, including the cultivation of virtue and conduct, is the foundation 
of studying natural phenomena, acquiring knowledge, being sincere and setting 
ideas rightly, because the latter four are only methods for cultivating virtue and 
conduct, and these are subordinated to the purpose of virtue and conduct. 
Departing from this purpose, all methods would deviate from their direction and 
lose their significance. The cultivation of virtue and conduct is also the base of 
regulating the family, ruling over the state and assuaging popular indignation. 
Although these three are the ideals of for the cultivation of virtue and conduct, to 
realize these ideals, it is necessary to start from cultivation. Ruling over the 
people, the country, and the world is identified with “ruling over oneself,” which 
is the extension and expansion of the cultivation of virtue and conduct. Starting 
with the personal cultivation of virtue and conduct, an administrator should first 
extend it to encompass the relations at various administrative levels, and then go 
further so that relationships between the managers and the managed flourish 
(Cheng 1992, p. 125). 

Confucius’ notion of “comforting the people” referred at that time to 
administration by officials at all levels. It aims at ensuring that all administrative 
workers are properly placed and that they perform their roles well, and this 
would involve the “appointment of the officials.” According to the Confucian 
classics, “Wenwang Guanren” in Dai De’s Book of Rites, this includes two 
aspects, namely, “discovering the officials” and “appointing the officials.”  

Insofar as “discovering the officials” is concerned, “Wenwang Guanren” 
devises a method with “six signs” of appraisal. “Six signs” means checking the 
officials’ moral character in accordance with six expressions used by the officials 
(including already employed officials and official candidates): (1) “to check 
sincerity,” namely to check the virtues, character, and sentiment of the officials; 
(2) “to examine one’s aspirations,” namely to examine the aims of the officials 
through their remarks; (3) “to look at one’s internality,” namely to observe the 
inner temperament of the officials through their tones when they speak; (4) “to 
observe countenances” namely to inspect the makings of the officials through 
watching the expressions of the officials; (5) “to inspect what is concealed,” 
namely to inspect the secret essence of the officials through more readily 



LI Honglei 
 
78

apparent information; and (6) “to estimate one’s virtuous character,” namely to 
evaluate the general character of the officials according to the above five 
expressions of the officials. 

Again, insofar as “appointing the officials” is concerned, “Wenwang Guanren” 
puts forward a view broken into “nine appointments.” “Nine appointments” 
means to appoint the officials nine leading positions, according to their different 
characters and merits, for example, a person who is just, benevolent, and wise 
can be appointed as a state official at different levels. A kind, honest, and 
reasonable person can be appointed to be a leader in grass-root units. A person 
with an upright, loyal, and faithful character can be appointed to serve as the 
disciplinary supervisor for the officials. A prudent, just, and perspicacious person 
can be appointed, for example, to serve as a judge; a fair and honest person can 
be appointed as a financial official. A person who is cautious, honest, and 
impartial can be appointed to be an official who is in charge of the distribution 
and granting of awards. A person who is good at business and at making profit 
can be appointed to be a leader for the agricultural and handicraft industries. A 
person adept at communication and dealing well with others can be appointed to 
be a diplomatic official. And a bold, powerful, strong, and decisive person can be 
appointed to be a military head. In a word, the appointment of the officials must 
be made in accordance with the different capacities and abilities of the candidates, 
so that they serve in appropriate positions and hold proper responsibilities. 

“To comfort the populace is to comfort people,” this is the thought of 
“regarding humanity as the foundation” which is embodied of the model of 
governance advocated by Confucianism. Confucianism believes that the 
populace is the foundation of the state, and “regarding humanity as the 
foundation” is the starting point for all governing activities of state. Mencius 
once advanced the view that “people are noble and the monarch inferior.” He 
believed that under the background of the then turbulent age, people who could 
acquire the popular support would rule the country. Therefore, the administrative 
caste should pay serious attention to the gain or loss of the populace and the 
support or opposition of people. Mencius pointed out that Jie of Xia dynasty and 
Zhou of Shang dynasty lost their empires because they lost the populace, and 
they lost the populace because they lost the support of the people. The best 
method to win the empire is to acquire the popular support, the best method to 
acquire the popular support is to win the support of the people, and the best 
method to win the support of the people is to satisfy the needs of people. Xun Zi 
takes the metaphor of “a boat and water” to reflect the relationship between a 
monarch and his subjects. He said: “a monarch is like a boat and his subjects like 
the water; the water can bear the boat and can swallow it too” (“Wangzhi” in Xun 
Zi). He linked the attitude of a monarch towards his subjects with long periods of 
stability for the empire; in such a way that he, from even a more practical 
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perspective, reminded the state ruler of “comforting the people.” The issue of 
“comforting officials,” “comforting persons” and “comforting people” raised by 
Confucianism finds expression in the wisdom of the administrative workers. 
From the perspective of modern administration, “comforting persons” means 
satisfying the needs of the managed. American psychologist A. H. Maslow 
described the needs of human beings as occurring on five levels, namely 
physiological needs, security needs, belonging needs, respect & esteem needs, 
and self-actualization needs (Maslow 1954, Chap. x). How these needs are met 
is an important test of the administrative ability of a leader. From the time of 
Confucius until today, human society has gone through more than twenty 
centuries. Time is progressing and society has changed, and the concept of 
administrative activities has become more and more complicated, but the 
administrative goal of “comforting the people” advanced by Confucianism is far 
from out of date and its universality has been verified by history. 

3  The Leadership Wisdom with Virtue as First 

“Rule by virtue” is the most prominent feature that distinguishes the 
administrative thought of Confucianism from the administrative thought of other 
schools. In The Analects, Confucius puts forward that “to govern a state by virtue 
is like how Polaris occupies the position around which all stars turn” 
(“Weizheng”). Relying on the leaders’ models and then educating subordinates 
and the populace by virtues—these are the basic notions of leadership behind the 
idea of “governing a state by virtue” expressed by Confucianism (Hodgkinson 
1983). 

The notion of “rule by virtue” advocated by Confucianism requires leaders to 
observe social virtues and regulations and set examples to attract the 
subordinates and the populace to follow them, so as to form one heart and one 
mind in realizing administrative goals. Therefore, this is a style of leadership that 
stresses the guiding power of virtue. Confucius believed that the fundamental 
trait in judging whether a leader is qualified or not is virtue. Even if an 
administrator’s leadership ability is like Lord Zhou, if that administrator is 
conceited, stingy, and has inferior virtue then dealing with them will be of little 
use. Here, we can see that “governing a state by virtue,” as emphasized in 
Confucianism, requires that leaders to do their jobs in an exemplary manner. 

As a result, Confucianism believes that a leader is an example of the led, and 
the leader’s remarks and behaviors are significant and act as a demonstration. A 
leader should pay attention to their own cultivation of virtue and should set 
examples to be followed by subordinates, so as to bring the whole organization to 
a higher level of virtue. This makes it so that the highest leader of the 
organization does not need to expend energy dealing with the minutiae of 
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administration, allowing for greater focus on enacting and implementing 
standards for virtue, which in turn leads to proper management for the 
organization as a whole. In Confucianism it seems that, as the highest leader of 
an organization, an administrator should embrace a standard of virtue, properly 
appoint and use his talents, and cultivate is to train his virtue. What is advocated 
by monarch would be upheld by ministers, and what is pioneered by monarch 
would be followed by ministers, In this context, what are advocated and 
pioneered are not administrative details but value orientation and spiritual 
guidance. Confucianism holds that as long as a leader can understand the value 
orientation and the value education of his subordinates well, one can manage one 
hundred. 

How can a leader get good administrative results through the “worship of 
virtue”? This is actually the meaning of how “good virtue makes orders be 
executed,” and this is repeatedly verified by Confucianism. Confucius said, 
“stand straightly and no order is needed for action; stand crookedly and there is 
no obedience though an order has been given” (“Zilu” in The Analects). Xun Zi 
observed that a monarch is like a sundial and the populace is like the shadow; if 
the pole is straight, the shadow is straight, too; a monarch is like a dish that holds 
water, the populace is like the water in the dish; if the dish is round, the shape of 
the water in the dish is round, too. 

The theory of Confucianism is in essence a theory of governing a state. It 
stresses rule by virtue. Confucianism holds that only the talented figures (a sage 
or above) can serve as a leader or manager of a state. Among these characteristics, 
the most important one is “virtue,” and then “talent.” A real manager must 
possess both of them. Confucianism holds that in administrative activities, 
“virtue” is the most important personality trait. A real person’s authority comes 
from charisma. Confucianism strongly emphasizes the influence of personality 
and requires a leader to cultivate virtue and raise standards for virtue in order to 
use influence to fulfill the task of administration. To Confucius the governance of 
a state means rectification. This is to say a leader should first rectify virtue and 
conduct; if a leader can first rectify virtue and conduct, who dared not to rectify 
himself? If a leader first rectifies virtue and conduct, the populace would be 
willing to obey orders. The virtue and conduct of a leader is like the wind, and 
the virtue and conduct of the servants is like grass; when the wind blows the 
grass, the grass would shake due to the way of the wind. For the same reason, as 
does the leader, so too would the populace follow and do the same. Hence, how 
can the populace be asked to do what the leader is not willing to do? 

Peter F. Drucker, an American “social ecologist,” points out in the preface to 
his book The Effective Executive: “Management books usually deal with 
managing other people. The subject of this book is managing oneself for 
effectiveness. That one can truly manage other people is by no means adequately 
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proven. But one can always manage oneself. Indeed, executives who do not 
manage themselves for effectiveness cannot possibly expect to manage their 
associates and subordinates. Management is largely by example. Executives who 
do not know how to make themselves effective in their own job and work set the 
wrong example” (Drucker 1985, p. I). Rectifying oneself and others, and 
standing straightly in order to execute—this is the true meaning of administration 
which recent western administrators have known. And this, due to its roots in 
Confucianism and its practical history in management, has been for a long time a 
feature of traditional Chinese administration. 

4  Wisdom for Conducting Business with Righteousness 

The values of Confucianism can be summed up as “the combination of 
righteousness with interest.” “Righteousness” here refers to spiritual values (the 
value of virtue) and “interest” points to material value (including economic 
value). The relationship between righteousness and interest is the relationship 
between spiritual value and material value. Confucianism attempted to solve the 
conflict between “righteousness” and “interest” and to unify spiritual and 
material value. 

In The Analects, Confucius declares that “a superior man knows 
righteousness and an inferior person knows interest” (“Liren”). This saying, in 
fact, sets forth different requirements for managers and the managed. In the days 
of Confucius, “superior man” and “inferior person,” besides having moral 
meaning, also refer to social strata, namely they indicate the managing stratum 
and the managed stratum at that time. Confucius, recognizing the social rulers’ 
material interest, promoted even higher standards of virtue for the rulers. At the 
same time he stressed that only if the basic material requirements of the ruled 
were met, can they be guided by spirit. 

The notion that “a superior man knows righteousness and an inferior person 
knows interest.” was later seen as showing Confucius’ notions of righteousness 
and interest, and this has been explained with the idea that the “superior man 
with noble virtue speaks of righteousness and inferior persons without virtue 
speaks of interest.” Actually this is a misunderstanding. In fact, these words from 
The Analects embody Confucius’s different requirements and advice for the ruler 
and the ruled, and are not the values of righteousness and interest of Confucius 
himself. I consider that to be seen only in another sentence attributed to 
Confucius in Zuo Zhuan 左传 (Zuo Qiuming’s Commentary), which advocates 
“using rites to implement righteousness, using righteousness to make interest, 
and using interest to pacify the people” (“Chenggong Ernian”). This fully 
expresses Confucius’ values of righteousness and interest, and is also the key for 
us to understand the meaning of the sentence. Here, “using rites to implement 
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righteousness” before “using righteousness to make interest” is the expansion of 
the idea that the “superior man knows righteousness” which stresses fulfilling 
the material interest of the managed; and the middle phrase “using righteousness 
to make interest” is just the connecting point for the above and the below, namely 
the manager and the managed; the requirements of morals and the need of 
materials. 

The phrase “using righteousness to make interest” is the key to Confucius’ 
thinking as well as Confucian administrative philosophy. That is to say, that 
according to the administrative value theory of Confucianism, the idea of “using 
righteousness to make interest” should be practiced throughout process of 
administration. The administrative activities that “use righteousness to make 
interest” form a process in which spiritual value establishes material value, and at 
the same time restricts it, too. This process includes various links such as 
“thinking righteousness when interest is gained” in recognizing value, and the 
idea “interest should be taken by righteousness” serving as a behavior standard, 
“righteousness over interests” in practical matters and “combination of 
righteousness with interests” in value judgment.  

Confucius advocated “thinking righteousness when interest is gained, 
accepting order when danger appears, and don’t forget for a long time ones 
words” (“Xianwen” in The Analects). It seemed to Confucius that in the 
“accomplishment of a person,” a person with perfect virtue, should have wisdom, 
courage, versatility, and few desires. Besides these, the exemplary person must 
also know rites, music, literature and arts. However, the most fundamental 
requirement is that of “thinking righteousness when interest is gained.” 

Insofar as the idea that “interest should be taken by righteousness” is 
concerned, Confucius pointed out: “wealth and rank are desires of people, a man 
who should not get but got them would not enjoy them; poorness and lowliness 
are disgusting to people, a man who should not get but got them would not 
discard them” (Ibid., “Liren”). This was the earliest source of the notion of 
“monarch loving wealth but gaining it with virtue.” 

Insofar as “righteousness before interest” is concerned, Xun Zi, another 
representative of the Confucian school, observes that “righteousness before 
interest is glory, but interest before righteousness is shame; glory is always 
unobstructed but shame is always limited; the unobstructed always controls 
people but the limited is always controlled by others—this is the difference 
between glory and shame” (“Rongru” in Xun Zi). The meaning of this phrase is 
that people who value righteousness firstly and then pursue interest can get honor, 
and people who pursue interest first and then deal with righteousness would bear 
shame. People who receive honor are always understandable, but people who 
bear shame are always embarrassed. Understandable people always control 
others, but shamed and embarrassed people are always controlled by others. This 
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is the fundamental difference between honor and shame. 
Insofar as the “combination of righteousness with interest” is concerned, the 

prevailing viewpoint is that in value judgment, Confucianism holds that “valued 
righteousness is above interest.” I also used to accept this viewpoint in the past, 
but through my study, I found that Confucius, Mencius, Xun Zi, and other 
philosophers before the Qin dynasty indeed “valued righteousness,” but they did 
not “lighten interest.” When Mencius met King Liang Huiwang, the discourse 
begins and ends with the topic “why speak about interest.” His real aim is not to 
deny interest, but to stress that the ruler should take the lead in speaking about 
righteousness so as to gain more interest. Confucius “rarely spoke about 
interest,” but advocated that “wealth and rank were desires of people” (“Liren” in 
The Analects). He also recognized the legitimacy of self-interest and required the 
ruler to promote “the interest needed by the people” (Ibid., “Yaoyue”) and to 
seek wealth for the people. Therefore, generally speaking, the basic value and 
position of Confucianism before the Qin dynasty should be understood as 
“valuing righteousness but not lightening interest” and its value system should be 
seen as the “combination of righteousness and interest.” 

As regards the “emphasis on righteousness,” there were numerous 
commentaries by Confucian philosophers before the Qin dynasty. Confucius sees 
that “superior man values righteousness as ‘shang’ (above everything)” (Ibid., 
“Yanghuo”). “Shang” here means “worship” and “nobility.” “Shang yi” means an 
“emphasis on righteousness.” Mencius said “fish was a desire to me, and bear’s 
paw was a desire to me too; if both can not be gained at the same time, I would 
take bear’s paw and discard the fish; I wanted to live and to be righteous too, if I 
cannot get both of them at the same time, I would devote my life to keeping 
righteousness” (“Gaozi,” Part 1, Mencius). Life is the most important interest to 
mankind and righteousness is the highest value in life; both of them are human 
needs. But when there is a contradiction between them, Mencius stands for 
sacrificing life to keep righteousness. Here “righteousness” is deemed to be more 
important than life; other material interests cannot even compare with this. This 
is, of course, is the meaning of the “emphasis on righteousness.” 

Confucian philosophers before the Qin dynasty also clearly knew the relation 
between and compatibility of righteousness and interest. Xun Zi thought that 
“both righteousness and interest are needed by people” (“Dalue” in Xun Zi). Here 
he clearly points out that both righteousness and interest are indispensable to 
persons. Wise sages like Yao and Shun also could not simply reject the material 
needs of the people; and fatuous directors like Jie and Zhou also could not forbid 
the spiritual pursuits of the people. If a director would value righteousness, 
righteousness would restrain interest; if a director would value interest, interest 
would control righteousness; if righteousness would restrain interest, all would 
be at peace; if interest would control righteousness, the world would be in tumult. 
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All of these were important admonitions to the rulers. 

5  The Wisdom for Organization with Harmony 

“Harmony is noble” is an idea first put forward first by You Ruo, a disciple of 
Confucius. He said that “in the performance of rites, harmony should be regarded 
as nobleness, this is the best tradition which applies to all things; but one only 
knowing ‘the nobleness of harmony’ will not do, and violating the rites and 
speaking about ‘harmony’ absolutely will not do” (“Xue’er” in The Analects). 
This affirms the nobleness of harmony in administrative activities, which is to 
say that in the rulers’ governance of a state, a harmonious organizational 
atmosphere can be created, so that affairs can be properly handled. Harmony in 
administration here involves such an administrative policy, namely, adhering to 
principles while also attending to interpersonal relationships, and this is called 
“pursuing harmony that allows differences.”  

“To take harmony as nobleness,” here, “nobleness” means preciousness, and 
this can also be interpreted as a value judgment. The so-called “nobleness of 
harmony” means that harmony is the most valuable thing under Heaven and the 
highest status thing in the world. Why does harmony possess such a high value? 
Confucius here affirms the role played by harmony from the perspective of 
governance. He considers that the stability of a country does not depend on how 
much wealth there is, but on whether the distribution is fair. Nor does it depend 
on how big a population there is, but on whether the people’s minds are set 
rightly. “There would be no poverty if equality could be realized, and it would 
not be alone if harmony could be realized, and a state would not decline if the 
people were at peace” (Ibid., “Jishi”). That is to say, if the distribution were fair, 
people would not feel poor. A harmonious organization would not comfort just a 
few people, and a stable and peaceful state would have no danger. Mencius put 
forward the view that “time isn’t as important as the territory, but territory isn’t 
as important as unity with the people.” He cited an instance where a small town 
with only three kilometers on each side and seven kilometers circumference, 
which could be said to be very small, but the enemy, after several attacks, could 
not conquer it. This proved that “the time isn’t as important as the territory.” He 
cited another instance where there was another town with a high city wall, deep 
moat, good weapons, and enough food, and the town was presumably secure. But 
when the enemy came, all of the town guards fled. This again proved that 
“territory isn’t as important as unity with the people” (“Gongsunchou,” Part 2, 
Mencius). Harmony within an organization depends on whether the people 
support it or not. It seemed to Mencius that when speaking of a country, the 
so-called “close border,” “dangerous mountain ranges” and “sharp weapons”— 
all of these are only external things, and only the support or opposition of the 
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people is key to the success or failure of a war, and the survival or downfall of a 
country. And if a ruler wants to get supports from the people, this requires 
implementing a correct way of ruling the country—“A just cause enjoyed 
abundant support, while unjust cause found little support.” Adhering to the 
correct way of ruling country, the leader and the people would be able to be 
single-minded and always victorious. 

Xun Zi raised the concept of a “group” which, from the structure, exhibited the 
harmony within the organization. It seemed to Xun Zi that people are the noblest 
animals. The strength of people is not as great as that of cows and people do not 
run as fast as horses, but cows and horses are driven by people. What is the 
reason for this? The reason is that human beings can get along well with each 
other. “How can human beings get well with each other? Mencius said that this is 
because of duty and rights. How can duty and rights be carried out? Mencius said 
that this is because of righteousness. Therefore, if righteousness is implemented 
by duty and rights, harmony is obtained; harmony makes people single-minded, 
this means more strength, which means power, and power is that which wins 
victory” (“Wangzhi” in Xun Zi). Here, it involves three aspects: Firstly, to grade 
administration; secondly, the members’ coordination; and thirdly, organized 
integration. According to Xun Zi’s viewpoint, “harmony is one and one means 
power.” If the relation within the organization has been coordinated, and the 
members in the organization can act as one heart and one mind and united as one, 
then, as a result, the strength of the organization would increase. Aristotle, the 
ancient Greek philosopher, once put forward the famous proposition that “the 
whole is greater than the sum of parts.” Modern organizational theory also holds 
that the essential role of human organization is to gather and amplify human 
resources. The view of Xun Zi here is a mere coincidence with this modern way 
of thinking. 

Here, the “harmony” praised highly by Confucianism is definitely not the 
same as “holding harmony for the sake of harmony,” but is to admit difference 
and to seek the proper co-existence and coordination of status. Confucius, 
speaking from the perspective of the difference between the monarch and his 
subjects, pointed out the differences between “harmony” and “tong” (integrity). 
He said that “a superior man holds harmony but allows differences and the 
inferior people stand for integrity but not harmony” (“Zilu” in The Analects). 
“Harmony” here means something that consists of many different or opposed 
factors, and these opposed factors at the same time are mutually supplemented 
and coordinated, forming something new in status and producing new things. By 
contrast, “tong” (integrity) here means an absence of different factors, without 
different voices or different opinions, but the mere addition of same things 
cannot produce any new status or things. 

The ancient classics Guo Yu 国语  and Zuo’s Commentary each make 
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observations about the difference between “harmony” and “integrity.” The Guo 
Yu argues that “harmony can produce things, but integrity has no succession.” 
Metal, wood, water, fire, and soil (the five elements), matching each other, could 
produce different things on the earth; sour, sweet, bitter, hot and salt (five 
flavors), mutually mixing, could produce tastes that suited people’s tastes; 
different tunes, mixing together, could produce pleasing music. “Harmony” is the 
law that can produce all things on the earth and “integrity” is only the addition of 
things and has no mutual affinity or interaction between opposed things and 
therefore it cannot produce new things. The Zuo’s Commentary records a 
paragraph from the Qi Prime Minister Yan Ying to Marquis Qi which explored 
the idea of “harmony but not integrity” in detail. He points out that the key to 
“harmony” is regulation. Yan Ying also points out that the principles of harmony 
are like various ingredients, such as sauce, vinegar, salt, plum, etc. If there is too 
little, you put more in, if there is too much, you reduce it some, and only in such 
a way could you feel that the food tasted good and have a happy mood. This is 
like a chef cooking food and a musician playing music; if there were no 
ingredients and only water, the chef could not make good soup; and if the 
musician only played one note, the music would not be beautiful. 

It seems that within Confucianism, that “harmony but not integrity” should be 
a fundamental principle for handling the relation between the higher and the 
lower. In the process of administration, if those in the higher position think that 
something is right but there exists something incorrect, the lower should point 
out the wrong or imperfect part. If the higher level thinks that something is 
wrong, but that thing is right, the lower should point out the right, to eliminate 
the wrong. The ideal state between the higher and the lower is harmonious but 
not convergence. The lower should seek truth from facts and uphold truth and 
genuinely assist the higher in work, but not blindly follow the higher level’s 
opinions so as to achieve “harmony but not integrity.” 

6  The Wisdom for Coordination with the Application of the 
Mean 

To realize organizational harmony it is necessary, on the one hand, to keep the 
difference among organization’s members and to encourage the organization’s 
members to hold their own opinions in practicing harmony, but to avoid blindly 
following others. On the other hand, it is also necessary to keep a certain amount 
of tolerance and to control contradictions or disputes within a reasonable scope. 
Traditional Chinese culture stresses harmony and coordination, but at the same 
time respects and encourages personal opinions, values and ideals. The 
Confucian classics The Doctrine of the Mean puts forwards that “what keeps a 
superior man strong and brave is harmony, but not drifting with the current.” Its 
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view is that being good at getting along well with others but not drifting with the 
current is the first condition for a monarch to become a resolute man. If 
“harmony” had no “rites” to restrict it, some excessive or inferior actions would 
occur, and harmony and coordination would not be realized; only “harmony, but 
not drifting with the current” can maintain a genuine coordination of relations 
between the people. “Harmony, but not drifting with the current” affirms the 
power of “harmony” with constraint and grace with strength. 

“Harmony” with constraint and “harmony agreeable to constraint” requires a 
certain tolerance in administration. This is prominently expressed in the 
Confucian approach to administration, which is developed in terms of the 
“mean.” 

The idea of the mean originates from the “mean” worship and harmony 
worship of ancient times. Rao stressed that the governance of society must 
“allow use of the mean, and not excessively pursuit of a certain aspect. Shun was 
just the person who could correctly master this principle, so Rao passed the 
throne to Shun. Shang dynasty Ruler Pan Geng required the public to “think and 
work together with one heart” and Lord Zhou advocated the implementation of 
“virtues of the mean.” In The Analects, Confucius says, “The mean, as a virtue, is 
the highest, but for a long time the common people have lacked of this virtue” 
(“Yongye”). He saw that people generally “went too far or did not go far enough” 
in the society of his age and that they did not know to rely on the principle of the 
mean to do things. Therefore, he advocated the mean to be principle for people to 
conduct themselves. 

The mean, as a mode of thinking, is just as what Confucius calls the 
“deduction of two ends.” He asks “do I have knowledge? Certainly, I have no 
knowledge. A country person asked me, I knew nothing about his question. I only 
asked the question in the way of deduction of the two ends; in such a way I made 
the problem entirely clear” (Ibid., “Zihan”). The doctrine of the mean, as a kind 
of behavior standard, is just what Confucius advocated as “neither going too far 
nor not going far enough.”  

Zi Gong asked, “Shi and Shang, who was virtuous? Confucius answered: That 
Shi has mistakes and is not as good as Shang. Zi Gong said: But the teacher was 
better than him. Confucius said: Going too far is as bad as not going far enough” 
(Ibid., “Xianjin”). “Deduction of two ends” and “I often make mistakes and thus 
am not as perfect as Shang” were the basic premises of Confucius’ “Doctrine of 
the Mean.” 

“Deduction of two ends” means that a matter has two ends and “I had mistakes 
and was not as good as Shang” means going too far and not going far 
enough—in short, no matter whether it’s things or people, they certainly have an 
“end.” Because of the influence of this thinking, people often regarded the 
middle as “neither going too far nor not going far enough.” Actually this kind of 
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understanding did not conform to the original meaning of Confucianism. 
In fact, the “mean” of Confucianism has neither “two ends” nor “a middle.” 

Each sticking to one end gives you merely a peephole view and exclusively 
sticking to the middle leads to one-sided action, both of which are vigorously 
opposed by Confucianism. Judging from this, to achieve the “mean,” it is 
necessary to have “compromise.” Concerning the relation between the two, Chen 
Chun of the Southern Song dynasty had a good maxim: “compromise means 
taking action according to circumstances; ‘the monarch’s words and actions 
should conform to the doctrine of mean.’ Conforming to the doctrine of mean 
was compromise. The conventions of heaven and earth were the truths of ancient 
times and today. The universal truth in modern or ancient time was compromise. 
What was the difference between compromise and the mean? Someone asked: 
understanding of the mean can make expediency and can know compromise and 
the mean, another person answered; the mean, of course, means going neither too 
far, nor not far enough; and compromise means taking the reasonable result in 
the estimation of things, which is going neither too far nor going not far enough” 
(“Jingquan” in Beixiziyi). The “mean” is the objective truth and compromise is 
action adopted by the subject; the essence of both is going neither too far nor not 
far enough, so they are mutually complimentary. 

Sticking to truth and achieving expediency in administration requires 
administrators to not only adhere to fairness, but also to dare to break common 
convention. Mencius said, “Tang used the ‘mean’ as the principle to manage state 
affairs and appointed saints without sticking to one pattern” (“Lilou,” Part 2, 
Mencius). Zheng Xuan explained: “pattern is convention,” and Jiao Xun said: 
“there is no convention but virtue in the appointment of talent” which means 
allowing expediency when sticking to truth.” The notion of “appointing saints 
without sticking to one pattern” is the example Mencius cites where he says 
“Shun was appointed from the field, Fu Yue was appointed from architecture, 
Jiao Ge was appointed from selling fish and salt, Guan Yuwu was set free from 
jail and appointed as an official, Sun Shuao was appointed to the Court from his 
seclusion, and Bai Lixi was appointed as Prime Minister from the marketplace” 
(Ibid., “Gaozi,” Part 2). Of these state’s famous historical political talents, one 
was a peasant, one was originally a bricklayer, one was a fish and salt dealer and 
one was previously a criminal. They lack any common pattern in their growth, 
but the managers, “by extension and no fixed pattern,” appointed talents and 
ruled state well. The word “by extension” here refers to the truth of the mean 
which requires us to stick to truth but maintaining compromise which is 
applicable to any administrative activity.  

7  Conclusion 

Generally speaking, the fundamental spirit of administration in the Analects 
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includes the five following aspects: “the wisdom of administration regarding 
humanity as the foundation,” “the wisdom of leadership with primary virtue,” 
“the wisdom of conducting business with righteousness,” “the wisdom of 
harmonious organization,” and “the wisdom of coordination with the mean.” 

“Humanity-oriented management wisdom” emphasizes that people are the 
basis of all management activities, including administrators and managers. 
Self-managing leaders, human resources management for the administrative staff 
and organization, and management of all members together all comprise the 
activity of management. 

“The wisdom of leadership with primary virtue” stresses that management is 
education, managers are educators, and that management of a process is an 
educational process. Leaders set an example and provide moral enlightenment, 
which builds the organization with shared values, thus improving the 
organization’s cohesion.  

“The wisdom for conducting business with righteousness” stresses that 
management activities must correctly handle the relationship between the 
spiritual values and material values: Spiritual values create and constrain material 
value. 

The wisdom for organization with harmony emphasizes a harmonious 
organizational atmosphere, which not only deals with things properly, but also 
adheres to principles, thus forming the ideal organizational state of “harmony 
without sameness.”  

“The wisdom for coordinating the application of mean” stresses that 
management activities avoid going to extremes and that managers do things 
correctly and do correct things. This means suiting measures to differing 
conditions in terms of location, time, the issues and persons involved. Thus the 
management activity is controlled in a suitable state. 

Confucian administrative thought is wide and profound, and abounds with 
content. Compared with the western science of administration, the administrative 
wisdom of Confucianism stresses humanism and personal development and has 
unique value for the modern practice of administration. 
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