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Abstract The virtue of gian, one of the traditional Chinese virtues, usually
refers to humbleness, humility and modesty. Ancient thinkers in China not only
expounded on the meaning and basis of gian, but also argued for its value. It was
usually thought that the value of gian rested in its ability to cultivate virtue,
promote scholarship, get along with people, and maintain enterprises. Ancient
thinkers in China placed so much emphasis on the virtue of gian that there was a
tendency to overemphasize gian. There is also a tradition of gian in the West,
which is less likely to become excessive compared to that in the East. Presently,
Chinese society is transitioning into a modern society, but the virtue of gian still
has value. While continuing to embrace its traditional essence, we should adopt
useful aspects from the Western concept of gian to reshape the virtue of gian so
that it conforms to modern Chinese society.
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1 The meaning of Qian

In traditional Chinese culture, gian i as a virtue usually refers to humbleness
and humility. For instance, the Zhouyi - Qiangua - Xiangzhuan {5} « i « 4%
(Image Commentary for the Qian Hexagram in the Book of Changes) says, “A
lowly, worthy man condescends to cultivate himself.” Then Zhouyi - Xici shang
J& 5 « & L. (the upper part of the Commentaries for the Book of Changes in the
Book of Changes) claims that “Qian is designed for one to have reverence and
maintain his status.” Qian can also refer to gianxu HiE (modesty), which also
implies self-effacement. For example, Yang Xiong said in Taixuan jing KZ %
(Scripture of Taixuan), “A pool is great in its modestly vacant size as it is low
with high banks.” Another example can be found in Mingde Ma Huanghou ji ]
iy 2540 (Biography of Mingde Empress Ma) in the Houhan shu J&iX45
(The History of Latter Han Dynasty), which says, “The Emperor sighed in
sorrow when he read the edict, and again he asked, ‘After the rising of the Han
Dynasty, uncles on a mother’s side receive the titles of princes just as a title of
king is conferred on an imperial son. You, my Imperial Dowager Mother, are
modest indeed, but how could you make me leave your brothers unfavored?’”
Ancient Chinese people also used other words such as gianchong iy, gianxun
58 and gianyi ¥, which all mean “humility” and “modesty.”

Zhu Xi said, “Generally, most people think of themselves highly, but others
low. Qian means to humble oneself and act lowly before others, which results in
equality” (Zhu 1990, Vol. 70). With this statement, Zhu Xi summarized ancient
people’s understanding of the basic content of gian as a virtue. Generally, the
main content of gian falls into two aspects: one is gianyi Uffll, that is, internal
humility, which demands that one view himself modestly; the other is gianbei i
B, that is, external humility, which asks that one regard others in a humble way.
Qianyi and gianbei are two distinctive but related aspects of gian. Without
internal humility, it is hard to image that one can truly humble himself before
others, while the lack of external humility reflects failure in the internal one.
Only individuals with both internal and external humility can reach the perfect
realm of gian. Such a connection between internal and external humility
indicates the importance of combining both the internal and external gian. Those
who are externally humble, but not internally humble, that is, those who seem
humble in their appearances but cannot truly humble themselves, are not truly
modest, but hypocritical. In his awareness of the related internal and external
aspects of gian, Wang Yangming stressed that gian demanded one to “not only
look humble in his appearance, but also be respectful deep in his heart. As he
deigns in light of etiquette, he should always see his own shortcomings and is
really able to humble himself and accept others” (Wang 1940, Vol. 8).
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The establishment of gian as a virtue should have its own foundation. But as
for why gian should be established as a virtue, different thinkers tend to explain
this from distinctive theoretical points of view.

According to Da yu mo K&k (Strategies of Great Yu) in the Shangshu 15
(The Book of History), “Yi reported to Yu, °...Arrogance induces losses, and
gian results in benefits, which is simply tiandao Ki& (the Dao of Heaven)’.”
Here, the ground for practicing gian is determined to be the common principle of
nature. Now that the principle of nature has determined that gian will result
definitely in benefits and arrogance will certainly lead to damages, then gian, as
it fits into the principle of the nature, should be followed. In the Yijing 5%
(Book of Changes), the way in which the Qian Hexagram is arranged
immediately after Dayou K4 Hexagram clearly shows that its realization will
bring completeness, and that in light of the logic in the Yijing, completeness
would develop towards the opposite extreme, that is, from completeness to
decline. To prevent the decline caused by the extremity of Dayou, it is necessary
to be gian. Just as Xu gua zhuan J¢#M% (Comments on the Sequence of the
Hexagrams) says, “Dayou cannot be full, so it is succeeded by gian.” The Tuan
zhuan %A% (Writings on the Implication of Divinatory Symbols in the Book of
Changes) for Qian Hexagram also takes the paths of the Heaven, the Earth, the
spirits and deities as a metaphor for explaining the rationale for a worthy man to
adhere to gian. It says, “Qian means heng ¥ (going smoothly or being
prosperous), the Dao of Heaven helps those below and is thus luminous, and the
Dao of Earth is lowly and thus goes upwards. The Dao of Heaven loses its
fullness and is thus more modest, the Dao of Earth becomes full and thus reveals
its modesty, spirits and deities reduce fullness and are thus full of lowliness, and
the Dao of human beings dislikes fullness and is thus fond of modesty.” The
expressions “the Dao of Heaven helps those below” and “the Dao of Earth is
lowly” both mean gian, which indicate that gian essentially complies with the
natural laws of the Heaven and the Earth. Besides the Heaven and the Earth, both
spirits and deities also diminish fullness and bless those who are humble. The
Dao of human beings does not conflict with that of the Heaven, the Earth, the
spirits or the deities; therefore it should “dislike fullness and like gian.” “Qian” is
a common principle in the universe, so human beings cannot be arrogant.

Confucians adhere to rituals and benevolence, and their understanding of gian
is often related to the performance of rituals and the practice of benevolence.
Quli shang in Liji fL.ic (The Book of Rituals) says, “A worthy man shows
respect, observes abstinence and effaces himself to practice rituals.” The
manifestation of rituals depends on gian, and there would be no way to articulate
rituals if without “gian.” In order to articulate rituals, a worthy man will have to
hold the Dao of gian. According to Ruxing f#iT (Practices of Confucians) in
Liji, “Benignancy and kindness are the foundation for benevolence, reverence
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and prudence are the grounds for benevolence, tolerance is the practice of
benevolence, xunjie #M#% (getting humbly along with others) is the capability of
benevolence, rituals are the appearance of benevolence, words are the appearance
of benevolence, music means its harmony, and distribution means its practices.
Confucians have all these features, but still they are not bold enough to declare
benevolence. So much they respect others and efface themselves.” Here xunjie
Iz is simply xunjie 342, which is a proper aspect of gian as a virtue. Without
gian, there would be no “capability of benevolence”; without “capability of
benevolence”, how could benevolence be put into practice? So in the eyes of
Confucians, neither the performance of rituals nor the practice of benevolence
can exist without the observance of gian as a virtue.

Daoism is rooted in the Dao, so according to Daoists, human affairs have to
comply with the Dao. Laozi discussed human beings’ relationship to the Dao by
saying that “human beings follow the Dao of Earth, the Earth follows the Dao of
Heaven, the Heaven follows the Dao, and the Dao follows the principle of
naturalness.” He said, “The Dao of Heaven is characterized as self-effacement
but good at winning” (Laozi 2006). Laozi did not explicitly mention the word
“gian,” but “self-effacement” simply implies gian. The Dao of Heaven has been
gian, so human affairs should comply with the Dao of Heaven, and thus it is
necessary to promote the virtue of gian. Laozi said, “Those who maintain such
Dao are unwilling to become full” (Ibid.). The expression “unwilling to become
full” means a lack of self-complacency, or gian. Laozi was wise in his thought
and full of speculation because he did not seek gian for the sake of gian; instead,
he pursued gian for the sake of its usefulness, that is, “Feebleness is the function
of the Dao” (Ibid.). Take water as an example. “The best is like water, which is
good at using all the other things and does not strive” (Ibid.). It is because water
does not strive that “nothing in the world can defeat it” (Ibid.). Using this
analogy with water, it becomes clear why human affairs have to practice the
virtue of gian.

Ancient Chinese people emphasized the virtue of gian to an extreme. Such
emphasis on gian largely originated from words describing the image of the
hexagram gian in the Yijing. Generally, the other 63 hexagrams in the Yijing
contain both good and bad luck, and the good and bad luck varies and alternates
in each hexagram, with gian being an exception. According to Hu Yigui, “The
hexagram gian contains 6 yao X (a line in a hexagram), in which the lower
three yao imply good luck and no bad luck, and the upper three yao indicate
advantages without any disadvantages. There are no other hexagrams in the
Yijing that indicate good luck and advantages so completely: that is how the
hexagram gian functions” (Hu 1986). Apparently, it indicates that the hexagram
gian works in all conditions. Thus, most commentators claimed that people
should strictly adhere to the virtue of gian in all conditions and they seemed to
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have regarded the virtue of gian in an absolute term. There are only a few
exceptions, one of whom was Cheng Yi. In his Zhouyi Chengshi zhuan J85F2 5%
1% (Cheng Yi’s Commentaries on the Book of Changes), Cheng Yi said, “People
should practice gian in a proper way instead of to an excessive extent” (Cheng
2004). He thought that the expression “not to violate rules” used to describe the
image of the hexagram gian simply meant “to obtain its appropriateness” (Huang
1989, p. 141). And when he asserted that one “cannot surpass a proper point,” he
most likely meant that one should not practice gian excessively. Xu Xuemo
discussed the issue of over-modesty in clear terms in his Guiyou yuan zhutan )
HlEE (Idle Talks at Guiyou Garden), saying that “gian is a virtue, but those
who are excessively gian tend to be deceitful.” Qian is a virtue, but one might
have ulterior motives when he is excessively gian and thus make the virtue of
gian an immorality. Similarly, Pang Shangpeng warned his children in his family
instruction, saying “It is true that a man should condescend in dealing with
affairs, but if he retreated while he should have boldly stood out, a man would
lose his masculinity anyway” (Pang 1831). That means one does not have to or
should not be gian when he should bravely face things. The story of Mao Sui,
who recommended himself, might be regarded as a typical case of arrogance. In
addition, according to Nan Huaijin and Xu Qingting, the Yijing is intended to
warn against the excess of gian by placing Yu gua #% 3 (hexagram of
complacence) immediately after hexagram gian. “It will develop into
complacence when it passes over the point of gian, and complacence and leisure
will turn out to be mishaps and disasters. Therefore, hexagram yu is an opposite
image carrying that of hexagram gian, and initiating the functions of Sui gua B
# (hexagram suppleness). Comprehensively, modesty is a virtue, but only if one
knows the Dao and complies with times can there be complacence and pleasure”
(Nan 1988, p. 119). Such comments by Nan and Xu do not necessarily hit the
point of the Yijing, but they can be a reference for further study.

Setting forth gian as a virtue, ancient people listed several kinds of arrogance
as evils or evil actions opposite to gian. These evils or evil actions threaten the
existence of gian as a virtue, and directly hinder the development and practice of
gian. Thus, while they advocated the virtue of gian, ancient people also
suggested that people strive to get rid of evils or evil actions that hindered the
virtue of gian. For instance, the Da yu mo in Shangshu quoted before compared
arrogance and gian. Again, the chapter Zilu in the Analects of Confucius says, “A
worthy man is at ease but not in pride, while an unworthy man is in pride but not
at ease.” Laozi also held a negative attitude towards arrogance, saying that “he
who asserts his own views is not distinguished; he who vaunts himself does not
find his merit acknowledged; he who is self-conceited has no superiority allowed
to him” and “They achieve their purposes, but do not find glory in them. They
achieve their purposes, but do not celebrate them. They achieve their purposes,
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but do not take pride in them. They achieve their purposes, but without violence”
(Laozi 2006). Even more cogently, Wang Yangming pointed out, “The lethal fault
for a human being lies at his pride” (Wang 1940, Chuanxi lu) and “Generally the
faults of today’s people are rooted in their pride, and all the evils come from such
pride” (Ibid., Shu shan shi zhengxian).

2 The value of Qian as a traditional virtue

To establish gian as a virtue, ancient Chinese thinkers not only articulated the
meaning and foundation of gian, but also discussed its value.

As Da yu mo in Shangshu says, “Arrogance invites losses, and gian induces
benefits,” which generally summarizes gian. Qian is valuable because it brings
benefits to people. In contrast, complacence is not only unhelpful to people, but
will invite disaster. Hexagram gian in the Yijing says, “A modest worthy man is
thus able to wade over a big river.” Taking the wading of a river as an image, it
indicates what benefits gian can bring to people. In the eyes of the ancient people,
the value of gian for human beings seems to be something necessary; one who is
gian will definitely benefit, and those who are not gian will suffer accordingly.

Hanshi waizhuan %#v34M% (Han Ying’s Biographical Commentaries to the
Book of Poetry) once quoted Prince Dan of the Zhou Dynasty, saying, “The
Yijing suggests one principle, which is sufficient to safeguard the world to the
maximum, guarantee one’s families and country at a moderate level, and protect
oneself at least. That principle is gian” (Han 2005, Vol. 3). Prince Dan’s saying
explained gian’s benefits for people from the three aspects of safeguarding the
world, families and countries, and oneself, but he did not articulate this in details.
By carefully reviewing the words of the ancient people, the specific benefits of
gian can be said to have the following aspects:

First, gian is conducive to the cultivation of morality.

The Shangshu - Shangshu 15 « 7§15 recorded the words of Fu Yue as such:
“While learning, one can improve his morality only when he remains modest and
diligent.” These words shed light on the relationship between gian as a virtue and
the promotion of morality.

The lower part of Xi Ci says, “Qian is a handle to morality.” Kong Yingda
explained in his Zhouyi zhengyi F1 51X, “In terms of morality, people take
gian as its function. Morality fails without gian, so it is said that gian is a handle
to morality; it looks like a handle for an ax” (Kong 2004). Lu Jiuyuan explained
the handle to morality as such, “As one always hold a heart of vacancy, his
morality will improve daily; therefore it is known as a ‘handle to morality’” (Lu
1980, Vol. 34). Now that gian is a handle to morality, the cultivation or
accumulation of morality should begin with the virtue of gian. Without the
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cultivation of gian, the other aspects of morality can hardly improve. Qian is not
a virtue in general, but a hinge to a whole ethical system. The generation and
application of all the other morals depend on the virtue of gian. Thus, Lu Jiuyuan
said, “To have but not to hold means gian, and gian simply means
vacancy...Once filled, one will lose all his morality” (Ibid.). The lack of gian
might cause the loss of morality, which indicates the benefit of gian to the
cultivation of morality.

Wang Yangming asserted, “A son who is proud will definitely lack filial piety
to his parents, a subject who is proud will lack loyalty to his monarch, a father
who is proud will definitely lack care to his children, and a friend who is proud
will definitely lack friendship to his fellows...Qian means a foundation to all the
other virtues, and pride is the cause of all the other evils” (Wang 2004, lower
part). For Wang Yangming, only on the basis of goodness can one cultivate his
other virtues. With arrogance instead of gian, all the other virtues such as filial
piety, loyalty and parent care will become groundless, and all the evils could
possibly occur. Hu Daoyuan of the Qing Dynasty said, “It is not wisdom to boast
of one’s own brightness, the wisdom of self-effacement is the greatest of its kind;
and it is not bravery to boast of one’s own boldness, the bravery of
self-effacement is the greatest of its kind” (Hu). So, intelligence and courage
without the virtue of gian are not virtues at all, and only on the ground of gian
can one develop his intelligence and courage into great virtues. Wang Yangming
illustrated different virtues from those by Hu Daoyuan, but they both see the
basic role of gian for the cultivation of other virtues.

Second, gian is helpful to learning.

As for the way of learning, ancient people thought the crux was persistence
because learning was boundless. Confucius said, “Keep learning in patience”
(Confucius 1980, Shuer). And Xunzi said, “Learning can never cease” (Xunzi
2007, Quanxue) All these remarks reflected the spirit of ancient worthy people
who learned without abandonment. Ancient scholars were also models of gian.
Then why were the scholars so connected to the virtue of gian? It was because
only a modest attitude can help maintain persistent learning. If complacent and
thus arrogant, one would think he does not have to learn, either he would not
want to learn, or he would refuse further learning once he had learned something.
Therefore, “A modest man could learn and make progress, and a proud man
would degrade in his learning” (Kangxi 1994).

Xunzi’s discussion on the relationship between assumption and vacancy shows
an epistemological basis for learning based on gian. Xunzi said, “A human
person is intelligent as he is alive, and with intelligence, he has a willpower,
which means assumption; but there is the so-called vacancy, which means that
one does not hinder what he will accept with what he has already assumed”
(Xunzi 2007, Jiebi). The so-called vacancy is modesty. Without modesty or
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vacancy in the heart, one would surely “hinder what he will accept with what he
has already assumed,” that is, one would not be able to accept any new
knowledge. In this way, one would not make progress in learning. Sun Qifeng of
the Qing Dynasty pointed out the reason why one could not make progress in
learning, saying, “The very reason that one makes no progress in learning is that
he has no vacancy in his heart” (Sun 1984).

Tang Zhen took the relationship between rivers and seas to illustrate how
important the virtue of gian was for learning. He said, “The knack of learning
rests in humility. As one is humble, who cannot teach him something good?
Pools are located down, so all the water at a small place converges there; rivers
are located down, so all the water in a larger area runs to them; seas are located
down, so all the water in the world runs towards it. From the very beginning,
there has not been an exception for those who learned to obtain sainthood” (Tang
1955). Here, humility simply implies learning from people with a humble
attitude. One has to adhere to the virtue of gian from the beginning of learning to
its accomplishment and reaching sainthood.

Some magicians in ancient China viewed the virtue of gian as the basis of
learning. Ge Hong said, “Some people who pursue immortality through Daoist
practices do not humbly learn from those whom they do; instead, they directly
seek for their ultimate goals, the most fundamental one. Then, how could they
ever meet their goals? On the other hand, it means no actual benefits to a teacher
although a learner shows his respects and humility and offers his services, but it
suggests that the learner is not sincere if he fails to do so. In the case that the
learner is not sincere, the teacher will not try to teach the learner everything.
Without being told everything, how could the learner come to know all the
knacks? Being obliged, the teacher would be so reluctant that he simply shows
the learner something superficial, but how could such shallow teaching
sufficiently help obtain immortality?” (Ge 1955, Qinqiu) Ge Hong commented
on the pursuit of immorality, but his rationale can be applied to other learning.

Third, gian serves to get along with people.

Getting along with people involves activities in human relationships. Ancient
Chinese people thought that gian was an important way to get along with people.
Only by being gian to people can one establish harmonious relationships with
others. Otherwise, one would fall into unsatisfactory intense human relationships
and thus invite mishap or even disaster.

Zhong Hui zhi gao M2 it (Notice of Zhong Hui) in Shangshu says, “As
one feels self-contented, all his relatives would separate from him.” This does not
simply suggest a lack of gian would lead to intense relations with relatives. Even
if your relatives stayed at an arm’s length from you because of your
contentedness, you could not expect anything from other people.

Guanzi said, “One can keep from losses in human relationships if he practices
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humility, respect, suitable declination, removal of anger, and self-effacement to
avoid conflict. Otherwise, one cannot guarantee his life if he easily loses his
temper, contests gains and disparages people as others do. So it is great to be
humble and respectful” (Xie 1996, Xiaocheng). According to Guanzi, a modest
person was able to gain support from people, and one could not safeguard
himself while people despise each other. Once human relationships become
intense because of a lack of humility, those who are arrogant are the final
victims.

Zhu Xi taught his sons, “You should be humble and respectful no matter what
you do. And you will invite insults if you are arrogant” (Zhu 1936). Arrogant
people think themselves great, but find in the end that they are insulting, which is
contrary to the original intention of their arrogance. Out of the same principle,
Wang Chang articulated it even more thoroughly in his Jiajie i (Household
warnings), “People are always pretentious of their own perfection and arrogant of
their own ability. Being pretentious will dwarf others, and being arrogant will
disparage others. Those who dwarf others will be dwarfed by others, and those
who disparage others will be disparaged by others” (Ling 2002). Dwarfing others
means to conceal the merits of others, and disparaging others implies bullying
others. The line, “Those who dwarf others will be dwarfed by others, and those
who disparage others will be disparaged by others” points to the result of a lack
of gian on the one hand, and indirectly indicates the value of treating people with
qian.

One who is modest can get along with people harmoniously, while he who is
arrogant will antagonize people everywhere, leaving himself in strained human
relationships. As Chen Lu said, “Those who humble themselves get along well
with people, and those who seek to put others down will confront their
competitive rivals” (Chen 1927, Shengxin zayan). Those who fail to be gian have
relationships with people, but most of their friends are unworthy ones. One can
only make true friends by treating people in a modest way. Just as Zhang Shizai
said, “Being arrogant, one will be surrounded by adulatory people, and being
gian, he will make straightforward friends” (Zhang 1989). Friends of integrity
will surely benefit you, while people of flattery will doubtlessly make use of you,
or even inflict harm upon you.

No matter how capable he might be, a gian person is still able to lower himself
and respect others, while people who lack gian will become conceited and
contemptuous, looking down upon others. But “the more one is modest, the more
people will respect him; the more arrogant, the more people will disparage him”
(Ji Yun Z09: Xun san er ll=JL (Lessons for Three Sons)). What people
respect is not capability, but the virtue of gian. If he does not have gian, one will
be belittled instead of being respected even if he is extremely talented. That
might be a dialogue for dealing with people with gian.
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Fourth, gian is good for enterprise.

One has to depend on the virtue of gian if he wants to initiate a career or keep
and advance his existing enterprise. “Those who are modest and profound are
destined to succeed” (Ll 2008). Without the virtue of gian, it will be difficult to
achieve any great undertakings, and even the existing one might be ruined.

Da yu mo in Shangshu recorded the words of Emperor Shun as such: “Come,
Yu! ...diligent in governing the country, frugal in running your household,
without being conceited, you are the only worthy one. Because you have
abstained from arrogance, no one else in the world can be as capable as you are;
and because you have abstained from ostentation, no one else in the world can be
as meritorious as you are” (Wang 1982). Here, Emperor Shun was actually
teaching Yu how to become a worthy national leader. “Abstained from
arrogance” and “abstained from ostentation” simply indicate the virtue of gian.
Only with gian can an emperor remain successful, and can he make his power
prosper for a long time.

Arrogance and Wantonness, in the Review of Arrogant Monarchs in Liishi
Chungqiu, reflected on the opposite aspect of how a monarch could harm his
nation because of his lack of gian. It says, “A monarch who is deprived of his
power must be a monarch who has overvalued himself, thought himself wise and
belittled things. Overvaluing himself, he would slight worthy people; thinking
himself wise, he would become arbitrary; and belittling things, he would be
unprepared. Being unprepared, he would invite disasters, being arbitrary, he
would endanger his throne, and slighting worthy people, he would block up his
resources” (Lii 2008). A similar remark goes, “The troubles of a monarch do not
rest in his thinking himself insufficient, but in his thinking himself sufficient. As
he thinks himself sufficient, he would reject to accept more, and as he rejects to
accept more, he would run out of resources” (Lii Weiqi: Yu Zi #1F (Instructions
to His Son)). Thinking oneself insufficient means modesty, and thinking oneself
sufficient, self-conceit. The consequence of self-conceit is preventing ministers
from advising. Thus, the monarch will not find a good way to govern his country.
Without good ways, how could he guarantee his enterprise?

In Chinese history, Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty is regarded as a
successful emperor. To a large extent, his great success depended on his emphasis
of the virtue of gian.

A passage in Qianrang ik (Humility) in the Zhenguan Zhengyao viWiBE:
(Primary Political Affairs of the Zhenguan Reign) illustrates the virtuous gian of
Emperor Taizong. In the third year of his reign, Emperor Taizong asked Kong
Yingda, who was one of his important ministers, “The Analects says, ‘People
who are able learn from those who are unable, and people who know much learn
from those know little. One holds as if he does not, and one is filled as if he is
vacant.” What does it mean?”” Kong Yingda replied, “Confucius put forward such
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teaching to make people modest. A person should not be arrogant although he is
capable, and still he goes to someone incapable to learn something only the latter
is good at; he should think him insufficient although he is very talented, and still
he goes to someone untalented to further improve himself. Although he is
qualified, he appears as if he is not; and although he is filled, he looks as if he is
vacant...If those who hold the highest status boast their wisdom, disparaging
their subjects, concealing their own faults, and rejecting advices, they will
separate themselves from their people, and the relationships between monarch
and subjects will be ruined. All the destruction has consequently been caused
since the very ancient times.” And then Emperor Taizong observed, “Yijing says,
‘Working hard and being modest, a worthy man will meet his proper end. It is
auspicious.’ It is just what you have said” (Wu 2006). Here it would be better to
say that Emperor Taizong was accepting Kong Yingda’s teaching of gian rather
than Kong was teaching Emperor Taizong gian, for if Emperor Taizong did not
have gian, it would be hard for him to accept what Kong had taught him. People
always remark that Emperor Taizong was willing to accept advice, but the
precondition for his acceptance of advice was his ability to do so. It was because
of such virtue that Emperor Taizong could accept sharp advice from his ministers,
such as Wei Zheng.

3 The Western concept of gian as a virtue

There is a belief that Westerners are not modest and the virtue of gian was not
influential in the West. But it is wrong. From a historical perspective, Western
thinkers during different periods had expounded on modesty.

As early as ancient Greece, Pythagoras regarded modesty as one of the norms
of conduct. In his work, Pythagoras wrote, “Listen to his kind words, and copy
his good deeds. Do not hate thy friends for a small fault” (qtd. in Zhou 1964, p.
15). “But, if anything false of thee be put forth, bear it patiently” (Ibid., p. 18).
These words by Pythagoras can be viewed as ancient Greeks’ primary rule for
the virtue of gian in human conduct. In comparison, Democritus showed his
explicit attitude against a lack of gian. He said, “Forgetting his short-comings,
one will become arrogant and self-conceited” (Ibid., p. 82). “People who dispute
with those who surpass them will become very arrogant and self-conceited.”
(Ibid., p. 85).

Socrates suggested “knowing one’s own ignorance.” According to Socrates,
only if one admitted his own ignorance, could he reject his existing empirical
sensitive things to discover rational knowledge, find the concepts of things, and
know truths (Luo 1985, p. 115). This thought of Socrates can actually be viewed
as the philosophical foundation for modesty in learning. For only when one
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admits his own ignorance can he remain free from being self-conceited and be
engaged in learning with modesty.

Aristotle also discussed modesty. But for him, modesty was not the mean.
According to Aristotle, a boastful man thought he had a recognized reputation,
but he actually did not, or had less than he boasted. A modest man was to the
contrary, and tried to deny his reputation or play it down. A man between this
was true, and thus was straightforward. Whether in terms of life or remarks, he
was consistent with his behaviors, which were neither extravagated nor dwindled.
In the eyes of Aristotle, neither boasting nor modesty was the mean, for the
former meant extravagance, and the latter reduction. Only the truth between
these two was the mean, for the truth did not extravagate or dwindle. Aristotle
did not view modesty as a standard “mean,” but in comparing boasting and
modesty, he did more to deny boasting. He pointed out that boastfulness opposed
reality and was a bad characteristic, and that “Self-depreciators, by understating
their virtues or actions, appear to be more cultivated in character, for they speak
in this manner not for the sake of gain but to avoid pomposity; and, in addition, it
is reputation that they disclaim most of all, as Socrates used to do also (Aristotle
1984, 1127b23-26). Aristotle did not conclude that modesty was a standard
“mean” or virtue, but he did not want to debase modesty either. Possibly, he was
unable to grasp the difference between modesty and over-modesty, and the
so-called modesty in his words seemed to involve more over-modesty. If he
could have clearly discerned modesty and over-modesty, he would have viewed
modesty as the “mean” between arrogance and over-modesty, which was still a
standard virtue.

During Europe’s Middle Ages, Christianity dominated society. The core of
Christian ethical thought is the so-called three virtues of love, faith and
obedience (Luo 1985, p. 319). Here, obedience refers to absolute obedience to
God. To absolutely obey God, people have to always have a humble heart before
God. Therefore, the virtue of gian in the Middle Ages was mainly manifested as
humility to God. In his Confessiones, Aurelius Augustine asserted that God was
the highest, best, most potent, most omnipotent; most merciful, yet most just;
most hidden, yet most present; most beautiful, yet most strong; stable, yet
incomprehensible; unchangeable, yet all-changing; never new, never old;
all-renewing, and bringing age upon the proud, and they know it not (Augustine
1963, p. 5). Before God who was omniscient, almighty, and completely good,
only humble people could be saved, and those who were arrogant would be
punished by God. Christians valued their humility towards God, but they were
arrogant in another aspect. As Friedrich Paulsen said, a Christian’s humility
towards God does not exclude, but rather has as its obverse, a harsh pride, the
pride which scorns and despises the world and everything that is in it and is
esteemed by it. Humble before God and the weak and lowly, but proud towards
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those who think well of themselves and bask in the light of their glory: that too is
a fundamental characteristic of the Christian (Paulsen 1988, p.71). That further
shows that the virtue of modesty in the Middle Ages, the virtue of gian, was
confined between human beings and God. As with the virtue of gian in
relationships between human beings, or even the virtue of gian in the learning of
earthly knowledge, it did not seem to be very significant.

Many modern Western thinkers have also talked about the virtue of gian.

Baruch Spinoza divided the spiritual power of human beings into two types:
the power of will and the power of charity. He ranked humility as the power of
charity. According to him, kindness or modesty meant to simply do things that
please people instead of things that annoy people (Spinoza 1983, p. 149). So,
modesty can lead to others’ “pleasure,” and arrogance can cause “displeasure.”
The value of gian lies in human relationships, which is different from that of gian
in the Middle Ages.

In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith did not directly discuss the
virtue of gian, but he analyzed the problems caused by the two opposites of gian,
that is, arrogance and over-modesty. According to Adam Smith, the proud man is
commonly too well contented with himself to think that his character requires
any amendment. The man who feels himself all-perfect, naturally enough
despises all further improvement (Smith 1998, p. 337). In this sense, arrogance
went against people’s cultivation of morality and scholarly work. In addition,
arrogance would certainly result in strained human relationships because we are
disgusted and revolted by it; and it is with some difficulty that we can either
pardon or suffer it (Ibid., p. 331). But we are disgusted and revolted by it; and it
is with some difficulty that we can either pardon or suffer it. This humility
appears sometimes to sink them into idiotism (Ibid., p. 339).

Immanuel Kant thought humility was a way of confining arrogance (Kant
2003, p. 118). In his view, modesty came from the intellectual gift of human
beings. A proper intellect could moderate itself within the range of knowledge
that it could be expected to own, and a person who owned such a gift would
behave modestly (Kant 1987, p. 85). In this case, humility or modesty was not
blind, but based on a person’s proper knowledge of himself. Thus, Kant
sometimes identified humility with “self-knowledge” (Kant 2003, p. 118). In
contrast, arrogance implied a fruitless desire for fame that went against one’s
original intention (Kant 1987, p. 177). Someone asked Kant why an arrogant
person was often a base one. Kant replied, an arrogant person often asks people
to dwarf themselves when they compare themselves with the arrogant one, but
such an idea only occurs to those who think of nothing but doing some base
things. As for the shabbiness of such a person, arrogance itself would be definite
indication (Ibid.). Arrogant people intend to appear greater than others, but what
they achieved was exactly the opposite: Arrogance simply exposed meanness.
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In modern Western society, just as Alasdaire Maclntyre has observed, virtues
have become a fringe concept (Maclntyre 1995, pp. 285-307). Modern Western
ethicists do not value virtue as much as previous ones did. Therefore, the virtue
of gian doses not seem to be an attractive topic anymore. But there are still some
scholars who continue to study the virtue of gian, and to a certain extent, have
made such research more exquisite.

Julia Driver explained modesty as a subject’s limit to underestimating his own
value in some aspects. To distinguish between modesty and bad things, such as
blind humility, one has to define the extent of underestimation. For instance, a
woman who thinks herself unfit for motherhood because of deep depression
cannot be viewed as modest. What she reveals is blind humility, for she has
greatly underestimated herself. If Albert Einstein thought that he was a great
physician, but not the greatest physician in the 20" century, he was modest. He
had undervalued himself, but not too much. By asking for the extent of
underestimation, it seems that, Julia Driver offered a reference for people to
distinguish modesty and over-modesty. In addition, Driver has also discussed the
value of modesty. According to her, the value of modesty rests in the positive
social effects that it causes, for modesty can prevent people around a modest
person from being jealous of his or her achievements (Driver 1999, pp. 827-834).
From this we can see that Julia Driver stresses the value of modesty in
relationships between people. But this view is somewhat questionable, because if
the value of modesty is determined by its external effects, it is difficult for people
to discern sincere and insincere modesty, and the reason is that insincere modesty
can also lead to an effect which is similar to that of sincere modesty (preventing
people from being jealous). Therefore, G. F. Schueler stresses that modesty is
good not because of a certain social effect, and that modesty is a virtue simply
because it indicates that a modest person has his or her own goal or aim in being
so instead of considering the response of others (Schueler 1999, pp. 835-841). A
modest person will have better human relationships than those who are not
modest, but the inherent value of modesty is not determined by its external
effects. If the value of modesty is simply confined to its external effects, people
cannot or will not be able to discern sincere and insincere modesty. But G. F.
Schueler’s view has its own weakness, for the effects of gian in human
relationships reflect a respect towards others, and a person who is modest cannot
totally ignore such effects.

4 The modern fate of the traditional virtue of gian

Modern China is transforming into a society based on a market economy. One of
the basic characteristics of a market economy is competition. As with social
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development, the value of competition is undeniable, for competition promotes
enthusiasm and creativity in society so that social resources are reasonably
allocated and social efficiency is improved. But competition implicitly conflicts
with the traditional virtue of gian because the latter requires modesty, humility
and self-effacement, which are negative factors that contradict competition. In
this situation, people must consider the fate of modesty as a traditional virtue. In
a modern Chinese society, how should people deal with modesty as a traditional
virtue? Should they indiscriminately imitate it or reject it? This not only involves
the fate of modesty as a virtue, but will have a profound influence on society and
its development, on human beings, and on relationships between people.

Apparently, one cannot fit into a social reality that has changed a lot by
indiscriminately imitating the traditional virtue of gian. The traditional virtue of
gian was suitable for the situation in traditional Chinese society, and the value
and meaning of traditional modesty was also closely related to the particularity of
traditional Chinese society. Qian was able to play a specific role in dealing with
people’s issues and the relationships between people in traditional Chinese
society. But as new issues have appeared in modern Chinese society, the
traditional virtue of gian might appear ineffective. However, we cannot
completely deny or reject the traditional virtue of gian, for its complete denial or
rejection would mean denying all the values of traditional gian. Without modesty,
it will be difficult to resolve problems such as arrogance and strained human
relationships that have taken new forms in modern Chinese society. It is because
the value of competition reveals itself clearly that the value of modesty is ignored.
But as for problems caused by ignorance of the value of gian, there is no good
solution except to deal with them using gian.

People cannot imitate the traditional virtue of gian, nor can they totally reject
it. Then what is the way out? In my opinion, in modern Chinese society, an
appropriate way is to re-establish the virtue of gian in light of its changing social
status. The re-establishment of the virtue of gian will be rooted in the soil of
contemporary China, designing and putting forward new fundamental
requirements for gian in light of issues related to contemporary China. It will
have two systems of reference: one is the traditional virtue of gian in China, and
the other is the virtue of gian in the West. Taking the traditional Chinese virtue of
gian as a reference, the re-establishment of gian can reasonably continue the
tradition of gian. It is to develop the useful and abandon the useless among the
traditional resources. Because of such development and abandonment, the virtue
of gian in contemporary China has a profound background. Taking the Western
virtue of gian as a reference, the re-establishment of gian will draw lessons from
resources in Western society where market economies started earlier. Thanks to
such references, it might be easier for the virtue of gian to fit into modern
China’s social transformation into a market economy. Thus, both reference
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systems are necessary for the reestablishment of gian as a virtue. But such
reshaping of the virtue of gian in contemporary Chinese society has to be based
on an objective analysis of its strong points and weakness in the two distinctive
reference systems.

Ancient Chinese thinkers had a relatively comprehensive grasp of the value of
gian as a virtue. This value was mainly manifested in four aspects: the cultivation
of morality, the practice of scholarship, getting along with people, and the
management of enterprises. Admittedly, the virtue of gian in contemporary
Chinese society still contains these four values. But the contemporary virtue of
gian has specific requirements in these four aspects that are different from those
in ancient times. For example, with gian as a fundamental virtue, the virtue is
now different from that in ancient times, but still suitable for a market economy.
Being suitable for a market economy inherently involves aggression, not blind
modesty, humility and self-effacement. Therefore, today’s cultivation of virtues
should keep gian as its basis, but meanwhile, the passive factors contained in the
virtue of gian in ancient times cannot resolve the competitive spirit required in a
market economy. In another example, in contemporary Chinese society, it is
necessary to get along with people in a modest way because gian can reduce
conflict between people. But today, the modesty that is required to get along with
people is based on equality between people, not by blindly emphasizing humility
and concessions by one side. Ancient Chinese people laid much emphasis on the
virtue of gian, but sometimes they over-emphasized it. Therefore, to reestablish
the virtue of gian in contemporary Chinese society, one should take care to
rectify the ancient people’s over-modesty. For ancient people, their over-modesty
was not a serious problem because ancient society was conservative and steady,
and to a considerable extent over-modesty was in essence consistent with
conservation and steadiness. But in contemporary Chinese society based on the
market economy, innovation and competition are the drivers of social
development, where people make use of their own initiative. But over-modesty
goes against allowing people’s initiative to develop to their full extent. In other
words, over-modesty conflicts with the nature of today’s society.

Western society also has a tradition of gian, but this virtue of gian has
somewhat lost its status in modern times. For instance, Spinoza thought modesty
was not a virtue, but was more beneficial rather than harmful (Comte-Sponville
1997, p. 151). In this case, modesty was acceptable not because it was a virtue,
but because it was more beneficial rather than harmful. Such decline of gian in
modern Western society might have been consistent with the tendency of market
economies, but impaired the role and value of gian as a virtue. In the Western
tradition of modesty, a strong point is that the weakness of over-modesty does
not exist. And because of the diminished status of modesty in modern times, it
has become less possible for people to value over-modesty. Therefore, the pursuit
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of modesty does not have a negative effect on the development of market
economies in Western society. In addition, the study of modesty by contemporary
Western scholars is more detailed than in the past, and the methods used in its
research are more scientific. Drawing a lesson from contemporary research may
help us to overcome shortcomings such as intuitionism and arbitrariness in the
study of the traditional Chinese virtue of gian.

In a contemporary society based on a market economy, a division between the
market realm and the non-market realm still exists. In the non-market realm,
people can continue observing the tradition of gian. In this aspect, the beneficial
factors both in the Chinese and Western traditions of gian are more applicable.
While in the market realm, where competition is dominant, one should lay more
emphasis on virtues suitable to competition, even though gian still has its own
value. For instance, an entrepreneur demonstrates gian as he never feels
self-complacent and continues to pursue advanced technology. Here, the question
rests on how to balance the relationship between competition and the virtue of
modesty. In this case, a comprehensive application of the beneficial aspects of
both the Eastern and Western virtues of gian is significant.

To reshape the virtue of gian in contemporary China, people have to adopt the
rewarding features in both Chinese and Western virtues of gian, and clearly
discern and reject the parts that are either out of date or unsuitable. That is a task
that cannot be fully discussed in this text, and will require additional academic
research.
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