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Abstract  The passion for salvation, as the spiritual motive of Moism, can be 
investigated concerning its actualization and historical evolution. Because of his 
lower class status, a passion for salvation arose in Mozi was at first emphasized 
in “universal love,” “identification with the superior,” and “will of heaven,” and 
then was later realized in the spirit of Shi Mo 仕墨, or Moist officials, who were 
impartial and incorruptible in the execution of their duties. When the officials 
became frustrated by the despotic powers, their passion then evolved into a spirit 
of Xia Mo 侠墨, or Moist knights, who never hesitated in helping people and 
upholding justice. And when Moist knights were finally rooted out by despotic 
powers, the only choice for Moists was to become Bian Mo 辩墨, or Moist 
sophists, specialists in “Major Illustration” (“Daqu” 大 取 ) and “Minor 
Illustration” (“Xiaoqu” 小取). This development, however, ran contrary to its 
primary ideal. Still, both the impartial and incorruptible Moist officials and the 
righteous and courageous Moist knights represented an expectation deep inside 
people’s minds. Therefore, whenever social injustice worsened to a certain 
degree, the populist spirit of Moism was picked up as a weapon of critique. Thus, 
the actualization and evolution of this passion for salvation offers a constant 
mirror for populist thinking. 
 
Keywords  Moism, passion for salvation, realistic actualization, historical 
destination 

1  Introduction 

In the history of Chinese thought, Moism has consistently represented a spirit of 
salvation. Such a spirit, on the one hand, was related to the lower-class 
occupations of their members, and on the other hand was a result of social 
suffering. We can say that it was an outcome of the co-effect of the two factors. 
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Therefore, the formation of the Moist passion for salvation represented the 
continuous deepening of social suffering as well as a sublimation of the spirit of 
lower-class people who turned their mentality from an eagerness to be saved into 
a devotion to the activities of salvation. However, from a historical perspective, 
their spirit of salvation has undergone not only a process of formation, but also a 
process of real-world actualization; these processes clearly demonstrate the 
evolution of the Moist spirit of salvation. In the history of China, the Spring and 
Autumn and the Warring States periods witnessed the deepest social sufferings: 
“When fighting for territory, the slaughtered bodies fill the field; when fighting 
for a city, the slaughtered bodies fill the city” (Mencius 4A14)1. This is a portrait 
of the situation which explains why the strongest desire for salvation as found in 
Moism came into being during that period.  

2  The Formation of Moism: Universal love, Identification 
with the Superior, and Will of Heaven 

According to the historical records Mo Di (Mozi) “had studied as a Ru 
(Confucian) and received the teachings of Confucius; however, he found it is the 
idea of rites (li 礼) disturbing and displeasing, lavish funerals exhausted wealth 
and impoverished people, and long periods of mourning affected ordinary life 
and public business, he abandoned the way of Zhou and turned to the way of 
Xia” (He 1998, 1459; “Yao Lue” of Huainanzi). This describes the primary 
formation of Mozi’s basic viewpoints and political standing. Such conversion 
was rare in history, and the reasons for his abandoning “the way of Zhou” clearly 
reflected his lower social status and real-world concerns. Taking into 
consideration his criticisms of Confucianism—for example that “Confucians’ 
claims about the techniques of loving relatives and the classes in honoring the 
worthy indicate their emphasis on the difference between close and distant, and 
between noble and humble” (Mozi 9.39.1)2—we can feel his loneliness in the 
society because of his lower-class social status. That is to say, when Mozi 
“abandoned the way of Zhou and turned to the way of Xia,” he was driven by his 
humble social identity and strong feeling of social suffering. 
  Because of Mozi’s social status, he often called himself “a humble man from 
the North” (Xu 2009, 12; “Ai Lei” of Lüshi Chunqiu). His view thus embodied 
                                                               
1 The translations of the quotations from the Chinese classical texts except Mozi and Zhuangzi 
are mine. 
2 The text of Mozi quoted in this paper is mainly based on the translations by W. P. Mei and A. 
C. Graham which have been compiled in this webpage http://ctext.org/mozi. I quote in the 
following style: “Mozi Book. Chapter. Paragraph”; for example, “Mozi 9.39.1” here, refers to 
Book 9, Chapter 39 (非儒下 Anti-Confucianism П), Paragraph 1. 



The Realistic Actualization of the Moist Passion for Salvation and Its Historical Destination 
 

311 

“the action of a humble man” (Mozi 12.47.2). That is to say, his lower status and 
his particular feeling for social suffering became factors that activated his strong 
desire for the people’s salvation. In an era when princes and dukes were in 
deadly competition, the strongest factor in Mozi’s views was undoubtedly his 
lower-class existence (Mozi 8.32.2). Therefore, Mozi’s scheme of salvation was 
first of all filled with a concern for the existence of the lower-class people. His 
proposals such as “economy of expenditures,” “simplicity in funerals,” and 
“anti-fatalism,” were directly raised to alleviate the problems for the lower-class. 
When he put forward the viewpoints of “anti-Confucianism” and “condemnation 
of offensive war,” he drew a line between himself and the Confucians, indicating 
that he was putting his ideas into action to prevent the lords from fighting for 
territory and cities. 
  However, all these show nothing beyond the fact that Mozi, a scholar- 
bureaucrat  (shi 士) of lower-class status, was trying to solve the problems of 
the lower-class. Beyond this, we will see that he had formed a set of systematical 
thoughts or a scheme of salvation. His idea of salvation did not reach formation 
until he proclaimed his proposition of “universal love.” The idea of universal 
love first originated from his effort of trying to trace the root of social suffering. 
He said: “The wise man who is in charge of governing the empire should know 
the cause of disorder before he can put it in order. Unless he knows its cause, he 
cannot regulate it. It is similar to the problem of a physician who is attending a 
patient. He has to know the cause of the ailment before he can cure it. Unless he 
knows its cause, he cannot cure it” (Mozi 4.14.1). This is to say that, according to 
Mozi, the want of mutual love between people was the main reason for social 
suffering. For instance, he argues: “As he loves himself and not his father, the 
son benefits himself to the disadvantage of his father. As he loves himself and not 
his elder brother, the younger brother benefits himself to the disadvantage of his 
elder brother. As he loves himself and not his king, the minister benefits himself 
to the disadvantage of his king. And these are what are called disorder. ... and the 
reason for all these is want of mutual love” (Mozi 4.14.2). Mozi further analyzed 
the phenomenon of “the mutual disturbance among the houses of the ministers 
and the mutual invasions among the states of the feudal lords,” and confirmed 
that all these social disturbances arose from the want of mutual love between 
people: “As he loves only his own house and not those of others, the minister 
disturbs the houses of others to profit his own. As he loves only his own state and 
not those of others, the feudal lord attacks other states to profit his own. These 
instances exhaust the examples of disorder in the world” (Mozi 4.14.3). 
Obviously, in Mozi’s view, all the social suffering resulted from the want of 
mutual love between people. 
  Knowing that the root of social suffering lies in the want of mutual love, the 
treatment is quite simple: to replace “mutual injury” with “mutual love.” Mozi 
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even puts forward such a supposition: “Suppose everybody in the world loves 
equally, loving others as one’s self. Will there yet be any unfilial individual? 
When everyone regards his father, elder brother, and king as himself, whereto 
can he direct any unfilial feeling? Will there still be any unaffectionate individual? 
When everyone regards his younger brother, son, and minister as himself, 
whereto can he direct any disaffection? Therefore there will not be any unfilial 
feeling or disaffection” (Mozi 4.14.4). As for the whole society, “When everyone 
regards other families as his own family, who will steal? When everyone regards 
other persons as his own person, who will rob? … When everyone regards the 
houses of others as one’s own, who will be disturbing? When everyone regards 
the states of others as their own, who will undertake to invade? Therefore, there 
will be neither disturbances among the houses of the ministers nor invasions 
among the states of the feudal lords” (Mozi 4.14.4). However, why should people 
have to love mutually? According to Mozi, besides the reality of “mutual injury” 
which serves as a contrast, the reasons also include the simple idea that, 
“Whoever loves others is loved by others; whoever benefits others is benefited 
by others; whoever hates others is hated by others; whoever injures others is 
injured by others” (Mozi 4.15.4). In this way, “universal love and mutual benefit” 
became a basic principle of Mozi’s proposal for salvation. 
  However, “universal love and mutual benefit” is an ethical principle of 
equality. It works only between two equal and independent individuals. In such a 
situation, its realization relies on the examples of superior men, without which it 
will be an empty principle lacking “the initial impetus.” In order to realize the 
principle of “universal love and mutual benefit,” Mozi not only established 
himself as “the initial impetus,” but also took advantage of the power of the 
princes and dukes. One of his proposals was “identification with the superior,” 
which means to integrate the whole of society into an entirety with universal love 
and mutual benefit through existing hierarchic structures and the principle of 
obedience. In Mozi’s opinion, as a result of the joint effort of Confucians and 
Moists to advocate the idea of honoring the virtuous, such a goal is attainable: 
“Let him who has strength be alert to help others, let him who has wealth 
endeavour to share it with others, let him who possesses the Dao (the way of 
nature and life) teach others persuasively. With this, the hungry will be fed, the 
cold will be clothed, the disturbed will have order” (Mozi 2.10.4). Put simply, 
whether a person is in a position of power, in possession of wealth or Dao, so 
long as he is shown a good role model to follow, according to the ethical 
principle of equality (for example, “Whoever loves others is loved by others; 
whoever benefits others is benefited by others; etc.”), is able to swiftly put the 
whole world into order and the whole of society will run on the rails of universal 
love and mutual benefit, hence forming an entirety of mutual love and mutual 
respect. In the social reality of Mozi’s time, who were those individuals with the 
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greatest ability to effect such change? Undoubtedly, it is the different 
administrative leaders on the ladder of power. Therefore, Mozi’s great plan of 
salvation had to gain access to various political powers. This is his strategy in his 
idea of “identification with the superior.”  
  Although Mozi’s proposal of “identification with the superior” has to be 
realized through the hierarchic structure of realistic political power, he did not 
just put his principle of universal love and mutual benefit at the disposition of the 
authorities. Political power has to be adjusted in the following way: “Therefore 
(Heaven) chose the virtuous in the world and crowned him the king. Feeling the 
insufficiency of his capacity, the king chose the virtuous in the world and 
installed them as the three ministers. Seeing the vastness of the empire and the 
difficulty of attending to matters of right and wrong, profit and harm among 
peoples of far countries, the three ministers divided the empire into feudal states 
and assigned them to feudal lords. Feeling the insufficiency of their capacity, the 
feudal lords, in turn, chose the virtuous of their states and appointed them as their 
officials” (Mozi 3.11.2). It seems that Mozi meant to establish another regime, 
besides the existing one, to promote his principle of universal love and mutual 
benefit. In order to do so, however, he has to take advantage of such an 
administrative mode: “What the superior thinks to be right, all shall think to be 
right; what the superior thinks to be wrong, all shall think to be wrong” (Mozi 
3.11.2). Therefore, we can see in his proposition of “identification with the 
superior” a lot of descriptions of the accordance between superior and inferior: 
“What the head of the district thinks to be right, all shall think to be right. What 
he thinks to be wrong, all shall think to be wrong… What the lord thinks to be 
right, all shall think to be right, what he thinks to be wrong, all shall think to be 
wrong… What the king thinks to be right, all shall think to be right; what the 
king thinks to be wrong, all shall think to be wrong.” In his opinion, “there was 
order in the kingdom because the king could unify the standards in the empire” 
(Mozi 3.11.6). Obviously, Mozi was trying to take advantage of the hierarchic 
structure of the existing political power and the administrative mode of 
accordance between superior and inferior; he thought these could be the driving 
force for his principle of universal love and mutual benefit. 
  In this way, Mozi’s method was prepared to exert influence in two 
dimensions—vertical and horizontal—for his idea of universal love and mutual 
benefit. However, he still felt them insufficient and continued to explore 
alternatives. Finally, he found the “will of heaven,” which was above any personal 
and social power. What is the “will of heaven”? For human beings, the “will of 
heaven” represents a transcendental, supreme and inescapable power. According to 
Mozi, just as a family member could not disobey the head of the family, nor could 
a citizen in the empire disobey the emperor, human beings residing under heaven 
could not disobey the will of heaven—not even the Son-of-Heaven, the supreme 
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power in the human world. The human order is as follows:  
 

Therefore, while the common people should spare no pains at work they may 
not make the standard at will. There are the scholars to give them the standard. 
While the scholars should spare no pains at work, they may not make the 
standard at will. There are the ministers and secretaries to give them the 
standard. While the ministers and secretaries should spare no pains at work, 
they may not make the standard at will. There are the high duke and feudal 
lords to give them the standard. While the high duke and the feudal lords 
should spare no pains at work, they may not make the standard at will. There is 
the emperor to give them the standard. The emperor may not make the 
standard at will (either). There is Heaven to give him the standard. (Mozi 
7.26.3) 
 

It is obvious that Heaven is the ultimate foundation and the supreme arbitrator of 
the human monarchical power. Therefore, even the Son-of-Heaven, the highest 
ruler in the world, has to obey the mandate of the heaven and execute the will of 
the heaven. But what is the will of the heaven? Mozi did not make it clear, but 
we can find hints in the following words: “He who obeys the will of Heaven, 
loving universally and benefiting others, will obtain rewards. He who opposes 
the will of Heaven, by being partial and unfriendly and harming others, will incur 
punishment… The ancient sage-kings of the three dynasties, Yu, Tang, Wen, and 
Wu, were those who obeyed the will of Heaven and obtained reward. And the 
wicked kings of the three dynasties, Jie, Zhou, You, and Li, were those who 
opposed the will of Heaven and incurred punishment” (Mozi 7.26.3). Therefore, 
for a Son-of-Heaven in the world, simply by calling on the people to love each 
other and to benefit each other, he is in line with the will of Heaven. Hence, Mozi 
added: “When I do what Heaven desires, Heaven will also do what I desire” 
(Mozi 7.26.2). Obviously, such a “will of heaven” is not only a transcendental 
being above all worldly powers, but also the final security for human beings to 
exist and for the order of the world to operate along. 
  In this way, Mozi found the basis for his proposition of universal love and 
mutual benefit on the level of the ultimate faith in life. Under the “will of 
heaven,” it is not only that people should love and benefit each other, but also 
that all the executive powers of the human world should accept the principle of 
universal love and mutual benefit as their basic duty and ultimate mission. 
Therefore, whereas ordinary people should take universal love and mutual 
benefit as the guiding principle of their behavior, the highest ruler of the human 
world—the Son-of-Heaven—would also have to submit to the supervision of the 
“will of Heaven.” Otherwise, he would be punished by the “will of heaven,” and 
the “heavenly ghost” will bring about disasters. That is why Mozi said, with 
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pride: “The will of heaven to me is like the compasses to the wheelwright and the 
square to the carpenter. The wheelwright and the carpenter measure all the square 
and circular objects with their square and compasses and accept those that fit as 
correct and reject those that do not fit as incorrect” (Mozi 7.26.7). This marked 
the formation of Mozi’s proposition of salvation as the faith of life. 

3  The Moist Officials’ Dilemma: “Non-Justice” and 
“Self-Alienation” 

For the Moists whose goal is salvation, the formation of the idea of salvation 
simply means the ripening of their subjective will, since salvation is more than a 
set of theoretical exclamations or a system of beliefs. The idea of salvation has to 
enter the world and encounter suffering and then exert the function of salvation. 
Of course, Moists were never bystanders; they lived with the lower classes and 
had the deepest feeling for social suffering, from which arose their will to 
salvation. On this point, the Moist proposition of salvation was a realistic activity 
rather than a theoretical system of beliefs; it could only be actualized through the 
practical activity of salvation. This makes it necessary that the Moist proposition 
of salvation has to enter into and interact with the world to enact salvation 
through fighting with the real world and real sufferings. 
  How could the Moist ideal of salvation impact the real world? In Mozi’s time, 
the easiest and the most efficient way was through the real power of the lords. 
Therefore, the first step that Mozi took for the purpose of realizing his ideal of 
salvation was to persuade the lords. Lobbying the political authorities had been 
the tradition of Confucianism; Confucius in his life had traveled across more than 
seventy countries seeking opportunities to influence politicians. Since Mozi had 
“studied as a Confucian and received the teaching of Confucius,” he naturally 
inherited this main approach to influencing politics. Wenzi’s 文子 saying that, 
“Confucius blackens no chimney and Mozi warms no sitting mat,” vividly 
portrays the eagerness of Confucians and Mohists to relieve the sufferings of the 
society (He 1998, 1319; “Xiuwu Xun” of Huainanzi). 
  In the book of Mozi which has survived until the present day, there are several 
accounts of Mozi’s efforts to lobby different lords. Mozi was seeking an 
opportunity to take part in politics, with the single purpose of implementing his 
ideas through realistic political power. Mozi also recommended his disciples to 
become officials within kingdoms. He pushed his students to study hard so in the 
future they could become officials. Here are some examples: “A man visited 
Mozi’s school. He was physically well built and mentally brilliant. Desiring to 
have him in his school, Mozi told him to come and study and that he would make 
him an official” (Mozi 12.48.16). “Mozi had recommended Geng Zhuzi to Chu” 
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(Mozi 11.46.5). “Mozi sent Sheng Zhuo to serve Xiang Zi Niu” (Mozi 13.49.19). 
“Mozi sent Guan Qin Ao to recommend Gao Shizi to Wei” (Mozi 11.46.12). 
However, Moists had principles about becoming an official. For instance, “Mozi 
sent Sheng Zhuo to serve Xiang Zi Niu. Xiang Zi Niu invaded Lu three times, 
and Sheng Zhuo accompanied him three times. Hearing of this, Mozi sent Gao 
Sunzi to call him back” (Mozi 13.49.19). Another example was Mozi’s sending 
Cao Gongzi to Song. As Cao Gongzi enjoyed a high rank and a sizable 
emolument, he took it as a chance to benefit his own family and he was finally 
called back after three years (Mozi 13.49.15). Mozi’s only purpose in sending his 
disciples to become officials was to promote his ideas of “universal love” and 
“condemning offensive war.” If the disciple failed to do so, he would be punished 
by Mozi. 
  In this aspect, we have to say that Mozi himself was a model of putting his 
ideas into practice. For instance: 

 
After Mozi had paid Gong Shang Guo a visit, Gong Shang Guo recommended 
him to the Lord of Yue. The Lord of Yue was greatly pleased, saying to Gong 
Shang Guo: “Sir, if you can induce Mozi to come to Yue and instruct me, I 
shall offer him five hundred square li of the land lying in the former state of 
Wu.” Gong Shang Guo promised to try and so fifty wagons were made ready 
to go to Lu, and welcome Mozi. (Gong Shang Guo) told him: “When I tried to 
persuade the Lord of Yue with your principles he was quite pleased and said to 
me that if I could induce you to come to Yue and instruct him, he would offer 
you five hundred square li of the land lying in the former state of Wu.” 

Mozi said to Gong Shang Guo: “As you observe it, what is the intention of 
the Lord of Yue? If the Lord of Yue will listen to my word and adopt my way, 
I shall come, asking only for food according to the capacity of my stomach, 
and clothing according to the stature of my body. I shall just be one of the 
ministers. What is the use of any commission? On the other hand, if the Lord 
of Yue will not listen to my word and adopt my way and I should go 
nevertheless, I should then be selling my righteousness. As for selling 
righteousness I could very well do it in the Middle Country, why should I then 
go out to Yue?” (Mozi 13.49.13) 

 
Obviously, the only purpose of Mozi and his disciples in becoming officials was 
to promote Mohist righteousness and to make the lords “listen to my word and 
adopt my way.” If this purpose could not be attained, Mozi would quit any high 
rank and reject any sizable emolument. 

Mozi did have outstanding disciples who did well in this aspect. Gao Shizi 高
石子 who became an official in Wei 魏 was a good example: 
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Mozi … recommend Gao Shizi to Wei. The lord of Wei gave him heavy 
emoluments and ranked him among the ministers. Gao Shizi came to court 
three times and gave all his counsels. But none of them was carried out. So he 
left for Qi where he saw Mozi and said: “On your account the lord of Wei gave 
me heavy emoluments and ranked me among the ministers. I went to court 
three times and gave all my counsels. But none of them was carried out. So I 
left. Wouldn’t the lord of Wei think I was demented?” 

Mozi said: “If you left because it is in accordance with Dao, what does it 
matter even if you were suspected of being demented? In ancient times, Duke 
Zhou was displeased with Uncle Guan and resigned from the Duke's duties 
and went east to Shang Yan to live. Everybody then said he was demented. But 
posterity praised his virtue and exalts his name to this day. Moreover, I have 
heard, to practice righteousness is not to avoid blame and seek praise. If the 
resignation is in accordance with Dao, what does it matter if one is suspected 
of being demented?” Gao Shizi said: “How dare Shi leave if it were not in 
accordance with Dao? Formerly, Master, you have said: ‘When there is no 
Dao in the world, the superior men will not stay in positions of plenty.’ Now 
the lord of Wei does not observe the Dao. If I should covet his emoluments 
and position, then I would be living on others as a parasite.” 

Mozi was pleased and summoned Qinzi, telling him: “Now, listen, cases of  
disregard of righteousness for emoluments I have heard of. But disregard of 
emoluments for righteousness I have seen (only) in Gao Shizi. (Mozi 11.46.12) 
 

For the realistic regimes of the lords, Moist disciples upheld a spirit of “disregard 
of emoluments for righteousness.” Although this does not represent the whole 
spirit of Moism, it is the basic presupposition for the implementation of a Moist 
spirit of salvation. 
  As the Moist disciples had been trained in such a spirit, once they entered 
politics, they demonstrated a power that could destroy any obsolete institution 
and refresh depressing atmospheres. Such a spirit was feared by even the highest 
rulers at that time. Nevertheless, the rulers were unable to oppose it as it is a 
power that transcends any worldly power. The story of Fu Chun, a Moist leader 
(Juzi 钜子 ) recorded by Lüshi Chunqiu, demonstrates the spirit of Moist 
officials: 
 

Fu Chun was a Juzi of the Mo school. When he stayed in Qin, his son was 
accused of murder. Qin Huiwang said: “Master is now so old and does not 
have another son. I have asked the court not to sentence him to death. I hope 
Master will listen to me in this case.” Fu Chun answered: “According to the 
law of Moism, anyone who kills should die, and anyone who harms should be 
punished. This is necessary in order to stop killing and harming. Stopping 
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killing and harming is the highest righteousness of all-under-heaven. Although 
Your Majesty is doing me a favor by not killing him, Fu Chun cannot escape 
from implementing the law of Mozi.” He finally refused Huiwang and killed 
his son. (Xu 2009, 31−32; “Qusi” of Lüshi Chunqiu) 

 
In this case, Fu Chun had multiple identities. On the one side, he was a Moist 
Juzi, as well as the father of a murderer; on the other side, he was an official of 
Qin Huiwang, for which Qin Huiwang was willing to spare his son from the 
death penalty. However, Fu Chun disregarded the father-son relationship and the 
order of the King and obeyed the law of Moism at the price of his son’s death. He 
fully displayed how a Juzi of Moism upheld the law of Mozi as the highest 
principle. 
  As a Moist official, Fu Chun’s choice was crucial. For an ordinary man, no 
matter how important the blood relationship may be, as he is not able to oppose 
the King’s order he has no choice but to accept the situation. Fu Chun at the time 
was an official of Qin, for whom the King’s order was the highest law. However, 
Fu Chun was also a Moist Juzi, therefore his choice was to abandon familial love 
and disregard the King’s orders and to obey the law of Mozi instead. This shows 
that for a Moist, the blood ties of love that are important for Confucians and 
ordinary people, as well as the royal order that is important for Legalists, are 
outside of his considerations. In this way, the only principle for a Moist’s 
behavior is nothing but the “law of Mozi.” This demonstrates the spirit of a Moist 
official. Their religious feeling and disregard of blood ties and royal orders 
reflected an indomitable spirit. 
  However, this indomitable spirit actually ended the Moists’ future in politics. 
The reason is simple: In officialdom, both blood relationship and royal orders are 
not to be neglected. Qin Huiwang’s sparing Fu Chun’s son from the death penalty 
was actually an effort to overcome Fu Chun’s “law of Mozi” by invoking blood 
relationships and royal orders. However, Fu Chun was trying to show the that the 
“law of Mozi” is ultimately impassable by disregarding these factors. Totally 
neglecting a royal order in the context of officialdom demonstrated a spirit 
surpassing worldly political power. By showing the “law of Mozi” to be 
unshakeable, Fu Chun intended to change official ethics. How long could he 
maintain his position? From the history of the Qin dynasty, we can see no 
influence of Moism during the unification (as the principle of “condemning 
offensive war” restricted Moist disciples from taking part in the war), and after 
the unification there was no trace of Moism in the dynasty of Qin. This indicates 
that the law of Mozi was not adaptable to realistic politics and was bound to be 
eliminated by the new despotic power. When Han Feizi said, “Confucians disturb 
the law through literature and a knight (xia 侠) breaks the prohibition through 
martialism” (Han 2000, 1104; “Wu Du” of Han Feizi), he meant to outlaw 
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Moism. Fu Chun, who disobeyed the royal order and put his son to death in the 
name of the “law of Mozi,” is endowed with certain symbolic power to 
demonstrate the typical relationship between Moist officials and realistic power. 

4  The Choice of Moist Knights: “Suicide”  

With the defeat of Moist officials, their ambitions were transferred onto the 
shoulders of Moist knights. As a matter of fact, from the very beginning Moist 
officials should not have been the ones to pursue the salvation ideal. When facing 
the reality in the officialdom, according to the position of “exalting the virtuous,” 
it should be the case that “(Heaven) chose the virtuous in the world and crowned 
him emperor. Feeling the insufficiency of his capacity, the emperor chose the 
virtuous in the world and installed them as the three ministers” (Mozi 3.11.2). 
This shows that the reason for Mozi to lobby the lords and to send his disciples to 
the Kingdoms to become officials was taking advantage of the political power 
temporarily rather than realizing his ideal of salvation through it. Although the 
King of Yue had suggested to “offer him (Mozi) five hundred square li of the 
land lying in the former state of Wu,” if the king could not possibly “listen to my 
word and adopt my way,” Mozi would simply reject the offer (Mozi 13.49.13). 
This shows that Moist officials and the political powers were only taking each 
other’s advantages. 

Moist knights were different. This was not only because a knight’s actions 
were absolutely beyond the control of the bureaucratic system, but also because 
knights undertook the righteousness of all-under-heaven in a spirit which was 
quite close to Mozi’s, therefore a group composed of such individuals has the 
power to break all obstacles. According to Huainanzi: “There were one hundred 
and eighty knights serving Mozi, all of whom could be sent to go through fire 
and blades, and to die without hesitation, as a result of his teaching” (He 1998, 
1406; “Tai Zu Xun” of Huainanzi). From the perspective of realizing the proposal 
for universal love and mutual benefit, such a spirit, “to go through fire and blades, 
and to die without hesitation,” was a good vehicle to be the initial impetus for 
mutual love. In fact, Mozi established his organization out of such a necessity. 

Here we see described the spirit of knighthood according to Mozi himself: 
 
On his way from Lu to Qi, Mozi met an old friend who said to him: 
“Nowadays no one in the world practices any acts of righteousness. You are 
merely inflicting pain upon yourself by trying to practice righteousness. You 
had better give it up.” Mozi replied: “Suppose a man has ten sons. Only one 
attends to the farm while the other nine stay at home. Then the farmer must 
work all the more vigorously. Why? Because many eat while few work. Now, 
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none in the world practices righteousness. Then you should encourage me all 
the more. Why would you stop me?” (Mozi 12.47.2) 
 

Mozi, in his social status, was no more than a “humble man from the north,” and 
his proposals, such as “simplicity in funerals,” “economy in expenditures,” 
“condemnation of music,” “condemnation of offensive war,” etc., were no more 
than “what a humble man could do.” Nevertheless, Mozi’s spirit of “taking the 
sufferings of all-under-heaven upon my own shoulders” was fully demonstrated 
in such thinking, through which he wanted to change the ethical world as a whole. 
This was the real spirit of knighthood. Therefore Mencius remarked: “Mozi loves 
universally. If he could have benefited all-under-heaven at the price of rubbing 
smooth his whole body from the crown to the heel, he would have done it” 
(Mencius 7A26). Zhuangzi thought Mozi’s aim was “to teach no extravagance to 
later ages, to leave the ten thousand things unadorned, to shun any glorification 
of rules and regulations, instead of applying ink and measuring line to the 
correction of one’s own conduct, thus aiding the world in time of crisis. …To 
make men anxious, to make them sorrowful—such practices are hard to carry 
out” (Watson 1968, 364−66; “Tianxia” of Zhuangzi). Xunzi said: “Mozi’s word 
openly showed a worry about scarcity for all-under-heaven. However, such 
scarcity is rather Mozi’s personal anxiety, which is obviously overestimated, than 
a public trouble of all-under- heaven” (Wang 1988, 185; “Fu Guo” of Xunzi). It is 
obvious that such a spirit, “to benefit all-under-heaven at the price of rubbing 
smooth his whole body from the crown to the heel,” together with the will to 
save the world in a way “against the mind of all-under-heaven,” is the most 
knight-like spirit in Chinese history. Usually, “So it is that many of the Moist of 
later ages dress in skins and coarse cloth, near wooden clogs or hempen sandals, 
never resting day and night, driving themselves on to the bitterest exertions, ‘if 
we cannot do the same,’ they say, ‘then we are not following the way of Yu, and 
are unworthy to be called Moists!’” (Watson 1968, 367; “Tianxia” of Zhuangzi). 
This might be the normal life in a Mohist organization. Qingu Xi 禽滑釐, Mozi’s 
head disciple, “followed Mozi for three years, with his hands and feet all covered 
by calluses, and face blackened. He devoted himself totally to his responsibilities 
and never dared to think of his personal desires” (Mozi 14.56.1). He was a good 
example of the overall situation of the Mohist organization. Nevertheless, 
Mohists still “considered their Juzi to be sages and all were willing to accept 
them as their leader, hoping that they would be accepted by later generations.” 
Therefore, the situation described in Huainanzi, “to go through fire and blades, 
and to die without hesitation,” might be an ascetic and self-torturing way to 
express their will to save all-under-heaven. 
  Thus the Moist passion for salvation seems to turn into a sort of self-torturing 
spirit or obsession with death. In other words, they had to demonstrate the purity 
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and eternity of their spirit of salvation and devotion through torturing themselves 
or pursuing death intentionally. Lüshi Chunqiu made an accurate account about 
how Moist knights and their organization, in a way of pursuing death intentionally, 
demonstrated their passion: 
 

Meng Sheng was the Juzi of Moism. He got along well with the lord of Yang 
Cheng, who asked him to defend his country. They broke a jade plate as a tally 
and made a promise: “orders will only be obeyed when the tally is complete.” 
When the king of Jing died, the officials united to attack Wu Qi and fought at 
the place where the King died. The lord of Yang Cheng was involved and later 
escaped when the Kingdom of Jing declared the action a rebellion. The 
country was to be taken back by the Kingdom. Meng Sheng said: “I promised 
to defend his country and have a tally with me. Now I see no tally, yet my 
strength is too weak to stop it. Being unable to do so is now unacceptable to 
me.” His disciple Xu Ruo persuaded Meng Sheng and said: “If your death will 
benefit the lord of Yang Cheng, it is justified to die; if there is no benefit, and 
on the contrary it will break off the succession of Moism in the world, it is not 
justified.” 

Meng Sheng replied: “The case is not as you say. For the lord of Yang 
Cheng, I am a friend if not a teacher, a subject if not a friend. If I do not die, 
from now on, anyone who seeks a rigorous teacher will not turn to the Moists, 
and who seeks a virtuous friend will not turn to the Moists. To die is to 
practice Moist righteousness and to continue the undertaking of Moism. I am 
going to hand over the duty of Juzi to Tian Xiangzi, who is virtuous. Do not 
worry about the continuity of Moism.” Xu Ruo said: “If it is as Master’s word, 
Ruo would like to die first to clear the way.” He then died before Meng Sheng 
did. Two Moists were sent as messengers to pass the appointment to Tian 
Xiangzi. 

When Meng Sheng died, eighty three of his disciples died after him. The 
two messengers, having passed the order to Tian Xiangzi, were to go back to 
die for Meng Sheng in Jing. Tian Xiangzi stopped them and said: “Master 
Meng has passed the duty of Juzi to me.” They did not listen to him and went 
back to die. (Xu 2009, 521−22; “Shangde” of Lüshi Chunqiu) 
 

This is a legendary story about Moists striving to attain death. Meng Sheng chose 
to die so he could keep his promise. Although Xu Ruo worried about the relative 
losses of such a decision, thinking it better to consider the continuous existence 
of the Moist group, Meng Sheng, as the leader of the Moists, took his 
considerations a step further. For him, that the potential result that “anyone who 
seeks a rigorous teacher will not turn to the Moists,” would mean a definite 
departure from the Moist spirit. Therefore, to seek death was the correct way to 
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“practice the Moist righteousness and to continue the undertaking of Moism.” 
His self-sacrifice maintained a greater spirit of salvation. Xu Ruo’s choice to “die 
before Meng Sheng,” demonstrates the spirit of being a Moist disciple. 
  What was even stranger than this story of Meng Sheng was the reaction of the 
two messengers. According to Meng Sheng’s arrangement, they undertook the 
duty of passing the order of appointment to Tian Xiangzi, who was in Song. They 
were not required to die, and the new Juzi ordered them not to do so in addition. 
However, they chose to go back and commit suicide after their mission was 
accomplished. In their view, not to die was a betrayal to their feelings for Meng 
Sheng. This seems to be something like a death passion. Moists chose to promote 
the spirit of Moism by pursuing death intentionally. 
  Why did Mohists chose such a method to promote their spirit? An explanation 
has two aspects. On the one hand, as their social status gave them deep 
understanding of social suffering, their great expectation of reforming ethical 
reality and creating ideal society was a task that could never be accomplished. 
For example, “Who steals if each regards the other’s house as his own? Who 
harms if each regards the other’s body as his own? … Who disturbs if each 
regards the other’s family as his own? Who offends if each regards the other’s 
country his own?” It is true that these are all good ideals. If everyone could 
behave according to this, all the social inequality, “the strong overpowering the 
weak, the many oppressing the few, the wealthy mocking the poor, the honoured 
disdaining the humble, the cunning deceiving the simple” (Mozi 4.15.2), would 
be eradicated. However, such a beautiful ideal has a precondition: Selfishness 
must be completely eliminated. Thus, the other side of this good ideal is the most 
difficult ideal of selflessness. This might be the radical reason for Mozi to 
establish his group: he was trying to find the initial impetus for the realization of 
universal love and mutual benefit. From this perspective, only the Moist knights 
were the undertakers and the embodiment of the Moist spirit of salvation. 
However, even though Moist knights successfully formed the initial impetus, 
how could this then be transferred into the common-sense and behavior of 
ordinary people? That was the real difficulty. Among Mozi’s disciples there were 
examples of people indulging in wealth and nobility, seeking high rank, and 
complaining about the unworthiness of being an official. These tell us that both 
Mozi and his disciples found his ideals difficult to realize. It was in such a 
situation as this that his steadfast followers chose the path of suicide in order to 
to illuminate their spirit of salvation. 
  On the other hand, even as Moists acknowledged that such ideals were 
difficult to realize, there were still alternatives to suicide. They could seek 
compromises with reality and even make concessions to a secular atmosphere. 
However, this could harm the purity and sincerity of their ideals. Meng Sheng 
was concerned that: “from now on, anyone who seeks a rigorous teacher will not 
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turn to the Mohists, and who seeks a virtuous friend will not turn to the Mohists.” 
In this situation, Meng Sheng’s choosing death not only ensured the sincerity and 
purity of his ideals, but also realized his words: “To die is to practice Moist 
righteousness and to continue the undertaking of Moism.” In this way, when a 
Moist group committed collective suicide, they were facing a task that could 
never be accomplished, and demonstrating the transcendence and purity of their 
ideal through taking their lives. Thus, the collective suicides of Moists, although 
having nothing to do with the actual realization of their ideals, did effectively 
illuminate the purity and eternity of their ideals. 
  Moist groups disappeared after the Qin and Han dynasties. However, their 
spirit of taking their lives to maintain the righteousness of all-under-heaven had 
taken root deep in the minds of the Chinese people. This is the spirit of the Moist 
knights, a spirit demonstrating a transcendental state as they gave up their own 
lives. 

5  Helplessness of the Moist Sophists: Major and Minor 
Illustration 

When Moist knights illuminated the ideal value and spirit of Moism in their 
turning to suicide, the only alternative for Moism to continue to exist seemed to 
be the Moist sophists. In fact, the sophists did not appear after the appearance of 
Moist officials and Moist knights; they emerged at the same time as Moists 
began to put forth their proposals of salvation. That is to say, Moist sophists 
emerged when the Moist propositions of universal love and mutual benefit came 
into being. In the “Shangxian” Chapter, Mozi said: “Now, all the rulers desire 
their provinces to be wealthy, their people to be numerous, and their jurisdiction 
to secure order. But what they obtain is not wealth but poverty, not multitude but 
scarcity, not order but chaos—this is to lose what they desire and obtain what 
they avert. Why is this?” (Mozi 2.8.2). Here he has raised the question of 
argumentation and put Moists in a situation in which debate became necessary 
from time to time. Mozi himself had to debate frequently when he promoted his 
propositions. He debated with one of his old friends about “esteem for 
righteousness,” and with Geng Zhuzi about “investigating capability.” People he 
had to argue with included the King of Chu, Luyang Wenjun, Gongshu Pan, Wu 
Mazi (the father of a disciple), and more. To a certain extent, Mozi promoted his 
propositions through arguing. Therefore, Moist sophism was a necessary form 
that Moism took. 
  However, Mozi’s style of debate was different than that of the later Moist 
sophists, who took it as their profession. Mozi’s thought was formed after 
Confucianism and Daoism; as a newcomer, he had to carve out a way for his 
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thought. Debate was undoubtedly a tool to promote his thoughts, and so he paid 
more attention to one’s choices than to one’s definitions. Mozi said: “Therefore, 
when I say that blind man does not know the difference between white and black, 
I do not mean that they do not know the names ‘black’ and ‘white’ ; I mean that 
they do not know their definition. Now, as for the definition the gentlemen under 
heaven make of benevolence (ren 仁), even Yu and Tang cannot change that 
name. But if we mix up the benevolent with the non-benevolent and allow the 
gentlemen under heaven to choose their definition, they will not know the true 
definition. Therefore, when I say ‘the gentlemen under heaven do not know 
benevolence,’ I do not mean that they do not know the word ‘benevolence’; I 
mean they do not know its definition” (Mozi 12.47.8). Mozi judges the blind 
people by their practical definitions rather than their use of words. Likewise, he 
used the same method to judge the gentlemen of his age. In his eyes, words or 
debate were but the approach to promote his thought and propositions; not the 
thoughts themselves. 
  However, the later Moists took debate as the main content of their learning, 
and transformed it into the branch of Moist sophists for whom debate was a 
profession. Why was this? First, Moist officials became incompatible with the 
despotic regime,3 and Moist knights were also incompatible with the ordinary 
people.4 During the promotion of their ideas, Moists not only collided with 
Confucianism and Daoism,5 but were also rejected, consciously or unconsciously, 
by ordinary people. All the above constituted reasons for Moism to turn into 
Moist sophism. 
  Second, Mozi was originally an artisan. From the accounts of his discussions 
on building boats, chariots, grappling hooks, rams and wooden kites, and his 
technical competition with Gongshu Pan, he was clearly a carpenter who was 
skilled at mechanical manufacturing. He said: “To accomplish anything 
whatsoever one must have standards. None have yet accomplished anything 
without them. The gentlemen fulfilling their duties as generals and councilors 
have their standards. Even the artisans performing their tasks also have their 
standards. The artisans make square objects according to the square, circular 
objects according to the compasses; they draw straight lines with the carpenter's 
                                                               
3 From the records of Lüshi Chunqiu, it appears to be that it was Moist officials who could not 
accept royal orders. However, as a matter of fact, it was also the royal parties themselves who 
could not accept Moist officials and the “law of Mozi.” 
4 Moist knights, who sought to be the initial impetus for the principle of universal love and 
mutual benefit, were not able to drive selfish ordinary people; their propositions were not 
identified and accepted by ordinary people. Therefore, finally, they had to choose the extreme 
form of suicide in order to expose the Moist values and the spirit of salvation) 
5  Both the moral ideals originating from the Heavenly mandate of Zisi 子思  and the 
“everything for the self” principle of Yang Zhu 杨朱 ran against Moist ideas. 
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line and find the perpendicular by a pendulum. All artisans, whether skilled or 
unskilled, employ these five standards. Only the skilled workers are accurate. 
Though the unskilled labourers have not attained accuracy, yet they do better by 
following these standards than otherwise” (Mozi 1.4.1). From this account, we 
know that his early experience as a carpenter not only gave him a sense of 
independent agency, but also a sense of the instruments used to measure the 
standards of an argument. Moist sophism was a return to Mozi’s early profession 
since Moist thought was impeded on the level of the ordinary people. However, 
this “early profession” was no longer craftsmanship and manufacturing itself, but 
was about the logic that discourse and speech should follow. And the “standards” 
were no longer the square, compass, line and ink of a carpenter, but the tools of 
discourse—the logic of proposition and argumentation. Moist sophism thus came 
into being. 
  In their returning to Mozi’s early profession, later Moists opened a totally new 
area: the logic of name and argumentation. Six pieces of the existing Moist 
classics—“Canon I” (“Jing Shang” 经上 ), “Canon II” (“Jing Xia” 经下 ), 
“Exposition of Canon I” (“Jingshuo Shang” 经说上), “Exposition of Canon II” 
(“Jingshuo Xia” 经说下), “Major Illustration,” and “Minor Illustration”—belong 
to the Moist sophists. Zhan Jianfeng, after years of studying the Moist logic of 
name and argumentation, said that “The difference between “Canon I” and 
“Canon II” lies in the fact that “Canon I” is composed of definitions, rules, 
principles, which have the characteristic of argument. “Canon II” is mainly about 
propositions and argumentation, some of which are refutations of other schools 
and are typical of refutation” (Zhan 1956, 230). The texts of the “Canon I” and 
“Canon II” correspond with each other. For example, in “Canon I” we read: “The 
cause (gu 故) of something is what must occur before it will come about”; “The 
constant (zhi 止) allows it to endure as it is”; “The form (ti 体) is a part of the 
whole (jian 兼) which endures”; “Knowledge (zhi 知) is capability”; “Equality 
(ping 平) indicates things of the same height.” And in “Canon II” we read: “None 
of the five phases remain in a state of constant superiority. Demonstrated in Yi 
宜”; “Knowing why they know not. Demonstrated by Name and Definition (yi 
ming qu 以名取)”; “The reason for an object is different from that through which 
we recognize it, and different again from that through which we could help 
others to recognize it. Demonstrated in sickness (bing 病 ).” The word 
“demonstrated” in these sentences means that “Canon II” makes extended 
remarks and explanations about the definitions and rules of “Canon I.” According 
to this feature, we can reasonably conclude that “Canon I” is “to fix names,” 
whilst “Canon II” bears the characteristic of argumentation. Together they are 
exercises of the Moist methods of argument. 
  As for the “Exposition of the Canon,” it is a further explanation and 
clarification to “Canon I.” It mentions concepts such as “white horse,” “hard and 
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white,” and “midday sun,” showing that they are conversing with the logicians 
represented by Hui Shi 惠施 and Gongsun Long 公孙龙. However, the Major 
and Minor Illustrations have retained the nature of Moism. Many of the contents 
are repeated illustrations and justifications for Moist thought. Here are some 
examples: 

 
Heaven loves human being less than the Sage does; it benefits humans more 
than the sage does. 

Choosing the greater in benefits, choosing the lesser in harms. To choose the 
lesser of harms is not choosing harms at all but choosing benefits. 

To choose the greater of the benefits is not a situation of helplessness, while 
to choose the lesser of harms is. Choosing what is not possessed is to choose 
the greater of benefits. Giving up what is already possessed is to choose the 
lesser of harms. 

I love people, but do not exclude myself. I myself am included in the 
beloved. I myself am in the beloved, and the love is directed toward me. This 
is ethical love. 

There is no difference between deep love and shallow love. Self 
recommendation is not virtuous. 

Love equally, and all loves are similar. To love ancient times and the present 
times equally, as if they were the people of today. 

Even though there were no one in the world, the words of Mozi would still 
remain.  

    Arguments take effects through analogy. If you make an argument without 
knowing the analogy, you will be in a dilemma. (Mozi 11.44.1–15) 

  
The purpose of argumentation is to make clear right and wrong, to observe the 
rules for order and disorder, to understand similarity and difference, to analyze 
the principle of name and reality, to deal with benefit and harm, to make 
judgment out of doubtfulness. Through describing briefly what the myriad 
things are like, we are to find the differences and connection between opinions, 
to put forward the reality by names, to express feelings by discourses, to put 
forward reasons by speeches, to understand and to express by analogy. 

Behind what they are, there is why they are. While what they are may be the 
same, why they are is not necessarily the same. Behind what they take, there is 
why they take. While what they take may be the same, why they take it is not 
necessarily the same. 

We cannot say that one “loves humans” until we know that he loves all 
human beings universally. Yet we can say that one “does not love humans” 
before we ensure that he does not love every human being. Because his love 
for humans is not universal, he does not love humans. We can say that one 
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“rides” before he has ridden all horses in the world. He has ridden a horse, this 
is enough to say that he “rides.” Yet if we are to say that one “does not ride,” 
we would have made sure that he has never ridden any horse. 

To live in a country is to “inhabit a country.” Having a house in a country is 
not “having that country.” (Mozi 11.45.1–8) 

 
In the above examples, repeated explanations were made about Mozi’s words and 
the Moist ideas of universal love and mutual benefit. These are examples of the 
Moist principles. Take for example the treatment of love, these are all typical 
Moist principles. As for the examples of “riding a horse” or “having a house,” 
these are discriminations between comprehensive and incomprehensive 
dispositions. In the examples of choosing the greater or lesser of benefits and 
harms, we see demonstrated a logic for choosing values, followed by the more 
detailed remarks upon the extent of choice and possession in such cases. The 
treatment of “deep” and “shallow love” and “self recommendation” is a return to 
the Moist spirit of selflessness. The passage, “to make clear right and wrong, to 
observe the rules for order and disorder, to understand the similarity and 
difference, to analyze the principle of name and reality, to deal with benefit and 
harm, to make judgment out of doubtfulness,” all demonstrate logic by which we 
choose values. Although Moists have formed clear ideas on logic, such logic was 
of a practical kind, submitted to the subjective comparison and choice of values, 
rather than a formal logic for the sake of objective cognition.  
  Compared with Mozi, who explored the origin of the phenomenon of “those 
who suffer hunger find no access to food, who suffer cold no access to clothes, 
and who work hardly take a rest,” and who raised the ideas of universal love and 
mutual benefit, Moist sophists mainly explored the human mind and tried to trace 
its origins. They inherited Mozi’s spirit, which appears in Mozi’s “standards,” 
and developed it into a logic of name and argumentation. Distinguishing 
themselves from Moist officials who opened the future way of Moism or Moist 
knights who tried to continue Mozi’s undertaking through death, Moist sophists 
declared their ambitions in a theoretical way: “Even though there were no one in 
the world, the words of Mozi would still remain.” This reveals the transcendence 
and eternity of the Moist spirit. Since the Moist officials had alienated the 
authorities and the Moist knights had sacrificed their lives, the theoretical pursuit 
of the Moist sophists was the last avenue available to the Moist spirit. However, 
that avenue would soon close and the Moist sophists’ declaration that, “Even 
though there were no one in the world, the words of Mozi would still remain.” 
would become a farewell of Moism to the world of human thoughts. 
  Past studies of Moist sophists have emphasized the comparison with Western 
cultures and their formal logic. It is true that we can find formal logic in the 
Moist sophists’ thought, for example in their discrimination between universal 
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propositions and non-universal propositions and in the comparison of general 
concepts and particular concepts. However, as a matter of fact, what Moist 
sophists were concerned with was the problem of how “to deal with benefits and 
harms, to make judgment out of doubtfulness,” rather than, “to understand 
similarity and difference, to analyze the principles of name and reality.” 
According to Mozi, the latter serves the former. Therefore, to understand the 
emergence of the Moist sophists and the evolution of Moist logic, we had better 
examine Mozi’s early experiences as a carpenter and the argumentation that 
occurred in the process of promoting Moist ideal of salvation, rather than assume 
that Mozi was doing the same thing as a Western, Arabic, or Indian logician 
(Fang 1989, 109). In light of Mozi’s ideal of salvation, such logic might function 
“to make clear right and wrong, to observe the rules for order and disorder, to 
understand similarity and difference, to analyze the principles of name and 
reality,” and even “to deal with benefits and harms, to make judgment out of 
doubtfulness.” However, in the hands of later Moists it actually became, “to put 
forward the reality by names,” and, “to understand and to express by analogy,” 
with which Mozi would have fiercely disagreed. Considering the spirit of Moist 
salvation, this later development is almost satirical. The phenomenon of “mixing 
up the benevolent and the non-benevolent” which was contrary to Mozi’s aims, 
finally became the actualization of Moism under the promotion of the later 
Moists. 

6  Historical Lessons of the Moist Spirit of Salvation 

Moism was completely eliminated after the Qin and Han dynasties. Reasons for 
this include the Moist official, Fu Chun, who was responsible for disregarding 
the order of Qin Huiwang and clinging to the Moist law, thus putting the law of 
Mozi in opposition to the despotic regime. The Moist knights’ suicide was 
another reason, because if committing suicide became the only way to preserve 
the purity of the Moist ideal, such an ideal was already useless as it could neither 
save ethical society nor be accepted by ethical society. Therefore, the former was 
incompatible with a unified despotic society, and the latter could not be accepted 
by the society in which everyone only loves and preserves himself. As for the 
logical concepts of the Moist sophists, they were not only disliked by their 
opponents, but also could not be identified and accepted as consistent with the 
true Moist spirit. Their thought was like a pond without a spring of source water, 
just waiting to run dry. Therefore, after the Qin and Han dynasties, Moism, as an 
academic school, completely disappeared from the history of China (Ding and 
Wen 2005). 
  Nonetheless, the germ of Moist thought has never been far away from the 
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Chinese people. Mozi’s ideal of honoring the virtuous—“officials cannot be in 
constant honor, and a humble man cannot be in eternal humility. If a person is 
capable, promote him; if incapable, lower his rank” (Mozi 2.8.6)—were followed 
by Chen Sheng 陈胜 and Wu Guang’s 吴广 slogan of revolt: “Do kings and 
lords form a different species?” and by different ideals such as, “to average rich 
and poor and to level noble and humble,” or “to enforce justice on behalf of 
heaven.” Such an appeal for equality was deeply rooted in the minds of Chinese 
people. Anyone who thinks that this was just a common feeling of the lower class 
in regards to the hierarchical order and social injustice should pay attention to 
Sima Qian’s description of traveling knights (youxia 游侠): “These traveling 
knights, whose behavior might not be in full accordance with justice, strictly kept 
their words, they never ceased to act before their goal was attained, cherished 
their promises more than their lives to help people out of trouble” (Sima 1959, 
3181; “Youxia Liezhuan” of Shiji). This is obviously a compliment to the spirit 
of the Moist knights. From the point of view of the lower class, what they 
expected from generation to generation was impartial and incorruptible officials, 
like Bao Zheng 包拯 who enforced the law strictly, and Hai Rui 海瑞 who 
pleaded for justice on behalf of the people, and Tan Sitong 谭嗣同 who wrote in 
his last poem, “with a knife on my neck I laugh to the Heavens, I’ll go with my 
liver and gall left here to be two mountains like the Kun Lun ranges.” These 
types of officials were not only respected by the people, but also represented an 
ideal among the official classes too. From this point of view, the Moist spirit 
never left China. Whenever society fell into disaster and the polarization between 
rich and poor became serious and social injustice worsened, there would be 
courageous people to step out and shoulder the responsibility of saving the 
country and the people. They are known as the “backbone of China.” 
  There is a crucial difference between those who expect the emergence of a 
Moist spirit and those who themselves want become Moists. Whenever social 
injustice worsened to a certain degree, people would hope for someone to step up, 
so as to ease the people’s pressure and relieve their pain. However, this just 
meant that they themselves did not want to be Moists. Fortunately, in this kind of 
situation there usually appeared a truly courageous and righteous figure who, not 
being able to bear the sight of social suffering, stood up to be the representative 
of the public will and even became an admirable hero. If one wanted to become a 
real Moist, able “to restrain oneself with codes of conducts, and to be prepared 
for the crisis of the age,” he had to be prepared to devote his entire life and to 
have the spirit of Meng Sheng. Otherwise, without that dedication it was possible 
that he would eventually become a hypocrite. That is why Zhuangzi said: “If he 
teaches men in this fashion, then I fear he has no love for them, and if he adopts 
such practices for his own burial, then he surely has no love for himself ! … To 
make men anxious, to make them sorrowful—such practices are hard to carry out, 
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and I fear they cannot be regarded as the Way of the Sage. They are contrary to 
the hearts of the world, and the world cannot endure them. Though Mo Tzu 
himself may be capable of such endurance, how can the rest of the world do 
likewise?” (Waston 1968, 365−66; “Tianxia” of Zhuangzi). 
  Even though one may be prepared for self-sacrifice, there is yet another side of 
the Moist spirit: the submission to an absolute authority. In the chapter 
“Identification with the Superior” (“Shangtong” 尚同), Mozi said: “What the 
superior thinks to be right, all shall think to be right; what the superior thinks to 
be wrong, all shall think to be wrong” (Mozi 3.12.3). And in the chapter “The 
Will of Heaven” (“Tianzhi” 天志), he said: “The will of Heaven to me is like the 
compasses to the wheelwright and the square to the carpenter. The wheelwright 
and the carpenter measure all the square and circular objects with their square 
and compasses and accept those that fit as correct and reject those that do not fit 
as incorrect” (Mozi 7.26.7). These become the absolute criteria through which 
they judge and choose everything. That’s why it has been pointed out that it is a 
typical “theory of depotism” (Fang 1989, 109). 
  Thus, it seems that the failure of the Moist ideal of salvation was theoretically 
inevitable. In a sense this could have been a blessing for China, because the 
populist standing of the Moists and their suicidal way of salvation tended to 
deprive individuals of their right to think about life while being concerned with 
the existence of all people under heaven. Because they tried to save the world in 
a way that was “against the mind of all-under-heaven,” they are criticized in that 
“it caused men to worry and to be sad, it was difficult to put into practice” 
(Watson 1968, 366). However, as a spokesman of the lower classes, Mozi’s 
yearning for a society where “the strong will not overpower the weak, the many 
will not oppress the few, the wealthy will not mock the poor, the honored will not 
disdain the humble, and the cunning will not deceive the simple,” was respectable 
(Mozi 4.2.2). Furthermore, his blueprint in which everyone regards other people’s 
houses, bodies, families and countries as his or her own based on the principles of 
universal love and mutual benefit has an eternal value and will continue to 
illuminate the future of humanity. However, such an ideal can only exist on the far 
shore of human pursuit, and can be approached only in a slow and incremental 
progress. Anyone who wants to save humanity once and for all, only out of his 
enthusiasm, is doomed to fall into the slough of totalitarianism. This is the 
historical lesson from the Moist ideal of universal love and its passion for salvation, 
as well as the revelation that Chinese populism has contributed to human progress. 
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