








All of this is useful and important to understand because, if it is true that
every incident of communicative expression is in some sense rhetorical, one
would like to have a system that is capable of analyzing all of them in compara-
ble terms. Such a system should be capable of analyzing artistic expression as
well. This is not a modern idea: indeed, already in Hermogenes of Tarsus we
find the notion of classifying works of art rhetorically as epideictic.155 This
makes sense, given that the audience is not required to vote on any decision as
a result of the experience: rather the effect of a work of art is to inspire some
aesthetic response. (The very word “aesthetic,” related to aisthêsis or percep-
tion, reminds us that the *� �	� - root can have to do with emotions.)156 In this
regard it is significant that Aristotle’s word for “observers” – theôroi – belongs
to a word-group (*���� -) that can refer specifically to attendance at a religious
festival,157 which gives us to recall that comedy, tragedy, and satyr-play arose
in ancient Athens as aspects of religious festivals. This also endorses the Her-
mogenic logic underpinning the assertion that works of art, including enacted
dramas and ceremonies, should be categorized rhetorically as epideictic events.

This is not to say that “epideictic” is a simple or pellucid category. Judicial
communication, Aristotle tells us, has to do with determining of an action com-
mitted in the past; deliberative communication has to do with urging the hear
to some action in the future. But in what does “the present” consist? And what
is the ultimate purpose of inducing the audience to “feel a certain way”?

Chaïm Perelman, one of the most important theorists of epideictic since
Aristotle, posited that the function of epideictic is to inspire “adherence” to the
shared values of a community.158

“arrange,” or “manage” someone or something (most literally, to “distribute,” < �� $ + ������ ).
But this clause from Rhetoric 1.2.3 does refer specifically to the argument from pathos; taken in
the larger context of the Rhetoric, it must mean “dispose the listener [to feel]” some way. For
analogues, cf. Isocrates To Philip 80 and Demosthenes On the Crown 168 – noting that none of
these examples precludes cognitive input that could contribute to the listener’s affective
disposition.
155 Kennedy (2007) 47, note 72, cites Hermogenes’ On Types of Style, Chapter 12, as an
example.
156 This is the case, for example, in Aristotle’s Poetics 1454b 37: ) ����� ��$ ��!��� , � "
� �	�$	��� �� ������ .
157 ������ : e.g. Demosthenes On the False Embassy 128, Dionysius of Halicarnassus On Lysias 29;
������ : e.g. Aristophanes Wasps 1005, Xenophon Hieron 1.12, Plato Laws 650a; ����$� : e.g.
Thucydides Histories 3.104, Lucian Timon 50. The use of ������ at Aeschylus Prometheus Bound
802 seems apposite. Cf. also ����!� at Aristophanes Clouds 575.
158 Perelman/Olbrechts-Tyteca (1958), especially §11–12.
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The speaker tries to establish a sense of communion centered around particular values
recognized by the audience, and to this end he uses the whole range of means available
to the rhetorician for purposes of amphfication and enhancement. In epidictic [sic] ora-
tory every device of literary art is appropriate, for it is a matter of combining all the fac-
tors that can promote this communion of the audience [. . .] Epidictic speeches are most
prone to appeal to a universal order, to a nature, or a god that would vouch for the un-
questioned, and supposedly unquestionable, values [. . .] The purpose of an epidictic
speech is to increase the intensity of adherence to values held in common by the audience
and the speaker. The epidictic speech has an important part to play, for without such
common values upon what foundation could deliberative and legal speeches rest?159

Perelman has, in this analysis, not only correctly diagnosed the goal (and
mechanism) of epideictic communication, but has also made greater sense of
why Aristotle assigns epideictic temporally to the present. In the process, he
has also provided us with a way of understanding how our ancient texts ad-
dress the rhetoric of public, communal, societal enactments such as play perform-
ances (in Greek and Sanskrit) or ritual solemnities (in Chinese), all of which share
salient dramatic, ceremonial, and indeed religious aspects. Equipped with this un-
derstanding, we are able to broaden our analysis beyond the more modern ap-
proach of the emotions as as solely private and individual experiences: instead,
we may also assess them – as we have seen our Greek, Sanskrit, and Chinese texts
do – within the public, communal, societal sphere.

Michael D. K. Ing, in his The Dysfunction of Ritual in Early Confucianism,
outlines two major theories of ritual: the “correspondence” theory,160 and the
“subjunctive” theory.161 The correspondence theory posits that the elements of
a ritual correspond ontologically to elements in the world around us. “Para-
phrasing Eliade, as was done by the gods, so is done by human beings in the
performance of ritual; and as is done in ritual, so will be done in the world.”162

As Ing also notes, the correspondence theory is regularly coupled with a theory
of “changelessness”: the notion that ritual can allow people to “identify them-
selves with invariability and timelessness . . . [thereby resisting] the uncertainty
of past and future, life and death. In rituals they become ‘eternal.’”163

The correspondence theory, particularly when coupled with the notion of
changelessness, can “lead to a significant problem for ritual performers, espe-
cially when they are compelled to explain situations where their rituals do not

159 Ibid. (from pp. 51–53 of the 1969 English version).
160 Associated e.g. with Eliade (1954), Myerhoff (1984), Geertz (2000).
161 Associated e.g. with J. Smith (1980), Seligman (2008).
162 Ing (2012) 204, citing Eliade (1954) 21. Emphasis in Ing’s text.
163 Ing (2012) 205, citing Michaels (2006) 260–261.
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function as claimed.”164 In such situations, they are forced to acknowledge that
the world around us does not in fact always correspond to the elements of a
ritual, leading to the inference either that they have performed the ritual im-
properly, or that ritual per se is not efficacious.

The subjunctive theory seeks to cope with this problem of “ritual efficacy”:
rather than positing that ritual maintains an ontological correspondence with
the world around us, it acknowledges the disconnect between the two, and in-
stead embraces ritual as an enactment of what might or ought to happen –
hence the grammar of “subjunctivity” in the label. “Instead of depicting primi-
tive actors as being unaware of the constraints of changing the ordinary world,
the performers are depicted as rational agents acting out because of the con-
straints of changing the ordinary world.”165

Both the “correspondence” theory and the “subjunctive” theory are what
we might term semiotic theories of ritual: that is to say, both are systems of un-
derstanding ritual as itself a system of signs, where elements of the ritual signify
other things – be these aspects of the world around us, or objects of wish or
desire on the part of the ritual performers. Against both these theories, while
incorporating aspects of each, Ing proposes a new system for understanding rit-
ual, which he names the “tragic” theory: a system, like the correspondence the-
ory, that approaches ritual as “meant to order the dysfunctional [real] world,”166

while also freed from misguided notions of changelessness. Moreover, as with
the subjunctive theory, this system equipped the early Confucians (who, in Ing’s
view, took an essentially “tragic” approach to ritual) to believe that “ritual could
in fact change. Since ritual performers were aware of the loose fit between the
ritual world and the dysfunctional world, they turned the failures of ritual into
disorienting opportunities valued for their creative and therapeutic power.”167

Stated succinctly, the tragic consciousness of ritual is an awareness of vulnerability, am-
biguity, and rupture with the past. Yet this tragic consciousness, rather than working
against ritual, instead secures its longevity and efficacy. It allows ritual to remain in dif-
ferent, and even “modern,” contexts and to support claims of efficaciousness. Ritual per-
formers can reaffirm the value of the past while looking to the present and can mobilize
the resources of vulnerability and ambiguity in enacting their rites.168

•

164 Ibid.
165 Ing (2012) 207.
166 Ing (2012) 209.
167 Ibid.
168 Ing (2012) 214.

Analyzing the Emotions across Three Ancient Cultures: Greece, India, China 269



What is the role of emotion in ritual? Arguably a crucial one, which would ex-
plain why an analysis of them is included in the Lǐji. And Ing’s choice of the
“tragic” as a name for his theory of ritual reminds us that while drama, in an-
cient Greece as in ancient India, served, precisely, a ritual function, ritual enact-
ment had conversely a dramatic function in China.

To call for a “tragic” theory of ritual raises the issue (and, perhaps, begs
the question) of how to define tragedy itself. This is surely a fool’s errand,169

but most if not all tragedies do seem to represent their characters as coping (or
failing to cope), in one way or another, with what Ing calls the “dysfunctional
world.” In the process of experiencing the drama, and in response to that expe-
rience, the audience will (as Aristotle so famously notes in his Poetics) them-
selves experience emotions. So intimately related to the very purpose of the
event (tragedy, ritual) are such emotions that all three of the texts we have ex-
amined here – in Greek, in Sanskrit, and in Chinese – find it worth addressing
them as integral to the experience of the enacted ritual event.

But it is the writer of the Lǐjì passage who, in addressing the emotions –
those deeply personal, individual, often private expressions of the self – most di-
rectly points up both the public, sociopolitical importance of emotions, and the
need for “managing” (治 zhì) them appropriately. In the Lǐjì, the answer to this
conundrum seems to be: ritual itself. To manage the emotions in a communal
ritual context is to take steps, on an individual level, toward appropriately man-
aging the self; to manage the self is to take steps toward appropriately managing
the social order as a whole. All of this illuminates the appropriateness of the title
of the 禮記 Lǐjì, the “Record of lǐ.” At the end of the day, ritual in ancient China,
as in Greece and India, was constituted as a semiosic system that helped to make
the sociopolitical order possible and to keep it in good working order: all three of
these cultures reified and mobilized the communal experience of emotions and,
thereby, the experience of one’s very humanity as woven into the fabric of soci-
ety. Given the centrality of this experience, it is no wonder that the Lǐji, including
the “Lǐyùn” chapter, was traditionally ascribed to none other than Confucius
himself.

Perhaps we should not be surprised to find that already in remote antiquity,
writers across a vast swath of the globe were grappling with questions not only
of how to identify and classify the emotions, but also how to assess the role of

169 The bibliography is impossibly vast. If, like this fool, you would nonetheless like a few
points of entry, you might begin with Else (1967), Kaufmann (1968), Vickers (1973), Nussbaum
(1986), Eagleton (2002) and (2020), and Csapo and Miller (2007) – and all their assembled bib-
liography, back to Plato and Aristotle.
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such experiences in the social order. What does, I confess, surprise me is how
similar those assessments are. The irresistible next question is whether their
analyses share some common source: whether there was even in antiquity some
communication between peoples regarding the nature and function of ritual – and
of the emotions. The answer to this, we may never know with certainty. But that
these disparate and far-flung cultures should all share such similarities of ap-
proach takes as given, among other things, that all three cultures shared an an-
cient respect for the process of rational philosophical analysis – and, more
fundamentally, that they also shared a common experience of the human condi-
tion. In a world so riven by the vagaries of difference and alienation, this is per-
haps a lesson worth remembering in our own day as well.170
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Yiqun Zhou

Gender, Social Hierarchies, and Negative
Emotions in Liu Xiang’s Biographies
of Women

Current discussions of the emotions in early China, which mainly draw upon
philosophical writings, rarely touch upon gender.1 I attempt to remedy the situ-
ation by bringing in a different kind of material, Liu Xiang’s (ca. 79–8 BCE)
Lienü zhuan (Biographies of Women; hereafter Biographies, cited as LNZ). A col-
lection of short narratives about exemplary women, the Biographies aims at de-
fining female virtue and is a monumental text in Chinese women’s history.2

This paper examines the significance of gender in the display and perception
of negative emotions (anger, sadness, and shame) in the Biographies. In particu-
lar, it is concerned with how gender is relevant to the nuanced ways in which
these emotions are involved in expressing and navigating social hierarchies. By
“negative” emotions I mean those that create an unpleasant physiological and
psychological experience in the person undergoing them, and they also typically
elicit disagreeable reactions from the person who witnesses them or is at the re-
ceiving end. As such, negative emotions are normally the objects of control and
avoidance, although this is not necessarily always the case. In fact, all three emo-
tions to be examined in this paper could be positively embraced and may have
welcome moral benefits when manifested by the right person for the right reason
under the right circumstances.3 Whether they are disapproved and shunned or
potentially beneficial and countenanced, negative emotions, in their expression
and reception, are deeply embedded in power relations.4

The Biographies possesses certain unique merits as a source for investigat-
ing gender and emotion. While Liu Xiang’s protagonists are women, in most of
the biographies they are shown interacting with men, and the narrative form of

1 For representative research, see Geaney (2004), Harbsmeier (2004), Nylan (2018), Puett
(2004), Virág (2017), Zhao (2018). Major exceptions may be found in Brown (2003, 2007) and
Lewis (2012), which rely on historical writings and funerary inscriptions in examining the emo-
tional bonds of mothers and sons in the Eastern Han (25–220 CE).
2 On the question of these stories’ status as putative biographies, see Raphals (1998) 24–26.
3 For a collection of studies on the cognitive, moral, and social benefits of negative emotions,
see Parrott (2014).
4 For a general discussion of the roles of emotions in status attainment and hierarchy negotia-
tion, see Steckler/Tracy (2014).
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the accounts provides good contexts for interpreting the characters’ emotions.
There is no other early Chinese text in which men and women interact as exten-
sively and frequently. In comparison with philosophical writings, the narrative
contexts of the biographies also enable us to inquire about the emotions without
being overly constrained by terminological considerations. For example, in one
of the biographies, a woman who is disappointed with her husband flings the
basket she is carrying to the ground and walks out on him then and there. The
word “angry” (or any of its cognates) does not appear in the account, but she is
clearly very upset, and I discuss her action as a manifestation of anger. Another
example concerns sadness. There are many instances in which a person weeps
and clearly intends to convey sorrow but is not explicitly said to be sad. I include
these cases as expressions of sadness.

The didactic nature of the Biographies certainly imposes considerable limita-
tions on its usefulness for an inquiry about gender and emotions in early China.
However, it is far from the case that every detail of the narratives of the Biogra-
phies has been tasked with a didactic function. When the narrator is not deliber-
ately trying to make a point about how things ought to be, his account offers us
opportunities to tease out information about what things might actually have
been like. Moreover, many of the stories in the Biographies are put together from
earlier historical writings,5 and they are as useful as any early Chinese historical
writings in helping us grasp not only norms and ideals but also practices. In
short, comparison between representations of female and male vehicles of nega-
tive emotions in the Biographies demonstrates the importance of gender for un-
derstanding the relationship between power and emotion in early China, mainly
as a normative construct but also offering many insights into the lived reality.
Moreover, the portrayal of the female paragons’ display of and response to
anger, sadness, and shame in this paradigmatic text in Chinese women’s history
will contribute to our understanding of the positive side of negative emotions.6

5 See Hinsch (2007), Raphals (1998) Ch. 4, and Shimomi (1989) for the relationship between
the Biographies and its sources.
6 This consideration helps account for the exclusion of jealousy, an emotion that is normally
perceived and condemned as a purely negative emotion and is presented as such in the Biog-
raphies, from this brief study.
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1 Anger

In the Biographies there are twelve instances in which men display anger and
five in which there is an angry woman. It seems to make sense that there are
many more angry men than women, because the free expression of anger, the
“prototypical negative emotion,”7 is the privilege of those in a relative position
of power, and there are more men occupying such positions of power.8 The fol-
lowing shows the identities of the angry men, the objects of their indignation,
and the reasons for their anger:

LNZ 1.1: Father of Shun the legendary king (the story takes place when
Shun is not yet king but already enjoys considerable standing in the community
because of his virtue and abilities. The father is a wicked man who simply
hates his virtuous son and does all sorts of things to hurt him, even going so far
as to conspire with his wife to kill their filial son. We are told that the parents
cannot stop being angry with Shun, but Shun, despite being deeply sad, never
relaxes his filial devotion.)

LNZ 5.10: A minister in the state of Zhou (his wife, who is having an affair
with a neighbor, tries to kill the minister by serving him poisoned wine. The
concubine is charged with presenting the wine to the minister. Wishing neither
to kill her master nor to inform on her mistress, the concubine pretends to trip
and spills all of the wine. He is enraged at the concubine’s apparent clumsiness
and has her flogged.)

LNZ 6.3: Duke Ping of Jin (his bow-maker has spent three years making a
new bow for the duke. When the duke draws the bow and shoots, he fails to
penetrate even one layer of armor. Angry at this, the duke orders that the bow-
maker be killed.)

LNZ 6.5: A minister in Chu (when his carriage is passing a woman’s carriage
on a narrow path, their wheels knock against each other and as a result the
axle rod of his carriage is broken. The minister becomes angry and is about to
seize and whip the woman.)

LNZ 6.7: Zhao Jianzi, the chief councilor of the state of Jin (he leads his
army to a ferry and expects to be ferried across the river, but the ferry official is
drunk and cannot perform his duties. Zhao Jianzi becomes angry and wants to
kill him.)

7 Hess (2014) 55.
8 On the long-standing double standard in the perception of male and female fury, see Trais-
ter (2018). In her exploration of the positive side to anger, Hess (2014) acknowledges that the
situation is not quite the same for women as for men.

Gender, Social Hierarchies, and Negative Emotions 281



LNZ 7.2: King Zhou, the last ruler of the Shang Dynasty (his infatuation
with a favorite consort leads him to engage in extravagant, irresponsible, and
brutal behaviors that alienate the people and cause the vassal lords to rebel.
Angry with a loyal minister who remonstrates with him, and abetted by the de-
praved consort, the king has the minister’s heart opened).

LNZ 7.5: Duke Huan of Lu (his wife, Wen Jiang, repeatedly engages in an
incestuous affair with her own brother, Duke Xiang of Qi. The enraged Duke
Huan tries to stop her but to no avail.)

LNZ 7.10: Duke Ling of Qi (his wife commits adultery with a minister. When
another minister finds out about the affair and is about to investigate it, the
duchess trumps up charges against him and accuses him of plotting to oust
Duke Ling. The duke becomes angry and punishes the alleged conspirators, ex-
iling two of them and cutting off the feet of another.)

LNZ 7.11: Cui Zhu, minister of Qi, and his two sons by his first wife, named
Cheng and Qiang (Cui Zhu denies a request by Cheng because of the objection
of his new wife’s brother and her son from a previous marriage. Cheng and
Qiang become angry and kill the two “outsiders” who insert themselves into
the Cui family’s affairs. This in turn makes Cui Zhu angry, and his retaliation
results in the deaths of Cheng and Qiang.)

LNZ 7.12: Duke Ling of Wei (his wife commits adultery with a prince of her
native state. This comes to the knowledge of Duke Ling’s crown prince and in-
curs his displeasure. The duchess slanders the crown prince to Duke Ling, al-
leging that he wants to kill her. Duke Ling becomes very angry, causing the
crown prince to flee out of the state.)

In all of the cases above, the angry man is in a position of power over the
object of his anger and he becomes angry because the other person has en-
croached upon the privileges reserved for himself or has disobeyed his wishes
in any number of ways, including failure to meet job performance expectations.
Of these, there are only two instances in which the man’s anger is not described
in a negative light. One involves Duke Huan of Lu, whose anger at his incestu-
ous and adulterous wife appears to be the normal reaction of any man. The
other concerns Zhao Jianzi, who gets angry at the ferry official because the lat-
ter is in a drunken stupor and cannot fulfill his duty to ferry the army across
the river. Here the military commander’s anger seems justified. In yet another
two cases, those featuring Cheng and Qiang, the two disaffected sons of Cui
Zhu, their anger at their stepmother’s brother and son from a previous marriage
for taking away Cui Zhu’s love for them and for interfering in the Cui family’s
affairs, is also understandable in the context of contemporary lineage rules, al-
though the way they take out their anger and its consequences are horrendous
and do not warrant great sympathy.
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As for the other eight cases, they all feature an angry man who is rash, fool-
ish, abusive, and unreasonable. The father of Shun has no redeeming qualities.
He is just an evil old man, whom the most loving and obedient son in the world
can only manage to displease and enrage. Duke Ping of Jin gets angry at the
bow-maker and sentences him to death, not realizing that his own lack of skills,
not the quality of the new bow, is the reason why he cannot even pierce through
one layer of armor. The enraged minister of Zhou has his concubine flogged be-
cause she has tripped and spilled the wine, but he does not know that she has
deliberately done that to save him from being poisoned; even without this knowl-
edge, his reaction is excessive. The minister of Zheng flies into a rage and wants
to whip the woman whose carriage collides with his on a narrow path, when she
has already moved over as far as she could while he is not willing to give way in
the least. Duke Ling of Qi becomes angry and punishes his officials harshly, not
knowing that his wife has trumped up charges against them because they consti-
tute obstacles to her adultery (like Duke Ling of Qi, Duke Ling of Wei succumbs
to the lie of his adulterous wife and gets angry at the crown prince, causing him
to flee and plunging the state into a long period of instability). Cui Zhu, becom-
ing mad when he learns that his two sons by his first wife have killed his new
wife’s brother and her son from a previous marriage, organizes an attack on his
two sons and ends up killing them both; one cannot fail to be struck by the total
senselessness in this family tragedy driven by the indignation of a few angry
men. In short, in all these examples, the angry man suffers from a lack of good
judgment, due to a combination of his being accustomed to having his wishes
obeyed vis-à-vis his social inferiors and the loss of his senses under the assault of
strong emotions. It can be said that, when displayed by men, anger generally ap-
pears as a highly negative emotion in the Biographies.

Most of the objects of anger in the twelve examples above are men, but two
are women. One of them, the concubine of the minister of Zhou, endures his
anger and flogging without explaining her clumsy handling of the wine. She
chooses endurance, not because she is meek, but because telling the truth will
destroy her mistress. The other, the woman who faces a whipping by the minis-
ter of Zheng after the collision of their carriages, stands up against him and
points out to him how badly he has behaved on a number of fronts. He has not
made the least attempt to make room while she has moved her carriage to the
far side of the road; his driver is to blame for the damage thus caused to his
carriage but he takes out his anger on her, who is innocent; his seizing her and
wanting to whip her shows that he has failed to live up to the standards of con-
duct for a man in a ministerial position and is merely a bully picking on the
weak and vulnerable. The woman’s reproach makes the minister ashamed of
himself; he releases her and even asks her to return with him (i.e., marry him),
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but she answers that she is already married. In this story, while the angry min-
ister behaves as an arrogant and inconsiderate man, the woman puts him in his
place by making him realize how unjustified and unbecoming his rage is.

In two other examples where a man is the object of a powerful man’s ire, it is
a woman who steps forward to defend and rescue the victim. When Duke Ping of
Jin is about to have the bow-maker killed, the hapless man’s wife requests an
audience with the ruler and successfully convinces him that he has made a
wrong decision. She first cites famous benevolent rulers in history to make the
point that a good ruler should not harm innocent people. Then she explains how
much work and what fine material went into the making of the new bow, with
the conclusion that the problem cannot possibly be with the bow and that it
must be because the duke does not know how to shoot. After receiving some
coaching from the woman on archery, the duke pierces through seven layers of
armor, and he immediately sets the bow-maker free and rewards him with gold.
In the other example, when Zhao Jianzi is about to kill the intoxicated ferry offi-
cial, the drunkard’s daughter pleads with the irate commander. She first explains
that her father drank because he was sacrificing to the river deity in prayer for
safe passage for the army that was going to cross the river and he was unfortu-
nately overcome by the alcohol – in other words, he meant well. Next she offers
to die in her father’s place, but Zhao Jianzi denies her request, saying that she is
not the guilty party. Then she asks to delay administering the death penalty until
the culprit has woken up, because it would be pointless to punish a man when
he is not even conscious. Persuaded by her reasoning and also impressed by her
courage and filial devotion, Zhao Jianzi releases the ferry official.

In the two stories just recounted, the male characters are portrayed rather
differently, with Duke Ping appearing dim-witted, and Zhao Jianzi reasonable,
but they both serve as foils for the brave and intelligent heroines. The bow-
maker’s wife tells Duke Ping straightforwardly that he is “absurd” in blaming
the bow instead of himself for his poor performance, and she then proves her-
self correct by showing him how to improve his archery skills. Thanks to her
forceful argument and the satisfactory result she brings, the woman turns the
angry duke into a happy man, winning not only her husband’s release but also
a handsome reward. The ferry official’s daughter faces a different situation (her
father is indeed guilty of dereliction of duties and Zhao Jianzi is not being
dumb and whimsical), and she approaches it differently. She starts out trying
to appease Zhao Jianzi by explaining the mitigating circumstances of her fa-
ther’s inebriation, then she offers to die in his stead, and when that is declined,
she comes up with the most sensible argument that the punishment be stayed
until the drunkard has regained consciousness and is able to realize what he
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has done wrong. Her pleading is so earnest, smart, and compelling that it effec-
tively assuages Zhao Jianzi’s anger and secures a pardon for her father.

The stories of the bow-maker’s wife and the woman who argues with a min-
ister over a traffic accident praise women whose courage and intelligence enable
them to criticize and check the unjustified anger of powerful but unwise and un-
disciplined men. The story of the ferry official’s daughter, by eulogizing her filial
piety and her successful handling of the crisis, also portrays Zhao Jianzi in a pos-
itive light, inasmuch as he is wise and compassionate enough to react favorably
to the young woman’s pleading and allow his emotions to change from anger to
appreciation and eventually to admiration (after further interaction, he realizes
that she is the woman he wants to marry and he proposes). This openness and
flexibility is depicted as the trait of a good leader.

In view of the generally negative way in which anger is portrayed in the Biog-
raphies in the case of men, we might well expect the same of the images of its fe-
male protagonists. Indeed, the biography of Mencius’ mother, famous in Chinese
history for the teaching and guidance that she gave her son, the future Second
Sage, concludes by praising her as follows, “The Gentleman says that Mencius’
mother understands the Way of Women. As it is stated in the Odes, ‘With agreeable
looks and smiles, teaching without anger” (LNZ 1.11). As commonly understood,
the verses quoted to lend approval for Mencius’ mother were originally composed
as a eulogy of a duke in the seventh century BCE who influenced and taught his
people with his gentle and graceful manners. Judging from the wording of the pas-
sage from the Biographies, it seems that, whereas “teaching without anger” is an
ideal for both men and women who are in a position to influence and guide others,
it is particularly true of women. Mencius’ mother, who fits that model, is com-
mended as someone who “understands the Way of Women.”

The ideal notwithstanding, of course women got angry, just as men did.
Now we move on to women who are represented as displaying anger in the Bi-
ographies. There are five of them:

LNZ 1.1: Mother of Shun (she is a full accomplice of her husband in hating
and mistreating their model of filial son. She shares in his “non-stop anger” at
Shun.)

LNZ 1.9: Jing Jiang (her son Wenbo, who is a minister in Lu, feasts guests at
home. One of them is offended and leaves the banquet when he is served a tor-
toise that is small. Jing Jiang becomes angry when she learns of this, scolds
Wenbo for being stingy, and expels him from the house. It is only five days
later that she allows him back, after a minister has interceded on his behalf.)

LNZ 2.9: Mother of Dazi (her son, who is serving as an official, has not gar-
nered a good reputation for his performance but has greatly enriched himself.
When he returns home for a visit with great fanfare, relatives all congratulate
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him, but his wife alone weeps. This makes the mother angry. The wife explains
her concern that Dazi’s self-enrichment and poor acquittal of his government
duties may lead to a disaster, and she asks to leave with her young son. The
indignant mother drives her away.)

LNZ 2.14: Wife of Laolai the hermit (when the king visits Laolai and invites
him to take up a government post, he consents. When Laolai’s wife returns from
work outside and learns what has happened, she reproaches him for giving up
freedom to be someone’s slave and says that she cannot join him in that lifestyle.
She throws the basket she is carrying to the ground and walks away. He implores
her to stay and promises to reconsider. They go into hiding together.)

LNZ 7.10: Wife of Duke Ling of Qi (already encountered above. When her af-
fair with a minister is discovered by several of his colleagues and he stops meet-
ing with her for a long time, she becomes angry at them and accuses them of
trying to overthrow Duke Ling, with the result that the duke cuts off the feet of
one of the offending ministers and sends the other two into exile.)

As can be seen from this summary, women in power can be just as abusive,
unreasonable, and foolish in exhibiting anger as their male counterparts. Shun’s
mother is consistently mentioned along with his father in the biography’s ac-
count of the persecution he endures from his evil parents. Dazi’s mother is angry
at her son’s wife and expels her, because she fails to appreciate the daughter-in-
law’s discernment and concern; the irony is that only one year later Dazi and his
entire family are put to death for graft, the mother being the only one who is
spared because of her old age, and at this juncture the divorced daughter-in-law
returns with her young son to take care of the mother. The wife of Duke Ling of
Qi gets angry at those who impede her pursuit of an affair and takes relentless
revenge against them. The victims in these examples include an adult son, a
daughter-in-law, and a husband’s male subordinates. The actions of the angry
women and the identities of the objects of their rage show that the experience
and display of anger are first and foremost represented as an expression of
power relationships, in which gender is not an independent determinant. Within
the family, generational seniority takes precedence over gender hierarchy. Out-
side the family, a woman, by virtue of the high status enjoyed by her male kin,
may well feel that she is entitled to express and act on her anger against those in
a lower position. Notably, of the three examples, only the wife of Duke Ling is
overtly condemned for her actions (adultery and revenge), whereas the rage of
Shun’s mother and Dazi’s mother receives neither protest from the objects of
their anger nor criticism from the narrator but rather serves to bring out the un-
conditional devotion and obedience of the filial son and daughter-in-law.

286 Yiqun Zhou



If we look back at the reception of the anger displayed by men in the Biog-
raphies, we find that Shun’s father and Zhao Jianzi are the only two men whose
expression of anger elicits neither explicit criticism from the narrator nor resis-
tance from the person upon whom the anger is visited. Zhao Jianzi receives this
distinction because, as I have argued, his anger is both justified and open to
palliation. The case of Shun’s father, on the other hand, is of the same nature
as those of Shun’s mother and Dazi’s mother. Taken together, they suggest
that, whereas rulers, masters, and other people of high social standing (both
male and female) can all be subjected to explicit criticism and outspoken pro-
test for their improper display of anger, parents are to a great extent spared
moral stricture for the expression of anger. As shown by the cases of Shun and
Dazi’s wife, the totally unreasonable indignation of bad and stupid parents
turns out to provide the ultimate test and indisputable proof of the filial piety
of the son and daughter-in-law.9

We still need to examine the two remaining examples of angry women in
the Biographies: Jing Jiang, who gets mad at her son Wenbo for failing his du-
ties in hospitality, and Laolai’s wife, who angrily leaves her husband because
he has accepted a government position and abandoned the eremitic ideal. Jing
Jiang’s biography is the longest in Liu Xiang’s text, and the length itself is an
index of his esteem for this meticulous, austere and strong-willed aristocratic
matron living in sixth-century BCE Lu. In the episode in question, as in several
other narrative components in the Biographies, she receives unreserved praise
for teaching her son moral principles and correcting his misconduct. Offending
a guest because of the size of a dish and earning a reputation for being stingy is
extremely ill-advised, and a principled matriarch like Jing Jiang cannot tolerate
the harm that such a petty incident would cause to her distinguished house. So
she reacts swiftly and imposes a severe punishment on Wenbo, intending it as
a highly visible gesture to the public of the family’s determination to uphold
the strictest standards in the observation of social protocol. It takes five days
and then with the intercession of a minister to pacify Jing Jiang’s rage and
allow the recall of Wenbo. In Liu Xiang’s narrative, Jing Jiang’s fury over Wen-
bo’s faux pas is righteous, necessary, and well-measured, wholly befitting a
high-minded female guardian of an aristocratic house. In view of the fact that

9 In the tragedy involving Cui Zhu’s family, if the two sons had refrained from becoming
angry over the favorite treatment that Cui Zhu gives his new wife’s brother and son from a
previous marriage, the series of bloody events that lead to the destruction of the family would
not have happened. Cui Zhu’s fury is an insane reaction to the consequences of his sons’
angry actions. Of course, in Liu Xiang’s narrative, Cui Zhu’s new wife is the primary culprit
blamed for causing utter chaos in the family.
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terrible parents such as Shun’s father and mother are spared despite the emo-
tional abuse they inflict on their son and their incessant rage, because the pur-
pose of the narrative is to demonstrate Shun’s filial piety, it is not surprising
that Jing Jiang’s fury, which is for the good of her son and the family and ex-
pressed in the right manner, should be depicted as evidence of her impeccable
virtue.

In Liu Xiang’s account of the interaction between Laolai and his wife, we en-
counter something new: a wife getting angry at her husband and walking out on
him as soon as she has made her disappointment clear. Laolai’s wife is praised for
her firm dedication to the lofty principle of eremitism, which provides a model for
her husband and prevents him from deviating from their common ideal.10 There
are many female exemplars in the Biographies who advise, remonstrate with, and
challenge their husbands,11 but none is as feisty and free-spirited as Laolai’s wife
in so doing. Whereas the other wives typically offer their opinions and suggestions
out of consideration for the interest and honor of the family represented by their
husbands, Laolai’s wife sees herself as an equal partner and independent individ-
ual vis-à-vis her husband. Only such a wife can react to her husband’s acceptance
of a king’s invitation with an instant and vigorous expression of her rejection of
him and simultaneous declaration of her independence and freedom. Her anger
testifies to the self-assured and non-negotiable nature of her moral commitment,
and Laolai’s pleading for her to stay and his pledge to change his mind for her
sake bespeaks the power of her anger and his acknowledgement of her moral su-
periority. Other male characters in the Biographies, when they endorse the advice
of a remonstrating woman, usually convey their approval by terse phrases such as
“Great” and “Wonderful,” acting as social superiors wisely and graciously accept-
ing the well-meaning input of their subordinates.

2 Sadness

Reversing the ratio of 12:5 in the numbers of men and women displaying anger in
the Biographies, the same text shows three males and eleven females expressing
sadness (I use the shedding of tears as the index of sadness). Just as the gender
ratio in the manifestation of anger is indicative of the power differential between
men and women as well as the different social expectations for male and female

10 On the association of eremitism with freedom and independence in early Chinese culture,
see Vervoon (1990).
11 Raphals (1998) Ch. 2.
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conduct, it also makes sense that there are many more sad females than males,
because the expression of sadness reveals a person’s weakness and vulnerability,
conditions that are more often associated with women than men.

The three males in tears are:
LNZ 1.1: Shun (treated to his parents’ never-ending anger, Shun goes out

into the fields, wailing and weeping, and calling out to Heaven and his parents.
Despite such suffering, however, Shun’s devotion and love for his parents is
never diminished.)

LNZ 3.5: Sunshu Ao (when Sunshu Ao the boy sees a two-headed snake, he
kills it and buries it. Returning home and seeing his mother, he weeps, because
he has heard that those who have laid their eyes on two-headed snakes will
die. When the mother finds out that the boy has killed and buried the snake to
prevent other people from seeing it again, she assures him that because of this
good deed he not only will not die but also is destined to rise to eminence. In-
deed, Sunshu Ao will become the country’s chief councilor when he grows up.)

LNZ 4.12: Son of the concubine of a lord in Wei (the lord dies, leaving be-
hind his childless wife and the concubine, who has a son. The concubine serves
the wife diligently. After eight years have passed, the wife feels that, as a child-
less woman, she does not deserve such treatment from the concubine, the
mother of the family’s heir, and she offers to move out. The concubine will not
hear of it. After some back and forth between the two women, the concubine
withdraws and plans to commit suicide because she cannot stand the idea of
having the wife move out, which would constitute a violation of the hierarchy
between wife and concubine. The concubine’s son weeps and tries to stop her,
but she will not listen. The wife is frightened by this turn of events and agrees
to stay.)

All three cases above involve a son crying either in the presence of a parent
or for reasons related to his parents, who command indisputable authority over
their children. The weeping of Sunshu Ao, a young boy who has just encoun-
tered a strange creature and believes that he is going to die, befits the behavior
of a normal child under those circumstances. Rather than a comment on Sun-
shu Ao, this story is intended to praise the mother’s perspicacity, which enables
her to discredit what is apparently a popular belief, as she affirms the boy’s
good deed and correctly predicts a great future for him. The power relationship
between the crying little boy and the mother as a consoler and guide in this
narrative is clear. We are not told the age of the Wei concubine’s son, who tear-
fully pleads with his mother not to kill herself. He does seem to be devoted to
his mother and concerned with her welfare, but begging is the only thing he
can do, and his earnestly expressed wishes are overruled. It takes a gesture
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from the wife, who occupies a higher position in the family hierarchy than the
concubine and whose seniority is precisely what the concubine is willing to up-
hold at the cost of her own life, to resolve the crisis.

It can be argued that the sons’ expressions of sadness in the above two ex-
amples reflect the power dynamics between mothers and sons but are not en-
dowed with special moral significance. It is a different case in Shun’s story.
Shun, subjected to senseless persecution from his parents, expresses his pain –
but also his acceptance – by leaving the house to cry in the fields. While we may
think that wailing and weeping may have performed a cathartic function and en-
abled Shun to carry on as the unconditionally loving son, to early Chinese read-
ers his tears no doubt are pure testament to his deep and unwavering filial piety.
The subdued sorrow that Shun, who has already been identified as a potential
successor to the ruler of the realm, expresses in reaction to his horrible parents
shows that filial piety is regarded as an immutable, life-long duty. Shun’s exam-
ple demonstrates that, whether a male is a boy or an adult, he is in an inferior
and vulnerable position vis-à-vis his parents, and his showing it by tears is not
only socially acceptable but is regarded as persuasive evidence of his devotion
and obedience, qualities of a good son.

Now we come to the women who express sadness in the Biographies. They
are listed in the following:

LNZ 1.7: Ding Jiang of Wei (her son died soon after getting married. After
his wife has observed three years of mourning for him, Ding Jiang sends her
back to her natal family. As she accompanies the young woman to the out-
skirts of the city, Ding Jiang’s heart is filled with affection and sorrow. Waving
goodbye to the departing traveler, Ding Jiang weeps and composes a poem to
express her sorrow.)

LNZ 1.13: the Loving Mother in Wei (married to Mang Mao, she has three
sons. Mang Mao’s previous wife left behind five sons, none of whom feels any
affection for their stepmother, despite the fact that she goes out of her way to
treat them with love, at the expense of her own children. Then one of those five
sons commits a capital offense. The Loving Mother is so sad that she loses a
great deal of weight, and she works day and night in an effort to save him.
Moved by her genuine love for her stepson, the king grants her appeal. From
then on the five sons all become attached to her.)

LNZ 2.9: Wife of Dazi of Tao (encountered before. When everybody else is
celebrating her husband’s apparent success in office, she weeps and her angry
mother-in-law expels her.)

LNZ 3.9: Mother of Zang Wenzhong of Lu (before her son goes on a diplo-
matic mission to Qi, she warns him of the dangers that are in store for him on
this trip. It turns out that Wenzhong indeed is arrested in Qi. He sends a secret
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missive to the duke of Lu, writing it in a cryptic language for fear of its being
intercepted. The duke asks Wenzhong’s mother to help decipher the letter. She
reads it and starts weeping, as she understands from it that her son is in
shackles.)

LNZ 4.8: Wife of Qiliang (after her husband dies in a battle, she wails over
his body for ten days, so sorrowfully that the city wall collapses.12 Having no
children or close relatives, she commits suicide after completing the funerary
rites for her husband.)

LNZ 4.12: Concubine of the Lord of Wei (encountered above. When the child-
less wife feels that she does not deserve to be waited upon by the loyal concubine
and wants to move out, the concubine weeps and begs to be allowed to continue
performing her duties to the rightful mistress of the household.)

LNZ 5.7: Lady Zhao of Dai (her brother murders her husband by a ruse.
When the news reaches her, she weeps, cries out to Heaven, and kills herself
with a sharpened hairpin.)

LNZ 5.8: Righteous Stepmother of Qi (her son and stepson are both present
at the scene of a murder, and they both confess to the crime. Still unable to
determine who the real killer is after a year, the authorities ask the mother to
pick a son to be sentenced to death. The mother, weeping, chooses her own
son. When asked why, she answers that she promised her deceased husband to
take care of his previous wife’s son and she must keep the promise.)

LNZ 5.13: Righteous mother and daughter of Zhuya (the mother has a nine-
year-old boy, her own son, and a thirteen-year-old stepdaughter. When her hus-
band dies while serving as a magistrate in Zhuya, which is famous for its pearls,
the three travel back home with his casket. The boy places some large pearls in
his mother’s toiletry case, not knowing that it is against the law to take pearls
out of the region. When the pearls are discovered by customs officials, mother
and daughter vie to claim responsibility, each thinking that the other is guilty.
As they argue and try to shield each other, they both become emotional and
start weeping.)13

LNZ 6.15: Ti Ying (she is the youngest of her father’s five daughters. He has
been convicted of a crime and is due to receive corporal punishment. When he
is about to be taken to the capital for punishment, he laments that he has no

12 We are told that all passersby are moved to tears. Partly because the gender makeup of
these people is unknown and partly because they are not the story’s main actors, I have not
included them in the case count.
13 Also moved to tears are witnesses of the scene, from those in the funeral cortège, to by-
standers, to the customs official. For reasons indicated in note 12, these people are not in-
cluded in the case count.
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son and curses his daughters for being of no use to him at this difficult time.
Weeping sorrowfully, Ti Ying follows her father into the capital and submits a
memorial to the emperor begging for leniency. Moved by her argument, the em-
peror issues an edict to abolish corporal punishment.)

LNZ 7. 7: Li Ji of Jin (the favorite consort of Duke Xian of Jin, Li Ji has given
birth to two sons and schemes to alienate the duke from his other sons. One
night, she weeps. When the duke inquires about the reason, she asks him to
put her to death because the crown prince has purportedly accused her of infat-
uating his father and endangering the state. As the conversation continues, Li
Ji successfully instills in the duke fears and suspicions about the crown prince.
As a result of her slandering, the crown prince and two other of the duke’s sons
end up committing suicide or fleeing the state.)

Of the eleven cases, two involve simple and straightforward expression of
feelings between parents and children: a mother who cries upon learning that
her son is in prison (LNZ 3.9), and a daughter who weeps for her father who has
been convicted of a crime and is being taken to the capital to receive punish-
ment (LNZ 6.15). There does not seem to be much to say about these two cases,
except that they represent a small portion of the eleven examples, the rest of
which all have something less simple and straightforward about them.

The uniqueness of Li Ji’s example is obvious. Unlike any of the other cases of
crying women, in which the emotion is undoubtedly genuine, Li Ji feigns sadness
in order to win the duke’s attention and sympathy, portraying herself as a weak
victim and impressing upon him that, if he does not take proactive action against
the crown prince, he, as her protector, will be toppled in the son’s alleged plot to
get rid of her bad influence on the duke and the state. Li Ji’s shedding of tears is
manipulative, taking advantage of its show of vulnerability, helplessness, and
submissiveness to beseech the duke’s good will and protection.

At first glance, there is no resemblance between Li Ji and the other crying
women, but the just-mentioned basic signification of tears in fact helps explain
the preponderance of one broad type of human relationship in the ten cases.
From the relationship between stepmothers and the children of their husbands’
previous marriages in LNZ 1.13, 5.8, and 5.13, to the relationship between
mother-in-law and daughter-in-law in LNZ 1.7, to the relationship between wife
and concubine in LNZ 4.12, they alert us to the major inherent fault lines in the
Chinese family, where tensions and conflicts are rife and diligent management
is necessary. Whereas a biological mother such as Jing Jiang can be stern, over-
bearing, and angry in teaching and disciplining her son and invite no suspicion
about her love for him but receive applause for her guidance, stepmothers are
susceptible to such suspicions and criticisms, and they have to go out of their
way to prove themselves. The stepmother in each of the three examples under
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discussion is exceptionally kind to her stepchildren, to the extent of being will-
ing to sacrifice her own life or the welfare and lives of her own children. The
tears they shed in the stories do not merely capture the emotionally charged
moments in the dramatic episodes depicted, but they also point us to the tre-
mendous emotional investment these stepmothers have put into their relation-
ship with their stepchildren on a daily basis. Their tears bespeak their love and
also their vulnerability and struggle as they negotiate an inherently difficult
family relationship. Our earlier examination of both anger and sadness demon-
strated the superiority that mothers enjoy over children of either gender and
any age. The current discussion complicates the picture by revealing the differ-
ent situation faced by stepmothers.

Similarly, the relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is
fraught with tension. The praise that Ding Jiang receives for showing deep sor-
row and affection for her widowed daughter-in-law reminds us of the difficulty
that often accompanies this relationship and suggests that, instead of always
appearing as the authority figure vis-à-vis her son’s wife, a good mother-in-law
is one who would allow herself to be emotionally vulnerable before the younger
woman under her charge. The relationship between concubine and wife, two
women of the same generation competing for the attention and affection of the
same man and over the status and interest of their offspring, is even more prob-
lematic than the one between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. The Wei con-
cubine’s devoted service to the wife and the wife’s appreciation both for the
concubine’s personal loyalty and for her reproductive contribution to the pres-
ervation of the family line make them an exemplary pair. The concubine’s shed-
ding of tears at the wife’s attempt to move out sends two messages at once: it is
a strong indication of her devotion to the wife, and it also conveys her respect
and submissiveness – as she states in her speech, the wife’s moving out would
condemn the concubine to being an inauspicious transgressor of the family hi-
erarchy. The concubine’s tears testify to the depth and firmness of her adher-
ence to the prescribed hierarchy.

In short, in as many as five examples, the crying women are in intrinsically
challenging family relationships, and their strong expression of sadness both
signals their difficult position and suggests that demonstration of their emo-
tional vulnerability could stand them in good stead and earn them approbation
for their handling of a delicate relationship. Men, living in patrilocal, patrilineal
and patriarchal households, are spared most of the huge practical and emo-
tional challenges of the relationships just examined.

In the remaining two examples, a wife commits suicide after the death of
her husband. Her tears testify to her fierce loyalty to her husband and serve as
a prelude to her decision to take her own life. While Lady Zhao’s suicide is
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recorded in earlier texts (The Annals of Lü Buwei and Records of the Grand His-
torian), Qiliang’s wife is not said to have killed herself in any other source. The
celebration of ethically motivated female suicide is a new phenomenon in the
Biographies, and arguably represents the most innovative and influential part
of Liu Xiang’s didactic project. In portraying his new heroines who commit sui-
cide in honor of moral principles (including wifely fidelity), Liu Xiang seems to
have relied upon three practices: inventing such a woman ex nihilo (though we
cannot discount the possibility that she is mentioned in sources no longer ex-
tant), taking a preexisting female character and reporting suicide as her way of
death, and giving speeches to a known female suicide allowing the reader in-
sight into her motivations and moral understanding.14 The second and third of
these apply to Liu Xiang’s narratives about Qiliang’s wife and Lady Zhao re-
spectively. In other words, while it is natural for a wife to weep and mourn her
dead husband, Liu Xiang makes it unusual by enthusiastically lauding women
whose intense weeping and mourning precedes the ultimate action that earns
them a place in his roster of paragons.

3 Shame

“Shame” translates three terms in the Biographies, can 慚, chi 恥, and kui 媿.
The following shows the usage of the three terms in the Biographies:

The nine instances in which a man is said to feel ashamed:
LNZ 1.14: Tian Ji, chief councilor of Qi (he receives a monetary bribe from a

subordinate and presents it to his mother. She reproaches him for his failure to
be a loyal minister of his lord, announces that he is not her son, and asks him

Men Women

Can  

Chi  

Kui  

Total  

14 On the techniques Liu Xiang employed to reshape his sources, see Hinsch (2007) and Kin-
ney (2014) xxxi-xxxii.
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to leave. Feeling ashamed, Tian Ji returns the bribe and requests punishment
from the king.)

LNZ 4.9: King Helü of Wu (Wu conquers Chu, and King Zhao of Chu flees.
King Helü enters the Chu palace and takes all of the palace women as his con-
sorts. When he comes to Bo Ying, however, she holds a sword in her hand and
rebuffs him with a long speech about the impropriety of his action and her de-
termination to defend her honor. King Helü feels ashamed and withdraws from
Bo Ying’s quarters.)

LNZ 5.9: Qiu Hu (five days after his wedding, Qiu Hu leaves home for a gov-
ernment post in another state. Five years later, he returns for a visit. Before
reaching home, he takes a fancy to a woman picking mulberry leaves by the
roadside and tries to seduce her, but she rejects his advances. When he gets
home, he discovers that the mulberry picker is none other than his own wife,
and he feels ashamed.)

LNZ 5.14: Ren Yanshou (he secretly murdered his wife’s brother over a fam-
ily dispute but escaped punishment because of a general amnesty. He subse-
quently reveals his secret to his wife and asks her to kill him in revenge or to
leave with all of his property. She rejects both options, saying that a wife can-
not kill her husband, nor does a woman who fails to avenge the death of her
brother have a reason to continue living. Feeling ashamed, Yanshou leaves
home and does not dare to face his wife.)

LNZ 6.5: The Chu minister involved in a traffic dispute with a woman (en-
countered above. She criticizes him for failing to measure up to the standards
for the conduct of a minister. He feels ashamed and releases her.)

LNZ 6.11: King Min of Qi (while on an outing, he meets an ugly but intelligent
and virtuous mulberry picker. Impressed, he wants to make her his consort and
orders that she ride back with him to his palace, but she rejects this plan, be-
cause a proper marriage has to be arranged by parents. The king feels ashamed
and proceeds to follow the relevant ritual protocol for the making of a marriage.
Later, when the woman arrives in the palace in her usual plain clothes, her ap-
pearance triggers uncontrollable laughter among the palace ladies who have
gathered to meet the newcomer. The king feels ashamed and defends himself by
saying that ornamentation will significantly improve the ugly woman’s looks.
She, however, gainsays this defense and gives everybody present a lecture on
why virtue is the best ornament. Moved by this speech, the king appoints her his
queen.)

LNZ 6.15: Emperor Wen of Han (after arriving in the capital with her father
who is to receive corporal punishment for a crime, Ti Ying submits a memorial
to the emperor. She points out her father’s reputation as an upright and fair
official, laments that corporal punishment will inflict irreversible damage to a
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person’s body and make it hard for him to have a fresh start later in life, and
offers to become a government slave in exchange for a reduced sentence for her
father. After reading the memorial, the emperor takes pity on the girl and issues
an edict, in which he expresses shame for having to rely on cruel punishments
instead of virtue to teach his people and hereby orders its abolishment.)

LNZ 7.5: Duke Huan of Lu (encountered above. He is angry at his wife, Wen
Jiang, for carrying on an affair with her own brother, Duke Xiang of Qi. When
Wen Jiang informs Duke Xiang of her husband’s opposition to their relationship,
Duke Xiang invites Duke Huan to a banquet and has him murdered. The people
of Lu are ashamed by the way their ruler came to his demise and demand that
the murderer be handed over for punishment. The request is granted.)

LNZ 7.9: Duke Ling of Chen along with two of his ministers (the duke com-
mits adultery with the beautiful wife of another minister. Xie Ye, also a minis-
ter, learns of this and makes a critical comment about the duke’s conduct. The
duke is displeased by Xie Ye’s comment, because although he does not mind
anyone else knowing about his indiscretion, Xie Ye’s knowing it makes him feel
ashamed. He then orders someone to murder Xie Ye.)

In all except two examples in the above, it is a woman who makes a man
feel ashamed. The two exceptions in question come from the last chapter of the
Biographies. In one of them, Duke Ling of Chen is ashamed that Xie Ye knows
about and criticizes his adultery and has the critic murdered to solve the prob-
lem. In the other, the people of Lu are ashamed that their ruler has been killed
upon the orders of his wife’s lover and seek to punish the murderer. In these
two instances, the shame felt by the men produces consequences that elicit ei-
ther no moral judgment (the Lu people’s killing of the murderer of their ruler)
or a negative judgment (Duke Ling’s murder of his critic). They do show that
shame is an important motivation for action.

In the other seven examples, a man feels shame because of a woman’s
input, and the sense of shame exerts a positive moral impact on him, making
him realize his mistake or shortcoming and enabling him to embark upon self-
improvement where there is room to do so. Reprimanded and renounced by his
mother, Tian Ji returns the bribe and requests punishment from the king. De-
nounced by Bo Ying for his licentious behavior, King Helü backs off and leaves
her alone. The formerly arrogant Chu minister asks the woman who criticizes
him over a traffic dispute to marry him. Touched and enlightened by the physi-
cally deformed woman’s speech, King Min of Qi makes her his queen. Led by Ti
Ying’s memorial to reflect on his failure in governance, Emperor Wen abolishes
corporal punishment. Women are commended for the wisdom, nobility, and
courage with which they bring out the better self in a man.
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However, of the seven cases there are two in which the man ashamed by a
woman is not able (and does not have opportunities) to take action to produce
the kinds of good results just described. Yanshou’s wife, caught in a conflict of
loyalties to her brother and her husband, sees no other way out than to kill her-
self (she cannot stay married to her brother’s murderer, nor could she bring
herself to marry another man if she were to leave her husband). Qiu Hu’s wife,
after the revelation that her husband is the very man who had tried to seduce
her on his way home, reproaches him for his despicable act and then kills her-
self by jumping into a river. The reason she gives for her suicide is that she can-
not live with such a husband but as a chaste woman she will not consider
remarrying either. In these two cases, whatever shame felt by the man is out-
weighed by the much greater emotional consequences his shameful deed cre-
ates for the woman. With her uncompromising moral standards (which come
down to the principle of no remarriage for a woman in these two cases), she is
compelled to end her own life under the circumstances, whereas he would live
on (almost certainly with a new wife), despite his feeling of shame.

According to the Verse Summary in the biography Qiu Hu’s wife, she kills
herself because she “is ashamed of her husband’s unrighteous behavior.” This
provides a segue into our examination of shame felt by women in the Biogra-
phies. There are three such cases:

LNZ 4.12: Wife of the Lord of Wei (encountered above. Feeling ashamed by
the fact that the concubine has produced the heir of the family but still unfail-
ingly serves her as the mistress of the household, the wife asks to move out.)

LNZ 5.5: Wife of the general of Ge (Ge is conquered by an invading army.
The woman reprimands her husband for not killing himself to demonstrate his
loyalty to his ruler. Feeling shame for him and declaring it impossible for her to
bear this shame, she commits suicide.)

LNZ 6.11: King Min of Qi’s palace women (encountered above. They laugh
at the ugly but virtuous newcomer’s appearance, but after hearing her eloquent
speech on virtue as the most important ornament, they all feel ashamed of
themselves.)

There is not much to be said about the last example. It shows that women
are capable of understanding moral instruction and reacting properly to it. We
are not told whether the palace women will put what they have learned from
this lecture into practice in the future. The shame felt by the wife of the Lord of
Wei is also portrayed as a positive emotion. It demonstrates her respect for the
essential service the concubine has provided for the family, her awareness of
her own inadequacy, and her willingness to take action to honor the concubine
and reduce her burden. This combined biography of the wife and the concubine
commends the wife for showing such respect, awareness, and willingness, and
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the concubine for firmly upholding the hierarchy between wife and concubine.
As portrayed in the biography, the wife’s virtue consists in nothing but her ex-
pression of shame, an emotion that shows her to be a morally alert and consci-
entious woman.

The story of the general of Ge’s wife is reminiscent of that of Qiu Hu’s wife.
Both women kill themselves because of the shame their husbands have brought
them. Their choice of death seems extraordinary and is meant to demonstrate
their exceptionally high moral standards, but we have to look beyond the praises
they receive in their biographies and ask why they need to go to that extreme to
deal with the shame that their husbands cause them. No man, in the Biographies
or in any other early Chinese source, has to make the decision to kill himself in
the event that his wife has done a shameful deed, and certainly no man was
enthusiastically praised for committing suicide in such an event. Qiu Hu’s wife
explicitly states that she has to die because she can neither continue living with
her husband nor allow herself to remarry. (Ren Yanshou’s wife also refers to her
refusal to remarry before hanging herself.) The general of Ge’s wife does not cite
the same reason for her suicide and only says that she cannot bear living with
him in shame, but clearly she assumes that she has to continue living with him if
she is to live at all. Leaving the husband, no matter how shameful he is, is not an
option for these high-minded women. This moral principle dictates that they pay
with their lives for the shameful deeds committed by their husbands. Men, free
to remarry and expected to remarry, do not have this constraint and therefore are
in a different relationship with the shame caused by their womenfolk.

This brings us back to the wife of the hermit Laolai, who gets angry with
her husband and is ready to leave him as soon as she finds out that he has
agreed to serve in the government. Her story conveys a drastically different
message from the biographies of Qiu Hu’s wife and the wife of the Ge general.
Neither the marvelously spunky and independent hermit wife nor the two sin-
gle-minded women who commit suicides represents the average woman in
early China.15 What is important to note is that these atypical paragons would
meet with different fates as the Biographies steadily gained the status of being
the most important text used in premodern Chinese women’s education and
spawned numerous imitations aimed at popularizing its teachings and updat-
ing its collection of exemplars. Laolai’s wife would quietly lose favor with Liu

15 The discrepancy between ideal and practice regarding female remarriage in the Han is
widely noted. On Liu Xiang’s role in the promotion of the ideal, see Chen (2010) 329–341 and
Hinsch (2007) 6–7, 18.
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Xiang’s successors, because she is too feisty and free-spirited.16 By contrast,
passionate suicides in the mode of Qiu Hu’s wife and the wife of the Ge general
would increasingly become the most exalted moral heroines, because they re-
gard their husbands as the only source of the meaning of their lives.17

4 Conclusion

As shown in the Biographies, the expression and reception of negative emotions
of anger, sadness, and shame are part and parcel of power relations, and gen-
der provides a useful perspective for understanding the role of these emotions
in the manifestation and navigation of social hierarchies and in the cultivation
of moral virtues. The reversal in ratio in the numbers of males and females dis-
playing anger (12:5) and sadness (3:11) is as revealing as the dominance of
mothers among the irate females and of sorrowful sons among the doleful
males. A classification of the kinship roles of the sad women points us to sev-
eral family relationships that are especially and innately difficult and pose
much greater challenges for women than for men: stepmother and stepchild,
mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, and wife and concubine. The proper exhi-
bition of anger and sadness forms an important part of the character of the vir-
tuous female paragons. Shame is depicted as a positive moral emotion for both
men and women, but the cases in which women commit suicide because of
their husbands’ shameful acts call our attention to the more severe constraints
that tend to be placed on women’s life choices. In sum, through their display of
and response to negative emotions, Liu Xiang’s female exemplars maneuver in
challenging and complex power relations (mostly in the home, but occasionally
also in the public sphere), and they demonstrate the dangers, and more often,
the positive moral potential of these emotions.

16 Elsewhere I examine the eclipse of the early images of exemplary female hermits like Lao-
lai’s wife by Meng Guang (first century CE), who, known for the respect and compliance with
which she supports and follows her husband in his pursuit of the eremitic life, became the
most celebrated hermit wife in the Chinese tradition.
17 The literature on this later development is enormous. Interested readers may begin with
Mou (2004).
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Curie Virág

Emotions, Measurement and the Technê
of Practical Wisdom in Xúnzǐ’s
Ethical Theory

Among the philosophers of the Warring States Period (ca. 475–221 BCE), Xúnzǐ
荀子 (c. 310–220 BCE)1 was arguably the most intellectually ambitious and sys-
tematic, forwarding a vision of how the psychic and bodily workings of human
beings were integrated with the broader social, political and cosmic realities of
which they formed a part.2 This unified approach was premised on a growing
sense during this period that the natural world operated according to intelligi-
ble patterns and processes, and that these patterns and processes grounded
human reality as well, both explaining human tendencies and capacities, as
well as providing normative guidelines for their fulfillment. It also depended,
crucially, on an account of emotions – one that is more complex and multiface-
ted than any other to have survived from the pre-imperial era.3

Although Xunzi did not articulate a theory of emotions as such, he theorized
extensively about a broad range of issues that would reasonably fall under what
we would commonly refer to as emotions. This includes the widely-debated
moral psychological categories of xìng性 (inborn nature) and qíng情 (innate/af-
fective dispositions),4 as well as terms pertaining to dispositional states such as
desire (yù欲), liking/loving (hǎo好) and disliking/hating (wù惡). It also includes

1 I would like to thank David Konstan and Máté Veres for their valuable feedback on this
paper.
2 Scholars have not been able to verify Xúnzǐ’s precise dates but those given here follow a
widely accepted range of approximate dates within which Xúnzǐ is believed to have lived. For
a reconstruction of Xúnzǐ’s life and work supporting these dates, see Knoblock (1982-3).
3 On the “invention” of such an integrative vision in late Warring States period, see Sivin
(1995). Virág (2017) traces the rise and development of early Chinese philosophical thinking
about emotions within the context of emergent anthropological and cosmological thinking. On
Xunzi, see Virág (2017) 163–188.
4 Qíng represents an alluring candidate for comparison with the modern term “emotions” insofar
as it served as the umbrella category for various groupings of certain basic emotions, which in Xún-
zǐ’s case consisted of the six feelings of liking (hǎo好), disliking (wù惡), happiness (xǐ 喜), anger
(nù怒), sadness (āi 哀) and joy (lè 樂). It would be highly problematic, however, to assume a one-
to-one correspondence between qing and the modern concept of emotions, since the two terms
cover vastly different conceptual territory. For a survey of the conceptual history of qíng in tradi-
tional Chinese thought, see Eifring (2004). On the terminological and methodological complications
involved in investigating “emotions” in the context of early Chinese thought, see Virág (2017) 6–10.
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various specific emotions such as delight/pleasure (lè樂), anger (nù怒), happiness
(xǐ 喜, yú 愉), and sorrow (yōu 憂), and more socially complex notions such as
courage (yǒng 勇), shame (chǐ 恥), and respect (jìng 敬). These discussions take
place within a number of distinct explanatory contexts, including the account of
human nature and self-cultivation in the “Human Nature is Bad” (Xìng’è 性惡)
chapter (Ch. 23); the elaborations of affective dispositions, or qíng, as a focus of
training in the “On Honor and Disgrace” chapter (Ch. 4); the natural theory and
philosophical anthropology outlined in the “Discourse on Heaven” (Tiān lùn天論)
chapter (Ch. 17); and the analysis of ritual and its therapeutic, aesthetic and ethical
functions in the “Discourse on Ritual” (Lǐ lùn禮論) chapter (Ch. 19).

What to make of these discussions is not entirely straightforward. The Xúnzǐ
seems to propose a variety of distinct pronouncements about what the emotions
are and what ought to be done with them, not all of which are easy to reconcile
with one another. But even more basically, there is the perennial problem of how
to confront the very topic of emotions in the early Chinese context, given the lim-
its of our modern terms and analytic categories. While it would be convenient to
simply take a certain familiar formulation and look for its presumed classical Chi-
nese counterpart in Xúnzǐ’s writings, this does not necessarily lead us to an un-
derstanding of what the emotions were, in their broader sense, inclusive of its
complex layers of meanings and phenomenological features.

It is this more expansive sense of emotions that this paper seeks to bring
out – a task that requires not only examining assertions about certain emotion
terms, but also interrogating a fuller range of issues with which emotions were
entangled in Xúnzǐ’s conception: 1) the ontological question of how the natural
world operates, the realm of human beings included; 2) the epistemological
question of what the criteria of knowledge and understanding are, and how the
human agent has access to them; and 3) the ethical question of how right un-
derstanding is cultivated and carried out. As envisaged by Xúnzǐ, emotions per-
vaded and linked together all of these realms, furnishing the site of resonance
between the human and cosmic worlds. It was through the proper fulfillment of
emotional dispositions, which represented the intelligible patterns and pro-
cesses of nature within humans, that we enacted our proper role within the cos-
mos, thereby achieving a condition of alignment with Heaven and Earth. Thus
realized, the emotions formed the keystone of what Philip J. Ivanhoe has termed
a “grand ecological ethics” in which the optimal condition of human beings was
to harmonize with Heaven and Earth “for the fulfillment of all three,” bringing to
realization “a design inherent in the universe itself.”5 A more complete account

5 Ivanhoe (1991) 310.
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of Xúnzǐ’s understanding of emotions, then, needs to recognize and take into
consideration the multiple, overlapping spheres of theoretical concern within
which emotions were embedded, and to pay due attention to Xúnzǐ’s ideal of cos-
mic alignment, which prioritizes the fulfillment and optimal realization of human
emotional dispositions as the proper condition of human beings.

The crux of this alignment is the realm of human intelligence, cognition and
right judgment. This is a realm that includes, but is not fully covered by, Xúnzǐ’s
ideas about the heart-mind (xīn心). As is evident from the existing scholarly litera-
ture, how one understands the nature and normative implications of emotions in
Xúnzǐ depends considerably on how one understands the operations and potenti-
alities of the cognitive faculty. The latter is a topic that is in need of deeper explo-
ration, and I propose here that some of the limitations of existing accounts of
emotions in Xúnzǐ’s philosophy can be traced back to a narrowly circumscribed
conception of Xúnzǐ’s approach to cognition and understanding – one that focuses
specifically on rational control. In this paper I aim to contribute to a more concep-
tually informed account of emotions in Xúnzǐ’s thought through an expanded view
of the cognitive domain, approached through his account of practical wisdom. I
argue, in brief, that Xúnzǐ articulated a robust conception of practical wisdom to
which he attributed a capacity to achieve perspicacious insight into the workings
of reality and to arrive at sound methods of responsiveness. Such an ideal of re-
sponsiveness provides a quite different perspective on emotions from the standard
account, which presents Xúnzǐ as taking emotions as objects of control through
the exercise of reason and “external” standards of rightness. It points, instead, to-
wards a normative framework defined by the alignment of human beings with the
patterns of Heaven and Earth itself, instantiated through the fulfillment of human
emotions.

The topic of practical wisdom in Xúnzǐ’s thought has not received much
attention. Most of the scholarly emphasis has been on Xúnzǐ’s moral philos-
ophy – particularly the normative dimensions of his theory of human nature,
self-cultivation, and moral agency – to the relative neglect of his understanding
of the epistemology and ontology of the virtuous human agent more broadly.6

When these matters have been discussed, the emphasis has been on the opera-
tion of “rational” judgment, whose main function is to “approve of” (kě可) and
apply external standards of rightness.7 Correspondingly, emotions are primarily

6 Justin Tiwald’s (2012) generous conception of “moral expertise” points, exceptionally, to some
of the important intellectual features that I highlight in this paper. See also note 18, below.
7 See, e.g., Van Norden (2000) 124–125; Lodén (2009); Slingerland (2003) 217–264. The basic
model of emotions and desires as objects of training, restraint, and transformation has remained
intact through the recent turn towards practice-centered approaches to ethics, which has
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construed as “mental states” comprised of those unreflecting desires and im-
pulses that need to be tamed, directed and trained through the exercise of one’s
reason. The default model invoked to capture this process is the craft analogy
laid out in the “Human Nature is Bad” chapter, where Xúnzǐ compares the enter-
prise of cultivating the inborn nature (xìng性) with the various crafts – the car-
penter straightening out a piece of warped wood with a steam press, the sword
maker honing metal into a sharp blade, and the potter fashioning a vessel out of
a lump of clay.8 Just as a craftsman applies external force to give shape to a form-
less, or ill-formed, mass of material, so must some presumably “external” agent
shape and direct an amoral raw nature with deliberate effort (wei 偽) so as to
achieve her chosen ends. The logic of the craft analogy suggests that, for Xúnzǐ,
emotions and desires are passive, malleable objects to be shaped, trained and
refined.

While Xúnzǐ’s concern with training and cultivating one’s desires and prefer-
ences is an important part of his blueprint for ethical, social and political reform,
it concerns only one end of the scale of cultivation – that of the uncultivated in-
dividual whose “raw” affective dispositions are out of alignment with standards
of virtuous and intelligent attainment. Xúnzǐ, however, recognized a spectrum of
human possibilities with respect to moral development and attainment, and
made clear that those who engaged in the craft-like enterprise of abiding by pre-
established guidelines – the “men of standards” (fāng zhī shì方之士) – were just
of the middling sort, inferior to the “sage” (shèngrén 聖人) who, being capable of
deliberation (lǜ 慮), firmness (gù 固), and fondness (hǎo 好) for the Way, repre-
sented the “ultimate in the Way” (Dào zhī jí道之極).9 Xúnzǐ, then, explicitly pos-
its two distinct models of virtue, with the superior one being that of the sage who
goes beyond mere conformity to standards and who is able to grasp and put into
practice the proper course, or the Way, through insight and deliberation.

What this means for the emotions is that they could have wide-ranging onto-
logical and ethical profiles depending on the situations in which they are actual-
ized, and on the cognitive attainments of the individual human agent. And
indeed, we find other important discussions of emotions in the Xúnzǐ that are not
consistent with the standard passive account, and that reflect a different under-
standing of the nature and workings of cognition and judgment as well. These

focused on the somatic and therapeutic aspects of Xúnzǐ’s theory of ritual. See Kline (2004),
Kline (2006), and Tavor (2013).
8 E.g., Xúnzǐ 23/113/9; 23/114/9; and 23/115/13-23/115/17. Passages from the Xúnzǐ correspond
to book/page/line numbers in Lau/Wah/Ching (1996).
9 Xúnzǐ 5/19/3. Translated passages from the Xúnzǐ are those of Hutton (2014), with occasional
modifications.
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correspond to a conception of practical wisdom in which cognitive mastery and
skilled responsiveness work in tandem, and which are premised on the possibil-
ity of achieving balanced and perspicacious insight into the nature of reality –
and thus also of the emotions as well. Xúnzǐ theorized such ideas by way of a
technical discourse of measurement that established the possibility of making
genuine claims about balance, moderation and appropriateness.

This discourse played a key role in Xúnzǐ’s efforts to outline what I call a
technê of practical wisdom. It involved references to measuring instruments such
as the scale (héng衡), the ink-line (shéng繩), the compass (guī規) and the carpen-
ter’s square (jǔ 矩), and to their corresponding activity of gauging the weight and
the dimensions of things. It also included standards for assessing the physical
properties of things, such as squareness and roundness (fāngyuán方圓), light and
heavy (qīngzhòng 輕重), and straight and crooked (qūzhí 曲直), as well as certain
optimal criteria of evaluation such as balance (quán 權), moderation (jie 節) and
proper measure (dù 度). Although the presence of such terms in Xúnzǐ’s ethical
theory is often taken as evidence of a conception of virtue based on conformity to
standards that lie outside of the human agent, I propose here that it be read, in-
stead, as an important part of Xúnzǐ’s conceptual strategy of introducing and le-
gitimating an ideal of sagely intelligence premised on balanced, objective and
perspicacious understanding of how things are in the world. Displaying the cog-
nitive resources grounding Xúnzǐ’s technê of practical wisdom, they help to sus-
tain the idea that the sagely mind responds intelligently and strategically to
one’s circumstances through expert understanding, or shù術.

In approaching Xúnzǐ’s account of emotions through this more expansive con-
ception of technê as a paradigm of practical wisdom, I have sought to benefit from
engagement with scholarship in classical Greek and Hellenistic thought, where the
more intellectual dimensions of technê have been a topic of significant interest for
decades. With respect to the issue of skill more generally, Julia Annas has long
argued for the need to go beyond its narrow conception as mindless and mechani-
cal conformity to set models, and to recognize the relevance of broader notions of
expertise that is inclusive of intellectual virtues.10 And as far as the technical vo-
cabulary of measurement is concerned, a compelling case has been made for both
Plato and Aristotle that its application in the context of emotions reveals an effort
to establish the capacity of the rational agent to properly grasp how things are,
as the basis for making right decisions. Henry Richardson has proposed that the

10 Annas (1995), Annas (2003), and Annas (2011). For an overview of the wide-ranging recent
approaches to the skill analogy in virtue ethics, virtue epistemology and psychology, see
Stichter (2018).
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theory of measurement in pleasure, as postulated by Socrates in the Protagoras,
should be primarily taken as an epistemic point, where “the emphasis certainly
seems to be on the precise description of objects, rather than on the precise mak-
ing of a choice.”11 In the case of Aristotle, where ideas of quantification and mea-
surement in ethics emerges particularly strongly in the Doctrine of the Mean,
Christof Rapp has similarly argued that the idea of the mean as a criterion of vir-
tue in between the extremes of excess and insufficiency “does not presume a de-
cision procedure, or method for determining the right course of action,” but
instead, represents “the aspects of rightness, correctness or goodness in the defi-
nition of ethical virtues.”12 What is being highlighted is the capacity of the wise
person to determine the right course of action, rather than a strict conformity to
the quantitative midway point between extremes.13

In Xúnzǐ as well, there is a case to be made for extending ideas of mastery to
the epistemological domain, and generally for recognizing a far greater scope for
cognitive agency of a deliberative kind than is usually acknowledged.14 Thus far,
when it comes to issues related to technê, most of the attention has been on no-
tions of mastery involving spontaneity, effortless ease and virtuosity of perfor-
mance in matters of practical skill. These features have usually been associated
with the Zhuāngzǐ 莊子 and have tended to be identified as non-intellectual, or
even anti-intellectual, and as defying rational comprehension. Such a conception
is relevant to Xúnzǐ as well, and Aaron Stalnaker has productively applied no-
tions of skill mastery to Xúnzǐ’s conception of ritual performance.15 But it is also
important to emphasize that Xúnzǐ’s technê of practical wisdom goes beyond ap-
plying or approving of “external” criteria of right and wrong, and gives priority
of place to the attainment of perspicacious insight into the workings of things
more generally – a far more demanding conception.

As outlined here, Xúnzǐ’s understanding of practical wisdom aligns with what
Jason Swartzwood has summed up – taking his cue from Mencius – as “under-
standing that enables us to identify what should be done and how to pull it off.”16

Like Mencius, Xúnzǐ recognized the activities of “weighing” and “deliberating” as

11 Richardson (1990) 25.
12 Rapp (2006) 106.
13 Rapp (2006) 111.
14 A collaborative volume, edited by Tom Angier and Lisa Raphals, on the ethical dimensions
of skill across the ancient traditions of China, Greece and Rome was published after the com-
pletion of this article and could not, regrettably, be taken into account. See Angier/Raphals
(2021). Of particular relevance is the paper on Xúnzǐ by Tang (2021).
15 Stalnaker (2010); Stalnaker (2019) 79–132.
16 Swartzwood (2013) 512.
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necessary for responding intelligently to one’s predicaments.17 More than an anal-
ogy for the craft-like enterprise of abiding by techniques and standards, Xúnzǐ’s
technical discourse of measurement ultimately presents us with an ambitious con-
ception of sagely wisdom that recognizes the mind’s capacity to grasp the proper
order of things, and to achieve meta-level insight that allows one to evaluate and
adjudicate received standards and methods themselves.18 Such a conception corre-
sponded to a reevaluation of the emotions as well: the possibility of cognitive mas-
tery as the basis for sound practical action meant that the emotions, like other
natural phenomena, were knowable and measurable, and that bringing about
their highest expression in harmony and beauty of form was a task of utmost im-
portance. As Xunzi emphasized in the “Discourse on Heaven” chapter, the affec-
tive disposition (qing) of human beings were natural features of the inborn nature
that ought to be properly nurtured (yǎng 養) so as to “complete the accomplish-
ment of Heaven” (quán qí tiān gōng全其天功).19

1 The Intelligibility of Nature

Xúnzǐ’s vision of sagely understanding and of the proper course of action goes
hand in hand with his descriptive account of the world of natural phenomena as
patterned and intelligible. In this respect, we can identify in the Warring States
period (ca. 475–221 BCE) the emergence of what Geoffrey Lloyd has argued for
the ancient Greeks: the “invention” of Nature as a coherent and intelligible realm
by thinkers seeking to establish new criteria of knowledge and expertise that
challenged traditional approaches.20 Xúnzǐ’s naturalistic discourse may be read

17 On “weighing” and “measuring” in Mencius’ conception of sagely discernment, see Stal-
naker (2019) 103–114. Hutton has analyzed Mencian moral reasoning as a form of “moral con-
noisseurship” in Hutton (2002).
18 This speaks to what Julia Annas has identified as one of the explanatory outcomes of the
skill-based analysis of virtue: namely, an account of “just how the agent is to be able rationally
to criticize and evaluate the deliverances of her tradition,” in Annas (1995) 238. Along these
lines, Justin Tiwald has observed that the “great Confucian scholar” (dà rú 大儒) – Xúnzǐ’s
term for the bearer of sagely wisdom – is one whose moral expertise goes beyond the applica-
tion of models to a certain level of “deliberative autonomy” that allows them to assess and
evaluate the correctness of models themselves. Possessing a “comprehensive grasp” of various
fields of expertise, they can “use themselves as living standards or tools of measurement (yi ji
du 以己度), and thus know, without consulting the historical record, that these descriptions
are correct (Xúnzǐ 5.4–5).” In Tiwald (2012) 286–287.
19 Xúnzǐ 17/80/13.
20 Lloyd (2005).
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along similar lines, and is also implicated in his attempt to redefine sagely intelli-
gence as capable of perspicacious understanding of the natural world and its op-
erations, although he was also adamant that we not go too far in this direction.
On the other hand, Xúnzǐ was arguably more upfront than the Greeks about his
purposes: denouncing widespread belief in prognostication, divination and other
ways of appealing to inscrutable “higher” forces beyond human control, Xúnzǐ
stressed that the proper object of human concern was the workings of the world
itself, and that one must learn how to respond appropriately to one’s situation.
Accordingly, he endeavoured to establish the intelligibility of worldly phenom-
ena by identifying certain patterned features.

First, Xúnzǐ emphasized the constancy and regularity by which things in
the world proceeded. In the cosmic realm, this is evident in the regular move-
ments of the constellations and the heavenly bodies, as well as in the cycle of
the seasons and weather conditions:

The arrayed stars follow each other in their revolutions, the sun and the moon take turns
shining, the four seasons proceed in succession, yin and yang undergo their great trans-
formations, and winds and rain are broadly bestowed.21

Such observations about the constancy and regularity of things in the natural
world provides the basis for making observations about comparable features in
the human realm. Indeed, Xúnzǐ often formulated this connection by way of a
neat triad of Heaven, Earth and Human. This was an especially important motif
in the “Discourse on Heaven” chapter, where he observes, “Heaven has a con-
stant way (chángdào常道), Earth has a constant measure (cháng shù常數), and
the gentleman has a constant substance (cháng tǐ常體).”22 Here, Heavenly Way,
Earthly measure, and human substance are posited as analogous, structurally
corresponding features, and specifically point to the human constitution or sub-
stance (tǐ體) as that which is constant and knowable in the human realm.

In addition to possessing constant tendencies and features, Xúnzǐ also em-
phasized that the phenomenal world proceeds through a mechanism of causa-
tion that explains why and how things happen – a causality that represents the
natural unfolding of prior conditions in the substance of things. In the “Exhorta-
tion to Learning” chapter (Quànxué勸學), he directly extends this idea to the do-
main of human action, observing that one’s fate is similarly the result of one’s
virtue (dé德):

21 Xúnzǐ 17/80/5. Hutton (2014) 176.
22 Xúnzǐ 17/81/1. Hutton (2014) 178.
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All the things and the kinds that come about (wù lèi zhī qǐ物類之起)
Surely have a point from which they start out (bì yǒu suǒ shǐ必有所始).
Honor (róng 榮) or disgrace (rǔ 辱) that comes unto you
Surely reflects your degree of virtue (dé德).
In rotten meat bugs are generated.
In fish that’s spoiled maggots are created.
Lazy, haughty men who forget their place
Shall have misfortune and ruin to face.23

As Xúnzǐ makes clear, understanding the causal mechanisms that operate in the
natural world illuminate the workings of the human world: just as events in the nat-
ural world do not occur mysteriously, but are the result of causal processes, so it is
in the human realm, where an individual’s success or failure depends on the unfold-
ing of one’s accumulated virtue. It is not the consequence of inexplicable factors, or
of chance, but of what human beings bring about as a result of their virtue, or the
lack thereof. More specifically, one’s fortune and misfortune are determined not by
the “operations of Heaven” but by how we respond (yīng應) to our situation:

There is a constancy (cháng常) to the operations of Heaven (tiān xìng天行). They do not
persist because of Yáo. They do not perish because of Jié. If you respond (yīng 應) to them
with order, then you will have good fortune. If you respond to them with chaos, then you
will have misfortune.24

Xúnzǐ’s naturalistic discourse, then, points to the conclusion that the proper
object of human investigation is the nature and workings of the world itself,
insofar as it furnishes the arena of human action and dictates the nature of
proper responsiveness to one’s circumstances. This implies a need to under-
stand the nature of human beings as well – a concern that can be seen in his
more general attempts to theorize about the common faculties and tendencies
of “all people” (fánrén凡人):

All people (fánrén 凡人) share one thing in common (tóng 同): when hungry they desire
to eat, when cold they desire warmth, when tired they desire rest, they like what is benefi-
cial and hate what is harmful. This is something people have from birth; it is not some-
thing one awaits to become so. This is something in which Yǔ and Jié were the same. The
eyes distinguish between light and dark, beautiful and ugly. The ears distinguish between
noises and notes, high and low sounds.25

Like the heavenly bodies, human beings, too, possess certain unavoidable ten-
dencies and preferences arising from their natural endowments.

23 Xúnzǐ 1/2/3. Hutton (2014) 3.
24 Xúnzǐ 17/79/16. Hutton (2014) 176. Cf. Xúnzǐ 17/80/27-17/81/1.
25 Xúnzǐ 4/15/7-10. Hutton (2014) 27.
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It is in this context, I propose, that we situate Xúnzǐ’s theorizing about the
inborn dispositions, or qíng. In the “Discourse on Heaven” chapter, Xúnzǐ en-
deavors to provide a naturalistic account of qing, which he defines under the ru-
bric of “Heavenly dispositions” (tiān qíng 天情). Comprised of a package of six
feelings – liking (hǎo好), disliking (wù惡), happiness (xǐ 喜), anger (nù怒), sad-
ness (āi 哀) and joy (lè 樂) – which all human beings presumably possess from
birth, these are in turn accompanied by a set of other innate endowments: the
“Heavenly faculties (tiān guān 天官),” consisting of the five sense faculties; the
“Heavenly lord (tiān jūn天君),” referring to the heart-mind (xīn心) that controls
the senses; “Heavenly nourishment (tiān yǎng天養),” defined as the capacity to
“use what is not of one’s kind as a resource for nourishing what is of one’s kind
(yǎng qí lèi 養其類);” and “Heavenly government (tiān zheng天政),” which is the
ability to “accord with what is proper to one’s kind (shùn qí lèi 順其類).” Within
this framework, our ethical task is to align with and bring to fulfillment all of
these natural endowments, and it is success in this very endeavour that defines
the achievement of the sage: the sage, in Xúnzǐ’s account, “keeps clear his Heav-
enly lord, sets straight his Heavenly faculties, makes complete his Heavenly
nourishment, accords with his Heavenly government, and nurtures his Heavenly
dispositions, so as to keep whole the accomplishment of Heaven.”26

The realm of affective dispositions, or qíng, then, is part of a set of natural
endowments that human beings possess from birth, and that require nurturing
and fulfillment. From a broader perspective, this qíng is simply the human corre-
late of what Xúnzǐ understands as the disposition (qíng) of things more generally,
which he regards as the proper object of human investigation. The human ethical
project thus rests on a proper understanding of how things in the phenomenal
world operate and, on this basis, arriving at a proper course or method for navi-
gating through it. The quality of our destiny – whether we achieve happiness,
success and fulfillment, or end up in misery, frustration, and failure – is deter-
mined by how intelligently we respond to the reality around us. Essential to this
vision is the idea that there exist objective criteria for assessment and evaluation,
both with respect to external reality (qing) and to the reality of human beings
(qing), and that such criteria are knowable to the human agent. The technical dis-
course of measurement was instrumental in establishing such an idea.

26 Xúnzǐ 17/80/9-15. Hutton (2014) 176–7.
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2 Weighing, Measuring and Sagely Cognition

Xúnzǐ’s account of perfected human understanding and proper responsiveness is
premised on an ideal of intelligence that prioritizes comprehensive insight into
the workings of things. One of the most sustained discussions of this ideal can be
found in the “Undoing Fixation” chapter (Jiě bì 解蔽), where Xúnzǐ outlines the
various forms of cognitive failure that have afflicted past and current thinkers,
and then proceeds to define his own standard of knowledge against it. Xúnzǐ’s
targets include influential figures of the various schools, such as Mòzǐ 墨子,
Sòngzǐ 宋子, Huìzì 惠子, and Zhuāngzǐ, whose ideas and teachings he criticizes
for their limited, narrow concerns – what he calls “fixations” (bì蔽). He explains
that such fixations lead to a distorted and instrumentalized approach to the
proper course of action, or the Way:

Thus, if one speaks of it in terms of usefulness, then the Way will consist completely in
seeking what is profitable. If one speaks of it in terms of desires, then the Way will consist
completely in learning to be satisfied. If one speaks of it in terms of laws, then the Way
will consist completely in making arrangements. If one speaks of it in terms of power,
then the Way will consist completely in finding what is expedient. If one speaks of it in
terms of wording, then the Way will consist completely in discoursing on matters. If one
speaks of it in terms of the Heavenly, then the Way will consist completely in following
along with things.27

According to Xúnzǐ, such limited approaches demonstrate the “disaster of being
fixated and blocked up” (bì sāi zhī huò蔽塞之禍) in one’s thinking and of consid-
ering “merely one corner of the Way” (dào zhī yī yú道之一隅). What is needed is
a more comprehensive grasp of the larger picture, and a more expansive way of
understanding how to live in, and respond to, that reality. Xúnzǐ’s rhetorical
strategy, then, is not to point to the wrongness of the claims of his intellectual
rivals, so much as to diminish them by upholding a standard of comprehensiv-
ity – having a full view vs. having a partial, incomplete and imbalanced view of
things – and measuring everyone against it. In contrast to the limited under-
standing displayed by his intellectual competitors is the fullness of the Way it-
self, whose “substance (tǐ 體) is constant (cháng 常), yet it covers all changes”
and about which “no one corner is sufficient to exhibit it fully.”28 What distin-
guishes the sage is precisely the capacity to comprehensively grasp the Way:

The sage knows the problems in the ways of the heart, and sees the disaster of being fix-
ated and blocked up in one’s thinking. So, he is neither for desires, nor for dislikes, is

27 Xúnzǐ 21/103/9-12. Hutton (2014) 227.
28 Xúnzǐ 21/103/11-12. Hutton (2014) 227.
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neither or the origins, nor for the end results, is neither for what is near, nor for what is
far away, is neither for what is broad, nor for what is shallow, is neither for the ancient
past, nor is for the present. He lays out all the myriad things and in their midst suspends
his scales (xiàn héng 縣衡). For this reason, the various different things are unable to be-
come fixating and so disorder his categories of judgment.29

Xúnzǐ invokes the imagery of the scale here to capture the balanced perspective
of the sage that has access to a clear and all-inclusive understanding of reality.
Although the image of the scale and other measuring tools has been taken as
evidence of Xúnzǐ’s deployment of an external standard by which to assess
things, a closer examination of how the weighing imagery is used, both in Xún-
zǐ’s writings and in other Warring States texts, does not bear this out. Griet Van-
keerberghen has argued that the imagery of weighing (quán 權) in many early
moral and political writings about human action conveys the possibility of ar-
riving at a true and objectively correct assessment of things, and even to a ca-
pacity for balanced, discretionary judgment that calls for breaking and defying
fixed rules and standards if the situation calls for it. In other words, weighing
points to a cognitive ability and access to objective criteria, rather than to the
sheer presence and application of some fixed standard.30 While such a capacity
has often been associated with the use of weighing imagery in Mencius,31 it is
also arguably applicable to Xúnzǐ as well. Xúnzǐ often uses the terms of weigh-
ing and measuring to convey the idea that there is an objective and universal
standard by which to know and assess things, thus providing a basis for distin-
guishing true understanding from false. As Xúnzǐ explains in the “Correct Nam-
ing” (Zhèng míng 正名) chapter, just as it is necessary to use properly calibrated
scales in order to determine the correct weight of things, so it is that, in any
situation where people must decide upon a course of action, there must be a
“balance” (quán jù權俱):

Thus, for every action people make, they must come prepared with a balance (quán jù 權俱).
If a set of scales (héng 衡) is not correct (bù zhēng不正), then what is heavy (zhòng 重) will
hang in the raised position, and people will think it is light (qīng 輕). Or what is light will
hang in the low position, and people will think it is heavy. This is how people become con-
fused about light and heavy.32

Xúnzǐ goes on to explain that, from antiquity to the present, this scale is none
other than the Way (dào 道) and that taking the Way as standard is to be

29 Xúnzǐ 21/103/16-18. Hutton (2014) 227.
30 Vankeerberghen 2005.
31 Stalnaker (2019) 103–114.
32 Xúnzǐ 22/111/24-22/112/1. Hutton (2014) 245.
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contrasted with “proceeding from within oneself” (nèi zì zé 內自擇). It is, ac-
cordingly, by way of this very imagery of tools of measurement that Xúnzǐ as-
serts that the inherited tradition of ritual practice (lǐ 禮) constitutes correct and
appropriate action:

And so, when the ink-line (shéng mò 繩墨) is reliably laid out, then one cannot be de-
ceived by the curved (qū曲) and the straight (zhí 直). When the scale (héng 衡) is reliably
hung, then one cannot be deceived by the light (qīng 輕) and the heavy (zhòng 重). When
the compass (guī規) and carpenter’s square (jǔ 矩) are reliably deployed, then one cannot
be deceived by the circular (yuán 圓) and the rectangular (fāng方). The gentleman exam-
ines ritual carefully, and then he cannot be deceived by trickery and artifice. Thus, the
ink-line is the ultimate in straightness (zhí zhī zhì 直之至), the scale is the ultimate in bal-
ance (píng zhī zhì平之至), the compass and carpenter’s square are the ultimate in circular
and rectangular (fāng yuan zhī zhì方圓之至), and ritual is the ultimate in the human way
(rén dào zhī zhì人道之極).33

Xúnzǐ’s account of the optimal course of action in terms of the tools of measure-
ment is revealing. First, these tools do not merely represent a technique or standard
to abide by, but instead, support the idea that those of sagely attainment possess
and use these tools. Through them, they are able to consider things correctly and
have access to the right course of action. Indeed, Xúnzǐ asserts that those of sagely
understanding embody the true standard itself in their capacity to deploy it in re-
sponding to her circumstances: “One who knows the Way and observes things by
it, who knows the Way and puts it into practice, is one who embodies the Way (知
道察,知道行,體道者也).34 The sage, then, does not look outward for guidance, but
rather, is one who, possessing the standard, “makes oneself a measure (yǐ jǐ dù zhě
以己度者).”35 Moreover, Xúnzǐ’s imagery of measurement allows him to outline a
sliding scale of attainment and virtue – one that distinguishes between an adequate
virtue of abiding by the right standards, on the one hand, and the fully realized one
of the sage, who is able to go beyond mere conformity:

Those who nevertheless do not take ritual as their model (bù fǎ lǐ不法禮) nor find sufficiency
in it (bù zú lǐ不足禮) are called standardless commoners (wú fāng zhī mín 無方之民). Those
who take ritual as their model and find sufficiency in it are called men of standards (fāng zhī
shì 方之士). To be able to reflect and ponder (sīsuǒ 思索) what is central to ritual is called
being able to deliberate (lǜ 慮). To be able to be undeviating in what is central to ritual is
called being able to be firm. When one can deliberate and be firm (gù 固), and adds to this
fondness (hǎo好) for it, then this is to be a sage. Thus, Heaven is the ultimate in height (gāo
zhī jí 高之極), Earth is the ultimate in depth (下之極), the boundless is the ultimate in
breadth (guǎng zhī jí廣之極), and the sage is the ultimate in the Way (Dào zhī jí道之極). And

33 Xúnzǐ 19/92/13-19. Hutton (2014) 205.
34 Xúnzǐ 21/104/6. Hutton (2014) 229.
35 Xúnzǐ 5/19/3. Hutton (2014) 36.
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so, learning is precisely learning to be a sage – one does not learn solely so as to become a
standardless commoner.”36

Here, Xúnzǐ differentiates among three types of people: those “standardless com-
moners” who fail to take ritual as their model and to find sufficiency in it; those
scholars or persons of standing who take ritual as their model and find suffi-
ciency in it; and those who go beyond this and achieve even more worthy attain-
ments. It is in this third category that we find the sage, who is not simply one
who adheres to ritual standards, but who “reflects and ponders” on “what is cen-
tral to ritual” and is thus deemed capable of deliberation (lǜ 慮). The sage, more-
over, is firm (gù固) in his devotion to ritual, and is also fond of (hǎo好) it. These
attitudinal qualities of firmness and fondness set the sage apart as an “ultimate
(jí 極)” among human beings, as Heaven is the ultimate in height, Earth is the
ultimate in depth, and boundlessness is the ultimate in breadth.

By way of the discourse of measurement, then, Xúnzǐ posits an ethical vision
that eschews the idea that true virtue and attainment can be captured in a for-
mula, or reduced to a set of principles to apply. While working with fixed guide-
lines might be necessary for those who are completely untrained in virtue and in
ritually proper conduct, the most wise and virtuous, Xunzi stresses, go beyond
mere conformity to predetermined standards of proper conduct. To a certain ex-
tent, this is a way to accommodate the practical problem of the corruptibility of
institutions. Xúnzǐ notes that, however correct one’s standards, they are not suffi-
cient for bringing about a viable social and political order. There still has to be a
virtuous ruler at the top to ensure that standards are properly instituted, and that
the entire system remain in good order. A system is only as good as the one who
oversees the whole, since right measures can be circumvented or ultimately put
to ill uses. Thus, as Xúnzǐ observes, “Setting up scales (héng shī 衡石) and mea-
suring out weights (chēng xiàn 稱縣) are means to establish what is balanced
(píng 平), but if the superior is fond of overthrowing people, then his ministers
below and the hundred functionaries will take advantage of this to act precari-
ously.”37 Proper tools, then, are not enough, and it is only when they are expertly
deployed by a virtuous and sagacious ruler that they achieve their true purposes.
As Xúnzǐ concludes, “proper use of such equipment and measures (xiè shù zhě
械數者) is what flows from good order – it is not the fount of good order.”38

36 Xúnzǐ 1919/92/16-19. Hutton (2014) 205–6.
37 Xúnzǐ 12/57/12-13. Hutton (2014) 118.
38 Xúnzǐ 12/57/14. Hutton (2014) 118. Emphasis added.
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3 Emotion and Right Measure in Ritual

The sagely virtues of comprehensiveness, balance, and right measure have im-
portant repercussions for Xúnzǐ’s conception of emotions. Xúnzǐ uses the same
terminology in explaining what the emotions are and how they are to be opti-
mally realized – a theme that he develops to a high level of specificity in his the-
orization of ritual. Prior to examining this account, it is worth taking a look at
what Xúnzǐ has to say more generally about the proper stance with which one
ought to approach the emotions in the first place. This is a topic that Xúnzǐ takes
up in his criticisms of other thinkers like Sòngzǐ and Mencius, whose attitude to-
wards the emotions he considers extreme. In one passage in “The Twelve Mas-
ters” chapter (Fēi shí èr zǐ 非十二子), he points out that, while some of them
“give rein to their inborn dispositions and nature,” others “resist their inborn dis-
positions and nature.” Xúnzǐ’s verdict is that these thinkers, with their one-
sided, “fixated” point of view, “do not understand the proper scales for unifying
the world and establishing states and families.”39 The proper standpoint, as we
have seen, is the balanced one embodied by the sage, who is “neither for desires,
nor for dislikes,” and who “lays out all the myriad things and in their midst sus-
pends his scales (xiàn héng 縣衡).” Xúnzǐ extends this ideal of balance to the
emotions as well, which in their optimally realized form abide by right measure,
avoid unreasonable extremes, and are fully appropriate. Attaining such an idea
involves not only training and habituating one’s innate dispositions, but also
nurturing (yǎng 養) them – an endeavour that the “Discourse on Heaven” chap-
ter explains as “using what is not of one’s kind as a resource for nourishing what
is of one’s kind.”40 One of the most important of these resources is ritual, which
Xúnzǐ refers to as the measure (dù度) of all goodness, and that which one ought
to deploy so as to order one’s qi (zhi qi治氣) and nurture life (yǎngshēng養生).41

How ritual works to achieve this condition is explored in the “Discourse on
Ritual” chapter, which focuses specifically on the workings of grief and sorrow
in rites of mourning, and on the criteria for the optimal performance of such
ritual so as to allow emotions to achieve their most satisfying and proper ex-
pression. The language of measurement pervades this discussion. In this chap-
ter, Xúnzǐ affirms that ritual, along with rightness (yì義) and patterned conduct
(wén lǐ文理), is what one uses to “nurture one’s dispositions” (yǎng qíng 養情).

39 Xúnzǐ 6/21/13-19. Hutton (2014) 40.
40 Xúnzǐ 17/80/11. Cf. Xúnzǐ 1/1/14-15: “The gentleman is exceptional not by birth, but rather
by being good at making use of things (shān jiǎ yú wù 善假於物).” Hutton (2014) 2.
41 Xúnzǐ 2/5/11. Hutton (2014) 10.
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Such nurturing involves engaging and satisfying the desire for sensual and
bodily gratification:

Thus, ritual is a means of nurture (yǎng 養). Meats and grains, the five flavors and the
various spices are means to nurture the mouth (yang kǒu 養口). Fragrances and perfumes
are means to nurture the nose (yang bí 養鼻). Carving and inlay, insignias and patterns
are means to nurture the eyes (yang mù 養目). Bells and drums, pipes and chimes, lutes
and zithers are means to nurture the ears (yang ěr 養耳). Homes and palaces, cushions
and beds, tables and mats are means to nurture the body (yang tǐ 養體). Thus, ritual is a
means of nurture.42

As Xúnzǐ makes quite explicit here, ritual works through the nurturing of the
senses in such a way that it not only guides and trains the emotions to achieve
their proper realization, but also provides the means to fulfill and satisfy the
emotional needs and desires of human beings. There is an optimal alignment of
what the senses naturally desire and find delight in, with correct ritual form,
leading to the completion and fulfillment of both.

Xúnzǐ appeals to naturalistic reasoning in order to explain and justify this
ideal of optimal alignment. Rather than simply invoking precedent or tradition,
Xúnzǐ argues that, in their workings, ritual practices are perfectly suited for nur-
turing the innate dispositions. The discourse of measurement is a key element in
this argument, and Xúnzǐ deploys it in a number of senses. First, he states that
proper ritual form is based on “taking measure” of qíng (chèng qíng 稱情), and
thus on an awareness and appreciation of people’s emotional needs and circum-
stances. Given that emotions and desires are an undeniable part of the inborn
nature of human beings, the proper course of action is to engage in correct forms
of ritual practice, which are calibrated in accordance with human dispositions as
they actually are. As he explains in the case of the three-year mourning period
for one’s parents:

What is the reason for the three-year mourning period? I say: It takes measure of people’s
dispositions (chèng qíng 稱情) and establishes a proper form (lìwén 立文) for them. It ac-
cordingly ornaments the various groups of people, distinguishing different regulations
for close and distant relatives and for the noble and the lowly, such that one can neither
add to nor subtract from it (bù kě yì sǔn不可益損). Thus I say: It is a method (shù 術) that
is to be neither adapted nor changed. When a wound is great, it lasts for many days.
When a hurt is deep, the recovery is slow. The three-year mourning period takes measure
of people’s dispositions and establishes a proper form for them. It is the means by which
one sets a limit for the utmost hurt. Wearing the mourning garments, propping oneself on
a crude cane, dwelling in a lean-to, eating gruel, and using a rough mat and earthen pil-
low are the means by which one ornaments the utmost hurt. After the twenty-five months

42 Xúnzǐ 19/90/5-8. Hutton (2014) 201.
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of the three-year mourning period, the sorrow and hurt are not yet done, and the feelings of
longing and remembrance are not yet forgotten. Nevertheless, ritual breaks off the mourning
at this time. Surely this is in order that there may be a proper stopping point (yǐ 已) for send-
ing off the dead and proper regulation (jiē節) for resuming one’s normal life, is it not?”43

Here, Xúnzǐ explains that the particular prescriptions corresponding to the
three-year practice of mourning serve both to recognize the enduring sense of
loss and to ensure the continuity of life in the wake of the death of one’s pa-
rents. Ritual manages to perform all of these functions at once, and its fitting-
ness is established through the many references to the correct measuring of the
depth and degree of sorrow, and to the length and extensiveness of ritual
prescriptions.

Apart from signaling the fittingness and appropriateness of established rit-
ual prescriptions, Xúnzǐ’s use of the language of measurement also defines the
optimal condition of emotions as one of balance and moderation, and explains
the role of ritual in bringing about such a condition. The logic of right measure
thus implies that what ritual does is to make suitable adjustments to one’s feel-
ings to ensure that its expression is neither inadequate nor excessive. Xúnzǐ ex-
plains this in detail by outlining how the goods and materials used in ritual
settings work to moderate and retrain the emotions from falling into indulgence
or perversity:

Ritual cuts off what is too long (duàn cháng斷長) and extends what is too short (xù duǎn續短).
It subtracts from what is excessive (sǔn yǒu yú 損有餘) and adds to what is insufficient
(yì bù zú 益不足) . It achieves proper form for love and respect (達愛敬之文), and it
brings to perfection the beauty of carrying out rightness (滋成行義之美者). Thus, fine
ornaments and coarse materials, music and weeping, happiness and sorrow – these
things are opposites, but ritual makes use of all of them, employing them and alternat-
ing them at the appropriate times. And so, fine ornaments, music, and happiness are
that by which one responds to peaceful events and by which one pays homage to good
fortune. Coarse mourning garments, weeping, and sorrow are that by which one re-
sponds to threatening events and by which one pays homage to ill fortune. Thus, the
way ritual makes use of fine ornaments is such as not to lead to exorbitance or indulgence.
The way it makes use of coarse mourning garments is such as not to lead to infirmity or
despondency. The way it makes use of music and happiness is such as not to lead to per-
versity or laziness. The way it makes use of weeping and sorrow is such as not to lead to
dejection or self-harm. This is the midway course of ritual (lǐ zhī zhōng liú禮之中流).44

43 Xúnzǐ 19/96/8. Hutton 2014: 213. Emphasis added.
44 Xúnzǐ 19/94/8-12. Hutton (2014) 209. Cf: Xúnzǐ 19/94/19-21. Emphasis added.
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Xúnzǐ thus highlights the function of ritual to balance out excess and defi-
ciency, and to prevent emotions from falling into harmful extremes. This ideal
of balance and right measure is captured in what Xúnzǐ refers to as “the mid-
way course of ritual.”

But there is another crucial sense in which ritual serves as a “midway” point,
and this brings us to the question of what, ontologically speaking, emotions are.
Xúnzǐ argues that ritual is necessary for bringing about the proper fulfillment of
the emotions of love and respect that tie human beings together. It is through the
actual performance of ritual that human beings attain a proper balance of the dis-
positions (qíng情) and form (wén文), and can find their fulfillment:

In every case, ritual begins in that which must be released, reaches full development in
giving it proper form (wén 文), and finishes in providing it satisfaction. And so when rit-
ual is at its most perfect (zhì bèi 至備), the requirements of inner dispositions (qíng 情)
and proper form are both completely fulfilled (jù jìn 俱盡). At its next best, the disposi-
tions and outer form overcome one another in succession. Its lowest manner is to revert
to the dispositions alone so as to subsume everything in this grand unity.45

Xúnzǐ’s idea of balance thus has an ontological correlate: namely, a vast, differ-
entiated world of interrelated and potentially resonant components that find
their optimal realization in a convergence that is appropriately measured and
that, in tallying with one another, become part of a harmonious and interde-
pendent whole.46

Within this conception, it becomes difficult to extricate the emotions from
other realms of human action and expression, and to delineate the boundaries
between them. For Xúnzǐ, what we might call “emotions” can assume any num-
ber of these forms, and indeed, it is through ritual that “one gives a shape to
that which is without substance (狀乎無形) and magnificently accomplishes

45 Xúnzǐ 19/92/3-3. Hutton (2014) 204.
46 Xúnzǐ uses this logic elsewhere, for instance, in explaining the relationship between
human nature (xìng 性) and deliberate effort (wěi 偽), which he similarly sees as two sides of
one interdependent whole. As Xúnzǐ puts it:

Thus, I say that human nature is the original beginning and the raw material, and deliber-
ate effort is what makes it patterned, ordered, and exalted. If there were no human nature,
then there would be nothing for deliberate effort to be applied to. If there were no deliberate
effort, then human nature would not be able to beautify itself. Human nature and deliberate
effort must unite, and then the reputation of the sage and the work of unifying all under
Heaven are thereupon brought to completion. And so I say, when Heaven and Earth unite,
then the myriad creatures are born. When yin and yang interact, then changes and transforma-
tions arise. When human nature and deliberate effort unite, then all under Heaven becomes
ordered. (Xúnzǐ 19/95/1-3; Hutton [2014] 2).
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proper form (影然而成文).”47 Ritual thus represents the giving of proper form to
one’s emotions and dispositions and, to that extent, is inseparable from the
emotions themselves. Such ritual-as-emotion spans a whole range of expres-
sions, from one’s facial expressions, to one’s dress and movements, and even
to the way one orders one’s environment. Xúnzǐ provides a detailed account of
how this plays out in the following passage:

And so, a joyful glow and a shining face, a sorrowful look and a haggard appearance –
these are the ways in which the dispositions in good fortune and ill fortune, happiness and
sorrow (吉凶憂愉之情) are manifest (fā 發) in one’s countenance (yánsè 顏色). Singing and
laughing, weeping and sobbing – these are the ways in which the dispositions in good for-
tune and ill fortune, happiness and sorrow are manifest in one’s voice (shēngyīn聲音). Fine
meats and grains and wine and fish, gruel and roughage and plain water – these are the
ways in which the dispositions in good fortune and ill fortune, happiness and sorrow are
manifest in one’s food and drink (shí yǐn 食飲). Ceremonial caps and embroidered insignias
and woven patterns, coarse cloth and a mourning headband and thin garments and
hempen sandals – these are the ways in which the dispositions in good fortune and ill for-
tune, happiness and sorrow are manifest in one’s dress (yīfú衣服). Homes and palaces and
cushions and beds and tables and mats, a thatched roof and mourning lean-to and rough
mat and earthen pillow – these are the ways in which the dispositions in good fortune and
ill fortune, happiness and sorrow are manifest in one’s dwelling (jūchù居處).48

As Xúnzǐ relates here, if the look on one’s face represents the manifestation (fā發)
of one’s feelings of happiness and sorrow in one’s countenance (yánsè顏色) – the
realm to which some modern theorists of emotion would limit their inquiry – there
are correlates in other domains as well: in one’s voice, in one’s food and
drink, in one’s dress, and in one’s dwelling. All of these forms, according to
Xúnzǐ, are inseparable from the affective experience itself, and point to the way
in which emotions are situated in, and interdependent with, the dynamics of our
environment.49

For Xúnzǐ, then, emotions represent an expansive domain that extends far
beyond the realm of mental states and bodily symptoms to which many con-
temporary scholars of emotion have relegated them.50 Xúnzǐ’s ritual theory
presents a complex world of differentiated components in which meaningful
human activity is conceived as an orchestration and optimal interaction of do-

47 Xúnzǐ 19/89/9-10. Hutton (2014) 217.
48 Xúnzǐ 19/94/14-19. Hutton (2014) 210.
49 The idea that affectivity “extends” beyond the boundaries of the person has been a promi-
nent theme in the work of Giovanna Colombetti and her collaborators. See, e.g., Colombetti
and Roberts (2015) and Colombetti (2017).
50 On this theme, see Virág (2021).
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mains that come together in very particular ways. The language of measure-
ment provides an important foundation for the claim that these realms share an
optimal standard of realization, and that they can, through such realization, be
brought into resonance and alignment with one another.

4 Conclusions

In this chapter, I have traced the role and significance of the technical discourse
of standards and measurements in Xúnzǐ’s ethical vision. I have argued that it
presents us with a far more complex and dynamic conception of emotions than
is usually acknowledged – and one that is integrated with the workings of practi-
cal wisdom. Insofar as they can be properly measured and assessed, the emo-
tions, as Xúnzǐ envisions them, are not simply passive objects of rational control,
to be shaped and channeled through the application of “external” standards. In-
stead, they form an essential part of the constitution of human beings and pro-
ceed, like other natural phenomena, in an intelligible, constant and predictable
way. Moreover, insofar as their proper state is defined by the qualities of right
measure, balance and appropriateness, which are best achieved in conjunction
with the beautiful sights, sounds, movements, and material trappings of ritual
performance, they represent the locus of connectivity uniting human beings with
each other, with their environment, and with the workings of the cosmos itself. I
have also argued that Xúnzǐ’s deployment of the tools and criteria of measure-
ment to establish that emotions can be known and evaluated in terms of such
objective criteria as fittingness, appropriateness, and fulfillment, reveals an ex-
panded vision of human cognitive possibilities as well. For those of sagely intelli-
gence who possess balanced, perspicacious, and all-inclusive understanding, the
workings of the world are not mysterious or ineffable, but ultimately knowable.
This is what enables them to respond appropriately to the conditions of the
world, and to make use of things to nurture and fulfill one’s own “kind.”

That Xúnzǐ invoked such ideas in the context of his discussions of the time-
honoured ritual system preserved by the Confucians, of which he was a staunch
defender, takes us beyond the (ultimately modern) project of reconstructing
what “emotions” might have been for Xúnzǐ, and points us towards what Xún-
zǐ’s own priorities, at least as far as we can reconstruct them, might have been.
For in appealing to such criteria as rightness and fittingness in emotions in his
account of the received ritual practices, Xúnzǐ offered a basis for justifying the
ritual system on something other than tradition. As Michael Puett has argued,
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what makes the ritual system right is that they are “fitting and proper for hu-
mans” and are thus optimal.51

This is a bold claim, and one that resonates with what appears to be a simi-
lar deployment of notions of measurement and balance in the classical Greek
tradition, as noted above. There would be much to unpack from this fascinating
convergence, but any effort to do so will need to consider not only the common
recourse to the technical language of measurement, but also certain shared ex-
planatory contexts and exigencies as well. Xúnzǐ, like his Greek counterparts,
deployed ideas of balance and right measure to establish and justify the idea
that true standards of ethical attainment were accessible to the sage or the wise
person by virtue of her cognitive access to what things were like. That he ap-
pealed to such language when it came to matters of ethics and statecraft might
well be read as a key element in his strategy to assert the value and rightness of
his own vision. In the competitive intellectual and political world of 3rd century
BCE China, the use of technical vocabulary, as Mark Csikszentmihalyi has em-
phasized, was part and parcel of the effort among competing thinkers repre-
senting diverse fields of expert knowledge to proclaim the value and authority
of their own forms of shu 術, or expertise.52 Xúnzǐ was clearly deploying such
rhetoric to defend his own claims by arguing that his form of understanding
was superior to the rest – and indeed, that it represented a Way that united di-
verse shu under an all-encompassing, comprehensive vision.53 Through his ac-
count of practical wisdom Xúnzǐ outlined extraordinary new cognitive capacities
for those who devoted themselves to the pursuit of this Way. As he put in no
modest terms, single-minded devotion to the Way would enable one to achieve

51 Puett (2004), 58.
52 Csikszentmihalyi (1997) has noted that this was the case even prior to the Han period,
when boundary-crossing among fields of expertise became almost de rigeur among thinkers
who were operating within a discursive field that valued comprehensive knowledge over nar-
row, specialized forms of expertise. Such thinkers explored ways to integrate technological
modes of explanation into discussions of ethics so as to present them as part of a single
discourse.
53 These claims were clearly tied to intellectual filiations: Xúnzǐ’s claims about the proper
form of knowledge and the basis of cognitive authority are inseparable from the question of
who occupied the most privileged place among the learned. Xúnzǐ’s answer on this count was
clear: it was the sages and the gentlemen who represented the virtues and attainments for-
warded by the Confucians, or the Ru. What distinguished Confucius, Xúnzǐ observed, was his
learning of various methods, and through them, arriving at the necessary standard of discern-
ment, understanding and judgment required for efficacious action in the world. As he asserts,
“Confucius was humane and wise, and was not fixated, and so through his learning (xué 學)
of various methods (luàn shù亂術), he was worthy of being one of the former kings.” Xúnzǐ 21/
103/15. Hutton (2014) 227.
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nothing short of “spirit-like understanding” (tōng yú shén míng通於神明) and to
realize one’s potential to “form a triad with Heaven and Earth” (cān yú tiān dì參
於天地).”54

References

Angier/Raphals (2021): Tom Angier and Lisa Raphals (eds.), Skill in Ancient Ethics. The Legacy
of China, Greece and Rome, London.

Annas (1995): Julia Annas, “Virtue as a Skill,” in: International Journal of Philosophical
Studies, 3.2, 227–243.

Annas (2003): Julia Annas, “The Structure of Virtue,” in: Michael DePaul and Linda Zagzebski
(eds.), Intellectual Virtue. Perspectives from Ethics and Epistemology, Oxford, 15–33.

Annas (2011): Julia Annas, Intelligent Virtue, Oxford.
Colombetti and Roberts (2015): Giovanna Colombetti and Tom Roberts, “Extending the

Extended Mind: The Case for Extended Affectivity,” in: Philosophical Studies 172.5,
1243–63.

Colombetti (2017): Giovanna Colombetti, “Enactive Affectivity, Extended,” in: Topoi 36.3,
445–455.

Csikszentmihalyi (1997): Mark Csikszentmihalyi, “Chia I’s ‘Techniques of the Tao’ and the Han
Confucian Appropriation of Technical Discourse,” in: Asia Major, Third Series, 10.1/2,
49–67.

Eifring (2004): Halvor Eifring (ed.) Love and Emotions in Traditional Chinese Literature, Leiden.
Eifring (2004a): Halvor Eifring, “Introduction: Emotions and the Conceptual History of Qíng,”

in: Eifring (2004), 1–36.
Graham (1989): Angus C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao. Philosophical Argument in Ancient

China. Chicago and La Salle, IL.
Harbsmeier (2004): Christoph Harbsmeier, “The Semantics of Qíng in Pre-Buddhist Chinese,”

in: Eifring (2004), 69–148.
Hutton (2002): Eric L. Hutton, “Moral Connoisseurship in Mengzi,” in: Xiusheng Liu and Philip

J. Ivanhoe (eds.), Essays on the Moral Philosophy of Mengzi, Indianapolis/Cambridge,
163–186.

Hutton (2014): Eric L. Hutton, Xunzi. The Complete Text, Princeton.
Ivanhoe (1991): Philip J. Ivanhoe, “A Happy Symmetry: Xunzi’s Ethical Philosophy,” in: Journal

of the American Academy of Religion 59.2, 309–322.
Kline (2000): T.C. Kline, “Moral Agency and Motivation in the Xunzi,” in: Kline/Ivanhoe (2000),

135–154.
Kline (2006): T.C. Kline, “The Therapy of Desire in Early Confucianism: Xunzi,” in: Dao. A

Journal of Comparative Philosophy 5.2, 235–246.
Kline/Ivanhoe (2000): T.C. Kline and Philip J. Ivanhoe (eds.), Virtue, Nature, and Agency in the

Xunzi, Indianapolis.

54 Xúnzǐ 8/34/2; also in Xúnzǐ 23/116/14-15.

324 Curie Virág



Kline (2004): T.C. Kline, “Moral Cultivation Through Ritual Participation: Xunzi’s Philosophy of
Ritual,” in: Kevin Schilbrack (ed.), Thinking Through Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives,
194–212.

Knoblock (1982–3): John K. Knoblock, “The Chronology of Xunzi’sWorks,” in: Early China 8,
28–52.

Lau/Wah/Ching (1996): D.C. Lau, Ho Che Wah and Chen Fong Ching (eds.), A Concordance to
the Xunzi (荀子逐字索引), Hong Kong.

Lloyd (2005): Geoffrey E.R. Lloyd, “Greek Antiquity. The Invention of Nature,” in: David Inglis,
John Bone and Rhoda Wilkie (eds.), Nature. Critical Concepts in the Social
Sciences, Vol. 1. Thinking the Natural, London and New York, 29–46.

Lodén (2009): Torbjörn Lodén, “Reason, Feeling, and Ethics in Mencius and Xunzi,” in: Journal
of Chinese Philosophy 36.4, 602–617.

Puett (2004): Michael Puett, “The Ethics of Responding Properly: The Notion of Qing in Early
Chinese Thought,” in: Eifring (2004), 37–68.

Rapp (2006): Christof Rapp, “What Use is the Doctrine of the Mean?” in: B. Reis (ed.), The
Virtuous Life in Greek Ethics, Cambridge, 99–126.

Richardson (1990): Henry S. Richardson, “Measurement, Pleasure, and Practical Science in
Plato’s ‘Protagoras,’” in: Journal of the History of Philosophy 28.1, 7–32.

Sivin (1995): Nathan Sivin, “State, Cosmos, and Body in the Last Three Centuries B.C.,” in:
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 55.1, 5–37.

Slingerland (2013): Edward G. Slingerland, “Mind and Body in Early China: An Integrated
Humanities-Science Approach,” in: Journal of the American Academy of Religion 81.1,
1–50.

Slingerland (2003): Edward Slingerland, Effortless Action: Wu-Wei as Conceptual Metaphor
and Spiritual Ideal in Early China, New York.

Stalnaker (2010): Aaron Stalnaker, “Virtue as Mastery in Early Confucianism,” in: Journal of
Religious Ethics, 38.3, 404–428.

Stalnaker (2019): Aaron Stalnaker, Mastery, Dependence, and the Ethics of Authority.
New York, 2019.

Sticher (2018): Matt Sticher, The Skillfulness of Virtue: Improving our Moral and Epistemic
Lives, Cambridge University Press.

Swartzwood (2013): Jason D. Swartzwood, “Wisdom as an Expert Skill,” in: Ethical Theory and
Moral Practice 16.3, 511–528.

Tang (2021): Siufu Tang, “Ritual as a Skill: Ethical Cultivation and the Skill Model in the
Xunzi,” in: Angier/Raphals (2021), 221–240.

Tavor (2013): Ori Tavor, “Xúnzǐ’s Theory of Ritual Revisited: Reading Ritual as Corporal
Technology,” in: Dao 12.3, 313–330.

Tiwald (2012): Justin Tiwald, “Xunzi on Moral Expertise,” in: Dao: A Journal of Comparative
Philosophy 11.3, 275–93.

Vankeerberghen (2005): Griet Vankeerberghen, “Choosing Balance: Weighing (Quan權) as a
Metaphor for Action in Early Chinese Texts,” in: Early China 30, 47–89.

Van Norden (2000): Bryan Van Norden, “Mengzi and Xunzi: Two Views of Human Agency,” in:
Kline and Ivanhoe, 2000, pp. 103–134.

Vira ́g (2017): Curie Vira ́g, The Emotions in Early Chinese Philosophy, New York.
Virág (2021): Curie Virág, “Rituals Create Community by Translating our Love into Action,” in

Psyche/Aeon Magazine. https://psyche.co/ideas/rituals-create-community-by-
translating-our-love-into-action (Published July 29, 2021).

Emotions, Measurement and the Technê of Practical Wisdom 325

https://psyche.co/ideas/rituals-create-community-by-translating-our-love-into-action
https://psyche.co/ideas/rituals-create-community-by-translating-our-love-into-action




Contributors

Douglas Cairns is Professor of Classics in the University of Edinburgh. He is currently directing
a European Research Council project on Honour in Classical Greece and has recently co-edited
a volume entitled Emotions through Time: From Antiquity to Byzantium (Tübingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2022).

Randolph Ford is Visiting Assistant Professor of Classics at Skidmore College, and his
research focuses on Greek and Latin historiography and ethnography. He has a particular
interest in late antiquity and comparative study of the Greco-Roman world and China, which is
the subject of his book Rome, China, and the Barbarians: Ethnographic Traditions and the
Transformation of Empires.

Yang Hua (杨华) is Professor of Chinese cultural history at Wuhan University. His research
centers on the history of early China and Chinese rituals. His publications include The Ritual
and Music Culture in Pre-Qin Dynasty, and The Chinese Rituals in Newly Excavated Bamboo
and Silk Manuscripts: A New Study on Traditional Rituals.

John T. Kirby is Professor of Classics at the University of Miami. His scholarly research focuses
on rhetorical and poetic theory, visual media, and “comparative classics” across ancient
cultures. His five books include Secret of the Muses Retold, The Rhetoric of Cicero’s Pro
Cluentio, and The Comparative Reader.

Stavroula Kiritsi is Honorary Research Associate in the Department of Classics, Royal
Holloway University of London. Her research interests lie in classical Greek drama, especially
comedy, and its reception in modern world, and in Aristotle’s philosophy, especially his
theory of character and emotions. She is the author of Menander’s Characters in Context:
From the 4th Century BC to the Modern Greek stage (2019).

David Konstan is Professor of Classics at New York University. His research centers on
classical Greek and Latin literature and philosophy. His publications include studies of the
emotions, friendship, forgiveness, beauty, and love in classical antiquity. His most recent
book is The Origin of Sin: Greece and Rome, Early Judaism and Christianity.

Zhao Lu趙璐 is Assistant Professor of Global China Studies, New York University Shanghai. He
studies Chinese intellectual and cultural history and has published on classicism, divination,
and emotions in Early and Medieval China. He is the author of In Pursuit of the Great Peace: Han
Dynasty Classicism and the Making of Early Medieval Literati Culture (SUNY, 2019).

Michael Nylan 戴梅可 generally writes in three disciplines: the early empires in China,
philosophy, and art and archaeology.Current projects concern the use and abuse of history
and the politics of the common good, which inevitably entail study of the emotions and
desires, plus the “logics of legitimacy”

Curie Virág is a Senior Research Fellow and Co-project Director in the Department of Classics
at the University of Edinburgh. Specializing in the philosophy and intellectual history of both

Open Access. ©2022 David Konstan, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110784312-011

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110784312-011


early and middle period China, she has published studies on such topics as emotions,
pleasure, self-cultivation, moral agency, and models of cognition. Her monograph, The
Emotions in Early Chinese Philosophy, was published in 2017.

Trenton Wilson魏德偉 is currently Postdoctoral Associate and Lecturer at the Council on East
Asian Studies at Yale University. His research focuses on the intellectual history of early
China, especially ideas of authority, amnesty, trust, and suspicion.

Yiqun Zhou is Associate Professor in the Department of East Asian Languages and Cultures at
Stanford University. Her research interests include Chinese women’s history, Global
Antiquities, and the reception of classical antiquity in modern China. She is the author of
Festivals, Feasts, and Gender Relations in Ancient China and Greece.

328 Contributors



Index

acropolis of Athens 238
action readiness and emotion

12–13
Advice from the States (Guoyu國語) 90–91
affect, vs. emotion 4
aidôs (shame/respect), and hope 55
aisthêsis (perception) 222–224, 232, 267
andreia (courage), and elpis (hope) 67–70
anger
– anger (nù怒) 169, 257
– of “barbarians,” 144–145
– in Biographies of Women 281–288
– and ethnicity 143–166
– of Greeks as opposed to “barbarians,” 145
– Greek words for 145–146
– just anger 5
– Seneca on 143–144
– and thymos 148–154
animal emotions 3–4, 213
anxiety, and worry 29–30
Aristotle
– on “barbarians” and emotion 156–159
– on climate and emotion 154–159
– on emotion
– definition of 232–233
– Rhetoric 225–226, 230–233
– Poetics 226–230, 233–237
– Physics 232

– on hope 63–70
– Eudemian Ethics 67
– On Memory, 63–64
– Nicomachean Ethics 66–67
– Physics 64
– Poetics 195
– Rhetoric 64–66

– Nātyaśāstra, comparison with 255–256
– on pity 5, 193, 195
– on psykhê (soul) 219–221
– De anima 220–222
– Nicomachean Ethics 223–225

– on rhetorical genres 265–266
– on slavery as natural 158–159
assassins for hire (Han Dynasty) 175–176
– restrained 186–187

Baihutongyi-Zhufa 189
balance (quán jù 權俱) 307, 314–315,

319–322
barbarian (βάρβαρος), non-Greek or –Roman,

and anger 144–145
– Aristotle on 156–159
– Caesar on 163–164
– Diodorus Siculus on 163
– Herodotus on 146–147, 155–156
– Hippocrates on 147–148
– Polybius on 161–162
– Seneca on 159–160
Bharatamuni 241–246, 252–253
bhāva (state of being, feeling,

emotion) 246–254
– and rasas 254–255
Biographies of Assassins (刺客列传) 186
Biographies of Rangers (游侠列传) 175–176,

186
Biographies of Women; see Lienü zhuan
bureaucracy in China 172–173
Byzantine emotions 7–8

Caesar, Julius, on “barbarians” and
emotion 163–164

Carroll, Lewis, Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland 211

Cartledge, Paul 157
Celts, as given to anger 156, 159–162
Changes classic 88–89, 258
Chao Yuanfang (巢元方) 33–36
Chengdi 96–98, 107
Chinese emotion terms 261–265
Chunqiu (春秋) 188–189
Chunqiufanlu (春秋繁露) 188
climate, and emotion 146–159
cognitive agency 308
collective punishment 173–175
comedy, Aristotle’s definition of 229–230
conceptual metaphors 13–14
confidence; see tharros
Confucius; see Kongzi
consultation, as principle of

governing 83–86

Open Access. ©2022 David Konstan, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110784312-012

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110784312-012


courage (yǒng勇) 304; see also andreia
craft analogy 306

dào (道 way) 256
Dào Dé Jīng (道德經, Book of the Way and

Integrity) 256
daring (gǎn敢)/undaring

(bù gǎn不敢) 75–139
– and the Documents classic

(Shangshu 尚書) 79–89
– in the Odes 77
– in Wang Fu 75–77
deliberate effort (wei偽) 306
delight/pleasure (lè樂) 304
denunciation 173–175
desire (yù欲) 303–306
Diodorus Siculus, on “barbarians” and

emotion 163
Dionysus, theater of 238
disliking/hating (wù惡) 257, 263, 303
dithyramb 214, 239
divination, and worry 25–31
doctrine of the mean (Aristotle) 308
Documents classic (Shangshu尚書) 79–89
– “Gao Yao mo,” 82, 85
– “Great Plan,” 85–86
– “Li zheng,” 83–84
– “Lord Shi,” 81
– “Pan Geng,” 82–83
– “Proclamation to Kang,” 82
– “Shao gao,” 81–82
Dong Zhongshu 90
doxa (opinion), and hope 53–55
du獨 (to act alone or on one’s own

authority) 76, 109
Dürer, Albrecht 234–235
Duke Xiang of Qi 183
Duke of Zhou; see Zhougong
dù度 (standard of measure, measure) 307

elpis (hope/expectation)
– and courage 67–70
– and doxa (opinion) 53–55
– vs. (English) hope 47–48
– good hope (euelpis) 67–68
– in Homer 45–47
– and thymos 46–47

– and tharros (confidence) 54–55, 66
– and timôria (redress, revenge) 65
emotion
– and action readiness 12–13
– and animals 3–4, 213
– Aristotle’s definition of 232–233
– and balance 319–322
– and the body 10–12
– and the brain 11
– Chinese terms for 261
– and climate 146–159
– and daring 75–139
– definition of 1–2
– and divination 25–31
– and drama (Plato on) 217–218
– and ethnicity 143–166
– and facial expression 12
– and gender 279–299
– and gestures 12
– and hope (elpis) 41–70
– as judgments 8–9
– and measurement 314–322
– and medicine 31–36
– metaphors for 13–14
– mixed 216–218
– negative 279
– Plato on 215–218
– and political system 152–153
– and politics 16
– power of 226–228
– and power 281–288
– and psykhê (soul) 214–215
– and qi 32–36
– and ritual 212, 317–322
– seven Chinese 263–265
– shared 212
– in the theater, modern 201–202
– tragic 193–203
– universality of 14–15
– ur-emotions 2
Epidaurus, ancient theater at 201
epideictic rhetoric 266–268
ethnicity and anger 143–166
expectation and hope 61–72

facial expression and emotion 12
Fan Ye; see Hou Hanshu

330 Index



Fan Ying 99–100
Fan Zhongyan, on worry 25
Fear 6–7
– Aristotle on 6–7
– and tragedy 193, 195

– John Chrysostom on 7
– St Paul on 7
feeling 9
fixation (bì 蔽) 313

Galen on anger 4
gǎn 感 (feel, perceive, emotion) 261
Gefühl; see feeling
gender and emotion 279–299
Gentz, Joachim 88
gestures and emotion 12
Gongyang Commentary 183–184
governing in early China 80–87
– central problematic of 76
– and consultation 83–86
– goals of (“with one heart and mind”

永肩一心) 83
– and the imperial court 103
– staffing the bureaucracy 103–104
group conflicts in China 171–172
Graeber, David 78
Gregory of Nyssa on pity 6
Guoyu 國語; see Advice

Han Feizi 韓非子 98, 187
Hanfeizi 韩非子 187
happiness (xǐ喜, yú 愉)
hatred (in China) 169–176
heaven and earth (天地, tiān dì) 304–305
Heraclitus 75
Herodotus
– on climate and emotion 146–147, 155–156
– and thymos 146–147
Hesiod,Works and Days 90–105 (on

Pandora) 48–49
Hippocrates 11
– Airs, Waters, Places 147–155
Homer, Iliad 45–50, 216, 244–245
Homer, Odyssey 46–47
Homeric Hymn to Demeter 49–50
Hope
– and aidôs (shame, respect) 55

– Aristotle on 63–70
– vs. (Greek) elpis 46–47
– meanings of 41–45
– metaphors for 48–51
– and Pandora 48–49
– Plato on 52–63
– and pleasure 57–63; see also elpis
Hou Hanshu 77, 99–110
huái懷 (bosom, breast, seat of emotion) 261
Huainan zi 98
Huan Tan 190
Huìzì惠子 313

jìaohùa教化 (civilized conduct) 101
John Chrysostom on fear 7

kardia, kradiê (heart as seat of
emotions) 222, 259

katharsis (purification, purgation) 230, 232
kinêsis (movement) 221, 222, 224
King Ling of Chu 90–91
Kings Wen and Wu of Zhou 83–84
Kongzi (Confucius)
– Analects 158
– on emotion 8
– as minister of justice 93
– and revenge 179–185
– in conflict with Qin and Han legal

systems 185–188
– on ritual 108–109
– on worry 22–23

Lachnit, Ottmar 47
Lactantius on anger 5
laws 313
Lazarus, Richard, on hope 43
Lear, Jonathan 41
legalism (in Chinese thought) 188–189
legitimate governing defined
– advisory posts at court 101
– institutional checks and balances 85,

101–107
lǐ禮 (ritual, ritual practice or

propriety) 258–261, 265
Lienü zhuan (Biographies of

Women) 279–299
– Anger in 281–288

Index 331



– Men’s anger 281–285
– Women’s anger 285–288

– Sadness in 288–294
– Of men 289–290
– Of women 290–294

– Shame in 294–299
– Of men 294–297
– Of women 297–299

Lĭjì (禮記) Record of Rites 179–180, 184,
256–265, 270

Lignadis, Yannis 198–199
liking/loving (hǎo好) 306, 312–316
Liu Xiang 279–299
Lǐyùn禮運 (Ritual Usage) (part of the

Lǐjì) 213, 261–265
Lunheng 108–109

Maheśvara’s Divination (Moxishouluo bu
摩醯首羅卜) 27

Markoulakis, Konstantinos 197–198
Martin, Adrienne, on hope 42
Matsas, Minos 200–201
measurement, instruments of 307–309,

314–22
mediation and revenge 181–182
memory 58–65
Mèngzǐ孟子 (Mencius) 179, 258–260
metaphors for emotion 13–14
mimêsis (imitation,

representation) 233–234, 244–245
Mòzǐ墨子 313

names, naming (míng 名)
nāṭya ( , dance, drama) 244–245
Nātyaśāstra ( ) Treatise On

Drama 240–256
– and Aristotle 255–256
– and the Vedas 242–243; see also bhāva,

rasa
nature, intelligibility of 309–310
negative emotions 279
nous (mind) 222–224

Odes classic (Shi) 77
opsis (visual effects), Aristotle on 226–228
orexis (desire, motivation) 222–224

Pan Geng 82–83
pathos (emotion, experience) 3, 224–228
Paul (St), on fear 7
Perelman, Chaïm 267–268
Persian Empire 143–145, 155–156
personification, of thymos 46–50
Pettit, Philip, on hope 42
phrên, phrenes (midriff, as seat of

emotions) 223
phrikê; see shuddering
Pindar fragment 214 Maehler 53
pity
– Aristotle on 5, 193, 195
– Gregory of Nyssa on 6
– In modern Greek, terms for 199–200
Plato
– on emotion 215–218
– on hope 52–63
– Alcibiades I, 52
– Apology 52
– Laws 53–56
– Philebus 57–61
– Republic 52–53

– on measurement
– Protagoras 308

– on soul and body
– Philebus 215–218

pleasure
– aesthetic, Aristotle on 233–235
– and hope 57–63
– and pain 215–216
Plutarch, On Restraining Anger 149
politics and emotion 16
political system and emotion 152–153
Polybius 161–162
power and emotion 281–288
practical wisdom 17, 305–308
propatheia (pre-emotion) 3
psykhê (soul)
– in Aristotle 219–221
– in Plato 214–215

qi氣 (essence, vital energy, vital
force) 10–11, 220

– and emotion 31–36
– and health 31–32

332 Index



– and worry 32–36
Qin and Han Dynasties (221 BCE-220 CE) 169
Qin bamboo slips 173
qíng情 (affective disposition, emotion) 257, 261
– Xúnzǐ on 312

Rāmāyaṇa 241–243
Ran Ming 88–89
Rasa (sap, flavor, sentiment,

emotion) 246–254
rén仁 (benevolence) 259
rénqíng人情 (human emotions) 261
resentment, Chinese words for 169–170
respect (jìng敬) 304
revenge
– in Confucianism 179–185, 190–191
– in conflict with legal codes 185–188
– modified position of 189–190

– and filial piety 184–185
– and grudges (baoyuan报怨) 175
– and Han Dynasty 175–179
– and hatred (baochou报仇) 175
– and mediation 181–182
– of the seven daughters 178–179
– vs. state monopoly of violence 186–187
– of Su Buwei 177–178
– of Zhao E 177
risk, and hope 65–68
Rites classics 89
Ritual
– correspondence theory of 268–269
– and emotion 212, 317–322
– and Greek drama 237–239
– semiotic theory of 269–270
– subjunctive theory of 269
– tragic theory of 269

Sadness, in Biographies of Women 288–294
sage (shèngrén聖人) 263–265
saṃjñā ( , agreement, harmony,

correspondence, sign) 253–254
Semonides of Amorgos 50–51
Seneca, on anger 3, 143–144
shame
– aidôs (shame/respect), and hope 55
– in Biographies of Women 294–299

Shang Yang (collective punishment law) 173
shared emotion 212
shared (gong) deliberations 76, 93–94
sage (shèngrén聖人) 306
Shiji (Biographies of Assassins

刺客列传) 186–187
shuddering 8, 234
shù術 (expertise, expert understanding) 307
Shuoyuan 93
si 私 (act selfishly) 75
Snell, Bruno 15–16
Snyder, Rick, on hope 41–42
Socrates 52, 58–62, 212–220
Sòngzǐ宋子 313
Sophocles, Oedipus the King 194–196,

235–236
– modern Greek production of 196–203
sorrow (yōu 憂) 304; see also worry
success, worry over 30–31
Su Wen 10–11

Tang the Victorious 86
technê (skill, craft, art) 307–309
Tertullian on anger 4–5
tharros/tharsos (confidence), and

hope 54–55, 66, 237
Theognis 1135–1150
thymos (spirit, anger, fury)
– and anger 145–147
– in Aristotle 156–159
– in Hippocrates 147–155
– and hope 46–47
– personification of 46–50
– in Plutarch 148–150
thymoeides (irascible) 148–154
tragedy
– Aristotle’s definition of 228
– And ritual 237–240, 269–270
tragic emotions 193–203, 217–218,

236–237

undaring
– and the good ruler 81–83
– and modesty, self–deprecation 75–76;

see also daring
universality of emotion 14–15

Index 333



Vedas 241–243
vendetta in China 170–171
voting by majority 104; see also legitimate

governing; wide consultation.

Wang Chang 109
Wang Chong; see Lunheng
Wang Fu, author of Qianfu lun 75–76
Wang Mang 172
Wang Su 94–95
weigh (quán權) 314
Wendi 105
Wén文 (proper form, patterned form, cultural

form) 320
“wide consultation”/sharing the crown
Wolin, Sheldon 76
worry (you憂), in China 20–36
– and anxiety 29–30
– and appraisal 28–29
– Chinese words for 21
– and divination 25–31
– harmful 31–36
– and medicine 31–36
– as negative feeling 22–23
– as positive feeling 23–25
– and success 30–31
– as a virtue 25
– vs. the worrisome 28
Wuding (ideal Shang ruler) 90–91
Wu Zixu 184

Xenophon on anger 12–13
Xiang Yu 172
xīn心 (heart, mind, seat of

emotion) 259–261, 264, 305

Xin Qingji 93–98
xìng性 (inborn nature/human nature) 257,

263, 306
Xing Bing 179
Xuandi 106
Zhuāngzǐ莊子 256–257
Xue Guangde 94
Xunzi/Xunzi 荀子
– on emotion 303–323
– on measurement 314–322
– on nature 309–311
– on qíng (情) 312
– on service 109
– on worry 23

yǎngshēng 養生 nurturing life 317
yang養 (nurturing) 309, 317–318
Yìjīng易經; see Changes
Yi Zhoushu 86–87
– “Wang hui chapter,” 87
Yili, the earliest Rites classic 98, 138
you 憂 (worry), meanings of 21

Zhang Yu 96
Zhao Guanghan 174
zhì智 (wisdom, understanding) 259–260
Zhougong, modesty of 81–82, 106
Zhouli-Diguan-Mediator 181
Zhu Yun 96
zhuan專 (to monopolize power or

authority) 76, 80, 91
Zhuāngzǐ莊子 256–257, 308, 313
Zichan: ideal minister 88–89
Zuozhuan: tradition for the Annals 88–89

334 Index




