
zhao dunhua

AXIOLOGICAL RULES AND
CHINESE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

I. The Meaning of Axiological Rules

By axiological rules I mean “four maxims of actions,” which are meta-
phorically expressed as “golden,” “silver,” “brass,” and “iron” rules.
The golden rule is stated as “do unto others what you want them to do
unto you”; the silver rule, “don’t do unto others what you don’t want
them to do unto you”; the brass rule, “do unto others what they have
done unto you,” and last, the iron rule, “do at first unto others what
you don’t want them to do unto you.”1

These rules are axiological in the sense that they serve as value
directives for moral, nonmoral, and immoral decision makings. The
golden rule, viewed by many as the universal rule for morals, has been
often confused with the silver one.2 The brass rule is viewed by many
as equivalent to the rule of reciprocity; a “tit for a tat,” which accord-
ing to recent literature in English academic circles, is rooted in the
sociobiological aspect of human nature.3 By contrast, the iron rule has
escaped scholarly attention, probably because of its obviously objec-
tionable immoral nature. Philosophical moralists customarily main-
tain that immoral actions are essentially acts of “not following the
rule,” ostensibly as a result of a chaotic, confused mind. But this
contention rests on flimsy evidence at best. It is not uncommon to find
proverbs in many cultures, which express maxims for evil acts. For
example, there is a Chinese proverb given by Cao Cao, the dominant
military lord in the period of the Three Kingdoms. After killing the
family of a friendly man holding a wrong suspicion, he is reported
to have said, “Rather let me betray people, than let people betray
me!”4

Axiological rules cover all fields of social relations.The typical field
for applying moral rules is of course morality, whereas the brass rule
is typically applied to the economical domain. As for the application
of all four rules, no field other than politics is more fitting. It is in the
political domain that the various levels of decision makings which are
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guided not only by moral directives, but also by the directive of
reciprocity and finally, even by immoral directives, as we see that
many rulers seek often in a vicious manner to maximize their selfish
interest by evil yet intelligent means, sometimes invoking terror by
well-crafted plans.

In order to examine the meaning and use of axiological rules in
general, in this article I take Chinese political philosophy in the Pre-
Qin period as typical. That is because it was a time when the earliest
Chinese philosophers competed with one other for the dominant
policy in society. Confucianism, Mohism, and Legalism were particu-
larly evident in the arena of political philosophy. Their respective
political–philosophical ideologies can be distinguished as follows.

1. The virtue politics of Confucianism;
2. The utilitarian politics of Mohism;
3. The totalitarian politics of Legalism.

It is regrettable that I don’t discuss Daoism in this article, because
not only of the limit of my knowledge, but also of my impression when
reading Laozi and Zhaungzi that they distrusted any man-made rules
and didn’t develop a political philosophy related to those axiological
rules. This does not deny, of course, the facts that Laozi was an impor-
tant source for Han Fei’s legalism and that Daoism had been a deci-
sive element of the political thinking since the Han Dynasty.

II. The Axiological Rules Underlying Confucian
Virtue Politics

It is commonly recognized that Confucian political philosophy is an
extension of its ethics. Confucius says, “One who rules through the
power of Virtue might be compared to the Pole Star, which simply
remains in its place while receiving the homage of the myriad lesser
stars” (Analects, 2.1).5 Two points are clearly made in this passage.
First, the ruler’s virtue for Confucius is his power to rule. Second, the
power of virtue consists in the moral model provided by the ruler.

What is essential to virtue politics is the priority of moral duty on
the part of the ruler. Most of the virtues taught by Confucius, such as
“restraining yourself and returning to the rites” (12.1), “loving
people” (12.22), and “extensive love of the multitude” (1.6), were
expected to be acquired/exhibited by rulers. If the ruler imposed
moral requirements on subjects without his personally fulfilling them,
it was judged that virtue politics would not have had any effect in
reality.
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The power of virtue is contrary to the power of brute force. This
opposition was illustrated by Confucius thus (beginning with the
latter):“To lead people with governmental regulations and keep them
in line with punishments,” on the one hand, and to “guide them with
virtue and keep them in line by means of ritual” (2.3). Brute force
should not be exercised under any excuse. Jikangzi, a ruler of the Ru
state, asked Confucius, “If I were to execute people who lack the Way
in order to advance those who possess the Way, what would you think
of that?” Confucius responded,“In your governing what need is there
for execution? If you desire good, then the people will also desire
good” (12.19). A person’s lack of the Way, whether it is true or not, is
not an excuse for the ruler to use brute force. Rather, it is the ruler’s
duty to educate the person, and the education is based on the ruler’s
virtuous model. The power of virtue naturally wins people’s respect
and obedience. Thus brute force in politics, according to Confucius, is
simply superfluous.

It has been generally assumed that virtue politics were not con-
cerned with material interest. We have to examine this assumption
carefully. Confucius said, “The gentleman understands what is right,
whereas the petty man understands profits” (4.16). The opposition of
profit to rightness should not be referred to material interest in
general, but rather to material interest when seized by the ruler with
brute force. Confucius said, the ruler should “worry about inequality,
rather than less wealth; about the non-harmony, rather than becoming
poorer” (16.1). By inequality Confucius meant the gross difference in
wealth, and by non-harmony, the striking imbalance between a ruler’s
gain and the people’s loss of material interests. In the final analysis,
the contrast between rightness and profit signifies clashes between
fair and unfair distributions of interests, between virtue politics and
“brute force politics,” between humane and tyrannical governments.

Although Confucius did not offer a justification for the reciprocity
of interests, his notion of straightforwardness (zhi) provides a hint as
to his reason. In my point of view,“straightforwardness” expresses the
notion of the brass rule, the rule of like-for-like. In Confucius’ words,
“Requite injury with straightforwardness, requite kindness with kind-
ness” (14:34).

Zhu Xi explained the meaning of zhi as “One chooses love or hate
towards the injurious person, so that the utmost impartiality and
unselfishness is to be reached. This is what is meant by zhi.”6 Accord-
ingly, zhi was usually translated as uprightness or justice. I am afraid
that understanding of this sort has exalted zhi so that it is on par with
zhong and shu, and hence this reduces any difference between
morality and straightforwardness. When Confucius was asked how
he thought about the order to “requite injury with kindness,” he
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expressed disagreement, for the reason that this directive would
eliminate any difference between the reciprocity of injury and kind-
ness. It is in this context that Confucius proposed the directive,
“requite injury with straightforwardness” as an alternative to “requite
injury with kindness.” In a text of the Book of Rituals (Liji) “requite
injury with the straightforward” was replaced by “requite injury with
injury.” This substitution stated the rule of reciprocity more clearly:
“Requite kindness with kindness, so that people are to be encouraged;
requite injury with injury, so that people are to be punished” (Book of
Rituals, 32:2.2).7

If the meaning of straightforwardness is to be understood correctly,
a perplexity which appeared in 13.18 can be resolved. The usual
translation of 13.18 is as follows.

The lord of She said to Confucius,“among my people there is one we
call ‘upright Gong.’ When his father stole a sheep, he reported him to
the authorities.”

Confucius replied, “Among my people, those we consider ‘upright’
are different from this: fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover
up for their fathers. This is what it means to be ‘upright.’”8

Those passages are confusing and have provoked some accusations
against Confucius for his excessive emphasis upon filial piety at the
cost of social justice.The confusion is caused by reading zhi as upright-
ness. Admittedly, the lord of She used the word “zhi” in the sense of
uprightness. It accords with Zhu Xi’s explanation of zhi understood
here as “the utmost impartiality and non-selfishness.” Nevertheless,
Confucius would argue that the requirement of uprightness or justice
is simply not relevant in this case. Instead, the rule of reciprocity is
applied here. Fathers and sons conceal each other’s misconducts due
to the reciprocity of kindness between them. The reciprocity of injury
exists, in this case, only between Gong’s father and the victim. The
point of 13.18 is not, according to my understanding, the opposition of
filial piety to social justice, but a differentiation of reciprocity of
kindness (as in the father–son relation) from that of injury (as in the
damager–victim relation). For Confucius, zhi did not mean upright-
ness, as the lord of She assumed, but meant straightforwardness.

It is important to realize that “straightforwardness” for Confucius
was basically a notion for human nature. As Confucius said,

Human nature is straightforward. It is lucky that our humans get rid
of the ignorance of that nature. (6.17)

The keyword here is “sheng” which has been interpreted as life. As
a matter of fact, “sheng” was interchangeable with “xing” (nature)
during the time of Confucius and Mencius. According to my under-
standing, Confucius in the above passage not only ascribes straight-
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forwardness to human nature, but also confirms the notion of the
straightforward nature in common sense. The counterpart of straight-
forward nature was illustrated by Confucius with an example of affec-
tation. A man called Wei Sheng Gao was praised by people for his
faithfulness. Once upon a time, someone begged for vinegar from him.
He begged it from the neighbor, and gave it to that person. Confucius
blamed him in an interrogation thus: “Who can say that Wei Sheng
Gao is straightforward?” (5.23). He is not straightforward, because his
behavior shows an affectation or pretence of help.

We have tried to prove in the above that Confucius employed two
sets of standards for value judgments.They are the standards of zhong
and shu, altruism and conscientiousness, both of which are well
known.9 By contrast, the standard of zhi, straightforwardness, has
been rarely recognized, even less can one distinguish it from the two
sets of moral standards above. If we understand the axiological rules
and their different applications, the difference between moral and
nonmoral rules is necessary and crucial. The meanings of zhong and
shu are statements of moral rules in correlation with golden rule
and silver rule, respectively. The meaning of zhi, on the other hand, is
a statement of the morally neutral reciprocity between interests and
between injuries, in correlation with the brass rule.The brass rule is in
the sense that it is applicable to the interpersonal relation in general,
including good and bad exchanges. For the good exchange, we have,
“requite kindness with kindness,” while for the bad exchange, we have
the directive, “requite injury with injury.”

It would lead to misunderstanding if one confined Confucianism to
the moral domain. Confucius said, “Only the gentlemen can love
humanity, and hate inhumanity” (4.6). Mencius said, “As Confucius
said, the Way is twofold, humanity and inhumanity, that is all” (Book
of Mencius, 4A:2).10 Since Confucianism deals with both humanity
and inhumanity, namely, both moral and nonmoral relations, the
application of the brass rule is indispensable, especially in politics.
Since the ruler did not often follow the moral rules, he was open to the
rectification by applying the rule of reciprocity to himself, so that his
goodness can be rewarded and vice punished.

Confucian virtue politics applies two sets of rule to the ruler. The
moral (golden and silver) rules require the priority of moral duty and
commitment for the ruler. The brass rule demands that the ruler be
checked by reciprocal actions on the part of those ruled. The Analects
and Book of Mencius are filled with examples of this expectation/
demand. We shall cite a few instances in the following.

During a year of famine, the ruler of the Lu state, Duke Ai wanted
to raise the tax ratio from one-tenth to two-tenths. Confucius tried to
prevent him from doing so with the reasoning that “If people are
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sufficient, how can Your Majesty not be? If people are not sufficient,
how can Your Majesty be?” (12:9). Confucius’s reasoning was based
on the reciprocity between a ruler’s and the people’s wealth.

Confucius listed mercy as one of the five virtues for a humane ruler,
for the reason that “The merciful benefit is enough to gain the service
from people” (17:6). When Mencius proposed a humane government,
his rationale is similar. As he said,

If one extends his mercy, he will be strong enough to protect his
territory over the world, and if not, he is unable to protect even his
wife and child.” (1A:7)

Mencius said to King Xuan of Qi state,“Enjoy the people’s joy and
people [will] enjoy your joy. Worry about the people’s worries, and
people will worry about your worries” (1B:4). These are talks about
the mutual benefit between ruler and people, as well as mutual
damage.

Reciprocity exists between a monarch and his ministers, too. Con-
fucius said to Duke Ding that “The ruler employs his ministers with
propriety, while ministers serve the ruler with loyalty” (3:19). Mencius
developed this idea by considering both good and bad treatments in
reciprocity. He said to King Xuan,

If the ruler regards his ministers as his hands and feet, his ministers
will regard him as their heart and mind. If the ruler regards his
ministers as dogs and horses, his ministers will regard him as a
stranger of the country. If the ruler regards his ministers as dirt and
grass, his ministers will regard him as bandit and enemy. (4B:3)

The last item of this passage implies a justification for dethroning
the tyrant. The tyrant treated his subjects so badly that they had the
right to overthrow his ruling and, to kill him as a bandit (1B:8).

We had set out to establish that the political teachings of Confucius
and Mencius were guided by the complex of golden, silver, and brass
rules working together. The first two imposed a more rigorous moral
duty upon the ruler, while the last one applied the reciprocity of
mutual benefit or mutual damage to the ruling–ruled relation. By
these three rules, Confucius and Mencius developed many invaluable
ideas, such as humanism with respect to life and other basic rights of
human beings, egalitarianism with respect to the personal integrity of
the ruler and his subjects, and priority of people’s value to that of state
and monarch, etc. Those ideas are certainly not democratic in the
modern sense, yet they can be plausibly viewed as a nascent demo-
cratic model embryonically emerging from the sociohistorical soil of
two and a half thousand years ago.

The problem with Confucians and Mencius is that within a strict
hierarchy they were strongly of a mind the ruler could hardly accept
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the double constraint (moral and material) on the gain of his interests.
Confucius and Mencius believed that they could persuade the ruler to
adopt a humane government for his own interest. Nevertheless, his-
torical reality proved that their evaluation of the ruler’s virtue and
reason were too optimistic. Very few emperors in history were willing
to give up even a small part of their possessed interests to win in
exchange the people’s support. This is so, not because they were too
vicious to accept moral rules or, too foolish to know the rule of
reciprocity, but rather, because they were corrupted by absolute
power and in most cases, a gross amount of wealth. For this reason,
Confucius’s and Mencius’s political philosophy was either distorted,
or not practiced in Chinese history.

III. The Axiological Rules Underlying the Utilitarian
Politics of Mohism

Mohism, like Confucianism, advocated humanity and rightness in
their ethical-political thoughts. Notwithstanding, the two schools had
different views of humanity and rightness. Briefly, the Confucian view
led to the virtue politics mentioned above, whereas the Mohist view
contrariwise to utilitarian politics. According to definitions of key
terms in the Scripture of the Book of Mozi, “The rightness is what is
meant by benefit”; and “Utility is what benefits people.”11 Thus, it is
appropriate in this context to identify rightness with utility in the
modern sense of the term.

Both Mozi and Confucius considered humanity to be love of
people. Again, the two were distinguished from each other by differ-
ent views of love. The two Confucian notions of love in the senses of
zhong and shu were extensions of love from what is close to oneself,
step by step, to what is far from the self. As a further extension, the
intensity of affection is reduced. For Confucians, it is natural that one
cannot love the father of one’s own and the father of one’s neighbor
in the same manner; moreover one cannot love the father of one’s
neighbor and the father of an unknown family in the same manner.
Mohists considered Confucian love as partial love, and they proposed
instead impartial love.

Mohist impartial love does not issue naturally from the heart;
rather, it is achieved by reason. We can now construct Mohist reason-
ing according to the following inference pattern.

Premise 1: “Anyone who cares for others will receive care for
themselves in return, while anyone who dislikes others will in turn be
disliked.” (71)12
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Premise 2: “Impartiality gives rise to all the great benefits in the
world” and “partiality gives rise to all the great harms in the world.”
(65)

Premise 3:“The business of a benevolent person is to promote what
is beneficial to the world and eliminate what is harmful.” (63)

Conclusion: “Replace partiality with impartiality.” (64)
Premise 1 is an expression of the brass rule, that is, the rule of the

reciprocity of love or hate. It is the basis for calculating how much
benefit or harm one can receive from another’s reaction if one takes
a certain action toward that other. Precisely by such calculations, Mozi
attempted to explain all of the causes of “all the great benefits” and
of “all the great harms” in the world, as stated in Premise 2. Mozi
described the characteristics of his time as “great harms being done in
the world” (64). What are the unknown causes of those facts? Mozi
answered unambiguously that they were caused by mutually incurred
damages resulting from asymmetrical binary elements in society, for
example, between great and small states, large and lesser families, the
strong and the weak, the many and the few, the clever and the igno-
rant, the noble and the humble, fathers and sons, rulers and ministers.
In the conflict between strong and weak parties, the strong party
should not take advantage by damaging the weak, because the strong
party, in spite of its greater force, ability and resource, will inevitably
be revenged by the weak party they have damaged. Mozi warned the
ruler and the stronger party that no one can escape the rule of reci-
procity and, that endless mutual damage is the source of great harm in
the world.

Premise 3 states the goal of utilitarian politics, which is to promote
great benefits and to eliminate great damages. Mozi continued to
argue that since the cause of great damages is partial love, and since
the cause of great benefits is impartial love, then, the conclusion is, all
should abandon partial love and embrace impartial love.

If we understand the Mohist pattern of reasoning as reconstructed
above it thereby becomes clear that Mohist political philosophy
started with the brass rule for calculating utility and ended with the
golden rule for a universal loving of others without differentiation. If
one compares this model with the utilitarianism of the modern West,
one can find significant similarities. Consider for example the follow-
ing passage by John Stuart Mill,

The happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in
conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all concerned.
As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism
requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevo-
lent spectator. In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the
complete spirit of the ethics of utility.To do as you would be done by,
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and to love your neighbour as yourself, constitute the ideal perfection
of utilitarian morality.13

Mill saw “the complete spirit” of utilitarianism as a process from
the impartial calculation of utility to the golden rule. Mozi had dem-
onstrated and affirmed the same spirit more than two thousands years
ago.

Mohism, however, did not experience the good fortune and favor
that currently attends modern utilitarianism. As a matter of fact, it
disappeared in the imperial time after the Qin Dynasty until its
revival in the late Qin Dynasty. The destiny of Mohism can be
explained, partly by external sociohistorical conditions and partly by
internal defects.

As Mozi rightly pointed out, the impediment to impartial love is
“that there are no superiors who take delight in it” (72). If we ask
further why they did not take delight in it, the answer is obvious:They
did not want to accept the calculation of utility on equal terms. As we
observed in the above, Mill realized that utilitarianism requires that
an agent “be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent
spectator.” John Rawls later transformed this required impartial spec-
tator into the “original position,” in which disinterested agents, under
the “veil of ignorance,” reach “principles of justices” for the mutual
benefits of all.14 Needless to say, the impartial “spectator” or “posi-
tion,” however idealistic, can function only in a democratic society as
the mechanism of the division and checking of power. This sort of
social condition was not at all present at this time in Chinese society.
When the advantaged superiors were more benefited by damaging
the disadvantaged inferiors than by benefiting them, when the advan-
taged superiors were less damaged than the disadvantaged inferiors
by the retaliation mutually incurred, how then could the rule of reci-
procity lead to impartial love? That is to say, while the logical infer-
ence to a utilitarian politics, as presented above, is formally valid, in
terms of substance it was invalidated in experience.

It is on the mark to say that Confucian virtue politics had a similar
difficulty for the practical applicability of the brass rule, since we have
just pointed out above that no ruler was willing to give up a part of
self-interest in exchange for support from the people. Nevertheless,
the failure for applying the rule of reciprocity on the part of Confu-
cians can to some extent be compensated by the legitimacy of their
application of moral rules to the ruler. Mohist utilitarian politics had
no such balanced compensation for the people. For impartial love was
a rigorous order equally for both the ruler and people. The ruler was
not only free himself from the burden of the priority of impartial love,
but he also enjoyed the superior power of employing people. Accord-
ing to the Mohist doctrine of “obeying one’s superior,” there should
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be strict measures of locking up “those in the world who refused to
obey their superiors” (63). It is fair to conclude from this that if this
doctrine had been practiced, people would have suffered a double
constraint: that of being dutiful to love superiors who did not really
love them and that of being deprived from the right of disobedience.
Thus, utilitarian politics during the ancient period of China’s history,
apart from being ignored by the ruler, was unacceptable from the
view point of the people. Therefore, it was doomed to vanish from
society precisely on account of these circumstances.

IV. The Axiological Rules Underlying the Totalitarian
Politics of Han Fei

In the Pre-Qin period, no school other than Legalism had a more
positive evaluation of the human desire for selfish interests. The
Mohist based their philosophy of impartial love upon mutual benefit,
but they took it for granted that everyone desires selfish interests
without elaborating further on a theory of human nature. Mencius
proposed the goodness of human nature, and required the instantia-
tion of a good nature in the ruler for a humane government. Xunzi, on
the contrary, proposed the badness of human nature, yet had the same
political goal as Mencius. He therefore demanded the correction of
the bad nature by morality invented by sage kings.

Han Fei adopted the theory of human nature from Xunzi, his
teacher. He agreed with Xunzi that all human beings by nature desire
selfish interests yet disagreed with his belief that such a nature should
be condemned as bad or evil. Rather, Han Fei evaluated the selfish
nature positively as an unchangeable fact and so it served as the
cornerstone of politics. He enumerated many examples to show that
everybody is orientated toward selfish interests in dealing with others.
The most impressive one is his example of parental interest in their
children. He said that parents exchange mutual congratulations when
they have a male baby and share a disposition to kill a female baby
they may have.The reason for this, Han Fei continued, is that the male
will bring about interests for the parents in the future and the female
will not. He then concluded, “Parents treat their children by minding
the calculation of interests, still less people without any kinship.”15 A
good ruler must have such an insight into the selfish nature of the
people he manages in order to maximize his own interest. In Han Fei’s
words, “To govern the world, one has to follow the human sense”
(chap. 48:1).

How to calculate interests, of course, depends upon how one is to
understand human nature regarding interests. Since Han Fei reduced
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human nature to selfish interests, he didn’t believe that one’s interest
can be shared by others, as Confucius, Mencius, Mozi, and Xunzi all
believed. Instead, Han Fei inferred from this selfish nature what he
thought was an unavoidable conflict between the interests of the ruler
and his subjects. He warned the ruler, “to know the difference
between the servant’s and the master’s interest is to rule; to assume
the sameness of the two is to be robbed; to work with servants
together under this assumption is to be killed” (chap. 48:3). All advice
Han Fei gave to the ruler started with, and was based upon his
insistence upon the necessary conflict in interests between ruler and
subjects. The view of conflicting interests characterized Han Fei’s
political philosophy as a whole, as distinguished not only from other
schools, but also from his predecessors espousing Legalism.

In the conflict of interests, the advantage the ruler takes from his
subjects was termed shi. Ernest Richard Hughes rendered shi in
English as autocratic power.16 Wen Kui Liao translated shi as position,
meaning status, circumstance, and influence.17 Arthur Waley translated
the term variously in different contexts, sometime as power, some-
times as position, potency, force, circumstance, situation, or natural
power.18 Roger Ames translated it as strategic advantage or political
purchase.19 In my view, all of these translations focus on one point,
namely, the priority of using power. Shi means a double priority, the
priority for a ruler to use power to take advantages of others, and the
priority for the ruler to use power to prevent others from taking
advantage of him. I will interpret shi according to these two aspects of
the priority of power.

Pictographically speaking, the character “shi” is composed of two
parts, the above being “zhi” (grip) and the below “li” (force). As a
whole, shi means the grip of ruling status with force. According to
Shen Dao, one of the predecessors of Legalism, the ruling status
enables the ruler to determine or influence others naturally. Han Fei
was not satisfied with Shen Dao’s thinking of shi as referring to the
natural force. As he said,

If shi were merely referred to something natural, then non-action
would be referred to shi. What I speak of shi means something
established by man. (chap. 40:3)

By “something established by man,” Han Fei meant using force for
the ruling purpose. Without certain force the ruling status is merely
potency. A ruler would lose the ruling status he inherited by nature, if
he didn’t use the potential force.

Roger Ames’ translation of shi as strategic advantage or political
purchase connects with the reason given by Han Fei as to why political
power has to be autocratic, or why it determines one’s status as the
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ruler but not the subject. The reason consists in Han Fei’s belief that
one’s selfish interest is necessarily in conflict with that of others.
Everyone in politics was said to be in the struggle for his own advan-
tage over against that of others. The one who strikes the first decisive
blow wins. Han Fei created a well-known idiom in Chinese, “shi bu
liang li,” literally meaning that shi of two parties cannot be
co-established (chap. 52:2). If we take shi to mean the priority of using
power, this is the same as saying that one is either to be a hammer or
an anvil. What is decisive is that the one who takes the priority of
striking the first blow is to rule. Otherwise, he is the subject. There is
no other choice.

Han Fei advised rulers thus, “a sage rules the state in such a way
that people have to love him, but not that he has to rely on people’s
love of him” (chap. 14:4). The crucial question is how to make people
have to love the ruler. Han Fei answered this with an analogy: “The
enlightened ruler tends his subjects in the same way as one speaks of
raising birds”; that is,“the raiser cuts off the forewings of a bird so that
it has to rely on him for feeding. How can it not be tame?” (chap.
34:1). Cutting off a bird’s forewings is an analogy drawn to support
depriving subjects’ of political advantage. This advice accords pre-
cisely with what we call the iron rule: do unto others first what you
don’t wish them to do unto you. It is my hope that my interpretation
of shi as the priority of using power has helped establish my claim that
Han Fei’s political philosophy was guided by the iron rule.

It has been recognized that Han Fei’s political philosophy inte-
grated three elements of legalism, power (shi), skill (shu), and law
( fa). It is, however, unclear as to what relation holds among these
three elements, or how Han Fei integrated them. Many have taken the
“complementary view” as granted, assuming that the three elements
complement one another without any one being dominant.20 If my
interpretation of shi taken as an expression of iron rule in politics is
acceptable, then we have to take shi as the dominant element that
stimulates the use of skill and law for the ruler’s interests.

It is not difficult to understand that the priority of using power for
Han Fei is the precondition for skill and law, and that skill and law
were for Han Fei nothing but methods for taking advantage from
subjects by the use of power. He described the methods as “two
handles,” penalty and favor. Those who have the ability to use the
two handles of course depend upon those who establish a priority in
the use of that power. In Han Fei’s words, the two handles are like
claws and fangs of the tiger, “If the tiger abandons its claws and fangs
and lets the dog use them, it will be subdued by the dog.” Similarly,“If
the ruler abandons the penalty and favour and lets his ministers use
them; he will be controlled by the ministers” (chap. 7:1). We see again
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how the iron rule applies. Here is the prescription for the ruler:
control others at the very first if you don’t want to be controlled by
them.

There has been confusion as to whether the two handles belong to
skill or to law. Since we explain the handles in terms of the methods of
using power, the two handles belong to both skill and law.Though skill
and law were not differentiated substantially, they were differentiated
methodologically. Methodologically, skill was personal wit, while law
was the public measure. Han Fei differentiated the two by saying,

Law has to be edited in volumes, instituted in offices, and publicized
to ordinary people. Skill is hidden in the heart and explicated a little
bit occasionally to control the crowd of ministers. Law is to be shown
at all, while skill is not to be detected. Therefore, when the enlight-
ened ruler speaks of law, even the humble and inferiors within the
territory all hear about it. When he operates skill, none of his dears
and cronies even knows about it. (chap. 38:16)

Apart from the distinction illustrated above, skill and law differed
also in application and obligation. Skill was applied by the ruler to
ministers and local officials, while law was applied by officials to
ordinary people.The application of the two handles was designed as a
hierarchy of control, in which the ruler controlled officials by skill, and
officials controlled ordinary people by law. Skill was not applied to
ordinary people directly because it had reference to the ruler’s per-
sonal wit and so was applicable only to those with whom he dealt
personally. Law was executed by officials, so that only officials were
obligated to enforce the law. It is worth noting that the ruler was not
obligated under the law, not only because he was the law-giver, but
also because he did not execute the law personally and was thus not
responsible for episodes of its wrong execution.

The superiority of the ruler’s power and interests was written in the
law. Since law was public, the ruler’s advantage was called public
interest by Han Fei, as he said,“Public interest is owned by the master
of people” (chap. 47:3). In the name of the public interest of state (the
ruler), no officials ought to make use of the law to seek their own
interest. Otherwise, they were punished by the rule according to
which they were obligated. If skill can be understood as the method to
prevent courtiers from having the priority of using power, then the
law was a method to prevent local officials from seeking their own
interests by the power of executing law.

Positively, both skill and law functioned as a means to drive all
subjects (ministers, local officials, and ordinary people) to serve the
ruler’s interests. Han Fei believed that the selfish nature for interests
is universal and governs both the ruler and his subjects. He saw the
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relation between the two sides as embraced in the commercial term of
exchanging interests. He said,

Ministers sell to the ruler all their strengths to death, while the ruler
buys the ministers with the bestowal of high rank and salary. The
relation between ruler and ministers is not the affection between
father and son. Both calculate the pay off each has given to the other.
(chap. 36:6)

The exchange of interests between ruler and his subjects follows
the principle that no merit is not to be rewarded and no guilt is to go
unpunished, and that rewards and punishments should be measured
quantitatively by “calculating the more or less, and weighting the
heavy or slight” (chap. 49:3). The principle accords with what we call
“the brass rule.” The reciprocity between rulers’ and subjects’ inter-
ests is by no means an equal and fair relation. All officials have to
devote their whole lives and energies to the ruler. As Han Fei said,
“The ruler in his dealings with his people, asks for their death in the
time of calamity, and exhausts their energies in the time of peace”
(chap. 46:6). Under an absolute inequality, the subjects gained much
less than they paid to the ruler, and lost much heavier than they were
indebted to the ruler.

However, this doesn’t mean that the ruler could handle his subject
arbitrarily at will. On the contrary, Han Fei advised the ruler to deal
with his subjects rationally and orderly so as to maximize his advan-
tage and priority. The iron and brass rules provide the rational
groundings for the ruler’s order. Under the guidance of the brass rule,
the subjects can enjoy a relative fairness in a certain sense. First, the
exchange of interests is relatively fair in the sense that more merit is
compensated by more rewards and more guilt is reattributed by more
punishment. Second, ordinary people served the ruler only, and were
not subordinated to the interests of officials. And third, ordinary
people were rewarded or punished according to the law in public, not
according to the will and interests of officials.

There has been a prevailing view that Han Fei was just another
Machiavelli in ancient China. This analogy has missed a fundamental
difference. For Machiavelli, the ruler and his people can be mutually
benefited. He made it clear that no matter whether the prince got the
crown from the people or nobles, “I repeat, it is necessary for a prince
to have the people friendly, otherwise he has no security in adver-
sity.”21 This is an idea Han Fei could never endorse. What he repeated
instead was that “By relying on others to serve me with love, I am in
danger. By making others have to serve me, I am in security” (chap.
14:4).Though Han Fei and Machiavelli can both be called totalitarian,
Han Fei’s totalitarianism is more radical. According to Hegel, only
one single ruler was free in each of the ancient Eastern nations.22
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Whether it was true or not in history, it was certainly true with Han
Fei’s totalitarian ideal of the state.

The totalitarian ideal of freedom as extended to a single person
cannot be realized in any totalitarian state. One may explain the
reason in terms of Hegel’s “master and slave dialectics.” On his
model, the master had to rely upon the slave in certain respects, and
to some extent, the Master is a slave of his slave.23 Ancient Chinese
society was built upon the kin and patriarchal system. The emperor
was not able to escape that system.As the head of the royal family, he
had to show filial piety and respect for the eldership and benevolence
for the brotherhood. Han Fei, however, asked the ruler to keep away
in particular from six kinds of persons, mothers, wives, sisters, broth-
ers, powerful ministers, and nobles. The later emperors could not
adopt his advice, not because they were not ruthless, cruel, and canny
enough, but because they could not but help rely upon their slaves
and live in kinship.

V. Concluding Remarks

From what has been said, we can conclude that the Confucian, Mohist,
and Han Fei all combined different rules of values in their respective
political philosophies. Each has a set of dominant rule(s) and an
auxiliary principle.The Confucian political philosophy was dominated
by the moral (golden and silver) rules and supported by the auxiliary
rule of reciprocity. The Mohist political philosophy was guided by the
brass rule which led to the moral rules as a consequence. Han Fei’s
political philosophy started with and was based upon the iron rule as
a whole, and was assisted by the brass rule as an element of the ruling
method. It is interesting to see that the three all applied the brass rule.
This fact shows that the brass rule can be used for what may be
termed as either a moralized politics or an immoral politics, though
the rule is nonmoral in itself.

Politics in China’s imperial period was not limited to Confucianism
only. Rather, it was characterized by a mixture of thoughts originating
from different schools.The overlapping of the axiological rules under-
lying those schools made it possible for them to intermingle the way
did historically. In reality, the mixture of Confucianism and Legalism
was systemized after the Han Dynasty when Emperor Xuan said that
“The House of Han has its own system that mixes the tyrannical
governing with the benevolent one.”24 Some scholars nowadays have
assumed a mixture of exterior Confucianism and interior Legalism,
suggesting a Legalism in essence and a Confucianism in disguise.25

From an axiological point of view, a relevant distinction can be made
to distinguish between value as end and value as means. In imperial
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China, value as end was the advantage of the emperor, while the
interests of subjects and moral virtues were to be fulfilled as means to
that end. Legalism as epitomized in Han Fei and Confucianism came
together in the end–means relation. The end of totalitarianism with
the means of moral duty and material supply can be properly called
“moralized” or “enlightened” totalitarianism.

If we do not limit ourselves to historical research, but are interested
in the modern value of Chinese ancient political philosophy, we need
to pay more attention to Mohism. The reason for the failure of
Mohism consists, as we have urged, in its unrealistic prerequisite of
the equal exchange of interests between the ruler and people. This
prerequisite did not become a real condition until the rise of modern
democracy. Relying on such prerequisites, modern utilitarianism has
made great contributions to democratic politics. Even John Rawls, an
opponent of utilitarianism, started with the precondition of equal
exchange of social interests in his theory of justice. If one considers
those theories seriously, there is no reason why Mohism, the true
utilitarianism of ancient China, cannot become a valuable resource
for modern politics.

The current value of Confucianism has been widely recognized.
Confucianism is not opposed to modern liberalism. In my opinion, its
effort to moralize politics in a certain sense is a complement to the
current liberal effort to depoliticalize morality.26

As for Han Fei’s political philosophy, its modern value is to provide
a target for modern criticism.27 Totalitarianism can legitimize itself
only in the name of “public interest,” “sovereignty of state,” “people’s
dictatorship,” etc. Thanks to Han Fei, we know better the secret of
totalitarianism, a secret that practical totalitarians were never willing
or able to speak about loudly. As soon as the secret link of totalitari-
anism to the iron rule is revealed to people, totalitarianism is at once
immoralized and illegitimated. It also becomes clear that the supple-
menting of Confucianism with Legalism thereby comprising a “mor-
alized totalitarianism” was not only a historical demerit, but a logical
mistake as well.
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