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China’s ‘Axial Civilization” and
Its Breakthroughs’

Dong Ping"™”

Abstract: This paper presents a critical reflection on the concept of the “axial period” and
argues that China’s axial period was the Western Zhou dynasty rather than the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods. The reason is that the Western Zhou civilization
of ritual and music epitomized the institutionalization of the value system that had been
passed down through the ancient ages since Yao and Shun. After the decline of the Western
Zhou dynasty, Chinese culture underwent considerable intellectual and institutional
transformations. However, it was not until the reign of Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty in
the mid-second century BCE that the relationship between the social thought of the time
and the Western Zhou “axial civilization” began to realign. After multiple breakthroughs
in thought and institutions in the post-axial era, Confucianism took center stage in the
political ideology of ancient Chinese society as a defender and guardian of the values of
“axial civilization,” and played a significant role in supervising and criticizing realpolitik.
Throughout the continuous development of Confucianism, the main form of Chinese
culture gradually took shape and evolved into a unique value system.

Keywords: Karl Jaspers, Axial Age, axial civilizations, Western Zhou Dynasty, culture of
ritual and music

A Reappraisal Of the AXial Age Concept [Refer to page 4 for Chinese. Similarly hereinafter]

As is well known, German philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) put forth the concept of
the “Axial Age” in his seminal work on history and philosophy titled The Origin and Goal of
History. He argued that there was a historical axis, or turning point, around 500 BCE, along
with the intellectual and spiritual developments between 800 BCE and 200 BCE. During this
period, sages and philosophers laid the solid foundation for their own civilizations in China,
India, and the West. Although these sages and philosophers came from three different
regions of ancient Eurasia, there existed between them remarkable similarities in terms of
the problems they aimed to solve, their consciousness of being as a whole, and an awareness
of their own limitations.

* This paper is a preliminary result of The Intellectual Course of Sinification of Buddhism [ # # E b By B 48 7 2],
a major Guoxue project supported by the 2018 Guizhou Provincial Philosophy and Social Sciences Program (Project
No. 18GZGXO05).

** Dong Ping is Qiushi distinguished professor and doctoral supervisor of Zhejiang University. E-mail: pingdong@zju.edu.cn



CHINA’S ‘AXIAL CIVILIZATION AND ITS BREAKTHROUGHS

Jaspers’s principal concept of the Axial Age has received widespread acclaim from
historians and philosophers in China because this concept reassured Chinese academics
that China would finally be considered by the West to be on a par with the other great
civilizations during the axial period. Undoubtedly, Jaspers’s academic vision and epistemic
horizon are monumental because he could examine the universality of “history” and “world
history” from the vantage point of the twentieth century. Under the circumstances, Jaspers
underlined the strange fact that China, India, and the West—three different regions across
Eurasia with no awareness of one another at the time—shared a general consciousness
in their sense of problems, the foundation of human civilization and history, and the
possibility of sharing their developmental results.

However, when Jaspers put forth the concept of the Axial Age, he had no intention
of underlining the pluralistic origins of human “history.” Instead, his real intention in
acknowledging China, India, and the West’s concurrent arrival at the beginning of human
“history” was to negate the historicity of ancient Chinese and Indian “history” and reaffirm
the significance of Western civilization during the axial period, which represented the final
“goal” of the universal history of the entire world. Jaspers’s concept of the axial period
and his narrative of world history are undoubtedly Eurocentric, even if he half-heartedly
acknowledged the plural origins of human history. From Jaspers’s perspective, the Western
concepts of religion and politics are the unified origin of historical meaning, while science
and technology are the modern symbols of this unity. In other words, humankind across
different regions would necessarily be unified with the West, regardless of whether they had
experienced the axial period or not.!

Based on the above reappraisal of Jaspers’s concept of the Axial Age, I argue that,
on the one hand, the concept is groundbreaking as it adds new insights to the historical
narrative of human civilizations. On the other hand, however, Jaspers’s hypothesis on the
universalizing nature of science and technology as the unity of history as a whole negates
the existence of inter-civilizational existence and thus forecloses the inevitable differences
in philosophies, habits of thinking, lifestyles, values, and social customs. It was against
this backdrop that the British historian Arnold J. Toynbee (1889-1975), based on his
observation of various forms of ancient civilizations and cultures in the East and West,
posited that East Asian civilization, or to be precise, the Chinese civilization could become
the future unifier of the world.”? Based on a similar vision for the unity of the history of
the globe, Samuel P. Huntington (1927-2008) put forth his famous thesis about the clash
of civilizations during the 1990s, which is more conscious of treating various ancient
civilizations and their origins on an equal footing than that of Jaspers. Ironically, Francis
Fukuyama, a student of Huntington, deviated from his teacher’s theory and instead resorted

1 Jaspers attached great importance to the continuity of the West, “The cultural continuity of the West was never lost,
notwithstanding extraordinary ruptures, destructions and apparently total decay,” see Karl Jaspers, The Origin and
Goal of History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 59. As a result, the Middle Ages spanning over a thousand
years was not a major concern for Jaspers’s historical narrative. In other words, the seemingly “extraordinary ruptures”
of the West did not deter Jaspers from making the thesis of the cultural continuity of the West.

2 Toynbee also envisioned a future of “global unity,” but he believed that with the emergence of science and technology
represented by atomic power, it was difficult to unify the vast parts of the earth by relying on conventional warfare.
Instead, he predicted that it seemed improbable that the United States, Europe, and Soviet Union would be able to give
political unity to the world as a whole. Instead, Toynbee foresaw that “Eastern Asia preserves a number of historical
assets that may enable it to become the geographical and cultural axis for the unification of the whole world.” Toynbee
also argued, “For nearly twenty-two centuries . . . a unitary Chinese government has held hundreds of millions of
people together politically. . . . Perhaps it is China’s destiny now to give political unity and peace not just to half but
all the world.” Tkeda agreed with Toynbee that the Chinese-style unity might have significance and emphasized that
“we must give serious consideration to devising a system that provides stability and peace” and “support a system in
which all kinds of people can participate on an equal footing,” see Arnold Toynbee and Daisaku Ikeda, Choose Life: A
Dialogue (London: Oxford University Press, 1976), 224, 231-233.
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to Jaspers’s postulate that the advent of modern science and technology in the West marked
the beginning of the second axial period and the gradual transition to the end of history.

This paper argues that the “axial period” of Chinese culture is not the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods (770-221 BCE) but the Western Zhou dynasty (1046—
771 BCE), which laid the institutional foundation of Chinese politics, culture, and moral
and ethical values. In a word, the Western Zhou dynasty made a profound and long-lasting
impact on the entire historical process of Chinese civilization.

The Western Zhou: The Axial Period of Chinese Civilization

Confucius discovered the unique characteristics and significance of the Western Zhou
dynasty as a system, a civilization, and a cultural value. The system of ritual and music of
the Western Zhou dynasty provided a solid foundation for the classic texts, ethical values,
and cultural ideals of Confucianism. What Confucius meant by “following the Zhou” is
essentially “following civilization,” in other words, the ultimate core of human civilization
formed throughout the historical process of China’s axial period.

The history of the Xia (ca. 2070-1600 BCE), Shang (1600-1046 BCE), and Zhou
dynasties and their heritage as discovered and narrated by Confucius did not just begin
with the Xia dynasty but can be traced back to long before the Xia, namely to the period
of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors. Although there are numerous legends and
myths concerning this mythological period that cannot be verified by historical records,
they should still be treated as the collective memory of the nation, which reflect the “value
reality” of national culture and constitute the “historical epic” of the Chinese nation. By
recounting and passing down the legend of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors,
Chinese people reinforced their self-consciousness of the country; expressed their
worldview and understanding of spiritual beings, mountains, and rivers; followed the
trajectory of their ancestors in marching toward civilization; and explained the fundamental
principles and values that took shape in real life. This is how the origin of the country and
the formation of a shared life transformed into collective memory. By the time of Yao 7
and Shun %%, the concept of institutionalizing shared community governance had already
been clearly established based on the gradual formation of an ancient Chinese community.
Moreover, the principle for the institutionalization of community governance had also been
articulated, that is, emulating the Way of Heaven to establish the Way of Humanity and
fathoming the Way of Heaven to regulate the laws of humanity.

The Way of Heaven is instantiated by the Way of Humanity, while the Way of Humanity
is elevated by the Way of Heaven. From this point on, the unity of heaven and humanity in
Chinese culture became the core of the human world consisting of heaven, earth, human,
and spiritual beings. In essence, the concept of heaven and humanity laid the ultimate
foundation for the legitimacy of human beings’ daily activities. The everyday production,
conduct in life, and political activities of human beings must all take the Way of Heaven
as the ultimate basis for their legitimacy. In short, the Way of Heaven is the origin of the
existence of all things in the real world, the origin of order for all things and human beings
to verify their presence, the origin of rationality for human beings to partake in social
activities and achieve their goals, and the origin of value for making the whole process of
human existence meaningful.

The unity of heaven and humanity also means that all things that are in line with the Way
of Heaven are not only real but also have intrinsic meaning and value. Authenticity guarantees
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significance and value, or rather, authenticity itself is the primary value. The reality of the Way
of Heaven means that no matter how it moves and what stage it is at, it is always being-for-
itself, real, reasonable, and orderly. Its current stage is synonymous with its existence, and it
is constantly adapting to changes. Because of this, the real state of the Way of Heaven itself is
dazhong zhizheng KX ¥ % IE (great centrality and uprightness).’ From the period of Yao and
Shun to the Western Zhou dynasty, it took a long time for the universal value of the Way of
Humanity to be institutionalized and realized. In other words, the transformation from the
Way of Heaven into the Way of Humanity to realize the original value of dazhong zhizheng
was a gradual process of attaining refinement and perfection from coarseness.

As for the Western Zhou dynasty, the institutionalization of ritual and music civilization
gradually reached its apex, which surpassed the previous dynasties with its flourishing culture.
Although the cultural system of the Western Zhou dynasty surpassed its predecessors, it
was passed down in accordance with that of Yao and Shun. According to the “Evolutions of
Ritual” [#L.3Z] in the Book of Rites, “[ A]ncient kings sought to take up the Way of Heaven to
regulate the feelings of men.” This means that the Way of Heaven was the rationale behind
the established ritual system of the Western Zhou. As an institutional complex,* the system
of ritual and music combined heaven, earth, humans, and spiritual beings into an organic
whole and presented it as a world of humanity, which was not only a shared community
of life but also a shared community of ethics. When we examine the internal conceptual
structure and value system of this institutional complex through the lens of its external
institutions, we can discover that the essential reality of human beings was derived from the
Way of Heaven. As a result, the order of human beings’ existence (the Way of Humanity)
must also be based on the order of the Way of Heaven. In other words, the Way of Heaven
was the fundamental concept on which the system of ritual and music was established.

The political system was at the core of the overall construction of the civilization of
ritual and music. From the emperor to the ordinary people, all should be included in the
governing system of ritual and music, meaning that overall governance in society could not
be achieved by the will of a specific individual but only by a public institution. The public
nature of this institution requires an open and transparent form of public expression.
The system of ritual and music guarantees the transparency and openness of the public
institution and also maximizes the value and accessibility realized by the public institution.
Under such circumstances, universal public order and harmony can be achieved. For this
reason, a public institution epitomized by ritual and music makes society the primary field
for individuals to realize their existence and its value. The order of life unfolded by existence
itself, as the original form of life, is the basic premise for the possibility of all humane values.
Therefore, all humane values, including benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom,
and trustworthiness, are integrated into and realized by the original order of life as its basic
structure. It is in this sense that “not interfering with the seasons of agriculture,” “enriching
the people,” and “loving the people” are considered the highest callings of the ruler.

3 Dazhong zhizheng K ¥ % IE is both the reality of the Way of Heaven and the origin of value. The original meaning
of zhong refers to the uprightness of the Way of Heaven, which human beings can properly and truly realize based on
consciousness and comprehension of the Way of Heaven. In other words, by transforming the uprightness of the Way
of Heaven into the uprightness of the Way of Humanity, the latter acquires its ultimate significance and value. It is in
this sense that “holding fast to impartiality” was the secret for the ancient sage kings to realize their kingly Way. The
present author wants to emphasize that the meaning of zhong includes truth, uprightness, justice, integrity, fairness,
and appropriateness. In a specific context, these terms are interchangeable.

4 The present author defines the Western Zhou civilization of ritual and music as an institutional complex, that is, a complex
of human beings’ existence in real life. See Dong Ping i -, “Order and Harmony: The System of Ritual and Music
and Behavioral Justice” [£% /7 5 fui¥ . AL 4R % J§ 5 4T H iE ], Zhejiang Social Sciences [# 7L 4 #F %], no. 9 (2022):
111-121, 160.
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But as far as the individual is concerned, “manifesting one’s bright virtue” is considered
the highest calling in individual life. It is the original form of both life and virtue. Because
of the unity of life and inherent nature, the journey of life must be unfolded and realized by
inherent nature; because of the unity of inherent nature and virtue, the orderly evolution
of life must also be the orderly realization of virtue. Individual existence based on the
comprehension of “the unity of life and inherent nature” and “the unity of inherent nature
and virtue” is the process of realizing the identity and value of individual existence in reality.
In this sense, the doctrine that “the ceremonial rules define and determine the due mean”
(Book of Rites, “Zhongni at Home at Ease” [1# /2. # J&]) is how the ritual system ensures the
realization of the unity of an individual’s existence and value in daily life.

Confucius “handed down the doctrines of Yao and Shun, as if they had been his ancestors,
and elegantly displayed the regulations of King Wen and King Wu, taking them as his
model” (Doctrine of the Mean). In other words, it was through Confucius’s rediscovery
and reinterpretation of the Western Zhou dynasty that the system of ritual and music not
only became a model for Chinese institutions but also laid a solid foundation for the classic
texts of Chinese culture. No one will deny that the Six Classics are a crystallization of the
political concepts, social ideals, moral philosophy, values, lifestyle, and life attitudes of
Chinese culture, thus building the unique spiritual world of Chinese culture. Similarly, no
one will deny that the Six Classics, as a complete textual system, are based on the core of the
institutional civilization passed down from Yao and Shun to the Western Zhou dynasty. As
a result, the axial period of Chinese culture during the Western Zhou dynasty was entirely
in accordance with historical facts.

Intellectual Pluralism in the Post—Axial Period i3

The collapse of the Western Zhou dynasty in 771 BCE is one of the most significant events
in Chinese history. Jaspers identified the period from 800 to 200 BCE as the axial period,
which corresponds to the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods in China.
But the present author argues that by this time China had already experienced the glory
of institutional civilization and was approaching the end of its Axial Age civilization.
The reason for this is that during the Eastern Zhou, the cardinal principles of the sage
kings gradually dissolved, and individual princely states carried out their own policies,
institutions, order norms, and value systems. In addition, the ethics based on ritual and
music also lost their significance alongside the dissolution of kingly rule. From this point
on, China entered the age of free thinkers.

The present author defines the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods as an
era of free thinkers in China, a time when China broke with the axial period and entered into
diverse patterns of thought, and an age of exploring ethics and philosophies from different
perspectives to restore social order. Thanks to this era of free thinkers, an intellectual
pluralism with various schools of thought took shape, which became a source of thought
for later generations. Nevertheless, the original problems inherent in the hundred schools
of thought can be traced back to the decline of the Western Zhou dynasty, a major politico—
historical turning point. The civilization of ritual and music as the public institution of
society became a collective memory of various thinkers and philosophers during the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods, who openly expressed individual understandings
of this institution and aimed to find theoretical support to restore social order. As a result,
philosophers of the hundred schools of thought all attached great importance to politics,
and Chinese civilization always looked to the past for models and truth. Looking for the
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Way was a shared concept and value of various thinkers, whose different schools of thought
are essentially different ways to restore the Way. In this regard, the diversity of the hundred
schools of thought can be viewed as how Chinese culture endeavored to continue after it left
behind the unity of the axial period.’

Confucianism fully inherited the comprehensive institutions, value system, and
civilizational concepts from Yao and Shun to the Western Zhou dynasty. These comprehensive
institutions guaranteed the flourishing, humane cultural order of the Western Zhou
dynasty and determined that Confucianism carry out the ideal of universal civilization by
constructing public institutions. As a result, Confucianism attached great importance to
politics in real life, and its individual disciples were always devoted to governmental affairs.
Adhering to the Confucian direction of “governing by means of virtue” (Analects 2:1),
the integrity and unity of the individual’s mind and body in the social and public spheres
became the essential requirement for the individual’s whole and impeccable personality
as well as the necessary condition for engaging in politics. Under these circumstances, the
self-cultivation of individuals became an essential prerequisite for engaging in politics, and
engaging in politics became the way to manifest one’s bright virtue. The emphasis on the
Way became not only the fundamental basis of an individual’s order of mind, but also the
fundamental basis of public and social institutions, which is the essential characteristic of
Confucianism as a school of thought.

But Daoism, represented by Laozi, differed from Confucianism. From the perspective
of Laozi, to convert the truth of the Way into a tangible public institution, no matter how
refined it could be, is to fragmentize and separate the “oneness” of the Way, which will make
one fall into an inescapable cycle in reality. In Interpretation of the Laozi [ F #2], the
present author defines this predicament discovered by Laozi as a reversal of value.® Based on
the direct expression of the reversal of value, Laozi seemingly stood on the opposite side of
Confucianism because he denied the meaning and value of the institutionalization of ethics
and morality. But at the same time, the present author contends that Laozi denied only the
practice of converting the Way into an institution and not the intrinsic value of the Way,
including benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom. As a result, Laozi maintained
a similar desire to restore political order. The so-called “doing nothing while nothing
remains undone” is Laozi’s fundamental political principle. Nevertheless, the Way defined
as the absoluteness of existence and the absoluteness of value by Laozi was epistemologically
transformed by Zhuangzi into the original principle of individual existence.

As for the Mohists, although their views differed from those of Confucianism, they
were not fundamentally incompatible. As far as Mozi was concerned, the major difference
between him and Confucianism was their different presuppositions about the starting point
of the practice of benevolence and righteousness. Confucius insisted that benevolence and
righteousness must begin with parents; that is, the family must be the initial field for the
practice of benevolence and righteousness. Mozi, by contrast, insisted that since people
make themselves human beings in society, they must carry out their social nature and
existence in public and thus need not confine themselves to the narrow circle of benevolent
father and filial son. However, Confucianism and Mohism could reach a consensus that
public ethics and social morality were derived from the practice of individual benevolence
and righteousness.

5 In hindsight, this diversity within the unity of the hundred schools of thought is the reason for the openness and
inclusivity of Chinese culture and why it is able to maintain its own cultural subjectivity by assimilating and
reconstructing other civilizations and cultures.

6 Dong Ping, Interpretation of the Laozi [ F #fi%] (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2015).
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Legalism appeared in the middle and late Warring States period, with Lord Shang
(ca. 390-338 BCE) and Han Fei #i 3F (ca. 280-233 BCE) as representative thinkers. As
a systematic expression of views on state governance, Legalism can be considered a
transformation from Confucianism. During the late Warring States period, it was impossible
that the ritual and music system of the Western Zhou dynasty could be restored. Therefore,
when Confucianism, Daoism, and Mohism advocated emulating the past from different
perspectives, Legalism put forward the idea of “not emulating the past.” Lord Shang used
“not emulating the past” as the rationale behind “changing the law,” which cut off the
continuation of history and denied the value of history itself as a source of legitimacy.
Because history can be cut off, there was no need to “emulate the past” or “revise the
present” in state governance, and thus state governance became a purely utilitarian personal
action of the ruler. Under these circumstances, Legalists asserted that rulers could not
implement shared governance with ministers, let alone ordinary people. Legalism thus
transformed governance into governing the ministers and the people, so power must
not be lost but held in the rulers” hands, and it was thus regarded as autocratic. Han Fei
defined law, technique, and power as follows. Law referred to governing the people with
open institutions, technique referred to governing ministers with secret tactics, and power
referred to the authority to manipulate laws and techniques. In other words, governance
became the ruler’s exercise of his individual power. At the same time, Han Fei appropriated
Laozi’s theory of “doing nothing while nothing remains undone” and reinterpreted it as
the ruler doing nothing while the ministers do everything, which laid the foundation for a
centralized bureaucratic system as a fundamental and effective way for a ruler to govern the
country and the world.

The present author contends that Confucianism, Mohism, Daoism, and Legalism were
the most prominent four schools in the age of free thinkers, for they represented the highest
intellectual achievements in the era of the hundred schools of thought. After China stepped
out of the axial period, these four schools strived to restore social order and reinstate
political institutions through deep reflection and systemic criticism of the dissolution of the
kingly rule of the Western Zhou. These schools laid a solid foundation for the development
of Chinese intellectual thought. No matter how these four schools differed from each
other internally and externally, what they had in common were shared concepts such as
“the Way,” “the sage,” and “all under heaven.” Although different schools had different
interpretations of these concepts, the hundred schools of thought all had their common
origin in the ritual system of the Western Zhou. In other words, this ritual system, albeit
dissolved, marked the culmination of achieving the glory of universal governance and thus
bequeathed an invaluable legacy of China’s axial period to future generations. The different
expressions of the hundred schools of thought, whether they praised or criticized previous
kings and their systems, should be considered as various ways of inheriting the public
thought and cultural heritage of China’s axial age.

The Reestablishment of Institutions in the Post—Axial Period ns)

The dissolution of kingly rule in the Western Zhou dynasty had the most direct and profound
impact on the entire history of China, especially in reinstating political institutions. The
road to the reinstatement of institutions after the demise of the axial period was a historical
process full of turbulence and upheavals.

Mencius may be the first thinker who completely opposed “king” and “hegemon.” He
seemed to attribute the abandonment of the kingly rule in the Warring States period to the
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rise of five hegemons (Duke Huan of Qi, Duke Wen of Jin, Duke Mu of Qin, Duke Xiang of
Song, and Duke Zhuang of Chu) and concluded that the five hegemons were sinners against
the three sage kings (Yu, Tang, and King Wen), while his contemporary feudal lords were
sinners against the five hegemons. The present author argues that Mencius’s conclusions are
not entirely correct, and his assertion that “None of the disciples of Confucius spoke about
the affairs of Duke Huan of Qi and Duke Wen of Jin” (Mencius 1A:7) was detached from
the reality of the time. However, Mencius’s judgment eventually became the precondition
of Confucianism when it came to political affairs during the Eastern Zhou. Therefore,
Confucianism handed down the tradition of “distinguishing kings and hegemons,” and
“respecting kings and despising hegemons” became a clear value judgment.

The era of Duke Huan of Qi (r. 685-643 BCE) or Guan Zhong % ¥ (d. 645 BCE)
witnessed the beginning of the dissolution of kingly rule and the rise of hegemons. The
Chinese term ba % (hegemon) means to control. The present author contends that the
original meaning of this term had a strong connotation of temporary control of political
institutions and thus conveyed a clear message that hegemons with money and an army
could run a provisional government to prevent the chaos caused by the dissolution of
kingly rule. In Guan Zhong’s view, achieving hegemony through enriching the country and
strengthening the armed forces would pave the way for kingly rule, which would, in turn,
achieve the Way. Guan Zhong’s idea of governance was in accordance with the realization
of universal peace through the ritual system during the Western Zhou. The major difference
between the two, however, was that Guan Zhong attached great importance to a wealthy
state and strong army in order to reinstate kingly rule and restore the Way given that the
ritual system of the Western Zhou had disintegrated. In other words, Guan Zhong fully
inherited the concept of “loving the people” under the ritual system of the Western Zhou
dynasty and believed that it was not the monarch but the Way that could achieve universal
rule. So-called “governance” is a state achieved by guiding the people through the Way.
From Guan Zhong’s perspective, rule by hegemons was a makeshift stage of kingly rule.
Their fundamental political goals were the same as long as the rule of hegemons would
transition to kingly rule. The present author contends that the hegemonic rule of Guan
Zhong represented the first phase of experimenting with reinstating political institutions
after the dissolution of the ritual system of the Western Zhou.

As Guan Zhong and Duke Huan of Qi successively passed away, the State of Qi’s
hegemony disappeared accordingly. Consequently, the progress from hegemonic rule to
kingly rule became a distant dream. But on the other hand, other states keenly learned from
the expedient measures developed by Guan Zhong and the Duke to make a state powerful
and prosperous. Thus, competition for hegemonic rule grew even more violent. At the
same time, the concept of hegemonic rule and the ideal of kingly rule were increasingly
opposed to each other. Ying Zheng W (r. 221-210 BCE), the leader of the State of Qin,
finally unified the whole of China. The present author holds that Ying Zheng’s work might
be the greatest epitome of hegemonic rule, as it corroborated the realistic effectiveness of
hegemonic rule. In terms of the overall establishment of a political system, the State of
Qin’s substituting the system of prefectures and counties for the old system of enfeoffment
was indeed an unconventional turn, which was not reform in the sense of the continuity
of historical unity, but essentially the abandonment of the Western Zhou’s kingly rule
and a rupture with the established ritual system. Although Zou Yan’s 4 £7 (ca. 305-240
BCE) theory of the transmutation of the Five Virtues is, at present, treated as the empty
talk of a talkative philosopher, Zou’s theory actually represented an idea about history or a
philosophy of history during the transition from the Warring States era to the Qin (221-206
BCE) and Han (206 BCE-220 CE) dynasties. In other words, what the seemingly empty
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theory of Zou embodied was a true idea of history. It was based on this idea of history that
the assertion that the Qin was endowed with the virtue of water indicated that, as the Qin
restrained, beat, and overthrew the system of the Western Zhou, the Qin system opposed
whatever the system of Western Zhou advocated. The Qin’s alleged brutal crackdown
on the ancient Confucian classics, which had a very significant symbolic meaning, was a
sign that the First Emperor of Qin had created a new chapter of history by toppling not
only the political system but also the thought and culture of the Western Zhou. The ritual
system and civilizational and cultural values represented by this system, all of which had
been established since the time of Yao and Shun and completed in the Western Zhou,
were greeted by a historical, successional rupture attributed to the Qin’s creation of its own
system and elimination of ancient classics.

The Qin was succeeded by the Han dynasty, and how to define its relation to the Qin
was a special political task. The popular idea that Han followed the Qin system mainly
refers to its establishing the sovereign’s authority by adopting the system of prefectures and
counties rather than the politico-historical interrelationship of the Han and Qin. The Han
repeatedly addressed this issue, claiming that it was endowed with the virtue of water, virtue
of earth, or virtue of fire. This demonstrated that the Han’s own perception of its politico—
historical relation to the Zhou and Qin changed many times.

Obviously, the politico-historical relation to a previous dynasty, an idea or consciousness,
was directly articulated through real political decisions and institutions and thus became
an integral part of ideology. In the early Han’s true conditions, it was impossible for the
new dynasty to take great initiative in carrying forward the established ritual system of
the Western Zhou, let alone allowing Confucianism to be a guide for governance. In fact,
Liu Bang x| #f (r. 206-195 BCE), the founding emperor of the Han, was an unconscious
successor of the ideology based on the Qin system. Therefore, the conservative conformity
with the Qin in politics, law, ideology, and general values was the most remarkable
characteristic of Liu’s time.

The other aspect of the above-mentioned conservative conformity was the endeavor
made to stabilize the entire society. In doing so, the concept of governance by non-action
emerged and helped the teachings of the Yellow Emperor and Laozi (hereinafter referred
to as the Huang-Lao teaching) gain wide popularity. Before long, the Daoist Huang-
Lao teaching was able to play a dominant role in the intellectual world of Emperor Hui (r.
194-188 BCE), Emperor Wen (r. 179-157 BCE), and Emperor Jing (r. 156-141 BCE) in
particular. This teaching itself was actually an intensive embodiment of the state ideology
at the time. The realization of the renowned “Wen-Jing governance,” to some extent,
proved that Daoism adoring spontaneity and non-action could indeed become the guiding
political thought through which an effective administration of the society could be fulfilled.
Nevertheless, what really happened in the early Han was that the Han’s own perception
of its status in history was not yet unambiguous, a political ideology had not yet been
established, and a social system of general values had not yet been created, even though
since the reign of Liu Bang, the national leaders, such as Emperor Hui, Empress Lii (r. 187-
180 BCE), Emperor Wen, and Emperor Jing, successfully stabilized the society, loosened
the Qin’s rigid cultural policy, made the intellectual world more free, and especially
accumulated an amazing amount of material wealth in the reigns of Wen and Jing. It was
under such circumstances that Emperor Wu (r. 140-87 BCE) began to reshuffle all existing
intellectual schools and reinstate the system of (the Western) Zhou.

The vicissitudes that took place in the effort to make an institutional breakthrough
after the axial period thus basically ended. In other words, this breakthrough had been
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almost completed. Emperor Wu decided that the Han was endowed with the virtue of
earth, through which a clear line was drawn between the Han and the Qin in terms of the
basic idea of history. As a consequence, the Han was resolutely against the Qin system
in selecting Confucianism as the core component of state ideology. It was in this sense
that the efforts including the veneration of Confucianism and teaching the Confucian
Five Classics in the imperial academy in Emperor Wu’s reign were by nature the Han’s
ideological reconstruction of its own politico-historical status. Consequently, the Han
surpassed the Qin system and accomplished reinstating the Western Zhou'’s basic system in
reconstructing its own idea of governance and system of social values. In the late Western
Han (206 BCE-25 CE), the Han discussed its own virtue again. Liu Xiang %] [] (ca. 77-6
BCE) and Liu Xin %] # (d. 23) reinterpreted the virtues begotten in the transmutation of
the Five Elements. According to this reinterpretation, as the Zhou was endowed with the
virtue of wood, which begot fire, the Han must have the virtue of fire. However, this point
of view was used by Wang Mang F 7 (45 BCE-23 CE) to usurp imperial power. Later,
although Wang finally failed, the idea that Han was endowed with the virtue of fire was
preserved and gathered momentum. As this idea was gradually established, the Qin was
thus treated as a false sovereign and the Han became the direct successor of the (Western)
Zhou. Essentially, all these gave voice to the historical trend in which the Han, on the basis
of the political practice and critical reexamination of the Qin system, required that the well-
established system of the Western Zhou be reinstated and taken as the most fundamental
political value.

However, although the system of the Qin was restrained, overcome, and even denounced
as false in the historical interpretation based on the endless transmutation of the Five Virtues,
the system itself did not completely retreat from history. Emperor Xuan’s (r. 73-49 BCE)
unity of hegemonic rule and kingly rule blended the Qin-style hegemonic rule with the
Western Zhou’s kingly rule. The system of the Han was exactly characterized by this blend/
unity. The Han’s blend was embodied in the specific reconstruction of the administrative
system, that is, the enfeoffment system applied to the royal family members and meritorious
founding ministers, and the prefecture-county system applied to the entire country. But
it was factually proven that the forced conflation of two systems that were essentially
different from each other would almost inevitably make existing institutions treacherous.
Unfortunately, this practice was followed by later dynasties. Similarly, in order to adapt
itself to the institutional arrangement characterized by a blend of hegemonic rule and
kingly rule, Confucianism had no alternative but to keep such a bottom that it was built on
core Legalistic teachings such as the trinity of law, technique, and power, more effectively
pandered to the private desires of rulers, and never disappeared in the ancient Chinese
political ideology, even though Confucianism itself was remarkably paraded as the most
basic intellectual system underlying the political institutions and as the value that must be
realized through politics.

Concluding Remarks 11

The present author, making his conclusions based on the above analyses, holds:

First, although the Jaspersian theory of the axial age does exert great influence on the
study of history and, to a great extent, sheds light on the possible transregional commonness
of human civilization, the axial age alleged by Jaspers himself is actually not in accordance
with the true evolution of the historical Chinese civilization. In a word, the axial period
of China was none other than the Western Zhou, which fully embodied the historical
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continuity and extension of the cultural ideas and values since the time of Yao and Shun.
The Western Zhou civilization, which externally manifested as the well-established system
of ritual and music, was a complete institutional complex typifying not only the endeavor to
demonstrate the Way of Humanity through exploring the origin of the Heavenly Way and
lead humanity to create their own rules of life, but also the mutual unity of natural law and
social law in real living conditions. Precisely because the Heavenly Way transforms into the
Way of Humanity, the existential supremacy of the Heavenly Way is manifested and proven
by human practice. Precisely because the Way of Humanity is a transformation of the
Heavenly Way, the significance and value of human order is guaranteed by the Heavenly
Way and therefore, the human order is sacred and inviolable. Ritual as an institution is
created by the “unity of heaven and humanity” in this sense. Thus, in the social community,
the order of humanity assumes a normative universality, which reigns over the entirety of
public life and institutionally safeguards the rights of all members of the social community,
including the Son of Heaven, to speak publicly, and the legitimacy of their words and
deeds. Moreover, the order of humanity is the institutional guarantee of incomparably
impartial social justice and human values. In this sense, the Western Zhou did ensure
human existence and the realization of human values through public social institutions. It
set an example of institutional civilization. After the disintegration of the Western Zhou,
Confucius did his best to advocate the practice in which the doctrines set up by Yao and
Shun should be venerated and carried forward, and the regulations formulated by King
Wen and King Wu treated as fine models and followed. Confucius consciously preserved
and extended the system of values that was based on the unity of the Ways of Heaven and
Humanity and embodied in the institutions since the time spanning from the time of Yao
and Shun to the Western Zhou. Thus, it can be concluded that the Western Zhou’s well-
established system of ritual and music perfectly epitomized the ideal Confucian political
system articulating completely human values. The system of classics with the Six Classics
as the backbone is actually the textual carrier of the institutions and values of the Chinese
civilization in the axial age. In history, wherein the basic theories were embedded in the
Confucian classics, the Western Zhou was always an object worthy of remembrance, an
ideal reference illuminating the real situation of politics and humanity, and an immanent
dynamo eliminating real difficulties and renewing thought and culture.

Second, a unique event, which referred to the disintegration of the Western Zhou,
or the end of Chinese axial civilization, was the realistic reason why there was a series of
intellectual explorations and institutional practices since the confrontation between thought
and the times. In fact, these intellectual articulations and institutional reconstructions were
exactly the basic components of the scenario in which the values of the axial civilization
were tentatively reconstructed to realize a historic breakthrough after the end of the
axial civilization. Overall, the emergence of a great number of intellectual schools was a
theoretical reflection on and an intellectual response to the very significant event known
as the end of the axial civilization, as well as being an effort to prepare the strategies for
political reconstruction. The tentative reconstruction of the political system was actually a
series of practical political activities. In the early Spring and Autumn period, the hegemonic
rule represented by Duke Huan of Qi and Guan Zhong was substitutive political expediency
after the end of the Western Zhou’s kingly rule. The idea underlying this rule was that
hegemonic rule could proceed to kingly rule, so as to fulfill the successive reconstruction of
the systems and values of the axial civilization. Although the State of Qi’s program finally
tailed, this endeavor was exactly the epitome of the first phase of political exploration in
the post—axial period. The grand unification achieved by the First Emperor of Qin put an
end to the highly diversified ideology and unleashed the doctrines of the Legalist School
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as the dominant political thinking. The victory of simplified hegemonic rule marked a
detachment from and even rupture with the axial civilization. The early Han, due to the
rise of conservative conformity with the Qin system, actually turned the Huang-Lao Daoist
teaching into a state ideology and allowed it to play a guiding role in the politics of a specific
historical period. Emperor Wu’s reshuffling all existing intellectual schools, ideologically
realized the return of the axial civilization and, as a consequence, Confucianism became the
leading political thought. Even so, in the ancient Chinese society since the end of the Qin,
the blend of hegemonic rule and kingly rule was the true state of the institutional structure,
and in fact, neither was governance reconstructed in accordance with Confucian doctrines
in any dynasty, nor could the Western Zhou-style system and its values be really fulfilled in
any period.

Third, there was always a strange tension between the politico-institutional blend
of hegemonic rule and kingly rule and the public advocacy of rule by filial piety (or,
Confucianism as the society’s basic idea of politics and value). Although the establishment
of the political system and its actual way of operation were not entirely based on
Confucianism, and the system itself had its own internal logic, Confucianism was still
praised as the highest political ideal in public opinion. Therefore, realistically, Confucianism
became the legitimate supervisor, rethinker, and critic standing behind real politics. To
be specific, Confucianism always adhered to the institutional concepts and ideas of the
values of the axial civilization and treated them as the ideal standards of real life and
paragons of the Way of sages. Moreover, in the face of real politics and the general mood
of the time, Confucianism appraised them, critically rethought them, and rectified them in
accordance with facts. It is in this sense that Confucians are believers in the Way of sages,
adherers and guardians of public social values, and people who assume responsibility for
the subjectivity of national culture and embody it. In the whole of history since the end of
China’s axial period, in defending the subjectivity of the Chinese culture, Confucians built
a strong, protective wall of values and ensured that the values of Chinese culture could
historically continue from the original point of the axial civilization. Therein lies exactly the
historical destiny of Confucianism, which is the only entity adhering to the institutional
ideals and value concepts of the axial civilization in the flow of intellectual and institutional
breakthroughs made in post—axial China.
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