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Introduction

Zhang Yimou’s film Ju Dou 菊豆 is a period piece set in the early twentieth century and centers around the relationship between a young woman, Ju Dou, her much abusive (and much older) husband, Yang Jinshan, and her stepson, Yang Tianqing, who is much closer to her age.1 She and Tianqing engage in an illicit affair, sire a child together (which Jinshan erroneously believes is his, at first), and lament the abuse the husband wages on both Judou and Tianqing. Jinshan finally dies, and Ju Dou and her lover/stepson are tasked with participating in his funeral, a responsibility made even more important by the growing suspicions in the town that Judou and Tianqing are having an affair. The two secret lovers need to prove to a community of observers that Ju Dou is a faithful wife and her lover is a filial son. In accordance with tradition, they must block the funeral train (including men carrying the coffin, along with musicians and other participants) forty-nine times. The film shows Ju Dou and Tianqing rushing the funeral parade, shouting at Jinshan, begging him not to leave. Other attendants pull them off the coffin, lay them on the ground, and the coffin is carried over them. Then they dutifully get up, run around to the front of the parade, and the process begins again. One of the members of the funeral parade shouts out the tally each time they charge the coffin. A musical slow-motion montage symbolizes their repeated efforts until they have completed their ritual duties and left alone in the middle of the road, while the funeral parade continues off in the distance. For a brief moment, Judou and her lover smile at each other, as if to say “we did it!” but then immediately begin to weep.

This poignant scene in the film resonates with the audience, because Judou and Tianqing perform grief for a man they ostensibly despise. They successfully complete their ritual wailing for the townspeople, but then break down and weep in private, overwhelmed with emotion, revealing a more ambiguous and complicated relationship with the deceased and perhaps the larger situation. Their participation in the funeral is a performance in at least two contradictory senses of the word. In one sense, these lovers pretend to block the funeral parade, begging a dead man not to leave them, implying that their love for him is too great to bear his leaving, despite his constant abuse while alive. It is a “show” for the townspeople to assuage their suspicions, control the “optics” of the situation, and construct a false picture of what is actually happening. On the other hand, the weeping at the end of the performance indicates that the ritual was not merely for show, and that either their wailing expressed a more complicated set of emotions or the ritual brought out emotions that they might not have realized they had. In some sense, this ritual performance may not have been as “fake” as it initially appeared, even to the performers themselves.

This book argues that the complexity of this performance and issues of emotional expression, pretense, and spectatorship were fundamental features of the intellectual discourse on ritual in early China and drove the debates on ritual as it related to moral, religious, and political matters. Ritual (li 禮) is one of the most important concepts in early Chinese thought.2 This book, however, is not an exhaustive analysis of ritual in early China. Rather, it is an attempt to look specifically at ritual performance and how this idea functioned in early Chinese thought, arguing that ritual was primarily a dramaturgical matter in which performances were conceived as phenomena that were not only enacted but also perceived and evaluated by others. A dramaturgical analysis of ritual in early Chinese texts opens new dimensions of philosophical debate in which early Confucians and others imagined and reimagined the ways ritual may or may not function in ethical, religious, and political matters.

Before defining precisely what I mean by “performance,” “dramaturgical,” and “dramaturgy,” I first need to clarify that this book does not argue for a “performance” interpretation of ritual in any general sense. Emphasizing performance or the performative nature of ritual, of course, is not new in ritual theory. Victor Turner, who was one of the most famous anthropologists to examine the performative dimensions of ritual, built upon the work of Arnold van Gennep to develop the idea of liminality rites of passage.3 As Turner described it, liminality was a phase in which ritual performers were “betwixt and between,” where they have left behind their previous status or identity but have not yet fully acquired a new one.4 This idea, for Turner, demonstrated how ritual performance could be personally transformative, separating performers from their previous or ordinary social roles before transitioning them to new ones. Connecting this transformative process within the broader community, Turner also developed the idea of “communitas,” which refers to the intense feeling of social solidarity, equality, and togetherness that arises during liminal experiences. Communitas emerges when individuals come together in a liminal space and experience a sense of belonging and connection beyond their usual social distinctions. According to Turner, it represents “the desire for a total, unmediated relationship between person and person, a relationship which nevertheless does not submerge one in the other but safeguards their uniqueness in the very act of realizing their commonness.”5 Turner developed these ideas in relation to more overtly theatrical concepts such as “social dramas,” which refer to the dynamic process through which conflicts, tensions, and crises within societies are enacted, negotiated, and ultimately resolved following a general pattern: breach, crisis, redress, and reintegration.6 Just as in a theatrical performance, social dramas involve various actors, scripts, and stages, but instead of scripted lines, they unfold through social interactions, rituals, and symbolic actions.

Turner’s ideas have become highly influential well beyond anthropology (especially for Richard Schechner, discussed below), and other theorists also have noted the overlaps between the performance elements of rituals with theatre and other social activities. Ronald L. Grimes, for example, has advocated strongly for viewing rituals as performances, insisting that as “adjacent domains” they share many of the same elements, including “stylized action, special times, set-aside places, the use of costume and dialogue, role-audiences, and so on.”7 Others, however, have criticized the study ritual as performance. Catherine Bell, in particular, has argued that performance approaches to ritual are marred with several problems, and emphasis on the overlap of performance activities actually makes it difficult to distinguish between ritual and other activities such as theater, sports and so on.8 In addition, Bell claims that performance theorists’ desire to focus on communication often obscures what these rituals mean to the people enacting them.9 Despite these reservations, however, Bell acknowledges that performance theories have highlighted the significance of “bodily expressiveness” and that ritual phenomena exceed beyond “the more formal and elaborate ceremonies familiar to the major religions.”10 Indeed, as Grimes asserts, the “boundaries” of ritual differentiating it from theater and other performative phenomena “may be more like a membrane than a wall.”11

Though these ideas from anthropology certainly aid my own analyses, it is not my intention to show early Chinese thinkers as theorizing about ritual in the way modern anthropologists do. That is to say, early Chinese thinkers were interested specifically in their own rituals, what these specific rituals do for individuals and society, and the “right” way to perform them—as opposed to formulating a theory that would apply to all human cultures. Therefore, regardless of whether performance theories of ritual have their limitations, they do not necessarily prevent the kind of analysis of performance in this book, especially since examining the permeable “membrane” that bounds ritual in early Chinese thought illuminates more than it will obscure.

I am not the first to try piercing that “membrane,” for in a sense a “performance analysis” of ritual in early Chinese thought is not new either. In the early 1970s, Herbert Fingarette published a slim volume called Confucius: The Secular as Sacred using J. L. Austin’s linguistic performatives as an analogy for discussing the significance and power of ritual for Kongzi 孔子 (Confucius) in the Analects (Lunyu 論語). In his famous How to Do Things with Words, Austin showed how language can perform actions, as in the case of promising or marrying, in which one makes a statement that completes the action: “I promise to,” or “I now pronounce you married,” and so on.12 Fingarette, writing during the height of the “linguistic turn,” reimagined the idea of li in the Analects as following the same general principles of linguistic performatives. For Fingarette, there was nothing separate from rituals that gave them power. As he put it, “It is not a distinct power we happen to use in ceremony; it is the power of ceremony.”13 In this way Fingarette sought to reframe Kongzi’s apparent stodgy conservatism as far less remote from the concerns of modern analytic philosophy, and that his idea of ritual “supports and enriches our own quite recently emerging vision of man as a ceremonial being.”14

Nearly twenty years after the publication of Fingarette’s book, Robert Eno painted a different picture of Confucian ritual performance. For Eno, the early Confucians were “dressed in colorful robes, playing zithers or beating drums, chanting, dancing, and living their lives through an eccentric form of ritual playacting suggestive, perhaps, of nothing as much as Peking Opera.”15 Eno analyzed Confucianism through a largely aesthetic lens that placed ritual at the center of Confucian thought and concluded that whatever philosophy the Confucians espoused was not “analytic.”16 While some have questioned Eno’s criticism of reading early Confucianism as a coherent philosophical system with concerns that parallel Western (and even analytic) philosophy,17 there is merit in his conception of the Confucians as consummate performers. This idea complements some modern Chinese scholars’ observations of the aesthetic elements of Confucian ritual. For example, Feng Youlan 馮友蘭 noted long before Eno (and Fingarette) that the early Confucians transformed earlier religious rituals into “poetry.”18 According to Feng, religion and poetry


both mingle imagination with reality. The difference between them is that religion takes what itself says as true, while poetry takes what itself says as false. What poetry presents is not reality, and it knows that it is not. Therefore, it deceives itself yet without being deceived. It is very unscientific, yet it does not contradict science. In poetry we get emotional satisfaction without obstructing the progress of intellect.19


Early Confucian rituals were thus aesthetic expressions that were not taken “literally” and instead were considered performative vehicles for emotions. Li Zehou 李澤厚 further developed this emotion/aesthetic combination as cultivating aspects of ritual and music, which he considered foundational components of early Chinese aesthetics. Ritual and music, he insisted, were performed simultaneously, though they were “both unified and distinct” and “had a division of labor.”20 For example, while rituals regulated “external” elements of behavior such as the body, music made a “direct appeal” to the emotions.21 When one was actively cultivated through ritual and music, Li argued, the result was a kind of freedom through artistic mastery.22

My approach revisits and expands upon Fingarette’s insights into performatives and the ways early Confucians conceived of ritual in their intellectual discourse while also further investigating the aesthetic elements Eno, Feng, and Li emphasized.23 J. L. Austin’s ideas on performatives, which drove Fingarette’s work on Confucian ritual, also influenced the budding field of performance studies, an interdisciplinary field that expanded the study of theater to include elements of anthropology, sociology, philosophy, and other disciplines to study a broader conception of “performance.” This interdisciplinarity allows for a deeper investigation into the aesthetics of ritual in early Confucianism while also allowing for early Confucianism to remain in dialogue with contemporary philosophy. The idea of “performance,” I contend, was a crucial issue not only for the early Confucians but also for their critics, and the aesthetic aspects of Confucian ritual performance were at the root of the debates over the nature and efficacy of rituals in early China.

But what exactly do I mean by “performance”? Like the word “ritual,” and even “philosophy,” “performance” can mean many things. Scholars of performance often refer to this term as “contested”24 or “on a continuum”25 of phenomena. Its very open-endedness is a benefit in this study, because it sheds greater light on how different phenomena in early Chinese thought, especially ritual, can function in different, but overlapping, spheres of action. In fact, many of these different spheres of action (e.g., ethics and politics) were rarely separated in the early texts,26 but our own contemporary labels force them apart in analysis. Therefore, a certain nebulousness in the word “performance” can help reconnect these spheres while also teasing out relationships and other features of early Chinese thought that might be lost in other forms of inquiry.

Nevertheless, some clarification, even if stipulative, would be useful. One of the foundational theorists in performance studies, Richard Schechner, in his Between Theater and Anthropology, defines “performance” as “restored behavior,” which he insists is “the main characteristic of performance.”27 As Schechner puts it, “Performance means: never for the first time. It means: for the second to the nth time. Performance is ‘twice-behaved behavior.’ ”28 Restored behavior is repeated for a particular context, even rehearsed ahead of time. It covers a broad range of activities, from theatrical events to religious rituals to forms of social interaction, all of which are distinct from ordinary behavior. This notion provides a useful way to think about ritual in early Chinese thought, because the repetition and contextualization of this behavior, in addition to distinguishing it from “ordinary behavior,” is broad enough to cover the ways ritual functions, not only in religious contexts (a very prominent situation in the texts) but also in social life (e.g., family relations). It also covers behavior that is less scripted than formal rituals, which will be important for analyzing certain critics of Confucian ritual performance, but who nonetheless still engage in performance.

Additionally, however, no matter the context, one universal feature that I will explore in this study is the idea of spectatorship. As Marvin Carlson writes, “Performance is always performance for someone, some audience29 that recognizes and validates it as performance even when, as is occasionally the case, that audience is the self.”30 While many early Chinese texts focus on performers, they also presume—and often make explicit—the idea that people watch and evaluate what these performers do. Even when the Confucian ideas of ritual performance are rejected, spectatorship remains a feature of the alternatives. The performer/spectator relationship, therefore, will remain a constant, no matter the view of the performance, and no matter the view of spectatorship. As will be shown, part of the development of Confucian ritual performances and its discontents rests on certain beliefs about spectatorial competency. As important as it will be for individuals to perform “well” (however that is conceived), there will be different views on how much faith one can have in others understanding—and adequately evaluating—one’s performance.

Performance studies (at least the branch that Schechner helped develop) was founded within theater studies, and therefore the language of the theater has been developed and applied to various forms of performance well beyond the traditional boundaries of the theater, and this study will be no different. One of the “fundamentals” of performance studies, according to Richard Schechner, is that objects of study that are not generally considered performances (e.g., texts, visual arts) are studied as performances. In other words, they are studied in a way that stresses the relationship between the object and those who view it.

Two fundamental terms that I will use throughout this study (and define more thoroughly in Chapter 1) are “dramaturgy” and “theatricality.” For now, I will acknowledge that the terms “dramaturgy” and “dramaturgical” are most often associated with the work of the sociologist Erving Goffman.31 Goffman’s ideas will be applicable to my analysis in Chapter 4, but in general, my use of “dramaturgy” and “dramaturgical” is derived from the more basic theatrical meanings than Goffman’s adaptation to sociological theories. As such, “dramaturgy,” “theatricality,” and other terms that are rooted in theatrical performance may seem anachronistic to use in a culture and time period in which no dramatic theater had developed yet.32 I must therefore emphasize here that I will not argue that early Chinese thinkers (including the Confucians) were promoting rituals as a form of theater. Rather, performance analyses highlight many of the aesthetic elements of ritual that permeate throughout different aspects of early Chinese thought.


Performing for a Dead Audience? Ritual Spectacle in the Western Zhou

While the main dramaturgical transformation of ritual performance occurred in the Warring States Period (c. fifth–third century bce), the roots can be found in the late Western Zhou.33 The dominant religious practice of the political elite was a form of ancestor worship that emphasized ritual sacrifices to ancestors of the Zhou political elite, often referred to as the great lineage (da zong 大宗). In short, the rituals of the Western Zhou were about feeding the dead. These rituals were largely transactional in which the Zhou elite, especially the king (or “Son of Heaven” tianzi 天子), made offerings to the ancestors with the stated desire for them to send down blessings and longevity (shou 壽) in return, but these offerings were often part of a more elaborate, choreographed ritual performance.

The performative dimension of ancestral sacrifice is preserved in the Odes (Shijing 詩經), including the Zhou hymns, which are part of the oldest stratum of the text.34 These hymns, though typically classified as “poetry,” were originally sung as part of ritual performances. Martin Kern has argued that the Zhou hymns, which probably date to the late Western Zhou, functioned as performance texts for ancestral rituals.35 These hymns not only reiterate the “feeding” function of offerings to the ancestors but also add the fuller context of sacrifice as a religious, political, and even aesthetic experience. For example, though the “You Gu” 有瞽 hymn (Mao 280) does not reference xiao, it does illustrate a performer–spectator relationship in these rituals:

有瞽有瞽   The blind musicians, the blind musicians
在周之庭   In the courtyard of Zhou.
設業設虡   We’ve set up the cross-board and stand,
崇牙樹羽   High hooks and feathers,
應田縣鼓   Small and large drums,
鞉磬柷圉   Hand-drums and chime stones, the mallet box and the stopper,
既備乃奏   All prepared and they play.
簫管備舉   The panpipes and flutes are ready to begin.
喤喤厥聲   Huang huang—they ring
肅雝和鳴   In solemn harmony they sound.
先祖是聽   The ancestors are listening,
我客戾止   The guests have arrived,
永觀厥成   Gazing long at the successful performance.36


This hymn illustrates the musical element of late Western Zhou ritual, implying an aesthetic dimension to the ritual performance, but the audience37 is made explicit in the final lines in which the ancestors “listen” (ting 聼) and the living guests “gaze” or “observe” (guan 觀) the ritual. Kern notes that the late Western Zhou witnessed a merging of the religious with the political, as the ancestral temple was not only a ritual space for ancestral sacrifice but also a place where he solidified ties with his regional lords. As Kern puts it, “The kings presented his political and military feats both ‘vertically’ to his ancestor and ‘horizontally’ to his political community.”38

Within this ancestral temple, however, the ruler making offerings and the accompanying musicians were joined by another performer, the “impersonator of the dead” (shi 尸)—a living person who represented the ancestors, consumed their offerings, and stated their blessings to the sacrificer and other attendants in the ritual space.39 C. H. Wang claims that impersonator of the dead was “the most important figure in the rite” and interprets this role as a dramatic character within a larger act of mimesis in a religious setting.40 As the representative of the ancestors, the impersonator announced the satisfaction of ancestor for the xiao offerings, often stating that they are “drunk” (zui 醉).

As several scholars have noted, “Thorny Caltrop” (“Chu ci” 楚茨, Mao 209) provides the most detailed description of a ritual sacrifice—complete with descriptions of actions from the performers and even scripts of what is said by various participants. Kern’s analysis of this ode divides it into several parts, including a narrator, thus replicating a ritual performance.41 Even without Kern’s insightful segmentation of the various stanzas into specific roles, however, the text remains evidence of a larger ritual spectacle, centered around offerings to the dead. Toward the end of this ode, the text oscillates between describing the acts of the spirits and the impersonator vis-à-vis the “pious descendant” (xiao sun 孝孫):42

禮儀既備   The ritual ceremony has been completed,
鍾鼓既戒   The bells and drums are ready.
孝孫徂位   The pious descendant goes to his seat,
工祝致告   And the officiating invoker announces:
神具醉止    “The Spirits are drunk.”
皇尸載起   The august impersonator then rises,
鼓鍾送尸   and drums and bells send him off;
神保聿歸   The spirit-protectors then return home.43


Wang notes the significance of the alternation between references to the impersonator and the spirits as an indication that the poet-narrator sees the impersonator as the ancestor, but then ultimately acknowledges the impersonator as a living performer of a role.44 Regardless, in this performance, the impersonator is the main focus of spectatorship, such that the satisfaction of the ancestral spirits was of utmost importance. The poem concludes with a description of musicians performing and asserts, “No one is resentful, all are happy” (mo yuan ju qing 莫怨具慶). These positive feelings frame the entire ritual as a celebration in which the living has communed with their forebears, and then the living guests continue to commune with each other once the formal elements of the ritual have concluded. Thus, the poem reiterates how the rituals were celebratory spectacles that were both religious and aesthetic, and for both the dead and the living.


From Ritual Drama to Ritual Dramaturgy

The emphasis on spectacle continued after the Western Zhou, but descriptions and discussions of ritual performances in later periods of early China shifted to other concerns as well. After the Western Zhou, which ended in the eighth century bce, the significance of the Zhou ruler steadily declined as regional rulers who controlled states around the capital began to assert their political and military power. By the fifth century bce, the Zhou king was completely ineffectual, as power was consolidated into the hands of rulers from about seven states who were in near-constant battle with each other. This period, known as the Warring States Period, witnessed a new interest in political meritocracy in which states competed for the best and brightest individuals to fill their government bureaucracies, if only to avoid political annihilation.

Out of this political upheaval arose two important phenomena: the decline of a unified ritual protocol and the rise of a group of men who offered their services to help state rulers, based on their special knowledge, as opposed to family pedigree—the most famous of which was Kongzi 孔子, better known as “Confucius.” In Chapter 1, I discuss Kongzi’s concern with ritual performances. This chapter sets up the significance of dramaturgy for the analysis of early Chinese discourse on ritual. By styling Kongzi as a “dramaturg,” I explore the Confucian emphases on not only theorizing about rituals and their history but also helping others create better ritual performances.

In creating a “dramaturgy” of ritual performance, Kongzi and the Confucians distinguished the performers’ personal content from aesthetic ritual scripts, which consisted of inherited, formal elements of ritual behavior. The dichotomy between the personal and inherited elements of ritual was manifested in a dramaturgy grounded in both the present moment of the individual and in the perceived tradition of the past. This combination infused ritual performances with a kind of “theatricality,” through which performers expressed themselves aesthetically to spectators in moral and religious contexts. This theatricality also became intertwined with moral self-cultivation as social roles (e.g., the filial son) became “dramatic roles” in ritual performances. Because these performances were public, spectatorship became fundamental to their success, especially in instances in which performers deviated from ritual norms, because they ultimately helped “cocreate” these roles with the performer. Thus, this ritual dramaturgy (and, by extension, self-cultivation) required an ongoing negotiation between performers and spectators.

In Chapter 2, I explore what I call an “antitheatrical backlash” against the Confucian dramaturgical project. Authors of the Mozi 墨子 and the Zhuangzi 莊子 criticized Confucian ritual dramaturgy, particularly its reliance on the theatricality of ornamentation, as “fake” or “artificial” (wei 偽). The Mohists conceived ritual performances as “antitheatrical” and antiaesthetic such that there was no emphasis on ornamenting the emotions and intentions of the performer for living spectators. By contrast, they regarded ritual performances as more transactional, with no ornamentation or aesthetic overlay. The authors of the Zhuangzi promoted not a transactional view of ritual but rather a freer expression of emotions, based on other concepts related to the body. They profiled outrageous characters on the margins of society that subverted ritual norms in order to illuminate the artifice of ritual performance and prefabricated roles (e.g., the mourning filial son).

Despite these antitheatrical criticisms, however, authors of both texts still placed a high value on spectatorship, but in different ways. The Mohists conceived of all human behaviors as under the eyes of an omniscient audience of ancestors and Heaven (tian 天), whereas the authors of the Zhuangzi emphasized flawed human spectatorship. The Mohist idea of omniscient spectatorship was intended to promote moral behavior, but the Zhuangzian spectator formed part of a more elaborate “performance art,” revealing a more complex relationship with theatricality. And yet, both the Mohists and the Zhuangzian authors used these forms of spectatorship and their critiques of antitheatricality to promote subversive sociopolitical ideas.

Authors of some Confucian texts understood these critiques of artifice and theatricality and, in response, developed the basic elements of Confucian ritual dramaturgy in different ways. In Chapter 3, I explore elaborations on the basic form of Confucian dramaturgy as expressed in Nature Comes from the Mandate (Xingzimingchu 性自命出), the Mengzi 孟子, and the Xunzi 荀子. Authors of Nature Comes from the Mandate lay the foundation for later developments in the Mengzi and the Xunzi, positing that rituals were based on natural emotions, but also insisting that rituals can regulate their expression. The Mengzi accentuated the former, and the Xunzi the latter. In claiming that human nature was good, the Mengzi made a more radically inward turn for performance, diminishing not only the external features of ritual performance but also the presentation to spectators to alleviate any appearance of artifice. The Xunzi, on the other hand, in claiming that human nature was bad, embraced artifice as an essential feature of ritual performance and self-cultivation, exerting control over the performer’s body to develop proper emotional expressions.

But the main dramaturgical advance with Xunzi was his “method” for performers to cultivate better performances. Similar to modern Western acting techniques, the Xunzi (and the Ritual Records) sketch out ways in which performers can use the artifice of ritual to discover within themselves the emotional truth to channel into their performances. The Xunzi took a more definitive stance on the “ornamental” aspect of rituals for the dead, claiming that they affected neither the ancestors nor Heaven. But through its explicit focus on emotional expression and creation of a more “tragic” conception of religious experience that aestheticizes grief through artifice of shared rituals, the Xunzi attempted to foster social harmony through a common set of ritual practices, not beliefs.

The final chapter applies these ideas of ritual dramaturgy to politics. Early Confucian political theory was based on an exemplarist model of rulership, and the ideal ruler’s “virtue” can be analyzed as a special “presence,” a mysterious quality that attracted and influenced spectators. The Confucian view of political performance also acknowledged that such presence had limitations in its effectiveness to influence others, stemming specifically from the problem of uncultivated spectatorship. They could not depend upon uncultivated people to demand truly virtuous performances, but rulers were not necessarily receptive any more. That the rulers of the Warring States Period paled in comparison to the imagined presence of the ancient sage kings or the early rulers of the Western Zhou required Confucian-minded ministers to cultivate their own kind of political presence in order to attract their audiences (i.e., their rulers) to a higher moral standard of governing. While this kind of performance did not lead to a compromise on the expression of one’s true self, the uncultivated spectatorship of the rulers did require a kind of theatricality from ministers to get their ideas noticed.

Some critics of Confucianism used this problem of spectatorship, in conjunction with a highly pessimistic view of humanity and politics, to justify a theatricality of deception through which a performative “presence” was more manufactured than cultivated. Han Feizi 韓非子 unapologetically advocated for duplicitous theatricality in which performers decidedly refrained from expressing their true feelings. This theatricality of deception was, in part, necessary for political (and literal) survival. A ruler’s performance consisted primarily of concealment of his desires and feelings, while ministers did everything in their power to discover and cater them. In both cases, performers relied on spectating their spectators, but the true burden of performance lay with the ministers, because Han Feizi still believed that certain political views were better than others, and ministers had to stylize their presentations of these ideas if they wished to receive positive reactions from their rulers. The author of the chapter “Persuading Swords” (“Shui jian” 說劍) of the Zhuangzi, however, stressed the dangerous and combative aspects of performer–spectator relationships in politics by highlighting how deception is not only a necessary element of a minister’s survival but also a strategic element of political attack. This narrative illustrated many of Han Feizi’s ideas about a theatricality of deception, but with a pessimism that ultimately questioned even theatricality’s ability to solve political problems and avoid violence.


A Note on the Texts

This book analyzes early Chinse thought as represented primarily through some of the more popular “philosophical” texts attributed to the Warring States Period. Both “philosophical” and “Warring States” are loaded terms, because (as mentioned above) “philosophical” was not a term used to designate these texts. And even more importantly, from a methodological perspective, the designation of “Warring States” is equally problematic, because most texts under analysis were edited later in Western Han Dynasty (202 bce–9 ce). Moreover, while most texts presented here are attributed to a single thinker, and may even be named as such, the scholarly consensus is that these texts were written by multiple authors. And in the cases of the Analects (Lunyu 論語), the Mengzi 孟子, and the Mozi 墨子—which are thought to represent the ideas of Kongzi, Mengzi, and Mozi, respectively—most scholars agree that the historical Kongzi, Mengzi, and Mozi did not write any part of these texts. They were written by many of their followers after their deaths over a long period of time.45 I refer to Kongzi only as a character who appears primarily in the Analects and the Ritual Records (Liji 禮記),46 without assuming that any Kongzi quotations or descriptions of his behavior can be attributed to the “historical” Kongzi. For many other texts, because of the complicated authorship, I generally refrain from referring to the purported author, preferring to refer to “the authors of” a particular text. The notable exceptions are Xunzi 荀子 and Han Feizi 韓非子, who are generally believed to have authored much (though not all) of the texts that bear their names. This multiple authorship and problematic dating issue, therefore, prevents any kind of simple linear analysis of these sources. So, while the following chapters examine the Analects, the Mozi, and the Mengzi (among other texts) in an order that reflects the order in which the relevant historical persons lived, this sequence does not imply that the contents of the Analects predate the contents of the Mozi, and that the contents of the Mozi predate those of the Mengzi. I have chosen to analyze these texts in this particular order, however, because it allows me to illuminate certain elements of early Chinese thought that developed during the Warring States and early Western Han in a way that shows how certain ideas related to others. A notable exception is for references to excavated manuscripts, particularly those from Guodian 郭店, which can be traced back to a more precise date based on archaeological data.47

A couple of texts, the Mozi and the Zhuangzi 莊子, are typically divided into sections that have a clearer distinction for dating purposes. For the Mozi chapters, for example, my analysis includes what scholars often refer to as the “core chapters,” as well as another section referred to as the “Mohist Dialogues.”48 While I do believe that the “Dialogues” chapters were probably written later, I do not make a strong distinction between the thought of the so-called core chapters and these other chapters, because I believe there is a general consistency in Mohist thought, at least for the ideas I cover.49 For the Zhuangzi, it has been customary to distinguish the “Inner Chapters” from the “Outer Chapters” and “Miscellaneous Chapters,” often privileging the “Inner Chapters” over the other two sections as earlier and more closely reflecting the historical Zhuangzi. Recently that strict separation of the text has come under scrutiny, so I do not presume that we can easily distinguish earlier and later parts of the text, let alone a section that can be attributed to the historical Zhuangzi.50

Finally, a note about “-isms.” Strictly speaking, the “-isms” that we normally attribute to the Warring States were invented by the Western Han historian Sima Qian 司馬遷 in the first century bce. That said, I still refer to “Confucianism” and “Mohism,” because I think there is enough thematic continuity in certain texts (e.g., the Analects, Mengzi, and Xunzi) that the term “Confucianism” is justifiable, even though I do not necessarily contend that the Confucians were a neatly unified “school” of thought with any kind of orthodoxy. There is only one text that is attributed to “Mohism,” so I do not find that term problematic. Moreover, early texts refer to the Ru 儒 (“Confucians”) and Mo 墨 as intellectual categories. However, they do not refer to groups, or even individuals, under the category of Dao 道 or Fa 法. So I do not refer to “Daoism” or “Legalism,” opting instead to refer to specific texts (i.e., the Zhuangzi and Han Feizi) without assuming that what applies to these texts is necessarily attributable to others that were later grouped under the categories of “Daoism” and “Legalism.”51 Though my aim is to demonstrate the way performance permeated throughout much of early Chinese thought, I do not contend that it applies to every early Chinese text.
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