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From Jane’s Weibo article column: It is simple to be healthy and happy
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Talking about the Inspiration of "Historical Records. On the Essentials of Six Schools" to
Modern Life

RBBER S AYESR
Chapter 5

Legalists who thoroughly fulfill their duties
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When it comes to Legalism, modern people might be quite familiar with it because they
often see movies and TV dramas about the Qin Dynasty. Throughout the entire Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods, the representative figures of Legalism started
with Guan Zhong and included Yue Yi, Zichan, Wu Qi, Li Kui, Shang Yang, Shen Dao,
Shen Buhai, and towards the end of the Warring States period, Han Feizi and Li Si. All of
these individuals belonged to the Legalist school of thought.

AR ELRIEIA
Let's first read the discussion by the Grand Historian Tai Shigong:
ERTEMLR, AHEEEETZH, ALK,

“Legalism is strict and lacks benevolence; however, its emphasis on the clear
distinction between rulers and subjects cannot be altered.”
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The Legalists advocate for strict laws and harsh punishments, and are often seen as
harsh and lacking in benevolence. However, their insistence on the separation of rulers
and subjects, and the adherence to one's duties and responsibilities, is something that
cannot be changed.

EFRARAFER, FAHEE, —EFiE WFEREEZBER. JLMT—BZit, mF
KA, FERTRLR. BEERE, PSRAGHEEN, SaRBEES,

“The Legalists do not differentiate between kinship or social status; once a
judgment is made according to the law, the favor of personal relationships and
distinctions of rank are entirely disregarded. This approach may work as a
temporary measure, but it cannot be sustained in the long term, which is why it is
said to be "strict and lacking in benevolence." However, respecting the distinction
between rulers and subjects, and ensuring that each person adheres to their
proper role and responsibilities, cannot be altered even by the Hundred Schools of
Thought.”
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Legalism does not make distinctions based on kinship, social proximity, or rank; it
judges everyone according to the law, resulting in the abandonment of familial and
personalrelationships. Such an approach might be effective as a temporary measure or
in rare instances, and may be seen as heroic in historical contexts, but it cannot be
sustained in the long term. If applied consistently, it would lead to a loss of personal
connections and eventually result in isolation and betrayal. Thus, history often
characterizes Legalists as " cold and ruthless" because they adhered to legal principles
and ignored human feelings and sympathy. The essence of Legalism lies in advocating
for the "clear separation of roles and responsibilities," meaning that both rulers and
subjects must adhere to their proper duties and obligations without overstepping legal
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and regulatory boundaries. This principle of maintaining clear and defined roles is a

standard that cannot be altered by any of the various schools of thought.
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All the hundred schools of thought, including Legalism, have their roots in Taoism. It
may seem strange that Taoism, which emphasizes kindness and effortless action,
would give rise to Legalism, which is known for its strictness and severity. This apparent
contradiction highlights the issue of finding the right balance: "Excess and deficiency
are both undesirable."

Practitioners of Taoism are expected to cultivate themselves and adhere to discipline
and rules. As they apply these strict standards to themselves, they may also extend
these expectations to those around them, resulting in strictness towards others as well.
When one is meticulous and impartial in enforcing rules, they align with Legalism.

For ordinary people, itis challenging to fully embrace the Legalist approach. Typically,
people are more lenient with themselves and stricter with others. We often say that one
should be "strict with oneself and lenient with others," meaning we should maintain
strict self-discipline while being more forgiving towards others. The challenge lies in
determining the appropriate balance of leniency. Regulations are fixed, but human
behavior is dynamic. When implementing rules, the degree of enforcement varies, and it
is essential to balance personal relationships and moral considerations with legal
norms.

PR EB—PEME, BEENBMAEFHNIARE, HoaTElkEEr, Bk
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Throughout history, each dynasty, as civilization and the economy developed, saw
society becoming increasingly complex. The more complex society became, the harder
it was to regulate. As the ancient saying goes: “The net of the law is vast which catches
everything.” The term vast “I&” (sh) here means simplicity, implying that a more
intricate legal system can lead to more loopholes.

In the era when Sima Qian wrote the Records of the Grand Historian, during the reign of
Emperor Wu of Han, the laws had evolved significantly from the simpler regulations of
the early Han Dynasty. According to the Records of the Grand Historian: Annals of
Emperor Gaozu, when Liu Bang, the founder of the Han Dynasty, entered Guanzhong,
he abolished the harsh laws of the Qin Dynasty and only established three basic rules
with the local elders: murderers should be executed, and those who injure or steal
should be punished.

As the Han Dynasty progressed and society grew, the legal regulations became
increasingly complex during the reign of Emperor Wu. Emperor Wu was very astute and
skilled in legal matters, but the more detailed and numerous the laws, the more
loopholes emerged. Those who were more familiar with the laws were also more adept
at exploiting them. Hence, Laozi remarked in the Tao Te Ching: “The more prohibitions
there are in the world, the poorer the people become; the more weapons people
possess, the more chaotic the state; the more skills and tricks people have, the more
strange phenomena emerge; the more prominent the laws and regulations, the more
thieves and robbers arise. Therefore, the saint says: ‘| take no action, and the people
transform themselves; | am content to remain still, and the people correct themselves; |
do nothing, and the people become prosperous; | have no desires, and the people

9

return to simplicity.”” Simple and sincere customs and human relationships are the

foundation of social harmony.

Page 4 of 10



Interessensgemeinschaft Asiatische Kultur e.V.
Connecting Minds - Enabling Greatness

WEST MEETS EAST — ANCIENT MEETS MODERN
EABEMMESHIE CEMEIRRITL, HettEER®E, FINEKITHARIE(T.
BRI EN=ERECTEANGER, —EXT, NATKE—BE. Ef&
BRN—RIEHE: “BELmALT, KREMARE. ERENGERE. HER
5K, EJIRT, FRUWRAZR, QIRRD. "SRE, ExRBITHNNEYERE,
MR TERREE RIS BIRE 7, ZREMNEIF Y, BUREMILIE. BEN=E
REE—EHEMIRE], FREE27FRUSFIKMT, U4, f8¢L. X, B&. HiPY
M, BHEESHSHRRTANESERNE. WRXMERIMENAREERL
SPET, ExRMESERRNT. MhESHTFGERKINRL, EEITFRD.

When both human relationships and legal norms are properly balanced, a country can
become wealthy and strong, as demonstrated by Guan Zhong during the Spring and
Autumn period. Guan Zhong served as the Prime Minister of Qi and assisted Duke Huan
of Qi in uniting the various lords and becoming the foremost power in the Spring and
Autumn period.

One of Guan Zhong's most famous statements is: “When the granaries are full and
people have their needs met, they will observe rituals and understand honor and
shame. When the ruler's conduct is regulated, even close relatives will be steadfast. If
the four virtues—ritual, righteousness, integrity, and shame—are not upheld, the
country will perish. Orders should flow smoothly like a stream to align with the people's
hearts.”

This means that when the state's resources are ample and people's basic needs are
secured, they can then focus on rituals, honor, and shame. The ruler's conduct must be
regulated and restrained to gain the support and loyalty of relatives. The “four virtues”
refer to the traditional Chinese standards of behavior and morality: ritual (L),

righteousness (X)), integrity (B&), and shame (Eit). If these virtues are not prevalent in

society, the nation will decline. Issuing policies should be like the source of a flowing
stream, aligning with the people's will.
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When human relationships and sympathy considerations are completely disregarded in

favor of strict adherence to legal norms, it can lead to one’s downfall, as lamented by
Shang Yang himself in the Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Shang Yang.
During the reign of Duke Xiao of Qin, Shang Yang enforced strict laws, holding everyone
accountable for violations, including through the “collective punishment” system.
Under this system, if one person broke the law, their family could also be punished.
Even the Crown Prince was not exempt; if the Crown Prince committed a crime, his
tutor would be held accountable and punished. Thus, the Crown Prince's tutor, Duke of
Qian, was penalized by Shang Yang.

Although Shang Yang's reforms were ultimately successful, they generated deep
resentment among the Qin nobility and officials. In the end, Shang Yang’s fate was a
tragic one.

BI—NERNEZRARANRZE, BEFRISF. BF IR TFEEAEREIIR
& ENAMRSTLE RFEKALE, SFEKANLE, ERRXIIHERH
IEAMRES, FRESHCNERHEHN. HFFIFREBEEFIFE, FE
KIpRER, MMFTICER, FHRbRZITE R ABREIRIZTY, Tt
LZFER, SFMICEIEETY. ERFHNTREMT =R, KRAKIPERT
BlEF, EXREWERES—TE, BRFHNEBEREEINEH.

When human relationships and moral considerations are completely disregarded in
favor of strict adherence to legal norms, it can lead to one’s downfall, as lamented by
Shang Yang himself in the Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Shang Yang.
During the reign of Duke Xiao of Qin, Shang Yang enforced strict laws, holding everyone
accountable for violations, including through the “collective punishment” system.
Under this system, if one person broke the law, their family could also be punished.
Even the Crown Prince was not exempt; if the Crown Prince committed a crime, his
tutor would be held accountable and punished. Thus, the Crown Prince's tutor, Gongzi
Qian, was penalized by Shang Yang.

Although Shang Yang's reforms were ultimately successful, they generated deep
resentment among the Qin nobility and officials. In the end, Shang Yang’s fate was a
tragic one.

EFRETET, BIBREATEREIABIIAEZBRFEEIR. FEABHIREZE
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In daily life, we often encounter conflicts between personal relationships and
established norms. Finding a balance between these two is an age-old topic. Humans
are social creatures, and our most significant distinction from animals lies in our rituals
and emotions. Since ancient times, Chinese culture has emphasized the importance of
human relationships and moral values.

In interpersonal relationships—whether in the workplace, among family members, or
between parents and children—there are always issues of balance and discretion. The
question is whether we can uphold principles without harming our relationships. For
example, should a parent give candy to a child? While too much candy can affect dental
health, not giving it might make the child feel disappointed and unhappy. This is a
dilemma for parents.

Ancient wisdom suggests, “Favor arises from harm, and harm arises from favor.” Strict
discipline, including punishment, is often intended out of love, with parents sometimes
crying as they reprimand their children. On the other hand, excessive indulgence can
lead to spoiling, ultimately harming the child. Traditional Chinese education
emphasizes following rules, while modern Western perspectives often advocate for
freedom and self-expression. The challenge lies in determining how to balance
adherence to rules with granting freedom.

AR, ERERN AL IRAEEEER ZEAFREFEEND. TRXEASR
HEREIE, EAER ENADMERSEEMEHSANRS, (HUFIREBAGENGTIXF
REK. WEEE—R, MERETAD. F—TASNIBEEBECHADHERSE, &
BEMIBERELCHISRE, MAMSEERMEA, EERE0. SAHRERT, 8RR
N—aThES: "HWHERE, mEe’, WSPAEBENRE). HII5— 1 AEE
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Tai Shigong remarked that the Legalist principle of “clear separation of roles and

responsibilities” is a concept that cannot be altered by any school of thought. This
indicates that it is a fundamental truth in human society, as moral duties and
responsibilities are essential for a harmonious society. No school of thought can
abandon this principle. In simpler terms, it means adhering to one's duties.

Each person should understand their own role and responsibilities and avoid illegal or
unethical behavior. One should be trustworthy and responsible in their actions. The
ancient principle of loyalty and dedication is captured in Prime Minister, Zhuge Liang’s
(I BE =, 181-Septemberor October 234) famous saying: “| will dedicate myself
fully and will not rest until my death,” which has moved and inspired countless people.

Everyone has their own responsibilities, which include both family and societal duties.
For example, a student's duty is to obey and learn; an adult’s duty is to provide for the
family, educate children, and care for the elderly; and an elderly person’s duty is to
enjoy their later years and set an example for the younger generation. Societal
responsibilities include professional ethics. Regardless of one’s profession—whether a
farmer, artisan, teacher, employee, or merchant—one should uphold integrity and
responsibility.

A IR ERERBIMEIB CRIRDHMERERVE? NRMAZIZERENE? A LAESARNE

SPESHEE.

Can we fulfill our own roles and responsibilities? What happens if we fail to do so? We
can seek answers in the wisdom of the ancients.

(EF AEH) EmEe—RBRAFHIAHBNES:
In the Zhuangzi: Human World ( { =F- A[altt) ), there is a passage where Confucius

discusses the philosophy of human affairs:

“RNEEPEX, BRELIRR. FEARRN, WEBABZE; FEmk, WeAREEZ
B. BREARR, MELEE, HRESEZ. ”

“Whether a matter is large or small, it is seldom completed without some disregard
for righteousness. If a matter fails, there will certainly be issues related to human
principles; if a matter succeeds, there will inevitably be problems related to the
interplay of yin and yang. Whether it succeeds or fails, if there are no issues
afterward, it is only achievable by those who possess virtue.”

‘NEENEXR, BRELURMN, "BRE, AHERSEE, FMexh, ROBRET
Bk, BARNRENGER. EAHEBBAHSEREN, B=MERNER. 5

Page 8 of 10



Interessensgemeinschaft Asiatische Kultur e.V.
Connecting Minds - Enabling Greatness

WEST MEETS EAST — ANCIENT MEETS MODERN

n, BEAK, WBBAEZE, EEE—IESHI R, NRFHEMRR
B3Rk, MAEE ABZE, GitR, MREFZNEXREDIFR, B0,
MEZERTTEERLACK, IR, MRARKER, HEZZIEFENER
ROIERS, MRATEEEKRR, £EFRE, X NEHIRS, MELTRET, RiF
BAEBZE, FTMER, FEM, WOERAZE. "MREEEKT, &2
PEIERERE. PBRImBREHAINSEERTRE, SARERRAR", MTEER0
R, EEZHMSZERN, HNAREEXERNER, SIEMRIT, 252
ESR9sR, BEMGER, BO6ix RAGRGE? REURSEIRIMEMMAIIAR
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The phrase “Whether a matter is large or small, it is seldom completed without
some disregard for righteousness NLEE/NE A, BEAREIKL” means thatin
human affairs, whether large or small, it is rare to achieve a perfectly satisfying
outcome. In the human world, it is challenging to navigate and complete tasks without
encountering issues. There are three possible scenarios and their outcomes:

1. If a matter fails, there will certainly be issues related to human principles:
When a task is not completed successfully, there can be significant
consequences related to ethical principles. In ancient times, if a task assigned
by an emperor was not carried out properly, it could result in severe punishment
or even death. In modern times, if an employee fails in their duties, they may face
criticism from colleagues and supervisors. If a company's management fails, it
could lead to financial ruin and company collapse, reflecting a similar concern
for human consequences.

2. If a matter succeeds, there will inevitably be problems related to yin and
yang: Success in an endeavor can still lead to various kinds of problems. The
“yin” issues refer to negative consequences associated with unethical or
immoral actions. For example, success achieved through deceit or unethical
practices may eventually lead to repercussions or moral reckoning. In modern
contexts, this could involve questioning whether a successful business or career
was achieved through fair and ethical means. On the other hand, the “yang”
issues refer to the potential problems arising from positive outcomes. Success
and prominence might lead to envy and resentment from others, reflecting the
modern notion of "envy, jealousy, and hatred."
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3. Whether success or failure, if there are no subsequent issues, it can only be

achieved by those with virtue: The only individuals who can achieve outcomes
without subsequent problems, regardless of success or failure, are those who
possess the highest moral virtues. Such individuals are able to navigate
challenges and complete tasks while maintaining ethical integrity, avoiding the
negative consequences associated with both failure and success.

X—EiE, FEIREEFEIFIIBNRNX—KRE, BRI TIX—FR
h, #HREFIIHAT AEMAMSIIEFNES., NEBNILUCEER G, T
IS 2ASBEEEDOLRE, TraBmE. BRERERRE, BREERK(IIBC.
Whether this passage is attributed to Confucius by Zhuangzi or whether Confucius
himself actually said it, it provides valuable philosophical guidance on life and conduct.
It emphasizes that ethics and morality should be our foremost considerations in all

endeavors. To avoid problems and misfortune, one must act with a clear conscience
and integrity. Ultimately, how we choose to act remains within our own control.
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