Chapter 1

Introduction

The deepest satisfaction was in working one’s way
inside a conceptual scheme so remote from our own,
the focus of attention always on distinctions rather
than resemblances, distinctions sometimes deep in
the structures of the Chinese and Indo-European
languages, and in discovering how they undermine
one’s own presuppositions.

—A. C. Graham, Reason within Unreason
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Figure 1. Listening to the Sounds of Spring under
Bamboo, by Qiu Ying, Ming Dynasty (1368-1644).
National Palace Museum, Taipei, Taiwan, Republic
of China.
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Introduction

The following passage from D. C. Lau’s translation of the Con-
fucian philosopher Mencius is likely to convince even the most
sympathetic Westerner of the inscrutability of the Chinese:

Xuzi said, “More than once Confucius expressed his admira-
tion for water saying, ‘Water! Oh, water!” What was it he
saw in water?” “Water from an ample source,” said Mencius,
“comes tumbling down, day and night without ceasing, go-
ing forward only after all the hollows are filled, and then
draining into the sea. Anything that has an ample source
is like this. What Confucius saw in water is just this and
nothing more. If a thing has no source, it is like rain water
that collects after a downpour in the seventh and eighth
months. It may fill all the gutters, but we can stand and
wait for it to dry up. Thus a gentleman is ashamed of an
exaggerated reputation.” (IVB.18)!

Although no translation into English of a text originally written
in Classical Chinese can fully convey its meaning, the difficulty
that the reader confronts in reading this passage is not due to
the translation, but to a lack of familiarity with the imagery and
to the strangeness of the assertion that Confucius frequently
praised water. Indeed, few teachers can have tried to read this
passage in a translation class, with Confucius’ exclamation, Shui
zat! Shui zai! /K& 7KEk! “Oh Water! Oh Water.” (Or perhaps,
more evocatively, Ah, Water! Ah, Water!?) without producing
incredulity or even bemused laughter.

The contrasting imagery in this passage—water that falls in
torrents but dries up in the sun as opposed to water that flows
from a source, forever replacing itself—derives from a universal
natural phenomenon and is readily understood with explana-
tion or even a little thought. Confucius’ stated admiration for
water and the structure of the narrative, however, are more puz-
zling. Confucius did not understand reputation and then use
water without a source as an analogy to illustrate the shame
inherent in possessing an exaggerated reputation. He praised
water and then derived a principle (qu ) from it. From this
principle—that things which have no source will dry up—he knew
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The Way of Water and Sprouts of Virtue

that a gentleman is ashamed when his reputation is greater than
he is himself. Confucius’ interest in water was not unique to
him. Water is as important in the Daoist texts as in the Confu-
cian. Indeed, water imagery is so pervasive in the Laozi Daodejing
that scholars usually associate water imagery with the Daoist
tradition rather than the Confucian.

Many scholars have observed that the Chinese religious tra-
dition, unlike the ancient Greek and Judeo-Christian, did not
assume a transcendent being or principle.? Nor did the Chinese
have a sacred narrative, such as the Bible. That there is a close
relationship between the root metaphors of the Indo-European
religious traditions and the ontology of Western philosophy is
well recognized. The root metaphors of Chinese thought, on the
other hand, are much less obvious. In the following work, I will
argue that early Chinese thinkers, whatever their philosophical
school, assumed that common principles informed the natural
and human worlds. By studying nature, one could understand
humankind. Thus, the natural world rather than religious my-
thology provided the root metaphors for the formulation of many
of the earliest Chinese philosophical concepts.

Water, which provides life, gurgles up unbidden from the earth
and moves of its own accord, becomes perfectly level and clears
itself of sediment when still, takes the shape of any container,
penetrates the tiniest opening, yields to pressure but wears down
the hardest stone, becomes hard as ice and disperses as steam,
was the model for philosophical ideas about the nature of the
cosmos. Plants, which germinate, grow until they blossom, and
wither once they have produced seed, which thrive in the sum-
mer and die down in the winter, provided imagery for under-
standing the nature of man. This natural world was the source
of the root metaphors used in the formulation of abstract con-
cepts and its imagery is embedded in the language and structure
of Chinese philosophy.

Water, with its multiplicity of forms and extraordinary capac-
ity for generating imagery, provided the primary model for con-
ceptualizing general cosmic principles, principles which applied
to the behavior of people, as well as to the forces of nature.
Plants—which water nourishes—served as a root metaphor for
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Introduction

understanding the nature of specific living things, including
human nature. The Indo-European tradition makes a radical
distinction between plants and animals. In English, for example,
there is no common word that encompasses both plants and
animals. In Chinese, however, people were included among the
“myriad living things” (wan wu #%¥)J)—a category that encom-
passed both plants and animals. Such categories are fundamental
to the way we think.

By exposing the metaphoric structures that are implicit in
the language of Chinese philosophical discourse, we reveal the
organization and internal relationships of its terms and catego-
ries. Thus, we begin to acquire a means of structuring our own
thought in a manner that more closely resembles that of the
ancient Chinese. This effort can never be entirely successful,
especially when we are using the medium of another language,
but it should allow our imaginations to glimpse the possibility of
seeing the world in another way. And although the revelation
may still be limited, it should nevertheless allow us to gain some
insight into the relationship between language and thought as
well as a certain perspective on the cultural basis of our own
thought and the limitations of our own preconceptions.

Tl'\e SOMP‘CES

The texts that I take as my sources in this work were compiled
in the period from the fifth to late third centuries B.c. I will in-
clude both Confucian and Daoist texts, with occasional refer-
ence to texts of other philosophical schools. This period was the
golden age of Chinese philosophy, equivalent to the Axial age of
Greek civilization. Politically, however, it was a period of increas-
ingly vicious civil war in which numerous small states were de-
feated and taken over by their more powerful neighbors as “one
hundred schools of thought” contended for intellectual domi-
nance. The Zhou Dynasty (ca. 1100-222 B.c.) had been founded
by an alliance of tribes. The Zhou empire may never have been
quite as vast as that of the previous dynasty, the Shang (ca. 1700~
1100 B.c.), but it covered much of the territory now designated
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as China, and the Zhou rulers created a type of feudal system in
which their relatives and allies had control of various states.

In 771 B.c., rebellions and tribal incursions from the West forced
the Zhou rulers to move their capital eastward. From this time
on, their power began to decline and that of the individual states
to increase. The period from 722-48 B.c. is known as the Spring
and Autumn Period, after the title of a history of the state of Lu,
attributed to Confucius (551-479 B.c.). In the following period,
Zhou suzerainty ceased to even be acknowledged. Finally, in 221
B.C., the empire was unified under the rule of the First Emperor
of Qin. Our texts were mainly compiled during this transitional
period of intellectual as well a military ferment, known as the
Warring States Period.

The Confucianists and the Daoists were only two of the many
“schools of thought” that contended for influence during the
fifth to third centuries B.c., but they were the two most enduring.
Conceptually opposed to one another (and not entirely unitary
as schools), they came to be regarded as two complementary as-
pects of human life in the later Chinese tradition: the public
versus the private; or the conformist and intellectual as opposed
to the natural and spontaneous . The Confucianists, whose major
works were the Analects of Confucius, the Mencius, and the Xun-
zi, provided the political and ethical foundations for the Chinese
state and society until modern times; the Daoists, whose major
works were the Laozi Daodejing [Lao-tzu Tao-te-ching] and the
Zhuangzi [Chuang-tzu], its creative and aesthetic impetus.

These are the primary texts that we shall consider herein. If
my hypothesis that water and plant growth are a root metaphor
of the Chinese conceptual scheme is correct, then the imagery
discussed herein should be reflected in a vast range of philo-
sophical, literary, and aesthetic expression, any of which could
have been used to make the same point. Rather than attempting
a broad survey, however, I will focus narrowly on those seminal
Daoist and Confucian texts that formulated the language and
served to set the terms of philosophical debate thereafter. I will
also refer to other philosophical texts and schools, for example
the Mozi (fourth century B.c.), and to texts and inscriptions of
other periods, but only where they have a particular relevance.
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The earliest text under consideration is the Analects (Lunyu
#mEE) of Confucius (551-479 B.c.). Confucius was the first phi-
losopher in ancient China; that is, he was the first thinker to
form a school of followers who recorded his thoughts and trans-
mitted them to posterity in the form of a text. This text—known
in English as the Analects—contains mainly short statements,
often only one or two sentences long. These are not actually
“sayings,” but particular remarks of Confucius recorded by his
disciples or their followers. They depend on extensive commen-
taries and the later tradition for their full import, but the im-
portance of this text cannot be exaggerated. The Analects were
the touchstone for all later philosophical writing. They provided
much of the terminology and established the major concerns of
philosophical discussion. That the Daoist Zhuangzi chose to put
many of his own philosophical meditations into the mouth of
Confucius, claiming Confucius’ authority for his own opinions,
is one indicator of Confucius’ paramount importance even in
ancient times. Ironic as this device may have been—Confucius
is consistently made to recognize the superiority of Daoist posi-
tions—it does demonstrate Confucius’ primacy. Similarly, the
followers of Laozi felt that claiming Laozi was a teacher of
Confucius was in their interest.

Mencius—or Mengzi Z + as he is known in Chinese—was a
follower of Confucius who lived in the fourth century B.c. The
text, which bears his name and contains mainly records of his
conversations, was compiled soon after his death. We may sur-
mise that the terse statements in the Analects served as the ba-
sis for an oral commentary when the teachings were passed down
from teacher to student. Although the Mencius would also have
been taught with an oral commentary, the text is fuller and it
contains a more coherently expressed philosophical system. Thus,
the Mencius was at least as influential historically as the Analects
and Confucianism is known as much through this text as through
that of its founder. Indeed, the Mencius and the Laozi Daodejing
are probably the two most influential of all Chinese texts through-
out history.

Traditionally—and apocryphally—Laozi was said to be an
older contemporary of Confucius who advised him about ritual
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matters. The authorship and date of the Laozi are open to de-
bate, but I take the text as roughly contemporaneous with the
Mencius. On the one hand, as D. C. Lau has pointed out, Mencius
takes care to oppose rival philosophical schools, but does not
mention the Laozi. This suggests that the text was not known
to him—or at least that he did not consider it significant as a
contender in the battle for political influence. On the other, as
Lau has also observed, many of the ideas in the Laozi are associ-
ated with a number of thinkers of the late fourth to early third
century B.C. The contents of the Laozi are probably not entirely
coherent in their origin or date, but the text in its present form,
by and large, makes sense as a product of this golden age in the
development of early Chinese philosophical thought.* Some schol-
ars date this text even later but the recent discovery of a frag-
mentary (and as yet unpublished) Laozi written on bamboo slips
in a middle Warring States tomb are conclusive evidence that
some form of the text was in existence before the Han.

In 1973, archaeologists unearthed two copies of this text writ-
ten on silk from a Han Dynasty (206 B.c.—A.D. 220) tomb, at Ma-
wangdui, near Changsha, in Hunan Province. An inventory slip
(to record the grave goods buried with the deceased) tells us
that the burial took place on the equivalent of 4 April, 168 B.C.
People were forbidden to write the characters in the names of
deceased emperors and these tabooed characters are one means
of dating a text. Of the two manuscripts from Mawangdui, Copy
A observed no Han Dynasty taboos at all and so we may surmise
that it was copied down before the death of the first Han em-
peror in 195 B.c. Copy B observed the taboos on the founder’s
name, but not those of his successor and so it must have been
copied between 195 and 180 B.c. The two manuscripts are not
identical, but they are very close and most scholars regard them
as representatives of a single textual tradition. Reference to the
Laozi in the following work will generally refer to a collation of
these two manuscripts, although I will also refer to the trans-
mitted versions of the text.® Since this is not a study of the de-
velopment of ideas but an attempt to demonstrate an underly-
ing conceptual scheme in early philosophical thought, I will
“lump” rather than “split” when it comes to the dating of texts.
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The Analects of Confucius and the Laozi, for example, might be
split into chronological layers, but for the purpose of this study,
I regard them both as cohesive texts.

Traditionally, the Zhuangzi and the Laozi have been grouped
together as the two major texts of Daoist thought. The Zhuangzi
is traditionally divided into three sections, the Inner Chapters,
the Outer Chapters, and Mixed Chapters. I will primarily be con-
cerned with the Inner Chapters, that is, those which most schol-
arly opinion attributes to Zhuangzi or Zhuang Zhou, who lived
from middle of the fourth century into the early third century
B.C. The scholarly debate about the relative dating of the Laozi
and Zhuangzi is not easily resolved. On the one hand, we will
find that the Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi present another
vision based on the same metaphoric roots as the Laozi and share
some of the same terminology. On the other hand, few—if any—
of these passages appear to have a direct derivation from the
Laozi, in contrast to passages from the later sections.

The Outer and Mixed Chapters include much heterogeneous
material, some of which may be as late as the very end of the
third century. Although my primary concern is with the Inner
Chapters, the later sections of the Zhuangzi are sometimes use-
ful as examples which extend the range of imagery. In the later
sections, particularly those that A. C. Graham has labeled “syn-
cretic,” we also find examples of more complex and sophisticated
use of the terminology under consideration. Although I will make
some reference to this, detailed analysis is beyond the purview
of the present study.

Xunzi (310-219 B.C.) represents another branch of the Confu-
cian school and he is not only later than Mencius—with whom
he disputes certain issues—the text is also influenced by certain
Daoist ideas.® This is the latest text that will be included in our
corpus. In this text, we find more conscious and abstract sys-
tems have begun to develop. Technical terminology is used in a
much more self-conscious and deliberate manner, as it is in the
later sections of the Zhuangzi. For example, in the Xunzi, the
reason that a gentleman gazes at a great river is given an elabo-
rate and systematic explanation. Since my primary interest is in
the initial conceptualization based on root metaphor rather than
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the development of the concepts, I will use the Xunzi in a lim-
ited manner only.

Root Mefaplf\ov‘s and Concepi’ua' Schemes

In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
argued that we think in metaphor, that our perception of reality
in our everyday thinking is based on the concrete imagery of
metaphoric structures. By using metaphor and mental imagery
we are able to think imaginatively as well as abstractly. These
structures are reflected in our literal language. On the abstract
level, “so-called intellectual concepts, for example, the concepts
in a scientific theory, are often—perhaps always—based on meta-
phors that have a physical and/or cultural basis. . . . The intui-
tive appeal of a scientific theory has to do with how well its meta-
phors fit one’s experience.” Thus, “the most fundamental val-
ues in a culture will be coherent with the metaphoric structure
of the most fundamental concepts in the culture.”’

Let us take as an example, time. I do so in part because time
seems to be Lakoff and Johnson’s most frequent example in their
effort to demonstrate the way we think metaphorically on an
everyday basis. Moreover, I will discuss time again in the course
of this work with relation both to the metaphor of the stream of
water and that of plant life. The manner in which the ancient
Chinese conceived of time radically differentiates their concep-
tual scheme from our own. A full treatment of ancient Chinese
ideas of time would require at least another book, so the follow-
ing comments are only a brief illustration of what I mean by
metaphoric thinking.

Time is an intellectual concept that requires a metaphoric
model; that is, since time has no concrete reality, we need some
sort of imagery or model in order to conceptualize it. Thus, the
manner in which we think about time is a consequence of the
metaphor on which we base our thinking. On an everyday basis
in the modern world, as Lakoff and Johnson point out, we tend
to think of time as a limited resource or commodity. Even those
of us who would only use the saying Time Is Money in a jocular
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manner speak—and conceive—of time as something that we can
save or spend; invest, budget, borrow, share or spare; win or
lose. We even act accordingly. The root metaphors used to con-
ceptualize time are of fundamental importance in the distinc-
tion between the Chinese and European systems of thought.
Historically, in the West, various metaphoric models have been
used to describe time scientifically as an intellectual concept.
Newton, for example, used the analogy of a geometrical straight
line. In this model, moments of absolute time were understood
as analogous to the continuous sequence of points on the line.?
Such a model is also associated with a progressive idea of his-
tory in which time moves forward without repeating itself.

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the mortal world was created
by God at a particular time and it will come to an end one day. In
this scheme, two types of time are contrasted: there is the un-
ending, eternal time of God as opposed to the bounded time of
the mortal world. Following the Christian tradition, we count
time from a single date, the birth of Christ (mythically, a new
beginning of the world and thus a reenactment of the creation
story) and, potentially at least, there is a final date, that of the
apocalypse. We also conceive of the lives of individuals as dis-
crete units, with a beginning (birth) and an end (death), during
which each person is morally responsible for their own acts be-
fore the God who made them and to whom they must answer at
the end of this time span.

There is no Classical Chinese word equivalent in meaning to
the English word time. In the Analects (IX.17), we are told that
Confucius, standing by a river, said, “What passes is perhaps
like this: day and night it never lets up.” In this passage, the
imagery of the river suggests time passing, just as it did for his
contemporary Heraclitus when he said that you cannot step into
the same river twice. However, a specific term for “what passes”
or “passes by”—what we call Zime—is noticeably absent.® Never-
theless, a Chinese word, sometimes translated as “time,” shi [,
is a key term in early Chinese philosophy. The original meaning
of shi is “season.” By extension, it also means seasonality or
timeliness and refers to doing something at the appropriate time,
the time or season at which an action can succeed. Shi is mean-
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ingful in the context of a natural order to which people, as other
living things including plants, must correspond in their actions
if they are to flourish and achieve success in life. However, it is
not equivalent to our idea of “time” and it cannot be used to
discuss the phenomenon of time passing for which Confucius
used the metaphor of a river.

Just as there is no Classical Chinese word equivalent to the
English time, there is no English word that may be readily used
to translate the Chinese shi. In early Chinese texts, there is no
story of abnihilo creation, no story of an event like the creation
story in Genesis which describes the creation of the world out of
nothing and marks the beginning of time.!’ In Chinese chro-
nologies, time is not counted from a single date, like the birth of
Christ, but again and again from repeated historical beginnings—
from the foundation of a dynasty, or the assumption of a royal
reign within that dynasty. On the personal level, individual lives
are, of course, bounded by birth and death, but the life of each
person is also regarded as a link within the continuum of the
ancestral lineage.

This distinction may be attributed to contrasting metaphoric
structures: the biblical creation story takes the dramatic event
of animal birth as its metaphor; the Chinese ancestral lineage,
the continuum of plant reproduction. On the one hand, in our
conceptual scheme, humans are readily classified together with
animals, but a radical distinction is made between animals and
plants. In Chinese, on the other hand, humans, animals, and
plants are habitually classified together (aswu %7, “living things”),
so that the pattern of reproduction which is shared by both plants
and animals, including humans, is more readily apparent.

Sinologists are in the habit of describing Chinese ideas of time
as cyclical, that is, Chinese time goes in circles rather than
straight lines. But the idea of a “cycle” derives from a play on
our own geometrical metaphor for time, as does the alternative,
sometimes suggested, of a spiral. The use of the term cycle em-
phasizes repeating patterns as opposed to linear ideas of progress.
Thus, it is helpful as a means of differentiating the Chinese con-
cept from the Western metaphor of a straight line. It is not, how-
ever, a Chinese metaphor for describing time. As we shall see in
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the following, both water and plants provide metaphoric roots
of early Chinese ideas about time. Water, in the form of the stream
with a natural spring as its source, provides a model for ideas of
both transience and continuity. Plants, with their annual patterns
of change, for the concept of shi ¥, and, in their reproductive
continuum, for the concept of lineage.

Philosophy requires the formulation of terminology, an abstact
language in which to theorize. This language is inevitably based
on concrete imagery. What Lakoff and Johnson call the “meta-
phoric structure of the most fundamental concepts in a culture”
is what I call “root metaphor.” The use of the word metaphor in
this context may be somewhat confusing. I am not concerned
here with metaphor in the usual sense of figural language or
with the use of concrete imagery to restructure abstract ideas,
but with the concrete roots of the earliest abstractions. In other
words, the ‘root metaphor’ is a concrete model that is inherent
in the conceptualization of the “abstract” idea. The abstract idea
derives from the process of analogy, rather than the analogy il-
lustrating the idea.

The distinction that I wish to make here can be seen with
reference to an important antecedent to this work in which
Donald Munro observed that the most important metaphors used
by the Song Dynasty (a.D. 960-1279) neo-Confucian philosopher
Zhu Xi were water, plants and the family network. Munro states,
for example, with regard to his use of plant metaphor, “[Zhu
Xi’s] theory is that principle/humaneness/human nature is the
immaterial structure . . . from which all behavioral forms of love
actualize. Thus, humaneness is the root, and brotherly love the
sprouts, or principle is the root and love is the sprout, not vice
versa. To structure the mind by means of the plant analogy is to
say that the mind’s major active traits are vitality and affec-
tion....”1

Although Munro recognized that this metaphor can be traced
back to the Analects, in his discussion of Zhu Xi’s philosophy he
nevertheless assumed that the plant was a literary metaphor by
means of which Zhu Xi structured preexisting abstract concepts.
My argument is that Chinese concepts of the mind and human
nature were structured from the very beginning by an analogy
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with the growth of plants. By Zhu Xi’s time, the concepts had
undergone many centuries of independent development as
abstract ideas, and Zhu Xi undoubtedly thought of them as ab-
stractions. In making his metaphors, he probably thought he
was rediscovering the core of Confucianism and, indeed, when
he rediscovered their metaphoric roots, he was.

My concern is thus with the models which underlay early
Chinese conceptual thinking. My argument is not that water
and plant life were literary metaphors, metaphors in the con-
ventional sense of concrete images used to illustrate and struc-
ture philosophical concepts, but that they provided the root meta-
phors of many of the primary philosophical concepts. Such root
metaphors are one aspect of what philosophers often call con-
ceptual schemes. Many philosophers have understood these as
logical propositions. A. C. Graham, however, argued that they
should be defined in terms of patterns of names and categories
that are prior to the formulation of any propositions.?

As Graham has stated, “at the root of the systems of proposi-
tions called ‘conceptual schemes’ by philosophers, there are pat-
terns of perception which are pre-logical. . . . That all thinking
is grounded in analogization shows up especially clearly when
we try to come to grips with the thought of another civilisation.”?
These names and categories are spontaneously correlated to
express meaning in patterns that reflect their metaphoric struc-
tures and are particular to their conceptual scheme. The signifi-
cance of different patterns of names and categories becomes evi-
dent as soon as we try to translate one language into another,
especially when those languages have no genetic relationship to
one another.

Anyone who has attempted to translate Classical Chinese texts
into a Western language will be aware that the terms used in the
Chinese texts represent different categories of meaning than
those of the language into which they are translated. Transla-
tion inevitably sets up networks of relationships and resonances
that are quite different from those of the original language. For
example, two terms that I will discuss at length in the course of
this work, xing & and ziran B #R, are both commonly translated
into English as “nature,” but the two terms have no semantic
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relationship to one another in Chinese and the Chinese terms
are quite different in meaning.

The translation “nature” for these two Chinese words not
only sets up relationships between them that are not a part of
the original conceptual scheme; it also has implications from
our own conceptual scheme of a transcendent reality that was
nonexistent in ancient China. These implications are present,
for example, in such English terms as laws of nature, mother
nature, and so on. In ancient China, there was a concept of an
order which we may call natural. Furthermore, the earth is spo-
ken of as a mother in a dual relationship with the sky or heaven
(tian X), which played the role of “father.” In some contexts,
the sky/heaven which governed the seasons may also appropri-
ately be translated as nature. However, there was no concept of
“nature” as a distinct entity that might prescribe—or act in ac-
cordance with—*“law” or that might be called “mother.”

Logical propositions depend on patterns of names and cate-
gories for their meaning and these are different in different
languages. One can convey the central thrust of words and sen-
tences—their focal meaning as it is sometimes called—in trans-
lation. However, the meaning of translated words and sentences
merely overlaps with the meaning in the original language. Be-
cause some of the implications of the original are always left out
in translation and new possibilities are inevitably suggested,
translation cannot duplicate meaning precisely. When lan-
guages—and the conceptual schemes within which they operate—
have no common historical origins, the distance between the
meaning of the original and the translation is inevitably greater.

Since two sentences in two different languages are never ex-
actly the same in meaning, one cannot, as Graham observed,
logically negate a proposition made in one language in any other
language. For example, we may translate “Grass is green” into
Classical Chinese as “Cao ging ye B3 t1.” However, cao has a
broader sense than grass, including straw, wild plants, and herbs.
Qing is the color of grass and other living plants, but it includes
gray and shades of blue and black. Indeed, its range of color is
precisely that which cognitive anthropologists have distinguished
as the “dark-cool-wet” color as opposed to “light-warm-dry”—
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red, yellow, and white—in color systems that distinguish only
two categories, even though the Chinese already had a more com-
plex system when qing first appeared as a color in the Zhou Dy-
nasty. Green, however, is one of the eleven basic color categories
based on intensity, all of which are used in English.!*

The grammar of the Chinese sentence also implies a different
type of logical relationship.’® The verb “to be” in English, as in
many related languages, has both an existential sense and a gram-
matical usage as a copula. This conjunction of usages has had
important implications in the history of Western philosophy. Clas-
sical Chinese, however, has no verb that is equivalent to either
English usage. Where English uses the copula is (A is B), Classical
Chinese uses the final particle ye (A B ye), but the logical relation-
ship between A and B is not quite the same as in the Chinese. A
B ye means that A belongs to the category B. If we were to trans-
late cao qing ye back into English, a more literal translation
would be: “As for grass, it belongs to the category of green.”

The negative in Chinese is made by the addition of another
grammatical particle, fei JE: cao fei qing ye (ye may be omitted in
negative statements). Graham’s point was that the acceptance
of the idea of a conceptual scheme is not an acceptance of the
idea of the relativity of truth because the truth of any statement
can only be affirmed or denied in the language in which it is
made. That the English proposition “Grass is green” is true,
does not necessarily mean that the Chinese translation cao qing
ye is so. Furthermore, although the logical proposition “grass is
green” is negated in English as “grass is not green,” grass not
being green would not preclude cao from being ging, nor would
the Chinese negative Cao fei qing EJEF preclude the possibil-
ity that the grass is green. In other words, different conceptual
schemes yield different insights and their truth can logically only
be affirmed or denied in their own terms.

Moreover, no language is an isolated system; each has its own
particular history, which is cultural as well as linguistic. Thus,
the pattern of names and categories which characterize any par-
ticular language and conceptual scheme is not arbitrary, but his-
torically and culturally derived. Because conceptual terms are
grounded in analogization, they are interrelated in a complex
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manner that reflects their metaphoric structure. These interre-
lationships include not only patterns of correlation and opposi-
tion, such as those with which Graham was concerned, but a
more complex set of dynamic relationships. For example, con-
cepts that are modeled on water in its various forms have inher-
ent structural relationships which remain even at the level of
abstraction, but cannot be conveyed in translation.

We need not accept all of Lakoff and Johnson’s ideas about
thinking in metaphor to recognize that the formulation of the
earliest intellectual concepts in the formative period of a philo-
sophical discourse, be it East or West, will draw on the root meta-
phors of that civilization. Root metaphors often derive from the
mythical narratives of a religious tradition. For example, the
importance of a creation myth to the ontology of Western phi-
losophy has often been noted. Roger Ames, for example, has ar-
gued that “the notion of initial beginning, whether it pertains to
the cosmos as a whole or to the creatures that populate it, must
surely have a significant, if not determinative influence over the
way a culture comes to conceive of the nature and order of
things.”¢ In contrast to this idea of an initial beginning, Tu Wei-
ming and others have stressed the idea of continuity of being as
a basic motif of Chinese ontology with far-reaching implications.’

In recent years, comparative philosophers and sinologists have
become increasingly aware of the importance of divesting our
interpretations of Chinese philosophy of our own preconceptions.
As Frederick Mote has stated, “History, culture, and people’s
conceptions of their ideal roles all must be explained in terms of
Chinese cosmology, and not—if we really want to understand
Chinese civilization—by implicit analogy to ours. . . . Hence, the
records of Chinese culture must be interpreted, and the texts
translated and retranslated until our inadvertent uses of histor-
ical and cultural analogy are detected, weighed, and, if necessary,
corrected.”'® We cannot, however, divest our interpretations of
Chinese culture of our own cultural analogies simply by trans-
lating and retranslating the texts. Nor can we do so by “com-
parative philosophy,” which uses the more abstract—but no less
culturally biased—specialist language of the professional phi-
losopher.
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We must begin by exposing the metaphors that underlie the
Chinese terminology and imbue it with meaning. Indeed, we
cannot divest our interpretations of Chinese thought of implicit
analogies from our own conceptual scheme until we recognize
the root metaphors of Chinese thought. We can, of course, never
entirely comprehend another conceptual scheme, and our abil-
ity to divest ourselves of preconceptions is further diminished
when we use the medium of our own language to translate and
interpret another system of thought. Nevertheless, by recogniz-
ing the root metaphors of Chinese thought, we can at least be-
gin to understand the Chinese terminology more accurately and
this should enable us to interpret the texts and the philosophy
that they express more clearly.

The structure of early Chinese religion is fundamentally dif-
ferent from the Greek, Judeo-Christian, and other Indo-Euro-
pean religions. Thus, a few comments about the nature of early
Chinese religion may be useful to orient the reader before turn-
ing to the subject at hand.

Early Chinese Relig jon

I have already referred to the close relationship of the Western
religious traditions and the ontology of Western philosophy. There
is no religious narrative, such as the Bible, in the Chinese tradi-
tion and what we know about early Chinese religion is primarily
from records of ritual practices. These include divination inscrip-
tions on shell and bone, the so-called oracle bone inscriptions,
made by the last kings of the Shang Dynasty (ca. 1700-1100
B.C.), and inscriptions on bronze vessels from the Western Zhou
Dynasty (ca. 1100-772 B.c.). A full review of the relationship of
the early Chinese religious tradition and the ontology of Chinese
philosophy is beyond the scope of this work. However, certain
aspects of early Chinese religion are particularly relevant to our
understanding of why Chinese philosophers assumed that com-
mon principles govern the human and natural worlds. I will re-
view these aspects very briefly below. They include: (1) the ritual
structure of Chinese ancestor worship in which the individual
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was part of a lineage that included both the living and the dead;
(2) the worship of nature spirits together with the ancestors;
and (3) the role of tian K, “sky/heaven,” as a supreme force
with power over the natural and human worlds.

From the point of view of the individual, the central rites of
Chinese religion from at least Neolithic times onward were food
offerings given to the ancestors in exchange for benevolence or
at least to prevent their malevolence. Our earliest written evi-
dence for Chinese ritual practice is from th.e divinations inscribed
on bone and shell made by the kings of the Shang Dynasty. From
these inscriptions, which are primarily concerned with making
offerings to the spirits and thus avoiding their curses, we can
deduce an outline of Shang religious structure.

The most common topic for divination by the Shang kings
was the appropriate food offerings to be made to an ancestor. An
assumption underlying the offerings to the ancestors and the
divinations made about them was that people continued to need
food after death. The spirits of the dead also continued to exercise
power over their descendants who had the duty of providing them
with nurture. Thus, another common topic for divination by the
Shang kings was the possibility that the royal ancestors would
visit some calamity on them or their people. The most common
calamities were natural disasters, such as drought and crop failure,
but human illness and defeat in warfare were other possibilities.

Within this ritual system, the role of the individual was as a
member of his ancestral lineage. The ritual of food offerings to
the ancestors served to connect the living with the dead. As I
have already discussed at some length elsewhere, a consequence
of this structure is that there is no “other world” of supernatu-
ral beings which is comparable to but radically different than
the mundane one.'® The ancestral spirits related directly to the
living through the ritual of food offerings. They did not have a
life after death in which they fraternized with one another. They
were not gods like those of ancient Greece who lived on Mount
Olympus, eating ambrosia and drinking nectar, occasionally dal-
lying with humans but mainly concerned with one another. Nor
were they souls who stood before an almighty god who created
them and to whom they were answerable.
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The Chinese spirits were simply human beings, dead ones,
who continued to require nurture and to exercise power over
their descendants, but they made no moral demands and did not
exercise any moral sanctions according to some higher, transcen-
dental law. The ritual structure of Chinese ancestor worship is,
however, one key to understanding the ontology of morality in
the Chinese conceptual scheme. Such concepts as xiao 2, “filial
piety” and i &, “rites” or “ceremony,” for example, which are
the central tenets for behavior in Confucianism derived directly
from this religious background. Although I will not analyze this
relationship herein, we shall see in the following that the indi-
vidual within the ancestral lineage was conceptualized in terms
of plant imagery in which the individual was part of a continu-
ous pattern of generation, reproduction, decline, and death.

At the top of this structure was Shang Di |7, the “lord on
high.” The term di was also used for the Shang ancestors in the
main line of descent. This suggests that he too was the spirit of
a dead person or at least that he had certain human character-
istics. However, Shang Di was such a shadowy figure that some
scholars have even suggested that the term was a collective one
for a group of ancestral spirits.?’ Since Shang Di in the later
Chinese tradition was always correlated with a single king who
ruled “all under the sky/heaven,” I think it more likely that the
“lord on high” of the Shang was also singular. Nevertheless, he
was simply a power, not a personality. Most important, he con-
trolled the weather, “ordering” the rain and clouds and “send-
ing down” drought.

Within this structure, there is no clear differentiation between
the human and natural worlds. Shang Di exercised power over
both. Furthermore, the power of the most distant ancestors—
and the sacrifices that they received—are similar to those of the
nature spirits. These were the spirits of certain natural phe-
nomenon, primarily rivers, mountains, and earth. We know very
little about how the Shang conceived of the nature spirits, but
the names of the rituals that they performed to them and the
offerings made in the course of these rituals were the same ones
that were given to the high ancestors. Furthermore, the powers
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of the high ancestors and nature spirits were similar; the pri-
mary powers of both types of spirits were to curse the weather
and affect the harvest by causing drought or rain.

When the Zhou overthrew the Shang, they identified tian X,
the sky/heaven, with Shang Di. Tian means “sky” but in its role
as the supreme force, it is conventionally translated as “heaven,”
giving it religious overtones from our own tradition in which
heaven is either a place in the sky where the souls of the good go
after death or a euphemism for God. This sounds more natural
in English—the translation of “sky” for the supreme power is
unsettlingly graphic to the English reader. To say that the ruler
of China, especially in the sophisticated imperial court of later
times, was the “son of the sky” sounds very strange to us. How-
ever, the role of “heaven” in English as a euphemism for God
gives tian a specifically anthropomorphic character and suggests
a supreme creator in a manner which obscures the meaning of
the Chinese term. This equation is compounded when Shang Di
is translated as God.

Although tian was identified with Shang Di, the “high lord”
of the Shang people, at the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty, it
was also, quite literally, the sky. In nature, tian governed the
seasons. And with regard to people, it also determined the ap-
propriate “times” at which a dynasty might be changed, that is,
when one lineage might be exchanged for another in its domi-
nance over the world “below the sky” or, as convention has it,
“under heaven.” The two roles are never distinguished and this
may provide the key to the assumption in the philosophical tra-
dition that people could determine principles which are appli-
cable to the human world by studying plants, water, and other
natural phenomena.

If tian was originally a nature spirit rather than a high god,
like those of the mountains and rivers in the Shang oracle bone
inscriptions, its supremacy would then derive from the impor-
tance of the sky in a natural hierarchy. The physical import of
tian as the “sky” is readily evident when it is paired with di 3,
“earth.” This pairing is common to both the Confucian and the
Daoist texts. Furthermore, in the Daoist texts, in which the dao
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or “way” supplants tian as a first principle, ¢tian and di are
sometimes described as a male/female pair responsible for the
generation of all living things: humans, plants and animals.*
This suggests that the literal identification of tian as “sky” was
always an essential aspect of its identity.

I have referred already to the concept of shi ¥ in ancient
China. It had a basic meaning of season which was extended to
mean the appropriate time at which something can succeed, that
is, seasonality or timeliness. Tian K controlled the shi of the
natural world—presumably because seasonal changes were mea-
sured by observing the movements of the heavenly bodies—the
suns, moons, stars, and constellations—in the sky. Tian also
served to determine the appropriate times at which something
could succeed in the human world, as in the world of nature.
Thus, tian, the “sky/heaven,” was responsible for the rise and
fall of the dynasties on the assumption that the moral order of
human society, like that of the natural world, has a definite tem-
poral pattern. As we shall see in the following, #ian remained
the supreme principle in the Confucian texts, but it was replaced
in this role by dao in the Daoist tradition.

The role of sky/heaven as both a natural force and power over
the human world provides a key to understanding the assump-
tion made by the Chinese philosophers that one could derive
principles applicable to the human world from the study of nat-
ural phenomenon such as water and plants. Although both the
Indo-European religious traditions and Western philosophy
depend on the assumption of transcendence, an idea of an un-
changing reality, be it a deity or natural laws, in contrast to the
changing world of man, the structure of Chinese religion was
such that the ancestral lineage tied the world of the spirits
directly to that of the living. There was thus a continuum be-
tween this world and that of the spirits, rather than a sphere of
transcendent reality that stands in radical contrast to the mun-
dane one. Furthermore, at least in early times, there was no
particular ritual distinction between the ancestral spirits and
those of natural phenomenon. Thus the Chinese worldview was
a holistic one.
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Water and Plant Life

If one assumes that common principles govern the natural world
and the human mind, then ethical values can be discussed by
reference to natural principles. The fondness of Chinese philos-
ophers for analogy as a means of argumentation is well known.
The use of analogy is often dismissed as a rhetorical device.
However, once we recognize this assumption that common prin-
ciples governed the natural and human worlds, then we can see
that argument by analogy—the primary method of argumen-
tation in ancient China—had a more serious purpose. It was
used and achieved its validity because of the assumption of a
real parallel.

The passage with which we began, in which Confucius praised
water, is not an isolated one. Confucius’ interest in water as a
means of understanding the principles of human behavior is well-
attested. According to the Analects, Confucius, “standing by a
river, said, ‘What passes is perhaps like this. Day and night it
never lets up’” (IX.17).2 Another passage from the Analects tells
us that Confucius said, “the intelligent find joy in water”;
whereas “the humane find joy in mountains. The intelligent are
lively; the humane, still. The intelligent are happy; the humane,
long-lived”(VI1.22). Moreover, according to a further passage from
the Mencius, Confucius urged his disciples to take notice of the
wisdom inherent in the nursery rhyme, “The water of the Cang
Lang River is clear, so we may wash our capstrings; the water of
the Cang Lang River is dirty, so we may wash our feet,” observ-
ing that water “takes the principle upon itself (zi qu zhi B E2),
just as men invite insult upon themselves” (IVA.8). According
to Mencius, “There is an art to looking at water (guan shui you
shu B/KE)” (VIIA.24).

The tradition that water was a source of knowledge for
Confucius is continued in the Xunzi where we are told that Zi
Gong inquired of Confucius who was watching a river flowing
east, “Why is it that when a gentleman sees a great river, he
always gazes at it?” And Confucius replied:
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Water, which extends everywhere and gives everything life
without acting (wuwei & £5) is like virtue (de {£). Its stream,
which descends downward, twisting and turning but always
following the same principle, is like rightness (yi ). Its
bubbling up, never running dry, is like the way (dao iB).
Where there is a channel to direct it, its noise is like an
echoing cry and its fearless advance into a hundred meter
valley, like valor (yong B). Used as a level, it is always even,
like law (fa 2%). Full, it does not require a ladle, like cor-
rectness (zheng 1F). Compliant and exploratory, it reaches
to the tiniest point, like perceptiveness (cha £%). That which
goes to it and enters into it, is cleansed and purified, like
the transformation of goodness (shanhua Z1f). In twist-
ing around ten thousand times but always going eastward,
itis like will (zhi 7&). That is the reason that when a gentle-
man sees a great river, he will always look upon it. (28 You
Zuo, pp. 390-1)%

In sum, a gentleman studies water because all of the principles
to which he aspires are embodied in its many manifestations.
This equation between water and the principles of human con-
duct depends on an assumption that the same principles govern
the natural and human worlds for its legitimacy. Thus, Confucius
meditated upon water; and the Confucian Xunzi later attempted
to systematize the relationship between water’s various forms
and people’s moral qualities. This assumption of a correspon-
dence between the principles which inform both water and hu-
man conduct was not limited to the Confucians; it was generally
assumed in all early philosophical texts. Nor was the imagery
the provenance of any particular school. For example, water
which moves forward without force, giving life to everything, is
described in the Xunzi as wuwei £, “without action” or “do-
ing nothing,” a term that is particularly associated with Daoism.*
The same image of water extending everywhere and giving
everything life without taking deliberate action, is apparent in
the Laozi (Dao 8) which states, “The highest good is like water.
Water’s goodness is that it benefits the myriad living things, yet
does not contend and dwells in places which the multitude de-
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test. Thus, it approximates the Way.”? Water, which is here
equated with the dao and proclaimed the highest good, is also
important in the Zhuangzi and furthermore in the Mozi,
Hanfeizi, and all early Chinese philosophical writing. Although
this study is confined to philosophical thought from the fifth to
third centuries B.cC., the imagery pervades later Chinese philoso-
phy and aesthetic creation.

In reading early Chinese philosophical texts, we should, I be-
lieve, take them at their word: Confucius did study water and
Laozi used it as a model for his concept of the Way. Because the
philosophers assumed that the same cosmological principles
underlie human behavior, they sought to derive principles about
the natural world by studying water and natural phenomena
which would enable them to understand man and his place in
the natural order. This assumption was implied when they came
to formulate abstract philosophical concepts about the nature of
the cosmos and it is inherent in their terminology. The imagery
is thus intrinsic in the philosophical concepts and inseparable
from them. This is evident not only in an analysis of particular
concepts; it is also reflected in the dynamic relationships be-
tween the concepts.

Once formulated, the concepts developed as abstract ideas with
other layers of meaning and connotations. Thus, there is no
simple one to one relationship between concept and image. I
will discuss the manner in which both water and plants pro-
vided models for particular philosophical ideas in the following
chapters, but many concepts refer to more than a single meta-
phor, depending on the context and the precise meaning that is
being expressed. For example, we will find a close association
between the concept of xin ., the “mind/heart” and water im-
agery when thinking and emotional states are in question, but
an association with plant imagery when the issue is goodness.
Furthermore, new metaphors and other imagery may be used to
express ideas about preestablished concepts. In other words, the
concepts were abstract ideas grounded in metaphor. The mean-
ing and interrelationships of the concepts can be better under-
stood with reference to that imagery, but once formulated they
are abstract ideas, not a sort of picture language. Since they are
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ideas, they have a conceptual life of their own that is distinct
from their origins. However, because the natural phenomena
served as models in the formulation of the abstract philosophical
principles, the imagery associated with these phenomena is still
implicit in the vocabulary of philosophical discourse. Moreover,
because the imagery is inherent in the vocabulary and concepts,
the root metaphor continues to provide an implicit structure to
the relationships between words and ideas.

Procedure

In order to avoid projecting an alien structure on the philosophi-
cal ideas, I will proceed from the concrete to the abstract, from
imagery to philosophy—from language to idea. My intention in
beginning with the concrete imagery is to reveal the inherent
structure of the metaphoric system. I will first discuss water
and then plants. In the following chapter, I will begin my explo-
ration by asking “How did early Chinese philosophers think about
water?” This is a literal question and it will be answered by ana-
lyzing the language with which the philosophers described water
and what they had to say about it. In this chapter, I will use all of
the texts mentioned above, including the later sections of the
Zhuangzi and the Xunzi. Occasional reference will be made to
other texts as well in order to establish the full range of water’s
cognitive potential in the early textual tradition.

Having analyzed the manner in which water was described in
the texts, I will turn to key philosophical concepts which share
the language and characteristics associated with water in Chapter
3. I will argue that water imagery is inherent in these concepts
and that their meaning and interrelationships can be elucidated
by reference to this imagery. The concepts under consideration
will include dao &, the “way,” wuwei £, “doing nothing,” xin
iL», the “mind/heart,” and qi & “breath” or “vital energy.” My
primary texts here and in the following chapter will be the
Analects of Confucius, the Mencius, the Xunzi, the Laozi, and
the Zhuangzi.

In Chapter 4, I will discuss the imagery associated with plants

26

© 1997 State University of New York Press, Albany



Jntroduction

and those concepts that can be elucidated with reference to the
root metaphor of plant life. I will argue that a key difference
between the Chinese and European conceptual schemes is the
inclusion of plants, animals, and people within a single category
of living things in China which served as a basis for theorization
about the natural order. The concepts under discussion in this
chapter will include wu ¥, xing &, ren {—, cai =¥, duan ¥, ziran
B4R, and de {=.

In Chapter 5, I will conclude by reviewing the manner in which
the individual texts make use of the root metaphors of water
and plant growth. I will pay particular attention to the Mencius
and the Laozi, which I take as roughly contemporary, and which
have especially coherent cosmologies. These cosmologies, as we
shall see, in spite of their radically different philosophies, are
based on an assumption that the same principles are found in
the human and natural worlds and are grounded in the same
root metaphor.

Although I have confined this study to a few core texts of the
early Chinese philosophical tradition—those that were most in-
fluential in the development of all later Chinese thought—and
will not attempt any broader analysis of the manner in which
the concepts discussed herein developed in later times, readers
acquainted with later Chinese philosophical and other literature
will undoubtedly find the same themes recurring.
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