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they caught sight of their prince. If its driver paid a ransom on the spot, a
true junzi would always let an enemy chariot escape. During a battle
between Chu and Jin, a Chu archer used his last arrow to shoot a stag that
was blocking the path of his chariot, and his lancer immediately presented
it to the team in the Jin chariot bearing down upon them. The Jin at once
conceded defeat, crying in admiration: “Here is a worthy archer and well-
spoken warrior! These are gentlemen!””?

A nobleman lost status if he killed too many people. A prince once
rebuked a warrior who was boasting that he had slain six enemy soldiers:
“You will bring great dishonour on your country. Tomorrow you will
die—victim of your proficiency!””* After a victory, it was essential that a
junzi not get carried away. A truly noble warrior was never supposed to
kill more than three fugitives and, ideally, was supposed to shoot with his
eyes shut. Courtesy should always take precedence over efficiency. On one
occasion, when two chariots were locked in combat, one of them turned
aside and seemed about to retreat. The archer in the winning chariot shot,
missed, and was about to take aim again, when the enemy archer cried:
“You must let me exchange my arrow for yours, or it will be an evil
deed!” So without more ado, the first archer took the arrow from his bow
and calmly waited for death.” The battle was a clash of competing hon-
ours, and the clash of arms was secondary.

In 638, the duke of the principality of Song was waiting for the arrival
of the Chu army, which greatly outnumbered his own. When they heard
that the Chu were crossing a nearby river, the duke’s vassals urged him to
attack at once, but he refused. He also rejected the suggestion that he
should attack the Chu while they were drawing up their battle lines.
When finally the fighting began, Song was defeated and the duke badly
wounded, but he was unrepentant. “A junzi worthy of the name does not
seek to overcome the enemy in misfortune,” he said.“He does not beat his
drum before the ranks are formed.”’® A few years later, the large state of
Jin was preparing for war with Qin, one of the peripheral states in the Wei
Valley. The Qin sent a messenger to the Jin, telling them to be ready to
fight at dawn, but the Jin commander noticed that the messenger looked
very nervous. Some of his officers were jubilant: Qin was afraid! They
should herd them towards the river immediately! But the commander
quoted from the battle code: “It is inhuman not to gather up the dead or
wounded. It is cowardly not to wait for the time arranged or to press the
enemy in a dangerous passage!””’

There must be no unseemly gloating in victory. One victorious prince
refused to build a monument to commemorate his triumph: “I was the
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cause that two countries exposed the bones of their warriors to the sun! It
is cruel!” he cried. This was not like the battles that the first Zhou kings
had fought against evildoers. “There are no guilty here,” the prince con-
cluded, “only vassals who have been faithful to the end.””® A junzi was
quick to pardon and show mercy, because it added to his prestige. Most
ministers refused to make hard terms, for fear of future reprisals. Many
liked a qualified victory better than an out-and-out success, and some
even preferred temporary defeat with minimum casualties. Victory could
be dangerous. A prince would have to give conquered territory to a vassal,
who, with these extra resources, might then be tempted to rebel against
his rule. The feudal system depended upon everybody keeping his place. If
a vassal became too powerful, he could endanger the delicate equilibrium
of the state.

In court life too, each junzi must keep to the role assigned to him and
thus contribute to the beauty and elegance of the palace.” A gentleman
should always be perfectly dressed; his manner must be “grave, majestic,
imposing, and distinguished,”®® and his expression “sweet and calm, the
forms and dispositions conformable to the rules”®" Instead of expressing
his individuality, the vassal surrendered his entire being to the chivalric
archetype. This “yielding” must be wholehearted. The first duty of a junzi
was cheng: “sincerity” He could not conform to the /i in a shallow, grudg-
ing, or hypocritical manner; his goal was to give himself up so thoroughly
to the rules of etiquette that they became integral to his personality. By
wholly identifying with the paradigmatic junzi, he would become a fully
humane person. His personality would be perfected by this artifice, in the
same way as a block of untreated jade was transformed by an artist into
a beautiful ritual vessel. Court life was thus an education in true humanity.
“The li teach us,” the ritualists of Lu explained, “to give free rein to one’s
feelings; to let them follow their bent is the Way of barbarians. The Way of
li is quite different. The ceremonial fixes degrees and limits.”®* If the rites
became an authentic part of his being, the gentleman learned moderation,
self-control, and generosity, because the li were designed to hold violence
and hubris in check: “Rites obviate disorders, as dykes obviate floods.”®

The archery contest revealed a junzi’s quality. This was not simply a test
of skill and military efficiency, but a musical ceremony designed to pro-
mote peace and concord. Any barbarian could hit the target, but the junzi
was aiming for nobility. He did not really want to win, because it was
more honourable to lose. He had to pretend that he wanted to win, but that
in itself was an act of humility, since naked ambition was vulgar, the sign of
an inferior person. The presentation of the cup to the losing contestant
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was, therefore, really an act of homage. Before he picked up his bow, each
competitor must have a sincere (cheng) attitude of mind, as well as an
upright (che) bodily posture, or he would besmirch the power of his
prince.’ They both had to shoot their arrows at exactly the same mo-
ment, in time with the music. As it flew, whirring, from the bow, each
arrow must sing out the correct note. Instead of hitting the target, the
arrows were supposed to meet in midair: violence and confrontation had
been deflected into concord and harmony. At the end of the contest, both
archers wept: the winner out of pity for the defeated competitor, and the
vanquished out of compassion for the victor, who, of course, was the real
loser. The two warriors would kneel and promise to live henceforth as
father and son.

The li were designed to check the aggressive chauvinism that could so
easily inspire a vendetta. The spirit of “yielding” was also supposed to
characterize political life.¥ Instead of vehemently expressing their own
opinions and jockeying for position, counsellors of the prince ceremoni-
ally deferred to him and to one another. Because they all derived whatever
insight they had from the prince’s power, serious conflict was a contradic-
tion in terms. Even if he disagreed with a policy, once the prince had said
yes, a vassal must carry it out to the best of his ability. Rejecting the deci-
sion would cut him off from the group, because it amounted to a denial of
the power that animated the entire court. If he was convinced that the
prince was departing from the Way of Heaven, the counsellor had a duty
to correct him. But he must not do this in a spirit of righteous indigna-
tion. Once he had registered his protest, the vassal must resign his office
and leave the country—an act that involved the loss of his very self,
because he broke with the daode of the court. For three months, he must
remain in exile, putting pressure on the prince by this act of ritual suicide
in the hope that he would return to the Way.

Family life was regulated by the same spirit. The relationship of father
and son was based not on natural affection but on the bond between the
prince and his vassal.** Chinese ritual always attempted to refine and
improve upon the biological, and the Ii created the fihal link between a
father and his son, which did not exist at the son’s birth. For the first thirty
years of his life, a son scarcely saw his father. As a small child, he lived in
the women’s quarters and then went to study the i in the house of his
maternal uncle. Only when his education was complete could he begin to
perform the acts of service that affiliated him to his father and created the
sacred link between them. Respect and reverence were far more important
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than affection or intimacy. Like a prince, a father was the representative of
Heaven; the bond between the two was supposed to be remote and stern.
It would be as inappropriate for him to be on familiar, friendly terms with
his sons as for a prince to fool around with his vassals.

The son revered his father as a future ancestor. His meticulous
performance of the rites of filial piety created within his parent the holi-
ness that would make him a heavenly being after death. The rites nour-
ished the shen, the divine, numinous quality that made each human being
unique. If the shen was strong, this sacred individuality would survive the
death of the body. By treating his father with absolute reverence, therefore,
the eldest son empowered him to fulfil his humanity. Each morning, he
rose at dawn, dressed carefully in full ceremonial costume, and waited
upon his parents, together with his wife. He could not belch, sneeze,
cough, or yawn in his father’s presence. He never trod the same staircase as
his father, never used his father’s bowl, staff, or cup. He mended and
washed his parents’ clothes, prepared the eight ritually prescribed dishes,
and waited on his parents while they ate, respectfully urging them to make
a hearty meal. A son always addressed his father in a low, humble voice. If
he believed that he was losing the Way, he should reprove him, but must
express his views gently and pleasantly, with a modest expression. If his
father persisted in wrongdoing, the son’s behaviour must be even more
courteous, and he must never express anger or resentment. At seventy
years old, the father retired from public life. In this last phase, the son’s
duty was to empathize with his every mood; he must be happy when his
father was well, sad when he was ill, eat when his father had a good
appetite, and fast when the old man was ailing.®” He thus learned the
empathic virtue of shu (“likening to oneself”’), which would become cen-
tral to the Chinese Axial Age.

When his father passed away, the son shared the experience of death
insofar as he could. He withdrew from the family home, lived in a hut,
slept on the ground with a clod of earth for a pillow, kept silence, fasted,
and so weakened himself that he could rise only with the help of a staff.
For three years, the son officiated at the rites of mourning that trans-
formed the father’s ghost into shen, while the deceased gradually made his
way towards those forefathers who had also earned personal survival. At
the end of the mourning period, his father’s apotheosis was complete, and
the son then presided over his cult. For ten days, he prepared for the bin
(“hosting”) ritual by making a spiritual retreat, during which he fasted and
thought only about the way his father had behaved, smiled, and talked. At
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the bin ceremony, his own son played the part of the newly deceased and
during the ritual felt that his grandfather’s spirit was alive in him. When
the bereaved son finally saw his “father” arriving at the banquet, he bowed
low and escorted him to his place at the table, knowing that his task was
done. He had, as the Record of Rites observed, communed with the “reful-
gent shen of his ancestor” and gained “a perfect enlightenment.”®

Even after his father’s death, the son did not own his life, but devoted
all his talents to cultivating his father’s honour, just as he promoted the
power of his prince on the battlefield. He had a duty to take care of his
health, because his body was the property of the family. He must not take
unnecessary risks, but must “preserve his nature intact,” keeping himself
alive and well for as long as possible—an attitude that would also surface
in a new form during the Chinese Axial Age. In many ways, the cult of fil-
ial piety is abhorrent to the modern sensibility, because it seems to reduce
the son to a mere cipher. But in fact the Chinese family was organized to
prevent paternal tyranny. The authority of the father was qualified by
other figures. The rights of the eldest uncle were equal to and even could
supersede those of a father. The son became a parent himself, and received
homage from his children at the same time as he was serving his father. At
the bin ceremony, when he greeted the shen of his “father,” he was actually
bowing before his own son. There was, therefore, an interchange of rever-
ence. The chief duty of a younger son was not to serve his father but to
revere and support his older brother. Many siblings would have older and
younger brothers. The system was so designed that each family member

received a measure of absolute respect. While the Ii required a son to sub-

mit to his father, the father was also obliged to behave fairly, kindly, and
courteously to his children. We have no idea how thoroughly the Chinese
tollowed these If in practice. The Record of Rites may have been a utopian
rather than a historical reality. Nevertheless, by the seventh century the
ideal does seem to have transformed Zhou China from a society addicted
to rough extravagance into one that prized moderation and self-control.®
The ideal would set the Chinese Axial Age in motion, and give it unique
direction.

At this point, even the less traditional states on the periphery of the
great plain—AQ), Jin, Chu, and Qin—accepted the ritual imperative. But
times were changing. During the second half of the seventh century, the
barbarian tribes of the north began to invade the Chinese states more
assiduously than ever before. The new southern state of Chu was also
becoming a serious problem. Eager to expand, Chu increasingly ighored
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the rules of courtly warfare and threatened the principalities. The Zhou
king was too weak to provide effective leadership against Chu, so in 679
Prince Huan of Qi called himself the “first noble” (pa) of China and
founded a league of defence.°

At this point, Qi was the most powerful Chinese state and Prince Huan
was an enlightened ruler, with Zhou connections. He organized con-
ferences to discuss principles of cooperation between the states; the states
and principalities that joined his league bound themselves by an oath, and
this gave the political arrangement a religious character. An ox was sacri-
ficed, delegates moistened their lips with the victim’s blood, and every-
body present repeated the words of the pact, calling upon the local gods,
mountains, rivers, and ancestors:

We all, who swear this treaty together, we will not gather up the
harvests, we will not monopolise profits, we will not protect the
guilty or harbour troublemakers; we will help those who are vic-
tims of calamity or disaster. We will have compassion on those in
misfortune or trouble. We will have the same friends and the same
enemies. We will help the royal house.”

The purpose was to create solidarity. These rites of alliance created family
ties between the princes of the different states, who even promised to
observe the funeral rites of their new “kin”” Anyone who betrayed the
league risked fearful penalties, which were endorsed by the gods and ances-
tors: “He shall lose his people, his appointment shall fail, his family perish,
and his state and clan will be utterly overthrown.”**> The first noble col-
lected tribute from the member states and supervised common defence;
even though he still recognized the sovereignty of the Zhou monarchy, he
had in fact replaced the king. This league did not survive, however. After
King Huan’s death in 643, his sons fought for succession, and Qi never fully
recovered from this civil war. Chu resumed its aggression and the prince of
Jin organized a new confederation, but in §97 Chu defeated the league.

It seemed as though brute force had triumphed over moderation. But
in the face of the growing menace of Chu, the old principalities clung
even more closely to their rituals and customs. They could not compete
with the military power of the new states, so they turned to diplomacy
and persuasion. But the larger peripheral states were beginning to turn
away from the ideals of concord and “yielding.” People had noticed that
even though the states had bound themselves to the league with the most
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terocious oaths, the spirits failed to punish defectors; indeed, states that
remained true to the covenant suffered most.”? A growing scepticism was
beginning to undermine old assumptions.

ln Israel, the seventh century was a watershed that saw the beginnings of
the religion of Judaism. Hezekiah had left a grim legacy. Determined not
to repeat his father’s mistakes, his son Manasseh (687-642) remained a loyal
vassal of Assyria,and Judah prospered during his long reign.®* The Assyrians
did not expect their allies to worship Asshur, their national god, but
inevitably, some of their religious symbols became highly visible. Manasseh
was not interested in the worship of Yahweh alone. He rebuilt the rural
shrines that Hezekiah had destroyed, set up altars to Baal, brought an effigy
of Asherah into the Jerusalem temple, set up statues of the divine horses of
the sun at the entrance of the temple, and instituted child sacrifice outside
Jerusalem.? The biblical historian was appalled by these developments, but
few of Manasseh’s subjects would have found them very surprising, since, as
archaeologists have discovered, many had similar icons in their own
homes.*® Nevertheless, there was widespread unrest in the rural districts,

which had been devastated during the Assyrian invasions.”” Even though

Hezekiah’s nationalist policies had been so disastrous, some may have har-

boured dreams of a golden age when their forefathers had lived peacefully

in their land, without the constant threat of enemy invasion and domina-

tion by foreign powers. This smouldering discontent erupted after the

death of Manasseh. His son Amon reigned for only two years before he was

assassinated in a palace uprising led by the rural aristocracy, whom the Bible

calls am ha-aretz (“the people of the land”).%®

The leaders of the coup put Amon’s eight-year-old son, Josiah, on

the throne; because his mother came from Bozkath, a small village in the
Judean foothills, he was one of their own.” Power had shifted away from

the urban elites to the leaders of the countryside, and at first everything

seemed to be going their way. By this time, Assyria was in decline and

Egypt was in the ascendancy. In 656 Pharaoh Psammetichus I, founder of
the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, forced the Assyrian troops to withdraw from

the Levant. With astonishment and joy, the Judahites watched the Assyrians

vacating the territories of the old northern kingdom of Israel. True, Josiah

had now become the vassal of Egypt, but Pharaoh was too busy taking

control of the lucrative trade routes in the Canaanite lowlands to bother

about Judah, which—for the time being—was left to its own devices.
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When Josiah was about sixteen years old, he had some kind of reli-
gious conversion, which probably meant that he wanted to worship Yah-
weh exclusively. ™ This principled devotion to the national god could also

have been a declaration of political independence. In 622, some ten years
later, Josiah began extensive building work on Solomon’s temple, the
great memorial of Judah’s golden age. During the construction, the high
priest Hilkiah made a2 momentous discovery, and hurried to Shaphan, the
royal scribe, with this exciting news: “I have found the book of the law
[sefer torah] in the temple of Yahweh”** This, he said, was the authentic
Law, which Yahweh had given to Moses on Mount Sinai. At once Shaphan

took the scroll to the king and read it aloud in his presence.
Most scholars believe that the scroll contained an early version of the

book of Deuteronomy, which describes Moses gathering the people to-
gether on Mount Nebo in Transjordan shortly before his death, and de-

livering a “second law” (Greek: deuteronomion). But instead of being an

ancient work, as Shaphan and Hilkiah claimed, it was almost certainly an
entirely new scripture. Until the eighth century there had been very little
reading or writing of religious texts in either Israel or Judah. There was no

early tradition that Yahweh’s teachings had been written down.In J and E,
Moses had passed on Yahweh’s commands by word of mouth, and the
people had responded verbally: “All that Yahweh has spoken we will do.”***

J and E did not mention the Ten Commandments; originally the stone
tablets—“written with the finger of God’'®—probably contained the
divinely revealed plans for the tabernacle where Yahweh had dwelt with
his people during the years in the wilderness." It was only later that the
Deuteronomist writers added to the JE narrative, explaining that Moses

“wrote down all the words of Yahweh” and “took the scroll of the cov-
enant [sefer torah] and read it in the hearing of the people”™” Now

Shaphan claimed that this was the very scroll that Hilkiah had discovered
in the temple. For centuries this precious document had been lost, and its
teachings had never been implemented. Now that the sefer forah had been
discovered,Yahweh’s people could make a new start.
This was not a cynical forgery, however. At this time, it was customary
for people who wished to impart a new religious teaching to attribute
their words to a great figure in the past. The Deuteronomists believed that

they were speaking for Moses at a time of grave national crisis. The world
had changed drastically since the time of the exodus, and the religion of
Yahweh was in danger. In 722, the northern kingdom of Israel had been
destroyed, and thousands of its citizens had disappeared without trace. The

kingdom of Judah had narrowly escaped extermination in the days of

----------
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