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Dong Zhongshu

Dong Zhongshu (also written Tung Chung-shu by some) was a figure from Han dynasty China who lived in the second century B.C.  He is most notable as a scholar and for the role he is believed to have played in promoting Confucianism at the Imperial Court along with the concept of yin-yang and heaven worship which was at the expense of other cult followings at the time.  Although he authored several works of importance, his actual influence has been debated by modern scholars.  Dong’s biography exists within the Han shu (Loewe, 2009: 164).

Life

Dong Zhongshu lived from 179 to 104 B.C. although there is some speculation as to the accuracy of these dates.  Dong Zhongshu rose to prominence under the emperors Jing and Wu.  However, Loewe notes that it is not clear how Dong in fact rose to prominence or indeed how he even arrived in the capital (Loewe, 2011: 50-51).  Dong’s early encounters with the Imperial Court seem to have been difficult.  Loewe recounts Dong’s writings with respect to Dong’s application of Yin and Yang and the occurrence of good and bad happenings which resulted in a stay of execution for Dong but also in Dong hesitating to voice opinions about natural disasters (Loewe, 2011: 48).  Chinese writers writing after Dong’s death express the idea that Dong was one of two considered who “did not enjoy successful official careers” (Loewe, 2011: 66).   However, Dong was involved in establishing a framework for the recruitment of people into official positions (Loewe, 2011: 136).
Dong’s final years appear to have been in exile following his banishment from court as a result of machinations by his rival Gongsun Hong, himself an important figure at court, and this rivalry had existed for some considerable time before Dong’s banishment.  However, Loewe notes that Gongsun Hong did in fact continue to promote aspects of Dong’s work (Loewe, 2011: 148).  Loewe notes that the Dong’s study of the Chunqui was from an early age that that this is a possible reason for the rivalry between the two men given Gongsun’s relatively more impoverished background (Loewe, 2011: 149).  The impact of Dong in influencing the Han Dynasty with respect to Confucianism is an ongoing topic of debate.

Written Works

Among the best known written works initially attributed to Dong is the Chunqiu Fanlu, or The Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals.  This grew out of his study on Chunqui and it was under the Emperor Wu that Dong “gained a reputation for exposition of the Spring and Autumn Annals” perhaps due to the length of time he had spent studying it growing up (Loewe, 2011: 47).  However, Olberding notes that there is a “very high probability” that “falsely ascribed to him, or to another contemporaneous author, and is more likely an amalgamation of the work of various writers (as with numerous other celebrated early Chinese texts), none of which may be Dong Zhongshu himself” (Olberding, 2015: 208).  
As well, Dong’s three responses to the Emperor Wu are well known and are contained within the Han shu.  It is within these that Dong advises the Emperor to look to heaven for guidance (Fisher, 2013: 307).  Another of Dong’s works that is believed to have been written later in his life is A Scholar’s Frustration in which there is evidence of Dong’s thoughts on historical cycles (Arbuckle, 1995: 594).

Confucianism

Many modern assessments of Dong cite his importance in the promotion of Confucianism in Han China.  Aihe Wang describes Dong as “the most influential Han Confucian scholar” but also notes his lack of high office (Wang, A, 2000: 157).  Robin Wang views Dong’s application of yin and yang to Confucian teachings as something that obscured earlier meanings of yin-yang and that Dong was “the first prominent Confucian to integrate into Confucianism” (Wang, R, 2005: 209).  Wang also believes that Dong was the first “first thinker to interpret human nature in terms of yin and yang” (Wang, R. 2005: 210).  Aihe Wang also notes that Dong contributed to the development of the Three Unities which was competition to the Five Powers paradigm for rulers that existed at that time.  Wang notes that the Three Unities “shifted the foundation of sovereignty from force to morality” (Wang, A, 2000: 149).
Another contribution attribute to Dong was the promotion of heaven worship.  Loewe (Loewe, 2012: 8) notes that there is no current evidence to suggest that Han emperors had done this as part of any ritual or belief.  Gary Arbuckle notes that the shift in modern thinking away from the idea that Dong was promoting heaven as a means of deifying the emperor and rather as a means of controlling and guiding the emperor (Arbuckle, 1995: 586).  Loewe however questions the extent to which this idea was taken up by Dong’s contemporaries given “the many methods of divination that were in practice attracted respect and trust” (Loewe, 2011: 136).
Britannica notes that “the gradual Confucianization of Han politics began soon after the founding of the dynasty” (Britannica, 2108).  It also notes that “Confucianism before the emergence of Dong Zhongshu (c. 179–c. 104 BCE) was not particularly influential” (Britannica, 2018).  The implication is that Dong was an influential figure in the establishment of Confucianism at the Imperial Court.  While this may have some merit, it may be necessary to separate out the promotion of Confucianism as a general philosophy that was promoted by Dong and the specific elements of Heaven worship that are attributed to him.  However, Loewe finds no evidence to suggest that Dong’s contribution to the growth of Confucianism during the Han period was significant and has been “steadily overstated” (Loewe, 2012: 15-16).  Despite his belief that Dong had no real influence with respect to Confucianism in his own time, John Major continues to believe that Dong was in fact a Confucian (Major, 2012: 305).

Influence

[bookmark: _GoBack]Dong Zhongshu is a figure that continues to generate some controversy in terms of the actual extent of his influence.  His reputation has undergone both vilification and restoration.  Loewe notes that in the decades following Dong’s death, some Chinese scholars were praising Dong, not according to Loewe as a promoter of Confucianism under the Han but as an upholder of “traditional values as seen in traditional texts and seeking guidance from the past” (Loewe, 2011: 58).  In reviewing Loewe’s work on Dong, Garret Olberding notes that “prominent authorities such as Benjamin Wallacker, and even Loewe himself, are suspicious of the extent of Dong’s influence on early Han intellectual and political developments” (Olberding, 2015: 208).
As well, even for things like the recruitment of academicians, it appears that his efforts were overtaken by his rival Gongsun Hong, who, as Loewe notes, may have drawn on “ideas first enunciated by Dong” (Loewe, 2011: 148).  Loewe also notes that while Dong had followers following his death, such as Sui Meng, who attribute certain references to Dong.  While the referencing occurs in the Han shu, the original statements do not (Loewe, 2011: 57).  Likewise, John Major notes that “contemporary accounts of Dong’s life and career yield no evidence that he had either the intellectual breadth or the political clout to devise and impose a major reformulation of imperial ideology” (Major, 2012: 302-303).  While the is little doubt that Dong Zhongshu was a figure of note in second century Chinese politics, there remains significant questions regarding the extent to which certain developments within either the ideas of Confucianism or their adoption by Han Emperors can be attributed to Dong.
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