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The Three Dimensions of Shi B in Chunqiu Zuozhuan HIKEE

— Nature, Governance, and Morality
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Forewords

Shi I was a frequent concept in the pre-Qin 55 % period. The origin of this character
could be dated back to the Eastern Zhou dynasty H{/& (770-256 BCE) when it was written
as ‘£, and the form of I originated from it.! It originally meant ‘the four seasons’ (sishi
Y IR#), which was closely related to the agricultural background of ancient China when
people’s harvest was greatly dependent upon climate change.? Afterwards, its meaning was
expanded to ‘situation’ (shishi F#£%) and ‘the right moment (shiji #§%).3 Later, Confucius
and Mencius integrated shi into the idea of yi #& (righteousness), zhong H1 (‘the middle

way’),* becoming a central term in pre-Qin philosophies.

In Zuozhuan 7:{&, one of the Confucian Thirteen Classics | = &%, shi appears about a

1 Chen Jian BH#I, ‘Shuo shi’ &M, Rao Zongyi guoxueyuan yuankan iR RBEFLTI, 4 (2017), p. 2.

2 Zhang Ting W says, ‘It (it &2 R 3EE & ol B3 AR IR — AR DU TR S 0555 1 AR IR AR U0

B o SRR R AR R B R R K 1 T ) WML < Zhang Ting #4%, “Zhongguo shi guannian

de yuyan waixian yu zhexue zhisi’ HE ] BURHIEE S INEELET B2 |, Jiangsu shehui kexue VLRI

GRIE2, 1(2007), p. 218.

See Zhang Ting, ‘Zhongguo shi guannian de yuyan waixian yu zhexue zhi si’, p. 219.

4 See Tan Degui f#{E# and Xin Yamin %0 [, Xiangin rujia shi sixiang tanxi’ 76ZH5K i) JEAREE
M7, Dongyue luncong HUiakim %, 42.10 (2021), pp. 131-136.
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hundred times.> Among these, there are daily uses or names of places, which does not have
philosophical implications, such as gua shi er wang JAIFTM1E (departing at the time when
melons were ripe) and gong hui zhengbo yu shilai /& 8 fH T K 2€  (The King met the
King of the Zheng at Shilai). Apart from uses as the above, shi mostly reflects the ideology
and philosophy of Zuozhuan and people at that time. Previous scholars have paid much
attention to the idea of shi in the pre-Qin time as a whole, but analysis of it within the
particular range of Zuozhuan is much less. Wu Boqun 2 f##f and Chen Yonghong Pk
/= gave special attention to this topic and carried out an insightful review of the different
aspects of shi: people’s obedience to climate change, the act of ‘using the people according
to the seasons’ (shi min yi shi {§i < AIR}) of the government, and the combination of shi
with morality and propriety.® However, there are still some aspects that can be further
recognized. For example, apart from ‘using the people according to the seasons’, Zuozhuan
also shows the idea of ‘following the seasons to nurture the people’ (shun shi yang min JIH
2 ), reflecting the ideal relationship between the leaders and their people. Furthermore,
Zuozhuan shows that the ancients gave great importance to ‘acting on the right moment’ in
political affairs, which mainly is a matter of shiji R % . However, it also stresses the
‘timeliness’ of one’s emotions and acts from the angle of ethics and morality, the relation of
which is worthy of further exploration. Therefore, this essay will cover the above matters
and analyse the idea of shi from three relationships: human beings and nature, the

government and the people, and interests and morality.

Between human beings and nature

Records of unusual climates and natural phenomena constitute a special part if Chungiu #
FX. For example, in the fifth year of King Yin FZ/, there is a one-character record of ming
I (snout moth’s larvae).” This is not a description of a kind of insects, but a record of a
plague, just as Yang Bojun #%{H I says, ‘The larvae became a plague, and thus it is

recorded.”® In the ninth year of the King Yin, another record goes:

> The edition relied on is: Yang Bojun #5{H &, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu FHFK/E(8E, 4th edition (Beijing:
Zhonghua shuju, 2016).

6 WuBoqun R{HEf and Chen Yonghong P7K 7%, ‘Zuozhuan zhong shi de sixiang neihan’ Zc{# 1 TR ]

#9 LB N, Baicheng shifan xueyuan xuebao FY&HTHIZEBEEER, 33.9 (2019), pp. 62-65.

Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 44.

8  Yang says, ‘MEE K% » #E o ° Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 44.
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In the third month, on the day of guiyou, there was heavy rain, with thunder and

lightning. On the day of gengchen, snow heavily falls.
SH B KW RE e R 0 KR o

This is not a record of the usual climate. According to Zuozhuan, the rain, thunder and
lightning, and snow lasted not only within one day but for many days. And the date
recorded is just the start date of them (shu shi ye F4H11).10 These are two examples of the
records of unusual natural phenomena in Chunqiu and Zuozhuan, but the question would
be: why it keeps records for these non-political things? There are mainly two reasons. The
first one is ancient China as an agricultural society. People’s food relied on climate and
seasons too much to influence the power of the states. The other reason is that during the
Zhou dynasty, people had a belief that natural phenomena had some relation to or
inspiration for the human world including political things.

‘Following the seasons’ is highly emphasized by people as recorded in Zuozhuan. In the

seventh year of the King Zhao Hi/R, Shi Wenbo +:3fH says,

Thus, governance allows no carelessness. It is nothing more than three things. One is
promoting the right person. The second is following the will of the people. The third is

obeying the four seasons.

WBORAIAED - H=mE : —HEA > ZHKER » ZHfgk - 1

Du Yu #1:7H explains ‘obeying the four seasons’ as ‘following what should be done
according to the four seasons’ (shun sishi zhi suo wu NHPYIK 2 Ff1#5).12 In the sixth year of
King Huan fEZ,Ji Liang 2% said to the King Wu of the Chu & F,

Ensure farming during the three seasons, construct the five educations, and get along

with the nine generations, to offer sacrifices to gods or ancestors.

BHEWG o I HFE BHIUR » DAEHER - 13

From these two dialogues, we see the importance of ‘following the seasons’ at that time.

People had an ideal to do things according to nature so that they could get good results.

9 Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 68.

10 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 68.

11 Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1427.

12 Du Yu #:7H, Kong Yingda FLEH% and others, Zuozhuan zhengyi /C{#1E3 (Beijing: Beijing daxue
chubanshe, 1999), p. 1242.

13 Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 121.



They also wished that everything in nature could work in its usual way. Otherwise, an
unusual climate could cause severe problems with food, just as Bozong %% says in the
fifteenth year of the King Xuan B/, ‘If the tian goes against the seasons, there will be a
disaster (tian fan shi wei zai KJIRFf% 58).14

Another thing worthy of notice is that there was a wide belief in the time of Chunqiu
that natural phenomena were not something random, but has some relationship with

human affairs. For example, in the seventh year of King Zhao, there was an eclipse of the

sun. Zuozhuan records:

The King of the Jin asked Shi Wenbo, “Who is going to bear the punishment (of the
eclipse)?” Wenbo answered, ‘The Lu and the Wei will bear it. Wei will bear more, and Lu
will bear less.” The King asked for the reason. Wenbo said, ‘It left the region of Wei and
entered the region of Lu. From then it brought disaster, and Lu indeed will bear it. The
most severe punishment will be on the king of Wei, and Lu will lose its highest minister...
If a country has poor governance and does not appoint good people, it will bring about

the punishment of the sun and the moon. Thus, governance allows no carelessness.
BEMER AR« TEEREHR? ) BH 0 TS Bz - R B/ e ] 2 :

MMl ? ) B TREHINE  REASE BERZ - HRGHMAT 78K B
o e B A - BUEEGRT H LS8 BRI AR o 5

From this, we see that in pre-Qin belief, the move of nature was closely linked to human
affairs. Unusual climate or natural phenomena meant punishment for them, and on the
other side, people could get rid of these disasters by doing good. In other words, people not
only should follow shi, the seasons but also should carry out good and moral governance,

so that a nation could bring peace and keep nature running in its regular way.

Between government and the people

Confucius says in The Analects ‘to employ the people in the proper season’ (shi min yi shi
fii IR PAIF).16 The shi here also refers to ‘the right season’. This is to maintain the regular
farming and harvest of the people and protect them from being exhausted by frequent taxes
and labour ordered by the government. In Zuozhuan, many texts reflect this idea. Firstly,

Chungqiu keeps records of labour carried out in improper times and seasons. For example, in

14 Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 833.
15 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, pp. 1426-1427.
16 Zhu Xi 7%, Sishu zhangju jizhu VU FEAJEEIE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), p. 49.
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the seventh year of the King Yin F=/\, there is a record:

In the summer, Zhonggiu was fortified. It is recorded because it was not a proper season.

50 B o 0 AR - 17
Yang Bojun’s explanation for bushi A5 is short yet clear:

What it means by bushi is that it was not urgent for national defence, but disturbed

farming.

AW - FEIEREBIBG 2 S o T X BE D) - 18

We can find many records of improper labour like the above in Chungiu. In the ninth year
of the King Yin, the fortification of Lang EF was recorded for an improper season!®, the
building of the Yan Stable LB in the twenty-ninth of the King Zhuang # /2 2, the
construction of the South Gate i1 in the twentieth of the King Xi f#/32, the making of
the Deer Farm JE[A in the eighteenth of the King Cheng J% /222 and the fortification of
Qi # in the fifteenth of the King Ding € /223, On the other hand, Chungiu also makes
records for those labour carried out in proper seasons which were especially worthy of
praise. For example, the fortification of Xiang [A] in the sixteenth of King Huan is recorded
in Chungqiu, and Zuozhuan says that it is because it was carried out in the proper season.?*
The idea of ‘employing the people in proper season’ not only exists in the above records but
is also directly expressed by some kings and ministers. When the King Dao of the Jin & /&
/X got to the throne, he made an order for his ministers and officials, in which he told them
to ‘employ the people according to proper seasons’ (shi yong min ¢ F[X) and ‘wish not to
offence farming seasons’ (yu wu fan shi AX flEJEK).25 In another case, Shi Kuang Hli
said to the King of Jin,

Raising labour in improper time has led to grudges and complaints among people.

17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 58.
Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 58.
Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 70.
Yang Bojun, Chungqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 265.
Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 422.
Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1000.
Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1787.
Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 157.
Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 995.
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From these above, we can see that the idea of ‘employing the people according to proper
seasons’ had been common knowledge among the leaders in the Eastern Zhou dynasty,
although some leaders did not completely follow it in knowing it.

The practice of ‘employing the people in the proper season’, from one angle, is to
preserve the labour and will of the people, so that they could better contribute to the nation.
This, in other words, is to some extent government-centred. But in Zuozhuan, it also shows
a people-centred idea between government and the people about the idea of shi. That is, in

one phrase, ‘act according to proper seasons to nurture the people’ (shun shi yi yang min

NERE DAER IR). Zuozhuan says,

Intercalary is used to correct the time. Time is the basis of working. Working is the way
to nurture people’s life. The principle of nurturing the people lies here. Not announcing
the first day (of the lunar month) to the gods means the abandonment of policies related

to the seasons. How could a nation then better serve its people?

FICAERF » IFLMES - HEURA » ERZIE - RETER » AHEW - BRB - ]
DARE 727

This shows the ideal of the writer of Zuozhuan, which is that a government follows the
seasons to nurture the people. In this context, the relationship between the government and
its people is not only ‘employing’, but ‘taking care of them. This also to some extent
reflects the idea of minben X A (people-oriented thought). We can also find this in
Shenshu Shi’s HIAU words to Zifan - X:

Kindness helps charity, laws help to rectify the wicked, sincerity helps to serve the spirits,
righteousness helps to generate benefits, propriety helps to follow the flow of seasons,
and faithfulness helps to maintain things. When people’s living is ample, they will have
integrity. When benefits are generated, things will be run in the proper route. When the

proper season is obeyed, things will be well produced.

PR+ IR - 28

From this, we can also see the ideal of ‘nurturing the people’ by following the proper

26 Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1441.
27 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1441.
28 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 963.



seasons.

Between interests and morality

Shi also means ‘the right moment’, which refers to the best time to act to gain the result. In
the history of Zuozhuan, we can find ancient Chinese people’s emphasis on ‘the right
moment’, especially in wars and diplomatic actions. Zuozhuan praises the King Zhuang of

the Zheng &RiEA:

He estimated his moral strength Fin his decision and judged his material strength in his
actions. He acted according to the right moment, not leaving trouble for his later

generation.

JETETIE 2 > BIMATZ » HEIFTTE) - SR A - 2
In other records, Guan Zhong E1i' says,

Not offending the father of oneself is propriety. Following orders and being careful about
the right time to act is trustworthiness. No sin would be greater than disobeying these

two principles,

FRAHFZ I RN LG W=+ BTG 9

From these, we can find that ‘acting at the right moment’ was seen with great importance.
Not acting at the right moment or disobeying the right moment might lead to great
mistakes. Shenshu Shi once blamed the King of the Chu, saying,

He disobeyed what he said, act against what is the right time, and exhausts his people in

fulfilling his desire.
S o FREOAE) » TR - o

Therefore, to achieve success, a leader must be able to wait for and act at the right moment.

Han Xianzi ¥%k7 says,

Emperor Wen led the rebels of the Yin dynasty to serve Emperor Zhou, this is because he

knew what was the right time.

29 Yang Bojun, Chunqiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 82.
30 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 347.
31 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 964.
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When the King of Jin asked Zhongxing Xianzi H14TJ§k¥ about whether he could launch a

war on the Wei State, Xianzi says,

Not as good as following the situation and helping to settle it in peace. The Wei has
already had its king. We might not gain what we want by fighting it... You, my King,

should settle it down and wait for the right time!

AUATIREZ » FHABZR » R » RATDMGE » oo A HER AR |33

The intention of Jin is to gain benefit by fighting the Wei, but Xianzi found it was not the
right time, and told the king to wait, and help the Wei to settle down at that moment. This
shows the strategy used between national diplomacy and the use of the idea of ‘time’. Only
at the right time, could a nation get its ideal results.

On the other hand, in the opposite to the above manoeuvre used in gaining profits, we
can also find the link between shi and morality in Zuozhuan. In the twentieth of the King
Zhuang of the Lu £ ¥/, the King of the Zheng #{ had a war with the Imperial Zhou.
However, the son of the Emperor still played music happily. The King of the Zheng says, ‘If
one feels sorrow or happy at the wrong time, calamity will come (ai le shi shi zai jiu bi zhi
WHE LR » JR4% 06 %2).34 In this context, the shi is closely linked with propriety (li 7).
Human beings have a natural affection for parents. When a person does not feel sad, but
still indulges in entertainment, this is against the nature of humans, and thus is not moral.
Therefore, in this context, Zuozhuan not only tells people to do according to the right time
but to constrain one’s emotions according to different situations. In another record, Jin

heard that the troop of Chu was coming:

Dong Shu said, ‘The route of Jupiter is at the north-west. The south troop (the Chu) is
not acting at the right time. They could not get what they want.” Shu Xiang said, ‘It

depends on their king’s virtue.’

FHRE - TREZAENIL - BRI » S HED) o | BUEE . EHAZfEH - ) 3

Dong Shu’s words are from the angle of astrology, asserting that it was the wrong time for

the Chu, but what Shu Xiang says is from the angle of morality. It is as Wu Boqun 5 {##¥

32 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 1022.

33 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, pp. 1120-1121.
34 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, p. 234.

35 Yang Bojun, Chungiu zuozhuan zhu, pp. 1147-1148.



and Chen Yonghong Ff7/K% say,

In terms of the thought of shiji [Ki#% (the right moment of action), people in the Spring
and Autumn Period turns from the simple belief and obedience of shi to the attention to

morality.3¢

This shows the turning of pre-Qin thought about shi, from mystery to morality.

Conclusion

In conclusion, by exploring the thought of shi in Zuozhuan, we have found these below:

Firstly, the thought of shi comes from the agricultural background of ancient China,
where people relied much on the regular running of nature and the four seasons. People not
only thought to follow the running of the seasons but also believe in the link between
people’s actions and the running of nature.

Secondly, in terms of the relationship between government and people, the thought of
shi existed in two layers. One is ‘employing the people in proper season’, which is more of a
government-centred thought. The other is ‘following the season to nurture the people’.
This was the embryo of people-centred thought.

Thirdly, ancient people in the time of the Spring and Autumn Period noticed the
importance of catching the right moment to act to maximize what they wanted. However,
at the same time, there was an inward logic behind it, that is morality. In the value system
of Zuozhuan, people were supposed to control their emotions and actions according to what

should be done at that moment, so that they could be following propriety and morality.

36 Wu and Chen’s original text: ‘1R [H AR H S TRy ) i B ASE SR 1) S 7 BRUGL G s 3 T
s FE BRI+ sHe T DR M PR 9 B — JEUHE 05 o 28 o XA 4 ) S A 9 B8 5538 Ji% > Wiu Boquin and
Chen Yonghong, ‘Zuozhuan zhong shi de sixiang neihan’, p. 65.
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