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1. Introduction

Zhong [:l is an important moral ethic that has lasted for thousands of years, whose

spirit plays a significant role in shaping the social spirit of the past dynasties. The
Spring and Autumn Period(c.770—481 BCE) is an important period for the formation

of traditional Chinese ethical concepts. In the literature of the time, zhong [l appeared
frequently, which was enough to highlight the influence of the zhong [l spirit on that
era. Studying its spiritual core can better grasp the zhong [l concept, explore the
internal relationship between each subject and zhong [\, and discuss its historical
connotation in that period.The Commentary of Zuo(zuozhuan = {#) is based on the

royal archives of the time, vassals history, etc, which is the best historical material to

study the zhong [l spirit of that period, because it contains not only many ziong il

characters and interpretations of this character from different classes of people, but
also a larger number of behavior and evaluation as a reference. Therefore, this paper
will take zuozhuan as the main research object and combine the language and

character to explore the spiritual core and historical connotation of zhong il in the

Spring and Autumn Period.

IL. The Origin of the zhong fl Spirit

First, let’s see the font structure of the character zhong [il. It’s a typical composite
Chinese character, which is composed of the upper character zhong [[1 and the lower
character xin -~ . At present, the academic circle generally believes that while zhong

fol takes the pronunciation of zhong [|1, it also extends the meaning of zhong f[1. So



when did the concept of loyalty originate? The origin of "loyalty" in academic circles
can be roughly divided into four categories: the ancient times, the Shang F:ﬂ Dynasty,
the Western Zhou rﬁj Dynasty and the Spring and Autumn Period. For the character
zhong [\, in the existing relevant records, there are only two annotations of zhong fil
in the Collected Works of Yin and Zhou Dynasties & rﬁ] = B nY' which are in the
inscription of zhongshan King Tripod fl1]1|= }'ﬁl{ in the middle or late Warring States
Period. The Lost Book of Zhou(yizhoushu ﬂrﬁj?[) concludes that there are 28 cases of
the character zhong .l in the works written after the Spring and Autumn Period, and

there’s no the character zhong il in the works written in the Western Zhou Dynasty.

2Therefore, many scholars who advocate the origin of the Spring and Autumn Period

take this as proof and assert that three generations have no concept of zhong [il. For
instance, in Tracing the Origin of the Loyalty Concept (zhong guannian suyuan [\
YR, Mr. Fan Zhengyu believes that zhong [l is not as old as xiao &/ (filial piety),

and draws the conclusion that the three generations didn’t have the concept of zhong
[al through the evidence of archaeology and philology.> However, such claims clearly
have limitations, because about half of the characters in the oracle bones have yet to
be deciphered, and Wang Zijin also pointed out in his Research On The Concept of
Loyalty (zhong guannian yanjiu [\ # & - %2) that even if the current three

generations of political literature didn’t find the word zzong J.l, it cannot be ruled out
that the concept of zhong [l has actually existed.* Therefore, whether speculating the
possibility that the concept of zhong [l emerged before the Spring and Autumn
Period from the perspective of genesis, or judging that the concept of zhong [l was

formed in the Spring and Autumn Period from the exact written historical materials,
we can see that although the specific time of the rise of the concept of "loyalty"
cannot be reached a conclusion, the spirit of the concept was widely developed during
the Spring and Autumn Period, which can be confirmed by various studies such as

archaeology and philology. In the Spring and Autumn Period, zkong [l has become a

! The Institute of Archacology CASS [|1[siit %7 A :%’?'B%ﬂﬁ,m‘dﬁ’i yinzhou jinwen jicheng 544 & ¥
& 1% (Beijing:Zhonghua Book Company,2007)

2 Annotation by Kong Chao 3’“544 , Yizhoushu 32513 (Zhejiang: Zhejiang University Press , 2021).

3 Fan Zhengyu 7¢ -3, ‘Zhong guannian suyuan ’ﬁ(j@' AR, Shehui kexue jikan, 5(1992)

* Wang Zijin = " 4, Zhong guannian yanjiu [A#1 3342, (Jilin: Jilin Education Press , 1999)



universal existence of ethics and morality, and has been widely used in the thoughts
of various schools. This period is also an important period for the development of the

zhong il concept, which has gradually developed from the ideological concept and

the moral consciousness into a kind of political ethics thought.
The Spring and Autumn Period was a turbulent period in Chinese history. With the
gradual disintegration of the patriarchal law system of the Western Zhou Dynasty, its

chaos of social order and sharpness of class contradictions made zhong [\, as a very

important moral code of conduct, closely followed by the thinkers at that time and set
up as a moral category. Among the various classics of the Spring and Autumn Period,

zhong il appears 18 times in The Analects of Confucius(lunyu Iﬁ?ﬁ), 52 times in
Discourses of the States(guoyu [Eﬁ'?ﬁ), and 70 times in zuozhuan. Zuozhuan explains
the connotation of zhong [il from many angles, and its many places give a clear
definition of zhong [.l. Therefore, it is an inevitable choice for the research of zhong
fal in the Spring and Autumn Period to study and analyzes the character zhong il in

zuozhuan.
I11. The Meaning of zhong in zuozhuan

Zhong .l appears 70 times in zuozhuan, including once in yingong [ %, once in

huangong 1fi 2* , twice in zhuanggong #: **, once in mingong [¥]2*

-

10 times in xigong
(# T, 9 times in wengong ¥ **, 3 times in xuangong ﬁ[’ﬁ , 10 times in chenggong 7%
7%, 14 times in xianggong 2 > | 16 times in zhaogong Eﬁ 7%, 2 times in dinggong
>+, and once in aigong P& >*. Among the records of various states, the State of Jin f‘f
has the highest frequency, with a total of 21 times, followed by the State of Lu 5% with
a total of 15 times, and the least distributed is Zhou rﬁj and Wei &, with only 1 time

each. Its meaning is mainly to be honest and sincere to oneself and others, with the
meaning of "dedication", both the code of conduct of dealing with people at the

personal level, and the moral value in the political field.

i. The Connotation of zhong at the Personal Level.

1. Zhong i\ to Others



As a code of conduct for people, the meaning of zhong [l is more changeable,

including meanings of 'integrity", "dedication", "diligence". As recorded in

zuozhuan-the second year of xuangong ;Eh’ o,

Always respect the monarch, the backer of the people; it’s disloyal to kill the

monarch; it’s unreliable to against the monarch's orders.

5

7.

%iﬁ&’%114’ﬁ%ii’%&’@%iﬁ’%$o
The character zhong il here means integrity, which is the principle of being a man.
In zuozhuan-the second year of mingong [¥|>* , the politician yangshe =¥ F', said to the

prince shensheng f|1 4 |

Disobeying your orders is unfilial, abandoning your mission is disloyal.
Though the monarch is ruthless, you still can’t do evil things. You should die

for it.

EhAE RF AL B E S EATE SR o

The character zhong il here means diligence, which has the same meaning as “do I
do things for others with diligence” in lunyu. At that time, The Duke xian & of Jin ?‘,
(676651 BCE) ordered crown prince shensheng f|1 % to attack the gaoluo £l 7% of
dongshan Tl 1], and ordered him to "come back after destroying all the enemies"”.

Some people advised shensheng f|1 % to escape, but the politician yangshe = i

advised him would rather die than abandon his duty. Obviously, in his opinion, doing

his duty and following his father’s order to attack the gaoluo fi7% is zhong il for the

prince.

2. The Virtue of zhong sl
Zhong [\ is defined as a virtue in many places in zuozhuan. For instance,
zuozhuan-the tenth year of chenggong 7% >,
Zhong fil is a kind of virtue, but it won’t work if its object is wrong, let alone

the person himself is not kind.

5 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming * = [¥], Annotation by Du Yu F+3, Commentary by Kong Yingda +#l
3%, Collated by Shisanjing zhushu zhengli weiyuanhui -{ = 5% ?FEZ%'%‘ & %ﬁ, Chunqiu zuozhuan
zhengyi %ﬂ‘ “- i T-Z(Beijing: Beijing University Press, 2000), p685.

¢ Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p360.

7 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p360.



BALa o A HAHE AT oA LT o8
and zuozhuan-the eighteenth year of wengong ¥ *
Filial piety, respect, loyalty, honesty are virtues; stealing, robbing and
harbouring are evildoing.
Foel A FR o RS 0
It can be seen that people then believed that zhong [l was a kind of basic virtue that
people must have, which represented a basic moral norm of treating oneself and
others, ruling the country and the people, a good virtue. Under such definition, its
connotation became extensive and fuzzy, and the objects it restrained were not fixed.
In zuozhuan-the twenty-second year of wengong ¥ **,
Loyalty, honesty, respect, filial piety are the same for everyone. It’s the way of
heaven.
REE TR A2 g o
It means that zhong [l has become a virtue that both the upper class and the bottom

people need to observe, a way of heaven.

ii. The Connotation of zhong [il at the National Level

1. Zhong [l to the State
During the Spring and Autumn Period, the monarch was clearly separated from the
state, emphasizing mostly to be loyal to the state rather than the monarch. As recorded
in zuozhuan-the ninth year of xigong (8 **,
The Duke xian & of Jin ?[ asked, “what’s loyalty?” Xun Xi answered, ‘“as
long as one knows something is beneficial to the state, he will do it. This is
loyalty.”
CORTRES FE NG EOE TS FERE L T I

8 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p854.

° Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p663.

10 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p1126.

' Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu

zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p411.



People then thought that zhong [l meant “state”. This passage also shows the idea

that these two concepts are one. Also recorded in zuozhuan-the fourteenth year of

xianggong ¥ ** | during the war began between the state Wu §! and Chu %E, Zinang

~" & of Chu returned from attacking Wu, and was still worried about the security of
the state. Then the book wrote,
He was still worried about the state even when he was dying, wasn’t he loyal?
Loyalty is the expectation of people.
BWr A LEARB T AP 0k A H sy o P
This also shows the importance of the state in the hearts of the people at that time.

Zhong il to the state shows not only in the battle for the state, but also in the official
integrity and integrity. For example, Ji Wenzi 2 ¥ <", the minister of Lu State,

assisted three generations of monarchs, which gave him the real supreme power.
However, after his death, he left “no concubine, no horse, no gold or jade, no
treasure”. Zuozhuan praised him as “having nothing after assisting three monarchs, he

is a really loyal person”. Ji Wenzi has exactly showed his zZong [l to the country.

2. Zhong [l to the People

This level mainly involves the monarch virtue. In the Spring and Autumn Period,
there were generally high requirements for the virtue of monarch, which required the
monarch to have a devotion to public interests and act to benefit both the country and
the people. As recorded in zuozhuan-the tenth year of huangong ffi >, “The monarch
thinks about benefiting the people. This is zhong il clearly expresses the meaning of
zhong il that the monarch devoted himself to benefit the people. Therefore, the
monarch’s zhong il to the people first shows in his virtue of government. It was a
kind of devotion that the monarch did for the people, which was also a virtue that was
generally expected of a king at that time, and it also became a hope of the people.

Zuozhuan-the fourteenth year of xianggong 2 >* |

12 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p1069



Zhong il is the expectation of the people. The Book of Songs(shijing ?’TF?;)
said, behaving as the etiquette of the Western Zhou Dynasty is all the people’s
expectation, namely zhong [.l.

oA Hd o Fe ’FE]*?J% s B ATY o iy o

The manifestation mode of a monarch’s ziong [l is to rule the country according to

the laws of heaven, to care more about the people and pay attention to human dignity

and value. Zuozhuan-the tenth year of zhuanggong #: ** said, “Though it’s hard to

clearly investigate every criminal case, each case must be judged according to the
truth”, which was called “This is a kind of zhong [l ” by Cao Gui E'IJ #%].'* Obviously,
in zuozhuan, zhong sl is not only specific to a certain class, but is given the idea that

both superiors and subordinates should do their best, and is a virtue applicable to both

the monarch and his subjects.

3. Zhong [l to the Monarch

We need to distinguish between the two concepts of "serving the state for the
public" and "serving the monarch for the public", which are two different levels of
public. As discussed above, in the Spring and Autumn Period, between "state" and
"monarch", zhong [l was more inclined to the former. Of course, the latter was also
an important criterion for ministers in that period. As recorded in zuozhuan-the ninth

year of xianggong %1 " |

The monarch should be wise, the subjects should be loyal, the wise monarchs,
the superior should be modest, and the subordinates should be dedicated.

N o 15
FPEL 0 PRI

At that time, the subjects’ zhong [l to the monarch was on the condition of the

monarch's so-called virtue, and there was no requirement that a subject could only

13 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p1069.

4 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p275.

15 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p1000.



sever one monarch for his whole life. Although the monarch-subject relationship was
relatively loose then, the so-called "absolute" "loyalty to the monarch™ in later
generations had actually sprouted, which could be evidenced by “all people should be
loyal to the monarch and die for his order” in zuozhuan-the twelfth year of xuangong
I

Further observing the monarch-subject relationship in zuozhuan, we can see that
there are certain differences in the concepts of "serving the monarch" and "being loyal
to the monarch" then. “Serving the monarch” means to consider public affairs as a
link between the king and his subjects, but “being loyal to the monarch” means to be

loyal to the monarch. As recorded in zuozhuan-the fifth year of xigong {8 **,

It is disrespectful to be in an official position without taking the monarch’s
order; it is disloyal to fortify the enemy's city. How could one serve the
monarch while losing respect and loyalty?

SRR A A E BRI R d A A A EE e ER o

It can be seen that officials should be loyal to the state, not to the monarch’s private

ends.

IV. Historical Connotation of zhong [l in zuozhuan

The concept of zhong il is the product of a certain historical stage, and its

connotation will also change with the development of time. Different meanings

ofzhong il in zuozhuan are a manifestation of this concept under the background of

the Spring and Autumn Period. At that time, the original patriarchal hierarchy was
greatly weakened, the political system dominated by blood ties was destroyed, and the
scholar-official class was separated from the aristocracy. As Confucius began to
widely receive and teach disciples, his educational concept of “teaching everyone”
spread the royal palace learning that is peculiar to the aristocratic class to the folk,
making part of the common people also enter the scholar-official class, and the

scholar-official class emerged from this. In this case, politics, economy and culture

16 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p754.

17 Annotation by Zuo Qiuming, Du Yu , Commentary by Kong Yingda , Collated by Shisanjing zhushu
zhengli weiyuanhui, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi, p390.
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and other aspects are facing a huge impact, and using an effective ethical code to
regulate the behavior of all classes has become the need of time.
In zuozhuan, the evolution of time is reflected in the diversification of the

connotation of zhong [il. In the Xia kJ, Shang ff and Western Zhou rﬁj dynasties, the

subject of officials was mainly from the same clan, but since the Spring and Autumn
Period, a large number of guest officials with different surnames had become the

subject of officials. Therefore, zhong [l became a new concept, and became a new

relationship norm between the monarch and his subjects. Its original meanings of
“sincere” and “diligence” were also put into this new monarch-subject relationship.
Meanwhile, with the continuous evolution of the monarch-subject relationship, the

concept of zhong .l has also changed from “the monarch is loyal to the subjects” to
“the subjects are loyal to the monarch”. The requirements of zZong [l to the monarch

gradually decreased, and the norm for the subjects became the mainstream.

Additionally, the concept of zhong [l in the Spring and Autumn Period still

contains many historical remains. This period was still roughly under the rule of large
families with the emperor as the chief and a distinct hierarchy. In the family rule, the
consciousness of safeguarding the authority of the parents was also transplanted into
the political rule. At the same time, the ancient aristocratic culture reached its highest
point. Although countries have fought each other, they still follow the trend of
emphasizing peace and keeping promise. The connotation of zhong [l still contained
the thinking about the interests of the people and the focus on sincerity between two
countries. The traditional remains of the aristocratic culture conflicted with the
innovation of the scholar-official class culture, which is embodied in the contradiction
between the "public loyalty" of the subjects to the state and the "private loyalty" to
sever one monarch till death. Hence, in terms of morality and ethics, "being loyal to
the monarch" or "being loyal to the state" has become a great test for the subjects to

face.

V. Conclusion

To sum up, zhong [l , as an ideological and moral concept, was originally

developed from zhong f|1, expressing the moral requirements such as "dedication" and

11



"integrity". With the great changes in the external environment of the Spring and
Autumn Period, its spiritual connotation also changed. It can be seen from the records
of zuozhuan that it evolved different moral norms that shared similar cores at both
personal and national levels. At the personal level, it continued the original meaning

of zhong f[1, but in some aspects it is more concrete, such as "diligence" and other

meanings. At the national level, it enriched the moral norms in the monarch-subject
relationship, and met the needs of time for the increase of subjects with different
surnames after the rise of the scholar-official class. Meanwhile, over time, there were
more and more norms for subjects, and the relationship of "absolute loyalty to the
monarch" in later ages was also sprouted in this period. Therefore, it can be seen from

the zhong [l spirit in Zuo Zhuan that the concept of zhong [il developed rapidly in the

Spring and Autumn Period, which not only inherited some of the ideas of the previous
three dynasties, but also spawned and evolved new ideas in the drastic changes of

times. In the process of the overall development and evolution of the zhong [l spirit,

it plays a key role in connecting the preceding and the following.

12
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