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A Brief Introduction

Taking into consideration the social contradictions and de-
mands of the time in which he lived, this biography of Dong
Zhongshu attempts to present a critical analysis of his political
career and his life-long efforts dedicated to the reinterpretation
of Confucian classics against the backdrop of the scholastic ad-
vancement in sciences and philosophy during the dynasties of
Qin (221-206 B. C. ) and its successor Han. Dong is de-
scribed here as the most important historical figure instrumental
in establishing Confucianism as the official ideology of Chinese
feudal society that lasted for more than two thousand years.
The basic tenets of new Confucianism developed by Dong can
be summarized as follows: deism in general world-outlook,
corresponding mutuality between heaven and man, consistency
of universal law with but not tampered by changes, desirability
of human exertion in identifying universal law and in complying
to the will of heaven, perfection of human nature through edu-
cation, the “three cardinal guides” and the “five constant vir-
tues” as ethical underpinnings, historical progress found in in-
evitable dynastic changes and reformulation of rituals, kingly
way in law-making consistent with the dictate of heaven, main-

tenance of Confucianism as the sole official ideology, and the



necessity of reforms in times of social disorder. The book in
fact is an exoneration of Dong Zhongshu having been subjected
to vilification for many years as a reactionary. The Han schol-
ar, the author claims, occupies a prominent and unique place

in the Chinese intellectual history.
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