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Preface

China has an ancient and honorable tradition of ethical
teachings intended to support the peace and order of society, be-
ginning with the idea of the “Mandate of Heaven” (Tian-ming) in
the early Zhou period (about 1050 B. C.). This idea was that
Heaven, a high god, gave the king the right to rule, but only so
long as he ruled well and took good care of Heaven’s people. If

“his policies were just, his rule could continue, but if he became
corrupt and cruel, Heaven could reject him and transfer its man-
date to someone else, to be a new king. This meant that moral
principles based on the will of Heaven had authority over the
king, beyond all his power and desires. There was always a gap,
a space between these ideals and the behavior of any king; later,
Confucius built his moral teachings in this space. For Confucius ,
however, the Tian-ming did not apply only to the king but also
to himself and his disciples and followers. Just as the king was to
be a “true king” (wang), not a dictator (ba) , so a scholar/official
was to be a junzi, an ideal person who was defined by his moral
behavior, following all the teachings of Confucius. A few
decades later Mozi taught that these ideals should be followed by

everyone: it was Heaven’s will that all should act in love for one
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another, and seek to benefit each other. In the Warring States
and Han periods the Laozi book and the Huang-Lao school
taught the virtues of non-interference (wu-wei) and living in har-
mony with the natural order of things. However, it was the
Taiping jing in the Han that most directly continued Mozi’s con-
cern to teach moral principles to ordinary people, supported by
the will of the gods. This became the foundation of the new
Daoist religion. Buddhism entered China from India at about the
same time, bringing with it a completedly developed ethical sys-
tem based on the idea of karma, that all actions have inevitable
results or retribution, depending on their intentions. During the
Six Dynasties period these new Daoist and Buddhist moral teach- -
ings began to influence the beliefs and rituals of ordinary people,
which before that had been basically practical in nature, with lit-
tle ethical concern. During the Sui and Tang periods more and
more Daoist and Buddhist scriptures were produced, but Confu-
cianism remained mostly a tradition of the aristocracy and gov-
ernment. However, in the Song period, due in part to Buddhist
influence, Confucian scholars began to set up academies to teach
more students, to write books and commentaries to explain their
ideas clearly, preparé books of “household rituals” ( jia-li) for
people to use, and to lecture to local people in the towns where
the Confucians held office. All of this was “to transform the peo-
ple and perfect their customs” (hua-min cheng-su). In the follow-
ing centuries this work of Confucianizing Chinese society was
very successful. All of this can be understood as the development
and popularization of the old Tian-ming idea, that all human be-
havior should try to reach a high ethical standard, and that peo-
2



ple were to be judged by how well they did this.

Now, it was just in this Song period that the first morality
books or shan-shu appeared, as the last and most detailed mani-
festation of China’s ancient moral tradition, applied to the every-
day life of ordinary people. They are books that urge people to
do good deeds, gquan shan. Dr. You Zian’s book is the most com-
prehensive and detailed study yet of shan-shux in the Qing dy-
nasty. His book is a fine complement to earlier studies by Sakai
Tadao, in his Chiz goku zensho no kenkyu (1960), and Cynthia
Brokaw’s The Ledgers of Merit and Demerit. Social Change and
Moral Order in Late Imperial China. (1991), and provides more
information about the Qing period. You Zian spent eight years
collecting materials for this study from libraries, temples and
private collections in Hong Kong, Beijing, Tianjin, Xian,
Shanghai, Guangzhou and Taiwan. Eventually he found over 100
shan-shu dating from the 17th century to the 1930’s; (see the list .
of titles at the back of this book). These materials are the foun-
dation of his book. The results of this research first appeared in
Dr. You’s 1994 Ph. D dissertation at the Chinese University of
Hong Kong, which in this book is much revised and expanded.

The contents of this study include a definition of its topic, a
survey of earlier studies, and a look at the history of shan-shu
before the Qing. The author then turns to their development and
expansion during the Qing (1644-1911) and early Republican pe-
riods, noting the role of village lectures by local officials and
groups employing spirit-writing in the hope of receiving instruc-
tions from the gods. He also discusses the printing and distribu-

tion of these books, as well as their contents and teachings. Dr,
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You then turns to detailed case studies of shan-shu authors and
books in their social, intellectual and religious contexts, noting
changes over time in their teachings and distribution. He also
discusses evidence in some of these books for criticisms of Chris-
tianity as a foreign religion that damaged traditional Chinese cus-
toms and beliefs.

Books “exhorting goodness”were written by local scholars to
improve the moral awareness and behaviour of the people by pop-
ularizing Confucian teachings. These teachings they sought to
support with Buddhist beliefs in karma and Daoist faith in gods
who enforce morality by rewarding the good and punishing the
bad. Both of these belief systems gave Chinese forms of theologi-
cal support for ethics, and made Confucian-style teachings more
acceptable to ordinary people. Along with operas, proverbs and
books of instruction for household rituals (jia-li ), morality
books were an important means of providing moral order and
structure for Chinese society, an order that was also supported
by ancestor worship and the veneration of gods. The scriptures
of popular religious sects, called bao-juan, had a similar function
for sect members. Through spirit-writing people from every lev-
el of society believed they could receive direct instructions from
gods and culture heroes; such instructions were entirely con-
cerned with exhortations to goodness and piety. As China en-
tered the 20th century all of these means of moral support were
still alive, still actively being practiced, in spite of the turmoil of
Chinese society all around them., Yet, in the name of foreign ide-
ologies Chinese intellectuals and politicians in the 20th century
have tried to systematically destroy this traditional moral founda-
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tion of their own society, and to a large extent they have suc-
ceeded, particularly in the larger cities. However, the ideas ad-
vocated by these intellectuals to replace these indigenous moral
teachings have failed to win the people’s support, so now many
people have no moral tradition at all, or turn to Christianity.

This is truly a sad situation. The work of You Zian reminds us
of part of what has been lost, but also can help provide material
for the reconstructlon of an authentically Chinese moral tradi-
tion. It is with material such as this that a quest for an ethics of

everyday life can begin.

Daniel L. Overmyer
Department of Religion, Chinese University of Hong Kong
Department of Asian Studies » University of British Columbia

July, 1998
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