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The Mutual Manifestation of Law and Morality in
Traditional Chinese Culture from Statements on Revenge
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Abstract: The two revenge cases of Xu Yuanqing and Liang Yue in the Tang dynasty aroused extensive
discussions in the imperial court and the government and formed the first group of targeted discussions on the
issue of revenge in Chinese history. Chen Zi’ang, Liu Zongyuan and Han Yu proposed different solutions to the
two cases, and all of them won some support. Chen Zi’ang hoped to kill the avenger, Liu Zongyuan suggested
that the avenger should have been acquitted, and Han Yu said that it was impossible to generalize. Though the
views of the three men differed considerably, they demonstrated the quest for the mutual manifestation of law
and morality. “Attaching importance to the law” is the recognition of the external norms of traditional Chinese
culture, preventing the practice of selfishness, correcting the shortcomings of what one desires, and alerting
others to the opening of the forbidden. But everything determined by the law is not recognized, “in line with
the moral” and is not only the pursuit of legal judgments, but also the operation of the social norms, as the
embodiment of the glory of human nature. Under the culture of mutual manifestation of law and morality, legal
texts and rationale of law are both explicit and implicit, which is the dual connotation of “law” in Chinese
tradition and is also rooted in the traditional proposition of the unity of regulations (Jing) and principles (Dao)
in Chinese philosophy. Morality, as a principled guide, is vast, and it is difficult to compare the principles of
filial piety, loyalty and valuing life in a revenge case, so it is difficult to come to a definitive view of revenge.
The ancients weighed various values and morals in an effort to achieve the goal of perfection, hoping to
customize good laws and expecting to be able to guide society towards the best. Although the three “Revenge
Discussions” have different ways of dealing with the revengers, the common meaning is to be able to set a
good law, to be able to abide by the principle, and to be able to achieve good governance, and the mutual
manifestation of law and morality that runs through them is a philosophical reflection of Chinese culture, and is
also an important cultural heritage of the goal of “good law and good governance” in the contemporary society.
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