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The Multilayer Structure of the Meaning of Ren
in the Analects and its Significance in
Early Chinese Political Thought

Masayuki SATO

Abstract: This article adopts the method of ideas of history and/or Begriffsgeschihte (concepts of history) to
elucidate the multilayer structure of, and arguments about, the concept of ren (benevolence, humane, humanity-
at-its-best) in the Analects. It also focuses on the conceptual relationship between “ren” and xiao (filial piety),
sheng (sagehood), and /i (ritual and social norms), particularly in terms of its multiple political meanings
during the early Warring States period. This article presents the following three points. First, in the Analects,
the concept of ren is not deemed more important than those of sheng and xiao. Second, from the middle to the
late Spring and Autumn period, various political groups emerged around the so-called “three Huan families,”
Yang Huo, and even Confucius himself, in addition to the existing ducal family of Lu. As political competition
between the groups increased, the leaders of these political groups sought to attract skilled members. However,
while the leaders needed competent talents to enhance their rule over their territory and people, they at the
same time had to be alert to the happening of usurpation of their sovereigns by those talents whom they have
hired as e.g., officers or ministers. In this sense, the image of ideal talents envisioned by the authors of the
Analects and described as practitioners of ren perfectly matched the needs of such political rulers. According to
the Analects, the main purpose of the practice of ren was to fulfil the best supportive role for any government,
as Guan Zhong did for Duke Huan of Qi. The third main point in the article is that the practitioners of
Confucian learning were requested to fulfill the ideal, no matter how that practice affected their political life.
In this sense, in the Analects, ren appears as a unique morality-emphasizing universal value. However, as we
analyze its usage and meaning in the Analects, we find that it lacks such universal significance.
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