Why did Yang Zhu not want to ‘li tianxia’?

Debates on ‘benefit’ in late Zhou and Han texts.

C. Defoort (K.U.Leuven)

The only extant passage in which followers of Yang Zhu are called to defend their views seems to confirm their reputation of egoists. It starts off with Yang Zhu stating that since “Bocheng Zigao would not lì wù at the cost of one hair, he renounced his state and retired to plough the fields.” Usually lì wù is translated here in the sense of “benefit others.” Yang Zhu further claims that “A man of ancient times, if he could have lì tiān xià by the loss of one hair, would not have given it” and he concludes that ”Since no one would lose a hair, and no one would lì tiān xià, the realm was in good order.” In both sentences, lì tiān xià is usually translated as the Mohist ideal of “benefit the realm,” as if Yang Zhu did not want to benefit others out of extreme selfishness.
On the basis of (1) an analysis of the increasingly complex and different meanings of the concept of lì 利during the last centuries before our era, and (2) previous scholarly debates about the Yang-Mo tension, I argue that this passage can also be read differently.


(1) My analysis distinguishes between the emotive meanings (positive versus negative) and descriptive meanings (depending on its object, scope, direction, quantity and content) of ‘benefit’. Like most early Chinese paradoxes and debates concerning ‘benefit’, this conversation depends on the ambiguity of the “direction” of lì, more specifically on the two meanings of the transitive verb, namely to “benefit” or “be of profit to” versus to “derive” or “seize profit from.”
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The ambiguity of the expression ‘li tianxia’ allows for an alternative reading that presents Yang Zhu as a wise thinker who did not want to “benefit from others” of “from the world” because that would lead to negative consequenses for himself and all those involved.
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