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A Study of the Meaning of the Expression
“jieren ze yong ye” in the Xunzi and
Its Ritual Connotations

(Abstract)

Lee Lok Man

Scholars have not come to a consensus as to the meaning of the expression “jiren ze
yong ye” in the “Fei xiang” chapter of the Xunzi. With regard to the word ye, there are
four interpretations, namely pulling, oar, bow frame, and leniency. This article revisits
Han Yu’s interpretation of the word ye [0 as bow frame and argues that we cannot
directly interpret it this way. The phrase [0 [0 should read O O . Qing [0 1is a tool
made of wood or bamboo splits for adjusting the bow shape, and xie [J is the string
that ties the bow and the ging. The word ye in the Xunzi line should be understood
as such a string, which, in this case, is also a synecdoche for the bow frame. As
seen from the bow frame excavated from the tomb of the First Emperor of Qin, a
pre-Qin bow frame is in T shape with three small holes on it. By binding the bow
and bow frame using three strings through the three holes with different tightness,
the bow shape can be adjusted, fixed, and also protected. The functions of the pre-
Qin bow frame can be layered with philosophical connotations such as assistance,
guidance, restraint, and rectification. A gentleman using a bow frame and its string
to contact others can reflect those complex philosophical connotations. Bow frame,
as a metaphor, also corresponds to the phrase “plumb line” in the sentence before.
This pair of metaphors of tools are typical in the Xunzi text, which contains plenty
of pairing sentences in its chapters. Furthermore, both plumb line and bow frame can
represent rituals in Xunzi. Together they show the two divergent functions of Chinese
rituals, which are self-restraint and guiding others to good. Moreover, gentlemen
contacting others by rituals also match the theory of cultivation and accumulation in
Xunzi, which means gradually influencing others to become good over time.
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