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On the Origin of “Shendu”

LAI Guolong
School of Art and Art History, University of Florida

This article is a reinterpretation of the concept of “shendu” in pre-Qin
philosophical texts, using excavated texts from Early China discovered in the
second half of the twentieth century. It argues that the concept of “shendu”
in the School of Zi Si (i.e. Kong Ji, 483—402 BCE) and Mencius (i.e. Meng
Ke, 372-289 BCE) of the Warring States period should not be interpreted
moralistically, as the Eastern Han scholar Zheng Xuan did, meaning “be
cautious about one’s behavior while alone,” with an emphasis on external
surveillance. Instead, it was a method of inner self-cultivation with close link
to the meditative practices and other occult arts of Early China. Zheng Xuan
and others were misled by Xunzi (i.e. Xun Kuang, ca. 313—ca. 238 BCE),
who in order to ridicule Zi Si, Mencius, and their followers painted a negative
picture of them amid a heated philosophical debate.

The present article also discusses the methodology of textual
interpretation, pointing out that, on the level of individual words or characters,
we should not rely too much on the so-called “original meaning” of the
characters, but instead we should look for the specific meanings of the words
among their synchronic usages. On the level of textual interpretation, we
should critically read the text against of its historical, philosophical, and
intellectual contexts.

Keywords: the concept of “shendu,” meditative self-cultivation, occult arts,
textual interpretation, textual criticism





