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“Behaving expediently” and “respecting monarch”:
On Dong Zhongshu’s controversial comment on Feng Choufu

ZHANG Jingjie
(School of Philosophy, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China)

Abstract: About Feng Choufu’s cheating Jin to sustain the monarch in Gongyang Commentary, Dong
Zhongshu criticized Choufu who cheated yet failed to gain “expediency” (quan), then He Xiu claimed
Feng’s behavior was not in accordance with the king’s law and righteousness, but good for the state of Qi,
and Xu Yan explains that Dong’s critique at Feng turned out to have violated Spring and Autumn Annals. By
exploring different interpretations of Feng’s behavior, we can find that Dong misread Jin’s issue of
“beheading” (zhuo) as an act away from the national standpoint, which made him deviate Gongyang
Commentary and hence depreciated Choufu. Meanwhile, by introducing the range of “expediency” (quan),
and by comparing the two events of Choufu and Jizhong, Dong attempted to set the monarch’s honor as the
boundary for a courtier to “behave expediency”, which caused the contradiction between “behaving
expediently” and “respecting the monarch”. However, based on Dong’s advocacy of “holding the power to
sustain the state” and its connection with the Taoist doctrine of Huang-lao and legalism, its thesis of
promoting the power of monarch and limiting the power of courtiers may not be in compliance with the
scriptures, but may be understandable.
Key Words: behaving expediently; respecting the monarch; Feng Choufu; Dong Zhongshu; He Xiu
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