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A Brief Discussion of the Origins of Zhang Taiyan’s
Confucian and Daoist Thought

YAN Shoucheng

National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technology University, Singapore

The style of Zhang Taiyan’s political statements and scholarly works is
sometimes radical and sometimes conservative. His early and late writings
are indeed different; his esoteric and exoteric discourses likewise reveal
discrepancies. Nonetheless, there are unchanged elements in his ever-changing
style. These unchanged elements may be summarized as two characteristics.
The first one is promoting an uncompromising uniqueness and stressing
fidelity. In his early ages he saw Confucius as “indulging in profits” and
Confucianism as “confusing people’s thinking.” The remedies include: to “learn
reclusion,” to “manifest independence,” to build the foundations of human
beings, and above all, to raise one’s courage. We may ask: are these not main
ideas of the Confucian code of conduct? It is therefore not surprising that
Zhang in his later years promoted Confucian classics such as The Classic of
Filial Piety, The Great Learning, Confucian Conduct, and Mourning Rituals,
and regarded them as “progenitors of national learning.” The second aspect is
practicing loyalty and forgiveness and advocating equality. He saw the core of
the sage’s Way as linking together loyalty and forgiveness. Only Zhuang Zhou
could practice loyalty and forgiveness. In his “Equalizing Things” chapter
Zhuang Zhou treats the hearts of the people of the hundred clans as his own
heart. His universal attitude reveals his care for others and overcomes the
limitation on names and phenomena. “By means of it, he observes the myriad
things from inside, examining their inception,” and “outwards, he uses it to
govern the state and protect the people, without becoming complacent.” He
has full discussion of “being a sage inside one’s own person as a foundation
for being a ruler outside” and takes care of mundane and supramundane

phenomena. He synthesizes Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. It is indeed
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a “great treasure inside and outside.” These are perhaps the end of Taiyan’s

thought.

Keywords: Zhang Taiyan, Confucianism, Taoism, loyalty and forgiveness,

equality of things
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