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Han Fei on Tao, Heavenly Mandate, and

Sagehood, with a Theoretical Gap

Kang Chan

Abstract

This paper begins with a critical review of the scholarship on Han Fei

since the 1920s, then demonstrates that his understanding of Tao includes

the following points: 1) cultivation of ching ch’i  ( , subtle air) makes one

strong and wise; 2) acting in accordance with Tao and li ( , principle) makes

one successful; 3) name and reality will correspond naturally as a result of

inspection and validation, 4) laws are needed for ignorant princes and the

masses to follow, and 5) one should aspire to be formless like Tao.  His idea of

the heavenly mandate, where heaven is not to be understood as referring to

the physical world, is based on li and makes use of emptiness (or formlessness)

as an operational principle. Combining these two, Han Fei conceives of three

types of sages: entrepreneurs, statesman/political philosophers, and ideal

rulers.

The idea that name and reality will naturally correspond, however, is at

odds with the real world where a single reality is often encumbered with con-

flicting names.  Han Fei’s conception of validation is insufficient to resolve

this dilemma and results in a gap in Tao that lets in disorder.

Keywords: Han Fei , Tao , heavenly mandate, principle, sage
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