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A Ritual... without Meat?
(5 %)

Teo Heng Ng (i Bl
B

- On “Wauti zhi i (lit. ritual without body) (&% 1) apropos of the “Min zhi fumu” (lit. parents of the people) ([t
2 A2 ) chapter in Shanghai Museum's collection of Warring States Chu Bamboo Manuscripts (Shangbo guan
cang zhanguo chu zhushu)(_ 1 i i Bk 2 28 77 )

I shall begin my discussion with an interesting pseudo-philological observation. [1]Amongst the excavated Chu B
amboo scripts acquired at the fin-de-siécle of the twentieth century[2], one of the fragmentary chapters — min zhi fumu —

has the following line attributed to Confucius:
TIEZ Y, TI(HH)Z S, Tfffz, BTFLUEREAKRTN.
Scholars render it into the following:

gz g, MRS, Mk, HTBUART.

Apropos of the underlined phrase, note how the second and fourth character is being read. In the Warring States perio
d, it is not uncommon that the character ti is written with the radical rou, though lexicon erstwhile has yet to show li rende
red without the radical shi (7). [3] Li without the radical signifies the “utensils used in conducting a ritual (li)”[4], and it is
being used here legitimately as a synecdoche. | agree with such a reading. Nevertheless, one’s imagination is being pr
ovoked by the phrase in it's original form: a ritual in the absence of offering or, graphically, without meat. By a close rea
ding of the proposition and an extrapolation of its historical context, one understands the proposition as championing for
the king to manifest the supra-formal spirit of the ritual. Yet, a semantic analysis of the concept of ti in the proposition al
so shows that the ultimate significance lies not so much in doing away with all the formal details than to strike a balance

between the ritualistic embellishments and the spirit that underpins it.

Let us first situate the proposition in its wider context. “Min zhi fumu” features a vignette of dialogical exchange b
etween Confucius and his disciple Zixia (7 %) which set forth to discuss how the benign king (&1 1), that is, the pare

nt of the citizens, should rule. Confucius’ reply is that the ruler should




...reach the source of the rites and music, so as to accomplish the “five ultimates”, and carry out the “thre
e nothingness”, so as to enable the benign rule to reach every corners of the world.

B () AR, BiEplger s, Ue (30 hE, DAT=M8, BLE (BD BRRT

The “three nothingness/withouts” include: music without tones, ritual without forms, and the act of mourning without the p
roper attire, as have been listed in my first paragraph. The significance of the text rests on the very fact that similar acc
ounts can be found in the “Kongzi xianju” (L7 Ji) chapter in Liji (#47C), and the “Lun Li” (;##%) chapter in Kongzi jiayu
(fL7X5E). Traditionally, classical scholars questioned the pedigree of this particular chapter by charging that it was an
intended fabrication by the Confucian scholars in the Han dynasty, reason being that the predilection in using numbers t
0 categorize concepts was a characteristic of these latter age scholars.[5] Thus, that the same account was already in

circulation in the Warring States period is a discovery nothing less than momentous.[6]

Though it is not a latter-age appurtenance to Liji created by scholars influenced by the ideas of numerology, one
cannot avoid noticing the influence of the Laozi’'s mode of thinking here. The glaring evidence of both the adaptation of
the similar saying widely accorded to Laozi - dayin xisheng (k&%) being adapted into wusheng zhiyue — and the cate
gorical significance of “nothingness” would have prompted readers to deem it patently Daoist, almost reflexively. Yet, wit
h the high degree of fluidity amongst different enunciative modes circa the Warring States, thinkers were in the process
of constantly becoming, and thus assimilating other modes of thoughts into their own “system” (for a lack of a better wor
d) would not be unimaginable. This why | choose to recognize the proposition as an attempted amalgamation of the Con
fucian ritual ideal with Laozi's thinking. Nevertheless, | am not interested in adjudicating whether it is a Confucian-based
scholar predicating rituals on Laozi's terms, or a Daoist-prone scholar broadening the inclusivity of Laozi's agenda to incl
ude rituals and funereal rites. What | am more interested is its significance in the delineation and elaboration of the ideal

ruler ship.

How then should the king conduct rituals, according to “Confucius”? The ensuing conversation sees Zixia probin
g for more details, especially so in requesting the Master to draw inferences from the Book of Odes for each of the “nothi

ngness”. For the “ritual without form” proposition, Confucius’ quote is:
JRAE AR, AR

According to Mao’s annotation, this line should be understood as “ the regal countenance exudes in plenitude, with high
mastery, such that it cannot be measured’[7]. Confucius furthers his claim by stating that the attainment of non-formal ri
tual should be “progressively achieved” (Hi (%) H#H(K)) , its effect would pervade everywhere in the jurisdiction of the
king (ZEj#PU#E) and it would bring harmony to all strata of the society (= FA(F1)[H). If we understand the way of the kin
g to be such that he should govern “all lands under heaven” and “all the people in the land” (K2 F, FHiEE+; K+

2%, FAEFH), one understands why the ideal king should rule by the two pivotal ideals of rites and music. Though C
onfucius never got into the details of defining intensionally the source of ritual and music[8], he contoured numerous as

pects of its manifestation. The spirit of the rite shows forth in two aspects: first, an immediate encounter with the regalia i
s by itself a sublime experience (as the poem implies); second, the efficacy pervades the whole breadth of jurisdiction. T
hus, if one understands the source of the rite as beyond any reification, and thus without limitations, by any formalistic d

etails, one can choose to read the “ritual without forms” as the highest attainment by the king who embodies the ‘pure sp
irit’ of ritual. Put in another way, the highest manifestation of the ritual comes from returning to its source and displaying i
tself unmediated in spirit, thereby magnifying the “magical” quality of the ritual (to borrow Fingarette’s notion) and eventu
ating in far-reaching efficacy. (Fingarette : 1972 ) Also, to borrow Micea Eliade’s notion of the various manifestations of t
he sacred, the Confucian rex has the power to transform the realm into one distinguished with ritualistic civility. (Eliade :

1996 )

Such a reading of the proposition remains incomplete without an understanding of the historical context in which i




t was advocated. Though we can choose not to ask whether Confucius really stated them, we cannot avoid the question
of why the notion of “formal emptiness” of ritual is expounded as regal attainment par excellence. As this chapter resurfa
ces as a relatively independent text with regards to other acquired excavations (kongzi shilun, lubang dahan, rongcheng
shi, etc), the only way in which we can appreciate its historical significance is to situate it within the oeuvre that is Liji[9] a
nd seek for the relevant thematic resonance. Indeed, as a response to the Confucian proposition, other chapters in Liji

discourage the overt fuss with ritualistic minutiae:
K5y, KA  (Liji: Liyun)

The Grand Music must be kept simple, the Big Ritual must be without unnecessary details.

18y 2%, 48 (LJ: Chapter 26)

The failing of Li is its unnecessary details.

As a further corroboration to such an idea, it is also held that
N2 KHE, BERML, JRPURE, HikzRE, JEANE, #GH248 (LJ: Chapter 49)

The main substance of ritual, is to embody heaven and earth, follow the way of the four seasons, abide b
y the principles of yin and yang, go along with human emotions, thus it can be called a ritual.

Thus, one infers that at the time such a proposition surfaced in history, the original spirit of rites and rituals was already |
ost in unnecessary pettiness. An ostentatious staging of any ritual or rite with make-believe significance and pretended
sacredness affronted the decency of the scholar(s) who stood out to call for a “return to its source”. Unsurprisingly, the
source of ritual, like music, displays itself in full potentiality as not being circumscribed by forms. Hence the call for no “b

ody” (ti).

Finally, what is interesting comes from the semantic ambivalence of the concept of ti (). To juxtapose the prop
osition together with the call for non-tonal music and non-attire mourning makes one understand ti to be a metaphor for t
he form, hence allowing for the bipolar tension of form v. spirit, as our reading so far has shown. Exegetically wise, ti do
es refer to the limbs when the subject is the human body [10]; or to the outer form when the subject is non-human[11].

What is intriguing on the other hand is, the concept of li has also been also defined as ti itself:
GERC~Ha ) o, RS, A, Bz A

Liji Ligi chapter: Ritual is like the human body. If the body is not complete, the gentleman deems him as a
yet-to-be human.

How should we understand this semantic paradox? On the one hand, one voice calls for the attainment of the supra-for
mal ritual manifestation; yet on the other hand, another voice claims that without the form, a rite will be a human without li
mbs, and such a person can yet be deemed a complete human. In other words, if we take the chapter as a separate do
cument, the paradox ceases; but if we were to read it within the oeuvre, we have to account for the seeming contradictio
n between different instances. Furthermore, if Liji was progressively complied since Warring States to Han, there is reas
on to hypothesize that the ambivalence is not so much a textual anomaly. Rather it reflects a much wider societal/intellec

tual phenomenon.

My reading is to understand the ambivalence of ti as {form, body, to embody, and ritual (li) itself} as enriching the




semantic and pragmatic realm of li. Through this, | understand the perfect ritual as accomplishing a dynamic equilibrium
between its form and its spirit. After all, an advocacy for supra-formality must not be confused with the call for anti-forma

lity. If another pair of cardinal terms must be raised, then it is the belief that the “middle” (‘') is also the “ultimate” (i)

[12] . . - o ) ) .
. The ritual mediates between the quotidianus and the sacer, and if its effect is to be omnipresent it must also be pre

sentable in commonplace affairs. In other words, its principle/spirit is universal. The king embodies and manifests the s
pirit, unbounded by limitations. Yet, it manifests through different entities in the world, it is intra mundo rather than extra
mundo. The ethico-religious significance therefore, when read as a keynote address to the king, is the call to maintain t

he balance between phenomenological manifestations of forms (ti) and the spirit it is supposed to embody (ti).

So should we have our meat for the ritual, or should we not? Rather than seeing this as a irreconcilable parado
X, | choose to understand it as a call for both transcending formal pettiness and knowing how to incorporate the necessa
ry (manifested) details or forms. For the king, he must first return to the source of this ideal through consistent and cons
cientious self-effort, and in so doing exudes the pure potency. Think of this as the first period of the Buddha'’s enlighten
ment, the Avatamsaka stage, in which His spirit surges forth unmediated, according to Zhiyi (%#H). To proceed from this
is to make the august ideal applicable to the world. For if civility can be attained by ritualistic principles, one must allow f
or such principles to express itself through various reifications of specific rituals, and in specific rituals through specific d
etails. The puissance of a rite lies beyond the meat definitely, yet at the same time, some meat is necessary. Though n

ot too much.
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Well, in fact thisis a pretty interesting piece of work, it's always nice to see creative interpretations, and | think that we s
hould thank the author for kindly sharing this article with us.

Though not a professiond in the field, | do have alittle something to point out, first thing first, when you interprets the ph
rase "ti" into "meat", did you at least examined al the "ti" in Liji, and reach the conclusion in what sort of syntactic structur
e that we could surely explain “ti” as meat, | know you discussed the concept of “ti”, but could that one little example of y
ours lead out the conclusion as “aritual without meat”? Y ou started with the Chu Bamboo Manuscript, from 48 2

18, so,if explained as aritual without meat, it doesn't make sense, you translated it as form, which is much more comf
ortable, than why set up so weird a heading................

And , about X% 7%, the nothingness in Laozi, point to nothingness, but in Liji, as Liji is a pretty realistic work , it poi
nted to doing the real things for your people, not about the music you plays in ceremonies, but about what you worked
for your men all through the night in stillness, the suggestions for kings are straight forwardly given............
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