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A Sacr1f1c1a1 Crisis in Confuc1an Thought

William F. Touponce

The classic Confucian literature of China explicitly acknowledges the
central social function of the sacrificial rites or j& . Quite apart from any
written laws. or legal system, such practices alone are said to unite society
_ -and establish order. Furthermore, for a king to neglect the observance of the
rites is to invite discord and the outbreak of violence within the community -
" leading to dynastic decay. In the Shu Ching, for instance, we can observe
- that the origin of the famous concept of X 4y , which is the ideological
“cornerstone of ‘traditional Confuc1an hlstorlography, and which sanctions
. the power of a dynasty to rule? lies in-sacrifical thought; for it’is theorized

that it is the neglect of the rites- which convinces Heaven to. withdraw its
blessing.! It would seem that the practice of the rites coincides with the
origin of a just Confucian society. Yet Confucius himself ‘was reluctant to
‘theorize about what we now know was a dramatic event inaugurating this
'social institution in Shang times: the sacrifice of a human victim. Did Con-
fucius know about the violence at the origin of the rites? The purely textual

. evidence, taken at face value, seems inconclusive. Confucius complains about
a lack of documents describing the Shang customs. - But when .asked about
the meaning of the most important ancestral sacrifice of his own day, he
responded in the following manner: ' '
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Someone asked about the theory of "che ti sacrifice., The Master said,
‘It is not something I understand, for whoever understands it will be able
to manage thie Empxre as easﬂy as if he had it here pointing to his palm 2

[ would argue that Confucius emplbys a strange deception here-when

talking about the theory of ancestral sacrifice, for he recognizes its supreme
power for “generating beneficial social effects, yet he maintains there is
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something in the exercise of this power which eludes a theoretical grasp of
its inner workings. s this reluctance due to simple modesty, as some have
maintained? Perhaps, but if we examine some statements attributed to
Confucius by the T’an-Kung B chapter of the Li Chi T2 2 where the merits
of very specific ritual practices are discussed, we find not reluctance but
genuine fear. I am referring in particular to his objection to the practice of
burying wooden puppets,{g , with the dead. How are we moderns to under-
stand this fear, which seems to us almost quaint, as being real? How could
such a seemingly harmless practice lead to the breakdown of society, for
Confucius is concerned with nothing less than this in objecting to it? Now,
according to the opinion of Chinese authors, these “dangerous”objects were a
kind of automata with movable limbs, more closely resembling human beings
than did another object often buried with the dead, the straw spirits or sculs,
%9 8 . These straw substitutes are on the other hand warmly commended
by China’s great philosopher. And the reason that Confucius gives for his
anathema of wooden puppets is revealing when one considers that it is a fear
of mimetic phenomena. Because of their resemblance to human beings, the
wooden puappets represent to Confucian sacrificial thought the danger of a
return to the use of real human victims:
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... “Confucius declared that those who made straw souls were virtuous,
but those who made wooden puppets were inhumane, for was there not a
danger of their leading to the use of living victims?"?>

In order to further substantiate my claim that it is a mimetic return to
human sacrifice that concerns Confucius here, allow me to cite another
passage, this one from the Mencius, in which he is recorded as saying
something about the unknown inventor of these puppets. In effect,
Confucius denies him any ancestral rites:

CIERE T RS

Chung-ni said, ‘Was he not without posterity who first made wooden

images to bury with the dead ... ? 4

Because the man made semblances of men for that purpose he is to be cursed
in the worst way Confucius thought possible: he will have no descendents to
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practi‘ce'his ancestral rites. So the rites are clearly mimetic in nature insofar
as they repeat or copy an initial act of sacrifice about whose true nature we
have seen Confucius equivocate. Legge’s historical notes on thé wooden
puppets are revealing in this context also because they were written before
the archeological discoveries of Shang human sacrifice:

6. 15 —in ancient times, bundles of straw were made, to represent men
imperfectly, called %% , and carried to the grave, and buried with the
dead, as attendents upon them. In middle antiquity, i. e. after the rise of
the Chau dynasty, for those bundles of straw, wooden figures of men
were used, having springs in them, by which they could move. Hence they
were called % ,asif # = # . By and by came the practice of burying
living persons with the dead, which Confucius thought was an effect of this
invention, and therefore he branded the inventor as in the text.’

If we reverse Legge’s historical sequence we will come closer to the truth and
to the nature of Confucian sacrificial thought. Human sacrifice lies at origin
of the rites, and by a sort of displacement and disguise about which histori-
cally we can know very little, the human victims of these ancestral rites have
been forgotten. a ‘

Actually, there are two important aspects of Confucian sacrificial
thought that need to be emphasized here. I mentioned above a strange de-
ception on the the part of Confucian discourse about sacrifice, namely, that |
it both recognizes the power of this institution for controlling violence and
disorder within the community and at the same time it refuses to know
anything about its origins. In the passage from the Li Chi, however, where
the attention of Confucius is focused on the object of ritual, the victim, we
find that first of all he openly recognizes that the mechanism of sacrifice
depends on a principle of substitution. He recommends, in fact, that straw
spirits be substituted for wooden puppets. Secondly, we should not fail to
note that Confucius is deeply worried that this process of sacrificial displace-
“ment may reverse itself along the chain of substitutions from that which lies
furthest outside the community (the straw spirits) to that which is directly
inside it (a human victim). It would seem, then, that it is the function of the
rites to expel violence from the community, but that this violence (and
perhaps that directed at the inventor of the puppets himself by Confucius)
is in itself denied or disguised by saying that it is the divinized ancestors who
require the rite.
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R What we can now theonze from the comparison of tmse ﬁamamzmg
remarks on the nature of sacrifice by Confucius ;s a play of two sacrificial
_substitutions in Confucian thought itself. We can interpret sacrifice as an
act of violence mﬂ*cted by the comnﬁumty on a surrogate victim, and ritual
as. & mimetic gusture towards -thi$ original event. But Confucian thought
cannot speak directly about this.event; for it divides ritual practices into two

opposmg aspects.  Depending on its propen51ty for mlmes1s of a human -

‘victim, a ritual can be either harmful or .ben_eflcl_al for the. commumty., One
ritual practice serves‘to expel violence from the community and is therefore

- benevolent, {= . The other bears too close a‘resemblance to an original act
. of violence'in which' relatives. of the dead were immolated and threatens'a

breakdown of differences and hlerarch_les within the community. ‘This
play of substitutions-in Confucian sacrificial thoughu still ;mphes however, - .-

a degree of misunderstanding, for the role of the ancestors in the rite has not
been clarified. We can only surmise that they also must have arisen somehow
* (and certain stories about them, their myths and legends) from an original act
of ‘violence on the part of the community agamstahuman victim. In
‘summary, these remarks by Confucius seem to tell us that the institution of
- sacrifice depends for its efficacy on its ability to conceal the displacement
upon which the rite is based. Without some awareness, however, of the
original act of. violencs, no mimetic substitution, protective, beneficial, or '
harmful, canv"take' place and the sacrifice loses all efficacy also. Hence the -
stiange deception in Confucian sacrificial thought, at once revealing and
concealing about its, object, the violence which it postulates at the origin- of
" culture. : : S
We might even go further than Confucius and say that without ‘tvhe' '
institution of sacrifice, c_ivilizaﬁén_ and symbolic thought, which are based on
differences, are-impossible. Such in essence is the hypothesis of René Girard
in his La Violence et le sacré (1972), and those familiar with this remarkable
- book of _anthrdpplogiéal speculation wiil immediately recognize that my
brief foray into the nature of Confucian sacrificial thought and its reluctance
to talk openly about the sacred follows the spirit, if not the letter, of Girard’s
“own deconstructions. Indeed, it was suggested by several remarks that Girard
. makes in passing in that work about the Confucian classics 4nd the institution
of sacrifice to ancestvo‘rs.6 In keeping with the general thrust of post-s'truc-' »
 turalist methodology, it is Girard’s strategy to argue that a text is constituted
more by concealment than by revelation of its themes and that critical -
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activity is li’ﬁked to this concealment ::

Examiner un texte dans la perspective de la victime émissaire et de son
mecanisme, considérer la “littérature” en termes de la violefice ‘collective,
. c'est interroger _sﬁr'_ce que ce texte omet autant et plus encore que sur ce - .
que dont il fait état. La, sans doute, et la dema.rche essentrelle d’une.
: entrepnse radlcalement crlthue ‘

e _To examine a text from the perspectwe of the emlssary v1ct1m and its ‘
"mechamsm, to consider “literature” in terms of collective wolence is to |
consider it in terms of what. the text onifs as much — if not more — as
what it mdlcates That is ‘surely the essential first step in any radrcally
cr1t1ca1 ventute. (My translatlon) T

“Girard defines the 'task of the critic in investigating mythsand literétu're

~ (if not religious discourse) as that of exposing the mechanism of unapimous

) Vlctrmage an event disguised or hidden behind sacred myth; he charges the
- critic with- becomlng cognizant of the sacrificial displacements that constitute -
. certain hterary modes. -Since by definition the only real scapegoats are those.

* we are unable to acknowledge as suck in religious discourses, the demystlflca-

" tion of scapegoat effects — the d1v1mzat10n of founding ancestors, sacred
klngs, and indeed the origin of the sacréd itself — is to be found in the revela-

tions about these practices made by literature. - In the Girardian textual ~

ecor‘rOmy,‘ religious discourse can never speak directly about its true object,
that is, the control -of the outbreak ‘of mimetic violence within the human
. commumty, for its power resrdes in its concealment of the social function of
religion itself. therary dlscourse flCthﬂS by contrast, can reveal the.truth of
" religion, : - S : ‘
~ Parficularly "instructive in this regard is Girard’s highly orlglnal and'
- provocative reading of - Sophocies Oedipus Rex, from which he clalms to
A “derive mterpretlve prlnmples that aid him in understandmg what he ‘terms’
the sacrrfrclal crisis. - Oedipus Rex does 1ndeed open with a sengse of the failure °
-of the r1tes to purify the community and with a hunt, ironically initiated by ‘
- Oedipus himself, -for the.. guﬂty person responSIble for the pollution.” -
..Sophocles could count on his audience knowmg the myth of Oedipus, which_
says that he is different from everyone else, a monster, in fact, having married -
his mother and having murdered his father. But it is what Sophocles does
~ with this myth . of dlfferences that is instructive to Girard. As the play
'progresses a plague of conﬂ1ctual violence rapldly breaks down d1fferences
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between the principal antagonists. Oedipus, Creon and Tiresias are revealed
as essentially the same by the nature of their accusations of each other (using
almost the same language, they accuse each other of being the one responsible
for the pollution), and as essentially the same in the object of their desire:
the city of Thebes. Girard is led by the text of Scphocles to posit the
existence of a primordial appropriative mimesis operating in primitive com-
munities (those in which a legal system transcending blood revenge is absent)
which, if not controlled, leads to the violent breakdown of differences. -We
are told that when any gesture of appropriation is imitated, rivalry and
conflict cannot fail to appear for the simple reason that two hands are
reaching for the same object. In violent symmetry and reciprocity of
conflict, Oedipus, Creon and Tiresias become doubies of each other:

Si le mythe ne pose pas explicitement le probléme de la différence, 11 le
resout, et de fagon aussi brutale que formelle. Cette solution, c’est le
parricide et linceste. Dans le mythe proprement dit, entre Oedipe et les
autres, il n'est pas question d’identité et de reciprocité. On peut affirmer
d’Oedipe une chose au moins qui n'est vraie de personne d’autre. Il est seul
coupable de parricide et de linceste. Il nous apparait comme une
exception monstrueuse; il ne ressemble a personne et personne ne lui
ressemble.

If the myth does not explicitly pose the problem of differences, it nonethe-
iess resolves it in a manner both brutal and formal. This solution involves
patricide and incest. In the myth properly speaking, it is not a question of
identity and reciprocity between Oedipus and the others. One can affirm
about Oedipus one thing at least which is not true of any other person. He
alone is guilty of patricide and incest. He appears to us as a monstrous
exception; he resembles nobody, and nobody resembles him. (My transla-
tion)

For Girard the tragic inspiration operates a partial deconstruction of
the myth of Oedipus which is told from the point of view of cultural
differences. Like the text of persecution, another Girardian category which
we will take up in a moment in connection with the Shu Ching, the myth
singles out a victim who is later deified. Although the murderer’s expulsion is
required by the oracle, and Sophocles’ play ends by affirming the truth of
Apollo, the play opens up for us for a brief moment a glimpse into the total
destruction that threatens the primitive community if the disease of appro-
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priatiw}e mimesis is not controlled. When the chorus, representing the divided
fears and hopes of the community {(now being for Oedipus, now for the
oracle) finally polarizes and finds its unity in reviling Oedipus, we understand
why. Sophocles ends his play by affirming the truth of. religious discourse.
The terrifying outbreak of reciprocal violence and vengéance is finally
arrested by finding the guilty one. The cure is administered by a monster
who becomes the bearer of differences, the scapegoat. What has reaily
happened.though, according to Girard, is that the community has arbitrarily
ganged up .on one of its members. Girard pushes this insight provided by
Sophocles back to the origins of myth and ritual in the sacrificiul crisis.
Ritual is the attempt to control the outbreak of violence s
community by imitating the original act of expulsion. It is z zg-evactment of
mimetic escalation, like that beiwsen Creon and Cedipus, Oedipus and
Tiresias. Myth is the retrospective transfiguration of these violent realities.
Girard’s understanding of the relationship between myt: and ritual reverses
most modern accounts, especially that of structuralism, for it’ dvoer;(s on a
historical narrative summed up in a recent interview as postulating

. a moment of violent crisis at the beginning — the plague of conflictual
m@ifférenﬁaﬁon — which is then arrested by the sacrificial mechanism of
the scapegoat, whose rolé¥is to institute hiérarchies and to- determine
differences, to impose values, where befcre there was only conflict,
through the dialectical play of the mimetic rivalry. The memory of the '
violence and of the expulsion is presefved yet concealed under the distort-
ing veils of ritual sacrifice which both falsifies the nature of the crisis and

" moralizes the scapegoat mechanism. At later stages in culture the function
of ritual is taken over by literature which reproduces the mystifications,
but in certain instances — the great texts of Sophocles, Euripides, Shake-
speare and the Bible — lifts the veil enough . . . to glimpse the long hidden
historical truth that les at the origin.9

The implications of such a hypothesis and methodology as Girard’s for
the study of Chinese culture are manifold, but I can make only a few remarks
here. The Chinese origin myths themselves vividly raise the issue of scape-
goating as the genesis of the ritual system. For instance, the myth of Hou
Chi (as narrated in the Shih Ching) manifests the transformations ascribed to
the scapegoat according to Girard.™® At first Hou Chi is expelled and
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. debased, but later he becomes a source of divine power and fecundify, the
ancestor of the Chou and the founder of their sacrificial rites, which we know
were.of priméry importance in erabling the Chou to, distnguish themselves
culturally from the Shang while claiming a continuity of culture with them.!!

Chou culture defined itself on the basis of an abandonment of human =

sacrifice (Hou Chi is associated with agriculture and the offering of sacrifices -
not of people but of grain; his name means literally “Lord Millet”). Further-
more most modern scholars of Chinese myth accept rather uncritically the
idea that “pristine” myth pre'cedes historically the appearance, of ritual and
that because of the problem of euhemerization (i. e. the re-writing of Chinese ..
V ~myth inte historical legénds by ‘Confucian historiography) the systematic
study of this area of concern is next to imp‘ossible.12 But Girard’s hypothesis, .
by recasting radically the entire problematic of myth’s relationship to ritual
in terms of a violence at the .origin that generates them both, allows us to .
see Confucian euhemerization in a different light. Might it not reveal, in fact,
“a partial “deconstruction” of Shang sacrificial thought?. I will take up these
issue again in the conclusion to this paper. ’ ' '
Even more- important for the study of Chinese literature is the fact
that Girard’s hypothesis entails an analysis of literature in terms of cultural
crises. Girard has studied two such period_s' in western civilization: what he
calls the Crisis of Degree in Elizabethan England as revealed in the text of -
Shakespeare and that of Athens’ Golden Age as revealed in tragic drama.

- Now, drama as we know it in the West was not part of the society that

produced Confucian thought, but tradluonal Confucian _historiography,”
- which influenced all of later Chinese literature, is written using a model of
periodic cycles of order and disorder in society. Disorder in particular is
defined as a loss of ritual efficacy, as the opening arguments of this paper .
" have demonstrated. Interpreted in terms of Girard’s notion of a cycle of de-
structuration or crisis plus restructuration through unanimous victimage, can
Confucian historiography be rewritten in a “deconstructive” mode, its major
terms-(such.as {= ) reinscribed in the context of the sacrificial crisis? That is
what I will- attempt to do in the remainder of this paper with the help of
- Girard and by broademng my horizon to take into account the cultural crisis
. that Confucius was trying to resolve by advocating the imitation and adop-
tion of the rites of Chou. In this perspective, the whole thrust of Conf Jc1an
sacrlflcai thought becomes clear. o
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The feudal world of anc1ent Chma dunng the Warrmg States perlod

- Wwas froubled by a. sacrificial crisis or breakdown of degree. The. Analects U

of ‘Confucius tell us that this was a time in which “throughout the world
* there is no Tao,” XT@ = indicating a’ w1thdraw1 of the sacred. 3

_Mencms was certamly impressed by the number of cases of blood revenge .
* in his time, and according to.Tung- Tsu Ch’u it seems not improbable that i 1n S

‘this perlod no prohibitions operated to restrict the taking of revenge

Furthermore, during this perrod of social metamorphosxs not only "did
- strife and disorder persist, making ‘the livelihood of the people ever more
precarious, but also all of the customs and 1nst1tut10ns that had previously

~ united people’s minds and preserved social order were shaken to the point of ..
collapse by the violent reciprocity of mimetic rivalry, their former effectlve-

. ness dissipated. This is made clear in Liu Hsiang’s preface to the B B %
where the crisis is ascribed to the competltlon between rivals who took one’
'another as models o
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 After Chung ni (i.e. Confucms) -died,; the T'ien family siezed the state of . -
'Ch1, and the six chief- mmlsters d1v1ded up-the state of Chin. Morality’
largely fell into decline; superior and inferior lost their status. Duke
Hsiao of Ch'in abandoned the rites-and yieldingness and prized warfare, he .
discarded benevolence and righteousness and employed 'trickery‘and deceit
— solely in the quest for power. . Usurpers came to be ranked with princes
and nobles, treacherous and deceltful states waxed to the status of great
powers. Then this came to be 1m1tated and those who followed took.
Ch'in as their model. Thereafter (the States) all undertook to swallow and
) annihilate one another, annexmg large and small, engaging in violent war »
- ye_ar after year, shedding blood through all the country,srde Fathers and .
sons, failed to observe family bonds, brother could not trust brother, :
husband and wives were separated, and no orie could guarantee his own
life. In chaos and confusion, morality was extmgmshed (Translauon by F
w. Mote shghtly adapted)ls

‘Here we. see the main features of late Chou soc1ety — 1ts mcreasmgly
v101ent breakdown of d1fferences - that moved such men as Confucius to




_make critical inquiry into the causes and influences of these great changes,
according to a Han dynasty Confucian scholar. Moreover, the situation seems
to have gotten worse after the death of Confucius, as if his IiVing presence
alone were enough to restrain the crisis, which reaches its paroxysm when the
usurpations within the state of Ch’in are taken as a model elsewhere (thé
key transitional phrase indicating mimesis is FHFZK ., B4 T2 ),
spreading then rapidly to the rest of society until all is chaos. What is
discarded by Duke Hsiao, who then becomes the new model, are the Con-
fucian rites, & , and benevolence, /= . Now, Confucian sacrificial thought
and its concern for maintaining social degrees, as manifested in this preface
~of Liu Hsiang, was among other things an attempt to extablish 1= or be-
nevolence in the human community. The reader may recall that certain
ritual practices are szid by Confucius to possess this quality of {= . But
for the most part it remains an almost transcendental concept in his philo-
sophy. No human being is ever spoken of as possessing it entirely. There are,
however, legendary figures merntioned in the classic texts who are said to.
possess it, and they function as models for Confucian thought in practice. I
am referring in particular to three figures mentioned in the # F & + /\ of
the dnalects, a chapter whose object is to illustrate and vindicate the course
of Confucius himself. Legge’s historical note will serve as background on
these three worthies of the end of the Shang dynasty:

The chief of Wei was an elder brother (by a concubine) of the tyrant Chau,
the last sovereign of the Yin dynasty, B. C. 1154—1122. The chief of Chi,
and Pi-kan, were both unqleé of the tyrant. The first, seeing that remon-
strancés availed nothing, withdrew from the court, wishing to preserve the
sacrifices of their family amid the ruin which he saw impending., The
second was thrown into prison, and, to escape death, feigned madness. He
was used by Chau as a buffoon. Pi-kan, persisting in his remonstrances, was
put barbarously to death, the tyrant having his heart torn out that he
might see, he said, a sage’s heart. !

Although it certainly dates from a period much earlier than that in
which Confucius lived, the Wei Tzu document of the Shu Ching, which tells
their story. and which must have been the source of the Confucian reading of
{= (though the word /= is not mentioned in the text), is nonetheless
important for the deconstruction of Confucian sacrificial thought for several
reasons.  First of all. my supposition is that Confucius wants kis readers to
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“form an historical analogy between the crisis of his own time and that
represenied as happening to the Shang dynasty because of the depredations
of the tyrant Chou. Deconstructive readings often trace the way a text is
read through a process of triangulation, juxtaposing modern with historically
contemporaneous readings, to measure degrees of misreading. Another
reason then which makes this document deconstructively important is that it
was already partially demystified at the time of Confucius, even before we get
to modern readings which declare it a pure fiction:
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Chap. XX. Tzu-kung said, ‘Chau’s wickedness was not so great as that name
. s 17

implies.

That is, despite the fact that it depicts a sacrificial crisis in the Shang state,
some of the accusations against the tyrant Chou were seen as so wildly
improbable by one of Confucius’s disciples as not to be believed. Most
important, then, is the fact that the Wei Tzu document of the Shu Ching was
seen as belonging to a class of texts — not quite true history, not quite myth
— a class of texts which Girard sees as offering us the key to the correct
historical interpretation of myth. These texts are marked by the presence of
both believable and unbelievable features:

In the text of persecution — as in most etiological myths—we have
two kinds of themes. First we have unbelievable themes, like the magical
power of the Jews to harm the community, as a result of their unnatural
acts, similar to those of Oedipus. Second we have themes that are more or
18ss believable such as the conflictual undifferentiation (the plague),
persecution, and re-differentiation (the restoration or establishment of
order).

Unlike the mythologist, the historian does not feel that the unbeliev-
able character of some themes invalidates the entire text as far as extra-
textual information is concerned. Just the opposite. The more unbeliev-
able the accusations against the likely victims, the more believable the
persecution itself becomes, and the reality of the social disturbances that
must have triggered it. Once the distortion introduced by the perspective
of the persecutors is perceived, everything becomes clear; the genesis and
structure of all textual features are too well matched to escape the percep-
tive reader.® '
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In the Confucian “reading” of the Wei Tzu document of the Shu Ching,
we may be witness to the genesis of just such a “myth that failed,” as Girard
liter defines the text-of persecution, for Confucian sacrificial thought in this
early period does possess the power to demystify scapegoat effects, at least -
‘partially. In order to more properly assess this ability, however, it will be"

- helpful to consider first the reading of a modern historian, H. G. Creel, where
violence and the sacred are. kept in rigidly separate conceptual realms. 9 In
his reading of the document, Creel pronounces it @ total forgery, arguing -
‘convincingly that it is not a piece of Shang literature as it claims to be." Creel

notes the-inconsistencies in the dramatized format, which appears in the form o

of a colloquy between three high officials of the Shang state (Wei, step-
brother of the tyrant Chou, Chi and PiKan, his uncles) who debate the most "

appropriate course of action in the face of total cultural collapse. Among.. .. -

~ other things, Creel notes that the representational content of the document
itself raises the problem of motivation, for it contains highly treasonable
material and would have cost them their lives if 'the'-tyrani Chou had heard of
their remarks. If such conversations had taken place in the exact wording of

the direct discourse given us (and this is highly doubtful, in Creel’s view), '
would anyone have taken the trouble to write them down? To be sure, it
does not contain a detailing of the licentious pastimes of the monster Chou, '

but what makes the document unbelievable to Creel is mainly the fact that oo

* th condemnation of the Shang comes out of the mouth of Wei Tzu himself, -

~and, in his opinion, it is too wholesale and ftoo complete to be co_n'vincng._' He
éays of the whole document that it “compares. favorably with the wildest
propaganda levelled against each other by the belhgerents in the World
War.”? .

In short Creel believes that he has entirely demystlfled this document
partly because he is able to perceive the distortion introduced by the perspec-
tive of the persecutors, in his mind the Chou conquerors .who were anxious

_ to'put the blame for the fall of the Shang dynasty on the loss of the mandate
of Heaven. Is he right, however, in not granting any reality to the social
disturbances in the text which are represented in terms of a sacrificial crisis?
Creel argues that the document is most unbelievable on this point:

[ The author of the Wei Tzu is even less plausible when he tells us that
. “Now the people of Yin will even steal away the pure and perfect victims
devoted to the spirits ... .7’ It is impossible to believe that this ‘occurred
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during what-Was, as the book itself tells 1is,:'a time of general calamity. The
Shang oracle inscriptions make it abundantly evident that the Shangs were,
if anything, evexi more profoundly religious, more comp_léte'ly assured of
their dependence on the gods, than the Chous. Arxd even in-the sophisti--
_cated days of the present people who are normally indifferent frequently

turn to religion in time of trouble. It 1s cémpletely out of line with every- '

" thing we know of early China to suppose that the Shangs would have.
temﬁted fate- by insulting the gods when they were already in difficulties. -
On the other hand this is-exactly the sort of story which their énemies -
would cn‘culate about them.2! :

Now if the irrstitution of sacrifice was as important to the Shang concept of -
“cultural -order as Creel maintains, then how could it fail to be affected by the
Chou ‘conquest; especially si'née‘, as Creel himself points out elsewhere; it

was probably the Chous who, as war captives of the Shang, were the victims

of these ri‘ce_s.z.2 Their entire ritual system must have undergone an inversion,
" with they -themselves now the victims, and they may have represented’
themselves to each other as such. Creel’s failure of insight here lies in his
inability to link the time of general calamity, which he grants as real, together
with the crisis of sacrificiality. For the Shang crisis, as will become clear in
a moment, was not a crisis of belief; of doctrine (Creel says that the Shang
= were “‘profoundly religious” in precisely» this modern sense), but rather of -
ritual, of practice. The sacrificial crisis is the disappearance of the sacrificial
rites, coinciding with the disappearance of the difference between impure’
violence and sacred violence, and thereby the loss of any principle by which

_ to deflect violence outside the group. Violent. approprratlon of v1ct1ms is the
next logical step in this process.

I do not dlspute Creel’s claim that this document because of its stylistic- :

features must be of Chou origins. 1 am simply dealing with the level of
" representations, both in Creel’s text and in the document itself. True, the
‘ text does represent the downfall of the Shang as due to their own sacrificial ‘
" impieties before the Chou conquest, but what is to be gained by asserting, as
Creel does, that the sacrificial crisis depicted in the text is only a fiction? -
~. Will it aid us in understandmg how Confucius understood his own period? It
certamly does not aid us in understandmg the 1nterplay of believable and -
unbelievable features in the text, which a Girardian. reading could- do. In
-order then to make those features more exphc1t and clearer to the reader I
: _W111 quote the entire document and add a Grrardtan commentary ‘
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1. The viscount of Wei spoke to the following effect: “Grand Tutor and
Junior Tutor, the House of Yin, we may conclude, can no longer exercise

great deeds of our founder
were displayed in former ages, bui by our being lost and maddened with
wine, we have destroyed the effects of his virtue in these after times. The
people of Yin, small and great are given to highway robberies, villainies and
treachery. The nobles and officers imitate one another in violating the
laws; and for criminals there is no certainty that they will be apprehended.
The lesser people conseguently rise up and make violent outrages on one
another. The dynasty of Yin is now sinking in ruin; its condition is ke
that of one crossing a large stream, who can find neither ford nor bank.
That Yin should be hurrying to ruin at the present pace!”.

He added, ‘““Grand Tutor and Junior Tutor, we are manifesting
insanity. The venerable of our families have withdrawn to the wilds; and
new you indicate nothing, but fell me of the impending ruin; ~-what is
to ve

tone?”

II. The Crand Tutor msde about the following reply: —*King’s son,
Heaven in anger is sending down calamities and wasting the country of Yin.
Thence has come about that lost and maddened condition through wine,
He has no reverence for things he ought to reverence, but does despite to
ihe aged elders, the old officiai fathers. Now the neople of Yin will even
steal away the pure and perfect victims devcted to the spirits of heaven
and earth; and their conduct is connived at, and xhoug.. they proceed to
eat the victims, they suffer no punishment, On the other hand, when I
iook down and survey the people of Yin, the methods of government to
ther are hateful exactions, which caL forth outrages and hatred; and this
without, .ceasing. - Such crime equally belongs to all in authority, and
multitudes are starving with none to whom to appeal. Now is the time
of Shang’s calamity; — ! wiil arise and share in its ruin, When ruin over-
tzkes Shang, ! will not he the servant of another dynasty. But {ieli you,
O king’s son, to go away as being the best course for you. Formerly I
injured you by what I said, but if you do not go forth now, our sacrifices
will entirely perish. Let us rest entirely in our several parts, and present

ourseives to the former kings. I do not think of making my escape. {Transla-




tion by Legge, slightly adapted)?3

In the catalogue of calamities ( 3% ) described here we can discern the
main features of a sacrificial crisis according to Girard. The reader may recall
that the sacrificial crisis is brought about by the disappearance of the rites.
As the opening lines of Wei Tzu’s speech make clear, it is the ritual practices
of the ancestor of the Shang, T ang, that have fallen into neglect. The result
has been that the effect of these virtuous practices (i.e. beneficial social order
based on the expulsion of violence from within the community) has been
destroyed also. The distinction between pure and impure violence has
therefore been effaced. This is expressed in the text as the state of drunken-
ness. Wine is no longer used in moderation for sacrifice. but spills wildly at
the drunken orgies of the tyrant Chou, we may assume. Contagious recipro-
cal violence is spreading in the community also, for Wei Tzu says the people
of Yin of every class are given to acts of violence, but the nobility especially
are singled out as being caught up in conflictual mimesis (literally, as in
B %, B GiJE B they teach each other without degree or limit;
again an indication of the breakdown of degree). Finally, Girard tells us,
when the religious framework of a society starts to totter, the whole cultural
foundation is put in jeopardy. Values are rapidly eroded and the cultural
structure seems on the verge of collapse. This cultural condition is summed
up admirably by the metaphor of one crossing a stream which Wei Tzu uses
at the end of his speech: there is neither ford nor bank, only the threat of
further undifferentiation. Despite what Creel has said, I find this account in
the main believable, for Wei Tzu does not in fact blame everyone as it first
appears. Among those not involved in spreading the violence within the
.community are the wvenerable ones of the royal families Z who have
withdrawn into the wild. For me, the discount of Wei manifests a concern for
his community rather than a scapegoating of it.

To the question what is to be done about this state of crisis, the Grand
Tutor gives an interesting answer, but not before detailing some of the crimes
of the tyrant Chou. We must see him, I think, as the real scapegoat of this
text of persecution, for it is his death at the hands of the conquering Chou
army that will put an end to this sacrificial crisis as if from the outside.
The tyrant Chou is the monstrous brother-double of Wei Tzu, and that much
of what is represented here is unbelievable. Indeed, even in the time of
Confucius, as we have noted above, the sins of the tyrant Chou were not
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“to-be be'lie_ved.\ The Grand Tutor also 'defai_ls_jthe _pfoble’m‘ of primordial
. .appropriative mimesis infecting the community. The verb 5 here means 1o
appropriate for one’s use, and it is the pure victims devoted to the spirits.

. and ancestors that are bemg stolen. In other words, these are not ordinary -

robberies, but sacrilege, but the d1st1ncuon between the two kinds of robbery

. is being rapidly eroded as are all other differences. There isa certain amount

of- mystlflcatlon in the Grand Tutor’s explanatxon for this, however, since he
~ ascribes it to Heaven’s sen‘dmg down these calamities. Yet I find the sense of .
e\;eryorie trying to grasp a bit'of- divine violence and power to be strong in the
.text and the Grand Tutor does say that the crimes belong equally to all .
thus 1mphc1ty recogmzmg that the violence is within the human commumty
As a matter of fact, the most mterestmg thing about his speech is the course
of action he says he plans to take. He is going to sacrifice himself, & #R
(Legge’s translation is rather emasculated in rendering this phrase as “present
* oneself to an ancestor,” but he did not.have access to the oracle bones, and
Creel did, so 1 follow his translation). Evidently, he recognizes that the. situa- -
tion is extreme enough to warrant human sacrifice. L
_ In- conclusion, then, it must be said first that we cannot accept Creel’s
: readmg of the doc¢ument. The 'description of the sacrificial crisis given by
~Wei Tzu in. particular seems accurate when compared to what we know of
. ‘other cultural crises. Though certainly not equal to the Oedipus Rex'in
dramatic power, it nonetheless is a fiction which stages the various phases of _
‘the sacrificial crisis. It refers to the tyrant Chou’s “usmg disorder,” F &1

a time of general calamny, the w1thdrawa1 of the sacred virtue, f# , the risihg
‘ cycles of revenge, 42 | the spreading of the epidemic or plague, £ , resulting.
from conflictual mimesis (Legge refers to laws being broken, but there 1s no
_indication of this in the text, only imitation without degree or measure, [& )

- and-a final return to_rl_tual practices, i.e., the sacrifice to ancestors. On the -

other hand, we cannot accept the accusations agéinst the tyrant Chou either. - -

This makes of the Wei: Tzu document for Confucian thought a text of
persecution in the Girardian sense, and not the simple euhemerizatidn of any .
.myth >urroundmg the life of the 1yrant Chou. We may assume that the

power of Confucian thought to demystlfy certain scapegoat effects must have :

i _001n01ded hlstorlcally, with a decrease in their power to delude. And only
a Girardian readlng can account for the interplay of believable and unbeliev- _

..-able aspects that this text mamfested in the context of Confuc1an sacr1f1<:1a1

"thought ' ' ‘
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‘We- must' not forget, however, that Confucius sees in-the behavior of
- the viscount of Wei and the others a transcendental or “delfled” model of -
T {=. , benevolence. But the original - meanmg of {= is “possessing - the
©* ' qualities™of one’s tribe.”®* -And the members of a tribe show a forbearance
_‘towards one another that they do not show to outsiders. When we consider
© - _the fact that the category from which rituai-victims are most often drawn is
that.of the outsider, we begin to unveil the origin of this supposedly transcen-
’ .'dental concept of benevolence For it can now be' reinscribed into' the
context of the sacnflclal crisis represented in the Wei Tzu document of the .
- Shu Ching, and shown to be based -on a displacement of meanmg that still -
_ conceals for Confucius the violence at the origins of culture.” And when’ we L
read in the Analects (XIL, i) that the- ruler who achieves {— w111 be the one. .~ -
.. who can show a complete subrmssxon_ to rltual? we come almost full circle to
. our opening quot'ation about the power of the man 'Who‘ understands the
theory of sacrifice. He will hold the Empire in the palm of his hand because
he has understood the nature of the sacr1f1c1a1 crisis. :
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