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The Debate on “Governing the World” in Yan Tie Lun and Its Historical Value for Reference

WEI Kai-wen

(International Confucian Academy, China University of Political Science and Law, Beijing 100088 ,China)

Abstract: The Yan Tie Lun records the dissenting views of the imperial censor Sang Hongyang and
Xianliang, Wenxue figures in “governing the world”. The two sides have different understandings of the
identity of the Xiongnu, and their response strategies are also different. The Imperial Censorate believed
that the country of Xiongnu bandits, which repeatedly invaded the border, should send troops to suppress
it; However, Xianliang and Wenxue sides believe that the small Xiongnu country is not worth mentioning
and should be guided by benevolence and virtue to submit to the Han Dynasty. In terms of specific reasons,
both sides debated whether to govern and the legitimacy of governance theory and practice. They are
respectively the discrimination between Hua and Yi, the debate between benevolence and righteousness,
and the debate between advantages and disadvantages. The Confucian ideology that permeates the debate
process either explicitly or implicitly guides the direction of the debate, resulting in a debate that is not entirely at
odds with opinions. This theory of “governing the world” originating from Confucianism reflects the
political intentions and identity consciousness of both sides, providing a relatively stable civilized view for
governing inter state relations. However, in the contemporary era of rule of law, while the civilization
concept of “governing the world” provides confidence in civilization, it also hinders the development of the
rule of law to a certain extent.

Key words: Yan Tie Lun; national governance; the world; Xiongnu
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