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tum their lands over to the public, asking that they be turned into well-fields, ·,_

. it still could not be done. Why? 

Su Xun proceeds to describe in detail the system of land organization, irrigation, and 

local administration associated with the well-field system as it is set forth in the Rites of 
Zhou. He concludes that such an intricate system could never be reproduced under

existing conditions. 

When the well-fields are established, [a corresponding system of) ditch� ; 
and canals [will] have to be provided .... This could not be done without·."' 
filling up all the ravines and valleys, leveling the hills and mountains, destroying � 
the graves, tearing down the houses, removing the cities, and changing the .'. 
boundaries of the land. Even if it were possible to get possession of all the plains -:. 
and vast wildernesses and then lay them out according to plan, still we would '·. 
have to drive all the people of the empire, exhaust all the grain of the empire; 
and devote all our energy to this alone for several hundred years, without at
tending to anything else, if we were ever to see all the land of the empire turned 
into well-fields and provided with ditches and canals. Then it would be nec
essary to build houses within the well-fields for the people to settle down and 
live in peace. Alas, this is out of the question. . . . , 

Now if there were something approximating the well-field [system] that ·:
could be adopted, we might still be able to relieve the distress of the people. '• 

., 

At this point Su reviews the proposals made in the Han dynasty for a direct limitation _'!

of land ownership and the reasons for their failure. 
·· 

I want to limit somewhat the amount of land that one is allowed to hold, 
and yet not restrict immediately those whose land is already in excess of my.! 
limit, but only make it so that future generations would not try to occupy land •.1 

beyond that Ii mil In short, either the descendants of the rich would be unable I
to preserve their holdings after several generations and would become poor, 'i 
while the land held in excess of my limit would be dispersed and come into '., 
the possession of others, or else, as the descendants of the rich came along, they ;_ 
would divide up the land into several portions. In this way, the land occupied 1. 
by the rich would decrease and the surplus land would increase. With surplus � 
land in abundance, the poor would find it easy to acquire land as a basis for ', 
their family livelihood. They would not have to render service to others, but 
each would reap the full fruit of the land himself. Not having to share his ' 
produce with others, he would be pleased to contribute taxes to the government -� 
Now just by sitting at court and promulgating the order throughout the empire, •, 
without frightening the people, without mobilizing the public, without adopt• 
ing the well-field system, still all the advantages of the well-fields wo�ld be 
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obta�ned. Even with the well-fields of the Zhou, how could we hope to do 
bette·� than this? 

[From Tiayouii (SBCK) 5:7a-9a -dB] 

t"Hif NEW LAWS OF WANG ANSHI 

:- The reform mol(ement that marked time after Fan Zhongyan's fall from power 
·,, reach�� its greatest heights during the reign of the Emperor Shenzong (r. 1068-
Y;' 1o85) under the leadership of Wang Anshi (1021-1086), one of China 's most
�; .celebrated statesmen. With the srn:ipathetic understanding and patient support 
J, of Shenzong, who was widely acclaimed for his conscientiousness as a ruler 

'. 0 Wang· embarked on a most ambitious and systematic program of reform de� 
•I • d d 

' 

f. · s1gne to rem_e y the evils at�eady described in the memorials and essays of his

J. Confucian contemporaries:' A brilliant scholar and a vigorous administrator,
Wang had �lose ti�_both officially and intellectually to the leading figures in 

-- the Confuc1;m revival, and he burned with a desire to achieve the restoration 
of the ancient order that they believed lo be the only solution to China's ills. 
This came out in_..Wang's first interview with the emperor in 1o68, when the 
latter asked what Wang thought of the famous founder of the Tang dynasty as 
a_ model for later rulers. W�ng replied: "Your Majesty should take [the sage
kings) Yao and Sh�n as yo_u_r standard. The principles of Yao and Shun are

. very easy lo put into practicc:Jt is only because scholars of recent times do not 

,I''.: .really understand the111 .. th:tt·.they think such standards of government arc un-•
" tta· bl " "·, a ma e. 

Wang, as a matter offact, had no thought of completely revamping Chinese 

1 society and restoring the institutions described in the classical texts. As the first 
'. of_th� readings to follow makes clear, his aim was rather to adapt the general 
_; prmc1ples embodied in those institutions to his own situation, making due 

allowance for vastly changed circumstances. Furthermore, from the manner in 
which he set about his reforms, we can see that he was no social revolutionary 
or utopian theorist but, rather, a practical statesman whose first concern was 
always the interests of the Chinese state and only secondarily the we.I fare of the 

::. Chinese people. Thus his initial reforms were aimed at the reorganization of
�. slate finances, with a view lo achieving greater economy and budgetary effi
':� ciency. And virtually all of the important economic changes later effected by 
•-:·· Wang were proposed by a special "brain °';)SI" assigned to the task of fiscal 
,: re9rganization, with state revenue very much in the forefront of their minds. 

. ; ___ Nevertheless, it is to the credit of Wang that he saw what few Chinese statesmen
.f or emperors were willi�g to consider : that in the long run the fiscal interests of 
j/' the state were bound up with the general economic welfare of the people, and 
j both with the promotion of a dynamic and expanding economy. Therefore, 
;· • even though he did nothing so drastic as the reorganization of Chinese agri-
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petuation in later ages, and in the expression given them in literary form, 
no book is so perfect as the Institutes of Zhou (Zhouguan). 

So effectively did Wang use this book to justify his reforms that his edition 
of it became one of the most inR�ential and controversial books in all Chinese 
literature. To deny Wang the support he derived from it, his opponents alleged 
that the Institutes of Zhou was itself a comparatively recent forgery. In later 
times writers commonly attributed the fall of the Northern Song dynasty to 
Wang's adoption of this text as a political guide. 

Thus Wang's espousal of the Institutes of Zhou represents the culmination 
in the political sphere of the long debate in Confucian 'circles over the appli-
cability of classical institutions, as described in the books of rites, to conditions :t,, 
obtaining in the Song dynasty. At the same time Wang's effort to reinterpret 
these texts- to discard the Han and Tang commentaries - and to use a mod- .. 
ernized version as the basis for a reformed civil service examination system, •..; 

stressing the general meaning of the classics instead of a literal knowledge of :� 
them, is a concrete expression of the Confucian urge to break with the schol- · ::' 
arship of the Han and Tang dynasties, both in the field of classical scholarship 
and in the form of civil service examinations, in order t o  return to the essential 
purity of the classic order. In this respect Wang stands together with the Cheng 
brothers, Zhu Xi, and a host of other Song scholars in their determination to 
set aside accepted interpretations and find new meaning in their Confucian 
inheritance, just as subsequent scholars of a more critical temper would some
day reject the Song interpretations and press anew their inquiry into the mean
ing and validity o� th� classics. 

WANG ANSHI: MEMORIAL TO EMPEROR RENZONG (1058) 

This document, sometimes called the Ten Thousand Word Memorial, is famous as 
Wang's first important declaration of his political views. Those who look to it for a 
manifesto outlining his later program will be disappointed, for aside from his general 
philosophy it deals only with the problem of recruiting able officials. Those -who 
recognize, however, that in China :my reformer had to wrestle first of all with the 
intractable bureaucracy will appreciate why Wang, like many other Song reformers, 
should have given first priority to this question. Subsequent readings, including the 
protests of Wang's critics, will show that in the final analysis this remained the most 
crucial issue. 

Note how Wang strikes a balance between the importance of laws and systems (the 
Legalist tendency) and the Confucian view that good government depends ultimately 
on men of character and ability, unhampered by legalistic restrictions. Obs�rve also 
his final insistence that the accomplishment of needed reform may justify coercive 
measures. 
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Your servant observes that Your Majesty possesses the virtues of reverence and 
fruga_lity and is endowed with wisdom and sagacity. Rising early in the morning 
and retiring late in the evening, Your Majesty does not relax for even a single day. 
Neither music, beautiful womfn, dogs, horses, sight-seeing, nor any of the other 
objects of pleasure distract or becloud your intelligence in the least. Your hu
manity toward men and love of all .creatures pervade the land. Moreover, Your 
Majesty selects those whom the people of the empire would wish to have assisting 
Your Majesty, entrusts to them the· affairs of state, and does not vacillate in the 

. face of [opposition &�m) slande.rous, wicked, traitorous, and cunning officials. 
Even the solicitude of the Two Emperors and Three Kings did not surpass this. 
We should expect, therefore, that the needs of every household and man would 
be.filled and that the empire�would enjoy a state of perfect order. And yet this 
result has not been attained. Within the empire the security of the state is a 
cause for some anxiety, and"on our borders there is the constant threat of the 
barbarians. Day by day. the resources of the nation become more depleted and 
exhausted, while the moral tone arid habits of life among the people daily 
deteriorate. ,On all sides officials who have the interests of the state at heart are 
fearful that the peace.of the �mpire may not last. What is the reason for this? 
. · The cause of the distress.is that we ignore the law. Now the government is 
strict in enforcing the la'f .... imd its statutes are complete to the last detail. Why 
then does your servant c�;sider that there is an absence of law? It is because 

ii-· most of the present body. _o(law does not accord with the government of the
t- ancient kings. Mencius says, "Though he may have a humane heart and a
·;. reputation for humaneness, one from whom the people receive no benefits will

,� · not serve as a model for later generations because he does not practice the Way

4- of the former kings."15 The.application of what Mencius said to our own failure
1: in the present is obvious. •

Now our own age is far removed from that of the ancient kings, and the 
changes and circumstances with which we are confronted are not the same. 
Even the most ignorant ·ban see that it would be difficult to put into practice 
every single item in the government of the ancient kings. But when your servant 
says that our present failures arise from the fact that we do not adopt the gov
ernmental system of .�e ancient kings, he is merely suggesting that we should 
follow their general iritent. Now the Two Emperors were separated from the 
Three Kings by more than a thousand years. There were periods of order and 
disorder, and there were periods of prosperity and decay. Each of them likewise 
encountered different changes and faced different circumstances, and each 
differed also in the way he set up his government. Yet they never differed as to 
tlieir underlying aims·in the government of the empire, the state, and the family, 
nor in their sense of the relative importance and priority of things [ as set forth 

15. M•ncius ,iA:i.
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