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A Debate on De and Rule of De in Chinese Governance Tradition: Origin
of concept, Construction of Path, and Conception of Justice

Zhang Feng
(21 Bohai Road, Caofeidian Xincheng, Tangshan / Hebei Province, 063210)

Abstract: Through etymological research, semantic analysis, and literature review, it is easy to find
that in the Chinese governance tradition the concept of "De" refers specifically to a mutually beneficial
relationship between the rulers and people under their rule. In this relationship, the ruler has distributed
a duty to urging his imperium to benefit all his subjects and to promote the development of the society.
As a reward, the people will support and crown the ruler as king. The “Rule of De” is a path which under
the leadership of "De", and through multiple types of rules, systems, and methods such as Li (the rite or
etiquette), Zheng (politics), and Xing (criminal law) to seek a good government. In the process of the
historical construction of ' following the path from the sage Yao and Shun ' and 'making King Wen and
King Wu'’s legislation as the ruling prototype', the Chinese people established a governance model of
the sage benefits the people, and the people rewards support to the sage’, then established a typical
governance pattern: the sage king should rule the country by the way of magnanimous, equality,
impartiality and sharing the interest to gain the favor and support of the people. In the Zhou dynasty, this
governance pattern turns to a system of Li and Yue which followed the way of benefit distribution. The
governance path of "make the De and Li as the foundation and purpose" and the "politics and
punishment as the method", embodied the traditional Chinese conception of justice: benefiting the
people, equality, impartiality, and sharing an interest.

Keywords: De ; Rule of De ; rite ; benefit distribution; equality ; equality ; impartiality; sharing;
conception of justice
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