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Foreword: Etymology and Definitions 
There are sometimes problems in the identification of the word Shì, ‘dynamic’, in classical texts 
which have not been thoroughly edited by traditional commentators (e.g. Xún Zî; Mò Zî). This is 

because anciently the word was written without the now customary ‘force’ lì �� denominator, thus 
allowing it occasionally to be confused with other words of similar form. Here is a list of words and 
concepts closely associated with Shì in classical texts. 

����� Shì (Shìlì, qìshì, wàishì): dynamic, potential, power (outer)�

�� lì: force�

�� rè: heat�

�� yì: cultivation, art �

�� shè: establish (Qiú Xígui 1998: Guodiàn Lâo Zî)�

	� zhí: hold (uphold theory)�


� shú: who?�

�

��
� Xíng: form, punishment, law�

�� Fâ: law, model�

�� Shù: technique 

�� Ji: moment�

�

�� Qì: energy, physical matter.�

�� Qíng: actuality (inner), feelings�

�� Xìng: inner nature�

�� lî: reason�

�� yì: idea�

�� yì: right�
 
1. Dynamis and Shì 
 
a) Dynamics (dynamis) in Greek philosophy represents the power and potential. It implies 
impermanence, evolution and change, in contrast to the fixed ideals of Socrates and Plato or the 
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forms of Aristotle. Plato compares sensory perceptions of true Ideas to shifting shadows cast by the 
sun, while Aristotle speaks of a statue’s actual Form being latent within uncarved wood. Thus, 
perfect ideals belong to the mental world, but the physical world merely has potential forms. 
Aristotle (in his Physics) further uses this concept of potentiality to develop a theory of scientific 
causation (material, formal, acting and end causes). Dynamics, I argue is the only English term 
available with the necessary extension (depth and breadth) to encompass the the scope of the 

Chinese Shì � .1 
 
b) After the May 4th Movement (1919), philosophers like Hu Shih and Fung Yu-lan saw in classical 
Chinese philosophy (as in the White Horse theory of Gongsun Lóng) parallels to the Ideas of Plato. 
Later, the Marxist ‘materialist’ Hou Wailu criticized most traditional philosophers as objective or 
subjective idealists. Western sinologists, notably Roger Ames, moved in the opposite direction, 
denying ancient China a concept of transcendence altogether. Rather, typically projecting incipient 
Western concerns onto a reductionist image of China as the ‘other’, its classical thinkers were 
envisioned as mental inhabitants of a plane of ‘immanence’, a term resonant with Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
existentialism, useful to disengage from old doctrinal systems. Here the conce 
pt of Shì (as in qìshì), first encountered in Chinese military writings, came to attract world 
philosophical attention, in the wake of its cousin, the even more popular qì (‘chi’).  
 
Whatever Confucius’ personal caution and attractive humility in teaching, his schools can in general 
by no means be categorized as relativist or experimentalist. He expressed himself ultimately in no 
doubt as to Heaven’s mandate. Shì is not found in Confucius’ Analects. With its connotations of 
dynamics, force, and power, Shì tends to be viewed as a negative or morally neutral factor in the 
works of his followers, Mencius and Xún Zî. Yet Shì represents the external and physical world, to 
which idealism must somehow adapt if it is to achieve lasting practical success. It is in this context, 
as the counter challenge to idealism, rather than in the writings of military or political strategy 
themselves, that the philosophical importance and meaning of Shì become apparent. 
 
c) Joseph Needham (1962) in his monumental Science and Civilisation in China remarks a “poverty 
of Chinese discussions on dynamics...The absence of explicit Chinese dynamics from Chinese 
physics is the more extraordinary, however, because of two other considerations...” namely, the 
Chinese concept of “continuity”, by which: “action at a distance can never have been difficult for 
them...”; and their “relative valuation of rest and motion...”2 Needham, like Angus Graham, 
cherished a conviction that Daoism, rather than Legalism which most developed the theory of Shì, 
is the key to Chinese scientific thought. Certainly they give Shì little attention. Further, there has 
been denial by modern scholars, with the qualified exception of Herlee Creel and R.P. Peerenboom, 
of linkage between ‘law/model’ (fâ) and laws of nature (as in European philosophy).3 
 
Francois Jullien (1995) in his ‘Propensity of Things’ may be the first to compare Shì with 
Aristotle’s idea of potentiality, dynamis:4 

Potentiality, a relative “non-being” in between “being” and “non-being,” makes the very 
possibility of becoming [my italics] thinkable (all of which justifies our returning once again to 
Aristotle, the theorist of genesis).  
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Yet Jullien concludes that the Chinese philosophy of change, with its interpenetrable opposites, had 
no need of a bridging third factor:5  

“There is no being whose substance is seen to be constituted by contraries”, Aristotle also tells 
us. In China, all the energy fueling actualization is constituted by both yin and yang. Those two 
are thus not only the limiting terms of change; they together form all that exists. There is thus no 
need to posit a third term to support their relation. 

 
Yet Jullien himself acknowledges Shì, ‘Propensity’ is that third factor when, in his introduction, he 
names it as the bridge between categories.6 The physical basis for this bridging factor is qì ‘Energy’, 
or, at an abstract level, Dào, the ‘Way’. Aristotle’s ‘substance’ refers not to the ideal world, not the 
physical in which Aristotle in De Anima recognises that perception depends on the potential of its 
opposite, as of black against white:7 

that which apprehends must potentially be, and must contain within itself, the contrary which it 
apprehends...  

 
John Hay (1994) describes Shì as “the configuration of any phenomenon as it is manifested out of a 
state of potentiality, from entropic energy into specified matter. Its boundaries are therefore in time 
as well as in space; they are never geometrically precise or fixed.”8 In effect, Hay thus equates Shì 
with form (‘configuration… manifested out of a state of potentiality’) rather than potentiality itself, 
even though he acknowledges its temporal dimension. Time implies change and motion, hence a 
dynamic force. I would propose to reverse Hay’s definition of Shì (qìshì) to “potential energy 
arising from within a formal configuration.”e) Jullien generalises a determinist Shì, belying his 
translation ‘propensity’:9 

In fact, it may be easier to understand the Chinese propensity by opposing (rather than likening 
it) to the Greek dynamis. According to the Greek idea, actualization stems not from 
“potentiality” itself but from the “form” that serves as the end (telos); “actuality” is thus 
ontologically superior to “potentiality,” since it can be assimilated to form, whereas 
“potentiality” is attached to matter. For this reason, according to Aristotle, “it can happen that 
that which has potentiality does not pass on to action.” [Metaphysics 50: 1071b] In contrast, 
according to the Chinese view, actualization is completely dependent on potentiality; 
potentiality implies actualization. The shi is ineluctable; the stages of potentiality and 
actualization are correlative, one becomes the other, there is parity between them.   

 
The point here is that for Aristotle, as the ancient Chinese, the ‘actuality’ is the perfect ideal (form) 
that is never fully realised in the physical world, which embodies potentiality and change for both.10 
Let us now examine the relation of the mental to the physical, with special reference to Shì, through 
the logical system of the Mò Zî. 
 
a) Validity of good intention (zhì), independent of external result (gong)  
 
Graham’s work on Later Mohist Logic highlighted the concept of a priori knowledge, in 
contradiction to a posteriori. Graham defended this translation, which posits a notion of 
transcendence and non-empirical knowledge, against attack. Graham was reluctant to admit any 
“pre-Buddhist criticism of sense perception”, or any theory of mental imaging in pre-Hàn China. 
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Furthermore he did not treat Shì as a philosophical concept. This is the more remarkable, given the 
broad sope of Graham’s view and his sensitivity to the interaction of competing ideas in the ‘axial’ 
period of the ‘Hundred Schools’ (bâi-jia, c. BC 300), later over-simplistically categorized into 
Confucian, Daoist, Legalist. 
 
The ancient philosophical debate, which I will examine here, concerns the conflict between inner 
and outer, mental concepts versus sensory perceptions, moral principles versus worldly contingency. 
As in Aristotle, it concerns the conflict between ‘actual’ form and dynamic potential, perfect ideal 
and physical change. Shì represents the external, changing world of power and influences. It is at 
best morally neutral. Yet it is composed of forces that must be harnessed, borrowed or adapted to, if 
the philosopher is to achieve his aim. For example, Mencius among Confucian scholars recognises 
this as a necessary factor:11 

The men of Qí have a proverb that says: 
Though you have Wisdom, 
It does not compare with exploiting dynamics; 
Though you have spade and hoe, 
It does not compare with awaiting the season. 

����� ������ !� ��"#� $%  
Qírén yôu yán, yue: -Sui yôu zhìhuì, -bùrú chéngShì, -sui yôu ziji, -bùrú dài shí. 

 
Here we see that knowledge must adapt to the dynamics (Shì) of external conditions, just as a 
farmer needs to apply his tools at the appropriate time of the year. Dynamics and the seasons here 
are paired as representing external conditions to which man must adapt. We also see that dynamics 
elsewhere is linked to the seasons as a causative agent. The role of the sun is recognized but the 
cause of seasonal altnernation is not. 
 
The followers of Mò Zî (c. 400 BC) have left us precise definitions in the Mohist ‘Canons’ 
(Mòjing) of their key concepts. The word Shì occurs in the received text of the Canons in 
emendations by Sun Yíràng, its greatest Chinese editor. I will argue that further usages of it occur 

there where it has been confused with similar ideographs. The amendment of &	� wàizhí, ‘external 

holding’, to wàiShì &��'�(�� ‘external conditions/dynamics’,� is adopted by Sun Yíràng. Graham 
has it both ways: he retains zhí ‘hold’, but translates it here as ‘condition’ (‘circumstantial accident’) 
which nonetheless implies Shì. In this sentence Mò Zî insists that a son who suffers a bad harvest is 
not thereby made less ‘beneficient’ to his parents than the son who is prosperous. In other words 
filial devotion is independent of economic contingency. Graham translates:12 

No external condition [dynamic] can make me more beneficient.  

&)�'	(*+,-./ � Wài?Shì (zhí) wúnéng hòu wú lì-zhê.��
 

I translate:  
Two sons serve their parents, one encounters a good harvest, one encounters famine: 
To their parents they are equal. It is not that the one’s conduct is improved. 
External dynamics have no ability to enhance my beneficence. . 
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b) Validity of ideas lacking physical proof 
 
Again in the following passage which illustrates mental concepts that cannot be physically 
demonstrated, Sun Yíràng accepts the amendment of Shì, yet Graham follows the modern scholar 

Gao Heng, who renders it, with insect radical, as ‘hibernating’ 0  zhì, to complement a tendentious 

restoration of 1  yê as 2  shé ‘snake’. I follow Sun Yíràng:13 
What is known, yet it cannot be indicated. Explained at: ‘It is Springtime.’ 
What Springtime is: its dynamic inherently may not be indicated... 

3456+7 �89:1 �;;;�3:1 �<)�'	(=�>7 ;;; 
-Suôzhi, -ér -fúnéngzhî. Shuo -zài Chun-yê...  -Suô Chun-yê: -qí ?Shì(zhí) -gù -bùkêzhî... 

 
I would argue that Mò Zî  here refers to the debate about causation by an invisible agent. His 
purpose appears to be the defense of intuitional knowledge. The identity of the agent, the ‘someone’ 
who causes, is unanswered as in the Lyû Clan’s Springs and Autumns (c. 237 BC):14 

Spring’s Energy arrives, then plants and trees reproduce; 
Autumn’s Energy arrives, then plants and trees fall. 
Someone causes (‘directs’) it. It is not spontaneous... 
The ancients examined that whereby things are caused.  
So, there was nothing they did not contrive to use.  
Rewards and punishments are levers by which superiors cause (‘direct others’). 

:�?@ABCD�?@ABE �

CFEGHIJKL1 ;;;�MI�N<3OH �

PQR�STUVIWXYI3OH1  
Chunqì zhì, zé câomù chân; qiuqì zhì, zé câomù luò. 
Chân -yû luò: huò shî-zhi. -Fei zìrán-yê... Gû-zhi rén shên -qí -suôyî shî.  
-Gù, wù, mò-bù wéiyòng. Shângfá-zhi bîng, -cî shàng-zhi -suôyî shî-yê.  

 
The near contemporary ‘Pheasant Cap Master’, Héguan Zî: 17 Heaven’s Power, defines Heaven as 
agent, through the sun’s dynamic, as sustainer of life:15 

What is called ‘Heaven’ does not, without evidence, have conquests: 
Are they not in the sun-dynamic’s growth,  
and what the Myriad-Things submissively receive? 

3Z[/J*\�] �

JO^�I_5`QI3ab/1  
-Suôwèi Tian-zhê -fei -wúyàn, yôushèng: 

 -Fei -yî rìShì-zhi zhâng, -ér Wànwù-zhi -suô fúshòu-zhê -yé? 
 
This view of  Heaven, supreme governor and beneficient agent, would fit Mohist philosophy. 
 
c) Sensory Perception versus Mental Image 
 



 6

Cognition is an area of Shì that has still received little attention from modern scholars. Indeed, the 
foundations of Chinese physical science in sensory perception have themselves been neglected, 
though not by the much maligned Hu Shih, trained in the school of American empiricist John 
Dewey. Hu Shih, writing in 1928, explains the paradoxes of ancient Chinese logic as reflecting the 
perception of potentiality versus actuality in a changing physical world. To the contrary, A.C. 
Graham, though detecting a theory of ‘mental pictures’ and ‘a priori’  ideas in Mò Zî’s definitions, 
denies evidence for ‘mind-body dichotomy’, or any ‘criticism of sense perception’, in ancient 
China.16 Chad Hansen even denies an empiricist base to ancient Chinese philosophy altogether:17 

The mind is not regarded as an internal picturing mechanism which represents the individual 
objects in the world, but as a faculty that discriminates the boundaries of the substances or stuffs 
referred to by names. 

 
It will now be pertinent to examine possible evidence for Shì in connection with accounts of 

perception of the external world. This world is described by the terms: ‘external’ &  wài, ‘Things’ 

Q  wù, and Shì. These physical conditions are ‘encountered’ c  yù or ‘contacted’ d  jie by the 
human senses, thereby releasing the emotions of human nature. Lâo Zî  says: Lâo Zî  says:18 “The 
five colours make men's eyes blind.”  
 
The vital problem addressed by the Mohists is to define sensory perception in relation to mental 
cognition and memory. Mò Zî: 40 Warps defines perceptual knowledge, obtained through the ‘Five-
Roads’ i.e. five senses, as momentary, i.e. not corresponding to ‘Duration’. Graham translates the 
following passage as referring to the eye looking at the sun. I interpret it rather to mean that the 
eye’s vision relies on the Shì ‘dynamic’ of fire’s light, in contrast to durational Knowledge which is 
‘like vision’, but independent of fire’s external dynamic or ‘heat’. The word ‘dynamic’ and ‘heat’ 

share the basic component � :19 
To know, and not by the Five-Roads: explained at Duration. Fire’s dynamic: explained at 
Vision. 
[Duration] Knowledge by the eyes sees; and eyes by Fire see; yet Fire does not see. If only 
through the Five-Roads, Knowledge and Duration do not correspond. 
[Vision] By the eyes to see is like by Fire seeing. ‘Fire’ means Fire’s ‘dynamic’. Not by Fire’s 
‘dynamic’, my having something like vision is called ‘Knowledge’. 

45�Oef  89g   

?h (i )?� (� )89 ?jk (l ) [g ]�Om n� 5mOh n� 5h� n� oOef�g� p�

[k ]Om nqOh n�  

h �  rh ?� (� )1  JOhI ?� (� ) s�q k��   
Zhi, -ér -bù -yî wû-lù. Shuo -zài Jiû. ?Huô(-Bì)?Shì(rè): shuo -zài ?Shì (dùn).  
[Jiû] Zhì -yî mù jiàn, -ér mù -yî huô jiàn, -ér huô -bùjiàn. -Wéi -yî wû-lù, zhìjiû -bùdang.  
[Shì] -Yî mù jiàn, -ruò -yî huô jiàn. ‘Huô’: -wèi huô?Shì (rè) -yê. -Fei -yî huô-zhi ?Shì (rè), wô yôu  -ruò shì, -yue: 
Zhì. 

 



 7

We see evidence of this debate of sensory perception versus ideation in several other ancient 
sources. Shangjun Shu: 24 Prevention and Cause defines ‘knowing the Way’ as ‘Dynamic and 

Numbers’ �t  ShìShù, on which the Mind depends, just as vision depends on the sun’s Shì 
‘Dynamic’. This parallels seeing by Fire’s ‘Dynamic’, in the Mohist definition, above:20 

So, the eye’s sight relies on the sun’s ‘dynamic’. 

PmIn1u^I�1   -Gù mù-zhi jiàn-yê, tuo rì-zhi Shì-yê. 

 
Hu Shih explains the physical basis of the neo-Mohist theory of knowledge:21 

Memory is the retention of impressions which sufficient duration of time has made clear and 
vivid to the mind. “We may know a thing without the five senses; that is because of duration” 
(Bk. 33:45). “Intelligence sees (a fire) through the eyes which see because of the fire. The fire is 
not known except through the senses. But after some duration of time, it can be seen without the 
eyes as well as if there were a real fire” (Bk. 35:45). Thus “retention (memory) is because of 
duration” (Bk. 32:50). 

 
Hu Shih recognises that the eyes “see because of the fire”, but, through mispunctuation, confuses 
seeing, by fire’s light, with eyes seeing the fire itself. This is corrected by Fung Yu-Lan.22 Hu 

explains the relevance of ‘duration’ to memory, and describes the Mohist concept of �  fâ as 

‘forms’.23 Hu considers that the dialectician Gongsun Lóng vwx , who also discusses: vision by 
fire:24 

was breaking away from the neo-Mohist theory of forms, for which he substituted a distinction, 

not between form and matter, but between shape (hsin [sic], 
  , which like form, has the same 
origin as the Confucian “idea” or hsiang) and colour. 

 
Mèng Zî: 6 attacks Gào Zî’s equation of human-nature with sensuality: “Food and ‘Colour’ (sex) is 

human-nature.” yz�1  Shísè xìng-yê .25 Mèng Zî argues that mind interprets sense data:26 
Ears and eyes’s organs do not think, so are encumbered by Things. 
Things, in communication with Things, attract them, nothing more! 
The Mind’s organ thinks:  
By thinking, it comprehends them; by not thinking, it doesn’t comprehend. 
This is what Heaven gives us. 

{mI|�}5~•QQ€Q•‚I5ƒ„ ��

…I|•}}•†I�}•�† ��

X[I3‡s/ �
Êr, mù-zhi guan: -bùsi, -ér bì -yú wù. Wù jiao wù, -zé yîn-zhi, -ér yî-yî!  
Xin-zhi guan, -zé si. Si -zé dé-zhi. -Bùsi, -zé -bùdé.  
-Cî Tian-zhi -suô yû-wô-zhê. 
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By using what is great in one’s natural endowment from Heaven, i.e. the mind, one contrives to be a 
great human being. For Mèng Zî, greatness is simply activation of that potential. For Xún Zî, it is 
cumulative development of that potential.  
 
Lyû Clan Spring-Autumns: 95 Employing Numbers explains the mind’s dependence of perception, 

and cognition, on the dynamics of: Silence, Light, and ‘Reason’�  lî:27 
The ear, though it listens, may not hear; 
The eye, though it observes, may not see; 
The Mind, though it knows, may not grasp: 
Dynamics cause (empower) them. 
Overall, the ear’s listening depends on Silence; 
the eye’s observation depends on Light; 
the Mind’s Knowledge, depends on Reason. 

{ˆ ‰�>O Š1mˆ n�>O k1  

…ˆ4�>O ‹� HI1  

Œ{I ‰1••ŽmI n1•••  

…I41••�  
Êr -sui wén -bùkê-yî ting; mù -sui jiàn, -bùkê-yî shì -yê;  
xin -sui zhi, -bùkê-yî jû: Shì shî-zhi -yê.  
-Fán êr-zhi wén-yê, jiè -yú jìng; mù-zhi jiàn -yê, jiè -yú zhao;  
xin-zhi zhi -yê, jiè -yú lî. 

 
d) A theory of Forms 
 

Hu Shih translates 
  xíng as ‘shape’, while noting its cognacy with ‘idea’. I argue that Gongsun 
Lóng takes ‘shape’ as ‘idea’ in material form. Thus, the distinction in Gongsun Lóng: 2 White 

Horse Theory, between ‘shape’ and ‘colour’ z  sè, represents that between Form and Matter. The 
‘white horse’, combines Matter in colour with Form in shape. It represents a physical specimen of 
horse, whose material colour is irrelevant to the horse’s universal Form. This distinction generates 
the logician’s paradox: “a white horse is not a Horse.” Chinese Buddhists later used sè ‘colour’, a 
translation for the Sanskrit rûpa, to categorise material phenomena. 
 
Graham detects a theory of ‘mental pictures’ in the Mohist Warps. Thus, a pillar is round in theory, 

but in practice cannot perfectly incorporate the �  yì ‘idea or mental picture’. I translate:28 
A pillar’s circularity, manifested in its ideal, is unchanged from the a priori ideal image. 
If a pillar is ?aged in years (‘weathered’), its ideal becomes vague in appearance. 

•I ‘1  nI•<�1  �’“4”1  q• ?•'– )•D  <•�1— L   
Yíng-zhi tuán -yê: xiàn-zhi -yú -qí yì, -yê -bùyì xianzhi yìxiàng -yê. 
-Ruò yíng ?jing(qing) -yú qiu, -qí -yú yì -yê yángrán. 
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The Mohists take as models ‘Heaven’s Ideals’ [I�  Tian-zhi Yì of circle and square, mechanically 

reproducible with the aid of compasses and set-squares. These model forms, or ‘Laws’ �  fâ, 
represent a priori knowledge, ‘by explanation’, in the sense that it is ‘necessarily’ or intrinsically 
knowable, without physical observation, as of a square’s non-rotation.29 Likewise, a circle is 
definable in self-evident terms:30  

one centre, equal lengths ˜™š_ ��yi-zhong, tóngcháng. 
 
Graham, despite commitment to his translation as ‘a priori’, refuses to credit Mohism with Ideas in 
the Platonic sense, and takes issue with Hu Shih and Fung Yu-lan: “The nominalist position is not 

argued but taken for granted; although Fung Yu-lan and others have tried to identify the chih [7�
zhî] (literally ‘pointings’) of Kung-sun Lung as universals, there is no firm evidence that there were 
any realists in pre-Han philosophy.” Yet Graham acknowledges: “For the Mohist, the deepest and 
most troubling of problems is the relation between knowledge and temporal change…” 
 

Graham 1989: 363 concludes: “The hsiang ‘model’ [›� cf.�” ] is the only ancient Chinese concept 
which reminds one of the ideas and universals of our own Platonist tradition, but it is in several 
respects profoundly different. Ancient Chinese theories of naming (in the Canons and Hsun-tzu), 
being ‘nominalist’ in that particulars are assumed to be named by similarity to one of them taken as 
standard, have no place for universals. The sophism ‘The L-square is not square, the compasses 
cannot make circles’ suggests recognition that any drawn geometrical figure is imperfect, but there 
is no suggestion in the literature that perfect squares and circles are to be found somewhere outside 
the material world…” Graham thus presumably considers that Mohisms ‘Heavenly Ideas’ subsist 
soley in matter. 
 
e) Actuality and Desires (qíngyù) 
 
The meaning of actuality (the real) and feelings depends on whether we perceive them as belonging 
to our essential (inner) nature or as external distractions. In the classical period, at least, there is 

evidence that the word qíng �  is regarded as internal actuality. Yîn Wén and Sòng Xíng, whose 
philosophy is described by Graham in his “Discovery of Subjectivity”, promoted the internal 
doctrine that “actual (qíng) desires are few”.31 
 
Xún Zî: 22 Correct Naming defines qíng as ‘nature’s substance’, that to which Desires respond:32 

Actuality is human-nature’s substance; 
Desires are Actuality’s echo. 

�/�I œ1•/�I ž1    
Qíng-zhê, xìng-zhi zhí -yê. Yù-zhê qíng-zhi ying -yê. 
 

This word qíng may thus help to fill the category of ‘truth’, which Hansen finds to be missing in 
ancient China. Conversely, I show that Shì represents, not things-in-themselves, but things in 
relation to other things and to the  human sensory organs.33 



 10

 
Like Confucius Analects’s saying that only the gentleman knows how to love and hate, Mò Zî 
believes that only the Sage is able to desire what is really best for the people. I translate:34 

What the various Sages for men desire and dislike,  
Men of necessity actually gain thereby. 
From various encountered dynamics in which desires and dislikes arise, 
Men do not of necessity actually gain thereby.  

Ÿ �3“S�¡ ’•/ ��¢£¤¥iO<¦ '�(†§ ��

� Ÿ3¨ ¢	¤¥�5•¡©/ ���iO<�†§  
-Zhu Shèngrén –suô xian wèirén yùwù-zhê, rén [yòu=] bì -yî -qí [qîng=] qíng dé-yan.  
-Zhu -suô zao [zhí=] Shì, -ér yùwù sheng-zhê, rén –bùbì –yî –qí [qîng=] qíng dé-yan. 
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f) Necessity and Freedom of Action 
 
Mò Zî strongly opposed the concept of fatalism. Yet he recognizes the power or dynamics of 
necessity, if my emendation is accepted: 

52. Necessity: means opposing dynamics. Like younger and elder brother. One so, one not so; 
necessity and unnecessity; truth and falsehood: are necessity.35 

 i�ƒ1  (i )Zª [
 =]�/1  q«¬  ˜L/˜�L/  i [Graham: ­ ]�i1  ®Ji1  
 Bì, -bùyî –yê. (Bì) Wèi dí[shú=]shì-zhê-yê. (-ruò dìxiong) Yi-rán-zhê, yi -bùrán-zhê. Bì [Graham emends to zhî] -

bùbì-yê. Shì fei bì-yê.  
 
In order to escape responsibility for his actions, a murderer may excuse himself by saying that his 
actions were pre-ordained by Heaven (God) which formed his nature. Mò Zî answers that, whether 
the causative factors were pre-existent or not, the individual ego’s own actions affect the consequent 
situation. He thus sees human nature as independent of the dynamics of temporal causation, though 
able to contribute to those dynamics:36 

When various deployed dynamics are already contrived, and I contrive to deploy dynamics, 
then the dynamics contrived are adapted by my contrivance. 
If deployed dynamics are still uncontrived, and I contrive to deploy dynamics, the deployed 
dynamics are adapted by my contrivance. 

Ÿ¯ )�'	(°�3S5sSI¯ )�'	()�'	(I3S±-3S1 �

Ÿ¯ )�'	(²�3S5sSI¯ )�'	(¯)�'	(±-3S1  
 
Graham interprets chénzhí as ‘proposed alternatives’, purely in a debating sense. Chén can mean ‘to 
report’, but also ‘to deploy’ or ‘to display’, and as an adjective ‘old/stale.’37 The term ‘various’ zhu, 
which we just saw used with ‘encounter Shì [=conditions]’, occurs again here. I postulate a sense, 
akin to ‘karma’ i.e. the various pre-existent, causative agents in the world, to which each 
individual’s actions will in future contribute. The theme is refutation of the violent man’s attempt to 
escape responsibility by blaming Heaven-endowed nature and environment. The Mohist replies that 
the individual contributes to the overall  ‘Conditions’ of his situation. 

�
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Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, I have illustrated the role of Shì as physical dynamics, with reference to the Mohist 
Canons, starting from a) physical perception versus mental image; to b) necessity versus 
contingency; to c) free will versus determinism; and finally to d) intention versus result. These four 
headings broadly match Aristotle’s four classes of cause (formal, material, agent and end cause). 
 

a) physical perception versus mental image 
sight uses the sun’s Dynamic but the mind also sees 
the circle is a mental idea, realised in the physical world by a round pillar, but this is subject to 
the Dynamics of weathering and becomes imperfect. 
 
b) necessity versus temporal contingency  
the Dynamics of the world necessarily involve the opposition of contraries. What people, 
influenced by worldy Dynamics, desire may not be what is to their actual benefit. What the Sage 
[cf. Plato’s philosopher king ] desires is for their actual benefit. 
 
c) free will versue determinism 
The Dynamics of past actions, influence but do not determine present action. The Dynamics of 
present action will affect future actions. 

 
d) intention versus result 
Good intentions do not necessarily succeed. The outcome is affected by Dynamics which may 
be beyond the doer’s control. Such failure does not lessen the value of his attempted good deed. 

 
 
This ‘Reason’, like Silence and Light, possesses a Dynamic on which the mind depends to 
apprehend matter and to know things. ‘Reason’ is a pattern or principles, which, like Aristotle’s 
forms, are inherent in matter. It is an objective structure, independent of desire and self, yet its 
application depends on materiality. Guân Zî: 52 Seven Ministers, Seven Rulers links ‘Names’, 
which label Forms, to the Dynamics of material Reality. “Love of Names without Physicality” 
�� ��  :hàomíng -wúshí  spells ruin. Names are the reins with which to control Reality:38 

The Record says: Without Physicality (fullness), there is no Dynamic;  
If you lose the reins, how will the horse be controlled?  
����	�
 ��	
� �  
Jì yue: -Wú shí, -zé -wú Shì; shi pèi, -zé mâ -yan zhì. 

 
The marriage of the opposites, the apparent contraries of Reason and Dynamics sets a trend from 
the mid third century B.C. Héguan Zî, in its later chapters, reflects conditions in Zhào, just prior to 
the Qín unification of BC 221. In my reading, it predicts the rise of a universal empire under a 
quasi-messianic sovereign. 11 Grand Register describes Heaven in terms of physical qì Energy, and 
Earth as material determinism of which Reason is the immanent principle:39 

Heaven is Energy’s place of general issue; 
Earth is Reason’s necessarily being so.  
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�� ��� ����������  
Tian-zhê qì-zhi -suô -zôngchu; Dì-zhê lî-zhi bìrán -yê. 

 
10: Grand Vastness,  pairs Reason with Dynamics in action: 

He acts with Reason’s Dynamic...  
��� 
  Xíng -yî LîShì... 

 
The idea of immanence is further developed by 18: Ability and Heaven, which again links 
‘Dynamic’ to Reason, in a direct repudiation of fatalism or divine intervention:40 

Safety and danger are in Dynamics; 
Survival or extinction are in Reason. 
How may one blame Heaven's Way?  
Ghosts and gods, what have they to do with it?  
�� 
� !��  

"# $%�&'() *  
Anwéi, Shì -yê; Cúnwáng, Lî -yê.  
-Hé -kê zé -yú Tiandào? Guîshén -xi yû. 
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1 Cf. Hall and Ames 1998: 38-39 “The ‘Transcendence Debate’ in Contemporary China:... The classical Chinese 
language tends to locate action within a situation as a whole, rather than within a discrete unit or agency. For example, 

shi [shì] 
 , conventionally translated as ‘Dynamics’ or ‘Force’, locates this energy as an aggregate tension that 
includes but is not limited to the specific parties in a dispute. It is the ‘force of circumstances’.” 230 “Said another way, 
if we allow for a full consideration of both determinate and indeterminate forces, each site is going to be attended by a 
certain degree of unpredictability. This sense of dynamic order is reflected in the language. for example, in the notion 

shi [shì] 
 , which possesses in its semantic range the seemingly disparate meanings of ‘force of circumstance’ , 
‘disposition’ , ‘momentum’, ‘strategic advantage’, and so on, the determinate and indeterminate aspects are captured 

in the contrast between ‘regularity’ (zheng[zhèng] + ) and ‘(what is left over) strange, surprise, unexpected’ (qi[qí] ). 
The point here is that the indeterminate aspect provides the opportunity  for manipulating the existing order for one’s 
strategic advantage. The chaotic element, far from inhibiting order, allows for creative transformation. It is because shi 
describes a sense of order unfamiliar in western culture that, even more than many other philosophical terms, it resists 
adequate translation.” 
2 Needham 1962: 26 Physics  59-60. 
3 Peerenboom 1993: 333 note 57. 
4 Jullien 1995: 254. 
5 Jullien 1995: 251. ‘Substance’ ousia is used, by Aristotle, in the sense of ‘essential being’, not of a particular material 
thing in the world. Aristotle’s Physics: 1 Natural Science and its Reasons - 5. Arguments for Contraries as Reasons 14 
states that: 

all the things that are naturally produced are contraries or are composed of them. 
6 Jullien 1995 11 Between the Static and Shì. 
7 Aristotle: De Anima: 3 -430b 89.  
8 Hay 1994: 19. cf. 21-22  “the mereological ‘stuff’ that he [Hansen 1983: 31-39] describes is completely consistent with 
the material universe of qi and shi. But Chinese thinkers had little inclination to go beyond the boundaries of language, 
in which qi and shi were phenomenologically incorporated... [on the ‘images’ xiàng of Yìjing: Xící] ... potentiality 
(heaven) into actuality (earth). The universe (literally, the ‘heaven-earth world’) is sustained by the ceaseless 
transformation, both in and out of potentiality, of this imaging process...”. 
9 Jullien 1995 254. 
10 Interestingly, Zev Bechler 1995 lays the same charge of determinism against Aristotle’s dynamis, which Jullien uses 
to differentiate Shì from Aristotle’s dynamis. In Bechler’s hypothesis Aristotle’s ‘potentiality’ is determinist, and so 
ontologically no different from actuality. Bechler 1995 passim. e.g. 18 argues that Aristotle’s dynamis is really always 
‘end-potentiality’ or ‘genuine potentiality’ i.e. sufficient cause and so determinist, he concludes: “Genuine potentiality 
does not denote  a real entity, state, or condition distinct from the ensued actuality.” Bechler 51-52 chooses to refer to 
efficient cause as arche, ‘principle/origin’. He recognises: 

The only reason why the arche need be mentioned at all in the systematic survey of kinds of causes is to account for 
external causes as well. 

Having argued that no external cause can exist, and abolished any substantial difference between the four causes, 
Bechler is left only with necessity, which Aristotle himself rejected. 
11 Mèng Zî: ii Gongsun Chôu-shàng 1. 
12 Mò Zî: 44 Dàqû pp248-249 Sun Yíràng °õ= Ô° zhí=Shì. Graham 1978 p 249-250 EC3. 
13 Mò Zî:41 Jing-xià p202;  43 Jingshuò-xià 225. Graham 1978 407-408 B39. 
14 Lyûshì Chunqiu: [14-4] 72 Yìshâng 10a. Graham 1978: 324. 
15 Héguan Zî: 17 Tianquán p16b. 
16 Graham 1978: 417. 
17 Hansen 1983: 55. 
18 Dàodé Jing xii. 
19 Mò Zî: 41 Jing-xià p196; 43 Jingshuo-xià pp226-227. I follow Sun Yíràng amending ‘necessarily’ �  bì to ‘fire’ huô 

,  I take ‘stamp’ -� dùn, not like Graham as ‘look ’.  dû, but ‘vision’ in general /� shì, as in its ‘Explanation’. 
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Mâwángdui Hànmù Yishu jiàoshì (ii) 1992: ‘Joining Shady and Sunny’ 012 �Hé Yinyáng p130 note 22  has 
  Shì 

written as ‘hot’ 3 . Cf. Gongsun Lóng Zî:5 Jianbái p83 on vision by fire.  

Graham 1978: 415-417 following Tán Jièfû 1964 300, amends ‘called’ �  yue to ‘sun’4  rì, and breaks the text: there 
“B 46 C. When one knows it is not by means of the ‘five roads’. Explained by: duration. E. The knower seas by mean 
[sic] of the eye, and the eye sees by means of fire, but fire does not see. If the only means were the ‘five roads’, knowing 
as it endures would not fit the fact. Seeing by means of the eye is like seeing by means of fire.” “B 47 C. Fire is hot. 
Explained by: (?). It is the fire one calls ‘hot’, one does not treat the heat of the fire as belonging to oneself. (For 
example, looking at the sun.)”  Graham cites Zhuang Zî: 33 Tianxià 1106 Huì Shi’s paradox “fire is not hot”, which Sun 
Yíràng takes as heat v. light. cf. Needham 1956: 173. Graham 1978: 417 “if it is correct to date the Essay on hard and 
white in Kung-sun Lung tzû later than A.D. 300, this is the only Chinese example known to me of a pre-Buddhist 
criticism of sense-perception.” cf. 175-176, 404; 1986: 126-177. Hu Shih 1928: 125 cites (Jìn) Simâ Biao: Similarly, the 
third ear of Chang is the soul. “the eyes do not see”, (f), without the mind. Nor is fire hot, (g), without the understanding 
soul. cf. The Essential Rumi:17 Sheba’s Gifts to Solomon tr. Coleman Barks, New York, 1995: 188: “The eye needs 
sunlight to see. Use another eye. Vision is luminous. Sight is igneous. The sun-fire’s light is very dark.” 
20 Shangjun Shu: 24 Jìnshî 86. SJ018. cf. Plato: Republic-6 508-509 on the sun/goodness and perception/cognition. 
Graham 1978 p372ff translates optics from Mò Zî: 41,43 Jing. 
21 Hu Shih 1928: 88. cf. Tán Jièfû 1964: 298-300. 
22 Fung 1952: 252, on The Later Mohist School: 

“The knowing (faculty) sees through the eyes which see because of fire (i.e. light), but the fire does not see, (the 
object) being known only through the five roads. But in durational (knowledge) there is no seeing with the eyes, or 
with fire.” 

23 Hu Shih 1928: 95. 
24 Hu Shih 1928: 123. Gongsun Lóng Zî: 5 Jianbái 83. 
25 Mèng Zî: 6 Gào Zî-4 shísè xìng -yêcóng -qí dàtî wéi dàrén 227. cf. Lyûshì Chunqiu: [16-3] 87 Zhijie p5b the eye uses 
light. Hán Fei Zî: 20 JiêLâo 21 on Dàodé Jing 59 sight depends on Heaven’s brilliance. 
26 Mèng Zî: 6 Gào Zî-15 cóng -qí dàtî wéi dàrén p246. cf. Xún Zî: 21 Jiêbì 425: 

If mind is not directed there, though white or black be ahead, the eyes will not see... 

567�89:;<=>6 ? ... Xin -bùshî -yan, -zé báihei -zài-qián, -ér mù -bùjiàn... 
27 Lyûshì Chunqiu: [17-3] 95 Rènshù p6b. Mò Zî: 39 Against Scholiasts brands Confucians as Quietist fatalists, who 

teach social change to be beyond human ‘wisdom and strength’ @A  zhilì, and who emulate a bell, silent until struck, 
not speaking until asked. ‘Echoing’ is indeed the model given for teachers by Lîjì: Xuéjì, cited by Xún Zî: 1Quànxué 11. 

It may represent the psychological school of Zî Si BC , Confucius’ grandson. 
28 Mò Zî: 43 Jingshuo-xià 228-229. Tán Jièfû 1964: 314-315. Graham 1978: 223-224 1/5/8 Wall, on a priori knowledge; 

37 A51, 405 B38 DE  xianjû of stone and whiteness. 427-429 B57 D@  xianzhi of pillar. Graham translates:  “When 
we deem a pillar round, the place wherein we deem is known a priori [xianzhi]. Explained by: the idea [yì].  E. In the 
case of the pillar’s roundness, when we see it, the place for it within the idea remains unchanged, because we know a 
priori the idea and image. If the pillar were lighter than catalpa-wood, the place [for lightness] within the idea would be 

undecided. (Like changing the ones in five.)” I read ‘passed/weathered’ F �jing for ‘light’ G� qing, and ‘autumns’ H  qiu 

in the common sense of  years’ ageing  (cf. Graham: “lighter than its catalpa-wood” I  qiu). The idea is the image (the 
circle), not its material (wood). Thus, 44 Dàqû 246 has: The idea of a ‘pillar’ is not the idea of  ‘wood’. It is the idea of  

this ‘pillar’s wood’. JK  LJM�  JN K�M�  Yì yíng, -fei yì mù -yê. Yì -shì yíng-zhi mù -yê. Graham reads its 

Explanation: “compasses draw it in the rough” OPQR �STU�gui xiê -qí pú. I propose: “compasses draw its pattern” 

gui xiê -qí wén. cf. Hán Fei Zî: 47 Ba-Shuo ‘Eight Theories’ 42: ‘Theory which is necessarily established’ VW�X  

shuo yôu -bìlì, but may miss realisation, ‘fulfillment’ in Reality �� shí:  
Compasses have ?wobbles, water has waves. Should I wish to alter it: there is no way. 

OWYZW[\]^� �_�"  Gui yôu mó, shuî yôu bo, wô yù gèng -zhi, wú -nài-zhi-hé. 
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Zhuang Zî: 33 Tianxià 1106 compasses do not contrive circles. Héguan Zî: 11 Tàilù 21b ‘pattern’ R  wén:    
Without compasses, circularity is Heaven’s pattern. 

� �O��R� �-wú gui, yuán-zhê: Tian-zhi wén- yê. 
29 Mò Zî: 28 Tianzhì 129. Aristotle Metaphysics: Zeta 11 27: “neither the bronze nor the stone belongs at all to the 
substance of the circle, because it’s separate from them”. Hansen 1983: 186 note 24 seems to deem deductive 
knowledge a posteriori.  
30 Graham 1978: 307-309, 428-429.  
31 Graham 1989: 95-100. 
32 Graham 1978: 179-182 on `  qíng in an ‘Aristotelian’ sense i.e. of ‘actuality’ energeia: 

the word is used throughout pre-Han literature of the facts of a situation, the genuine in contrast with the false (a�
wèi )… it has a precise meaning with much in common with the Aristotelian essence. 

Xún Zún: 22 Zhèngmíng  472. 
33 Shîjì: 92 Huáiyin Hóu zhuàn 450 has the phrase:  

When Actuality is seen, tactical-force is quelled. ̀?
 b  Qíng jiàn, Shì qu.   
Hansen 1985: 492: “Chinese philosophy has no concept of truth.” Roetz 1993: 76 counters: 

The substitution of pragmatic, contextual validity for truth, moreover is a keystone of neo-pragmatism 
[Wittgenstein]. All this is precisely what Hansen attributes to Chinese philosophy... 

34 Cf. Graham 1978 178-179; 246-247 EC2 Dàqû.  Graham translates: “In the case of everything that the sage desires or 
dislikes ‘a priori’ on behalf of men, men necessarily learn from him by considering what the thing is in itself; but in the 
case of desires and dislikes born from the conditions they encounter, they do not necessarily learn from him by 
considering what the thing is in itself.” 
35 Graham 1978: 38; 299-300 A 51 “It is said of cases where complements are ‘matured,’ (For example, younger-bother 

and elder brother.) Of a thing so in one case, a thing not so in one case, that it stays as such (?) is unnecessary, that 
it is this or is not is necessary.”] Bì Yuán emends shú to zhí. C. Pi (the necessary/the certain) is the unending. E. It 
is said of cases where the complements are ‘matured.’ (For example, younger-brother and elder brother.) Of a thing 
so in one case, a thing not so in one case, that it stays as such (?) is unnecessary, that it is this or is not is 
necessary.” Cf. 178 1/4/5 chih ‘hold’ [=zhí]; 203-205 1/4/29 ti ‘complement’ [=dí/shì]; 339 note 244 “Sun [Yíràng] 
already recognized that the graph is to be read as ti ‘mate’…”; -338-340 A 88 “in the case of elder-brother and 
younger brother, ‘both being complements’.” 

36 I read chénzhí as chénshì ‘deployed dynamics.’ Graham’s reading ‘proposed alternatives’ makes neither independent 
nor contextual sense. Graham 1978: 245-246 EC1 “If among the proposed alternatives there is already one that he is for, 
and I propose the alternatives on behalf of him, the alternatives that he is for will find a basis in the one that I am for. If 
among the proposed alternatives there is not yet one that he is for but I propose the alternatives on behalf of him, the 

proposed alternatives will find a basis in the one I am for.” cd efgh
iW�j=\j�d

��jkl�d
  

md
nW�j=\j�d
d 
kl�j�  
37 Shuowén Jiêzì defines ³] shè, hypothesised verb of Shì, as: ³¯ ¬I chénshi ‘deploy/display’.  
38 Guân Zî: 52 Qi-chén, Qi-zhû 288. Lyûshì Chunqiu [17-6] 98 ShènShì 14a pairs Shì ‘Dynamic’ and Reality, power 

and wealth, as requisites of kingship. ‘Material/stock’ o  zi is Dynamic’s physical basis. Hán Fei Zî: 47 Ba-Shuo 39 

“abide in riding ‘Dynamic’s’ material” pq
�o  chû chéngShì-zhi zi; 48 Ba-Jing: -1 Yinqíng 44 “Dynamic is the 

multitude-conquering material” 
�rs �o� Shì-zhê, shèngzhòng-zhi zi; -6 Tingfâ 50 “his ‘Dynamic’s’ material is 

subordinates.” Q
o t�  -qí Shì zixià-yê. 
39 Héguan Zî: 11Tàilù p23b. De Foort 1997: 198-199. 
40 Héguan Zî: 10 Tàihóng 7b ; 18 Néngtian 18b. 


