THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE ZHOUYI AND MANAGEMENT
HAO SHUCUI


Substance and Function: 

the Relationship between the Zhouyi and Management

Hao Shucui

 (Postdoctoral Mobile Station of Law, Shandong University at Weihai, Weihai 264209, China)

(Research Center of Philosophy and Social Development, Shandong University at Weihai, Weihai 264209, China)

Translated from Chinese by Zhang Wenzhi

 (Center for Zhouyi & Ancient Chinese Philosophy, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, China)

A book credited with great wisdom, the Zhouyi can inevitably exert inspirational influence upon a wide cross-section of the society and individual life. Along with the transformation from traditional society to modern society, management science became a conspicuous scholarship and it has turned out to be a fashion to approach the Zhouyi from perspectives of management. Behind the tide of market economy, in the academic circle, which is originally not boisterous, some Yi-orientated works related to management such as Cheng Zhongying’s 成中英 C lilun: Yijing guali zhexue C理论——中国管理哲学 (C Theory: The Managerial Philosophy of the Classic of Changes) and Zeng Shiqiang’s 曾仕强 Dayi guanli 大易管理 (Management by the Great Changes) even become best sellers. Some scholar summarized the research on the Zhouyi from the angle of management in the past several decades like this: “Along with the rising of the Zhouyi fever (zhouyi re 周易热) since the 1980s, more and more people began to study, interpret, and extend the Zhouyi. In succession, scholars identify the Zhouyi as a managerial book … and attest to the managerial qualities conceived in the Zhouyi from different angles.”
 By a comprehensive study of this field, it can be seen that this evaluation is apt. To be sure, the development of the Yi-oriented management theory can significantly inspire comparative studies of Eastern and Western managerial thought, expand Oriental managerial culture, and establish a Chinese mode of management. Moreover, it is also of importance in reinforcing the practicality and operability of the Zhou Changes. However, an unavoidable problem behind this approach to the Changes is that the Zhouyi thus seems to have been understood and interpreted as a treasure in the manipulation of modern management and even each hexagram and line has been viewed as guidance for business and economic management. This paper attempts to clarify that the relationship between the Zhouyi and management ought to be regarded as a relationship between substance (ti 体) and function (yong 用); in other words, the former is the root while the latter is a branch. The Zhou Changes does not view man as an object to be bound and managed by external specifications, nor directly discuss concrete management procedures explicated in Western management. The exegesis of the Zhouyi from perspectives of Western management deviated from the essence and purport of the Zhou Changes, and consequently this kind of approach will inexorably make these discussions lapse into vulgarity and harm the basic spirit of the Zhouyi.

I

In the academic circle of Western management, different scholars put forward different definitions of management. To Taylor, management is to “be accurately aware of what you want a person to do and ask him to do it in the best way.”
 It was described by Fayol as “carrying out planning, organizing, commanding, coordinating, and control.”
 In Coontz’s view, management is “a course of designing and maintaining a good environment in order to make a person efficiently accomplish his fixed objectives in a group.”
 From Chandler’s perspective, as a “visible hand,” management is an executive coordination mechanism by which to coordinate economic activities of industrial and commercial enterprises, allocate resources, and replace the “invisible hand”—market mechanism. In other words, management is coordination so as to guarantee allocations of an enterprise’s resources and running of its economic activities.
 According to Modern Chinese Dictionary (Xiandai hanyu cidian 现代汉语词典), management has three connotations: 1) being responsible for a task and making it go on fluidly; 2) maintaining and arranging; 3) taking care of and restraining (men or animals).
 It can be seen that, from modern perspectives, no matter how differently people understand management, one point is unavoidable: management lies in the detachment of the manager and the managed, and the former regards the latter as objects (objective things); otherwise, there will be no management. On this account, there accordingly appear management objectives, management methodology, management standards, and so on, hence a whole system of discipline. Thus we can say that objectified mode of thinking is the premise for modern (Western) management science.

  And how about the relationship between this kind of objectified mode of thinking and the Zhouyi?

  Traditional Chinese culture has always been bathed in poetic thinking,
 which is characteristic of holism, indeterminacy, and imagery. As a Confucian classic, the mode of thinking conceived in the Zhouyi is nearly identical to poetic thinking. Both “observing images” (guanxiang 观象) or “attaching the phrases” (xici 系辞) to the hexagrams and lines are a manifestation of nothing but the flowing and transformation of the images in the ceaseless generation. “Observing images” aims to find the images of the hexagrams and lines, whereas “attaching phrases” is not to infer but to reveal the Dao (Way) by language and words.
 Mr. Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909-1995) asserted that the Zhou changes represented metaphysical thought of Confucianism.
 This is to say, the Zhouyi aims to expose these two aspects: 1) In respect to the pursuit of value, its purport is to nourish and cultivate humanistic virtue and spirit with benevolence and righteousness as the core and its value orientation lies in its pursuit of the subjective consciousness of virtue;
 2) Regarding the mode of thinking, the Zhou Changes does not pursue specification but advocates metaphysical thinking higher than general logical thinking and scientific truth.
 Under this kind of orientation of value and mode of thinking, the premise for the establishment of the Yi-oriented management is that managers cannot be detached from those who are being managed.

  The reason so many contributions were made to management theories in the West is just due to the (Western) objectified mode of thinking. Since the ancient Greeks, Western people were always passionate for constant exploration of nature, and the early philosophers in ancient Greece particularly devoted themselves to discussions on the genesis of the universe. By the time of Socrates, though Western philosophers began to pay attention to man, their attitude toward man was still based on logical analysis. They tended to define things and make a careful and detailed analysis of certain complex things so as to decompose and classify them into simple principles and seek generality from different things and give a clear expression of it. Accordingly, Western thinking is a kind of rational and logical thinking based on a subject-object dichotomy. Based on this kind of thinking mode, Western management is a rationalized, operationized, and quantized management, a pervasion and transplantation of science into management. The salient features of Western management lie in its operationalization and rationalization, with efficiency as its highest and ultimate goal, manifesting an intense consciousness of methodology. The development of modern Western managerial thought from classical managerial theory is at first manifested in a breakthrough of methodological consciousness. The formation of the school of scientific management theories represented by Taylor’s view originated at first from seeking methods. Through Taylor and others’ efforts, scientific managerial methods became the normalized, quantized, and most optimized ones. The school of management science arising from the period when various management theories were coming out simultaneously went far from the school of scientific management in the rigid determinism of science and technology. Attributed to a sheer methodological determinism, the former attempts to use strict scientific quantitative methods to deal with problems. The predominant idea of this period was also to advocate and pursue standardization, normalization, and quantification, being a concrete manifestation of the pervasion of the principles of normalization, standardization, quantification, simplification, and optimization into the variety of realms of the society. Its basic methods are still attributed to technologism and share the same origin with the scientific methodology.

II

In value orientation, Chinese traditional culture is strikingly manifested as a virtue-oriented or ethics-oriented culture. Its origin and philosophical notions do not care about rational intellectual inquiries nor take interest in defining things with concepts. The reason for this is because Chinese philosophy focuses on life and evinces a value orientation of intense concern about subjectivity and ethics rather than the natural world. All ancient Chinese classics enfold themselves around this theme.
 Many scholars share this point of view. As Mr. Xiong Shili 熊十力 (1885-1968) has remarked, “Chinese philosophy has a distinctive spirit. That is, in respect to learning, it fundamentally stresses self-awareness, which refers to feeling what others feel, a realm of undifferentiated whole whereby there are no differences between the internal and external, object and subject, one and multitude.”
 According to the Zhou Changes, as one of the “Three Powers” (sancai 三才) and the intelligent part of the universe, humans differ from other creatures in humanistic qualities. Humanistic creation and influence cause humans no longer to be obsessed with the lower realm of material desire but leave possibilities for people to enhance themselves infinitely. Through vigorous pursuit in a metaphysical sense and constant development of virtuous wisdom and innate nature, humans can surely continuously transcend themselves and culminate in the supreme realm; they can attain to a highly moralized life and thus maximally show their splendor more illuminating than other creatures under heaven. This is the fundamental belief and pursuit of the Zhouyi. Interpreting the Zhouyi from perspectives of Western management and imposing categories of Western management upon the Zhou Changes belong to far-fetched associations and will cause theoretical harm to it.

  All activities involved in the Zhouyi are assumed on ethical principles. Its core is “maintaining coordinations and harmony” (baohe taihe 保合太和): “Along with the changes and transformations of the Dao (Way) of heaven, everything’s nature and destiny are rectified and the maintaining of coordinations and harmony lies in righteousness and constancy. So one stands with head above the multitudes, and the myriad states are all at peace.”
 The variety of pronouncements of fortune, misfortune, distress, or regret under different circumstances in the Zhouyi are derived from the most basic frame of reference of the realm of harmony. Its purpose is to pursue a universal fitness and oppositional complementarity between different things and finally realize the ultimate goal of harmony where the changes and transformations of the universe are ceaselessly unfolded. This is identical to the view stated in the Doctrine of the Mean that “The myriad things are nourished simultaneously without any harm, and all paths are parallel without any inconsistency,”
 attributed to a holistic cosmology and humanistic ethics-oriented philosophy. As it says in the “Commentary on the Appended Phrases” (xici 系辞) chapter, “The petty man is not ashamed of being unkind, nor is he afraid of being unjust. If he does not see an advantage in something, he does not act, and if he is not threatened by force, he is not chastised. For small matters one chastises him, so that for great matters he takes warning. This is how the petty man prospers.”
 The Zhou Changes calls the one who regards his own benefits as his ultimate—even his single—goal a petty man, and holds that he will inevitably destroy the order of the entire society and abolish fundamental benefits of all people including the petty man himself. Contrary to Western management which always, in the course of management, considers how to allocate moral concepts and interpersonal (human) relations, the Zhou Changes interprets “benefits” in a broader perspective, in that it first of all establishes an ultimate goal of value, places emphasis on the overall virtuous enhancement of man’s spiritual realm so as to realize a supreme, sacred, sublime, and moralized personality, on the basis of which to set up interpersonal relations. Without this most fundamental premise, humanity in the true sense and social life in its true sense will be out of the question. It therefore mostly prefers forgiveness, self-restraint, tolerance, and modesty, and advocates avoiding empty conjectures, absolutization, obstinacy, and solipsism. The remarks that “The sharpness of the two people who share the same kind heart and mind can sever metal, and the fragrance of the words from those who share the same kind heart and mind is like orchids”
 are an expression of this sort of value orientation.

  It can be seen that neither the Zhou Changes nor even the entire Chinese traditional culture had never particularly discussed issues of management. It evidently does not talk about the methodological consciousness and norms of manipulation conceived in Western managerial theories nor possesses any inclination toward technicism upheld by Western management. On the contrary, it attempts to pursue a harmonious and unitary order through virtuous edification and moral models. This standpoint departing from the fundamental welfare of the whole national group as its primary purpose unites the benefits of both the manager and the managed organically together, without any independent individual benefits. Although it has no intention of distinguishing the manager and the managed, it can inevitably be used to inspire issues related to management, which affect not only the manager but also the managed. In short, the Zhou Changes is not inclined to management and its inspiration for management is no more than a functioning (yong 用) of the substance (ti 体), a manifestation of its quality of “making evident both that which has already happened and scrutinizing what is yet to come, which thus subtly comes to light, revealing what is hidden.”
 

  Contrary to these features, though Western management has theoretically accomplished its norm and system and practically attested to its adaptability to certain periods of social development, its drawbacks are also awesomely evident, which are summed up by a scholar in four aspects: 1) inflexible management methods: It draws upon scientific knowledge and technology to set up management models, in which personnel, financial, and material resources are included and thus all things are stylized in modeling; 2) single purpose in management: The utilitarian purpose of pursuing efficiency and benefits in scientific management has nothing to do with cultural value, social effect, and human significance; 3) imbalanced investment orientation: The manager’s investment orientation is sufficient to manifest the inherent nature of capital, i.e., mercilessness, indifference, and rationality, where the idea of humanism is scorned; 4) rigid technical support: Techniques and skills dominate the system of organization and management, which bring management into sequencing and modeling patterns; thus the people involved find it difficult to enhance wisdom, leading to the loss of both subjective initiative and conscious activity.
 The reason for these drawbacks is that in respect to humans there are different value orientations in Western management: classical management viewed man as a “thing”; management of behavioral science began to pay attention to humanism; modern management stresses hard elements such as business strategy and organizational design but again neglect the human. From economic stimulus in classical management, to the stimulus of employees’ behavior in behavioral science, and to the application of advanced equipment and systems in modern management science, the opposition between subject and object had never been actually eliminated. How to dissolve the antagonism between subject and object in management has always been an inextricable problem in Western managerial theories.
 

  Under the tide of modernization, social division of labor and mobility have been highly developed, which increased the feeling of dissimilation and caused turbulence of organization and management. This phenomenon is referred to as “alienation” by Marx, as “anomie” by the French sociologist Durkheim, as “homelessness” by existentialists, and as disharmony by the American sociologist Parsons. In the view of the German sociologist Georg Simmel, inordinate development of modern natural science can lead to objectification of man. To overcome this phenomenon, we must rely on a sophisticated and comprehensive system of harmony conceiving both scientific spirit and humanistic spirit to promote advantages and avoid weaknesses of the highly developed social division. Though the humanistic paradigm in modern Western managerial theories, which appears as the opposite of Taylor’s paradigm, aimed to “let management be more humane,” criticized Taylor’s scientific managerial system and method for its immorality and “dehumanization”, and emphasized putting man in the central place in the studies of management, its so-called value was still based on nihilism and self, which cannot effect a radical cure of the “modern disease” in contemporary Western business administration. Therefore, despite its theoretical identification with the concept of humanism, and positive attitude toward the value of man as resources, since it is impossible for this paradigm to get rid of the prejudice of viewing man as problem, procedure, and cost, it is still based upon the mode of thinking that regards man as object and thus is far from being aware of man’s internal richness, complexity, and organic character.   

III

The above-mentioned brief accounts show that the Zhou Changes differs from Western management in both mode of thinking and value pursuit. The question is why the approach to the Zhouyi from the angle of Western management came to be a trend?

  In examining this issue, we can find that two elements play a particularly major role.

  First, the background of the times is an important element. The background of the times plays an extremely important role in academic research. He Lin 贺麟 (1902-1992) had expressed this point of view as he stated in the “Afterword” of his Hege’er xueshu 黑格尔学述 (An Account of Hegel’s Philosophy) that “the reason for my account of Hegel’s philosophy actually is mainly ascribed to my interest inspired by the times. The time in which we are living is identical with the time of Hegel’s—politically, a time when the powerful neighbors are pressing on the border, the whole nation falls apart and the people are dejected and not of one mind; academically, a time just after the Enlightenment; and literarily and artistically, a time just after the Romantic literary and artistic movement. Hegel’s theories therefore are indeed salient for us in answering contemporary questions.”
 It is evident that He Lin’s primary motivation to study, introduce, and translate Hegel’s philosophy mainly originated from the demands of the times. This exactly corresponds to what Marx remarked: “The degree of realization of a theory in a country is always determined by the degree to which the theory satisfies the demands of the country.”
 To China, after the First Opium War, the expectations concerning Western learning in Chinese historical and cultural context allowed the interpretation of Chinese learning from perspectives of Western learning to become a trend and convention.

  After the First Opium War (1840), the concept of the “West” became a sticking point difficult to be expressed in the mind of Chinese people. Chinese modern consciousness did not result from the demand of self-innovation of thought, nor from a process of gradual awakening, but mostly from the appearance of the alien West. Western sophisticated weapons and modernization made Chinese people wake up with a start, and dragged China into deep crisis. Chinese people had to admit that the West, where material civilization was obviously higher than China, should be the object to be learned, and thus Western learning became a frame of reference for Chinese people. The differences between China and West were interpreted as antagonism between tradition and modernity, as distinguishing between the advanced and the less developed; and the term of “Western learning” was viewed as science, which embodied a tremendous shift of the intellectuals’ mentality in dealing with the Sino-West relationship, from esteeming the past over the present to valuing the (Western) present over the antiquity (of China). After opening to the outside world (from 1978 onward), though China has made achievements attracting worldwide attention in the economic field, it is still at the stage of catching up (with the West). The sense of loss in the feeling that China has not caught up, and the expectation that China will soon catch up with West, led to some changes in Chinese people’s mentality. In the former case, many people still ascribe China’s backwardness to Chinese traditional culture. At the onset of the 21st century, along with the publication of Professor Zhang Gongyao’s 张功耀 article “Bidding Farewell to Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)” (Gaobie zhongyi zhongyao 告别中医中药) and online signatures aiming to abolish TCM demonstrate that the attitude against TCM—manifested in the disputes between Fu Sinian 傅斯年 (1896-1950) (who vociferously argued against TCM) and Kong Geng 孔庚 (1873-1950) (who was a steadfast defender of TCM) culminating in 1941—assuredly and boldly appears again in the presence of the people and leads to a lot of debates. In Chinese social sciences research fields, historiographical research “unfortunately became a captive of the Western mode”; in legal studies there appears a notion that “there will be not any way out without importing (Western theories)”; in the field of economic studies scholars intend to “use domestic stories to expand (Western) economics theory.” All these facts make us realize that the perspective and attitude based on Western paradigms taking form and strengthening in comparative studies of Chinese and Western cultures continue to work nowadays and are consciously or unconsciously controlling people’s understanding and appraisal. In the expectation of catching up with the Western world, some are engaging in a radical new interpretation of Chinese traditional classics according to the patterns of Western culture. In this course two wrong attitudes toward Chinese traditional classics took shape, both of which originate from self-loss and display severe lack of confidence. One of them is advocating ruining and abandoning these classics under the banner of “getting rid of their dregs and taking their marrows”—at present, some persons’ viewing the Zhou Changes as an obstacle to the development of science and/or regarding it as a remainder of feudal superstition is a specific manifestation of this attitude; the other is playing up to Western learning and interpreting all the documents related to Chinese traditional culture under the mode of Western learning, aiming to announce to the world that (Chinese traditional culture) “had contained all these disciplines.” The formation of prevalent managerial principles based on Western management theory is a product of a global expansion of Taylor’s “Scientific Management” dating from the early 20th century and it has gradually become a “naturalized hegemonic discourse.” The driving force to the modernization reform of Chinese management mainly comes from an “exogenous change”—in other words, following and imitating Western management theories become a main stream in the development of Chinese management whereas the internal innovation in the academic circle of management in China is left in a secondary place. The import of a large amount of Western management theories and teaching materials and the dissemination of managerial thought make people find the market of Western management in China. In this context, the attitude of playing up to Western learning prompted some people to transform the Zhouyi into a managerial treasure based on Western management theories.

  Second, the academic dimension of “extremely revealing the profoundness of heaven and earth and fully exposing the beginning and end of human affairs” of the Zhou Changes offered certain convenient opportunities for various vulgarized exegeses on it.

  As the origin of Chinese civilization and the focus of Chinese traditional culture, the Zhou Changes enjoys such an exalted position that, “The way of the Changes is broad and great and encompasses everything, including astronomy, geography, music, military methods, phonetics, numerical calculations, and even alchemy refinery.”
 The hexagram and line statements extensively recorded social lives of the early human civilization—such as activities concerning economy, politics, livelihood, military affairs, travel, sacrifices, education and so on, as well as contents related to decision making and prognostication, while the Yizhuan 易传 (Commentaries on the Changes, a. k. a. Ten Wings) summarized these activities and contents with principles based on multiple meanings, multiple perspectives, and multiple layers aiming at cultivation, completing certain tasks, and arriving at the realm of “centrality and harmony.” Its hexagram and line statements have always been viewed as an exposition of principles and wisdom for human life, and one of its glamours as a cultural text lies in the contents of its hexagram and line statements. The Zhou Changes addresses both the Dao (Way) of heaven and the Dao of man. Not only does it place emphasis on the production and completion of the myriad things but also addresses the Dao (Way) from perspectives of social and human affairs in their own rights, as the purpose for the sages to compose the Changes was to use it “as a means to stay in accord with the principles of nature and of fate. It was for this reason that they determined what the Dao of heaven was, which they defined in terms of yin and yang, what the Dao of Earth was, which they defined in terms of hard and soft, and what the Dao of Man was, which they defined in terms of benevolence and righteousness.”
 Thus, “as a book, the Changes is something which is broad and great, complete in every way. There is the Dao of Heaven in it, the Dao of Man in it, and the Dao of Earth in it.”
 As the subject of cognition and practice, Man ought to deal with things according to the Dao of Yi where Heaven, Earth, and Man are united, and ought to assist in the transforming and nourishing powers of Heaven and Earth. Its character of “being manifested in benevolence and hidden within its functioning”
 puts the Zhou Changes not far from the human world, but on the contrary makes it appear everywhere, able to fit into any situation. Thus it is closely related to man’s daily life and expressed as “being so very great that its sustenance of everything never fails.”
 We can say that the Dao of changes threads through Heaven, Earth, and Man and consolidates experiences and achievements in the painful explorations of regularities applicable to the survival of humans and nature, in the earlier period of Chinese culture. In respect to its nature, the Dao (Way) of changes is not a pure rational cognition of the objective world, nor is it obsessed in utter spiritual musing about the subjective world, but a set of modes of decision which, though abstract, are yet directly related to specific practical operations. Therefore it has extremely widespread interpretive capabilities and is practical for every facet of human life. In the course of events when China is transforming from a traditional to a modern society, the relationship between people is more and more turned into a relationship between manager and the managed. When practical life is filled with the issues related to management, people will naturally seek advice from this traditional, valuable book. This phenomenon per se demonstrates that the Zhou Changes proves to be timeless wisdom which can bring enduring inspiration rather than an operable principle suitable only to a specific domain. 

  There is a scholar who holds that the basic concern of the Zhou Changes for academic and human life is to activate man’s humanistic value, awaken man’s consciousness of virtue, inspire and prompt us to be mainly established in the realm of humanistic value and virtue, where we have complete autonomy and ability to seek a single realistic and genuinely efficacious humanistic approach, so as to fully develop ourselves and realize good fortune and avoid misfortune.
 Accordingly he advocates simplicity and trying one’s best to get rid of complex details to let the purport be emphasized, and take virtues as an optimal point of penetration into the Changes where the virtues are given priority treatment as the foundation for self-cultivation and as the root of everything in human social life. To interpret the Zhou Changes with categories and systems of Western management is to undermine Chinese traditional classics with rational and logic conceptual thinking. In this way, knowledge and virtuous conduct will be mixed and its connotations will be torn into pieces; and finally its real meaning cannot be attained.
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