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A Reinterpretation of the Confucian Thought of “Internally a Sage and Externally a King” in
the Pre-Qin Period

Song Kuanfeng

Abstract: Although the Confucian thought of “internally a sage and externally a king” is well known, there are
considerable deviations and ambiguities in its general understanding. The idea of “externally a king” in the pre-Qin
Confucianism refers to “giving peace to the all under heaven” ‘“manifesting bright virtue to the all under heaven”
“bringing peace to the world” or “easing the populace” “easing the people of the entire world”. Undoubtedly, the best
candidate to accomplish such an “externally a king” is “sage king”, and the most reasonable institutionalized path
for “a sage to become king” is “abdication”. As the idea of “abdication” was excluded owing to the lack of practical
feasibility, Xunzi suggests a reasonable combination of “sage” and “king”, which is “he who honored sages become a
true king” or “sagely lords and their worthy prime ministers”. The achievement of the “externally a king” necessarily
requires the “objectification” of the “internally a sage”. The essence and core of the “externally a king” is
“benevolent governance”. The primary content of “benevolent governance” is “the social system of sage kings”. Of
course, the political effect of the “exerting a spiritual influence only by residing and transforming people only by
passing” of “sagely lords and their worthy prime ministers” is also based on the institutional dimension of “benevolent
governance .

Key words: pre-Qin Confucianism; internally a sage and externally a king; King of the Saints; the dimension of
system ; objectification
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