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Institutional Activation of Moral Potential: The Han Dynasty’s Recommendatory System in
Response to the Three—Level Theory of Human Nature

Yang Chao, Tu Haoyu

Abstract: Dong Zhongshu’ s three-level theory of human nature not only provided a crucial anthropological
foundation for the Han Dynasty’ s recommendatory system but also offered clear guidance for its institutional design.
This system aligned the moral endowments elaborated in the three-level theory—such as “filial piety and fraternal
duty”, “integrity and deference”,“a sense of shame”, and “the disposition to approve good and disapprove evil” —with
specific examination categories like “filial and incorrupt”, “integrity appraisal”, “mastery of classics”, and “exemplary
and virtuous”. In doing so, it established a sophisticated mechanism that incorporated intrinsic moral potential into
external institutional frameworks. More than a method of official selection, this institutional practice evolved into an
ethical-political project aimed at stimulating and fulfilling the goodness in human nature. Within a specific historical
period of the Han Dynasty, it effectively facilitated social mobility and integration. The institutional response of
recommendatory system to the three—level theory illustrates a unique pathway in ancient Chinese political civilization—
transforming moral philosophy into institutional practice. However, the system’s later decline exposed inherent tensions
between flexible moral standards and the rigidity of power structure, reflecting the universal challenges faced in the
institutionalization of moral ideals.

Key words: Dong Zhongshu; recommendatory system; three—level theory of human nature; moral potential;

institutional activation
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