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Yiian Chieh’s View of a Sage

Fang, Chieh
(National Chung-cheng University)

ABSTRACT"

Yiian Chieh was born at a time when Taoism flourished and Confucianism

was popular during the K’ai-ytian and T’ien-pao eras (713-755) of the T’ang
dynasty. Influenced by his father and elder brother, he was decidedly Taoist in
thought and not bound by the confines of Confucian studies. Although his
actions and behavior were Confucian and he was also praised as an “official
loyal and pure,” he liked to refer to himself as a “follower of all” and different
from “believers in rules and form.”

Yiian Chieh lived at'a time when he.saw the court becoming more lavish
and extravagant as people becoming increasingly superficial and debased, so he
proposed the Taoist ideals of “simplicity” and “the sage of honesty and
humility” in his political theories. Eulogizing and praising the ancient orthodox
sages and rulers of antiquity, he hoped the emperor would return to the
simplicity of the ancients and learn to become a true gentleman and sage ruler.
However, he himself did not emphasize eulogizing these orthodox worthies of
the antiquity—XKing T ang of Shang, King Wu and Wen of Chou, the Duke of
Chou, and Confucius, which is why scholars later claimed that he was “not a
Confucian.”

Judging from Yiian Chieh’s writings, one does not find obvious praise for
these worthies and sages. When compared with Ch’en Tzu-ang and Han Y1i, he
does not appear to have paid open reverence for Confucius very much.
Nonetheless, from his lifetime of thought, words, and actions, it is obvious that
he did not want to be cast merely in the shadow of revering Confucius, but

instead chose to “seek the truth rather than the name” of Confucius, which is far

" The article in Chinese appears from page 75 to /U/\.
" Translated from the Chinese abstract on page 75-& by Donald E. Brix.
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more difficult. As such, it turns out to be unfair to say that he was “not a
Confucian.”

Key Words
Yiian Chieh JTAS
sage BE A
Confucius f|,F



