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Analogical Thinking
in Ancient China

W hen Sima Qian 司马迁 (145?-190 

B.C.E.), the Grand Historian of 

the Han dynasty in ancient China, justified 

his writing of history as teaching and 

exemplifying all the great virtues through 

the narration of historical events, he quoted 

Confucius as saying:“What I would convey 

through abstract language will not impress 

as deeply or as clearly as demonstrated in 

concrete things and events (我欲载之空言, 

不如见之于行事之深切著明也).”1 Historical 

narrative is thus closely related to moral 

teachings and political wisdom, and serves 

as a manual for proper conduct or, as the title 

of another famous work clearly indicates, 

A Mirror for Governance (《资治通鉴》), 

which is a mammoth work of historiography 

completed in 1084 under Sima Guang’s 司马

光 (1019-1086) editorship and supervision. 

Centuries later, the Qing dynasty scholar 

Zhang Xuecheng 章学诚 (1738-1801), who 

famously proposed that all six Confucian 

classics could be read as history, also 

remarked that “the ancients never talked 

about principles as separate from things and 

events (古人未尝离事而言理).”2

Historical writing in China 

thus finds justification in the 

idea of exemplum, sanctioned 

by Confucius himself, that is, 

the idea that historical facts 

and events provide concrete 

examples that  teach moral 

principles and philosophical 

wisdom more effectively than 

abstract theorizing. 

Historians are not the only ones who 

argue for the necessity of conveying ideas 

of certain abstractness through exemplary 

events and instances. Zhao Qi 赵歧 (?-201) 

Zhang Longxi / 张隆溪
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of the Eastern Han dynasty quoted the same 

words from Confucius as Sima Qian did to 

characterize the way Mencius formulated 

his theories about human nature and other 

concepts through induction, i.e., by drawing 

conclusions from particular facts and 

examples. When Mencius claims that human 

nature is innately good, he does not argue 

from some a priori abstract assumptions but 

by obtaining that idea analogically from a 

totally unrelated situation of water coming 

downward from a higher ground. “Human 

nature is good,” says Mencius, “just as water 

seeks low ground. There is no man who is 

not good; there is no water that does not 

flow downwards (人性之善也，犹水之就

下也。人无有不善，水无有不下).”3 This 

may strike us as somewhat strange, because 

he never established the logical ground on 

which water and human nature could be seen 

as similar and comparable. That similarity 

is argued for in other places where the case 

may seem more plausible. When he claims 

that all men have an inherently sympathetic 

nature to the suffering of others, he again sets 

up a hypothetical situation of “a young child 

on the verge of falling into a well (人乍见孺

子将入于井).” In facing such an emergency, 

says Mencius, anyone “would certainly be 

moved to compassion, not because he wanted 

to get in the good graces of the parents, nor 

because he wished to win the praise of his 

fellow villagers or friends, nor yet because he 

disliked the cry of the child. From this it can 

be seen that whoever is devoid of the heart of 

compassion is not human (皆有怵惕恻隐之

心：非所以内交于孺子之父母也，非所以

要誉于乡党朋友也，非恶其声而然也。由

是观之，无恻隐之心，非人也).”4 Similarly, 

the universality of good human nature is a 

conclusion drawn from specific instances of 

taste and other senses: “all palates have the 

same preference in taste; all ears in sound; all 

eyes in beauty. Should hearts prove to be an 

exception by possessing nothing in common? 

What is common to all hearts? Reason and 

rightness. The sage is simply the man first to 

discover this common element in my heart. 

Thus reason and rightness please my heart in 

the same way as meat pleases my palate (口

之于味，有同嗜焉；耳之于声，有同听焉；

目之于色，有同美焉。至于心，独无所同

然乎？心之所同然者，何也？谓理也，义

也。圣人先得我心之所同然耳。故理义之

悦我心，犹刍豢之悦我口).” 5 These are all 

examples of an analogical way of thinking, 

a way of establishing correspondence 

between two different things or situations, 

and therefore essentially an associative or 

metaphorical way of thinking. 

The word analogy or correspondence 

is richly suggestive in the context of 

ancient China. We may think of Chinese 

cosmology, fully developed in the Han 

dynasty but with elements already existent 

in much earlier time, anticipated not only 

in such Confucian classics as the Book of 

Changes, but also in Taoist books and works 

of other philosophical schools. The idea of 

correspondence of the world of stars and 
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heavenly bodies with that of human affairs 

is an old notion shared by many thinkers in 

ancient China during the Spring and Autumn 

period and the period of the Warring States.

An entire system of correlative 

items was formulated with tao, 

yin and yang, the four seasons, 

and the five elements as most 

important factors regulating 

everything in  the  Chinese 

universe. 

“Heaven is high and superior and Earth 

is low and humble,” as we read in the Book 

of Changes, “so qian and kun are defined 

(天尊地卑，乾坤定矣).”6 Now qian, the 

first hexagram, is said to be heaven, head, 

father, horse, deep red color, etc., while 

kun, the second hexagram, is said to be 

earth, belly, mother, cow, black color, etc. 

Individually, each of these images does not 

seem to make much sense, but when put 

together as a group, for example, heaven, 

head, father, horse, the red color and so on 

would suggest something masculine and 

dominant about qian, while earth, belly, 

mother, cow, the black color and so on would 

suggest something feminine and subordinate 

about kun. Each of the images thus partially 

suggests some quality or essence about 

the hexagram with which it stands in an 

analogical relationship; when juxtaposed 

in pairs such as heaven and earth, head and 

belly, father and mother, horse and cow, red 

and black, etc., a pattern of intelligibility 

would emerge to indicate the relationship 

between qian and kun as yang and yin, 

masculine and feminine, high and low, the 

superior and the humble, etc. Therefore, it 

is through those concrete images and their 

correlations that we come to understand the 

nature of qian or kun, and it is through the 

symbolism of those images that we arrive at 

hexagrams as a system of abstract notions. 

Analogical thinking leads from the concrete 

to the abstract, or it reveals the abstract 

through the concrete. 

The correspondence between heaven 

and the human world is perhaps the first and 

foremost analogy. The sages determined, to 

quote the Book of Changes again, “that the 

way of Heaven consists in yin and yang, the 

way of the Earth consists in softness and 

hardness, and the way of Man consists in 

benevolence and righteousness. They brought 

these three powers together and doubled 

them, and thus the hexagrams in the Changes 

are formed with six lines (以立天之道曰阴

与阳，立地之道曰柔与刚，立人之道曰仁

与义。兼三才而两之，故《易》六画而成

卦).”7 The correlations here of Heaven, Earth, 

and Man as three powers or three origins 

are expressed in a parallelism typical of all 

classical Chinese poetry and prose writings, 

and indeed we may say that it is precisely 

analogical thinking that provides the mental 

foundation for such parallel expressions in 
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Chinese. In a famous passage describing 

the invention of hexagrams, we have a clear 

picture of how the abstract signs are created 

out of concrete things and their patterns, and 

this is also expressed in a typical Chinese 

parallelism: “In ancient times when Pao Xi 

ruled all under heaven, he looked upward 

to observe the forms in the sky and looked 

downward to observe the patterns on the 

earth, and he also observed the pattern of 

traces left by birds and animals on the ground 

and the configurations of the earth. By taking 

hint near at hand from his body and farther 

away from external things, he then created 

the hexagrams to make the virtue of gods 

comprehensible and the nature of all things 

known in signs (古者庖牺氏之王天下也，仰

则观象于天，俯则观法于地，观鸟兽之文

与地之宜，近取诸身，远取诸物，于是始

作八卦，以通神明之德，以类万物之情).”8 

The sage king is the one who understood 

the correspondence between nature and 

man, and derived meaning from the visible 

patterns in nature for the human world. “So 

the sage was able,” as we read in the Guanzi, 

“to understand heaven above and the earth 

below (圣人一言解之，上察于天，下察于

地).” 9 Thus analogy in thinking produces 

parallelism in language, and both point to the 

correlation of the concrete and the abstract, 

the particular and the general, the imagery 

and its imbedded universal meaning. 

But is analogical thinking or the 

drawing of general  conclusions from 

particular instances distinctly or uniquely 

Chinese? Or, to put it in a different framework, 

is Chinese a language of material reference 

and literal meaning that has difficulty, as 

some Sinologists claim, in expressing abstract 

ideas as distinct from the concrete and the 

particular? The answer is unambiguously 

negative. One may set up a dichotomy 

and draw a clear-cut picture of an entire 

cultural tradition against other traditions 

only by massively reducing the richness 

and complexity of a culture till it becomes a 

caricature of its true nature. The dichotomy 

between Chinese concrete thinking and 

Western abstract logic, or between Chinese 

immanence and Western transcendence, 

is a seriously distorted picture. The fact is 

that analogical, associative, or metaphorical 

thinking is common to different traditions 

East and West, particularly in early history. 

As Ernst Cassirer points out, every language 

has a mythico-linguistic past, in which the 

analogical thinking prevails: “Every part of 

a whole is the whole itself; every specimen 

is equivalent to the entire species.” The basic 

principle of such metaphorical thinking, 

he continues, is “the principle of pars pro 

toto.”10 In modern times, language may have 

lost its richness of immediate experience 

and metaphorical  power,  but  poetry, 

Cassirer argues, is where “the word not only 

preserves its original creative power, but is 

ever renewing it; in which it undergoes a sort 

of constant palingenesis, at once a sensuous 

and a spiritual reincarnation.” 11 The change 

from analogical thinking and metaphorical 
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language to modern logical reasoning and 

conceptual expression has happened in China 

as in the West, and to identify analogical 

thinking as a uniquely “Chinese way of 

thinking” would be as wrong as to keep 

China frozen in a remote past, while allowing 

only the West to be seen as having gone 

through all the dynamic transformations in 

modern history.

Of the “Elizabethan world picture,” 

as E. M. W. Tillyard famously argues, 

analogy or correspondence constitutes a 

crucial part. Nature is the macrocosm, and 

man, the microcosm: “Man is called a little 

world,” says Tillyard, “because he possesses 

all the faculties of the universe.”12 That is 

the medieval world view inherited by the 

humanists during the Renaissance. In that 

view, the world is an ordered universe in 

which everything is linked with everything 

e lse  by a  great  Chain  of  Being,  and 

correspondence between heaven and earth, 

or nature and man, is an important concept 

for understanding Shakespeare, Milton, 

John Donne, and many other great works 

of literature, philosophy, and religion in the 

sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries. 

As for drawing on history for concrete 

examples to teach moral principles, that is 

again a commonplace in the Renaissance. 

Giovanni Boccaccio’s (1313-1375) De 

Casibus Virorum Illustrium (Examples 

of Famous Men) started a tradition of 

historical writing with a strong moral 

intention. A multi-authored work in English 

that followed that de casibus tradition, A 

Mirror for Magistrates, was first published 

in 1559 and reprinted numerous times 

with additional materials till the early 

seventeenth century. The title of this book 

certainly recalls Sima Guang’s historical 

work in eleventh-century China, for both 

used history to teach moral principles and 

political wisdom, and to show unavoidable 

consequences  o f  one ’ s  conduc t  and 

behavior as though in a “mirror.” Niccolò 

Machiavelli (1469-1527) believed that 

the study of antiquity held lessons for the 

modern world and that the Roman history 

in particular was exemplary as the Roman 

Empire was the most successful polity 

in the ancient world. His view of history 

as exemplary and didactic can be seen 

especially clearly in his Discorsi sopra la 

prima deca di Tito Livio (Discourses on the 

First Decade of Livy, 1513-19). All these are 

examples of exemplary historical thinking in 

the West, which is not so different from the 

way ancient Chinese historians thought of 

history and its use. 

Cultural traditions are indeed different 

from one another, but the differences are a 

matter of degree, not of kind. If analogical 

thinking starts from concrete examples 

to generally applicable conclusions as 

principles, the generalized conclusion 

is in itself an abstract notion. Chinese 

hexagrams are good examples of this kind 

of abstractness, for each hexagram is the 

generalized quality of all its concrete images 
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but not identifiable with any of those images. 

Qian stands for the abstract quality shared 

and suggested by heaven, head, father, horse, 

deep red color, etc., and kun is the abstract 

quality shared and suggested by earth, 

belly, mother, cow, the black color, etc. It 

is precisely because of their abstractness, 

these terms cannot be readily translated 

into other names. Another example is of 

course tao, which cannot be named. Even 

the name of tao, as Laozi acknowledged, 

is an arbitrary and provisional name. So 

many terms in Chinese, such as tao 道, qi 

气, yin 阴 and yang 阳, qian 乾, kun 坤 and 

a whole set of technical terms widely used 

from philosophical discourse to literary 

criticism, are in that sense untranslatable. 

And yet, it is extremely important to translate 

them through adequate interpretation and 

careful explanation so that we may have 

understanding and communication between 

cultures East and West. To fully recognize 

cultural differences of various degrees 

without making them absolute and mutually 

exclusive—that is the task for all of us in our 

effort to help create a peaceful and tolerant 

world with diverse cultural traditions. 
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