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Abstract: Joseph Levenson argued that the discontinuity be-
tween traditional and modern in China was so stark that even to the
extent that things appeared similar, this was a matter of “new wine
in old bottles”: the words may have been the same, but what they
meant had changed decisively. On the surface, “quanli” would ap-
pear a perfect example of Levenson’ s metaphor, since it seems to
have been transformed from a derogatory word for the powers and
profits that tempt the uncultivated

Xunzi

as seen, for instance, in the

into “rights”, the very foundation of modern ethics,’
politics, and law, There is ample evidence, though, that the ways
that many Chinese use “quanli” today differs significantly from the
political individualist sense of the term that is dominant in most cur-
rent Western discussions of rights. Even to the extent that new

wine found its way into old bottles, that is, Chinese and Western
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rights discourses have followed different paths. My goals today are
to explore the extent to which the contemporary flavors of “quanli”
discourse owe their origins to wines of Neo — Confucian vintage,
and then to reflect on the ways in which such origins might matter.

I will proceed as follows. First we will look at Dai Zhen’s un-
derstanding of the role of desires in ethical action. I use Dai to rep-
resent a set of views quite common in the late Ming and Qing dynas-
ties, which parted company with the earlier Neo — Confucianism of
Zhu Xi. The trends I identify with Dai, furthermore, were em-
braced by some of the earliest writers on quanli in the twentieth
century. My second section demonstrates this through an examina-
tion of Liu Shipei. Here we see a reworking of Confucian themes to-
gether with new texts and terms from abroad, the central dynamics
of which explicitly retain much of Dai’s framework. Third, I will
turn to Gao Yihan, an academic who began publishing in the mind
1910s. He writes in a very different intellectual environment from
either of his predecessors, and the authors with whom he explicitly
engages are almost exclusively Western. We will see that some of
his terms and some of his meanings are new, and that he wrestles
with problems that neither Dai nor Liu clearly recognized. Still,
much of Gao’s conceptual structure, like other advocates of quanli
of his day, remains symmetrical with Liu’s. And this is still true
today. My argument is not that Chinese quanli discourse is un-
changing; my point is rather that a certain strand of the Confucian
tradition has played an enormous role in shaping these develop-
ments, and as we strive to critically develop both Chinese and West-
ern righs discourses in dialog with one another, we would do well to
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recognize and assess this Confucian contribution.
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