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Early Daoist Ideas on Political Practice:

How to Select and Control Government
Officials”

Barbara Hendrischke

Abstract

This paper is based on material contained in the Scripture on Great Peace that
was produced in the second century C.E. The paper’s argument proceeds from
the supposition that the authors of the Scripture reflected on and responded
to the political and administrative situation of the second century. It is argued
that its authors joined in the critique that was put forth by their contemporaries,
many of whom deplored the breakdown of the Han empire’s institutions and the
people’s growing misery and despair. The authors of the Scripture claimed that
a new era of great peace was close at hand but that before its arrival men had
to undertake a set of reforms. Certain reforms pertained to the administrative
system. The authors suggested to revise the process of appointing officials,
to intensify the submission of memorials and reports, and to increase the
size and rigidity of penalties for administrative misconduct, based on regular
interrogations and on the creation and submission of reports, among them
the “Reports Submitted to Heaven, Earth and Men” (sandao xingshu =3&
17#). These reforms were meant to be in the people’s interest and reduce their
resentment and opposition. Major points were the suggestion to open access
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to officialdom to a wider range of people and the demand to make more use
of outside observers to control the conduct of officials. In developing their
argument the authors referred to the laws, the rules, and the will of heaven,
which for them represented the highest authority. For the authors of the
Scripture, times were in rapid change. In their eyes the ideal official combined
the virtues of the past with those of the future age of great peace: he was
expected to be loyal, responsible, and trustworthy, and he was also expected to
make sure that his superior would lead a long, healthy, and carefree life and if
possible even transcend death to live among heaven’s immortals.
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