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Introduction
The sociology of symbolic power, as put forth by Pierre Bourdieu, treats the relations
between behavior and socio-cultural structure. Bourdieu comprehends culture as a
form of capital that follows certain laws of accumulation, exchange, and operation,
and emphasizes that its symbolic form plays an important role in establishing and
maintaining power structures.1 Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital comprises a
variety of resources such as language capabilities, general cultural consciousness,
aesthetic symbols, educational information, and level of education.2 His analysis of
cultural capital reveals three different processes of its formation.3 First, education
fosters its formation, internalizing it through the socialization process of individuals
and from an early age casting a cognitive matrix to appreciate cultural commodities.
In this case, cultural capital exists as an internal property of individual subjects. Second, cultural capital exists in an objective form as, for instance, books and artistic
products, which in turn demand appreciation by a connoisseur. Third, in Bourdieu’s
theory cultural capital exists as an institutional form, that is, in the form of educa
tional institutions.
The relations between symbolic form and power to which Bourdieu draws attention also matter much in the Analects, which may be regarded as the cognitive world
of Confucius and his disciples. In retrospect, the early Confucian school (rujia 儒家)
was also concerned with the three conditions of cultural capital that Bourdieu mentioned, namely its internalization, objectification, and institutionalization. A Con
fucian man of honor and integrity (junzi 君子) was considered an agent for passing
on and practicing the school’s guidelines and doctrines through achieving the ideal
of “cultivating oneself and rectifying others” (xiuji zhiren 修己治人). In his efforts
to fulfill the agent’s role, he was called upon to acquire cultural capital. If we put
the three conditions just mentioned into Confucian context, they can be termed
“standardization of bodily motions based on everyday rules of conduct,” “acquiring
literati qualifications through the cultivation of the six classical arts” (liuyi 六藝), and
“Confucian learning” (ruxue 儒學) (in later ages for the government exams), respectively. Just as the focus has been shifted from economic capital to cultural capital in
recent years, so in Confucius’s feudal era there had occurred a shift from the ascriptive
capital accrued through hereditary status to cultural capital based on merit, vested
in such prestigious figures as Confucian literati and men of honor and integrity. It
was precisely cultural capital that empowered them to enter officialdom through
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government examinations, to perform literati functions, and to exercise monopolistic
power over the production and use of the discourse of the times.
Confucius created a new concept of “culture as power” by attaching a new
meaning to the concept of the “power endowed by god” of the Xia and Shang dy
nasties and inheriting the power forged by the insistence on propriety (li 禮) of the
Western Zhou dynasty. Confucius provided the cultural capital essential to a man
of honor and integrity. For him, cultural capital was represented by stylized cultural
symbols, which by being used as a prerequisite and manifestation of power turned
into symbolic power. Symbolic power is the most obvious and effective form of
power. Confucius’s innovation was to enhance cultural capital as the prerequisite for
men of honor and integrity and to render it essential to power. This innovation entailed a new definition of the nature of Confucianism itself.
As many scholars have pointed out, the Confucian school manifested a variety of
forms in its relation to state power in order to bolster its dominance.4 For example, Li
Zehou analyzes how Confucius’s notion of benevolence (ren 仁) was related to his
conception of propriety (li 禮) as buttressing the order of blood-related hierarchical
clan-based society.5 Jin Guantao analyzes how the feudal system of ancient China
was maintained by a successful functioning of the patrilineal clan system.6 Li Xiantang shows how the pre-Qin autocratic regimes were assisted by the Confucian
school in their appropriation of the dao 道 to create legitimacy, and how they acquired the power to interpret the truth by creating institutions and rituals.7 The civil
service exams are highlighted by Yan Buke as the institutional channel to incorporate
the scholarly class into officialdom.8 Liu Zehua and others analyze how, in ancient
China, symbiotic bonds were created between literati, officials, and landlords who
dominated political, cultural, and economic activities.9 Ge Quan argues that sagely
control of society took place in the three modes of ideological control (worship of
sage kings), institutional control (rituals and state institutions), and religious control
(worship of sages), and that this cultural mechanism of control was one of the prime
means by which the monarch ruled the state.10 As Li Dongjun has noted, the sacralization of the unity of dao, king, and the divine by the sages ensured the unity of
sacredness and kingship, and attracted the consensus of the masses.11 All these discourses address the question of how Confucianism transformed itself into a political
and cultural power.12 The present essay also addresses the same question, and does
not intend to challenge the theories put forth by the above-mentioned studies. Yet its
intention is complementary by shedding light on the relation between Confucian
body forms and the prestige Confucianism afforded through the application of a semiological approach.
Through case studies, this essay explores what constituted cultural capital in the
Confucian School since the time of Confucius, how it rendered symbolic power,
and how ultimately symbolic power changed into power capital in the process of
building and maintaining the inner circle of Confucian literati. The study adopts a
semiological framework in analyzing the relations between text and image. For the
text case, the description of Confucius’s everyday motions in “Book Ten” of the Analects (hereafter “Book Ten”) will be examined, while for the image case, the Pictures
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of Confucius’s Traces (Kongzi shengji tu 孔子聖蹟圖, hereafter SJT ) and the Portraits
and Encomia of the Sages (Shengxian xiangzan 聖賢像讚, hereafter SXXZ ) will
be used.
The present essay has four sections. In the first, the textual definition of Confucius’s deportment13 or appearance in the various situations described in Book Ten
will be examined. In the second, the images of Confucius in the SJT will be examined
in terms of their semiology. In the third, I will investigate how images were rendered
in texts or transformed into visual ideologies. The last section will show how the
formal symbols as represented by the sage’s motions functioned as an artistic mechanism to change people’s minds, and how the Confucian body rendered cultural
capital or the symbolic power of the Confucian literati class.
Textual Construct: Analects, Book Ten
Book Ten of the Analects is a rather good source of information for knowing the
everyday behavior and motions of Confucius. The fact that the entire section is
devoted to describing the details of Confucius’s day-to-day behavior, manners, and
appearances, may be surprising to the reader who expects the Analects primarily
to be a crucial source for the philosophical origins and background of the early
stage of Confucianism. Nevertheless, this digression from philosophical discourse
can be understood when the following considerations are taken into account. First,
in terms of propagating its way and doctrine, the Analects represents the stage of oral
transmission rather than literary narration, as is evident from Confucius’s actual utterances.14 Second, to make his teachings convincing, Confucius did not confine himself to logical persuasion, but was liberal in using appeals to human feelings as well
as visual images. Third, Confucius emphasized body-related rules of conduct not
only as a key means for cultivating one’s morality (xiushen 修身, literally “cultivating
the body”) but also as an effective way to express his inner world.
In fact, Confucius and the early Confucian School prioritized the physical body
rather than spirituality. As Hahm Chaibong has stated clearly, “In Confucianism, what
determines and confirms my being is not the metaphysical, the transcendental, or the
rational, but my physical body and the intricate intersubjective social network within
which it is placed.”15 The “Confucian body” or “Confucian bodily forms” constituted
an integral part of the crucial virtue of cultivating one’s morality as expressed in the
Confucian catchphrase, wenzhi binbin 文質彬彬, meaning harmonious state of outer
(physical) grace and inner substance (Analects 6.18).16 Confucians believed that the
mind could pervade the body; hence, it could be read through the pervaded body,
which in turn constituted the surest evidence of the mind. They also believed that
disciplining the body would result in solidifying and sustaining an upright state
of mind. For example, Zeng Zi’s well-preserved body, shown to his disciples on his
death bed (Analects 8.3), is a semiotic manifestation of such virtues as filial piety,
sincerity, and reverence. The well-preserved body as signifiant denotes wen 文 (outward grace), while those virtues as signifié denote zhi 質 (inner substance). The well-
preserved body, as it implies the virtues of filial piety, sincerity, and reverence, is a
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form of “visualized ideology.”17 The early Confucianism or Confucius put a higher
priority on this kind of bodily signifiers of inner virtues than did Neo-Confucianism,
thus proving more amenable to semiotic interpretation. Hence, the original Confucianism of Confucius, as opposed to Neo-Confucianism with its utmost priority on
li 理 (principle, or reason), was more concerned with mastery of the body than of
the mind.
Given the centrality of the Analects in approaching Confucius, there is little
doubt that Book Ten is the authoritative source for comprehending the dignity, reverence, humility, and moderation Confucius displayed in his daily life. The everyday
details of Confucius depicted in Book Ten can be classified into the following five
categories: speech (10.1 to 10.2), motion (10.2 to 10.5), costume (10.6 to 10.7), food
(10.7 to 10.11), and responses to differing social contexts (10.12 to 10.26).18 This
essay deals only with the description of speech and motion, because it focuses on a
semiological analysis of bodily actions. Table 1 summarizes Confucius’s actions (i.e.,
speech and motion) for the given situations, characteristic features of which highlight
humility, precaution, dignity, congeniality, and tidiness.19 The table shows Confucius’s
deportment and his reactions in a number of public and private situations. It conveys
three different kinds of information. First, all the everyday actions of Confucius are
depicted by way of facial expression, mode of speech, gesture of hands and feet,
bodily posture, and so forth. Second, these individual actions imply semiological
interpretations that go beyond purely physical gestures, because they signify inner
attitudes of Confucius and are associated with moral attributes such as humility, dignity, and carefulness. Third, these individual actions in everyday situations serve as
models for a sacred mode of action in which power, Confucianism, and artistic representation were welded into a consolidated unity.
Transforming Texts into Images: Kongzi shengji tu (SJT)
From the Song dynasty on, the state was committed to spreading Neo-Confucianism
among the general population, especially after its establishment as the leading state
ideology, one significant outcome of which was the production of an illustrated
biography of Confucius known as the Kongzi shengji tu (SJT). The printing of the SJT
rose to a major national project to such an extent that tens of revised editions were
published, turning it into a crucial vehicle for spreading the basic tenets of Confucianism among the people.20 The SJT, which was printed extensively during the Ming
dynasty, owed its form to Buddhist influences, which had had a lasting impact on
Chinese learning and culture.21 In other words, the Buddhist innovation of using
images for popular proselytization came into use in a Confucian shift of paradigm
from Confucianism as learning (ruxue 儒學) to Confucianism as religious ideology
(rujiao 儒敎).22
Published in greatest numbers from the late Ming dynasty onward, the SJT is a
collection of printed illustrations with brief accounts of the major events in Confucius’s life, from his remarkable birth to the posthumous worship of him as a sage.23
In the SJT, everyday actions of Confucius, all dignified and respectful as described in
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Table 1. Confucius’s actions in given situations
Chapter /
Paragraph
10.01

In the local community,

10.01

In the ancestral temple and at
court,
When speaking with
Counselors of lower rank,
When speaking with
Counselors of upper rank,
In the presence of his lord,

10.02
10.02
10.02
10.03
10.03

10.03
10.04
10.04
10.04
10.04
10.04
10.04
10.05

10.05
10.05
10.25

When he was summoned by
his lord to act as usher,
When he bowed to his
colleagues,
He went forward with
quickened steps,
On going through the outer
gates to his lord’s court,
When went past the station of
his lord,
When lifting the hem of his
robe to ascend the hall,
When he had come out and
descended the first step,
When he had reached the
bottom of the steps,
When he resumed his station,
When he held the jade tablet,

10.26

When making a presentation,
At a private audience,
When a sumptuous feast was
brought on,
When there was a sudden clap
of thunder or a violent wind,
When climbing into a carriage,

10.26

When in the carriage,

10.25
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Actions
Confucius was submissive and seemed to be
inarticulate.
Though fluent, he did not speak lightly.
He was affable.
He was frank though respectful.
His bearing, though respectful, was composed [in his
steps].
His face took on a serious expression, and his step
became brisk.
Stretching out his hands to the left or to the right, his
robes followed his movements without being
disarranged.
As though he was gliding on wings.
He drew himself in, as though the entrance was too
small to admit him.
His face took on a serious expression, his steps
became brisk, and his words seemed more laconic.
He drew himself in, stopping inhaling as if he had no
need to breathe.
Relaxing his expression, he seemed no longer to be
tense.
He went forward with quickened steps as though he
was gliding on wings.
His bearing was respectful.
He drew himself in as though the weight was too
much for him. He held the upper part of the tablet
as though he was bowing; he held the lower part
of the tablet as though he was ready to hand over a
gift. His expression was solemn as though in fear
and trembling, and his feet were constrained as
though following a marked line.
His expression was genial.
He was relaxed.
He invariably assumed a solemn expression and rose
to his feet.
He invariably assumed a solemn attitude.
He invariably stood squarely and grasped the
mounting cord.
He did not turn toward the inside, nor did he shout
or point.

the texts, including Book Ten, are depicted visually. Although the SJT and Book Ten
share only one fully identical match (between SJT no. 42 and Book Ten 10.4) many
actions in the two bear a great similarity. Thus, it can be argued that the textual construction of the everyday actions and deportment of Confucius in Book Ten is represented by the corresponding visual images in SJT.
The SJT as an explicit product of the union between the Confucian School, political power, and art reflects the transition of Confucian learning to Confucian ideology. The transition from early Confucianism to Neo-Confucianism by no means
signifies a mere shift of weight from the body to the mind. As the early Confucianism
put priority on the political order based on li 禮, and was aided by the ethic of ren
仁, it also put weight on the formality of the Confucian body. On the other hand,
Neo-Confucianism, buttressed by the more stable political order of the state, concerned itself with the ethics of human moral character, which integrated not only the
level of the physical body but also the level of metaphysics.
The portraits of Confucius in the SJT give a visual representation of the characteristic features of humility, precaution, dignity, congeniality, and tidiness highlighted in
the text of Book Ten. The SJT includes many nearly identical and related pictures,
which can be classified into the following ten categories: lecturing, explanations,
conversations, questions and answers, courtesy visits, reactions, reception of guests,
carriage travel, playing the zither, and holding the jade tablet when going to court, as
arranged in table 2. This table intends to classify the features of Confucius’s motions
in the SJT as he engages in particular activities.24 For example, in the lecturing scene
Confucius is put in the center, lecturing to the disciples standing before him.25 He
takes on a dignified expression. In the explanations scene, in images 1 to 3, Confucius uses explanatory hand gestures to the (hidden) disciples, and assumes a condescending expression. It is important to note that the same or almost identical
features of his motions are repeated in each category of picture that depicts a particular activity. In other words, an identical pattern of motions is created to denote the
sacredness of Confucius’s actions. Thus, the power of signals is in operation to elevate
all actions of Confucius to the level of sacredness. Historically speaking, those followers of Confucius who were in a position to appropriate the power of the signals
that elevated him to sacred status were able to perpetuate the cultural power derived
from it.
In terms of semiological analysis, the following action signals can be abstracted
from the action pictures in the SJT, as shown in table 3. This semiological analysis
reveals that the depictions of Confucius’s actions in the SJT follow certain patterns to
highlight their sacredness. Five characteristic traits can be discerned in the SJT drawings. First, Confucius appears larger than the surrounding figures, so as to visually
illustrate his superior moral authority over others.26 Second, Confucius’s costumes are
usually splendidly embroidered to outwardly illustrate his inner moral eminence.
Third, the pictures are arranged horizontally to give them narrative sequence. These
pictures are intended less to describe reality than to illustrate the thread of narration.
A similar device can be found in East Asian painted scrolls, which are unrolled
and “read” horizontally, with the eye following the flow of time.27 The absence of
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Table 2. Classification of pictures of actions in SJT

perspective in the drawings represents less a lack of skill than a means to bring
themes and ideologies to attention, thus pointing to the existence of a world of
episteme different from that of the world of Western drawing.28 Fourth, the gaze
of Confucius is directed obliquely to the side rather than to the front so as to give
greater naturalness to the figure. Fifth, more often than not, the sides of figures
are depicted, yet in the events of lecture, explanation, and conversation, the chest
is directed to the front, despite the oblique direction of face and hands. Here we
can see an application of the “frontality” trope, which characterizes the ancient
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Table 2. Classification of pictures of actions in SJT (continued)
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Table 3. Semiological signs in the SJT
Action Signal
Category

Body Action

Lecturing

Directed to the front with
parallel hands
Hands pointing to the object of
speech
Turning the head slightly to the
partner with parallel hands
Facing the partner either standing
or sitting with parallel hands
Bowing slightly with parallel
hands
Bowing substantially with
parallel hands
Sitting squarely with parallel
hands
Sitting calmly
Sitting on chair with the zither
either on knee or desk
Bowing with two hands holding
the tablet

Explanations
Conversations
Q and A
Courtesy Visits
Reactions
Reception of Guests
Carriage Travel
Playing the Zither
Holding a Jade Tablet

Eyesight

Expression

Directed to the front

Dignified

Directed to the audience

Serious

Directed to the partner

Serious

Directed to the partner

Serious

Directed to the partner

Polite

Directed to the partner

Polite

Upward slightly to the
partner
Directed to the outside
Downward slightly

Polite
Careful
Restrained

Directed to the tablet

Humble

Egyptian drawing of human figures.29 The frontality trope had been used to highlight
absolute authority, supernatural greatness, and mystical dignity. There was a double
motivation behind the use of this device: the desire on the one hand to add a for
malistic aura to the dignity of the figure, and on the other to inspire awe in the
viewers by conveying such dignity to them.30 In the events of lecturing, explanation,
and conversation, Confucius’s self comes to the fore by voicing his opinion and
argument. The frontality device effectively depicts such moments in Confucius’s
self-expression.
Reproduction of Images: Shengxian xiangzan (SXXZ)
The action signals created in the SJT constituted a pattern that was reproduced repeatedly in the portraits of Confucius’s disciples and later worthies. Table 4 shows
the sacred images of Confucius that had been reproduced in the renderings of the
deportment of his disciples and later worthies, as appearing in the SXXZ.31 Com
paring the SJT with the SXXZ, two points of difference are remarkable. First, the
SXXZ lacks the background to the pictures seen in the SJT, focusing on the human
figures. Second, in terms of textual characteristics, while the SJT provides an ex
planatory narrative of the pictorial representations of subject figures, the text in the
SXXZ is a eulogy of their careers and achievements. The original sacred images of
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Table 4. Deportment of Confucius’s disciples and later worthies

the SJT went through a process of simplified transformation when reproduced in the
SXXZ.
The continuous reproduction of images resulted in the fixation and reinforcement of the original depictions. As shown in table 5, the everyday interactions
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Table 5. Everyday episodes of Confucius and his disciples in the SJT

 etween Confucius and his disciples are rendered as taking place in a relatively free
b
atmosphere, suggesting that Confucius valued popular access to his doctrines,32 even
though he tried to maintain a principled attitude.33 In a sense, Confucius seems to
have walked a fine line between the formal/abstract actions that could be turned into
symbolic power and the real/concrete actions that could provide a ground for communication with the general public. Communication could be made possible by allowing popular, practically feasible rites rather than insisting on the formal, prescribed
rites. In the SXXZ, however, the deportment portraits of the disciples and later worthies progressively turn more rigid, acquiring definitely authoritarian overtones in the
portraits of the Song worthies. This fixation and reinforcement of images in later
periods coincided with their being used as visual vehicles to spread fixed and reinforced ideologies.
Turning Images into Text: Action as Visualized Ideology
The effect of communication can be greatly enhanced when linguistic and non-
linguistic means are combined, the latter playing a no less significant role than
the former. Confucius’s means of communication in Book Ten largely consisted of
non-linguistic signs, as shown in table 1. These non-linguistic means of commu
nication have much to do with the structure and function of the Confucian perception of imagery. This implied the construction of a system by means of images, based
on the interactions between the signifiant and the signifié in semiological terms.
Non-linguistic means of communication in the form of gestures and movements
are crucial here. The actions of Confucius used as non-linguistic means of com
munication in the text of Book Ten were initially intended to convey his virtues
and doctrines as the signifié. Eventually, however, those actions transformed themselves into symbols of prestige, thus functioning to distinguish sage and layman,
the man of virtue and the petty man, master and disciple, and monarch and sub-
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ject. In pictorial depictions, the semiology of the image represents such structural
distinctions.
The physical actions of Confucius as depicted in the SJT and the SXXZ are represented by a combination of both images and textual accounts, thus constituting a
mixed system of means of communication. Still, it should be noted that the images
by themselves independently convey messages, apart from their supplementary role
in the communication of the message dominated by the textual accounts. Seen in this
way the images are no longer a vehicle to convey the meaning of the text, but by
themselves provide a “visualized ideology.”34 In the area of non-linguistic communication, ideologies are transmitted by means of images that assume the function of a
language. Thus, the images of action bring “image-derived-ideologies” to the field of
communication. Here shape is not the bowl containing matter but the factor that
changes matter.
The images depicting motions are at first derived from the meanings of the text.
Yet they ultimately convey the inherent meaning by themselves. In other words, the
images are used to convey a complex set of meanings that is hard or impossible for
mere text to convey. The complex set of meanings intends for the reader to penetrate
it and to achieve an “autonomous moralization.”
Confucius was fully aware of what Feinberg called “the public-harm principle,”35
which justifies coercion in protecting the institutional means and control system
designed to keep the public good. For him, coercion was a kind of “preventive
coercion.”36 From the concept of coercion, we can well understand the combination
of the body and propriety (li 禮) in cultivating one’s morality (xiushen 修身). Confucius was aware that propriety not only guides and regulates one’s outer actions,
one’s movements, speech, and bearing,37 but also has an effect on one’s inner mental
functions, on one’s emotions, understanding, imagination, and thinking,38 which ultimately lead to volition. This volition empowers autonomous moralization, a “spontaneous order”39 independent of any outer or inner force of coercion. Therefore, this
spontaneous moralization is an “unintended consequence”40 coming from a state in
which one has achieved a fundamental freedom that is not concerned with the responsibility for the results of one’s actions.41
Cultivating one’s morality (xiushen) by integrating the body and propriety (li) in
Confucianism is an enactment of the “autonomous moralization.” When the images
are used to propagate the inherent will that empowers the self to perform the “autonomous moralization,” their effectiveness is assured by employing stylized signs of the
sacred. This is because, just as the repeated physical exercise of propriety exerts an
impact on the will in cultivating one’s morality, the repeated pattern of images has an
effect on the will through artistic means.
In semiology, the principle of labeling implies that one image for which one text
serves as a label supplies only one piece of information. An image should not be
contextually related to another image, and mutatis mutandis the same goes for texts.
Images are only connected to texts through the affixing of the label, and the only
context of a text is the image.42 In the Confucian text  /image communication system,
however, images such as portraits of worthies, though representing individuals, are
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subsumed under an inclusive category of sacredness on the basis of their stylized
physical motions. The reproduction of stylized motions in the Confucian text  /image
communication system does not fit the theory of labeling in semiology because the
repetition of stylized motions makes the text as a label meaningless. This is the ultimate goal of Confucian physical deportment. From this, an image beyond a text
becomes a new text (i.e., visualized ideology) for itself.
Roland Barthes remarked that images cannot effectively represent power relations and internalize ideologies in politics, culture, and society less than any textual
message.43 His theory illuminates the fact that in the unity of visual and ideological elements, pictorial images function to represent political, social, cultural, and
historical codes no less than the textual medium. This function of pictorial images
was facilitated by woodblock printing in the Ming dynasty. The growth of the woodblock printing culture in the Ming resulted in the preparation of images accompanying a wide range of Confucian texts like Book Ten. Woodblock printing produced a
large number of copies, which duplicated the images of the sages. The same case is
true of the sculptural molding of icons. It was out of the question to manufacture a
new mold every time to show a differing image. That was not just a matter of the
manufacturing cost; to repeat identical images was also effective in inscribing the
messages associated with the icons on the mind. The stylized reproduction of sculptural and pictorial images, through the cumulative effect of the repetition, engendered a powerful “visualized ideology,” with the images fulfilling much more than
their original role of representing the text. It is beyond question that the repetition of
identical images serves as an effective promotion of the ideologies they represent. A
formalized pattern when constantly repeated gives rise to the uniformity that is the
ultimate goal of an ideology that aims for power.
Conclusion: The Confucian Body as Symbolic Power and Cultural Capital
Although, in the case of Confucius, the pattern of daily routines originated from the
semiological framework of the signifiant (i.e., physical body) and the signifié (i.e.,
inner virtue), the Confucian body or the Confucian physical form ultimately breaks
out of that framework. The semiologically represented Confucian body comes to attain its own meaning beyond its initial function as a symbol to express inner virtue.
It ultimately comes to possess symbolic power. The initial semiological body is established by inner virtue, yet the body with symbolic power does not revert to that inner
virtue (i.e., the signifié ). Since the body as symbolic power expresses visualized ideology or the signifié, the viewer responds to its inherent power, not to the inner virtue
it originally intended to represent. As Confucius knew this mechanism of its functions, he put emphasis on the Confucian body as symbolic power, as evident in cultivating one’s morality (xiushen) and in achieving the “harmonious state of outer
grace and inner substance” (wenzhi binbin) (6.16).
The importance of the Confucian body as symbolic power accounts for the
power of the images that represent it. The Confucian body and the Confucian texts
turned into images through the medium of woodblock printing share signs of the
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sacred. The text-derived images offer stylized images of Confucius and other sacred
worthies that convey the prestige of sacred persons. In this “figuration-concept” combination,44 the images have their own value, beyond their function of representation.
The text of Book Ten serves to attach a label to the images. Yet, the text does not speak
of those moral virtues and doctrines such as teaching by influence or ruling by
morality and justice (wangdo 王道) that we normally expect from the Analects. Book
Ten, as a visualized text, merely describes the actions of Confucius. Nonetheless, the
visualized actions of Confucius are meant to represent the fixed and stylized actions
that imply propriety (li) based on benevolence and righteousness (ren 仁 and yi 義).
The subject who performs the stylized actions that signify propriety is none other
than a sacred person to whom the virtues of benevolence and righteousness are guaranteed. Thus, the images assume the role of “figuration-concept” combination.
The fixed and stylized actions of the Confucian school or Confucian literati45
were passed on among Confucians as an important element of prestige. Along with
the body attitudes, another important element of prestige among Confucians was
“recreation” or the “six classical arts” (liuyi 六藝), which represented the cultured
manner of life for Confucians, and aimed at a monopolistic appreciation of art and
culture.46 The following episode shows how closely the body attitudes are related to
the six classical arts:
The Master said, “There is no contention between gentlemen. The nearest to it is, perhaps,
archery. In archery they bow and make way for one another as they go up and on coming
down they drink together. Even the way they contend is gentlemanly.” (3.7)
The Master said, “In archery [as one of the six arts] the point lies not in piercing the hide,
for the reason that strength varies from man to man.” (3.16)47

The Confucian gentlemen’s code of action while practicing archery as one of the six
classical arts as laid down in Analects 3.7 — “In archery they bow and make way for
one another as they go up and on coming down they drink together” — is one example of the Confucian way of life. The phrase in Analects 3.7, “Even the way they
contend is gentlemanly,” and the phrase in Analects 3.16, “In archery the point lies
not in piercing the hide,” tell of the Confucian gentleman’s prestigious behavior,
which is in contrast to the undisciplined behavior of small men. Zhu Xi’s note to
Analects 3.7, that “Gentlemen bow three times before ascending the hall, and after
descending the hall, they drink the penalty wine,”48 is more detailed in defining the
acts in the archery contest that lend prestige. Here, the prestige of Confucian gentlemen is defined and acknowledged through specified bodily forms. These bodily
forms and the forms of propriety (li) in the six classical arts in general are symbols
constituting a cultural capital that brings prestige to Confucian literati. When the
Confucian literati possess power, the elements of their cultural capital, that is, the
way they carry themselves and the six classical arts, turn into symbolic power.
Confucian prestige is cultivated by standardizing the attitudes of the body based
on everyday rules of conduct (i.e., a body that assumes symbolic values), the “six
classical arts” (i.e., a life style that symbolically expresses values), and “literati art”
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(i.e., art that expresses such values), while this prestige in turn again promotes standard bodily attitudes, the six classical arts, and literati art. The prestige produced
through this process is an intangible yet substantive form of the cultural capital of the
Confucian literati, which functioned symbolically to distinguish them definitively
from the rest of society.49
In Confucian society, what effected the transformation from ascriptive status to
that of a Confucian literatus distinguished by learning and moral virtue, and then
to that of a scholar official who belonged to the elite that monopolized the creation
and control of intellectual discourse, were individual merit and ability. Yet, what
demonstrated this transformation visually and elicited tacit agreement with its legitimacy was distinctive prestige derived from bodily attitudes. The prestige of such distinctions as a form of cultural capital prompts its symbolic power, which in turn
reinforces its standing.
The cultural power of Confucian gentlemen was based not on an economic
foundation but on the prestige derived from their morality and ideals.50 This cultural
capital, which can be referred to as propriety (li), was inherited and preserved within
the world of the Confucian literati class in an effort to monopolize it. Confucian
ethical codes constituted the means for transferring cultural capital, while the rules
based on the doctrine of propriety transmitted the authoritativeness of this cultural
capital. The dominant position of Confucian literati was maintained through the
Confucian gentlemen’s cultural resources (i.e., the six classical arts) and the methods
of their ritual practice. The cultural power of Confucian literati was a symbolic p
 ower.
Yet, when they exercised political power as government officials, their symbolic
power turned into real power. Such symbolic power based on cultural symbols continued to function as a mold fashioning and reproducing the dominant status of
Confucian literati in society despite the changes of the times and circumstances.51
The stylized images of Confucian bodily forms and the stylized bearing of prestigious
Confucian gentlemen created a visualized ideology that dictated the perpetuation of
Confucian ideals.
From the Song dynasty on, the Confucian literati combined Confucian bodily
attitudes with a Confucian manner of life based on the six classical arts to gain prestige as a form of cultural capital, and they turned this cultural capital into a cultural
power that actualized their power in the real world. Thereafter, until the end of the
Qing dynasty the Confucian literati, on the basis of their political power, continued
to produce and dominate the discourse of each given age. Then the discourse in
producing and dominating needed a mechanism of communication, because the
discourse was predicated on consensus and common aspirations among members
of the literati class. In this communication they came to have an “agreed code” for
themselves.42 Symbolic power, derived from this “agreed code” and expressed in
daily body postures and the six classical arts, was used by the literati in producing
and dominating the discourse of the times.
Power in general fears change in the existing order. In order to block reform and
innovation, upholding conventional norms as sacred is considered most effective.
Since Confucianism was to a high degree informed by its own interpretation of an

1044

Philosophy East & West

ideal past, it naturally cooperated with the powers of conservatism. One form of this
cooperation was the union of power, the Confucian school, and art, which gave
birth to the SJT. Power used stylized images to supply the symbols that would tie the
mental world of its subjects to the past, and turned the images into a visualized ideology. Therefore, the SJT can be seen as a sign of the transformation of Confucianism
as learning (ruxue 儒學) to Confucianism as religious ideology (rujiao 儒敎). The SJT
as a combination of power, Confucianism, and art has two characteristics, namely
the systematic idolization of Confucius and the effort to have Confucianism pervade
society at large.53 To Alfred North Whitehead, a necessary function in every society
is “a continuous process of pruning, and of adaptation to a future ever requiring
new forms of expression.”54 As long as the Confucian school survived, however, the
process Whitehead mentioned did not work due to the union of power, Confucian
school, and art, and thus old symbols have continued to be used. Taken as a whole,
however, the union of power, Confucian school, and art cannot be defined nega
tively as only a “distorted” innovation. On the other hand, by creating a sense of
cultural homogeneity beyond a particular time and place this union not only brought
formal stability to members of the Confucian literati class, but also produced an
effective medium of communication.
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52    –    “Bodily language is less for transferring information than for spreading signs of
shared beliefs so as to strengthen solidarity in a community” (Lee Seung-hwan,
“A Semiological Study of Body,” Hanguk Gihohakhoe [Korean Society of Semiology], ed., Sam gua giho [Life and symbols] [Seoul: Munhak gwa Jiseong Sa,
1997], p. 44).

1050

Philosophy East & West
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dynasties demonstrated the legitimacy of their rule by offering sacrifice in the
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guojia: 1900–1942 nian de huabei nongcun (Culture, Power, and the State:
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