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Abstract

This study traces the historical evolution of the dynamic tension between emotion
(qing, %) and reason (li, #}) across traditional Chinese philosophies, conceptualizing
these systems as enduring lived traditions. While these schools are often analyzed
for their moral, political, and metaphysical values, this paper explores how their
unique configurations of affect and reason developed over time. Confucianism
historically integrated moral reasoning with deep affective cultivation—such as
empathy (rén, 1) and filial devotion (xido, #)—structured within a framework of
ritual decorum (li, £L) to achieve social harmony. Conversely, Daoism countered by
viewing emotion as part of a larger, spontaneous (ziran, H#X) and effortless (wawéi,

JEA) alignment with the Dao (Dao, i), promoting an organic model for

psychological well-being. Legalism, emerging from geopolitical crises, treated
unchecked emotion as a destabilizing burden, institutionalizing rational order
through strict laws and statecraft (f4, ¥£). By analyzing foundational texts, including
The Analects, the Daodejing, and Han Feizi, this research clarifies how each school
addresses affect and rationality in historical ethics and governance. Ultimately,
through a dialogue between traditional frameworks and modern applications, this
paper demonstrates how tracking these historical trajectories provides practical
tools for human development in an increasingly complex society.

Key words: Affective Philosophy, Confucianism, Emotion and Rationality, Harmony,
Philosophical Traditions

1. Introduction

The relationship between emotion (ging, 1&) and reason (If, #) has been a central
debate in philosophical discourse for centuries. While Western traditions have
historically tended to polarize these two forces—contrasting logical rationality with
spontaneous affect—traditional Chinese thought offers an integrative, dynamic
paradigm in which affectand reason coexist and mutually reinforce one another. This
socio-philosophical interaction constitutes an integral foundation of Confucian,
Daoist, and Legalist conceptions of human nature (xing, £), ethics, and governance.
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Over millennia, these structural frameworks transitioned from abstract elite textual
theories into enduring lived traditions, fundamentally shaping the cultural
psychology, social rituals, and communal identities of East Asian societies. Within the
contemporary framework of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) scholarship, these
classical philosophies are increasingly recognized not as stagnant, antiquarian texts,
but as dynamic legal and ethical repositories that undergo continuous
intergenerational transmission. From a historical perspective, the cognitive and
emotional templates established during the Axial Age in China have functioned as
safeguards for social cohesion and communal stability. However, despite their
profound historical longevity and cultural significance, the explicit evolutionary
trajectory of these concepts as forms of living heritage remains under-explored in
mainstream historical and ICH discourses. This study addresses this critical gap by
treating traditional philosophical negotiations of ging and Ii as active, safeguarded
cultural mechanisms rather than obsolete ideologies.

Confucianism historically conceptualizes harmony through the synthesis of moral
reason, emotional cultivation, and rigid ritual decorum (1}, £L). Confucius posited that
foundational affective impulses, such as empathy (rén, 1-) and filial devotion (xido,
2£), arise organically but must be systematically structured through ritual practices
to achieve sustainable social harmony (Confucius, 2003, p. 1.2; 4.25). Mencius
expanded this teleological view, arguing that human nature is inherently good,
evidenced by spontaneous affective reactions, such as the instinctive urge to rescue
a child falling into a well (Mencius, 2003, pp. 2A:2-6). Within this school, reason
functions as an active cultivating agent that refines raw effects into structured ethical
behavior, transforming individual internal emotions into a collective, lived ritual
tradition that stabilizes the state.

Conversely, Daoism presents a radical historical counternarrative, evaluating both
emotion and reason through the cosmic lens of the Ddo (i&)—the ultimate source of
natural spontaneity (zirdn, H#X). Laozi’s Dao De Jing critiques over-rationalization
and artificial ethical constructs, warning that excessive institutional intellectualism
severely disrupts organic harmony (Laozi, 1993, pp. ch. 8, 19). Instead, Daoism
advocates a lived equilibrium in which affect and intellect naturally align through
effortless action (wuwéi, JoN). Zhuangzi advances this discourse by framing
emotional adaptability not as a weakness, but as a critical historical resource for
human psychological resilience, allowing individuals to transcend rigid intellectual
dogma in favor of organic, flexible alignment with historical change (Zhuangzi, 2009,
p.ch. 2).

Legalism presents a pragmatic, state-centric model that deliberately prioritizes
institutional rationality and codified laws (fd, #%) over subjective individual emotion.
Its premier architect, Han Feizi, operated under the historical context of the Warring
States period's geopolitical crises, viewing human nature as fundamentally self-
interested. He argued that unregulated emotional partiality inevitably destroys state
stability and public order. To mitigate this threat, Legalism established an
impersonal, highly rational administrative apparatus that actively minimized the
influence of personal affect in the public sphere (Feizi, 2003, p. ch. 49). This
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structural approach generated a long-standing historical tension between
centralized, rational statecraft and the lived emotional traditions of localized
communities. By conducting a rigorous textual and historical analysis of The
Analects, the Daodejing, and Han Feizi, this study maps the historical evolution of how
these three competing schools of thought negotiated the boundaries between affect and
intellect. Methodologically, this research moves beyond descriptive comparison to
evaluate how these philosophical systems operate as active intellectual repositories.
Ultimately, this paper demonstrates that tracking these historical trajectories
provides critical, living tools for enhancing modern emotional intelligence, cross-
cultural ethical decision-making, and sustainable leadership in an increasingly
globalized and interconnected world.

2. Materials and Methods

This study employs an interdisciplinary approach, combining comparative
philosophy and historical analysis within the framework of Intangible Cultural
Heritage (ICH) scholarship to explore the evolutionary trajectory of emotion (qing,
1) and reason (li, #) in Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism. The methodology
operates through four distinct structural phases, beginning with a hermeneutic
textual analysis that involves a rigorous, close reading of foundational primary
texts—specifically, The Analects for Confucianism, the Daodejing for Daoism, and
Han Feizi for Legalism. This initial phase centers on how these core texts explicitly
define and negotiate the boundaries between affect and intellect, treating them as
the earliest documentation of China's cognitive heritage. Following this, the study
transitions into historical contextualization and heritage mapping, situating these
philosophies within their specific historical matrices, particularly the socio-political
crises of the Warring States period (475-221 BCE). This contextual phase moves
beyond abstract theory to investigate how these ideologies were historically
operationalized as lived cultural practices and governance mechanisms, ultimately
tracking how they transformed into enduring lived traditions.

Building upon this historical groundwork, the methodology proceeds to a systemic
conceptual and ICH comparison. This stage systematically contrasts the conceptual
frameworks of the three schools, highlighting the divergences and convergences in
how they balance gqing and If regarding ethical cultivation, ritual practice (Ii, L), and
emotional regulation. By doing so, the study evaluates these philosophies not as
isolated arguments, but as distinct repositories of living intangible heritage that
continue to inform contemporary social identity. Finally, through philosophical
synthesis and contemporary safeguarding, the study weaves these historical and
textual insights together to explore how these inherited intellectual systems offer
practical, modern tools for emotional intelligence, ethical leadership, and
contemporary governance. Methodologically, this comprehensive, layered
framework ensures that traditional Chinese philosophical discourses are evaluated
not as stagnant antiquarian relics, but as active, safeguarded intellectual dynamics
central to sustainable human development.
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3. Literature Review

The relationship between emotion (qing, 1) and reason (li, #£) has remained a
foundational inquiry within both Western and Eastern intellectual histories for
centuries. While Western philosophical paradigms traditionally polarize these two
faculties—often positioning strict, logical rationality in direct tension with
spontaneous emotional impulses—traditional Chinese philosophies lean toward
synthesis. Within East Asian thought, affect and reason do not function as
competitive opposites but rather as coordinated dynamics designed to regulate
human behavior and maintain social equilibrium. When evaluated through the lens
of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) scholarship, these philosophical configurations
emerge as enduring lived traditions rather than static historical texts, serving as
critical mechanisms for cultural preservation and communal identity.

Confucian scholarship extensively conceptualizes emotional cultivation as the
bedrock of moral development. Early Confucian texts posit that those foundational
affective impulses—specifically empathy (rén, 1°) and filial devotion (xido, #)—
form the baseline for virtuous living and sustainable social harmony. Within this
framework, ritual propriety (II, L) serves as the rational, structured mechanism that
translates internal raw affect into socially standardized actions. Scholars such as
Ames and Hall (1987) argue that Confucianism views emotion not in contrast with
reason, but rather as a dynamic force that requires proper directional refinement
through ritual practice. Ivanhoe (2000) expands on this by analyzing Mencius's
theory of the "Four Beginnings" (sidudn, JU%f)—commiseration, shame, deference,
and right and wrong—which asserts that humans possess innate moral emotions.
Reason must actively cultivate these emotional seeds into structured civic virtues.
However, current ICH literature underemphasizes how this historical legacy of
Confucian emotional cultivation operates as a form of living heritage within modern
institutional administration.

Conversely, Daoist philosophy promotes an organic, less restrictive relationship
between affect and intellect. Laozi’'s Dao De Jing champions alignment with the
spontaneous current of the Dao (i), prioritizing natural spontaneity (zirdn, H %)
over rigid institutional rationality. Daoist thought warns that excessive reliance on
analytical intellectualism disrupts the organic equilibrium of both the individual and
the cosmos (Laozi, 1993, pp. 8,19). This discourse is further developed by Zhuangzi,
who illuminates a form of holistic wisdom that transcends conventional intellectual
boundaries to celebrate emotional and spiritual liberation (Zhuangzi, 2009). Graham
(1989) notes that the Daoist praxis of effortless action (wiuwéi, T N) invites
individuals to allow their affective experiences to unfold organically, bypassing
artificial rational constraints. Csikszentmihalyi and Ivanhoe (1999) similarly
contend that Daoist spontaneity does not reject reason wholesale, but rather
proposes an intuitive mode of understanding the universe. A significant gap persists
in contemporary heritage scholarship regarding how this dialectic between
structural reason and living spontaneity can be operationalized to inform modern
models of emotional intelligence and leadership.
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In stark contrast to the Confucian and Daoist models, Legalism historically
conceptualizes individual emotion as a primary catalyst for social disorder and
political volatility. Its premier ideologue, Han Feizi, argued that human nature is
fundamentally self-interested, meaning that unchecked personal interests inevitably
undermine state stability. To counteract this vulnerability, Legalism mandates an
unyielding system of codified laws (fd, ¥2;) and impersonal statecraft to exercise total
rational mastery over the populace's emotional partiality (Feizi, 2003). Pines (2009)
examines this systematic containment of affect, demonstrating how Legalist
structures seek to rationalize individual behavior through rigorous institutional
policies designed to maximize state efficiency. Yet, Legalism’s pragmatic, highly
rationalized model faces severe criticism for erasing localized, individual emotional
realities, raising questions about its long-term viability and ethical sustainability in
contemporary governance models.

While these three philosophical traditions have been extensively analyzed as
independent intellectual domains, a profound gap exists in comparative literature
regarding the intersection of ging and If across Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism.
Most contemporary studies focus strictly on the ethical or political dimensions of
these schools, failing to evaluate how these competitive yet complementary
frameworks cross-fade in decision-making and crisis management. Furthermore,
this philosophical equilibrium carries substantial implications for modern practices.
For instance, Daniel Goleman’s (1995) seminal work on emotional intelligence
mirrors these ancient discourses by emphasizing the need to balance affective
awareness with rational execution. Analyzing how this balancing act was historically
managed within Chinese thought provides vital lessons for modern governance,
educational psychology, and conflict resolution. This literature review highlights that
while individual analyses of these schools are abundant, a systematic comparative
approach within ICH scholarship remains underexplored. Bridging this academic
divide offers a fresh framework for understanding the fragile harmony between
affect and reason, establishing these philosophies as living intellectual repositories
crucial for sustainable modern leadership.

4. Results and Discussion

Analyzing emotion (qing, &) and reason (li, ¥#) across Confucianism, Daoism, and
Legalism reveals a highly sophisticated, multifaceted interplay between affect and
intellect. Rather than operating merely as static historical ideologies, each
philosophical tradition provides a historically rooted framework for balancing
affective impulses and rational structures.

When examined through the lens of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) scholarship,
these intellectual frameworks function as enduring lived traditions that continue to
inform contemporary models of governance, cross-cultural ethics, and emotional
intelligence. The following sections present the results of this comparative analysis
and critically evaluate their scholarly and practical implications.
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4.1 Confucianism: Harmonizing Affect and Reason for Communal and Ritual
Heritage

Confucianism offers an integrative paradigm that conceptualizes affect and reason
not as binary opposites, but as complementary dimensions essential for ethical self-
cultivation and social equilibrium. Within this school, fundamental affective
expressions—such as empathy (rén, 1-) and filial devotion (xido, Z)—are
recognized as the core raw material of moral life. However, to translate these
spontaneous internal feelings into structured civic virtues, they must be
systematically guided by reason and ritual propriety (li, ¥L). Confucius emphasizes
that genuine ethical conduct emerges only when internal affective sincerity aligns
with rational, structured behavioral norms. In The Analects (1.1), Confucius
emphasizes the importance of balancing rationality and emotional engagement in
personal relationships and social interactions. He states,

“The Master said, ‘Is it not a pleasure, having learned something, to try it
out at due intervals? Is it not a joy to have friends come from afar? Is it not
gentlemanly not to take offense when others fail to appreciate your abilities?”
(Confucius, 2003, p. 59).

This passage highlights the interplay between emotional fulfillment and rational
conduct in fostering harmonious relationships. Confucius suggests that emotional
responses, such as joy in learning and camaraderie, must be shaped by reason to
align with proper social behavior and contribute to societal order (Tu, 1998, p. 17).
The Analects further demonstrates that Confucian virtue is grounded in appropriate
emotional states rather than external behavior alone. Confucius argues that genuine
filial piety requires sincere affection for one’s parents (Analects 2.7), while
benevolence (rén, =) is defined as loving others (Analects 12.22). Similarly, in
discussing ritual propriety, he emphasizes that,

“In the ceremonies of mourning, it is better that there be deep sorrow than a
minute attention to observances” (Analects, 3.4; Legge, 1960a, p. 156).

This part suggests that authentic emotions such as love, sorrow, and joy constitute
the moral foundation of ethical conduct. Rather than treating emotion as an obstacle
to reason, Confucius presents affective sincerity as an essential component of moral
self-cultivation and social harmony. Mencius refines the Confucian view by asserting
that humans are born with innate emotional capacities that reflect an inherent moral
sense. Emotions like empathy and compassion are natural responses that guide
individuals toward virtue. In Mencius (2A:6), he explains that “The feeling of
compassion is the beginning of humanity; the feeling of shame is the beginning of
righteousness; the feeling of courtesy is the beginning of propriety; the feeling of
right and wrong is the beginning of wisdom” (Mencius, 2003, p. 82). Mencius argues
that these emotions are not irrational; instead, they are integral to the moral
framework within humans, but they require cultivation through reason to fulfill their
ethical potential (Ivanhoe, 2002, p. 45). This view aligns with the broader Confucian
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ideal that emotions should be nurtured and refined, as they are part of the innate
moral structure that guides human behavior.

In Confucianism, the ideal of balancing emotion and reason is reflected in the concept
of virtue, which is achieved through continuous self-cultivation. Aligning emotions
with reason occurs through education, ritual (/i), and reflection, allowing individuals
to integrate their emotional capacities into their ethical behavior (Rosemont, 2009,
p. 23). In this process, Confucius emphasizes the importance of li (ritual and
propriety), which fosters social order and helps individuals regulate their emotional
expressions. In The Analects (3.6), Confucius states, “The Master said, ‘A gentleman
is not a vessel,” meaning that individuals should not merely conform to rituals
superficially but internalize their more profound moral principles (Confucius, 2003,
p. 63). Through education and the practice of Ii, individuals learn to regulate their
emotional responses to align with rational and ethical considerations (Hall, 1999, p.
87). While Confucianism advocates for the harmonious integration of emotion and
reason, it also acknowledges the potential tension between emotional spontaneity
and rational constraints. The Confucian focus on ritual and propriety can sometimes
limit emotional expression to maintain social order. In governance, for example,
rulers are encouraged to govern not solely based on emotional impulses but guided
by reason and moral principles to achieve effective leadership. In The Analects
(12.17), Confucius notes that a ruler should lead by virtue, which implies that
emotional empathy for the people must be balanced with rational judgment for the
greater good (Confucius, 2003, p. 135). Similarly, in personal relationships, the
emphasis on propriety (/i) may sometimes suppress emotional spontaneity to ensure
that actions align with ethical norms (Angle, 2013, p. 102).

The Confucian emphasis on [i balances emotional and rational forces. Rituals and
propriety provide a structured framework for individuals to express their emotions
in socially acceptable ways, ensuring that emotions do not disrupt social harmony.
In The Analects (3.1), Confucius remarks, “The gentleman understands what is moral.
The small man understands what is profitable.” This distinction highlights the need
for emotional responses to be tempered by rational moral understanding, especially
in situations requiring social responsibility or ethical decision-making (Confucius,
2003, p. 62). Thus, while emotions are central to Confucian moral life, their
expression must be aligned with the rational structure of propriety and social norms
(Li, 2007, p. 55).

Confucianism teaches that emotion and reason are complementary rather than
contradictory forces in pursuing virtue and social harmony. Emotions such as love
and filial piety are integral to moral behavior, but must be guided by reason and
propriety to ensure they contribute to ethical conduct and societal cohesion. While
Confucius and Mencius acknowledge the natural basis of emotions and their moral
significance, they emphasize cultivating and refining them through reason, ritual,
and education. Viewed as an intangible cultural asset, this Confucian model of
emotional cultivation provides modern heritage scholarship with a sophisticated
historical template for balancing individual psychological well-being with collective
social harmony (Shun, 2011, p. 63).
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4.2 Daoism: Spontaneity of Affect and the Supportive Role of Intellect

The Daoist perspective on the relationship between affect and reason fundamentally
counterbalances the structured orientation of Confucianism. While Confucianism
emphasizes cultivating and regulating emotions through rational frameworks and
ritual discipline, Daoism advances a fluid, spontaneous model. This philosophical
divergence highlights the historical tension between a highly regulated emotional
life and the free-flowing, organic affective engagement advocated by Daoist thinkers.
Within Daoism, particularly in the foundational texts of Laozi’s Dao De Jing and the
writings of Zhuangzi, emotions are conceptualized as natural expressions of the Dao
(J&)—the ultimate, ultimate cosmic force governing the universe. According to this
worldview, human affectation is intrinsically bound to the natural cosmic order.
Laozi critiques excessive institutional intellectualism and rigid cognitive control,
arguing that they severely disrupt the equilibrium between humanity and the natural
world. Instead of suppressing affect through analytical reason, Daoism posits that
emotions should unfold spontaneously (zirdn, H#A) to remain congruent with the
cosmic flow (Laozi, 1993, p. 14.C8).

A particularly important affective concept in the Daodejing is desire (yu, #X).
Although Laozi does not regard desire as inherently evil, he repeatedly warns against
its excessive and self-centered forms, which can obstruct harmony with the Dao. He
states that “the great Way is always without desires” and that those who preserve
the Way should avoid the pursuit of excess (Laozi, chs. 16, 34). At the same time,
Laozi does not advocate the complete elimination of desire. Rather, the Daodejing
presents a paradoxical relationship between desire and desirelessness, suggesting
that desire may both hinder and facilitate one's understanding of the Way (Laozi, ch.
1). This nuanced position demonstrates that Daoism seeks neither the suppression
nor the unrestricted expression of emotion. Instead, emotions and desires must be
understood within their broader relationship to natural harmony, self-cultivation,
and the cosmic order. In this sense, reason serves not to control affect but to cultivate
awareness of how emotions shape one’s alignment with the Dao.

A core operational principle of this philosophy is wiwéi (JGN), commonly
understood as "non-action" or "effortless action." Methodologically, wiiwéi does not
imply absolute passivity; rather, it dictates acting in intuitive alignment with the Ddo
rather than forcing artificial rational constraints or interventionist state policies.
Laozi suggests that by relinquishing rigid intellectual containment and allowing
affective responses to emerge organically, individuals achieve psychological
authenticity and holistic harmony, tuning their internal lives to the natural rhythms
of existence (Chan, 1963, p. 139). Zhuangzi expands this discourse by validating
spontaneous affect as an irreplaceable component of human existential resilience.
He maintains that emotional experiences are not inherently disruptive obstacles to
social order but vital indicators of natural cosmic alignment. Within Zhuangzi's
epistemology, analytical reason must not dominate or over-regulate emotional life;
instead, intellect serves a supportive, interpretive function to help the individual
perceive and navigate the changes of the Ddo. Intellectual cognition is thus
repositioned from a controlling agent to an adaptive tool (Zhuangzi, 2009, pp. 24, ch.
2). Unimpeded by rigid social structures or top-down moral reasoning, spontaneous
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emotional expressions contribute to a balanced, integrated mode of being, serving as
a beneficial dimension of the human condition rather than a systemic threat
(Graham, 1981, p. 98).

Despite offering a profound framework for internal psychological well-being,
translating Daoist spontaneity into structured, large-scale social engineering
presents distinct challenges, particularly within modern governance. Daoism’s
reliance on intuitive non-intervention stands in sharp structural contrast to the
Confucian and Legalist focus on behavioral modification through codified
institutions or education. In highly structured contemporary nation-states, where
public administration, legal systems, and bureaucratic decision-making depend
heavily on standardized rules and predictable rational regulations, a governance
model built strictly on organic emotional spontaneity and non-action is frequently
deemed impractical for resolving complex societal crises (Roberts, 2001, p. 73;
Moeller, 2007, p. 55). However, when viewed through the prism of Intangible
Cultural Heritage (ICH) scholarship, this Daoist framework serves as an invaluable
living intellectual repository. While its literal application in macro-level political
administration remains an ongoing scholarly debate, Daoism’s insights into
psychological flexibility, creative adaptability, and organic stress-regulation function
as an active form of living heritage within modern East Asian cultural practices
(Fingarette, 1972, p. 80). By validating an alternative to rigid state-sponsored
emotional control, the Daoist legacy survives as a vital safeguarding mechanism for
personal mental health and community-level resilience in an increasingly hyper-
regulated globalized society.

4.3 Legalism: Institutional Rationality and Its Legacy as Cautionary Cultural
Heritage

Legalism stands in stark ideological contrast to both Confucianism and Daoism
regarding its treatment of affect and intellect. Within Legalist thought, emotion (ging,
1#) is conceptualized not as an asset for moral cultivation or cosmic alignment, but
as an inherently volatile, disruptive force that threatens geopolitical security.
Consequently, Legalism positions structural reason (If, #) as an absolute political
mechanism for containing and regulating human affectation, ensuring state survival
in a highly competitive world. At the heart of Legalist philosophy is the work of Han
Feizi, one of the foremost Legalist thinkers. According to Han Feizi, humans are
naturally self-interested and driven by emotional impulses such as greed, anger, and
fear. If left unchecked, these emotions are seen as forces that inevitably lead to chaos
and social unrest (Feizi, 2003, pp. 232, ch.49). Legalism advocates suppressing these
emotions through strict laws and a highly regulated society. Han Feizi argued that by
establishing a rational-legal framework, human beings could be forced to act in ways
that contribute to the stability and order of society. In the Legalist model, reason is
not simply a tool for intellectual understanding or personal development but a
mechanism for controlling the chaotic elements of human nature. Emotions are seen
as irrational and potentially dangerous, and the state's role is to prevent them from
disrupting social harmony and governance. In this context, the law functions as an
external force that imposes order by regulating individuals' emotional and impulsive
behavior.
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Emotions are regulated in Legalism primarily through laws (fa, ;%) and punishments.
Legalist thinkers argue that a system of clear laws, backed by strict enforcement, can
keep individuals from acting on their emotional impulses. Punishments, including
severe penalties, serve both as a deterrent and as a means of ensuring that any
deviation from the law, often driven by emotional impulses, is corrected. By
controlling emotions through law, the Legalist approach aims to eliminate behaviors
that might threaten the state's stability. For instance, emotions such as greed and
anger are considered disruptive forces that can lead to theft, rebellion, or social
unrest. Under Legalist philosophy, these emotions must be curbed through strict
governance and the constant threat of punishment. The primary goal of such
regulation is maintaining order and control, and the individual’s emotional life is
subordinated to the needs of the state (Feizi, 2003, pp. 239, c.50).

This approach stands in sharp contrast to both Confucianism and Daoism. In
Confucianism, emotion is seen as an essential aspect of ethical and social harmony,
and it must be cultivated through reason, education, and ritual. Confucius
emphasized the cultivation of benevolence (ren, 1Z) and filial piety (xiao, ) as
essential emotions, which, when guided by reason, contribute to the creation of a
harmonious society (Confucius, 2003, p. 1.2). In contrast to the Legalist view,
emotions in Confucianism are considered valuable and integral to ethical living,
provided they are adequately nurtured and expressed within the bounds of ritual
propriety. In Daoism, emotions are viewed as part of the natural order and should
arise spontaneously in alighment with the Dao (3&). Laozi and Zhuangzi argue that
emotions can lead to harmony and balance when left to unfold naturally. In contrast
to Legalism, Daoism encourages individuals to act according to their feelings and
instincts rather than suppressing them with a system of laws and regulations.
Daoism emphasizes the spontaneous flow of emotions by the Dao rather than their
regulation through external laws and controls (Zhuangzi, 2009, pp. 24, C 2).

The primary structural strength of the Legalist model lies in its historical efficiency
in maintaining order, standardization, and stability within large, complex empires.
Historically, this absolute rationalization of emotional behavior enabled the Qin
Dynasty (221-206 BCE) to mobilize human labor on an unprecedented scale,
resulting in monumental state achievements such as the construction of the Great
Wall and the development of standardized irrigation systems. However, this
mechanical approach raises severe ethical and psychological concerns. By reducing
human behavior to compliance and fear, Legalist frameworks erase compassion,
individual agency, and cultural creativity. This absolute repression of localized
emotional realities risks generating alienation and subterranean social discontent,
highlighting a foundational tension between rigid institutional control and human
psychological sustainability.

When evaluated within contemporary scholarship on Intangible Cultural Heritage
(ICH), Legalism presents a complex, dual-layered legacy. On one hand, its historical
practice is frequently critiqued for authoritarian tendencies. On the other hand, its
structural innovations—such as rule-based governance, bureaucratic transparency,
and institutional checks on emotional biases—have endured as enduring
administrative traditions in East Asia. Furthermore, the historical resistance of the
Chinese populace against total Legalist emotional repression gave rise to a unique
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repository of oral traditions, folk songs, and community-level customary practices
(minshy, R4) that actively protected local emotional ties and filial values against
state intrusion. Ultimately, as a negative or cautionary cultural repository, studying
the historical limitations of Legalist affective repression provides modern heritage
scholars with critical insights. It serves as a living historical lesson, proving that
sustainable governance cannot rely solely on cold, structural rationality; rather, it
must actively integrate and safeguard the community's lived emotional and cultural
assets to ensure long-term societal well-being.

4.4 Comparative Synthesis and Implications for Contemporary Thought

Rather than viewing Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism as isolated historical
mechanisms, a comparative synthesis reveals how their competitive negotiations of
affect (ging, 1&) and intellect (I, #) operate as a multi-layered intellectual repository
for contemporary society. When evaluated through the framework of Intangible
Cultural Heritage (ICH), these schools do not merely represent stagnant
philosophical antiquities; instead, they function as living cognitive templates that
offer contrasting yet complementary solutions for modern governance, emotional
intelligence, and structural ethics.

Confucianism emphasizes cultivating emotions through reason, suggesting that
emotional intelligence is essential to effective leadership. In Confucian thought,
leaders must develop virtues like benevolence (ren, 12), filial piety (xiao, #), and

righteousness (yi, X), all of which require a careful balance of emotion and reason.

Leaders can create harmonious and ethical societies by fostering emotional
understanding and empathy while making rational decisions (Confucius, 2003, p.
1.2). In modern leadership, this concept aligns with the idea that emotional
intelligence, the ability to perceive, understand, manage, and regulate emotions,
plays a critical role in effective governance. Daniel Goleman, a leading proponent of
emotional intelligence, argues that emotional intelligence is a key predictor of
success in leadership and management, especially in navigating complex
interpersonal dynamics and decision-making processes (Goleman, 1995, p. 45).
Thus, Confucianism’s focus on emotional cultivation aligns with the contemporary
recognition of emotional intelligence as a necessary trait for successful leaders who
can balance empathy and reason (Hwang, 2001).

The Daoist principle of wu wei (F54), often translated as "non-action” or "effortless

action,” presents a flexible, adaptive approach to governance. Leaders do not impose
rigid control; instead, they allow for the natural flow of emotions and events. Daoism
advocates for governance that is responsive to the needs of individuals and society,
encouraging a harmonious environment where emotions are not repressed but
allowed to flow freely in alignment with the Dao (Laozi, 1993, p. 8). In contemporary
governance, this principle could challenge traditional, more authoritarian, or
bureaucratic models that emphasize rational control, structure, and enforcement.
Daoism’s non-interventionist approach suggests that sometimes, the best leadership
allows for organic, spontaneous growth rather than imposing strict regulations.
However, this model may not be practical in all contexts, particularly in large-scale
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societies where regulation and structural governance are necessary to maintain
order and address complex issues such as economic inequality or public safety. Thus,
while Daoism offers valuable lessons about the importance of flexibility and
adaptability in leadership, its laissez-faire approach might not always be feasible in
large-scale governance systems.

Legalism provides a contrasting governance model, where emotion is seen as a
disruptive force that must be regulated through laws, rules, and punishments.
Legalism’s focus on rational control aims to ensure social stability by suppressing
emotions such as anger, greed, and fear, which are viewed as dangerous and capable
of sparking social unrest. In this context, reason is employed as a tool for emotional
regulation, with laws and punishments acting as mechanisms to control emotions
and maintain order (Feizi, 2003, p. ch.49). The balance between emotional regulation
and individual freedom remains a contentious issue in modern societies. On one
hand, the rule of law is necessary to maintain order, particularly in complex, diverse
cultures. On the other hand, concerns about individual rights and the ethics of
suppressing emotional expression through legal frameworks raise essential
questions. For instance, debates around freedom of speech, privacy, and mental
health involve balancing regulation of emotions with protection of individual
autonomy. Legalism’s approach provides a framework for thinking about control in
governance, but it also warns of the dangers of emotional repression and the
potential for authoritarianism. However, as a cautionary cultural legacy, pure
Legalism faces critique for its dehumanizing tendencies and systematic emotional
repression, which frequently trigger civic alienation and mental health crises in
hyper-regulated modern societies.

This tripartite dialectic—consisting of Confucian cultivation, Daoist spontaneity, and
Legalist institutional regulation—provides contemporary policy architects and
heritage scholars with a multi-layered framework to evaluate the ethical dimensions
of emotional regulation. Rather than treating these ancient models as mutually
exclusive traditions, modern governance structures can synthesize their insights to
resolve pressing global challenges, particularly when balancing emotional
intelligence with rational administrative demands in multicultural, globalized
contexts. For instance, future research in Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) could
productively explore how these divergent cognitive templates impact the
psychological and emotional well-being of citizens living under contemporary legal
systems that rely heavily on varying levels of state-enforced emotional control.
Tracing the intersection of qing (1&) and i (¥8) through these classical lenses invites
contemporary thought to completely dismantle the Western binary dichotomy
between emotion and rationality. By repositioning these philosophical systems as
dynamic, safeguarded intellectual assets, this comparative study underscores the
enduring influence of East Asian thought on modern discussions of social harmony
and sustainable human development. The ongoing civilizational challenge is not to
rigidly adopt one school over another, but to creatively integrate their historical
blueprints into modern institutional frameworks—safeguarding individual
emotional autonomy while ensuring macro-level societal stability.
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5. Conclusion

This study explored the historical evolution of affect (qing, %) and reason (i, &)
across Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism, examining these traditions as enduring
forms of living intellectual heritage. The comparative analysis demonstrates that the
three schools developed distinct approaches to regulating the relationship between
emotion and rationality. Confucianism sought balance through moral cultivation and
ritual practice, Daoism emphasized spontaneous harmony with the natural order,
and Legalism prioritized institutional rationality and social control. Despite their
differences, all three traditions addressed the same fundamental challenge: how to
manage human emotions while maintaining ethical and social order.

The findings suggest that traditional Chinese philosophy does not view emotion and
reason as mutually exclusive. Instead, these traditions offer alternative models for
integrating affective and rational dimensions of individual and collective life. This
comparative perspective contributes to Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH)
scholarship by demonstrating that classical Chinese philosophies remain active
intellectual resources rather than merely historical texts. Their continued relevance
extends beyond their original historical contexts, providing valuable insights for
contemporary discussions of emotional intelligence, ethical leadership, governance,
and cultural sustainability. By reframing Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism as
living repositories of cultural knowledge, this study highlights the importance of
preserving philosophical traditions as part of humanity’s intangible heritage. Future
research may further investigate how these historical frameworks are adapted and
transmitted in contemporary educational, social, and institutional settings, thereby
deepening our understanding of the enduring relationship between affect, reason,
and sustainable human development.
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