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ABSTRACT

The concept of filial piety, as one of the foundational concepts of traditional Chinese
thought, has long been a source of political and economic debate due to its conceptual
ambiguity and multiple layers of meaning. Drawing on an interdisciplinary approach and
employing the framework of Conceptual History, inspired by the work of Reinhart
Koselleck, this study examines the following question: How did Wang Daiyu, in the context
of the political and economic crises of the late Ming dynasty, understand economic life
through the conceptual relationship between filial piety and its counter-concept, loyalty?
The findings demonstrate that Wang Daiyu appropriated the Confucian concepts of filial
piety and loyalty and incorporated them into Islamic religious discourse as well as the social
and political life of Chinese Muslims. While he did not adopt every dimension of the
Confucian understanding of filial piety, he reconfigured the relationship between these
concepts by placing loyalty and obedience to God above obedience to the ruler and to one's
parents. At the same time, he accepted the Confucian conception of political authority and
the emperor's status as the "Son of Heaven." Like Confucian thinkers, Wang regarded the
state, with the emperor at its apex, as responsible for regulating economic affairs and
securing the livelihood and material welfare of the people. In his thought, therefore, filial
piety was not merely an ethical virtue but also a fundamental politico-economic concept.
His political-economic outlook substantially converged with the Confucian understanding
of economic governance and with the broader premodern Chinese conception of the
relationship between politics and the economy.
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INTRODUCTION

The intellectual history of Muslims in China represents a unique case of cross-
cultural synthesis, where Islamic monotheism encountered the deeply rooted social
and ethical structures of Confucianism. Historically, the socio-political and economic
conduct of Chinese Muslims has been under-researched due to a scarcity of primary
sources written by the community itself during the medieval period. This changed
significantly during the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644) with the emergence of the Han
Kitab school—a movement of Chinese-speaking Muslim scholars known as the Hui-
Ru. These scholars translated and interpreted Islamic concepts using the vocabulary
of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, effectively facilitating the integration of
Muslims into the Chinese imperial structure as loyal subjects rather than resident
aliens.

Wang Daiyu (c. 1580-1660), recognized as the inaugural figure of this tradition,
lived during a period of profound upheaval marked by the collapse of the Ming
Dynasty and the rise of the Qing. His era was defined by systemic crises, including
internal rebellions, famine, plague, and economic volatility. Writing as a descendant
of imperial astronomers, Wang sought to reconcile the "Pure and True Teaching"
(Islam) with the prevailing Confucian socio-economic order. The primary focus of
this research is to investigate how Wang reformulated the fundamental concept of
Xiao (Filial Piety) and its counter-concept Zhong (Loyalty) as a multi-layered
political-economic framework to address the challenges of his time.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs an interdisciplinary interpretive approach, drawing heavily on
the "Conceptual History" (Begriffsgeschichte) formulated by the German historian
Reinhart Koselleck. The methodology is built upon the distinction between mere
words and "fundamental concepts," which are characterized by their multi-layered
meanings and their role as sites of semantic struggle between competing social or
religious groups.

The analytical framework consists of three levels:

1. Diachronic Analysis: This involves rtracking the historical evolution of the
concept of Xiao from the Western Zhou dynasty through its legalistic and political
transformations in the Han, Tang, and Song periods. It examines how Filial Piety
evolved from a ritualized ancestral cult into a state-sponsored ideology for
maintaining social order.

2. Synchronic Analysis: This examines the "semantic field" within Wang Daiyu’s
major works, specifically The Real Commentary on the True Teaching (1642), The
Great Learning of Islam, and Real Answers to Important Questions. It analyzes how



Xiao interacts with its contemporary counter-concepts, particularly Zhong (Loyalty
to the ruler).

3. Spatio-Temporal Analysis: Utilizing Koselleck’s categories of "Space of
Experience" (the present past) and "Horizon of Expectation” (the present future), the
research evaluates how Wang’s personal and generational experience as a Chinese
Muslim informed his expectations for a stable, just, and economically viable society.
This includes the study of his specific metaphors, such as the "Heart and Body,"
which bridge Neo-Confucian physiology with Sufi Islamic spiritual anatomy.

FINDGINS

The research identifies that Wang Daiyu utilized Confucian terminology not merely
for linguistic convenience, but as a systematic foundation for an Islamic political
economy. His findings can be categorized into four primary areas:

A. The Redefinition of Political Loyalty and Sovereignty: Wang adopted the
Confucian structure of sovereignty, accepting the Emperor as the "Son of Heaven"
responsible for the world's order. However, he introduced a critical theological shift
by subordinating the Emperor to the "One True God" (Allah). In Wang’s hierarchy,
true loyalty (Zhong) to the state is only possible if one is first loyal to the Creator. He
argued that the state is a "common house" where different groups must coexist
peacefully, and he positioned the Islamic "Pure and True Teaching" as the most
effective path to achieving the Confucian goal of "Great Harmony."

B. The "Heart and Body" Metaphor as a Governance Model: Influenced by the
Neo-Confucianism of Wang Yangming and the Sufi teachings of the Kubrawiyya
order, Wang employed the metaphor of the "Heart and Body" to describe the state.
He posited that the King is the "Heart" of the body politic; just as a sincere heart
ensures a healthy body, a virtuous and just ruler ensures a stable and prosperous
nation. This tied the success of the economy and social security directly to the moral
and spiritual integrity of the political leadership.

C. Filial Piety as a Political-Economic Concept: Wang transformed the ethical-
ritual definition of Xiao into a "fundamental political-economic concept." In the
context of pre-modern China, where economics was not an independent discipline
but was embedded in social management (Jing-ji), Xiao served as the mechanism for
ensuring the "livelihood" of the family and the state. Wang identified specific "non-
filial" behaviors that were economic in nature, such as the failure to provide for the
physical sustenance of parents and the neglect of education for future generations.
By framing the provision of food, goods, and knowledge as a religious and filial duty,
Wang linked Islamic charity with Confucian social stability.

D. Economic Ethics and Resource Management in Crisis: Reflecting the dire
conditions of the late Ming period, Wang addressed specific economic behaviors:
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Hoarding and Usury: Wang condemned the hoarding of grain during famines as
a sin more egregious than usury. He argued that while the usurer merely seeks profit,
the hoarder actively prays for the misery of the people to drive up prices.

Agricultural Preservation: In a strategic move to maintain social harmony and preserve
agrarian productivity, Wang suggested restricting the slaughter of cattle. He argued that cattle
should be reserved for labor and religious sacrifice rather than the "pleasure of the palate,"
reflecting a pragmatic adaptation to the Chinese agrarian economy.

Resource Allocation: He critiqued the production of alcohol, suggesting that
land used for "sweet rice" (for wine) should be diverted to regular rice production to
eradicate hunger and poverty.

CONCLUSION

Wang Daiyu, as a Confucian literatus and Muslim theologian, extricated the
foundational concept of xiao (filial piety) from its purely ethical-ritual context and
transformed it into a basis for a simultaneous political and economic formulation. By
placing loyalty and obedience to God above obedience to both the ruler and one's
parents, he preserved the vertical structure of Confucian loyalty while binding its
ultimate legitimacy to the will of the Creator. Consequently, the emperor's
responsibility—as the "Son of Heaven"—to organize economic affairs and secure the
people's livelihood was redefined not as an autonomous political right but as a duty
owed to God. This, precisely, constitutes the answer to the fundamental research
question: Wang's economic outlook, amid the politico-economic crises of the late
Ming, consisted of a reconfiguration of the concept of filial piety into a politico-
economic concept wherein ensuring the welfare and sustenance of society was
simultaneously a duty to the parent-ruler and an act of worship before God. This
outlook aligns fully with the premodern Chinese pattern in which the "economy" was
not understood as a domain independent of politics and ethics but was instead
interwoven into social, political, and cultural life. Like other Confucian thinkers,
Wang holds the state, and at its head the emperor, responsible for economic
coordination, the establishment of distributive justice, and the satisfaction of the
people's essential needs. His fundamental divergence lies in linking this
responsibility to a theological obligation; in other words, service to parents and
loyalty to the ruler only acquire meaning when they are deployed in the service of the
Creator and directed toward meeting the needs of His creatures. In this manner, the
concept of "filial piety" in Wang's thought transcends a purely ethical concept and
becomes a "fundamental politico-economic concept" that simultaneously binds
together political legitimacy, social cohesion, and the public livelihood of Muslims.
It is worth noting that Wang Daiyu's work represents the sole surviving written source
by a Chinese Muslim thinker that presents a coherent politico-economic formulation
grounded in the Confucian conceptual heritage and its monotheistic reinterpretation.



NOVELTY

The novelty of this research lies in its pioneering effort to move beyond the traditional
theological and philosophical interpretations of Wang Daiyu’s works, offering
instead the first systematic reconstruction of his political-economic worldview during
the late Ming crisis. By uniquely applying Reinhart Koselleck’s methodological
framework of Conceptual History to the Han Kitab tradition, the study reveals how
Wang transformed the ethical-ritual concept of Filial Piety (Xiao) into a foundational
political-economic category that links Islamic monotheism with Confucian social
management. This innovative approach demonstrates how Wang creatively
subordinated imperial sovereignty to divine authority while simultaneously
identifying the provision of public livelihood as both a religious mandate and a state
responsibility. Furthermore, the research provides a rare interdisciplinary bridge
between Sufi spiritual anatomy and Neo-Confucian governance, marking a
significant scholarly advancement in understanding the historical participation of
Muslims within the Chinese imperial structure as active contributors to its economic
and political discourse.
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