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An Analytical Investigation into the

Relationship between the Law and Revenge

from the Han Dynasty to the Southern and
Northern Dynasties

Lee, Long-shien”

Abstract

Filial piety, as the core value of Confucian ethics, is readily transposed into
an ethics of loyalty: that is, obedience to one’s master as opposed to obedience to
one’s father. In theory, these two lines of loyalty should not be in conflict with
each other. However, revenge, a principle based on filial piety, inevitably
conflicts with law and justice, a sphere dominated by loyalty.

In the light of this conflict between loyalty to the law and filial piety, this
paper looks at changes in traditional views toward revenge from the Han dynasty
to the Southern and Northern Dynasties. While revenge was given precedence
during the Han dynasty, the rulers of the Wei dynasty enacted laws curbing the
act of revenge in order to enforce the state monopoly on violence. During the
Northern and Southern Dynasties, a tolerant, even positive attitude towards
revenge dominated in the south, while in the north loyalty to law was placed
above filial piety and laws were put in place prohibiting acts of revenge.

Keywords: revenge, views on revenge, loyalty, filial piety, laws and regulations

* Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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