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government. They identify knowledge, wisdom, or realization of dao either 
with the mastery or acquisition of a particular craft or skill, or with the exem-
plary character of the skillful individual.  They invoke a wide range of exper-
tise, and praise (or blame) a variety of experts (or maladroits) at the arts of: 
archery, cooking and butchering, engineering and more generally technolog-
ical innovation, farming in various aspects, hunting and trapping, medicine, 
accurate prediction or prognostication (including medical diagnosis), mili-
tary strategy (defensive and offensive), music (both musicians and listeners), 
swordsmanship, weaving and wheelmaking.4

negative trope of "dolt-stories" based on the lack of some crucial skill.  We 
may distinguish several kinds of Chinese skill-knowledge analogy.  (1) In 
wisdom/craft analogies, wisdom or virtue is compared to a skill, craft, or 
practice either in its entirety or in one prominent aspect.  It is a comparison of 
two elements.  (2) Analogies based on parts in relation to the whole compare 
the component parts of wisdom or virtue and the component elements of a 
craft.  Analogous component parts come together (or do not) to make up the 
whole.  This is a comparison of two sets or networks of elements.  (3) Analo-
gies based on skilled performance, including the process of mastery, com-

Some Chinese accounts high-
light characters who have been marginalized from or have rejected, the politi-
cal world and the public domain.  They also include a complementary 

pare the actions of a sage to the performance of a master at the craft or skill.  
Most Greek craft imagery focuses on practitioners of received crafts.  

Given Plato's hostile depictions of craft and art, it is of some interest that he 
refers to practically every technical art extant at his time.  References to crafts 
include: barbering, building (including masonry, carpentry, cabinetmaking,
and shipbuilding), carving, cooking and butchering, cobbling, cloth and 
clothes making (including dyeing, spinning, weaving and embroidery), flute 
making, hunting, medicine, metalworking (including coppersmithing, gold 
refining and the minting of coins), navigation and the arts of warfare.5

In his study of the use of polarity and analogy in the Greek world, G. E. R. 
Lloyd makes several points about Greek craft metaphors and imagery that 
are particularly pertinent for the present study.  First, the imagery of Greek 
philosophical texts cannot be read in isolation from earlier literature.  Sec-
ondly, we must maintain but not overdraw the distinction between literal 
and metaphorical uses of language, for example in the image of the spinning 
and weaving of the fates.6 He also emphasizes that analogies between virtue 
and any particular craft must be considered in the light of a prevailing analogy 
within Greek philosophy: the conception of the world as the product of in-
telligent designing agencies.7

the known to the unknown.  For example, Herodotus infers knowledge 

He also draws our attention to an important 
function of analogies in Greek texts: as a means to make inferences from 

about the Nile by analogy to known rivers, and several Hippocratic texts 
use analogies to common phenomena to infer about obscure ones, especially 
from the qualities of foodstuffs and procedures of cooking.8
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Turning to specifically philosophical craft analogies, Plato and Aristotle show a 
striking contrast between their the low regard for crafts and craftsmen and their 
repeated use of crafts imagery.9 While not a metaphor or an analogy, an inter-
esting example of this problem is the regard accorded to ����� or "wily intelli-
gence," despite its  moral ambiguities, to success at many skills valued on the 
Greek world, including archery, weaving and medicine� For example, in the 
Homeric account of the return of Odysseus, husband and wife deploy mêtis as 
a shared case of mind to save (and recreate) the social and political context of 
their marriage.  The skills they use are both specialized and gender-specific, 
but the excellence of each is firmly grounded in mêtis.  Penelope forestalls 
remarriage by weaving and unweaving the shroud of Laertes.  Under the ruse 
of dream interpretation, she and Odysseus agree upon an archery contest as a 
means to remove the suitors from their house.  His strength bends the bow, but 
his mêtis guides the arrow through the line of axe handles.10

Virtue and Craft

A range of Chinese skill stories about "rulers" describe wisdom and virtue 
as a single kind of skill knowledge, disposition, or activity.  It is described 
positively in accounts of "brightening virtue" (ming de) by the ancient sage-
kings, and negatively in Daoist accounts of the negative capabilities of sage 
rulers who act by not acting (wuwei).  In the Five Classics, "brightening virtue" 
is connected with ordering the family, the self and the state.  It is not compared 
to specific skills, and may have been viewed as a magical aspect of quasi-
divine kingship.11 Brightening virtue appears in two contexts: the need for 
self-cultivation by a junzi or nobleman and the rhetoric of dynastic transition, 
to justify the replacement of the Shang dynasty by the Zhou.  The Yijing
hexagram Jin (hexagram 35) likens the junzi brightening his virtue to the sun 
rising over the earth.12 Both the Shijing and Shujing praise the sage-kings of 
antiquity and the founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties as rulers who were 
able to make their virtue bright (ming de).13 According to the Daxue, when the 
ancients wanted to brighten their bright virtue (ming ming de) throughout the 
empire, they first put their states in order; brightening bright virtue was part of 
the way of great learning of antiquity.14 The phrase also occurs frequently in 
the Zuo zhuan, which typically advises the ruler to cultivate the bright virtue 
(ming de) of the sage-kings of the ancient past.15

The Lunyu describes specific virtues: shu or reciprocity (LY 4.15 and 

In all these passages, 
brightening virtue is associated with problems of government, but is not 
defined in terms of any particular activity. 

15.24), associated with the sagacity of Yao and Shun; zhi or wisdom, (12.22), 
defined in terms of benevolence (ren); xue or study  (17.7), and si or reflection 
(2.15).  There is no suggestion of the mastery of any body of technical 
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expertise (other than the details of the li, which do include archery and music).  
Nor is there emphasis on the practical skills associated with prescience or 
foresight.  Tianwen, a term associated in other texts with the abilities of 
prediction, does not appear in the Lunyu; tiandao appears only once, in 
Zigong's assertion that Confucius would not speak about it (LY 5.13).

The Daodejing describes its sage-ruler as maladroit.  The ruler whose 
subjects barely see is more preeminent than the ones they praise, fear, or 
despise.16 The sage nurtures the people by making them maladroit: he empties 
their minds, and curtails knowledge, and exterminates wisdom and skill as 
causes of artfulness, hypocrisy, destructive learning, names, distinctions, 
desires, and deliberative action.  The one exception to this negative treatment 
of both knowledge and skill is an analogy between ruling a large state and 
cooking a small fish (DDJ 60).17

Mencius uses craft analogies from farming, carving, archery, and 
engineering.  Their moral force is to contrast socially constructive technical 
skill that works in accordance with the nature of its object, and socially 
destructive cleverness that violates the nature of its object:  "If those knowing 
ones (zhi zhe) could emulate Yu's directing the waters, then being knowing 
would hold nothing hateful.  Yu directed the waters without overaction [against 
their nature].  If those knowing ones also directed things without overaction, 
their knowledge would be truly great" (4B26).  The essence of Yu's technical 
skill is that he does not interfere with the natural tendencies of things or force 
them against their natures.  The same values appear other famous analogies in 
the Mengzi.  In the debate between Mencius and Gaozi on human nature, Gaozi 
likens moral instruction to carving cups and bowls from unformed willow 
wood; Mencius argues that both go against the grain (2A2).  In the analogy of 
the "four sprouts" of virtue, the survival of the seedlings depends on nurture 
that is timely and appropriate (2A6).  To mature, they must be tended, but 
without excess, and in accord with the season.18

The Zhuangzi also contains a series of parallel analogies that liken the 
mastery of the Way to the process of mastery of a craft (rather than on skilled 
performance). These analogies are striking because of their emphasis on the 
skills of commoners; they bypass the elite skills of archery, hydraulics or 
government in favor of the skills of butchers, wheelwrights, and cicada-
catchers.  Most detailed is the exegesis of Pao Ding, the skillful butcher 

The same point appears in the 
memorable  negative skill story of the farmer from Song who exerted himself 
out of season in "helping" his sprouts to grow by pulling them up, an urge, 
which, according to Mencius, few can resist. (2A2).

who instructs Lord Wenhui.  He describes the process by which he acquired 
his skill: first studying oxen as wholes, next as parts, and finally with the 
daemonic faculties rather than the eyes. He never needs to change his 
blade because he sees what can't be seen (the space between the joints 
of the ox) and relies on the natural structuring of things (Z 3/9-
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11).19

Greek analogies between virtue, craft and skill begin with concepts of 
the world as the product of intelligent design.  Plato's cosmology repeatedly 
invokes images of the craftsman of the cosmos, in the Republic (530A, 507C, 
596A), Statesman (270A, 273B), Laws (902C), and most extensively in the 
Timaeus.

The story of Wheelwright Bian makes the general claim that skill is not 
teachable.  He himself has the knack of chipping wheels at precisely the right 
speed, but he cannot explain it or teach it to his son (Z 13/64-74).  

20

Several passages in the early dialogues make analogies between the 
health to the body and justice to the soul.  The Crito contains an analogy 
between expertise at moral and political judgment and technical expertise in 
general. Crito 47A compares the knowledge or skill of craftsman or artist 
(gymnastics) to expertise in ethical and political questions.  A limitation of this 
analogy is that experts in gymnastics agree about ends even if they disagree 
about means, whilst political disagreements concern both. The Gorgias (477B-
E) makes a medical analogy between poverty, illness and injustice, which 
afflict a person's wealth, body, and soul; and are cured by the arts of money-
making, medicine and justice.  Later,  the same analogy is used to suggest that 
suppressing the desires of the soul is better than self-indulgence (Grg. 504B-
505C).

The cosmology of the Timaeus draws its crafts imagery from any 
number of crafts, including carpentry, agriculture, and cooking (baking bread, 
73EF).  Examples of carpentry in the Timaeus include: working lathes (33B, 
69C, 73E), boring and piercing holes (91A), gluing and fastening with bolts 
(75D, 43A).  Examples from agriculture include sowing (Ti. 41C), grafting 
(42A) and irrigation (77C).   The example from cooking compares the creation 
of the bones with the processes of sifting, kneading and moistening used in 
baking bread (Ti. 73EF).

The Meno (72D) uses a different kind of analogy to argue that virtue 
is the same for men and women.  Meno acknowledges that health, size and 
strength are "the same" in a man or a woman.  When Socrates argues that 
virtue is "the same"; Meno holds that virtue differs in some way from the other 
cases" (Men. 73A).  The Statesman (277D) uses the paradigm of weaving to 
discover the "kingly art."  Several other passages in the Statesman (295B) and
Laws (691, 709A, 720A, 961D) analogize the statesman to several skilled 
craftsmen: the doctor, pilot, general, and shipbuilder. 

It has been noted that, although the middle dialogues and the Platonic 
corpus as a whole discuss, but do not use, the hypothetical method; and use, 
but do not discuss, analogy and imagery, and the appeal to analogies recurs in 
Plato's argumentation from the early Socratic dialogues to the Laws.21 Lloyd 
ascribes to Plato several important innovations in logic and method: his 
emphasis on the need to verify the conclusions of analogical arguments, the 
importance of distinguishing between probable arguments and demonstration, 
and the potential for deception in apparent likeness (homoiotêtes), for example 
in  the Phaedrus (262A-C) and Sophist (231A).22






















