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Han Fei on the Poverty of Methods
Employed by Princes

Kang Chan’

Abstract

Han Fei unveils lots of ways (methods) through which ministers do evils
and propose many methods for princes to counter ministerial evils. One scholar
had suggested that Han Fei could not prevent ministers from doing evils, but
there has been no study arguing for the case. This is the first thorough survey of
the (in)effectiveness of methods recommended to princes.

Five categories of the methods of princes receive comprehensive scrutiny
here: matching name and reality, listening and questioning, fathomlessness,
detecting conspiracies, and harnessing the powerful. Weaknesses and ways to
get around in each category, mostly drawn from Han Fei’s text, are spelled out.
In conclusion, none but two methods are fully in the command of princes and
thus guaranteed to succeed, yet their success is of minor effect. In addition,
despite their importance, two methods—policy assessment and of leadership—
are deemphasized by Han Fei because they are not compatible with his favorite
methods.

Han Fei teaches ministers to do evils as well as princes to prevent
ministerial evils. His discourse on the methods employed by princes is a process
from construction to deconstruction through which maneuvers between the

prince and the ministers are staged.
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