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From “Jian Tianxia” to “Wei Tianxia”: The Intellectual Context and Theoretical

Construction of the Public Mission of Traditional Chinese Scholar-Officials
Chih-Chun Chiu *
Abstract

Traditional Chinese scholar-officials were not only bearers of knowledge and culture
but also actors concerned with political order, the well-being of the people, and
responsibility for the wider public world. Taking the consciousness of life’s finitude as
its point of departure, this study examines how they moved beyond personal cultivation
and official advancement to transform knowledge into public commitment. It employs
literature analysis, intellectual-historical analysis, interpretation of classical texts,
typological synthesis, and theoretical construction. It traces the transformation of the
shi from a social status into a cultural role defined by commitment to the Dao, and
examines diverse forms of public engagement represented by Confucius, Sima Qian,

Du Fu, Fan Zhongyan, and Ming-Qing scholar-officials.

The study develops a threefold framework of Jian Tianxia—You Tianxia—Wei Tianxia.
Jian Tianxia refers to discerning transformations of the times, the conditions of the
people, and institutional problems; You Tianxia means transforming such
understanding into ethical concern and a sense of responsibility; and Wei Tianxia refers
to translating that concern into action through writing, education, criticism, reform, and
public service. Rather than forming a fixed linear sequence, these dimensions constitute
a recursive process of understanding—ethics—practice—reflection. This framework
integrates the diverse forms of traditional scholar-officials’ public mission and offers
intellectual resources for contemporary academic responsibility, public governance,

and the ethics of knowledge in the age of artificial intelligence.

Keywords: traditional Chinese scholar-officials; public mission; Tianxia concern;

intellectuals; public spirit.
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