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Abstract

The essence of the debate at the Salt and Iron Conference can be attributed to the conflict between
the rule of rites and the rule of law. Due to the differences in class interests and social status, the
scholars of the Xianliang School advocated the rule of rites, believing that rites were the guarantee
for maintaining the patriarchal hierarchical order. In contrast, the Grand Inquisitor advocated the
rule of law, arguing that it embodied fairness and justice, which precisely served the interests of the
emerging landlord class. However, while the Grand Inquisitor emphasized the rule of law and should
have treated everyone equally regardless of their closeness or status, he made distinctions based
on closeness and status when dealing with issues related to the powerful, especially the royal family.
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In contrast, under the rule of rites, morality was supreme, and the ethical order derived from it encom-
passed everyone and formed a two-way ethical relationship. Even the monarch was subject to moral
constraints, as expressed in the saying “the monarch is beneath the rites”.
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